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To those who dare,


And to those who dream.


To everyone who’s stronger than they seem.


“Believe in me /

I know you’ve waited for so long /

Believe in me /

Sometimes the weak become the strong”

—STAIND, Believe












Prologue





A vast backdrop of
stars sparkled all around Ethan’s head, just on the other side of the nova
interceptor’s thin transpiranium cockpit canopy. The stars seemed so close he
could touch them, but Ethan couldn’t allow himself to be distracted by the
view. He targeted the nearest enemy fighter and brought the red brackets under
his crosshairs. His ears picked up the soft click of a laser lock even before
his eyes registered the crosshair turning green. He pulled the trigger and held
it down, pouring a continuous stream of bright red pulse lasers into his
target. Then the laser charge gauges began flashing red on his HUD, and that
stream of fire diminished to a slow trickle. Ethan eased up on the trigger and switched
over to missiles just as his target began jinking out of line. Enemy ripper
fire sizzled off his rear shields, and Ethan broke into an evasive pattern,
forgetting about his target for the moment. The sound of ripper fire hitting
his shields stopped, only to start again from another angle when a second
junker swooped down onto his six. Ethan craned his neck to get a visual
reference on the enemy fighters. They were converging on him from completely
opposite directions—a pincer maneuver that was sure to get him killed.


“Ah, a little help over here? I’m caught in a vice!”


“Roger that, Five,” Seven said.


Ethan tried to hold it together as enemy fire sizzled off his shields,
turning them dark green, then yellow, and finally red. Now shells plinked
off his hull as the shields were unable to completely dissipate the energy of
those projectiles.


The streams of enemy fire on his port side ceased, followed by, “That got
him!” from Guardian Seven. Now, with only one fighter attacking him, Ethan
strengthened his shields on the starboard side and circled around to line up on
the enemy fighter’s tail. A few moments later he poured freshly charged pulse
lasers into the twin hulls of a blocky junk fighter whose starboard maneuvering
jet was already flickering dimly. Unable to evade him, the junker took heavy
fire. One of his shots punched through to the reactor, and the enemy fighter
suddenly exploded, sending the twin hulls flaming off in opposite directions.


“I need help!” Gina screamed.


Guardian Three came on saying, “Four enemy fighters just broke off from the
main group! They’re lining up for another pass on the Defiant! Get them
before—” The comm died in static.


“Lead?” Ethan quickly checked his scopes.


A second later Ithicus came back saying, “I’m all right. Got winged by a bit
of shrapnel. No major damage. Those four fired off a volley of torps at
point-blank range. Dumb frekkers.”


The command channel sounded in the next instant with, “Guardians, we need a
better screen than that!”


“Doing the best we can, Control,” Three shot back. “We’re down by five and
there are at least two enemy squadrons out here. Where are your gunnery crews?”


“Cannons are coming online any minute.”


We don’t have a minute, Ethan thought to himself. “Six, where are
you?” he asked, remembering that she’d called for help. He spent a moment
checking his scopes for Gina without any luck. A cold fist seized his heart,
but then he found her, cutting an evasive pattern toward the Valiant, a
pair of enemy interceptors pouring golden streams of ripper fire on her tail.
Those two were fast for junkers—she was having trouble shaking them.


“I’m right where you left me, you dumb kakard! I don’t suppose I still have
a wingmate out there somewhere?”


Ethan grimaced. He wasn’t used to working in teams. “Sorry, on my way now.”
He came about and boosted with the last of his afterburners to catch up to the
enemy interceptors. Once in range, he switched to Hailfire missiles and quickly
dropped one on the enemies’ tails. A second later he realized his mistake as he
noted the proximity between the enemy interceptors and Gina’s own nova. “Gina,
get out of there! I just fired a Hailfire on your pursuit.”


“Frek you! My afterburners are tapped out! What do you want me to do?”


Ethan thought fast, even as the blue trail of the Hailfire’s primary
thrusters winked out. The enemy fighters realized their peril and broke off
from Gina to go evasive, but they were still too close.


“Reverse thrust!” Ethan said.


“They might lock on to me if I do that!”


Frek, Ethan thought. “Hold on!” He thumbed over to pulse lasers and
targeted the distant missile, hoping he could get it before it exploded into
its four smaller warheads. At this range his targeting computer refused to lock
onto the missile. Desperate, Ethan raked blind laser fire over the target
brackets. Nothing happened. An instant later, the Hailfire exploded in four
separate directions, and Ethan felt a stab of fear. Sweat trickled into his
left eye and he swiped at it with the back of one hand, blinking to clear his
vision. The smaller warheads flared to life and boosted after the enemy
fighters.


“They’re too close!”


Ethan could hear a tremor in Gina’s voice. “Give me a second!” he said,
switching fire to the warhead arcing closest to Gina. He hit it with a lucky
shot, and the resultant explosion tore into the nearest enemy fighter, drawing
flames and debris from its thruster pods. Gina’s fighter rocked in the
shockwave. Then the other three warheads found their marks, and the remaining
two enemy fighters exploded in blinding fireballs. Ethan heard Gina scream, and
then her comm cut off in static. “Gina!” 


The static hissed on and Ethan felt a horrible chill creeping down his
spine.


Frek! His heart pounding, Ethan checked his scopes, but they’d fuzzed
out due to the proximity of the explosions. He flew through the expanding
debris clouds and ignored the sound of shattered duranium pelting his fighter.
His forward shields quickly dropped into the red, and he feared what that meant
for Gina. “Gina!” he tried again.


Then he saw her, one of her three engines still glowing blue, the other two
flickering. Her starboard stabilizer fin had been knocked off, and he could see
her cockpit canopy was striated with fractures. “Gina, for Immortals’ sake,
answer me!”


A moment later her voice came back to him, but she sounded weak. “I’m alive.
Took a hit through my canopy. My suit’s pissing air.”


“Krak, how badly are you injured?”


“Not much blood, but breathing hurts like a motherfrekker. Maybe a few
broken ribs.”


“Fly back to the Defiant. I’ll cover you.”


“I’ll never make it, not on half thrust. . . . Too many enemy fighters.”


Ethan gritted his teeth. “Well, frek it! You’re just gonna give up and die?”


No answer.


Ethan watched the hull of the Valiant growing large before them. In
his periphery he spotted the Defiant's beam cannons opening up as the
cruiser made her first pass on the Valiant’s port hangar. Eight blue
dymium beams shot out, drawing rippling waves from the hangar’s shields.


A few seconds later, Ethan saw nova fighters tearing out of the carrier’s
launch tubes.


“Are those our novas coming from the Valiant?” Gina asked.


Ethan shook his head. “We don’t have anyone left on board. We took everyone
except for the sentinels with us.”


“So those are enemy novas. Frek!”


Ethan had no reply for that. By now Brondi had overwhelmed the six sentinels
in the concourse between the carrier’s ventral hangars and he was taking
control of the ship—including its considerable complement of nova fighters and
interceptors. Gina’s right. We won’t make it back to the Defiant.


No one will.












A DEAL WITH THE DEVLIN





TWO DAYS EARLIER . . .












Chapter 1





Ethan Ortane stood
at the smeary viewport, looking out at space through a greasy sheen of
fingerprints. His fingerprints. He placed a hand against the viewport, adding a
fresh smear of grease. Here and there against the blackness of space a bright
blue or orange glow of real space drives flickered to life as some ship or
other fired its engines to change course, speed up, or slow down. They were
easy to pick out against the blackness of Dark Space—the distant sector of the
galaxy where humanity had holed up since the war. Dark Space was a cluster of
black holes with a small pocket of semi-habitable planets and stations inside.
Radiation was a constant threat, and if you weren’t in a reasonably shielded
station or ship, you would be burned alive. Some of the planets were far enough
away and had strong enough atmospheres that they didn’t bake in the radiation, but
most were inhospitable rocks. For these reasons, and because there was only one
known way in or out of the sector, Dark Space had once been a place of exile
for criminals, but now it was all that was left of the once galaxy-spanning
Imperium of Star Systems.


Now, the ISS was dead in all but name. Only a handful of fleet vessels had
survived the war, and they were left guarding the deactivated space gate which
was the only way in or out of Dark Space. 


“This is what we’ve come to—” Ethan said, turning from the viewport with a
sigh, but he wasn’t talking about the galactic situation. “—renting a room in
the cheapest station we can find, hiding from Brondi’s collection agents until
we can miraculously come up with the money to pay our debts.”


Alara offered him a pretty smile from where she was sitting on the bed, and
her big, bright violet eyes shone in the wan, flickering light of the room’s
sole glow panel. She had long dark hair and alabaster white skin with full red
lips. A man could lose himself staring at her face for too long; it was like
staring into a fire—you just knew that if you got too close you were going to
get burned. Her face was to die for, and she had a body to match, but most of
the time Ethan didn’t notice either. 


“Hiding is still better than dead,” she said.


Ethan frowned, his eyes skipping around the dismal, boxy room. Paint was
peeling off the walls; a rickety, squeaky bed lay to one side, and a low-res
holo projector was mounted on the opposite wall. The room had a tiny bathroom
with a vaccucleanser so small you had to step in sideways. Ethan turned back to
the greasy smear of a viewport. “It’s only better than dead until someone finds
us.”


Alara Vastra was his copilot and long-time partner in crime. She liked to
play the optimist, but the truth was, without a miracle, they were both as good
as dead. They’d borrowed 10,000 sols from “Big Brainy” Brondi to fix their ship
after their drives had cut out and they’d crashed during a routine landing on
Etaris. They’d skipped the last three loan payments in order to avoid having
their ship impounded for unpaid docking fees, and now Brondi wanted them dead.
They’d lost a few inches of duranium and their shields in their last encounter
with his collections agents, and they didn’t have the money to repair the
shields. Next time they met with Brondi’s agents would be the last.


Ethan spotted the characteristic ternary blue engine glow of a fighter as it
jetted past the station. He idly traced its path with a pair of fingers, and
then he realized what he was looking at, and his brow furrowed curiously. That
was a Nova Fighter. What are you doing out here, little guy? Ethan
wondered. Novas were the Dark Space police—aging fighters from the Valiant.
In the last decade of hiding in Dark Space, the Valiant’s original
complement of 144 Nova Fighters and 144 Nova Interceptors had been whittled
down by the slow attrition of time, firefights with the delinquent denizens of
Dark Space, and by a limited supply of available replacement parts. Now there
were rumored to be less than 80 of each still operational. That left a little
more than one fighter and one interceptor to guard every station in Dark Space,
except Supreme Overlord Dominic had permanently assigned a whole squadron of
each around the fuel mines of Etaris and the farms on Forliss—not to mention
the garrison at the Dark Space gate.


Translation: there were no police in Dark Space. People had to fend for
themselves and settle their own squabbles. So what was a nova doing all the way
out at Chorlis Orbital?


Ethan watched the fighter come around and begin an approach pattern. “He’s
going to dock,” Ethan marveled. 


Alara joined him at the viewport to see what he was talking about. She
recognized the fighter immediately. “Now there’s a rare sight. Must be something
serious. Novas don’t fly around for fun.” 


Ethan nodded. “I’d like to know what’s up.” He turned away from the
viewport, heading for the door.


“Wait,” Alara said. “I thought we were supposed to be hiding.”


He turned from the door to face her. “We are, but as long as we’re being
hunted by an infamous crime lord, I thought we might like to inform the
authorities, just in case they’d care to do something about it.”


Alara just stared at him with those big violet eyes of hers. “Aren’t you
going to ask if I want to come?” 


“Do you?” 


She turned her mesmerizing eyes away from him to walk over to the room’s
only storage cabinet. Ethan watched her open the cabinet on a squeal of rusty
hinges and pull out a hefty plasma pistol. She checked the charge, and then
promptly strapped it around her waist. Ethan was already wearing his. Closing
and locking the cabinet, Alara turned back to him, and said, “Let’s go.”












Chapter 2





Ethan and Alara
walked past a parade of rusty duranium doors with peeling paint and barely
legible room numbers on their way through the darkened corridors of Chorlis
Station. Half of the station’s glow panels were dark while the other half were
flickering. Even as they walked, Ethan saw sparks fly from one of them as it
flared and went out. The corridors were deserted, but every now and then they
could hear the despondent moaning or angry screaming of the residents beyond
those doors. Ethan frowned. While most of the stations in Dark Space weren’t in
good repair, renting a room aboard Chorlis Station was the equivalent to
crawling into an armpit—and humanity had already holed up where the galaxy’s
many suns didn’t shine.


“What if that nova is here looking for us?” Alara whispered.


They walked past door number five and heard a plasma pistol go off. Alara
turned to the door in horror, and she slowed her pace. Ethan grabbed her arm
and pulled her along.


“Don’t slow down,” he growled.


“I think someone just killed himself!” Alara said in a disbelieving whisper.


“Or someone else.”


They heard the swish of a door opening behind them, and turned to
look just in time to see a bald, dark-skinned man emerging from door number
five and holstering a steaming plasma pistol. He was dressed entirely in black.
“What are you looking at?” the man said.


Ethan froze, his hand dropping automatically to his sidearm. “Nothing. I
mind my own business,” he said.


The dark man eyed them for a moment, taking in the fact that both of them
were armed. “Smart,” he said, and his hand drifted away from his gun.


Ethan nodded and dragged Alara around a bend in the corridor, his heart
pounding with adrenaline. Dark Space might be lawless, but for the most part
people weren’t looking for trouble. At least, not trouble they couldn’t handle.


“Ethan,” Alara said in a frightened tone. “What are we doing? We are
fugitives just as much as Brondi is. Going to the authorities won’t help.”


“Everyone in Dark Space is a fugitive, and besides, I’m not trying to sick
the novas on him. I’m more interested in finding out if the Valiant has
any work for us.”


“Why would you ...” Alara trailed off with a sly smile. “Oh you’re a devlin,
Ethan. If I’d known you were so smart, I would have agreed to marry you when
you proposed to me.”


Ethan frowned. “I was drunk, and you said you were leaving. It’s not easy to
find a good copilot.”


“Oh, come on, why don’t you just admit it. You know you love me,” she said,
leaning on his arm and resting her head on his shoulder.


He turned to look down at her, and then he waved his hand in her face to
indicate the silver band on his ring finger. “I’m already married, remember?”


Alara let go of him and looked away with a fading grin. “Right, I almost
forgot.”


“Anyway,” he sighed, changing the topic. “My idea is, if we’re employed by
the Valiant, it’s going to be hard for Brondi to get to us. We might
even get an escort out of this nova pilot.”


“It’s a brilliant plan,” Alara said absently as the corridor they were
walking down opened up into a combined lobby and bar for Chorlis Orbital’s one
and only functioning habitat module.


Ethan turned to look at her, but she’d turned away to look out the wall of
viewports which made up the far side of the lobby. Out those viewports Ethan
could see the station’s hydroponic module; the green fronds of plants pressed
up against the dirty transpiranium dome. It looked inviting, but they didn’t
have time to stroll through the gardens and catch a breath of fresh air. 


Alara wandered over to the viewports, while Ethan walked up to the bar. He
planned to stay here and wait for the nova pilot to come to him. Everyone who
came to Chorlis Orbital eventually ended up at the bar, and usually sooner than
later. There wasn’t much else to do.


“Drink?” the bartender asked as Ethan pulled out a bar stool and sat down.
The barman had a lumpy face and a glowing red tattoo whorled around one eye. He
looked like he’d seen a lot of brawls in his day. Maybe he was an ex-con from
Etaris, same as Ethan.


Ethan reached across the counter and bared his wrist. The bartender scanned
his embedded identichip with a wand, and Ethan said, “Just a water, please.”


“Sure,” the bartender said with a smirk. He busied himself by typing
something into the wand, and a moment later, a total flashed up before Ethan’s
eyes. 


Water - 3.00 sols, Chorlis Orbital. 


The transaction was relayed from the chip in his wrist directly to his brain
and then flashed up like an afterimage before his eyes. Ethan cast a quick look
over his shoulder to see if Alara was coming to join him at the bar, but she
was standing statuesque by the viewports.


Ethan frowned. He could hardly blame her for being upset. They were
friends—friends and partners in business, but nothing more, and she obviously
wanted more. It wasn’t as though she hadn’t tried or he hadn’t been tempted,
but as he’d said, he was married. Eleven years ago he’d been exiled to Dark
Space for smuggling, leaving his wife and young son behind. 


The following year the ISS had mapped a hyper route through the Devlin’s
Hand, the giant red nebula which lay in the gulf between their galaxy and the
neighboring satellite, The Getties Cluster. The ISS was foolish enough to link
the two galaxies with space gates straight away, and before they were even done
exploring the solar system on the other side, they were under attack. The
massacre which followed quickly spread through the gate, from one galaxy to the
other, and took trillions of lives. 


To this day, no one knew why the war had started or even much about the
insectile aliens who’d started it. One theory was that the Sythians—or “Skull
Faces”—had run out of habitable space in their small satellite galaxy, and
they’d just been waiting to find a way to cross the void between galaxies. Once
a pathway had been opened up, the war had ended in just nine months. The
Sythians hadn’t had a technological edge, but they’d had greater numbers,
better coordination, and they’d used cloaking shields to hide their ships until
the last minute before attacking, always taking Imperial forces by surprise.


And while the Sythians’ SLS (superluminal space) drives weren’t as fast as
the Imperium’s SLS drives, their cloaking devices had enabled them to use the
ISS’s network of space gates without anyone being the wiser. 


In the time it took for a baby to be born, humanity had been all but
annihilated. A lucky few had managed to evacuate to Dark Space, but the
coordinates of the gate were uncharted. Worse, it was hidden in a statically
charged ice cloud that disrupted sensors, making it impossible to find the gate
unless you already knew where to look. Apparently those who had known about the
gate hadn’t shared that secret with the downtrodden masses, so the majority of
the evacuees who had arrived were high-ranking fleet officers and government
officials. 


But that hadn’t stopped Ethan from searching among the survivors. As soon as
the gate leading out of Dark Space had been deactivated and sealed, and after
all the “non-dangerous” prisoners had officially been released to help support
a flagging economy, Ethan had wasted two years of his life searching for a
familiar face—on the off chance that either his darling Destra or little
seven-year-old Atton had been able to escape the war, but he hadn’t been able
to find either of them, and eventually he’d been forced to give up the search
for a lack of funds. What had followed was a dark period for Ethan, but four
years ago Alara had come into his life, and with her quick wit, easy smile, and
those beautiful violet eyes, she’d managed to mostly snap him out of it. But
that didn’t mean he was ready to move on—or that he’d like to move on with her.
She was young enough to be his daughter!


There was no doubt that in some way he needed Alara. Without her he was lost
and everything ceased to have its meaning. He needed someone to be counting on
him—someone to need him and value him, and even to love him. He just wasn’t
sure he could ever love her—not romantically anyway. She was young. She’d find
someone else. Until then, they’d have each other to rely on and to keep one
another company.


The bartender slid a spill-proof, shatter-proof mug filled with Ethan’s
water across the counter. He nodded his thanks, to which the bartender grumbled
something unintelligible. A hand landed on his shoulder, interrupting him as he
took a sip of his water. He turned to see Alara standing behind him. “I’m
sorry,” she said.


Ethan shook his head and frowned. “For what?”


She sat down on the bar stool beside him and reached for his water. “About
your wife and son,” she said as she took a sip from his mug.


“Don’t worry about it,” he said gruffly. “That was a long time ago.”


“I’m not finished yet,” she said in a warning tone. “I am sorry, but
you can’t live the rest of your life in mourning for them. You’ve got to be
happy, Ethan. They would have wanted that for you.”


Ethan smirked. “You’re asking me to be happy with a garbage scow of a light
transport, more debt than the damn thing is worth, and a rat hole that we can
barely afford to pay for.” He shook his head. “May as well ask me to grow wings
and fly.”


“No,” she said sharply. “I’m asking you to be happy with me.” She
reached out to stroke his stubbly cheek, her eyes searching his. “We’re in this
together, Ethan. The least we can do is act like it.” She traced a line down
his cheek, following a scar he’d acquired in an old prison fight. Her exotic
violet eyes were full of emotion, but his were dead and unseeing. 


Ethan looked away. He felt a familiar numbness spreading through him at the
mention of his wife and son. A moment later, Alara seemed to realize she was
talking to a wall. Her hand fell from his cheek and she turned away, too. “I
guess we can go on the way we are. No strings attached. Just business, right?”
She flashed him a heartbroken smile.


He tried to smile back, but the sentiment never reached his eyes. “I think
that’s best, Alara. I don’t want anybody else to get hurt.”


She nodded. “That’s okay. It was a stupid idea. Don’t pay attention to me,
Ethan.”


He nodded absently, his eyes still unseeing. He ended up staring into a
bottle of ice blue Shirali Wine while sipping his water, untold minutes passing
until his peripheral vision caught a flicker of movement off to his right.
Ethan turned and saw a brawny nova pilot strut in with his helmet tucked under
his arm. The pilot couldn’t have been more than 18 years old; he stood too
straight, and he reeked with the arrogance of youth. The nova pilot jerked his
chin at the barman. “I’m looking for a man dressed in black.”


The barkeeper snorted and gestured to his own mostly black attire. “You
gonna be searching a long time with that description.”


“Black skin, too. Goes by several aliases. You might know him as Verlin.
He’s a contract killer, a bounty hunter. He killed an Imperial officer a few
weeks ago.”


The bartender shook his head. “Sorry. Can’t say I’ve seen anyone like that.”


Ethan’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “Hoi!” He raised a hand and waved to the
officer. 


The young man frowned and crossed the room. He stopped a few feet away, and
his eyes flicked meaningfully up and down Ethan’s patched and faded flight
suit. “Yes, grub?”


Ethan felt his temper rising, but with an extraordinary effort he managed to
clamp down on it. “What’s the information worth to you?” Ethan asked.


The pilot frowned, and his bristly blonde hairline arched down with his
eyebrows. “It’s worth not arresting you for trying to bribe an officer
with information that could lead to the capture of a dangerous criminal.”


Ethan shrugged and turned back to the bar. “Oh, okay. Just wondering.”


The nova pilot stared at him a moment longer before offering a reply. “I
could have you locked up.”


Ethan turned back with a smile and held out his wrists. “Great, where do I
sign up?” It was an old trick, and the fleet was long since tired of it. There
were enough career criminals floating around Dark Space that it was impossible
to lock them all up, and a fair number of them actually wouldn’t mind being
locked up in exchange for three square meals and a place to lay their heads.
For just about anyone, that would be a vacation. This nova pilot was obviously
too young to have seen much of that yet, so he just stared at Ethan with
bemusement. 


That was when Alara chimed in, saying, “You’ve gone and got his hopes up.
Now you’re going to have to follow through.”


The nova pilot shook his head. “You grubs are crazy. Do you have information
for me or not?”


Ethan withdrew his wrists with a crooked grin. “Tell you what, you give me
some information and I’ll give you some.”


“You can ask, but that doesn’t mean I’ll answer.”


“Fair enough. Is the Valiant hiring? I have a light freighter with an
empty hold, just waiting for a job.”


The nova pilot shook his head. “I wouldn’t know, but the overlord likes to
manage his own supply chain within the fleet. More reliable. No offense, but we
don’t need the likes of whatever beaten up scow you’re flying to transport
goods that are worth more than the hold they’d be flying in.”


“And what about pilots? I’m rated 5A, and my copilot here,” Ethan said,
jerking a thumb over his shoulder to Alara, “can handle just about any
secondary and tertiary ship functions that you can think of.”


The nova pilot shook his head again. “I’m sorry, but we have more applicants
than ships, and I don’t believe you have a 5A rating. These days you can fake
your rating for the price of a good meal—not that I think you have the money
for either.”


“I can prove it.”


“Sure you can. Stop wasting my time. If you want to enlist, go visit a
recruitment office. You have information about my man or not?”


Ethan drained his water and rose from the bar counter with a tight smile.
“Not.”


The young nova pilot gritted his teeth and reached for his sidearm. Ethan’s
hand was already on the butt of his. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Ethan
said, nodding to the nova pilot’s pistol. “How do you think I got to be this
old?” He pointed with his right hand to his vaguely graying hair. “I bet you a month’s
pay I’m a faster draw than you are.”


“Are you threatening me, grub?”


“I wish you’d stop calling me that. Makes killing you sound better and
better all the time, and I really don’t need the extra incentive.” 


Ethan felt Alara’s hand on his shoulder and heard her whisper his name in a
warning tone. The bartender watched the developing confrontation with a shadowy
grin.


The nova pilot held Ethan’s gaze a moment longer before letting out a snort
of laughter. “Nice try, but you’re going to have to shoot yourself if you’re
that tired of living. Move along. You’re not my objective.”


Ethan noted with a smile that this time the young pilot didn’t refer to him
as a grub—a nickname for low-class citizens whose only concern is their
namesake—grub, food, survival.


“Thought you might say that.” Ethan began backing away and offered a mocking
salute with his right hand, while his left stayed near his plasma pistol.
“You’re too young and pretty to die.”


“Ethan!” Alara whispered sharply beside his ear, but he was past caring. 


Desperation and despair do wonders for a man’s courage, he thought. You’re
not afraid to die if life’s not worth living. That was one of the reasons
why the fleet tried to stay out of civilian affairs. They had a cushy lot by
comparison, and they had much more to lose.


The nova pilot looked on with a scowl, but he said nothing.


Once Ethan had backed up to the bend in the corridor which led back the way
they’d come, he turned around and began walking swiftly to their room.


“So much for that!” Alara said. “If I’d known you were planning to play
chicken with an Imperial officer I wouldn’t have bothered coming with you.”


Ethan shrugged. “I wasn’t planning on it, Alara, but krak happens sometimes,
you know that.”


She snorted. “More often around you.”


“Hoi, have some respect, kiddie.” 


Alara turned to glare at him. Ethan pretended not to notice. “Besides, we
did get something out of that nova pilot.”


“Oh? And what’s that?” Alara asked.


He turned to meet her gaze. “A way out. We’re going to enlist in the fleet.”












Chapter 3





“Join the fleet?”
Alara demanded. “Are you completely skriffy?” She was lying on the bed in their
room again; her jaw hung open in exaggerated shock, and her arms were crossed
over her chest. “What about the Atton? We’re just going to throw it away
after we put so much work into it? We wouldn’t be in debt right now if it
weren’t for your damn ship! We wouldn’t be hiding here. I could’ve had a life
on Forliss, instead of this.” She gestured to the peeling walls around her.


Ethan was standing by the viewport, his eyes and thoughts wandering out into
space. He didn’t have the energy required to face Alara’s angry tirade, so he
stayed silent, his thoughts processing his plan without her until she came down
from her wailing, emotional high and talked to him in a more rational tone. 


“This is unbelievable! If you could’ve just had this idea a few months ago,
we wouldn’t be in this mess. I could’ve gone back to work in the agri-domes
with my parents, and you could have thrown your life away all by
yourself—instead of dragging me down with you. I don’t know why I stay with
you! I must be sick. That’s it. I must have some sick screw loose that makes me
gravitate toward a grub like you.”


Now Ethan did turn from the viewport, and his eyes glittered darkly at her.
“I’m sorry, what was that?”


“Nothing,” she mumbled, shaking her head. “I didn’t mean it.” Alara looked
up at him miserably. “I’m just angry—at our situation, Ethan. Not at you. I’m
sorry. I take it back.”


He walked up to the foot of the bed. “No, it’s too late for that, Alara.
Sorry isn’t wide enough or deep enough to cover up the truth. So that’s what
you really think of me. You think I’m a grub.” 


Ethan held up a hand to stop her next objection, and he pressed the other
one to his forehead to massage away an encroaching headache. His eyes squinted
shut and he took a long moment to answer her. 


Alara stood up from the bed and walked over to him. She laid a hand on his
shoulder and stood up on tiptoes to kiss his cheek. “Please forgive me.”


He turned, opened his eyes, and shook his head. “Why are you with me,
Alara?”


“Ethan ...”


He took a step back and she took one forward, but he gently pushed her away.
“No, you know what, you’re right. You don’t need a grub like me holding you
back. You were born for more than this.” He gestured to the boxy room with a
sneer. “Your parents are big shots in the agri corps; you could go back to them
just like you said. You were one of the lucky ones until you struck out on your
own—now you’re just an upper-class snob trying to live the common life. It’s a
joke, Alara, and no one’s laughing at it. You’ll be better off with them.”


Alara gaped at him.


“Besides, if you want to make your own way, you can do better. Pretty girl
like you could make a good living in a pleasure palace,” he said, and she
flinched as if he’d slapped her. “Or you could go pro and find some rich
husband in Brondi’s gang. Wouldn’t that be ironic.”


Alara shook her head. “You don’t mean that.”


“Sure I do. You said it yourself, you don’t need a grub like me holding you
back. You need to move on to bigger and better things. I understand. Go to
sleep, Alara. I’ll wake you in the morning. I wasn’t planning to sell the Atton,
but since I’ve been such a dead weight for you, seems like that’s the only fair
thing to do. I’ll drop you on Forliss Station, sell the ship, pay off your half
of the debt we owe Brondi, and you’ll be free to go live your life.”


Alara looked more hurt than ever, and now Ethan could see tears shimmering
in her eyes. “Frek, Ethan, I didn’t mean it! You’re hurting me!”


He smiled thinly and brushed by her on his way to the door. “I’ll be at the
bar if you need me.”


He opened the door with a wave of his hand, and she whispered after him,
“I’ve always needed you, Ethan. It’s you who doesn’t need me.”


* * *





Ethan Ortane was a man of his word. Despite Alara’s protestations, the next
morning he charted a course straight from Chorlis Station to the Forliss
System. The final space gate in the series plotted by the nav dropped them right
on top of Forliss Station. From there, if she wanted to, Alara could book
passage to the surface of Forliss and join her parents working in the giant
agri-domes, or else she could stay on the station. There were plenty of
hydroponic modules for her to work in agriculture if she wanted to, but there
was also plenty of just about everything else. The station stretched out for
kilometers in every direction, lighting up space with a million twinkling
lights. Cylindrical mall and market modules joined with spindly arms to
spherical hydroponic modules, which in turn joined to circular hubs that were
connected to blocky habitats, hangars, and office spaces. Forliss Station was
one giant city in space, hastily constructed, and poorly thought out, but big
enough for a person to get lost—both literally and metaphorically.


Ethan lined his ship up with the blinking green docking buoys, and stopped
at the inspection point. While he waited, Ethan transmitted his ship’s remote
access codes to the station, and then a nova fighter popped by and ran a quick
scan on them. Once they were cleared by the Nova, the docking controllers
acknowledged receipt of his codes and gave clearance for Ethan to enter the
station’s landing pattern. 


As soon as the station’s pilots took remote control of his transport, Ethan
turned to Alara and said, “Well, I guess this is goodbye.”


Alara sat back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest. “I guess
so.” Her voice sounded so flat and despondent that Ethan felt the need to
comfort her.


“Look, all hard feelings aside, this is what’s best for both of us. You’re
right. You don’t deserve to be saddled with my debt. It’s my ship after all.”


She turned to him then. “We racked up that debt together, Ethan.”


“Well, consider it a gift, then. I’m joining the fleet, and Brondi can’t
easily touch me there. This way, at least one of us is still free.”


Alara nodded silently and turned back to look out at the stars. Ethan wasn’t
sure what else he could say—what she wanted him to say—so he looked
away, too. The station grew larger and larger before them until they spotted
the amber glow of the hangar deck where they were being directed. Ethan watched
the transport ahead of them duck inside the station, and then the station’s
pilots took them in next, using the hangar’s grav guns to guide them straight
into the nearest empty berth. 


The station’s docking tube snaked out toward them. It connected resoundingly
with their hull, and a cheery message came over the comm, “Welcome to Forliss
Station! We hope you have a pleasant stay.” 


Ethan slung his travel bag over his shoulder, shut down his ship’s reactors,
and walked aft. Alara was just a step behind him. He reached the amidships
airlock and keyed the control panel to cycle it open. The inner airlock door
opened with a hiss of equalizing air pressure, and Ethan walked inside.


“So that’s it?” Alara demanded from the other side of the airlock. “After
three years of friendship, you just drop me off at the nearest station, sell
your precious ship, and enlist in the fleet?”


Ethan offered her a helpless shrug. “What do you want me to do? We don’t have a
lot of options. You could always join me in the fleet.”


“You might get in because you’re a rare ‘five-A’ pilot.” She made
quote signs in the air with her hands. “But I don’t have any special skills,
Ethan. What I do as your copilot, a trained monkey could do.”


“You don’t give yourself enough credit, but there’s no other option, Alara.
I’m sorry.”


Alara shook her head. “No, you’re wrong, there is another option.”


Before Ethan realized what she meant, she’d slapped the control panel, and
the inner airlock door was cycling shut. 


Ethan lunged for the narrowing gap, but airlock doors were made to open and
shut quickly, and he wasn’t about to risk having an arm chopped off for his
trouble. So instead, he devoted himself to the control panel on the inside of
the airlock, but as soon as he tried to key it open with his password, it spat
out an error message and beeped angrily at him. With a dawning horror he
realized his mistake. He’d thought Alara’s silence along the way had been out
of sadness, but hers had been a vindictive silence, and somehow, when he hadn’t
been looking, Alara had changed the ship’s entry codes. He tried waving his
wrist over the identichip scanner, but the control panel sounded with another
error beep. 


Ethan looked up to see Alara smiling and waving at him through the small
square of transpiranium set in the top of the airlock door. He pounded on it
with his fists. “Let me out!”


She cocked her head and regarded him dubiously. “Are you sure?” she mouthed.
The airlock was soundproof.


Ethan gritted his teeth and hit the door one more time for emphasis. The
dull thud of his fist echoed through the ship, and abruptly Alara seemed to
make up her mind. She tapped another sequence into the airlock controls, and
the outer door cycled open. Alara gestured to it meaningfully, and he scowled
back at her. 


She was stealing his ship. He couldn’t believe it! It wouldn’t get her
anywhere, though. Even selling it, he wouldn’t have been able to pay off the
entire debt to Brondi, and he’d been willing to use the entire sum of money to
pay off Alara’s half of the debt, so this really wasn’t any different to him,
except that now he didn’t need to find a buyer and haggle for a decent price.
He’d miss some of his personal belongings, but he didn’t have a lot of those.
As a prisoner on Etaris, he’d gotten used to keeping all the important stuff
with him in the old brown travel bag which was already slung over his shoulder.



Ethan cast a quick look to the open airlock behind him and the waiting
docking tube, then he turned back to Alara, pursed his lips, and nodded. If
that’s the way she wants it, fine. He gave her a curt salute, and then
turned and walked away.












Chapter 4





Ethan didn’t look
back. Alara hadn’t expected him to, but if he had, he would have seen the tears
running down her cheeks, and then maybe he would have understood that she
wasn’t being hateful or spiteful; she was trying to save him from himself. He’d
catch up with her later, after he realized what a mistake he was making, and
then she’d return his ship to him, and they’d go on as they always had—


Together.


When Ethan disappeared from sight, Alara turned and walked back through the
ship. Rather than go to the cockpit and fly off immediately, she went to the
lounge and lay down on the sofa bed to quiet her racing thoughts.


What have I done? was the first thought which ran around in circles
in her brain. He’ll be back, was the second. And with that thought, she
managed to calm herself enough to fall into a troubled sleep.


* * *


Once Ethan started down a road, he never looked back. It was looking forward
he sometimes had trouble with—whether that meant moving on from his wife,
Destra, or simply looking to the future with something more than abject
pessimism. He hadn’t always been like that, but being sent to the mines of
Etaris, ripped away from his wife and son, and being forced to face facts with
a life sentence for smuggling stims, Ethan hadn’t become a big believer in
hope. Then the war had come and ripped the galaxy to pieces, so pessimism
seemed like a good bet.


The fact that he still maintained some small bit of hope that he might
someday run into his wife and son again was the one glimmer of optimism that
proved the pessimistic rule of his life. Nobody had to sugarcoat things for
him. He was used to staring cold facts in the face, and the cold fact was, his
partner and only friend in the universe had just betrayed him and stolen his
ship. Prior to that she’d called him a grub and said she was better off
without him.


I guess loyalty only runs so deep, he thought as he made his way
around one of the many circular hubs aboard Forliss Station. By now, she’s
probably halfway back to Chorlis Orbital so she can go back to hiding from
Brondi. He wasn’t sure what she planned to do with his ship now that she
had it all to herself, but he wasn’t sure he cared either. Out of respect for
the partnership they’d once had, he hoped for her sake that she didn’t run into
any collection agents on her way back. She wasn’t a half bad pilot, but not
nearly good enough to shake off pursuing fighters with no shields and no
copilot to man the guns. She’d be captured for sure, and knowing Brondi, he
wouldn’t let her die easy.


Well, that’s her problem. Ethan switched his focus to the task at
hand. He knew that there was a fleet recruitment office somewhere aboard
Forliss Station. The trick would be finding it. The station was a maze of
twisting corridors, and they shot off at all angles from the circular hub where
he was now walking. Each corridor had an illuminated sign above it which
described the module waiting immediately on the other side, but that didn’t
tell Ethan what modules were waiting on the other side of those, and further
still down the line. Ethan sighed and stopped walking in order to get his
bearings. The nearest corridor branching off the hub went to Yuri’s Café,
the next one around the bend, to the Summer Gardens.


Ethan turned to the nearest passerby and raised his hand to get the man’s
attention. The man wore a shiny black suit—business attire—and he was walking
fast. When he saw Ethan walking toward him, he sped up, but Ethan kept pace
with him easily.


“Do you know which way to the fleet’s recruitment offices?”


The man shook his head quickly. “No, sorry.”


Ethan frowned. “Do you know where I can find the nearest station directory
to look them up?”


“No.”


“Hoi, you must know where I can find a directory at least. You live here,
right?”


The man turned and gave him a disparaging sneer. “Get away from me, grub.”


Ethan grabbed the man’s arm and spun him into the nearest wall, pinning him
there. “What did you call me?”


“N-nothing.”


“Where is the nearest directory, you little kakard?”


The man pointed to a corridor that branched off the hub up ahead, the one
whose sign read, Summer Gardens. “Through there! Now let me go! Please.”


“All right, no need to piss your pants. I’m leaving.” Ethan gave the man a
shove, causing him to stumble and almost fall, and then Ethan turned to walk
toward the gardens, but he still kept half an eye on the man he’d accosted. The
businessman didn’t seem like the type to be armed and dangerous, but sometimes
weakness was a guise, especially if it were worn too conspicuously. Looking
defenseless and being defenseless were two very different things in Dark Space,
and mistaking the one for the other could make you dead.


As the businessman hurried around the corner, Ethan finally turned his back
and strode into the Summer Gardens. The corridor branching off the hub was long
and narrow. There was a moving walkway going in each direction, and up ahead a
strange brightness illuminated the walkway. 


The corridor soon arced out over the gardens and opened up, becoming a
bridge. All around him the fresh, moist air swirled with the fragrances from a
dozen different flowers in full bloom. Birds flitted over the bridge,
twittering and chirping. Below and all around, the green fronds of leafy trees
reached high into the artificial sky, which was a clear, cheerful blue overhead.
Ethan sighed. If the pay were a little better, it would be worth being a parks
and recreation officer just to have such a relaxing work environment. It sure
beat having to breathe the canned, almost bitter air pumped out by shipboard
recyclers.


The bridge wound slowly down into the gardens below, and soon Ethan was
walking through the gardens at ground-level. He could reach out and touch the
leafy greenery rising all around him. He stopped to admire a gigantic blue
crystal flower. The petals were thick, and from what he knew, they were
actually edible. Taking a quick look around to see that nobody was watching,
Ethan snapped off a petal and popped it into his mouth. The flower fruit
exploded in a burst of citric-sweet flavor that was a painful reminder of why
freeze-dried rations were only for the poor grubs who couldn’t afford fresh.
Nobody would willingly choose such bland garbage over this. Ethan snapped off
another petal, and this time a tired mechanical voice berated him. “Please pay
for your purchase.” The voice was loud, and Ethan looked around again to make
sure he hadn’t drawn attention to himself. No one was watching, so he hurried
off. 


Ethan shook his head. I knew it was too good to be free. He eyed the
scanner bar which ran all around the cultivated gardens. It was cleverly
disguised as a railing, but now that he looked at it closely, it contained the
telltale red glow of a sol scanner. If he passed his wrist over it, he had no
doubt it would deduct the required amount from his account.


Ethan wound his way around the cultivated jungle, looking for an exit.
Supposedly, somewhere in here there was a station directory, but he hadn’t seen
one so far. The businessman had probably just lied to get rid of him.


Come on, Ethan thought as he rounded another bend in the winding
garden paths. The path he was on opened into a square with a cascading fountain
in the center. The fountain was overgrown with climbing blue-flowering plants
that seemed to flourish in their aquatic home. They’d wormed their roots into
the synthstone, cracking it and crumbling pieces off the statue which sat atop
the fountain. 


Ethan stopped to survey his surroundings. Branching off the square were four
different pathways which wound through the dark, shadowy greenery of the
gardens. Someone could get lost in here for hours, he thought. Perhaps
that was why nobody else was walking through the gardens with him. The place
was huge. Ethan turned in a slow circle, his eyes skipping around, searching
for someone, anyone—an agri-worker or another pedestrian just passing through
like him, but everywhere he looked there were just plants and empty synthstone
paths. Suddenly he felt the hair on the back of his neck prickling, and he
heard a voice call out behind him—


“Looking for someone?”


Ethan whirled around with his hand already on his gun to find himself face
to face with the dark man he’d seen aboard Chorlis Orbital. “Hands up, Ethan.”
The dark man nodded to Ethan’s sidearm. “Drop that at your feet and kick it
toward me. Slowly.”


“How do you know my name?” Ethan asked nonchalantly as he slowly drew his
weapon and dropped it as instructed. He purposefully ignored the last part of
the dark man’s command and didn’t kick the weapon away from himself.


The dark man shook his head. “Not relevant.”


Ethan tried another tack. “What are you doing here?”


A new voice joined them then. “The better question, Ethan, would be what are
you doing to get me my money?”


Ethan whirled again, unable to believe his ears. Standing behind him with a
wide, toothy grin on his pudgy face was none other than Big Brainy Brondi
himself. The crime boss had an annoying habit of smiling with his mouth open,
like he was always on the brink of bursting into laughter. “Do you have it?”


Ethan shook his head slowly. “No, but, hoi, Brondi, I can get it for you. I
was just about to sell my ship to get you the money. Swear to the Immortals
that’s what I’m here for.”


“Not nice to lie, Ethan,” Brondi said, smoothing a hand over his head of
slicked back black hair. “My man, Verlin, had a talk with a very agreeable nova
pilot who was more than happy to spill his guts.” Brondi gave another gaping
smile and stared at Ethan with over-wide, bloodshot gray eyes that suggested
heavy stim use. “Literally and figuratively, that is. Seems like you were
planning to run away and join the fleet, isn’t that right, Verlin?”


Ethan smiled in an attempt to lighten the mood. “Look, just give me a couple
more hours. I’ll sell my ship, and you’ll have your money. You can come with
me, if you like.”


Brondi raised his eyebrows in an exaggerated fashion, and his gaping smile
broadened until it looked like he was trying to swallow a giant burger whole.
“Yes! Yes, that’s right. I’ll come with you. Then you can sell your ship for
half the money you owe me, and I’ll kill you to make myself feel better about
the other half. But wait!” He frowned and began tapping his chin. “What was the
name of that ship you acquired this morning, Verlin?”


“The Atton.”


An icy dread slithered into Ethan’s gut. 


“Isn’t that your ship, Ethan? The one you were planning to sell?”


“Where is she, Brondi?”


“Where is who?” The crime boss asked with an unconvincing look of innocence
etched across his fat face. “Oh, you mean your copilot! Verlin—” Ethan watched
as Brondi seemed to be trying to peer over his head to get Verlin’s attention.
It would have been comical were the situation not so serious, since Brondi was
only about five feet tall.


“Yes?” Verlin answered, and Ethan turned to half look at the bounty hunter.


“I can’t recall.... Did you have to kill the woman on board that ship, or
did she surrender the vessel willingly?”


“She fought back, but she’s alive.”


Brondi placed a hand on his chest and staggered back, as if a great weight
had suddenly been lifted from his boxy shoulders. “Thank the Immortals! What a
relief! For a minute I thought ... well, never mind what I thought—the
important thing is that she’s alive!”


“Release her to me, Brondi, and I’ll get you your money.”


Brondi’s eyebrows arched sharply downward. “No, no, no, that’s not how this
works, Ethan. And besides, how do you propose to get me my money if you no
longer have a ship to sell?”


Ethan gritted his teeth. “You can’t steal my ship and still pretend I owe
you 10,000 sols. The ship is worth at least six.”


“Who said anything about stealing? I said we acquired a ship, Verlin.
Does that sound like stealing to you?”


Verlin didn’t answer, but Ethan noted a return of Brondi’s gaping smile.
“It’s all about the way you package things, Ethan. Why be so negative?”


“It’s my ship, you dumb frek!”


Brondi’s smile faded instantly and suddenly his bloodshot eyes were cold and
stony. “No, Ethan. It’s my ship. Consider it the interest on your backdated
loan payments. I should have you vivisected for speaking to me that way, but
I’ll let it go.”


Ethan’s eyes were locked on Brondi’s, meanwhile he pictured the garden
square in his head, looking for an escape route. Behind him, one of the paths
was cut off by Verlin. In front, Brondi had closed off the way he’d come. To
either side were another two paths, apparently open, but Ethan knew better than
to trust that. Brondi wouldn’t be here without his usual cadre of bodyguards.
That was why the gardens were deserted. Brondi had all the entrances and exits
sealed up, just as he surely had people waiting down all the ways out of the
square. Not to mention that making a run for it would open him up to fire from
Verlin, and the man had to be a crack shot to make a living as a bounty hunter
in Dark Space. Escape wasn’t an option.


“Did you come all this way just to kill me, Brondi?”


The crime boss spread his hands. “No, I came all this way to acquire a new
vessel for my fleet, and to find a man who owes me a great debt, so I can offer
him a deal.”


Ethan’s eyes narrowed. “What kind of deal?”


“I’ll scratch your debt, and release your pretty little copilot, and I’ll
even let you chase your dream of becoming a fleet officer. Sound good so far?”
Brondi’s eyes glittered madly in the artificial sunlight.


“What’s the catch?”


“Catch? What catch? I just need a small favor. Two small favors, perhaps.”


“Spill it, Brondi.”


“Don’t be so hasty. I’ll explain, all in good time, my friend, all in good
time, but first let’s go enjoy a nice cool beverage aboard my corvette so we
can discuss business with a little more privacy.”












Chapter 5





Brondi led the way
through the Kavarath, an old ISSF seraphim-class corvette, while Verlin
and his cadre of bodyguards kept a tight watch over Ethan. Even though Ethan’s
hands were bound with stun cord, Brondi wasn’t taking any chances. 


They came to the living room aboard the corvette, and Verlin pushed Ethan
down into an armchair while Brondi went to the bar counter in one corner of the
room to fix their drinks. The room was a big open space with clean, opulent white
furniture. Ethan spent his time studying the lavish appointments of the
corvette and idly adding up the probable prices of the furnishings in his head
until he reached some absurd number and stopped, disgusted by the gross excess.
Brondi’s corvette was richly adorned with deep blue carpets, soft, recessed
gold glow panels, elaborate moldings on the white walls and ceiling, priceless
fireglass sculptures—their crystalline depths roiling with rainbow-colored
light—and even more priceless paintings from a bygone era when people still had
the money for art. It was a painful reminder to Ethan of how the other half
lived. Well, the other one or two percent, anyway.


“You know, Ethan, if you had agreed to work for me all those years ago, you
could have shared in this,” Brondi said, gesturing to the walls around them. “I
could use a pilot as good as you.”


“I was a smuggler once, Brondi. I lost everything because of that. I won’t
make the same mistake twice.”


“Yes, yes, we’ve all heard the sad stories. You got caught, went to prison,
leaving your wife and son behind. Blah, blah, blah! Wake up, Ethan! You have
nothing to lose any more! And Dark Space is no place for an upstanding citizen.
You can eat caviar with the sinners, or starve to death with the saints.” 


Ethan watched Brondi crossing the room with two steaming glasses of a
luminous red cocktail. If Ethan had to guess, he’d say it was spiked with some
or other stim. He resolved not to have more than a few sips. Brondi passed one
of the glasses to a blocky bodyguard, who in turn handed it to Ethan.


“Because I’m such a fair man, I’m going to give you another chance, Ethan.
Fly for me, and I’ll solve all of your problems. What do you say?”


“Do I have a choice?”


Brondi offered another gaping grin. “Not if you like to live.”


“That’s what I thought.”


“Good, well now that that nasty bit of motivation is out in the open—”
Brondi raised his glass, and waited for Ethan to do the same. “—to a hopefully
long and mutually profitable partnership.” Ethan frowned and they drank
together, but Ethan didn’t take more than a tiny sip of the fragrant, red
cocktail. It was thick and syrupy sweet, steaming with fragrant vapor from dry
ice, and glowing with some kind of phosphorescent powder that was suspended
inside. Even with that small sip, Ethan felt his mind clear and his thoughts
sharpen. He also relaxed considerably. The drink was definitely laced with
stim, though without knowing exactly what kind of stim, Ethan was wary of the
effects. He set his glass down on the transpiranium table between himself and
Brondi. “I want to see Alara before we negotiate anything.”


Brondi nodded agreeably, and then clapped his hands and lifted his head to
speak to the ceiling. “Holofield on, level one.” The air around them shimmered,
and suddenly Ethan was somewhere else; he was still seated, but everywhere he
looked the walls had turned from white to an ugly gray, the soft gold of
recessed lighting had been traded for a dark and dreary blue light coming from
an unshielded glow strip running around the ceiling. There was a strange,
keening sound coming from somewhere nearby, while before him lay an empty bunk
with dirty white sheets, a small viewport showing the black of space, and an
open toilet in the corner. The scene was intimately familiar to him—he was
locked inside a cell. A sudden feeling of claustrophobia swept through him, and
he spun around, looking for an exit. That was when he saw that the keening
sound was coming from a small, crumpled form lying curled up on the cold floor
in front of the bars of the cell. Dark hair was splayed out around the woman’s
head, and her cheeks were wet with tears. Ethan felt a blinding rage welling up
inside of him. He walked carefully over to Alara and bent down to touch her
shoulder, but she couldn’t feel his touch. What he was seeing was real enough,
but his presence was an illusion. He turned to get a better look at her face,
and that was when he saw the ugly purple bruise which had caused one of her
eyes to swell shut.


Abruptly the holofield cut out and Ethan was staring into Brondi’s loathsome
features once more. Ethan’s eyes went wide and bulged with fury. He tried to
lunge across the table, but strong hands pulled him back and held him in place.
Brondi began smiling again, and he clucked his tongue like a chicken. “Don’t
make me lock you up, too, Ethan.”


“You hurt her!”


“No, Verlin hurt her, and she was the one who decided to resist. Be thankful
that he didn’t hurt her more permanently. Now, listen carefully, because I’m
only going to say this once, and I’m growing impatient. I have in my possession
a nova pilot’s uniform, his security credentials, his identichip, a holoskin,
and a vocal synthesizer implant. I also have his nova fighter.”


Ethan shook his head, uncomprehending. “And you want me to . . . what?
Impersonate a fleet officer?”


Brondi clapped his hands quietly. “Kavaar! You’re not as dumb as you look.
Yes, that’s exactly right. Verlin here went to a lot of trouble to get the
novas on his tail so we could acquire all of these items.”


“What for?”


“Come, come, Ethan. I thought you were smart. Surely you can imagine the
value of my infiltrating the fleet. Imagine the things I could do if I had
someone on the inside working for me. Why, I could probably assassinate the
Supreme Overlord! That would give me a great deal of personal satisfaction,
although I suspect he would be replaced by someone just as annoying. Another
possibility would be for me to gather Intel on any fleet operations that might
compromise my activities.... But you know what I really want? I want the fleet
gone. Poof.” Brondi mimicked an explosion with his hands. “What do you suppose
the Imperial fleet would be without their precious Valiant? There would
be no one left to stand up to me. The last, feckless remnant of the ISS would
be extinguished, and Dark Space would finally and truly be free of its meddling
influence.”


“We’d descend into anarchy,” Ethan said.


“What makes you think we aren’t already living in anarchy? The only
difference would be no more taxation, and no more bloated fleet to drain our
precious resources. Have you ever stopped to think that they don’t contribute
anything? The fleet doesn’t produce anything, their officers eat our food, burn
our fuel, and use our women, but they never give anything back.”


“They give us security by guarding the gate, and they protect us from
ourselves by defending the mines, farms, and factories. Without that little bit
of discipline, we’d tear ourselves apart.”


“They don’t need to guard the gate; in case you hadn’t noticed, the gate is
broken down and disabled; no one bothers to maintain it anymore, and that’s to
say nothing of the gate on the other side. As for the mines, farms, and
factories you speak of, those are already owned by rich companies. They can pay
for their own defenses with the taxes they’ll save. No, I’ll be doing all of us
a favor. Did you know that there are over 50,000 crew lounging around aboard
the Valiant? They never do anything. The Valiant never moves.
They just sit there, having a big party on their five kilometer-long cruise
ship, all the while they reassure us that they’re using up our resources to
guard a gate which doesn’t even need guarding, and meanwhile we are starving to
death for the privilege of being able to sleep soundly at night, for the empty
reassurance that they give us, reminding us of what we already know: Don’t
worry, the back door is securely shut! We checked for you. Sweet dreams.
It’s been shut for a decade! And if some drooling Sythian ever figured out how
to open it from the other side, the Valiant wouldn’t even see them
coming.”


Ethan frowned. He had to admit, as much as he might hate Brondi, the man had
a point. They might actually be better off without the fleet to suck them dry.
He still didn’t like it, but it wasn’t as though he had a choice.


Ethan pursed his lips, hesitating just long enough to assure himself that he
had no other options. “So what’s your plan?”


“Good!” Brondi rubbed his hands together and grinned. “See, this is why I
wanted you to work for me. I don’t have to explain things twice with you. The
plan is simple. You infiltrate the overlord’s precious carrier and sabotage
it.”


“You want me to kill 50,000 people.”


“Don’t think of it as killing 50,000 people, think of it as killing 50,000
leeches on society, and saving the hungry mouths that they are taking food from
everyday.”


Ethan grimaced. “After that, you’ll release Alara and clear my debt?”


Brondi nodded. “I’ll even give you your ship back.”


Ethan hesitated. He was signing a deal with the devlin himself. In exchange
for his soul, and a weight his conscience could never bear, he’d rescue Alara
and himself, too. Were their two lives worth more than 50,000? But Brondi was
right about one thing—50,000 fewer mouths to feed would result in 50,000 fewer
people starving from the perpetual scarcity of food. 


“One last question.”


Brondi’s forehead wrinkled up to his slicked back black hair. “Yes?”


“Why me?”


“You owe me, you’re resourceful, and you’re the only pilot good enough to
impersonate a nova jock without additional training.”


“Hmmm. Before I go, I’d like a chance to say goodbye to Alara. Just in case.
And your assurances that you’ll let her go if I die in the attempt.”


Brondi’s eyes became cautious. “Now, Ethan, you know I’ll only release her
if you succeed.”


“I may succeed, but not survive.”


“Oh, well in that case of course I’ll honor my end of the bargain.”


Ethan frowned and pursed his lips, wondering if the crime boss would
actually honor the deal under any circumstances, but he wasn’t in a position to
make further negotiations, and he didn’t have a choice. “Fine, it’s a deal,
Brondi.”


Brondi’s wild eyes lit up, and he raised his glass once more. “Excellent!
Drink up, Ethan. Don’t waste it. That brandy costs more than 100 sols per
glass.”


Ethan reluctantly raised the noxious concoction to his lips once more,
eyeing it all the way there. How much damage could a few doses of stim do to
him anyway?


“To a brighter, freer future for Dark Space,” Brondi intoned.


Ethan nodded. “To the future.” And with that, they drained their glasses together.












Chapter 6





Ethan walked down
the narrow corridor of the detention level aboard Alec Brondi’s corvette. The
detention deck was the lowermost of the ship’s four levels, and it struck a
noticeable contrast with the rest of the corvette’s lavish appointments. Here,
every expense had been spared; the glow panels were flickering, the walls were
peeling, and bare conduits and pipes were visible both beneath the floor
grating and running along the ceiling. The detention level was noisy and hot
from the ship’s reactors on level two. Ethan shuddered to think of Alara
spending any amount of time down here. 


They reached her cell after just a few moments, and Ethan found her just as
he had seen her in the holo recording, curled up in a fetal position on the
floor in front of the cell door, her hair splayed out around her head, and her
face purpling with a nasty bruise around one eye. Again, Ethan felt rage
welling up inside of him, but he had to force it down. While he was surrounded
by Brondi’s bodyguards, there was nothing he could do to avenge himself on
Verlin.


Ethan went down on his haunches in front of the cell, getting to eye level
with Alara. Her eyes were shut, and her previously loud sobbing had quieted to
a soft sniffling.


“Alara,” he said in a gentle tone. “It’s me, Ethan.”


She looked up at him with grease-smeared, tear-stained cheeks. Only one of
her violet eyes opened, but her gaze quickly found him and settled on his face.
“Efan ... they got you, too. I’m sawy.” Her lip was split and swollen, causing
her to lisp. Ethan vowed to tear Verlin apart for what he did to her. Had he
known when he’d first run into the bounty hunter aboard Chorlis Orbital that
the man would do this to Alara and ultimately deliver them both to Brondi, he
would have drawn his sidearm and shot the dark man dead rather than saying, “I
mind my own business.”


“Hey, beautiful. How are you doing?” Ethan asked.


“How do I wook?” Alara asked. She propped herself up on one elbow and tried
to smile, but it came out looking sad and crooked. 


Ethan smiled back for her sake, but all he really wanted to do was cry and
scream and kill. Most of all he wanted to kill. He felt like someone had just
beaten his daughter to a pulp, and now he was just a few feet away from the
man, and he couldn’t do a thing about it. “You don’t wook too bad,” he said,
trying to make fun of her lisp to lighten the mood.


“You should see the other guy,” she replied, still trying that crooked
smile. 


“You mean me?” Verlin asked, and Alara’s gaze wandered behind Ethan to the
group of men standing there.


“Speak of the devwin,” Alara said, and her gaze slid back to Ethan’s face.


By a great force of will Ethan managed to keep from turning around and
lunging at the bounty hunter. He went on smiling, but his eyes had grown cold
with murder. “Look, Alara, I’m going to get you out of here. I’ve cut a deal
with Brondi. He’s going to let us go, erase our debt, give us our ship back ...
Everything is going to be just fine. You and me again, kiddie. Like always.”


“Wike always ...” Alara repeated dreamily. Then abruptly she snapped out of
it. “Efan, what are you talking about?”


“I cut a deal. We’re going to get out of this, you’ll see.”


“What kind of deal?” Alara asked, already suspicious.


Ethan hesitated. “Don’t worry about it.” He rose to his feet, and Alara’s
good eye followed him, big and scared and suspicious.


“Efan ...”


“It’s all been taken care of.”


“Listen to the man, Sweet Thing,” Brondi interrupted. “He’s prepared to do a
lot for you.”


Alara began shaking her head. She rose shakily to her feet and reached
through the bars of her cell to grab hold of Ethan’s hand. She managed to press
on the bandage on his wrist and he winced. Realizing that something was wrong,
she turned his hand over and saw the bandage. “What did you woo to him?” she
asked, her gaze turning accusingly on Brondi.


The crime boss shook his head. “It’s a long story.”


“They removed my identichip, Alara. I’m going to impersonate a fleet officer
in order to ...” Ethan trailed off there, unable to completely say what his
mission would be for fear of what Alara would think of him. “In order to get
some information for Big Brainy here.”


Alara shook her head. “Don’t woo it.”


Ethan grimaced, and pulled his hand free of hers. “I’ll be back soon,
kiddie.” With that, he turned and began to leave.


“I love you!” she called after him.


Ethan stopped and slowly turned; his gaze met hers, and he watched the tears
shimmering in her good eye, making it shine bright like lavender blossoms in
the sun. He held her gaze for a long moment before quietly saying, “I love you,
too, Alara.” He took a step forward, but Ethan felt hands on his shoulders
turning him roughly away.


“Touching,” Brondi said, “But I’m afraid it’s time for Ethan to go. Say
b-bye, Sweet Thing.”


Ethan growled as they dragged him away. “Let me go, Brondi!”


“Oh, come,” Brondi said. “I’ve been more than patient and understanding with
you, but your mission can’t wait any longer. You’ll have plenty of time to frek
your girlfriend when you get back.”


Ethan shot Brondi a deadly look. “It’s not like that.”


Brondi raised his eyebrows and shook his head. “Well, I don’t really care
what it’s like, now do I? Move along. You have a lot of prep work left to do.”












UNDERCOVER















Chapter 7





Ethan watched the
translucent blue swirl of the Forliss-Etaris space gate rapidly growing larger
in the distance. He could hear his nova’s engines roaring, and feel them
thrumming through the light duranium and berlium alloy frame of the
needle-nosed fighter. The joystick vibrated in his hand as he rocketed toward
the Forliss-Etaris gate. Piloting a nova was vastly different from piloting a
transport. There was a constant feeling of too much power for too small a ship,
of acceleration that bled through the inertial management system—light G-forces
the nova purposefully didn’t block in order to help orient a pilot in space.
There was also the fact that he had enough firepower under his trigger finger
to blow up a small station. It was a wonder that the fleet didn’t abuse that
power more—few had the strength to stand up to them.


Ethan double-checked his nav. The star map appeared as an overlay on his
HUD, and he saw the route the computer had plotted for him—from Forliss to the
Etaris System, from Etaris back to the Chorlis System, then on through the
Firebelt Nebula to the Chorlis-Firean gate, and from there to Firea, the ice
ball where the Valiant lay in high orbit to guard the entrance of Dark
Space.


Estimated travel time was just over an hour. The space gates were mostly all
close together, so he didn’t have to spend a lot of time in real space unless
he wanted to go sightseeing. 


An hour wasn’t much time, but hopefully it would be enough for him to review
his identity and familiarize himself with the nova’s controls. Ethan sat back
in his flight chair and ran a hand through his recently cropped salt and pepper
hair. A holoskin could fake your appearance by projecting a holo field around
you, but it couldn’t fake tactile sensations, and if anybody had happened to
run a hand through his previously long hair, they’d have figured him out pretty
fast. He wasn’t planning to mingle or get close enough for anyone to pick holes
in the finer details of his cover, but they couldn’t rule out the possibility. 


Ethan’s new name was Lieutenant Adan “Skidmark” Reese, Guardian Five. He was
21 years old, characterized as arrogant, rude, and reckless. His parents worked
in the agri-domes on the surface of Forliss, and he had no close relationships
among the crew of the Valiant, except for his wingman, Lieutenant Tedris
“Blaze” Ashtov, Guardian Six. 


The last woman he’d dated was a member of his squadron. She was Marksman
Gina Giord, Guardian Four. His squadron commander was Lieutenant Commander
Vance “Scorcher” Rangel. Most of Guardian Squadron was out on patrols across
Dark Space, but just in case, everything about everyone was detailed in an
electronic dossier which Ethan had loaded into the holocard reader implanted
behind his ear. That file had been hastily put together from interrogating the
real Adan Reese who Ethan had run into aboard Chorlis Orbital. It had taken
just one night for Verlin to find out everything they needed to know about the
officer’s life in order to steal it from him. Ethan mused that the young man
must’ve been easy to crack, either that, or Verlin’s interrogation methods were
particularly effective.


Ethan closed the file with a thought and rather focused on the stars,
watching them sparkle and burn. He wasn’t the type to read manuals and
instruction booklets. He preferred just to dive in and figure things out. He
figured the best thing for his cover would be to keep his mouth shut and
listen. If you gave people enough chances, they would happily tell you
everything you needed to know about them. His role would be to quietly observe
and stick to himself as much as possible until he could find an opportunity to
sabotage the Valiant—that wasn’t going to be easy, and escaping
afterward would be even harder. 


Ethan frowned. He wasn’t sure he would be doing humanity a favor. In a time
when the human population was already struggling, he was going to kill off
50,000 men and women. Surely there was a better way. 


Maybe he could force them to become productive members of society. If he
could simply doom their ship to a slow death in some way that would give them
enough time to evacuate, but not enough time to fix it, then they could always
find other jobs and eventually become less of a drain on society—win-win. He
didn’t see how Brondi could object. The mission was to take out the Valiant,
which he would do. Killing the crew was implied, but not necessarily a
required part of that objective.


Now the Forliss-Etaris gate was all Ethan could see in any direction, and he
was racing toward the translucent blue portal at a frightening speed. “Good
luck,” he wished himself. “You’re going to need it.” And then time dilated with
an actinic flash and a ripple of shimmering light.


* * *


As Ethan flew through the last and most dangerous part of the Firebelt
Nebula, his eyes skipped between the nova’s gravidar and his HUD, which was supposed
to bracket any asteroids as soon as they appeared in range. The nebula had
claimed more than a few unwary ships in the past decade because its roiling red
clouds swirled with fast-moving asteroids which were often the size of
planetoids. Due to the nebula, it would take him almost half an hour in real
space to cross from the Etaris-Chorlis gate to the Chorlis-Firean gate—that
gate was actually still inside the nebula, but it provided a safe route thanks
to the string of interrupter buoys which had been seeded along its jump path.
The buoys would drop Ethan out of SLS at the first sign of an asteroid coming
too close. At that point, he’d have to use his own SLS drive to reinitiate the
jump, which would be more fuel expensive than using a gate, but still
infinitely better than being dead. In real space, the nebula’s asteroids were
far enough apart that they were a rare sight, and that lulled most pilots into
a false sense of security while they were flying, but Ethan wasn’t about to let
that happen to him. He was flying his nova hands-on and eyes open.


It wasn’t long before he was rewarded for his vigilance and half a dozen
yellow bracket pairs of unknown gravidar contacts appeared against the distant
red clouds of the nebula. An instant later, however, those contacts were
identified as ships rather than asteroids. Ethan frowned at the SID codes which
appeared beneath the bracket pairs. Abruptly, two of the yellow bracket pairs
turned to green, indicating that they were friendly ships, and then the nebula flashed
with yellow ripper fire and the other four bracket pairs turned red. The
friendly targets were identified as nova fighters, while the enemy targets were
listed as an “unknown type.”


The comm crackled with static, and then roared with chatter. 


“He’s getting a missile lock on me!” The pilot’s voice was female, and
Ethan’s targeting computer automatically identified the speaker as Guardian
Four—Gina.


“Try to shake him. I’m going to drop a Hailfire on his tail.” That one was
identified as Guardian Three, one of the many pilots whose names Ethan hadn’t
bothered to memorize from his file.


Great, Ethan thought dryly. He’d already run into a pair of pilots
from his squadron, and one of them was none other than his cover identity’s
ex-girlfriend. Ethan keyed his comm cautiously, hoping the vocal synthesizer
Brondi had found for him would do its job. “This is Guardian Five, you two need
a hand?”


“Frek ...” Guardian Four muttered. “I thought you were out on assignment,
Five?”


“I’m back now.”


“Well get over here,” Guardian Three put in. “We stumbled on a pirate base
out here, and they’ve got teeth.” As if to emphasize that point, a stream of
ripper fire roared over the comm, and Three began swearing viciously.


“Acknowledged,” Ethan said, and fired up his nova’s dymium lasers. He barely
had an hour in the cockpit of a nova and he was already flying into combat. Looks
like I’m going to have to prove my 5A rating after all. Ethan lined up the
first enemy under his targeting reticle and watched as the reticle flickered
green and emitted a soft tone. He pulled the trigger and three fire-linked red
lasers flashed out toward his target with a high-pitched squeal that actually
made his fighter shake from the force of the abruptly-released energy. The
sound was synthesized, not real, and coming from his dash speakers. Ethan saw
his lasers make a direct hit and tear off a flaming chunk of the blocky
twin-hulled fighter he was tracking. The enemy immediately went evasive and
broke out of its attack pattern.


“Thanks for the save, Skidmark,” Guardian Four said. It took Ethan a moment
to realize she was talking to him. “Guess you’re not such a dumb kakard after
all.” 


Ethan smiled and stomped on the port rudder to bring the next enemy into
line under his targeting reticle, but it turned to face him before he could get
a laser lock. A second later it spat a stream of bright golden ripper fire at
him. The first few shells splashed off his canopy shields with a sound like
water hissing off a hot plate, jumping his aim and shaking his fighter. Ethan
tried to reacquire his target, but before he’d lined up again, a warning siren
sounded in his cockpit, and he noticed that his front shields were dangerously
depleted. 


Ethan stomped on the rudder and pushed his flight stick down, going evasive.
He heard a few thunks as ripper shells glanced off his armor, and a
computerized voice sounded with, “Front shields depleted.” 


Ethan gritted his teeth as he pulled through a high-G turn. 


The gauge which showed him the state of his shields began flashing on the
HUD, drawing his attention. What looked like four colored parentheses were
arrayed around a 2D representation of his ship and flanked by glowing
percentages. Aft shields were blue—100%; front were red—slowly recovering at
2%; and both sides were in the green at just over 90%. A word flashed beneath
the shield display—equalize. Ethan spoke the command aloud, “Equalize
shields!”


Gradually, he saw all four parentheses turn green. Another burst of ripper
fire slammed into him, and his ship shuddered beneath the barrage. His aft
shields immediately dropped into the red at 35%, and Ethan began jinking his
fighter in earnest, rolling to starboard, side-slipping to port, pulling up
hard ... but the enemy pilot stayed on his tail through all the maneuvers,
still appearing dead center behind him on the gravidar.


“I could use some help over here ...” Ethan said.


“Roger that, I’ve got him, Skidmark.” Three said. “Hang in there....” 


Ethan’s ship shuddered again and his shields hissed with dissipating energy.
An audible warning sounded: “Aft shields critical,” and Ethan gritted his
teeth, waiting for an explosion to rip into his back as his fighter was torn
apart from behind.


Then his comm sounded with, “Missiles away! Fire your afterburners and get
clear, Five!” That was from Guardian Three. Ethan struggled to find the switch
for his afterburners. There were dozens of buttons whose functions were still a
mystery to him. He’d only had time to figure out the basics of piloting a nova.
It was a miracle he could even manage to target and shoot.


“Five, he’s lining up above you to pull a switch over! I said get clear!”


“My afterburners are tapped out, Three!” Ethan lied in between decreasing
his throttle and firing his starboard maneuvering jets in an attempt to slide
out from under his opponent. But the enemy pilot copied his maneuver exactly.
Ethan felt panic seize his chest. That junker was going to bait and switch the
missiles at the last minute, either by accelerating suddenly or pulling sharply
away. Ethan grimaced. “I can’t shake him!”


“Frek it!” Three said, and Ethan heard dymium lasers screeching out over the
comm. A second later, a vicious explosion rocked his fighter. Bits of flaming
wreckage rained down all around him. One hit his canopy with a sizzling thunk
that knocked his forward shields down to 10% and elicited another critical
shields alert from his ship’s computer. Ethan quickly jammed his throttles to
the max, jetting out from under the expanding debris cloud before something
else could hit him. “Problem solved, Skidmark. I just shot down the Hailfires
before they reached the target. Lucky his shields were already weakened. The
other two are making a break for it. Let them go. They’re not worth the fuel
and munitions. We’ll hold ground here until the sentinels arrive to capture
their base.”


“I can’t believe they were hiding this close to us, right under our noses!”
Gina, Guardian Four, said. “They must have taken down the comm relay as a
prelude to an attack on one of our convoys.”


“Most likely,” Three replied. 


According to Ethan’s file, Brondi’s gang had knocked out the relay in order
to give him an excuse to return to the Valiant and make his mission
report in person.


“Form up, Guardians,” Three said. “Staggered V formation.”


“Roger that,” Ethan replied. He wasn’t sure what a staggered V should look
like, but he assumed the shape of the formation was more or less what was
implied. He brought his fighter into line behind Gina’s nova and accelerated
until he was flying parallel to her, and then the pair of them pulled up on
Three’s tail.


“Adan, weren’t you supposed to meet up with Guardian Six before heading back
to the Valiant?” A quick look at the comm display told Ethan it was
Guardian Three who’d asked.


“He got delayed on Forliss Station,” Ethan said. The truth was he was dead,
just like Adan. The two of them had been out investigating a nova pilot’s
murder and they had quickly becomes victims of the killer themselves. “He had a
problem with his fuel lines,” Ethan went on. “He said he’d catch up with me
once it was fixed.”


“Damn fighters are always seizing up on us,” Three said. “Well, let’s hope
nobody picks him off while he’s on his own out there. Nova pilots are becoming
common targets these days. Seems like we’re everybody’s enemy and nobody’s friend.”


“Guess they don’t appreciate that we’re out there every day risking our
lives for them,” Gina snorted.


“Guess not, but who’s there to see it?” Three said.


Ethan frowned. He wasn’t sure what they were talking about. The fleet hardly
ever saw any action. Why were they talking about risking their lives? “There
been much action while I was gone?”


“Not much aside from these pirates. It’s a nice break from the real action,
but no one stays here long before old Dominic sends us out on another scavenger
hunt.


Ethan felt like he was missing something important. Scavenger hunt? “The
last hunt find anything special?”


“Well, we won’t know until they come back through the gate, but I’m sure
it’ll just be more of the same—survivors, equipment, ships.”


The pieces of the puzzle began to gel in Ethan’s brain—survivors,
equipment, and ships coming back through the gate? Realization dawned, and
suddenly Ethan’s eyes lost focus on the roiling red nebula around them.


“Five, tighten up, you’re drifting!”


“Sorry . . . got distracted,” Ethan replied. He couldn’t believe it! The
overlord had reopened the gate, and he was sending hunting parties to go
scouring the ruins of the ISS on the other side of the galaxy—the
Sythian-infested side. It would only be a matter of time before someone got
careless and was followed back to Dark Space. The overlord was putting them all
at risk! Suddenly, Brondi’s scheme to wipe out the fleet looked like a
necessary evil.












Chapter 8





The sentinels came,
landed on the asteroid where the pirates had made their base, and spent an hour
clearing it to retrieve all the useful equipment before setting charges and
blowing it to space dust. After that, they all jetted through the
Chorlis-Firean gate and left the Firebelt Nebula behind.


Now, Ethan watched as the timer to real space counted down on his nav. As
soon as it hit zero, the bright streaks and star lines of SLS faded to black,
and Ethan saw the mottled white and blue ice world of Firea in the distance.
Orbiting high above that, lying directly in front of the gate, was the Valiant—a
massive, five-kilometer-long gladiator-class carrier. It was the largest
surviving warship of the fleet, and the sole guardian of the Dark Space gate,
since the other smaller cruisers and destroyers of the ISSF were scattered
around Dark Space on patrol. The Valiant also carried a pair of
280-meter-long venture-class cruisers which had at the start of the Sythian War
been the mainstay of the Imperial Fleet. There had once been more than five
thousand of them, but now there were only five.


The Valiant glittered darkly against the icy night side of Firea. The
carrier’s reinforced, high-refraction index duranium hull caught and reflected
the first rays of the system’s red sun as it peeked feebly over the dawning
edge of Firea. The planet’s rocky moon lay as a dark silhouette behind the Valiant,
and to one side of that, was the Dark Space gate, supposedly deactivated and
sealed.


Ethan pressed his lips into a thin, determined line as he stared at the Valiant.
This was his target. Somehow, he had to destroy that carrier. If not to serve
Brondi’s ends, then to keep the rest of Dark Space safe from Overlord Dominic’s
reaching. The overlord was sending ships through the gate! Surely he had to
know the danger of that. They wouldn’t even know if they were followed.
Sythians had used cloaking devices to sneak their warships through the space
gates before, and they would do it again.


“Tighten up, Five....” Guardian Three said. He was beginning to get on
Ethan’s nerves. Ethan wasn’t used to flying in formations, true, but did the
man have to pick on him every time he wandered a few meters out of line?


Ethan clicked his comms as a trite way of acknowledging the order, and then
he adjusted his nova’s heading by a few degrees in order to appease his flight
leader. A quick look at the interrogation file Brondi had given him revealed
that Guardian Three was First Lieutenant Ithicus “Firestarter” Adari. The man
was characterized as a rigid, by the book pilot with a wicked temper and a habit
for picking fights that had earned him his call sign.


They drew near the amidships hangar of the Valiant, and soon the
carrier began to loom over them, blocking out Ethan’s view of everything else.
He picked out a small speck flying alongside the carrier, near one of its
yawning ventral hangar bays, and a second later Ethan realized that the speck
was actually one of the carrier’s two, 280-meter-long venture-class cruisers.
The Valiant utterly dwarfed the cruiser. 


Ethan shook his head in awe. Finer details began to emerge all over the
carrier’s hull. The Valiant bristled with beam cannons and pulse lasers,
as well as a few small and medium-caliber ripper turrets which functioned as
the ship’s AMS (Anti Missile System).


As they approached the carrier’s hangar, Ethan was given a sense of the
hangar’s size by the seemingly endless fields of nova fighters and interceptors
landed inside. They throttled back and passed through the static shields with a
soft sizzle of exchanging energy. The static shields were weak atmospheric
shields which created a pressure barrier strong enough to keep air locked
inside, while still allowing ships to pass through without taking damage.
During a battle those shields could be bolstered with the heavier beam and
pulse shields to prevent enemy ships and missiles from flying into the hangar.
Under those circumstances the novas were rather loaded into the rail launchers
and then fired out at high speed to give them an evasive edge when flying into
hot zones. Recovering the novas while under fire was a more complicated
maneuver, however, which required precise timing on the part of both fighter
pilots and hangar shield operators.


Ethan watched the hangar deck below milling with ground crew as the
carrier’s autopilot guided his fighter to an empty berth. Ground crews were
bustling around the landed fighters, performing routine maintenance, and in
some cases major repairs. Ethan frowned, confused by what he saw below. He’d
been under the impression that the fleet was running out of fighters, but here,
in just one of the carrier’s six hangars, there was at least a full wing—six
squadrons—which was considerably more than the reported two squadrons that were
supposedly on active duty at the Dark Space gate. Either they were being lied
to, or these were all of the grounded fighters that weren’t fit for use
anymore.


Ethan considered that he should probably take it for granted that they were
being lied to. After all, the overlord was ordering excursions beyond Dark
Space into occupied Sythian territory, while telling everyone that the gate was
safely sealed.


Ethan’s nova fighter settled down with a thud-unk on the deck beside
a heavily-carbon-scored interceptor which had deep furrows gouged out of its
sides and a black, ragged hole where the canopy should have been. Ethan wasn’t
sure what had happened to that fighter, but it was a fair bet that the pilot
hadn’t survived. 


Ethan pressed the canopy release and the transpiranium bubble rose slowly
with a hiss of equalizing air pressure and pneumatic pistons. A cool breeze
swept in from the hangar, bringing with it the acrid smell of reactor coolant,
thruster grease, and laser gas. Ethan crawled out of the cramped cockpit and
hopped over the side of his fighter. He heard magnetic clamps locking around the
landing struts of his nova. Those clamps would keep his ship from sliding
around in the event that artificial gravity should fail.


Ethan stood on deck looking around dumbly for a moment, listening to the
sounds of multiple thrusters spinning up or cooling down, of ground crew
hollering at one another over great distances, and of the hangar’s PA system
blaring with a message for a Lieutenant Briggs to report to the quartermaster’s
office.


While Ethan took all of that in, someone came up behind him and slapped him
on the back. He turned around to find himself staring down at a medium-height
woman with dark blonde hair and angry amber eyes. Her face was hard, but not
unappealing.


“I guess I owe you a drink for saving my ass back there.”


This had to be Gina, Ethan decided. “Don’t mention it. Where is
Firestarter?” Ethan asked, trying to make Guardian Three’s call sign sound
natural to his ears, but nothing he said sounded natural to his ears. His vocal
synthesizer was faithfully mimicking the voice of the dead nova pilot whose
identity he had stolen.


“He’s arguing with a flight mechanic about a jammed-up laser cannon. We’d
better go. We’re due for debriefing in the Lieutenant Commander’s office.”


Ethan nodded absently. “Lead the way.”


Gina turned and wordlessly began winding a path through the endless rows of
scorched and battered fighters. Ethan eyed each fighter with a frown as they
walked past. “Guess we’ve been running into more opposition than I thought.
Either that or someone’s been playing with the Valiant’s beam cannons
again.”


Gina turned and gave him a funny look. “These are salvage from the war,
Adan; you know that.”


Ethan nodded and tried not to meet her gaze. “Right, just trying to crack a
joke, Gina.”


She snorted. “Well, stick to your real forte. Jokes never were a part of
your repertoire.”


“So what’s my real forte, then?”


Gina shot him a dry look. “Shooting and frekking everything that moves.”


Ethan grinned wryly. “I’m not sure if that was meant to be a compliment, but
thanks.”


“Right, well since making conversation isn’t a part of your aforementioned
skill set, let’s leave it at that.”


“What did I ever do to you, Gina?” He asked. Ethan was curious about how
things had ended between Adan and Gina.


Gina turned to him with patiently raised eyebrows. “Really? You’re going to
ask me that? You know damn well what happened.”


Ethan shrugged. “We don’t have to be enemies.”


“We don’t have to be friends either.”


With that, Ethan decided to drop it. She was right. He wasn’t here to make
friends—quite the opposite.


They reached the far wall of the hangar bay and Gina preceded him into a
waiting rail car. A handful of ground crew and pilots piled in with them,
including Guardian Three, who walked up to Ethan with a smirk and said, “Looks
like you’re losing your touch, Adan.”


The rail car started forward with a subtle jolt and quickly accelerated up
to a blinding speed. The walls of the rail tunnel blurred by them with bright
streaks of light from passing glow panels, and Adan watched as Gina keyed a
destination into the holoscreen mounted beside the doors of the rail car.
Passengers were busily taking seats along the sides of the car, and Ethan
followed suit, sitting down beside Guardian Three. He strapped in and then
spared his squad mate a quick grin—just as he imagined the cocky Adan Reese
might do.


Ithicus Adari glared back at him. He was large and well-built like Ethan; he
had short, thinning black hair that lay flat against his head and a slowly
pulsing blue tattoo peeked out from under the left sleeve of his flight suit.
Ithicus also had a haggard, well-lined face which Ethan estimated made the man
about five years his junior—though Ethan had to remember that his holoskin was
actually projecting the image of a twenty-one-year-old. Ithicus had a square
jaw, a crooked nose, and an angry gleam in his honey brown eyes. The man was
obviously mean-tempered and he’d had his nose broken at least once, which
couldn’t have been an easy feat for a man his size.


“Losing my touch?” Ethan repeated with an accompanying snort. “Not likely.”


“You almost got nailed by friendly fire, and you kept drifting out of
formation. You forget how to fly or something?”


Ethan gritted his teeth. He’d only had a couple hours in the cockpit of a
nova, and he was still getting used to the controls—the sensitivity, the
idiosyncrasies of his particular fighter, and the raw, barely-contained power
of a high-performance fighter versus his old sluggish Atton. The
difference with his transport was that every maneuver had to be
exaggerated, but with a nova, just the slightest twitch of the controls could
send him into an end over end spin. It was definitely an adjustment. Of course,
he couldn’t say any of that.


Ethan shrugged. “Guess I’m just tired, brua.” Brondi’s dossier on Adan had
contained a list of more juvenile vocabulary for Ethan to work into his regular
speech. He hoped it didn’t sound as strange to those who knew Adan as it
sounded to him.


Guardian Three smirked and looked away. 


An automated voice sounded inside the rail car. “Coming up on, Pilots’
Center.”


Gina rose from her seat to grab hold of one of the vertical bars which ran
down the center of the rail car. Ithicus rose, too, and Ethan groaned as he
levered himself out of his chair. His muscles were cramping from having been
cooped up in a nova cockpit for so long.


Gina looked him up and down and smiled. “You all right there, old timer?”


“Just fine, thanks.”


The rail car slowed to a stop, and Ithicus nodded to the doors. “Let’s go.”


They spilled out into a broad corridor with subdued blue and white glow
panels and shiny gray and black walls. Broad silver and gray pipes were tucked
up against the ceiling and running down the center of the corridor. These were
electrical conduits, water, sewage, and air ducts. Aboard fleet ships no one bothered
to hide things away for aesthetics’ sake. 


The corridor was for the most part deserted, except for a janitor bot up
ahead, polishing the floors with a monotonous whirring sound. They
passed countless bulkheads and doors, all of which were labeled with black
plates that glowed with bright blue descriptions: numbered simulator rooms, the
officers’ mess, a rec hall called “The Basement,” which was roaring with a
muffled ruckus from the men and women inside, and then came training rooms and
lecture halls, followed by offices labeled with the names and ranks of various
commanders to whom they belonged. The transpiranium panels in the doors of
those offices and training rooms were all dark, all but one, whose golden light
spilled weakly into the corridor. It was here that Guardian Three led them. The
glowing door sign read, Lieutenant Commander Rangel. Guardian Three
stopped to rap smartly on the door, and it opened automatically to let them in.


They piled into the small office beyond the door and stepped up to a shiny
white desk as the door swished shut behind them. Sitting behind that desk was a
small man with an angular face and an intense blue gaze. Absent from that gaze
was the usual spark of warmth which betrayed a person’s humanity. He was
clothed in the typical black with white trim uniform of the fleet. The rank
insignia on the upper left sleeve of his uniform was the characteristic gold
chevron of a lieutenant commander with a silver nova fighter in the middle.
Behind the commander was a broad viewport which showed a dawning blue-white
slice of the planet Firea far below.


Guardian Three, Ithicus Adari, stopped in front of the commander’s desk and
saluted. Ethan and Gina gave their own salutes, to which the commander nodded
and said, “At ease. Report.”


Ithicus spoke first: “Four pirates jumped us at the Chorlis-Firean gate
while we were waiting for repair crews to check out the gate’s comm relay. The
array was riddled with holes from ripper cannons. The pirates were armed with
the same. It’s a fair bet they took out the array. The pirates had established
a temporary base on one of the asteroids in the Firebelt Nebula, no doubt to
stand by and wait for one of our convoys. They must have taken out the comm
array so we’d be deaf to hear any distress calls. Adan joined us at the start
of the fight, and we managed to destroy two of the enemy fighters and clip
another one before they ran. The pirates’ base was rudimentary, but sentinels
recovered a small amount of useful equipment and supplies before demolishing
it.”


The commander frowned and began rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “Good. Any
signs of the pirates’ affiliation?”


Ithicus shook his head. “They covered their tracks well.”


“Hmmm. We’ll have investigators look over the confiscated material for
clues. Dismissed,” the commander said with a wave of his hand. They began
turning to leave, but Vance shook his head and pointed at Ethan. “Not you.”
Ethan stopped and turned back to the commander’s desk.


Once the others had left, the commander raised his eyebrows and leaned
forward. Taking that as his cue, Ethan spoke up. “I was on my way back to the Valiant
when I stumbled on Guardians Three and Four. They were already under attack, so
I joined the fight. The rest is as Three already said.”


The commander shook his head. “I’m not interested in any of that. I want to
know what happened to your mission and why you’re back here without your
wingman.”


“My mission was a fair success, sir.”


The commander’s ice blue eyes narrowed. “So you tracked down Lieutenant
Gerbrand’s killer?”


“Yes, sir.”


“And he’s dead?”


“Not exactly. The killer is a bounty hunter named Verlin.”


The commander waved his hand impatiently. “One of many aliases. I already
know that; we sent you on this mission with that information. What else did you
find out?” 


“He’s working for Brondi.” That wasn’t actually a part of Ethan’s cover
story, but it was true, and it would help maintain his cover better than the
lame excuse he’d been given. Moreover, he gained some small personal
satisfaction from selling Brondi down the river.


“Brondi, hmmm? Not too surprising. Well, then what are you doing back so
soon? Your mission isn’t over.”


“I was unable to pursue the bounty hunter further. He retreated aboard Alec
Brondi’s corvette, and I felt it would be better not to follow him without
backup. I tried to comm the Valiant for further orders, but the comms
weren’t getting through.” Ethan went on, “When I realized the commnet must be
down, I went back to the rendezvous with Six, but his fuel lines were jammed,
so I left him on Forliss Station to make repairs while I came back here to
refuel and report.” In reality, Six was also dead, also killed by Verlin.


“Interesting.” Vance steepled his fingers under his chin, and his angular
features grew even more vulturine as he contemplated the news. “Well, I’ll file
your report, and we’ll see what command has to say, but if all of that is true,
and Brondi has taken to openly opposing the fleet, he’s going to be in for more
trouble than he’s bargained for.”


“Yes, sir. May I be dismissed now, Commander?”


“Of course. You sound like you could use some downtime. Your voice is a
little strange.”


“Strange, sir?” Ethan asked.


Vance nodded. “Like you’re hoarse. You sure you’re not coming down with
something?”


Ethan hesitated before shaking his head. “Not that I’m aware of, sir. I must
just be tired.”


“Well, barring any emergencies, I’m taking you off active duty until Six
returns with his report, so go get some rest. We don’t need you making the
other pilots sick. Dismissed.”


Ethan nodded and turned to leave the commander’s office. He let out a long
sigh as the door swished shut behind him. Damn you, Brondi, with all your
millions of sols, you couldn’t afford to get me a better vocal synthesizer? My
voice is a little strange? That can’t be good. He would just have to speak
as little as possible until his mission was over. 


Ethan walked down the corridor to the rail car tunnel at the end, punched
the summon car button, and waited for the next car to arrive. He needed to
retreat to his quarters for a vaccucleanse and to formulate a plan to sabotage
the Valiant. Ethan watched as the control panel beside the doors to the
rail tunnel ticked down the ETA for the next car. After a moment of idle
contemplation, he realized that he didn’t even know where his quarters were, so
he pulled the mission data card Brondi had given him out of his pocket and
slotted it into the input just behind his right ear to examine the contents of
the card more privately than a holo reader would allow. That implant had come in
handy over the years. It was essentially a small computer which fed data
straight to his brain.


As he searched the document, Ethan heard someone shout out behind him, “Hey,
Skidmark, aren’t you going to let me buy you that drink?”


Ethan mentally closed his link to the data card and turned to face Gina. She
walked up to him with a sarcastic smile. “I like to pay my debts. Who knows,
maybe I’ll even give you tips to help you lure some unsuspecting sclut to your
quarters for the night.”


“Really? You’d do that for me? I’m touched, Gina.”


Her expression became exasperated and she stopped a half a dozen feet away
from him. “No, you depraved pervert. Just a drink. Come on.” Not bothering to
insist further, she turned on her heel and walked back the way she’d come.


Ethan hesitated, considering her offer for a moment before deciding to
follow her. He broke into a light jog to catch up, and then he flashed Gina a
winning smile. She rolled her eyes and looked away.


He supposed it couldn’t hurt to mingle a bit. After all, he’d need to gather
some information about the Valiant in order to properly sabotage it. The
people to talk to in order to glean that information would almost certainly be
pilots and engineers, all of whom he would find inside the ship’s rec halls. 


They reached the rec hall they’d passed earlier called “The Basement,” and
Ethan stepped up to the control panel to key the door open. The door swished
aside to reveal a large, darkly-lit room with a ceiling full of uncovered
pipes. The walls were filled with floor to ceiling holoscreens and dark gray
furniture was arrayed before them. Small knots of pilots were lounging there,
drinking and playing games. A long, elliptical bar counter stood in the center
of the room, and on the other side of that, Ethan glimpsed a padded arena where
a group of pilots were busy battling each other with small, remote-controlled
assault mechs while dozens of others looked on and cheered for their favorites
to win. Ethan followed Gina up to the bar, and they sat down together. 


Gina raised a hand to call the bartender over. “Egrit!” The bartender turned
and nodded to her. He was a scary-looking man with a bald head, multiple
glowing blue and red tattoos on his arms and face, and a few spiky subcutaneous
piercings in his knuckles. Ethan felt like he’d met a dozen men just like Egrit
during his time on Etaris.


“Yea?” Egrit asked.


“Two black mavericks,” Gina said, and offered her upturned wrist to the man.
He grabbed her wrist none too gently and passed a wand over it before turning
to a cooler behind him and pulling out two frosty transpiranium bottles filled
with bubbling black beer. Black mavericks were brewed from heavily fermented
Forlissan Black Grass and Chorlisean Wheat. The result was a meal in a bottle
that could knock you out cold if you weren’t used to it. Ethan wondered that
they were even allowed to serve such potent drinks to pilots, but he supposed
that they weren’t on the active duty roster, so it didn’t matter much.


Gina raised her beer and held it out to Ethan for a toast. “To another day
among the living.”


Ethan raised his own beer and clinked his bottle with hers. “To not being
dead,” he replied and took a sip of his Maverick. He reveled in the strong,
bittersweet flavor of the beer. It had been a long time since he’d had the sols
to afford more than water. When he set his beer down, he noticed that Gina
hadn’t taken a sip of hers yet. She was frozen with the bottle halfway to her
lips, staring at him with eyebrows raised and a look of utter perplexity on her
face.


“What?” Ethan asked.


She nodded to his left hand which was still clamped around his bottle of
beer. “Since when do you wear a wedding ring, Adan?”












Chapter 9





Ethan couldn’t
believe he’d been stupid enough to put his wedding ring back on after the
holoskin. It was an old habit by now for him to wear the ring. He’d always
considered it a kind of good luck charm, but now it was about to get him into a
lot of trouble.


“Wedding ring?” he echoed. “Is that what this is?” He made a show of
examining the simple silver band on his left ring finger. 


“Yes, Adan, that’s exactly what it is. Don’t tell me you didn’t know. What,
are you hoping that women will prefer a married man?” Gina shook her head.
“That’s twisted, even for you, Skidmark. Where did you even find that?
Rare to see a wedding band at all these days.”


Ethan decided to stick with naïveté as an excuse. “An old storekeeper on
Forliss Station sold it to me. He said it would bring me luck.”


Gina snorted and narrowed her eyes. “And since when did you become
superstitious?”


Another wrong move. Ethan turned to her with what he hoped to be a disarming
smile. “Hey, what’s with the interrogation? I thought you just wanted to buy me
a drink. It’s beginning to sound suspiciously like you want to get to know me better.
Maybe you had an ulterior motive for offering that drink. Hoping to get into my
pants, are we? All you have to do is ask, Gina.” 


That did it. Ethan watched Gina’s expression turn from curious to furious in
a matter of seconds. “You know what, you’re right.” She rose from her bar
stool, taking her beer with her. “Enjoy your drink, Adan.” With that, she
turned and stormed off, leaving him alone at the bar. 


Ethan took another sip of his black maverick and caught a nasty grin from
Egrit. “Someone’s not getting any tonight,” the bartender said, chuckling.


Ethan was about to reply that he wasn’t looking for any action, but then he
remembered he had to stay in character, so he cocked his head and gave a
haughty smile. “Don’t be too sure about that. I’ll have who I want, when I
want, and how I want them—two or three at a time if it suits me. I don’t have
to ask nicely, because they’re already begging.”


Egrit burst into gruff laughter. “Same old Skidmark!” He turned away,
shaking his head, and Ethan smiled. It seemed like he’d managed to nail down
Adan’s character perfectly. The boy had obviously been insufferably arrogant
and rude with everyone around him. If he’d had redeeming qualities, Ethan
wasn’t sure what they might be.


Taking advantage of the peace and quiet, Ethan mentally pulled up his
dossier again and searched for directions to Adan’s quarters aboard the Valiant.
After a few minutes, he realized that there was no mention anywhere in the file
of where Adan stayed. Ethan frowned. If he wanted to rest and get cleaned up,
he was going to have to ask someone where his quarters were—and wouldn’t
that be a dead giveaway. Or, he could just get horribly drunk and feign
amnesia.... Why not? He’d be buying drinks on Adan’s tab. At least that way
he’d get something back for the pain of extracting his identichip and
implanting Adan’s in its place.


Ethan signaled to Egrit, who was busy serving an attractive looking woman at
the other end of the bar counter. She caught his eye and smiled. Ethan was
taken aback by that and rather than returning her smile, he looked away,
embarrassed. 


Then he remembered who he was supposed to be and he chided himself for
responding so out of character, but it was too late. He tried for the
bartender’s attention again, and this time he succeeded. Egrit walked up to
him, and asked, “Yea?”


Ethan nodded to his beer and offered his wrist to Egrit. “Keep them—” He
suddenly broke into a fit of coughing as his throat began tickling maddeningly.
He shook his head. “Sorry,” he said, his voice sounding hoarse now even to his
ears. “Throat must be dry. Keep them coming,” he said, tapping the side of his
beer.


The bartender frowned at him. “You don’t sound too good, Lieutenant. Maybe
you should go get some rest.”


“No, I’m fine. Get me another drink and I’ll be even better.”


Egrit snorted. “Whatever you say, Skidmark.”


* * *


Alara watched Brondi offer her that gaping smile of his. “Either you’re
planning to eat me, or you’re happy to see me,” Alara said as she walked up to
the cell door.


“So charming,” Brondi said from the other side. “Your talents are being
wasted in here, Sweet Thing. I could have you making more sols per hour than
most people make in a week. What do you say? I’ll even let you have your pick
of which of my pleasure palaces you’d like to work in.”


Alara found her hands closing in white-knuckled fists around the bars of her
cell. “You’d have to implant me with a slave chip before I’d ever agree to
that.”


Brondi cocked his head suddenly to one side, as though he’d just had an epiphany.
“Why, that is a novel idea! I do believe I’ll take your advice, thank you.”


Alara felt dread and horror welling up inside of her, threatening to burst
forth in a scream, but she clamped down on it, unwilling to give Brondi the
satisfaction. Instead, she just glared at his loathsome, pudgy face, willing
his head to explode. “What about Ethan’s bargain? I thought you were going to
release us once he got your information for you.”


“Oh, yes, Ethan! About him ...” Brondi’s grin turned even nastier and his
wild, bloodshot gray eyes sparkled madly. ”He’s not coming back, Sweet Thing.”


Alara’s face became stricken. “What do you mean?”


“Well, you see the story Ethan gave you was not entirely true. I did
send him to sabotage the Valiant so I could be rid of the fleet’s
perpetual meddling in my affairs, but ... that was never going to work.” Brondi
shook his head sadly.


“Ethan would never agree to do that.”


“Actually,” Brondi said, raising a finger to silence her objections, “he
did, but it doesn’t matter. Not even Ethan knows what he’s really doing aboard
the Valiant, and it’ll be too late by the time he figures it out. Right
now your boy toy is a walking time bomb, just waiting to explode.”


“What you mean?” Alara demanded. She rattled the bars of her cell, and Brondi’s
mouth gaped in another smile. 


“Feisty! That’s going to come in handy in your new profession.”


“What have you done to Ethan?”


Brondi shook his head sadly. “The better question is, what am I about to do
to you?” Brondi gestured to someone just out of her line of sight, and a pair
of men came into view. One of them held a wicked-looking chip implanter, while
the other held a stun pistol—and he was aiming it at her.


“Say goodbye, Alara. When you wake up, you’ll be going by Angel.”


Alara opened her mouth to scream, and she turned to run, but there was
nowhere to go. The stun bolt hit her in the back with an electrifying jolt, and
her muscles went to jelly. Before she even hit the floor, everything faded to
black.












Chapter 10





As Ethan was ordering
his third maverick, a group of half-drunk pilots strolled up to him at the bar.
One of them pulled out the bar stool next to him and hopped up. Ethan spared
him a grumpy look. It was Ithicus Adari, Guardian Three. The others stayed
back, whispering and shushing each other, standing there looking stupid with
knowing grins pasted on their faces. Among them was Gina. Their eyes met
briefly, and Ethan saw that hers glittered with something dark and ugly.
Ithicus draped an arm over his shoulder and said, “Hoi there, Skidmark.”


“Hoi brua,” Ethan said drily.


“Don’t suppose you’d like to join us for a short sim run.”


“Mmmm, I’m tired. I think I’ll just stay here.”


“Let’s make it interesting,” Ithicus said, ignoring him. “Sythians versus
the ISSF. How about ... the Rokan Defense. You command the ISSF and I’ll
command the Sythians. You say you’re a 5A rating and you have a natural
instinct for command—” A few snorts of laughter erupted from the group of
pilots standing behind Ethan, and Ithicus shrugged his big shoulders. “Well,
here’s your chance to prove it, Skidmark. You’ll have an advantage that the
Rokans didn’t. You’ll know that the invasion is coming.” 


Ethan slowly turned to look at Ithicus. There was a sarcastic gleam in his
dark eyes which told Ethan he was being mocked somehow and that Ithicus didn’t
actually expect him to accept the offer, but Ethan was actually
interested. He’d never witnessed any of the battles with the Sythians, and Roka
IV had been his home. He wanted to see if at least one of the millions of
massacres visited upon humanity by the alien invaders could have been
prevented. Making the offer even more tempting, Ethan actually did have a 5A
rating, and he was tired of people telling him that it was a fake. Maybe Adan’s
had been, but Ethan had earned his rating back in the Rokan Academy, not from
an unscrupulous vendor in Dark Space.


“Okay.” Ethan nodded. “Let’s do it.”


Ithicus’s grin flickered, surprise showing through. Obviously the whole
thing had been a bluff to somehow irritate Adan Reese, but Ethan was not Adan.
Ithicus recovered smoothly and his expression became smirking. “Want to make it
interesting?”


Ethan frowned. He wasn’t sure what he was getting into, so betting on the
outcome was a bad idea, but what did he really have to lose, anyway? “What do
you have in mind?”


“If you beat me, I’ll switch places with you on your next rotation. You can
stay in Dark Space on patrol, while I go to the frontlines. If you lose, you
take a double shift out there and I take your patrol duty.”


Ethan’s brow furrowed. The frontlines? he wondered. What
frontlines? “Ah ... sure, but you have to give me odds. Everyone knows the
Rokan Defense was an impossible fight to win.” Ethan didn’t actually know that,
but it was a fair bet. He didn’t know anything about what had happened on Roka
IV. He’d been mining for dymium on Etaris at the time, and he’d only heard
about his world falling to the invaders after the ruins there were already
cold.


Ithicus nodded. “That goes without saying, Skidmark. No one wins the
Rokan Defense. You just have to beat my command and tactical ratings from my
last run through the mission as the ISSF.”


Ethan swirled the last of his black maverick around in the bottom of the
bottle, contemplating the black depths of the beer before downing it in one
last swig.


“What do you say?” Ithicus pressed.


Ethan set his bottle down with a thunk and turned to his squad mate
with a thin-lipped smile. “You got yourself a bet, brua, but you’re going to
regret it.”


Ithicus matched Ethan’s smile. “We’ll see about that.”


* * *


All of a 20 minutes later Ethan was standing on the simulated bridge of a
venture-class cruiser. He’d taken a few minutes while the simulator’s holo
field was energizing to review a few of the comments and mission reports made
by other pilots in order to properly familiarize himself with the mission, and
now he felt at least reasonably confident that he could make a good accounting
for himself—whether or not he’d beat Ithicus Adari’s scores was another matter.


Ethan looked around the bridge. He was surrounded by other officers, some
real, and some AIs. Before him lay the captain’s table, a holo table standing
on a raised walkway that ran between the half a dozen different control
stations on the bridge—three to his left and three to his right. Those control
stations fed the captain’s table with a continuous stream of data, and there,
overlaid on a glowing blue grid, Ethan was given an overview of the Rokan
system and the forces under his command. Ethan spun in a slow circle on the
deck, nodding to a few of his bridge crew as they stared expectantly at him.


All of this was intensely familiar. It evoked strong memories from his
childhood, back when his only cares in the world had been his grades in school
and girls. Back then, when he’d had something called “free time” he’d spent it
hanging out at Roka City’s sim center with his friends, running and re-running
simulated fleet actions, which were of course all pure fiction—the real ones
were classified. Those missions had been created for the solitary purpose of
entertainment. Ethan had been the commander of a venture-class cruiser on more
than one occasion, and although the recreational sims did appear to have some
distinct differences from this one, most of what he saw around him on the bridge
was the same. 


Ethan walked up to the captain’s table and ran a hand along the smooth black
border of the glowing blue grid. This was the whole reason he’d become a pilot,
and the whole reason he had a 5A rating today. He’d earned his 5A rating in
sims long before he’d ever had a chance to earn it for real. Back then he’d had
big plans for his life; on more than one occasion he’d imagined himself
becoming a fleet admiral, commanding an entire flotilla of ISSF warships. That
was before hard times had hit—before his mother had become sick. At age 17 he’d
been faced with the choice of dropping out of school to get a job or watching
them both starve, which wasn’t really a choice at all. Once he’d dropped out,
there was no going back. No fleet recruiter would take a high school dropout—not
back then, anyway. 


At first he’d just run the odd courier mission, flying a small flitter
around Roka City—no questions asked. He never got to see the cargo, which
always fit into a small black carrying case, but he was strictly warned to stay
away from authorities. His cover had been that he was a rich young man, spoiled
to excess, and just out joyriding, looking for girls to pick up. He’d never
been searched, but there’d been a few close scrapes when he’d had to lose pursuing
patrollers in the winding canyons and multi-leveled streets of Roka City. Once
his employment agency realized what a good pilot he was, they had him running
interstellar hops. Before he knew it, he was making enough money to pay for
more than just food; he was paying for his mother’s expensive medical
treatments and making it look like she was cashing in on a pension she didn’t
know she’d had. He’d even had enough money left over after all of that to store
up a significant rainy day fund, which had eventually been what he’d used to
buy his house with Destra, to make a life for them and Atton. He’d had a good
run like that, smuggling stims for over two decades before he’d finally been
caught.


And now, now all of that seemed like a dream—like those memories belonged to
someone else’s life, not his. Ethan began absently studying the grid, forcing
himself back to the here and now. He had a bet to win.


At his disposal he had four cruisers, including his own, six destroyers, and
dozens of nova squadrons, all of them spread out and combing the system with
active sensors for an invisible enemy, but space was too vast to pick up the
muted signatures of heavily cloaked Sythian vessels, and Ethan had read the
mission reports from the other pilots who’d gone through the sim before him—no
patrols had ever found Sythian ships before they’d wanted to be found. Also
from the mission notes Ethan knew which way the Sythians were coming from, and
when, but he had just a few minutes to gather his forces into a unified front
before the Sythians would strike, and gathering his fleet in that time would be
impossible at relativistic speeds.


“Comms, have our vessels make short SLS jumps to the following
coordinates....” 


The XO interrupted him before he could speak. “What about our fighters?”


Ethan shook his head. “No time to collect them. We’ll have to do without
them for a while.”


His XO snorted. “A while? The battle will be over by the time they get here.
It would be better to go evasive now and fall back to Roka while the other ships
collect their novas.”


Ethan ignored the advice. “Falconian to 9-4-9.” He waited a beat for
the comm officer to relay the command. “Borealis to 9-4-4.” Again he
waited while the comm officer spoke softly into his headset. “Tretina to
4-4-4.” Those were his other three cruisers. He also had half a dozen
guardian-class destroyers to collect. “Make the destroyers line up at 10-4-1,
10-4-2, 10-4-3, and so on.”


The comm officer went on relaying the orders into his headset, and Ethan
turned the other way, to his chief engineer. “Set our shields to maximum, all
front and sides, and increase weapons power. Rob engines to do so and set
shipboard systems to emergency power only.”


The engineer nodded. “Yes, sir.”


“Helm, kill thrust.”


“Kill thrust, sir?”


“Yes, we’re not going to outmaneuver an enemy we can’t see.”


“Yes, sir.”


Ethan caught a look from his XO. “Traditionally commanders have done well to
keep engines powered,” she said. “The Sythians have a hard time keeping up with
their slower drives, and their weapons have a shorter range than ours.”


“True, but until we know where they are, we can’t be sure we won’t be
running straight into a trap.” That was another thing Ethan had gleaned from
the previous pilots’ mission reports. “They need their cloaking devices to get
close to us, and I’m not going to help them do that faster by roaring around
blindly at full speed.”


“Hmmm,” Ethan’s XO said, but she left it at that. He didn’t recognize the
blonde-haired woman who was his second-in-command, but from the gold chevron on
her sleeve and the silver icon of a venture-class emblazoned over it, he
realized that she was a Deck Commander, and that meant she outranked him by a
considerable margin. For the purposes of this mission, however, Ethan was in
command. He turned away from her to address his gunnery chief. “Guns, have all
of our pulse lasers and beams standing by. On my mark I want them to begin a
firing pattern on low power. Have them fire a volley every five seconds,
staggered. I want them firing in all directions at once. Don’t hit our own, but
make sure they each sweep their guns to cover a fifteen degree arc. Paint three
overlapping circles of fire around us, and keep those circles moving so we
cover as much of space as possible. We’re sounding out the enemy, so have them
on the lookout for any direct hits, lasers and beams abruptly disappearing into
nothingness, bits of debris flying out of deep space—that sort of thing. The
minute any one of them sees something strange, have them flag it on the grid.”


“Yes, sir,” the weapons officer said.


Ethan could sense his XO glaring at him again, so he turned to face her with
a patient smile. “Yes, Deck Commander Caldin?”


“We’ll run flat out of energy before the enemy even gets here. What’s more,
they’ll see us shooting and simply stay back out of range until we’re spent. By
the time we’re out of charge they’ll swoop in and de-cloak all around us,
blasting us to bits while our guns are still recharging. We won’t have a single
joule of laser energy left to shoot them with.”


“We’ll still have our warheads.”


“They’ll shoot them down! You can’t rely on warheads. Sythian ships have
better point defenses than we do, and their gunners are more accurate by far.”


“Trust me, Commander, and remember who is charge of this mission.”


Loba Caldin looked away with a scowl and out the forward viewports.


Ethan waited, watching the countdown he’d set up on his captain’s table. The
Sythians were due to attack in less than one minute. He watched as his ships
began winking off the grid as they jumped to SLS. Ethan bided his time, hoping
his gamble would pay off. Leaving his command vessel all alone, under no power,
he felt sure that Ithicus wouldn’t pass up the opportunity to take him out
early. Once all of Ethan’s other vessels were in SLS, and the timer he’d set up
reached ten seconds, he turned and nodded to the gunnery chief. “Mark!” 


And suddenly space around them was lit up with streams of red and blue laser
fire. The deck began vibrating underfoot with the continuous release of energy.


Ethan watched keenly on the captain’s table, waiting for the gunners to find
and flag targets. He didn’t have to wait long. Dozens of waypoints began
appearing on the map all around them, marked by the gunners as possible enemy
targets. A moment later, Ethan heard the gunnery chief report, “We have
multiple contacts!”


Ethan nodded decisively. In that precise moment the rest of the fleet
dropped out of SLS all around his cruiser, and he called out, “Transmit
coordinates to our other vessels and tell them to concentrate fire, warheads
only, set to detonate close to, but not right on top of the enemy targets! Have
their laser batteries begin sounding out the enemy at the coordinates we’ve
supplied, and keep our batteries firing in the existing pattern. Arm our
missiles and stand by for my mark. Helm, full speed ahead.”


Ethan looked up and out the forward viewports to see the first of his
cruisers, the Falconian, which lay just off their starboard side,
opening up with a volley of dozens of streaking missiles and torpedoes. The
first torpedo reached its designated coordinates almost immediately, and flared
in a blinding starburst explosion. As that explosion faded, a second torpedo
hit, adding to the first one’s explosive punch, and then, even before the rest
of the missiles had found their mark, there came an enormous secondary
explosion, and the large flaming bulk of an enemy ship appeared out of nowhere,
slowly cracking in half. The rest of the warheads streaked in and exploded just
behind the first two, chipping away at the doomed vessel’s thruster banks.


“One down!” Ethan roared, and the bridge erupted with an abbreviated cheer.
Suddenly the deck rocked underfoot and their shields hissed noisily as enemy
fire found them. Ethan’s gaze shot back to the captain’s table to see more than
a hundred enemy signatures appearing all around them.


“Evasive action!” Ethan ordered. “All guns target the nearest enemy!” The
ship rocked with an explosion. “And equalize our shields! Have the fleet form
up with us. We’re getting out of here.”


No wonder Roka had fallen. They were just ten against a hundred plus. The
enemy ships were unshielded, their drives were slower, and their weapons were
shorter ranged, but their hulls were still hard enough to crack that Ethan
didn’t think he stood much of a chance. He was facing an entire armada, not a
fleet. Ethan noted the flaming wrecks which had appeared all around them—nine
in all—which were the result of his initial sounding for the enemy. Nine of the
enemy cruisers had been taken out before the enemy had even managed to fire a
single shot. Ethan grinned. It had been a logical maneuver, since the Sythians
couldn’t fire while they were cloaked—due to some sort of energy trade-off—and
they took just long enough to de-cloak that the missiles had all found their
targets before enemy point defenses could come online to take them out.


Space spun around them as the helm tried to evade enemy fire, and Ethan
watched out the forward viewports as hundreds of blinding purple stars shot out
from the nearest enemy cruiser and rushed at them in spiraling arcs. These were
the Sythian warheads, their preferred weapon for all occasions—tracking packets
of energy that were impossible to shoot down, and went off like a Hailfire
missile. A few dozen of them exploded in a fiery cloud on the bow of the
cruiser and chipped off a flaming chunk of the ship. Ethan watched on the
captain’s table as another enemy cruiser winked off the grid behind them, and
then his attention was drawn back to the forward viewports as a blinding blue
flash of light shot out from their bow. Their batteries had switched focus to
the enemy in front. Ethan watched bright blue beams draw flaming lines across
the enemy cruiser’s hull. Not more than a few seconds later the enemy ship fell
silent and Ethan’s gunners moved on to the next target. 


“Port shields critical!” the engineering chief called out. “Equalizing.”


“Get up to that wreck and use it as a shield!” Ethan pointed to the flaming
derelict before them which was now venting fiery streams of atmosphere into
space. They flew past the ragged remains of the enemy ship, close enough to see
the shifting blue and lavender patterns on the gleaming hull. A stream of
purple stars which had been meant for them slammed into the derelict and it
erupted with even more gouts of flame. For the time being, however, the
derelict was holding off enemy fire.


“Aft shields critical!”


Suddenly the deck rocked with an explosion, nearly knocking everyone off
their feet or out of their control stations. That was the first warning that
something was wrong with the inertial management system. Ethan felt the deck
tilting dangerously under his feet. 


The engineering officer called out: “IMS failing!” And that was Ethan’s
second warning. 


Thinking fast, Ethan called out, “Helm, cease maneuvering!” But it was too
late. The inertial management system failed, and everyone flew into the
ceiling, following the path of their inertia. Ethan felt no pain from the
impact, since it was only a simulation, but he saw the world around him fade to
black as though he’d actually been knocked unconscious; then the simulator pod
hissed open, and he was left blinking up at the glow panels in the ceiling of
the simulator room. He lay there for a long moment, a sense of failure and
helplessness washing over him. He’d been there, fighting for his home, and not
only had he not saved Roka, but he hadn’t even managed to take out more than a
small fraction of the enemy fleet. Ethan grimaced. He’d surely lost the bet
with Ithicus—not that it mattered. He wasn’t going to be around long enough for
Ithicus to collect.


A moment later, a familiar face appeared above his pod, and Ethan found
himself staring up at Deck Commander Caldin. She held out a hand to help him
out of the pod. Once they were standing face to face, she nodded abruptly and
smiled. “Good job, Adan.”


Ethan blinked. “I’m sorry, what?”


“You did surprisingly well.”


His eyes narrowed at that. Surely she was mocking him. “What’s that supposed
to mean?”


“Your mission was a complete success. You beat the high score, and you beat
my own personal best by an order of magnitude.”


“I did?”


She nodded. “What ... how many ships did we take out?”


“Twenty in all. The previous record was four.”


Ethan’s eyes widened. “And you?”


“My record was two.”


Ethan gaped. “Did the war always go so poorly for us?”


Caldin shook her head. “It generally went worse. The Sythians didn’t have
any territories to defend, and we couldn’t track their movements. The result
was that they roamed around in massive fleets like the one you just saw, and we
couldn’t optimize our defenses, so our own forces were always hopelessly
outnumbered.”


“We should have grouped together, sacrificed a few worlds to meet them on an
even footing.”


“We tried that, but they just kept hitting us wherever we weren’t, and our
worlds fell even faster.”


Ethan grimaced. “Kavaar ...”


“Don’t worry. We’re making a better accounting for ourselves now that the
shoe’s on the other foot and we’ve adapted their cloaking tech.”


Ethan’s eyes widened. That was the first he’d heard of cloaking devices
aboard human ships. During the war, finding ways to adapt Sythian technology
had been pure fantasy, but somehow since then they’d made significant advances
in that department. 


Ethan heard more pods hissing open all around the room and his attention was
drawn off to watch as the eleven other pilots in the simulator room
climbed out of their pods and started toward him and Loba Caldin. “So the war
is going well now?” Ethan asked absently, his eyes settling on a red-faced
Ithicus Adari.


The deck commander turned to watch, too, as the other pilots approached.
“Quite well, yes, but you won’t have to trouble yourself with that for some
time. Seems like Firestarter is on his way to the frontlines instead of you.
Pity though. We could use someone with your instincts out there.” She turned
back to him then. “And not in the cockpit of a nova, either. I’m going to
recommend you for immediate promotion to a command position.”


Ethan turned to meet her gaze with a frown. “The fleet has open command
positions?”


“We’re salvaging more and more ships every day.” She shrugged. “Should my
recommendation be accepted, and assuming you pass the tests laid out for you,
you’ll be in command of your own cruiser before you can blink.”


Ethan blinked. “Well, I don’t know what to say....” 


The others arrived then and began offering Ethan their congratulations, some
of them genuine, others envious or suspicious—as though he’d somehow cheated.


“Don’t say anything yet,” Caldin replied, shouting to be heard above the ruckus.
“But I’ll be in touch.”


Ethan nodded and turned to Ithicus who had stopped before him with an angry
scowl. Ethan’s eyes narrowed, but Ithicus thrust out his hand, and Ethan
accepted the handshake warily.


“That was some stunt you pulled, Skidmark. Nice.” 

And then Ithicus let go of his hand and walked off. Ethan watched him leave
while enduring a steady stream of offers from the other pilots to buy him
drinks in exchange for insight into his strategies. Ethan decided to take them
up on it, and he followed them back to the bar. He didn’t have anything better
to do, and maybe one of them could help him find his quarters later, but as
Ethan reached the doors to The Basement, he felt a crushing wave of fatigue
come over him. His head began throbbing and he felt another maddening tickle
start in the back of his throat. A moment later that tickle sent him into a fit
of coughing which had the nearest pilot staring at him curiously.


“You all right, Skidmark?”


Ethan nodded as they walked inside the rec hall. “Yeah, brua. Throat’s just
a little dry from screaming orders, that’s all.”


The other pilot grinned. “Well, we’ll fix that! Egrit!”


* * *


Supreme Overlord Altarian Dominic, commander in chief and head of state for
the ISS—what was left of it anyway—sat in a vast, luxuriously-appointed room
which served as his quarters aboard the Valiant. It was the middle of
the night, but he couldn’t sleep. He needed to steal a few hours for himself,
even if he had to rob himself of sleep to do so. All day, every day, he was under
constant scrutiny, constantly forced to uphold an image of himself that he
didn’t feel inside, but here, away from all the prying eyes, all of his
pretenses were stripped away and he could finally relax and be himself. No one
knew what that stripped-down version of him looked like, but that couldn’t be
helped. The overlord had a certain persona to maintain, a certain confidence
and optimism to uphold—like he knew exactly what he was doing, and no matter
what he would never fail.


Nothing could be further from the truth.


Dominic turned his big black chair toward the room’s broad, floor-to-ceiling
viewport, and he looked down upon the ice world of Firea far below. He studied
the whorled blue and white patterns of the glaciers on the surface, and they
brought to mind images from his youth on Roka IV. He remembered watching as a
young child from the balcony of his home as the snow shivered down from the
colossal mountains around Roka City—avalanches that were periodically triggered
by the miners as they blasted for dymium with detlor charges.


That seemed like a lifetime ago. I am quite old now, after all, he
thought with a wry twist of his lips. His hair was white, his features
thoroughly wrinkled—these days when he looked in the mirror he didn’t even
recognize himself.


The overlord was saddled with the immense responsibility of safe-guarding
the remnants of humanity, while still finding ways to strike back against the
Sythians from the shadows of Dark Space. It was a responsibility which he often
felt he was ill-suited to bear. He was too inexperienced to be an adequate
commander, but everyone was looking to him with false hope, expecting him to
have the experience necessary to guide them safely through these troubled
times.


Dominic sighed and turned from the view of Firea back to his desk. There was
a holoscreen there, dark and silent, just waiting for him to activate it and
review the day’s events and mission reports. This was where he monitored the
state of the empire and made decisions with far-reaching consequences, sending
orders to commanders which would seal their fates as well as those of the thousands
of fleet officers serving under them.


Dominic waved his hand before the screen, gesturing for it to wake up. There
were twenty five messages awaiting a reply. Opening his mail, Dominic scanned
through the list, trying to find a place to start. One message in particular
caught his attention—from Captain Storian, in charge of the command training
program. Dominic opened the message and read the details. It was a letter of
introduction for a nova pilot, Adan Reese, who Captain Storian recommended for
immediate promotion and admittance to the command training program. Attached
were the pilot’s simulator scores from the Rokan Defense. He’d broken the
previous records in that mission by a startling margin, using some very
unconventional tactics to do so. Captain Storian went on to say that it was
either a fluke or a sign of significant command potential, and it was worth
finding out which.


Dominic found he was curious despite himself. He’d set up the command
training program in the hopes of someday finding a commander worthy to replace
him as commander in chief of the fleet. Could this pilot be such a man? 


A quick look at Adan’s identicard revealed he was too young to have much
real experience, and the pilot’s psychological evaluation further revealed he
was ill-suited to command—arrogant, rude, impulsive, and selfish. Dominic found
himself shaking his head. Perhaps with time and training Adan could become
something more, but personalities were hard to change, and it took more than
good sim scores to be a good commander.


Dominic sighed and swiveled his chair back to gaze down on Firea. He would
have to keep looking, but for now it seemed he was stuck with the job of
leading humanity’s last remaining forces to a dubious end.


What an honor, the overlord thought, and absently he wondered how the
history books would favor him and his last command of the Imperium, but then he
realized that he didn’t have to worry about that, because it was more than
likely that there would be no history books to speak about him.


Not human ones anyway.












Chapter 11





Ethan awoke in
darkness to the blaring noise of an alert siren. Together with the siren, a
computerized voice droned on, “Lieutenant Adan Reese, report to the ready room.
Lieutenant Adan Reese, report to the ready room....” He sat up and rubbed his
eyes tiredly. What time is it? he wondered. “Lieutenant Adan Reese,
report to—” 


“All right, I’m up already!”


The alarm cut off, and the lights came on automatically, blinding him with
their brightness. Ethan blinked a few times quickly and looked around a small,
unfamiliar room with dark gray walls. He lay on a single bunk. Opposite him, at
the foot of the bed, was a locker, and hanging on the walls were a few photos
of people and places he didn’t recognize.


His head was pounding, and his nose felt stuffy. Ethan pressed a hand to his
forehead and squinted his eyes shut. He didn’t even know where he was. What had
happened last night?


Then he remembered: he’d stayed up until late, drinking Mavericks in a rec
hall called “The Basement” and his name wasn’t Adan Reese. That was the name of
the pilot he was pretending to be so he could sabotage the Valiant.


Ethan looked down at himself and found that he’d fallen asleep in his
uniform, which meant he still had the holoskin on. That was good; at least he
wouldn’t have to go through the elaborate process of putting it on before
heading to the ready room.


As he thought it over, Ethan wondered why he was being summoned there at
all. The commander had told him he’d have a few days leave, so this had to be
an emergency. Pushing himself out of bed with a groan, Ethan stumbled over to
the locker in search of pills for his headache. He opened it and rummaged
around through Adan’s things until he found a first aid kit. Inside there were
a few painkillers. Ethan popped two in his mouth and turned in a dizzy circle
to find the bathroom. Once he located it, he stumbled through the narrow door
and turned on the sink so he could swallow the pill, but once his lips brushed
the water he awoke an incredible thirst, and he just left the sink running
while he lapped up great mouthfuls of water.


When he was done, Ethan felt slightly better, but his nose was still stuffed
up and his headache hadn’t disappeared yet. He didn’t have time to worry about
that, though. First, he needed to make his way to the ready room and see what
was up. 


As Ethan hurried out of his quarters, he became aware of a growing tickle in
his throat, and soon he was coughing uncontrollably. Ethan frowned. He must’ve
come down with something. He’d have to remember to find the med bay so he could
request a few Viruxem to deal with the virus, and maybe while he was at it, a
Soberanta for his hangover.


Ethan looked around the corridor beyond his quarters, wondering which way to
the ready room—left or right, but he didn’t recognize where he was at all.
Fortunately for him, doors were swishing open all around him and pilots were
spilling out into the corridor at a rapid rate. He followed them to the rail
car system and boarded the next car with the rest of the pilots. He didn’t
recognize any of them, so he kept his mouth shut and found an empty corner of
the rail car and slumped down there. Before long, one of the pilots came up and
sat next to him.


“Hoi there!”


Ethan looked up with a scowl. “Hoi.”


The other pilot, a curly-haired blond with an irritating smile and a small,
skinny frame raised his eyebrows. “You look like death.”


“What a coincidence—that’s how I feel, too.”


“You should take something for that.”


“Just dropped a few Oxas down the hatch. What do you suppose the scramble is
about, brua?”


Curly-hair shook his head. “No idea. Hey, you’re Adan Reese, right? I saw
your simulator scores from the Rokan Defense. Pretty impressive.”


Ethan nodded. “Thanks.”


Curly-hair grinned and thrust out a hand. “Taz Fontaine.”


Ethan reluctantly took the proffered hand, but the man squeezed too close to
his still-bandaged wrist, where his identichip had been replaced with Adan’s,
and Ethan winced from the pain. “You can call me Skidmark.”


Taz sat down with a frown. “All right, then, Skidmark it is. You feeling
okay? You don’t look too good.”


“Long night.”


Taz grinned once more. “Had some fun, did we?”


Ethan smirked. “Not sure. I can’t remember, but the Mavericks sure had fun
with me.”


Taz laughed and slapped him on the back in an irritating fashion. The rail
car sounded out with, “Coming up on, Pilots’ Center,” and a few seconds
later, it screeched to a halt. The rail car doors opened, and Ethan slowly
stood up from his seat. He and the rest of the pilots spilled out in a rush.
Taz waved goodbye, saying, “See you in the ready room!”


Ethan smiled and nodded politely. He tried in vain to keep up at the tail
end of the group as they hurried down the corridor to the ready room at the far
end of the hall, but the rest of the pilots all outran him, and Ethan was the
last one through the doors. He ended up leaning dizzily on the door jamb for
support and stifling a fit of coughing which drew a lot of unwelcome attention
from nearby pilots. 


The ready room was set up in an auditorium style with tiered seating for
more than 100 people. Ethan descended the stairs slowly, his gaze searching the
rows of seats for someone he recognized. After a moment, he picked out Ithicus
Adari’s head sticking out above the other pilots, and he angled that way.
Finding the correct row, Ethan sat down on the end and directed his attention
to the man standing on the podium below. By the three glittering gold chevrons
and a nova emblazoned on his shoulder, Ethan recognized that the man on the podium
was a Wing Commander, the second highest rank in starfighter command. Whatever
was going on, it was serious. Looking around the ready room, Ethan estimated
there were over thirty pilots gathered, which had to be all the pilots
currently aboard the Valiant.


Someone grabbed Ethan’s shoulder, and he turned to the aisle to find himself
facing none other than his squadron commander, Vance “Scorcher” Rangel.


The commander took one look at him and shook his head. “What did you do last
night?” Vance whispered fiercely. “I told you to get some rest. Your eyes are
red, your uniform is wrinkled like you slept in it, and—” the commander
scrunched up his nose and leaned closer to sniff the air around Ethan. “—you
smell like beer. Get out of here! I’ll have a word with you in my office when I
come back.”


“Yes, sir,” Ethan said hoarsely just before breaking into another fit of
coughing that had the commander cringing away from him. That short run to the
ready room certainly hadn’t done him any good.


“Listen to you! I could have you drummed out of the fleet just for trying to
fly in such a state! Get out of here before I report you myself!” Vance said,
pointing to the door.


Ethan grimaced. “Yes, sir.” So much for keeping a low profile.


A few pilots in the nearby rows had turned to look, their attention drawn by
the commotion. Then the briefing began. The room fell into darkness, and a
holoscreen at the front of the room glowed to life, showing an angry red image
of the Firebelt Nebula. Under the cover of darkness, Ethan slowly stood and
started back up the stairs to the ready room doors. As he left, he heard the
wing commander begin speaking— 


“While we were asleep last night, someone seeded our SLS buoys with a virus.
Our mission is to reset them all, and keep an eye out for whoever did this.
Without gates to open wormholes for us, the fuel cost will be high, so we’ll be
making multiple trips back to refuel. Hopefully, we can reset all the buoys
before the day is out, but that will depend on how fast our code slicers are able
to reset them. Any questions?”


Ethan walked through the doors and out the ready room before he had a chance
to hear the first question. It didn’t sound like he was missing much. It would
be a boring, tedious mission, and if anything, being forced to stay behind
would give him more of an opportunity to sabotage the Valiant. Ethan
grinned as he made his way back to the rail car system at the end of the
corridor. The commander could threaten all he wanted to drum him out of the
fleet, but at the end of the day, there wasn’t going to be a fleet to get
drummed out of. 


His conscience gave him a pang with that vindictive thought, and he shook
his head. What was he thinking? He wasn’t even in the fleet. Besides, he
reminded himself, he wasn’t looking for a way to kill the crew—just a way to
doom their ship. No one would get hurt.


No sooner had Ethan finished that thought than he began coughing
uncontrollably again. He reached the rail car tunnel and punched the summon car
button. Maybe I’d better find the med bay first, he decided. When the
tunnel doors opened to let him into the next rail car, Ethan stepped up to the
directory beside the car doors and keyed in Med Center as his
destination. Then he found a seat in the mostly-empty car and leaned his head
back against the wall, closing his eyes for just a moment. He wasn’t sure how
long he’d slept last night, but it couldn’t have been for more than a few
hours, and he was exhausted. Maybe a good stop for him to make after the med
center would be his quarters for a nap. A few more hours of sleep wouldn’t kill
him.












Chapter 12





Ethan walked
through the double doors and into the med center, past the handful of cadets,
fleet engineers, and ranking officers in the waiting room, and straight up to
the reception desk. The woman standing behind the desk eyed him as he
approached.


“I need to see a medic,” Ethan said.


“You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t,” she replied. “Hold out your hand.”
Ethan gave her his right hand and turned it over to bare his wrist. The receptionist
promptly scanned him with a wand, and pointed to the rows of seating in the
waiting room. “Wait your turn.”


Ethan found the nearest seat and settled in to wait. He felt his throat
begin tickling again, and he let loose a hacking series of coughs. A few of the
nearby officers glanced his way and scowled. Ethan tried to ignore them. He
shifted his attention elsewhere and found his eyes settle on a shifting light
sculpture in the center of the waiting room. It was casting dancing patterns of
rainbow-colored light on the ceiling. Ethan focused on the fiery depths of the
sculpture. He found that those shifting patterns of iridescent light soon
calmed and mesmerized him. After a while, he even forgot to cough. In days gone
by such sculptures had been used to manipulate a person’s mental and
physiological states, but he hadn’t seen one properly employed since his exile
to Dark Space. 


There weren’t many people in the waiting room ahead of him, and between his
exhaustion and the strangely soothing sculpture, Ethan barely noticed them
going ahead of him. 


Before long Ethan heard, “Lieutenant Adan Reese,” and he rose dreamily from
his chair and turned to see a young male nurse waiting at the beginning of a
long, white hallway. Ethan followed the nurse down the hallway to a small
examination room. Inside the room, there was a tiny viewport just above the bed
where the nurse directed him to lie down. The nurse promptly hooked him up to
diagnostic unit and began studying the results.


Ethan’s throat began tickling again now that he was lying down. He tried to
fight it, but before long his body convulsed with another fit of coughing. When
it was over, he shook his head and groaned. 


The nurse eyed him curiously. “Well, I don’t suppose I have to tell you
this, but it would appear that you have a relatively bad case of the common
cold. Ordinarily I would prescribe you with anti-virals and bed rest, but since
you are a nova pilot and the fleet can’t afford to do without you for a few
days, I’m going to recommend we rather put you in a stasis tube and treat you
more aggressively.”


Ethan groaned again. “Whatever you think’s best, Doc.”


“Yes,” the nurse nodded to himself, his eyes still locked on the diagnostic
unit’s screens. “That way you’ll be back in the cockpit again in no time,” he
said, and flashed Ethan a quick smile. “I’ll be right back with the doctor.
Meanwhile, get some rest.”


Ethan nodded and laid his head back against the bed. The door swished open,
and then shut again, and he was left alone with his thoughts. He felt like the
room was spinning around him, so he closed his eyes, but the feeling didn’t go
away.


His throat began tickling once more, provoking another coughing fit. Just
what I needed, he thought. He hadn’t even begun his mission! Brondi hadn’t
set a timeframe, but the crime boss wasn’t known for being the most patient
person in the galaxy. It was beginning to look like Alara would be killed
before he had a chance to rescue her. Ethan grimaced. Hurry up, Doc....


* * *


Alec Brondi watched the red clouds of the Firebelt Nebula roiling angrily in
the background as they cruised back to the final SLS interrupter buoy along the
Firean-Chorlis route. Brondi stood on the bridge of his corvette, arms crossed
over his chest, waiting for the SLS drives to spin up again. It had cost him a
lot of time and fuel to sabotage all the buoys along the Firean-Chorlis space
lane. The process of infecting the buoys with a computer virus had been long
and tedious, but it would be even more tedious to undo, and it would keep the Valiant
cut off from aid for the crucial window of time that was necessary. The buoys
were all simultaneously malfunctioning now, causing ships traveling from the
Chorlis system to the Firean system, where the Valiant was stationed, to
drop out of SLS as though a dangerous obstacle had been encountered in real
space along their flight path. The result would be costly delays in time and
fuel for all of the ships traveling that route. It would be nearly impossible
to reach the Valiant until the buoys were fixed, which would buy time
for Brondi’s other virus to take its toll.


The crime boss turned to address Dr. Kurlin Vastra, his biochemist. “You’re
sure that your vaccine will work?”


The old cadaverous doctor nodded slowly. “Absolutely. We won’t get sick at
all, not even a sniffle.”


“And you’re sure that the virus won’t set off pathogen detectors aboard the Valiant?”


“No, because it is a hybrid of two separate viruses and each of them will be
recognized separately as a common, non-dangerous type. Moreover, aside from our
host, who is carrying a mega dose of both viruses, none of the infected will
even present with symptoms. Only subsequent generations of the virus which have
resulted from mixing of the two base types will produce symptoms, and although
the hybrid virus will present as a dangerous type and set off pathogen
sensors aboard the ship, by that time everyone should be infected and it will
be too late. The hybrid will kill its host within hours.”


Brondi nodded slowly. “Meaning that before the interrupter buoys can be
reset, everyone should be dead.”


“Yes, arming the buoys is just a precautionary measure to make sure none of
the infected escape with the virus, which is good—just in case, mind
you—because the virus is extremely virulent.”


Brondi glared at the doctor. “I thought you said your vaccine will work.”


“It will, of course it will. But it is always good to have a backup plan. Had
we not already distributed the vaccine in the rest of Dark Space, this virus
would wipe out the last remnant of humanity. All it would take is one of the
infected to escape with it. After all, that is the mechanism we chose for
disseminating it in the first place.” The doctor held up a bony finger. “One
host to kill 50,000. Rest assured, the virus will do its intended work. I must
warn you, however, anyone who has recently left the Valiant to visit the
other systems in Dark Space should have acquired the vaccine through the water
supply by now, and they will survive. You will still encounter resistance among
the survivors ... although the number of survivors you encounter will depend on
the number which has been travelling beyond the Firean system in the past few
weeks.”


Brondi snorted derisively. “Yes, a few squadrons of novas worth of
resistance. The rest of the crew never leave their precious ship. The Valiant
will have a token defense of fighters with no support crew, and I have two full
wings of my own fighters to deal with them in case they want to be heroes.”


Dr. Kurlin arched an eyebrow. “What about the fleet’s other capital
vessels?”


“They’re scattered throughout Dark Space and still cut off from the comm
network. Once they find out about the change in command, they’ll either
surrender to my newly-captured Valiant, or they’ll be destroyed by it.”


Dr. Kurlin nodded slowly. “And my wife?”


Brondi turned to look at the old man. “She’ll be released to you as
promised, and you can go back to engineering more bountiful crops for the agri
corps if you like. Not that you’ll need to with all the sols I’m going to give
you.”


Dr. Kurlin’s pale blue eyes held a world full of pain. “You didn’t have to
take her hostage, you know. I would have done as you asked just for the sols.”


“Unfortunately, I’ve found that a reward is far less motivating than a
threat, and I couldn’t risk you developing a conscience, now could I?”


Dr. Kurlin shook his head, and his gaze slipped away to stare out the
forward viewport. “A conscience is a luxury that few can afford these days.”


Brondi shook his head and grinned gapingly. “I couldn’t agree more! Don’t be
sad, you old grub!” Brondi slapped the doctor vigorously on the back. “I’ll let
you visit your wife tonight, how’s that? Better yet, she can visit you. Call it
a probationary release, pending the success of your virus, of course.”


“Yes, that would be nice,” Dr. Kurlin said. “Thank you.”


“Don’t mention it,” Brondi replied. “In fact, let’s have her brought up here
now.” The crime boss turned to his comm officer and said, “Lieutenant Marik,
have the doctor’s woman brought up to the bridge to see him.”


The comm officer nodded and began speaking into his headset. Brondi turned
back to the doctor with a smile. “There, you see? No evil deed goes
unrewarded.”


The doctor gave an unconvincing laugh, while his gaze and his thoughts
remained lost within the nebula.


* * *


“Come on, Mrs. Vastra, you have a date with your husband tonight,” the guard
said, pushing her roughly down the corridor from her cell. “Hurry it up.”


“To what do I owe this unusual courtesy?”


“Big Brainy must be pleased with the doc’s progress.”


Darla Vastra said nothing to that. She wasn’t sure what Brondi had her
husband working on, but she knew it couldn’t be good. Her husband was a
biochemist specialized in genetic engineering. His job was to help engineer
more productive crops for the agri corps division of the Hydroponics Guild in
order to feed the growing population of Dark Space. What Brondi could possibly
want with those skills, was beyond her. Maybe he wanted to engineer a more
potent stim.


Darla turned to look over her shoulder at the guard behind her. “I suppose
you’ll be taking me back to my cell again after this?”


The guard shrugged. “I just follow orders.”


“Yes, I would expect that’s what you do.” 


“Move along,” the guard said as he shoved her forward again. 


Darla was marched past a handful of empty cells on her way to the waiting
lift tube at the end of the corridor. She found herself studying the empty
depths of those cells as she walked by, searching for a fellow inmate, but all
the cells were empty—all of them except for the last cell on the right. Inside
that one was a beautiful young woman. She was sitting up on her bunk, her face
hooded with long, dark hair, and her features shadowed by the cell’s poor
lighting. Darla felt a pang of sorrow for her. She couldn’t have been more than
20 years old, and she reminded Darla keenly of her own daughter who she hadn’t
seen for more than a year now. Darla was just looking away when the woman
sitting on that bunk stood and walked up to the cell doors. It was then that
her features came into the light. 


Darla gasped.


She abruptly stopped walking, causing the guard walking behind her to nearly
bowl her over. He tried to shove her forward again, but she wouldn’t be moved.
She felt like someone had stabbed her straight through the heart. She willed it
not to be true. 


“Alara?” Darla asked in a tremulous voice. “Is that you?”


The guard stopped trying to shove Darla forward and instead stood back to
watch the developing scene with a thoughtful frown, his gaze flicking back and
forth between the two women.


The young woman’s expression became puzzled. “No, my name is Angel,” she
said, smiling sweetly. “What’s yours?”


Darla gaped at the young woman. The voice was Alara’s. The face was hers,
too. But she didn’t appear to recognize her own mother, and she seemed to think
her name was Angel. “What has Brondi done to you?” Darla asked in horror.












Chapter 13





Dr. Kurlin watched
as his wife was brought onto the bridge deck. Her hands were shackled and one
of Brondi’s henchmen was at her back. Her posture was defiant—her chin thrust
out, her back straight, and her blue eyes glittered darkly. Kurlin knew that
posture. His wife was furious. The man leading her onto the bridge passed
charge of her over to the guards standing by the entrance, while he walked up
to Brondi with a grave frown.


Something was wrong.


Kurlin locked eyes with his wife, and she held his gaze silently, but he had
the distinct impression she was trying to tell him something. Kurlin turned to
see the bodyguard who had brought her onto the bridge walk up to Brondi and
whisper something in his ear, to which Brondi whirled around furiously. “Then
why did you bring her here? You imbecile! Take her back.”


The doctor turned to eye Brondi suspiciously. “What’s the matter?”


Brondi shook his head. “Nothing.”


That was when Kurlin heard his wife shout out behind him, “They have Alara!”



Kurlin turned to see his wife straining to break free from the pair of
guards at the door. A moment later, he felt his own arms seized, and he turned
to see a guard on either side of him.


“What is the meaning of this?” Kurlin demanded.


Brondi shook his head sadly. “I wasn’t aware that she was your daughter, I
swear.”


“Then let her go!” Kurlin roared. 


“I’m afraid it’s not that simple.”


“I did everything you asked!”


The crime lord inclined his head. “Yes, that you did. Thank you, by the
way.” Turning his attention to the guards holding Kurlin, he said, “Take them
to the detention level and lock them up.”


* * *


Ethan stood naked and shivering in the stasis room, his eyes drawn to the
nearest stasis tube. The room was vast and airy, filled with dozens of the blue
transpiranium tubes. Ethan frowned uncertainly at the tube which was being
prepped for him and turned to the doctor who stood filling a syringe at a
nearby desk. “You’re sure this is necessary, Doc?”


The doctor looked up from his work and tapped the air out of his syringe.
“If you want to get better fast, yes.”


Ethan felt the tickle in his throat abruptly shift to his nose, and he let
loose a violent sneeze that left his eyes watering and his nose running. “Why
don’t you just give me a pill,” he asked in a nasal voice.


The doctor began chuckling. “Listen to you!” He walked over to Ethan and
gestured for him to sit down on the stool beside the stasis tube. “Don’t worry,
you won’t even be aware of the time passing,” the doctor said as he disinfected
Ethan’s arm and searched for a vein to inject the stasis preparation.


“Exactly how long will I be out for?” Ethan winced as the needle went in.


“No more than twelve hours. Possibly less.” The doctor finished injecting
him, and withdrew the needle with a small, satisfied smile. “There! You’ll
start feeling sleepy soon.”


Ethan was already sleepy; his eyes were slowly drifting shut as he sat there
waiting. The doctor moved to key some inputs into the waiting stasis tube, and
the blue transpiranium lid opened for him. Ethan peered inside. It looked like
a coffin.


“Your stasis tube is ready,” the doctor said. “You may climb inside whenever
you feel ready.”


Ethan rose slowly from the stool where he was seated. “What if you forget to
wake me up?” He asked as the doctor helped him into the tube.


“There are fail-safes, but we never put the patient inside without
specifying a duration for the treatment. Even were the worst to occur, and
everyone aboard somehow forgot about you, the tube itself would wake you up.”
Ethan nodded as he settled into the tube, and the doctor appeared hovering over
him with a smile. “But you don’t have to worry about that. I’ll be here
checking up on you every hour, and if not me, then one of the nurses. Someone
will be here when you wake up.”


Ethan allowed his eyelids to drift shut, and he stifled a weak cough with
his hand. He felt drugged. “Okay,” he said dreamily. “Hurry it up, Doc. I need
to ...” An overwhelming sleepiness overcame Ethan then, and he trailed off
abruptly, his lips still moving, but no sound coming out. He heard the stasis
tube shut with a distant click and a soft hiss of pressurizing air. The tube
grew warm and he felt his mind drifting as though he were floating away on a
cloud. Soon, he was asleep and dreaming of nova fighters chasing one another in
heated dogfights across the rolling green surface of Forliss, blasting one
another to shrapnel and raining fire down on the agri-domes below. Ethan wanted
to object, to ask why they were fighting each other, but then he found himself
flying one of those fighters and his own hand was tightening on the trigger to
fire a torrent of red lasers at another nova as it danced around under his
crosshairs. He scored a hit and watched as the enemy’s shields flared blue and
then died, allowing a portion of the energy to bleed through. The port engine
glow of Ethan’s target suddenly winked out, sending the fighter slowly listing
toward the ground. Ethan followed his target, tracking it perfectly in its
downward spiral.


His comm crackled then with a familiar voice. “You shot me, Ethan!” It was
Alara. Her voice was filled with pain. “Goodbye ...” She said as her fighter
plummeted to the ground.


Ethan’s eyes flew wide, and he followed her down, saying. “Alara, punch out!
I didn’t know it was you!”


But the only reply which came back to him over the comm was a hiss of
static. He watched her fighter hit the ground and explode in a huge, expanding
fireball which shook his fighter with a concussive wave. Ethan screamed,
“Alara!”


And then he woke up.


The stasis tube hissed with escaping air as the cover slowly rose.
“Treatment complete,” a computerized voice said. Ethan sat up with a shiver in
the colder air of the stasis room. Gone was the tickle in the back of his
throat, and he took a deep breath to find that he wasn’t stuffed up anymore.
The stasis tube had done its job. How long had he been in stasis? No sooner had
he thought it, than the current date and time flashed up in his mind’s eye, fed
to him by the holo card reader implant behind his ear. Only twelve hours had
passed. Ethan shook out his arms which were tingling vaguely with pins and
needles, and he took a moment to look around. 


The med center was dark, and despite the doctor’s assurances, no one was
there to greet him. Ethan frowned and swung his legs over the side of the
stasis tube, wondering what had happened while he’d been asleep. 


That was when he noticed the body lying face down on the floor, clothed in a
bulky white hazmat suit and surrounded by shattered vials of who-knew-what.
Ethan abruptly stood from the stasis tube and turned in a dizzy circle. All of
the other stasis tubes were full, their blue transpiranium covers dimly lit
from within to reveal the faces of their occupants. Deeper into the shadowy
room, Ethan could vaguely see the white glove and sleeve of another hazmat suit,
peeking out from behind a trolley of medical equipment.


Ethan shook his head, disbelieving what he was seeing. This was a dream. It
couldn’t be real. “Hello?” Ethan called out, and waited for a reply, but no one
came bursting into the stasis room, and the body on the floor didn’t even stir.












GHOST SHIP















Chapter 14





Brondi stood at the
forward viewport on the bridge of his corvette, watching as the Valiant
grew large and menacing before them. Beside him stood Doctor Kurlin, shackled
hand and foot with stun cords.


“It’s the moment of truth, Doctor. If those batteries open fire on us, your
virus didn’t kill the crew, and I kill you.” Brondi finished that last
part with a threatening look cast the doctor’s way, but Kurlin gave no sign
that he had heard. He stood with his shoulders hunched and eyes downcast,
studying the deck at his feet. 


Brondi felt a small surge of pity for the man. “I’ll tell you what, Kurlin.
If all of this goes according to plan, I’ll re-invoke our former arrangement.
You and your wife can go free, and I’ll pay you the sols I promised.”


Kurlin turned to look at the crime boss with wary hope etched on his bony
face. “What about my daughter?”


Brondi held up a chubby hand to stop the Doctor there. “Don’t get greedy,
Kurlin. She wasn’t a part of our arrangement. And I swear I didn’t know she was
your daughter. If you want her back, I can release her to you and disable her
programming for a fee.”


The doctor set his jaw. “How much?”


“How much do I owe you?” Brondi countered.


“One million sols.”


“Okay, then let’s say one point one million sols.”


The doctor’s eyes bulged. “I don’t have that much, and you know it!”


Brondi eyed him speculatively. “Are you saying your daughter isn’t worth the
extra 100,000 sols?”


Kurlin gritted his teeth. “I’m saying I don’t have the money.”


Brondi shrugged. “That’s all right. You can owe me. I’m sure I can find some
or other job for you to pay off the debt.”


Kurlin turned back to the viewport and sighed, his shoulders hunching once
more. “Very well.”


Out the viewport they could see the bright, multi-colored engine glows of
Brondi’s mixed type fighter squadrons, twelve and a half of them in all. Flying
around them were a few supporting craft, including Ethan’s precious Atton
which was serving in this operation as a recovery vessel for pilots—should they
encounter any resistance that is. And flying in front of them and slightly off
to the port side was a large gallant-class troop transport carrying a
substitute crew for the Valiant. Brondi hadn’t been able to put together
more than five thousand men, which was a skeleton crew at best for the
city-sized carrier, but it would be sufficient for the time being. 


He was placing a lot of faith in the fact that the virus he’d set loose
aboard the Valiant wouldn’t pose a threat to them, but all of his crew
had been inoculated with Kurlin’s vaccine, and just in case, they’d be going
aboard in hazmat suits.


Behind Brondi, his comm officer called out, “Reaper Squadron is in range of
the Valiant’s batteries!”


“Good,” Brondi replied, and watched intently for the Valiant’s
long-range beam cannons to open fire on the squadron, but the carrier lay dark
and unresponsive in the distance. Also a good sign was the fact that the Valiant
hadn’t tried to hail them as they approached, and as yet there were no novas
flying out to greet them. To all appearances, the Valiant had become a
ghost ship.


Brondi’s mouth dropped open in a grin. “Alert the troops, Lieutenant Marik.
We’re going aboard.”


* * *


At first, Ethan had a hard time understanding what had happened, but between
the doctors and nurses collapsed on the floor in their hazmat suits, and the
fact that he couldn’t leave the med center because the ship was under
quarantine, Ethan began to realize that there had been some type of epidemic
aboard the ship. A quick query at the control panel beside the entrance to the
med center confirmed it. “Emergency quarantine in effect. Only properly
authorized medical personnel may enter and leave the med center.”


Ethan frowned. How was he supposed to open the doors if all of the properly
authorized medical personnel were dead? The waiting room floor was littered
with motionless med workers in their pristine white hazmat suits. 


It seemed like a mighty big coincidence that the mission Brondi had given
him had been fulfilled without him having to do anything. Making matters even
more suspicious, 12 hours ago, Ethan had been the only one who was sick. Now he
was fine, and everyone else had died of a mysterious pathogen.


Ethan’s frown deepened. He wasn’t a big believer in coincidence. His gut
told him that this was no accident. Ethan’s mind flashed back to the fiery red
cocktail that Brondi had prepared for him, and he felt abruptly sick.


If it was true, and he had unwittingly brought the deadly pathogen aboard
the ship, then why had he, of all people, survived? Moreover, if he had
been the carrier of the plague and Brondi had engineered that, then it seemed
like a waste of effort for the crime boss to have used Lieutenant Adan Reese as
a cover identity. Why not just capture one of the nova pilots, infect him, and
release him? Ethan supposed that doing things that way, Brondi would have had
no guarantees that the pilot would head straight back to the Valiant, or
that he would be able to take the carrier by surprise. A nova pilot being
captured and then released was sure to draw a lot of suspicion from the fleet.
This way Brondi had more control over the spread of the plague, and he had been
guaranteed of results.


To Ethan the more disturbing part of all this was that if it were even half
true, Brondi had never had any intention of honoring their deal, and Alara’s
life was already forfeit.


Ethan’s eyes narrowed to deadly slits. “All right, Brondi, round one goes to
you, but in the second round all bets are off. I’m going to find you and kill
you with my bare hands.”


For the moment, however, his primary concern was getting out of the med bay
and off the ship before the same thing that had happened to the crew happened
to him. Ethan hurried from the waiting room, back the way he’d come. He was
still naked, so he went to retrieve his clothes from the locker in the stasis
room which corresponded to the number of his stasis tube. After that, he began
searching the med center for survivors. The other stasis tubes were all lit up,
indicating that their occupants were alive, but Ethan wasn’t about to risk
letting them out. If they were in there, it was for a good reason.


Still searching the med center, Ethan eventually found himself standing
inside a vast medical supply room. But here, like everywhere else he had gone,
there were dead med workers lying face down on the floor and no survivors
anywhere to be seen. Ethan eyed the nearest body with a frown. If the med
center had already been compromised, why were all of the medical personnel
wearing hazmat suits? Maybe not everyone had been exposed. ... But the number
of dead med workers Ethan had encountered belied that theory.


More likely ...


Ethan’s mind flashed back to the med center doors. “Only properly
authorized medical personnel may enter and leave the med center.” Perhaps
the suits allowed the med workers to move freely through the ship despite the
quarantine. It made sense, but Ethan hadn’t found any free suits. His eyes were
drawn to the nearest body, and he shuddered with revulsion at the idea which
occurred to him then.


Before he could change his mind, Ethan got down on his haunches beside the
nearest body and began unsnapping the seals on the hazmat suit.


When Ethan pulled off the med worker’s helmet, he saw that there were no
visible signs of what had killed the man. Just in case the man was merely
asleep or unconscious, Ethan pressed a hand to the med worker’s forehead. His
skin was ice cold to the touch, and Ethan recoiled from the body.


“Definitely dead,” Ethan muttered to himself. He quickly finished pulling
the suit off the dead med worker and then climbed into it himself.


When Ethan returned to the entrance of the med center, now properly clothed
in a hazmat suit, the doors automatically swished open for him, and he stepped
out into a dimly-lit corridor. Ethan looked around, while listening to the
sound of his canned breath reverberating inside of the helmet. There were a
couple more bodies beyond the med center. One of them had on a white hazmat
suit, while the other was clothed in a black fleet uniform. That meant the
incident wasn’t limited to the med bay.


Ethan walked cautiously up to the officer, and then he bent down to steal
the man’s sidearm. On a whim, he rolled the man over, but as with the med
worker he’d stolen his suit from, there were no visible signs of what had
killed the officer. With a frown, Ethan stood up and started down the corridor,
winding his way around to the rail car system he’d arrived on just over twelve
hours ago.


When the rail car arrived, Ethan stepped inside and found a few more dead
officers slumped over in their seats or splayed out across the floor. He tried
to ignore them, and instead focused on his destination. Using the directory
beside the doors, he looked up the bridge deck and keyed that in—if anyone was
still alive and in charge, that was a logical place for them to be. Access to
the bridge was restricted, so the plague might not have had a chance to spread
there. The rail car accepted his destination and quickly accelerated up to
speed.


Ethan went to find a seat as far as possible from any of the bodies inside
the rail car. Even if the bridge were similarly filled with bodies, Ethan
planned to check from there using the life support systems to see if there were
survivors anywhere aboard the ship, and if not, he’d abandon the ghost ship in
one of the novas before someone came snooping around to ask him awkward
questions. His excuse that it was all Brondi’s fault was bound to sound mighty
thin to a fleet interrogator, and that was to say nothing of what they’d do to
him when they found out he was actually wearing a holoskin and impersonating a
fleet officer.


Brondi’s scheme had worked out just great for him. Without the Valiant
in the picture, he would be rid of the vast majority of the fleet. The
scattered remnant that had been stationed elsewhere would be hard-pressed to
police Dark Space if some major upheaval were to take place—such as an open war
between Brondi’s forces and those of the fleet.


Ethan realized that was likely what the crime boss had been planning all
along—some sort of coup d’état which would install him as the governing head of
the sector. He didn’t want to be rid of the government. He wanted to be
the government.


The rail car arrived at the bridge after a few minutes of travelling through
the network of tunnels which traversed the ship. The doors opened, and Ethan
stepped out into a short, broad gray corridor lined with pipes, glow panels,
and lift tubes. The double doors at the end of the corridor were jammed open
with a half-crushed trolley full of hazmat suits and the remains of the suited
med worker who’d been pushing that trolley.


Ethan walked up to the doors with a grimace. He stepped over the body to
climb up onto the trolley and from there into the bridge. On the other side of
the doors he found himself standing on a long silver gangway leading out to a
vast array of forward viewports which stretched several stories high and wider
than a seraphim-class corvette was long. Out those viewports he saw the
Firean-Chorlis space gate and the Firebelt Nebula beyond, while below the
gangway he saw a few dozen dead officers slumped over the twenty plus control
stations of the vast warship. 


But what drew his attention most of all was the lone man standing small and
forlorn at the end of the gangway, his back turned to Ethan while he gazed out
at the stars. The man was clothed in a distinctive, pure white uniform with
gold epaulets and tassels. Ethan felt a jolt of recognition. Only one man wore
a uniform like that. He walked up behind the man in white and hoped his eyes
weren’t deceiving him.


As he drew near, Ethan felt a small spark of hope flicker inside of him.
“Supreme Overlord?”












Chapter 15





“Overlord Dominic!”
Ethan called out again, but whoever that man was, he didn’t turn around. Ethan
walked up beside him, and gently turned the man by his shoulders to get a look
at his face.


He was gratified to see a familiar, ancient-looking countenance—the cheeks
were sunken with age, and the man’s hair and eyebrows were a brilliant white.
His nose was pronounced, but thin and aquiline and hanging low upon his face.
His eyes were fairly unwrinkled, as though he was too serious to have ever
laughed, but his brow was etched with enough permanent furrows to portray a
perpetually skeptical look. The old man’s face perfectly matched the holos
Ethan had seen of Supreme Overlord Dominic over the years, and the insignia on
his white sleeve also matched the part; it was the symbol of the Imperium of
Star Systems, with the six gold stars of the prime worlds arranged in a circle
around a clenched golden fist in the center. What didn’t match the holos was
the shell-shocked look of terror in the old man’s blue eyes.


Ethan gently shook the overlord by his shoulders. “What happened here?” he
asked, gesturing to the reams of dead lying slumped over their control stations
all over the bridge.


The overlord’s lips began moving, but no sound came out.


Ethan shook him again. “Snap out of it!”


The overlord smiled faintly and said, “They’re all dead.” With that, he
turned back to the viewport and pointed out into space. “Company’s coming.”


Ethan followed the overlord’s gesture to a faintly glimmering silver cloud
which was just visible against the dark background of empty space. From a
distance, he’d mistaken those specks for stars, but here, so close to the black
holes which rimmed Dark Space, the stars were never so densely clustered, nor
so bright. These were in-system objects, glimmering in the light of Firean
system’s pale red sun. They were the glimmers of an approaching fleet.


When he looked closely, Ethan was able to pick out the more distant engine
glows of the larger ships in that fleet, and he thought a few of them might be
a considerable size. Ethan nodded to the approaching enemy and then turned to
look at the overlord. “Bring up a magnified view of those ships.”


It took a while for the overlord to respond, but when he did, he didn’t even
have to say the command aloud; the magnified view just appeared on screen as
though the overlord had a command chip implanted—which, Ethan considered, was
probably exactly the case.


The Valiant’s targeting computer began highlighting known hull types.
It was unable to recognize most of the enemy ships, since they were cobbled
together from spare parts. But Ethan was able to recognize at least two, and
once he did, his jaw dropped and his gaze filled with loathing. The first ship
he recognized was Brondi’s corvette, the Kavarath, and the second was
his very own Atton. Ethan shook his head, unable to believe it. “That
kakard! He stole my ship!”


“Where?” the overlord asked almost disinterestedly.


“There!” Ethan pointed to his ship. The SID code was still broadcasting his
name for it, too. “That one! The Atton! Brondi’s come to take charge of
the Valiant, and he’s brought my ship to the fight. I’m going to
kill that dumb frek!”


The overlord’s wide, shell-shocked eyes abruptly narrowed, and he began
nodding his head. “The Atton? That’s your ship?” The overlord’s gaze was
locked on Ethan’s face, studying him rather than the approaching armada.


Ethan ignored the question and shook his head irritably. Abruptly he
abandoned his tirade to search the myriad control stations behind them. “Don’t
we have any guns on this crate?”


“Oh, plenty,” the overlord said, finally sounding more lucid.


“Well?” Ethan demanded. “Aren’t you going to open fire on them before they
reach us?”


“The gunners are all dead.”


“There are no autos?” Ethan asked, incredulous.


“None that can be operated from here. This ship was not built for a crew of
two, I’m afraid.”


“You mean there were no other survivors?”


The overlord gave him a blank look, and Ethan sighed. “If you don’t know,
query the ship’s life-support systems!”


“Right,” the overlord said, and abruptly a holographic representation of the
Valiant with the decks exposed appeared hovering in the air before them.
The diagram was peppered with thousands of tiny red dots. The overlord began
shaking his head, and turned to Ethan with a return of the shell-shocked look
he’d been wearing a few minutes ago. “They’re all dead.”


Ethan squinted up at the image, watching for a green speck to appear which
would signify that someone was alive aboard the ship, but that didn’t happen.
The red dots were so thick that it was impossible to see anything in between.
Even the bridge deck where they were was a solid wall of red. “Wait a minute,”
Ethan said, realizing what they were missing. There should have been at least
two green dots on the bridge, but the diagram wasn’t precise enough to display
each individual crewman with a dot. The sheer masses of red dots must have been
overlaying the few sparks of green which represented the living. “Zoom in.”


The overlord complied, and the image they were looking at grew larger, quickly
looming over them. There were over one hundred floors on the carrier, and all
of them were crowded with red dots. Not even one of them was green. But then
Ethan saw it—


“There!” Ethan pointed to a lonely green speck. “Magnify that area, and
bring up a tally of the living and the dead.”


Two numbers flashed up beside the hologram, one in green—double digits—the
other in red—five figures. Ethan tried to focus on the green number, and then
on the rapidly growing number of green dots which appeared as the overlord
zoomed in. “Hoi!” Ethan exclaimed. “We have 97 crew members among the
living—counting us, I guess.”


The supreme overlord shook his head. “How are we supposed to mount a defense
with 97 men on a ship that requires a crew of over 50,000?”


Ethan turned to the old man with a patient smile. “Doesn’t the Valiant
carry two venture-class cruisers?”


Overlord Dominic began nodding slowly, and his eyes sharpened with resolve.
“One of them is out on a mission, but yes.”


“That leaves one for us. Those cruisers can get by on a crew of just over
200. I’m sure we could manage on a skeleton crew of 50 and launch a few nova
squadrons while we’re at it.” 


The overlord snapped into action, hurrying down the stairs from the gangway
to the control stations below. “You’re right.”


Ethan followed the overlord. “So, disable the quarantine and tell the
survivors to meet us in the ventral hangar. The Valiant is not going
down without a fight.”


“My thoughts precisely,” Dominic said, already keying the ship’s comm system
to life.
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Chapter 16





“This is Supreme
Overlord Dominic, to any survivors who can hear me aboard the Valiant.
As you may or may not already know, we are in a state of emergency quarantine.
The epidemic which swept through the ship only hours ago has left us
devastated, taking the lives of almost everyone aboard. We are the sole
survivors. But it appears this was only the prelude to a full-scale attack. We
have an enemy fleet incoming, ready to take advantage of our weakness. In order
to mount an effective defense, we will fly out aboard the Defiant. I am
disabling the quarantine now. Meet me in the starboard ventral hangar bay. We
launch in fifteen. Dominic out.”


Ethan watched the overlord close down the comm, and abruptly the dim
emergency lighting of the quarantine was replaced by a comparatively-blinding
brightness as glow panels all over the bridge brightened. A second later, the
red alert sirens came on, and the lighting switched back to a dim, but now red
glow.


“Let’s go,” the overlord said, striding back from the comm station to the
gangway above their heads.


Ethan kept pace beside him. “You think we have fifteen minutes before that
fleet arrives?”


“If they want to land to take this ship, they still have to blast their way
into one of the hangar bays. The hangars’ shields should hold them out long
enough.”


The doors at the back of the bridge automatically swished open for the
overlord, and Ethan followed him through. Dominic stopped at the nearest lift
tube. Abruptly he turned to Ethan and smiled. “I suspect you know who I
am, but we have yet to be formally introduced. I’m Supreme Overlord Altarian
Dominic.”


Ethan nodded and stuck out his hand. “Second Lieutenant Adan Reese.” 


The overlord hesitated. “Lieutenant Adan Reese of the Rokan Defense?”


Ethan raised an eyebrow. If the overlord knew about him, his performance had
been better than he’d realized. “Yes.”


“Impressive scores. A pleasure to meet you, Adan.” With that, the overlord
accepted the handshake, but their hands missed, and the overlord grabbed him by
the wrist instead. The overlord’s grip fastened directly over Ethan’s bandages,
and he winced from the pressure.


“I’m sorry,” Dominic said with a small smile. “I didn’t mean to be so
rough.”


The lift tube arrived to take them down and they stepped inside as the doors
swished open.


Ethan shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. You’re pretty strong for an old
man.”


The overlord quirked an eyebrow at him. “And you’re pretty soft for a young
one.”


“Fair enough,” Ethan said, watching the overlord punch in a floor
number—deck nine. Suddenly, the floor dropped out from under them, but Ethan
felt only the slightest sensation of falling as the lift tube dropped almost
100 floors through the ship’s artificial gravity in a matter of seconds. The
doors opened a few seconds later, and they walked out into a broad concourse
which lay directly before a massive wall of transpiranium. Beyond that, they
could see the starboard ventral hangar bay with the pristine gray hull of a
venture-class cruiser clearly visible on the other side. The ventral hangar was
truly massive to accommodate the 280-meter-long cruiser.


Ethan whistled his appreciation. “There’s the elegance to this beast’s
brawn! Right where you’d expect to find it—hiding under her skirts.”


The overlord smiled. “Indeed. Normally there would be another one right
behind us.”


Ethan turned to briefly gaze through a matching transpiranium wall to the
empty port ventral hangar bay. After a moment, he turned back to the starboard
hangar and walked up to the transpiranium wall to get a close look at the
cruiser lying there. He couldn’t help but run his hands along the cold transpiranium
barrier separating him from the ship on the other side, as if to caress the
vessel’s rugged lines. “Whenever I see that ship, I see the ISS. I see 10,000
years of accumulated civilization. I see the endless beaches and crystal blue
waters of Hanlay; the urban utopias of Advistine, Gorvin, and Clementa, but
most of all I see the soaring, snow-covered mountains of Roka IV, the skies
purpling just before a storm; I see the canyon cities and the glacier
parks....” Ethan turned from the transpiranium to find the overlord standing
beside him, looking at him curiously. Ethan shook his head sadly. “And then I
try to imagine it all gone, but I can’t. I wasn’t even there when the Sythians
invaded. I can’t imagine what one of them looks like or sounds like. Of course,
I’ve seen the holos of the war, like everyone else, but they don’t seem real.”


The overlord smiled. “You speak of Roka IV as though you’ve been there.”


“Roka was my home.”


The supreme overlord raised his eyebrows and smiled. “You’re a Rokan? What a
coincidence, so am I.”


Ethan turned to the overlord with a frown. He hadn’t realized the overlord
had been a Rokan. In fact, he felt quite sure that the overlord was supposed to
be from Advistine. “You mean you lived there for a few years?” Ethan asked.


“No, I was born there, Adan, just like you.”


Ethan’s eyes narrowed. “I didn’t say I was born there. I said it was my
home.”


“Oh—” The overlord’s smile faded. “My apologies, I just assumed. . . .”


Ethan nodded. So the overlord was actually from Roka. Advistine must have
just been the official line—it would be more politically advantageous to be
from a place which the majority of your public could relate to. “Were you there
to watch Roka fall?” Ethan asked.


The overlord shook his head. “No, like you I also have to struggle to
imagine that the galaxy as we once knew it is gone.”


“Well, at least you saw some of the war.” Ethan turned back to the
transpiranium, his eyes glazing over as he looked out the hangar to the
starless void of Dark Space beyond. “You witnessed the destruction,” Ethan said
distantly. “You know what it is we ran from. I keep thinking that someday my
sentence in here is going to end, and I’ll wake up back in my bed to find that
this has all just been a bad dream.”


He imagined that he’d wake up back on Roka IV, lying beside his wife Destra.
He had nightmares like that. But then he’d wake up and realize that the dream
had been a good one and it was reality which was the nightmare. In those dreams
his son Atton would come running in and jump on the bed. He’d tell them that
they had to get up or they’d miss it. Miss what? He’d say. The avalanche! Atton
would reply. Then Ethan would groan and roll over like he always did. There was
an avalanche every other hour on Roka, thanks to the mining in the mountains.
Soon as the miners woke up, they started blasting, and then the snow came
cascading down from those rigid peaks. Ethan smiled sadly. Then Atton will
ask me to take him gliding, and I’ll remind him that he has to be at least 10
before he can go gliding with me. 


Ethan sighed. “I wish I could see Roka again, the way it used to be.” He
wasn’t just talking about the cities and the landscape, but the overlord
couldn’t know that.


Ethan felt a hand land heavily on his shoulder, and he turned to see the overlord
staring at him intently, his blue eyes shining with suspicious moisture.


“I know,” Dominic whispered. “Immortals willing, we’ll see it all again
someday.”


“Right,” Ethan nodded. “Someday.” But he was never going to see his son
again. Or his wife. There was no someday that could bring them back.


A few seconds later, they heard a screech of brakes and the swish of doors
opening which drew their eyes to the far end of the concourse and the rail car
tunnel there. They watched as the first pilots began streaming into the
concourse. 


“By the Immortals, I don’t believe my eyes! Is that the overlord?” one of
them asked.


“I think so,” another said.


“I haven’t seen him in years!”


“We saw him just yesterday in the holocasts.”


“I meant in the flesh.”


The group stopped before the overlord and stood at attention. “Sir!” They
saluted as one.


“At ease,” Dominic said. “How many of you are there?”


One officer took a step forward and said, “Twenty-three, sir.” The rank
insignia on his shoulder marked him as a Lieutenant Commander. A second later,
Ethan recognized him as none other than Vance “Scorcher” Rangel. Ethan’s gaze
quickly skipped over the group of assembled officers and he found four more
familiar faces: Gina, Ithicus, Deck Commander Loba Caldin, and the curly blond-haired
pilot named Taz. Ethan frowned. Most of the survivors were nova pilots.


The overlord appeared to notice that, too. “Nova pilots to my left,” he
said, gesturing with his left hand. “Starship crew to my right,” he went on,
gesturing with his right. “Engineers and technicians in the middle.”


Once the assembled officers had been divided, Ethan noticed that there were
only two crewmen and one engineer in the entire group. 


The overlord shook his head. “Well, we have a few squadrons of novas here,
but not much else.”


“Let’s wait for the others to arrive,” Ethan said.


That was when Gina chose to speak up. “Adan, what are you doing up there?”
The overlord turned to her. “Sorry, sir, but you should know that he’s a nova
pilot, not a command counselor.”


“I’ll decide what he is and what he isn’t, thank you.” The overlord’s gaze
moved on as another rail car arrived and spilled men and women into the
concourse. The overlord called out once more as they approached, telling them
to divide into nova pilots, engineers, and starship crew. Now there were just
over fifty officers assembled, fully twenty of whom were nova pilots.


Dominic turned to Ethan. “How much time has passed?”


“Ten minutes, sir.” 


“They have another five, then.” 


By the time the third rail car arrived, all 97 survivors were assembled in
the concourse, and six more minutes had elapsed. “That’s it,” the
overlord said. And as if to punctuate that pronouncement, a violent explosion
rocked the deck beneath their feet and rumbled ominously through the walls
around them. Ethan saw the transpiranium wall of the starboard hangar jitter
with residual vibrations, momentarily blurring his view of the venture-class
cruiser beyond. Everyone turned to look out the empty hangar on the opposite
side of the concourse just in time to see a whole squadron of Brondi’s junk
fighters begin pouring bright yellow ripper fire into the port hangar’s
shields. Lying in wait just beyond those shields were an old beat up troop
transport and Brondi’s gleaming black and silver corvette. 


The overlord turned back to his crew. “Looks like we’re out of time. Anyone
with even partial experience in bridge control systems, follow me. Nova pilots,
head to the hangar aboard the Defiant and get ready to launch.
Sentinels, you can either come with us or stay back to slow them down, but I
can’t guarantee we’ll be able to come back for you. Engineers to the flight
deck with the pilots. Ruh-kah!” Death and glory.


And with that, the overlord turned to the starboard hangar door controls and
passed his wrist over the scanner. The first set of doors opened, followed
promptly by the second, and then the entire group rushed into the hangar and on
for the waiting cruiser.












Chapter 17





Ethan Ortane
hurriedly peeled out of his hazmat suit, leaving the constituent pieces on the
hangar deck aboard the Defiant, and then he rushed into the cockpit of
the nearest nova. It was a Mark II, an interceptor, but Ethan didn’t have time
to switch to one of the more familiar Mark I’s. At least the speed of the
interceptor would come in handy keeping him alive. As the canopy closed, Ethan
punched the ignition and the fighter’s reactors spun to life with a soft whirring
that quickly rose in volume and pitch. Ethan hadn’t had time to find a flight
suit; he just hoped nothing happened to compromise the integrity of his
cockpit.


Display screens flickered to life inside the cockpit, followed by the
glowing green of the heads-up display. System reports bubbled up from his
displays, and Ethan quickly skipped through them all in order to complete an
abbreviated preflight check. His fighter faced out the hangar bay of the
cruiser. Through the opening he watched as the half a dozen sentinels in the
carrier’s concourse began suiting up in zephyr light assault mechs. One of them
had even managed to find a giant, 150-ton Colossus to pilot. Those six
sentinels had chosen to stay behind and guard the Valiant. But they
didn’t stand a chance. The most they could hope for would be to buy time for
the Defiant. Ethan took some comfort in knowing that at least the mechs’
armored exoskeletons would protect the sentinels for a time against Brondi’s
thousands of troops.


Suddenly, the Defiant’s static shields snapped to life, turning
Ethan’s view a fuzzy blue. Then came the not-so-distant roar of the Defiant’s
thrusters firing, and they were sliding out of the carrier’s massive hangar bay
and falling freely toward the ice world of Firea, far below the carrier.


In the next instant Ethan’s comm system flared to life. It was Lieutenant
Commander Vance Rangel. “All right, pilots. I’m sending you your squadron
designations now. Most of us are strangers here, so don’t complain about your
squad and wing assignments. Guardian Squadron will fly out first, followed by Avenger
Squadron. Guardians, you’re flying in the Mark II’s. The Avengers are flying in
the Mark I’s. Our primary objective is the troop transport. The Avengers will
take it out with their torpedoes while the Guardians keep enemy fighters off
their backs. Any questions?”


Ethan watched as his own wing assignment came in, and he saw that he was
designated Guardian Five, and flying beside him would be Marksman Gina Giord,
Guardian Six. Great, he thought, casting a quick glance out the side of
his cockpit to see Gina already scowling at him from the interceptor adjacent
to his. 


Ethan gave her a mock salute and then keyed his comm to ask the squadron
leader, “What’s the Defiant going to be targeting with her beam
cannons?” 


“Same as the Avengers, if she can,” Vance replied. “We have a shortage of
officers with gunnery training aboard, but hopefully the crews will pick it up
fast enough.”


“Roger that.” Ethan watched with a frown as a junk fighter roared past the
open hangar of the Defiant, spitting golden ripper fire through the
static shields and rattling a few novas in their docking clamps before they
even had a chance to takeoff. Fortunately the novas had their shields engaged. 


In the next instant, Ethan heard Vance yelling over the comm. “Defiant,
get those hangar bay shields up before they pick us off the deck!”


Another voice came on a moment later, “Sorry about that.” It was the supreme
overlord. “Shields are up now. The launch tubes are energized. You can takeoff
whenever you’re ready.”


“Roger that, Command. Send the launch codes. We’re ready.”


Ethan’s fighter beeped at him and the nav began flashing with a message
saying, autopilot engaged, which was repeated by a female computer voice
that sounded just beside his ears. 


“You heard the overlord!” squadron leader Vance Rangel said. “Get ready!
Guardians will be the first ones out the launch tubes. Remember to keep those
enemy fighters busy!” 


Ethan watched as the foremost pair of nova interceptors in his squadron
began rising on their grav lifts. They ignited their ternary thrusters in a
starburst flare of blue ion emissions, sending them jetting toward the glowing
red launch tubes in the side wall of the hangar. Ethan watched out the side of
his canopy as the interceptors disappeared into those launch tubes with a
brilliant flash, and then the pair of fighters directly ahead of him began
rising on their grav lifts. He and Gina were up next. Ethan’s comm flashed with
an incoming message from his wingmate, and her voice filled his cockpit. “Don’t
frek this up, Adan. I’m counting on you.”


“Likewise,” he commed back.


And then they were both automatically rising on their grav lifts and jetting
toward the glowing red launch tubes. Ethan saw the opening of his launch tube
rushing toward him, looking impossibly tiny for his interceptor, and he had a
sudden, visceral vision of his nova missing by a narrow margin and exploding on
the rim.


But the autopilot didn’t miss, and he glided straight in. A second later the
glowing red tube flashed brightly with a release of energy, and he was pinned
against his flight chair as his nova rocketed out the back of the Defiant
and into space. A quick glance at his HUD showed he’d already reached his
interceptor’s top acceleration of 185 KAPS. Ethan’s targeting computer flagged
half a dozen red bracket pairs for him straight away—six junk fighters flying
toward him in a staggered line formation.


“Incoming enemy fighters!” Gina screamed.


They watched as the first two Guardians cruised through the enemy fighter
formation, roaring at them with a stream of red dymium pulse lasers. Guardian
Two attracted too much attention to herself and the enemy fighters zeroed in on
her with their ripper cannons. Streams of golden projectiles converged on her.


“Get clear Two!” her wingmate, Vance Rangel, yelled over the comm. A second
later, Ethan watched her fighter explode in a brilliant orange fireball, and he
heard her dying scream echo through his cockpit.


Seeing that outcome, Three and Four quickly peeled off from their
head-to-head with the enemy formation, leaving Guardian One alone behind enemy
lines.


“Form up, Six,” Ethan said to Gina. “We’re going to rescue Lead. Switch to
Hailfires. These junkers have strong hulls, but they’re not fast enough or
maneuverable enough to evade tracking weapons.”


“Switching now....” 


Ethan followed his own advice and began acquiring a missile lock on the
nearest junk fighter. It was flying toward him at a pitiful 68 KAPS, and at 3.5
kilometers away, it was just out of laser and ripper range. Abruptly Ethan’s
targeting computer gave the solid tone of a missile lock, and his targeting
reticle turned red. Ethan pulled the trigger and let fly two Hailfires. He
watched them jet out on cold blue contrails, and then in his periphery he saw
another two launched by Gina. The missiles quickly dwindled into darkness as
their primary thrusters burned out. Just moments later, bright sparks flew as
those four missiles burst into sixteen smaller warheads and their thrusters
engaged, each of them locking onto and tracking a separate enemy target. Almost
immediately following that came a blinding pair of explosions as two of the
enemy fighters flew apart. Their shrapnel caught a third, sending it careening
off toward the planet below.


“Ruh-kah, kakard!” Ethan whooped.


“Nice work, Guardians,” Vance replied. “Two and Three, you’re with me now,
form up.” 


Ethan watched on his scopes as the two fighters which had peeled off earlier
arced back into the fray just above his and Gina’s position. The three
remaining enemy fighters turned and ran, and a moment later they began firing a
steady stream of ripper fire at Guardian One.


Vance came back on the comm, sounding tense. “A little help here?”


“On our way,” Ethan commed back. “Fire your afterburners, Six.”


Gina clicked her comm to acknowledge, and then Ethan fired his afterburners
to catch up to the enemy fighters. He heard his thrusters roar suddenly louder,
and he felt his nova begin to shudder and shake. The acceleration pinned him
against his seat, since the inertial management system was set to 90%. The
exhilaration of it was a palpable force rising up in Ethan’s chest. He’d been
born for this. He felt at once powerful, free, and incredibly
vulnerable—surrounded by deep space, not even clothed in the protective layers
of a flight suit. All that separated him from the abyss was a thin bubble of
transpiranium and his skill in the cockpit. One sustained burst of ripper fire
to his canopy and his fighter would crack open, spilling him into space. In
minutes his blood would boil and his body would freeze as stiff as a duranium
sheet.


Ethan gave an involuntary shiver and grinned. What a thrill!


The comm crackled. “I can’t ... keep this ... up ...” Vance said.


That brought Ethan back to the moment. He found Guardian One on his scopes.
Vance was juking and jinking desperately in order to evade the converging
torrents of ripper fire from three enemy fighters at once.


Ethan’s range to the nearest of the three ticked down to five kilometers.
“Hold on, Lead. We’re almost there,” Ethan commed back. 


A few seconds later, the range dropped from five klicks to four, and Ethan
began hearing a missile lock tone beep-beep-beeping from his targeting
computer. He released the afterburner switch in order to steady his aim, and as
soon as the computer gave him solid tone, Ethan let fly two more Hailfires. He
watched the bright orange glow of their thrusters dwindle into the distance,
holding his breath and chewing his lip as he saw Guardian One taking fire. They’ll
make it, Ethan thought as the Hailfires reached 500 meters to target. They
have to make it. 


And then Guardian One exploded in an angry red fireball.












Chapter 18





“I’m trying to call
for reinforcements, sir, but the comm relays are down.”


“Again?”


“Yes , sir.”


Supreme Overlord Dominic glared out the Defiant’s forward viewports
at the roiling fireballs of fighters which were exploding all around them—both
enemy junkers and imperial novas. He paced up to the captain’s table and
studied the holographic displays there. He saw a 3D projection of the Defiant
in the center, with clouds of angry red junkers swarming around her while a
small complement of green novas flitted through those, spitting red pulse
lasers and streaking Hailfire missiles. Even as the overlord watched, one of
those green novas exploded as three enemy fighters converged on it from behind.
That was Guardian One. Dominic grimaced and shook his head. Here he could see
the battle from a bird’s eye view, and already, at just five minutes in, it
wasn’t looking good. There were six junkers to every nova, and half of the
novas had instructions to ignore enemy fighters and line up for torpedo runs on
the enemy troop transports, which meant the 12 interceptors of Guardian
Squadron were facing down 12 whole squadrons of junkers all by themselves.
Twelve to one. No nova pilot was good enough to survive those odds for long. 


The overlord saw the enemy troop ships—a corvette and an old gallant-class
hovering in the near-distance off the Defiant’s bow. They were perfectly
within beam range, but the gunners were still below decks getting their
training from the solitary officer who actually had any, and it would be a few
more minutes before they could open fire.


Dominic watched a whole squadron of junkers lining up on the Defiant
and he had a bad feeling crawl into the pit of his stomach. “Comms, get the
Guardians on missile defense, now! We have an enemy squadron, bearing 9-7-11
coming about on a torpedo run.”


“Yes, sir!”


The overlord watched for a few tense minutes as the enemy fighters grew
closer and closer to their port side. The Guardians came about and closed to
within missile range of the enemy fighters, but before they could do anything,
the enemy squadron dropped a volley of twelve torpedoes on the Defiant’s
tail. The Guardians were too far away to shoot those warheads down.


“Deploy EM flares!” Dominic yelled. A sparkling cloud of flares shot out
behind the ship, but it only caught five of the twelve torpedoes. The other
seven were still racing toward the Defiant’s thruster banks. “Brace for
impact!” 


Suddenly the Defiant rocked with an explosion and Dominic saw the aft
shields turn red. A damage report came up, warning that the port thruster was
damaged and now operating at 56% efficiency. The enemy squadron roared out over
the bridge, causing everyone on deck to reflexively duck. “Engineering,
equalize those shields before they line up for another pass!” Dominic said as
he watched the bright orange wave of the enemy fighters’ thruster trails
diminishing into the distance. 


“Yes, sir,” Dominic’s chief engineer, a Petty Officer named Delayn replied.
Without the cruiser’s pulse lasers firing to shoot down enemy missiles, the Defiant
was practically a sitting duck. Shields were meant to be a last line of
defense, to catch enemy lasers and rippers and the few strays missiles that got
through—not whole volleys at a time. 


“Deck Officer Gorvan,” Dominic began, speaking to his gunnery chief. “Tell
our gunners that if they don’t start firing now, we’re not going to survive
this.”


“Yes, sir. I’ll try to hurry them, sir.”


Dominic looked up from the captain’s table to see his XO staring grimly back
at him from the other side. She was Deck Commander Loba Caldin, a complete
stranger, young, but still the most experienced officer left among the
survivors. She was just three pay grades below a captain in bridge crew
rankings, which meant she was probably the only one on bridge with any command
experience. As Dominic looked around the bridge, he couldn’t say that he
recognized more than one man of his crew—maybe Petty Officer Ashril Grames at
the comms, and only just barely at that. He thought that maybe they’d had a
drink together once in the Star Dome, an officer’s lounge near the bridge. On a
ship like the Valiant, with more than 50,000 crew, mostly automated
systems, and vast amounts of space, one could never hope to get to know more
than a few hundred officers personally.


Suddenly, the XO spoke up, “We’re grossly outmatched, sir,” she said, as if
he needed to be reminded. “We could retreat and come back later with reinforcements
from the other systems.”


Dominic shook his head. “By then they’ll have control of the Valiant.
It would take dozens of venture-class cruisers to bring her down. Even if we
succeed, we’ll just have a gutted derelict.”


“Incoming!” gravidar called out.


Dominic’s gaze dropped to the captain’s table just in time to see four
fighters drop out of a dogfight with the Guardians and drop a volley of
torpedoes on the Defiant at point-blank range. The ship rocked with
another explosion, and the port shields turned yellow. Dominic saw one of the
enemy fighters disintegrate as it was caught in the explosion from its own
torpedo.


Amateurs, he thought. We’re being torn apart by amateurs!
Dominic whirled around to face the comm officer. “Tell the Guardians they’re
going to have to do better than that!”


Petty Officer Ashril Grames looked up helplessly from his comm control
station. “They’re down five pilots already, sir, and we’re being swarmed by
dozens of junkers. If we keep this up, there won’t be any of them left.”


“What about the Avengers? Haven’t they completed their run yet?”


“They took heavy fire from enemy fighter screens and pulse lasers and lost
four pilots before even firing their torpedoes. More than half of that volley
was shot down by junkers and AMS—only two got through. We inflicted minor
damage to the troop transport’s port side, but the sections sealed off almost
immediately, and I’m not sure they took many casualties.”


“Well get the Avengers to make another pass!”


“They’re coming under heavy fire, sir, I doubt they’ll survive to make
another pass.”


Dominic grimaced. He didn’t have the command experience for this, even
though everyone on deck likely took it for granted that he did. Dominic briefly
considered yielding the floor to Deck Commander Caldin, but he decided against
it, since that would doubtless compromise his authority in the future.


“It’s too late, sir!” another officer chimed in from the other side of the
bridge, and Dominic turned to see Corpsman Goldrim, the gravidar operator,
shaking his head. “Look.” The corpsman pointed out the forward viewports as
both the gallant-class transport and Brondi’s corvette began sliding into the Valiant’s
port ventral hangar, eliciting a violent wave of blue from the hangar’s
shields. The beam and pulse shields on the hangar were now weak enough that
they couldn’t stop the enemy ships from muscling in. Making matters worse, the
hangar shields would quickly strengthen once the enemy was inside, effectively
preventing Imperial forces from flying in after them or making attack runs on
them from the outside. They were about to be locked out of their own ship while
enemy troops overran her.


“Weapons! Get our gunners to concentrate fire on the hangar shields and
bring them down. They’ll be sitting ducks while they’re in the hangar. If we
miss that opportunity, the Valiant will be forfeit!”


“Gunnery crews are still prepping, sir,” Gorvan replied.


Dominic gritted his teeth. “I don’t care if they miss and hit the side of
the carrier, just get me something!”


“Yes, sir!”


Dominic watched as two more Avengers and another Guardian winked out of
existence with roiling fireballs that looked as small and insignificant as glow
bugs beside the Defiant.


The battle was not going well.


* * *


Five minutes earlier ...


“Frek!” Gina said. “We’ve lost Lead! Frek!”


“Can it, Six. I’m Lead now. Form up,” Three said. It was the voice of
Ithicus Adari. “We need to protect the Avengers from enemy fighters, so use your
speed to outmaneuver those junkers, and catch up to the Avengers before they
have to make their attack run alone.”


In the next instant the comm crackled with a message from the Defiant:
“Guardians, we need anti missile support, bearing 9-7-11, please acknowledge.”


“Roger that, Control,” Three replied. “Guardians on me!”


Ethan disengaged his thrusters and flipped his fighter to point it in
Three’s direction before reengaging thrust. He spared a quick glance at his
gravidar and found that the enemy fighters at 9-7-11 were more than 10 klicks
distant. “We’re never going to get to the Defiant in time, Lead.”


“Orders are orders, Five.”


“With respect, these orders are stupid. We need to defend the Avengers or
this will all be for nothing.”


“Stay the course! We defend the Defiant first. That’s final,
Skidmark.”


Ethan gritted his teeth and shook his head. By the time they caught up to
the Defiant, they’d be too far from Avenger Squadron to provide cover. 


When the range to target had dropped from ten klicks to four, and Ethan was
beginning to acquire a missile lock on the nearest fighter in the enemy
squadron, he saw them erupt with a staggered wave of torpedoes. “We’re too
late, Lead!” Once their torpedoes were away, the enemy fighters angled off,
skillfully jinking to avoid missile locks. Try as he might, Ethan couldn’t get
a solid tone. He watched the Defiant deploy a glittering cloud of EM
flares, and half the torpedoes blossomed into blinding fireballs as they
collided with the flares. The other half went around and through the cloud,
angling for the Defiant’s thrusters.


“Krak!” Ethan said, and then the torpedoes exploded. When the explosions
cleared, they saw the Defiant cruising on, still alive, but one of her
thrusters was trailing smoke and flaming debris.


“Frek!” Guardian Seven chimed in. Ethan thought he recognized the voice as
belonging to the curly blond-haired pilot he’d once briefly met in a rail
car—Taz. “This is a suicide mission! We’re all going to die.”


“Hoi, if those had been navy-grade munitions, the Defiant would be
venting atmosphere!” Ithicus shot back. “She’s still OK. We don’t stop flying
until they clip our wings. We’ve still got a good chance of pulling this off.
Ruh-kah! On me, Guardians! Let’s show these kakards they can’t draw our blood
for free!”


“Ruh-kah!” The rest of the squadron chorused over the comm. Ethan stayed
silent. He privately agreed with Seven, but he didn’t want to hurt morale any
further, so he stayed in formation and fired his afterburners to keep up. 


The Guardians rushed up behind the squadron which had attacked the Defiant
and began raining torrents of red dymium pulse lasers on the enemy fighters’
tails. Ethan lined up his target and pulled the trigger. One laser bolt hit
with a blue splash of shields, and then the enemy fighter jinked out of the
way, letting the next six bolts miss. Ethan worked hard to bring the
aggressively jinking target back under his targeting reticle for a solid lock.
Briefly attaining a lock, Ethan pulled the trigger again, and this time he held
it down, trying to track and anticipate the enemy’s movements. He felt his ship
vibrating subtly with the rapid release of energy as his pulse lasers cycled at
maximum speed. The sound in space simulator (SISS) in the cockpit screamed with
the continuous laser fire. One in every ten bolts hit home, eliciting a blue
flare from the enemy’s shields. Ethan tracked his target expertly, drawing on
simulator training from his youth. Moments later the blue ripples of shield
impacts were replaced with chunks of debris spinning off into space. A split
second later, he hit the junker’s reactor and his target exploded brilliantly.
Ethan grinned and started through a slow, arcing turn to find a new target. He
saw a series of three more explosions blooming in the dark as other Guardians
cracked open their targets. They were making the enemy pay.


A vast backdrop of stars sparkled all around Ethan’s head, just on the other
side of the nova interceptor’s thin transpiranium cockpit canopy. The stars
seemed so close he could touch them, but Ethan couldn’t allow himself to be
distracted by the view. He targeted the next nearest enemy fighter and brought
the red brackets under his crosshairs. His ears picked up the soft click of a
laser lock even before his eyes registered the crosshair turning green. He
pulled the trigger and held it down, pouring another continuous stream of
bright red pulse lasers into his target. Then the laser charge gauges began
flashing red on his HUD, and that stream of fire diminished to a slow trickle. Ethan
eased up on the trigger and switched over to missiles just as his target began
jinking out of line. Enemy ripper fire sizzled off his rear shields, and Ethan
broke into an evasive pattern, forgetting about his target for the moment. The
sound of ripper fire hitting his shields stopped, only to start again from
another angle when a second junker swooped down onto his six. Ethan craned his
neck to get a visual reference on the enemy fighters. They were converging on
him from completely opposite directions—a pincer maneuver that was sure to get
him killed.


“Ah, a little help over here? I’m caught in a vice!”


“Roger that, Five,” Seven said.


Ethan tried to hold it together as enemy fire sizzled off his shields,
turning them dark green, then yellow, and finally red. Now shells plinked
off his hull as the shields were unable to completely dissipate the energy of
those projectiles.


The streams of enemy fire on his port side ceased, followed by, “That got
him!” from Guardian Seven. Now, with only one fighter attacking him, Ethan
strengthened his shields on the starboard side and circled around to line up on
the enemy fighter’s tail. A few moments later he poured freshly charged pulse
lasers into the twin hulls of a blocky junk fighter whose starboard maneuvering
jet was already flickering dimly. Unable to evade him, the junker took heavy
fire. One of his shots punched through to the reactor, and the enemy fighter
suddenly exploded, sending the twin hulls flaming off in opposite directions.


“I need help!” Gina screamed.


Guardian Three came on saying, “Four enemy fighters just broke off from the
main group! They’re lining up for another pass on the Defiant! Get them
before—” The comm died in static.


“Lead?” Ethan quickly checked his scopes.


A second later Ithicus came back saying, “I’m all right. Got winged by a bit
of shrapnel. No major damage. Those four fired off a volley of torps at
point-blank range. Dumb frekkers.”


The command channel sounded in the next instant with, “Guardians, we need a
better screen than that!”


“Doing the best we can, Control,” Three shot back. “We’re down by five and
there are at least two enemy squadrons out here. Where are your gunnery crews?”


“Cannons are coming online any minute.”


We don’t have a minute, Ethan thought to himself. “Six, where are
you?” he asked, remembering that she’d called for help. He spent a moment
checking his scopes for Gina without any luck. A cold fist seized his heart,
but then he found her on the grid, cutting an evasive pattern toward the Valiant.
A pair of enemy interceptors chased after her pouring golden streams of ripper
fire on her tail. Those two were fast for junkers, and she was having trouble
shaking them.


“I’m right where you left me, you dumb kakard! I don’t suppose I still have
a wingmate out there somewhere?”


Ethan grimaced. He wasn’t used to working in teams. “Sorry, on my way now.”
He came about and boosted with the last of his afterburners to catch up to the
enemy interceptors. Once in range, he switched to Hailfire missiles and quickly
dropped one on the enemies’ tails. A second later he realized his mistake as he
noted the proximity between the enemy interceptors and Gina’s own nova. “Gina,
get out of there! I just fired a Hailfire on your pursuit.”


“Frek you! My afterburners are tapped out! What do you want me to do?”


Ethan thought fast, even as the blue trail of the Hailfire’s primary
thrusters winked out. The enemy fighters realized their peril and broke off
from Gina to go evasive, but they were still too close.


“Reverse thrust!” Ethan said.


“They might lock on to me if I do that!”


Frek, Ethan thought. “Hold on!” He thumbed over to pulse lasers and
targeted the distant missile, hoping he could get it before it exploded into
its four smaller warheads. At this range his targeting computer refused to lock
onto the missile. Desperate, Ethan raked blind laser fire over the target
brackets. Nothing happened. An instant later, the Hailfire exploded in four
separate directions, and Ethan felt a stab of fear. Sweat trickled into his
left eye and he swiped at it with the back of one hand, blinking to clear his
vision. The smaller warheads flared to life and boosted after the enemy
fighters.


“They’re too close!”


Ethan could hear a tremor in Gina’s voice. “Give me a second!” he said,
switching fire to the warhead arcing closest to Gina. He hit it with a lucky
shot, and the resultant explosion tore into the nearest enemy fighter, drawing
flames and debris from its thruster pods. Gina’s fighter rocked in the
shockwave. Then the other three warheads found their marks, and the remaining
two enemy fighters exploded in blinding fireballs. Ethan heard Gina scream, and
then her comm cut off in static. “Gina!” 


The static hissed on and Ethan felt a horrible chill creeping down his
spine.


Frek! His heart pounding, Ethan checked his scopes, but they’d fuzzed
out due to the proximity of the explosions. He flew through the expanding
fireballs and ignored the sound of debris pelting his fighter. His forward
shields quickly dropped into the red, and he feared what that meant for Gina.
“Gina!” he tried again.


Then he saw her, one of her three engines still glowing, the other two
flickering. Her starboard stabilizer fins had been knocked off, and he could
see her cockpit canopy was striated with fractures. “Gina, for Immortals’ sake,
answer me!”


A moment later her voice came back to him, but she sounded weak. “I’m alive.
Took a hit through my canopy. My suit’s pissing air.”


“Krak, how badly are you injured?”


“Not much blood, but breathing hurts like a motherfrekker. Maybe a few broken
ribs.”


“Fly back to the Defiant. I’ll cover you.”


“I’ll never make it, not on half thrust. . . . Too many enemy fighters.”


Ethan gritted his teeth. “Well, frek it! You’re just gonna give up and die?”


No answer.


Ethan watched the hull of the Valiant growing large before them. In
his periphery he spotted the Defiant's beam cannons opening up as the
cruiser made her first pass on the Valiant’s port hangar. Eight blue
dymium beams shot out, drawing rippling waves from the hangar’s shields.


A few seconds later, Ethan saw nova fighters tearing out of the carrier’s
launch tubes.


“Are those our novas coming from the Valiant?” Gina asked.


Ethan shook his head. “We don’t have anyone left on board. We took everyone
except for the sentinels with us.”


“So those are enemy novas. Frek!”


Ethan had no reply for that. By now Brondi had overwhelmed the six sentinels
in the concourse between the carrier’s ventral hangars and he was taking
control of the ship—including its considerable complement of nova fighters and
interceptors. Gina’s right. We won’t make it back to the Defiant.


No one will.












Chapter 19





Alec “Big Brainy”
Brondi watched from the bridge of his corvette as his soldiers overwhelmed the
ISSA mechs on the other side of the hangar with dozens of their own smaller,
less powerful mechs. Brondi’s own mechanized forces streamed into the hangar,
firing their shoulder-mounted rockets while the corvette’s and transport’s
turrets laid down covering fire. In just five minutes, those six pitiful ISSA
defenders were eliminated—although the concourse was left a molten,
debris-strewn ruin after that. 


As soon as the enemy forces were reduced to steaming slag, Brondi instructed
his troops to secure the shattered concourse on the other side of the hangar,
and he ordered the rough dozen pilots he’d brought aboard to go see if they
could steal some novas and help defend against the pitiful resistance that the
Imperial Star Systems Fleet was mustering. Near as Brondi could tell, the
cruiser that had been shadowing them didn’t even have enough crew aboard to man
its guns.


But even as Brondi thought that, he heard one of his bridge crew exclaim,
“The Defiant is opening up on the hangar bay shields! Blue dymium beams.
The shields won’t last long under that assault!


Brondi scowled. “Give our fighters a new target. Tell them to disengage the
novas and blast the Defiant to scrap. Have them launch all their
remaining warheads.”


“Yes, sir.”


Brondi smiled and walked back from the bridge viewports to the captain’s
table. He swiveled the command view to see the Defiant running in a
slow, looping attack run on the hangar. The enemy’s fighter screen was now just
10 novas strong—down 14—while Brondi’s forces had lost no more than two
squadrons. That was a reasonable kill-to-death ratio. Brondi’s fighters now
outnumbered the enemy by more than 10 to one—and that was soon to increase with
the addition of stolen imperial novas. Brondi smiled a big, gaping smile. “So
this is what it feels like to be supreme! Thank you, Dominic, for stepping
aside so graciously. I think it’s time to take command of my new ship.” Brondi
turned to address his bridge crew. “Shall we, then?”


* * *


“We’re making headway,” the gunnery chief said. “The hangar bay shields
should be down in just another minute.”


Supreme Overlord Dominic watched out the viewports as the Valiant’s
port hangar shields glowed bright blue with sustained fire from the Defiant’s
beam cannons. It was a pity his command chip implant didn’t work to control the
Valiant at this range. If he were able to take remote control of the Valiant’s
systems, he could simply lower the shields.


Dominic frowned and turned away from the viewports to study the holographic
overview of the battle at the captain’s table. His XO, Deck Commander Loba
Caldin, stood beside him, shaking her head. “We’re down to just 10 fighters. We
should recall them now, before they all die.”


Dominic gritted his teeth. “Another minute. We’re almost through the
shields.”


Caldin turned to him with a scathing look that he wasn’t used to getting
from anyone. No one dared to look at him like that. “Sir, most of the enemy
troops are already aboard. We can’t do anything to further our cause by staying
here, whether we bring down the shields and destroy their transports or not.”


Dominic looked up with a hollow-eyed expression. “We have to do something!”


She shook her head. “We need to retreat, or we’re all going to die.”


“Hoi!” 


Dominic recognized the voice of the gravidar operator, Corpsman Goldrim, and
he turned to face the man. 


Goldrim was working furiously at his station. “We have enemy novas launching
from the Valiant!” he said.


That decided it for Dominic. He took one look at the captain’s table, and
then sighed meaningfully. “Helm, bring us about. Set a course which will take
us close to the Dark Space gate, but not directly there. We don’t want the
enemy to guess our intentions. When we get close, we’re going to head for the
gate at the last minute.”


“Yes, sir,” the officer at the helm, Petty Sergeant Damen Corr replied. 


The deck commander turned to him, her eyes wide. “Sir, we don’t have a
cloaking device aboard the Defiant. If we encounter Sythians—”


“Then we’ll die, the same as if we’d stayed here to make a run for the more
distant Chorlis gate.”


“We could make a blind jump deeper into Dark Space.”


“With the Firebelt Nebula between us and Chorlis?” Dominic shook his head.
“You know as well as I do that’s suicide. There’s a reason the route through
the nebula is seeded with SLS interrupter buoys.”


Caldin looked away, and she nodded. “Yes, sir.”


Dominic watched on the captain’s table as his ship came about. It lost its
firing angle on the Valiant’s hangar, and stopped shooting. “Deck
Officer Gorvan, tell your gunnery crews to focus on shooting down missiles and
fighters and cover our retreat.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Helm, bring us up to full speed and fire the afterburners.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Engineering, give me more power to shields and engines! Rob energy from the
comms, sensors, weapons, and nonessential shipboard functions, but keep pulse
lasers strong enough for missile defense.”


The glow panels on the bridge abruptly darkened as the engineering officer
complied, setting the ship’s systems to a low power mode.


“Comms, tell our fighters to cover us to the gate and then get aboard in a
hurry.” 


The comm officer nodded.


“You made the right choice, sir,” Caldin said.


“Hmmm,” Dominic rubbed his chin. “Then why does it feel like the wrong one?”


“You’re abandoning your ship. That never feels right.”


“ETA to the gate, 18 minutes,” the helm reported.


“Good,” Dominic replied. “Let’s hope we make it.”


As if to punctuate his words, an ominous rumble sounded through the ship as
a lone enemy torpedo escaped the Defiant’s pulse lasers and slammed into
her starboard maneuvering thruster. 


It’s going to be close, the overlord thought.


* * *


“Gina, you don’t have a choice! I’ll fly in with you, but it’s now or
never.”


“Frek, Adan, this is the worst bad idea you’ve ever had.”


“They’re not going to expect us to land with two lone fighters. That’s
suicide. But we’d better move fast if we’re going to make it before they raise
the shields on the starboard hangar.”


The overlord had dropped the Valiant’s starboard hangar shields in
order to fly out in the Defiant, and as far as Ethan knew, they were
still down. It was just a small piece of luck that at the time Brondi hadn’t
realized he could fly his landing party around and land inside the unshielded
hangar, but now that oversight would be of great use to Ethan and Gina.


They cruised underneath the belly of the massive warship, staying as close
to the hull as they dared, so that no enemy fighters would easily pick them up
on scopes. So far they were clear, but Ethan had throttled back to 51% in order
to keep pace with Gina’s nova and its badly damaged thrusters. At that speed
they were practically sitting ducks.


Ethan had a bad feeling as they crested the other side of the carrier that
they were about to run into a whole enemy squadron just lying there waiting for
them. 


He watched his scopes with anxious anticipation, but there was no sign of
the enemy. 


Ethan commed Gina. “Ready? On my mark we’re going to loop back and into the
hangar bay. Keep a thumb ready on your braking thrusters. We’re going in hot.”


Ethan heard Gina sigh. “I’m ready when you are, Skidmark.” Ethan waited a
few more seconds for them to get some distance from the carrier, and then he
called out, “Mark!”


They both pulled back on their flight sticks at the same time, pulling a
half loop which put them upside down and heading straight for the hangar. Ethan
realized a little too late that he hadn’t had a chance to check whether or not
the shields were back up. If they were, his fighter would explode on the
shields rather than fly into the hangar. 


Ethan gritted his teeth and triggered his braking thrusters to slow down. He
and Gina reached the static shields a split second later—


And passed straight through. Ethan breathed a deep sigh of relief as the Valiant’s
grav guns seized control of their fighters and guided them down to a long strip
along the side of the empty venture-class hangar. 


Ethan killed his nova’s thrusters and waited for the carrier’s autopilot to guide him down to the deck. He deployed landing struts and watched as his and
Gina’s interceptors were further slowed, rolled over, and gradually lowered to
the deck until they settled down with well-synchronized thud-unks.


Ethan popped the seals on his canopy, even before the carrier’s mag clamps
seized his ship’s landing struts. He reached for his sidearm, but so far there
was no sign of Brondi’s troops milling about. They obviously weren’t worried
about guarding their backs. That would have been a major oversight were the
battle in space not already so heavily stacked in Brondi’s favor. The Defiant
would never survive to make a landing back aboard the carrier and challenge
Brondi for control of the ship.


Ethan hopped down from his nova and saw Gina’s fractured cockpit canopy
rising just ahead of him. He hurried to the side of her interceptor as she
stood up slowly in her cockpit. Once standing, Gina’s gaze flicked around to
find and briefly watch the entrances and exits of the hangar. When she was
satisfied that there were no enemies lurking about, she turned to look down at
him. Ethan noted that Gina looked deathly pale, and she held a hand to the side
of her black flight suit, which was slowly trickling blood out between her
gloved fingers. Fortunately, unlike him, Gina had suited up before climbing
into her cockpit—otherwise she would be dead rather than merely injured.


“Oh, frek, Gina. I’m sorry.” Ethan’s brow pinched with remorse.


“Yea, yea, you can buy me a round later to make up for it. Help me down,
would you?” she managed a weak smile and then stepped over the side of the
cockpit and slowly lowered herself until she was sitting on the wing of her
interceptor with her feet dangling over the side.


Ethan stepped up to the side of the interceptor and she held out her arms to
wrap them around his neck.


“Careful,” she warned, as Ethan began to lift her off the interceptor’s
wing, but she let out a shrill scream as the movement pressed heavily on her
broken ribs, and Ethan set her down in a hurry.


“Frek ...” she breathed, swaying on her feet. Ethan could see through her helmet
visor that she was sweating profusely from the pain, but rather than allowing
that to distract her she was back to scanning the entrances of the hangar. 


“You think anyone heard that?” she asked.


Ethan turned to look now, too, his left hand dropping to his sidearm as his
gaze flicked between the broken holes leading from the hangar to the concourse
beyond, but when no one came boiling into the hangar, Ethan shook his head.
“Doesn’t seem like it.” He nodded to the distant slice of the hangar opposite
theirs, which was just visible across the broken, debris-strewn concourse. “But
we’d better hurry.”


“Right.”


Ethan started off at a full sprint, but when he didn’t see Gina appear
beside him, he stopped and turned to find her hobbling along and clutching her
ribs. She was making loud grunting noises that he could hear even through her
helmet. Ethan shook his head and rushed back to her side. “Let me carry you.”


She shot him a deadly look. “I’m fine. Besides you need a hand free to
shoot, and so do I,” she replied as she drew her sidearm.


Ethan nodded reluctantly. “Fine.”


They aimed for a melted hole in the transpiranium wall which separated the
hangar from the concourse, and a minute later they were stepping over rubble
and the still-smoking remains of the sentinels’ zephyrs. The inside of the
concourse was acrid with thready veils of shifting black smoke. The giant
colossus assault mech which the sentinels had managed to muster as a part of
their defense lay strewn in broken piles of scorched duranium and flaming pools
of reactor fuel. There were also some charred meaty bits that Ethan didn’t want
to know about. 


Miraculously, they reached the other venture-class hangar without
encountering any resistance, but that was where the miracle ended. Ethan and
Gina almost walked straight into a knot of three guards standing on the other
side of the molten remains of the hangar’s transpiranium wall. 


The guards were relaxed and chatting amongst themselves—not paying any
attention to their surroundings. With their peripheral vision cut off by bulky
hazmat suits, not one of the three noticed anything amiss, so Ethan and Gina
quietly raised their plasma pistols, took aim on the distant guards, and fired
off a quick half a dozen red-hot plasma bolts. Two of the troopers fell immediately
with smoking holes in their backs, but the salvo missed the third one, and he
quickly turned and dropped to one knee, swinging a ripper rifle into line.


Ethan dove for cover behind a pile of charred debris, and he just barely
managed to dodge a thundering burst from the man’s rifle. 


Gina took that split second to aim and fire once more. Her bolt hit the man
dead center between the eyes, and his hazmat’s helmet exploded with a
glittering red cloud of broken transpiranium and vaporized blood. The man
crumpled to the deck with a clatter of armor and weapons, and then the
hangar was silent once more.


But a second later, they heard one of the downed guard’s helmets sound out
with a muffled voice. “What’s happening down there, sixty six? I heard weapons’
fire! Sixty six? Come in, sixty six!”


“Let’s go!” Gina abruptly spun around and began hobbling toward the waiting
corvette and troop transport.


Ethan jumped up out of cover and ran after her, his eyes immediately drawn
to the odd five or six gleaming ripper turrets which were already facing them
from the prow of Brondi’s corvette and that of the larger gallant-class
transport. “I sure hope those turrets aren’t manned right now....”


“You and me both, Skidmark.”


But the turrets stayed grim and silent, glaring at them with impotent fury
as they picked their way across a hangar deck which was littered with dozens of
charred bodies and broken light assault mechs. Obviously the sentinels had put
up a decent fight.


“Corvette or troop transport?” Gina asked.


“What do you suppose the chances are they left troops aboard a large troop
transport, versus, say, a medium-sized corvette?”


“Point,” she conceded.


Besides that, Ethan had a score to settle. Brondi stole his ship, so now he
would steal Brondi’s. They ran up the already-extended ramp to the corvette,
keeping their eyes open and their sidearms at the ready, but something told
Ethan that if they hadn’t been fired upon while they’d been running across the
open deck, then there was no one aboard.


They rushed through the opulent corridors of the corvette, running straight
for the bridge. As soon as they were inside, Ethan turned and slapped the door
controls. The bridge doors sealed with a resounding bang, and he spent a moment
trying to figure out how to lock them while Gina hobbled up to the helm. Ethan
gave up trying to lock the doors and blasted the controls with his pistol.


Gina whirled from the helm to track him with her sidearm. “What the frek,
Adan?” She stood panting and fuming at him. “I almost shot you!”


Ethan shrugged. “I guess we’d be even, then.”


“What did you do that for?”


“Just in case there’s anyone aboard. We didn’t have time to clear the ship.”


“I suppose we’ll figure out how to get out of here when and if we survive,”
Gina grumbled. “Sit down and help me pilot this thing. I need you manning the
guns.”


Ethan ran over to the weapons console and sat down. A moment later he
realized that there were no autos on the turrets. “We don’t have fire control
from up here, except for torpedoes and a pair of forward-facing gold dymium
beams.”


“And I suppose it’s too late to ask you to go aft and hop in a gun turret,”
she said, flicking a wry glance to the smoking door controls.


“You could say that.”


“Well, we’d better hope this crate has some kick ass countermeasures, then,
because the minute those enemy fighters realize we’re not friendly, they’re
going to drop a load of torps up our thrusters.”


“Ahh ... right ...” Ethan’s face screwed up in a frown, and his gaze drifted
to the broken concourse lying before them with its too-low ceiling and
too-narrow opening. “Have you noticed that we have another problem?”


She was too busy spinning up the corvette’s reactors to pay him much
attention. “What’s that?”


“The shields are only down on the Valiant’s starboard hangar, not the
port one where we are now, so how are we supposed to get out of here?”


Gina looked up from her control station, saw the narrow concourse between
them and the unshielded hangar, and she scowled. 


Then an entire regiment of Brondi’s troops came roaring into the hangar.


“Oh, frek it!” Gina said.












Chapter 20





Gina shook her
head. “We’re just going to have to blast a way out! Get ready to aim your torps
at the starboard side of the hangar—not the shields.”


Ethan nodded, his expression grim. They’d be taking a big risk that the
corvette’s shields would hold with torpedoes going off in such close proximity,
but that couldn’t be helped. The corvette rose quickly on grav lifts, and the
view out the forward viewports panned away from the milling masses of Brondi’s
troops, now firing uselessly up at them with ripper rifles and pistols, to the
hazy blue vista of space beyond the port hangar. Gina brought their nose into
line just to one side of the hangar bay opening, and Ethan keyed his controls
for manual targeting. “This had better not kill us, Gina!”


“Adan, just shoot the frekking torps!”


Ethan could barely hear her over the roar of ripper shells hissing against
their shields. He stabbed the fire controls a moment later, and two torpedoes
jetted out on abbreviated golden contrails before slamming into the wall of the
hangar and igniting with a massive double punch explosion that blinded them
with the initial flash and then turned the entire hangar into a firestorm. The
shockwave hit them, sending flames roaring along the transpiranium viewport and
kicking the corvette sideways into the gallant-class transport beside them.
Ethan felt the world tilt around him with that impact, while his feet stayed
oddly rooted by the corvette’s artificial gravity and inertial management
system. Then, abruptly, the shockwave was sucked back the way it had come, and
they were pelted with a rain of charred bodies—Brondi’s men. They’d been
flash-cooked by the explosion, and now their charred corpses were about to freeze
in deep space.


Ethan was left staring out at a now open view of space, framed with the
ragged, still-glowing edges of the ship’s duranium hull. Through the hole he
could see drifting chunks of debris and a nearly invisible cloud of bodies—but
beyond that was nothing but wide open space. As for the original opening of the
hangar, the telltale blue glow of shields was gone. They’d been knocked out by
the explosion. 


Ethan was tempted to breathe a sigh of relief, but then he heard someone
rapping on the bridge doors behind them. They turned to look, and then heard,
“Open up! Surrender now or we’ll blast the doors and vent you into space!”


“Frek!” Ethan said. “There was someone aboard.”


Gina shook her head. “It’s a bluff. They’ll get sucked out with us if they
blow the doors open.” She turned back to her control station and jacked up the
throttles. Suddenly, the ship’s engines began roaring loudly in their ears,
causing the deck to vibrate underfoot, and they rocketed out the hangar and
into space.


“And if they’re not that smart?” Ethan asked.


Gina shrugged. “Then we’re frekked.”


* * *


“The Defiant’s shields are at 24% and holding, but they won’t hold up
when those novas get here!” Petty Officer Delayn said from the engineering
station.


Overlord Dominic cast the man a dark look. “Get me more power to shields,
then!”


By this point the enemy junkers had all but run out of missiles and
torpedoes. Now they were just gnats buzzing around and ineffectually firing at
the Defiant’s shields with their ripper cannons. More worrying, though,
was the odd dozen enemy novas which were boosting out after them at a blinding
185 KAPS, and since the Defiant was only making 102 KAPS at full boost,
those novas were sure to catch up before they reached the gate. Dominic
grimaced. Nova Fighters were loaded with Silverstreak torpedoes and Hailfire
missiles, and with the condition the Defiant’s shields were in, it would
take just half a dozen of those torpedoes getting through and that would be the
end.


“Where’s our fighter screen?” Dominic hissed, his eyes already searching the
grid to answer his own question. There were only eight novas of the Defiant’s
original 24 left to cover their retreat. They were doing a good job of keeping
the pursuing junkers at bay, but in a matter of minutes they would come into
range of the enemy novas, and then they would be quickly overwhelmed.


“Right behind us, sir,” gravidar answered.


“Have our gunnery crews figured out how to man the missile tubes yet?”


Deck Officer Gorvan at the weapons station looked up from his controls and
shook his head. “We didn’t have enough officers to man all the guns, and you
prioritized the point defenses and beam cannons.”


“Well, take the gunners out of the beam turrets and give them a quick course
on the missile tubes.”


“Yes, sir.”


In the next instant, Overlord Dominic spotted something strange appear on
the blue grid of captain’s table. An explosion ripped through the side of the Valiant,
and hundreds of tumbling bodies vented out into space, followed by the corvette
which had flown inside earlier. It was running away like a rictan on fire.


“Hail that vessel!” Dominic ordered. “I want to know who’s in there, and
whether they’re friend or foe!”


* * *


Ethan heard the comm board sound at the control station directly in front of
his, and Gina snapped at him to get it. He hurried over to the comm, even as
the banging on the bridge doors grew louder. It sounded like now they’d found a
makeshift battering ram and were using it on the doors.


Ethan punched the receive transmission button, and the voice of
Supreme Overlord Dominic boomed over the bridge speakers. “This is the Defiant,
please identify yourselves, Kavarath, or we will open fire. If friend,
please reply with your most recent Imperial ID code and a full deck holo feed.
You have ten seconds to comply.”


Ethan’s mouth opened to offer the appropriate code, but suddenly he realized
he didn’t know what it was. He shook his head and turned to Gina. “Give me the
code!”


“You know the frekking code, Adan!”


“If I knew the code, I wouldn’t be asking!” he shot back. “They put me in
stasis before the outbreak, and since then my memory has been skriffy.”


“57-E7-43-QR-2S-QD,” Gina rattled off, and Ethan just barely managed to type
it all into the comm before he lost track of what she’d said.


“Transmitting feed now, Defiant,” Ethan said back over the comm as he
enabled a full deck holo feed. A moment later, the bridge of the Defiant
appeared as a 3D holo popping out of the corvette’s slanting upper viewport.
Ethan saw the overlord gazing down on him in larger-than-life size. His bushy
white eyebrows were drawn together, and his lips were pursed in a grave frown.
“Adan? Is that you?”


“Yes, sir,” he said. “Still alive somehow.”


The overlord looked immensely relieved, and for a moment Ethan was afraid
that the old man might cry, but his blue eyes just grew moist and stopped
there. “I don’t suppose you could help us out with a small problem we have?
There’s a squadron of enemy novas on our tail, and they’ll be within torpedo
range in a few minutes.”


“Let me see what we can do. No promises. Our fire control is limited from
the bridge, and we have some company on board, so we can’t get to the gun
turrets.” Ethan jerked a thumb over his shoulder to indicate the persistent
banging noise which was coming from the doors behind them.


“I see, well do your best—and one more thing: if you can make it, we’re
retreating to the other side of the Dark Space gate. We’ll be dropping detlor
mines behind us when we leave to keep Brondi from following, so you need to
catch up to us and fast.”


“Roger that. We don’t seem to be attracting any attention for the moment, so
I think we can pour a little extra energy into the thrusters.”


The overlord nodded. “Good. We can’t afford to wait for you. If you don’t
make it in time, you’ll have to make a blind jump.”


Ethan grimaced. “Understood, sir.”


“Defiant out.”


Ethan watched the viewport become transparent once more, and he took a quick
look around to find the engineering control station. Locating it just to the
right of the comm where he was standing, Ethan headed over there. “I’m going to
try to give us a little boost,” he said to Gina.


“Just don’t sacrifice the shields. I’m not confident that our ruse is going
to last much longer.”


Even as Gina said that, a missile lock alarm sounded across the bridge.


“Go evasive!” Ethan said.


“What do you think I’m doing?”


The alarm became suddenly shrill and then an explosion rocked the deck. The
inertial management system flickered, and Ethan felt a sudden, sickening lurch
in his stomach before his feet left the deck. He went flying at high speed
toward the ceiling as the forces of Gina’s maneuvers at the helm were suddenly
fully felt. Ethan had a moment of déjà vu where he remembered dying exactly
like this during the Rokan Defense simulator run, and he watched his life flash
before his eyes.


But then he felt something strong grab hold of him and arrest his momentum.
The emergency grav guns had fired at the last second, and when his back hit the
ceiling, he felt only a mild spike of pain. The IMS flickered back on, and the
grav guns slowly lowered him back to the deck. “Frek!” Ethan said, recovering
gradually from his shock. “What was that?”


Gina shook her head as she settled back into the helm. This time she
remembered to strap herself in. “We’re in trouble.”


Ethan hurried to equalize shields at the engineering station—the port
shields had taken a nasty hit and they were in the red at 21%. After
equalizing, shields on all sides were back in the green at 73%. Ethan set the
shields to auto-equalize in future, so he wouldn’t have to stay at the
engineering station to manage them, and then he changed the balance of energy
so that it was in favor of shields and engines, bleeding energy from the guns
and secondary systems in order to do so. That done, he hurried back to the
gunnery control station and switched to the missile launchers to see what he
could do about those enemy novas. Scopes showed a few dozen junk fighters off
their port side, taking ineffectual potshots at them with ripper cannons as
they flew past. Ethan guessed that one of those junkers must have launched the
missile that had shaken them so badly. Hoping they didn’t have any more
warheads, Ethan ignored them and bracketed the closest of the nova
fighters flying in the distance ahead of them. That fighter immediately broke
formation and began jinking. 


“Frek!” Ethan said. “The novas have missile lock warning systems!”


“You know that, Adan. You really are skriffy! You’ll have to
dumb-fire with a proximity fuse and pray they don’t change their heading before
it reaches them, or you’ll miss. Torpedoes are your best bet for that.”


Ethan followed Gina’s advice and switched back to torpedoes—Brondi’s
corvette was loaded with “Cardinal” torpedoes, a far cry from Silverstreaks,
but still better than nothing. With that, he disengaged the targeting computer
and set the proximity fuse for 100 meters. At that range, the explosion should
still be lethal to the novas. Ethan fired off six torpedoes in quick succession
in a rough circle around the enemy novas. The torpedoes disappeared into the
distance on bright gold contrails, and then Ethan ran back to the comm station
and hailed the Defiant. “Don’t change your flight path for the next few
minutes, Defiant. I have a ring of dumb-fired torpedoes closing in on
your pursuit.”


“Roger that,” the Defiant replied. “We’ll hold our course.”


Ethan watched his torpedoes zeroing in on the enemy fighters. They reached
700 meters, and then Ethan’s attention was drawn by an incredibly bright flash
of red light lancing past them. Ethan looked up to see an unimaginably wide red
dymium beam go shooting by them and slam into the Defiant’s thrusters. A
second later, the cruiser’s starboard thruster exploded in a raging fireball.


Ethan was back on the comm in an instant. “Defiant? Are you there?”












Chapter 21





Emergency klaxons
sounded all across the bridge; red lights flashed; acrid smoke hissed into the
room; flames crackled at one of the control stations, and an officer was
slumped there—motionless, possibly dead. Dominic picked himself off the floor
and turned to see that the officer who was out of commission was none other
than the comm officer, Petty Officer Ashril Grames. The overlord resisted the
urge to punch the captain’s table. Grames had been the only semi-friendly face
that Dominic had been able to find among all the strangers on his bridge.


“Helm, go evasive! Don’t let them target us again with that beam.
Engineering, what’s the damage?” 


The helm began maneuvering and suddenly Dominic was wrenched off his feet
again. A second too late Petty Officer Delayn at the engineering station said,
“The IMS is functioning at 90% efficiency, sir.” 


That explained why every little twitch at the helm threatened to send
everyone flying.


“And?” Dominic insisted as his XO helped him off the deck for the second
time in as many seconds. If the other officers were smart, they’d be strapping
into their control stations right about now. 


“We’ve lost our starboard thruster and maneuvering jets. Our reactor is
damaged, but holding steady at 92% integrity. Aft shields are damaged and
offline. The last twenty meters of decks four through eight are open to space,
and the starboard engine room bled out a quarter of our fuel before we could
shut it down.”


“Is that all?” Dominic asked, feeling strangely fatalistic about the damage.
Is that the best you’ve got? he thought. Come on, finish us!


Engineering responded to the rhetorical question: “No, the starboard nova
launch tube is inoperable.”


“And the hangar?”


“Still fine.”


“That’s something, at least. Helm, how far are we from the gate?”


“If we head straight there, one minute.”


“Do so at all possible speed. Sacrifice shields and weapons to get there
faster. Instruct the novas to get aboard if they can, if not they’ll have to
meet us separately on the other side.”


“It’s an eight-hour trip through the gate,” Petty Sergeant Damen Corr at the
helm remarked. “The novas will run out of fuel and fall short by several
million kilometers.”


“Then we’ll send probes back to locate them! But we can’t stand another hit
like that!”


“And the corvette? Should we wait for them to catch up?”


Dominic’s eyes turned glassy and distant. “Yes ... I had forgotten about
them.... What’s their ETA?” Dominic asked absently, his gaze locked on a
distant star. 


His XO replied, “Looks like they’re three minutes from the gate, sir.”


“Too long. That corona beam will be recharged before then and we’ll be
hulled.” He turned from the viewports to the gunnery chief. “Set the fuse on
our space mines for five minutes. That should give the corvette enough time to
get through. We can’t afford to leave the gate intact longer than that.”


“Roger that, sir,” Deck Officer Gorvan said.


* * *


“Oh, for frek’s sake!” Gina said. “They’ve got the Valiant’s main
beam online!”


Ethan tried the comm again. “Defiant? Please respond!” 


Looking out the forward viewports with his naked eyes, Ethan could see the Defiant
ahead of them, cutting an evasive pattern toward the Dark Space gate. That much
at least suggested that they were still alive. Unfortunately, they hadn’t
stayed still, so the enemy novas had changed course and four out of the six
torpedoes Ethan had fired were way off target. The other two, however, were
still racing toward the unsuspecting novas within an acceptable blast radius. 


Ethan held his breath and watched. 


In the next instant one of the novas let loose a torpedo of its own, firing
at the unprotected and now flaming thruster banks of the Defiant. The
rest of the enemy novas were quick to let their own torpedoes fly, and Ethan’s
heart sank. There was no way the Defiant would be able to either outrun
or shoot down all of those warheads. He was too late.


Then Ethan’s torpedoes reached 100 meters and they exploded. One of the
enemy novas was caught in the blast wave and sent spinning into his wingman.
Both of them exploded, and for a miracle, the shrapnel from that explosion hit
the nearest enemy torpedo. It detonated with a sudden starburst of light, and
that explosion fully engulfed the enemy fighter wave, setting off a chain
reaction which wiped them and their torpedoes out in one fell swoop.


“Kavaar!” Ethan whooped. He gaped at all the wreckage which they were now
flying through. It pelted their shields and plinked off their hull. A full
minute later the supreme commander came on the comm, and Ethan could hear wild
cheering in the background.


“You did it, you old frekker!” The overlord said in an unexpected breach of
his usually clean language. “We’re clear to the gate! Our mine goes off in
five, so be sure you make it in time. See you on the other side, Ethan. Defiant
out!”


Ethan’s heart froze. Ethan. The overlord just called me Ethan. He
knows who I am! Ethan spun around to see if Gina had noticed the slip, but
her eyes were intent upon her control station.


“We’re still a few minutes out,” she said, sounding tense. “We’ll make it
before that detlor mine goes off, but the Valiant’s main beam cannon
should be almost charged. If it even grazes us, we’re dead.”


“Fly an evasive pattern, then,” Ethan suggested cautiously. Did he even want
to make it to the other side? If the supreme overlord knew his real identity,
did he also know about Ethan’s role in the epidemic which had swept the Valiant?
There were surely some fates worse than death, and if the surviving crew from
the Valiant found out what he’d done, even though he’d done it
unwittingly, he was sure they would contemplate all of those fates for him and
more.


Abruptly, a blinding red flash suffused the entire deck, and Ethan’s
contemplation was cut short. He could actually feel the heat of the beam
radiating through the transpiranium and threatening to give him a sunburn. The
air seemed to hum and vibrate all around him, and a computerized voice sounded
across the deck with, “Shields critical.”


And then the beam was gone, and Ethan gasped for air, feeling like someone
had just tried to suffocate him with a sun. 


“We’re alive!”


“Barely,” Gina said through gritted teeth.


Ethan watched the Dark Space gate swelling before them, growing larger and
larger—the shimmering portal looked like a dark pool which they were about to
plunge into, and then—


Space disappeared in a bright flash and was replaced by the streaking star
lines of superluminal space.


Ethan couldn’t believe it.


Gina breathed a sigh. “Now maybe I can die in peace,” she said, but she
wasn’t actually in any danger of dying—probably just in a lot of pain from her
broken ribs.


Ethan shook his head. They’d escaped! They were alive! He wasn’t sure
whether to be overjoyed or apprehensive. What would the overlord do to him on
the other end?


Suddenly, they heard a crackling hiss start up behind them, and Ethan turned
to see a hot, molten red line appearing on the duranium bridge doors. 


“Frek!” Gina said.


“I think our guests are getting restless,” Ethan said.


Maybe he wouldn’t have to worry about the overlord after all.
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Dominic strode onto
the bridge of the Defiant with a scowl. He stopped in front of the
captain’s table and gave a quick nod to his XO who was already standing there,
waiting for him. He’d had a very rocky night’s sleep while they were travelling
through SLS. In the subsequent hours after the ship had dropped out of
superluminal, and while they were waiting on the other side of the gate for
emergency repair crews to finish crawling over the outside of the hull, he’d
awoken briefly to give his bridge crew orders, sending out search and rescue
shuttles to find their missing nova pilots. Now, just a few minutes ago, his
comm officer had roused him once more with the news that all of their fighters
had been found—just six of them. According to the pilots, the other two had
been taken out by junkers just before they could make the jump to Sythian
Space.


Dominic turned from the captain’s table to Deck Officer Grimsby, the
replacement comm officer. “Have we seen any sign of the corvette which was
following us to the gate?”


Grimsby shook his head. “No, sir, but our sensors are significantly impeded
by the nebula. Perhaps they were damaged or short of fuel and they didn’t make
it as far as the exit gate.”


Dominic turned to stare out at the gray Stormcloud Nebula which had hidden
the entrance to Dark Space for the past decade. As he watched, there came a
bright flicker of static discharging deep within the clouds. 


“If they haven’t arrived by now,” the overlord began, “then we have to
assume that they’re gone. Helm—” Dominic turned to find Petty Sergeant Damen
Corr staring at him expectantly. “Set course for the Stormcloud Transfer
Station. We’ll lie low there until repairs are completed.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Wait!” Corpsman Goldrim at the gravidar said, drawing everyone’s attention.
“I have contact, coming out of the Dark Space gate ... It’s a corvette analog.”



Dominic whirled to face the comm officer. “Hail them!”


Grimsby nodded and began hailing the corvette, but before he could even
reply, the gravidar officer reported once more, “It doesn’t look good.... The
corvette is venting atmosphere, and the bridge is open to space.”


Dominic’s heart sank. “So they’re dead.”


“Unless they suited up before the bridge was breached.”


“Comms?”


“They’re not responding to our hails, sir.”


“Are they under power?”


“Yes, sir, but they’re not maneuvering. By now they should have spotted us
and begun heading this way if their intent were to rendezvous with us.”


“If they are alive, then they’re cut off from the auxiliary bridge
controls.” Dominic turned to Damen Corr at the helm. “Bring us alongside.”


“Yes, sir.”


The overlord turned back to the comm. “Have the hangar operators standing by
with the grav guns and bring her aboard as soon as we’re in range. And have a
boarding party waiting for me on the hangar deck in five minutes.”


“Yes, sir.”


Dominic nodded and began striding from the bridge. His XO caught up to him a
moment later and began speaking to him in hushed tones. “With respect, sir, you
shouldn’t take the risk. Let the boarders do their work. You don’t need to go
with them.”


As they reached the lift tubes, Dominic turned to her. “I’ll be the judge of
what risks I should and shouldn’t take.”


Deck Commander Loba Caldin frowned, but then she nodded curtly. “Sir.”


* * *


After just a few minutes of searching the ship, the boarding party found
them—locked inside an escape pod on the shattered bridge.


The overlord peered grimly into the pod as his sentinels unsealed the hatch.
“Hoi, there are our heroes!”


Ethan lifted his head sleepily from the single bunk inside the pod and
turned to see who it was. “We made it....” He noted with a groggy smile.


“Yes, you did.”


Now Gina sat up beside Ethan. “Finally,” she said.


The overlord jerked a thumb to the shattered bridge deck behind them. “What
happened here?”


Gina spoke first: “When we realized the enemy was coming through, we set
charges to blow the viewports, and then we retreated to the pod. Seems like
they got sucked out into space.”


“A risky plan,” the overlord said.


“No riskier than a firefight on the bridge, which would have blown the
viewports anyway.”


“Well, come on out, then.”


Ethan and Gina crawled stiffly from the small escape pod, the latter
clutching her ribs and wincing. Once they were standing on the other side, they
were able to survey the damage firsthand. Several control stations had been
shattered by the blast, and all the viewports were blown out. Jagged pieces of
transpiranium glittered on the deck and crunched underfoot as they walked
around.


“So,” Ethan said, giving the overlord a measuring look. “Were there any
surprises waiting on the other end?”


Dominic met that look with a wry smile. “None at all, Lieutenant Adan.” 


The way the overlord emphasized his name, Ethan felt a sharp spike of dread,
and he was now surer than ever that his cover was blown. 


The overlord shook his head and went on, “No, everything went according to
plan, and if the detlor mine we dropped did its job, no one will be following
us out for a long time.”


Gina snorted. “They’ll have to make a new gate from scratch after that.
There won’t be enough constituent dust left to powder my nose.”


“Sir!” Everyone turned as a pair of sentinels came striding through the
melted hole in the bridge doors. “What is it, Sergeant?” Dominic asked.


“We’ve found three more survivors on the detention level, sir.”


“Good! Release them, and bring them to my quarters aboard the Defiant
for questioning.” 


Ethan was looking at the sentinels like he’d seen a ghost. There’d been
people still locked up on the detention level....


“Something the matter, Lieutenant?”


“No, nothing, sir,” Ethan said, making an effort to hide the surge of hope
he’d felt at the mention of prisoners aboard Brondi’s corvette.


“Good, go get cleaned up and get some rest.” Turning to Gina, the overlord
took in the way she was clutching her side, and he said, “As for you—head to
the med bay immediately and get yourself examined.”


“Yes, sir,” they said.


* * *


Maybe I imagined it, Ethan thought. It was just the stress of
battle, or maybe some comm interference.... Maybe he didn’t call me Ethan.
But the overlord had just summoned him for a personal debriefing—alone in his
office—and that made Ethan a whole lot less sure that he’d imagined it. 


That wasn’t the only strange thing. They’d found three more people aboard
Brondi’s corvette—on the detention level. Alara immediately came to
mind. Could one of them be her? He didn’t allow himself to hope for it, but
just maybe, if he were lucky—and if she were lucky—then she would be
among those three. Or maybe she wouldn’t be all that lucky. There was the small
matter that now they were stranded in Sythian Space, in a damaged cruiser, and
with barely any fighter escort left to defend them.


Now, five hours after being brought aboard the Defiant, Ethan was all
cleaned up, rested, and waiting to meet the firing squad which was surely
awaiting him for his crimes. He reached the double doors to the overlord’s
quarters and checked in with the pair of sentinels stationed there before being
cleared for admittance. The doors parted with a swish, and Ethan stepped
inside.


Unlike the rest of the cruiser, which was strictly utilitarian, this room
was luxuriously appointed, and for a moment it reminded Ethan of Brondi’s
corvette. At the far end of the room was a broad, wooden desk set before
a floor-to-ceiling viewport. Behind that desk was a big, high-backed black
chair, which was currently turned away from Ethan to face the viewport.


Ethan stopped just inside the doors. They swished shut, and he turned to
look behind him only to find that he was alone in the overlord’s office.
Suddenly, Ethan felt incredibly nervous and acutely aware of his skin, which
was now crawling with dread. “Sir?” Ethan tried.


“Do you know why I summoned you here alone?”


Ethan felt his dread blossom into a sweaty, almost nauseating terror, but he
clamped down on it. Whatever his fate, he surely deserved it after the disaster
he’d wrought aboard the Valiant. “No, sir,” he lied.


The chair slowly swiveled to face him. The overlord steepled his hands
before his lips. “I think you do. I think you know exactly why. But you don’t
know the half of it.” Ethan watched a slow smile spread across the overlord’s
lips. “What I’m about to share with you can never leave this room. Do you
understand that, Lieutenant?” 


Ethan blinked slowly—confused. “If you’re asking whether or not I can keep a
confidence, sir, I assure you that I can.”


“Good, because I have kept yours.... Ethan.”


Ethan’s eyes bulged. “Then you do know.... How did you find out?”


“My first clue was the Atton.”


“The Atton, sir?”


The overlord nodded. “Your ship.”


“I see....”


“I’m quite sure you don’t, but let me continue. My second clue was more
subtle. Few people would recognize the tells of a holoskinner—such as the way
your wrist still hurts for weeks and even months after the procedure while it
is accommodating a new identichip, one which you were not implanted with at
birth. Few would notice that, except for another skinner.”


Ethan did a double take and then shook his head. “Another ...”


“You’re not the only one who can wear a holoskin, Ethan.” And with that, the
overlord’s hoary features shimmered and abruptly morphed into those of a much
younger man—a man in his early twenties at most.


Ethan took a quick step back. “Who are you?”


The young man laughed. “That’s a fine question to ask. Don’t you recognize
your own son?”


Ethan felt like someone had just thrown a glass of ice water in his face.
“Atton?” Ethan shook his head, and his jaw dropped open. It couldn’t be. This
was a dream. “Is that you?”


The erstwhile overlord smiled. “Sometimes I have to look in the mirror and
ask myself the very same question, but yes, it’s me.”












Chapter 23





Ethan struggled to
understand what he was seeing and hearing. His son was alive and sitting there
before him, but just a few seconds ago he’d been looking and sounding exactly
like Supreme Overlord Dominic.


“How do I know you’re my son? You could just be claiming to be him.”


Atton was still smiling. “Then how would I know your name? You can tell me
it’s a big coincidence that your ship’s name is the Atton, and that my
father’s name is Ethan, but I think you and I both know that’s not very likely.
Besides which, there’s the fact that my mother’s name was Destra.”


Ethan’s eyes widened and Atton nodded slowly. “Yes, I can see by the look on
your face that I am not mistaken. My mother found the entrance to Dark Space a
few months after you were exiled there. She was going to break you out, but
before she could, the Sythians invaded, and she convinced her uncle, Captain
Riechland, XO of the Valiant at the time, to take me with him when the
heads of state retreated there. Riechland died in a delaying action which was
to cover the Valiant’s retreat, and I was left alone. Dark Space was no
place for a young kid without adult supervision, and neither was the Valiant.
Long story short, the Supreme Overlord took pity on me. 


Later on, when the overlord was about to die, he shared his secret with me.
He wasn’t really the overlord. He was a holoskinner just like you and me, and
so he passed the mantle of command as well as his holoskin and identichip to
me.”


Ethan shook his head. “You mean you’re the second generation of pretenders
to the throne?”


“The face of the ISS couldn’t afford to die. My adoptive father’s
predecessor, the real Dominic, actually died very young. He passed his burden
to his most trusted advisor, and his most trusted advisor—my adoptive
father—passed it on to me. I was never intended to last long in the role. It
was my job to find someone more suitable—someone who has all the right
instincts for command, someone with the age and experience to command respect
from those serving under him. That someone could never be me, but I feel fairly
confident, between your actions in our retreat, and your scores in the Rokan
Defense, that now I’ve finally found the one I was looking for.... Should you
choose to accept the responsibility.”


Ethan’s eyes widened. “Kavaar... you ...”


Atton held up a hand. “Please, don’t give me an answer now. Think about it.
We’ll need some time to repair and regroup with the others out here in Sythian
Space before we head back to retake the Valiant. 


“Atton.” Ethan’s mouth felt dry. In fact, he felt dizzy and unsteady on his
feet. He still didn’t fully trust what he was seeing and hearing, but the young
man seated before him was certainly young enough to be his son. “This is all a
lot to take in, but you should know something before you go on.” Ethan swallowed
visibly and then said, “Your old man hasn’t done much to improve himself since
you knew him....” Ethan wasn’t sure how to continue. Or if he even should. He’d
just been given his son back from the grave, and he was sure to lose the boy
again with what he was about to say next.


Atton cocked his head. “Yes?”


Ethan smiled tightly. “I suppose I can deactivate my holoskin for a while.”
With that, he sent a mental command to the control system which was attached to
his stolen identichip. He felt a tingle of static brush across his skin,
raising the hair on his arms and legs, and then he watched. 


Atton’s eyes widened and he began nodding approvingly. “There’s the old man
I knew. My memories aren’t that clear, but I can recognize you from my mom’s
old holos well enough.”


Ethan took a few steps forward, until he was close enough to lean on the
desk where his son was seated. Abruptly Atton rose to his feet and walked
around the desk to stand face to face with his father. Ethan found that he was
staring at a younger version of himself. The similarities between them were
striking. They both had the same tall, broad-shouldered frame—the same green
eyes, the same dark hair. Abruptly Ethan took another step forward and gave his
son a big, bone-crushing hug. After that, they withdrew to an arm’s length, and
Ethan found himself grinning uncontrollably. “I missed you, kid.”


“Me, too ... Dad.”


Ethan let his arms fall back to his sides. “Well, now I can die a happy
man.”


“Die? I hope you’re not planning to die. We have a lot of work to do.”


“You might not think so when you hear what I have to say next,” Ethan said
with a grimace.


Atton’s eyes narrowed fractionally. “Go on.”


“What do you think is the reason I was impersonating an ISSF officer?”


Atton raised his eyebrows and a slow smile began spreading across his lips.
“The food. Our breakfast scones are to die for.”


Ethan scowled. “I’m being serious, Atton. Look, I’m just going to say it.
Brondi put me up to it, but that’s no excuse. My copilot and I owed him a fair
whack of sols. We skipped payments so he hunted us down to hold our feet to the
afterburners. He kept my copilot as a ransom and said if I didn’t do what he
asked, he was going to kill us, so I agreed. I didn’t know what I was really
getting into, but ...” Ethan looked away, out the viewport, and his eyes caught
a bright flash of static discharging inside the gray ice clouds of the nebula.


“What did he ask you to do?”


Ethan slowly turned back to meet his son’s gaze. “He asked me to sabotage
the Valiant. To destroy it. I was planning to find a way to doom the
ship without killing everyone on board, but long before I could do that, I
realized Brondi’s real goal. He’d infected me with some kind of plague and set
me loose aboard the ship. I don’t know why I survived, but as far as I can
tell, I was the first one to get sick. I went to med bay and they put me in
stasis to get better. Twelve hours later I woke up and I was fine, but everyone
aboard was dead. You were the first survivor I encountered.”


Atton took all of that in without blinking. He was stolid and silent, as if
waiting to hear the rest of the story. When he realized his father was done
talking, he quietly said, “I know, Ethan. Among the prisoners aboard Brondi’s
corvette was the biochemist who engineered the virus. He explained everything
to me already.”


“Then ...”


“I’m not going to pardon you for your sins, but since you didn’t actually do
anything, the worst we could charge you with would be impersonating a fleet
officer, and possibly conspiracy against the ISS. Between the two you’d get
life on Etaris, but as it happens I’m the only one who knows about your secret,
and now you know mine, so we’re obliged to keep each other’s secrets safe.”


Ethan’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “Then there are no hard feelings?”


“I wouldn’t say that. I had a lot of friends aboard the Valiant. Even
acting in my capacity as overlord I was able to get close enough to a few
people that I’ll certainly miss, but I just got you back from Etaris, and
I’m not going to send you there again—no matter what you’ve done.”


Ethan nodded slowly. “I went looking for you, you know. Both you and your
mother. I went flat broke to do it, and I never found anything. Eventually I
had to concede that the odds were low either of you had made it.”


“The odds were low. They would have been infinitesimal if it weren’t for the
fact that Mom had already found the gate and was planning to bust you out. She
was still trying to scrape together enough to rent a ship for the prison break
when the invasion separated us. I’ve been looking for her ever since I’ve had
the power to order missions into Sythian Space. That was the real reason we
reopened the gate.”


Ethan’s eyes brightened. “Then you think she might still be alive?”


“She was when she said goodbye to me. Whether or not she survived is another
matter.”


Ethan grimaced and his gaze dropped to the floor. “Immortals willing ...” A
long moment later Ethan looked up. “Atton.”


“Yes?”


“You really want me to take command? I’m sure I’m not the most experienced
commander you have, not by a long shot.”


Atton shook his head. “After they all died I don’t have many to choose
from.” Ethan grimaced and Atton went on, “But besides that, I can’t imagine
someone else who would be safe to share my secret with, and even if I could
find someone else, that person probably wouldn’t be willing to take the job, or
to give me their identity in exchange.”


“You’d like to trade, then.”


“It wouldn’t be a good idea to reveal myself as me; I faked my death years
ago to take this role, and old Dominic’s ruse is a dangerous secret to reveal.
Even our most loyal crew members would mutiny if they were to discover that.”


Ethan shook his head. “But I can’t pretend to be the overlord forever. He
already looks like he’s more than 100 years old.”


“You won’t have to do it forever. You and I are both going to shed our
holoskins before long. We’ll switch to our real skins as soon as we can fake up
some new identichips and a cover story for those identities. Our names will
still be different, but that can’t be helped. Until then, and until the
overlord can formally hand over his title to you with your new identity, we’re
going to switch places. The Defiant needs a good commander if we’re
going to make it through Sythian Space alive, and I’m not the man for that
job.”


“Are you so sure I am? I probably got lucky on the Rokan Defense.”


“No, that wasn’t luck.”


“Let me think about it.”


“Take all the time you need as long as it’s less than a day.”


Ethan nodded and gripped his son’s shoulder. “Meanwhile, I have to ask one
more thing—”


“Of course.”


“Was there by chance a young woman among the prisoners aboard Brondi’s
corvette? A young woman with dark hair and violet eyes?”


“There was. She rather takes one’s breath away. A friend of yours?”


Ethan nodded quickly. “She’s my copilot. I thought I’d lost her by now.”


Atton frowned. “Your copilot? Are you sure?”


“Yes, why?”


“It’s just ... well, she seems more like the sort of woman to be ...”


Ethan’s eyes narrowed. “To be what?”


Atton held up a hand. “Don’t take offence, okay, but she tried coming on to
me—as the overlord, the old, hairy, wrinkly overlord. When that didn’t work,
she tried coming on to my nearest bodyguard. She’s almost a dead ringer for a
...” Atton grimaced. “Well, again, pardon my saying so, but she seems to be
more suited to being a pleasure palace playgirl than a copilot.”


The blood drained from Ethan’s face. “Take me to her.”


Atton nodded. “Put your holoskin back on.”


* * *


Atton’s features shimmered and back was the wrinkled countenance of the
supreme overlord. “She’s still being debriefed, along with her parents.”


“Parents?” Ethan asked, as his own features shimmered and were replaced by
those of the pilot Adan Reese.


“Yes, the biochemist and his wife. Seems like Brondi was keeping the whole
family hostage to leverage the old doctor.” Atton walked up to the doors and
keyed them open. He nodded to his guards as he walked out, and Ethan followed
him down the corridor to the lift tube at the end.


Ethan and the overlord—his son—stepped into the lift tube and Atton
keyed in a deck number. With a gut-wrenching lurch, the floor abruptly dropped
out from under them, and Ethan had to steady himself on the nearest wall of the
lift tube.


“We’re still repairing the inertial management system,” Atton explained.


Ethan straightened with a grunt. “I can feel that.”


The lift tube screeched to a halt, and again they felt the jolt, a rapid
deceleration that made their knees want to buckle. When the lift tube doors
swished open once more, Atton led them through the bowels of the ship, winding
through darkened corridors. Every so often the corridor ahead was lit up with a
hissing shower of orange sparks and then they would inevitably pass a repairman
with a welding laser.


“These decks took a beating in our retreat,” Atton said, pointing to a
ragged patch on the near wall of the corridor where a repairman was still
drawing a molten line with his welding laser to seal the patch. “We finished
sealing them just a few hours before you arrived. We need to be fully
battle-ready before we attempt to cross Sythian Space.”


Ethan turned to Atton with his eyebrows raised. “Cross it?”


Atton waved his hand. “I’ll explain later. Here we are.”


They arrived at a broad set of double doors which read, AS Pod Bay—the
aft starboard pod bay. “Where are we?” Ethan asked, though he already knew the
answer.


“Our interrogation room.”


Ethan frowned. “It looks like an escape pod bay to me.”


Atton turned to him with a small smile. “That’s exactly what it is.” The
imposter overlord passed his wrist over the door scanner and the doors opened
for him with a swish and a thunk.


Inside, at the center of the room, was a fold out table with three chairs,
all three of them occupied. A pair of guards stood just beyond the doors, and
lining the walls to all sides were dozens of hatches leading to escape pods.
They walked into the room, and the people seated at the table looked up to see
who it was. Ethan only recognized one of the three seated there, but when her
violet gaze met his green, he found that not even she was recognizable. She
smiled luridly at him, and gave him a well-practiced come hither look
which he had never seen Alara use.


“Hey, handsome,” she said as he drew near.


“Frek, what did they do to you, Alara?”


The young woman’s brow furrowed. “My name’s Angel,” she replied, and then
she smiled luridly again. “But that’s all you’re getting out of me until you
buy me a drink.”


Ethan shook his head and turned to the overlord. “She’s been chipped.”


Atton nodded. “It would seem so.”


“Can’t you fix her? Take it out?”


Atton appeared to hesitate, and then he said, “We’re not sure yet. We’re
still looking for a cyberneticist.”


The old man sitting at the other end of the table looked up then with hollow
blue eyes. “Even if we find one, we’d need to know the deactivation codes, or
we could turn her into a vegetable.”


Ethan’s gaze skipped from the old man to the old woman seated across from
him, but she didn’t appear to notice that they were there. Her eyes were glazed
and she stared absently into the distance.


“There must be something we can do for her,” Ethan insisted.


“Sure there is, handsome. Get a little closer and I’ll tell you exactly what
you can do for me.”


Ethan winced and his gaze slowly returned to Alara’s face. “I’m sorry,
Kiddie.”


She cocked her head and gave another lurid smile before flicking her tongue
around inside her mouth in an erotic dance. Then she crooked her finger at him,
indicating that he should come closer, and she blew him a kiss.


Ethan cringed.


“We’ll keep working on it,” Atton said. “But for now there’s only one sure
way to get her back to the way she used to be, and that’s to beat the codes out
of Alec Brondi.”


Ethan began nodding. “I’d love to.”


“Good,” Atton nodded, and with that he turned to leave. Ethan reluctantly
followed. 


As they were leaving, Alara’s father called out: “What is she to you,
pilot?”


Ethan turned to look back over his shoulder with a small, sad smile.
“Everything.”


The old man held Ethan’s gaze for a long moment, his pale blue eyes
glittering, his lips trembling, and then he gave a decisive nod. No further
words were needed. 


Ethan turned and followed his son back to the lift tubes. Once there, Atton
punched the call button and the lift tube nearest to them promptly opened. 


“I have one more secret to share with you, Ethan,” Atton said as the doors
closed behind them.


Ethan looked deeply troubled, and it took a while for his ears to register
what Atton had said. Once they did, he turned and raised an eyebrow at his son.
“Oh?” 


Atton selected the bridge as their destination, and he turned to Ethan, his
eyes glittering in the light of passing glow panels as the transpiranium lift
tube rose swiftly through the ship on its way to the bridge. “We’re not alone.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean that Dark Space is not the only human enclave that survived the war,
and humans were not the first race that the Sythians conquered.”


Ethan shook his head, blinking rapidly. “That’s not possible.”


The lift tube opened and Atton led the way back to his office. He nodded to
his guards before passing through the doors and promptly locking them behind
him and Ethan. With a subtle shimmer, the overlord’s wizened features morphed
into the young, handsome face of Ethan’s son.


“Why is it not possible?” Atton finally replied. “Can there be only one sentient
race per galaxy? The Getties Cluster was teeming with life. When we sent out
ships to explore that galaxy, we encountered another race that was subjugated
by the Sythians. They’re still alive, and numerous, but little more than
Sythian slaves. They don’t have a lot of technology of their own, but they are
fast learners, and they are filling our ships faster than we can salvage them.
We are at war again, Ethan. The war never actually ended. We need to get the Valiant
back to help fight that war before Brondi declares himself king and warlord of
Dark Space, effectively cutting us off from our supply lines.”


“What ...” Ethan’s brow furrowed. “What are they like?”


“The others?” Atton asked with a smile. “They’re like nothing you’ve ever
seen or imagined, Ethan, and they are the secret to defeating the Sythians.”


“I don’t understand,” Ethan said. “If they can defeat the Sythians, why
haven’t they? You said they’re slaves.”


“They’re more powerful than they know. Would you like to meet one of them?
One of the Gors? They’re going to help us take back the Valiant in ways
that you’ve never even imagined possible.”


Ethan nodded slowly. “Any enemy of Brondi’s is a friend of mine.”


Atton’s smile broadened, and he turned to the wall of his office. With a
swiping gesture, he made a section of the wall collapse against the floor,
revealing a shadowy corridor with a lift tube waiting at the end. 


“Come with me,” Atton said, already starting down the corridor. “And prepare
to be amazed.”
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To those who dare,


And to those who dream.


To everyone who’s stronger than they seem.


“Believe in me /

I know you’ve waited for so long /

Believe in me /

Sometimes the weak become the strong”

—STAIND, Believe












Prologue





The mountains
formed a jagged white and gray line, illuminated against the horizon by the
miners’ floodlights. Snow fell in driving sheets to pile on the shiny gray
tarmac, where it quickly melted and ran into shallow pools that reflected
stolen scraps of the midnight sky. Roka City’s air raid sirens wailed,
reminding everyone that there wasn’t much time, but even so, crowds of
screaming people were pressing against the sorry line of sentinels and mechs
who guarded the simple wire fence behind Destra. She was waiting on the other
side of the fence—the safe side—but now she cast a worried glance over her
shoulder to the raging crowds, and squeezed Atton’s small hand a little tighter.


“Why are they so angry?” Atton asked, following her gaze to the fence.


Destra smiled down at her seven-year-old son, and he looked up at her with
his bright green eyes—her husband, Ethan’s eyes. “Because they don’t get to go
for a ride on the spaceship,” she said, and tousled his hair.


As they watched, the twin beams of a military hover transport’s headlights
appeared in the distance, illuminating great swaths of the falling snow. Then a
megaphone blared, sounding out even above the wailing sirens: “Disperse, and
proceed in an orderly fashion to the nearest mine shuttle!”


Everyone should have evacuated to the mines already, but the smart ones knew
that wouldn’t save them. It would only buy them time, and maybe not very much
of it. The crowd turned to the approaching transport with a collective roar.
They were not going to leave peacefully. Destra caught a glimpse of a little
boy with blond hair clutching the fence and staring hopelessly at her. The
boy’s mother saw Destra staring and pointed at her. “Hoi! Why’s she get
to go?” the woman screamed.


Destra’s mouth quirked up in a bitter smile. That woman didn’t realize how
wrong she was. Destra wasn’t going anywhere. The transport was already
overfull. She turned away, sickened, and tugged on Atton’s hand for him to turn
away, too. 


Atton’s eyes were wide. He was squeezing her hand so tight it felt like an
overripe piece of fruit in his grasp. She could feel the blood throbbing at the
edges of his grip, trying to escape. It was going to be hard to pry him loose
when the time came—and even harder to pry herself loose. Destra turned to study
her son with a wan smile. He clutched Tibby, his favorite stuffed animal, to
his chest. It was a diger, a furry white feline from the ice-covered oceans and
the steaming, snow-dusted magma fields of Ossus. Atton loved that fuzzy
caricature of a deadly predator.


Destra looked away. Something wet graced her cheek, but it wasn’t a
snowflake—they were standing safely under the eaves of the spaceport control
tower. Destra Ortane looked up, holding a hand to her brow to shield her eyes
from the spaceport’s landing lights. She searched the swirling darkness for the
telltale streak of light which would signify a ship entering Roka’s upper
atmosphere. There were supposed to be a pair of seraphim-class corvettes coming
to escort the last transport off Roka IV, but so far there was nothing. Either
they were late, or . . .


Destra didn’t want to finish that thought. The battle was not going well.
The Roka system was defended by more than a dozen capital-class vessels, but it
was not nearly enough to repel an invasion which numbered over 100 strong. 


The spaceport began roaring with the sound of the transport’s grav lifts,
drawing Destra’s attention back to the ground. She turned to study the blocky
freighter. Her eyes skipped over the scoured white paint and found the faded
and peeling gold symbol of the Imperium—six stars surrounding a clenched fist.
It was a symbol of strength and security, but in times like these, the peeling
paint and faded colors of that emblem were far more symbolic. These were the
Imperium’s last days. Roka IV would be one of the last worlds to fall, but fall
it would, and Destra held no illusions about what would happen to her and
everyone else who was left behind when it did. The Sythians took no hostages
and they never left any survivors.


Destra chewed her lower lip, hoping against hope that the transport would
survive. It was just a hastily-converted ore freighter. It had never been meant
to fly into the middle of a war. Maybe the Sythians wouldn’t notice it amidst
all the chaos. The transport contained all of the remaining evacuees from Roka
City—more than six thousand corporate execs, government officials, and fleet
officers. Just the important people, mind you. Grubs like her didn’t make the
cut, but Atton . . . Atton was another matter. He was easy to miss, easy to
smuggle in, and Destra was lucky—her uncle was Captain Riechland, XO aboard the
mighty Valiant, flagship of the First Fleet, and he’d been on Roka when
the invasion had begun. Now Captain Reichland was flying back to his command,
back to the war. The supreme overlord had ordered an all-systems, fleet-wide
strategic regrouping.


Destra snorted. She knew what that really meant. It meant they were being abandoned.
Soon the regrouped remnant of the fleet would be all that was left of humanity,
and if that remnant kept fighting the inevitable, not even they would survive.
Destra wouldn’t have believed her son better off with her uncle aboard the Valiant,
but for one small piece of privileged information which her uncle had shared:
the fleet rendezvous was in Dark Space. No one officially knew where that was,
save that it was a place of exile for criminals, and that there was only one
way in or out of the sector. Her uncle had explained that decision to her—the
overlord had no intention of coming back to fight the war. The war was over.
This was a full-scale retreat, and all of the people who were too rich and
powerful to accept defeat had decided they’d rather hide in a den of
criminals than die in their beds.


Destra would have chosen the same had she qualified to join them, especially
since she’d been planning to go to Dark Space anyway—though hers were more
personal reasons. Unlike everyone else, she already knew where Dark Space was.
All she needed was a transport to get there, but it didn’t look like the
Sythians were going to leave enough scattered pieces in the entire galaxy to
assemble a single working ship. That meant she’d never see Ethan again, but at
least Atton would survive. He would make it to Dark Space, and Immortals
willing, some day he might even find his father there.


Destra’s thoughts were interrupted as the hover transport flew over the
fence, rattling the chain links with its passing before sailing over their
heads to settle down a few dozen meters to their right. She gave her son’s arm
a tug, and he followed her out from under the eaves without complaint, sticking
to her like glue. The driving snow began landing in their hair and on their clothes,
soaking them in seconds. A frigid wind blew, sending shivers through them, and
Atton began to cry. 


“I’m cold!”


“Atton!”


“I want to go home!”


Destra stopped walking and bent down to give him a fierce hug. “Atton,
listen to me! You can’t go home. You’re going with your uncle on the spaceship,
remember?” 


She withdrew far enough to see little Atton bob his head, his eyes downcast
as he picked snowflakes out of Tibby’s white fur. “I remember,” he sniffed.
“You’re coming with us, right?”


Destra winced and smiled. Tears sparkled in her eyes. “Yes, darling, but not
yet. You’ll have to wait for me, okay?”


Atton’s lips twisted into a deep frown, and he shook his head. “Tibby needs
you to come now!”


Destra’s smile broadened and tears began trembling on her eyelashes. She
blinked them away and shook her head. “You tell Tibby I need him, too, okay?
But we don’t have a choice. I’ll catch up with you later,” Destra said,
standing. She almost choked on the lie, but somehow she managed to smile and
tousle the snowflakes out of Atton’s dark hair like nothing was amiss. They
crossed the landing platform to the waiting hover transport. Atton was hugging
his stuffed diger tighter now.


Just as they reached the transport, the doors swung open, and Captain
Reichland stepped out in his gleaming black and white uniform. He crossed to
Destra grimly and gave her a fierce hug.


“I wish it didn’t have to be this way,” he whispered in Destra’s ear.


“Me, too,” Destra whispered back, her tears falling to soak the captain’s
snow-dusted shoulder.


“I’ll take good care of him.”


“You’d better,” she warned as they broke apart. She shot him a broken smile
and shook a finger in his face. “Or I’ll hunt you down and feed you to the
Sythians myself.”


“I don’t doubt it for a second,” he said, holding her gaze.


“Hi, uncle,” Atton said softly.


The captain gazed down at him. “Hoi, kid, how do you feel about going for a
ride?”


Destra looked at the transport again, a worried frown etched on her brow. It
didn’t look like it stood much of a chance. 


Destra turned back to her uncle, about to voice her doubt, but a sonic boom
split the sky, interrupting her before she could say anything. All of them
turned to see a pair of bright streaks sailing down through the dark clouds.
Those streaks turned toward the spaceport, and began blinding them with their
landing lights.


“That’s our ride,” Reichland said.


“I thought you were going in the transport?” Destra asked.


The captain turned to her. He held her gaze for a long moment, saying
nothing, but looking like he wanted to. “Well—” He smiled; his lips curved
briefly, but his eyes never crinkled. “—that changed,” he finished.


“But you’re still going to Dark Space?” she insisted.


“Yes, yes, of course—” The captain cast a worried glance behind him, to the
waiting hover transport. He saw the doors opening and other officers stepping
out and he turned back to her with a grimace. 


Destra noted his expression with a frown. “What’s wrong?”


He shook his head and leaned close to whisper, “They’re not going to make
it, Des.” He pulled away with a false smile as one of the other officers walked
up to them. 


“Ready to go, Captain?” the man asked.


Reichland nodded. “Just waiting for our escort to land, and we’ll be off,”
he said. “You go ahead and board the transport. I’ll be riding in one of the
corvettes.”


The other man hesitated, as if he understood what that meant, but then he
nodded and offered a brisk salute. “Yes, sir.”


Once the other officers had left, Destra allowed the look of mortal dread
she’d been suppressing to suffuse her features.


“Don’t worry,” Reichland said, stopping her with a shake of his head. “Des,
I promise your son and I will make it. I’ll pilot the corvette myself.”


“But aren’t you supposed to escort the transport? Protect them? Fight?”


Reichland hesitated. “Des, it’s every man for himself right now. Our orders
are to run with all possible speed, not to engage the enemy. That transport
doesn’t stand a chance of making it out, and two corvettes aren’t going to
change that. There are no heroes among the dead, just more bodies.”


“Keep Atton safe, that’s all I ask.”


Reichland nodded, and they turned to watch the lights of the approaching
vessels. Destra identified them from a distance—two seraphim-class corvettes,
as expected, but those vessels seemed too small and fragile for her to entrust
her son’s life to them. Destra hoped they were small enough to escape the
Sythians’ notice.


Reichland was already walking toward the approaching ships, and Destra
hurried to keep up, tugging Atton along beside her.


Then there came another sonic boom, this one resounding with multiple
echoes, and their attention was drawn skyward once more. Destra drew alongside
the captain just as he began speaking urgently into his comm.


“Set down now! Have Two cover your landing. I’ll be aboard before
your skids touch pavement.”


“What’s that?” Destra pointed to the approaching quintet of fiery comets’
tails.


The captain shook his head. “Hurry!”


They jogged toward the corvette as it hovered down to the landing platform.
Destra’s heart slammed against her sternum, and she felt a dizzy rush of
adrenaline which gave her the strength to sweep Atton up into her arms and run
faster.


Atton began to squirm, threatening to break free, and Destra tightened her
grip. He began crying again.


“Quiet!” 


“Tibby!” he cried. 


Suddenly, Destra understood, and she shot a quick glance over her shoulder
to see the furry diger lying in a dirty puddle of snow behind them. “Krak!”
Destra said.


“Des!” the captain roared at her above the sound of the waiting corvette’s
grav lifts. “We have to go now!”


Destra heard a loud, pulsating screech start up, and she turned to see a
blinding stream of red light shooting out from the other corvette. It was
hovering in the near distance to head off the incoming enemy ships. Destra
turned and ran for the waiting corvette.


“Tibby!” Atton wailed again.


“Forget Tibby!” Destra snapped. “He’s not important!”


“Yes, he is! No . . . Tibby! We can’t leave him!”


Destra reached the waiting corvette just as a stream of dancing purple stars
began swarming toward them from the enemy ships. The enemy blended perfectly
into the night. These ships weren’t flying in with their landing lights on.


The defending corvette began weaving an evasive pattern while still firing
its lasers. A bright explosion flared against the horizon as the corvette’s
lasers struck home, followed by a distant boom. Then the purple stars
swarmed the defending corvette, exploding brilliantly and sending nonessential
pieces of it flying in all directions. A second later, the corvette flew apart,
turning the world to white and numbing her ears with the sound. The shockwave
hit them, knocking Destra to the landing platform with a searing blast of heat.


Destra’s ears rang. Her eyes were still dazzled—blind—and her back was wet.
She hoped the wetness was a puddle and not a dire injury which she was too
adrenaline-pumped to feel. Then strong hands reached for her, tugging her to
her feet and lifting a screaming Atton off her chest. She blinked her dazzled
eyes to see the hazy outline of her uncle’s face, and then she saw a pair of
petty officers rushing off with her son. Atton wailed and reached for her with
both hands.


“Mommy!” he screamed.


“I’ll see you soon!” she yelled back.


“Des!” Reichland shook her by her shoulders. “Get to the hover transport!
Get out of here!” And then he was gone, tearing up the boarding ramp after her
son. The ramp began to rise, and a second later they were out of sight, sealed safely
inside the corvette. Destra stood there sniffling and wiping tears from her
eyes with flaming chunks of debris still raining down all around her. She
watched numbly as the surviving corvette rose quickly into the sky and shot off
at full speed. It was a blinding white blur roaring off on a bright orange
contrail of engine glow, and then it was gone, taking all that mattered to her
in the universe with it.


Behind her a rumbling roar started up, and Destra turned to see the old
transport rising slowly. That was when she saw the first purple star hit the
converted ore freighter and explode in a blinding flash of light.


AFTERMATH





10 Years Later . . .












Chapter 1


 


—THE YEAR 10 AE (AFTER EXODUS)—





Alec Brondi
appeared hovering over his comm officer’s shoulder as he listened in on the
enemy transmissions. They’d just been decrypted using the Valiant’s own
encryption codes. Should have wiped the mainframe while you had the chance,
Brondi thought, his mouth gaping in a smile.


“Defiant? Please respond!” came an unidentified voice. The commcast
was coming from Brondi’s own corvette. His smile faded to see the ship’s ID
light up on the comm board. Whoever had stolen the Kavarath was going to
pay.


Brondi’s comm officer turned to him. “Looks like we did some serious damage
with that last hit. The Defiant’s not responding to their hails.”


“Good!” Brondi replied, rubbing his hands together. “Get our novas to finish
the job.”


“They’re almost in range . . .” gravidar replied.


Brondi grinned once more, for the moment able to ignore the fact that
someone had stolen his ship. Then, a minute later, gravidar called out: “Our
novas just went off the grid!”


“What?” Brondi turned to the man, blinking in annoyance. 


In the next instant the Defiant responded to Brondi’s stolen Kavarath,
the commcast sounding across the bridge: “You did it, you old frekker!” Brondi
recognized the supreme overlord’s voice, and he scowled. Dominic made it out
alive! “We’re clear to—” The overlord’s voice dissolved in static and
picked up again a minute later. “—mine goes off in five, so be sure you make it
in time. See you on the other side, Ethan. Defiant out!”


Ethan! Brondi thought. He was gaping more noticeably now, but
definitely not smiling. Ethan had stolen his corvette! It wasn’t enough for
the man to have cheated him out of 10,000 sols, but now the ungrateful grub was
stealing Brondi’s own ship! “Don’t let them escape!” Brondi screeched. “I want
that ship stopped!” He slammed his fist down on the comm board and the screen
grew momentarily fuzzy with the impact.


“Which one?” the gunnery officer asked.


“Both of them!”


“We’ve just lost the Defiant!” gravidar exclaimed.


Brondi whirled around once more. “What do you mean lost? How? They
made a blind jump?”


“They flew through the gate.”


Brondi blinked. The fact that the Dark Space gate was working was a big
surprise. That explained why the overlord had been running toward it, but it
didn’t explain the cover-up. The Imperium had assured the people for ten long
years that the gate was deactivated.


“Well, follow them!” Brondi snapped.


“With the Valiant?” the nav officer asked.


“No, with a flying squirrel! Of course with the Valiant!”


“What about the Sythians?” someone asked. “I don’t think it’s wise to—”


“Verlin, remove that man from his post!” Brondi said, gesturing vaguely in
the direction of the dissenter’s voice.


Verlin stalked up to the officer even as the man began rising out of his
chair and waving his hands frantically. “Hoi, call off your pet rictan,
Brainy!” the nav officer screeched. Verlin didn’t back off, and Brondi just
looked on as the officer backed away from Verlin and fetched up against the
bridge viewports. “Hoi, this isn’t funny, Brondi! I’ve learned my lesson. . .
.”


Verlin suddenly leapt forward, his speed augmented by the armor he was
wearing. While he was in the air, he brought up his forearm gauntlet to smash
the officer’s nose. The man’s scream was cut short as his head bounced off the
transpiranium viewport with a bang! and he crumpled to the deck. A
deadly calm fell over the bridge.


“Now follow that ship!” Brondi pointed out the viewports to the distant
speck which was the Dark Space gate. 


“We’re about to lose the Kavarath,” gravidar added quietly.


“Shoot them!”


A bright red beam shot out from the bow of the Valiant. The carrier’s
main beam cannon—a corona XL. Brondi waited a second, then asked. “Well?”


“We missed . . .” a small voice replied.


Brondi shook his head, disbelieving, and he watched as the distant speck
which was his corvette flew through the Dark Space gate with a flash of light,
leaving a fading blue ripple shimmering across the surface of the gate.


Alec Brondi let out a roar. “Have you all gone skriffy? I’m surrounded by
imbeciles! How could you miss them?”


Brondi stared out the broad forward viewports of his newly-captured
gladiator-class carrier, his chest rising and falling quickly with
barely-contained fury. No one dared to answer, afraid to be the next target for
his ire. Then came a brilliant flash of light, and everyone on the bridge
flinched away from the blinding glare. The viewports darkened almost instantly,
but not fast enough to keep their eyes from being dazzled by the light. When
Brondi looked once more, blinking to see through the dancing white spots, he
saw that the distant speck of the Dark Space gate was no more, and in its place
was a large, expanding fireball, quickly dissipating into the void.


Brondi couldn’t believe it. Everything had been going so well! His plan to
steal the Valiant had worked, and the largest surviving ship in the
Imperial Star Systems Fleet was his to do with as he pleased! But now his
victory tasted bittersweet. He’d just watched first the Supreme Overlord and
then Ethan—piloting none other than Brondi’s own corvette—escape through a
space gate which wasn’t even supposed to function anymore! 


And with his corvette, Brondi had even lost the latest addition to his bevy
of pleasure palace play girls—Alara, Ethan’s copilot. He’d been planning to
have a bit of fun with her himself before passing her off to the wolves. That would
have been the perfect revenge on Ethan, but now . . . now he’d be lucky to
catch up with his ship before it was destroyed by the Sythians!


If there even were Sythians out there. Maybe there had never been any
invasion. How was he to know? How were any of them to know? They’d been locked
up in Dark Space when the invasion had begun and they’d been fed all the
details via the dubious information channels of corporate media. 


Brondi’s eyes narrowed. He was beginning to suspect some sort of overarching
conspiracy. The Imperium had lied about the gate being disabled, so what else
had they lied about?


“Sir?” the nav officer turned to him. “The gate is destroyed. We can’t
follow them. What are your orders?”


Brondi scowled. “Well reposition the in-system gate! Then follow
them.”


The nav officer hesitated, looking like he wanted to object, but his eyes
darted to the body of the last man who’d voiced his dissent, and he just said,
“Yes, sir.”


Brondi whirled around and began stalking between the control stations on his
way up to the gangway. “I’m going for a walk. Someone put that man in the
brig—” Brondi pointed to the officer who’d contradicted his orders earlier, who
was now lying unconscious in a pool of blood from his broken nose. “—and notify
me when we’re ready to leave!”


“Yes, sir.” 


“Verlin, come with me.”


The bounty hunter appeared beside him a moment later, and Brondi caught his
eye as they climbed the short set of stairs to the gangway. “I want you to
gather a team to search the ship. The overlord was hiding something. Maybe a
lot of somethings. I want to know what they are.”


“What makes you think that?” Verlin answered.


“That gate wasn’t even supposed to be operational. There’s a reason the
Imperium has been lying about that. See if you can find any survivors aboard
the ship. They might have answers for us.”


“As you wish,” Verlin replied.


* * *


Ethan Ortane watched the lights of the Defiant’s decks flashing by
the lift tube like a golden rain as they descended through the cruiser. He
turned his head to study the other occupant of the lift in the intermittent
light—tall, broad-shouldered, dark hair, and piercing green eyes—with his
rugged good looks, that man was all but the mirror image of Ethan in his youth.
He was Atton, Ethan’s lost son—a ghost from ten years past—and apparently also
a holoskinner and pretender to the throne of the supreme overlord. Granted, the
supreme overlord had been Atton’s adoptive father after his Great Uncle
Reichland had been killed. And while the supreme overlord had lain dying, he
had revealed his secret: he was himself a holoskinner. He’d then asked Atton to
assume the role after he died—at least until a more suitable candidate could be
found. Atton had accepted the burden with great reluctance, and now he was
passing on the legacy once more—should Ethan choose to accept it.


The lift tube whirred to a stop, decelerating so fast that Ethan’s legs
threatened to buckle. Atton braced himself on the nearest wall. 


“I hope they fix the IMS soon,” Atton said, referring to the inertial
management system which had been damaged in their escape from Dark Space. Ethan
nodded absently. He still had trouble accepting that his son was alive
and standing there next to him. He turned his gaze to the lift tube doors, but
they remained shut. Atton turned to him and withdrew a pair of aural
translators from his breast pocket. He fitted one to his right ear and handed
the other to Ethan. “Put this in your ear. It’ll help you understand the Gors
when they speak.”


Ethan accepted the small silver device, and he placed it in his ear. 


“Put your holoskin back on,” Atton said.


Ethan saw his son’s features flicker and morph into those of the wizened
overlord. Then he put his own holoskin back on and watched as the black and
gray hairs on his arms turned to blond. 


“We don’t want the Gors to think we’re impersonating someone else,” Atton
explained. 


Once they were both back in disguise, Atton reached out and punched a key on
the lift’s control panel. The doors swished open and Ethan was immediately hit
with a gust of frigid air that stole the breath from his lungs. The corridor
beyond was long and dark.


“Trying to save on the heating bill?” Ethan gasped.


“Not quite,” Atton said as he started out of the lift tube. Ethan followed
him into the shadows.


They were on their way to see the Gors—the mysterious aliens who were
enslaved to the Sythians. Atton said they were the key to defeating the
Sythians, but Ethan was still having a hard time imagining any of it. He’d
never even met a Sythian, let alone a Gor, and he couldn’t fathom how a race of
alien slaves was going to overthrow their masters all of a sudden, just because
a few thousand human rebels were helping them.


The lift tube doors swished shut behind them, plunging the corridor into
utter darkness. Ethan almost stopped, afraid to trip over his own feet, but he
could hear his son walking on up ahead, so he continued on.


“Something wrong with the glow panels on this level?” Ethan asked.


“No, the Gors prefer to live in dimly lit spaces.”


“Dimly lit?” Ethan echoed. “There are more lumens in the center of a black
hole!” As he said that, he ran into a wall and bounced off with a resounding
thud. “Frek!” Ethan muttered, reaching up to rub his injured nose.


“Sorry,” Atton replied. “It’s this way.”


“Yeah . . .” Ethan followed the sound of his son’s voice. “Thanks.” 


They turned the corner and began walking down an equally dark section of the
corridor. 


“Don’t worry, your eyes will adjust soon.”


Ethan began to hear the sound of rushing water. “Is that a plumbing leak?”


Atton laughed lightly. “Relax old man! It’s a little something to make the
Gors feel more at home. They spend a lot of time down here, so we’ve tried to
mimic their natural environment as much as possible.”


“I’m not sure if I would like to visit their home world, then.”


“That’s just as well. I suspect if you did, they would eat you.”


“Hoi—eat me?” The corridor was beginning to lighten, or else Ethan’s eyes
were finally adjusting to whatever luminescence there was. At least now he
could see the walls. Between the bulkheads, they were made of transpiranium
panels, but it was too dark to see through them.


“It’s eat or be eaten on Noctune. Nothing personal, Ethan, that’s just their
culture.”


“Friendly culture. Have they tried to eat you yet?”


“Of course not. I keep them well fed.”


“That’s encouraging. I hope you don’t run out of food.” Ethan saw a pair of
doors gleaming at the end of the corridor, and the sound of rushing water grew
louder. He braced himself for whatever he was about to see. He’d never met an
alien before—not even one of the so-called “skull faces” who had destroyed
everything Ethan had ever known. 


They walked up to the doors and stopped. Ethan waited for Atton to pass his
wrist over the blinking door scanner, but the boy did nothing. “What are you
waiting for?” Ethan asked.


“It’s not polite to barge in on your neighbors.”


“Well, shouldn’t you knock or something?” 


Atton shook his head. “They know we’re here.”


“They know—”


“They’ve been watching us.”


Ethan felt a shiver crawl down his spine, and he turned to look behind him,
but all he saw was the corridor disappearing into fuzzy darkness. He wrapped
his arms around himself in a vain attempt to preserve his body heat, and then
he turned to his son.


Atton was already looking at him. “Don’t make any sudden moves, and let me
do the talking. Got it?”


Ethan was about to reply to that when he felt a gust of wind on the back of
his neck. He whirled around, but saw nothing. His hand went instinctively to
his sidearm, but it had been taken from him when he’d been brought aboard the Defiant.
“I don’t like this. . . .”


“Shhh.” Atton placed a finger to his lips.


Ethan thought he heard a strange warbling followed by an indistinct
whispering just beside his ear—the ear with the translator in it—and he whirled
around again, searching the darkness, but still there was nothing.


Suddenly the warbling sound grew louder, and Ethan heard the whispers grow
to full volume. “Who are you?” the speaker in Ethan’s ear asked in a gender
neutral voice. Ethan turned in a frantic circle, trying to find where the sound
was coming from, but he still couldn’t see the source. 


Atton turned and spoke into the darkness. “He is a friend. What are you
doing out here, Tova?”


Ethan heard another warble beside his ear, followed by, “I hear sounds of
battle and feel ship move. You do not tell me we go into battle.”


Suddenly the air shimmered in Ethan’s peripheral vision, and he turned to
see what it was. A monstrous shadow swam out of the gloom mere inches from
Ethan’s nose. He saw the yellow gleam of its slitted eyes, and he stumbled back
into his son. “What the frek!”


“Relax,” Atton said, sidestepping his father to face the creature which had
just appeared out of nowhere. “Tova, you know you’re not allowed to be seen by
the rest of the crew. That wasn’t part of our deal.”


“I am never seen by your kind unless I wish to be.”


“I believe it,” Ethan muttered.


The shadow turned its slitted yellow eyes on him and hissed. Ethan caught a
glimpse of a very jagged row of white teeth. Those yellow eyes turned away,
back to Atton, and Ethan frowned.


“From now on this friend—” Atton gestured to Ethan. “—will hold the
same authority as I do, Tova. Do you understand?”


The shadow hissed. “I do not.”


“He is my crèchling.”


Ethan saw the yellow eyes turn on him once more. 


“Your . . . crèchling.”


“I had thought he was dead,” Atton went on.


Those eyes remained fixed on Ethan, and he held the alien’s gaze, determined
not to back down despite the fact that this shadowy monster was easily two
meters tall and clearly capable of ripping him apart with its bare
hands—assuming the alien had hands. It wasn’t easy to tell in the dark. 


Tova hissed, but said nothing further.


“Let’s make ourselves more comfortable,” Atton went on, finally reaching up
to pass his wrist over the door scanner. The doors swished open and a wan blue
light spilled out. Beyond the doors lay a broad staircase, dusted with snow.
Atton walked through the doors, followed by the shadowy beast. There was a
subtle shimmer as they crossed the threshold, and Ethan both heard and felt the
sizzle of static shields. As Tova stepped into the slightly brighter dimness,
Ethan caught his first real glimpse of the alien—two arms and two legs; its
skin was a sallow blue-gray and as smooth and hairless as a newborn’s, but its
back rippled with the over-developed muscles of a bigorexic sentinel. Tova
could have passed for a very large, very pale, bald and naked human except for
the bony ridge running down its back. The alien’s forearms and legs were
striped a darker blue and lined with sharp-looking spines. 


As they started up the staircase together, Ethan marveled that a creature as
large as Tova could walk so soundlessly. A moment later they crested the top of
the stairs, and Ethan’s mouth dropped open. Now he heard the rushing water more
clearly, but he could also see what was making the sound. At the top of the
stairs lay a vast chamber with a waterfall pouring from the back wall. The
walls were slick with ice, and the deck was covered with snow all the way out
to the edge of a brilliant blue pool. Pillars of glowing blue-green ice reached
from the floor to the ceiling along the far shore of the pool, and little
golden sparks drifted through the air. When one of them flew up close to
Ethan’s face, he heard a buzzing sound and saw an insectile body silhouetted
within the glow. The sparks were actually some type of bug. 


It was like he’d stepped into another world. The only thing which stood out
of place was a gleaming, oversized command console just beside the door. Ethan
found himself staring curiously at it. “What’s that?”


Atton waved a dismissive hand. “That’s how Tova contributes to the running
of this ship.”


Ethan turned to his son with an eyebrow raised. “How’s that?”


“I’ll explain later.” Atton gestured expansively to the rest of the room.
“What do you think?” Atton smiled. “It’s really something, isn’t it?”


“Is this what Noctune looks like?” Ethan asked, his eyes panning around the
cold, airy room once more.


Tova turned around and hissed. 


Ethan almost staggered away from the alien. Being able to finally see Tova’s
features didn’t make the alien any less frightening. Its face was skeletal,
with sunken cheeks and prominent jaw; its eyes were large and the slitted
yellow of a reptile, while its brow was high and sloping up to its bald head.
What passed for the alien’s nose was just a pair of open slits surrounded by
bony ridges, much like a human nose might look without the cartilage.


Ethan heard the alien’s warbling speech before the translation came through
the bead in his ear. “What do you know of Noctune?” Tova asked with nose slits
flaring. 


“Ah, nothing.” Ethan frowned. “It’s your home world, right big guy?”


“He’s not a big guy,” Atton interrupted. “And he’s not a he—Tova is a
she.”


“Oh.” Ethan was taken aback. Tova was naked, but he couldn’t see any visible
sign of the creature’s sex—though in hindsight perhaps that should have been
his first clue. Ethan smiled. “Sorry, big girl, then.”


Atton began looking around. “Where’s Roan?”


Tova’s head turned very slowly to him and she hissed once more before warbling
her answer. “I ask you the same question.”


Atton paled. “You mean he’s not here?”


“You ask he help you to make larger crèche aboard one of your other ships. I
do not see him here since that time.”


“Then he’s . . .” Atton trailed off. A faraway look crept into his eyes and
his gaze swept back to the open doors at the bottom of the stairs.


“He’s what?” Ethan asked, his eyes skipping between Atton’s face and Tova’s
rapidly narrowing yellow eyes.


“Yesss, tell uss,” Tova intoned. Her hissing grew louder and overlaid the
translation of what she said.


Atton turned to Tova with a smile. “He’s just about done, I’m sure. . . .
I’ll have to go check on his progress as soon as we get back aboard the Valiant.”
Atton added that last part with a warning glance in Ethan’s direction.


Ethan caught the hint. The Valiant had just been stolen from them by
Alec Brondi, the most notorious crime lord in all of Dark Space, and they
wouldn’t be getting back aboard that carrier any time soon, but Ethan had the
feeling that it would be unwise to tell Tova that. Instead, he smiled and
nodded. “Yes, that’s a good point. We should go check on Roan’s progress. You
don’t mind, do you, Tova?”


“No,” she said, turning away and striding over to the edge of the pool.
“Bring Roan—and bring food. Something fresh,” she added. Ethan couldn’t be sure
due to the neutral tone of the translator bead, but he thought he heard a note
of warning in her voice, like if they didn’t deliver, she would improvise the something
fresh.


“Come on. Let’s go,” Ethan said, already starting back the way they’d come.
Atton didn’t need to be told twice. They hurried down the stairs and out into
the corridor.


“What the frek was that?” Ethan demanded as soon as they were out of
earshot.


“That,” he sighed, “was humanity’s only hope.” 


“All I saw was a hungry monster with a cloaking device. How did she do that,
anyway? She scared the krak out of me!”


“I’ll explain it all once we’re back in my office,” Atton replied. “For now,
we’d better go. I’m not sure how much use Tova is going to be to us now that
her mate is MIA.”


“If I were you, I wouldn’t come back without him. She looked like she wanted
to eat us when it seemed like we didn’t know where he was.”


“Yes, well, let’s hope that Alec Brondi has a similar experience.”


That brought a nasty smile to Ethan’s face. “I didn’t think of that.”












Chapter 2


 


—THE YEAR 0 AE—





Destra winced away
from the light and sound of the explosion, and then another enemy warhead hit
the converted ore freighter. She stumbled through the resultant shockwaves and
the blasting wave of snow and ice that stung her exposed skin. Destra reached
the abandoned hover transport which had brought her uncle to the platform, and
she ran up to the driver’s side, not even bothering to close the passengers’
side doors before climbing in and gunning the throttles. She flew toward the
fence at an unsafe speed, feeling the acceleration pin her against the driver’s
seat. Destra pulled back on the yoke just before she slammed into the fence,
and the transport jetted up and over. As she descended on the other side, her
headlights illuminated a swath of fleeing civilians and backpedaling assault
mechs, their guns tracking warily across the dark sky. The crowd was finally
dispersing, but they were far too late. Destra grimaced, wondering if she had
time to pick a few of them up. She was already slowing down to do so when she
saw the first purple star touch ground in front of her, hitting one of the
larger assault mechs and exploding with a boom and a blinding flash of
flight. Debris, bodies, and clods of earth went flying as the burning ruins of
the mech tottered to the ground. 


“Frek!” Destra said as she swerved to avoid the fiery rain of debris.
Something heavy thunked off the roof of the transport, and she tried not
to imagine what it could be. Destra snapped off her headlights and switched the
transport over to infrared and light amplification mode. The nav computer
overlaid a colorful version of the world in which the terrain was dark blue and
the people were moving points of orange, yellow, and red. It was harder to
avoid obstacles like this, but using the headlights was not an option with the
Sythians on her tail. That would light her up like a beacon.


Destra angled for the line of cliffs and trees coming up on her left. She
would follow the road between the forest and the base of the mountains, and
hopefully like that she would escape the Sythians’ notice. Just then, the
transport hit a boulder she hadn’t seen, and Destra felt her stomach lurch as
it jumped into the air like a grasshopper.


It settled down once more, and soon she joined the cliff side road and began
winding around the base of the mountains. Destra let out a shaky breath. So far
so good. No more enemy fire rained down around her. Destra turned a sharp
corner in the road at high speed— 


Only to see three bright orange shapes walking out of the trees, straight
into her path. One of them was small—just a child. Destra felt her heart seize
in her chest. Without her headlights on, they couldn’t see her, and hover
vehicles were very quiet.


Destra stomped on the air brakes and yanked up on the flight yoke, hoping to
clear their heads with enough of a margin that the grav lifts wouldn’t break
their necks. She heard their muted screams and exclamations as she passed over
their heads, and then the transport touched down ten meters distant. Despite
the inertial management system, Destra’s head flew forward and hit the dash.
She saw stars, and heard more screaming, but as from a great distance. Minutes
or hours later—she couldn’t tell which—the world began to shake violently, and
she thought the Sythians must have found her and shot the hover to pieces.


A second later the screams resolved into something intelligible and Destra
realized the world was shaking because someone was shaking her by her
shoulders.


“Hoi! Are you okay . . . ?” A man’s voice. “Frek! She’s out of it! You know
how to pilot a hover?”


“No,” came a woman’s reply. “Do I look like I have the sols for a hover?”


“Hoi!” the man shaking her said again. Destra’s eyes rolled in her head.
“That’s it! Wakey wake! She’s coming around!”


Destra’s eyes fixed on the man who—for frek’s sake!—was still shaking
her. “Stop it!” she groaned.


“Sorry, girlie. Think you can drive us all outta here?”


Destra sat up and shook her head. “Give me a second. Let me out. I need some
fresh air.” Destra felt stifled. She couldn’t breathe. She stumbled out of the
driver’s seat, and fell to the snow-covered road on her hands and knees. She
focused on her breathing, trying to calm herself. Atton was gone. He was gone,
and she would never see him again!


“I think she’s having some kinda panic attack . . .” said the man who’d been
shaking her. Now he was standing to one side of her.


“We’ve got to get out of here!” said the woman.


A child whimpered.


Destra looked up at the man beside her and studied his shadowy features. 


“Help me up,” she said.


“Yea, sure.”


Halfway to her feet, the dark, snowy world flashed brightly, revealing the
man’s face. He had short, curly black hair, wet with melted snow, a ragged cut
on his left cheek, which had smeared that side of his face with blood before
freezing into a thick red scab, and he had a shifty look in his small, dark
eyes. 


The man’s gaze snapped up to study the source of the sudden brightness.
“Holy krak!” he yelled. “There she goes!”


Destra spun to see what had suddenly peeled away all the shadows, and her
eyes were immediately drawn to the expanding fireball in the sky. Just then the
sound of the explosion reached their ears with a thunderous boom.


“Six thousand motherfrekkers! That’s what ya get! Leavin’ us all to die!
Frek you!” The man pumped his fist as he railed at the sky.


Destra turned to stare at him. He was actually happy. “We’d better
go,” she said, swallowing her disgust with a frown.


“Yea, don’t want the same to happen to us,” he said, nodding. “Second that!”


Destra retook the driver’s seat, and turned to see a woman and her young
child approaching. She felt a stab of recognition to see them. This was the
little blond boy who’d been clinging to the fence as she’d waited for Captain
Reichland to arrive—and his mother, the one who’d yelled at her.


“You!” the woman said as she drew near. 


Apparently Destra wasn’t the only one with a good memory. She nodded. “Hop
in.”


The woman’s eyes narrowed. “Where’s your son?”


“He’s . . .” Destra hesitated. “He’s gone.” Tears sprang to her eyes, and
the woman’s expression softened immediately.


“Oh, I’m sorry. I thought—” The woman assumed gone meant dead
along with the rest of the evacuees aboard the transport, but Destra didn’t
correct her. It would be easier travelling together without the burden of that
woman’s jealousy.


“Well, there’s no accounting for justice, now is there?” the man with the
gash in his cheek said, still talking about the evacuees’ transport. Either he
hadn’t heard their conversation as he’d walked around the back of the hover to
the passenger’s side, or else he was being deliberately insensitive. Destra
decided to ignore him. He climbed in beside her, and in the rear viewscreen
Destra noticed the woman and her son climb in the back. As soon as the doors
had shut, she gunned the throttles. Justice? she wondered, thinking
about that man’s remark. There’s no justice in any of this. Just death.


The road wound around the mountains, and Destra followed it as best she
could despite the depthless blue of the infrared overlay. The trees alongside
the road appeared as a scraggly black and blue wall.


“Where are we going?” the woman in the back asked.


“May as well head to the mines with the rest,” Destra replied.


“That’s a great idea,” the man said. “Gather everyone together in one place
so it’ll be easier for the Sythians to kill us.”


“You have a better idea?” Destra asked, turning to him with a scowl.


“Yea, we go south until we reach Covena.”


Destra frowned. She vaguely recognized the name of the town. “How far is
that?”


“It’s about three hundred klicks from here. We’ve already burrowed
underground up there, so we’ll be safe—for a while.”


“Underground?”


“A bunker of sorts. We built it to keep our operations out of pryin’ eyes,
if ya know what I mean.”


Destra turned to him with narrowed eyes. “You mean smuggling?”


“Sharp, girlie. Yea, smuggling. I managed supply-side operations—brewin’ the
stims, that is.”


So he was taking them to a stim lab. “I see,” Destra said, wondering if he
just brewed the batches of stim or tested them, too. There was something off
about him. Destra was surprised she hadn’t heard of a stim lab in Covena
before. Ethan must have known of it. He’d been a smuggler—before he’d been caught
and exiled to Dark Space. “So why aren’t you hiding there now?” Destra asked.


“It’s got supplies to keep us goin’ for a few months, you know—not forever.
My associates found their own way off Roka, leavin’ me to fend for myself, so I
thought I’d try my luck smuggling myself onto the next ship outta here, but no
go. Well, guess it was my lucky day, since that bird got shot to frek anyway.
Serves the frekkers right.”


“Okay, okay—you’re giving me a headache. Punch the destination into the nav.
I can’t spare a hand from the controls right now.”


“Whatever you say, girlie,” the man said, smirking as he leaned forward to
fiddle with the nav. “Name’s Digger, by the way.”


“Digger, huh? I’m Destra. What about you two?” she asked, looking up into
the rearview screen. The woman and her son were very quiet. Both of them looked
very pale—shell-shocked. At first they didn’t reply, so Destra yelled, “Hoi!
Wake up back there!” 


The woman started and said, “I’m Lessie. My son’s Dean.”


“Okay. You two fine with hiding out in Digger’s stim lab for a while?”


Lessie’s already wide and staring eyes grew wider still. “A stim lab? What
about the mines?”


Destra shook her head. “Digger’s right. We stand a better chance hiding out
on our own. The fewer people to give us away, the better.”


“Smart girlie.”


“Anyone else hiding up there?” Destra thought to ask Digger, suddenly
uncomfortable with the thought of being surrounded by outlaws like him. Ethan
had been a smuggler, too, but he was different. He was an outlaw because of
what he did for a living, not because of who he was as a person. As for the man
sitting beside her, Destra was pretty sure smuggling wasn’t the only criminal
thing he’d ever done.


“Just Doc and Petra.”


“And they won’t mind us staying with them?”


“Well . . . supplies are short, like I said, but don’t worry.” He shot her a
small smile and his eyes twinkled with amusement. “I’ll convince them.”


Destra frowned. She wasn’t convinced that this was a good idea at all, but
it wasn’t as though they had a lot of options. At least she had some idea of
how to handle outlaws, thanks to her early days with Ethan when they’d been
making runs together. “All right,” she said. “But if we’re not welcome there,
I’m taking Lessie and Dean and we’ll leave you lab rats to bake your brains
with stims.”


Digger snorted. “Sure thing, girlie.”


Destra drove on for hours, listening with still-ringing ears as Digger
railed against the world and how unfair it had been to him, until eventually
the trees began to lighten with the first strokes of dawn. Destra wondered how
much time had passed, and the answer flashed up before her eyes, fed to her
brain directly from the small implant behind her right ear: 0750. Little more
than an hour had passed since she’d seen her son off at the landing platform, but
it felt like it had been much longer. By now the planet would be crawling with
Sythians. They needed to get into hiding—soon. 


Destra snapped off the light amplification HUD overlay and found that now
she could just barely see in the growing light. The cliffs running beside them
had disappeared, and now trees rose to both sides, forming a leafy green
corridor. Destra cut a quick glance to the nav and saw that it wasn’t more than
another fifteen klicks to the point Digger had specified on the map. She looked
up to see in her rearview screen that Lessie and Dean had fallen asleep in the
back of the hover. Seeing the boy’s face finally relaxed in sleep, she was
reminded of her own son, by now light years away from her. She looked away
quickly.


“We’re gettin’ close,” Digger said, leaning forward to study the nav.


Destra glanced his way, watching him pan and zoom the map with shaking
hands. “You okay there, Digger?”


“Yea, why?”


“Your hands are shaking.”


He sent her a quick smile. “Must be the adrenaline.”


“Hmmm, right,” Destra replied. “Must be.” That or you’re getting a little
edgy between doses of stim.


Destra wasn’t sure why she was so mistrustful of this man. Perhaps it was
the idea of an outlaw allowing them to hide with him and share limited
supplies. In her experience, her husband notwithstanding, outlaws had a highly
evolved me-first attitude. The less selfish ones were usually dead, or toiling
away on a prison world in Dark Space, because they’d falsely expected their
self-sacrificing attitude to be reciprocated by their associates.


As the distance to Digger’s stim lab narrowed, Destra began to chew her
lower lip. She wasn’t worried about being able to take care of herself—Ethan
had taught her well—she was worried about the woman and her son sitting in the
back of the hover, and whether or not she could protect them, too. Outlaws
could be the exception to all the rules—like Ethan—or they could be the
stereotypes which defined those rules, and it was a coin’s toss to know which.
Based on her first impression of Digger, Destra’s bet was on the stereotypes,
but she decided to reserve judgment.


They came to a point on the road which lay parallel to the one which Digger
had marked on the map, and Destra brought the transport to a slow stop. “What
now?” she asked, scanning the immediate area.


Digger nodded out his window to the trees. “In there.”


Destra peered into the forest, noting that the trees were too close together
for the hover to make it through.


“We’ll have to go on foot,” Digger said.


“Right,” Destra frowned. “Of course.” This felt like a trap, but it was too
late to turn back. Sythians would be all over by now, flying grid patterns and
raining death on human settlements. They’d never escape notice in broad
daylight, so for now hiding in a forest was a pretty good idea. Destra drove
the transport down to the tree line, as close as she could get it, and then she
extended the landing struts and dialed down the grav lifts until the transport
settled lightly on a bed of leaves.


“Wakey wake!” Digger said, turning to Lessie and Dean with a broad grin.
“Time to go for a walk.”












Chapter 3


 


—THE YEAR 10 AE—





“So?” Ethan asked,
now that they were seated once more in Atton’s office aboard the Defiant.
“How is that monster below decks our only hope?”


Atton smiled. “The Gors are great warriors, as you can imagine. They crew
and pilot the Sythian ships and serve as foot soldiers on the ground. They
fight all of the Sythians’ battles for them. Having them on our side completely
reverses the balance of power in this war.”


“If the Gors fight all the Sythians’ battles, why have we never seen them
before?”


“Have you ever seen a Sythian without its armor, Ethan?”


Ethan shook his head. “I thought the armor was a part of them, some sort of
exoskeleton.”


Atton smiled. “I suppose you wouldn’t have had a chance to see them without
armor. Those images only surfaced late in the war, and even then they were
classified.” Atton directed his gaze to the desk and said, “Holofield on. Show
armored Sythian trooper.”


The air above the desk shimmered, and the lights inside Atton’s office
dimmed. A moment later, a tall bipedal creature in shiny black armor appeared
rotating above the desk. Ethan studied the image. It looked just as he
remembered a Sythian should—tall, broad-shouldered, glowing red compound eyes,
chitinous black exoskeleton.


“Enlarge head,” Atton said, and the image zoomed in on the Sythian’s
skull-like head. “Freeze image,” he added, so they could study the face.


Atton pointed to the image and traced the gleaming, angular black lines of
the creature’s head. “When we dissected the first Sythian, we found exactly
what you’d expect from a giant bug—beneath the exoskeleton is a spongy yellow
layer, but then beneath that is an epidermis, and below that we found another
skeleton.”


Ethan blinked.


“When you strip away the outer shell and the spongy insulating layer, you
have a real Sythian, with eyes, ears, nose, skin, muscle, and bone. Below their
exoskeleton armor, the Sythians appear more reptilian than insectile.” 


“Okay . . .” Ethan said, his brow furrowing as he wondered where Atton was
going with his biology lesson.


“Overlay unarmored Sythian trooper,” Atton said, speaking to the holo
projector once more.


Suddenly the gleaming skull-shaped helmet faded to a skull-shaped face with
bald blue-gray skin, flat nose, and slitted yellow eyes. 


Ethan almost fell out of his chair. “That’s Tova!”


Atton smiled. “The few Sythians we did manage to kill and examine looked
just like the Gors, but that’s because they were Gors. Besides protecting
them in battle, their armor functions as a space suit in the event of
decompression, and an environment suit to deal with inhospitable climates. They
breathe roughly the same mixture of air that we do, but they use their armor to
protect their eyes and skin from solar radiation as well as their bodies from
the heat. Being a nocturnal species that evolved to live in caves and
underground lairs, the Gors are used to cold, dark, and wet environments.”


“Wait,” Ethan held up a hand and shook his head. “If the Sythians are
actually Gors, then where are the real Sythians?” 


“They are only found aboard their largest warships, sitting safely cloaked
behind the lines while they command their armies of slaves.”


“What do these command ships look like?”


“Display Sythian Behemoth Cruiser.”


The cadaverous Gor disappeared and a long, organically-shaped cruiser began
rotating above the desk. It had a dark blue and lavender hull with glimmering
patterns that shifted subtly as the ship turned. It looked just like a bulkier
version of the Sythian ships he’d seen in the Rokan Defense simulation.


“Hmmm . . . so that’s it?” Ethan asked. “That’s our real enemy?” The ship
didn’t look so menacing. “How many of them are there?”


“According to the data the Gors gave us, there are seven command ships in
the Sythian armada. One for each cluster—or fleet.”


“Only seven?”


Atton nodded to the holo. “Check the scale.”


Ethan leaned forward to peer more closely at the glowing white numbers
hovering at the bottom of the projection. His eyes widened as he read them.
“That can’t be right,” Ethan said. “The scale says this ship is over thirty
kilometers long.”


“The scale is correct.”


“No ship is that big! How do they fit through our gates?”


“Only just.”


Ethan sat back in his chair, looking startled. “We were even more outmatched
than we thought. Just one of those ships would rival a whole fleet of ours. Why
didn’t they ever join the fighting?”


Atton shrugged. “The Sythians aren’t willing to risk their own lives in
battle, so they send in the Gors. Apparently the Sythians’ courage is quite
legendary.” Atton added that last part with laughing eyes.


“So all those fleets and millions of armored soldiers which overran us were
. . .”


“Gors. Slave armies.”


Ethan’s eyes narrowed. “And the Sythians? Do we even know what they look
like?”


“I wouldn’t have trusted the Gors if they hadn’t come to us the way they
did. They brought us High Lord Kaon of the Sythian First Fleet and military
intelligence on the numbers and positions of all the ships in the Sythians’
seven fleets.”


“Lord Kaon, huh?” Ethan rubbed his chin thoughtfully.


Atton nodded. “We keep him prisoner on Obsidian Station—our supply point for
the prime worlds’ strike force.”


“You have a picture of this . . . Kaon?”


Atton smiled. “I have better.” He glanced at the holo projector once more
and said, “Play back recording: Obsidian Interrogation.”


Ethan watched the holo of the cruiser disappear, replaced by a view into a
dark room. The camera was bobbing, heading toward a large, brightly-illuminated
transpiranium cube in the center of the room. As the camera closed in on the
cube, they were given a closer look at what was inside—nothing. Just an empty
steel cot and a trough which looked suspiciously like it served as a latrine.
There was also a tray piled high with green mush, and a cup of water lying
untouched in front of a slot-sized opening in the base of the cube.


The camera moved up to a section of the cube wall which contained a control
panel and a metal grill that might be a speaker. Now the cameraman began to
talk. “Hello, Kaon.”


There was no reply, but someone off camera said, “He doesn’t want us to
see him.”


“We’ll have to smoke him out.” A hand reached into the camera’s field
of view and touched a button on the wall-mounted control panel. Suddenly, jets
opened up in the ceiling and walls of the cube, and pressurized white streams
shot out. The streams reached a certain point inside the cube and then came to
a sudden stop in midair, spraying out in all directions around an invisible
obstacle, quickly coating it. The jets turned off a few seconds later, but the
thick, gummy ‘smoke’ had adhered to the creature’s body and defined a rough
shape. He was bipedal with two arms and two legs, but Ethan couldn’t discern
much else about him. Based on his size, he could have even been human.


“There you are, Kaon,” the cameraman said. 


This time there was a reply. It sounded like some version of the warbling
hissing language which Ethan had heard from Tova. 


“Do we have to go through this exercise every time?” 


More warbling.


“We’ll get you cleaned up if you agree to stop hiding.”


Warble.


Wide blue eyes appeared.


“Good,” the cameraman said, reaching for the control console again.
This time pressurized jets of water shot out from the walls and ceiling. The
water washed away the foam, and Ethan found himself cringing at the sight. It
wasn’t so much terrifying as disgusting to look at. The creature was
human-sized, naked, with a slick translucent skin that gave a clear view of its
internal organs. The creature had large, round eyes the color of dark sapphire,
muscular arms and torso, and a bony skull-like face, similar to Tova’s, but
with light blue fins rising along the top of its head. Gills flared in the
sides of its neck as it breathed. As Ethan watched, the creature bared a double
row of small, serrated white teeth which looked like they might belong to a
shark. Looking more carefully, Ethan saw a thin, dexterous tail restlessly
lashing the ground behind the alien.


“That’s better,” the cameraman said, and zoomed in on the creature’s
face.


“Freeze image,” Atton said.


Ethan sat staring intently into the wide blue eyes and translucent face of a
real Sythian. “Ugly kakard,” Ethan commented.


Atton smiled. “Not going to win any beauty contests, is he?”


Ethan frowned. “Definitely not.”


“How do we know the Gors are really on our side? As far as I can tell they
have a lot in common with the Sythians—language for one. It’s probably safe to
assume there are cultural similarities as well. Why would they side with us, a
species which they have nothing in common with?”


“Ethan, we fight our own species and for reasons less compelling than
emancipation—Alec Brondi is a fine example of that. Sharing genes and culture
is not enough reason to peacefully coexist. If the tables were turned, wouldn’t
you side with the Gors against your fellow man in order to escape slavery?”


Ethan nodded. “I suppose I might.” 


“The Gors haven’t given us away yet, and they’ve had multiple opportunities
to do so. They already know roughly where Dark Space is.”


Ethan grimaced. “Revealing that was not very wise, Atton.”


“It seemed a worthwhile gamble. Trust me, the Gors are not our enemy, Ethan.
They require no convincing to fight on our side, and to date, Gor-crewed ships
have taken out more Sythian vessels than we did in the entire war.”


“I’ll have to take your word for it. You mentioned Tova was supposed to stay
hidden—that it’s part of some sort of deal the two of you have. . . .”


Atton nodded. “Yes.”


“So none of the rest of the crew has seen her aboard? This is some big state
secret?”


“In Sythian Space we staff Gor ships with a human commander and bridge crew,
but the main body of the crew is made up of Gors—well, along with human nova
pilots and a few human engineers to fit into the smaller crawl spaces of our
ships. Due to the Gors’ physical size, they can’t perform in every capacity
that we’d like, but they do enable us to run most of our ships with a skeleton
crew.”


“So . . . it’s just the Defiant that doesn’t know about your pet
alien?” Ethan’s brow furrowed up to his bristly salt and pepper hair.


“Not just the Defiant. Everyone in Dark Space is blissfully unaware.
Bringing them into our sanctuary was not a very popular decision.”


“I can understand that.”


“They know we’re working with the Gors and that we have an alliance. They
also know what the Gors look like and that their species is not really to blame
for nearly wiping us out—at least not directly to blame—but that still doesn’t
mean humans are eager to work with Gors. Just knowing a Gor is aboard is enough
to keep most people from sleeping at night—you saw how Tova appeared out of
nowhere.”


“Yeah,” Ethan nodded. “You mean that’s not some piece of tech?”


Atton shook his head. “Did you see her wearing one?”


“Point.”


“For that reason, and a few others, I’ve asked Tova and Roan to keep their
presence aboard my ships a secret for now, and in exchange for keeping them
cooped up, I’ve made a very comfortable home for them, or crèche as they call
it—you should see the one I was constructing aboard the Valiant.”


“Okay,” Ethan said. “That brings me to my next question. Why bother? Why go
to all that trouble to keep a few aliens aboard? I get that you need crewmen
for the ships that you’re salvaging, but Tova is obviously not there to fill
out your crew.”


Atton smiled. “First of all, she and Roan are our liaison to the Gors. And
second, they actually are a part of the crew.”


Ethan cocked his head. “Oh?” 


“We have a cloak detector aboard all of our ships. It feeds data directly to
our gravidar systems, and it tells us both when there are cloaked Sythian ships
present, and roughly where they are located.”


Ethan’s eyebrows rose. “That must come in handy.”


“It does. It’s turning the tide of the war for us—that in conjunction with
our own cloaking devices. What most people don’t realize, however, is that the
detector is not some new piece of tech. It’s built in to every living Gor.”


Ethan blinked. “What?”


“Gors can communicate with members of their species telepathically, and via
the same medium they can sense their fellows at a distance.”


Ethan was taken aback. “Kavaar . . .”


“The Gors’ telepathy is apparently also how Sythian ships track and
communicate with each other while cloaked. To the Gors, it’s second nature.”


“And the Sythians? Do they have this telepathy?”


Atton shook his head. “The Gors say they don’t. That’s why Sythian ships
still have comm systems.”


“Okay, so we’re dependent on Tova to be our eyes in space. What about our
ships’ cloaking devices? Is that a Gor thing, too?”


“No, those are tech. We reverse-engineered a Sythian cloaking device over
five years ago, back when we first met the Gors. Until then it had been
impossible for us to capture a Sythian vessel and study it, since the Sythians
were always on the winning side of every fight, but the Gors have delivered
such vessels to us freely. Most Sythian systems are an enigma to us still, but
the Gors showed us how to build cloaking devices with a hybridized version of
Sythian tech and ours. Our cloaking devices are not nearly as efficient as
Sythian ones, so we don’t have miniature versions, but anything destroyer-sized
and up is easy enough for us to cloak as long as we have the right components.”


Ethan shook his head, incredulous. Then he froze as something else occurred
to him. “Wait—you said the Gors are helping you fight the Sythians to free
their people, but the Sythian ships are crewed with Gors, not Sythians, so
they’re helping you fight their own kind. Don’t you find that suspicious?”


“We only disable the Sythian ships. After that, they either bail out
or we send our Gors aboard to free their fellows. The newly-freed slaves join
our ranks, and everyone’s better off. If we were killing them left and right,
of course they wouldn’t agree to help us. It’s enough that they’re surrendering
to us without a fight and allowing us to capture and even destroy their ships.
We don’t need to kill the slave army if we can corrupt it to our side.”


“Hmmm . . .” Ethan sat back with a thoughtful frown. 


“What is it?”


“I still feel like there’s something the Gors aren’t telling you. What if
they’re just using us to free themselves?”


Atton shrugged. “It’s still a mutually beneficial arrangement.”


“Right up until the slaves become the masters.”


“Hopefully they’ll show some gratitude when that happens.”


Ethan snorted. “Let’s not be naïve.”


“Now you’re starting to sound like Admiral Heston.”


“Who?” Ethan asked.


“The leader of the other human remnant.”


“Yes, you mentioned that there was another group of survivors.”


Atton nodded. “We’ll get back to that later.” Turning to the holo projector
he said, “Holofield off.” The holo recording of High Lord Kaon disappeared, and
the lights in the room returned to full brightness. “Otherwise, have I answered
all of your questions?” he asked.


Ethan nodded slowly. “For now.”


“Good. Are you ready to answer my question yet?”


Ethan took a moment to recall what question his son was referring to, but
then he remembered: Atton wanted him to take over as the Supreme Overlord.
Ethan took an extra moment to consider his answer before he replied. Was he
ready to take on that much responsibility? His son certainly had faith that he
could, but that didn’t mean it was true. 


Ethan sighed. There was only one way to find out. “When do we make the
switch?”


Atton smiled. “Come with me.”


Ethan followed him to the door, and both of them turned their holoskins back
on before leaving the office. From there they proceeded to the lift tubes and
down through the ship until they reached the overlord’s quarters. Inside, there
was already a med bot waiting with a syringe full of anesthetic.


Ethan noted that with a snort of laughter. “Seems like you were one step
ahead of me.”


“I knew you’d accept,” Atton said, already undoing the gold buttons of his
white uniform.


“How’d you know that?”


“I accepted, and a son’s zeal doesn’t stray far from his father’s
ideals.”


“An old Rokan proverb. I wasn’t sure I had any ideals, Atton.”


“Come now, Dad. We both know Destra Ortane wasn’t a stupid woman. She
wouldn’t have agreed to marry just any outlaw.”


“I suppose not,” Ethan replied, stripping out of his uniform and then
rolling up the sleeve of his undershirt to present his wrist to the med bot. He
winced as the needle went in and then he shook his head. “And my wrist was just
starting to feel better . . .”


Atton laughed. “Maybe you’ll want to have the blood sample taken from your
other arm.”


“More needles?”


“I need to alter the Imperial records so that what’s on file for the
overlord matches your actual DNA, blood type, and other markers. We’ll need to update
the database over the ‘net as soon as we get back to Dark Space, and out here
in Sythian Space we’ll have to send the updates to each of our ships
individually, by messenger, since there is no commnet.”


“Sounds like you have everything covered.”


“The only thing we can’t fake with altered records is your approximate age,
which can be determined from a sample of your blood. I’ll restrict access to
those tests, but if someone gets suspicious they can always conduct the tests
by hand.”


Ethan nodded. “Well, hopefully no one gets suspicious.” He winced again as
another needle went into his arm to take a blood sample. Ethan eyed the
hovering med bot. “You like poking me, you blood-sucking little kakard, don’t
you?”


The bot gave no reply, but whirred away on its grav lifts to deposit the
sample and pick up a scalpel. The bot returned to his side, apparently waiting
for something.


Atton nodded to him and then pointed to a nearby chair. “You’d better sit
down over there. If your arm isn’t steady while he works, he might cut the
wrong thing.”


Ethan headed to the indicated armchair. “Wouldn’t want that, would we,
Pokey?”


The bot elicited an indecipherable beep, and Ethan grinned up at it as he
sat down in the chair. “So you do speak.”


Another beep.


“His vocals are damaged,” Atton explained. “I like bots better that way.”


Ethan frowned and looked away. The bot set to work, tying a tourniquet
around his arm, disinfecting his skin, and laying down surgical sheets before
bringing the scalpel into line. Ethan turned back to watch the bot cut a bloody
line across his wrist. Seeing the med bot expose dark red muscle and bone white
tendons, Ethan’s head swam dizzily. He grimaced and laid his head back against
the chair, silently counting backward from 100 to distract himself until it was
over.


100 . . . 99 . . . 98 . . . 


* * *


—THE YEAR 0 AE—


 


Destra walked through the forest. Leaves, needles, and snow crunched
underfoot. Here the snow was a thin patina on the colorful autumn leaves and
old brown needles. The forest arced out over their heads in splashes of color,
leaving shady patterns on the ground. It was as though winter hadn’t fully come
here yet. Up ahead, Digger led the way, while Lessie and Dean kept pace beside
her.


“What are we doing here?” Dean asked in a small, whiny voice. “I want to go
home.” He was tired from all the walking, and Destra was willing to bet he
hadn’t had enough sleep. 


She turned to him with a smile. He couldn’t have been much older than her
own son, Atton. “We’re going to play hide and seek.”


Dean shot her a suspicious look. “My mom says I can’t talk to strangers.”


Lessie shushed him with a tousle of his blond hair. “She’s not a stranger,
Dean. She’s a friend. She and Digger are going to keep us safe.”


“Safe?” Dean asked, looking up at his mom with squinty eyes. “Safe from
what?”


Destra smiled. “Safe from the people looking for us. We can’t let them find
us, because then we’ll lose.”


“I don’t care!” Dean said. “I want to go home.”


“You can’t go home,” Lessie replied, her voice cracking on that last word. 


“Why not?” Dean insisted.


Lessie abruptly stopped walking. “Because home is gone! It’s blown up!
That’s why!” She stood there panting and staring at her son while he stared
back at her with wide eyes and a trembling lip.


Destra frowned. She turned and bent to one knee in front of the boy. “Look,
I can see there’s no fooling you, Dean. You’re a smart kid, so I’m going to be
honest with you. It’s time for you to grow up now; it’s time for you to be a
man. Do you understand?”


Dean hesitated before nodding his head.


“Good. Then here’s the truth: everyone’s homes are gone, Dean. There’s
nothing left. Everyone who hasn’t already left Roka in a spaceship is being
hunted by very bad things, and they’ll kill us unless we hide from them.”


Dean’s face paled again, and back was the shell-shocked look Destra had seen
in the hover, but all things considered, he seemed to be holding it together
better than his mother. “What things?” the boy asked.


“Hoi! You three coming? We’re here!”


Destra turned to see Digger waiting for them at the top of a short hill; the
sun shone down through the trees to silhouette him in an angelic gold light.


“We’ll be there in a minute!” Destra called back. Speaking to Dean once
more, she said, “Come on, be brave little man. Your mother needs you to be.”


Dean bobbed his head once and then turned to his mother, who was still
standing where she’d stopped, watching them with a faraway look in her wide,
staring eyes. “Come on, Mommy,” he said, holding out his hand to her. “I’ll
protect you.”


Something rose up inside of Lessie and shook her out of it when her son’s
hand touched hers. Her expression softened, and she looked suddenly immensely
relieved, as though the burden of lying to her son had been just more than she
could bear. She turned to Destra with a shaky smile. “Thank you.”


Destra shook her head. “Don’t mention it. We’d better go.” 


They hurried to catch up with Digger, and he greeted them with a frown to
show his displeasure. “No more unscheduled stops, or I’ll leave you all out in
the cold.”


There was something about the petulant twist to Digger’s lips that Destra
didn’t like, but she ignored it and nodded to the unremarkable stretch of
forest which lay before them, sprawling down the other side of the small knoll
which they had climbed. 


“Where’s your hidey hole, Digger? I just see more trees.”


The man smiled and his face stretched enough to provoke a trickle of blood
from the gash running down the side of his cheek. “Exactly.” He turned and
nodded to the tree which they were all standing beside. It was a particularly
large burnished oakal. The bole was a smooth grayish purple, covered in places
with stringy blue moss. Digger began walking around the base of the tree, and
Destra followed, her hand drifting to the sidearm she’d acquired from the hover
before they’d left it at the side of the road. Unfortunately, she’d been unable
to come up with a good reason to keep Digger from taking a weapon, too, so she
hoped he wasn’t leading them into a trap.


As they rounded the base of the tree, Destra saw that the tree was actually
a growing-together of two separate oakals, and the hollow in between somewhat
resembled a cave. Digger walked into that hollow space and bent to one knee, as
if to pick something off the ground. She heard a hiss of escaping air
and saw a square of leaves and dirt begin to rise—it was a hatchway. Bits of
moss trickled from the leading edge of it.


Destra nodded. “I’m impressed.”


Digger turned to them with a smile while taking a few steps back toward the
open hole.


Destra raised a hand to warn him. “Digger, look out be—” 


He fell soundlessly into the hole. Destra rushed up to the open hatch and
gazed down into a deep, dark space which smelled like peat moss and old
mushrooms.


“Digger?” she called, and her voice echoed back to her.


“Jump in!” he called back, his voice echoing, too. “It’s perfectly safe!”


Destra frowned, and turned to look at Lessie and Dean as they appeared to
one side of her. Both of them gazed uncertainly into the dark hole now, too.
Abruptly they saw it illuminated and Digger peering up at them, holding a glow
lantern in one hand.


“Hmmm,” Destra mused.


“Spectral!” Dean said. “Can I go next?”


“I’ll go first,” Destra said, and with that, she jumped into the abyss.


* * *


Destra’s stomach leapt into her throat as she fell. Her long, dark hair
whipped up around her ears, and she saw the ground rushing up beneath her feet.
She had just enough time to suspect she’d been tricked into leaping to her doom
before the grav field caught her and carried her to a soft landing atop a pile
of leaves.


“Krakkin’ ride, huh?” Digger asked, beaming at her from the base of the pile
of leaves.


Destra spat a piece of a red oakal leaf out of her mouth and shook her head.
“Real krakking.”


They heard screaming then and looked up to see Lessie and Dean plummeting
down the hole. Destra scrambled to her feet before they could land on top of
her. They hit the leaf pile with a soft crunch, and Destra looked up
through the hole they’d fallen through. Bits of dirt and leaves tumbled down
after them only to hover to a near stop above their heads. Lessie and Dean
stood up and picked the leaves out of their hair, while Digger walked to one
side of the hollow chamber and opened a moss-covered panel in the rooty wall.
He threw a lever and typed in a numbered code; then the hatch at the top of the
chamber swung shut with a distant thud, plunging the ceiling into
darkness. Now they could hear the dirt and leaves trickling down from the
ceiling to pitter patter on the ground, and Destra realized that the grav field
was off.


She turned to Digger then. “Please tell me this isn’t the extent of your
lair.”


Digger let out a bark of laughter and half turned to her. “Ha ha ha!” he
said, his eyes flashing manically. “No—” He walked to the other end of the
dirty chamber. “Follow me,” he said, now shining his lantern over the
root-invaded wall nearest to him. He peered intently at the wall, searching,
while his lantern cast a shaky glow. Destra studied Digger’s shaking arm with a
frown. His excuse had been the adrenaline, but it had been hours since their
harrowing escape, so what was his excuse now?


Stims, Destra thought.


“This used to be an old rictan lair,” Digger mentioned, still scanning the
wall. 


Destra suppressed a shiver at that. Rictans were lithe, hairless creatures
with six legs, barbed, whip-like tails, and a broad mouth full of dagger-sized
teeth. Their long claws could just as easily dig through flesh and bone as they
could through dirt and roots. “We had to smoke them out and then seed the
entrance with gossam dung to keep them from digging a way back in,” Digger
prattled on. “Then we had to do some digging of our own to make this place more
livable.”


“Is that how you got the name Digger?” Destra asked, watching as he
apparently found what he was looking for. His free hand shot out and
disappeared up to the elbow in the dirty wall, and she realized a holofield was
projected there to hide whatever he was reaching for. Destra heard a click
and then there came a hiss of escaping air. A section of the dirt wall
cracked open before them, and bright yellow light spilled out. As soon as their
eyes adjusted to the brightness, they found themselves peering into a
comfortable, modern living room. “There we are!” Digger said, and strode across
the threshold to traipse dirt onto the polished duranium floors.


Destra waited on the other side, her hand hovering close by her sidearm. Her
eyes were flicking around the space. It was lavish with comfortable black
couches and thick red rugs. A gigantic holoscreen hung on a stone wall opposite
the couches, and in the base of the wall an artificial fireplace flickered with
blue flames licking over glittering glass logs. The roof of the lab was lined
with what looked like thick red oakal beams, and to one side, raised above the
level of the living room, lay a gleaming kitchen with all the most modern
appliances. This was not the rathole stim lab Destra had been expecting; it was
a well-appointed home.


Digger was still traipsing dirt into it. “Doc! Petra! I’m home!”


Destra waited for a reply before she stepped inside. 


Then there came a scratching of claws scrambling for purchase on the shiny
floors, accompanied by a vicious snarling and yipping which Destra recognized
with a shiver of apprehension. Her eyes were drawn immediately to the sound and
to a darkened hall leading away from the living room. There she spotted a
trademark pair of red eyes glowing in the dark, bobbing as the creature ran
toward them. Those eyes were immediately joined by another identical pair and
more snarling. 


Destra shrank away from the entrance to the stim lab. “Stay behind me!” she
warned Lessie and Dean as she drew her plasma pistol and steadied her aim with
both hands on a point between the first set of glowing red eyes.


Then that creature burst into the light, and Destra saw it for what it
was—but she had already known what to expect. 


It was a rictan, bounding toward them with slavering jaws already gaping in
anticipation of the kill.












Chapter 4
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Angel sat in the
mess hall, eyeing the pair of strangers who had just sat down across the table
from her. Her usually wide violet eyes were narrowed and flicking from side to
side as she studied first one and then the other. They looked familiar, but she
couldn’t remember their names.


The old man smiled wanly. His bony face made the smile look painful.
“Sweetheart . . .” he said, but trailed off as if he couldn’t bring himself to
broach the topic he had in mind.


Angel had plenty of experience with this. He was a reluctant client.
Everyone had some sort of inhibitions fighting against their baser instincts,
but some clients were stodgier than others and needed to be coaxed more gently.
They were the goody goodies, the married men, and the shy virgins. They all had
something holding them back, but Angel knew how to draw them out. Her gaze
flicked sideways to the woman sitting beside the old man, and her elaborate
rationalizations began to crumble. If this man was a client, she was dealing with
a very open-minded couple.


“Hello, there,” she said, her eyes coming back to the man’s face. “What’s
your name?”


He shook his head, his eyes growing moist. “You really don’t remember me?” 


Angel watched the old woman sitting beside him reach out to squeeze his
hand. Her eyes were moist, too. They were the same rare violet color as Angel’s
own eyes.


“I’m sorry,” Angel purred. “You look familiar, but I don’t remember your
names.” She reached across the table to touch the couple’s hands. “I might
remember better in a more . . . intimate setting. What do you say we—”


“Stop!” the old man bellowed, his eyes flashing with hurt and something
else—revulsion? Angel wondered. She noticed he looked angry now, and the
woman beside him was affronted, too. Angel retracted her hand with a shrug.
Maybe the man was putting on a show for his wife. Classic, she thought
and picked up her fork to begin digging through a pile of pancakes covered in
treacle. She had to remember not to eat too much. Clients didn’t want to be
with a chubby girl. 


“She doesn’t even remember us!” Angel heard the old woman whisper. She
sounded hurt.


Well I can’t remember everyone, now can I? Angel thought, feeling
defensive.


“The medic said this would happen,” The man replied. “We need to be patient.
It’s just a temporary regression.”


Regression? Angel wondered. She looked up from her food with a frown.
She was beginning to suspect these two weren’t clients at all, and if that were
the case, then there was no point in her being polite with them. “You know I’m
still here, right?” Angel said. “You don’t have to talk about me as though I
were deaf.”


“Look,” the man began, his eyes hard now, “listen to me carefully. Your real
name is Alara Vastra. You are our daughter, but you’ve been chipped, and now
you think you’re a playgirl named Angel. You are not that person, Alara! You
have to fight it!”


Angel went on frowning. If this was some type of elaborate role-play, it was
a twisted one, and even she had her limits. “Aren’t you too old to be my
parents?”


The man’s cadaverous face broke into a precarious smile. “We didn’t think we
could have children. . . . until you surprised us.”


Alara wasn’t buying the story. “I’m going to go get some juice,” she said,
setting down her fork and pushing her chair out on the retractable arm which
bolted it to the deck. She hadn’t even touched her breakfast.


The old couple watched her leave the table with pained expressions, but they
said nothing. Angel felt her irritation with them growing. They’d been with her
all morning and they were still playing games. They were wasting her time! She
reached the serving line and waited behind a tall man with thinning black hair
and a slowly pulsing blue tattoo crawling down his left forearm. Angel absently
studied that tattoo. The wavy lines of it were suggestive of blue flames
leaping down from his sleeve. Now that she was paying attention, she saw that
the tattoo wasn’t pulsing at all, it was slowly flickering, heightening
the flame effect. Angel followed the tattoo up his arm until her eyes settled
on his bulging biceps. Well, you’re a big boy, aren’t you? she thought
with a lascivious grin. The man’s black pants were striped white, marking him a
combat veteran, and his uniform jacket, which was slung over one shoulder, was
gleaming with the four silver chevrons of a first lieutenant. Angel felt a warm
stirring which she recognized as desire. Not every job had to be work. The
difference, she realized, is whether or not you enjoy what you’re doing.
. . .


Or who, she thought with a wry twist of her lips as she touched the
man’s upper arm.


He turned to reveal a haggard face, grizzled with stubble and lined with
age. There were dark circles under his eyes, and the wincing look on his face
told her he was in some kind of pain. He was older than she’d expected, and his
nose was crooked, but he had a certain animal charm to him.


“What?” he barked at her.


She made her bright violet eyes big and looked him up and down very slowly,
so that he could see she was admiring him. “I haven’t seen you around here
before,” she said, her voice purring.


“Likewise,” he replied, his expression softening somewhat.


She touched his arm again, this time to squeeze his bulging biceps. “Looks
like I’ve been missing out. What’s your name?”


The man’s gaze turned speculative and a dark smile sprang to his face.
“Ithicus Adari, or Firestarter if you prefer. What’s your name?”


“Angel.” She smiled. “Would you mind if I joined you for breakfast?”


Ithicus shook his head. “No, I could use some company.”


“Me too, why don’t we—hoi!” Angel felt hands on her shoulders, turning her
roughly out of the serving line. She tried to slap those hands away. Then she
saw the old couple who’d been sitting with her a moment ago, and her face
screwed up in outrage. “What do you want? Leave me alone!”


“Alara!” the woman said. “You’re not well. Let us take you to the med bay.”


“I feel fine!” Angel insisted, and struggled to break free of the old man’s
clammy hands.


“Hey, let the girl alone,” Ithicus interrupted, taking a step out of the
line toward them.


“I’m sorry,” the old man said with a smile as he held up a shaking hand to
stop Ithicus, “but this girl is not in her right mind. She’s been chipped and
she isn’t who she thinks she is.”


Ithicus’s dark brown eyes widened, and he hesitated before taking another
step. “Really? Who does she think she is?”


“She thinks she’s some sort of playgirl.”


“Hmmm, that’s a pity.” Ithicus gave Angel an up-and-down look like the one
she’d given him a moment ago. “A real pity,” he drawled before turning back to
the serving line.


Angel felt herself being pushed and dragged toward the exit of the mess
hall. The old woman fussed by her side, offering reassurances.


“We’ll get you fixed up, don’t worry. This is just a temporary lapse.”


Alara’s gaze strayed over her shoulder to the rugged lieutenant, and then
she turned back to the old man with a scowl. He led her out of the mess hall by
her wrists, cutting off her circulation with his bony fingers. “Let me go,” she
warned.


“Not yet,” he said.


With a quick twist of her wrists, she wriggled free. “Hoi!” she said. “What
is wrong with you two? I had him right where I wanted him—putty in my hands! If
you’re not going to do business, then at least let me find someone who is!”


The old man’s reply was soft, and he only said one word—“Reset.”—It was all
he needed to say.


As soon as Angel’s ears caught that word and her brain connected it to
meaning, she felt a dawning horror, accompanied by a sweaty rush of unreality.
The very fabric of her being was stripped away, and suddenly she didn’t know
who she was anymore. I’m Angel! She insisted to herself, but now she
understood that that was a lie. She was Alara Vastra, and the old man and woman
standing before her were . . . they were . . .


Her parents.


A dizzy wash of nausea swept through her. Alara’s knees buckled, and she
sunk to the floor. She lay there for a moment, blinking slowly up at the
ceiling. The room spun around her head at least a half dozen times before her
parents’ faces hove into view. She smiled weakly up at them.


“Hoi . . .” she said, but her mind was already shutting down. 


“Stay with us, honey!” her mother said, grabbing her hand.


But sleep felt so warm and peaceful. “I’m just going to close my eyes for a
. . .” Alara trailed off as her eyelids fluttered, and she succumbed to sleep.


* * *


The morning after the identity change procedure, Ethan awoke to find himself
in the overlord’s quarters—now his quarters. It was going to take some getting
used to, but the spacious room, king-size bed, giant holoscreen, and the broad
floor-to-ceiling viewport were luxuries that would make the adjustment a whole
lot easier.


Being the overlord had its perks.


Ethan sat up, rubbed tired eyes, and scanned the rest of the room. A large
bathroom lay to one side; the sliding doors were open, revealing a broad mirror
and gleaming steel cabinetry offset by artfully recessed glow panels and black
wall tiles; another desk like the one in the overlord’s office was arranged
before the room’s viewport. Separated from the bedroom by a short half wall
adorned with indigo-colored ferns, were a couch and some chairs along with a
bar and a small kitchenette. Ten years ago this could have been a luxury studio
apartment in any city on any planet anywhere in the galaxy. That was before the
war. Now most living spaces Ethan had seen were half the size, and they were
either in space or they lay underground to better shield them from the high
levels of radiation in Dark Space—although the black holes ringing the region
didn’t emit much radiation, the dying stars falling into them did.


It had been little more than a day since Ethan had left Dark Space, but he
felt like it had been weeks. So much had happened since then. He swung his legs
over the side of the bed and grabbed his comm piece from the bedside table
before standing up to stretch. As he did so, a flash of light drew his eyes to
the viewport and the murky gray swirl of the Stormcloud Nebula beyond. As he
watched, it flashed with another bright discharge of static, and Ethan could
just see the dark outline of a station cast into stark relief by the burst of
light. This was where they were hiding while they made repairs to the Defiant.
They’d arrived at the Stormcloud Transfer Station in the middle of the night,
and some unthoughtful kakard had promptly awoken him with the news. When his
bedside communicator had begun trilling less than an hour after he’d lain down
to sleep, Ethan’s first instinct had been to smash it—an impulse which he’d
promptly acted upon—but his fist had hit the receive button by mistake
and piped the comm officer’s transmission into his room at full volume,
overwhelming Ethan’s sleep-clouded brain with noise. It had been all he could
do not to give himself away before remembering that he was supposed to be the
supreme overlord now and he couldn’t cuss out his crew for providing important
updates.


Atton had told him to wear his holoskin at all times, just in case, but at
least it was less obtrusive than the holoskin Brondi had made him wear. That
one had been a skintight body suit made of rare and expensive shielding and
holo-sensitive fibers, while Ethan’s new holoskin projected his appearance from
two thin holofield generators around his ankles to two matching bands around
his wrists and one around his neck. The new skin was made of even more
expensive materials than Brondi’s one—which Ethan supposed made sense. The
overlord would be able to afford the best. The new skin would be much harder to
detect, even if one were feeling around for it and knew where to look.


Ethan stood up from the bed and walked over to the bathroom. Seeing himself
in the mirror was a shock. He looked like he’d aged a hundred years overnight.
His face was thinner, with plenty of wrinkles, his cheeks were sunken, and his
eyebrows were out of control—a bushy white which needed immediate trimming. His
nose and ears were groomed at least, but Ethan could see the hair encroaching
there already. The four days worth of white stubble on his face needed shaving.
Besides being completely white, the pattern of facial hair Ethan saw was subtly
different from what he was used to, and when he ran his hands over his cheeks,
he could feel the discrepancies—a holoskin didn’t change tactile qualities.
Opening the steel cabinet beneath the sink, Ethan found an expensive depilatory
gel which would strip the hair off his face and keep it that way for six to
eight months. Yet another luxury afforded to the supreme overlord. Ethan
applied the gel and let it sit for the required thirty seconds before washing
it off, along with all his stubble. After that, Ethan went for a quick
vaccucleanse and then got dressed in his new uniform—the flashy white with gold
trim of the supreme overlord. Just as Ethan fit his comm piece inside his ear,
it began to beep with an incoming transmission, and then he heard a
computerized voice say, “Lieutenant Adan Reese calling.” 


Ethan touched his ear to receive the comm. “Hello?”


“You’re awake. Good.” It was not his son’s voice that Ethan heard, but
rather that of the Lieutenant Adan Reese. Last night after the operation to
switch identichips, they’d had to switch vocal synthesizers, too. “We need to
meet,” Atton said. “I’ll be at your office in five. You can have breakfast sent
up there for us.”


“Sure, see you soon,” Ethan replied, already on his way out. He passed
through the doors a moment later and walked past the pair of security guards
stationed there. The guards peeled off from the wall and followed him at a
distance. They hadn’t actually been trained as sentinels, but rather they were
low-ranking corpsmen who couldn’t serve any more useful roles aboard the Defiant.


When Ethan reached his office, Atton was already waiting to get in. The
guards stopped outside the doors and Ethan turned to one of them, almost as an
afterthought, to suggest that he fetch them breakfast from the mess hall. The
guard looked at Ethan strangely, but then saluted and said, “Yes, sir,” before
hurrying off. Atton also shot Ethan a strange look as they walked inside the
office.


The doors swished shut behind them, and Atton sighed. “You shouldn’t
be sending your bodyguards to get you breakfast,” he said.


“All right, who should I send then?” Ethan asked as he rounded his
dark-lacquered wooden desk and sat down in the high-backed black chair.


“You can call the mess hall directly and request what you want. They’ll have
someone bring it up to you. We’re undermanned, but you’re the overlord,
so they’ll make it happen.”


“Right. This takes a bit of getting used to, Atton.”


“I know, which is why I’d like to suggest that you promote me and assign me
as your XO aboard the Defiant. That way I’ll be able to help you act the
part of the overlord. Once you’re more comfortable with the role you can assign
me wherever you feel’s best.”


Ethan nodded. “Consider it done. Who’s the current XO?”


“Caldin.”


Ethan’s eyes lit with recognition. “I know her. She was also my XO in the
Rokan Defense sim run. She was the one who recommended me—well, Adan Reese—for
command training.”


“I’m sure she’ll be surprised to find that her suggestion was taken so seriously.”


“And perhaps a bit resentful that he’s being given her rank and position
aboard the Defiant,” Ethan added.


“There’s not much we can do about that, but you don’t have to demote her.
You can assign her as your tactical adviser if you wish. I’ve found she has
some good insights.”


“I agree,” Ethan replied.


A few minutes later breakfast arrived with a knock at the doors. Ethan spoke
a verbal command to open the doors, and one of his guards walked in balancing a
tray loaded with pancakes, juice, and a steaming pot of caf.


Ethan caught a whiff of the caf and pancakes and he felt a strong answering
stir in his belly. Suddenly he realized that he couldn’t remember the last time
he ate. It had to have been more than 24 hours ago. As for the caf, it had been
years since he’d had a cup of caf. Ethan watched the tray approach with eager
anticipation, and he dug in before the guard had even poured his coffee. By the
time the guard left, Ethan had already finished half his stack of pancakes. The
office door slid shut with a swish. Atton cleared his throat. Ethan
looked up from cutting another giant wedge out of his stack of pancakes to see
Atton smiling at him over the rim of his cup of caf. Ethan took a moment to
breathe and wash the pancakes down with a big gulp from his own cup.


“So, what’s your first move, Overlord?” Atton asked.


Ethan swallowed and took another sip of caf while he considered the
question. “You said there’s another group of survivors.”


“Yes, Admiral Hoff Heston and the remnants of the Fifth Fleet. They were cut
off during our retreat to Dark Space, so they holed up someplace else.”


Ethan’s eyes narrowed. “Someplace? You don’t know where they are?”


“No, they don’t trust us to have that information—since we’re working with
the Gors. We coordinate attacks and salvage operations together, but they keep
us at a distance.”


“I see. And our forces? How many are they and where?”


“They’re split up into four separate strike groups, each with its own base
of operations. There are 13 capital-class vessels in all. Fourteen now if you
count the Defiant.”


“Not very many. Will it be enough to take on the Valiant?”


Atton hesitated. “I imagine Brondi is also short-handed right now, so we
stand a chance, but we would take very heavy casualties in a straight fight. I
would recommend a different course. I doubt Brondi will be able to get Roan’s
cooperation to help him detect any cloaked ships in the area, so if we had one,
we might be able to sneak aboard with a small boarding party.”


Ethan raised an eyebrow. “I think you’d need a large boarding party
to overwhelm the troops Brondi has aboard that carrier.”


“Not if he can’t see us. How many men do you think one invisible soldier
could kill?”


“The Gors,” Ethan said as his eyes lit with understanding.


“Even a few dozen of them would be enough to clear the Valiant.”


“Well, what are we waiting for, then?”


“The Defiant isn’t cloaked, and we only have Tova with us, so we
can’t launch the attack ourselves.”


“I know,” Ethan replied. “I meant we need to call the Gors and put together
an op.”


Atton shook his head. “We can’t call them. The commnet doesn’t exist out
here. The gate relays are all down.”


“All of them?”


Atton nodded. “They were mostly destroyed by Sythians, but some have just
fallen into disrepair. We’ll have to travel to the nearest strike group to
contact them.”


Ethan frowned. “We’re not cloaked.”


“We’re not that far away. The nearest task force is at Obsidian Station. A
few jumps and we’ll be there.”


Ethan’s eyes narrowed. “How many is a few?”


“About five.”


Ethan winced and took another sip of caf. “We need to get Tova’s help for
this. If she doesn’t help us detect cloaked Sythians, we’ll be taken out before
we even know what hit us.”


“She may not be willing to work with us if she finds out the truth about
what happened to Roan.”


“Well, the truth is, we’re going to rescue her mate. If she’s got any
brain at all she’ll work with us to achieve that end.”


Atton conceded that with a shrug. “They don’t reason like us, Ethan, but
it’s worth a try.” 


“Right. While we’re at it, is there anything we can do to bolster our nova
complement? We just have six fighters. That’s half a squadron.”


“There’s another squadron aboard the transfer station,” Atton said. “But no
pilots.” 


“That’s funny,” Ethan said.


“What?” Atton replied.


“When I wanted to join the fleet as a civilian, I was told that they had
more applicants than ships, but now that I’ve been . . . conscripted . .
. I’m finding that it’s just the opposite.”


“Well, in Dark Space we do have more applicants than ships, and even
outside, we’re training more Gors than we have ships to fill. All the Gors we
free now are going to form our very first invasion army.”


Ethan sat back and steepled his hands before his chin. “I suppose we’ll have
more than enough troops to take back the Valiant then. Brondi’s in for a
surprise.”


Atton nodded. “We’ll have her back soon. The tougher part will be finding a
new crew for her.”


“Yes . . .” Ethan trailed off and his eyes drifted out of focus. He had been
responsible for killing the original crew by unwittingly carrying Brondi’s
super virus aboard the ship.


“It’s not your fault, Ethan,” Atton said.


“We can agree to disagree on that.”


“If anything Kurlin Vastra shoulders more of the blame than you.”


Ethan’s eyes came back into focus at the mention of Alara’s father. “Are you
going to level any charges against him?”


Atton just looked at him. “Well, that’s up to you now. I’m not the overlord
anymore.”


“I’m not going to do anything. I’d be a hypocrite if I had him tried and not
myself. Besides, we were both Brondi’s pawns, even if Kurlin knew exactly what
he was doing and I didn’t. For now, I think it’s best for us to keep all of
that as quiet as possible. What about the guards who interrogated Kurlin? Have
they been sworn to secrecy?”


“They have, but I’m not sure we can trust them to keep quiet for long.
Everyone lost people close to them on the Valiant. It’s only a matter of
time before the guards talk to someone, or maybe even plot to kill Kurlin
themselves.”


“And what do they know about me? You said that Kurlin revealed my part as
the carrier for his virus. He met me you know, so if he ever sees me without my
holoskin . . .”


Atton raised an eyebrow at that. “When would he have a chance to see you
without your holoskin? Besides do you really think he’ll try to pin blame on
you when he’s just as guilty? He did mention there was a live carrier for the
virus who infiltrated the Valiant, but you weren’t named. Kurlin seems
to have assumed that you died aboard the Valiant with everyone else, so
you’re safe. The greater problem is what will happen to old Kurlin if the crew
finds out what he did.”


“They’ll murder him,” Ethan replied.


“Right, and we still need him to produce more of the vaccine, just in case
the plague spreads through Sythian Space, too.”


“I didn’t think of that,” Ethan said. “Where are the interrogators now?”


“One of them just brought us breakfast.”


Ethan frowned. “Well, that’s going to help me sleep at night. Couldn’t we
have them reassigned somewhere else? Maybe we could leave them on the transfer
station.”


Atton nodded. “I would recommend that, yes, but that won’t shut them up
forever, it’ll just isolate them for a while. Eventually the news will get
out.”


“Well, let’s hope they keep their mouths shut.”


“A more permanent solution would be to assign them to the boarding party for
the Valiant. . . .”


Ethan’s eyes grew wide as he understood what Atton was implying. He felt a
sharp pang of disappointment to think that his son would even consider such a
thing. “Atton . . .”


The boy shook his head. “I can see you don’t approve, but think about the
greater good here. Part of your responsibility as overlord is going to be
making the hard decisions—doing the things that on the surface seem wrong, but
for the greater evil they will prevent.”


“Wrong is wrong, Atton.” 


Atton smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “You can’t afford to see the
world in black and white, Ethan. Right and wrong are often just shades of gray.
I’m surprised I have to tell a smuggler that.”


Ethan’s eyes narrowed. “Ex-smuggler. I lost everything because of my
own moral compromises. If it weren’t for that, you and your mother and I would
never have been separated, but instead you grew up without me there, and your
mother is . . .” Ethan trailed off, shaking his head. “Missing.” That was as
honest as he could afford to be with himself right now.


“Look, all I’m saying is that we need Kurlin. I don’t care how you keep him
alive, but you’d better, or many more people will die.”


Ethan nodded. “Fine. Speaking of Kurlin, I should check on Alara,” he said,
smoothly changing the topic. He felt privately sick that his son had such a
convenient concept of right and wrong. Ethan touched his ear to activate his
comm piece and then he said, “Call Kurlin Vastra.” The comm began to trill
faintly in his ear, and a moment later the doctor picked up. 


“Doctor Kurlin!” Ethan said. “This is Overlord Dominic speaking. How is
Alara doing?”


Kurlin hesitated before replying. “Oh . . . hello, sir . . .” He sounded
confused. “Alara’s not well, I’m afraid. She’s just suffered a relapse.”


Ethan frowned. “Where is she now?”


“Med bay. We’re looking after her. Why do you ask?”


Ethan had momentarily forgotten that Alara was nobody to the overlord; they
didn’t even know each other. But while Ethan had been Adan Reese, he had
professed to have some sort of connection to her—a connection which Alara
wouldn’t even recognize if she were in her right mind.


All this identity switching was getting complicated. 


Ethan’s gaze flicked to Atton. “My new XO, Adan Reese, was asking about her.
I’ll put him through to you now.”


Ethan spoke aloud the command to transfer the comm call to Adan Reese, and
then Ethan went back to his breakfast with a frown. He didn’t close the call on
his end, so he was able to listen in as Atton did a good job of pretending to
be concerned for a woman he’d never known. Ethan heard Kurlin relay the details
of Alara’s regression—the incident in the mess hall with the lieutenant and
then the subsequent reset which had knocked Alara unconscious.


Apparently the only thing the Defiant’s barely-qualified medic had
been able to do for Alara without knowing how to safely deactivate her slave
chip, was to implant another chip which would fight against the first. The code
word “reset” would temporarily interrupt the slave chip, but it seemed doing
that had been so traumatic for her brain that she’d been knocked unconscious.
She was awake now and still claiming to be Angel, but with less conviction than
before. The medic had said she would be okay, but he’d strongly cautioned
against using another reset. Alara would have to fight her programming on her
own. 


Ethan gritted his teeth. Brondi was going to pay. His mind flashed back to
what Atton had said about Tova’s mate aboard the Valiant and that
brought a dark smile to his face. I hope he eats you, Ethan thought, but
his next thought was that if Brondi died they would never get the deactivation
codes they needed to safely remove Alara’s slave chip.


It was hard to want someone both dead and alive at the same time.












Chapter 5





Verlin stalked
through the bowels of the Valiant with his team of scouts. Everywhere he
went, the bounty hunter saw Brondi’s men walking beside big, hovering black
garbage bins, using portable grav guns to pick up the bodies of the previous
crew and drop them inside.


Even Verlin’s stomach turned at the sheer numbers of the dead. Walking
through the Valiant was like walking through a mausoleum. He turned his
eyes to the fore and forced himself to focus. He and his team reached a rail
car tunnel and waited for the car to arrive. Once it did, they piled in,
ignoring the bodies inside the car. Verlin turned to the directory beside the
doors. He searched the ship for probable locations to hide something—what was he
looking for anyway? What could old Dominic have been hiding?


This is a wild rictan hunt, Verlin thought as he punched in a random
destination—the med lab. Good as any. He went to find a seat as far as
possible from the nearest body.


Brondi was wasting his time, but with the amount of Sols he was being paid,
Verlin supposed that he couldn’t complain. He settled his head back against the
side of the car just as it began whooshing through the ship.


* * *


Roan glared at the door of his prison, willing it to open. His slitted
yellow eyes had been fixed on that spot for the past four hours straight, and
the door still hadn’t been opened. No one had come to bring him food. Roan
finally tore his gaze away from the door and looked around his half-finished
crèche. It was much larger than the previous one he’d shared with Tova. She was
probably still there waiting for him. The human workers in their thick coats
and gloves had disappeared more than a day ago, and they had locked the door
behind them. This had never happened before, and it called into question the
level of trust between them. Roan wondered if something had happened to break
the alliance. 


The humans had been gone too long. They were supposed to be finishing his
crèche and bringing him food. They were not keeping their end of the deal, so
it was time for Roan to break his. He refused to stay hidden any longer. He
would find a way out. Roan stalked over to his armor and put it on piece by
piece until he was cloaked in the comforting coolness of his second skin. This
one would protect him from the elements unlike the weaker one he’d been born
with. He flexed his forearm gauntlets and then turned to the door with his
palms outstretched. Two lances of purple light shot out and slammed into the
door with a resounding thud. Nothing happened. The door was pristine,
its armor too strong for his weapons to pierce. Roan cursed under his breath
and turned to search the vast chamber for another way out. His eyes jumped from
pillars of ice to the still, blue waters of his pool. The floor was covered in
ice and snow. There were no other exits that he could see.


Then his eyes seized upon something. It was long and black and roughly
rectangular. He’d seen the humans using it to carve and shape the ice pillars.
Roan stalked over to it. He remembered that the device produced an intense beam
of light and heat. He wondered if it would also cut a hole through the door.
Picking it up, Roan carried the device over to the door and fiddled with the
controls until he found a small lever which fired a bright red beam and melted
a furrow in the icy floor behind him. Turning to look at the damage, Roan let
out a hiss, and then he turned the device around. Now he triggered the lever again
and began tracing a line across the door. He saw the duranium begin to glow,
and watched as small rivulets of metal began oozing down the door in
fast-drying streaks.


This would do, Roan decided.


* * *


The med lab was also filled with bodies. These ones wore white hazmat suits,
but they were just as dead. Verlin kicked the nearest one in the ribs to see if
it would stir, but it didn’t even twitch, and rigor mortis made the body react
to his kick like a rock. Verlin looked away. The hazmats hadn’t saved them.


Looking around the darkened room, Verlin saw vials of serum and lab
equipment scattered everywhere. The sheer, frantic disarray seemed to suggest
that these med workers had been trying to formulate a vaccine to the virus
right up until the moment it had killed them.


“This is interesting. . . .” one of Verlin’s men said. Verlin turned to see
the man querying a nearby lab computer.


“What?” Verlin asked, walking up behind him.


“There’s a large area grayed out on the ship schematic.” The man turned to
him and then back to the screen to point. “Look—here’s the med lab. On the
other side of it is the med center, but in between . . . there’s this big empty
space with no apparent access. The schematic labels the area as hazardous, but
doesn’t say what’s in there. All other information is classified.”


“Well, well,” Verlin said. “That is interesting. No doors? Which wall
separates that area from us?”


The man turned and looked around the lab. A moment later he pointed to the
wall furthest from them. There were a few mag-clamped trolleys of medical
equipment stacked there. “I think it’s that one.”


Verlin walked up to it and moved one of the trolleys aside to run his hands
along the wall, looking for seams. “It appears solid,” he said. “We’ll have to
blast it open if we want a look on the other side.” Verlin snapped his fingers
and said, “Someone get over here and make a hole.”


Another of his men came up behind him and shook his head. “We’ll need a
cutting beam.”


“And?”


“We didn’t bring one.”


Verlin just stared at the man. 


“Right, I’ll go get one.”


“Good,” Verlin replied. “I’ll wait.”


While they were still waiting there, a recessed section of that wall slid
soundlessly aside. One man noticed the movement and turned to look. “Hoi! What
the frek!” he said and whipped up his ripper rifle to cover the dark hallway
which had appeared out of nowhere. “Halt! Anyone there?”


Now everyone had their rifles covering the opening while slowly backpedaling
away from it. Verlin covered the entrance with his modified ripper pistol, but
he didn’t back away. He’d already checked the corridor with his visual scanning
implant, but there was nothing there—nothing on either the infrared or visible
light spectrums. That dark corridor was very cold and very empty. There was,
however, a very soft sound emanating from the open space, which his aural
scanning implant detected as a movement of air. It could have simply been the
warmer air of the lab meeting the colder air of the corridor and starting up a
convection current. 


“We need to get out of here!” one man said.


“Relax!” Verlin replied. “There’s nothing there—you!” He snapped his fingers
at the man who was most visibly frightened. “Go investigate.”


“Me?” the man’s voice cracked. “Why me?”


“Because I frekkin’ said so. Now go!”


The man took a hesitant step toward the darkness. When nothing happened to
him, he seemed to gather a bit more courage and he took a few more steps. The
man reached the threshold and stopped. “Frek, it’s cold in there,” he said. “Do
you think this was storage for some type of bioweapons?”


Verlin frowned. “I don’t know. If you get in there, maybe you can tell us.”


The man hesitated once more, and then he walked in. Verlin could see his
thermal signature receding into the colder blue of the corridor. When he was
just a distant red and yellow speck in Verlin’s augmented sight, the man’s
voice came echoing back to them, “You have to see this!”


Verlin nodded to the rest of his team, gesturing for them to follow, and
they began walking single-file down the corridor, their rifles at the ready.
Verlin was the last one to enter; he heard the men ahead of him exclaiming one
by one as they reached the end of the corridor. When Verlin himself reached
that point, he stopped in the open doorway and gaped at what he saw. This was
not some secret bioweapons storage locker. It was a carefully constructed
habitat, designed to fit some creature’s native environment. The dim light, the
snow and ice, and the deep blue pool of water gave clues to what kind of
creature it might be, but there were too many possibilities for Verlin to
hazard a guess. He watched his men fanning out through the vast chamber. One of
them stubbed his toes on a block of ice and exclaimed, “Frek! It’s dark! Hasn’t
anyone found the lights? Lights on!” the man tried. 


“That’s not going to work, Baller,” another man said. “You think whatever
animal lived in here used voice-activated systems?”


So, the overlord was keeping pets aboard his ship. Verlin nodded
slowly to himself. On the surface it seemed a curious idiosyncrasy, nothing
more, but then why would Dominic feel the need to hide his pets away in an
unlabeled part of the ship?


As he was considering the question, Verlin’s brain registered something
strange in the corner of his eye. He turned to look and saw a cutting beam
lying in a puddle of water just inside the chamber. Verlin frowned down at the
device and took a step forward to pick it up. It was still hot. He turned in a
quick circle to determine what it might have been used for, and then he saw a
molten chunk of duranium lying in the snow, cast off to the other side of the
chamber. Verlin looked down the corridor to the med lab. Then he noticed that
where the chamber used to be sealed with a door, now there was just a melted
hole. Whatever had been locked up in here had escaped.


Verlin turned back to his men and called out, “Fall back!”


And that was when he heard the first gurgling scream.












Chapter 6


 


—THE YEAR 0 AE—





In seconds, the
rictans covered the distance to the open door where Destra stood. She fixed her
gaze on the leader, her aim steady as it glared coldly back with dark red eyes.
She was just about to pull the trigger when Digger called out, “Doc, Petra,
leave it! Friend. These are our friends.”


Almost instantly the two rictans stopped scrabbling for purchase on the
duranium floors and they slowed to a trot. Their snarling quieted and they settled
for muted yipping instead.


Destra blinked. She kept her aim steady on the deadly predators, but watched
them turn and head back the way they’d come, their barbed tails flicking
restlessly as they sauntered off.


“Frek, Digger!” She rounded on him with flashing blue eyes. “You’re keeping
pet rictans? Have you gone skriffy?”


He just grinned. “Scared ya, didn’t they?”


She shook her head. “You can’t train rictans!”


“They’re chipped,” Digger said, waving a dismissive hand.


Destra frowned. Slave chips were illegal, but she supposed that Digger
wouldn’t care given his other illicit activities. 


“Well, keep them away from us,” she said.


“Relax, they know you’re friends now. You could scratch their bellies and
they wouldn’t bite.” 


Destra’s eyes narrowed, but she nodded and holstered her pistol. Taking a
few steps inside, she looked around. “So this is your place, then?”


“Yea.”


“Nice. No one else lives here?”


Digger shook his head. “Not anymore, but don’t worry. I have a spare room.”
His eyes flicked to Lessie and Dean who were still hiding behind Destra. “Guess
you’ll have to sleep on the couch so they can share the bed. Go on, make
yourselves at home while I put some dinner in the synthesizer,” Digger said,
starting toward the kitchen.


Destra turned to see that Lessie and Dean still stood frozen before the
entrance of the stim lab. 


Lessie shot a quick glance at Digger before whispering, “Are we going to
stay here with those—” Lessie’s gaze darted to the dark corridor where the
rictans had disappeared. “—things?” she asked.


“They’re chipped, so we should be okay.” Destra nodded to the black couch in
front of the holoscreen. “Go take a seat. You two look exhausted.”


Lessie nodded, but her eyes never left the corridor. She and her son made
their way into the living room, holding to each other tightly as they walked.


“What would ya like to drink? I got water, caf, stim juice, fost berry soda
. . . ?”


“Water’s fine,” Destra said, answering for all of them. She was still
standing just inside the entrance, her gaze wandering around the room. She
turned to study Digger as he bustled about in the kitchen. The synthesizer
turned on with a hum, and a delicious aroma began wafting through the
room. Destra’s stomach began to rumble in response.


A minute later Digger emerged from the kitchen carrying a tray piled high
with steaming bread rolls and bowls of soup. “Dinner’s served!” he said,
beaming as he strode into the living room.


Destra followed him to the sofas with a frown. As she moved out of the
doorway, the door swung shut behind her with an ominous boom. She turned
to look at the door and thought, I guess it’s too late to check into a
hotel. . . .


* * *


—THE YEAR 10 AE—


 


Alec Brondi sat in the overlord’s luxurious quarters aboard the Valiant,
smoking a fat cigar, his feet propped up on the desk as he used a holo pad to
snoop through Dominic’s personal documents. His techs had recently finished
decrypting the files, so it was worth a look to see if the overlord had been
hiding anything in plain sight.


He came to one file entitled, Legacy, and stopped. It was a video
recording. Brondi keyed it for playback, and watched as a holo shimmered to
life in the air above the reader. He recognized the scene immediately. It was
the same room where he was sitting now; old man Dominic was lying in bed with
wires and tubes trailing from under the sheets to a series of blinking and
beeping machines. Brondi frowned and his eyes skipped away from the holo to
find the overlord’s bed. It lay to one side of the large, open-concept space.
His gaze fixed upon the holo once more as a tall, broad-shouldered young man
with dark hair walked in front of the recorder. 


“Atton,” the overlord said in a shivery voice, his hand rising
beneath the covers. 


“Father,” the boy replied.


Brondi abruptly plucked the cigar from his lips and dropped his feet off the
desk. “Son of a . . . ! Overlord?” He watched the boy kneel beside the bed and
clasp the overlord’s reaching hand in both of his.


“We don’t have much time,” Dominic said. “Are you ready to make
the switch?”


The young man nodded. 


“Your holoskin is in the safe in my locker, and you have two spares, just
in case. You’re doing the right thing, Atton.”


The young man nodded. “I know.”


“Med bot,” the overlord called out, and a hovering silver sphere appeared in
the holo with a syringe dangling from one of its many jointed arms. Brondi
watched the subsequent operation with intense interest. He saw first the young
man offer his wrist to the bot and receive an injection of anesthetic, and then
the bot pulled out another syringe and injected the overlord with it. The
operation which followed made a small incision in each man’s wrist, whereupon
their identichips were promptly switched. 


When the operation was finished, Dominic lay back with a sigh. “Immortals
be with you, Atton. I wish I could be, too.”


“As do I, Father.”


“You will need to fake your own death. The overlord’s adopted son can’t
simply go missing and no one notice.”


“I’ll take care of it. Don’t worry.”


“And my body?” the overlord asked. “They can’t be allowed to
discover that I was a skinner, too.” With that admission, the overlord’s
features abruptly shimmered and morphed into those of a man almost as old, but
not nearly as vital. 


“Holy frek!” Brondi jumped up from the desk and the holo pad clattered to
the floor. The holo fuzzed out and then sprang back to life. Brondi jumped back
from it as though it were a snake. “Holy frek!” he said again. The overlord
wasn’t the overlord at all. He was a holoskinner! Brondi was grinning wildly
now, his cigar forgotten and smoldering in one hand. He shook that hand at the
holo, casting off a rain of glowing cigar embers which fluttered down through
the recording. “You had us all fooled, didn’t you?”


“Would it be so bad if they knew?” Brondi heard Atton say amidst his
shocked exclamations.


“The Imperium would fall apart. It would be anarchy. . . .” The
overlord paused to take a few gasping breaths. He began patting Atton’s hands. “You
need to be the one to transition us to a new overlord—peacefully. He has grown
old enough; it is time we had a new, younger face for the ISS.”


“You don’t mean me?”


The overlord just smiled. “Perhaps after some years have passed you will
be able to answer that question for yourself.”


Brondi went on smiling and gaping at the holo. What followed were mostly
sentimental exchanges, but Brondi watched right up until the end. When the holo
ended without further surprises, Brondi went straight to the overlord’s locker
beside the bed. He opened the polished steel door and looked around for the
safe. He tossed the overlord’s things aside carelessly, searching for it, but
there was no safe in evidence. Then Brondi thought to check the back of the
locker. He knocked on it with his fist, checking for hollow spaces. Everywhere
he tested, it rang with a dull thunk, right until he got down on his
haunches and tried the back wall of the bottom shelf. This time there came a
hollow sound, and Brondi popped his now stubby cigar in his mouth as his lips
parted in a smile. He would have to get someone to crack into the safe of
course, but then . . .


The pieces of a plan began assembling in his brain. He could rule Dark Space
without even a hint of disruption to the established order—at least until it
became impossible to hide what had happened aboard the Valiant. Long
before then it would be easy to trick the scattered remnants of the fleet into
yielding control of their vessels to him. He wouldn’t just have the Valiant.
He would have it all!


In that moment Brondi’s comm began to trill. He touched a hand to his ear to
answer it, and a tense female voice began chattering in his ear.


“Brondi, sir, we have a situation developing on—”


“Call me supreme overlord,” Brondi interrupted, already getting used to the
idea of taking Dominic’s place.


The woman hesitated. “Supreme Overlord Brondi, we have a situation on deck
12. The bounty hunter Verlin and various members of his team have called for
backup. They are under attack.”


Brondi frowned. So there were more survivors of the plague. “Has the
situation been dealt with?”


“We’re not sure what happened. They’ve stopped answering comms.”


“Hmmm,” Brondi’s brow furrowed. “Secure the floor. Shut down all access to
that level except for one lift tube, and have an assault team waiting for me
there. I’ll go investigate myself.”


“Yes, sir—Overlord Brondi, sir.”


Brondi tapped his ear to end the comm call and then turned to leave the
overlord’s quarters. He was not happy. The ship was supposed to have been
cleared of survivors long ago. Whoever had delivered that all-clear would
answer for their mistake.


* * *


As soon as the door opened for him, Roan heard the men’s voices and their
exclamations of surprise. He watched one man stagger away from the open door. 


“Hoi! What the frek!” that man said. “Halt! Anyone there?”


The way that man held his rifle, aimed straight at him, Roan knew that the
alliance had been shattered. These men were now his enemies. They had no doubt
planned to keep him prisoner, but now he was out, and he would not be captured
again. The rest of the men also swung their rifles into line, and Roan bared
his teeth, but made no sound, standing perfectly still in the entrance to his
crèche. Had they somehow seen him?


“Relax!” a dark-skinned man said. “There’s nothing there—you!” That man
snapped his fingers at another. “Go investigate.”


“Me? Why me?”


So they hadn’t seen him. Roan relaxed his rigid posture and listened to the
ensuing exchange with great interest. His translator bead relayed the men’s
words to him in his own language with the occasional nonsensical slip up—


“Because I copulatin’ said so! Now go!” the dark man said.


Roan wasn’t sure what reproduction had to do with this situation, but he put
it down to one more thing he didn’t understand about humans. He watched one of
the men creeping toward him and he pressed himself against the wall to allow
that man past. Roan watched as the human walked all the way down the corridor
to the entrance of his crèche and then stepped inside, exclaiming, “You have to
see this!”


Roan had to stop a hiss of displeasure from escaping his lips as the
remainder of the men outside began filing in to investigate. They were invading
his crèche without invitation or permission! They would pay for that insult.
Roan waited until the last man—the dark man—had entered the corridor, and then
he quietly followed them in.


When the dark man stopped just inside the entrance of the crèche, Roan
stepped past him and began shadowing the first one to have entered. He followed
just a step behind the human and waited until he had wandered far from the
others; then Roan took one long stride toward him and reached out for his head
with both hands. One of Roan’s armored hands covered the man’s mouth, muffling
his screams, and with a sudden wrenching motion, something popped in the man’s
neck, and he crumpled to the snowy floor. Roan stood over him, waiting for him
to get up. When he didn’t, Roan hissed quietly. Humans were such frail
creatures.


The others came running to see what had happened, while Roan sunk into the
shadows, waiting for his next victim.


* * *


With his enhanced sight Verlin saw the man fall, but not what had caused him
to trip. The others heard his scream, but didn’t see anything, so they were
panicking.


“Quiet!” Verlin yelled as they all hurried toward the fallen man. He was not
moving. Had he slipped on a patch of ice, hit his head, and been knocked
unconscious? Verlin frowned. Brondi’s men were hopelessly incompetent.


As Verlin drew near to the fallen man, however, he began to notice something
strange. The pattern of footsteps in the snow was wrong. There were two sets of
footprints rather than one, and the second set was closely shadowing the first.
The shadowing pair of prints were very large. Verlin bent down for a closer
look while the rest of his men rushed on blindly to see what had happened to
their comrade. The prints had been made by boots.


“His neck’s been snapped!” one man said. Another shushed him, warning that
whatever had killed their squad mate was still in there with them.


Verlin stood up and turned in a quick circle to study the vast chamber, his
pistol swinging first one way, and then the other. He ignored his men’s frantic
whispering. Verlin’s mind went back to the discarded laser welder and the
molten chunk of door. What type of animal is bipedal, tool-using, and wears
boots? he wondered. A human? 


It would have to be a giant.


Verlin’s gaze swung back to the worried knot of men standing over the body.
He was about to order them to fall back again when a gout of blood erupted from
one man’s chest. He didn’t even scream, but the men around him did as they were
splashed with his blood.


Verlin could see perfectly in the dark, but he still couldn’t see what had
killed the second man. Another one made a run for the door. He was the next to
die with something unseen grabbing his head from behind and snapping his neck
like the first. 


Someone fired off a random volley of ripper fire, but it hit the snow with a
puff of shattered ice crystals. He was next. His scream went on and on as he
was first dragged off his feet and then thrown into the freezing cold water and
dragged under.


Verlin was already hurriedly backing out of the chamber to the entrance. He
touched his ear to make a comm call. When the bridge answered, he spoke
quickly. “We’re under attack on level 12, Med Lab! Three men down! Send
reinforcements.”


The comm crackled. “Acknowledged. How many are there?”


There came another splash from the pool, but Verlin didn’t see what had
caused it. He squinted into the distance and shook his head. “At least one,
but—” There came a rushing whoosh of air as something ran toward him at
great speed. Verlin turned to flee, but then he felt himself being lifted
bodily and thrown high into the air. As he reached the apex of that toss,
Verlin twisted around and fired off a shot. It disappeared into thin air, but
something hissed loudly. Then Verlin hit the ground face-first with a very
solid thud. A sharp pain went through his neck and nose, which had hit
just before the rest of him, and he felt his awareness dimming as his thoughts
slipped away. He knew that he had to hold on to consciousness if he were to
survive, and he fought the encroaching darkness with everything that he had.
That was when he felt something sharp raking down his back, and his eyes shot
open with a scream.


He heard a warbling hiss close beside his ear. “Let me go, you frekkin’ . .
. !” Verlin twisted onto his ruined back and fired two more shots in random
directions. Both missed. He pressed a hand to his ear to speak once more into
his comm.


That was when he realized that his comm piece had fallen out when he’d hit
the ground. He spotted it lying just out of reach to his right. Verlin
scrambled to reach it, but something grabbed hold of his hand and crushed it,
breaking all of the bones and grinding the pieces together.


Verlin screamed again, and then something very strong crushed his windpipe
and he could scream no more.












Chapter 7





Tova did not look
happy. Ethan wasn’t sure if he was imagining it, but she hadn’t moved a muscle
since he’d explained to her that Roan was trapped aboard an enemy ship. Beside
him, Atton looked nervous. That was another clue that Tova was just a step away
from tearing them into bite-sized chunks.


The guards flanking them with their ripper rifles casually at the ready gave
Ethan only a small amount of comfort. If Tova wanted to, she could simply
disappear, and it would be impossible to track an invisible target. Ethan
reflected that he should have thought about that in advance and prepared something
to defend against an invisible enemy.


“I’m sorry,” Ethan said again. “I wish we had been able to rescue him during
the evacuation, but I’m sure he’s still alive.”


At last Tova moved, but it was just a muscle twitching in her neck—then her
eyes blinked and her lips parted. Ethan heard her warbling language followed
promptly by the translation. “He is living,” she said.


Ethan cocked his head. “Really? You’ve spoken with him?”


“He is hurt, not bad. Humans on ship think he is dead. He thinks they are you.”


Ethan allowed his relief to show, his shoulders sagging. “Thank the
Immortals. Can you contact him now?”


Tova’s yellow eyes narrowed. “Are they you? The ones who try to kill Roan?”


“No!” Ethan answered quickly.


“They are humans.”


Ethan frowned. “They are humans, but they are not with us.”


“Your species is foolish to fight itself.”


Ethan snorted. “You can say that again.”


“Why? Do you not hear well?”


Ethan shook his head. “No, never mind. The point is, we are not with them
nor are they with us. You have to make Roan understand that the men on board
will try to kill him or hurt him if they find him, and he needs to hide until
we can return.”


“He understands this already. What else you desire to communicate?”


“Tell him we will be there soon, and that if possible, we could use his
help.”


“What type of help?”


Ethan hesitated, thinking quickly. “If he can find and shut down the main
reactor or the shields just before we arrive, it would give us time and the
opportunity we need to get aboard.”


“When we arrive?”


“Yes.”


“When we arrive?” Tova repeated, looming closer.


Ethan frowned, wondering why she’d repeated the question, but then he
realized that she was asking when they would arrive to take back the Valiant
and rescue Roan. Good question, he thought. “Tell him it will be about a
week.”


“I tell him.”


“Meanwhile, we’ll need you to sit down with our chief engineer and discuss
ways that the Valiant could be sabotaged, so that you can tell Roan.
Would you be willing to talk with our engineer, Tova?”


She hissed. “You think we are ignorant.”


“You are—” Tova’s eyes flashed and Ethan hastened to add, “—ignorant of our
technology, anyway. It will be easier for Roan to sabotage the Valiant
if we tell him what to do.”


“I do this but take care that you do not offend me again. Your words are
arrogant and foolish.”


“Sure,” Ethan said, waving his hand dismissively. “One more thing, Tova . .
.” Ethan regretted what he had to say next. “We need to cross Sythian Space to
gather reinforcements before we can rescue Roan.”


Tova’s eyes narrowed again. “You can make ship invisible?”


Ethan shook his head and Tova hissed. “This is not dangerous—is impossible,”
she said.


“We have to try. For Roan’s sake and for ours. And we need your help, Tova.
If we can’t make ourselves invisible we have to at least be able to detect the
Sythians who are.”


Tova hissed again and this time she bared her fangs. “I help you, crazy
human, but not from here. No longer from the shadows. I stay by your side so
that you live to rescue the lord of my crèche.”


Ethan smiled to cover the grimace which was tugging at the corners of his
mouth. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. First let me formally introduce you
to the crew, and then I’ll bring you onto the bridge. You’ll have to wear a
uniform of course, but we’ll have one made.”


“No uniform,” Tova said. “I wear armor.”


Ethan’s smile broadened, but inwardly he scowled. “Tova, in our society
people wear clothes not armor. To live among us you must make some
compromises.” Out of the corner of his eye Ethan noticed Atton shaking his
head.


“I make compromise already. I don’t eat you for letting your crèche mates to
capture Roan.”


“Tova, you’ll make my crew uneasy if you’re wearing your armor.”


Tova hissed again. “Then I wear nothing, but you are to make your ship dark
and cold like night.”


Ethan frowned. “Don’t push me, Tova.”


“I do not push you. Do your eyes hurt in dark as mine do in light? Does your
skin burn in heat?” Tova loomed closer still.


“We’ll turn down the climate controllers and the lights, but you’ll have to
adapt to a slightly warmer and brighter environment.”


Tova’s eyes flared wide and she bared her fangs, hissing loudly. “You adapt
to me!”


“You need us to help you as much as we need you, Tova. Think about it. Roan
needs you. It’ll only be for a few days.”


Tova hissed one last time and looked away from them. “I wait to be brought
to bridge,” she said.


Ethan nodded. “We’ll be back soon.” He turned on his heel and began
descending the stairs with Atton. Their bodyguards kept a careful watch on Tova
as they left the icy darkness of her crèche.


“You shouldn’t have been so demanding with her,” Atton said.


“Relax, it went well. She agreed to our conditions, didn’t she?” Ethan
replied.


“She didn’t agree to anything. Did you see the way she looked away from us?”
The door to Tova’s crèche swished shut behind them.


Ethan frowned. “Yes, wasn’t that a sign of her giving in?”


Atton laughed. “It’s an expression of extreme displeasure. We are unworthy
of her sight. In Gor society, only those who have fallen out of favor are
treated that way. She does not like us at all.”


Ethan snorted. “Well, I’m not too fond of her myself.”


“It may be hard to get her cooperation.”


“She’ll come around. Her life and Roan’s are at stake, too. Meanwhile, I’d
better think of how I’m going to break the news to our crew.”


“They’re not going to like her either.”


“Well, we’re all just going to have to get along.”


They entered the lift tube at the end of the long, dark corridor which
they’d taken to reach Tova’s crèche. The guards entered behind them, and Ethan
watched as they turned to cover the entrance of the lift, presenting their
backs to him. They were the same guards that knew Dr. Kurlin had created the
virus which had killed almost everyone aboard the Valiant. Ethan spent a
moment eyeing them before turning to Atton. “We have some reassignments to
make, don’t we?” he said, nodding sideways to the guards in the lift.


Atton caught his meaning and nodded. “I’ll take care of it. Don’t worry.”


Ethan smiled. “Good. We need everything to go smoothly over the next week.”


The lift arrived with an almost imperceptible jolt that spoke of a
better-functioning inertial management system, and then the doors swished open,
and a welcome blast of warm air entered the lift. Ethan realized from the way
his face started tingling that his exposed skin had begun to go numb in Tova’s
crèche. 


They exited the lift behind the guards. One fell in behind Ethan and one in
front. As they walked, Ethan wondered about the time, and the hour flashed up
as fading green digits before his eyes—18:33—fed to him by the holo card reader
implanted behind his ear. It was getting late. “Why don’t you go speak to the
doctor about testing the crew,” Ethan said, speaking to his son. “You can make
crew reassignments just before we leave. I’d like things to remain the way they
are when Tova officially comes aboard the bridge,” Ethan explained, thinking
that it would be nice to have a few bodyguards around, even if only for another
day.


“All right,” Atton replied.


“I’ll meet you at the operations center at twenty hundred hours. We’re going
to draw up a plan of action and introduce Tova to the rest of our bridge crew.
Maybe you can help me come up with a way to break the news that we have a Gor
aboard?”


Atton shook his head. “Doesn’t matter how you decorate krak, no one is going
to be happy you’re bringing it aboard.”


Ethan snorted. Now that Atton had given up his role as the supreme overlord,
much of his genteel bearing and manners had fallen away, and Ethan realized
what a good actor his son had to be to have kept up such an elaborate façade
for so long. He shot Atton a speculative look as they walked, and for just the
briefest moment he wondered what other façades his son might be keeping up.


* * *


Ethan watched Deck Commander Loba Caldin pull up a chair to the captain’s
table inside the Defiant’s operations center and sit down. Already
sitting at the table were Atton, in the guise of nova pilot Adan Reese; First
Lieutenant Ithicus Adari, the ranking nova pilot among the survivors who’d
escaped Dark Space; Petty Officer Delayn, chief engineer aboard the Defiant;
Corpsman Goldrim, the gravidar officer; Petty Sergeant Damen Corr from the
helm; Deck Officer Gorvan, the weapons chief; and finally . . . Ethan struggled
to remember the comm officer’s rank and name. It flashed up before his eyes a
second later. Deck Officer Grimsby. Atton had given him a list of names
and their associated holos so he could get to know his crew. Ethan had promptly
loaded it into the holo card reader behind his ear to help him transition into
his role as overlord. The implant had a significant degree of artificial
intelligence, so it was able to read his thoughts and even see what he was
seeing in order to provide a two-way interface between his brain and whatever
information he had loaded into it. If he’d had the necessary dictionaries and
heuristics on a holo card, he could have even used his implant to provide a
simultaneous translation of Tova’s language. 


Ethan noticed the assembled officers hugging themselves or rubbing their
hands together to keep warm. A few were even starting to shiver. It was
freezing inside the operations center.


“Why’s it so cold in here?” Commander Caldin asked.


Ethan turned to her with a smile. “I’ll explain that in a moment.” Turning
to address the entire room, Ethan folded his hands on the gleaming
transpiranium-topped holo table and nodded to the assembled officers. “I’ve
called you all here to help formulate a plan of action going forward and to
brief you on what’s to come. First off, I’d like to establish our command
structure. I’ve decided to promote Lieutenant Ithicus Adari to Lieutenant
Commander and permanently assign him as Guardian One.”


Ithicus smiled. “Thank you, sir.”


Turning to him, Ethan went on, “Your first task will be to put together as
many working novas as you can for your squadron and then find pilots for them.
You will be able to draw on the entire 72 surviving crew members of this ship
as candidates for nova training. We’re going to take any spare novas as well as
any supplies we find aboard the Stormcloud Transfer Station before we leave.”


Ithicus blinked. “Nova training takes three years, sir. You’re not seriously
suggesting we spend that kind of time out here before we move on, are you?”


Ethan shook his head. “No, you’ll have until tomorrow night.”


“That’s less than two days!”


“Do you have a problem with that, Commander? If so, I may need to reconsider
your promotion.”


“No, sir, but with respect, sending unqualified pilots up in our birds will
just give the enemy more targets to shoot at.” Ithicus shook his head. “They’ll
die and take our fighters with them.”


“I’m not asking for unqualified pilots. I’ve already been skimming the
databanks and it appears that many of the officers we have aboard started their
careers as pilots and when they got older or wiser they moved on to crew and
command positions. There are also a fair number of officers, including myself,
who have become good pilots as sim-flyers and hobbyists. Among those, find the
best candidates you can, train them as well as you can in the time that you
have, and use your own discretion as to whom should fly which missions, but in
an emergency I don’t want to have any empty cockpits, understood?”


“Understood.”


Ethan turned to look across the table at his son, Atton, though he was
actually staring into the face of Atton’s holoskin, Adan Reese. “Lieutenant
Adan Reese has recently demonstrated a keen instinct for command, and so I’ve
decided to promote him to Captain and assign him as the new XO of the Defiant.”


Ethan didn’t miss the way Loba Caldin’s blond eyebrows quickly shot up and
then fell, dropping a curtain of shadows across her narrowing indigo eyes. From
the way her jaw had clenched she looked like she wanted to say something.


“Caldin,” Ethan said, addressing her. “You will be my tactical adviser and
the acting XO when Adan is not on deck.”


“Yes, sir,” she nodded, but she did not look happy. Neither did Ithicus, and
both were sending Atton icy stares, angry that he had been promoted straight
from lieutenant all the way to captain, effectively out-ranking both of them.


“Good. Now that we all understand our roles, we can discuss a plan of
action. Petty Officer Delayn—” Ethan turned to the man and gazed into the
watery blue eyes of the Defiant’s chief engineer. Cobrale Delayn was at
the tail end of what could be considered middle-aged, with gray hair cropped
military short, and plenty of wrinkles and lines to mark the years. He had a
very pale skin, making him look sick, but that was just because he was a
Worani, and Woran never saw any real sunlight peeking through its perpetually
dark and rainy skies. “—assures me that repairs will be completed, as best they
can be, within the next two days. By then our systems should be mostly in the
green and we can move out.”


Everyone nodded their heads and Ethan went on, “My plan is to proceed from
here directly to Obsidian Station in the Advistine System, which is our nearest
staging point out here in Sythian Space. There we will gather our forces for a
counter-attack on Dark Space and the Valiant. Unfortunately, we can’t
simply comm them from out here, since there aren’t enough working gate relays
in Sythian Space for us to send comm messages, and without the commnet, the
only way we can communicate over interstellar distances is by direct
messenger—or by an alternate form of comms . . . which brings me to introduce
the final member of our bridge crew.”


Everyone looked at Ethan expectantly, and he went on, “You’re all aware that
we have an alliance with the Gors.”


Delayn hesitated. “Yes, sir.”


“Have you ever seen one?” Ethan asked of the entire group. He noticed his
son was frowning, but the others looked confused. “Yes,” Caldin said. “We’ve
all seen the Gors. You know that, sir.”


Ethan nodded. “Then this won’t come as such a shock.” He turned to look over
his shoulder at the door of the operations center. He called out a command for
the door to open, and then said, “Tova, you can come in now.”


Suddenly, out of thin air, Tova appeared in the doorway, her broad shoulders
completely blocking the width of the door. She was slouching so that her head
wasn’t cut off by the entrance.


Ethan heard a collective gasp from the assembled officers, and he nodded to
them. “I’m sorry, she startled me this morning, too.”


Caldin frowned. “I didn’t know we have a Gor aboard.”


Ethan turned to the alien. “Tova come inside.”


She turned to him with her yellow eyes narrowed to thin slits. “Make room
dark first.”


Ethan called out a command for the lights to dim. The room plunged into near
darkness, and then Tova stepped inside, and she stopped squinting. As the doors
swished shut behind her, she walked to one side of the room where she stopped
and stood with her eyes flicking suspiciously from one officer to the next, as
if she were equally mistrustful of the humans as they were of her.


Ethan reached into his pocket and pulled out a handful of aural translators.
He passed them to Ithicus Adari, who was sitting to his left, and asked the
pilot to put one in his ear and pass the rest around the table. Looking up,
Ethan said, “These translators will help you understand Tova as she will
understand us.”


The assembled officers each took one of the translators as they were passed
around the table, fitting them into their ears which were not already wearing a
comm piece.


As soon as they were done, Ethan went on, “Tova is going to help us detect
cloaked Sythian ships along our journey.”


“But, sir, we have a cloak detector for that,” Corpsman Goldrim, the
gravidar operator, said.


Ethan turned to Goldrim with a smile. The boy was young, too young to be a
part of a bridge crew under any normal circumstances. “I apologize for the lie,
but there is no such thing as a cloak detector. Tova has been our cloak
detector all this time, hiding in her crèche aboard our ship.”


The assembled officers grew very quiet, and the air seemed to grow thick
with accusation. “She’s not been a visible presence on this ship until now, but
Tova is as much an officer of the fleet as any of us.” Ethan’s eyes swept
around the room. “The Gors are able to detect cloaked ships because they are
telepaths, and in the same way that they communicate they can also find and
locate one another.”


The comm officer turned to look at Tova. “So why doesn’t she just contact
the Gors aboard Obsidian Station and have them pass on our message to the
fleet?”


“That was my question when I brought her here,” Ethan said. “Tova tells me
that she needs to be within roughly 10 light years of another Gor to be able to
contact them. She also warns that if she does so, whoever she contacts will be
able to locate her, too.”


“Then she can’t help us detect cloaked Sythians without revealing us to
them,” Goldrim said.


“Without a cloak, we’re already visible, but even if that weren’t the case,
the Gors are on our side. If we’re not planning to rescue them, they can’t
afford to disobey their Sythian masters overtly, but they can help us in covert
ways—by revealing the location of cloaked Sythian ships and by not revealing
ours.


“Now, here is the problem. We need to get to within at least 10 light years
of Obsidian Station so that Tova can contact them for us. We’re low on fuel,
and we don’t have any long range scout ships aboard. That leaves us with
exactly two options that I can think of—one, we send the Defiant on the
most direct route possible to Obsidian Station. Or two—we modify Brondi’s
corvette for extended range and send it instead.” With that, Ethan turned to
Petty Officer Cobrale Delayn. “Can we do that?”


Delayn hesitated. “I’m not sure . . . how far are we talking?”


Ethan turned to Damen Corr, the helmsman. He was another middle-aged man,
but his hair was still a vibrant red, and his face relatively wrinkle-free. He
appeared to be making calculations in his head. Ethan saw the man squinting and
scratching his head too much, so he triggered the star map on the captain’s
table and set the zoom so that they could see both their current location and
Obsidian Station. Ethan nodded to the helmsman. “Use the controls on your side
to set the most direct course from here.”


“On the lanes or off?”


“Off the lanes for now. If we have the fuel for it, that’s the course we’ll
take.”


Damen Corr nodded and turned to his controls. A moment later, a jointed
green line appeared on the map, joined with three points where they’d need to
revert to real space to navigate around obstacles between them and Obsidian
Station. “All right, according to the map, the shortest route is 41 light
years. . . .” 


The engineer was already shaking his head. “To travel that far off the lanes
with the Defiant will take us almost twice as much fuel as we have left
aboard, and to refit a smaller ship for such a trip would take one much larger
than a corvette. The drive system and fuel supply alone would take up more
cubic space than we’d have if we stripped the corvette to its beams.”


Ethan frowned. “And if we travelled on the lanes?”


“On the lanes . . .” Damen Corr bent to his controls once more, and another
jointed line appeared, this one less direct and joined with many more points
where they’d need to revert to real space. “It’s 57 light years, but because
the gates will open the wormholes for us, we’ll have more than enough fuel to
make the trip with the Defiant.”


Ethan looked from the helmsman to the engineer and back again. “Would a
modified corvette make it that far on the lanes?”


“Maybe . . .” Delayn said, rubbing his chin. “But she won’t have shields or
weapons.”


Caldin shook her head. “Then the fuel is not the problem. A naked corvette
would never get that far. Even one Sythian fighter would be enough to take it
out.”


Ethan pursed his lips and nodded. “We’ll take a hybrid approach. The Defiant
will make half the trip using the lanes, and then we’ll send out Brondi’s
corvette to skirt the most dangerous systems. Delayn, Mr. Corr, would you
please run a calculation of how much fuel we’ll expend and where would be the
optimal point to stop and send out the corvette? We can afford to fall short by
a few light years if need be, and then have Tova contact the station for help.”



Both men nodded and began conferring between them. Damen worked the star map
while Delayn brought out his holo pad and started making calculations.


The rest of them waited while Damen and Delayn came up with the optimal
flight plan. A few minutes later both men looked up from their work, and Damen
nodded to the glowing blue grid which rose out of the captain’s table between
them. 


“Our best option would be to send the Defiant along the space lanes
until the Odaran System. From there we could conceivably stop to send out the
corvette and have it travel off the lanes the rest of the way to Obsidian
Station. There’ll be just enough fuel for the corvette to make it the whole
way, assuming nothing goes wrong.”


Ethan frowned. “What might go wrong?”


“Well,” Delayn began, setting his holo pad down on the table. “A modified
corvette with maximum space devoted to the drive system and fuel supply might
make it as far as 21 light years, travelling off the lanes, but we run the risk
of seriously overheating the reactor. If that happens, it could suffer a
meltdown and destroy the ship. If the crew sees that happening, they’ll have to
drop out of SLS early to let the reactor cool. That will mean opening an extra
wormhole and using even more fuel to make the trip. The route we’ve plotted
allows for one such emergency stop. If the reactor is spent by then, hopefully
Tova is close enough to make contact with her people.” 


Ethan sighed and nodded. “Okay.”


Caldin frowned at the route outlined on the star map. “Even two systems is a
lot to cross without a cloak.”


Ethan turned to study the map with her. “Taylon, where we are now, is
remote, so it should be relatively empty. If there were Sythians here, they
should have found us by now.”


Ithicus Adari chose that moment to speak up. “We could send out the nova
trainees on a recon flight to check that.”


Ethan turned to him. “A live training mission? What if they find something?
We could lose all our novas right out the launch tubes.”


“As you said, they’d have found us by now if they were here—” Ithicus turned
to look at Tova. She stood leaning against the wall with her brawny arms
crossed over her thick, masculine chest. “And wouldn’t she have detected them
if they were here?”


Ethan nodded. “Okay, send the novas out to make sure we’re clear to the
gate, but pick the best candidates for that mission. We don’t want any
accidents.” Ithicus nodded, and Ethan turned back to the group to say, “The
next system in line is Forlax.” He tapped the associated point on the map so
they could view more detailed information about the system. The most recent
recon report was just a month old. A cloaked guardian-class destroyer had been
sent out to investigate. They’d found a small fleet of Sythians at Forlax, but
nothing significant.


“It would appear that Forlax is also fairly empty,” Ethan said, reading the
report. “After that comes Odaran. We’ll drop out of SLS a few million klicks
short of the gate and send out Brondi’s corvette. That’s just two systems to
cross, and one of them is most likely empty. We can definitely make it that
far.”


“Agreed,” Ithicus Adari said. “Assuming the recon data is still accurate.
What if we send a scout ship ahead of us to Forlax?”


Ethan grimaced. “And let them know we’re coming?” He shook his head. “Even
if the recon is out of date, we’re better off keeping the element of surprise.
There’s roughly 10,000 klicks between the gate where we’ll enter Forlax and the
gate to Odaran. We should be able to cross that before the Sythians can react
and intercept us.”


The dubious looks being traded around the table told Ethan what his crew
thought of that, but he ignored their skepticism. They didn’t have a choice. “I
can think of just one further matter to address.” Turning to Delayn, Ethan
nodded. “Tova’s mate is trapped aboard the Valiant, and Brondi has no
idea. I need you and Tova to discuss ways that he might sabotage the carrier
before we arrive to take it back. Do you think you could walk Tova through a
plan that she can easily explain to her mate?”


Delayn cast a wary glance over his shoulder to where Tova stood. He visibly
started as the alien’s yellow eyes found him. “I . . .” Delayn trailed off. “I
could try,” he finished.


“Good. Is there anything else to discuss?” Ethan asked, his gaze travelling
around the table.


“Just one more thing,” Atton said from the opposite end of the table. His
features were blurred blue by the star map hovering between them. The bright
points of stars and star systems seemed to dance across his face as they slowly
swirled above the table. “We need to have our resident biochemist, Dr. Kurlin
Vastra, test everyone aboard for live strains of the virus that killed our
crewmates. We can’t afford to infect anyone else when we meet with
reinforcements from Obsidian Station.”


Ethan nodded. “I agree. Get Dr. Kurlin working on it.”


Ithicus turned to Ethan with a frown. “Do we even know what the frek that
virus was?”


“Not yet,” Ethan replied.


“I’ve never seen anything kill so quickly before,” Caldin said. “And why did
we survive?”


“We’re still investigating the matter,” Ethan replied waving one hand dismissively.
“It would appear that we all had some sort of immunity. The virus was
engineered, so that’s how it got past our sensors. Brondi propagated it through
the Valiant as a prelude to his attack. Our resident expert on the
matter is Dr. Vastra, so it would be better to direct any questions you have to
him when you see him.


“If there’s no further business to discuss, then this meeting is adjourned.
You all have your assignments, and we all know the plan. We can do this. It’s
just two systems.” Turning to Ithicus, Ethan said, “I want that recon flight to
fly tomorrow morning. We’re going to head out as soon as you give us the
all-clear.” With that, Ethan snapped off the holo projection above the table
and dialed the glow panels in the room up to full brightness once more. Tova
turned to him with a squinty-eyed glare, but Ethan ignored her. Rising from the
table, he gave them all a grim look and said, “Immortals be with us.”


* * *


Alec Brondi reached the lift tube with his bodyguards to find a whole platoon
of armored soldiers awaiting his command. The platoon sergeant saw him coming
and saluted.


“Sir, we’ve sent a probe down to scan the deck, but something took it out
when it reached the med lab. Preliminary scans from the probe show no active
life forms in the area, so we have to assume that everyone is dead and that the
assailant is some form of automaton.”


“No life forms?”


“None, sir.”


Brondi frowned. “I see. Let’s go take a look.” He started forward, but the
sergeant didn’t budge.


“I would advise against that, sir.”


“Why?” Brondi’s smile faded to an impatient look which warned against
further contradicting his wishes. 


“I’m only considering your safety, sir. It would be best if we cleared the
area first.”


“You will go first, but I’m following. As soon as your platoon clears
the area around the lift tube I will join you.”


The sergeant hesitated briefly before giving a curt nod. “Yes, sir.” He
turned to his men and said, “Squad one, into the lift!”


Four men stepped out of line, turned, and marched into the waiting lift
tube. Brondi watched the lift doors closing behind them and the tube dropping
away. 


“Tune your comms to the platoon frequency,” the sergeant said to Brondi.
“Frequency bravo echo five.”


Brondi and his bodyguards changed frequencies and then listened as the point
squad’s transmissions began filtering into their ear pieces.


“It’s frekkin’ dark down here! Several of the fixtures are smashed.”


“It’s also frekkin’ cold!” another man said.


“Keep it down! I think I saw some movement up ahead. . . .”


They heard a loud whoosh over the comms and then a clatter as some
metallic object fell to the floor.


“The frek? Where’s Three?”


They heard a muted gurgling. 


“Something’s in here with us!” the first man whispered sharply.


“Two? What happened to . . . oh krak. . . . Two are you . . . he’s dead!
Frek it! He’s—”


They heard a loud pop, and then silence, followed by heavy breathing.
Someone was trying to wheeze out a word. “Heh . . . hehhww . . . hehwwp!”


The sergeant yelled into his comm piece, “Squad one, squad one, come in!”


Static answered. 


“Shut it down,” Brondi said. The sergeant turned to him with a blank look,
so Brondi nodded to the lift. “I said shut it down. Shut down the lift. We’ll
vent the atmosphere on that deck and whatever the frek it is can go blue in the
face for all I care.”


The sergeant shook his head slowly. “It’s not even alive, sir, and we need
to get another squad down there to see if we can pull out survivors.”


Brondi scowled. “Did it sound like there were survivors?”


The sergeant’s lips formed a thin line. “We won’t know until we look.”


“Drop a plasma grenade down the lift and stop wasting my men and my time.”


“Don’t you want to know what it is?”


“You’ve seen one bot you’ve seen ‘em all. Now flush it with a grenade and
get back to clearing bodies off my ship. They’re starting to stink.”


Brondi spun on his heel and began walking away, his bodyguards following a
step behind. He wasn’t sure what angered him more—that Verlin had gone and
gotten himself killed by a bot, or that the rest of his men insisted on
throwing their lives away just as pointlessly.


As Brondi was about to turn a corner in the corridor, he heard the muted
rumble of an explosion and then felt the subtle vibrations of it rumbling
underfoot. At least the platoon sergeant knew how to follow orders. Whatever
they’d unearthed down there was dead now.


* * *


Roan was halfway back to his crèche when he heard the deafening boom and saw
the wall of fire rushing toward him. Loose objects went flying, and the fire
reached him in a searing wind, picking him up and tossing him the rest of the
way down the corridor. The roaring in his ears was deafening, and he felt a
molten wave of shrapnel pelt his armor. When the noise and heat finally
subsided, just a few seconds had passed, but Roan felt like it had been an
eternity. He heard a sizzling sound above the ringing in his ears and the
pitter patter of debris settling to the deck. When he cracked his eyes open he
saw that the sizzling was the sound of water boiling off his armor. 


Roan grimaced and pushed himself to his feet to check himself over. His
cloaking system still worked, and he hadn’t sustained any major injuries. He
turned in a slow circle to study the melted ruin of what had once been his home
aboard the Valiant. The ice pillars were chipped and melted down to
their duranium poles, and bare deck was exposed under foot. Great puddles of
water were running down into the floor grates and into the pool. Flaming bits
of debris were flickering in the dark, causing Roan to squint against the
brightness. 


He had no doubt that the men he’d been fighting were responsible for the
explosion. Roan turned to look over his shoulder and saw the entrance to his
crèche half-blocked with some sort of twisted metal framework. 


Roan hissed. They had intended to kill him. They had failed. Now it was his
turn, and he would have his revenge.












Chapter 8





There was a bustle
of activity on the lower decks where the crew quarters were located. Some of
these decks had been previously exposed to space and now they were hastily
patched with the drab, unpainted gray of spare hull panels. 


The glow panels flickered as Atton proceeded down the corridor, making him
realize that the electrical conduits were still damaged. He heard the crackle
and hiss of laser welders in the distance, and saw them flashing in the dimness
up ahead. As he walked, he noticed that some of the doors to the bunkrooms had
been blown open and jagged molten holes were all that remained.


Atton passed a repair crew guiding a giant hull panel on a hover gurney down
the corridor just before he came to bunkroom number 42. This was the room
assigned to Dr. Kurlin and his family. Atton paused briefly at the door to
straighten his uniform. The upper left shoulder was now emblazoned with the
gold star insignia of a captain.


Atton knocked twice, and a moment later the door swished open to reveal the
tall cadaverous form of Dr. Kurlin. The man had bags and dark circles beneath
his bloodshot blue eyes, which spoke of too many sleepless nights.


“Yes?” Kurlin’s expression was grim.


Atton held out his hand and the doctor reluctantly shook it. “Dr. Vastra,
I’m Captain Adan Reese.”


“I remember you.”


Adan nodded and smiled. “The overlord sent me. We need to talk. Could I come
in for a moment?”


The doctor hesitated, leaning out the door to peer down the corridor, as if
expecting to find a firing squad waiting just a step behind Atton.


“Don’t worry. I came alone.”


“Yes, of course . . . well, come in.” 


The doctor waved him through, and Atton stepped across the threshold. As
soon as he was inside, Kurlin sealed and locked the door. The room was small,
the same as all the crew quarters. There were two double bunks, a small table
with two chairs below a viewport which showed a slice of the flashing gray
clouds of the Stormcloud Nebula. There were two steel lockers, and a bathroom
that one would have to step sideways to enter. The walls were polished,
white-painted duranium with silver trim around the warm gold glow panels which
lined the perimeter of the room, while the floor was lined with blue,
dirt-repellent carpets. 


The smell of cinnamon wafted through the room, and Atton’s eyes were
immediately drawn to the source. Alara and her mother were sitting on one of
the bunks—Alara cupping a steaming mug of tea, not looking up, while her mother
watched him from the shadows.


Atton turned to the doctor just as the man came shuffling up to him. “What
is it you would like to talk about, Captain Reese?”


“We need you to test the crew to make sure no one is still contagious.”


The old man’s blue eyes sharpened, going from tired to alert in an instant.
“Is someone presenting symptoms?”


“Not yet.” 


Kurlin’s shoulders sagged. “Good . . . that’s good.”


“We still need to be sure we won’t be spreading the virus to our fleets in
Sythian Space.”


“Yes, I suppose I could run some tests just to be sure.”


“We also need you to create more of the vaccine in the event of another
outbreak.”


The doctor hesitated. “How will I do that? I don’t have any of my data or
equipment here. I don’t even have a sample of the vaccine or a live strain of
the virus.”


Atton frowned. “What about aboard Brondi’s corvette?”


“Well, some things are there, yes, but not enough. I’ll have to start from
scratch, working from memory.”


Atton let out a tired sigh. “That’s not good.”


“No . . .” The doctor began rubbing his chin. “But I should be able to do
it.”


“Good. You have three days.”


“Three days? That’s not enough time!”


“It’ll have to be. You’ll start testing the crew immediately. We’ve set up a
lab for you in the med bay.”


Now it was Kurlin’s turn to sigh. “I’ll do what I can. . . . Does anyone
know about . . . about what happened aboard the Valiant?”


Atton shook his head. “No, only the guards who interrogated you.”


“I see, and they . . .”


“They’ll be reassigned to the transfer station. We don’t want any problems.”


Kurlin looked relieved. He nodded and turned to look at his wife and
daughter. After a moment, he quietly said, “It’s not me I worry about, you
know. I deserve whatever revenge they might take.” His gaze returned to meet
Atton’s. “But my family is not responsible, and I’m afraid what will happen to
them. Vigilante justice does not know the same bounds as legal justice.”


“In the event that you are discovered, we’ll post a guard to protect you and
your family.”


“But who will protect us from the guards?”


Atton frowned. Now he turned to look at Kurlin’s family, where they were
sitting huddled on the bunk, listening keenly to his and Kurlin’s conversation.
“How’s Alara doing?” Atton asked, as though she couldn’t hear.


“She’s better, but still very confused. We are hopeful that she’ll be able
to overcome her programming through cognitive behavioral therapy. The other
treatments appear too risky at the moment.”


“I wish there was something I could do,” Atton said, and he meant it. Alara
looked up at him and smiled alluringly. He smiled back, but looked away. 


The doctor winced at his daughter’s expression and said, “Drink your tea,
Alara.”


“Yes, Daddy,” she said, but there was a wry twist to her lips that suggested
she was only humoring him by calling him her father.


Atton shook his head. “There’s a flight training program for nova pilots
that’s just got underway.” 


“Oh?” the doctor asked, sounding distracted. “That’s nice.”


“Yes. We’re in desperate need of pilots with training. I understand that
Alara has had some flight experience.”


Suddenly Kurlin understood. He waved his hand and scowled. “Absolutely not.”


“The less-skilled pilots likely won’t see much action, but they could mean
all the difference in a pitched battle.”


“What is he talking about, Kurlin?” his wife asked.


“Nothing, Darla. Don’t worry.” He grabbed Atton’s arm and began leading him
from the room.


“Unhand me, Doctor.”


“Certainly.” Kurlin opened the door and pushed him outside; then he stepped
outside with Atton and closed the door behind him with a wave of his wrist over
the scanner. “She’s sick, Captain!” Kurlin said through clenched teeth. “You
can’t put her in a cockpit—in a nova cockpit of all things!”


“She’s a trained pilot, and reinforcing a skill which connects to memories
from her old life will help bring her back faster than any cognitive therapy.”


Kurlin frowned. “What good is bringing her back if she dies in the process?”


Atton threw up his hands. “What good is any of this if we all die because
our capable pilots refuse to fly? We need her, Kurlin. I’ll have her fly
my wing if she makes the squadron. I’ll look after her the best I can. I’m a 4A
pilot. You can count on me to keep her safe.”


Kurlin’s lips trembled and his blue eyes glittered with some powerful
emotion he was suppressing. For a moment Atton felt sure the old man was about
to punch him in the face, but then he simply turned away and re-entered his
quarters. “If you’ll excuse me, I have a lot of work to do.”


“If I have to order her to join the trainees, I will, Doctor,” Atton called
after him.


Kurlin turned to stare at him, his expression unreadable. “Do whatever you
feel you must, Captain, but she is not your daughter, and you would do
well to imagine what you would do if she were.”


Atton watched the door slide shut and then he turned away with a frown. He
began striding back the way he’d come, his heels clicking across the deck. He
could have just dismissed it as Commander Adari’s fight and leave him to deal
with all the reluctant recruits, but unfortunately it wasn’t that simple. This
was everyone’s fight, and no one could afford to sit on the sidelines. The Defiant
was running short-staffed as it was. 


Atton entered the lift which had brought him to the crew deck and he punched
in deck 17—Aurora’s Borealis. It was the ship’s main bar and rec hall. It took
up most of the upper deck just below the bridge, the ship’s 18th and highest
level.


The gold lights of the lower decks flashed by the transparent slits in the
sides and front of the lift as it rose, blurring into teardrop-shaped streaks
as Atton contemplated crossing Sythian Space. They would be setting out in just
two days. No, it was two days this morning, Atton thought.


Now it was just one.


The lift slowed to a stop and the doors opened straight into Aurora’s. The
spectral greens and blues of a simulated aurora borealis hovered just above his
head—shifting veils of light which drew Atton’s eyes toward the ceiling. Above
that lay a glittering patina of stars which were twinkling against the black,
dome-shaped roof. The holo projection was inspiring to look at. With that
sight, the verses of a famous poem—one of Atton’s favorites—came unbidden to
his thoughts: A spacer’s dream / the stars to fly / to shed light where
darkness lie / and discover what wonders wait—


“Before encountering this spacer’s fate,” Atton whispered the last verse to
himself as he sat down at the bar. 


“Catral. Those five lines immortalized him,” the bartender said, nodding. “I
didn’t know you were such a romantic, Skidmark.” She smiled prettily at him,
looking him up and down, as if suddenly seeing him in a new light. 


Atton smiled back. The bartender’s name was Aurora; she was the owner and a
retired Deck Sergeant. 


“What’ll you be having?” she asked.


Atton grinned. “Whatever will knock me off this chair and plant my head
firmly on a pillow.”


“Well for that I’d recommend a plasma grenade.”


Atton frowned. “I’d prefer if my head were still attached to my neck when it
lands on my pillow.”


“Hah!” Aurora laughed with sparkling gray eyes and flicked her long brown
hair over her left shoulder. “You’re a funny one. I like that. We need to laugh
in times like these. No, it’s a cocktail. I’ll get you one,” she said, already
busying herself behind the bar. “It’s my own creation.”


“Sure,” Atton nodded. While he waited to be served, he heard the doors open
behind him and turned to see Commander Adari walk in. “Hoi!” Atton waved and
the commander walked up to him, offering a sloppy salute. 


“Sir,” he said.


Atton thought he detected a hint of sarcasm in Ithicus’s voice, but he
decided to ignore it. “Pull up a chair.”


Ithicus hopped up on one of the barstools and sat down. 


“How’s recruitment going?”


Ithicus snorted and turned to him after waving down Aurora and asking for a
black maverick. “How do you think? It’s a joke. We can’t train pilots in two
days. They’ll be lucky not to crash into the Defiant and accidentally
kill us all on a routine fly by.”


Atton smiled as his drink arrived in a tall, fluted glass. Aurora winked at
him as she slid it across the counter. The plasma grenade was swirled red and
yellow, like a fiery explosion. Atton picked up the concoction and used the
straw to stir it before taking an experimental sip. 


He almost choked. It burned his throat, opening his airways as it went down,
leaving him with watering eyes and a strong urge to sneeze. It tasted like pure
alcohol mixed with fire and cleaning solvent. Not that he knew what that tasted
like. Atton turned to Ithicus. “I’d like to sign up for the squadron.”


Ithicus raised an eyebrow. “You were already a pilot, Adan. Now you’re the
XO. Are you just trying to confuse everyone, or did the overlord fire you
already?”


Atton shook his head. “We’re all going to need to fill several roles to keep
this ship flying in one piece. I’m a skilled pilot, so I can’t afford to stand
around looking pretty on the bridge when there’s a fight.”


Ithicus snorted and gulped his maverick straight out of the bottle. “Well,
you never were that pretty.” 


Atton grinned. “Don’t worry, I’m not trying to take your command. I have no
ambitions to lead the squadron.”


Ithicus nodded and set his beer down with a thunk. “I wouldn’t mind
if you did have them. It’s just a lot of extra data entry if you ask me. More
trouble than it’s worth, but welcome back, brua. I’ll assign you a bird
tomorrow morning and you can help me put the new recruits through their paces.”


“I look forward to it,” Atton replied and raised his fluted glass for a
toast.


Ithicus made no move to raise his beer, but his crooked nose twitched. “What
the frek is that?” he asked, nodding to the deceptively delicate-looking drink.


“It’s a plasma grenade,” Aurora answered for him, and both Atton and Ithicus
turned to her. “Want one?” Her gray eyes were laughing and held a hint of
challenge.


Ithicus barked a laugh. “Sure, why not? If skinny here can take it, I don’t
see what’s my excuse.”


Aurora smiled and winked at Ithicus. “Coming right up.”












Chapter 9





Brondi stood
looming over his nav officer’s shoulder, staring with a gaping smile at the
star map hovering above the console—at one bright point in particular. It was
highlighted with a green diamond and there were colored dots around the icon to
indicate attached data about the system. 


“Are you sure this isn’t some sort of ruse old Dominic left to draw us out?”
Brondi asked.


“I’m positive, sir. The records show no sign of tampering, and there’s
simply too much data for this star system. Dominic wouldn’t have had enough
time to fabricate it all. There are even holo recordings of meetings with the
leader of the enclave—Admiral Hoff Heston.”


“Well, well, well!” Brondi clucked his tongue. “This is very nice!” A plan
began to form in Brondi’s head. Between the holoskins of the overlord which
he’d discovered, and this new bit of information, he was beginning to plot his
next move. “What’s in that system?”


The nav officer responded by zooming in on the highlighted point, and Brondi
saw that inside the highlighted area was the GCR—Gorvin, Clementa, and
Rhodal—three systems which encompassed the three prime worlds for which they
were named. In the very center of the three systems was an exoplanet called
Ritan, which had been the subject of intense ecological and scientific study in
the past. Ritan was a dark world, heated to a cozy equatorial temperature of
twenty below by its active volcanoes. In between the steaming calderas and
volcanic vents lay vast fields of ice which were populated by roaming herds of
ice walkers. The walkers fed upon the luminescent moss which grew up in the
geothermal marshes, while the perpetually dark skies were patrolled by a deadly
species of giant bats that hunted the ice walkers. It was a short food
chain—home to more strains of bacteria and fungi than anything else—and it was
far from paradise. In spite of this, the Valiant’s star maps gave the
planet great importance. Its planetary icon was brighter and bolder than all
the rest, and the note that was attached under its name raised more than a few
questions: Gor Academy & 5th Fleet Rendezvous.


Brondi frowned. “Gor academy?” he wondered aloud. “What’s that?”


The nav officer shook his head. “I’m not sure, sir. With your permission, I
can submit a query to the ship’s computer. Maybe there’s something in the
databanks.”


Brondi eyed the man. “If you needed to take a piss, would you ask for
permission to do that, too?”


“Sorry, sir.”


Brondi stood watching as the corpsman at the nav submitted a verbal query to
the Valiant’s databanks, soliciting a verbal response from the ship’s
computer: “Gor Academy, population forty seven thousand Gors and four hundred
humans.” Brondi’s eyes widened. “Center for training emancipated Gors in the
operation and maintenance of human starships. Founded in 8 AE.”


“What the frek?” Brondi exchanged startled looks with the nav officer. Every
eye on the bridge had turned to them and all the furious clicking and tapping
at the bridge control stations had ceased, leaving only the steady hum of the
ship’s air cyclers to break the silence.


“Who are the Gors?” Brondi demanded of no one in particular.


The computer answered with a second holo which appeared above the control
station, hovering to one side of the star map. It showed a tall, muscular
creature with pale blue-gray skin, a bony face and slitted yellow eyes. Then
the ship’s computer went into a lengthy description of the Gors, their status
as Sythian slaves, and their more recent role as part of the ISSF. By the time
the computer finally shut up, a heavy silence fell once more.


Brondi just stood there, his chest rising and falling quickly as he stared
into the skull-like blue-gray face of the Gor hovering above the nav station.
After what seemed like an eternity, he spoke. “I’ll be in my quarters,” he
said, and with that, Brondi turned and strode for the gangway which led off the
bridge. 


He needed time to think things through.


* * *


Alara sat in the shadows of Aurora’s, listening to the two men at the bar
singing drinking songs and laughing loudly into the wee hours of the night.
They hadn’t even noticed when she’d come in. She sat by herself in a deep
armchair which faced the bar’s main viewport, bouncing her knees in a steady
rhythm as she stared glassy-eyed across the Defiant’s long bow and
forward beam cannons into the flashing gray nebula beyond. She’d snuck out of
her parents’ quarters as soon as they’d fallen asleep, and she’d come straight
here. A part of her wondered why here—why come to a bar if she didn’t intend to
drink?—but the other part of her knew exactly why, and that knowledge sent her
mind spinning away in tormented chaos. 


She wanted so badly to join the men at the bar. Habit, impulse, desire,
purpose, and needy insecurity were all mixing together to drag her toward them.
She recognized both men, and both were handsome. More importantly, they were
both likely to be very hungry. Officers always were, due to the higher
percentage of enlisted men than women in the ISSF.


The only thing which stopped Alara from heading their way was the fact that
everyone around her kept telling her that her every instinct was wrong, and
that she wasn’t who she thought she was. Her memories were warring with each
other. She remembered countless hundreds of men, all the faces blurring
together. And as hard as she tried, she couldn’t feel revolted by those
memories. Her job, while not glamorous, was highly paid, and it made her feel
fortunate in a time when people were starving to death for lack of employment.
But besides that, she actually enjoyed what she did. It was all she knew, and
she was good at it. 


How could that be fake?


The medic had had to show her the brain scan. She recalled seeing the
offending implant attached to her temporal lobe, and she remembered the sweaty
feeling of unreality which had swept through her upon seeing it. That
revelation had almost sent her drifting back into the cozy warmth of the abyss,
but she’d fought to stay conscious. If what everyone was saying was true, then
she couldn’t allow herself to be weak. That would mean losing her very self,
her identity—everything that she was. . . .


Except that who she was now wasn’t who she’d been. They were like two
separate people—identical twins—and wishing the old person back was like
wishing herself dead so that her twin could live. 


She couldn’t help feeling resentful about it. Was who she was so bad? Who
were they to judge her?


Alara grimaced. She’d been told to fight these feelings, but it was so hard.
When she tried to remember her previous life, it swam before her in an
indistinct haze and gave her a headache. The memories were vague and only
half-remembered, as if she were trying to recall a dream. But in her dreams
those memories did occasionally surface. More than anything she remembered a
man—he was tall and handsome, about forty years old, with salt and pepper hair,
green eyes, and a grin which warmed her blood in a way that no other man’s ever
had. . . .


Alara allowed her eyes to drift shut and she tried to bring his face into
focus in her mind’s eye. At first nothing happened, but then she began to see
blurry shapes swimming out of the void, and then words, half-remembered and
muddled. Her breathing and heart rate began to slow as she concentrated on the
blurry parade of memories. After an indeterminable amount of time one shape
swam into focus, and there he was, his face sharp and clear like crystal. She
felt a surge of joy.


“Who are you?” she asked. 


“I’ll be back soon, Kiddie,” he said.


She watched him turn to leave, wanting to call out for him to stop, but
instead she said, “I love you!”


Now he did stop, and he turned around to say, “I love you, too, Alara.”


Her eyes shot open as if loaded on springs. Her heart pounded in her chest.
She sat up in the chair and looked around quickly to get her bearings. She was
. . . where was she?


Then she remembered—Aurora’s. She must have fallen asleep in the armchair. 


Alara closed her eyes again and tried to bring the dream back into focus,
but she couldn’t. She opened her eyes and shook her head slowly. Whenever she
saw that man in her dreams, she felt safe, happy, and at peace. Upon waking,
however, those memories only brought more confusion. Who was that tall,
dark-haired man? She could still hear the echoes of his words to her in the
dream: “I love you, too, Alara.”


He loved her. Whoever that man was, he loved her. She tried to cling
to that, to use it as an anchor about which she could keep herself rooted
despite the swirling storm inside her head.


Her head began to pound again, and Alara pressed both hands to her temples
and squeezed. Tears burned behind her eyelids, but she fought them back. She
should just go to bed and bring an end to another awful, tormented day, but she
was afraid to go to sleep and never wake up again, to have this other person,
this stranger inside of her wake up instead and begin living her life.


Alara shook her head, her violet eyes springing open once more. No matter
what anyone else said about who she really was, she couldn’t listen to them.
She would have to pretend to listen just to shut them up, but she couldn’t let
them try to “fix” her. If they succeeded, everything she knew would disappear. She
would disappear.


Alara stopped bouncing her knees. She’d come to a decision, and with that
decision she felt a measure of peace. She stood up from the chair and made her
way over to the pair of men sitting at the bar, swaying to the off-key melody
of their drunken spacer’s songs. One of them would agree to be hers, she was
sure of that. 


If she couldn’t sleep, at least she could make the best of the night.


* * *


Atton picked up his cocktail with a grin and snapped his fingers at the
bartender. “Hoi, beauty!” The red and yellow mixture sloshed over the sides of
the fluted glass as he accidentally tipped it first one way and then the other.
“What say you join us for a round? I’m buyin’!”


Ithicus elbowed him in the ribs and gave him a mock serious look. “I saw her
first, brua.”


“Well, we’ll just have to see who the lady prefers!”Atton said as the
bartender walked up to them with a patient smile. 


Aurora planted her elbows on the counter and leaned toward them, giving a
teasing view of her cleavage. She was probably 40-something, but she looked
like a young 30. “Don’t you boys think you’ve had enough?”


Atton deferred the question to his drinking buddy. “Have we—hic—’ad
enough, Ithy?”


Ithicus was swaying on his barstool with a black maverick in one hand and a
plasma grenade cocktail in the other. “There’s only one way to find out.” A
slow grin spread across his lined face. 


“What’s ‘hat?”


“Another drink!”


They both laughed raucously.


Aurora frowned at them, and her gaze slipped away to see a fresh face
approaching her bar. “Finally, some intelligent company! What’ll you be
having?”


Atton turned to see Alara walking lithely up to the bar, her hips swaying,
her eyes finding first him and then Ithicus and giving each of them a long,
up-and-down look. 


“Hello, boys,” she said, ignoring the bartender.


“Hoi,” Atton managed despite a suddenly dry throat.


Ithicus just grinned. When she came close, he reached out and grabbed her by
the waist. She smiled and squealed, allowing him to draw her into his lap. 


“What are you doing, Lieutenant?” Alara asked in a coy voice.


“It’s Lieutenant Commander now.”


“Mmmm,” Alara purred. “A commander. I suppose that means you like giving
orders . . . taking command . . . being obeyed. Very sexy.”


“That’s right,” Ithicus nodded. “Hoi! Aurora, get the lady a drink! It’s on
me.”


“I like a man who knows how to give orders,” Alara went on.


“Well, you’re really gonna like me, then.”


Atton sat watching the exchange with a rising complaint stuck in his
throat—at first because he’d imagined Alara sitting on his lap, but then
because he remembered who Alara was. This was his father’s copilot, and she had
a slave chip implanted. She’d have sex with anyone, do anything, and like
it—if they had the Sols.


Atton felt a hot surge of anger building, but he clamped down on it. Ithicus
couldn’t have known. He opened his mouth to explain, but Aurora was back. She
frowned at the cuddling couple which had somehow taken the place of the old
drunken pilot who’d been sitting at her bar a moment ago. 


“Well, that was fast. You must be more charming than I thought, Lieutenant.”


He smiled thinly at her. “Get the lady a plasma grenade, would you?”


“I think the lady should order her own drink.”


“No,” Alara said, looking up. “I want him to order for me. That way it’s a
surprise.”


“You sure?” Aurora asked, her eyebrows drawing together. “You look like you
could use your inhibitions a while longer.”


Ithicus slammed an open palm on the bar counter, his eyes flashing at the
bartender. “Just get the lady her drink, okay?”


Aurora’s eyes hardened. “I think you need to leave my bar, Lieutenant.”


“It’s lieutenant commander, and I’ll leave when I frekkin’ feel like it!”


“Then I’m afraid I’m going to have to call the ISF.”


Ithicus barked a laugh. “That’s a joke! There’s no such damn thing! You
think we have ISF on board? We barely have a crew. Go ahead, call them!”


“It would be easier if you’d have some self-control and stop embarrassing
yourself and the uniform.”


Ithicus glared at her. “You know what,” he said, rising from his barstool
and lifting Alara off his lap as though she were a child. “I think you’re
right. It’s time for us to go. Maybe we can continue this party where we have a
little more privacy.”


“Sounds good to me,” Alara said, with one hand on Ithicus’s broad barrel
chest as she looked up at him with wide, innocent eyes.


Atton finally managed to come to his senses enough to speak. He rose
unsteadily from his chair and smiled at Alara before turning to Ithicus. “Could
I have a word with you, LC?”


“Not now, Adan.”


“Yes now, and that’s an order.”


Ithicus glared at him, and the pulsing tongues-of-fire tattoo on his forearm
seemed to flare a brighter blue. “We’ll talk in the morning.” Ithicus turned to
leave, taking Alara by the arm.


She waved to Atton and blew him a kiss over Ithicus’s shoulder.


Atton grimaced and caught up to Ithicus in one quick stride, grabbing him by
the arm to stop him. “Ithicus. Have you forgotten I outrank you now?”


Ithicus turned to him with a sarcastic gleam in his dark brown eyes, and
Atton heard Aurora speaking in hushed tones into the comm at the bar.


”We’re all about to die, Adan. Everything we knew is gone—again—and
frek it if I care anymore. You know how many people we lost aboard the Valiant?
Do you even know their names? Does anyone know their names? They’re just
gone. They’re not coming back, and neither are we. So frek your rank, Adan. It
doesn’t mean krak. We’re all going to be space dust, so excuse me if I don’t
give a flyin’ frek what you say. You want to give me orders?” Ithicus’s chest
rose and fell quickly with pent-up rage. “You can give me orders in the
netherworld.”


Atton scowled, and what he said next came through gritted teeth. “She’s
chipped, Ithicus. You can’t take her to your quarters, or anywhere. She isn’t
who she thinks she is.”


Alara stepped between the two men before Ithicus could even reply, and she
jabbed a finger in Adan’s chest. “You know what, he’s right. Frek you! Why
don’t you just frek off and mind your own business?”


Atton blinked, startled by her outburst. “Alara . . .” he began, but she was
already turning away.


“Come on, Ithy, let’s go. I have some ideas about how we can relax.”


Atton winced at the implication of her words, but he didn’t try to follow
them this time. He just watched helplessly as Ithicus led Alara to the lift
tubes and his quarters waiting below decks. He would use her roughly, and she
was going to let him—even encourage him.


One of the lift tubes opened just before Ithicus and Alara reached them, and
out stepped a pair of guards, holding their rifles at the ready, followed by
the overlord.


“Good evening,” Ethan greeted as they approached. The guards stepped forward
and seized Alara by the arms. 


She kicked one of them in the chins, but her foot bounced off his armor, and
she yelped. “Frek you! Let me go!” she said.


Ithicus’s gaze found the overlord’s and he gave a sloppy salute. “Sir,” he
said, swaying on his feet.


“At ease, Commander,” Ethan replied. “I’m afraid your date is out past her
curfew, and we’re going to have to return her to her parents now.”


Ithicus frowned, but he nodded slowly. “Yes, sir.”


Ethan turned to watch as his guards dragged Alara kicking and screaming
toward the lift. “One more thing.”


“Sir?”


“Did you know that prostitution is illegal in the Imperium, and that
soliciting carries a two to five year sentence?”


“Yes, sir, but—”


“You didn’t know she was chipped. That’s fair, this is just your first
warning. I assume I won’t need to issue another one.” 


“Yes, sir.”


“Good night, gentlemen.”


With that, Ethan turned to leave and he followed Alara and his guards into
the lift.


Atton watched the lift drop away, and then he breathed a sigh of relief.
Hopefully his father’s warning would keep Ithicus in check, but Ethan would
have to issue a similar warning to every man on the ship if he was going to
keep Alara safe.


Ithicus caught Atton’s eye and jerked his chin. “What’re you lookin’ at?”


Atton shrugged. “I told you she was chipped.”


“Frek you, Adan.” Ithicus turned and continued on toward the lifts.


Atton frowned and shook his head. “I’m going to dismiss that insubordinate
remark as the alcohol talking. Go sleep it off!”


Ithicus gave no reply as he stepped into the next lift tube and rode it down
to the flight deck. Atton shook his head. “Dumb brute.”


He felt a hand land on his shoulder, and turned to see Aurora standing
behind him. “Next time you’re here, your drinks are on me.”


Atton smiled. “Thanks. You sure I can’t buy you one now?”


She shook her head. “I think we’d both better hit the rack.”


Atton nodded. “Rain check then.”


“It’s a date.”


Atton laughed and made his own way to the lifts. Turning and walking
backward, Atton said, “You’re almost twice my age, Aurora.”


“Which means I have twice the experience.” Her amber eyes glittered as she
smiled at him. “Think about that.”


“In your dreams.”


“No, in yours,” she said, winking at him.


The lift returned and Atton walked inside. He punched the crew deck and the
lift dropped swiftly away before their banter could turn serious. He smirked to
himself and shook his head. Sometimes a forward woman could be very sexy. Then
his thoughts turned to Alara, and his smirk turned to a frown. Sometimes.



He hoped that Ethan found a way to reign her in.


* * *


Ethan took Alara back to his quarters instead of her parents’ so they could
talk. He left the guards posted outside his door. She noticed that and shot him
a lurid smile as they walked inside. Ethan locked the door behind them with a
frown. She had obviously misunderstood his intentions. 


“Mmmm, now I get it,” she purred, coming up behind him and touching his arm
gently as she whispered in his ear, “You just wanted me for yourself.”


Ethan turned to her with a grimace. “Alara, that’s not—”


She was backing away, her hands already popping the buttons on her blouse.
She shrugged the blouse off and it fluttered to the floor. 


“Alara, put that back on.”


She giggled as she began working on her pants, her hips swaying to a silent
melody. “Make me.”


Ethan started after her as her pants fell off and she kicked them away. She
was backing toward his bed, leading him there. She unclipped her bra to reveal
two perfectly rounded breasts just as she stepped into the leafy shadows cast
by the ferns growing up along the dividing privacy wall between Ethan’s living
area and his bedroom. Ethan felt an answering stir inside of him, but fought to
push it away as he followed Alara to the bed.


Now she worked her panties off, one corner at a time, teasing him with
partial glimpses before sliding them slowly down her thighs and legs to bare
all. Ethan stopped before entering the bedroom, and now he looked away, holding
one hand over his eyes and another up between him and Alara in a vain attempt
to preserve her modesty.


“What’s wrong?” she asked, sounding hurt. “Am I not pretty enough for you?
You don’t want to look at me?”


“Alara, it’s not that, it’s—”


“My name’s Angel, she interrupted, and then she walked up to him and grabbed
his hand—


And placed it there. Ethan flinched as he felt something warm and wet graze
his palm. He opened his eyes to see where she’d placed his hand, and he
recoiled from her. “Alara!”


“Frek me!” she said, her violet eyes wild as she pulled him close and kissed
him firmly on the lips. She forced her tongue past his clenched teeth, and he
gave her a rough shove away from him. Alara tumbled to the floor with a yelp of
surprise and pain. She sat looking up at him with genuine hurt now.


“I—frek, I’m sorry, Alara.” He held out a hand to help her up, but she
slapped it away and pushed herself off the floor.


“Hoi, if you like men, you could have just told me instead of wasting my
time by bringing me here. I don’t know why you bothered.” She went to pick up
her panties, and Ethan found himself watching as she bent down. He shook his
head and looked away again as she pulled her underwear back on. He absently
felt for his wedding band to give himself strength, but it wasn’t there. He’d
taken it off long ago to avoid giving himself away. The overlord wasn’t
married, after all.


Alara brushed past him into the living room to hunt for the rest of her
clothes. She pulled on her pants and then snatched up her bra and blouse. “Good
night old man,” she said with a smirk. She was now almost to the door. “You’d
probably better see a medic about that prostate before it explodes.”


“Alara!” Ethan said, taking a deep breath to still his racing heart.


“What?” she looked up at him with hard, angry eyes.


His lips twisted in a miserable frown. “I love you, Kiddie.”


Suddenly, she stopped buttoning her blouse and her expression went from
angry to shocked. Then her eyes began to glisten with moisture in the low,
night-cycle lighting of his quarters. “You what?” Her breath hitched in her
chest.


“I love you,” he repeated, now walking toward her. “That’s why I’m not going
to do what you want.” He reached her side in a few short strides and led her
gently by the hand to the nearest couch in his living room. She sank into it
gratefully, her eyes wide and blinking as she stared at the opposite wall. A
solitary tear slid slowly down her left cheek.


“You’re not well,” he said, holding her hand in his lap as he sat down
beside her.


Alara slowly turned her head to him and he wiped away that trickling tear.
She began to shiver. 


He noticed and placed his hand against her forehead. “Are you okay?”


“You called me Kiddie.”


Ethan saw the spark of recognition in her violet eyes and his own eyes grew
wide. “Well, to me everyone’s a kid, so—”


“Don’t do that to me.” Alara frowned and shook her head. “Everyone’s been
telling me I’m not who I think I am, and that what I remember isn’t real, but
this is real, isn’t it? Are you him? Am I remembering you from my
childhood? When you were younger?” She searched his eyes, but then that spark
of recognition and hope he’d seen abruptly died, and she shook her head. “Never
mind.”


“I’m sorry?”


“Your eyes are the wrong color. They’re blue, not green.”


“Oh . . . well, there’s not much I can do about that, I’m afraid.”


Alara gave him a broken smile. “I suppose not.” She withdrew her hand from
his and clasped it together with her other one, as if she were about to pray.
“You don’t know what it’s like,” she said, staring down at her hands, “To be
caught between two realities and two different lives and to wonder which one of
them is really yours.” 


Ethan rubbed her back gently and said, “I’m sorry.”


She looked up at him. “Do you ever wonder who you really are? Do you have to
listen to people telling you all day that the way you are, the things you want,
what you say, and even how you act—that all of it is wrong? They tell you that
you need to do a better job . . . to resist yourself, but even when you try,
it’s not real. It’s just an act. You’re just doing what they want to make them
happy. It has nothing to do with you.”


Ethan shook his head. “I’m afraid I don’t know what that’s like.”


“Then you can’t know how I feel.”


“Perhaps not, but I think I know someone who might.”


Alara’s eyebrows went up.


“I believe you’ve met Captain Adan Reese, the new XO of the Defiant?”
She hesitated, then nodded slowly, and Ethan went on, “You should talk to him.
Make a friend. I have a feeling he’s looking for one, too.”


Alara smiled half-heartedly. “I’m not good at making friends. I’ve never had
to be.”


Ethan shrugged. “Neither is he. Same reason.” He patted her on the back and
rose from the couch, offering his hand to help her up. She took it, but her
eyes were wary.


“You can sleep here tonight, if you don’t want to go back to your parents’
quarters yet,” Ethan said. 


She cocked her head. “Reconsidering your decision not to sleep with me?”


“No. I’ll stay here on the couch.” He waved a hand at the dividing half wall
between the living area and the bedroom, and said, “Privacy screen on.”


Suddenly the bedroom was cut off by a holofield of trees rising up behind
the short wall of real ferns. The walkway between living room and bedroom had
become a slightly-curving tunnel of greenery, the entrance all but blocked by a
hanging veil of red and yellow blossoms.


“Thank you,” Alara said, turning to him with a smile. She kissed him on the
cheek and started toward the blossom-crowded path. “If you change your mind . .
.”


“I won’t.”


She sent him a playful wink and then walked through the projected veil of
flowers.


Ethan let out a long sigh. “Hardest thing I ever . . .” He muttered and
shook his head. He’d grown used to rejecting women’s advances over the years,
and Alara had given him regular practice in the past—although she’d never been
that pushy about it, nor that good at using her assets to change his mind.


He hadn’t lied to her. He did love her, and maybe with enough time he
could even be persuaded to love her romantically, but one thing stopped him: he
loved Destra far more, and where before he’d only had his memories of her to
keep him chaste, he now had something far more compelling.


Hope.


Atton had told him that Destra Ortane had been alive when she’d sent him
away with his great uncle Reichland, which meant there was a chance she might
still be alive. And as long as there was even a chance, he had to keep looking
for her. He had to wait. He’d wait until his dying breath if that was what it
took.












Chapter 10


 


—THE YEAR 0 AE—





Night was the most
trying time of all, when all their nerves were frayed and the shadows seemed to
take on ghoulish form. Night was when the Sythians came out to hunt. 


Destra sat huddled on the living room couch with Lessie and her son Dean,
their eyes glued to the holoscreen opposite the couch, watching the night
vision security feeds which were coming in from cameras scattered around the
forest above Digger’s hideout. Each camera slowly panned left to right and back
again, giving a comprehensive view of their surroundings.


“You’re not going to see anything,” Digger said, calling from the kitchen.
Destra turned to meet his gaze, but he was busy preparing himself a sandwich
with the last two slices of bread. After a moment, he caught her staring at him
and he looked up with a shrug. “The best we can do is listen for them.” He took
a giant bite of his sandwich and then made a gesture at the holoscreen. Destra
turned to see the volume rapidly increasing from 0 to 100. They heard a soft
fuzz of static and the sound of wind roaring and whistling through the trees.


Destra turned back to Digger. “How are we supposed to listen for anything
through all that background noise?”


“You’re not. I have a program automatically analyzing the feed for
specific sound profiles—anything which doesn’t fit the usual background noise
of the forest. Like footsteps.” Digger took another bite of his sandwich and
waved a dismissive hand. “Besides, it’s one thing for the skullies to traipse
by us. It’s a whole ‘nother thing for them to find us down here.”


Destra’s brow furrowed. “You don’t think they have detectors? That they’ll
detect radiation leakage from your generator, for example?”


“Hey, what do you take me for, a total stim-bake?” Destra frowned at that.
She’d caught him shooting up in the bathroom soon after they’d arrived. He’d
claimed the stims he used were not addictive, with no side effects, but Destra
didn’t want to know about it—stimmers all had the same excuses. “Patrollers
have been lookin’ for me for years,” Digger went on. “I’m so deep underground
and so heavily-shielded in here that they must have walked right by me half a
dozen times.” Digger waved a hand at the screen, “Besides, I don’t see the
skullies walkin’ around with any kind of tech. They’re just hunting for the
next meal—one of us, that is.”


Lessie clapped her hands over Dean’s ears. “Could you not talk about that
while we’re here, please? Dean has enough trouble sleeping without you
reminding us what’s out there.”


“Hoi, sorry,” Digger drawled with his mouth full of sandwich. “Jus tryin’ to
keep it real, ya know?”


“Well, don’t.”


“Speakin’ of what’s out there. Which one of you’s going to do the first
scavenger hunt?”


Destra turned to Digger with a frown. “The first what?”


“You know, comb around for food and supplies . . . we won’t last long in
here without that.”


“You and I can go first thing tomorrow morning.”


“Ha! Ha, ha!” Digger lowered his sandwich and smiled meaningfully at Destra.



She found herself distracted by a small green piece of salad caught in a
smear of mustard at the corner of his mouth. “What?” she asked.


“I’m providing the digs here, so I think it’s only fair you be the runners.”


“You’re joking.”


He shook his head. “Don’t worry, I won’t ask the kid to go. He can stay here
with me.”


Now Lessie turned to join the conversation. “You can’t be serious.”


Digger shrugged. “Fine, take him with. I don’t care.”


“No, I mean about sending us out there—with those things.” Lessie
appeared to shiver even at the thought of the aliens running around on the
surface.


“Someone’s got to go.”


“How about you?” Destra asked, jerking her chin to him. “We can send Digger
The Brave.”


“Watch your pretty mouth.” Digger scowled. “You’re going, and I’m staying,
and that’s the end of it. If either of you has something else to say about it,
you can tell it to Doc and Petra.” 


Destra felt her ire rising at the mention of Digger’s pet rictans. They were
both chipped, so they weren’t a danger to anyone unless Digger wanted them to
be, but one of them could kill just as efficiently as a Sythian, and Destra was
quietly furious that Digger let them roam around freely at night. As if it
isn’t hard enough to sleep already.


“I have weapons and armor for the two of you, so you should be fine out
there.”


Destra was about to reply when the sound of the wind whistling and rustling
through the trees overhead was broken by a piercing scream. All eyes turned to
the cameras, and this time they saw something. A warning tone issued from the
sound system and a computerized voice said, “Warning, threat detected.” 


“Oh no, oh no—” Lessie said, trying to cover Dean’s eyes and ears at the
same time. “Switch it off!” 


Dean began to cry.


Destra watched with horrified fascination as one of the cameras
automatically panned and zoomed in on the sight. A small group of people were
running through the trees. One of the women in that group was screaming at the
top of her lungs with the others hissing at her to shut up.


“We have to do something!” Destra said, turning back to Digger. 


He just shook his head. “We can’t.”


“You said you have weapons!”


“For us, not for them.”


“Digger!”


Another scream came from the cameras, and there was a loud ruckus of
shouting, followed by the sound of ripper rifles opening up. They all watched
in horror as one by one the group of people was knocked to the ground and set
upon by invisible beasts, their guns all firing in random directions as they
were struck down. Destra looked away as the scene turned bloody. “Switch it
off, Digger!”


He deliberately waited a few more seconds before waving his hand to turn off
the screen. “Well,” he began, “it’s unfortunate we had to see that just before
bedtime.”


“And you want us to go out there?” Destra shook her head. “I think we need a
better plan.”


“Like what?” Digger snorted. “Maybe we can dig a little deeper down here and
find some juicy worms.” He smirked and went on, “Except I don’t fancy eating
worms. Don’t worry, the Sythians only hunt at night. So long as you don’t wake
any of ‘em up you should be fine.”


“Thanks,” Destra said as she and Lessie rose from the couch. Lessie had her
son in her arms and was trying to soothe his crying by patting and rubbing his
back. Both Lessie and Destra scowled at Digger as they walked past.


“G’night,” he said, smiling thinly at them.


Destra gave no reply. Digger had just drawn a line in the sand. He’d shown
them who was the head of this household, and exactly what that meant. In the
process of exercising his authority, he’d finally answered for her the question
of why a scuzzy outlaw like him would go out of his way to shelter three
complete strangers. He was sheltering them because they were his meal tickets.
They would go out and hunt while he stayed safe at home.


As they walked into the spare bedroom they heard a growl and saw one of the
rictans turn its head to glare at them with red eyes glinting in the dark.


Lessie froze in the doorway with a gasp of shock, and Destra felt her heart
rate spike, but then she walked by Lessie with a scowl and shooed the beast
from the room, doing her best to ignore its snarling. She had to remind herself
it was chipped, so it wouldn’t bite her. “Doc, get out of here! We’re going to
bed!”


The initial arrangement with her sleeping on the couch and Lessie and Dean
sleeping alone in the spare room had quickly been overturned when Destra had
been unable to get any sleep with the rictans pacing the living room at night,
their claws clickity-clacking across the polished duranium floors.


As soon as Doc was out of the room and glaring at her sleepily from the
other side of the open door, Destra moved to seal and lock the room. The door
shut with a swish and subsequent thunk of bolts sliding into place.
“There,” Destra said, turning to Lessie and Dean with a frown. “Let’s get some
rest. It sounds like we have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.”


Lessie nodded slowly and moved to deposit Dean on the bed while Destra began
to undress. After what they’d seen on the cameras, she had a feeling it would
be a long night, too.


* * *


—THE YEAR 10 AE—


 


Brondi stared up into the starry blackness of space, feeling the chair
beneath him dip and slowly turn to carry him through the Star Dome. With the
room’s dome-shaped transpiranium ceiling he was treated to a broad,
unobstructed view of space. Reclining grav chairs floated in a slow dance
around the room, gently rising and falling as they drifted in lazy circles. The
Star Dome was an officer’s lounge, with drinks being served by a server bot at
a bar along the far wall of the room. Brondi could make an order using the
controls in his armrest and then his grav chair would stop to pick up his drink
on its next pass by the bar.


The whole purpose of the Star Dome was to relax. Between the room’s low
gravity and amazing vistas of space, it functioned just as intended.


Chairs could be configured to circle the room together in more social
groupings, or to circle the room alone, as Brondi was doing now. The crime lord
wondered how many times the indolent overlord had come here just to catch a nap
or to piss away the afternoon and evening with an endless stream of fancy
cocktails. The dome was also equipped with a holofield so it could be
configured to show any scene at all, or even a holovid.


Adding to the relaxing atmosphere was the sound of water which bubbled up
from a light sculpture in the center of the room. The water cascaded down the
sides of the sculpture, but somehow kept from disturbing the glassy pool on the
deck. The effect of the water below and the transparent dome above was
startling. The pool reflected the view through the ceiling almost perfectly,
giving a sense that one was suspended, floating in deep space. It was the
perfect environment for Brondi to clear his head, which was exactly what he
needed to do now. 


He had to plan his next move. At first, he’d been content just to have the Valiant,
and to rule all of Dark Space without the nettlesome interference of the ISSF,
but now like a kid who’d just had his first taste of candy, he wanted more. 


Dominic had been hiding more than Brondi could have ever thought possible.
First of all, he wasn’t actually the overlord; he had been a holoskinner in a
long line of holoskinners; second, there was a whole race of aliens beyond Dark
Space that no one even knew about; and third, and possibly most interesting of
all, there was another enclave of human survivors—and who knew how many ships
they might have!


All of those details had been swirling together in Brondi’s mind for the
past two hours, and now finally, he knew what to do. Brondi keyed the controls
in his armrest to let him off when his chair next drifted by the entrance of
the Star Dome. When he reached the doors, and his chair slowed to a stop,
Brondi pushed himself to his feet and walked out of the room in a dreamy haze.
The doors swished open and he started down a long corridor toward another pair
of doors. The gravity in the corridor gradually increased until it reached ISSF
standard. After hours in low gravity, normal gravity made him feel twice as
slow and heavy as usual. Frowning at the sudden headache which he felt
encroaching at his temples, Brondi made his way to the nearest pair of lift
tubes.


By the time he stepped back onto the bridge deck, he was already barking
orders to his crew. “Nav! Set course for the Dark Space gate. Engineering,
check all systems and report! Comms, we’re on yellow alert, notify the crew and
have them standing ready at their stations as soon as we exit the gate.”


“Engineering reports all systems green.”


“Nav, setting course.”


“Sir, most of the crew is asleep, should I wake them with the yellow alert?”


Brondi shook his head as he reached the end of the gangway. “Set their
alarms for an hour before we exit SLS and update readiness then. No need to
deprive them of sleep.”


The captain whom Brondi had appointed and then left on deck to deal with the
minutiae of running the Valiant walked up to Brondi now. “Sir,” he
stopped and saluted one step down from the gangway, bringing him to eye-level
with Brondi.


“Yes?” Brondi asked, frowning at the dark-skinned captain. He had white hair
which was suggestive of his age, but the body and musculature of a much younger
man. His eyes were dark and glinting with steel.


“Are we going to chase the Defiant through Sythian Space? While you
were off deck I came up with a plan to hunt them down.”


Brondi was already shaking his head. “No, Captain Thornton.” He turned to
look out the viewports and nod at the distant space gate—the new Dark Space
gate, which was really just the in-system gate, repositioned to replace the
shattered cloud of debris that the overlord and his crew had left of the old
one. “The Defiant is only one ship. We have a whole fleet out there
waiting for us to take command, and it’s time that we did so.” Brondi turned
back to his captain with a gaping smile. As he met the captain’s curious gaze,
Brondi mentally activated the holoskin he now wore. 


Captain Thornton gasped, “Overlord Dominic!” Soon every eye on the bridge
had turned to stare at Brondi in his new form, uncertainty and shock warring
across their faces.


But when Brondi spoke once more, it was still his voice which reached their
ears. “Relax,” he said.


“Is that a holoskin?” the captain asked, his mouth agape. “Where did you get
that?”


Brondi smiled. Holoskins were supposed to be very rare. Not only were they
illegal, but they were made of strictly-controlled substances and very
expensive shielding. “This is the overlord’s very own holoskin,” Brondi
replied. The confused looks which answered that revelation prompted Brondi to
explain. “Our beloved Dominic was an imposter.” 


Now the bridge grew loud with gasps and exclamations from the crew, while
Captain Thornton just stared straight ahead, his eyes glazed and unblinking as
his mind struggled to catch up. 


Brondi shrugged and then turned in a slow circle to address everyone.
“Whoever he was, the overlord has left us with a great gift! He’s left us
himself.” Turning to the captain, Brondi shook his head. “Except I’m not tall
enough to pull it off. Would you do us the honor of being the overlord,
Captain?” Captain Thornton just went on staring at him, and Brondi nodded, his
mouth gaping in a smile once more. “I’ll take that as a yes.” Brondi turned his
smile out to space. “It’s time we took back our birthright—” He nodded once at
the gate which was now growing steadily larger in the forward viewports.
“—freedom.”


* * *


Ethan strode onto the bridge with Tova walking silently behind him. She was
naked, so as not to overly upset any crew members who might remember the Gors’
black armor from the war. As a concession to Tova’s physical needs, the lights
on the bridge had been dimmed and the temperature dropped to just a few degrees
above zero, adding to the frigid silence which swept across the bridge as she
came in. Atton was waiting with Commander Caldin on the far side of the
captain’s table, his eyes on them as they approached. Atton gave a shallow nod
which Ethan returned as he turned to address the crew.


“Deck Officer Grimsby, open the intercom to the rest of the ship, I need to
make an announcement.”


Grimsby worked quietly at his station for a second before nodding up at
Ethan. 


Ethan took a deep breath, and then he began. “Good morning, Defiant.
This is your overlord speaking. We are about to set out on a journey to cross
Sythian Space in order to make direct contact with our forces at Obsidian
Station. Without a cloaking device, it will be dangerous, but I can assure you
we have reviewed all of the alternatives, and setting out in the Defiant
to cross Sythian Space was the very last option we considered. There are no
easy ways out of what’s to come.


“As you may or may not have already heard, we have a Gor aboard to help us
make the trip safely. The Mighty Tova is going to help us detect cloaked
Sythian ships, and to make contact with her crèche mates aboard Obsidian
Station before we arrive. We are crossing just two systems before we will stop
to launch another, smaller vessel to complete the journey. Tova will go along
for that final leg of the journey, and we will wait at a designated safe
location for reinforcements to arrive with fuel and a relief crew. Our
preliminary recon shows that we will encounter only mild resistance while
crossing the two systems between us and our launching-off point, but we are
about to conduct a recon of Taylon, where we are now, to confirm this. Let’s
hope there are no Sythians lying in wait for us. From this point on, we are on
yellow alert. Our departure is set for twelve hours from now, so we’re going to
have to work hard to get everything ready before then. Make sure you are
standing by your stations and reachable on the comms at all times. Ruh-kah!”


Ethan ended his speech and gestured for the comm officer to turn off the
intercom mode. Some muted grumbling followed Ethan’s introductory speech, but
he ignored it. The crew didn’t have to be happy that they were working with
Tova, they just had to accept it.


Ethan turned back to his son. “You’d better get to the flight deck.” Atton
nodded and started toward the doors at the back of the bridge. Ethan caught him
by the arm as he walked by. “You know you don’t have to do this, right?” Ethan
said in a quiet voice.


Atton shrugged. “If not me, then who? We’re short of capable pilots.”


Ethan grimaced. “Your mother would never allow it.”


Atton gave a sad smile. “No, she wouldn’t, but she’s not here.”


“Yet.” Ethan raised a warning finger. “Don’t think I won’t tell her what
you’re doing when she is.”


“And get yourself into trouble?”


Ethan snorted with laughter. “Get out of here.”


“Yes, sir,” Atton replied, grinning wryly at him before starting off at a
jog. Ethan watched him go with a painful lump rising in his throat. Letting his
son join the Defiant’s fighter screen was like signing the boy’s death
warrant. Ethan didn’t expect to make it to Obsidian Station with very many of
their pilots still among the living, but Atton had insisted he be allowed to
fly one of the remaining novas, and like father like son he also had an “A”
pilot rating—although, his kill score was lower, making him 4A rather than 5A.
Still, that rating still marked him as a superb pilot, so if anyone were going
to live through the crossing, it would be him. 


And Ethan couldn’t argue with the boy’s logic. If their capable pilots
didn’t fly, then what chance did any of them stand? Ethan turned away with a
shaky sigh as the doors swished shut behind his son. Besides, there was no
guarantee that Atton would be any safer aboard the Defiant. At least in
a small, maneuverable fighter he could dodge most of the enemy fire.


The Defiant, on the other hand, would be a sitting duck.












THE CROSSING















Chapter 11





Alara sat at the
small table below the viewport in her parent’s quarters, her arms crossed, her
gaze averted from the room as she stared out into space. She’d been doing her
best to ignore her parents—if they even really were her parents. They could
just as easily be two imposters and she would never know. They certainly felt
like imposters. 


Her memories, the ones that she could bring to mind and the ones that felt
real, were of growing up in a girl’s orphanage. When she was just 16 the
orphanage had run out of funds, and Alec Brondi had generously agreed to take
in all of the orphans. He’d raised them like his own daughters, and then he’d
taught them a valuable trade, one which would enable them to live in comfort
and ease while the rest of humanity starved to death.


As for the old couple sharing a room with her aboard the Defiant,
they were just a pair of overbearing strangers who wouldn’t let her out of
their sight. She’d spent the night in the overlord’s quarters, and nothing had
happened, but her “parents” hadn’t been satisfied with those assurances. Since
then, she’d been prohibited from leaving the room. They’d brought her
breakfast, and just a moment ago the old man had left to get her an early lunch.
She’d sent him off with that request more to shut him up than out of any real
desire for food—he’d been telling her stories from her childhood in order to
trigger her memories, but she couldn’t remember any of the things he’d been
recounting.


Alara looked away from the viewport to see the old man’s wife, Darla,
standing to one side of the room, staring at her with a heartbroken smile and
watery violet eyes.


“What?” Alara asked. She wasn’t buying the act.


The old woman flinched at her tone, but Alara couldn’t have cared less.
These two weren’t paying her to be nice, so why should she be? 


“Oh, nothing, dear it’s all right.” The woman looked away and sniffed.


Alara’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t see why I can’t leave the room. I’m a grown
woman, you know. I have a right to live my life the way I want to. You can’t
keep me locked up in here.”


Darla looked back with tears dribbling down her cheeks. She wiped them away
with the backs of her hands. “Oh, my dear sweet little girl, we’re not trying
to limit your freedom; we’re just trying to help you avoid making any mistakes
you’ll regret later on.”


“You mean when I get my memories back.”


“Yes.”


“What makes you so sure that your little girl is still there to bring back?
I’ll tell you one thing, Darla, I’ve looked for her, and there’s not even a
trace.”


The old woman’s face crumpled anew. “Excuse me,” she said, and hurried to
the bathroom.


Alara frowned, watching the door swish shut behind her. It wasn’t entirely
true that she couldn’t find any trace of the person she’d supposedly been, but
it was close enough to the truth. Whoever she’d once been was lost in a sea of
much sharper and clearer memories from an entirely different life. 


A knock sounded at the door, and Alara assumed it was Dr. Kurlin. She eyed
the bathroom a moment longer, waiting for Darla to come out and see who it was,
but the bathroom stayed shut, and the knocking sounded again. With a sigh Alara
got up and went to answer the door.


She waved the door open with her wrist, and was surprised to find a young man
standing on the other side. She was even more surprised to see that it was the
man from the bar last night, the one who’d tried to stop her from leaving with
Commander Adari.


“Hello again, Alara,” he said.


“My name’s Angel,” she replied, frowning.


“We can make that your call sign.”


“My what?”


He held out a black flight suit which matched the one he wore. “Your call
sign. It’s how we’ll refer to you while you’re flying with the squadron.”


Alara shook her head. “You must have the wrong door, Captain. I’m not a nova
pilot.”


The man grinned, revealing a perfect set of straight white teeth. “Not yet
you’re not.”


“Hoi there! What’s the meaning of this?”


Alara turned to see Darla coming up behind her with a scowl. The old woman
squeezed into the open doorway beside her and jerked her chin at the officer
standing outside. “You can put that back on the rack where it belongs. My
daughter isn’t going anywhere, least of all into the cockpit of a nova.”


“I’m sorry, Mrs. Vastra, but that’s not your choice to make.” The man’s eyes
met Alara’s once more. “What do you say, Angel? You up for it?”


Feeling suddenly nervous she shook her head. “I don’t know how to fly.”


“I think you’ll be surprised at what you know, but in any case your
fighter’s been equipped with a flight trainer AI to help you get over the
learning curve.”


“I . . .”


“Or you can stay here.” He shrugged. “But you’re going to miss out on all
the action.” He winked and shot her a meaningful grin. “I’ll fly your wing
myself. We’ll make a great team. I think you’ll find flying with me to
be very stimulating.” The officer was drawing out his words and speaking
in a soft, slow voice, so that everything he said took on a whole other
meaning.


Alara’s gaze turned speculative. She thought she knew what the captain was
really after, and that was just fine by her. Clearly this was the new code
language they’d had to resort to in order to get around her overzealous
chaperones. Alara smiled and snatched the flight suit out of the officer’s
hands. “I’ll be back later, Mom.”


“Alara!”


The old woman made a grab for her arm as she hurried through the open door,
but the captain intercepted it by stepping between them. 


“You can’t take her!” Darla insisted. “I won’t let you!” 


Alara turned to see her erstwhile mother struggling with the officer,
hitting him and kicking him, eliciting grunts and yelps from the young man. At
last he grew impatient and shoved her away from him. She stumbled back into the
wall, hitting it hard, and nearly falling to the floor. She recovered, rubbing
her shoulder and glaring at the captain with murder glinting in her violet
eyes.


The captain gave a deep sigh and shook his head. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Vastra—for
that—but you must understand, she’s no longer your responsibility. She’ll be
assigned her own quarters on the flight deck. You can look for her there if
you’d like to visit. Good day.” The captain saluted and then turned and started
down the corridor at a brisk stride.


Alara had to struggle to keep up. “You didn’t need to be so rough with her.”


“It wasn’t my intention.”


They reached the lift tubes at the end of the corridor and waited for the
first one to arrive.


“You’re Captain Reese, the man from the bar last night, aren’t you?” Alara
asked.


“That’s right.”


“The overlord told me about you.”


“Oh?” He quirked an eyebrow at her. “Good things I hope?”


She smiled. “He said you’d make a good friend.”


“Ah.” The lift arrived and they stepped inside. 


Alara brushed up against the captain as he scanned the control panel inside
the lift. “So . . . where are you taking me?” Her hands found his biceps and
squeezed.


He punched the button labeled Flight Deck and turned to her with a
tight smile. “For flight training,” he replied.


“What?” Alara took a quick step back from him. The lift doors closed and it
fell swiftly to the specified deck. “You mean that wasn’t just a ruse to get me
away from Darla?”


“No, why would you think that?” the captain asked innocently.


Alara crossed her arms. “I’m not actually going to fly a nova.”


“Too late. You’re already enlisted.”


“I didn’t sign anything.”


He took a step toward her. “I’m sorry, did I say enlisted? I meant
conscripted.”


“Frek you!” she said and gave him a violent shove.


“Hoi,” he chuckled. “Watch how you speak to your superior officers.”


“What are you going to do if I refuse to fly?”


The officer shrugged. “I’m not going to do anything, but if you don’t fly,
you won’t get back to the Defiant.”


Alara’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”


The lift stopped and the doors swished open. “We don’t have enough simulator
pods for all the trainees, so to speed things along training missions are going
to be conducted in the cockpits of real novas.” Alara gaped at him, and he
gestured to the open doors. “After you.”


“Go frek yourself!”


“Don’t worry, if you flunk the mission, you won’t have to fly.”


“Good, because that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”


“Well, don’t throw your scores. The fleet needs you, Angel.”


Alara stormed out of the lift, calling out over her shoulder, “Frek the
fleet, too!”


She heard the captain chuckling behind her as she went. “Well, Angel, if you
flunk this test, you can go back to doing exactly that.”


She turned to glare at him. “Watch it.”


“So you do have some self-respect. That’s good. Hold on to it. You’re going
to need every shred once the other pilots discover what you do for a living.”


Alara glared at him with naked fury. “Of all the men in the galaxy,” she
said, picking her words carefully. “You’re the worst.” 


The captain’s laughter echoed back to her ears. “You would know!”


* * *


The briefing room was cold and airy. It was an auditorium with a double high
ceiling and tiered seating for about forty. Alara sat through the briefing with
a bored look on her face. The auditorium was crowded, with almost every seat
occupied by officers and trainees dressed in identical black flight suits, all
balancing shiny black helmets on their laps. Alara looked down at her own
helmet and studied the inscrutable visor instead of paying attention to the
briefing. She couldn’t fly a nova! What was Captain Reese thinking?


She felt his elbow connect sharply with her ribs, and she looked up with a
scowl to see him nod down to the man on the podium.


“Pay attention,” he whispered.


She smiled thinly at him, and then turned to face forward again. Why should
she risk her life for these people? They were nothing to her. She didn’t owe
them anything. What had people ever done for her besides abandon her and use
her? The only person she owed anything to was Alec Brondi.


Commander Adari’s deep voice began cutting through her thoughts. “The Defiant
has moved out to the edge of the Stormcloud Nebula in preparation for our first
SLS jump.” The commander turned to the holoscreen behind him and gestured to
it, bringing a glowing star map to life. The lights automatically dimmed so
they could see the map better. 


“We’re currently situated here.” The Defiant’s position was indicated
by a green icon. “And we’re going to follow a flight path along these
coordinates.” He gestured to the screen once more and a jointed green line
appeared in three dimensions, joined with dots wherever the heading changed
until it reached a lasso shape that curved around the system’s only planet.
“We’re going to conduct a quick recon of the system, doing a basic slingshot
around Taylon before heading back here. Your waypoints are already set, so all
you have to do is master the flight controls well enough to reach them. This is
as easy as it gets, so when you get out there, don’t go skriffy on me. You’re
flying real novas, and although there should be no actual danger on this
mission, it is a live exercise and a nova can be more than dangerous enough if
you don’t follow the instructions in your tutorial carefully.


“You’ve all been signed up for this mission with the assumption that you
already have basic flight training, so this mission should be like riding a
hover cycle. The AI flight trainer will show you where all the knobs and
buttons are. As for the rest—thanks to the delays in getting our novas ready
and configured for training, we just have one day for these exercises—today—and
there’s more than twice as many of you as I have birds for you to fly. That
means you’re going to have to take turns, and we’re only going to be able to
give you the basics in the time we have. For the rest of it, you’re going to
have to learn the hard way—blood and tears.


“Only the pilots with the best scores are going to make the active duty
roster, and the rest of you will go back to your current assignments. Any
questions?”


“How do we takeoff?” one trainee asked.


Alara heard the commander sigh. “The auto will do that for you. Same thing
for landing. Flight regs require even experienced pilots to use the autos. Any
other questions?”


The room was silent.


“Good.” The commander turned to the holoscreen and waved his hand once more.
A list of names appeared in place of the star map. “If your name is on this
list, then you’re flying in the first run. I’ll call you down by wing pairs.”


As Commander Adari began calling out names, Alara scanned the list. She
found her name there below that of Captain Adan Reese just before they were
called down to the podium. 


Adan elbowed her again as he stood up. “That’s us,” he said.


Alara frowned as she followed him down to the podium. When they got there,
she saw from the way Commander Adari smirked at her that recognized her from
the bar, but he didn’t say anything about it, he just nodded and gestured to
the open door which lay to one side of the podium. Speaking to Adan, he said,
“The pair of fighters parked beside the Mark II’s are yours.”


Adan nodded back. “See you in the hangar, Commander.”


* * *


—THE YEAR 10 AE—


 


Roan had to hold himself back. It would have been easy to lash out—to strike
back and kill the people who had injured him—but Tova had told him to wait.
Apparently the humans were fighting each other, and these particular ones were
not a part of the alliance between Gors and Humans. That meant they were fair
game, but Tova had also told him to stay hidden. She’d let him know when she
was near and then he would do what she had asked and sabotage the ship. 


Roan held back a hiss. He didn’t like all the waiting and skulking around.
He would have much rather hunted them all down and killed them himself. Roan
had been forced to dig through the debris from the explosion to get out. Hours
later he’d found the exit, and then he’d still had to climb up more than ten
floors before he could get out. All of that had left him feeling very hungry.
No matter what Tova said about him staying hidden, he would need to hunt soon.
The empty hole in his stomach needed to be sated.


It was that need which had Roan skulking down the corridor behind two burly
humans, watching them walk blithely along, talking loudly as if they hadn’t
anything to fear. Roan bared his teeth in anticipation of the kill as he
listened with half an ear to the humans’ conversation. The translator he’d been
given allowed Roan to understand what they were saying, but he wasn’t sure why
he cared. He should just kill them and eat them now.


“. . . I’m tellin’ ya this is frekkin’ nuts. Big Brainy’s finally done it.
He’s become a total stim-bake. Now we’re going into Sythian Space? What is he
thinking?”


“I dunno.”


“I’ll tell ya what! He’s not thinking. We’re gonna to die out there.”


“Well, I dunno ‘bout that.”


“Frek, you dunno krak, do ya?”


Roan saw the pair of men disappear around the corner, their voices drifting
out of hearing. His translator had faithfully reproduced what they’d said in a
reasonable facsimile of his own language, and now he was left staring after
them with thoughtfully narrowed eyes. The human rebels were venturing out of
Dark Space. Tova had told him to wait until she arrived with reinforcements to
rescue him, but now that would be impossible.


He had to tell her about the change of plans. Tova would have to catch up to
him whenever these humans reached their destination. Closing his eyes, Roan
concentrated on Tova in order to send her a message, but no sooner had he shut
his eyes than he noticed the telltale hum of silence which accompanied
superluminal space, and his eyes slowly opened once more. He couldn’t
communicate with Tova while they were in SLS. It was too late. The ship had
already jumped. He’d have to wait until they reverted to real space, and hope
his mate was still in range.


Now Roan did hiss. He should kill them all and take command of the ship
himself. That was what Tova was coming to do anyway. Why should he hold back
any longer?


Roan bared his teeth and sprinted after the pair of men who’d been walking
ahead of him. He rounded the corner and saw them walking up ahead, just about
to reach the next bulkhead door. Roan raced soundlessly down the corridor, his
breath coming in an easy rhythm, reverberating back to him inside his helmet as
he rushed up behind the two men. As soon as he was within reach, he grabbed
them both simultaneously—one neck in each of his large hands. His momentum
knocked the men over while he barreled on to bounce off the bulkhead. Roan
turned to see them struggling to their feet.


He didn’t let them get that far.


As soon as the first man looked up, Roan snapped his neck with a violent
twist. His fellow screamed, but that scream was cut short as Roan lunged for
his throat and ripped it out.












Chapter 12
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Adan pointed over
Alara’s shoulder. “There. Go strap in. The trainer AI will get you started.”


Alara nodded, her eyes wide as she turned in a dizzy circle to find the
fighter Adan was pointing at. The canopy was open and waiting for her to climb
in. She started toward the nova, blinking against the glare of all the bright
lights inside the hangar. There was a confusing noise of trainees scrambling to
their fighters and of flight controllers calling out orders to the ground crew
over the intercom. A pair of men in reflective orange and yellow jumpsuits
raced by right in front of her, and she had to halt before she ran into them.
Once she reached her fighter, Alara climbed up the short set of stairs which
rose out of the deck to the wing. She heard her boots clanging on the metal
rungs as she climbed, and she could smell the acrid fumes of reactor fuel and
laser gas in the air. Alara reached the top of the ladder and stepped up onto
the wing to gaze down into the open cockpit. It looked cramped; the narrow
black flight chair was surrounded with blinking lights and display screens, and
the surfaces were peppered with an intimidating number of switches, levers, and
dials. How was she ever going to figure out what all of it was for?


She lowered herself carefully into the chair, juggling her helmet and taking
care not to bump the flight stick as she swung one leg over it. She looked up
to find her fighter already pointed out toward the starry blackness of space,
and even though the view was slightly blurred by the fuzzy blue of the hangar’s
shields, she could see countless thousands of stars twinkling at her. Here,
beyond the empty void of Dark Space, the stars were brighter and more numerous,
and Alara found herself marveling at them despite her reluctance to enjoy her
mandatory pilot’s training.


“Hello, pilot,” a cool, commanding voice said. Alara saw a hovering holo of
a man’s head and shoulders appear, projected from the holoscreen on the left
side of her dash. She noticed there were three such screens—one larger one in
the center, and two smaller screens to either side. “Seal your canopy, and
let’s get started. Find the red button under the transparent cover near your
right elbow, marked raise/lower canopy, and punch it.”


Alara turned to look and she saw the indicated button glowing brightly,
highlighted by the interactive holofield. She lifted the cover and depressed
the button. 


Immediately, there came a hum of motors and the angular canopy
lowered over her head. It sealed with a hiss of pressurizing air, and then a
glowing green HUD (heads-up display) appeared. 


The hovering head spoke once more. “Now strap in and put on your helmet
while I adjust your seat.”


The chair began sliding forward automatically until the flight stick came
within easy reach and fit snugly between her legs. Alara noted that with a wry
grin as in her mind’s eye the stick became something else.


“I said strap in and put on your—” 


“Right.” Alara hunted around for her flight restraints. Finding them, she
strapped in, and then she slid on her helmet and fiddled with the seals at her
neck. She felt her ears pop as her suit pressurized.


“Now fire up the reactor. The ignition is just below the central display
screen.”


Alara found the button under another transparent cover and stabbed it. A
rising whir started up, causing the nova to vibrate around her.


“You are now sitting in the cockpit of a Nova RZX-1 Starfighter, otherwise
known as the Mark I. This starfighter is a good compromise between armament,
shielding, and speed. It comes equipped with three red dymium laser cannons,
eight Hailfire missiles, and four Silverstreak torpedoes, as well as homing
flares for countermeasures. There is an SLS drive for interstellar flight,
control surfaces for atmospheric flight, and grav lifts for vertical takeoff
and hover. Your top acceleration in space is 145 KAPS, while your shields are
ranked at a DR of 80. This fighter is pulse-shielded, which means it’s designed
to deflect sudden intense bursts of energy, not sustained fire, so if you don’t
learn to jink and juke with the best of them, you’re going to have a very short
career as a pilot. Now, listen up while I go through a quick overview of your
nova’s flight controls.”


Alara listened intently to the virtual instructor and watched as it
highlighted the main controls, starting with the flight stick, the
handle-shaped throttle slider, and the rudder pedals which she now depressed
experimentally with first one foot and then the other.


“Remember, moving the flight stick left or right does not move your fighter
left or right, it only rolls you in that direction. To actually make a turn,
you must first roll and then pull up on the stick, or else use your rudder
pedals to redirect your thrusters and slew your ship.


“Now find the throttle control beside your left armrest. Feel free to slide
it forward, all the way to your fighter’s maximum acceleration of 145 KAPS.
Don’t worry, your fighter’s engines are disabled for the moment.”


The holo field highlighted a handle-shaped slider which was set into a
groove running down the middle of a shiny black digital screen. The screen was
alight with glowing dashes which began at negative 150 and went up to 200. In
front of the slider, the display read 0 KAPS in a large, glowing green font,
and beside it another number read 0 m/s.


Reaching out to move the throttle as the instructor had told her to do,
Alara slid it forward until she felt resistance. The leftmost of the two
glowing green numbers quickly counted up to 145 KAPS and then stopped. The
slider still had some room left to go, but the glowing dashes running past that
point were all red.


“Good,” the instructor said. “Notice the two numbers at the bottom of the
throttle display. The first one is KAPS and it describes your acceleration,
with one KAPS being approximately equal to one meter per second per second in
deep space. The second number is m/s, or meters per second, and that is your
ship’s current speed. You can disengage thrusters and cruise to save fuel, or
you can set a target speed to have your thrusters auto-disengage by playing
with the pair of gray sliders on either side of the speed display. Go ahead and
try it now.”


Alara tested the sliders and found they went all the way up to 999 km/s. She
blinked. “Krak that’s fast!” Alara frowned. “Why does anyone bother to fight if
they could just roar around the galaxy so fast that no one can catch up?
Wouldn’t that make them invincible?”


“As the Joparans say, even the fastest bird must eventually land to rest its
wings—you can’t run forever—and for practical purposes, within each system most
Imperial space stations and gates lie no more than 10,000 klicks from each
other. These clusters of orbiting objects are known as orbitals.


“Given that orbitals are relatively small, not only would very high speeds
be hard to reach between one gate and another, but those speeds would be
pointless for getting places. And just because you’re moving fast doesn’t make
you invincible. In fact, you’ll be more predictable because you can’t easily
change directions, and you’ll be unable to complete an SLS jump because the
safeties will knock you back to real space.”


“Safeties?”


“The safeties prevent ships from entering SLS and maintaining jumps at
speeds of over 999 meters per second, because at speeds faster than that you
run the risk of disintegration. Apart from that restriction, an SLS drive takes
a minimum of five minutes to spool up and another five to cool down after a
jump, and you can’t change your actual heading while the drives are
spooling, or you will end up jumping somewhere other than the coordinates you
specified.”


“Hmmm. No point using it to run away in the middle of a fight, then,” Alara
said.


“No, but you can use it as an emergency brake. At speeds over 999 meters per
second, the safeties will engage and drop you out of SLS almost immediately,
and due to the nature of superluminal space, your speed will be reduced to a
negligible value as you exit.”


“Interesting . . .”


Are you ready to continue with your tutorial now, Alara?”


She nodded.


“Good. If you move the main throttle slider into the yellow behind the stops
which mark zero, that will give you negative acceleration, whereas moving it
past the red stops which mark your maximum acceleration will push your fighter
into overdrive. That extra boost is also referred to as your afterburners. You
can either push the throttle control up past the stops for a sustained boost,
or simply trigger the afterburner switch on your flight stick for a temporary
increase in speed.”


Alara saw the indicated switch flash twice on the left side of the flight
stick, near where her thumb would rest.


“Your afterburners use a more potent form of fuel which will run out
quickly, and using them too often may damage your fighter’s reactor and drive
system, so you don’t want to use them unless it’s an emergency.”


Alara nodded.


“Apart from what we’ve already covered, there’s one final flight control to
learn—your grav lifts.”


“Grav lifts work in space?” Alara asked.


“Your grav lifts repel anything that is matter, with weaker and weaker force
the further you are from it.”


Alara nodded thoughtfully, filing that detail away for later. The tutorial
went on, and she found herself paying rapt attention. She’d been determined not
to cooperate with this mission, but she was being sucked in by it, her mind
greedily soaking up every detail after the idleness of the past few days. Maybe
she’d judged too soon. Maybe being a pilot would be good for her. 


“Your next system is the gravidar,” the simulated instructor said. “You can
see the forward and rear scopes projected in two dimensions at the top corners
of your HUD. The left scope is front, while the right scope is rear. The green
dot in the center of each scope is you, while all other green dots are
friendly, all red are enemy, all yellow are neutral or undetermined, and all
white are inert. For a more detailed view of gravidar contacts, you should
refer to your star map. Your main holo display—or MHD—is set by default to
display the star map.”


The MHD came to life now and showed her a large 3D grid. Near the center of
the grid was a green venture cruiser-shaped icon. Around them were the hazy
gray edges of the Stormcloud Nebula, along with vast tracts of black, empty
space which lay between the Defiant and the mottled red and purple ball
which was Taylon. Running along the far edges of the map were three numbered
axes and three flat, blue grids which connected those axes and formed the back,
bottom, and left “walls” of the cube, giving the impression of peering into an
open box with the top, front, and right sides removed. The axes all went up to
positive 100, and grid lines increased by increments of 10, for a total of 100 visible
squares on each of the three grid walls. 


Alara touched the map with her finger, and saw a tiny bright blue cube
highlighted with coordinates in the format T-#-#-#. Alara wondered about the
letter which preceded the coordinates as the instructor AI droned on about the
star map. She tuned him out to rather study the line of text and numbers
running along the bottom of the star map. It read:


 


Coordinate Scale: 100 km3 Displaying: Orbital: 4-5-66 (Zoom
100%) |...| System: “Taylon” (S-0-6-76) | Sector: “Frontier Space” (SE-9-4-29) Display
UGC


 


This felt familiar somehow. Alara reached out with a trembling hand to touch
the link at the end of the address, almost afraid of what it might reveal. As
soon as she touched it, a string of letters and numbers expanded to fill the
display from one side to the other.


 


UGC: K-54-77-41 | T-1-5-11 |
O-4-5-66 | Z-3-3-45 | A-1-2-87 | R-44-34-9 | S-0-6-76 | SE-9-4-29 | C-1-91-43 |
G-42-36-32 | U


 


Alara frowned at the cryptic alphanumeric string. Just seeing the code
evoked a strong sense of déjà vu, as though she’d merely forgotten what those
letters and numbers meant. The knowledge was lurking just below the surface,
hidden in her memories like a half-remembered dream. She squinted at the code,
willing it to connect to meaning in her brain. . . .


And then abruptly she had it. UGC stood for Universal Grid Coordinates, and
it referred to the exact point in space of any object. Alara remembered that space
was carved into progressively smaller coordinate cubes, each one represented by
a letter. The very first class of grid divisions was K for klick cube or
K-cube, meaning cubic kilometer. Each cubic grid unit inside a klick
cube represented 10 cubic meters, which was the smallest unit of scale used in
space navigation. Within the very next division of space, which was the letter
T for theater, a whole k-cube became just one cubic grid unit out of a
million on the star map. In turn, the next level up was an orbital and
each of the million cubic grid units at that scale was an entire theater in
size. A theater itself contained a million cubic klicks and stretched 100 km in
every direction. So the coordinate cube which Alara had highlighted with her
finger—T-56-71-14—which appeared as a glowing blue pinpoint on the map,
represented a million cubic kilometers of space. 


Alara shook her head, her mind boggling at the scale, but it got
progressively worse from there, with each successive division of space being exactly
a million times the size of the previous one, going all the way up to U, which
stood for Universal. Each cubic grid unit inside the universal plot was the
size of an entire galaxy.


How do I know all that? Alara wondered again about her insight, and
she was overcome by a dizzying wave of unreality and self-doubt. She quickly
countered that with the reassurance that basic space navigation was likely a
topic that most people had studied at school. Just because she remembered it
didn’t mean that she was who everyone said she was. . . . 


But as she continued to stare at the UGC code, Alara realized it wasn’t just
something she’d studied once upon a time. She knew it by rote. When she closed
her eyes, she could recite all the divisions of space in order from smallest to
largest—K-cube, Theater, Orbital, Zone, Area, Region, Solar, Sector,
Cluster, Galaxy, Universe.


Alara’s eyes opened slowly, and she shook her head. Her mind went blank to
protect itself from the dangerous thoughts which were now rallying around her
and making her feel crazy. The AI’s voice found purchase in her blank mind—


“You can change the zoom of your star map by turning the dial located at the
bottom right of the MHD.” 


Alara nodded, and then she found herself staring at the blank screen behind
the AI’s hovering head. Alara pointed to it. “What’s that holoscreen for?”


“Your secondary holo displays are best used to display more detailed target
info as well as more detailed info about your own ship. All three displays are
touch activated, but in time you will learn to more efficiently control your
nova by speaking commands aloud, directly to me.


“You can call me whatever you like, change my gender, and even how I look,
but you won’t see me appear unless you order me to.”


“Great! I’ve always wanted a pet bot.”


The AI ignored her sarcasm and went on, “The next flight system is your
autopilot. You can set the autopilot directly from the star map by touching the
screen where it says AUTO, or by verbally telling me which way to go and
how fast you’d like to get there.” 


Alara’s head spun with all the information, and a quick look around the
cockpit at all the controls and displays which were still unfamiliar to her
told her there was still much more to cover. She felt like she was on the brink
of forgetting it all, but the talking head refused to give her a break. It went
on from the autopilot to describe the comms, fire control systems, and shields,
highlighting the indicated systems on her HUD and RHD before finally moving on
to the preflight check. Alara felt relief wash through her. Those last systems
weren’t much to master, just a matter of understanding how to read the gauges
and toggle through the settings.


The preflight check appeared on her LHD while the talking head moved to one
side so she could see it. The instructor went through the check with her, but
told her that because she was a greeny he’d already done the Before
Ignition checks without her.


Finally the tutorial was finished. The instructor told her to standby for
launch while the other trainees finished their tutorials, and then he asked her
if she’d like to give him a name while she waited. Alara thought about it for a
moment before a name popped into her head.


“Ethan,” she said abruptly, not knowing why she’d picked that particular
name.


“Very well. According to your identichip, your name is Alara Vastra. It’s a
pleasure to meet you, Alara.”


Alara’s brow furrowed, and the surge of doubt and unreality she’d just
barely been holding at bay now washed over her like a tidal wave. Alara
squeezed her eyes tightly shut, feeling simultaneously dizzy and horrified. 


“Are you okay, Alara?” the AI asked.


That was the first time anyone had told her that her identichip didn’t match
who she thought she was. Identichips were hard if not impossible to fake, so
either Alara Vastra had been killed and her chip stolen to surgically implant
it in her wrist, or she really was Alara Vastra.


“Okay, listen up, greenies!” a harsh voice cut through Alara’s helmet
speakers, interrupting her thoughts. “We’re just awaiting the launch codes and
then your autopilot will take you through the launch tubes by wing pairs.
Myself and Guardian Two are flying in the faster Mark II’s, so we’ll be the
first ones out. We’ll be off the comms and lying low on sensors while we go
ahead of you to do the preliminary recon, so you’ll be on your own for a bit.
Until I’m back, you’ll defer to Guardian Three, Captain Reese. He’s XO of this
squadron, and also XO of the Defiant. Reese will be your secondary
commander whenever I’m unavailable. Next in the chain of command after him is
Guardian Five, Lieutenant Gina Giord, and so on down the line. Let’s hope it
never comes to that, or pretty soon one of you greenies will be leading the
charge!” Ithicus laughed dryly before going on.


“As soon as you’re out the launch tubes, find the first nav point along your
flight path and accelerate up to it. Most of you have been paired with an
experienced nova pilot, so when in doubt, follow your wingmate’s lead. Make
sure to stay either abreast of them or just behind them at all times, but try
not to crash into them. Ruh-kah, greenies! Guardian One out.”


Alara frowned. There’d been more than a hint of condescension in the
commander’s voice, but she supposed that he wasn’t used to training pilots,
particularly not ones as green as them.


A flicker of light and sound drew her eye and she turned to see the two
novas immediately to her left rising off the deck. Their engines were still
dark, so she assumed they were using grav lifts. As they rose, Alara saw that
these two looked different from the fighter she’d climbed into. They were
smaller and sharper—more needle-nosed than the Mark I’s.


Expecting to see the fighters’ engines light up and send them rocketing out
into space, she was surprised when they rather turned 90 degrees and started
toward a pair of glowing red launch tubes in the side wall of the hangar. Now
their engines did ignite. There came a blinding flare of blue light, and she
squinted against the glare. Her canopy darkened in response and she opened her
eyes to watch as the first pair of novas disappeared inside the tubes with a
brilliant flash and a soft, echoing crackle of dissipating energy.


Alara heard a th-thunk, and then: “Magnetic clamps disengaged. Grav
lifts activated.” Her nova began to rise. Alara gasped and gripped her
armrests. She wasn’t ready for this. 


As the nova turned and her view changed from that of the fuzzy blue-black of
the hangar’s shielded opening to that of the glowing red launch tubes, she felt
a flutter of trepidation. The tubes looked impossibly small for her fighter.
What if the autopilot missed?


“Thrusters engaged,” her AI interrupted, and that was her only warning.


Alara heard a roar start up behind her and felt herself pinned against the
flight chair. She saw the launch tubes rushing toward her, and resisted the
urge to scream as her fighter reached the opening. As soon as it did, the tube
flashed brightly around her, and she felt herself pinned even more violently to
her chair. Her nova raced past consecutive rings of red light, each one
flashing in turn as she reached it and heightening the feeling of acceleration.
Now she did scream. All around her was a loud, crackling hum of energy. Her
face twisted into a terrified grimace.


And then it was over. She shot out the tube and into star-speckled space. It
had felt like forever, but the launch had barely lasted a second. She was still
screaming on the other side, but she abruptly stopped when she felt her gorge
rising. Alara clamped her lips tight and her cheeks bulged. She forced herself
to relax and think about something else. The feeling of intense acceleration
was gone, replaced by a much milder sensation. She dialed up her IMS to 100% to
remove even that. A quick look at her throttle display showed her acceleration
at 145 KAPS and her speed at 645 m/s and rising fast.


Alara heard someone’s laughter filter into her helmet. “Bet you greenies
liked that!” It was Guardian One again. She was beginning to hate him. “If any
of you got to see your breakfast in reverse, you’re cleaning it. If not, good
for you. Head to your first nav point at 46-52-12 and follow the sequence from
there. We’re entering comms silence until we reach Taylon, so don’t use your
comms unless it’s an emergency or you spot something on gravidar. If you need
someone to talk to, I’m sure your ships’ AIs will be happy to break the
silence. Guardian One out.”


Alara frowned and sat blinking at the stars. They were even more impressive
without the blue fuzz of the hangar shields to dull their brilliance. 


“Alara, please set course for the first nav point.”


When Alara didn’t do anything, the AI asked, “Would you like me to set
course for you?”


Alara nodded, which the AI took for a yes. She watched with wide, staring
eyes as her view of the stars began to shift. The mottled red and purple ball
of Taylon swung into view, and she saw the glowing green diamond of her nav
point overlaid upon it. She found herself admiring the view of Taylon, tracing
the red areas with her finger where they intersected the purple and wondering
if the colors were from vegetation, water, or just dust and rocks.


The waypoint grew rapidly larger as she approached, and then she sailed
straight through the diamond-shaped opening, and the next waypoint appeared,
small and distant against the planet. She noticed a pair of small numbers
beside the HUD icon. The left one read 5,040 km, while the right one
gave a time in minutes and seconds 16:20.


“Ethan, is that time beside my next waypoint the time to reach the target?”


“That is correct.”


“And the other number is distance.”


“Right again.”


“I guess I’m not so dumb after all.”


“Definitely not. Your identichip rates your intelligence as three standard
deviations above the average.”


Alara frowned. “Have you been spying on me, Ethan?”


“No more than necessary. For example, I have no need to know your preference
of beverage at a bar, but I am equipped to determine where you are in your
cycle in order to establish a baseline for mood and volatility.”


“My cycle?”


“Menstruation.”


Alara gaped at her control consoles. “You mean you’re tracking whether or
not I have my period.”


“No, I mean I’m tracking how far along you are in your cycle. You’re
on day fourteen, and based on your temperature and hormonal secretions, you’re
currently ovulating.”


“Okay, that’s enough. You’re creeping me out.”


“My apologies.”


“Just fly to the waypoints and wake me up when we get to Taylon.”


“We’ll be at Taylon in less than 40 minutes, and the mission parameters do
not allow pilots to sleep in transit.”


Alara smirked. “They might not allow it, but who’s going to know?”


“I’m required to report any potentially dangerous breaches of protocol.”


“We’re in comm silence right now, Ethan, so I think it’ll be too late by the
time you tattle on me.” With that, Alara settled back against her flight chair
and allowed her eyelids to drift slowly shut.


A moment later she felt a sharp prick and her eyes shot open—her heart
pounding, her head buzzing. Her breathing was quick and shallow, reverberating
in her helmet. What the frek?


“Welcome back, Alara. You must be feeling more alert now.”


Her eyes narrowed. “What did you do to me?”


“You appeared to be sleepy, so I administered a small dose of adrenaline via
your suit’s stim pack to help keep you awake for the duration of your mission.”


“You what?”


“Standard protocol when a pilot accidentally falls asleep is to administer
a—”


“Just shut up and fly, Ethan!”


“As you wish.”












Chapter 13


 


—THE YEAR 0 AE—





Destra picked her
way through the shattered colonnade at the entrance of Covena. A cloud of dust
and smoke hung thick in the air, dimming the soft morning light and turning it
a bloody red. They could see their breath in the cool morning air—steady white
puffs of condensing moisture which blended perfectly with the smoke. Digger’s
stim lab was on the outskirts of the city, so it had been easy to get to
Covena. They’d hiked back to the road and found the hover transport Destra had
left there during their frantic escape of a few nights past. The transport
still worked perfectly, so they’d driven back onto the road and quickly covered
the last five kilometers to the city.


They’d left the stim lab just a few hours after dawn. Digger had stayed
behind, of course, and so had Lessie’s son, Dean. That was the only concession
Digger had been willing to make when it came to the scavenger hunts. Destra and
Lessie would be doing all the hunting and gathering, but Dean could stay behind
with Digger where he would be safe. Destra suspected Digger had allowed the boy
to stay more to keep them from running off and leaving him to fend for himself
than out of any real concern for Dean’s safety.


“What happened here?” Lessie asked, covering a cough as she climbed
over a crumbling archway. The clouds of smoke from the fires which must have
raged through the city choked their every breath. Adding to that was the fine
coating of alabaster-white dust which tickled maddeningly in the backs of their
throats every time it was disturbed by the wind or their footsteps. The dust
covered everything in sight. It looked like snow, but it was actually white
castcrete, pulverized in the attacks.


Destra turned to look over her shoulder. Seeing the pale look of shock on
Lessie’s face, she offered the only reassurance she could: “I’m sure they
didn’t suffer.”


Lessie shook her head. “I remember Covena. We used to come here all the
time. My parents had a cabin by the lake not far from town. . . .”


“Did your family manage to evacuate?” Destra asked as she climbed over a
giant boulder and down onto what had once been a cobblestone street. Now the
street was a shattered ruin, covered in a thick layer of castcrete dust with
scattered clumps of black ash that tumbled and drifted in the breeze. The usual
sounds of hover cars and buses, of construction and people—signs of life which
typified any city in the galaxy—were now silenced in death. The ruins of
apartments and office buildings rose high into the sky. Twisted rebar, empty
window frames, and jagged edges were all blurred a hazy white by the clouds of
particulates which hung low over the city, making the ruins look like the
skeletons of primordial monsters.


“I don’t know,” Lessie replied. “They weren’t rich.”


“I’m sorry.” It sounded trite, but there wasn’t much else she could say. If
one weren’t rich, famous, or powerful, there was no way they’d gotten aboard
one of the evacuation ships. In the case of the last one to make it off-world,
that turned out not to be such a bad thing. That transport had been blown to
scrap before it had even made orbit.


“Did you have anyone on Roka?” Lessie asked.


Destra hesitated. “No, just my son.” Destra felt a pang in her chest, and
she nodded to the horizon. “Let’s take a look over there. That pile of rubble
looks like it used to be a supermarket.”


Lessie accepted the change of topic with only a brief pause. “How can you
tell?”


Destra pointed to a blackened cage lying in the street. “That’s one of the
shopping carts.”


They walked down the rubble-strewn street in silence, bits of castcrete
crunching underfoot, the occasional bird flitting by overhead and tweeting out
a cheery tune. Destra held her ripper rifle at the ready, trying to look
everywhere at once. There wasn’t much point in looking for an enemy that no one
could see, but she couldn’t help it. Her mind wouldn’t stop painting monsters
in all the missing windows along the street.


They reached the ruins Destra had indicated, and found that they were
exactly that. There were cans and boxes of food scattered everywhere, all of
them perfectly blending into their surroundings with a fine coating of white
dust. 


Destra turned to Lessie. “Get that cart back there and start stacking it
with as many things as you can find. I’m going to go back and get the hover.”


“You’re not leaving me here! I’m going with you.”


“We’ll work faster if you stay, and besides, being together is no guarantee
that we’ll be safe. There are no guarantees of that. Period.”


“You should have brought the hover to begin with. That was your mistake.
Don’t punish me for it,” Lessie insisted. She tucked a greasy strand of blond
hair behind her ear to keep it out of her face. Thanks to the fact that
Digger’s stim lab had been built off all the grids to begin with, they still
had plenty of running water, but showering had been the last thing on their
minds this morning.


Suddenly, a loud crunch came from the rubble, followed by shattering
glass. They spun toward the sounds. Destra covered the area with her rifle, her
heart pounding. An instant sweat began to tickle between her shoulder blades.


“What was that?” Lessie whispered.


“Shhh!”


Then they heard a man groan. It took a moment for them to pick his form out
of the rubble because he was covered in white dust like everything else. He was
also covered with a glittering sheen of broken glass. Between the sound and the
fact that the glass lay on top of the dust layer, Destra deduced that it had
been recently broken. Couldn’t be a window, she thought. Those were
usually made of transpiranium, not glass. It had likely been some drinking
vessel or ornament. Had that man broken it to get their attention?


Then she saw a stream of dust pouring from the pile of rubble over the man’s
head. A quick look at the way the rubble rested on the only wall still left
standing, bending and cracking the castcrete even as they watched, Destra
realized that the structure was unstable and what was left of it was about to
collapse on top of what might have been Covena’s sole survivor.


They just stood there blinking at him.


Destra was the first to snap out of it. “Help me!” she said, rushing
forward. She unslung her heavy rifle and set it down so it wouldn’t get in the
way as she crawled through the open window to reach the man. She heard Lessie
crunching through the gravel behind her. As soon as she was by the man’s side,
Destra grabbed his hand. He squeezed her hand incredibly tight, grinding her
bones together, and looked up at her with wild, bloodshot eyes. As soon as he
saw her, he began to kick and scream in the dust. His foot hit a fallen timber
and the ceiling dropped another handful of white dust on them.


“Stop it!” Destra spluttered, spitting the dust out of her mouth. “We’re
trying to help you!”


The man shook his head from side to side, his eyes rolling. He was
delirious. A quick look at the redness seeping into the dust at his side told
her why.


“Frek!” she whispered.


“What’s wrong with him?” Lessie whispered back, but then she saw the red
color spreading through the dust and she gasped. “He’s hurt!”


Bending down to eye level with the ground, Destra tried to see what the man
had landed on. She saw that he was suspended partway off the ground with a twisted
piece of rebar stabbing into his back, and she grimaced.


“Help me roll him over.”


Lessie got down beside her, but her hands were trembling and her eyes were
wide. She began shaking her head. “What do you want me to do?”


“Just reach under him and lift when I tell you to. Ready? One, two,
three—now!” 


They both heaved at the same time and the man popped free of the rebar with
a wet sucking noise. They rolled him onto his stomach, and then his eyes shot
open and he screamed. He twisted around and sat up with blood boiling from his
side, his head turning quickly from side to side like a frightened bird. He was
trying to push himself to his feet, but his sudden burst of energy had already
faded.


“Oh no, oh no!” Lessie said as she saw all of the blood. She stumbled away
from the man as though his mortal wounds were contagious.


Destra grimaced again and drew the pistol at her side.


“What are you going to do?” she shrieked. “You’re not going to shoot him!”


“That’s exactly what I’m going to do.” She set her pistol for stun and shot
the man at point blank range. He jittered uncontrollably, and then slumped back
toward the bloody metal bar which had impaled him.


Destra caught him with a grunt before he could impale himself for a second
time. “Help me get him to his feet!” she gritted out through the strain. The
rubble shifted again and more dust trickled over them. “Quickly!”


Lessie and Destra each grabbed him under one armpit and dragged him through
the opening out onto the street. Once they made it there, they laid him back
down and stood straight, feeling their aching backs and panting heavily.


“Shouldn’t we bind the wound?” Lessie asked.


“We should, but I don’t have anything here. I need to go back and get the
hover. There’s a medkit in there we can use. He should be okay for now. That
stun blast will have slowed his heart rate enough to buy us some time.” Destra
turned and nodded back to the overturned shopping cart. “Start collecting the
food. I’ll be back in a minute.”


Lessie turned to her with a scowl. “I told you, I’m not staying here.”


Destra bent to pick up the rifle she’d set down and then handed it to
Lessie. “Here. Now stop whining. We need to get him back ASAP if we’re going to
save him, and we can’t afford to leave without first collecting some food.” Destra
was already turning away. “I’ll be back soon.”


She started off at a jog, heading back the way they’d come. Finding the man
lying in the ruins had changed the focus of the mission from their survival to
his. Destra had a feeling Digger wasn’t going to be pleased with the new
addition to their party, but there wasn’t much to be done about it. If they
left him among the ruins he’d either die from blood loss or he’d be found and
eaten by the Sythians. Either way they’d be condemning the man to die, and Destra
wasn’t about to do that just to please their reluctant host. Digger would have
to get used to the idea of sheltering the man—at least until he recovered.
Besides, having someone else on their side in the event that Digger became a
problem was not a bad idea. Destra remembered his insistence that she and
Lessie be the ones risking their lives to gather food and supplies and she
nodded to herself. Not a bad idea at all.


* * *


—THE YEAR 10 AE—


 


Alara watched the range ticking down to the next waypoint—1586 km and
dropping fast, although a quick look at the speed gauge showed her velocity
dropping, too. Her engines were in full reverse, her fighter decelerating to an
appropriate speed before entering orbit around Taylon. So far they hadn’t seen
a thing on their recon of the system. The whole mission had been a waste of
time! They could have just sent the fighters out with the AIs piloting them. Of
course, she wasn’t complaining that they hadn’t encountered enemy contacts, but
it still seemed like a waste. Why couldn’t they just send the Defiant
through each system by itself? They didn’t need fighters to go ahead of it. No
one could see the Sythians’ ships, regardless of whether they were looking on a
nova’s scopes or the Defiant’s.


Alara’s gaze dropped to the star map projected from her nova’s MHD, and she
tracked the two, small green icons which resembled Mark II’s. They were already
sling-shotting around Taylon for the return trip, meaning they hadn’t
discovered anything amiss on scanners either. That begged another question—why
not simply send out the interceptors as scouts? Why send the whole squadron?
She crossed her arms over her chest and glared out at space. During the last 30
minutes, with nowhere to go, nothing to do, and nothing to look at besides the
same pattern of stars and the same mottled red and purple planet, she’d grown
thoroughly bored. This wasn’t a glamorous job. It was just one step above night
watchman!


She heaved a deep sigh.


“Alara, if I may point out, it appears that you are distressed by something.
As you already know, any and all physical states which may interfere with the
mission are my job to address. Would you like a pick-me-up stim? I have a wide
variety of anti-depressants to choose from.”


Alara’s eyes narrowed. “Are you offering to drug me, Ethan?”


“There are no long-term side effects, and I promise it’s not an addictive
substance.”


“I’ll take that as a yes. Just give me an estimate of how long before we’re
back aboard the Defiant. My legs are cramping, and I need to use the bathroom.”


“Approximately one hour, but your fighter does come equipped for such an
eventuality.”


“For what eventuality?”


“The need to relieve yourself.”


“You’re joking.”


“No, I’m not. It’s a suction hose. If you would open your crotch, I’ll
extend the hose.”


“Excuse me? Open my crotch?”


“Yes, your flight suit has a separate opening for you to relieve yourself on
long flights. Don’t worry, it’s independently pressurized in the event that
disaster should strike while you are doing so.”


“Never mind, Ethan. I’ll hold it.”


“Very well, though I should warn you that a full bladder has been known to
increase pilot error by a significant—”


“Shut up, Ethan.”


Silence fell in the cockpit once more and Alara shook her head in annoyance.
Talking with her AI instructor wasn’t much better than talking with no one at
all. She wasn’t sure who had programmed the AI, but it was the most annoying
bot she’d ever had to deal with.


Alara went back to watching the star map. Once she had remembered how to use
the universal coordinate system and star map, she’d begun to play around with
the different settings, finding that she could simply change the zoom level of
the map to alter the granularity of the display, rather than always show the
default, which was one whole division of space.


The nova’s AI had been impressed with Alara’s so-called intuition
with the controls, but she knew it was more than simple intuition. Her
surprising knowledge of star navigation and gravidar systems was clearly coming
from somewhere—old memories which her slave chip had somehow been unable to
completely suppress.


My slave chip.


Alara pursed her lips into a bloodless line. She was startled by how quickly
she’d allowed herself to adapt to the fact that she was really Alara rather
than Angel. But she couldn’t fight it anymore; too many things weren’t adding
up. She still wasn’t sure she wanted to bring Alara back, however, because if
she did, then what would happen to her? Would she cease to exist just as Alara
had?


For now it was easier to ignore the question than it was to answer it.


Alara eyed the green nova icon immediately to the right of hers and then
looked out her window to see her wingmate’s fighter glinting sharply at her in
the mauve light of Taylon’s sun. She could make out every detail of the fighter
clearly with her naked eyes, which was a deceptive visual reference, since a
nova fighter was only 16 meters long, and the star map reported her wingmate
was actually a kilometer away. At that range his ship should have been little
more than a speck.


While she’d been idly waiting to reach Taylon, Ethan the instructor bot had
explained this discontinuity. Space battles usually took place at relatively
slow speeds and close distances due to the requirement that one had to first
overcome momentum in order to change directions. Even so, fighters and
interceptors were so small that one would barely be able to see them if it
weren’t for the ships’ AIs making compensations for scale. As such, what one
actually saw in space was more simulated than real—much the same way
that sounds were simulated because nothing could be heard in a vacuum. 


Visual auto-scaling was currently set to the default factor of five
times actual, so small contacts would be visible at range, but not
overwhelmingly large. The effect would taper off exponentially as range to
target dropped, so Alara would still be able to execute precision flying around
large capital ships and stations without feeling like she was about to collide
with them all the time.


Alara glanced up and out her forward viewport to visually locate the rest of
her squadron. All around her she could see their glinting hulls and the blue
ion trails of their thrusters. 


“Ethan,” Alara began, a thought occurring to her as she returned to gazing
at her wingmate’s fighter.


“Yes, Alara?”


“Can you temporarily increase the scale of a ship—just one in particular?”


“Of course.”


“Would you increase the scale of my wingman’s fighter to a factor of say . .
. 100 times actual?”


Without bothering to reply, Ethan did as he was told, and Alara flinched as
a massive nova suddenly appeared flying beside her. It appeared so close that
she could even read the stern expression on Captain Reese’s face as he worked
his nova’s controls. 


“Interesting . . .” Alara smiled. She could spy on her squad mates like this
without them ever even knowing.


“May I ask what purpose this magnification serves?”


“Sign language,” Alara said, trying to come up with something plausible.


“That would only work if your wingman did it, too.”


“Well, tell him to enlarge me.”


“Comms are restricted.”


“Let me see if I can get his attention, then.”


“But Alara, at this distance he’ll never see you—” 


“Quiet.”


Alara was gratified to hear Ethan shut up again. At least the bot did as he
was told. Alara studied her wingman a moment longer, taking time to appreciate
his youthful features. He appeared to be concentrating intensely. As she
watched, his lips began to move, and she frowned, trying to figure out what he
was saying.


“Ethan, can you read lips?”


“Of course.”


“Can you read what my wingman is saying?”


“That would be a breach of fleet regulations. ISSF reg. #743 officers are
entitled to their privacy whenever said privacy does not conflict with—”


“If you can’t do it, Ethan, you could just say so. You don’t have to lie
about your capabilities.”


“Lying is against my programming, Alara.”


“So you say. I’m going to have to get the service techs to take a
look inside your brain. I have a bad feeling you might need a memory wipe. It
pains me to say that, Ethan, but it is what it is.” Alara had to work hard to
keep her tone and expression serious, but it paid off. Without another word
from the AI, a glowing green transcript appeared on her comm display.


We are green to execute, Commander. . . . Are you sure about this? . . .
The overlord isn’t going to like it. . . .


When the transcript didn’t continue scrolling, Alara scowled. “Hoi! Where’s
the rest of it?”


“I trust that’s sufficient proof for you that my statements have been
accurate.”


“Ethan . . . bring the transcript back right now!” 


“What transcript?”


Alara growled deep in her throat. “Ethan!”


“Yes?”


“You know what transcript! Bring it back now!”


“But you told me to shut up. Perhaps your capricious and contradictory
wishes stem from some type of emotional instability. I think I’ll have to recommend
you for a psychiatric evaluation when we get back to the Defiant—in case
you need reconditioning. It pains me to say it, but it is what it is.”


Alara blinked incredulously at her displays. Great! A touchy AI! And he’s
tracking when I have PMS . . . She sighed and tried another tack. “I
suppose I deserved that, Ethan. I apologize.”


“Apology accepted.”


“Do you have any idea what Captain Reese and Commander Adari were talking
about? I thought we were in a comms silence.”


“Clearly that does not apply to everyone in the squadron. Or perhaps it just
ended.”


Alara frowned again. “Perhaps . . .”


Suddenly her comm crackled to life. “Contact, contact! Bearing T-13-60-57!”
The speaker was Guardian Twelve. Alara had no idea who that was. What kind
of contact? she wanted to ask.


“Twelve, this is Lead—my scopes are clear. Please confirm contact.”


“I . . . hold on . . . it’s gone now. Must have been a glitch in the grav.”


“Roger that. Eyes and ears people. We’re just about—”


“Hoi! Bogey’s back! Same coordinates!”


“Lead, this is Five. I can confirm contact. The planet must be interfering
with your scanners.”


Alara saw it now, too—a neutral yellow contact approaching their formation
at high speed, coming at them directly from the planet. Alara felt her pulse
quicken. Out here in Sythian Space an unidentified contact could only mean one
thing—


A Sythian.


“All right, listen up, greenies! Disengage your autopilots, power up
weapons, and increase power to forward shields. Target profile suggests cruiser
analog, so switch to Silverstreaks and try for a lock! Your AIs will help you
with the fire control systems.”


The blip turned red on the star map, and an enemy contact siren screamed
through Alara’s cockpit. Red brackets appeared around the target on the HUD,
giving a distance to target of 846 km.


“We’ll try to get back to you as soon as we can, but for now, Captain Reese
is in charge. Follow his orders exactly and hopefully we’ll all get out of this
alive.”


Just as Alara was about to trigger her comms to reply, she heard—“Defiant,
this is Guardian Leader, we have an unknown enemy contact, bearing T-13-60-57.
Bogey is cruiser analog. We are moving to engage.”


The comms crackled a second later with another, more distorted message.
“Roger that, Guardian Leader. Extreme caution is advised. Defiant is
retreating to the cover of the nebula now.”


This can’t be real, Alara thought, her eyes wide with disbelief.


“Guardians,” Captain Reese began, “we need to reset forward momentum and get
closer in order to engage. Power up your SLS drives for a precision jump.
Sending coordinates now. We’re going to meet them head on. Click your comms to
confirm jump coordinates received and set. Time until coordinated jump is six
minutes, starting . . . now!”


A handful of clicks came across the comm as the pilots figured out how to click
them. Alara forgot to click hers as she said, “Ethan, start spooling for a jump
to the specified coordinates.”


“The drives are already spinning up. They’re at 5%. Check the blue icon
below your shield gauge.”


Alara looked up to her HUD and saw a new 2D icon had appeared there, this
one a circular blue progress bar that showed a flashing 5% in the center, and a
timer underneath which was now counting back from 5:28. Even as she watched,
the flashing percentage increased to 6%. She nodded slowly and glanced at her
speed to see it was at 7.9 km/s and falling fast. “Are we going to make it to
an SLS-safe jump speed before the drive is ready?”


“We’ll reach the SLS-safe entry speed limit in less than a minute at current
deceleration.”


Alara looked down at her throttle to check her acceleration and found that
it was -145 KAPS.


“If I may point out, Alara, you don’t need to look down at the throttle
every time you wish to see your current velocity and acceleration. These values
are displayed along the bottom left of your HUD for ease of reference.” 


Alara looked up to see a miniature version of the colored throttle display.
At the top of that HUD overlay was a number showing her current acceleration,
-145 KAPS, and at the bottom, her current velocity, 7.1 km/s. 


Ethan went on, “Now would be a good time to go over the missile and torpedo
systems, since we’re about to use those. Would you like me to begin the
tutorial?”


Alara nodded absently as she studied the image of the enemy contact more
closely on the right holo display. The vessel appeared to be long and
streamlined. There were no obvious wings or control surfaces for atmospheric
flight, and the target display estimated its size at a modest 104 meters
long—just over a third the size of the Defiant. The hull was highly
reflective with a faintly shifting blue and lavender pattern on the
mirror-clear hull.


The AI went through a rapid tutorial of the nova’s missile systems and Alara
listened with half an ear, figuring out how to manually set proximity fuses and
timers, as well as how to attain a missile lock on a moving target and
dumb-fire for stationary targets.


“One minute to jump,” Ethan told her, cutting short his tutorial.


Alara nodded and reached for the flight stick with a trembling hand. With a
sweaty rush of panic, she realized that she’d forgotten how to use the flight
controls. What was it Ethan had said about making turns in space? Should she
use the rudder pedals or not? What about the afterburners? Would she blow the reactor
by using them frequently?


She tried a bit of right rudder to see what would happen, and as soon as she
did so, a hollow blue sphere appeared flashing at the top middle of her HUD.
Inside the sphere was a small 3D version of her nova with two different colored
vectors connecting it to the edges of the sphere like the spokes of a wheel.
One vector was green and it pointed wherever her fighter pointed, while the
other was red and didn’t appear to move with her ship. A number ran alongside
the red vector, which at the moment displayed the symbol for infinity followed
by an “s” for seconds. 


Alara frowned. “Ethan! What’s that gauge at the top of the HUD?” The gauge
stopped flashing.


“Good, you noticed. That’s the heading indicator. The desired heading is green,
while the old, or actual, is red. The number beside the red vector,
currently reading infinite seconds, tells you how long until your ship’s
desired heading and actual heading will coincide.”


Alara blinked, trying hard to remember all of that.


The comm crackled—“Get ready, Guardians!”


Suddenly, the two glinting specks which were the novas at the leading edges
of the formation flashed brightly, turning to starbursts of orange and red
light. The explosions reached her ears mere seconds later from the simulated
sound system, and then space turned to bright streaks of light and star lines
as her fighter was catapulted into SLS.


Alara blinked against the fading glare of those explosions, and her eyes
found the blue SLS overlay on the HUD. The countdown to their jump was frozen
at 17 seconds.


Suddenly, the star lines of SLS collapsed into pinpoints, and Alara was left
staring wide-eyed at her displays. What happened?


“Red Alert! It’s a trap!” Captain Reese yelled over the comms.


Alara heard the red alert siren and saw her star map automatically snap to auto-scale,
displaying just one theater at regular zoom. But even at that small
scale, she could see hundreds of red enemy contacts all around them. There’d
just been one a second ago.


“What the frek happened?” one pilot asked.


“They had a wormhole ship cloaked along our flight path, and they’ve dropped
us right where they want us!” Captain Reese replied. “Evasive action and
engage! Stick to your wingmates, Guardians!”


Dead ahead Alara could see no less than a dozen red bracket pairs on the
HUD, and her scopes were similarly crowded. The nearest enemy had been
auto-targeted for her and it now appeared on the right holo display. She saw
that the enemy target was shaped like an open shell with glowing red portals in
the opening between the gleaming top and bottom halves of the shell. Alara
assumed the glowing portals were some type of weapons. The ship type read Sythian
Shell Fighter, and the scale was 35 meters long by about 20 meters high.


Even as she watched, the ship’s central red eye flashed brightly, and she
looked up to see purple stars begin spinning out of the darkness toward her,
arcing off in all directions at once. Suddenly a missile lock alarm began
beeping in her cockpit, accompanied by a warning from Ethan that one of the
enemy fighters was trying for a lock on her. A second later Alara heard,
“Guardian Four, break!” followed by the piercing wail of another siren.


It took her a moment for her to realize that she was Guardian Four, and that
the siren meant a missile had locked on to her, but a moment was all she had
before the first spinning star hit her, and Alara’s eyes were overwhelmed by
the brilliant flash and deafening roar of the explosion.












Chapter 14





Somehow Alara’s
fighter emerged from the fiery wake of the explosion without any damage, but
forward shields were critical, as displayed by a red bracket at the top of the
shield gauge with the number 12% above it. A word began flashing below the
shield display—equalize—and Alara told Ethan to do exactly that,
bringing her overall shields to 78%.


“Ethan, set shields to equalize automatically!”


“As you wish.”


“Frek, there’s too many of them!” Alara heard Gina Giord, Guardian Five,
say. “Help! I can’t—” Her voice died in static.


“We’ve lost Five! Watch yourselves, Guardians!” Three said. “You can’t shoot
the enemy warheads, but jink hard just before they hit and you’ll lose them.
Enemy fighters are slow and not very maneuverable, so get behind them and stay
there to keep them from getting a lock on you!”


A stream of affirmative clicks came over the comm, while Alara focused
intently on the spinning purple stars that were still streaming toward her.
When the next one drew near, she did as she’d been instructed, pushing the
stick down and firing a quick burst from her afterburners to accentuate the
maneuver. She saw the enemy missile flash by close overhead, and she let out a
breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Bringing her nova’s nose back up
to hover her targeting reticle over the nearest enemy fighter, she found she
could already make out the gleaming silver top and bottom halves of the shell.
The largest of the cluster of red portals in the center of the fighter glowed
ominously at her. 


Then her reticle flickered green and emitted a soft tone. She pulled the
trigger, and three bright lances of light shot out from her nova, momentarily
illuminating her cockpit in a bloody light. The lasers hit and elicited a brief
spark of flames from the shell as a big piece of it broke off and spiraled
away. The shell’s central red eye flickered out, and Alara pulled the trigger
again with an accompanying skrish.


Her lasers hit home once more, and the target exploded with a flash of
light. As the light faded, the debris quickly turned as cold and black as space
as they sped off in all directions—a deadly hail of invisible projectiles. Two
of the larger pieces collided with the shell’s wingmate, knocking it sideways
and provoking a stream of flames before the fighter exploded in another
blinding flash of light.


“I nailed two shells!” Alara crowed into the comm. 


“Good! Get another, and cut the chatter!” Captain Reese said. 


Alara watched another fighter line up on her. She heard the warning beeps of
a missile lock and quickly moved to target the enemy before it could fire. Just
as her reticle flickered green, she saw the shell’s central red eye flash a
brighter red, releasing another of the spinning purple stars. The missile lock
alarm squealed. Alara gritted her teeth and pulled the trigger, sending a fire-linked
burst flashing out toward the enemy fighter. Two of the laser blasts made
glancing hits, carving deep black furrows in the top, while the third bounced
off into space. 


Now the enemy fighter was just 1.5 km away. The missile it had fired at her
swelled brightly, filling Alara’s entire view. Her missile lock alarm screamed
out a solid tone, and Alara jammed the stick forward. The missile flashed by
close overhead, and Alara thanked her luck that those warheads, whatever they
were made of, didn’t have proximity fuses.


Two more green dots appeared on the theater-sized star map. 


“Hoi! Glad you could make it, Lead,” Guardian Three said.


“Form up Guardians and head for 99-54-0. We’re getting out of here.”


Alara found the green diamond which appeared on her map and stomped on the
left rudder pedal to turn toward it. She saw the flashing gray clouds of the
Stormcloud Nebula swing into view, along with a solid wall of red bracket
pairs. Barely visible behind that sea of red was the small green diamond which
was her waypoint.


“There’s too many of them to fly through!” Alara said into the comm. “We
need to plot another jump now.”


“Negative, Four. Drives are still cooling, and until we get clear, we can’t
afford to decelerate for SLS or to stop maneuvering. Guardians, switch to
Silverstreaks and set proximity fuses for 150 meters! I’ll assign your targets.
We’re going to punch a hole.”


Alara’s target came in and appeared as a larger, bolder set of brackets than
the rest. She lined it up under her reticle and thumbed over to torpedoes using
the hat switch at the top of her flight stick. Just as the reticle turned red
to indicate a solid lock, she heard the warning beeps of enemy missile locks
start sounding through her cockpit. She ignored them and focused on the more
muted beeping of her own target lock. As soon as her reticle emitted a solid
tone, she pulled the trigger, sending a pair of Silverstreak torpedoes flying
off on the fat, glittering silver contrails which gave the torpedoes their
name. Thinking back to what Ethan had told her about dumb-firing torpedoes,
Alara waited a few seconds and then fired off a second pair behind the first,
these two without a target lock. Then her torpedoes were spent and she switched
back to lasers. More torpedoes appeared trailing out all around her as the rest
of her squadron fired off their volleys.


The beeping of enemy missile locks suddenly turn more urgent, culminating in
a pair of sharp wails from the missile lock alarm. In that instant she saw the
enemy fighter wave erupt with dozens of purple stars, all of them spinning off
in different directions. Two purple stars spun toward her, and Alara gritted
her teeth, waiting for them to get close. Before the wave of enemy fire reached
them, their torpedoes began to explode. Alara felt a flash of vindictive
satisfaction, but as those explosions faded, she realized that the enemy
fighters were still there.


“Frek!” The enemy was shooting down their torpedoes before they even got
close. A quick look at the star map revealed there were dozens of enemy
fighters still ahead of them, but even as she looked, a pair of enemy contacts
winked out with tiny flares of light erupting on the star map to mark their
explosions. Not all of the Silverstreaks had been shot down. The two she’d
dumb-fired had found their mark, but by the look of it, those two were the only
ones.


“Ahhh!” someone screamed, and Alara spared a precious second of attention to
see another nova winking off the grid. She couldn’t see many green contacts
anymore, but she guessed that was because the sheer masses of red enemy
contacts were obscuring them from view.


Suddenly the purple stars were upon her, and Alara pulled another evasive
maneuver with her afterburners. Both missiles missed, but then enemy missile
lock warning tones sounded through her cockpit with renewed force, and three
more alarms blasted at her in quick succession. She looked out through the top
of her canopy to see more enemy missiles rushing at her. These three were much
closer than the previous pair. Alara began a sustained-boost barrel roll,
hoping the missiles wouldn’t track a tight spiral, but they followed her dizzy
spin in lazy arcs. She shot through the center of the three spiraling missiles,
but this time one of them hit her, exploding with a deafening roar and a
blinding flash of light.


“Port shields critical!” Ethan exclaimed. “Equalizing.”


Alara looked up to see her shield display reading 77%, and then she saw the
glowing red eyes of the enemy fighter wave glowering at her, seemingly just a
few dozen meters away. They were too close for comfort. She thumbed over to
lasers and fired off a quick burst at the nearest one. That blast hit, sparking
brightly and shearing off a piece of the enemy fighter. The damaged shell broke
formation and went evasive. Alara applied left rudder to swing her reticle over
the next target, but the warning beeps of enemy missile locks began to sound
once more. A second later, the warning beeps turned to screaming sirens, and
Alara had no time to react; the enemy was too close; she looked up to see two
more purple stars flashing toward her, and she executed a spiraling dive with
full right rudder and afterburners to the max, hoping to elude the enemy
missiles again— 


It was too late. Both missiles impacted, and she heard a sickening crunch as
something tore away from her hull. 


As soon as Alara’s ears cleared enough from the booming roars of the
missiles exploding against her fighter, she heard—“Starboard shields critical!
Forward shields depleted! Severe hull damage detected!”—followed by a low hiss
of air escaping from her cockpit. The sound grew softer and softer, and then
another hiss started up, close beside her ears. Both noises ceased, and Ethan
said, “Your suit has been isolated from the cockpit’s air supply. Keep your helmet
on until the cockpit is re-pressurized.”


Alara scowled and pressed the button below the hat switch on her flight
stick which was assigned to target nearest enemy. A red arrow appeared
at the top of her HUD, indicating the direction she’d need to turn in order to
find her target. A quick look at the rear scope indicated the target was
directly behind her. A moment later she heard something hissing off her aft
shields, accompanied by bright flashes of light. Some kind of laser cannons?
she wondered. A quick glance at the shield gauge showed her shields dropping
fast. They went from 42% to down below 30% in just a few seconds.


I’m frekked, she thought, still pulling through a tight turn to get
on the enemy’s tail. The hissing sound stopped, her cockpit’s air now fully
depleted, and then Alara saw the big, reflective dome of a shell fighter appear
just above her canopy. She boosted to tighten her turn, and the enemy came
under her targeting reticle just long enough for her to fire off a laser blast
at point-blank range. Three red beams collided with the enemy fighter, hitting
the shell’s pair of glowing orange thrusters and punching through to the
reactor. The fighter exploded instantly, and she soared through the roaring
cloud of flaming debris and out the other side. “Ruh-kah!” she screamed over
the comms. “I got another one! Take that you dumb frek!”


“Forward shields critical,” Ethan commented.


But Alara’s AI was the only one to say anything. Alara frowned and triggered
the comms again. “Hello? Anyone need some help?” She took a quick look at her
star map to find the nearest friendly, but she couldn’t see any green amongst
the red. “Ethan, target the nearest friendly! I can’t see anyone on the grid.”


“Alara. . . .” The AI sounded unusually subdued.


“What is it?” she said. Enemy missile lock tones swarmed through her helmet
speakers, and she gritted her teeth as she broke into a sudden evasive pattern.


“You are the last surviving member of your squadron.”


Alara blinked. “I’m the last . . .” She couldn’t find the words to speak,
let alone the clarity of mind to tell Ethan what to do next. She felt numb as
the reality sunk in—everyone else is dead. And then the beeping of enemy
missile locks turned to multiple alarms as the missiles locked on to her. She
heard the first one explode before she could even react, and then everything
turned as bright as the inside of a sun.


* * *


—THE YEAR 0 AE—


 


Destra patched up the man they’d rescued as best she could from the medkit
aboard the hover, but he was still in bad shape. Now that the layer of white
dust had fallen away from his clothes, she could see that he wore the tattered
remnants of the signature black with white trim uniform of the fleet; there was
no insignia left, but a few of the badges on his left breast pocket remained,
marking him as an officer of distinction. He was obviously a survivor from the
defense of Roka. 


Lessie finished packing food into the back of the hover, and now she walked
up to see how the man was doing. When she noticed the fleet uniform, she
scowled. “Hoi, he’s ISSF?”


“Seems to have been. He must have escaped in a pod. He’s lucky to be alive.”


“Well frek him!”


Destra looked up with a frown.


“They left us here, Destra! To die.” She gestured to the man, and he
groaned softly as if in reply. “I say we return the favor. He’ll just be one
more mouth to feed, anyway.”


“He’ll also be able to help us scavenge food and supplies when he’s better.”


“And attract more attention from the skull faces while he’s at it. Just
leave him, Destra. We need to get out of here.”


The man groaned again and his eyelids fluttered. Destra began nodding, as if
she’d acquiesced. “All right, shoot him then and we can go.”


Lessie’s brow furrowed and she took half a step back from the wounded
officer.


“What’s wrong? If we leave him here, he’ll die, either from his wounds, or
from Sythians finding and eating him, so the kind thing to do would be to put
him out of his misery.”


“I . . .” Lessie shook her head. “You do it. It’s your idea.”


Destra snorted. “No, it’s yours. You just don’t have the guts to call it
what it is. Leaving him here is murder, and I’m not going to have his death on
my conscience.” With that, she turned back to dressing the man’s wounds.


“Fine!” Lessie hissed, and turned away with a scrunch of gravel grinding
underfoot.


Destra finished binding the man’s wounds and administered a sedative to keep
him quiet. That done, she moved him onto a hover gurney she’d found for
transporting cargo in the back of the transport. She had to lift his feet onto
the gurney first and then his torso, since Lessie was sitting in the transport
with her arms crossed, refusing to help. As soon as she was done, she triggered
the gurney’s controls, causing it to rise off the ground, and then she pushed
it into the back of the transport.


All the way back from Covena they heard the man moaning deliriously. Every
time he did Lessie shot her a scathing look. Destra ignored her. 


“Don’t you think Digger will mind us bringing him back?” Lessie asked.


“It doesn’t matter. We didn’t have a choice.”


“There’s no room for him.”


“We’ll find a space, even if he has to sleep on the gurney or the couch.”


“Digger might kick us out. . . .”


“Hoi! We’re done talking about this. You let me deal with Digger.”


“Fine.” Lessie crossed her arms once more. “But if he asks it was your
idea.”


Destra turned to glare at the blond-haired woman sitting beside her. What
was it about disaster which brought out the worst in people? This was hardly a
time for humanity to be sabotaging the collective survival of the species with
an it’s-either-me-or-you, survival-of-the-fittest attitude.


When they drew near Digger’s hideout, Destra drove down off the road to the
forest and parked by the trees again, but this time she found holo sheets in
the back of the hover and spread them out over the transport to camouflage it.
The sheets made the hover completely invisible to the naked eye, so Destra took
a moment to turn in a slow circle to get her bearings and make sure she could
find her way back to the spot. Satisfied that she knew where she was, Destra
turned to Lessie. She stood by the hover gurney, covering the trees with the
ripper rifle as her eyes darted among the shadows between the trees. Lessie had
managed to tie up all of the food they’d scavenged below the gurney using some
netting they’d found in the back of the hover.


“Are you finally done?” Lessie asked. “I feel like someone’s watching us . .
.” she said, glancing around nervously.


“Let’s go,” Destra said. She didn’t bother to offer any trite reassurances.
They both knew that a whole army of Sythians could be standing right
behind them, and the only sign of them would be the wind they’d feel from the
aliens breathing down their necks. 


Destra moved to take charge of the gurney and then they started into the
forest. Lessie went ahead while Destra brought up the rear, pushing the gurney
along. They moved as quietly as they could, but every crunch of needles and
leaves underfoot sounded like an earthquake to their ears. Destra’s foot caught
on a root and she stumbled, reaching for the gurney for support. She
accidentally grabbed the man’s injured side, and he screamed.


Lessie shot Destra a horrified look, and they both abruptly stopped to
listen to the fading echoes of that scream—and to the response it might have
provoked.


When no other sounds came from the forest, Destra allowed herself a sigh of
relief. The man on the gurney moaned softly as he fell back to sleep.


“Frek, Destra!” Lessie whispered as she gave a shuddering sigh of her own.
“You’re going to get us killed like that! Let’s try to keep it down.”


And that was when they heard a distant roar of engines starting up. Lessie’s
eyes met Destra’s once more, but this time there was no mistaking the fear in
them. “Run!” she screamed, and both of them snapped into action. Lessie began
running through the forest at top speed, leaping over fallen logs and ducking
under low branches. She didn’t bother to cover the trees with her rifle
anymore, and she didn’t look back to make sure that Destra was still with her. 


Destra struggled to keep up while pushing the gurney along in front of her.
They kept glancing at the sky as they went, and the sound of engines roaring
grew closer and closer until Destra felt sure the enemy ship was right above
them, but there was no sign of it. Could it be cloaked? she wondered.


They reached the growing-together of two oakal trees which marked Digger’s
hideout, and Lessie hurried to trigger the camouflaged hatch in the ground. It
opened with a groan of rusty gears grinding together. Peering into the hatch,
Destra quickly realized it was too small for the hover gurney to fit. 


“Help me get him in!” Destra said, struggling to lift the man off the gurney
by herself.


Lessie turned to look with a kind of childish shock written on her face. Her
features were slack with horror. She appeared to consider helping for a moment,
but then she shook her head. “I’m sorry, Destra,” she said, and with that she
jumped into the hole.


Destra gritted her teeth and scowled. She keyed the hover gurney to settle
to the ground, and then she dragged the man off and rolled him over to the open
hatch, ignoring his feeble moans and flailing protests. Just as she was about
to push him inside, a whir of motors started up, and the hatch began to close.
Destra couldn’t believe her eyes. She lunged over the injured man’s body and
grabbed the hatch, trying to force it back open, but the motors connected to it
were surprisingly strong, and even fighting them with all of her strength, she
was barely slowing them down. 


“Frek you, Lessie!” Destra roared into the rapidly closing hole. Destra
jumped back as the hatch cover shut, almost taking her fingers with it. The
corner of her shirt snagged in the hatch and tore, leaving a ragged piece of
red cloth to mark the ground. Destra glared at it and cursed Lessie and Digger
once more. She bent down and felt around for the hatch release, but it wouldn’t
respond to her touch. Somehow, while Destra had been struggling to get the man
off the gurney, Lessie had rushed to the control panel below, and then she’d
closed and locked the hatch. 


Fuming, Destra thought about alternative ways she could get inside, but the
ground-level exit which they’d used to leave the stim lab earlier that morning
was all the way on the other side of the escarpment, and even if she could get
to it before the Sythians found her, it would just be locked, too. She could
dig her way in over here, but that would take time, and without the grav field
activated, she’d fall some twenty meters to the ground and break her neck. Even
then, there was still the matter of getting through the concealed doors and
into the lab itself, and she had no weapons to confront Digger and Lessie
besides the pistol at her hip. It would be no match for ripper rifles.


She was stuck. Destra couldn’t imagine what had prompted Lessie to lock her
out, except maybe her selfish fear that bringing another mouth to feed would
get them kicked out of Digger’s hideout. Whatever the woman’s motivation,
Destra was on her own now. She stood listening to the roar of engines drawing
near, her eyes on the sky. She couldn’t see anything, but whatever it was, it
was close. Then the sound abruptly changed in pitch and volume. 


It’s landing!


She didn’t have much time. Destra turned in a quick half circle under the
cover of Digger’s tree, searching the sky for the source of the sound, but she
didn’t see anything; Sythian ships were cloaked. I guess this is it, she
thought, glancing down at the man lying at her feet on a bed of crunchy brown
needles and red oakal leaves. It’s just you and me—whoever you are. No
weapons, nowhere to go, and no time to get there. Survival of the fittest at
its best—


Or survival of the most ruthless, she thought, eyeing the sealed
hatchway and thinking about Lessie, safely ensconced in the stim lab by now.
Would they watch her die on the cameras the way that they had with the
unfortunate group of survivors they’d seen fleeing through the forest last
night?


Destra had just one chance. She had to get back to the hover and hide under
the holo sheets. Eyeing the man at her feet speculatively, she quickly thought
about ways to bring him with her, but there was no way to do that without
slowing herself down and attracting more attention than she wanted. 


Destra frowned. She couldn’t leave him. That would make her as bad as
Lessie. Casting about quickly, she spied a nearby pile of leaves at the bottom
of a short hill leading away from Digger’s tree. It’ll have to do, she
thought.


Rolling the man back onto the gurney and shushing him every time he moaned,
Destra powered up the gurney once more and rushed down the hill to the leaves.
She lowered the gurney into them and then worked quickly to cover it up. The
pile was deeper than it looked, and Destra had no trouble shoveling enough
leaves, dirt, and needles over both the man and his gurney so that his shallow
breathing couldn’t be detected beneath the mountain of leaves. The sound of
engines dwindled from a roar to a whistle and then to terrifying silence.
Destra’s head snapped up, and she quickly scanned the trees, her heart
pounding, her eyes wide. There was no time to get away.


Glancing down, Destra frowned at the pile of leaves. Hope you don’t mind
the company.


Less than a minute later she was completely buried and working hard to
quieten the too-loud rasping of her breathe and the steady drum beat of her
racing heart. She could see a fractured glimpse of the outside world through
the leaves, and she hoped that didn’t mean she could be seen from the outside,
too.


Destra listened intently but there were no sounds besides the ones she was
making. Gradually her breathing and her heart rate slowed. Minutes passed,
turning into what seemed like hours.


And then abruptly, she heard rustling leaves and her eyes flicked toward the
sound. It was coming from Digger’s tree. As she watched, a pair of tall,
broad-shouldered bipeds appeared out of nowhere. They were covered in shiny
black exoskeletons and their eyes were glowing red orbs.


Sythians.


Destra’s heart pounded. If they had life form scanners that were anywhere
near as good as human ones, then her hiding place was already uncovered. 


One of the Sythians looked around, while the other bent down to pick
something up. He held out a ragged piece of red cloth to the other, who took it
and studied it.


My shirt! Destra thought. Frek! I’ve given them away!


Both aliens stared down at the hidden hatch as though they could see
straight through it to the chamber below. One of them gestured to the ground
where the hatchway was, while the second went down on his haunches for a closer
look.


The man beside Destra groaned, and she shushed him once more, but the two
Sythians didn’t react. They were too focused on what they’d found.


Destra was torn between leaping out of her hiding place with her pistol
blazing, and just leaving Digger and Lessie to the Sythians. She was more
inclined to do the latter until she remembered—


Dean.


The little blond-haired boy hadn’t done anything to deserve that fate. The
Sythians will eat them, she reminded herself, trying to spur her frozen
limbs into action. But what about her responsibility to the man lying helpless
beside her? And how would she be able to help Dean anyway? All she had was a
plasma pistol that likely wouldn’t even breach the Sythians’ armor. She’d have
a better chance with it set to stun, and who knew if what stunned a human would
stun a Sythian? At least Lessie and Digger have rifles. . . . and by now
they’ve already spotted the Sythians on the cameras, so at least they’ll have
some warning.


Destra chewed her bottom lip, unable to decide what to do.


Then one of the Sythians straightened and held out his arm with an open
palm. A bright purple pulse of light shot out from his palm, sounding
impossibly loud in the stillness of the forest. Destra saw black smoke and
orange flames rising from the ground at the Sythians’ feet. The flames grew up
quickly into a raging fire that engulfed them, but they didn’t react to it. She
watched through the leaves and flickering flames as one of the Sythians dropped
out of sight, and she realized he’d just jumped into the hole below the tree. 


They’re in, she thought.


The second one dropped away, and then all that was left was the crackling
fire, racing along the ground to chew up the dry leaves and needles lying on
the forest floor. Destra saw the flames racing her way, and she realized that
she was about to be burned alive.


She had just a moment to debate a course of action before bursting out of
her hiding place. She had no way of knowing if there were more Sythians
watching and waiting nearby, but she tried to ignore that possibility as she
swept leaves and needles off the hover gurney to find the controls. Destra
keyed the gurney to rise out of the leaves, and she started running in the
opposite direction from the racing flames, pushing the gurney along in front of
her. Destra wasn’t sure what lay in this direction, but she was certain that it
was taking her further and further from the hover transport she’d left
camouflaged by the side of the road. That transport was her only hope. If she
didn’t get to it. . . .


If I don’t get to it, my fate will be the same as Dean’s. With the
threat of what that meant to spur her on, Destra ran faster. The trees rushed
by her in a brown, gray, and purple haze, the colors of their boles blending
into a dreary kaleidoscope.


Birds tweeted and squawked around her, as if cheering her on. A wind rustled
through the leaves overhead, sending a small rain of them fluttering down and
bringing a choking wash of smoke to her nostrils. Destra began to cough, and
her eyes started burning. She saw a fallen log lying in her path just in time
to leap over it with the gurney. The gurney lifted her high over the log and
then settled down gradually on the other side. Destra’s lungs began to burn,
insisting she take a break, but she pressed on, feeling the back of her neck
prickle with the imagined heat of the fire raging behind her and with the
thought of untold numbers of Sythians racing after her.


Destra pushed the gurney faster and faster. She was so focused on watching
the terrain for exposed roots and rocks which could trip her up that she didn’t
notice when a large, shiny boulder appeared in the grassy clearing up ahead.
When she did notice, Destra slowed her progress, digging her heels into the
needles and leaves to bring the gurney to a stop before they reached the
clearing. She stood staring at the silvery boulder for a moment, her chest
heaving, and her mind racing before she noticed the discrepancies between the
shiny, smooth surface and that of any rock she’d ever encountered. It’s a
ship, she realized with a gasp.


And then she was lunging through the clearing, pushing the gurney once more,
this time with the irrational hope that she might be able to get aboard that
spacecraft and blast off Roka to follow her son into Dark Space. Gone were any
thoughts she’d had of helping Dean. If she had to pick between two little boys,
Atton won every time.


Hold on baby! she thought. Mommy’s coming.


* * *


—THE YEAR 10 AE—


 


The blinding brilliance of multiple explosions faded, along with the sound,
and the next thing Alara heard was, “Training mission complete. Your score for
this mission is 5B. You killed five Shell Fighters. Congratulations.”


Alara gaped at her controls. The stars swam back into focus, but she was
still seeing spots. “Hold on—are you saying this was all just a simulation?”


The red contacts vanished from Alara’s star map, and then her squadron
reappeared—all 14 of them. She even heard her comm come back to life with the
chattering voices of the supposedly dead.


“You mean all this time you’ve just been frekking with me, Ethan?”


“I was only following orders, Alara. Please don’t be distressed.”


“You bet your frekking ass I’m distressed!” She keyed the comm with a
defiant stab of her finger, adding her complaints to the already confusing
babble on the comm. “Hoi, whose idea was this?”


“Cut the chatter Guardians,” a stern voice replied. “Anyone who’s still
complaining can discuss it with the warden on the brig.” It was Guardian One.
“I don’t tolerate insubordination among my pilots.” The chatter subsided and
the commander went on. “This was a live drill, and yes, the only ones who knew
about it were the six real pilots scattered among you green freks. We played
our part, faking the screams of the dying and bowing out of the battle as soon
as possible to see how you all handle yourselves in a real engagement.” 


Alara listened to the commander’s explanation with a scowl. Her eyes blazed
at the comm display. She held her tongue for now, but she wasn’t going to fly
for that man—not now, not ever. 


Commander Adari went on, “A nova is able to simulate almost any sortie, but
some of you might have noticed that as your ships became damaged no pieces went
flying off into space, and of course the explosions were all simulated, so you
won’t have felt any kinetic forces from those blasts, regardless of your IMS
settings. 


“What you just experienced is a very likely scenario of what we’re about to
encounter while crossing Sythian Space, so the fact that you all died in less
than ten minutes is not good. But some of you managed to put up a surprising
fight and even took an enemy fighter with you. A smaller number of you were
able to take several enemies down. To those few I offer my
congratulations—Alara Vastra and Tenrik Fanton received 5B and 3B ratings
respectively. The number refers to a pilot’s kills per sortie, and the letter
grade is an overall evaluation of flight skill. The more sorties you fly, the
lower that number will tend to get, but hopefully, the higher your letter grade
will get, since you’ll become a more experienced pilot.


“We’re now heading back to the Defiant, so fly toward the waypoint
which should be appearing on your star maps. The final roster will be published
tomorrow morning after all of the other candidates have gone through this
scenario. Do not tell any of the other trainees what’s to come. Any breach of
this confidentiality will land you in the brig—or worse. Guardian One out.”


“Frek you, Guardian One!” Alara screamed, but she didn’t send that over the
comms.


“Alara, you should be aware that I’m obligated to report pilot
insubordination in whatever form I may encounter it. Your comment has been
filed into my mission report.”


“Frek you, too, Ethan!”


“Duly noted, but I assure you I am incapable of frekking anything, so your
insubordination is wasted on me.”


“Ethan?” Alara began, adopting a dulcet tone. 


“Yes, Alara?”


“Shut up.”












Chapter 15





Ethan sat
discussing tactics with Deck Commander Loba Caldin inside the Defiant’s
operations center.


“Sythians don’t have SLS disruptors . . . do they?”


Commander Caldin frowned. “No . . . you know that they don’t, sir.”


“Of course, I know. So why don’t we make a micro jump to cross Forlax?”


Caldin shook her head. “First of all, because it would take us five minutes
to calculate the jump—five minutes without maneuvering, travelling at slow,
SLS-safe speeds. Even if they didn’t kill us in that window of opportunity,
they’d detect our drives spooling, and they’d line up obstacles along our jump
trajectory—maybe even cloaking mines. No sooner would we jump to SLS than we’d
run into whatever trap they’ve laid and blow up.”


“Then we should jump in short of the system gate, accelerate up to a high
speed, and roar through the system in real space, going so fast that they can’t
possibly catch us.”


“If we drop short of the gate it will take more fuel to cross the system,
since we’ll need to open our own exit wormhole, and the Sythians could still
line up mines and ships on our flight path.”


“So we fire the guns ahead of us as we go.” 


Caldin shook her head. “Might not be good enough if they have a wormhole
ship.”


“A wormhole ship?”


Caldin frowned and her head cocked ever so slightly to one side. “As you
already know . . . the Sythians have been taking jump gates from systems they
don’t want or need, cloaking them, and then attaching them to some of their
larger ships. Since the ships and gates are invisible to our gravidar while
cloaked, we can’t hope to avoid running straight into the invisible wormholes.
All they need to do is wait until they see we’re going too fast to slow down or
abruptly change course, then they jump one of their wormhole ships straight
into our flight path. At that point, one of two things will happen—we run
straight through the wormhole and our safeties knock us back to real space,
busting us to near-zero velocity, or else maybe we’re going at a nice, SLS-safe
speed and they get to send us wherever they want before we even have the time
to blink. 


“They’ve also taken to placing wormhole ships in front of existing system
gates, so that just when we think we’re going through a charted gate, instead
we’re catapulted through a cloaked wormhole that sends us straight to a nice
little minefield that they’ve laid just for us.”


Ethan wasn’t actually aware of any of those tactics, but he was getting
tired of Caldin’s obstructionist attitude. “Well, maybe we can just stay here
forever and leave Dark Space to the crime lords.”


Caldin held his gaze for a moment, her expression unrelenting, but then she
sighed. “You’re right. I recommend we drop out of the gate as planned, using
the element of surprise as best we can, and cross the system as fast as
possible from there.”


“That does seem to be our best chance.”


“Is the recon flight back yet?”


Ethan nodded. “Taylon’s clear. I’m about to review the trainees’ scores and
the commander’s choices for his squadron. If you’d like, you can do it with me,
but I already know from Commander Adari’s debriefing that all of the pilots
except for two in the first batch of trainees qualified with ratings of B or
higher.”


“Not too bad, I suppose. The cut off for a nova pilot is a ‘B’ rating, so
the trainees must be fairly skilled.”


“That’s what I thought, too. Based on those results I told the commander to
test the other candidates on the sim deck rather than in the novas, so that we
can get going. We need to cross the Taylon System before any enemy ships drop
by to ruin our day.”


Caldin nodded. “Who made the roster? No one we can’t afford to spare I
hope.” 


“I haven’t had a look yet; why don’t you check the mission report first and
tell me what you think.” Ethan passed her a holo pad with the report already
selected. Caldin brought it to life with a stab of her finger, and a list of
names complete with pictures, test scores, and instructors’ notes appeared
hovering above the pad. Caldin scanned through the list quickly, and Ethan
watched from the other side, unable to read anything because the text was all
backward from his perspective. He did recognize a few of the pilots’ faces,
however—


One in particular.


Ethan’s eyes widened and he snatched the pad away from Caldin so he could
get a better look. He found himself staring into the bright violet eyes of none
other than Alara Vastra.


“What is it?” Caldin asked, frowning at him.


Ethan shook his head. “No, it’s nothing.” But it wasn’t nothing. Alara can’t
be allowed to fly! She was in no condition to become a nova pilot, and even
if she were—even on her best day she wasn’t a good enough pilot to survive
what’s coming. He noticed that her score for the mission had been the
highest of the group—5B—but he dismissed that with a shake of his head. Flying
a recon mission is very different from flying in real combat. 


Something began niggling in the back of Ethan’s mind, but he ignored it and
continued paging through the mission report to see if there were any more
surprises. When he reached the bottom of the report, he read Commander Adari’s
conclusions and suggestions for whom should join the squadron, but when Ethan
read the final line of the report, his eyes goggled. 


The trainees performed surprisingly well, considering their lack of
experience and the fact that this was a blind combat simulation in live novas—



Suddenly Ethan realized what it was that had been niggling. Alara’s rating
was 5-B! The number referred to the number of kills she’d scored. For a recon
flight that number should have been zero.


—None of them realized that the enemy contacts weren’t real, and although
they didn’t work effectively as a team, they did manage to take out a total of
fourteen enemy fighters to their eight, and they did this while outnumbered
more than twenty to one by enemy forces. My recommendation is that all the
pilots who scored at least one kill in this mission should be considered for
permanent reassignment to Guardian Squadron.


Ethan couldn’t believe it. The commander had sent Alara, fragile as she was,
into a blind combat simulation! Ethan had to work hard to control himself. He
wanted to punch the table with his fist and throw the holo pad at the opposite
wall.


“Overlord Dominic, sir? Is something wrong?” Caldin asked, her eyebrows
drawing together with concern.


Ethan shook his head and pushed his chair away from the captain’s table.
Standing up from the table and turning to her, he said, “Go to the bridge and
plot a course to the gate. I’ll be with you soon.” Ethan was already on his way
out of the operations center.


“Where are you going?” Caldin called after him.


“I need to speak with Commander Adari!” Ethan called back.


* * *


Alara sat watching the Guardians’ juvenile antics from a couch in the
furthest corner of the pilot’s lounge. The lounge was much smaller than
Aurora’s, and the pilots had to be their own bartenders, but at least they
couldn’t get kicked out for throwing a raucous party. Besides that, on a yellow
alert it was the only place close enough to the hangar for them to celebrate
and still be able to scramble to their fighters in five minutes.


Alara’s arms were crossed, and she looked distinctly unimpressed. Shouts of
laughter and camaraderie were rising in the air, and even as she watched, the
group of pilots sitting at the bar broke out in song, their arms wrapped around
each other’s shoulders, their drinks sloshing over the rims of their mugs in
golden rivers of fizz as they swayed to the off-key melody they sung. There was
no alcohol being served, but the non-alcoholic equivalents seemed to have
induced insobriety anyway. This was a celebration for the trainees, but Alara
refused to take part. They tricked us! she fumed. Had everyone forgotten
so soon?


She saw a flicker of a black flight suit in the corner of her eye, and felt
a hand on her shoulder. The couch sagged, and Alara turned to see who’d sat
down beside her. She found herself face to face with her wingmate from the
mission, Captain Reese.


“What?” she said.


The captain frowned at her and removed his hand from her shoulder. “Why
don’t you join us?” he asked, taking a sip from a mug he held in his other
hand.


“Yes, and make an even bigger fool of myself than you already have. No
thanks.” She had broken into tears when they’d finally landed on the Defiant
again. The flight engineer who’d been the first to greet her as she’d come down
the ladder from her cockpit had assured her it was just a delayed reaction to
the stress, and not to feel embarrassed; then she’d thrown up on his boots, and
he’d suddenly become much less sympathetic. Alara shook her head to clear away
the memory.


“I’m sorry you feel that way, Alara,” Adan said, “but you should know it
wasn’t my idea.”


“No? You let me think it was real just like everyone else. That’s just as
bad.” 


“I had no choice. It was the commander’s orders.”


“Fine.” She shrugged. “I don’t care.”


“Alara . . .” he reached for her shoulder again, but she shrugged him off
and stood up, walking away. “Alara!” he called after her.


“Leave me alone, Captain. I’m going to hit the rack.” 


Just as Alara reached the entrance of the lounge and began raising her wrist
to pass it over the door scanner, the doors swished open, and she turned to see
the overlord storming in, flanked by two guards. The overlord’s pale blue eyes
met hers, and he said, “Stay here. I’ll be with you in a moment.”


Alara watched as the overlord stalked up to Commander Ithicus Adari where he
sat singing at the bar with a group of trainee pilots. The overlord tapped him
on the shoulder, interrupting his song.


“Hoi there, sir!” Adari said, grinning broadly. “Care to join us for a
drink?”


“I think you’re celebrating prematurely, Commander—or should I say Lieutenant.”


Alara began to smile now, too, as she watched Adari’s smug grin fade.


“I’m sorry?” he asked.


“That stunt you pulled. Conducting a blind combat simulation in the cockpits
of real novas. Not only did I not authorize that, but did it occur to you how
dangerous that could have been?”


“I thought the benefit outweighed the—”


“It outweighed nothing! What if your pilots had gone running off in all
directions, fleeing for their lives and making emergency SLS jumps into the
middle of frekking nowhere?”


Silence fell across the lounge.


“The AIs would have stopped them,” Adari said.


“Would the AIs have stopped them from running into each other and us in
their frenzy to escape an enemy they thought was real?”


“I . . .”


“Would it have stopped them from ejecting from their fighters when they
thought they were about to die?”


“Well, no, but—”


“How long do you think we’d have had to spend here recovering those pilots
and their fighters before moving on to the next system? Those delays might have
cost us the Defiant.” 


“I thought that a blind combat simulation was the best way to evaluate the
trainees in the shortest time possible.”


The overlord waved his hand dismissively. “How about the mental strain you
put on already badly over-stressed officers?” Alara saw him turn and point to
her. “Did you know that that pilot over there, who you rated as 5B, and
considered the winner of your little sortie, is currently a mental patient
aboard the Defiant? She doesn’t know who she is, let alone remember how
to fly!”


“With respect, sir, I think her results say otherwise. She was the only
pilot to make five kills, and she was the last one standing.” 


“I don’t care! Get her off the roster. And as for you, you’re relieved of
command, Adari. Your XO will take charge of this squadron from here on out.”


“Yes, sir.”


Alara saw the overlord turn once more, and now he pointed to Captain Reese
who was still seated on the couch that she’d vacated.


“And you! Show my guards to their new assignments and then get to the
bridge. We’re leaving the nebula now.”


With that, the overlord strode back to where Alara stood gaping at him from
the entrance of the pilot’s lounge. “Come with me,” he said, hauling her
roughly by the arm. She stumbled along beside him in a daze. “I’m taking you
back to your parents’ quarters.”


“What?” Alara dug in her heels and yanked her arm free of his grasp. “No.”
The overlord turned to look at her with blazing blue eyes. His chest rose and
fell quickly with the force of his fury. She shook her head, suddenly feeling
more sure of herself. The last few hours snapped into focus and now she had a
whole new perspective—a new purpose besides agonizing over who she was and who
she wasn’t. “I’m not going back to them,” she said, crossing her arms.


“Fine, we’ll find you your own quarters, and you can hide there until we
reach Obsidian Station.” 


The overlord made another grab for her arm, but she resisted again. Her brow
furrowed and she shook her head. “I’m staying with the squadron.”


“You’re in no condition to fly, Alara!”


“How would you know? That’s what I thought, too, but in the heat of battle,
I completely forgot to wonder who I am anymore, and I became someone—someone
who’s good at what they do.” She shrugged and smiled lewdly at him. “And
something tells me you don’t want me doing the other thing I’m good at aboard
your ship.”


The overlord’s eyes flashed. “Alara . . . you’re not okay.”


“And as far as anyone knows I might never be okay! I’m not Alara anymore.
I’m not even Angel. I’m someone else, some strange mixture of the two.”


“Kiddie . . . please!”


Alara nodded. “That’s as good a name for me as any.” And with that, Alara
turned and strode back into the pilot’s lounge. She passed Adan on the way in,
and the young captain shot her a wry grin as he passed her in the doorway.
“Nice to meet you, Kiddie,” he said, and gave a sloppy salute. “Glad you
decided to finally join us.”


She nodded and continued on toward the bar. Maybe she could use a drink
after all.


* * *


Atton escorted the pair of guards through the ship. As they entered a nearby
lift tube, one of them asked. “What’s this about a new assignment?”


“You’re going to be promoted,” Atton replied, smiling at the two low-ranking
corpsmen.


“To what?” 


The lift quickly fell to the specified deck and then Atton nodded as the
doors opened onto one of the lower levels of the ship. “You’ll see. After you.”


The guards walked out the lift first, their footsteps ringing across the
deck as they wound their way through the bowels of the ship. 


“Where are we going?” one of them asked, looking over his shoulder.


Atton shook his head. “I’ll explain once we get there.”


As soon as there could be no doubt about where they were headed, the guards’
footsteps began to slow. That was when Atton chose to draw his sidearm and
point it at the back of the nearest man’s head.


“Drop your weapons,” he said.


“The frek . . .”


“I said drop them!”


Both guards did as they were told, and their rifles clattered to the deck.


“Now, keep walking.”


“What are you doing, Captain?”


“Keeping you two from shooting off your mouths.”


“About what?” One man asked. “Frek, we don’t know anything, brua, just cool
it, okay? Let’s talk about this.”


“I’m sorry,” Atton said as they reached the doors at the end of the
corridor. “But talking about this is exactly what I’m trying to avoid.”


With that, Atton pulled the trigger, shooting the first man in the back. He
fell to the deck with arms and legs jerking spasmodically. The other man
turned, holding out his palms in surrender. “Wait! Don’t shoot! I—”


Atton silenced him with another shot and the second guard collapsed.
Frowning, Atton put away his pistol and walked up to the fallen guards. “I’m
sorry,” he said again. “It was the only way.”












Chapter 16





Ethan turned to see
his son come aboard the bridge. Atton strode in still wearing his flight suit,
but there was no time for him to change. The Defiant was already
cruising through the Taylon system at a considerable 81 km/s. It had taken the
better part of the last half an hour at the cruiser’s top acceleration of 75
KAPS to reach that speed, but they’d already begun decelerating in preparation
to reach the space gate on the far side of Taylon. They would reach the gate in
another thirty five minutes, for a total transit time of just over an hour from
the nebula to the gate. Forlax would be faster to cross, since they’d be going
from one gate to another as opposed to coming from deep space, but in that
smaller area of space they’d be much more likely to encounter enemies than they
were to encounter them along the fringes of the galaxy.


Looking around the bridge, Ethan’s eyes fell upon Tova’s muscular frame. She
stood down by the viewports as she cast her thoughts out into space to make
sure no Sythian ships were nearby. Ethan gave an abrupt shiver. He wasn’t sure
if that shiver was from the near freezing temperature of the air on the
bridge—they’d set the climate controls and the lights down very low in order to
keep Tova happy—or because of the alien’s fearsome appearance. Ethan rubbed his
frozen hands together and blew into them to warm up. He turned back to the
captain’s table and gazed down at it with Commander Caldin. 


Atton reached the side of the table a moment later. “What’s it look like?”
he asked, sounding out of breath.


Ethan looked up from the star map with a smile. “So far we’re clear to the
gate. Let’s hope our luck holds.”


“Yes, let’s. Are you sure you don’t want me on the flight deck with the
others? Since you made me squadron leader now, if we need to scramble, I need
to be the first one there.”


Ethan frowned. He hadn’t thought of that when he’d decided to have his son
take Lieutenant Adari’s place. “You can head back there in a minute. But first,
I want to know if my guards made it to their new assignment.”


Adan nodded. “Yes, they did.”


“Good. Hopefully you didn’t have to use a valuable ship to send them back to
Stormcloud Transfer.”


“No, just an old, beaten up shuttle.”


“Good.”


Caldin stood eyeing the two men from across the table. “I didn’t see any
ships leaving the Defiant.” 


Atton smiled at her, holding the woman’s steely blue gaze. “Perhaps you
looked away from the grid at just the right moment.”


Caldin frowned back. After a long moment of trading glares with Atton, she
turned to Ethan and shook her head. “You sent your guards away? At a time when
we have too few hands on this ship as it is?”


Ethan waved away her objections. “I had to. They’re conducting a high-priority
mission for me aboard the transfer station.”


“What mission?”


“I’m afraid that for now, that information is need to know.”


Caldin’s eyes darted to Atton and she scowled, no doubt resentful that Atton
knew about it and she did not—yet one more reminder that he now outranked
her—but she said nothing further and her eyes returned to the grid.


Atton nodded. “Well, it seems you have things under control here. I’m going
to get back to the flight deck.”


“Right.” Turning to Commander Caldin, Ethan said, “It looks like you’ll be
getting more time as the XO than you thought.”


She nodded almost imperceptibly, not looking up from the grid. Ethan
frowned, hoping she’d get over her jealousy soon. He turned to watch as Atton
left, still frowning. Now he had to worry about his son and Alara. If
he’d had any say in the matter, he’d have ordered them both to stay on the
bridge where he could keep an eye on them and make sure they were safe, but
there was no excuse he could think of to order that. He’d already tried with
Atton by making him the XO, and as for Alara, she’d decided that she wanted
to be a nova pilot, and that gave him pause. In a time when Alara had no real
sense of purpose or identity, being a pilot was filling that need—and it was
hard to argue with her pilot’s rating. She was a better pilot than he’d given
her credit for.


Ethan turned away with a smirk. It felt like just yesterday that he’d
suggested that he and Alara join the fleet to get away from Alec Brondi’s
collection agents. At that suggestion, she’d started a huge fight with him, and
they’d dissolved their partnership over it.


But now it’s you who wants to be the nova pilot. Ethan shook his
head. How quickly things change. . . .


Ethan shivered again and he turned to glare at Tova. He saw Caldin rubbing
her hands together to warm up, and then he came to a decision. “Tova!” he
called. 


“Yess?” she hissed, turning to him from the viewports.


Clearly she didn’t like being yelled at. Ethan didn’t care. She’d caused
enough inconvenience to him and his crew. “Go get your armor. We’re turning up
the temperature in here. This is ridiculous.”


Tova began stalking down the gangway from the viewports. As she drew near,
she gave a toothy grin. “Now humans know how I feel in heat. You freeze in my
climate, I burn in yours.”


“Yeah yeah, go get your suit—Delayn! Turn up the climate controllers!”


A collective sigh of relief went up from the crew. 


“Yes, sir!” Delayn replied.


* * *


Dr. Kurlin sat in the med lab aboard the Defiant, testing the 72
different blood samples he’d gathered from the surviving crew members. The
tests ran quickly, since they were each conducted in a matter of a minute by
the lab’s computer. All Kurlin had to do was input the necessary test
parameters and change the samples when the queue was empty.


That left him twiddling his thumbs most of the time, thinking. Mostly his
thoughts turned to his daughter, Alara, and with that, an accompanying frown
touched his lips. She’d been conscripted to join the Defiant’s nova
pilots, and he was not happy about it. He had returned from the flight deck
just a few moments ago. He’d gone there in the hopes that Alara had failed the
training and would not be asked—ordered—to join the squadron. Instead,
he’d found that she had not only passed, but she’d earned the highest score of
any of the trainees. 


Under other circumstances he might have been proud, but this was war, and
worse, it was a war where the enemy was invisible, making them unusually
deadly. The Defiant would likely go down with all hands while trying to
cross Sythian Space, and as a nova pilot Alara would be among the first to die.



Kurlin had been racking his brain for hours to come up with a way that he
could force Alara’s commanding officers to remove her from the roster. He’d
even tried refusing to work if the overlord didn’t have her grounded; right
after his trip to the flight deck, he’d gone to the bridge to make that threat
in person, but the overlord had simply said, “She wants to be there, Kurlin.
And if you don’t work, I’ll have you chipped and you can be my personal
boot-licker.”


That had been enough to stop him cold. Something in the overlord’s tone had
told him there would be no further argument, but that didn’t mean Kurlin had
given up.


Suddenly the computer beeped with an error, and Kurlin sat up to study the
screen and see what had gone wrong.


Test access restricted. Sample #59 not tested. 


Kurlin frowned and checked his holo pad to see whose sample #59 was. When he
saw the name he smirked. Speak of the devlin, he thought. The sample
belonged to Supreme Overlord Altarian Dominic.


“Computer, give me details about the restricted test access,” he asked.


“An age test on sample number 59 is not permitted.”


“What? Why not?”


“Answer not available.”


Kurlin frowned. Could the overlord be that vain? No, he shook his
head. Dominic already looks like he’s twice his real age. Kurlin didn’t
technically need to know the age of each person from their blood, because their
age was clearly listed in their files, but the age test involved studying the
DNA characteristics of the host’s T cells and how those characteristics changed
over time, which coincidentally, his virus would mimic, causing the host to
appear older than his apparent age. The further along the virus was, the
greater the disparity would become, seeming to age the infected person’s blood.
Thus, the easiest way to determine if anyone was still contagious, was to
identify unusual disparities in tested age versus real.


Whatever the reason for the restricted test access, he had to know the
results. He would just have to test the overlord’s blood sample by hand. Kurlin
sighed.


“Eject current sample and test the next one in the queue.”


As soon as the lab computer ejected the overlord’s sample, Kurlin set to
work. It was a laborious process using the lab microscope to identify and then
count the circular DNA molecules which were a by-product of age. By the time
Kurlin had finished, the lab computer was also finished testing the rest of the
crew, but Kurlin barely heard it announce, “Testing complete.”


That can’t be right, he thought, staring at the result of his
calculations. He ran the numbers he’d tallied on his holo pad through a
calculator program in case he’d made a mistake in his head, but it spat out the
same number. It can’t be . . . He shook his head and went back to the
microscope to count the circular molecules again—only to receive the same
result thirty minutes later.


Kurlin sat back from the microscope, his brow furrowed and a frown on his
lips. The Overlord’s blood showed he was only 46 years old, but his file said
he was 98. Could it be the virus? he wondered. But the virus would have
produced the opposite effect, making his blood look older than he actually was.
This was something else. Maybe the overlord just has unusually young blood .
. . but Kurlin knew better than to second-guess the test result. It was
accurate to within a year, and he’d already counted the age markers twice. That
left only one possibility—the Overlord was a very old-looking 46 and his file
was wrong about him being 98.


Kurlin shook his head. Nobody looks that old at 46. And he could
remember the overlord was already in power 46 years ago. Dominic had looked
middle-aged at the time. Kurlin had been 20, and still living with his parents
on Jopara while he’d studied for his doctorate at the academy.


Maybe it’s my mistake, he thought. Maybe he’d forgotten how to test a
person’s age by hand. Just to make sure, Kurlin took a sample of his own blood
and ran the same test by hand. Another half an hour later his calculations
returned his exact age—66.


Kurlin shook his head and sat back in his chair, shocked. Could the
overlord really be 46? How is that possible?


There was only one way it was possible. The overlord in the Imperial
records, and the overlord whose sample Kurlin had taken were not the same
person. But if that were the case, the overlord’s DNA should not have matched
what was in the records. Unless the files have been tampered with . . .


Kurlin remembered that when Brondi had been planning to introduce his virus
to the Valiant by infiltrating the ship with a live incubator, they had
briefly discussed the what-if’s of their infiltrator being discovered too soon
due to discrepancies between what was on file and what they’d actually see if
they took a sample of the infiltrator’s blood. They’d discounted that
possibility as irrelevant. The chances that someone would take a sample of the
infiltrator’s blood before the virus had spread throughout the ship were slim
to none. 


The virus had worked, but now someone was making Brondi’s identity switch
look like an amateurish prank, going so far as to even alter the Imperial
records. The one thing tampered records couldn’t fake was age—that had to at
least match the apparent age of the person—and the apparent age of a person
can be altered with a holoskin, Kurlin mused. No wonder the overlord’s test
access was restricted. 


So who was the overlord, then? That was the big question. He could be
anyone. Kurlin blinked, and he felt his skin begin to crawl with the
implications of those conclusions. If the overlord was not really the overlord,
then how had he come to replace the man who actually had been? That couldn’t
have been achieved easily. Identichips were almost impossible to fake. Unless
someone killed the overlord and stole his identichip. Or perhaps the overlord
became infected with my virus, and as he lay dying, he set up an imposter to
take his place?


Kurlin shook his head. It didn’t really matter who the imposter was or how
he’d come to be in that position. The revelation that the overlord was not
really the overlord was entirely useless, since they were all about to die
anyway. 


And my daughter will be first among the dead! Kurlin felt even more
enraged now that he realized the man who had bluntly told him no and
threatened to have him chipped when he’d asked to have his daughter grounded
was not even authorized to be in command.


He’s not even authorized to . . .


Suddenly Kurlin understood the significance of what he’d uncovered. He could
save all of their lives and stop the overlord’s mad quest to cross Sythian
Space! Kurlin was already halfway out of his chair when he realized that
wouldn’t work. Whoever took the overlord’s place as commander of the Defiant
would only continue the quest. No officer worth his insignia would leave Dark
Space in Brondi’s hands, so a new commander would take over and press on, and
Kurlin would hold no sway over whoever he or she was. 


The most Kurlin could hope for would be to blackmail the overlord into
having his daughter grounded. I could even have her, myself, and my wife
sent back to the transfer station with food and supplies enough to last until
help comes! He couldn’t save everyone on the Defiant, but he could
save his family—finally. Since the day Brondi had come into his office,
threatening to kill his wife if he didn’t create a deadly virus, Kurlin had
been a slave as surely as if he were chipped, but now his family would be safe,
and that was all he’d ever wanted—all he’d ever strived to do since their
exodus to Dark Space. 


A grin sprang to Kurlin’s face. The imposter would do anything rather than
have his secret revealed to the fleet. 


Maybe the information was not so useless after all.












Chapter 17





Ethan watched the
space gate growing closer and closer, until the swirling blue pool which was
the wormhole to SLS was all anyone could see out the forward viewports.
Suddenly the bow of the Defiant touched the surface of that pool and it
raced along the hull, reaching out to envelop them like a river. Then
everything turned to star lines and a bright flash of light marked the
transition to the dizzying swirl of SLS. At that, the bridge broke into spontaneous
applause, cheering and whistling and turning to clap each other on the back.
They’d made it!


Ethan let out a long sigh and his shoulders slumped. He watched the crew
celebrate, a small smile tugging at his lips. One system down, one more to go.
An SLS timer appeared on the captain’s table. Ethan touched his ear and
whispered a command to set his comm piece to intercom mode and amplify his
voice across the deck speakers.


“Congratulations! We’ve crossed the first system. Good job, people! The time
till we reach Forlax is eleven hours and ten minutes. You can leave your
stations to rest, but please wait for the relief crew to arrive, and don’t go
too far. If something knocks us out of SLS, I need my best men to be sitting
back at their stations before I can even give the order. Dismissed!”


More cheering.


Ethan smiled. Turning to Commander Caldin, he nodded and said, “Care to join
me for a drink at Aurora’s?”


Caldin frowned and shook her head. “Don’t you think a celebration would be
premature at this point, sir?”


“We both need some down time, Commander. I’m not suggesting we drink
anything with alcohol, but we could use a break. The chances that Sythians have
laid a trap between Taylon and Forlax are very low, so we should be safe, and I
need you to be at your best when we reach Forlax.”


“I think I’d rather stay here, sir. Someone needs to keep an eye on Tova for
us,” Caldin said, glancing at the alien.


“Yes . . . she is oddly quiet, isn’t she?”


Caldin acknowledged that with a shrug. 


“You’re going to be okay here?” Ethan asked.


She nodded. “Go get some rest, sir.”


Ethan turned to leave. “I’ll be on the comm if you need me.”


Just before Ethan reached the entrance to the bridge, he saw the doors swish
open to reveal a familiar tall, cadaverous man. Ethan called out to him as he
approached. “Dr. Kurlin!” But as Kurlin drew near, it became apparent that
whatever news he had to deliver was not good.


“Hello, overlord,” Kurlin returned, stopping in front of Ethan with a
smirk. He crossed his arms and stared meaningfully at Ethan.


Ethan’s eyes narrowed at the old man’s sarcastic tone and the insubordinate
look on his face. “If this is about your daughter, I’ve already told you that—”


Kurlin held up a hand to stop him and Ethan’s eyes flashed. As the overlord
he couldn’t allow himself to be interrupted like that. “Before you continue,”
Kurlin said. “I think we’d better find someplace private to discuss what I’ve
just discovered.” The doctor lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper and
he leaned closer to say, “I know your secret.”


Ethan’s eyes went wide.


Kurlin began nodding, and a smile sprang to his face. “Yes, I can see by
your reaction that you know what I mean.”


“Let’s go discuss this in my quarters.”


“Of course,” Kurlin said. “Lead the way.”


* * *


—THE YEAR 0 AE—


 


Destra tried to put thoughts of leaving Lessie’s son, Dean, to a horrible
fate out of her mind as she ran up to the strange, rounded silver ship with no
visible viewports or engines. She’d never seen a vessel like this before.
Rounding it quickly, she saw that the engines were in the side of the ship, but
that changed her perspective and she realized from the shape of the vessel that
it was lying on its side, and the engines were really in the back, making the
rounded silver part the top. Destra walked around the rounded bottom of the
fighter, and then passed a quartet of cylindrical cannons, capped with strange,
glowing red barrels. She began to get an overall picture of the vessel, and now
she recognized it as a Sythian Shell Fighter. It was the size of a human
shuttle, which meant there could be any number of Sythians waiting on board,
but the fact that there’d been no reaction as she’d run across the grassy
clearing to reach the ship gave her hope. 


Destra saw a ramp leading down to the grass just below the shell-shaped top
of the fighter. With a flutter of trepidation, she ran up the ramp, grunting
with the effort of pushing the hover gurney up the incline. How would she even
be able to fly the ship? The controls would be alien, the language would be
alien, even the numbers and symbols would be unfamiliar to her.


It will be a miracle if I can fly it to the next system, she thought.
It would be an even bigger miracle if the vessel could take her all the way to
Dark Space. No human vessel that size would have enough fuel to make it—even
travelling on the space lanes—but maybe, just maybe, the Sythians used a more
efficient type of fuel.


She had a feeling she was asking for one too many miracles.


Destra reached the top of the ramp and stepped across the threshold of an
open door into terrifying blackness. She heard the telltale sizzle of static
shields, or their Sythian equivalent, and turned to see the air in the open
doorway rippling strangely. Suddenly aware of where she was, Destra ducked down
behind the gurney and drew her pistol. She left the man on the gurney at the
entrance and began stalking through the alien ship. The corridors were very
dark, the air was frigid, and the walls of the ship were cold and very smooth.
She detected a faint purple light coming from the walls, but it was almost
nothing to see by.


Destra’s heart pounded, and she began to sweat beneath her clothes despite
the cold. What if there were Sythians cloaked inside the ship and she ran right
into them? But they won’t be cloaked while they’re aboard their own ship,
she thought. Who would they be hiding from? Not that it mattered in the
low light. Cloaked or not, she wouldn’t see them.


Destra had to use one hand to feel her way along the smooth walls of the
corridor to keep from stumbling, while her other held her pistol in a shaky
grip. She felt the walls curving strangely, and that was when she realized that
the floor was curving, too, driving her against the wall, and making her feel
like she was about to fall over. After walking like that for a few moments, the
light in the corridor began to increase, and she rounded a bend to see a
curving stairway leading up into the light. She climbed it cautiously, until
her head popped out into a broad, transparent dome. 


Suddenly, the world tipped on its side and she felt sick. To one side she
saw the ground, to the other the sky, while above her head and in front of her
she saw trees. The ship was turned on its side, and so was she. Somehow the
direction of gravity had shifted inside the fighter, and the strangely-curving
corridor had actually twisted around a full 90 degrees so that one wall had
become the floor, while the other had become the ceiling. As for the dome
itself, she hadn’t seen any transparent canopy from the outside, so she assumed
it was simulated rather than real.


Climbing the rest of the stairs, Destra emerged inside a broad cockpit with
two seats in the middle. She crept up behind the flight chairs, keeping her
steps quiet just in case. . . .


But the seats were both empty. Destra’s heart soared. She had a chance.
Digger and Lessie had no doubt bought that chance for her with their lives. She
holstered her pistol and hurried to sit down in the left flight chair, where
there appeared to be a flight yoke of some kind. The chairs were over-large,
and the cockpit was strangely dark despite the unbroken, dome-shaped canopy.
The light coming in from outside was dim enough to suggest that it was dusk,
even though she knew it was still early afternoon.


Destra’s eyes jumped around the control consoles and displays before her. As
she’d expected, everything was alien, but she tried not to let it daunt her.
She scanned the controls, finding not a solitary button, gauge, or slider.
Besides the flight yoke, which was designed for two hands much larger than
hers, there were no visible controls whatsoever. Destra felt a crushing weight
of despair bow her neck and shoulders. The ship must have been voice activated,
and there was no way it would respond to her language. 


A quick look at the copilot’s station revealed the same lack of visible
flight controls. Desperate, she tested her hands on the flight yoke. It could
move directly up or down, push forward or back, slide left or right, and even
twist or tilt, giving her a total of five axes of movement. Destra shook her
head, thinking, I just want to take off!


Suddenly the deck rumbled underfoot and the ship began to hum and vibrate.
Destra jumped up from the flight chair and drew her pistol to cover the
entrance of the cockpit—


But the stairway leading up into the cockpit was dark, and there was nothing
there. Her brow furrowed and she sat back down. No Sythians had entered the
cockpit without her realizing, so how had the ship started up? She must have
done it by accident somehow. Even as Destra watched, the ship began to rise
slowly off the ground. Now if only I could go a bit faster, she thought.


The ship’s rate of ascent rapidly increased, and that was when she figured
it out.


It’s responding to my thoughts! Destra shook her head in awe. Somehow
it didn’t matter that her language and physiology weren’t the same as a
Sythian’s. The technology was sophisticated enough to translate her thoughts to
action anyway.


Hope soared anew and Destra’s lips parted in a broad grin. She shivered, and
her teeth threatened to chatter, reminding her how cold it was inside the ship.
Then she thought, I want to raise the temperature and increase the available
light. The dusky light coming in through the canopy abruptly brightened to
full daylight, and then the ship shuddered and she heard a new sound—this one
like the heavy whump of an impact.


Frowning, Destra looked out the left side of the dome-shaped canopy and saw
a dwindling black speck on the ground. That speck was firing tiny purple stars
up at her from both palms. It was a Sythian. They’d found her. She was running
out of time.


Not knowing how much the alien fighter’s shields would take, and remembering
that they were supposed to be far weaker than human equivalents, Destra thought,
I need to get to orbit—fast! 


Suddenly, her view of the planet’s surface blurred as the ship righted,
rolling 90 degrees, and turning to point up at a clear blue slice of sky.
Destra braced herself as the ship accelerated toward the fluffy white clouds
overhead. She felt the g-force piling against her chest with ever-mounting
pressure, and began searching for seat buckles. When she didn’t find any, she
looked up and thought, How do I strap in? No sooner had she thought it,
than seat restraints shot out from the sides of the chair to crisscross her
chest. Destra kept her arms and hands clear while the belts tightened, and she
tried to ignore the frightening feeling of acceleration while focusing on the
problem at hand. 


The Sythians knew she’d stolen one of their ships, so they’d be flying after
her soon. Destra gritted her teeth against the acceleration and tested the
flight controls. The ship moved subtly in whatever direction she pulled the
yoke. Unlike human fighters which flew in atmosphere using a combination of
grav lifts and control surfaces, the nonexistent aerodynamics of the Sythian
fighter suggested that it stayed aloft with grav lifts and thrusters alone.


The ship roared into the clouds, turning Destra’s view a misty white for
several seconds before screaming out into the vast, empty blue. She watched the
sky growing ever darker and then the faint light of stars began pricking
through the fading veil of Roka IV’s atmosphere. It was beautiful and
terrifying at the same time—transitioning from the comfortable safety of a
planet to the vast emptiness of space. It was even more terrifying with the
thought of enemy ships racing after her.


How do I detect other vessels? she wondered.


A hovering holo flashed up in her peripheral vision. She turned to it and
studied a map of sorts, clustered with unfamiliar symbols and letters, but the
3D grid plot of space and the red icon in the center, which she supposed to be
her ship, were familiar. She could see nothing on the grid to suggest an enemy
or friendly vessel, but then as she watched, a wave of light spread across the
map, like ripples spreading across the surface of a pond, and she saw a cluster
of red icons appear both below and above her vessel. 


Destra’s heart sank. She’d be shot down in no time! As far as she could
tell, she was flying straight toward a cluster of enemy ships—although she
couldn’t see any sign of them with her naked eyes. The faint haze of atmosphere
fell away and the vast, starry darkness of space snapped into clearer focus.


As Destra watched, the red icons on the map began to fade, and then the next
wave of light reached them, and they reappeared, their positions slightly
altered. Destra frowned. This was a much less useful form of gravidar.


How am I supposed to evade anything like that? It only took a matter
of seconds to die in a dogfight, so real-time data was important. She wondered
how the Sythians had been able to fight them so efficiently if their gravidar
was so inadequate.


Then, suddenly, she realized what she was missing. The Sythians had cloaking
devices. It was almost certain that they were using them, and that was why they
were hard to pin down on the gravidar. Destra shook her head ruefully. That
meant Sythian gravidar was better, not worse, than the human version. Not even
the best gravidar systems humans had been able to devise could see Sythian
ships coming. None of their early warning systems had worked. It was a pity
they hadn’t found a way to reverse engineer a Sythian gravidar, but she
supposed it was far too late for wishful thinking.


Frowning out at space, Destra wondered if the ship she’d stolen had a cloak.
The ship interpreted that thought as intent to cloak, and suddenly she heard a
sound like rushing air. She saw her own icon on the grid slowly fading and reappearing.
Destra smiled. How do you like having the tables turned, you bug-eyed
kakards? Her ship reached the nearest group of enemy contacts, while she
searched the gravidar for one contact in particular—a gate. It wouldn’t be
fading in and out like the rest, because it wasn’t cloaked. It would be a human
contact, and probably the only one remaining in the system. 


Then she found it. There were two gates, both marked in red and lying at the
far edges of the grid cube. Just as Destra wondered how to head for the nearest
gate, the seemingly empty space ahead of her became suddenly crowded, and enemy
ships were racing toward her from all sides.


“Oh frek . . .”


There were hundreds of fighters just like the one she was flying, and behind
those, in a more distant orbit of Roka IV, lay a dozen or more large capital
ships, their blue and lavender hulls shining mirror-clear in the sun.


They’d all uncloaked—but why? Then the contacts on the map turned from red
to blue, and a chime sounded somewhere inside her cockpit. In the next instant
a deadly wave of spinning purple stars began pouring toward her, and she had
her answer.












Chapter 18
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“What do you want?”
Ethan asked as soon as they sat down together inside his quarters. 


Dr. Kurlin smiled with all the smugness of one who knew he had a winning
hand. “Very little. I want you to send me and my family back to the transfer
station with enough food and supplies to last until help can come. And if you
make it to Obsidian Station, I want you to send help back for us.”


Ethan blinked. “That’s it?” 


“Well, I’d also like to know why and how you’re impersonating the supreme
overlord, but I won’t get greedy just to satisfy my curiosity. Those questions
seem to matter infinitely less when I know that you won’t make it alive to
Obsidian Station.” Kurlin spread his hands. “At which point my moral obligation
to reveal you as an imposter is clearly removed.”


“Your moral obligation,” Ethan snorted. “That’s a joke coming from
you, Kurlin.”


The old man’s eyes hardened and he scowled. “I had no choice, and who are
you to judge me? For all anyone knows you’re a serial killer whose next target
was the overlord.”


Ethan shook his head. “There’s always a choice, and you made the wrong one,
just as you’re making the wrong choice now by trying to blackmail me. What if I
decide to kill you, just to shut you up?”


Kurlin sat back, smiling once more. “I’ve written a netmail which will be
sent out as soon as my heart stops, informing the entire crew of your secret.
Attached to that is the proof that you are not who you appear to be. You’ll be
jettisoned out the nearest airlock by a mob of angry officers.”


“Well, you’ve thought of everything, haven’t you,” Ethan replied. “What
proof do you have? How should I believe that you know anything at all?”


“I know because I had to test your blood sample, along with everyone else’s
on this ship, for markers which would indicate an active infection of T4-76.
Unfortunately for you, this involved checking the age of each person from their
blood. I found access to this test mysteriously restricted for your sample and
conducted the test by hand only to find that your genetic age did not match
your apparent age. Not even close.”


“Interesting,” Ethan said. “But then you still don’t know who I am?”


Kurlin hesitated. “I don’t need to know. You’re an imposter. It’s good
enough.”


“You’re right, it is good enough, but there’s something you haven’t thought
of, Kurlin. The Defiant has just jumped to SLS and I have no ships or
fuel to spare for you to make the SLS jump back to Stormcloud Transfer.”


Kurlin’s eyes flashed, and his lips pressed into a thin line. “Very well,
then you leave me no choice.”


Ethan held up a hand. “Wait. While that is true, I believe I could be
persuaded to do something about this situation.”


Kurlin cocked his head, his brow furrowed curiously as he waited for Ethan’s
reply.


Ethan drew his sidearm in a blur, faster than Kurlin could have imagined
possible. Ethan’s reflexes were honed from long practice as an outlaw and a
freelancer. He could draw faster than most, and far faster than Kurlin could
react.


Ethan pulled the trigger just as Kurlin’s eyes were beginning to widen.
Kurlin’s body convulsed, causing him to slump to the floor, and Ethan stood up,
eying the man’s motionless form. 


Re-holstering his sidearm, Ethan grimaced. Now what was he going to do with
the body? It would be a while before Kurlin woke up, so he had time on his
side. The old man had said that his message would be sent out as soon as his
heart stopped. He’d said nothing about it being sent out if he were stunned. A
big oversight, my friend. Casting his eyes around his quarters, Ethan spied
a cylinder with a blue transpiranium cover stacked against the wall inside his
bedroom. It was his private stasis tube, reserved for medical emergencies and
long trips through SLS.


Ethan nodded and paced over to Kurlin, picking him up by his arms and
dragging him toward the stasis tube. “I’m sorry, Doctor. If we make it, I’ll
let you out as soon as I find a successor to the throne. If not, at least
you’ll die in your sleep. That’s more than I can say for the rest of us.”


* * *


As Atton slept, he dreamed of a beautiful woman with bright violet eyes and
flowing dark hair. She had the face of an angel. Angel. That was her
name. She was an angel, but she didn’t act like it as she pushed him
onto the bed and crawled over him on all fours to pin him down and kiss him
roughly on the lips. He felt his pulse quickening as he savored the sweet taste
of her lips on his. Atton closed his eyes to enjoy the sensation more fully,
and he felt a warm stir of desire as she lowered her body on top of his. She
ended the kiss and pulled away from him, leaving a stupid grin on his face.
Then he opened his eyes—


And screamed.


He was gazing up at the black, skull-like helmet of a Gor soldier. Staring
back at him were a pair of glowing red insect eyes. As he watched, the Gor’s
helmet opened impossibly at the jaw, revealing a mouth full of glistening black
teeth.


Atton awoke with the dying echoes of his scream still reverberating from the
close walls of his quarters. He grimaced and checked the time on the alarm
clock beside his bed, and then he groaned. It was just an hour before they were
due to revert from SLS. He was never going to get back to sleep, so he may as
well get up. He’d lain down on his bed thinking it would just be for a short
nap, but he’d promptly succumbed to four straight hours of sleep. He was still
wearing his comm piece in case someone needed to contact him, but no one had
tried. 


With another groan, Atton stretched and stood up from the bed. He’d slept in
his flight suit, since there would be no time to pull it on if the squadron had
to scramble. Atton’s stomach rumbled loudly and he frowned. At least he had
time to get something to eat from the pilots’ mess. It was smaller, with fewer
options than the main mess hall, but they were all on a yellow alert, meaning
they couldn’t leave the flight deck. They needed to be able to scramble at a
moment’s notice. Still, at this point, any food would taste good—possibly even
the freeze-dried krak which passed for food aboard the Defiant. 


There was one advantage to being the overlord, Atton thought as he
headed for the door. I only ever ate fresh. But the Defiant
didn’t have fresh, overlord or not, and Atton’s stomach was taking some time to
adapt to freeze-dried foodstuffs—hence the intense rumblings he felt now. It
had been nearly a day since he’d last braved the mess hall, and if he didn’t
eat something soon, he was likely to pass out in his cockpit. You’d like
that wouldn’t you, skull faces? Snippets of Atton’s nightmare flashed into
his mind’s eye. The Gors weren’t their enemy, but it was hard to remember that
when they had been the real face of the war. Apparently having Tova become a
more visible presence aboard the Defiant was starting to get to him,
too.


* * *


Alara awoke to the sound of an alarm clock buzzing in her ears. She rolled
over with a groan and looked up at the low ceiling above her bunk, where the
noise was coming from. Lying on the top bunk was Lieutenant Gina Giord. Alara
didn’t know much about her, except that she was one of only two other female
pilots in the squadron besides herself. Gina was an ill-tempered loner and she
didn’t say much, so it was hard to get a conversation going, but maybe that was
because she just hadn’t hit upon the right topic yet. Alara watched Gina jump
down lithely from the top bunk and then take a moment to straighten the
wrinkles in her flight suit. What would be a topic of common interest between
the two of them? Alara wondered.


She remembered seeing Gina eyeing Captain Reese the night of the trainees’
celebration. Men, Alara thought with a smile, always a good topic
when relating to women. It was a topic she was particularly familiar with.


“You know, Gina, I was talking to Captain Reese about you last night.” That
was a lie, but it was a good way to introduce the topic.


Gina turned on her heel to glare at Alara. “About what?”


“Nothing bad, don’t worry.”


“I find it hard to believe he’d have anything good to say.”


“Why’s that? He seems nice.”


“Yeah, seems. He just wants to get into your pants, girlie. Don’t let
the charm fool you. He frekked me over, and he’ll frek you over, too, but first
he’ll just frek you.”


“You mean you two were . . .”


Gina turned around again as she waved her wrist over the scanner on her
locker. “We were together, yes.”


“And? What’s he like?” Alara asked, leaning forward with a grin. “Does he
look as good with his shirt off as I’m betting?”


Gina eyed her with obvious disgust. “You know, I wouldn’t be so eager to get
frekked if I were you. A girl who looks like you might get passed halfway
around the fleet if she doesn’t develop some self-respect.”


Alara’s grin faded and she sat back, her brow furrowing. “What’s that
supposed to mean?”


“Just that I’ve heard things. You shouldn’t make yourself so available. No
matter what’s been done to you.”


From the way Gina held her gaze, it was obvious she was talking about the
slave chip. Alara rubbed the side of her head self-consciously, and her eyes
dropped to the deck.


Gina’s tone softened and she offered a slight smile. “Come on, let’s go get
some breakfast, Alara.”


“It’s Kiddie,” she said, standing up.


Gina acknowledged that with a nod as she withdrew her sidearm from her
locker. 


“You’re taking a gun?” Alara asked, her eyes wide.


“You should take yours, too,” Gina replied while strapping it around her
waist.


Alara looked hesitant. “What for?” 


Gina looked up, her expression grim. “In case we get boarded.”


“I—I didn’t think of that . . .”


“No one does until it happens. Not that I suppose you’d see the frekkers
even if they did board us. For all we know, there could be dozens of them on
the Defiant right now.”


“Sythians? Or Gors?”


Gina closed the locker and turned to leave. “That’s the million sol
question, isn’t it?” 


“Wait, can’t we take a vaccucleanse first?”


Gina snorted. “I wish. We’re on yellow alert, greeny. That means we need to
be able to scramble to our cockpits in five minutes or less. You think you can
cut short a vaccucleanse, pull on your flight suit, run to the hangar, and be
sitting sealed inside your cockpit in just five minutes?”


Alara hesitated.


“I didn’t think so. Let’s go.”


Alara caught up to her just as she opened the door to their room. “How long
until the yellow alert is over?”


“Probably until we reach Obsidian Station.”


“What? We’re going to go days without a vaccucleanse?”


Gina chuckled. “Well, someone’s a princess, isn’t she? Yes, girlie, we’re
all gonna stink together. Once you’ve been out here on enough wolf hunts, you
get used to it, but I’ll tell you one thing—” Gina turned to her with a wry
grin. “—you get to know who the sweaters are, and you learn to steer clear.”


Alara’s nose wrinkled in distaste. “How attractive. I might just develop
some self-respect after all.”


Gina laughed and clapped her on the back. “That’s the spirit, greeny!”


They reached the pilot’s mess hall and strode in to see Guardian Twelve
racing around the room with a pile of pancakes almost as tall as she was,
giggling and screaming as she went, hounded by the entire squadron.


“Get her!”


“She took the whole frekkin’ lot of ‘em!”


“I’m gonna get you Stix!”


Stix. That was her call sign, so named because she was so skinny and petite
that her arms and legs resembled sticks. 


Captain Reese and Lieutenant Adari were sitting and eating to one side of
the commotion, neither one of them doing anything to stop the pilots from
roaring around the mess hall, knocking over tables and chairs in their hurry to
get the stolen pancakes.


Alara smiled, but Gina scowled. “So much for unit discipline,” she said as
they passed Captain Reese’s table. 


He looked up with a frown. “Let them have their fun. There’s precious little
of it to be had around here.”


“Yeah, you’re all about fun,” Gina said, shaking her head as she crossed
over to the serving counter. 


Alara followed her there, still smiling as she watched the racing pilots
catch up with Stix. One of the larger men swooped her up under his arm like a
grav ball and pancakes flew everywhere.


“Guess I’m going to have to eat dust and wash it down with spit!” Gina
called out in a loud voice, but no one paid any attention to her. “Stupid
frekkin’ greenies. . . .” she said as she stalked after them. “Gotta break ‘em
in every time!”


When Gina caught up to the group of pilots she swore viciously at them, but
they were having a hard time suppressing their laughter in the face of her
vitriolic, so she gave up and went to pick up the lone pancake which had fallen
on a table rather than the floor. 


Alara watched all of that with a dreamy smile. For the first time in what
seemed like forever, she felt like she was home. Something about the
camaraderie and the childish antics struck a chord in her memories. Alara
wasn’t sure whose memories, but it struck a chord all the same.


* * *
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Destra pulled the flight yoke hard left and pushed it down. She watched the
alien missiles arc slowly after her, but the reaction was delayed by several
seconds. She realized that they were only tracking when she became visible on
the Sythians’ scanners. That gave her hope. Destra began evasive maneuvering in
earnest, pulling all the maneuvers she could think of with the strange flight
controls. Whatever direction she pushed the flight yoke was the direction her
ship would fly, but some directions were slower than others—such as moving
vertically.


Destra pushed the yoke all the way forward for maximum thrust, tilted up,
then slid and twisted it left, making a spiraling upward turn. 


She heard the tick-tick-ticking of several overlapping missile lock
warnings speed up suddenly and then slow down again as a stream of enemy
missiles sailed straight by underneath her fighter. No sooner had those
warnings faded than they started up again, and she heard alarms screeching out
in warning as more spinning purple stars swarmed to take their place. Waves of
missiles were pouring out from the approaching swarms of enemy fighters. Destra
grimaced, wishing not for the first time that her husband were with her. He was
a far better pilot. Destra forced her eyes to focus on the blinding barrage,
trying to find a clear space between the missiles, but there were no such
spaces. The enemy firing pattern was evenly spread and so thick that eventually
it would have to snare her. They just had to get lucky once, and although their
missiles weren’t tracking her perfectly, they were still tracking. 


A few purple stars swelled in her forward view and she jerked the yoke to
the opposite side, tilted it down, and began rolling her ship by twisting the
flight controls in the same direction as her turn. The result was a downward
spiral. Destra was rewarded for the sudden maneuver by seeing the purple stars
go sailing by her with a narrow margin.


I need to target the gate! She thought desperately, but nothing
happened. Clearly the ship didn’t always understand her thoughts. She tried
again, this time focusing on the nearest of the two distant red specks which
she’d identified as SLS gates on the coordinate grid.


Suddenly the contact she focused on grew brighter, and a red HUD indicator
flashed in the air above her head. It wasn’t an arrow like she would have
expected to see in a human ship, but rather a solid red circle. She followed
that circle, moving in the direction it indicated, and mere seconds later she
saw the gate appear in her view. The Sythian HUD bracketed it in red and
displayed information about her target with a stream of unfamiliar symbols.


Good enough, she thought. It might have been useful to know where
that gate went, but at the moment anywhere else but here would be an
improvement. She roared toward the gate at full throttle, keeping half an eye
on the grid to make sure the enemy wasn’t too close behind her. The enemy
fighters belatedly reacted to her new heading and turned to follow her to the
gate. Destra frowned. They’d just follow her through and she’d still have to
face them on the other side. At least they won’t be accompanied by any
larger ships.


That was something.


Destra watched the gate growing rapidly larger in her forward screens, and
then she remembered that she needed to slow down to enter it. She didn’t have
to stop maneuvering or warm up her own SLS drive the way she would if she were
travelling off the space lanes, but she still couldn’t exceed the relatively
slow SLS-safe entry velocity. Destra thought about how she could relay that
concern to the ship so it could slow down to an appropriate speed, and suddenly
she felt the g-force of acceleration shift from pressing her against the back
of her flight chair, to yanking her against her flight restraints and trying to
pluck her eyeballs out of her skull.


Destra immediately heard the tick-tick-ticking of more missile locks,
and then multiple alarms sounded inside the airy cockpit, and she went evasive
while trying desperately to keep heading toward the gate. The tick-tick-ticking
sped up, slowed down, sped up, and slowed down as her ship faded in and out of
scanners. She turned to look behind her and saw four purple stars racing toward
her, picking up speed. 


“Frek!” She turned back to the fore and redoubled her evasive maneuvering.
Destra listened intently to the tempo of the missile lock warnings to know when
the missiles were getting close, and at the last minute she jinked hard to
starboard. 


Destra was gratified to see three purple stars go spinning by to her port
side. She let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding, but then it
seized in her chest.


Three missiles . . . 


She was about to turn her head to see where the other one had gone when her
ship rocked violently with an explosion. A warning siren sounded inside the
cockpit and she heard an ominous hissing sound. Destra’s eyes flicked nervously
around the airy cockpit. She hoped that noise wasn’t the sound of her
atmosphere escaping. She wasn’t even wearing a flight suit.


But there wasn’t any time to worry about it. The gate was swelling before
her, and in less than a minute she’d be through. Turning to cast a quick look
over her shoulder to see how many enemy ships were following her, Destra
counted five silvery specks against the blackness of space. Then she saw the
nearest one begin stuttering bright purple streaks of light toward her. The
first few hit with sizzling sounds, and Destra went into another barrel roll,
leaving the enemy pulse lasers to flash out all around her cockpit in a steady
stream of light. Every tenth blast hit, eliciting an angry sizzle from her
shields. After ten such hits, she began to smell an acrid smoke drifting up
into the cockpit, and she grimaced, wishing she could drop a few mines behind
her.


A moment later there came a bright flash of light and then the lasers
stopped racing past her cockpit. Destra turned to look behind her and saw the
fading light of an explosion. She blinked. Apparently her fighter did have mines.
Destra broke into a grin and spared a hand from the flight yoke to pat the
dash. “Nice one, baby. Keep that up and we might just make it out of this.”


A few seconds later, the gate was the only thing she could see. Destra aimed
for the center of it, and then let go of the flight controls, allowing her
fighter to cruise through on a straight trajectory.


Space turned to star lines and then to the bright streaks of SLS, and Destra
sat back with a shaky sigh. She stared out at the swirling brightness, trying
to calm her racing heart. She’d made it. She’d actually made it! She’d still
have to shake off whatever fighters pursued her and evade any enemy forces on
the other side, but whatever lay ahead, at least she’d bought herself some
time.


Now what? she wondered. She had no way of knowing how long she’d be
in SLS, and she had a feeling that her fighter couldn’t tell her in a way that
she’d understand, but it had to be at least an hour. No two systems were closer
together than that. So she had some time to rest and recover.


Recover . . .


Suddenly Destra’s eyes flew wide as she remembered the man she’d left on the
hover gurney just inside the entrance of the fighter. He hadn’t even been
strapped down when she’d taken off, which meant he’d likely been bounced all
over by now.


Destra bolted out of the flight chair and hurried down the stairs from the
cockpit, bracing herself for what she might find.












Chapter 19


 


—THE YEAR 10 AE—





Ethan watched the
SLS timer on the captain’s table begin counting down from 60 seconds. Tova
assured them that she would be able to detect any cloaked Sythians between them
and the gate to the Odaran System, but Ethan was still nervous. If there were a
fleet of Sythians blocking that gate, it didn’t matter if they detected them or
not, they wouldn’t be able to squeeze through the enemy blockade. The one
advantage they had was that the Sythians didn’t know they were coming.


The timer reached 10 seconds and it became an audible countdown in a
computerized voice. When it reached one, Ethan looked up to see the streaks and
star lines of SLS fade to the bright points of stars.


“Tova! Tell me what you see out there!” he called out.


“Wait . . .” she hissed. The bridge crew seemed to collectively hold their
breath as they waited to hear what she had to say. 


Ethan turned to admire the view while he waited. The second moon of Forlax
lay close below them, stretching out to the horizon with high wisps of white
cirrus clouds, sparkling orange oceans, and rocky, red terrain. The color of
the world gave the impression that it was hot, but it was in fact very cold,
and the atmospheric pressure was so high that the methane in the air rained out
as a liquid, forming the sparkling orange oceans. The gravity was also high and
the atmosphere toxic, making the moon even more uninhabitable, but despite all
that, there was a mother lode of dymium trapped beneath the surface. When Ethan
had been exiled to Dark Space, the Imperium had been discussing ways to get at
the dymium for the war effort, but they’d never had the time to act on that.
Just visible over the horizon of the world was Forlax, the rocky, ringed giant
for which the system was named. Peeking feebly between the rings and the planet
was the distant red eye of the system’s primary, now giving a brief light to
the surface of Forlax II before its larger cousin eclipsed the sun. Forlax was
even more uninhabitable than its moons, but it was also fuel-rich.


Tova’s warbling cut through Ethan’s thoughts, followed by the translation,
“I sense none of my crèche mates.”


“Good! Helm, set course for the Odaran gate—full throttle!”


“Yes, sir.”


“Engineering, give me more power to shields and engines. Reduce power to
weapons. We don’t need them right now.”


“Gravidar, keep your eyes open, just in case. If they want to fire on us you
can bet you’re going to see something pop up on the grid before they do.”


“Comms, make sure the Guardians are ready to launch at a moment’s notice!”


The comm officer began speaking into the intercom, and then Ethan turned to
Caldin with a tight smile. “So far, so good.”


But her eyes were on Tova, standing down by the viewports in her gleaming
black armor. “According to her.”


“You don’t trust Tova?” he whispered.


Caldin turned to him. “Do you?”


“Not fully, but her survival and ours are one and the same at the moment, so
none of us have a choice.”


Caldin nodded and her gaze returned to absently studying the giant alien.
“The Gors are on our side because they need our help, but what happens when
they decide that they no longer do?”


Ethan shook his head. “We hope that their gratitude is enough to keep them
from turning on us.”


“That’s a naïve hope.”


“Maybe. But it’s the only one we have.”


* * *


The atmosphere inside the pilot’s briefing room was tense. The pilots
listened as Captain Adan Reese and his XO, Lieutenant Ithicus Adari, outlined
possible scenarios of enemy contact which might crop up while they crossed the
Forlax system. From there, they moved onto fighter tactics, dogfighting, weapon
systems, and taking advantage of weaknesses in Sythian technology.


Alara listened to Adan carefully, trying to absorb everything he was saying.
Gina sat beside Alara with a frown, her arms crossed over her chest.


“Remember,” Adan said. “Their shields are weak, their engines are slow, and
their fighters are big targets. That gives you every possible edge in a fight,
except for one—they could appear out of nowhere, right on your six, and their
missiles can’t be taken down by our countermeasures. The good news, however, is
that they don’t have proximity fuses, and they will set off our missile
lock alarms. But don’t rely on that to keep you safe! If a shell uncloaks and
fires on you at point blank range, they’ll hit you before you’ve even heard the
first warning beep of a lock, so you need to keep up an evasive flight pattern
whenever possible. The instant you’re caught flying in a straight, predictable
line, you’re dead. Remember to use all of your flight controls to maneuver, and
avoid making turns the way you’d make them in atmosphere. This is space, so slewing
your ship with the rudder is faster to make a turn than the old yank’n’bank.”


Alara heard a murmur of acknowledgement sweep through the pilots, and she
turned to Gina to whisper, “What’s a yank’n’bank?”


“It’s when you roll and pull up hard to make a turn.”


“Ah.”


“Does anyone still have any questions about the control systems? Or did your
AIs cover those points adequately?”


Alara watched a skinny hand shoot up. It was Guardian Twelve, otherwise
known as Stix.


“Yes?” Adan pointed to her.


“If the enemy fighters are slower, then wouldn’t the best evasive maneuver
be for me to run away at top speed?”


Adan started to reply, but then a siren went off, and the lights dimmed to a
bloody red. The intercom crackled with, “Red Alert! Enemy contact!”


“All right! This is it, people, and it’s not a drill!” Adan yelled, clapping
his hands amidst the rising threat of panic as pilots stood up and began
running into each other in their hurry to get to the hangar. “Orderly lines! No
shoving. Soon as you get into the hangar, run as fast as you can to your novas.
Find the fighter whose number matches yours! Ruh-kah!”


Alara walked quickly to the end of her row of seats and then joined the
short line of pilots hurrying down the steps to the podium below. As soon as
they reached the podium, pilots began running for the open doors to either side
which led to the hangar.


Alara was one of the last ones down. She caught Adan’s eye as she hurried
by, and he smiled and nodded to her. “You’ll be fine!”


She nodded back, and then ran out into the hangar with the rest of the
pilots. Dead ahead and to her left the novas sat in a gleaming double row on
the deck, mag clamps securely locked around their landing struts. To the other
side, Alara saw open space through the fuzzy blue glow of the Defiant’s
shields, while at the distant end of the hangar lay the pair of glowing red
portals which were the launch tubes. Her fighter’s AI had told her the launch
tubes accelerated novas out the back of the Defiant with over 50 G’s of
force—more than 500 KAPS. Alara grimaced, remembering the utter terror she’d
felt. This time she’d keep her IMS dialed up to 100%. 


The hangar intercom buzzed, and Alara listened to it with half an ear. “We
have an enemy fleet moving to intercept us. Guardians will flank the Defiant
to the gate and only engage the enemy if they close to within five klicks.”
Alara heard the steady whump whump whump of laser cannons firing amidst
the background noise on the bridge, and she wondered if they’d already engaged
the enemy. “Ruh-kah, Guardians!”


Alara’s fingertips began to tingle with adrenaline and she used it to pour
on an extra burst of speed, running past novas with ever-decreasing numbers
painted on the sides until she reached the one at the head of the line with a
big freshly-painted two on it. She was first in line for the launch tubes.


As soon as Alara reached her nova, she bounded up the ladder and hopped into
the cockpit. Pressing the raise/lower canopy button, she slid on her flight
helmet and sealed the clasps at her neck.


“Welcome back, Alara,” the fighter’s AI said.


“I go by Kiddie now,” she said. 


“Very well, Kiddie. Your preflight before ignition checks are already
done. Are you ready for takeoff?”


Alara felt the rudder pedals under her feet and nodded. Her seat didn’t need
to be adjusted, since she’d been the last pilot to fly in this particular nova.
Alara found her flight restraints and strapped in; then she punched the
fighter’s ignition and listened to the sound of the reactor spinning up with a
rising whir. 


“Dial up the IMS to 100 this time, Ethan, I don’t want to get sick out
there.”


“Of course, though I should point out that—”


“Just do it!”


Ethan went silent while Alara’s displays flickered to life. She paid
particular attention to the star map in the center. The grid was set to display
a full orbital, and it was marked with dozens of red enemy contacts dead ahead
and to the left of their position, moving on an intercept course. At the far
end of the grid Alara saw the gate they were headed for. It was over 5000 klicks
away, and the nearest enemy contact was at 2450 klicks.


This is going to be close, she thought as she heard the th-thunk
of mag clamps releasing. Her nova’s engines began roaring in her ears as it
rose off the deck. Alara saw Captain Reese’s fighter rising and turning in
unison with hers, and she smiled and waved to him, but he missed the gesture. A
second later she heard his voice over the comm.


“Soon as you get out the launch tubes, make a 180 degree turn. We don’t want
to cancel too much of our forward momentum by flying in reverse. We need to
keep up with the Defiant if we’re going to guard her. Good luck out
there, Guardians.”


And with that, their fighters began rocketing toward the launch tubes. Alara
braced herself as the glowing red portals grew large and menacing before them,
like the glowing red eyes of an armored Gor.


* * *


Ethan stared into the glowing red eyes of Tova’s helmet, and his own eyes
narrowed. “Why didn’t you warn us?”


“I sense them now, but not before. I missed them.”


“Well you frekked up, Tova, because you missed a whole fleet!” 


Tova hissed and looked away; maybe he was unworthy of her sight again. Ethan
turned away with a scowl to study the captain’s table. The enemy contacts on
the grid represented only a rough estimate of the number and position of the
enemy forces, as best as Tova could determine anyway—which was apparently give
or take a whole fleet.


“We’re not going to make it to the gate before they reach us,” Caldin said.


“No, but it remains to be seen if they can stop us.”


“So much for our early warning system,” Caldin said with a smirk. 


“Clearly she’s not infallible,” Ethan replied, “so we’re going to have to
use some of our own detection systems.” Looking up from the grid Ethan called
down to the gunnery station. “Weapons! I need our forward batteries firing in a
steady pattern to cover our trajectory. Clear a swath. If there’s anything
cloaked ahead of us I want to know about it, and in case they’ve laid any
mines, fire off a torpedo every fifteen seconds with a timer of the same.”


“Yes, sir!” Deck Officer Gorvan replied.


“Comms, tell the Guardians before they leave the hangar that we need an
escort to the gate, not a bunch of loose cannons. They are to flank us to the
gate, breaking off to engage only when the enemy gets to within five
klicks of us.”


Ethan heard the comm officer relaying his orders, and then he turned back to
Caldin. Noting the frown on her face, he asked, “What now?”


“If you use up all of our torpedoes now, what are we going to do when that
fleet reaches us?”


“Do the math. At current speed we’re less than ten minutes to the gate,
counting time to decelerate. We’ll use no more than forty torpedoes. That’s
less than a tenth of what we have in the arsenal, let alone what’s already
loaded in the torp bays. We’ll be fine.”


Caldin nodded, but by her pursed lips, Ethan could tell she disagreed. That
was okay. Ethan didn’t require his crew to always agree with him, just so long
as they always obeyed.


* * *


Alara and Captain Reese shot out the back of the Defiant in tandem,
flying out over the rocky red surface of Forlax II, a dymium-rich rock with a
thick, toxic atmosphere that was swirled with white clouds. Below those clouds
they could see high mountain ranges, and sparkling between them lay vast lakes
of methane that caught and reflected the red light of the system’s sun.


Just visible over the moon’s horizon was Forlax itself—a rocky giant with
thick red rings of asteroids, which Forlax II orbited. Both of the gates in the
Forlax system were found in a low orbit around Forlax II, since the intention
had always been to develop the moon for dymium mining. Alara shook her head to
clear away those thoughts. She wasn’t sure which of her two sets of memories
they’d come from, but they weren’t helping her now. 


Tearing her eyes away from the view, Alara studied the position of enemy
contacts on the grid as she followed Captain Reese in a tight turn to starboard
which would bring them onto the Defiant’s flight path. She was comforted
to see that the nearest enemy ship was more than a thousand klicks away. 


But even as she watched the group of enemy contacts, their positions
abruptly changed, all of them shifting by more than a thousand kilometers in an
instant. Alara blinked and tapped the screen. “Ethan! What the frek? How is the
enemy suddenly right on top of us? Did they jump to SLS?”


“The contacts on your gravidar appear to be cloaked, Kiddie. Their locations
are being updated manually from the Defiant.”


“Great!”


Alara saw the red bracket pairs appearing all over her HUD as they
supposedly came into range, but she tried to ignore them. If the enemy location
data wasn’t up to date, it would be dangerous to trust. 


A flash of light caught Alara’s eye as she swung onto the Defiant’s
flight path, and she saw a torpedo exploding ahead of the cruiser. That
explosion abruptly blossomed into a much larger starburst of light, and Alara
blinked spots out of her eyes as her canopy polarized a second too late.


The Defiant had just hit a cloaking mine with a blind torpedo. Lucky
escape, Alara thought.


And then the red contacts on her gravidar disappeared and reappeared all
around her, but this time they were accompanied by visuals of the enemy ships.
She saw swarms of enemy fighters de-cloaking all around them, followed by two
Sythian battleships. 


Alara’s eyes widened as a wave of purple stars began spinning toward them
from the nearest battleship. Then space was alive with the streaking orange
glows of shell fighters’ engines crisscrossing through the Guardian’s
formation.


“Live contact! Break and engage, Guardians!” Captain Reese said.


Alara’s missile lock alarm squealed abruptly. “Frek!” she hissed, stomping
on her right rudder. She turned straight into the Defiant’s flight path
and soon she cruised low over the hull, watching the cruiser’s batteries
swiveling. Torrents of red laser fire flashed out as those batteries found
their targets and tracked passing enemy fighters. And then two sets of thick
blue dymium beams shot out from the Defiant, one for each of the enemy
battleships. Those beams sounded through her nova’s simulated sound system with
a deep, reverberating hum.


Alara forced herself to ignore the distractions of the greater battle going
on around her. She concentrated on the beep-beep-beeping of missile lock
warnings. As the beeps sped up to nearly a solid tone, Alara activated her grav
lifts and bounced her fighter straight off the Defiant’s hull, leaving
the enemy missiles to go streaking by underneath her. They slammed into the Defiant
with a bright flash of light, and another dozen missiles followed that one,
impacting one after another on the top hull of the cruiser with a steady roar
of simulated explosions.


Alara grimaced, and the next thing she heard over the comms was, “Guardians!
The Defiant’s shields won’t take much more of that!”


Stepping on her left rudder, Alara pulled a sharp turn to get on the tail of
the nearest enemy fighter and then she fired off two quick fire-linked blasts
from her lasers. Both volleys hit, and the shell exploded brilliantly.


“Ruh-kah!” she whooped as she sailed through the explosion. Debris pelted
her canopy, hissing off her shields. She targeted the next nearest enemy
fighter and pulled up hard to find it in her sights. A quick look at the
gravidar showed tiny green nova fighters splintering off in all directions to
follow the enemy fighters, leaving the Defiant to race away from the
engagement at top speed. Alara frowned at that, and then the comm crackled.


“Guardians, you are not to abandon the Defiant’s flight path!”
Captain Reese said. “Stick with your wingmates and keep up with our objective.
Swat away any shells that get too close!”


Alara heard a few affirmative clicks and saw the green icons of their
fighters flashing on the grid to indicate they were the ones who’d activated
their comms. All of the novas turned back to follow the Defiant—except
for one. Alara focused on the straggler and tapped the icon with her finger for
more information. It was Guardian Twelve—Stix. 


Abruptly, that icon shone a brighter green to indicate Stix had activated
her comms, and Alara heard her say, “I’m cut off! They’re all over me!”


Alara stepped on her rudder. “Hold on, Stix, I’m coming!” She lined up on
the nearest enemy fighter chasing Twelve, but quickly saw that Stix was right.
There were no less than a dozen shells on her tail, and like a total greeny she
was running in a straight line away from them as fast as she could. 


“Go evasive, Twelve!” Alara said.


“They’re locking on!” Stix screamed.


“I said break!” 


Alara thumbed over to her own missiles and tried for a lock at extreme
range, but before she could even line up her target, the enemy fighters fired
as one, and an entire wave of shining purple stars shot out after Twelve.


“Frek! Wait for them to get close, Twelve, and then go evasive! They can’t
track sudden changes in direction.”


“I’m going to try to outrun them!” Twelve said, sounding panicked.


“You can’t outrun missiles, Stix!” Alara saw the missiles drawing
dangerously close to Twelve and she shook her head. She fired off a Hailfire
with a weak target lock and saw her target break out of the enemy formation to
evade. Alara gritted her teeth and thumbed back over to lasers to fire at the
next nearest enemy, but the enemy fighter was out of range, and her shot went
wide.


Now the missiles were seconds from reaching Twelve and she was still flying
straight. “Break, Stix!”


“I’m gonna run! Don’t worry! Meet you back at the transfer station.”


Alara’s brow furrowed, and that was when she realized that Stix had lost it.
She’d suffered a mental break. The missiles drew within a hundred meters of
her, and Alara screamed into the comm. “Eject, Stix! Eject!”


Abruptly the space where Guardian Twelve had been flashed with the light of
multiple explosions, and her icon winked off the grid.


Alara screamed incoherently and began pouring laser fire after the enemy
fighters who’d shot Twelve down. They began coming about to meet her head on,
but Alara didn’t care, she just stabbed the trigger over and over again,
strafing the enemy formation. Alara winged two shells and sliced a third one
into two pieces before her comms crackled with. “It’s too late to help her,
Two.” That was Captain Reese speaking. “Get back here before they cut you off,
too!”


“Frek you!” Alara muttered under her breath.


Guardian One went on, “Stick together, Guardians! You want to go blazing off
on your own? That’s what happens!”


“Frek you, Reese!” Alara said again, but this time she said it over the
comms. “I didn’t see you breaking off to help her!”


“Get back in formation, Cadet, or you’re going to be left behind.”


Alara studied the gravidar, noticing now that the Defiant was getting
very close to the exit gate. Pulling back hard on the stick for a loop over,
Alara pushed her throttle past the stops into full overdrive. The thrusters
roared, and she watched the nova’s acceleration jump from 145 to 185 KAPS. At
that rate it wouldn’t take long to catch up to the Defiant and its
novas, since they were all decelerating in preparation to enter SLS.


But that also made it easy for the enemy ships to catch up with them and
make another pass. Alara saw fighters and battleships alike racing up behind
the Defiant, and she grimaced. “They’re coming around for another pass!”


Alara saw streams of red laser fire erupting from the Defiant’s
turrets, blasting pursuing shell fighters by the dozens. The accompanying
explosions lit up the star map and Alara peered down on Forlax II to see the
space above the planet peppered with the flashing light of explosions, making
the swirling clouds appear fraught with lightning.


Yet for every dozen shells that winked off the grid, another dozen swarmed
out of empty space to take their place. Alara eyed the spot where the enemy
fighters were appearing, thinking that there must have been a cloaked Sythian
carrier there.


“Guardians, disengage your thrusters and show them your teeth!” Captain
Reese said.


“Our teeth?” one pilot asked.


“Flip your fighters 180 degrees and shoot those frekkers down!” Guardian One
clarified.


Alara saw the nova fighters ahead of her do as they were told, disengaging
their thrusters to maintain their current heading while flipping over to pour
bright red streams of fire-linked lasers at the waves of pursuing shells. Alara
was about to turn her fighter around to join them when she noticed friendly
fire flashing close by her cockpit. “Hoi! Watch your aim! I’m still out here!”


And then the mauve light of Sythian lasers began tracking her from behind,
and she heard a flurry of impacts sizzling off her shields.


“Aft shields critical . . . equalizing.”


Alara broke into a barrel roll, trading some of her forward acceleration for
evasive maneuvering. She watched the Defiant flying ever-closer to the
gate. They were almost there. They were going to make it!


But suddenly the gate disappeared, swallowed whole by a massive Sythian
Battleship as it de-cloaked right in front of the gate.


“Frek! Where did that come from?” Ithicus asked.


“Guardians switch to torpedoes and target that motherfrekker!” Captain Reese
said.


And then the side of the Sythian battleship erupted with a blinding wave of
missiles. 


“Too late!” another pilot screamed. 


Before the Defiant could even react, the enemy missiles slammed into
it. The light from the explosions seemed to consume the cruiser, and the
simulated roar which came from Alara’s sound system was deafening. As the light
of the explosions faded, Alara saw a giant chunk of the Defiant’s nose
crack away in a fiery ruin and begin tumbling gracefully toward Forlax II.


“We’re frekked!” Gina said.


“Torpedoes! On my mark!” Captain Reese said. “We’re dumb-firing.”


Alara snapped out of it and thumbed over to Silverstreak torpedoes. A moment
later she and a handful of novas had formed up on an attack run. They let their
torpedoes fly, and the battleship reacted instantly, erupting with bright
streaks of laser fire. Alara saw one pair of torpedoes go off like a supernova
beside her, rocking her fighter with a pelting wave of debris. 


“Starboard shields critical,” Ethan warned. “Equalizing.” 


When the fiery light of the explosion cleared, Alara saw just four torpedoes
out of a dozen slam into the enemy battleship. Those torpedoes punched a gaping
hole in the battleship’s pristine, mirror-clear hull, and shiny, black-armored
bodies began tumbling out into space. Despite the damage, the battleship kept
firing, and they were too close to fire another volley. Alara pulled up hard
and roared over top of the enemy ship, noticing in her peripheral vision as she
did so that the Defiant was doing the same. With her slower engines and
lesser maneuverability, the cruiser just barely cleared the Sythian battleship.
As it passed over top, Alara saw it erupt with beam cannons and lasers,
strafing the topside of the enemy ship. It reacted with another wave of
spinning purple stars which connected in the narrow gap between the two ships
with a blatant disregard for the battleship’s own proximity to the blasts. The
explosions roared through Alara’s helmet speakers, and she squinted through the
brightness to see flaming pieces of both ships go spinning off into space.


Alara grimaced. At this rate, there won’t be anything left of either of
them. . . .


* * *


Ethan braced himself on the railing running around the captain’s table as
another wave of missiles slammed into the Defiant, this time along her
keel. “The frek! They just hit themselves with that blast!”


Caldin grimaced.


“We can’t take much more of this!” Delayn yelled up from the engineering
station. “Decks one through three are venting atmosphere, and we lost three
gunners!” 


Ethan whirled around. “Helm, get us clear and bring us about! We need to
fire back with torpedoes, not just beams and lasers!”


“Yes, sir,” Damen Corr replied.


Ethan stared out at space, his chest rising and falling quickly, his eyes
darting as he tried to come up with a plan. The top edge of the gate sailed by
underneath them, and Ethan grimaced. The Sythians had blocked off their exit.
Either they ran to SLS now, with their own drives, or they had to crack open
the battleship which stood in their way.


“Helm, belay that last order! Delayn—will we still have enough fuel to send
a corvette to Obsidian Station if we jump to Odaran without a gate to assist?” 


Delayn looked up from his station with a frown. “Maybe.”


“Maybe’s not good enough! I need an answer!”


The old engineer pursed his lips. “I don’t know, sir! I need time to
calculate!”


The deck rocked under their feet with another impact, and Ethan clutched the
railing running around the captain’s table to keep from falling over as the IMS
flickered. 


“We don’t have time! Give me your best guess.”


“I think we will.”


“That’ll have to do! Helm, spool up the SLS! Set course a few million klicks
from Odaran—we don’t want to be too predictable or there’ll be more Sythians
waiting for us in the next system. Send the coordinates to our novas—they’ll
have to meet us there.”


“Yes, sir,” Damen replied.


“Sir!” Delayn called up from the engineering station. “The Guardians won’t
have enough fuel to make it that far on their own.”


“They will if they go back to the gate! Damen—” Ethan turned to see the nav
officer blinking up at him. “Make sure the end point of our jump is somewhere
along the space lane between here and Odaran. That way the novas can just drop
out of SLS early to reach us.”


“Yes, sir.”


Ethan turned to look down at the captain’s table just in time to see another
wave of missiles go spinning out from the enemy battleship toward them.


“Brace for impact!” someone said.


The deck shook violently underfoot and they heard the distant rumble of the
explosions.


“Aft shields critical!” Delayn called out.


“Boost power!” Ethan replied. He whirled around to address Deck Officer
Grimsby. “Comms, tell the Guardians to cover us while our drives are spooling.
Soon as we’re out, they can squeeze through the gate and we’ll meet them at the
rendezvous.”


The deck shook with more impacts, and Ethan grimaced.


“Delayn! What’s our status?”


“Aft shields are at 32% but I had to drain power from the front and sides,
so we’re exposed there.”


“It won’t matter. All the enemy contacts are behind us—”


Caldin met his gaze. “That we know of.”


Ethan acknowledged that with a quick nod. “We’ll have time to adjust the
shields if something else de-cloaks. Weapons—keep firing torpedoes ahead of us,
just in case. I want one every five seconds, timer set for seven.”


“Yes, sir!”


Ethan saw the battleship at the gate turning to follow them, but they’d be
too slow to catch up. The Defiant would be out of range in just a few
seconds. As for the pursuing waves of Sythian fighters, however, they were
catching up fast—and there were a lot of them.


As if reading his thoughts, Caldin nodded to the grid. “What about those
shells? There’s over two hundred in system, and at least fifty will reach us
before we make the jump.”


“Let’s hope our fighter screen is enough to hold them off.”


Caldin met Ethan’s gaze over the glowing blue grid cube rising out of the
captain’s table. She didn’t need to say anything. Fifty to their thirteen were
horrible odds, and on top of that, their pilots were as green as grass.


It would be a miracle if anyone survived to reach Odaran, let alone Obsidian
Station. 












Chapter 20





“Guardians, we’re
going to SLS before we take any more damage out here. There are approximately
fifty shells in pursuit. Keep them off us until we jump, and then head back to
the gate to make the jump yourselves. We’ll be dropping out of SLS early to
rendezvous in the neighboring solar and make repairs. Coordinates are being
sent to your navs now.”


Atton shook his head. Thirteen against fifty! He activated his comm.
“All right, Guardians, you heard the man! We’re heading back into it! Form on
me, and try not to get too close to that battleship. Without the Defiant
to focus on, their guns are going to use us for target practice.”


A stream of acknowledging clicks came over the comm, along with one pilot’s
scared whimper—“We’re not going to live through this!” It was Guardian Eleven,
Twelve’s wing man. Atton just barely remembered his name from the trainee
roster. He was Sergeant Recks, conscripted to the squadron from a gunnery
position aboard the Defiant. He’d had some experience flying during his
early days with the fleet, until his entire squadron had been wiped out during
the Sythian invasion. Immediately after that he’d joined a gunnery training
program, becoming a beam cannon driver, and there he’d stayed—until now.


Atton eased off the rudder. The enemy fighter wave swung into view—a sheer
wall of red bracket pairs on his HUD that was confusing to look at. He dialed
down the visibility of targets to only bracket them when they came within 10
klicks rather than the default 25. In the near distance, he saw the massive
bulk of the out-system space gate, and behind the translucent blue pool of the
wormhole, lay the Sythian Battleship which had rained death and destruction on
them just minutes ago. “Look, listen up, Guardians. We’re going to get through
this!” Atton said. “Half of you have pilot ratings with a two kill per sortie
average, and a third of you have ratings of three or more. I know most of you
greenies have only had one or two real sorties, but we can do this. Shells have
weak shields; they are big targets, slow, and not very maneuverable. Get on
their tails and stay there—just watch out for mines. Shells each pack one
cloaking mine a piece, and if they get the chance, they’ll use it, so don’t fly
up their thrusters.” 


“Frek, they have mines?” Guardian Nine said. “Eleven’s right! We’re dead.”


“Can that, pilot!” Atton said. “You want to know the truth? The odds are
bad, but all of us are a bunch of lucky motherfrekkers who’ve beaten odds worse
than these. We survived the Sythian invasion. We survived the virus which wiped
out the rest of our crew, and we’re going to survive this! We do not have to
kill all fifty shells, we just have to fly circles around them and make them
chase their tails until the Defiant escapes, so listen up, here’s the
plan. We’re going to switch over to Hailfires and fire off a volley. They’ll
hear the missile locks and see the missiles racing at them, and they’re going
to shoot them down, which is exactly why you’re going to dumb fire a second
wave behind the first. Set the proximity fuse on that one to 100 meters and
have the warheads split at 250. Those kakards will shoot the decoys and get a
face full of the real krak. Start lining up your targets! We fire on my mark.” 


“How do I set the proximity fuse?” Guardian eight asked.


“Tell your AI to do it! Has everyone found a target?” Atton asked as he
lined up the nearest enemy fighter under his sights. It was still out of range,
but only for a few more seconds.


A stream of affirmative clicks came over the comm, and then the enemy
fighters were in range. Atton watched his reticle flicker red and emit a solid
tone. He waited another second, and then said, “Mark!” A stream of Hailfires
shot out from the squadron, jetting out on hot orange contrails. “All right,
dumb fire the next volley! Fire, fire!” Atton yelled as he pulled the trigger
again. These missiles jetted out in the shadow of the first wave, hiding in
their wake. Atton watched the warheads swoop in on the enemy fighters, but then
his missile lock warning began to beep, and a siren screamed through his
cockpit as the enemy fighters fired off a wave of their own missiles.


“Prepare to go evasive, Guardians! Remember to wait until those missiles get
close, and then jink hard!”


The enemy fighters opened up on the Hailfires, and space lit up with
multiple flashes of light as the missiles exploded a safe distance from the
shells. Then the dumb-fired missiles broke apart, and the constituent smaller
warheads spiraled off in all directions. A split second later, they reached the
range of their proximity fuses and detonated in quick succession. Red bracket
pairs winked off the HUD by the dozens, and Atton glanced at his star map to
see the associated contacts disappearing. Fully half of the enemy fighters were
replaced with expanding debris clouds.


“Ruh-kah!” Atton’s wingmate, Alara Vastra, whooped amidst a roar of cheering
from the rest of the Guardians.


A spinning wave of purple stars emerged wraith-like from the fading light of
those explosions, and suddenly Atton heard his missile lock alarm. “Jink hard,
jink hard!” he said, firing his afterburners and pulling up to execute a wing
over and head back the way he’d come. A pair of missiles spun by his nova to
either side as he skidded through a tight turn at the top of his climb.
Multiple explosions blossomed on the gravidar, and Atton grimaced. He didn’t
have time to check who they’d lost, but they were down by another three pilots
now. Atton reversed thrust and flipped his nova over to face the onrushing
shells while still flying in the direction the Defiant was heading. The
enemy fighters were so close now that Atton felt like he could reach out and
touch them. He thumbed over to lasers and fired off a linked burst at the
nearest shell. It exploded brilliantly and the flaming debris went roaring past
him before burning out in the airless vacuum of space. Flipping back the other
way once more, Atton pushed his throttle past the stops and began firing off
linked bursts at the shells as they flew blithely past, their glowing red
cannons focused on the Defiant. Atton winged one shell and sliced
another in half, sending it spinning off into space with one thruster driving
each piece, flickering and flaming off into the void.


Five more shells winked off the grid, and Atton smiled. The odds weren’t
looking so bad anymore. Atton saw his wingmate, Alara, go roaring out after the
enemy fighters with her lasers blazing in chained-fire mode, raking a
continuous stream of fire over the enemy fighter wave. Even as he watched, she
blew two more shells to scrap.


At this rate, all the enemy fighters will be destroyed before they get
within firing range of the Defiant.


Then, as if they’d read his thoughts, the remaining shells flipped around,
and opened up on the Guardians with stuttering streams of laser fire. A pair of
shells targeted him, and he was blinded by the enemy fire before he could even
react.


“Forward shields critical. Equalizing,” his AI said, and Atton went evasive.


“O frek, I—ahhhrrrkkk—” someone’s screams cut off abruptly as their fighter
winked off the grid. A quick look at the numbered designation beside the
gravidar icon showed that it was Eleven—Recks—who’d just been blown to scrap.


Atton gritted his teeth and looked up to see Ithicus and his wingmate go
roaring past him with pulse lasers screaming. They shot down four more shells
between the two of them in just a few seconds. “Take that you bug-eyed
kakards!” Ithicus roared as his interceptor sailed through the explosions.


The remaining thirteen shells flipped back the other way, as if to run—


And then they disappeared.


“Frek! Where’d they go?” Guardian Five demanded.


“Guess they knew they were losing so they cloaked. Poor little kakards had
to run and hide. I think we scared them off,” Guardian Nine, Tenrik Fanton,
said. Besides Alara, he was the next-highest scoring pilot among the trainees.


Atton frowned. “I don’t think they’re running because they’re scared . . .” 


“Good job, Guardians,” the Defiant said, cutting into their comms.
“Our scopes are clear. We’re thirty seconds to jump. Soon as we leave, head to
the gate and meet us at the rendezvous.”


“Defiant, be advised,” Atton began, “The last squadron of shells
cloaked on us. We’re not sure where they are at the moment . . .”


“Acknowledged. We’ll be careful.”


But even as the Defiant said that, the remaining shells de-cloaked
and dropped a wave of missiles on the cruiser’s tail. Atton saw them fly into
the Defiant’s thrusters before he could even call out a warning.
Multiple explosions flashed, obscuring their view of the Defiant, and
then the light began to fade, and Atton saw the damage. All of the Defiant’s
four main thrusters flickered and went dark—except one, but the one still
burning gushed flames not ions.


Before Atton could comm the cruiser to ask if they were okay, the Defiant
jumped to SLS with a flash of light, and Atton was left watching the shells
coming about for a head-to-head with the Guardians.


He shook himself out of his shock and keyed the comm. “All right the Defiant
is safely away! Form on me and boost to the gate,” Atton was already coming
about and pushing his throttle up past the stops. “We’re not engaging any more
fighters, but fly evasively—this is no time to relax.”


“What happened to the Defiant? I saw her get hit just before she
jumped,” Guardian Four said.


“She got blown to frek,” Guardian Five, Gina Giord replied.


“You think she’s going to make it to the rendezvous?”


“Cut the chatter, Guardians! All the speculation in the galaxy is moot. We
fly to the rendezvous either way. We can’t stay here. If they get late, we’ll
be waiting, is that clear?”


“Clear,” Four replied.


Atton watched the gate growing larger in his forward screen and eyed the
range to target as it dropped. He saw his velocity rise to over two klicks per
second and he grimaced. “Guardians, don’t forget to decelerate for SLS. Max
entry speed is 999 meters per second. Do not exceed that, or you’ll get dropped
out a few klicks from the gate and you’ll be all alone out here.”


“If we decelerate now, those shells are going to tag us!”


“Get your AI to coordinate the timing of your decel for the last possible
second, but yes, they’ll catch up, so we’re going to have to rely on evasive
maneuvering, not speed, to evade enemy fire.”


Atton followed his own advice, and ordered his AI to calculate the best
possible time to begin decelerating while still keeping his speed up. They
would need to almost reverse their heading when they reached the gate in order
to head through it from the right side, so their speed had to stay low enough
to make the turn without too much delay. Factoring that in, the AI began
decelerating his nova instantly and highlighted a glowing green flight path for
him to follow on the HUD. Atton glanced at his rear scope and saw the enemy
fighters closing with him. A quick look at his forward scope showed the same
thing, but there the danger was more acute, with more than a hundred shells
racing toward them. Atton saw Ithicus Adari and his wingmate roar by overhead
in their faster interceptors and he frowned. “Adari, stay in formation!”


But he didn’t reply. Atton watched with rising fury as he and Guardian Four
appeared to make a break for it, using their greater speed to be the first ones
through the gate. “Guardians Three and Four, I repeat, stay in formation!”


“Negative, lead.”


And then Atton saw Hailfire missiles streaking out from the interceptors one
after another in a continuous stream. Suddenly he understood, and he felt
ashamed of his suspicions. Adari wasn’t leaving the rest of the Guardians to
fend for themselves, he and his wingmate were providing the necessary
distraction for them to escape. Even as he watched, the first Hailfires began
breaking into smaller warheads and tracking the onrushing shells. Multiple explosions
flashed in the distance, and Atton nodded grimly. You’re a better man than I
thought, Adari. Atton and the rest of the Guardians reached the leading
edge of the gate and pulled a tight turn to head toward it. The Sythian
battleship, now sitting off to one side, erupted with missiles and lasers, and
so did the pursuing shell fighters. Atton’s cockpit speakers screamed with
missile lock alarms, and lasers flashed all around him, intermittently lighting
his cockpit in a pale purple light. He began a spiraling arc toward the gate
and pushed his thrusters to the max. Sythian missiles streaked past him to all
sides, and another nova winked off the grid. Atton checked the designation of
that fighter before its contact icon fully faded. It was Guardian Six, Gina’s
wingmate—another trainee. He couldn’t even remember the pilot’s name.


“Frek it!” Atton said. The gate loomed large over his fighter, the swirling
blue pool of the wormhole now tantalizingly close.


Enemy lasers began to find him despite his evasive maneuvering, and Ethan
heard his AI call out, “Aft shields critical!”


A quick look at the gravidar showed Ithicus and his wingman now running for
the gate, too. The beep-beep-beeping of incoming enemy missiles sped up
to a nearly solid tone, and then Atton’s nova hit the gate and the wormhole
enveloped him with a flash of light. Space dissolved into star lines and Atton
sat back with wide eyes and shaking hands. He had to pry his hand off the
flight stick; his knuckles cracked painfully as he did so. Then he just sat
there, blinking out at the swirling brightness of SLS. He flexed his hand to
bring feeling back into it, thinking, that was close.


He shook himself out of his daze and used his right holo display to check
the battle logs and see who they’d lost. The dead nova pilots flashed up on his
screen one after the other—Guardian Twelve, Guardian Eight, Guardian Seven,
Guardian Ten, Guardian Eleven, and Guardian Six. They were down by six pilots
out of the original fourteen—after crossing just two systems! Atton stared at
those pilots’ numbers and realized that some of them were just that—numbers. He
could barely remember their names, let alone what they looked like, but one
face came to him clearly—Stix. Atton could still recall the young
woman’s sweet nature and her almost girlish features. He remembered her
stealing the pancakes at breakfast and running off with them with all the other
pilots racing after her. . . . 


She was gone now. He felt like he’d failed her, and that thought brought
with it a flash of rage against himself and the Sythians. If the Gors are on
our side, why are they still fighting us? he wondered. But he knew the
answer. Unless the Imperium came in force to rescue the Gors, they would do as
their Sythian masters commanded, or else they would be the ones
slaughtered. Tova couldn’t tell her crèche mates to stand down without
condemning them to die, and even if she tried, they likely wouldn’t have
listened to her.


Atton shook his head. He thought back to the Defiant’s darkened
thrusters and the flames shooting from them. 


They were never going to make it the rest of the way.


* * *


“Damage report!” Ethan called out as he picked himself off the deck amidst
the swirling clouds of acrid gray smoke pouring onto the bridge.


“Engines are down! Reactor is at 52% integrity and power levels are
dropping,” Delayn replied. “We lost some fuel from a gash in the starboard
engine, but I shut it down before we lost too much.”


The bridge grew deadly quiet. That revelation hit hard. They were short on
fuel as it was.


“How much fuel did we lose?” Ethan demanded.


“Enough to miss, but not enough to stop us from getting where we’re going.”


“What about SLS?” Ethan asked.


“Holding steady for now, but with power levels dropping the way they are . .
. we might get yanked back to real space at any minute. We need to patch that
reactor and fast.”


“All right!” Ethan clapped his hands for attention. “You heard the man!
Let’s go! Don’t forget your radiation suits.” Ethan was already running down
the gangway with Commander Caldin close on his heels.


“If we don’t fix that reactor leak, we’re frekked,” Caldin said.


“If we don’t fix a lot of things, we’re frekked,” Ethan shot back.












Chapter 21





Alec Brondi ran
down the corridor at top speed, the servos and motors in his zephyr assault
mech whirring as he ran. Flanking him to the fore and rear were two more
pairs of zephyrs—his bodyguards.


Besides the fact that they’d recently run into serious opposition from
Sythians on their way through the Kedaris System, losing nearly half their
complement of novas and taking heavy damage to their port side, he still had to
deal with a mysterious enemy attacking them from within. Verlin and his men had
just been the first in a very long series of casualties. Now they were up to 73
dead and counting. Men reported seeing their fellows snatched out of thin air,
gutted by an invisible foe. Brondi refused to walk down the corridors of his
own ship anymore without the protective armor of a zephyr. He couldn’t get
everywhere like that, but most corridors and rail cars had been designed with
high enough ceilings and broad enough doors to accommodate the two-meter-high
light assault mechs.


Yet even like that Brondi felt hunted. His eyes darted every which way
inside his helmet; his breath came reverberating raggedly to his ears; his
heart pounded; and his back prickled with sweat that itched maddeningly beneath
the armor. 


They say it can kill a man just by breathing on him. Brondi
wasn’t sure about that, but whatever it was, it had killed nearly a hundred of
his men in less than two days. That made it enemy number one. 


Brondi had discovered the hard way in the Kedaris System that the ISSF
hadn’t been lying about the Sythian threat. After that he’d decided to forget
about the extra fuel cost and fly straight to the rendezvous with Admiral Hoff
Heston’s forces at Ritan. His engineer had told him that left a small risk of
being obliterated by undetected interstellar obstacles, but Brondi figured
those odds had to be lower than the odds that they’d be killed by Sythians if
they tried to cross through all seven systems between them and Ritan. 


Travelling off the lanes, ETA was another day and a half, and at the current
rate of death among his crew, Brondi guessed he would lose another hundred men
by then. If I’m not careful, he thought, one of them could be me.


It seemed fairly obvious what they were up against. Invisible, deadly,
murderous—it fit the description of a Sythian perfectly. Somehow they had been
infiltrated by one or more of the enemy, and now, rooting them out would be
nearly impossible. Brondi had already ordered traps to be laid, but the kakards
always saw them coming.


They’re always one step ahead, Brondi thought, panting inside his
helmet. He shouldn’t have had to cross his own ship in a suit of armor, running
in abject fear from one side to the other, but lately, he’d even begun sleeping
in the zephyr. Who knew if a Sythian had crept into his quarters with him and
would kill him in his sleep?


Stop it, he chided himself. Don’t be paranoid. 


But he was. Brondi grimaced. Somehow he had to keep this mysterious intruder
from interfering with his plans. There was a reason he was crossing Sythian
Space to find and meet with Admiral Hoff and the remnants of the 5th Fleet. It
wasn’t so they could sit down and have tea together.


They reached their destination, and Brondi waved to the point team. “Open
the doors.”


One man stepped forward and keyed in a security code in lieu of waving his
wrist over the scanner. Their identichips would be unreadable through their
armor, and Brondi’s slicers were still figuring out how to add their identities
to the security permissions list. 


The doors swished open and they stomped into the med center aboard the Valiant.
Their eyes were drawn to the shifting light sculpture in the center of the
room, but after only a moment of succumbing to the sculpture’s mesmerizing
effects, Brondi looked away and continued through the waiting area to a long,
white hallway which was barely wide enough to fit their mechs. 


Brondi led the way to the stasis room and keyed open the door. Once inside,
he scanned the stasis tubes lining the walls until he found the nearest one
whose control panel was lit up to indicate a live occupant. There were plenty
to choose from. Brondi stalked up to the stasis tube they’d chosen and his men
followed, their footsteps thudding after him. 


“All right, Doctor, collect your blood sample,” he said, turning to one of
the other zephyrs.


The people in the stasis tubes were the sole remaining survivors from the Valiant’s
original crew. No doubt they’d entered stasis in a last ditch attempt to escape
the virus which had spread throughout the ship, but that wouldn’t fix them no
matter what treatment they’d selected from the stasis controls. The virus was
too virulent to be stopped by conventional means, and going into stasis would
merely delay the inevitable.


Brondi turned to watch the entrance of the room. He half expected to see the
doors open mysteriously, and then to hear his men screaming as they were
overcome by an invisible foe.


But no, he chided himself. That only happened in his nightmares. Not
even a Sythian could take down a man in a zephyr—not bare-handed anyway; their
armor was too strong.


The doctor stepped up to the stasis tube and prepared a syringe to take a
blood sample. This was Brondi’s master plan. With that man’s blood sample, he
would add the remnants of the 5th fleet to the Valiant, and he would
become the most powerful force in the galaxy—well, besides the Sythians,
Brondi thought. But if they stuck to themselves and he stayed in Dark Space
then everyone would be happy. At least until he could find a way to kill the
skull faces once and for all.


When the doctor was done taking his sample, he tucked it into a storage
compartment in his suit and turned to Brondi. “Let’s get out of here.”


Brondi nodded, and then they were off again, racing back down the corridors
they’d taken to get to the med center. They were all nervous to be exploring
the “unsafe” areas of the ship. They’d managed to at least cordon off certain
places where they knew their killer—or killers—wouldn’t be hiding by
using a combination of round-the-clock guards stationed at every bulkhead and
lift tube along the perimeter of the safe zones. In addition to that, they’d
seeded the corridors leading to those areas with anti-personnel proximity
mines. Those mines had to be disabled from a distance with the right codes. And
as a final layer of security, they had installed stealth detectors above every
door—laser beams which if broken unexpectedly would set off an alarm. Like that
they’d managed to reduce their casualties, but out here, there were none of
those security measures.


The corridor seemed to stretch out endlessly ahead of them. Now that they’d
gathered the sample, Brondi was in an even greater hurry to get back. He had a
bad feeling crawling in the pit of his stomach, like they were being watched.


They reached the first rail tunnel on the way back, and one of Brondi’s men
stepped forward to slap the summon car button. They waited a moment for
the rail car to arrive, all of them looking around nervously.


“I’m surprised it hasn’t tried anything. We’re on his turf,” one man said.


“We’re wearing armor, stupid. You think it wants to get riddled with 20 mm
ripper rounds while it tries to crack us open?”


“Shhh . . .” the doctor said, looking around suddenly. “Did you hear that?”


They stopped to listen, but all they heard was the quiet whoosh of
air cyclers and the subtle hum of the SLS drives rumbling through the deck.
“What did you hear?” Brondi asked.


“Footsteps . . .” he said, moving away from the rail tunnel to investigate.


Brondi humored him for a few seconds, and then said, “Hoi, get back here.
You’re hearing things, Doc.”


“I don’t know . . . I feel like we’re forgetting something important.”


“Like what?”


They heard the distant rumble of an approaching rail car. Suddenly the
doctor turned to them. “Wait! Get away from the tunnel!”


“What?” Brondi asked. “Why?”


“We’re outside the safe zone! There’s no one else out here! The car should
have been waiting for us!” The doctor turned and ran away at top speed, his
footsteps booming down the corridor.


Brondi’s eyes flew wide, and then the car arrived with a screech of brakes,
and the doors swished open. They all turned as one toward the open doors, their
forearm-mounted ripper cannons raised to track whatever might be lurking
within, but the car was empty. 


Empty, except for a large plastiform crate sitting on the floor.


“Frek!” one man said, backing away. “He’s hiding in the crate!” 


Brondi recognized the warning labels a second too late to stop that man from
firing off a burst of ripper fire. The plastiform crate turned to swissel
cheese. Brondi held his breath for a heart-stopping second, but nothing
happened; then he raced up behind the man who’d fired that volley and knocked
him over with a vicious swipe of his zephyr’s arm. “You dumb frek! That’s a
crate full of proximity mines! Fall back!” Brondi was already backing away.


Just then the damaged wall of the crate collapsed, sending dozens of mines
rolling out toward them. Brondi turned and ran. The first mine reached the man
he’d knocked over, and went off with a deafening boom. The subsequent chain
reaction set off all the mines, and everyone was picked up and thrown down the
corridor by a superheated rush of air. The doctor was the only one far enough
from the shockwave to remain standing. When Brondi’s mech finally stopped
rolling, he groaned and tested his power-assisted limbs. They still moved, but
now with labored grinding sounds. He pushed himself to his feet and turned to
study the damage.


The rail car was obliterated, the corridor a molten ruin of blackened
duranium and scattered rubble—and as for the man who’d set off the explosion,
all Brondi could identify amidst the rubble was a boot and a gauntlet. The
other two were lying face down on the deck and not moving. They’d been closer
to the blast.


Brondi gritted his teeth and roared in frustration. Now he fired off
a random burst of ripper fire, pelting the debris-strewn corridor. “Frek you!
Show yourself!” He fired another burst and then stood there panting with fury
while he waited for a reply, but none came. He turned to the doctor and shook
his head. “What now?”


The doctor gazed solemnly back at him. “We find another way back.”


* * *


Atton sat blinking out at the mesmerizing swirl of SLS. He did a quick check
to see how long before the reversion to real space and found that it would be
almost four hours. Enough time to get some rest he supposed, but every time he
tried to close his eyes, they shot open again as if loaded with springs. He
couldn’t sleep. There were too many thoughts bouncing around in his head.
They’d crossed just two systems, and already they’d run into enough opposition
to take down six novas and nearly obliterate the Defiant.


Atton pushed those thoughts from his head and focused on what was to come.
He and the remainder of Guardian Squadron would have enough fuel to reach the
rendezvous, but not by much. Adari and his wingman in the smaller Mark II’s
would be even lower on fuel by the time they reverted to real space. They’d be
lucky to make it. And as for the Defiant . . . he’d seen the bad shape
the cruiser had been in when it had entered SLS.


Shaking his head, Atton let out a long, calming breath and closed his eyes
once more, forcing himself to relax in preparation for sleep. He rolled his
ankles and flexed his legs as much as he could in the cramped confines of his
cockpit, and he grimaced at the sharp tingle of pins and needles which shot
through his limbs. Atton’s eyes popped open again. 


He sighed, and asked his AI for a sleeping aid. There was nothing he could
do about his squadron or the Defiant until they dropped out of SLS, and
when they did, he’d need to be well-rested. Atton felt a sharp prick, and then
a spreading wave of warmth which seemed to reach every corner of his being. He
laid his head back and let that wave carry him into sweet oblivion.


* * *


The reactor room was filled with smoke—laser welders flashed brightly in the
dim red glow of the emergency lights. Ethan gazed up at the dark transpiranium
dome high above the reactor, watching sparks hissing out in high arcs above the
catwalk where he stood in a bulky yellow radiation suit.


According to his chief engineer, Petty Officer Delayn, the aft shields had
overloaded, sending a power surge back through the reactor which had cracked
the dymium core. They were working fast to patch the core before it went
critical, or before they’d have to shut the reactor down completely and drop
out of SLS. An interruption like that would use up too much of their remaining
fuel, and they needed that fuel to send Brondi’s corvette the rest of the way
to Obsidian Station.


“May I ask you something, sir?” Caldin said, interrupting his thoughts.


“Of course,” he said, turning to her.


“What was the mission you sent those two corpsmen to complete?”


“My guards?”


Caldin nodded.


Ethan looked back out over the reactor core and shook his head. “You know
that’s classified.”


“We’re going to die, sir. It shouldn’t matter anymore.”


“No, I suppose it shouldn’t,” Ethan admitted. “But why does it matter to
you?” 


“One of them was my . . . lover, sir.”


“Oh.” Ethan was taken aback. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”


“No one did. I just wanted to know . . . if he’s okay . . . if maybe he left
a message for me.”


Ethan hesitated. “I’ll have to check with Captain Reese.”


Caldin looked abashed and she averted her eyes. “Of course.”


“Don’t worry. If anyone is safe right now, it will be him.”


No sooner had Ethan said it than an alarm went off and a sharp hiss rose
into the air. A man screamed, and their eyes were drawn to see someone
stumbling around on top of the reactor core, clawing at his melted faceplate.
“Frek!” Ethan said. “Get a medic over there!”


No one heard him. 


“She’s gonna blow!” someone yelled.


“Shut it down!” Delayn yelled back.


“Brace for reversion!”


Ethan held on to the railing; then came a resounding bang, as someone
shut down the reactor, followed by the steady hum of the SLS grinding to a
halt. The emergency lights flickered inside the reactor room, and then they
were all yanked off their feet as the ship was thrown out of SLS. 


Ethan picked himself off the catwalk. “Report! What happened, Delayn?” Ethan
whirled around to find his chief engineer already hurrying down the catwalk
toward them.


“We almost blew the reactor wide open! We’re going to have to stay here and
fix it.”


“Frek . . .” Ethan muttered. “Where is here?”


“By my calculations we’re about twenty minutes from the rendezvous. Maybe
half a light year off.”


“Well, hurry up and fix the reactor!”


“Yes, sir.”


This just gets better and better. “Factoring for this little detour,
are we going to have enough fuel to send Brondi’s corvette the rest of the way
to Obsidian Station?”


Delayn nodded. “We should, yes, but we’ll have none left for ourselves.”


Ethan grimaced. “Not like we could have made it in the Defiant
anyway.”


“It will be risky, sir. As I mentioned before there’s a chance the
corvette’s reactor will overheat and blow the ship apart. Corvettes weren’t
designed to make long-range jumps. Max SLS time from one system to another is
around 12 hours. This trip will take about a day.”


“So they might not make it, and we’ll have drained all our fuel just to give
them the chance,” Caldin said, shaking her head. “We’ll be stranded.”


“Yes, ma’am, that is the risk we’ll take.”


Ethan clenched his jaw. “It doesn’t sound as though we have much choice.”


“No, sir.”


“We’ll head to the rendezvous to pick up novas first, and then you’re free
to take whatever parts you need from the Defiant to make this crazy
scheme of yours work, Delayn. How long do you think before we’re patched up and
ready to enter SLS again?”


Delayn hesitated, turning to watch the teams of engineers and other crew
swarming over the reactor with arc welders, and heavy ingots of duranium
filler. The man who’d been burned by the reactor leak had subsided to one side
of the room, with the ship’s only medic attempting to administer first aid for
what were almost certainly lethal burns. Delayn grimaced. “It could be a
while.”


Ethan frowned. Without being near a working gate relay, they couldn’t send a
message to the Guardians to let them know what had happened.


Suddenly there came a bang and the emergency lights went out,
plunging the ship into utter darkness. Ethan felt his stomach lurch, and the
weight on his legs and spine was abruptly lifted. His feet lost traction on the
deck and he began to float free of the catwalk.


“Hoi!”


“We’ve lost IMS!”


Ethan flailed in the dark for anything solid to grab on to, but there was
nothing within reach. He listened to the rising tumult as his crewmen shouted
out confusing and contradictory orders, bumping into walls and each other.


We’re derelict, Ethan thought with rising horror. Of all the ways
he’d imagined them dying—drifting quietly and alone in the cold dark void of
deep space had not been one of them. This is the real Dark Space— he
thought as he listened absently to Delayn snapping orders for the crew to use
the grav guns on their belts to pin their feet to the deck. —being stranded
without power in the vast emptiness between the stars. . . .
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Chapter 22





Kurlin awoke in
darkness. The air was still and terribly cold. He tried to sit up, but his head
slammed into something hard and unyielding. He winced and tried to quell the
rising panic in his chest before it swept away his ability to reason. He tried
to push against the cold, glass-smooth surface above his head. It yielded and
swung away, letting in a welcome rush of warm air. Kurlin shivered with the
sudden change in temperature, only now realizing that he was naked. His mind
pieced the clues together and he realized that he’d been put in stasis. A
second after that, he realized why. The overlord had done it to shut him up.


Kurlin scowled, and stepped out into the darkness, but he found as he pushed
out of the stasis tube that there was no gravity on the ship. He floated freely
across the room until his shins slammed into something hard, and he tipped face
first onto a soft mattress. He bounced off and began floating above the bed,
his hands flailing and grabbing handfuls of the sheets for purchase.


And then, suddenly, the darkness was replaced with a blinding red light. The
emergency lights. Kurlin blinked and squinted against the sudden brightness,
and he now noticed that he was floating three feet above a bed, white sheets
billowing and trailing from his hands like a giant jelly fish as he drifted
through the air.


Then the IMS came back online and Kurlin fell to the bed with a whump.


Shaken, he stood up and looked around. What had happened? Why had the lights
and IMS been offline? How long had he been asleep?


Unsure about the answers to any of those questions, Kurlin quickly hunted
through the unfamiliar surroundings for his clothes. He found them strewn all
over the floor, no doubt having floated there from somewhere else during the
power failure. It didn’t take Kurlin long to recognize where he was. The
overlord’s quarters, he thought grimly. But where’s the overlord?
Kurlin looked around warily, but there was no one else in the room with him.
Having confirmed that, he hurried to get dressed. Not bothering to pull on his
socks, Kurlin strode over to the overlord’s desk and keyed the holoscreen to
life. Using it to log into his netmail account, he quickly found the message
which he’d left pending. The time was 0920 hours—which he estimated meant that
he’d been in stasis for almost fifteen hours. It was now late morning. Kurlin
was grateful that he hadn’t awoken to find the overlord enjoying a late
breakfast in his room.


That imposter had demonstrated his unwillingness to cooperate by stuffing
Kurlin into the stasis tube, and if he found Kurlin awake and running around
freely on his ship, he might have found a more permanent way to shut him up.
Kurlin had only one recourse now.


He stabbed the key to send his message over the ship’s commnet and then
hurried out of the overlord’s quarters. He was still barefoot, and the floor
was cold, but there was no time to waste. Until the message was discovered by
enough people that they could take action to overthrow the imposter, he was
going to have to find his wife and daughter and get them to hide with him
somewhere aboard the Defiant. 


But where? he wondered. Where wouldn’t the overlord think to look?
Remembering the stasis tube where he had just spent the better part of the last
day, Kurlin thought he had an idea. He would hide in the place the overlord
would least expect to find him—


The stasis room.


After all, who would go straight from one stasis tube to another?


* * *


Atton awoke from a pleasant dream to an alarm that was more suited to an air
raid siren than a wake up reminder before a reversion to real space. 


His heart pounded with adrenaline, his eyes were wide and staring out at
stars. Atton blinked. Stars. The alarm should have woken him a few
minutes before reversion. Why had he dropped out of SLS early? This wasn’t
right. He noticed the SLS countdown on the HUD was frozen at 15 minutes, and
then he sat up suddenly and scanned the gravidar—but there were no contacts on
the grid. 


“What happened?” Gina asked, voicing the question which was on all of their
minds.


“We got yanked out of SLS early,” Ithicus replied.


Atton shook his head. “The Sythians don’t have SLS disruptor tech, so unless
they have . . .”


“A wormhole ship cloaked somewhere between Forlax and Odaran?” Ithicus
finished for him. 


“Has anyone else noticed the Defiant is missing?” Guardian Nine,
Tenrik Fanton, added.


Atton felt a stab of dread and re-checked the gravidar. The Defiant
had been the first one to jump to SLS, but they hadn’t entered SLS on the same
trajectory as the Guardians had, so the wormhole ship wouldn’t have yanked them
out.


“We have to get to the rendezvous!” Gina said.


“With what fuel!” Ithicus Adari shot back. “I’m down to 5%. That’s barely
enough to fire up the SLS for an emergency speed correction. We’re stuck.”


“Ours isn’t much better,” Atton replied, “but it’s enough to get us to the
rendezvous. We can send someone back for you. Think you can wait?”


Three snorted. “Not like I have a choice.”


Gina came back on the comm, saying, “Hoi, in case you skriffs haven’t
noticed, we were yanked out of SLS by something. We might have enemies
tracking us as we speak. We need to hurry.”


An enemy contact siren blared, making Gina’s warning prophetic, and space
was suddenly crowded with dozens of red bracket pairs as Sythian fighters began
swarming out of nowhere. “Evasive action!” Atton cried.


Even as he stomped on the rudder to line up the nearest enemy fighter, a
flurry of missile lock alarms sounded through his cockpit. The numbers of enemy
fighters immediately ahead of him were increasing by the second, until one pair
of brackets seemed to blur into the next. Atton fired off a quick laser blast,
slicing off the bottom half of the nearest shell, but it was just one out of
more than a hundred.


“There’s too many of them!” Tenrik Fanton screamed.


Atton felt a crushing weight of despair at the futility of it all, and then
the onrushing wave of enemy fighters erupted with a blinding volley of
missiles. Atton heard his comm crackling with more exclamations, but he could
barely hear them over the screaming of the missile lock alarms as more than a
dozen spinning purple stars vectored in on him. The missiles were still too far
away for him to go evasive, so Atton targeted the next nearest shell and fired
two more blasts from his lasers. He felt his nova shudder with each fire-linked
burst, and then watched the enemy fighter fly apart in a bright flash of light.
Applying slight pressure to the port rudder pedal, Atton lined up the next
target and did the same. Another explosion flared in the enemy formation,
followed by three more as other Guardians hit home with their lasers. Atton
watched Ithicus Adari and his wingmate go speeding toward the enemy formation,
taking advantage of their greater speed to fly into the thick of it. They fired
their dual pulse lasers with perfect accuracy, strafing from one enemy to the
next and slicing off pieces of them left and right. Bright lavender-hued lasers
flashed out in reply from the enemy fighters, tracking the two Mark II’s, but
Adari and his wingmate began executing oscillating barrel rolls which were
unpredictable enough to keep them safe. Like that they sailed straight through
the wave of Sythian missiles without a scratch. Atton followed their lead,
boosting and barrel rolling to evade the missiles vectoring in on him. The
g-force alternated between pinning him to his seat and pulling him against his
restraints, and Atton quickly dialed up the IMS to keep from getting
disoriented.


Two explosions blossomed on the star map where green icons had been, and
someone yelled over the comm, “Fourteen! Frek! Thirteen, too! Why didn’t they
eject?” Atton’s wingmate, Alara, asked. 


Atton shook his head. Down to six pilots. If the Defiant doesn’t
get here soon . . . but soon couldn’t be soon enough. With the overwhelming
odds they were facing, they wouldn’t last long. 


Even as Atton thought that, he saw the massive bulk of a Sythian carrier
de-cloaking in front of them. The scale of it was immense and it was pouring
hundreds more shells after them as they watched.


* * *


The stasis room was freezing cold. Doctor Kurlin held his wife’s hand as
they crossed the room in the dim emergency light to reach the nearest pair of
empty stasis tubes. They’d tried to find Alara, but it had quickly become
apparent that she was out on a mission with the other nova pilots. 


“W-what if the ship is destroyed while we’re asleep?” Darla asked.


Kurlin turned to her from the control panel of the nearest stasis tube.
“Wouldn’t you rather die in your sleep, darling?”


“I don’t want to die at all.”


Kurlin shook his head. “We won’t. Not yet. And we’ll find some way to escape
this dead man’s quest as soon as we get Alara back.”


“Do you think she’s all right? I heard the fighting on the comms. They were
dying out there, Kurlin!” 


Kurlin turned to her with a frown. “She scored well in the training. If
anyone survived, then she did.”


“What if we’ve lost her and we don’t even know it?”


Kurlin just shook his head as he turned back to the control panel. We’ve
already lost her, Darla, he thought but didn’t say. The slave chip made
sure of that.


“There, this one’s ready. Would you like to go first, my darling?” he asked,
gesturing to the open stasis tube. He was putting them in stasis for a day,
long enough for the imposter overlord to be arrested.


Darla hugged herself and shivered, her gaze locked on the coffin-sized
chamber. She shook her head vigorously. “You go first.”


“No one’s going anywhere!”


Kurlin whirled around to see who’d said that. He came face to ripper rifle
with a brawny corpsman. “Who are you?” Kurlin demanded.


The man snorted. “Funny, I was about to ask you the same. Aren’t you that
doctor we rescued from the corvette?”


Kurlin’s eyes widened and suddenly he recognized the man in front of him.
Another burly corpsman stepped out of the shadows, his ripper rifle also
leveled at them. 


“Yes,” Kurlin replied, trying to sound nonchalant.


The man who’d spoken gestured with his rifle to the doors of the stasis
room. “What’s going on out there?”


Kurlin shook his head. “I’m not sure.”


“Why would you want to put yourself in stasis?” the other corpsman asked,
nodding to the open tubes.


Kurlin frowned, wondering how much he could trust these two men—the very
same two who had interrogated him and knew that he had created the virus which
had decimated the Valiant. He had to tread carefully with them. “It
seemed the safest place to hide.”


The first corpsman snorted. “Hide, huh? The rest of the crew figured out
what you did, then?”


Kurlin felt a cold lump of ice settle in his gut. “No . . .” he shook his
head. “Worse than that.”


“Oh yea? Spill it, brua.”


“The overlord is an imposter.”


“He’s a what?” both men were taken aback. 


“A holoskinner.”


“What makes you say that? You see him take off his skin?”


“No, I tested his blood. He has the blood of a 46-year-old, and there’s only
one way that’s possible.”


Both corpsmen just stared at him for a long moment, looking uncertain.
Finally one of them said, “Is that true or are you just blowin’ smoke?”


“It’s true. I can prove it. I sent a message over the ship’s commnet to all
the crew. I would suggest you arrest the imposter before he finds a way to
escape.”


“Hold on a sec,” one of the corpsmen said as he pulled a holo pad out of his
pocket and began fiddling with it. A moment later he looked up with wide eyes,
shaking his head. “Doc’s right . . .” he said, passing the pad to his buddy. 


“Holy frek!” the other one exclaimed. “That’s it. Forget hiding, Doc,” he
said, starting toward Kurlin and grabbing him by the arm. “We need a witness.
You’re coming with us.”


* * *


Ethan couldn’t resist the urge to tap his foot as he stood behind Petty
Officer Damen Corr at the nav, waiting for the system to reboot. They’d just
finished fixing the damaged reactor core after more than an hour of work.
Emergency power had been restored within just a few minutes of going out, but
main power had only been restored fifteen minutes ago.


Come on! Ethan thought, gritting his teeth as the nav officer hurried
through system diagnostics and calibrations.


“Almost there . . .” Damen reassured. “Got it!”


“Start spooling the SLS, and head to the rendezvous!”


“Yes, sir,” Petty Sergeant Damen Corr replied.


With a sigh, Ethan straightened from leaning over the nav station, and then
he turned around. 


That was when he noticed that everyone had stopped what they were doing to
stare at him. The uncertain looks on the crew’s faces were puzzling. “What is
it?” Ethan asked of no one in particular. Then he saw Caldin stalking toward
him, weaving between control stations. At her side were the pair of guards
Atton claimed to have sent back to the transfer station. 


Ethan’s brow furrowed as he saw them approach. Then he noticed Kurlin
standing tall and smug by the entrance of the bridge, his skeletal arms folded
over his chest as he leaned against the open doors.


Why wasn’t he in stasis? No one should have been able to enter the
overlord’s quarters to find Kurlin and let him out . . . unless. . . .The
power failure. Without even emergency power to keep it running, the stasis
tube would have opened by itself. Kurlin had merely had to let himself out.
From the look on his face—and on Commander Loba Caldin’s as she
approached—Ethan didn’t have to wonder if the doctor had revealed the test
results which proved he wasn’t the overlord.


“Hello,” Ethan greeted Caldin as she drew near, and then he turned to the
guards and nodded to them. “I thought Captain Reese sent you—”


“He sent us into stasis!” one of them snapped.


Commander Caldin and both guards stopped a half a dozen feet away from
Ethan. The guards had their rifles trained on him as Caldin spoke, “In the name
of the Imperium and the true overlord, Altarian Dominic—may his soul rest
wherever it now lie—you are under arrest for suspicion of murder and high
treason.”


“Excuse me?” Ethan didn’t think feigning innocence would work, but he had to
try.


“You needn’t play dumb with me, whoever you are. Doctor Kurlin sent the
proof to everyone on this ship. There is no way you could possibly be the
overlord. You are wearing a holoskin, and if you know what’s good for you,
you’ll remove it before we have to strip you naked to do so.”


Ethan shook his head. “You’re making a mistake.”


“Guards! Search him!”


Ethan backed away from them, but he quickly fetched up against the back wall
of the bridge and stopped. Tova had turned from the viewports to watch, her
glowing red eyes trained on them as the confrontation unfolded before her.
Ethan glanced at the alien, wondering what she was thinking.


Turning back to the advancing guards, he held up his hands in a shrug.
“Fine, go ahead,” he said. “But you’d better arrest that man, too!” Ethan
pointed up to Kurlin, and the old man straightened, his brow furrowing
uncertainly. 


“W-what for?” Kurlin stammered.


“Mass murder, and conspiracy.”


“I . . .”


The guards advancing on Ethan hesitated now, and one of them turned back to
Caldin. “He’s right, ma’am. The doctor confessed to creating the virus which
killed the crew of the Valiant.”


Caldin rounded on Kurlin, her face livid. “Is that true, Doctor?”


“You can’t prove anything!” he screeched in a reedy voice. 


Now Kurlin was the one backing away, and Ethan grinned. “You miscalculated,
Doctor. I’m not the only one with secrets to keep.”


Caldin hesitated for just a moment, watching as Kurlin retreated through the
open doors of the bridge, but then in one smooth motion she drew her sidearm
and shot Kurlin in the face. He collapsed, his body convulsing on the floor
before he lay still, and then all eyes turned back to Ethan and Caldin nodded
to him, her pistol now aimed at his face. “Do you confess to your
crimes?”


“You’re going to trust a mass-murderer?” Ethan asked.


Caldin shook her head. “No.” She gestured to the guards. “Strip him!”


The two corpsmen reached for Ethan and began tearing off his white uniform,
their hands groping all over him in their haste to find the holofield
projectors he was wearing. One of the guards grazed the thin strip around
Ethan’s neck and yanked on the fragile projector, momentarily interrupting the
projection and allowing Ethan’s real features to shine through. The guards
jumped suddenly back from him, as though he’d burned them and then every man
and woman on the bridge bolted to their feet and drew their sidearms. 


Caldin nodded to Ethan and smiled. “I thought you were acting odd lately.
The way you seemed to have suddenly forgotten everything about Sythian tech
made me wonder if you were going senile. But now I see the true reason for your
ignorance.”


“What have you done with the overlord?” the comm officer interrupted, his
expression twisted in fury.


Ethan shook his head. “This is not what you think.”


Caldin snorted. “Then what is it? Answer the man’s question. What have you
done with the overlord?”


Ethan shrugged. “The overlord you all knew was an imposter, too. I’m just
the stand-in who agreed to take over from him.”


Caldin began laughing. “You expect us to believe that? Yes, good one,
deflect attention from yourself as a skinner by claiming that the real overlord
was a skinner, too! So I suppose that makes your actions perfectly acceptable?
How stupid do you think we are?”


“It’s the truth.”


“We’ll decide what’s true or not. You can’t hide from a mind probe.”


Ethan’s eyes widened at that. If they submitted him to a mind probe they’d
find out everything, including his own role in the taking of the Valiant.
If they weren’t planning to kill him for impersonating the overlord, they’d
surely kill him for his part in spreading the virus which had killed more than
50,000 officers. He was as guilty as Kurlin.


Caldin went on, “Put him in stun cords, and lock him in the brig. We don’t
have time to stand around listening to this man’s lies anymore—oh and disable
that holoskin! I want to see his face.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


Ethan watched the stun cords being tightened around his wrists, and then he
saw one of the guards reach up and break the holofield emitter around his neck.
Suddenly Ethan’s real appearance was revealed. More gasps rose up from the
crew, but that was just the reality of it sinking in. No one actually
recognized him. And why would they? He was just a lowly freelancer and ex-con.
The one man who might have recognized him was the same one who’d betrayed him a
moment ago—the man who now lay stunned on the deck just outside the bridge. 


And as irony would have it, they were about to become cellmates.












Chapter 23





Alara stared at the
grid, her eyes wide and blinking while her hands and feet moved mechanically to
evade the swarms of incoming missiles. She’d had to ask Ethan to turn down the
volume on the missile lock warnings, because they’d fast become deafening. Her
afterburners were pushed up to the max and running out of fuel.


“Form up!” Captain Reese said over the comms. She could barely hear him over
the steady roar of the thrusters. It felt like her head was actually inside the
exhausts. “We’re getting out of here, Guardians!” the captain went on. 


“We’ll cover your retreat,” Ithicus said, and Alara felt a stab of regret.
Neither of the Mark II’s would make another jump. Outnumbered several hundred
to one, there was no way either Ithicus or his wingmate would survive.


One of the missile lock alarms beeping in Alara’s cockpit became a solid
tone, and Alara stomped on her right rudder, only to see a missile go flashing
by her cockpit in a blinding blur, passing so close that she could feel the
heat of it radiating through her canopy.


A waypoint appeared on the star map, behind her current position, and Alara
pulled up hard to loop back the way they’d come.


“Head to that waypoint, Guardians! We’ll make the jump as soon as we’re
clear.”


Alara roared by a pair of Sythian shell fighters that had been on her tail,
and then glanced at the star map to see the rest of the guardians forming up
and roaring away from the enemy at top speed. What was it her AI had said?


Even the fastest bird must eventually land to rest its wings.


Where were they supposed to land? Alara pulled every evasive maneuver she
could think of to shake the remaining missiles off her six. She was flying on
sheer instinct alone. Lasers and missiles spun away to all sides, never
touching her fighter. And then, abruptly, Alara noticed that the alarms had
quieted, and all that was left was the roaring of her engines. A quick look at
the grid revealed that they were now out of range of the enemy fighters. She
breathed a deep sigh and shook her head. 


“Start spooling for SLS!” Captain Reese called into the comm. “They’re going
to try to jump that wormhole ship, wherever it is, into our flight path as soon
as they see what we’re doing, so we need to keep maneuvering. I want you all to
pick a slightly different heading. Keep ‘em guessing.”


“Skidmark, you’re crazy!” Gina said. “We’re all going to end up jumping in
separate directions, and we’ll be stranded in the middle of nowhere!”


“Not if you make sure your actual heading matches the one plotted to
reach the rendezvous just before the jump. It’s the only way we’re getting out
of here.”


“Frek you, Adan! If I suffocate all alone in the middle of deep space I’m
going to find you in the netherworld and choke you to death!” 


“Cut the chatter, Five. You have your orders. As for Three and Four, just
try to keep clear of the enemy, and we’ll send a shuttle back for you.”


“Roger that,” Ithicus said.


Alara watched her SLS start spooling up and the countdown appear on her HUD.
As soon as that happened, her flight controls were automatically disabled, but
she told Ethan to re-enable them.


“Alara, you will not jump to the coordinates you specified unless you
maintain your current heading.”


“Just do it, Ethan! I don’t have time to argue. I’ll get back on that
heading before we jump.”


“If you’re off by even half a degree, you’ll still end up jumping millions
of kilometers away from the rendezvous.”


“I’ll handle it! Just paint the jump vector on my HUD so I can find it
again.” 


“As you wish.”


A green line appeared before her, stretching out to infinity, and Alara’s
flight controls came alive in her hands. She kept a steady eye on the heading
indicator at the top of her HUD, trying not to let the green desired heading
get too far from the red actual heading. As her jump timer ticked down to two
and a half minutes, she began decelerating for the jump. A quick look at the
star map showed the enemy fighters gaining on them almost instantly. The
pursuing shells would close to firing range before they could make the jump.


“Frek . . . we’re going to have company!” Guardian Nine said, noticing the
same thing.


Even as he said it, Alara saw both of the Mark II’s on the star map break
off the Guardians’ flight path and head back toward the pursuing fighters.


“Ithicus, what are you doing?” Captain Reese demanded. “Get back here now!”


“Negative, Lead. We’re going to cover your retreat.”


“Firestarter!” Reese growled.


“Ruh-kah!” Ithicus roared as he and his wingmate fired off a string of
Hailfires at the wave of approaching shells. Because the enemy fighters were
larger, the novas’ targeting computers gave them firing solutions long before
the Sythians came into range. Alara watched on the grid as more than a dozen
Hailfires streaked out toward the enemy formation. The shells opened up on the
approaching warheads with lasers, but the Hailfires split apart early,
spiraling off in all different directions before even one of them could be shot
down. Now there were dozens of warheads streaking toward the enemy fighters.
The shells tagged four, and the rest hit them with fiery bursts of light.
Twelve enemy fighters winked off the grid. 


It didn’t even make a dent in the enemy formation. 


Alara shook her head, watching on the grid as the Mark II’s switched to
pulse lasers and began strafing the shells at extreme range. Then the Sythians
were in firing range, and hundreds of purple stars shot out from their
formation. Alara held her breath, watching as those missiles swarmed toward
Ithicus and his wingmate. 


“Eject, Three, eject!” Captain Reese yelled.


Guardian Four, quiet on the comms until now took that moment to reply for
the both of them. “So we can be captured by Sythians? I’d rather die.”


And then the wave of missiles reached the Mark II’s, and Alara looked away
as the grid flashed brightly with their deaths. 


“Thirty seconds to jump,” Alara’s AI said. “You should return to your
original heading now. It will take time to correct your momentum.”


Alara heard the enemy fighters begin locking on to her, and she grimaced. It
was a bad time to stop maneuvering, but there was no helping that now. She
brought her nova back in line with the green jump vector painted on her HUD.
The heading indicator said it would take 20 seconds to correct her heading to
that vector, and then the countdown to SLS reached 25 seconds, and missile lock
alarms sounded out in a flurry. Alara listened to the slightly different tone
of beeps which indicated the enemy missiles were locked on and tracking her.


“Ten seconds,” the AI said, counting down to her jump. “Nine, eight, seven .
. .”


Alara’s eyes dipped to the grid to watch the enemy missiles closing in on
her fighter.


“One . . .” The nearest missile reached her, and then space dissolved in a
blinding light.


For a moment she thought the missile had reached her before she’d jumped,
but then Alara saw the bright star lines and streaks of SLS, and she sat back
with a sigh. She half expected to feel her fighter rocked by an explosion even
now after she’d gone to SLS, but of course missiles couldn’t follow her at
superluminal speeds.


Alara’s eyes turned to watch the countdown on the SLS icon which had
appeared on her HUD. It counted down from fifteen minutes. She would reach the
rendezvous soon. Alara could only hope the Defiant was there already
waiting for them. If not . . .


She refused to finish that thought. Alara passed the time fidgeting
nervously and trying to ignore the maddening itch of sweat trickling between
her shoulder blades. 


By the time the reversion timer reached ten seconds, and Ethan began an
audible countdown, her nerves were frayed, stretched taut like rubber bands,
just waiting to snap. Her hands began to shake and she felt cold all over.


Then the star lines narrowed to pinpricks of light, and Alara’s gaze shot to
the star map. She saw the remaining three Guardians appear around her fighter,
meaning all of them had managed to return to the jump heading in time, but that
was all she saw.


“Where’s the Defiant?” Gina asked.


“Frek . . .” Tenrik muttered. “She didn’t make it.”


Alara checked her coordinates just to make sure, but they’d jumped in right
on top of the rendezvous. They were in the right place. Despite all the odds,
they’d made it. And now . . .


“What’s your fuel look like, Guardians?” Captain Reese asked.


“Down to 17%,” Gina said.


“Same here,” Tenrik replied.


“Likewise,” Alara added. “Where’s the nearest habitable planet?”


“Odaran. We won’t make it there on 17% fuel unless we accelerate up to some
skriff-krakkin’ speed and drift in real space—then the problem would be our air
supply, not fuel. And even if by some miracle we did make it, we’d still have
to get past the Sythian ships in the system.”


“So . . . what the frek now?” Gina asked.


The captain took a deep breath and let it out over the comm, sounding to
Alara’s ears as a burst of static. “We wait.”


* * *


Commander Caldin watched the reversion to real space on the captain’s table,
waiting eagerly for Guardian Squadron to appear on the grid. As soon as the
theater of space where they’d set the rendezvous snapped into focus, she saw a
handful of green specks appear on the grid—just four of them. That’s it?
she thought. We had fourteen!


“I have contact with the Guardians!” the comm officer announced. “They’re
asking what took us so long.”


“Bring them in! We need to set out immediately in case the Sythians decrypted
our comms. Helm, report! What’s our fuel?”


“We’re down to 35%,” Damen Corr replied.


Caldin frowned. “We’d better save what’s left, then. All right—as soon as
our novas are aboard, set course a few million klicks from here, any direction,
but use the real space drives. If the Sythians decrypted our comms and somehow
figured out the coordinates of the rendezvous, I want to have a good head
start. Meanwhile, I’ll go debrief our pilots myself. Don’t bother informing
them of the change of command. I’d like to see their reactions. Petty Sergeant
Corr—” Caldin turned to get the helmsman’s attention. 


He looked up at her and ran a hand back through his short red hair, looking
weary and stretched.


She nodded to him. “You’re now Deck Sergeant Corr, and the XO of this ship.”


“Thank you, Ma’am,” he said, his blue eyes widening.


“You’re in command while I’m gone. Keep me posted. I’ll be on the comm if
you need me.” With that, Caldin started down the gangway to leave the bridge. 


“Ma’am!” The comm officer called after her. “Captain Reese is asking to
speak with the overlord! What should I say?”


Caldin scowled as she strode down the gleaming gangway. “Tell him the
overlord is busy!” 


Captain Adan Reese had a lot of explaining to do.


* * *


As soon as he popped open his cockpit and climbed down onto the wing, Atton
noticed Commander Caldin already waiting for him on the deck. She was flanked
by none other than the two guards he’d stunned and put in stasis tubes. “Good
morning, Captain Reese,” Caldin said. 


“Good morning,” Atton replied as he started down the ladder to the deck. He
watched the guards out of the corner of his eye as he descended. Both held
their rifles trained on him.


“You might be surprised to hear that there’s been a change of command while
you were gone.”


“Oh?” Atton reached the deck and turned to face Caldin. His eyebrows were
raised curiously, as though he had no idea what she was talking about.


Caldin smiled and nodded. “It would appear that the overlord was a
holoskinner.”


Atton feigned shock. “A what?”


“Yes, and I’ve heard some unfortunate things about you, too.”


Atton’s eyes flicked to the nearest guard and he found the man grinning
nastily at him. “What kinds of things?” Atton asked, his gaze on Commander
Caldin again.


“Corpsman Terl and Corpsman Donaas tell me you stunned them and stuffed them
into stasis tubes in order to ‘shut them up’—is that true, Captain?”


Atton gulped, but said nothing to that accusation.


“At the very least that’s a crime against your fellow officers, but I’m
curious as to why you’d want to shut them up unless you had something to do
with what they might have revealed. Something to do with Doctor Kurlin’s virus,
perhaps?”


Atton’s cheeks bulged with a retort, but he decided it would be better to
say nothing, so he just stood there with his nostrils flaring and his eyes
narrowing in on the two guards who had gotten him into this mess.


Caldin snorted. “Don’t worry—if you’re innocent, we’ll find out. We’re going
to conduct a mind probe on the man who’s been impersonating Overlord Dominic,
so we may as well conduct one on you, too.”


Atton’s eyes flew wide. “That’s illegal! It’s too dangerous. You’d need
authorization from the overlord himself for that.”


Caldin shook her head. “In the event that the overlord is unavailable, such
an order may be issued by a Captain or an Admiral of the fleet. There’s a
Captain on Obsidian Station, and an Admiral at Ritan. Take your pick.”


Atton frowned, and Caldin nodded to the guards. “Arrest that man, Corpsman
Donaas.”


“With pleasure!” he replied.


* * *


Ethan sat on the bunk in his cell aboard the Defiant, staring at his
hands. His real hands—no longer the wrinkled, age-spotted hands of the
overlord. Now that he’d been revealed for who he really was, and the holoskin
had been stripped away, Ethan was trying to decide what to do next. As the
overlord he’d had a purpose, a mission, a reason to struggle on, but now . . .
now he was Ethan Ortane again, ex-con and lowly outlaw. Back in jail.


Déjà vu.


His thoughts took him back over ten years ago to when he’d been caught for
smuggling stims and sentenced to exile in Dark Space. History had repeated
itself, but this time there’d be no leniency for his crimes—no reason to let
him out to support a struggling economy. Criminals as bad as him were executed,
not punished and then rehabilitated.


The mind probe would discover everything. There’d be no way for him to hide.
They would sift roughly through his memories with an AI, sorting them according
to patterns associated with guilt. In that way they’d discover every crime he’d
ever committed in his entire life. 


Ethan was pulled out of his thoughts by the sound of approaching footsteps.
He looked up to see a very familiar face. It was the face of Adan Reese, but
Ethan knew that under that holoskin lay his son, Atton. 


Atton turned to him with a grim smile. “Hoi there, cellmate.”


One of the guards cuffed Atton across the back of his head. “Shut up!” They
opened the cell opposite Ethan’s and shoved Atton roughly inside. Somehow, the
guards hadn’t discovered that Atton was a skinner, too—and why would they? They
had no reason to suspect he was someone else, but they obviously had
leveled charges against him for having stunned them and stuffed them into
stasis tubes. 


As soon as the door to Atton’s cell slid shut and the guards had stalked
away, Ethan stood and walked up to the bars of his cell. He waited until the
guards walked out of sight, and then he whispered, “What are you in for?”


Atton shook his head and sat down on his bunk with a sigh. “Stupidity.”


“I notice those two guards are still on board. Why didn’t you just send them
away like I asked?”


“It wouldn’t have shut them up for long. They knew about Kurlin. They would
have unraveled the whole plot, and if someone had started looking for a
holoskinning infiltrator among the survivors, you can bet they would have
discovered both of us.”


“So you decided the best way to deal with that was to stuff them into stasis
tubes until someone found them and let them out. You just delayed the
inevitable and made yourself look guilty!” Ethan shook his head. “You were
going to get caught either way.”


Atton looked up with a smile. “No, that wasn’t the plan. I was going to find
a nice habitable planet somewhere along the way and jettison them both in an
escape pod.”


Ethan gaped at his son. “You mean condemn them to die on a world that’s
probably swarming with Sythians.”


Atton shrugged. “They would have at least had a chance. It was the best I
could afford to offer them under the circumstances.”


Ethan shook his head and turned away with a scowl. “I can’t believe you’d
even consider that. You may as well have killed them. It’s just as bad.”


“Said the mass-murderer to his son.” Ethan spun on his heel, his eyes
flashing. “What did you say the reason was that you infiltrated the Valiant
again? Something about being blackmailed to do it, or else Brondi would kill
you and your copilot. I don’t see how plotting to kill a whole ship full of men
and women to save your own skin is any different from me plotting to leave two
men to the elements in order to do the same.”


Ethan grimaced. It was hard to argue with that logic, but he wasn’t
appreciating the irony.


They were interrupted by a groan, and both turned toward the sound. Atton
couldn’t see who was there because Kurlin’s cell was right next to his, but
Ethan watched the doctor rise from the bed with a grimace. This was about to
become much more complicated for him.


“What’s going on?” Kurlin asked, and then he turned to see Ethan staring at
him from the cell opposite his, and his jaw dropped. “You! Who . . .” The
doctor trailed off, shaking his head. “What are you doing here?”


“I’m the imposter, Kurlin.” The doctor just gaped at him. “That’s right,”
Ethan nodded. “Shocking.”


“How . . . ?”


“It’s a long story—one which the mind probe will soon discover.”


“They’re going to probe us?” Kurlin asked, his eyes going wide.


“Why, are you afraid they might turn you into a vegetable? Vegetables can’t
be tried for their crimes. You’d be better off.”


“He’s right, Kurlin,” Atton said.


Kurlin shut his mouth with a scowl and turned to look at the wall between
him and Atton. “Who are you?”


“The one who saved your bony ass.”


“I don’t understand,” Kurlin said, shaking his head.


“Who do you think put those guards in stasis? They were the only ones who
knew about you besides us.”


“Why . . . why would you do that?” Kurlin asked.


“Frekked if I know. Seems like I should have let them kill you.”


Kurlin looked away, back to Ethan. “Who is he?”


Ethan smiled, now finally freed of the need for subterfuge. “He’s my son.”


* * *


—THE YEAR 0 AE—


 


When Destra Ortane went back to check on the fleet officer she’d rescued,
she found his gurney wedged at an angle between the walls of the corridor. He
was moaning in his sleep, and he felt hot to the touch, but at least he was
firmly wedged, so she didn’t need to find a more secure place for him to lie.
Destra dug through the netting under the gurney to find that most of the food
had fallen out and rolled to the back of the ship, but the medkit was still
securely tied. She opened it and injected the man with one of the last shots of
antibiotics. That done, she patted his hand and said, “You’ll be okay.” He
didn’t reply. He was still knocked out from the sedatives she’d administered
hours ago, which was probably just as well. If he died, at least he’d die in
his sleep. She headed back to the cockpit with a frown, thinking that the man
would be lucky to live. His injuries had been very serious and there was almost
certainly internal bleeding.


When Destra got back to the cockpit, she found herself blinking out at an
unbroken vista of stars, and now she realized that the man’s injuries were
moot. Neither of them were going to live.


Somehow, without her noticing, the Sythian fighter had dropped out of SLS
far short of the next gate, and now she was stranded in the middle of
who-knew-where. The most likely reason for that was that her fighter had run
out of fuel.


Destra slumped down in the flight chair and took a quick look at what passed
for the Sythians’ gravidar to see where she was. There appeared to be a planet
not too far from her current location. The map couldn’t tell her what the
planet was called in any name that she’d recognize, and it couldn’t tell her if
the world were habitable either, but when she looked up into the starry void of
space above her head, she saw it, and she didn’t have to wonder—she knew
that it wasn’t habitable. The planet was so dark that it barely stood out from
surrounding space. It was far from any visible sun, and appeared not to have
any moons. It was also the only planet visible on the grid, which likely meant
it was the only planet around for hundreds of millions of klicks. An
exoplanet, she thought.


Destra grimaced, debating her options, but without fuel, she had no options,
and it wouldn’t be long before the Sythians realized she hadn’t made it to the
end of the space lane and began flying back from the gate looking for her. 


That dark planet was her only chance—and it wasn’t a good one. Trying not to
think about her odds of survival, Destra tilted the flight yoke up and pushed
it forward to head in the direction of the planet. She silently wondered if she
had enough fuel left to make it there. The answer which flashed up on the HUD
was inscrutable, but when she wondered about setting an autopilot to land on
the surface, the controls grew slack in her hands and her fighter drifted onto
a more direct heading for the planet. 


Hopefully that was a good sign.


Destra waited for what seemed like an eternity, wondering how she was going
to survive. The atmosphere, if there even was one, was likely not breathable.
The world was so dark that the temperature had to be well below zero. It was
hard to imagine how dying in the cold, dark, and airless environment of that
exoplanet would be any better than dying in the cold, dark, and airless
environment of space.


By the time that dark world was all Destra could see in her forward view,
her ship began to descend the last few hundred klicks to the surface. She saw
the faint orange glow of an erupting volcano far below, and then she felt the
slight vibration of an atmosphere tugging at her fighter. That much was a good
sign, but the fact that the world was off the space lanes only confirmed its
lack of habitability. The atmosphere was probably toxic.


Soon, dark wisps of cloud began drifting past the cockpit, and Destra saw a
rugged mountain range appear below her. The mountains were riddled with glowing
rivers of magma—yet another volcano was in the process of erupting there. It
was strange to see a world so dark and cold belching fire and brimstone.


Lovely place, she thought.












Chapter 24


 


—THE YEAR 10 AE—





Alara noted Captain
Reese’s absence from the briefing room as she, Gina, and Tenrik Fanton filed
wearily inside and took their seats to be debriefed by Commander Caldin. The
captain’s absence sent a stab of dread coursing through Alara. Had her own
wingmate been killed and she hadn’t noticed? But no, she’d heard his voice on
the comm several times since they’d reached the rendezvous. He was fine. 


Alara sat down beside her bunk mate, Lieutenant Gina Giord, and gave the
other woman a wan smile. Gina offered a weak smile in return and then looked
away. It was a miracle that Alara could find even one friendly face left among
the surviving pilots. 


Once they were all seated, the commander proceeded to tell them the shocking
news about the imposter overlord. But that wasn’t all. Caldin went on to
explain Doctor Kurlin’s role in discovering the imposter and also in creating
the virus which had killed the Valiant’s crew. Finally she got to the
part about Captain Reese’s suspicious actions to cover up for the doctor.


They’d all stopped gasping and murmuring after hearing about the overlord.
The rest fell on numb ears. Personally, Alara felt less shocked and horrified
to hear about her father’s arrest than she was to hear about Captain Reese’s.
All of it together was far too much for them to deal with after the long,
exhausting mission with two trips through SLS and two back-to-back battles in
which they’d lost almost the entire squadron.


Alara shook her head. It felt like she was trapped inside some horrible
dream. The only good news was that it was over for now. 


At least for them it was. 


Commander Caldin told them that the Defiant would stay where it was.
Parts and fuel would be scavenged from the cruiser to refit Brondi’s corvette
for extended range, and then they’d send a skeleton crew and Tova on a straight
jump to Obsidian Station to get help. Alara found herself wondering why they
hadn’t just done that to begin with, but Caldin answered that question before
anyone could ask.


“We’re now almost halfway to Obsidian Station. That’s just close enough for
a heavily-modified corvette to make it there without using the space lanes.
They’ll be safe—we’ll be safe until help arrives—a nice happy ending for
everyone.” Caldin looked down at her lectern as if to read notes from a holo
pad—but she hadn’t brought one. The commander was unable to meet their gaze.


Alara frowned. There was something she wasn’t telling them. 


“Good job out there, pilots,” Caldin went on, still gazing at the lectern.
“Go eat something from the mess and get some rack time. You all look like you
need it!” Finally, she looked up, saluted them, and said, “Dismissed!”


As Alara rose from her seat, Caldin caught her eye and gestured for her to
come down to the podium. Alara reached the base of the podium where the
commander was standing and gave a tired salute. “You wanted to speak with me,
ma’am?” 


Caldin nodded. “At ease, Cadet. I need to know what you think of all this.”


“Of all what, ma’am?”


Caldin raised one eyebrow. “Your father is in prison awaiting trial for
conspiracy and mass murder, and the leader of your squadron is also in prison,
apparently an accomplice to those crimes. . . . None of that affects you?”


Alara hesitated, trying to decide what answer the commander was looking for.


“Don’t think too hard.”


“Well . . .” Alara trailed off. “I don’t remember Dr. Kurlin as my father.
Everyone tells me he is, but that doesn’t make any sense to me.”


“Interesting,” Caldin mused. “And the captain?”


“I find it hard to believe him capable of those crimes, but he’s not a dear
friend of mine.”


Caldin nodded. “All the same, I think it would be best if you went to the
brig to say goodbye—at least to your father.”


Alara’s brow furrowed. “Goodbye?”


“They may not survive the trial, let alone their sentence. We’re going to
subject them to a mind probe.”


Alara gasped.


“You’re dismissed, Cadet. My guards are waiting at the doors to escort you
to the brig if you wish to go.”


* * *


Alara’s footsteps rang clearly down the corridor as she walked to the brig.
Beside her walked one of Commander Caldin’s guards, and ahead, polished
duranium walls and floors stretched endlessly. The brig was located in the far
aft section of the lowermost of the cruiser’s 18 decks.


“So the Doc’s your father, hoi?” the guard asked.


Alara turned to him and gave a quick nod. “That’s what people tell me.”


“Tell you? Oh, right—you’re chipped. What’s that like?”


“It’s like being yourself, except that everyone around you is judging you
for it.”


“Hoi, sounds like being regular to me.”


Alara laughed. “Well, it could be worse I suppose. What’s your name?” she
asked, her eyes on the man.


“Corpsman Terl,” the guard said.


They reached the brig, and Terl stepped forward to present his wrist to the
door scanner. The door slid open and they walked in. They passed the warden,
sitting with his feet propped up on his desk, reading a holo pad while security
holos from the brig played in a continuous, silent stream above the desk. The
warden looked up to see who’d come in, and Terl turned to him as they walked,
“She’s going to pay her respects to the Doc.”


The warden nodded and went back to reading.


They reached the next door and again Terl passed his wrist over the scanner.
It swished open to reveal another corridor, this one lined with jail cells.
Alara let the corpsman lead, and he stopped just inside the entrance and
gestured to the second cell on the left. “Doc’s in there.”


Alara started forward; her gaze flicked left to see Captain Reese staring at
her, and then right to see—


She froze—blinking, her mouth half open as if she were about to say
something, but had the words stolen from her before she could. The man in that
cell stared back at her grimly, but now he nodded and smiled, as if he
understood what had shocked her. Alara gazed into those familiar green eyes and
studied the man’s ruggedly handsome face. Her gaze flicked up to his salt and
pepper hair and she shook her head. She knew this man. A headache began
encroaching at her temples, and abruptly Alara felt sick and dizzy. She
squeezed her eyes shut to make the world stop spinning.


A scene flashed into her mind’s eye then. It was burned into her memory from
recurring nightmares. In that scene the situation was reversed—she was inside
the cell, and he was coming to see her.


“I’ll be back soon, Kiddie . . .”


“I love you!” she heard herself say.


“I love you, too, Alara.”


Suddenly she knew who he was. The memories came rushing back—countless hours
spent by that man’s side, co-piloting the Atton in Dark Space. He was Ethan—her
best friend, her partner, and . . . She opened her eyes slowly and shook her
head. “You . . .”


Ethan’s gaze flicked to the guard standing beside her and then back.


“You two know each other?” Terl asked, his eyes narrowing suspiciously.


Alara recovered smoothly. She turned to Terl and shook her head. Looking
back to Ethan with a disgusted scowl, she said, “No, it’s just shocking to see
who the overlord really was.”


Terl nodded.


Alara started toward Kurlin’s cell once more, but then she turned back to
the guard standing behind her. “Do you think I could have a moment alone with
my father?” 


“Uh . . .”


“It’s okay—” She looked up and nodded to the roving black eye of a
holocorder. “—you’ll have a record there in case you’re worried.” 


Terl frowned. “I guess it’s okay, but don’t be long.”


Alara nodded and covered a yawn with one hand. “I’ll pass out if I stay too
long. Need to hit the rack soon.”


The corpsman turned and walked off the brig. Alara watched him go and waited
until the doors had shut behind him before turning to Ethan once more. She
walked up close to the bars of his cell, being careful to keep her back to the
nearest camera. 


“Kiddie . . .” he whispered.


Using her body to shield the gesture, Alara put a finger to her lips, and
then she fished around in her pocket for a holo pad. Bringing it out, she typed
in a message, and then turned it so Ethan could see.


I remember you. We used to fly together. You were the overlord all this
time?


Ethan smiled and nodded.


She typed in something else and turned the pad once more.


You said you loved me. Is that true?


Ethan hesitated, but then he nodded again.


What were you doing impersonating the overlord?


Ethan gestured for her to pass the pad to him through the bars. She turned
her body to shield the movement from the holocorder, and then passed the pad
through the bars. He spent a long moment typing something and then he turned
the pad so she could see.


It’s a long story. They’re going to use a probe on me when we get to
Obsidian Station, so you’ll find out then—assuming the information isn’t
classified.


Alara’s eyes flew wide, now remembering what Caldin had said about saying
goodbye to her father. That meant she’d have to say goodbye to Ethan, too.
Alara took the pad back from Ethan and typed.


I’m going to get you out.


He shook his head.


I love you, Ethan. I don’t remember much, but I do remember that. I can’t
leave you here. I’ll find a way.


Ethan gestured for the pad again, and he wrote: You can’t help me now. I
know you love me, Kiddie, but you want something I can’t give you. My heart
still belongs to my wife.


Alara frowned and reached for the pad once more. Now she wrote, You’re
married??


The door swished open once more and Alara hurried to tuck the pad back into
her flight jacket before turning to see Corpsman Terl come bustling in with the
warden. Neither of them looked amused.


“Hoi, get away from that prisoner!” Terl said. “You’re not authorized to
speak with him.”


Alara shook her head. “I wasn’t speaking with him. I was just trying to
decide if I recognized him from somewhere.”


“And?” Terl asked as he reached her side.


Alara shook her head and glanced back at Ethan. “It’s just déjà vu. Being
chipped makes it hard to decide what’s real . . . and what isn’t.” She held
Ethan’s gaze as she said that last part, and she saw his eyes flash with hurt
and sympathy. How could I have been stupid enough to fall for a married man?
Alara wondered. The more she learned about her previous life, the less she
wanted to go on living it.


“Well hurry up and pay your respects to the doc. I’m not leaving you alone
in here again.”


“Of course. I’ll just be a moment,” Alara said and walked up to Kurlin’s
cell. She found him sleeping on his bunk, so she woke him by rattling the bars
of his cell.


He looked up with tired, bloodshot eyes, and then his eyes flew wide and he
jumped up from the bed. “Alara! You’re safe!”


“Yes,” she smiled.


He hurried to the bars of the cell and reached for her hand. Alara endured
the old man’s clammy touch for a few seconds. She still didn’t remember Kurlin
as her father.


“Now I can die in peace,” he sighed.


“Don’t say that . . . you’re not going to die.”


Kurlin smiled wanly and shook his head. “My dear, sweet little girl, if I
don’t die when they probe my mind, they will kill me when they see what’s
locked inside of it.”


“We’re all dead men,” Captain Reese interrupted from the cell adjacent to
Kurlin’s. Alara turned to meet the captain’s blue eyes. He’d been watching her
the whole time. 


Alara shook her head, and Terl grabbed her by the arm. “That’s enough
fraternizing. We need to go.”


“Goodbye, Alara!” Kurlin called.


Alara looked back over her shoulder and smiled at the old man. “Goodbye,
Dad.” 


Kurlin’s eyes grew moist with that acknowledgement. She didn’t feel the
truth of those words, but he was on death row, so it was the least she could
do. She caught Ethan’s eye as she left, but he looked away, and then so did
she. There wasn’t anything further to say. He’d said it already: he was in love
with someone else—his wife! Alara couldn’t and wouldn’t compete with that. She
shook her head, still reeling from the revelation of who the green-eyed man
from her dreams was, and how stupid she’d been in her previous life.


They walked off the brig, and the door swished shut behind them. The warden
went back to his desk, and Corpsman Terl eyed the elderly warden as he put his
feet up on the desk once more and went back to reading on his holo pad. 


“You been watching the security feed?” Terl asked, his eyes narrowing once
more.


The warden looked up and smiled. “Of course,” but he didn’t even glance at
the holos rising out of his desk, and the sound was muted on all the feeds. 


“I want to see your holo logs since the prisoners arrived.”


The warden’s brow furrowed. He was a petty officer, probably a career
washout to be so old and still such a low-ranking officer. Under any other
circumstances, the warden would have been a ranking officer, but there was no
one else they could spare from the crew to nursemaid the brig. “Is something
wrong?”


Terl frowned. “Just get me the logs on a holo card. I’ll be back for them
soon.”


* * *


Commander Caldin sat in the Overlord’s office watching the security holos
from the brig with Corpsman Terl standing over her shoulder. He fast-forwarded
to a certain spot, and then played back the recording. “There—” he said,
“listen.”


“What’s going on?” Kurlin asked, and then he turned to see the imposter
overlord staring at him from the cell opposite his, and his jaw dropped. “You!
Who . . .” The doctor trailed off, shaking his head. “What are you doing here?”


“I’m the imposter, Kurlin.” The doctor just gaped at him. “That’s
right—shocking.”


“How . . . ?”


“It’s a long story—one which the mind probe will soon discover.”


“They’re going to probe us?” Kurlin asked, his eyes widening.


“Why, are you afraid they might turn you into a vegetable? Vegetables
can’t be tried for their crimes. You’d be better off.”


“He’s right, Kurlin,” Captain Reese said.


Kurlin shut his mouth with a scowl and turned to look at the wall between
him and the adjacent cell. “Who are you?”


“The one who saved your bony ass.”


“I don’t understand,” Kurlin said, shaking his head.


“Who do you think put those guards in stasis? They were the only ones who
knew about you besides us.”


“Why . . . why would you do that?” Kurlin asked.


“Frekked if I know. Seems like I should have let them kill you.”


Kurlin looked away, back to the imposter overlord. “Who is he?”


“He’s my son.”


Terl froze the recording there and Commander Caldin turned to look up at him
with wide, blinking eyes. “They’re related? Who is this man?” The
recording was frozen on the imposter’s face, showing his features clearly.


Terl shook his head. “We don’t know who he is yet. Without access to the net
in Dark Space, the databanks are skriffy. I thought Alara might’ve recognized
him when she went to say goodbye to her father, but she said it was just her
mind playin’ tricks on her.”


“Hmmm.”


“You think she’s lying?”


Caldin shrugged. “Maybe she does recognize him, or maybe she only thinks she
does. In either case she won’t be a reliable witness. The doctor, however . . .
clearly he does recognize our imposter, and he is still in his right mind. When
we subject him to a mind probe we’ll get to the bottom of it.”


Terl nodded. “Yes.”


“Meanwhile, we have more pressing concerns.” Caldin pushed away from the
desk and stood up with a sigh. “We need to finish refitting the corvette and
get help before the Sythians find us and make all our power-squabbling
pointless.”


Caldin walked up to room’s viewport and gazed out into the starry blackness
of space. “This is the darkest things have ever been.”


Terl walked up behind her and gripped her shoulders in his big hands,
massaging the knots out of her muscles. “It will be all right, Ma’am. If anyone
can lead us to safety, it’s you.”


Caldin turned to him, her eyes searching his. “What makes you so sure?”


“I know you.”


Caldin smiled. “You always know how to make me feel better.”


Terl smiled back and reached up to stroke her cheek with the back of his
hand.


She leaned toward him and he took the hint, bending down to kiss her gently
on the lips. She reached for his hand and squeezed it—hard—before
breaking away and leading him back to the desk. She had him sit down in the
overlord’s chair, and then she climbed on top of him.


“Seems like you know a thing or two about makin’ people feel better
yourself,” Terl said with a grin as she leaned down to kiss him.


* * *


After a hot bowl of stew and a short vaccucleanse, Alara Vastra stumbled
into her bed. She was so tired she felt like she was drugged, and her head hit
the pillow like a rock. Her dreams swirled with indistinct voices and blurry
faces, but every now and then she had a clear glimpse of Ethan’s smile and his
sparkling green eyes. Each time she saw his face, she felt a painful stab in
her heart, and she wanted to cry. He wasn’t going to be around much longer, and
. . . he was married?


The version of her in the dream tried to fight that truth. She took Ethan’s
face in her hands and kissed his lips furiously—possessively—as though she
could steal his heart from whomever it was that he’d married. 


“You love me, Ethan! You said so!”


But in the dream he merely shook his head, and Alara watched as a faceless
woman came and dragged him away from her, leading him off into the darkness.
Ethan gave her a sloppy salute, and she watched the deep lines of sorrow carved
around his mouth crease upward in a smile. “Goodbye, Kiddie . . .”


“No!”


Knock knock knock.


Alara awoke to the sound, and sat blinking up at the bunk above her,
wondering for a moment what was real and what was a dream. Her head felt thick
and groggy as she sat up on her bunk and looked around. She heard a familiar
groan coming from the top bunk, and she said, “Gina?”


Another groan.


“Gina!” Alara thumped the bottom of the mattress above her head with her
fist as the knocking started again. “Someone’s at the door!”


“You get it! Frekked if I care,” Gina mumbled.


Alara stood up with another groan and stumbled over to the door. The lights
were still turned down low so they could sleep. When she passed her wrist over
the door scanner, it swished open to admit a blinding brightness to the room.
Alara stumbled away from the light, bringing her arm up to shield her eyes.


“Good morning, Lieutenant.”


“Lieutenant?” she asked, squinting into the light to see Commander Caldin
smiling back at her.


“Second Lieutenant. I’ve decided to promote you in light of your performance
on the last mission.”


“How long have I been asleep?”


“It’s been twelve hours since you were debriefed.”


“Krak, I’ve slept for half a day!”


“And you look like you could sleep for another half,” Caldin remarked, “but
I need you for another mission.”


“Another . . .” Alara’s sleep-clouded brain struggled to catch up.


“We’re finished with the refit, but with all the components we had to steal
from the Defiant, we won’t be going anywhere soon. It’s absolutely vital
that we get reinforcements before a random patrol of Sythians detects us out
here. They’re bound to be looking for us after Forlax.”


Alara nodded distractedly. “So you want me to . . .”


“Fly the corvette to Obsidian Station with Tova and come back with
reinforcements. Cloaked ships this time, please.”


“I . . .”


“It’s an easy mission. Just a straight shot through SLS, so you can sleep on
the way, but I need my best pilots to go, just in case.”


“Who else is going?”


The commander called out over Alara’s shoulder. “Gina!” A groan was her only
reply. “Get out here, Lieutenant!”


A moment later a bleary-eyed woman with short blond hair sticking out at all
angles appeared in the open door. “Hoi,” she saluted weakly, and leaned heavily
on the door jamb.


“Get dressed you two. You’re launching in ten,” Caldin said as she turned to
leave.


“Can I take a vaccucleanse first?” Alara called after the commander.


“Launching where?” Gina asked.


But there was no reply.


Alara scowled. “Oh, frek it!”


* * *


Alara, Gina, Delayn, and Tova in her menacing black armor walked up to
Brondi’s refitted corvette, newly christened the Rescue. Almost the
entire surviving crew of the Defiant had come down to the auxiliary
hangar deck to wave goodbye and wish them luck. They all understood how
critical this mission was to their survival, and Alara felt as though their
lives were a heavy burden resting on her shoulders. As they drew near to the
corvette, Alara thought that from the size of it, the ship should have been
able to bear them all away with room to spare, but during the commander’s
farewell speech, she had explained to everyone the reason why they weren’t all
evacuating in the corvette—the only space left aboard the Rescue was in
the cockpit—which had even been reduced from five control stations to four, one
for pilot, copilot, gravidar operator, and engineer. The rest of the space was
now filled with fuel, regulators, coolant tanks, and pumps. They’d drained
everything from the Defiant, pouring all their best efforts into giving
the Rescue just one chance to save them all. 


Even that chance was slim. Delayn had taken them aside just before Caldin’s
farewell speech and told them what the commander had been holding back during
the debriefing. There was a good chance the Rescue wouldn’t make it. The
reactor could easily overheat and suffer a meltdown before they ever reached
Obsidian Station.


As Alara, Gina, Delayn, and Tova climbed the boarding ramp to the corvette,
the crew cheered and whistled, and the burden of their lives grew all the
heavier. Gina shook her head as they retreated inside the corvette. “The way
they’re acting, you’d think we were conquering heroes.”


Alara nodded.


“We will be heroes if we make it,” Delayn said. 


The inside of the corvette was so cramped that they didn’t need to guess
which way to go. There only was one. A short corridor led to a lift tube which
would carry them straight up the four decks to the bridge. The ship was a giant
space rocket, packed with enough fuel to atomize the Defiant if
something went wrong—let alone the much smaller corvette.


“If we even hit a bit of space dust,” Gina said, catching Alara’s eye while
they waited for the lift. “We’re going to make a real pretty supernova.”


“I do not understand,” Tova said. Her warbling language filtered roughly
through the Gor’s helmet to their aural translators and then came out in a
gender-neutral computerized voice.


Gina turned to her with a frown. “It means we might all die before we can
get help.”


“I see. I do my best to contact my crèche mates before we arrive.”


“Well,” Gina gave the alien a big, false smile. “That’s why you’re here.”


Turning back to the lift as it opened, Gina shook her head and muttered,
“Frekkin’ Gors. . . .”


“We do copulate,” Tova replied. “But not as often as humans.”


“Thanks for sharing,” Gina said, her nose wrinkling with disgust. 


The lift took them up to the fourth level and opened directly in front of
the cockpit. They started forward and the doors automatically swished open to
let them through. Alara found the nearest chair and sat down, not caring
whether she was the pilot or the copilot. Both control stations turned out to
be identically appointed, however, allowing for one of them to sleep while the
other kept watch.


Gina sat down beside her and they began the preflight check while Tova
squeezed into the gravidar station to their right, and Delayn into the
engineering station to their left. They went through the preflight carefully to
avoid deadly oversights, but everything checked out, and they received clearance
for takeoff. The engines started with a rising roar and began rumbling
ominously underfoot.


“Ruh-kah!” Commander Caldin said, her voice coming to their ears from the
comm speakers as she waved to them from her podium on the flight deck below.


And then Gina turned to Alara with a grim smile. “Next stop Obsidian
Station.”


* * *


Alec Brondi stood aboard the bridge of the Valiant, down by the
viewports, watching the countdown to real space from the HUD relay inside his
zephyr’s helmet. He’d become even more paranoid since the incident in the med
center, refusing to leave the designated “safe” zones, and refusing to take off
his armor for any reason. It was starting to stink inside the mech, but Brondi
considered that a small price to pay. His trip had been worth it. They’d
successfully isolated Kurlin’s virus from the blood sample they’d taken. Now
all they needed to do was get it aboard Admiral Heston’s ships, sit back, and
let nature take its course. 


Brondi smiled behind his helmet and turned to Captain Thornton, who was now
cloaked in a holoskin that made him look exactly like Overlord Dominic. “Are
you ready?”


The captain nodded. “I am,” he said, in the gravelly voice of the overlord
himself.


Amazing, Brondi thought. It sounds just like him! They’d
managed to produce a decent vocal synthesizer based on recordings of the
overlord’s voice. The only thing they couldn’t do was fake up an identichip for
Thornton, but they wouldn’t need that to gain the admiral’s confidence. Showing
up in the overlord’s flagship looking and sounding just like him would be more
than good enough.


The Valiant dropped out of SLS directly above Ritan, and Brondi
smiled down upon the dark world below. “Gravidar, report!”


“I have . . . nothing on scopes.”


“What?” Brondi blinked. “What do you mean nothing?”


“Wait, there is one contact. She’s small. Looks like a guardian-class
destroyer. They’re hailing us.”


“Good. That must be them.” Brondi turned to Captain Thornton. “It’s time for
you to shine.”


The captain nodded and turned to the viewports with hands clasped behind his
back. He wore the white uniform of the overlord, recently tailored to fit his
slightly taller frame. “Put them on screen,” the captain said.


Suddenly their view of Ritan was replaced with the larger-than-life face of
a very haggard-looking man. He appeared to be 50-something.


“Supreme Overlord, what are you doing so far from home?”


Thornton sighed. “It’s a long story.”


The man on screen folded his hands on the desk before him and nodded. “I’m
listening.”


Captain Thornton dutifully explained the story they’d come up with. An
outlaw fleet had attacked them with a devastating bio weapon—a virus. The Valiant
had developed a vaccine before it was too late, but not before their now
vastly-under crewed ship had been forced to flee Dark Space by the enemy fleet.
Thornton was quick to point out the damage to their port side as proof of that
engagement—damage which they’d actually suffered while fleeing Sythians.


At the end of their long, sad story, Thornton revealed the good news. They’d
saved some of the vaccine so that Admiral Hoff could inoculate his crew against
the deadly virus—just in case it spread.


“Well,” the man speaking with them sighed. “That’s unfortunate. Of course
your crew could still be contagious, so we’re going to have to keep our
distance, but you can jettison the vaccine in an escape pod and I’ll be sure
that it gets to the admiral so he can distribute it to the fleet.”


Brondi was upset to hear they weren’t talking with the admiral himself, but
happy that it seemed like the man they were talking to had bought their
cover story. He’s even going to spread the virus for me! Brondi thought.



“We’ll be in touch, Dominic.” And with that, the holo call ended and Brondi
was left grinning smugly out at space. Soon he’d have a whole fleet under his
command! Now he just needed to find a crew for it. Perhaps he’d open
recruitment offices when they got back to Dark Space. . . . Yes, Brondi
nodded. Dreams of a truly free Imperium safely tucked away in Dark Space,
patrolled and ruled by a powerful fleet under his command swirled through his
head.


Brondi turned from the viewports to address his crew—


That was when the deck rocked violently under his feet. Brondi fell against
the viewports. The thunk which sounded from that impact rang painfully
in his ears, and then the lights flickered and went out. Suddenly Brondi felt
his feet drifting free of the deck. He snapped on his zephyr’s floodlights just
in time to see the ceiling rushing up to greet him. He bounced off with a
hollow-sounding thud and then turned to see the rest of his crew
floating above the deck, their arms and legs flailing as they cursed and
shouted at each other. Brondi twisted his torso the other way to see Captain
Thornton floating in a globular pool of his own blood. “Captain!” he yelled.


But Thornton didn’t respond.


* * *


Roan heard the distant boom of the explosion, and he grinned inside his
helmet. The lights went out, and then the gravity failed but Roan could manage
in zero G just fine using his armor. His suit auto adjusted its grav field to
keep his feet rooted to the deck and simulate a steady 1.25 G’s, which was the
gravity on his home world, Noctune.


Roan had done everything he could to take back the Valiant, but they
had finally made it impossible for him to hunt any more. After being almost
killed by mines—twice—while trying to get to the surviving crew members, Roan
had finally understood that there was only one option left, and he had thought
back to the plan Tova had laid out for him to sabotage the ship before
reinforcements arrived. They’d asked him to shut down the main reactor and
destroy the IMS—which is exactly what he had done. 


Tova had warned him that the humans would eventually use grav guns and field
emitters to regain their footing, but without power on the ship, they’d have to
venture out to fix the reactor and the ruined IMS, and that was what Roan
really wanted. He’d laid a few traps of his own along the approaches to those
areas of the ship.


Roan hissed inside his helmet and bared his teeth. It was time to hunt
again.


* * *


Alara, Gina, and Delayn fell into a routine, the hours blurring together
with the same dull monotony of napping, eating emergency rations, and taking
turns to stay awake and nursemaid the Rescue. Someone had to constantly
watch the reactor’s coolant levels and core temperature. If the coolant dropped
too low, or the core temperature rose too high, they would have to make an
emergency stop to let the reactor cool. In between watching the reactor, they
studied the time till reversion. The SLS timer was like the timer on a
bomb—which was exactly what it felt like. It felt like they were riding inside
a giant bomb. In her mind’s eye Alara saw it explode in a magnificent flash of
light and sound which could be seen streaking across the night sky, clear from
one side of the galaxy to the other.


And then, that was exactly what happened. Alara saw the flash of light and
heard—


“Wake up, Kiddie!” Someone was shaking her. “Wake up!”


She groaned and sat up to see the maddening, bright swirl of SLS fade to a
much more tolerable pattern of tiny pinpricks of light.


“Where are we?” she asked, suddenly disoriented. Gina stopped shaking her,
and Delayn answered her question.


“The core was getting too hot, so I dropped us out to let the reactor cool.
Meanwhile, we can see if we’re close enough now for Tova to contact her fellow
skull faces. “Tova?”


“I try . . . wait.”


They held their breath, and then Tova’s gleaming black helmet turned to
them. “I cannot. They are silent.”


“What do you mean they are silent?”


“Their voices too far for me to hear.”


“So we’re not close enough yet.”


“Perhaps.”


Gina nodded and she and Alara got up to stretch their legs while they waited
for the reactor to cool. They spent the time pacing around the small bridge,
periodically checking on the core temperature while Tova sat still and silent
at the gravidar station. Half an hour later the temperature had fallen enough
for them to risk another jump. Alara sat down with a sigh, and when the stars
dissolved into star lines and streaks of light once more, she had to swallow a
scream. This had gone on too long. “How far away are we?”


“Three hours,” Delayn answered.


“Let’s just finish the trip. Tova can try to contact her people again when
we arrive—or not—I don’t care. I need to get aboard Obsidian Station and out of
this ship soon or I’m going to go skriffy.”


“Sure,” Gina said.


Alara tried to calm her racing heart enough to get back to sleep.
Eventually, with the timer running down from two hours, she managed to do just
that. She dreamed of a faceless army of black-armored soldiers marching across
a dark field of equally black glass. Their glowing red eyes turned to her as
one, and then they began shooting deadly purple stars at her. As the missiles
swarmed toward her, the aliens began to chant in a deep, computerized voice,
“Ten, nine, eight, seven—”


Alara woke up, suddenly realizing that what she was hearing was the
countdown to real space. “We made it?”


The timer reached one, and they watched the star lines return to pinpoints
of light. Alara’s gaze dipped to the star map, searching for the station, but
all she could see was a clump of asteroids marked in gray icons on the grid. 


Gina punched her star map. “Frek you!” she screamed.


“Where is it?” Alara asked. She shook her head, unable, or unwilling, to
understand what she was looking at. “What is this?” She pointed to the gray
icons on the star map.


Gina turned to her, a solemn look on her face. Her mouth opened, but she
couldn’t bring herself to say it. Neither of them could. After coming all this
way, exhausting all their fuel and taking all of the hopes of the Defiant’s
crew with them, they’d finally made it to Obsidian Station. 


What was left of it.


The gray contacts on the grid weren’t asteroids, they were drifting chunks
of debris. Gina dialed up the throttle to get a closer look, and as they drew
near, they saw the gray bracket pairs resolve into dark, jagged pieces of the
station. The larger pieces were riddled with holes.


“They’re all dead,” Alara whispered.


“Yeah, and so are we. We have 6% of our fuel left,” Delayn said.


Alara shook her head and tears sprang to her eyes. “We came all this way for
nothing!” 


“Well, we’re here now, and there’s no going back, so we’d better see if
there’s anything we can salvage from the wreckage,” Gina said.


“Like what?”


Gina met Alara’s gaze as Tova turned—the red eyes of her helmet glowing
ominously as she gazed up at them from the gravidar station. “Like a chance of
survival,” Gina replied.












Epilogue


 


—THE YEAR 0 AE—





The shell fighter
set down on the surface of the exoplanet not far from an active volcano with a
river of glowing magma running down the side. Destra let out a long breath and
scowled at the inhospitable landscape. She’d set down on a dark field of ice,
which glittered like black glass. Between the fiery magma flows and the ice
fields, the world was bound to be either too hot or too cold, but never
anywhere in between.


Destra shook her head and abandoned the cockpit to go check on her patient.
By now he should have been waking up, and if not, she’d have to wake him. They
both needed to eat something. Destra felt her stomach growl painfully at just
the thought of food, and she stumbled along the darkened corridors of the
fighter to find the officer she’d rescued.


She ended up bumping straight into him in the dark and both of them fell
over. Destra winced at the pain which shot up through her spine as she hit the
deck. The man cried out and began panting heavily from the much greater pain of
his injuries.


Destra sighed and searched for him in the dark. “Are you okay?” she asked.


“I . . . I don’t know,” he wheezed. “Where am I?” 


She found his hand in the dark and squeezed it in an attempt to reassure
him. “You should have stayed on the gurney,” she said.


“Who are you?”


“I saved your life. Don’t you remember?”


“No.”


“I’m Destra,” she said. “Destra Ortane.”


“Nice to meet you. I’m . . .” he panted once more, obviously struggling to
catch his breath. “Hoff,” he said. “Admiral Hoff Heston.”


“Admiral?” Destra blinked and she recoiled from his hand as though it were a
snake.


Hoff chuckled, but it came out as a wheeze. “Yes, not that it matters. An
admiral needs a fleet to be an admiral, does he not?”


Destra frowned. “I . . . I suppose so.”


“Where are we?” Hoff asked with his next available breath.


“I don’t know. Some barren rock in the middle of nowhere. We’re out of fuel.
I stole a Sythian fighter and escaped Roka to come here, but we didn’t get
far.” Now it was Destra’s turn to laugh. “It looks like we’d have been better
off on Roka with the Sythians.”


“Hmmm,” Hoff grunted. “Well, let’s see, shall we? Does this fighter have a
cockpit?”


“Yes, but it’s almost as dark outside as it is in here.”


“Lovely. Help me up, would you?”


Destra found the man’s hand once more and hauled him to his feet. She helped
him along the corridor, letting him lean heavily on her as they walked to the
cockpit. As they emerged in the transparent dome, the admiral let out an
appreciative whistle, his head turning every which way to study their
surroundings. “Well, you’re right about one thing,” he said.


“What’s that?”


“We’d have been better off on Roka. I believe you’ve landed us on Ritan. I
can’t think of a less hospitable place to be stranded.”


“You know where we are?”


“Don’t get too excited. It’s habitable, but only just, and only if you have
a nice bio dome to live in. The temperatures are consistently twenty below,
which is balmy considering the planet’s distance from the nearest sun. The ice
fields are riddled with rictan burrows, and the skies are filled with giant,
carnivorous bats. They feed on the rictans and the ice walkers which roam the
surface looking for edible moss growing up near the geothermal vents.”


“So the air is breathable, then?”


“You might choke on sulfurous fumes, but it is breathable, yes.”


Destra sighed. “That doesn’t sound so bad.”


Hoff shot her a skeptical look. “You might not still be saying that after
you’ve been outside.” He nodded to the viewports as another spurt of magma shot
high into the sky from the volcano they’d landed beside. “If there’s an
uninhabitable class of habitable planets, then Ritan’s it, and lucky you,
you’ve found it! The only thing which would make Ritan worse would be if the
Sythians have already discovered it. They’d love this place. Cold, dark, filled
with deadly creatures to make good sport for their hunts. . . .” He trailed
off, shaking his head. “Perfect for the bug-eyed kakards.”


Destra turned to look out at the dark, malevolent vista of Ritan. “How would
we know if they were here?”


Hoff turned to her with a smile. “Well, that’s just it—you wouldn’t. We
never did see them coming. It was The Invisible War.”


“And we lost,” Destra said, shaking her head.


“No,” Hoff wheezed. He turned to her with a mad sparkle in his eyes, which
was just visible in the dim light. “The war is only over when we’re all dead.
That’s what they were after,” he said, nodding as his gaze slowly drifted away
from hers. They won’t have won, and we won’t have lost until they’ve killed
every last one of us, and I have every intention of out-living them. I’ll do
it,” he said, nodding once, defiantly. “Even if I have to put myself in stasis
for a thousand years.”


“Strong words for an injured man stranded on Ritan.”


“Injuries heal. And we can make Ritan work for us until a rescue comes.”


“A rescue?”


“My fleet will be looking for me. I got cut off from them during the
evacuation and had to eject from my corvette, but when I don’t arrive, they’ll
come looking.”


Destra snorted. She didn’t voice her opinion on the likelihood of a rescue
out here, on a barren rock off the space lanes. Lightning flashed on the
horizon, briefly illuminating the icy surface of the world, and Destra thought
she saw a dark silhouette fly by overhead. Her thoughts turned to the predators
Hoff had spoken of—the rictans and the bats, and she grimaced, thankful at
least that they had the Sythian fighter for shelter. But sooner or later they’d
probably have to venture out. Even if only to find food. Her mind cast back to
Digger’s pet rictans and she wondered absently what they’d taste like, and if
it would come to that.


It probably will, she thought.


It was going to be a long wait for a rescue.


As if voicing her thoughts, Hoff turned to her and said, “We should take
stock of our supplies. We’re going to need weapons, armor, and masks to filter
out the soot and ash. I hope this fighter of yours came well-equipped.”


Destra frowned, her eyes still on the distant horizon as it flashed with
lightning once more. “So do I, Hoff.” 


So do I.
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To those who dare,


And to those who dream.


To everyone who’s stronger than they seem.


“Believe in me /

I know you’ve waited for so long /

Believe in me /

Sometimes the weak become the strong”

—STAIND, Believe
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Prologue


 


—THE YEAR 3 AE—





Destra Ortane sat
on a flat and glassy black rock, warming her hands over a fire built with dried
lumimoss and ice walker fat. Her hands were frozen despite the oversized gloves
she wore. She was swaddled in ice walker skins and what was left of her clothes
after wearing them for the past three years. As she stared into the flames, her
eyes drifted out of focus and she became mesmerized by the fire. Drops of fat
sizzled and dripped from the shank of frozen ice walker meat which Hoff had
spitted on the sharpened leg bone of one of its kin. Destra’s stomach growled.
There was never enough food on Ritan; this would be their first meal of the
day, and her eyes were already scratchy and red with the need for sleep.


On Ritan the darkness was absolute and the night never ended, making the
light from their fire a strange and blinding sight. Their shadows made them
appear ten times their size to any watching predators—but when all you know
is shadows, how can another one scare you? She hoped the fire would be
enough to drive away the giant bats and hungry rictans which prowled the
endless night.


Admiral Hoff turned to her with a smile. The ragged scar on his left cheek,
an old rictan scratch, tugged one corner of his mouth down to make that smile
crooked. “Now all we need is some barbeque sauce and baked tabers.” 


Destra smiled back. “Don’t forget the beer. I think I left some chilling in
the fridge.”


Hoff laughed and they both inhaled deeply, salivating with the smell of the
roasting meat. Destra broke into a coughing fit before she could let out that
breath.


Hoff slapped her on the back. “Are you okay?”


She nodded, still coughing. The sooty, noxious air on Ritan had done nothing
good for their lungs. Most of the time they used improvised masks to filter out
the soot and ash in the air, but now they’d lowered their masks for a while to
smell the roasting meat and to share a few hours of each other’s company. 


Hoff looked away, back to the fire. He leaned forward to turn the spit and
roast the other side of the walker shank. Destra watched with concern as the
long, tangled hairs of his beard got too close to the fire and the ends began
to curl with the heat. She was about to warn him, but he withdrew before his
beard caught fire.


Destra smiled, thinking how cumbersome that beard must be, but at least Hoff
could hide the gauntness of his cheeks. She had nothing to hide behind, and
every time she caught a glimpse of her reflection while sponge bathing in the
nearby thermal marshes, she shuddered. Both of them were all skin and bones
beneath their swaddling layers. Destra looked up from the fire as if to study
the distant, steaming marshes along the horizon. It was impossible to see them,
but she imagined she could see the bloody red glow of the lumimoss which grew
up around the warm, thermal pools. Here, close to the marshes, the air was
warmer—between ten and twenty below. They’d long since moved the Sythian
fighter which had carried them to Ritan and set it down closer to the marshes,
but being close to the marshes was a double-edged sword. Lumimoss, the favored
food of the ice walkers, grew in those marshes, and where there were ‘walkers,
there were sure to be bats and rictans hunting them.


The fire hissed with a particularly large drop of fat, and Hoff tensed
beside her. He snatched up their coveted rifle in one bony hand and turned to
look behind him. Destra turned to look, too, but only their shadows could be
seen dancing in the firelight. Hoff set the rifle down again and held his hands
up to warm them over the fire. He had his gloves off and drying beside the fire
since they’d gotten bloodied when he’d speared their dinner. They couldn’t use
their projectile weapons to hunt anymore. Of the two Sythian rifles they’d
found aboard the Shell Fighter, only one still had any charge left. The rifles
produced small, seeking purple stars which could take down a rictan or a bat
with one shot and scarcely the need to aim. Unfortunately, each rifle was only
good for about a hundred shots, and in the three years they’d spent on Ritan,
they’d used those up fast. Now what charge was left had to be reserved for
emergencies only. After all, there was no telling how much longer they’d have
to survive on Ritan. 


It had taken Hoff months just to figure out how to send a comm message with
the Sythian fighter, and then he’d had to precisely aim his distress call at
the nearest gate before it could be passed on. They had no way of knowing if it
had been aimed correctly, or if it would be passed on from gate to gate as a
distress call should. If there were human survivors anywhere, and the gate
relays hadn’t been disabled by the Sythians, then it was theoretically only a
matter of time before someone heard their call and came running.


Theoretically. 


Destra had to remind herself that a delay was to be expected given the
distances involved. Hoff estimated it would take six months for their message
to get from one end of the galaxy to another while travelling along the space
lanes at superluminal speeds. That meant it should have taken a year at most
for someone to have heard their call and come running, making their rescue more
than a year late. There’s a disheartening thought for you, Destra
thought.


Making matters worse, the Sythians had almost certainly heard their distress
call by now. Fortunately, Hoff had been smart enough to not encode their
coordinates in the commcast. He’d merely said they were on Ritan—something any
human would understand, but which no Sythian would figure out.


“Dinner’s ready,” Hoff said.


Destra nodded and waited for him to serve her. Fat dripped, hissing in the
flames as Hoff used his hunting knife to cut off a piece of meat for her. He
passed her a small sample while the fire continued to hiss. 


And then it growled.


Hoff’s head snapped up and his gaze met hers. Destra’s hand touched the
pistol at her side—it would be good for two or three more shots—and then they both
slowly turned to see three pairs of red eyes glinting at the edges of the
firelight.


“Hoi!” Hoff yelled in a voice which trembled from weakness as much as
adrenaline. Rising to his feet, he brought the rifle up to his shoulder and
said, “Get out of here!”


More growling.


The lithe, six-legged rictans wouldn’t be able to see them against the
blinding glare of the fire, but they could smell just fine. One of them
stepped out of the shadows, its teeth bared and dripping with drool as it
snarled at them.


“Hoff . . .” Destra whispered, her eyes on the wrinkly, hairless black hide
of the beast. These rictans, unlike the ones on Roka IV, where Destra had grown
up, had developed thick folds of fat to keep them warm, making them appear
twice as large as they should.


The rictan which had stepped forward now took another step toward them,
muscles rippling with every step. The other two followed the first into the
flickering firelight, and Hoff shook his head. “This pack must be very hungry.
I wish I didn’t have to waste the charge, but we need to scare them off.”


Destra heard the trigger click, and then click again. She turned to Hoff
with wide, terrified eyes. “What’s wrong?”


“Damn thing! It’s not working. Des—use your sidearm!”


She drew her pistol and aimed. Her arm shivered and shook as she squeezed
off a shot at the nearest rictan. A blue-white stun bolt flashed out and hit
the beast high on its shoulder. Limbs jittering, it collapsed to the icy
ground. The other two hissed and hesitated, unsure whether they should run away
or charge. Destra took aim on another one to help them make up their minds.


Click.


The pistol beeped and a red light came on at the back. It was empty.


Destra looked up to see the rictans advancing once more, growling in unison.
“Hoff . . .”


“Des, just shoot them!” he said, fumbling with the alien rifle.


“Hoff!”


“What?!” He looked up to see her dangling the pistol by its trigger guard to
show him the red light.


“I’m out,” she said. 


Hoff whirled around to find his spear, sending powdered snow hissing into
the fire. And then the rictans pounced. Destra felt the sharp bite of teeth as
the first one seized her arm. She cried out as it dragged her to the ground.
The second one seized her leg, and she screamed again.


Blinking tears, she saw Hoff loom over her with wild, feral eyes, and his
spear held high. He thrust it down into the rictan which was gnawing on her
leg. Destra heard the animal yelp and hiss, its paws scrabbling to get away.
Hoff pulled the spear out with a grunt to turn it on the next beast, but the
uninjured rictan leapt up and knocked Hoff to the ground, sending the spear
flying from his hand. He cried out, and then came the rictan’s muffled snarls.
Hoff’s sharp cries of pain gave Destra the strength she needed to drag herself
along the ground with her good arm and reach the fallen spear. She lifted it in
a trembling hand, aimed, and thrust with all her might into the rictan’s belly.



It threw its head back and howled. Taking the opportunity, Hoff picked up
his hunting knife and slit the beast’s throat.


Suddenly, all was silence but for the crackling of the fire and Hoff’s
ragged breathing. Destra dragged herself up to his side and gazed down on his
contorted face. 


“Hoff . . .”


“Help me . . . get it . . . off,” he gasped.


Together they managed to roll the dead Rictan off his chest. Hoff shuddered
and let out a muffled cry as the adrenaline left his body and his injuries
began to make themselves known. Destra’s own pain diminished as she took in the
state of his injuries. The snow was dark red with blood, and Hoff’s belly
glistened blackly with it, but Destra couldn’t tell how much of it was his and
how much was the rictan’s. 


She shook her head, and looked around quickly for something to bind his
wounds, but there was nothing besides the furs and clothes they were already
wearing.


“Hoff, where are you hurt?” 


He was choking on blood, trying to say something, but unable to get it out.
“De . . .”


“I’m here, she said,” pulling off her gloves to find his hand and squeeze it
tight. It felt slick and cold. “I’m here, Hoff. I’m not going anywhere,” she
said.


He nodded once, and then looked up at her with another crooked smile. He
winced and opened his mouth to say something, but no words came out. A second
later, the determined light in his gray eyes went out, and his crooked smile
faded.


Destra sat there staring at him for a long moment. Her wounds burned; the
cold crept; and the firelight flickered and dwindled. All the while her mind
screamed and railed impotently against Ritan, and the Sythians who had driven
them to it. She felt numb and so very, very cold. Hoff, her only friend and
companion for the past three years, had just given his life to save her, and
now she was alone.


Alone on Ritan, waiting for a rescue which would never come.


* * *


As Hoff lay dying, his thoughts drifted in lazy circles, seeming to become
some separate part of him, which was isolated from the pain and the suffocating
feeling that he couldn’t breathe. Above him hovered a friendly face, twisted
with fear and anguish, her dark, overgrown hair pasted with sweat and grime in
a gritty mess across her forehead. She screamed at him, trying to bring him
back from the brink, but Hoff knew it was too late. He’d been here many times
before. He was cold; his thoughts were becoming increasingly abstract, time
seemed to be racing and crawling to a stop all at the same time. Staring up at
the impenetrable black clouds overhead, he had a premonition of the oblivion
which was coming for him. Not even a single star shone through to light the
way. Hoff tried to say something to Destra, but found himself choking on the
words. Something warm had obstructed his airways, so he lay still and stopped
trying to fight it. He shut his eyes and disappeared into his thoughts. 


Images came unbidden to his mind’s eye. Images of the earliest things he
could remember—until now locked away in some distant corner of his mind.
Somehow at the end, the beginning always became clearer. Hoff marveled at it,
feeling as though he were just about to solve some great mystery about the
universe. 


It was a scene of incredible beauty. In his mind, he saw himself standing on
a grassy field, shielding his eyes against the glare of a bright yellow sun.
That sun was already high in a clear blue sky. Green grass and bright purple
flowers grew rampant on the field where he stood. In the middle distance a wall
of dark green trees swept up the sides of a soaring mountain in the background,
the peak of which was wreathed in wisps of cloud and covered in thick glacial
ice. To his left—on the other side of a shimmering, lavender-colored lake—lay a
towering, dome-topped fortress, shining white in the sun. It was the summer
palace. 


That scene came straight out of a children’s story book, and Hoff recognized
the world immediately. It was the lost world of Origin. Hoff felt his
spirits soar with wonder and excitement. . . . He’d actually been to Origin!
How had he forgotten that?


Then the scene was abruptly ripped away. Back was the angry black sky of
Ritan, and a blurry image of Destra’s face. Hoff’s heart was beating hard and
slow, while his chest burned fiercely. The pain grew more distant as numbness
crept in. He forced himself to focus on Destra’s anguished face. She looked so
scared, so distraught, and so alone that he wanted to do something to
comfort her. Everything was numb, and he found that he couldn’t move, but with
one last, monumental effort he managed to force his lips into a brief smile
before he drifted away on a tide of utter darkness. 


But that was not the end. A light appeared, distant, but growing nearer and
brighter by the second, as if he were racing down a long, dark tunnel. Hoff
felt himself being pulled toward the light, faster and faster, until it
loomed impossibly bright, and then he heard a familiar voice. “Hello, Hoff,” it
said. And in that moment, he understood that he’d been wrong—about everything.












RESCUE















Chapter 1


 


—THE YEAR 10 AE, CURRENT DAY—





Ethan Ortane lay
staring up at the ceiling of his cell. The lights on the brig had been turned
down low for the Defiant’s night cycle, which was already half over. The
steady hum of the ship’s reactor should have lulled him to sleep by now, but
instead he lay awake on his bunk, listening to the tick-tick-ticking of
old fans and the whooshing of barely warm air from the ship’s air
cyclers. Based on the number of night cycles since he’d been revealed as a
holoskinner impersonating Supreme Overlord Altarian Dominic, Ethan had already
spent almost two full days in the brig. 


Not long after he’d been put there, Alara had come to visit her father.
Ethan had been surprised and pleased to find that despite the slave chip in her
brain which suppressed all her memories and replaced them with memories of a
life she’d never lived, she had recognized him. He remembered seeing her come
striding in, about to walk straight by his cell until she’d noticed him staring
at her. She’d walked up to him and they’d had a brief conversation through the
bars of his cell, passing written messages back and forth on her holo pad.


I remember you. . . . We used to fly together. You were the overlord all
this time?


Ethan nodded.


You said you loved me. Is that true?


He hesitated before nodding again.


What were you doing impersonating the overlord?


He gestured for her to pass the pad to him through the bars, and she turned
her body to shield the movement from the overhead holocorder. When he was done
writing his message, he turned the pad so she could see.


It’s a long story. They’re going to use a probe on me when we get to
Obsidian Station, so you’ll find out then—assuming the information isn’t
classified.


Alara’s violet eyes flew wide and she typed, I’m going to get you out.



He shook his head. 


I love you, Ethan. I don’t remember much, but I do remember that. I can’t
leave you here. I’ll find a way.


Hearing that, he felt sorry for her and gestured for the pad again. He
couldn’t leave her like this—pining away after a man she could barely remember,
a man who was going to die for his crimes—so he wrote: You can’t help me
now. I know you love me, Kiddie, but you want something I can’t give you. My
heart still belongs to my wife. It had been true, but a callous way for him
to tell her, as if he were throwing her love in her face and slapping her with
it.


The next thing she wrote was. You’re married??


And then the door to the brig swished open and a burly corpsman came
bustling in with the warden, neither of them looking amused.


“Hoi, get away from that prisoner!” the corpsman said. “You’re not
authorized to speak with him.”


Alara turned. “I wasn’t speaking with him. I was just trying to decide if I
recognized him from somewhere.”


“And?”


“It’s just déjà vu. Being chipped makes it hard to decide what’s real . . .
and what isn’t.” She glanced back at Ethan as she said that, and he felt her
words stab him through the heart, making him wonder if maybe he had more
feelings for her than he was willing to admit.


Now Ethan shook his head, rocking it back and forth on his pillow. It didn’t
matter anymore, because it was too late, but he was beginning to think that
he’d been a fool. Ten years had passed since he’d even seen his wife,
Destra. That had been before the Sythian invasion and the subsequent
exodus to Dark Space. The chance that she was even still alive was very slim,
so why had he waited for her?


Ethan’s lips formed a thin, determined line as the answer came to him. It
seemed to shine bright and clear in his mind. He’d waited, because she would
have done the same for him, and because for all he knew she was out there
somewhere, alive and waiting still.


* * *


Deck Commander Loba Caldin sat in her quarters—which until recently had been
the overlord’s quarters—aboard the Defiant. Her dark blue eyes stared
out the broad viewport and into space. It had been more than a day since they’d
salvaged fuel and components from the Defiant to give the Rescue
a chance to reach Obsidian Station. The corvette should have arrived by now,
but without SLS gates and the associated network of comm relays which had once
made up the galaxy-wide commnet, there was no way to communicate across vast,
interstellar distances. They would have to wait patiently, for at least another
day, before the Rescue might return with help. Caldin forced herself to
be positive. They would make it; they would return; and this wasn’t the
end. 


It was, however, the end of something else. Now that the overlord had been
discovered as a holoskinner, the Imperium was finally undone. It had survived
the Sythians, but it wouldn’t survive this. This deception brought into
question everything that had happened—both before and after the exodus. How
long had the imposter been in power? How had he come to be in power? How many
decisions had he made which he was both unqualified and unauthorized to make?
Had his bad decisions been what had led to the destruction and unraveling of a
galaxy-wide Imperium? Had he somehow doomed the Valiant to the virus
which had run rampant on the ship, killing countless thousands of fleet
officers? 


And those weren’t the only mysteries surrounding Supreme Overlord Altarian
Dominic’s imposter. Upon reviewing security holos from the brig with her
confidant and lover, Corpsman Terl, she’d discovered that Captain Adan Reese
was the imposter’s son, and that Dr. Kurlin Vastra, who was the engineer of the
virus which had ravaged the Valiant, seemed to know them both
personally. Had they all been co-conspirators with the crime lord Alec Brondi?


But that didn’t make sense, since they had both fought Brondi and run from
him. There was some kind of plot afoot—more likely several plots—but it was all
a tangled web of lies, and the more Caldin tried to unravel it, the less sense
it made. She could sit here all day asking questions, each one more disturbing
than the last, but there would be no reliable answers until they could get to
Obsidian Station and subject the prisoners to a mind probe. Until that time,
she would have to be patient. . . .


Caldin gritted her teeth and played connect the dots with the stars, but
every time she blinked, the hateful face of the imposter swam before her eyes.
She shut her eyes and tried to push him out of her head, but then she saw the
pale faces of dead officers go dancing by in a haunting parade, their eyes all
dark and accusing. Tens of thousands had died on the Valiant. Hundreds
of them had been her friends—some as close as family. She was sure the imposter
overlord was at the bottom of it, and that made her see red.


Suddenly Caldin rose to her feet. She’d had enough of being patient. If
nothing else, beating some answers out of the erstwhile overlord would give her
an outlet for her frustration, and maybe, just maybe—a modicum of justice for
the dead.


* * *


Alara Vastra stared unblinkingly at the jagged, misshapen debris of Obsidian
Station as they tumbled and turned, slow-dancing through space. Besides the
stars, there were no lights shining through that carbon-scored mess of twisted
alloy, and apart from the perpetual tumbling of the debris, there was no
movement either—nothing that could be considered purposeful or alive.


Beside her, at the Rescue’s other pilot control station, Gina Giord
tried the comm again. “This is the ISSF Light Corvette, Rescue, to any
survivors aboard Obsidian Station, please acknowledge.”


Gina waited with the comms open, but all they heard was static. Eventually
she sighed and shook her head. “There’s not a whisper of life. We should
probably try to land on one of the bigger pieces of the station—see if we can
get aboard for salvage.”


“It’s going to be hard to get any closer without debris hitting us,” Alara
said. Even as she said that, two of the larger pieces of the station collided,
generating a brief shower of sparks and pulverized duranium before flying
apart.


Petty Officer Cobrale Delayn looked up from the engineering station and
shook his head. He reached up to rub tired eyes and run a hand through his
stubbly gray hair. “What’s the point? If there were any fuel aboard, it would
have blown up with the station.”


Gina threw up her hands. “All right, let’s just sit here and wait for a
rescue, then! Oh right—that’s our job. We picked a great name for
this bucket.” She shook her head. “We came all this way to get help, but
there’s no one here and we’re out of fuel, so we may as well go frek ours—”


Gina cut herself off as space began to ripple strangely above them. 


“What the . . .”Alara began, looking up.


And then the rippling stopped and a Sythian cruiser appeared in its place.


“Evasive action!” Alara yelled.


Gina’s hands were already on the controls, diving and rolling out from under
the enemy ship to put the debris field between them and it.


“As if we weren’t already frekked!” Gina said. “Tova, tell them to stand
down! We’re friends!”


“That cruiser must have been waiting to trap any ships still en route to the
station . . .” Delayn put in.


Alara gazed at the alien cruiser on the gravidar display. It wasn’t opening
fire.


An alien warbling interrupted them, and then the translator in Alara’s ear
said, “I cannot tell them anything. I sense no one aboard.”


Everyone turned to the giant alien sitting at the oversized gravidar station.
Tova’s black armor gleamed in the low light of the bridge, and the red eyes of
her helmet glowed as she stared back at them.


“Wait, what did you say?” Gina asked.


“I sense no one aboard.”


Alara shook her head. “You mean that ship is empty?” 


“If it’s empty, how did it de-cloak?” Gina said.


Alara traded glances with Gina, and Delayn finished their unspoken thoughts.
“Sythians.” They didn’t have the telepathic abilities of the Gors, so Tova
wouldn’t be able to sense them.


“Sounds like it,” Gina replied.


“So why aren’t they firing on us?” Alara asked.


Before any of them could hazard a guess, the comms crackled with an answer.
“Rescue, this is the FFR vessel, Interloper, please state your
business here.”


Alara gaped at Gina. “That was a human voice.”


Gina blinked and slowly shook her head. “What are our guys doing aboard a
Sythian Cruiser?”


* * *


Thwack!


Caldin’s fist hit Ethan’s already battered face. She wore padded black
combat gloves, but the padding was for her, not for him. One of Ethan’s eyes
had swollen shut, and his lips were split and bleeding in several places. 


“Who are you!” the commander demanded. Her chest heaved from the exertion
and her eyes flashed with rage.


Ethan’s head lolled, and his neck cracked painfully. Two burly men held him
up by his arms with bruising force, but he barely noticed the pain of their
dirty fingernails digging into his skin. The more immediate throbbing from
Caldin’s blows took his full attention.


“Still not talking?” she demanded.


Whuff—the air left his lungs in a rush as Caldin knocked the wind out
of him with another blow. Ethan groaned and spat blood on her shiny black
boots.


“He already told you, Caldin!” Atton said. He was in the cell just across
the aisle, but Ethan heard him as though from a great distance. “He’s just an
ex-con from Dark Space! Leave him alone.”


“So how did a lowly ex-con become Supreme Overlord of the Imperium?”


Atton sighed. “It’s a long story.”


“Really? Start talking!”


“You going to beat me senseless, too? I’m not sure a mind probe will be much
use to you if we’re both already brain dead.”


Ethan wanted to tell Atton to shut up and stop goading her, but he couldn’t
open his mouth. He wondered if that meant his jaw was broken, or if his tongue
had simply swollen too much to move—he’d bitten it several times as Caldin had
pummeled his face. He tried to lift his head to see where Caldin had gone, but
then the guards holding him let him go, and he fell to the deck with a
bone-jarring thud.


Ethan just lay there, sprawled out on his back, waiting to hear the meaty smack
of Caldin’s fist against Atton’s face.


“You’re very lucky, Mr. Reese, that I’m a patient woman.”


Ethan heard his cell door slide shut with a squeal, and the next thing he
heard was booted feet receding down the hall. A door swished open and
shut, and then came a ringing silence. Ethan could barely hear in one ear. He
wondered if that was because blood had run into it and blocked it, or because
Caldin had beat him so badly that she’d burst his eardrum.


“Are you all right?”


Ethan had to fight the dreamy haze swirling inside of his head to focus on
that voice. It was his son. He tried again to speak, but this time a sharp pain
lanced through his jaw, stopping him. Definitely broken, he thought.


“Frek . . .” Atton muttered. “She almost killed you!”


“You think she’ll send a medic?” Another voice. Ethan thought it might be
Doctor Kurlin. He was encouraged that he could still make some sense of the
world around him, even with just one blurry eye and one ringing ear. Maybe that
meant he didn’t have a concussion.


“She’d better do something if she wants him to live long enough to stand
trial. Hoi! Can we get a medic down here? Caldin! If you want to get any
answers out of us, you’d better keep us alive!”


Ethan wanted to tell them that he was okay, but his one good eye drifted
shut and his battered body relaxed in sleep.


* * *


Gina Giord finished explaining who they were and why they’d come to Obsidian
Station to Captain Adram of the Interloper. They waited through a tense
silence for the captain to respond. When that silence dragged on too long, Gina
keyed the comm again.


“Interloper, do you copy?”


“We copy, Rescue. Please stand by.”


“Acknowledged . . . standing by . . .” Gina replied with a furrowed brow.


Alara frowned at the comm display, reading the transcript of their
conversation for a recap. A minute later she shook her head and looked up at
Gina. “Do you think they believe us?”


“Why wouldn’t they?”


“The overlord was a holoskinner. A notorious crime lord set a devastating
virus loose on the ISSF’s flagship and he’s now controlling both that ship and
likely all of Dark Space, while we’re out here looking for help so we can
rescue the handful of survivors from that attack.”


“Hmmm.”


“And after all that, no response—just, we copy. Stand by—like they’re
still deciding what to think of us.”


“Maybe they’re trying to figure out how to bring us aboard?” Delayn
suggested. “It can’t be easy to operate a Sythian cruiser. They use mental
control systems for everything, and half the time we don’t know what thought
patterns will activate a given system.”


“Well, there’s another mystery for you—” Gina said. “—and I still haven’t
heard an answer. What are our boys doing joyriding in a Sythian Cruiser?”


“Maybe it isss more comfortable,” Tova hissed.


Gina turned to glare at her. They couldn’t see the alien’s expression behind
her helmet, so it was hard to decide if her comment was an attempt at
humor—assuming Gors had a sense of humor.


The comm crackled once more. “Rescue, we’ve detected a Gor aboard
your ship.”


Gina leaned forward to speak into the comms once more. “That’s correct, Interloper,
but she’s friendly.”


Another long pause.


“The admiral doesn’t allow skull faces aboard his ships.”


All eyes turned to Tova, but thankfully she didn’t react to the racial slur.



Gina sighed loudly. “We’ve come a long way, Interloper, and we have
people counting on us, so time is short. Don’t you think you could bend the
rules, just this once?”


“She’ll have to stay on the corvette. If you agree, we’ll bring you aboard.”


Gina scowled. “Agreed, Interloper.”


“Stand by for grav lock.”


The ship shuddered almost imperceptibly and Alara noticed their icon on the
star map begin moving toward the larger icon of the Sythian cruiser. “I thought
they were going to fire on us,” she said, looking up from the display.


Gina shrugged. “Not everyone’s as forgiving as Overlord Dom—” She cut
herself off with a frown and left it at that.


It was common knowledge that the overlord had been uncovered as a
holoskinner and an imposter. Knowing that, it was hard not to question his
judgment in forming an alliance with the Gors.


“What do you think will happen now that the overlord’s not in power
anymore?” Delayn asked.


Gina shrugged. “I guess the fleet will take over with Admiral Heston in
command.”


“A military dictatorship,” Alara said.


“Better than an illegitimate civilian one.”


Alara noticed Tova watching them as they discussed the situation, and she
wondered how much the alien understood about human politics. Was Tova
authorized to know about the current instability in the human government?
Technically, Admiral Heston wasn’t a part of the alliance between humans and
Gors, so if he took over both human factions, that alliance would be in
jeopardy. If the Gors realized that, then they might take preemptive measures.


Alara’s mind turned back to the fate of the Imperium and her thoughts began
boiling with questions as she tried to reconcile her private knowledge that the
man she remembered as her friend and business partner, a man named Ethan
Ortane, was the imposter overlord. How could he have been flying with her and
somehow also ruling the Imperium at the same time? She decided that didn’t make
any sense, so he must have come into the position recently. But how and why
had he come to impersonate Overlord Dominic? Had Ethan been working with Brondi
to take over the Valiant and destabilize the Imperium, and if so, did
that make Ethan her enemy or her friend? She still remembered growing up in
Brondi’s care with all of the other orphans he’d rescued. The crime lord was
the only one who’d ever really cared about her—the only one who’d ever shown an
interest in her life. . . .


Alara had to remind herself that those feelings of gratitude came from
memories of a life that didn’t exist. Everyone said that Brondi was their enemy
and he had implanted her with a slave chip to turn her into a playgirl for one
of his pleasure palaces, but if Ethan was on his side . . .


Alara shook her head. She couldn’t remember! She didn’t know what was real
anymore. The only memory she could easily recall that apparently was real
was of a man with green eyes and a rugged, sorrow-lined face. Ethan. She often
dreamed about him and woke up with his face still trapped in her mind’s eye.


Alara had wondered if her dreams of him were real, or just another phantom
from a life that had never existed, but then, the night before their rescue
mission, Commander Caldin had suggested she go say goodbye to her father, Dr.
Kurlin Vastra—a man who she couldn’t remember at all—and that was when she’d
seen him, Ethan Ortane, the man from her dreams brought to life. The
same man who said he loved her in those dreams was now sitting in
prison, scheduled for a mind probe. Even if the probe didn’t kill him, his
crimes would be more than enough to sentence him to death. The only man she
could remember having loved was about to be put to death. As if all of that
weren’t already enough, the last thing Ethan had said to her before she’d left
the Defiant had been: My heart still belongs to my wife. 


He was married. Somehow she’d remembered him and how she felt about
him, but she hadn’t remembered that he was in love with and married to
someone else. How could she have been so stupid in her previous life? A painful
lump rose in her throat, and she shook her head.


“Hoi,” Delayn said, interrupting the silence on the bridge. “We have
something to celebrate.” The old engineer waited for everyone’s attention, and
then he went on, “The Rescue has been rescued!”


“Ha ha,” Gina laughed drily. “You’ve spent too much time with bots, Delayn.
You’re starting to sound like one.”


“At least I have friends,” Delayn replied.


Gina just snorted and shook her head. 


The Rescue has been rescued. . . . Alara thought, and she
wondered if that really mattered to her anymore.


What did she have to go back to?


* * *


Commander Caldin returned to her quarters even more furious than when she
had left. Ethan had given her precious few answers, despite the beating he’d
taken. If he really was an ex-con, exiled to Dark Space before the war, then he
was probably used to taking that kind of punishment. 


She would have tried her luck with his son or even the old doctor, but as
much as she hated to admit it, the boy was right—it would be better to wait for
the mind probe before she beat them all senseless.


Caldin walked up to her bed and gazed down on it longingly. She was tired,
but too agitated and restless to sleep. She needed to unwind, to defuse her
stress. Her thoughts turned to Corpsman Terl. She’d left him on the brig to
keep an eye on the prisoners for a while. Now she regretted that decision,
wishing she’d instead asked him to come spend the night with her.


As she gazed down on the bed, the comm piece in her ear began trilling and a
computerized voice said, “Incoming call from the brig.”


Caldin touched her ear to receive the call. “Hello?”


“Commander, the prisoners are askin’ for a medic.” It was Terl. Caldin
smiled, grateful to hear his voice. He went on, “The imposter looks to be
unconscious. What do you want to do, ma’am?”


“Go ahead, call the med bay, meanwhile you can perform first aid if
necessary.”


“If it were up to me, ma’am, I’d just space him out the airlock. No one
would blame you.”


“Perhaps they wouldn’t, but we need him—if not exactly intact, then at least
lucid enough to endure the probe. Keep an eye on him, though—just in case he’s
faking.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“And Terl?”


“Yes, ma’am?”


“You feel like keeping a lonely woman company tonight?”


“Mmmm . . . that depends . . .” Terl’s voice took on a seductive tone.


“On what?”


“Is that lonely woman you?”


Caldin smiled. “What do you think?”


“Then yes.” 


“Good. I’ll be waiting.”


* * *


Alec Brondi drew his grav gun from the zephyr light assault mech’s equipment
belt and fired it at the deck to bring himself down from the ceiling. Once he
was back on his feet, he clipped the gun to his belt and tuned it to emit a
steady grav field. Now he could walk on the deck as though the Valiant’s
artificial gravity were still working.


“What happened?” Brondi demanded. He flicked on his mech’s floodlights and
turned in a slow circle to see his men grappling down to the deck with their
grav guns. They drew their sidearms and activated the flashlights mounted below
the barrels to search for some unseen foe. Brondi had been living inside the
zephyr ever since they’d discovered that the Valiant was being
terrorized by one or more cloaked Sythians—or Gors? He wasn’t sure how the Gors
fit into things, but he didn’t care whether he was being attacked by Gors or
Sythians. Whoever they were, they were killing his men and sabotaging his ship.
And now, thanks to those saboteurs, the Valiant was drifting in a
deteriorating orbit above Ritan, without power and without gravity. 


Dim red emergency lighting came on, and Brondi’s chief engineer said. “The
IMS and main reactor are down and not responding. There must have been some
kind of inertial surge when the IMS failed. We’re going to have to send teams
down there.”


“Hold on, Lieutenant,” Brondi said, watching with a frown as Captain
Thornton floated by in a globular pool of his own blood. He still wore the
holoskin of Overlord Dominic and was to all appearances an 80-something year
old man with white hair and wrinkled, age-spotted skin. Thornton had been
Brondi’s choice to impersonate the overlord and gain Admiral Heston’s
confidence, but with the inertial surge that had sent them all flying, Thornton
must have had the bad luck to hit one of the sharper edges on the bridge. Now
Brondi would need to find a new impersonator.


That’s it, he thought as he activated his comm and put a call through
to Sergeant Gibbs, the commander of his mechanized battalion.


“It’s good to hear your voice, sir! What happened?” Gibbs answered.


“Our stowaways knocked out the IMS and our main reactor.”


“Frek! How? We had guards posted.”


“Had. This has gone on long enough, Gibbs. Get me as many zephyrs as you
can. We’re going hunting.”


“I’ll do my best, sir. It’s chaos down here.”


“Meet me at the bridge. I’m sealing it up until you arrive.”


“Yes, sir.”












Chapter 2





Commander Caldin
awoke with Terl’s arms locked around her bare chest, his naked body pressed
firmly against hers. She lifted her head from the pillow with a groan to check
the time on the comm unit beside her bed. It was just after 1300 hours.
Depriving herself of sleep over the last few days had finally caught up with
her. She’d slept for almost twelve hours straight. . . .


With that realization, Caldin abruptly sat up, breaking Terl’s hold on her.
No one had woken her with a comm call, which meant that the Rescue still
hadn’t returned. 


Terl’s eyes cracked open. He stretched and smiled. “Hoi, beautiful,” he
said. “Morning already?”


“Already? We slept through half the day.”


“Kavaar! Can’t remember the last time I did that! Feels good to get some
real rack time.”


Caldin just nodded and looked away.


“What is it?” Terl asked, his smile fading.


“They’re not back yet.”


“Oh. . . .”


“Yeah, well, it’s time we got up and joined the crew. This ship’s not going
to run itself.”


Terl grinned and pulled her down on top of him. “Last I checked the ship
didn’t need runnin’ at all. We’re just sittin’ here, waitin’ for a rescue. And
as long as we’ve got nothin’ better to do . . .” He reached down and touched
her between her legs. 


She quirked one eyebrow at him. “Didn’t you have enough last night?”


“I never get enough of you ma’am. . . .” 


She felt his hand begin tracing delicate, provocative circles, but she
wasn’t in the mood. Reaching down, she grabbed his hand and gently pushed it
away. “Don’t start anything you can’t finish. I have to at least pretend to
care what’s happening on my ship before the crew gets restless and starts
planning a mutiny.” She smiled and kissed his lips to soften the rejection
before rolling off him and climbing out of bed.


Terl sighed and followed her. They shared a quick meal together in her quarters,
and then Caldin made the call that she’d been dreading and checked in with the
bridge. “Everything all right up there, Grimsby?” She didn’t want them to tell
her what she already knew—to make the truth any more real.


“All fine, ma’am, but there’s no sign of the Rescue—or any Sythians.”


“Not that we’d see the Sythians if they were there.”


“No, ma’am. I suppose we wouldn’t.”


“I’ll be up in five. Caldin out.” Turning to Terl, she said, “I need you to
head back down to the brig to help keep watch. If I wanted to kill the imposter
last night, someone else might try to do the same. Those three prisoners have
made enough enemies to last them a lifetime, so make sure no one disturbs
them.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


Five minutes later, Caldin stepped up to the doors of the bridge and waved
her wrist over the control panel. The doors swished open and she was chagrined
to find the entire day crew already at their posts. Only their commander had
slept in. A few heads turned to see her striding down the gangway, and she met
their hollow-eyed gazes with a nod. By now everyone was in need of a morale
boost. The Rescue was very late. A round trip to Obsidian Station should
have taken less than two days. Almost three had passed.


Caldin reached the captain’s table and gazed down on it with a furrowed
brow, as if there were something to study there. The Defiant was holding
steady at the rendezvous they’d set up before the Rescue had left. The
coordinates of the rendezvous were far enough away from their original jump
trajectory to keep them safe—at least for a time—but the Sythians were not
stupid when it came to astronavigation. By now they would have sent out ships
from both the Forlax and Odaran Systems on jumps which would hem them in and
narrow down their possible location. With the Sythians’ slower SLS technology
it would take some time, but depending how many ships were out there searching,
the Defiant could be discovered at any moment. They needed the Rescue
to return with reinforcements now.


Caldin stared at the star map rising out of the captain’s table, willing a
contact to appear in the three dimensional grid, but nothing happened. Looking
up from the table, she shook her head and walked down from the gangway to the
gravidar station. Petty Officer Goldrim turned and gave a brisk salute.
“Ma’am?” The boy was barely twenty years old with a round face, dark hair, and
a lanky frame. At best, he should have still been in training to join a bridge
crew, and his rating was that of a med bay corpsman, like Terl. He’d been
filling in on the bridge just as Terl was currently serving as an ISF officer.
The med bay was already full of qualified personnel, since by some twist of
fate they had more corpsmen on board than they knew what to do with. For almost
every other role on board the Defiant, properly trained personnel were
few and far between.


“At ease, Petty Officer,” Caldin said. Goldrim had done his job well during
the Battle of Forlax, and Caldin had promoted him to a petty officer third
class. “Have you seen anything on the scopes?”


Goldrim hesitated, but then shook his head. “No, ma’am. I would have
reported even the slightest blip.”


“What about the logs?”


Goldrim shook his head again. “I checked them as soon as I got to my post.
Also clear.”


Caldin nodded and walked up to the viewports to gaze out over the topside of
the Defiant. She traced the rugged lines of the ship to the barrels of
the main beam cannons. They were locked in the forward position, ready and
waiting for action. Less notable from this distance were an odd half a dozen
pulse laser turrets which were a part of the cruiser’s AMS (anti-missile
system). Since the cruiser was so undermanned, they had to pick where to assign
gunners—beam cannons, AMS, missiles, or some combination. With the recent loss
of 10 more nova pilots—some of whom had been drafted from gunnery
positions—they were now down to a total crew count of just 62, and three of
those had left aboard the Rescue—including her chief engineer, Petty
Officer First Class Cobrale Delayn. That middle-aged man was irreplaceable to
her. He was the best damn greaser she had. By contrast, the junior engineer who
was his temporary replacement seemed very uncomfortable in his role on the
bridge. His movements at the engineering station were jerky and unsure, his arms
and legs constantly fidgeting.


Caldin’s indigo eyes wandered up from the hull to the sparkling backdrop of
stars. It was hard to imagine the worlds orbiting those pinpricks of light now
teeming with savage aliens when not so long ago they’d been home to trillions
of humans, each one going about their daily life: waking up, going to work or
school, coming home, spending time with their families . . . life as usual.
Caldin couldn’t imagine what life as usual might be for Sythians or Gors. 


“I think I’ve got something!” Petty Officer Goldrim called out, interrupting
Caldin’s thoughts.


“You think? I’m going to need an explanation for that, Goldrim! What
do you see out there?” 


“Scratch that—contact confirmed! It’s a Sythian cruiser! They’re
de-cloaking—dead ahead!”


“Red alert!” Caldin said.


The siren sounded and the lights on the bridge dimmed to a bloody red.


“How far are they?” Caldin asked as she hurried back to the captain’s table.



“Over 2000 klicks,” Goldrim replied.


“That’s well out of weapons range,” Caldin said, gazing into the grid rising
from the captain’s table. “Why would they de-cloak that far out and give up the
element of surprise?”


“I’m not sure,” Goldrim said. “They’re flying toward us at a modest speed,
and their shields are up.” Caldin tapped the red, roughly elliptically-shaped
gravidar icon of the enemy contact to bring up more detailed target info. A
gleaming, teardrop-shaped ship appeared projected above the grid. It was a
Sythian cutter-class cruiser, and just 98 meters long.


“Should we move to engage?” Petty Sergeant Corr asked from the helm.


Caldin held up a hand. “The only reason we can see them is because they want
us to see them. They’re trying to lure us in. . . .”


“Why bother?” Deck Officer Gorvan asked from the gunnery station. “If they
have a cloaking device, they could ambush us whether they lure us in or not.”


“Yes . . .” Caldin rubbed the back of her neck. “Unless they don’t think
they have enough force to take us down in a straight fight. Then they might lay
a nest of cloaking mines and get us to fly straight into them.” Caldin turned
to the comm officer and said, “Grimsby, send out a nova to investigate.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


They had just one qualified nova pilot left besides the pair they’d sent
aboard the Rescue, and Captain Adan Reese who was still locked up in the
brig.


A moment later the comm officer looked up from his station with wide eyes. 


“What is it, Grimsby?”


“The cruiser’s hailing us, ma’am.” 


Silence fell across the bridge. 


Caldin blinked. “They’re what?” In all the engagements they’d ever had with
Sythians and Gors, they’d never once been hailed. The only communication they’d
ever had between sides had come after the war, and then it had been direct,
face to face contact with Gors as a result of exploring the Getties Cluster.
Caldin had led that expedition herself, and she’d returned home with a trio of
Gor captives—Tova, Roan, and Edasa. She’d killed Edasa with an unauthorized
mind probe, earning herself a demotion from Captain to Commander and almost
costing the overlord his precious alliance. As for the Sythians, apparently
they never ventured out in anything smaller than one of their 30 kilometer-long
behemoth-class cruisers. Those ships stayed cloaked behind the lines, and had
never been so much as glimpsed by humans. As such, the first time humans had
ever laid eyes on one of the elusive Sythians had been when Tova and Roan had
captured High Lord Kaon of the Sythian First Fleet and given him to the
overlord to support their story and cement the alliance between humans and
Gors.


“Open the comms, and bring them on screen if you can, Grimsby.”


“Opening comms. There’s no visual.”


The next thing they heard was—“Defiant, this is Captain Adram of the Interloper,
attached to the Fifth Fleet Remnant. We heard you needed assistance.”


Caldin gaped at her comm officer and then turned absent-mindedly to the
viewports and gazed out into space. “Interloper, this is Deck Commander
Caldin of the Defiant . . . you’re not exactly what we were expecting.”


“Safer to travel out here this way.”


“Roger that, Interloper. I’m assuming you must have the Rescue
on board?”


“We do. One moment—”


“Commander, we made it!” That voice belonged to Petty Officer Cobrale
Delayn. A few relieved sighs rose up from the Defiant’s crew.


“Am I glad to hear your voice, Delayn!” Caldin said.


“The feeling’s mutual, Commander.”


“What took you so long?”


“Sythian ships aren’t as fast as ours, ma’am, but you’ve got to see this
beasty from the inside—creepy as the netherworld and just as dark.”


Caldin nodded. “I suspect we’re all going to be seeing a lot more of her
than we’d like.”


“Roger that—here’s the captain again, ma’am.”


“Defiant, I hate to interrupt a happy reunion, but we’ve taken a long
detour from our original mission to pick you all up. Please proceed to the following
coordin—hold on a second, Defiant.”


Caldin listened with a frown to the hiss of static which accompanied that
pause in the captain’s transmission. He was back a second later and sounding
tense. “Defiant, we’re detecting multiple Sythian warships de-cloaking
in this orbital. They’re surrounding you as we speak.”


Caldin turned from the viewports to see Goldrim look up from the gravidar
station with wide eyes and an ashen face. “He’s right, ma’am.”


“We see them, Interloper,” Caldin said, “but we’re undermanned and
damaged. We could use your help!” 


In the next instant space shimmered and a lavender-hued ship de-cloaked
right in front of them. A wave of alien missiles spun out toward them before
Caldin could even react. “Evasive action!” she said. 


The comms crackled with the Interloper’s reply, “Negative, Defiant,
our mission cannot be compromised. We’ll send someone back for you in case you
survive.”


Caldin shook her head, incredulous. “So you’re just going to leave us here?”
She heard the sounds of a struggle in the background. It sounded like Delayn.


“Restrain that man! I’m sorry, Defiant. We did what we could.” And
with that, the comms went silent, and the Interloper disappeared from
the star map, cloaking once more.


The first of the enemy warheads hit their bow with a bright flash of light
and the deck shook underfoot. The lights dimmed as the shields took most of the
available power to absorb that hit, and Caldin traded horrified glances with
the nearest crewman—Deck Officer Gorvan, the weapons chief. He seemed frozen
with shock, his eyes wide and his eyebrows raised, as if asking her what he
should do.


“Return fire!” she shouted.


* * *


—THE YEAR 3 AE—


 


Destra stood on the steaming, glassy black plains of a recently cooled magma
field. The residual heat of it was enough to keep the ice back—for now. She
stared up at the stars, watching as one which was far larger than the rest,
moved quickly across the sky.


It must be a meteor, she thought.


She saw it begin to glow, lighting up the night as it hit Ritan’s upper
atmosphere, and then came the sonic boom of its passage. A frigid wind raised
hairs on the back of her neck, and she turned in a quick circle, to make sure
nothing was creeping up on her while she stood mesmerized by the rare event.


There were no rictans on the ground that she could see—not that she could
see very well—and as for predators hunting her from the sky, she would hear the
loud whoosh of wings just before one of the giant bats descended on her,
and that would give her at least a few seconds’ warning. 


Thanks to them, however, the rictans mostly left her alone. A few weeks ago
she’d discovered a bat cave at the end of an icy canyon. She’d harvested enough
guano there that she could mask her scent whenever she left home—home
was the Sythian shell fighter she’d landed in. That alien spacecraft was her
only sanctuary on the desolate netherworld which was Ritan. She remembered
sleeping with Hoff inside that bubble of relative warmth and safety. Every
night they’d slept together on the same improvised bed and held each other
close for warmth and reassurance. Now she slept alone, shivering and afraid,
waking up every hour with her eyes wide and darting, searching the shadows for
some unseen predator.


By her count it had been almost a month since Hoff had been killed by
rictans, but it was hard to tell without a sun to divide the days from the
nights. She hadn’t been the same since he’d died. She’d buried him under a
mound of snow and rocks, but rictans had dug him up the next day and finished
what they’d started. If only she and Hoff had found the bat cave together. That
guano would have saved his life.


Since Hoff had died she’d become even skinnier, if that were possible. Hoff
had been the hunter, but now it was up to her, and it wasn’t easy to get the
ever-blunting point of her bone spear through the tough, hirsute hide of the
ice walkers. It was even harder to drag one of them to a place of safety where
she could skin and gut her kill. She’d always been the one keeping watch while Hoff
had done that.


With a grimace, Destra turned away from the falling meteor and limped back
to her sanctuary. The injuries she’d sustained from the rictans that had killed
Hoff still haunted her. The dark silhouette of the shell grew on the
horizon. Ritan was always dark. Sometimes, she’d wake up on a particularly
smoke and ash-clouded day and step outside to find that it was too dark to even
find her hand in front of her face. On days like that she’d wonder with a
sudden, cold sweat of panic if she were going blind.


The faint light inside the shell belied that, but her tendency toward
irrational, paranoid, and even outright crazy thoughts grew with every passing
day.


Suddenly, the world flashed with blinding light and deafening sound, and she
had another irrational thought—Ritan was exploding around her. Destra blinked
spots out of her eyes and forced herself to focus on the bright and shining
hull of the shell which had been her home for the past three years. It
shouldn’t have been bright or shining in the perpetual darkness of Ritan, but
now the mirror-clear hull of the fighter’s “shell” was glowing as bright as a
sun—not that she could remember what suns looked like. Besides that
hallucination, there was also the loud roaring in her ears which grew louder
and nearer by the second. 


Suddenly her mind seemed to grasp what was happening and she realized that
both the light and sound were coming from behind her. She spun around to look
and saw a bright point of light drawing steadily closer and larger on the
horizon. It was the meteor she’d been watching earlier, except that it was no
meteor. It’s impossible, she thought. I’m dreaming. Wake up, Destra!
Damn you, wake up! The worst dreams were the ones where a rescue came,
because when she finally woke up, she was still alone in the dark on Ritan.
Those dreams haunted her more than any nightmare of Sythians, rictans, or
bats—they were just another reminder of a rescue that would never come.


The light became so bright and all-consuming that Destra couldn’t watch it
anymore. The sound was horrendous, but now growing softer. She heard a th-thunk
as the ship settled to the ground in front of her, and she just stood there,
shaking her head. It wasn’t real. Don’t believe it, Destra! Don’t! It’s not
real. It’s never real. Don’t fall for this again. . . .


Then she felt someone shaking her by her shoulders, and she opened her eyes
to see a man—a very familiar man—gazing at her with fire burning in his gray
eyes. “Where is Hoff?” he asked.


Destra shook her head. She tried to work enough moisture into her mouth so
that she could speak, but no words came out when her lips moved. She hadn’t had
to use her voice in over a month. 


“Where is the admiral?” the man demanded, shaking her again.


It was impossible. I must be dreaming, she thought as she stared into
the lovely gray eyes of a ghost. Her gaze flicked over his decorated black ISSF
uniform with white piping and gold stars’ insignia, and then back up to his
rugged face. She wasn’t sure why he was looking for the admiral. He was
the admiral.


“Oh, Hoff, you died,” she said. She reached out to cup his cheek with a
dirty hand, and tears welled in her eyes.


Hoff’s gaze softened. “Who are you?”


It couldn’t be him. He didn’t even remember her. “I’m Destra . . . Destra
Ortane,” she said, wiping her cheeks as her tears fell. “Don’t you remember me,
Hoff?”


“Are there any others here with you?”


Destra shook her head. 


“Well, let’s go. At least I didn’t come all this way for nothing,” Hoff said
as he wrapped an arm around her shoulders to guide her toward the light.


Destra went willingly, still wondering when she was going to wake up, but so
far this was unlike any dream she’d ever had. When she stepped aboard the
waiting corvette and followed Hoff’s ghost to the ship’s med bay, she began to
wonder. She reached the med bay in a daze and was forced to sit while the
doctor checked her over. When he stepped in front of her to examine her more
closely, she saw that one of his eyes was red and glowing, and she jumped up
from the table. “Stay away from me, Sythian!”


The doctor frowned and Hoff turned to watch her backing away with his
eyebrows raised. “It’s an artificial eye. Sit down.”


Destra stared at the doctor for a long while, her chest rising and falling
quickly, fists clenched and shaking. The man smiled reassuringly at her. “Come
on,” he said, and patted the examination table beside him. “Let’s finish
checking you over.” 


After another moment, she walked hesitantly back to the examination table,
but her eyes never left his face. When he didn’t suddenly turn into a hissing
Sythian, she relaxed somewhat and sat down on the table.


“She’s delirious with hunger,” Hoff said.


“Yes,” the doctor replied. “From the look of her, it’s a miracle she’s lived
this long.” He forced Destra to lie down while he inserted a catheter in her
wrist. The sharp prick made her wince, and a moment later she felt a cold
trickle of fluids entering her body. She gasped, her head spinning where it lay
on an impossibly soft pillow. She’d forgotten what a pillow felt like.


“She’s badly malnourished,” the doctor said.


“Finding food with the proper nutrients can’t have been easy.”


“Indeed . . . what about the transmission we heard?” the doctor asked. “She
claimed you were with her.”


“As I said, Lieutenant, she’s delirious. Maybe I met her briefly before or
during the war, but as for why she felt the need to invent a fictional story
that fixated on me in particular . . . that’s your department.”


“It probably made her feel better to think she was marooned with an admiral
rather than all alone. Well, I’m sure she’ll be more lucid when we get her back
to health.”


“I’m sure she will. Meanwhile, if you’ll excuse me, we need to get back to
the Tauron—goodbye, Destra.” 


She saw the admiral’s smiling face appear above her. That smile is wrong,
she thought. It didn’t have the sardonic twist that she was used to, and his
cheek didn’t bear the old rictan scar which should have caused it. “I’ll see
you soon,” the admiral said, and his face disappeared. “Take good care of her,
Donali.”


“I will. I’ve administered a sedative, so she should fall asleep soon.”


Destra heard the admiral’s footsteps receding, followed by the sound of a
door swishing open and then shut. She saw the doctor appear above her. He
smiled. “Let’s see what we can do to fix you up, shall we?” The man was perhaps
forty, with receding black hair, and distinguished features, but all she could
see was that horrible red eye, glowing and winking at her every time his real
eye blinked.


Would he try to hurt her? She felt her eyelids grow heavy and her thoughts
become sluggish. What if the doctor killed her so he wouldn’t have to share his
food and supplies with her?


Destra felt her heart begin to pound and heard a nearby monitor beeping
frantically in time to her pulse. The doctor reached out and placed a cool hand
against her forehead. She flinched at his icy touch.


“You have a fever. Try to relax. I’m going to conduct a routine body scan to
make sure there’s nothing serious amiss, okay?” She tried to shake her head,
but it barely moved. “Shhh . . .” the doctor cooed. 


Destra watched a bright blue eye snap on overhead with an ominous humming
sound. Without warning it cast a swath of shimmering light over her from head
to toe and back again.


“There, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” the doctor asked.


Destra managed a groan. She had to fight to keep her eyes open.


“Now, let’s see what we have here . . .” she heard the doctor say, followed
by the sound of a chair rolling across the deck. “Oh, my . . .” he said. “That
can’t be right.”


Destra’s eyes flickered open and she saw the doctor turn from a nearby
holoscreen to peer suspiciously at her. “Weren’t you alone on, Ritan?” he
asked.


“No . . . told you . . .” she said sleepily. “I was with Hoff.”


“Well, you must have been with someone, hoi?” He laughed lightly. “Don’t
worry, we’ll sort it all out, but for now you’d better rest.” 


Destra’s eyes drifted shut once more in response to that suggestion. 


“That’s right. . . .” the doctor continued, “go to sleep.”


Despite not wanting to, Destra did fall asleep, and that was when she
finally realized—


It had all been real, and she really had been rescued.












Chapter 3


 


—THE YEAR 10 AE—





Alara stood on the
bridge of the Interloper, gazing out at stars. The bridge viewport was
one unbroken dome stretching from floor to ceiling, with all of the crew
stations arrayed in a circle on the glassy black deck of the alien cruiser.
Even with a human crew, the ship was dark and cold inside. When she’d asked
about that, one of the crew had told her that the captured cruiser had vast
limitations when it came to heating and illumination, because the Gors didn’t
need either to be comfortable. When they’d first tried to remedy that, the
inside of the hull had begun throwing off distracting reflections, and some of
the alien tech had begun to malfunction.


Alara shivered and hugged herself, listening with half an ear to Captain
Adram speaking with the Defiant. She stopped paying attention almost
immediately. Now that they’d been rescued, her thoughts turned inward to focus on
her own world of problems—to focus on Ethan. The more she thought about him,
the angrier she became, both with him and herself. He was married. How
could she have allowed herself to fall for someone who was married? And why
would he keep a woman who was obviously in love with him so close if he wanted
to protect his marriage? Maybe they’d had an affair. Thanks to the slave chip,
Alara’s brain was programmed not to take offense at the idea of an affair on a
moral basis, so she took offense on a personal one. Ethan had been toying with
her—using her!—and he hadn’t even been paying her for that privilege. It was
enough to make her want to execute him herself. He’d used her feelings for him;
he’d taken everything from her and given nothing back, he’d—


Alara’s thoughts were interrupted as she heard Delayn raise his voice and
start screaming incoherently. She turned to see him being restrained by two
sentinels. Delayn struggled and railed at them, spitting in one of their faces.
“Cowards! You can’t abandon them! For frek’s sake—fight!”


“What’s going on?” Alara asked, her brow furrowing.


Captain Adram turned to point at her. “Restrain her, too, and get them off
my bridge!”


Alara saw two more sentinels closing in on her, and she touched her ear to
make a comm call to Gina. The call went through just as the two men seized her.
“Gina! The Sythians are here! They’re attacking the Defiant and the Interloper
is going to abandon them! We—”


One of the men holding her yanked the comm piece from her ear and said,
“That’s enough of that.”


* * *


The deck shuddered underfoot, and Commander Caldin heard something groan in
the superstructure of the ship. She held on to the Captain’s table with both
hands, watching as their view of space tilted away from the streaming purple
lines of Sythian missiles, but their trajectory was changing too slowly to
dodge the incoming warheads.


“I said evasive action!” Caldin called out as another pair of spinning
purple stars slammed into the forward viewport with a boom. She winced
away from the accompanying flash of light.


“Maneuvering thrusters are damaged!” the helmsman replied. “We can’t evade
anything like this.” 


A pair of shell fighters screamed toward the bridge. Turrets swiveled and
tracked them with a steady stream of red dymium lasers, but the alien fighters
dipped and wove, and the lasers lanced by without effect. As Caldin watched,
those fighters dropped another pair of missiles. Two more purple stars streaked
toward the forward viewports and impacted a second later. The bridge shields
hissed, flaring with a blinding light. The alien fighters roared out overhead,
provoking a peal of simulated thunder from the bridge’s sound system. The
brightness faded from the viewport just in time for Caldin to see another
volley of alien missiles slam into the bow, provoking multiple explosions.


“Decks 15 through 17 are venting atmosphere!” engineering reported.
“Bulkheads sealing.”


Caldin watched her ship’s air running out into space on bright jets of
fast-dying flames. “Where’s our Nova pilot?” she asked suddenly, her eyes
scanning the grid. They’d launched their last nova fighter to recon the Interloper
as it had approached. That had been just a few minutes ago, but it seemed like
hours. Time was passing like molasses dripping through a funnel. A moment
later, Caldin found their nova, running away in full overdrive at 185 KAPS.


“He’s fleeing from the engagement, ma’am!” Petty Officer Goldrim at the
gravidar replied in the next instant.


Caldin shook her head. “Are there no loyal officers left in this damn
galaxy?”


“I’m detecting his SLS spooling. Should I try to order him back here?”
Grimsby asked from the comms.


“No, leave him! Let cowards die as cowards live—alone.”


The deck shuddered once more, and the lights dimmed. Caldin felt herself
grow abruptly lighter as the IMS flickered, but then gravity was back in full
force. “Weapons! Get all our gunners on the beam cannons. If we can’t live
through this fight, we might as well take a few skull faces with us!”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Helm! Set course for K-21-11-98. Let’s take down the straggler.”


The helmsman nodded, and Caldin watched as their view panned to port and the
smallest of the three Sythian ships came into view—a frontrunner-class
destroyer at just over 70 meters long. It was less than a tenth the size of the
Defiant, but with their ship damaged and undermanned, it would be a
challenge to take down even that small destroyer, let alone one of the larger
cruisers which was attacking them on their port side. Distant thunder sounded
as more missiles impacted.


“Shields in the yellow, dropping below 50%,” engineering reported.


“Gunners ready?” Caldin asked.


“Almost, ma’am!” weapons replied.


“Tell them to hurry up, Gorvan!”


Caldin tapped her foot while she waited, watching as their last nova winked
off the grid, jumping to SLS. 


“In position!” Deck Officer Gorvan said from the gunnery station.


“Open fire!” Caldin ordered.


Four red dymium beams lanced out from the forward cannons, followed by a
volley from the eight blue dymium beams on their starboard side. All twelve
cannons drew shimmering lines across the destroyer’s shields, but no fire or
debris spat out from the enemy ship. The combined volley lasted for just a few
seconds before the cannons depleted their charge.


“Target shields down to 36%.” 


Caldin frowned. “What happened to our main cannon?”


“Coming online . . .” engineering reported.


Suddenly a thick red beam shot out just above the bridge with a deafening
screech and subsequent hum of energy. The beam blinded them with its brightness
and bathed the bridge in a ruddy glow. That was their corona cannon. Caldin’s
indigo eyes narrowed to slits to protect themselves from the light, but she
watched on, waiting for the beam to draw blood. The corona beam fired
continuously for four seconds straight. It had a 20 meter bore, and a 35 klick
range, making it more powerful than all twelve of the previous beams put
together. After just two seconds, flames began pouring from the front end of
the Sythian destroyer.


“Magnify them and put them on the main screen; I want to see her beams
exposed!”


Suddenly the destroyer loomed large and terrifying in their forward
viewport. Their main cannon stopped firing, and an ear-ringing silence fell.
Caldin saw the front end of the enemy ship crack away in a flaming ruin, and
she grinned. “Fire again!” she said, but her words were swallowed by an abrupt
roar which thundered through the simulated sound system. The bulkheads and deck
vibrated with the sound, and Caldin clapped her hands over her ears. “Turn down
the volume on the SISS!” she yelled to be heard above the roar.


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Set visuals to default zoom.”


The magnified view of the enemy destroyer disappeared, and then Caldin saw
the source of the roaring. Dozens of Sythian shell fighters had just flown over
the bridge and were now cruising low over the top side of the cruiser. With all
the gunners now manning the beam cannons, the Defiant was defenseless
against them. As Caldin watched, they dropped a volley of missiles at
point-blank range, straight on top of the cruiser’s forward beam cannons.


“Brace!” Caldin said.


The explosions which followed rocked the deck like an earthquake. The
cruiser’s shields hissed loudly. A computerized voice said, “Shields critical,”
and then, “Shields depleted,” in quick succession. The explosions faded, and a
gaping black hole appeared in the topside of the hull where the cruiser’s
forward beam cannons had been.


“Damage report!”


“Forward cannons are gone. Most sections of Decks 12 to 15 are now sealed
off—”


“Crew evacuated?”


“No, ma’am. Some trapped. Gunners of the main beams not responding. Sensors
suggest they are either dead or EVA.”


“Get our crew out if they’re still alive.” 


“Yes, ma’am.”


Caldin frowned, looking at the deep hole where the forward guns had been. If
the gunners were EVA, then only their shredded remains now floated through
space. “Shields?”


“Offline. Need to reroute power to the auxiliary arrays. It’ll take a
minute.”


“So right now we’re naked,” Caldin said.


“As a newborn,” engineering replied.


Caldin grimaced. The next volley could be their last.


“Incoming!” gravidar announced.


More explosions rocked the deck, thundering through the speakers; the lights
flickered, then went out; smoke poured into the bridge, and the red glow of
emergency lighting appeared. Caldin turned in a quick circle to check that her
crew were all still among the living; then the IMS failed, and she felt herself
drifting away from the deck.


The Defiant was derelict.












Chapter 4





Tova sat aboard the
Rescue, with her eyes closed and her hands clasped in her lap. The
humans were adamant that she not be allowed aboard their captured cruiser, so
she waited patiently. For her, patience came easily when she needed it. Every
good hunter knew the value of patience. She didn’t understand why she wasn’t
allowed aboard, since the ship was originally Gor-crewed, anyway, but Tova had
agreed to respect their wishes—for now. It was common knowledge among the Gors
that the one called Admiral Heston had not joined the alliance, and she had
recently learned that he would soon be in charge of all humans everywhere. If
that meant the end of the alliance, the Gors would be ready.


Tova heard the doors to the bridge swish open behind her and she turned to
see the one called Gina come running in. Sensing that something was wrong, Tova
rose to her feet. 


“They’re going to be here any second, Tova!” Gina said. She sounded like she
couldn’t breathe. 


Tova watched the human woman lean heavily on the back of the pilot’s chair.
“Who?” she asked.


“The crew of the Interloper! They’ve turned on us. They’re not going
to rescue the Defiant. I need . . .” Gina gasped for air. “There are Sythians
here, Tova! I need you to contact them. Tell them to stop firing on the Defiant!”


“I cannot give orders to Sythians,” Tova said, warbling in her language. 


Gina’s translator communicated the gist of that a moment later, and she
shook her head. “No, I mean Gors—there are Gors here. I don’t know if there are
Sythians, too . . . just try it, Tova!”


Tova hissed quietly, but she did as the human woman asked and closed her
eyes to communicate with any others who might be out there. She found them
almost immediately—thousands were in range, some closer than others. She saw
the network clearly in her mind’s eye as three clusters of red dots, each
cluster connected with intermittently streaming lines of communication that
flashed brightly as the Gors talked among themselves. Tova moved toward the
nearest cluster and sent out a query with her thoughts, searching for the one
in charge. That query brought her to the top of the cluster, and she had to
wait there a moment while one of the subordinate Gors answered her. Tova asked
them to stand down, but the subordinate Gor responded by demanding to know who
she was and what authority she had to make such a request. Tova allowed him to
know her name and status as a praetor of her people, and she was immediately
sent to the top of the cluster. Now she spoke with the one in charge of the
ship. Again, the same question—why should they stand down? Tova explained that
the alliance was in danger. Something had happened to destabilize the human
government, and now it was more important than ever that they gain the
admiral’s trust, because he stood poised to take command of the entire human
remnant. Without his consent, the alliance could be dissolved all together and
the Gors might be massacred.


The one in charge hesitated, but at last he agreed. They would cripple their
ships’ engines and bail out. That would mean yielding more of their vessels to
the humans, and Hoff would have even more tools with which to reverse engineer
Sythian technology. If they succeeded in doing that, they would have much less
need for the Gors. They had made themselves useful by helping humans to develop
their own cloaking devices, and by using their telepathy to sense their
fellow Gors, even aboard cloaked enemy ships, enabling them to serve as living
cloak detectors. That deal had worked well to keep humans dependent on them,
but Admiral Heston had still refused to join the alliance, and given enough
time, he would find his own solutions to those problems.


Tova hissed with displeasure, thinking that this latest gesture of goodwill
had better be enough for the stubborn admiral. She broke her telepathic
connection and opened her eyes. That was when she noticed the blinding crackle
of sparks coming from the bridge doors. Gina stood covering the doors with her
sidearm drawn. 


Someone was trying to break through.


“They agree to stand down,” Tova said. “They disable their ships and bail
out. You need rescue them.


Gina turned to her with wide eyes. “They’re surrendering? I could kiss you,
Tova!”


“Do not.”


“Wait—you said they’re bailing out. How many are there?”


“More than a thousand.”


“Tova, we don’t have room for that many Gors! The Interloper isn’t
even half the size of the Defiant!”


Tova hissed again. “Then you need make room for them.”


Gina sighed. “We’ll have to talk to the Captain about it.” Tova watched as the
human woman touched her ear and said, “Interloper, this is Second
Lieutenant Gina Giord from the Defiant—you can cancel your jump. We’ve
just secured three more Sythian cruisers for your fleet, but there’s a catch .
. . we’ve got over a thousand Gors gone EVA, and they need a pick up before
their air runs out.”


* * *


The corridors were dark, barely lit by the dim, red emergency lights. Brondi
and the other zephyrs illuminated that darkness in bright swaths with their
floodlights. The atmosphere was tense, no one speaking. Brondi listened in
silence to his breath reverberating inside his helmet, to the thudding of his
squad’s footsteps, and to the whirring of servos and motors in the zephyrs’
legs. Each squad was made up of eight assault mechs, and dozens of squads were
now striding through the ship on the way to Valiant’s reactor core.
Brondi hoped that when they reached the core they wouldn’t find it ruined
beyond repair. He gritted his teeth, furious that the alien saboteurs had made
such a nuisance of themselves.


This wasn’t how things were meant to go.


Up ahead, the squad leader, Sergeant Grovin Gibbs, held up a hand for them
to stop as he reached a junction where the corridor split into three divergent
branches. Brondi heard his comms crackle as he checked in with the others to
see which way they’d gone.


“Hunter One here,” one of the other squad leaders replied. “We went left.
The Lokis went right. The middle’s for you and the rest of the Alphas, sir.”


“Roger that,” Gibbs replied. “Have you found any more mines?”


“Not since the rail tunnels.”


“Hmmm, keep an eye on your scopes.”


They started down the middle corridor. All of the available access ways to
the reactor were being swept, and teams had been posted at bulkheads along the
way to create a multi-layer cordon which would hopefully be enough to catch
their saboteur if he or she were still around, but there were no guarantees it
would work—not when their enemy was cloaked. 


After travelling through the ship for another ten minutes, leaving three
teams of two in their wake, their squad of eight was down to just two—Brondi
and Sergeant Gorvin Gibbs. Now the reactor room lay dead ahead, and reports
were filtering in from the other two point squads that they were almost there,
too.


“So far so good,” Gibbs said.


“Don’t jinx us,” Brondi replied.


They reached the doors of the reactor room and waited there for the point
teams from Hunter and Loki squads to arrive. Now they were six. Gibbs motioned
to the doors, and one of the Lokis stepped forward to open them. The heavy
doors opened with an ominous boom as they retracted into the bulkheads.
A large, shadowy chamber lay beyond, and here not even the emergency lights
were working. They crept inside the reactor room in single file and hurried
around the perimeter of the circular chamber. Brondi swept his floodlights up
to the distant transpiranium dome above the dymium reactor core. Ordinarily
both the core and the dome would be shielded, and the dome could be seen
faintly glowing with the energy of those shields, but right now all Brondi
could see was a maze of catwalks crisscrossing above the reactor core from the
over fifty decks above theirs.


Brondi turned from gazing at the ceiling just as the sergeant’s voice
crackled over his comms. “The core seems intact, but the main power conduits
have been ripped wide open. Area seems clear. Should we call in the greasers to
fix the damage?”


“Go ahead,” Brondi replied.


An abrupt noise shattered the silence inside the reactor room. Brondi
whirled toward the sound, and one of the other soldiers called out, “Hoi!”


It had come from the core. “What was that?” Brondi demanded, already
stomping toward the dormant reactor. Next came a soft whirring noise which
rapidly grew in pitch and volume. 


Brondi recognized that as the reactor coming to life and he frowned. “Did someone
turn it back on?”


Before anyone could answer, the reactor room doors shut with a resounding boom.
Everyone turned to look at them.


“Hoi, what the frek?! Someone shut us in here!” Hunter One said.


Radiation leaking from the core set off an alarm in Brondi’s zephyr almost
immediately, and it rang out even above the rising whir of the reactor. Brondi
gritted his teeth and ran for the doors. He tried to open them, only to hear a
warning bleep, followed by a computerized voice which said, “Access Denied.
Radiation leak detected.”


Sergeant Gibbs appeared beside him. “What’s going on?” he asked, sounding
out of breath.


“We’re locked in!” Brondi roared. He whirled around to see the other four
men who’d entered the reactor room with him standing behind him, all of them
staring at him expectantly. “What are you all standing around for? Shut it
down!”


Gibbs turned and ran for the control console near the base of the reactor
core. Brondi hurried after him. Once there, Gibbs tried to power up the
console, but nothing happened.


“What’s wrong?” Brondi asked.


Gibbs shook his head. “It doesn’t have power.”


“You’re telling me that the reactor is on, and we’re about to be
baked alive by the energy pouring out of it, but there’s no power to the
control console?”


Gibbs shrugged and shook his head.


“Get out of my way!” Brondi roared, giving Gibbs a shove and sending him
sprawling to the deck with a noisy clatter of armor. Brondi ignored him as he
tried to power up the console, but the result was the same. He glanced up at
the dark transpiranium dome over their heads. Still absent was the faint blue
glow of the reactor’s outer shields, which meant his entire crew was going to
be baked alive if they didn’t either shut the reactor down or get the shields
up soon.


Activating his comms, Brondi put a call through to the bridge. 


A young woman answered, “Brondi!”


Brondi could barely hear her over the whirring of the dymium core and the
droning of his zephyr’s radiation alarm. “I need you to shut down the main
reactor!” he said.


“We don’t have any control from up here! Have you tried the manual
overrides?”


One of the Lokis began pounding on the doors, demanding to be let out.


Of course! The manual overrides! Without bothering to reply, Brondi
ran around the dymium core, searching for the manual controls. He found the
control box on the opposite side of the core, and quickly fumbled with the
latch to open it. The panel swung open, and Brondi couldn’t believe his eyes.
The lever was sheared off at the base. A moment later he noticed the broken
lever lying at his feet. “No!” he screamed, and kicked the handle across the
deck. He began struggling with what was left of the lever, but it was twisted
and the mechanism was jammed. Brondi strained with all of his zephyr’s
augmented strength to force the damaged lever. A metallic groan came from the
control box, and then the entire assembly tore free of its mounting and hit the
deck with a thunk. Brondi stared at it incredulously.


We’re frekked, he thought.


* * *


Commander Loba Caldin leaned over the captain’s table coughing on the thick
clouds of acrid smoke wafting through the bridge. IMS was out, main power was
out, shields were down and offline, guns likewise. They were dead in space.
Only the grav gun on Caldin’s equipment belt kept her feet rooted to the deck.
“How long until we have the main reactor back on line?” she asked through
another cough.


“Five minutes, maybe ten . . .” the engineering officer reported, shaking
his head. Caldin eyed him through the shifting veils of smoke for a moment, watching
his hands fly over the controls. He looked frazzled. She turned to the gravidar
officer. “Any sign of another volley from our Sythian friends?”


“No, ma’am.”


“What are they playing at?” she wondered aloud, her eyes scanning the grid.


“Maybe they want to take us alive?” Deck Officer Gorvan suggested from the
gunnery station.


“Perhaps. . . .” Caldin waited to see alien transports come flying out at
them, but for long minutes nothing happened. “What are they waiting for?” Then
another Sythian cruiser appeared on the grid.


“Contact!” gravidar said. “It’s the Interloper.”


“They’re hailing us,” comms reported next.


“Didn’t they leave already?” Caldin asked.


“Apparently not,” gravidar replied. “Hoi! The Gors are bailing out of their
ships!” 


“You mean they’re coming to board us?” Caldin asked, trying to see what the
gravidar officer was talking about. She had to set the zoom on the grid to
maximum in order to see it, and then she gasped. The Gors were literally
bailing out of their ships.


“They’re going EVA, ma’am,” gravidar replied.


Caldin shook her head. “What in the nethers is going on? Put the Interloper
on screen.”


A moment later the dark, glossy deck of the Interloper appeared,
overlaid on the main viewport. Captain Adram’s vulturine face dominated their
view with his long, hooked nose and arching brows. His wispy white hair and
wrinkled skin put his age around seventy, but his dark eyes were still as
lively and keen as a teenager’s. He must have received longevity treatments to
keep him so full of energy at that age. “Commander,” Adram said in a strong
voice. “It would appear that the skull faces have agreed to surrender.”


Caldin shook her head. “How did you get them to do that?”


“Not I—your Gor did it. Tova, I believe her name is.”


Caldin smiled grimly and sighed. “Just in time. We wouldn’t have survived
another volley.”


“Indeed. Fortune smiles on you, Commander. I don’t know what Tova said to
her crèche mates, but they agreed to bail out if we would rescue them. You’d
better get on that now. We’ll rescue your crew as soon as you’ve picked up all
the Gors. I’m told there are nearly 1,000 of them.”


Caldin’s smile faded. “Say again, Captain? How are we supposed to rescue
them? We don’t even have power back yet.”


“The admiral would never allow so many Gors to board one of his ships, and
even if he would, we don’t have room for them. Make your repairs and then pick
up the Gors and stow them aboard the Defiant. When you’re done, we’ll
rescue your people.”


“Can’t we all cram in together? How far is it to Ritan?”


“Eight hours. It’s not an option, Commander. The admiral is very strict
about such things. Even having your one Gor aboard is pushing the limit with
him. I wish I could bend the rules—really, I do. Pick them up or leave
them—your choice—and then fly over here, but make it quick. We don’t know if
there are more Sythian ships out there.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Interloper out.”


Caldin frowned and turned in a slow circle to see her bridge crew staring
uncertainly at her. They were probably thinking the same thing as her. It would
take them hours to recover that many Gors gone EVA, and in that time more
Sythian ships could easily arrive and make the whole exercise pointless. Adram
had already demonstrated his willingness to leave them to that fate, but Caldin
couldn’t leave the Gors to die in space after they had surrendered. News would
travel fast and the alliance would be over. 


Time was of the essence.


Caldin clapped her hands. “What are you all staring at? Anyone with pilot’s
training is with me. We’ve got rescue shuttles to fly. The rest of you stay
where you are and coordinate our repairs! Comms—get me as many pilots as you
can. I don’t care what their ratings are.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Come on, people! You know the drill, it’s just like any other emancipation
mission, but this time we don’t have anyone shooting at us, so it should be a
real moonwalk. Let’s get it done!”












Chapter 5





Ritan was an
eternally dark and forbidding place, an exoplanet with no sun. The only light
it received was the bloody red glow which came from its thousands of active
volcanoes. Overhead, the distant stars were rarely even glimpsed through the
thick clouds. The air was choked with ash from decimated fields of the world’s
only flora—the fast-growing lumimoss, which grew up around volcanic vents and
near geothermal pools. The world’s only fauna consisted of ice walkers which
fed off the moss, rictans which fed off them, and giant bats which fed off
both. The entire ecosystem had been created by scientists for some
long-forgotten purpose, although Ritan had never been a world with very much
purpose. Now, however, it was a strategic jewel. It was the closest thing to
Noctune which the Gors had found outside of Sythian-occupied space, and as
such, it was now the location of Overlord Dominic’s Gor Academy. 


There were over 40,000 Gors already roaming the surface of the world,
hunting rictans and ice walkers alike. Hoff didn’t think the fragile ecosystem
could support that for very long, but the Gors were a temporary presence. Ritan
was just a good place to put them where they wouldn’t be a drain on human
resources while they were pushed a few thousand at a time through the academy.
After that, they would go to fight alongside humans as starship crew and
soldiers. The first few thousand graduates were already serving in the
overlord’s fleet. 


Hoff shuddered at the thought of it. In his estimation, the entire operation
was a waste of time and resources. The Gors couldn’t be trusted, and even if
they could, there were far more Gors on Ritan than all of humanity had ships to
crew. They didn’t have the resources to field that many hungry aliens in any
capacity. Hoff’s own fleet, which was certainly larger than Dominic’s, was
crewed with just 75,000 men and women, and he needed at most another twenty
thousand to crew his ships properly. At the moment, he had fully ten thousand
stationed at Ritan to keep an eye on the Gors.


Hoff sat in the copilot’s chair of his personal corvette, the Last Chance,
watching as it skimmed low over the icy surface of the world. The pilot flew
them over dozens of fresh, steaming magma flows which glowed brightly from the
bottoms of deep canyons in the ice. This was the Diaphanous River Valley, so
named for the curtains of steam which rose up from the canyons whenever fresh
magma flowed into them and melted the surrounding ice and snow. As Hoff
watched, his pilot guided them toward a particular curtain of steam. The
corvette sliced through that rising wall of vapor and came out over a wide
river of glowing red magma. This was the Isharian Flow, fresh from Mt. Isharan,
the nearest and crankiest of the volcanoes in the Diaphanous River Valley.


The pilot, Hoff’s chief security officer, Sergeant Thriker, dove down into
the canyon and flew out low over the glowing river of magma. The bridge of the
corvette was immediately bathed in a bloody red glow, and Hoff leaned forward
in his chair, straining against the seat restraints to peer up at the high
walls of ice rising to either side. The walls leaned ponderously out over the
river. Glittering rows of icicles hung from the walls, formed by the rising
steam. Unlike a real river canyon which was narrower at the base and wider at
the top, magma canyons were wider at the base, and formed partially-covered
tunnels in the ice.


Before they’d flown even a dozen kilometers, Hoff saw the end of the canyon
appear through the swirling curtains of steam. The end was a field of black
glass—obsidian which had piled up from thousands of separate magma flows.
Eventually the entire canyon would be filled with obsidian and the magma would
carve a new canyon somewhere else.


For now, however, that mostly-flat field of glassy black rock was the
landing field for Dominic’s Gor Academy. All of five minutes later they’d set
down on the unmarked landing field and Hoff was standing inside the corvette’s
airlock, dressed in a suit of light combat armor and waiting for the boarding
ramp to extend. He hadn’t brought any guards along, because even a whole
platoon of sentinels wouldn’t be enough to protect him from the Gors if they
decided to turn on him, and right now secrecy took precedence over safety.
After all, he didn’t want just anyone to know what he was doing at Dominic’s
academy.


There were two reasons Hoff had made Ritan his headquarters and the
intra-fleet rendezvous between his Fifth Fleet Remnant and the ISSF forces in
Dark Space. The first reason was because he could drop a few shatter bombs from
orbit if the Gors so much as sneezed in the wrong direction, but the second
reason was because Hoff wanted to study the Gors, and the academy gave him the
perfect excuse.


The airlock opened with a hiss, and steam swirled in. Hoff descended the
boarding ramp quickly, walking easily in Ritan’s slightly below standard
gravity. He left his pilot aboard the corvette to keep the engines warm, just
in case, and headed for a crevice in the ice at the end of the landing field.
When he reached it, Hoff walked into the crevice, and a faint blue light led
the way. The icy walls picked up and magnified the light, sparkling like
crystal. The light grew brighter and brighter until Hoff came to another dead
end. There he stopped and waited, gazing up at a sheer, luminous wall of ice. A
moment later, that wall shimmered and Hoff heard a groan and cracking of ice
around frozen mechanisms as a hidden door opened. The shimmering continued
until the wall of ice faded, replaced with an open corridor. The entrance was
disguised with a holofield. Hoff walked inside, and almost immediately a young
petty officer in a white thermal suit stepped out of an alcove to greet him. 


“Admiral!” the petty officer saluted. Based on the naked bronze chevrons of
his insignia, he was ISSF. Hoff had changed all the insignias in his fleet,
surrounding them with glowing white borders to make the rift between their
forces more visible. Overlord Dominic and the ISSF were working with the enemy,
so all of them fell under suspicion right along with the Gors.


Hoff returned the petty officer’s salute. “Take me to the sim hall.”


“Yes, sir.”


They spent the next ten minutes winding through broad, icy corridors that
were only dimly lit by a string of glowing blue lamps hanging down from
duranium bulkheads and reinforcing beams. Along the way they passed dozens of
naked Gors, and only a handful of fleet officers. There were even fewer armed
and armored sentinels walking around—Hoff spotted just two—making him feel more
and more trapped the deeper he went into the facility. 


Trying not to dwell on it, Hoff thought about the message he’d received from
his research team. They had made a breakthrough. Rather than explain, his XO,
Master Commander Lenon Donali, had said he should come down from Fortress Station
and see it for himself—just in case someone was eavesdropping on their comms.
Hoff was still wondering what that cryptic message had been about when he
reached the broad double doors of the academy’s simulator hall. The petty
officer stepped up to the doors and typed in a security code. The doors swished
open and Hoff stepped out into a wide, open concourse with high ceilings and
multiple doors leading off in all directions. All of the doors were labeled in
glowing blue letters and numbers. The doors along the sides of the lobby were
labeled “O” followed by a dash and a number, indicating the observation rooms
where the instructors watched and evaluated their classes. At the back of the
lobby were a series of much larger doors labeled “S” followed by a dash and a
number, and those doors led to the various sim rooms. Some of those simulator
rooms focused on ground combat, while others focused on starship operation.
This sim hall was the primary training arena for the Gors. After studying their
theory with instructors in classrooms, they came here where they could practice
with the interactive holofields.


Hoff dismissed the petty officer, and then headed for room O-6, where his
research team had been given exclusive access. Hoff’s program was designed to train
mixed teams of human and Gor commandos for insertion into enemy-occupied
worlds, but that was just the official line, and what he told to Overlord
Dominic’s men. The truth was that he was studying the Gors’ telepathy and
cloaking abilities. Like that, he hoped to eventually find a way to detect
cloaked Gors and their ships.


As the door to O-6 swished open before him, Hoff stepped into what looked
like the bridge of a generic, medium-sized starship. A gangway led from the
entrance of the room to a captain’s table, while a dozen different bridge
control stations lay below and to either side of that. Those control stations
had been configured to monitor sensor nodes in skintight skullcaps which
certain Gors wore beneath their glossy black helmets. Mixed Gor and human
commando teams were the perfect excuse for Hoff to modify the Gors’ equipment,
adding those caps as so-called comm suites to help them communicate with their
human cohorts. The sensors in those caps took readings from the Gors’ brains
and their surroundings in order to detect anomalies and brain wave patterns
which could be associated with the Gors’ telepathic and cloaking abilities. 


Hoff strode up to the captain’s table and gazed down on it with a pair of
men in insulated white lab coats. One of them looked up and nodded to him. Hoff
recognized the man in his peripheral vision. The man’s glowing red artificial
eye gave him away. It was Hoff’s XO, Master Commander Lenon Donali. 


As Hoff watched, the commander touched the comm piece in his ear and said,
“Good work, Corporal Vossa, now pass that message on to Gor Squad Two.”


Hoff saw that the training environment was a rocky, sand-swept red
landscape. There were groups of green and yellow friendly contacts on the grid,
each separated by their color. The green was for human commandos and the yellow
for Gors. They advanced slowly on a seething mass of red enemy contacts which
were clustered at the base of a rugged red mountain. Abruptly, Hoff’s gaze was
drawn away from the bird’s eye view by a holo display which flashed up in the
air above the table. It showed more than a dozen colored bars, each of them
labeled with letters. Some of the bars were grayed out, minimizing their
importance, while others remained bright. All of their levels were constantly
fluctuating. As Hoff watched, one of the bars spiked up out of nowhere and then
began to diminish. It was a yellow bar, labeled with the letter “T.” 


Donali caught Hoff’s eye and nodded to the display. “You see that?” he
whispered.


Hoff nodded. “What does it mean?”


The commander held up a hand as if to say, wait and see. “Same
message, Vossa, but this time to Gor Squad Three.” A moment later the yellow
bar spiked again, and this time a shaded red circle appeared on the map,
overlaying one of the clumps of yellow icons.


“That bar you see labeled with a T represents the level of tachyon radiation
around Corporal Vossa,” Donali explained, pointing to the slowly dropping
levels. “Every time he communicates with his crèche mates, we detect a micro
burst of tachyons. It’s the same thing we see after a ship has jumped to
superluminal space, but the radiation is obviously much weaker.” Donali smiled,
and he leaned close over the holographic glow of the captain’s table, bringing
his features into sharp relief. “We can detect when they are
communicating with each other, Admiral. We can pinpoint the origin of the
radiation to within a five klick radius, and we can even calculate a vector
from the fan-like spread of the radiation.”


Hoff’s eyebrows elevated only slightly, but his heart raced and his brain
buzzed with the possibilities for such a technology. “What about when they’re
cloaked? Or . . . are they already cloaked?”


“Unfortunately not. Somehow their cloaking shields hide even T radiation
from our scanners.”


“Are we sure that the Gors actually can communicate with each other
while they’re cloaked?”


Donali nodded. “Carefully timed and coordinated missions have confirmed
that, but we remain unable to detect communications between cloaked Gors.”


Hoff felt his impatience rising. “If tachyon radiation is useless for
detecting cloaked Gors, then what did you bring me down here for, Commander?”


“Well, it’s not entirely useless. If an uncloaked Gor contacts a cloaked
one, we can detect that, and based on the vector, we might be able to find the
cloaked one, too.”


Suddenly Hoff understood the significance of the discovery and his eyes lit
up. “So when and if one of our Gors calls home, we can tell that he didn’t
contact one of his crèche mates on Ritan, because the vector will point off
planet, into the middle of empty space.”


“Exactly. Unless Gors can fly, there’s no way that telepathic communications
with a space-bound vector should correspond to inter-Gor communications in this
system.”


“Unless he’s contacting one of the Gors in orbit aboard Dominic’s ships.”


“But we’ll see the vector cross through them, and we can dismiss it.” 


Hoff nodded. “So we have an early warning system.”


“Assuming the Gor who calls for help isn’t cloaked when he does so, yes.”


“But we have no way of controlling that.”


“We just have to hope that we’re lucky, and that the Gors don’t understand
the limitations of our sensors.”


Hoff sighed. “That’s better than nothing, I suppose. What do I need to do to
my ships so that they can detect these telepathic bursts?”


“Your fleet is already equipped with tachyon scanners to detect and track
ships through SLS. All you need to do is calibrate them to detect lower levels
of T radiation.”


“Good. I’ll have you oversee that.”


“Yes, sir. Are we going to tell the overlord?”


Hoff frowned, and his thoughts turned to Overlord Dominic, now orbiting on
the far side of Ritan in his five-kilometer-long flagship, the Valiant.
Dominic’s arrival had been unexpected to say the least. “They are the ones who
stand to benefit the most from this discovery, aren’t they? But no . . . for
now, we’d better keep this quiet, especially from the ISSF. If someone leaks
this and the Gors realize we can detect their telepathy, they’ll clam right up.
We need to catch them first. Once we have proof that they’re not on our side,
then we’ll go to Dominic and warn him.”


“Yes, sir.”


“You’ve made great progress, Donali, but keep working on it. If the Gors can
communicate with each other while cloaked and telelocate one another like that,
then we should be able to do whatever it is they’re doing.”


The commander hesitated. “We may need to vivisect one of them to discover
that.”


Hoff shrugged. “We’ll do what we have to do. Let me know if that’s what you
need.” 


“Yes, sir . . . I’ll be sure to exhaust all the other available options
first.” Donali glanced around nervously, as if a cloaked Gor might be in the
room, listening to them, but the displacement sensors at the doors would have
detected something coming in which couldn’t be found on the room’s holocorders.
With the right preparation, cloaked Gors were easy enough to detect in confined
spaces. It was wide open vacuum that Hoff was concerned about.


“Don’t go to too many extremes, Commander. There’s only so much Dominic can
do to protect his pets. If we need to kill a few to unravel their secrets, I’ll
find a way to do it without him or any of the other Gors finding out.”


Donali nodded and then Hoff’s comm piece trilled with an incoming call from
his pilot. “Excuse me,” he said, and walked away from the captain’s table to
get some privacy. “What’s going on?”


“Nothing to worry about, sir, but I’ve just received a commcast from
Fortress Station. The Interloper is back in-system. They’re on
approach.”


Hoff’s eyes widened. Finally. “I’ll be there in a minute. Start
warming your engines, Sergeant.”


“I never let them cool, sir.”


“Good. I’ll see you soon. Hoff out.” Turning back to his XO, he called out,
“Commander Donali, you’re coming with me. I’ve been called back to orbit, and I
need you to start calibrating sensors up there. Bring whoever you need from
this team to help you, and don’t tell anyone what you’re doing. I want to limit
the number of people who know about this technology.”


“Yes, sir.” Donali turned and snapped his fingers at a pair of his men. All
of a minute later the four of them were hurrying back through the winding
tunnels of the academy on their way to Hoff’s waiting corvette. As before, they
passed countless Gors—hulking monsters with sunken, skull-like faces, bald
blue-gray skin, and thick, rippling muscles. When armored, each of them looked
as intimidating as a navy sentinel in a zephyr light assault mech. Unarmored,
they were even more frightening. Soon . . . Hoff thought, eyeing a group
of aliens as they passed one another other in a narrow stretch of corridor. Soon
I’ll be dancing on your graves.












Chapter 6





Alara and those
who’d travelled with her aboard the Rescue had been confined to their ship
after Delayn’s outburst on the bridge. Captain Adram said they were lucky he
wasn’t making them spend the trip in the brig. As for the survivors from the Defiant,
there wasn’t much space for them aboard the 100-meter-long Interloper,
so they were forced to bunk on cots in the hangar where the Rescue had
landed. They’d left the Defiant behind, but that was just as well, since
it was now teeming with emancipated Gors. Adram assured them that a salvage
team would be sent back for the cruiser and her alien refugees as soon as
possible. 


Now, nine hours after they’d left the Defiant, Alara, Gina Giord, and
Commander Caldin stood side by side at the forward viewport of the Rescue,
gazing down on the men and women below. Dim orange lanterns broke up the
perpetual darkness inside the Interloper’s hangar, and Alara saw that
some of the officers were huddled together on the glassy black deck, playing
card games or talking. Others lay alone on their cots or paced endlessly around
the hangar. The crew had spent the whole day cooped up inside that hangar, and
it was barely large enough to fit the Rescue, let alone 55 men and women
and their personal effects. Captain Adram seemed equally suspicious of the Defiant’s
crew as he was of the Gors. They hadn’t been allowed out of the auxiliary
hangar bay since they’d arrived. Perhaps it had something to do with the high
profile prisoners they’d brought aboard. Adram had whisked them away to whatever
passed for the alien cruiser’s brig and they hadn’t seen or heard from him or
the prisoners since. Alara hoped that Ethan was all right. With that thought
came an opposing flash of bitter anger. Ethan was married. Let his wife
worry about him—wherever she is.


Delayn interrupted her thoughts. “Kavaar . . . Commander, you need to see
this.” 


“What is it?” Caldin asked, turning from the viewport to walk down to the
gravidar station where Delayn was seated in Tova’s oversized chair. As for the
black-armored alien, she stood all alone in one corner of the bridge, leaning
against the wall and watching them from the shadows. The glowing red eyes of
her helmet seemed to look everywhere and nowhere at the same time. 


Alara shuddered and tried to ignore the alien as she watched Commander
Caldin lean over Delayn’s shoulder. “There—” Delayn pointed to something on the
gravidar that Alara couldn’t see. 


Caldin leaned closer to the display and the star map cast her features in a
blue glow. Alara watched the worry lines on Caldin’s brow grow suddenly more
pronounced. “What is that?” she asked.


“It looks like the Valiant, ma’am.”


“What are they doing here?” Caldin asked.


Alara couldn’t stand the suspense. She hurried down to the gravidar station,
and Gina followed her.


“You think the admiral knows that Brondi stole the Valiant from us?”
Delayn asked.


Caldin straightened from leaning over the console and shook her head. “I’m
not sure, but if not, it’s time he found out.” She touched the comm piece in
her ear and said, “Call Captain Adram.”


A moment later the captain answered, and Caldin hurried to explain the
situation. The captain already knew most of their story from the explanation
Gina Giord had given when the Rescue had been found, but Caldin now
re-emphasized the part about the Valiant being stolen by Alec
Brondi. 


Alara studied the gravidar intently, eyeing the cigar-shaped green icon of
the gladiator-class carrier. 


“Frek,” Gina whispered. “Brondi beat us here. . . .”


Delayn looked up and nodded mutely; then Caldin exclaimed, “You what?! Ten
to one that’s not a vaccine, Captain!” All three of them turned to
listen in on Caldin’s comm call. Alara watched the commander begin shaking her
head. “So you knew they were here?”


Alara frowned, watching as Caldin’s brow grew ever more-lined, and her eyes
narrowed by degrees.


“I see,” was all Caldin said. “Well, thank you for being so honest. Goodbye,
sir.” Caldin’s jaw muscles clenched as she closed the comm.


“What is it?” Alara asked. “What did he say?”


“He said that the Valiant arrived a few days ago. They claimed to
have fled Dark Space after an outlaw fleet attacked them with a bioweapon and
tried to steal their ship.”


“Motherfrekker . . .” Gina said.


“Yes, he is,” Caldin replied.


Delayn’s jaw dropped. “Brondi’s using our own story against us! How can he
get away with that? We have the overlord, not him.”


Caldin snorted. “No, we don’t. Our overlord is an imposter, and apparently
when the Valiant made contact, the one who contacted them was, to all
appearances anyway, Overlord Dominic.”


“Where in the nethers did they find another holoskin of the overlord?”
Delayn asked.


Caldin shrugged. “Maybe the same place as the first. Brondi had to have
infiltrated the Valiant somehow.”


Delayn gaped at her. “By replacing the overlord with a holoskinner?” 


“Maybe, but how he did it doesn’t matter right now. The fact is, our
stories contradict each other, and there’s some reasonable doubt about who is
who.”


“That’s ridiculous!” Alara said. “It’s obvious we’re with the fleet!”


“Is it?” Caldin turned to her. “If two Imperial vessels came to you, each of
them with the same story—claiming to have been attacked by outlaws and then
chased out of Dark Space—would you believe the ones who admitted to having an
imposter overlord aboard, or the ones who knew nothing about the imposter, the
ones who actually appear to have the real overlord. Add to that the fact that
the Valiant is Overlord Dominic’s flagship, and he’s right where you’d
expect to find him, and our position gets even weaker. It’s hard to believe
that a ragtag fleet of outlaws could steal the biggest, strongest ship in the
fleet.”


Delayn winced. “We grew complacent. That never should have happened.”


“No, it shouldn’t have, but we weren’t expecting our own race to turn on us
when the galaxy is seething with aliens bent on human extinction.”


“So where does that leave us?” Delayn asked, gesturing out the forward
viewport to the huddled masses below.


“Until our prisoners can be probed, we’re under as much suspicion as they
are,” Caldin replied.


Alara shook her head. “I can’t believe it.”


“It gets worse,” Caldin went on. “Apparently Brondi gave them the vaccine
for his virus.”


“Why would he do that?” Alara asked.


“He wouldn’t. I’m sure the vaccine is contaminated. He must be trying to
spread his virus to the admiral’s ships, too.”


“That will never work,” Delayn said.


“Not now that there’s a reason to doubt his story and double check that
vaccine, but before . . .” Caldin shook her head. “It all depends how cautious
Admiral Heston is.”


Gina nodded out the viewport. “I’d say he’s too cautious for his own good.
He’s imprisoning his friends and letting his enemies run free.”


“Wait a minute—” Delayn put in. “What about the Gors?”


“What about them? The admiral doesn’t trust them, either,” Caldin said.


“No, I mean, Tova and Roan—our Gors.” Delayn glanced over at Tova,
but she didn’t react to the mention of her name. “I spoke with Tova before we
left for Obsidian Station, and I had her tell her mate aboard the Valiant
how to disable the carrier’s reactor and gravity for us. If they haven’t caught
him yet, we could get him to sabotage the ship.”


Caldin’s eyes lit up. “You’re a genius, Delayn—Tova!” she waited for the
alien to respond. Tova’s helmet turned almost imperceptibly toward them. “Try to
contact your mate. Tell him we’re here, and we need his help.”


“I already contact him,” she said.


“What? Why didn’t you say something?”


“You are busy, so I listen and wait.”


Caldin gritted her teeth. “What’s Roan’s status?”


“He is well.”


“Good. Great. Ask him if he remembers how to sabotage the carrier like we
told him to.”


They waited for a tense minute before Tova spoke again. “He is there. He
says he already does what you ask.”


Alara frowned, trying to understand the Gors’ strange grammar. They had a habit
of speaking in the present tense for everything. “You mean he has already
sabotaged the ship?” she asked.


“The ship is damaged.”


“Do they have power?” Caldin asked.


“They do not.”


“Good! Thank you, Tova. Well—” Caldin sighed, turning back to Alara and
Delayn. “Hopefully we’ve at least bought some time for the admiral to find out
the truth.”


* * *


Admiral Heston stood waiting inside the arrival lounge of Fortress Station’s
main hangar. The station was operated by the Fifth Fleet Remnant (FFR), not the
ISSF, so it was a safe place to receive the Interloper with its precious
cargo.


The station was their staging point and rendezvous to coordinate joint
operations with the ISSF. It lay on the far side of Ritan to hide it from any
Sythian passersby on the space lane between Roka and Advistine, but Heston was
less concerned that they’d be detected by passing Sythian ships than he was
that the Imperium’s telepathic Gor “allies” on the surface of Ritan would start
broadcasting their location to any Sythians close enough to hear.


The question of whether or not the Gors could be trusted was an even greater
concern for Dark Space. That isolated sector was home to a large human remnant,
and the overlord was relying on the Gors to be an early warning system in case
the Sythians ever found them and came boiling into Dark Space with a fleet of
cloaked ships. That early warning system wouldn’t have been necessary if they’d
had the sense to stay hidden. Now they could detect cloaked Sythian warships,
but only if the Gors deigned to tell them the enemy was coming. That
placed far too much power in the Gors’ hands for Heston’s liking. The overlord
had left all of Dark Space at their mercy, and there was something badly off
about them. They didn’t act like slaves—absent were the obeisant attitude and
broken will that he would have expected from a race of slaves. For all anyone
really knew, the Gors were their own masters and the Sythians didn’t exist.
Where was any proof to the contrary? One would think a slave ship full of Gors
would have at least one Sythian taskmaster to keep them in line, but no, the
Sythians were supposedly all hiding on gigantic command ships which stayed
cloaked behind the lines, directing battles from a distance.


The only Sythian anyone had ever seen was High Lord Kaon of the Sythian
First Fleet, and as for their command control ships—the 30-kilometer-long
behemoth-class cruisers—those had never even been glimpsed by human eyes.
Images of them came straight from the Gors.


It was all too circular for Heston’s liking. Everything began and ended with
the Gors, including Kaon. He had been captured and delivered to the overlord as
a gesture of good will, a way to cement the alliance between humans and Gors,
but Dominic had taken that bait far too easily. Heston had met Kaon on multiple
occasions, and like the Gors, there was something suspicious about him. During
the year that Kaon had been held captive at Obsidian Station, the alien had
revealed precious little about anything—and not for want of torture or
interrogation. Kaon could recite the Gors’ story well enough, but he shut right
up when pressed on certain topics—like why the Sythians had invaded, or what
they had against humanity.


Either Kaon was particularly strong-willed, or else he only knew what he had
been told. The overlord’s interrogators had cut off Kaon’s cranial fins,
severed his tail, broken his webbed hands and feet—all of that and not a peep.
Oh, he’d made plenty of noise, but he’d refused to answer the really important
questions. He’d just become violent and incoherent.


Heston had asked the overlord to subject Kaon to a mind probe, but Overlord
Dominic insisted that the risk outweighed the gain. Early probes of the Gors
had killed them almost immediately, and Dominic assumed the same would be true
of a Sythian. Kaon’s DNA was very closely related to theirs, which was an
argument in favor of that theory, but careful study of Kaon’s cells had
revealed that his body, although it seemed weaker than that of a Gor, was far
more evolved, and distinctly stronger. While the Gors could theoretically live
for about 60 years, Kaon’s oldest cells were already more than five hundred
years old, and there was every indication that he could live for another five
hundred. 


Attempts to increase the longevity of humans through bioengineering and
nanotech had eventually hit a wall at around 150 years. Beyond that, medical
science and transplants could extend a human’s life by another 20 to 30 years,
but no human had ever broken the bicentennial barrier. The idea that there was
a sentient species which could live more than five times that long both excited
Hoff’s interest and raised his suspicions. If humans and Sythians were roughly
equal on the technological battle field, all cloaking devices aside, then how
could Sythians be so far ahead on the evolutionary battlefield?


Hoff was eager to discover the truth. He had argued that Kaon could take a
mind probe if his body was that strong, while Dominic had counter-argued that
despite slow progress, they were still gleaning information from Kaon,
and until that stopped, there was no point using a probe on him. No risk, no
profit, Hoff thought with a tired smirk, but he was done pressing the point
with the overlord. 


A small, bright ellipse grew steadily larger as it flew toward the hazy blue
shields of the hangar bay where he waited. A few minutes later, Hoff could make
out the mirror-clear hull and the tear-dropped shape of the Interloper.
They were two days late returning from their mission. Captain Adram had sent a
scout back to explain the delay before he’d detoured to rescue the Defiant,
but Hoff would have preferred if they’d come back to Ritan first. Their mission
was far too important for them to take unnecessary risks. 


Hoff sighed. There was nothing to do about it now—it was garbage out the
airlock. He’d have to reprimand Captain Adram for it later. His comm piece trilled,
interrupting his thoughts—Incoming call from Captain Cathrall of the
Destine. 


He touched his ear to answer. “Yes?”


“Admiral, we have a situation.” 


“What’s wrong?” Hoff’s muscles tensed as he anticipated the worst.


“The Valiant has powered down, sir. They’re drifting toward Ritan,
and they’re not responding to our hails.”


Heston frowned. That wasn’t at all what he’d been expecting to hear. “You’re
telling me that the overlord is about to crash into his own training facility?”


“His current trajectory would put his landing more than a thousand klicks
from the Isharian Flow, but if they do crash into the surface it will be an
extinction level event. The academy might survive since it’s underground, but
radioactive fallout will destroy the ecosystem on the surface.”


“No sign of what caused this sudden power failure? They weren’t attacked?”


“No, sir, not unless the attack came from within.”


“Perhaps the Gors have already bitten the hands that feed them. Keep trying
to get the Valiant on the comms. Meanwhile, send a shuttle to
investigate with a squad of mechs and engineers. Make sure the engineers are
wearing hazmats and that they go through decontamination when they get back.
Also, double check for Gor stowaways. We don’t need an outbreak of either that virus
or the Gors on our fleet.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Keep me posted.”


“I will, sir.”


“Good. Heston out.” The admiral stood staring in silence once more, now
watching as the Interloper sailed into the hangar. The thin blue
membrane of static shields at the opening of the hangar shimmered as the
cruiser passed through. Hoff shook his head, his thoughts still on the
overlord’s predicament. He and Dominic might not have seen eye to eye about the
Gors, but they were still technically on the same side. Humanity couldn’t
afford to lose a ship like the Valiant.


“What have you gotten yourself into?” Hoff wondered. No sooner had he asked
himself that question than his comm piece trilled once more—Incoming call
from Captain Adram of the Interloper.


“Hello, Captain,” Hoff answered. “You’re back—finally.”


“Yes, we’ve just pulled into the hangar.”


“I know. I’m watching you come in. I assume your mission was a success?”


“It was, sir.”


“And the unscheduled rescue?” Hoff’s tone became testy.


“That’s why I’m calling you, sir. We have a political situation on board.”


“Political?” Heston’s grizzled eyebrows drooped toward his nose. “How so?”


“I have the overlord on board.”


“Last I checked the overlord was aboard the Valiant, Captain.”


“Yes, sir. He is.”


“Then?”


“The overlord we have on board is an imposter, sir—a holoskinner.”


Heston blinked, taken aback. “Well, well, that is interesting. . . . so the
real overlord is still aboard the Valiant where he belongs?”


“Perhaps, perhaps not. The crew we rescued has a very similar story to the
one we heard from the Valiant, but in this version of events the Valiant
didn’t escape; it was captured by the outlaws.”


“And we’re just going to take their word for that? Who’s the source of this
information?”


“The commander of the ship, a Commander Loba Caldin.”


“Caldin . . . the name sounds familiar.”


“She commanded the overlord’s expedition to the Getties, sir. Back then she
was Captain Caldin.”


“Ah . . . yes, now I remember. So she’s been demoted since then. What was
the reason for her demotion?”


“From the files we downloaded from the Defiant, it seems that she was
demoted for subjecting a Gor to a mind probe and killing him, sir.”


“A woman after my own heart.”


“Apart from that incident, she’s been a reliable officer. As for her story
about the imposter—the rest of her crew supports it.”


“Very interesting. We’ll talk more about this when you come aboard,
Captain.”


“Yes, sir—there’s one more thing, sir. We captured three more Sythian
cruisers while conducting our rescue mission.”


Heston’s eyes widened. “All by yourselves? You were not authorized to take
your ship into combat, Captain. . . .”


“They surrendered without a fight, sir.”


“Kind of them to do so. Did they realize they were surrendering to us rather
than their ISSF allies?”


“As far as I can tell from talking to Tova, the Gor liaison from the Defiant,
the Gors are aware of the political upheaval. They’re concerned that the
Imperium is now leaderless and their alliance is in jeopardy. The unconditional
surrender seems to be some kind of peace offering. She’s hoping we’ll consider
joining the alliance.”


“I see, and what did you tell this Tova?”


“I told her we can’t promise anything, but it will be taken into
consideration.”


“How very vague of you.” Heston smiled. “Good. What have you done with the
ships and their Gor crews?”


“We left the ships and their crews with the Defiant. The Gors bailed
out as usual, but we didn’t have room for them and I didn’t think you’d want me
to bring them aboard, so we stowed them aboard the Defiant before we
rescued her crew.”


“I assume you checked your ship for stowaways.”


“Yes, we’re clear. I’ve also isolated the human survivors in our hangar
bay.”


“Excellent. You were wise to be cautious. We don’t need to accidentally
bring a band of outlaws aboard. I’ll tell Dominic’s forces here to go back for
their ship and their allies. Rescuing Gors is an ISSF prerogative. Finish what
you have to, Captain, and then come meet me in my office. Meanwhile, have our
subject escorted to the probe rooms, and make sure no one sees him.”


“Yes, sir.”


“I’ll see you soon. Don’t keep me waiting. Heston out.” 


The admiral stared out the viewports of the lounge a while longer, his gray
eyes flicking over the smooth, mirror-clear hull of the Interloper.


The overlord a holoskinner . . . he thought wonderingly. And what
about the other overlord aboard the Valiant? Is he the real Altarian Dominic?
If not, then had the overlord always been a holoskinner? Was he one of them? In
some ways it would make sense if he were. Heston had always suspected something
about the old man. The curious part, however, was the holoskin. With some prior
planning, there were more permanent ways of hiding. 


He must have come to the position recently, Hoff decided.


Heston was going to have to be very careful about probing the imposter, just
in case. It would make no sense for him to accidentally reveal the truth in a
public trial. People can only handle the truth in small doses—give them too
much and they’ll kill you. 












Chapter 7





Ithicus awoke with a gasp, and his back arched involuntarily against the
hard surface where he lay. Everything was dark. His arms and legs were secured.
Ice began crawling through his veins, and he collapsed, shivering in the dark.
Through the fog in his brain he could hear the steady whoosh of air cyclers,
and the droning hum of superluminal space. The ice crawling through his veins
reached his heart and he groaned as his chest began to ache and burn. Then the
pain subsided, and his eyes drifted shut. 


He saw a flash of light and heard a fast-dying roar as explosive bolts
blasted his canopy away and his flight chair ejected into space. Then came a
painful silence as he sailed through the vacuum. Ithicus gazed down on the
flowering explosion that had been his wingmate, Guardian Four, and then he saw
his own nova fighter go rocketing toward the odd dozen Sythian missiles which
were still tracking it. Those spinning purple stars quickly reached his
needle-nosed Mark II and provoked another brilliant flash of light and accompanying
cloud of fire. The flames quickly faded from an angry red to a pale,
translucent gold, and then they died all together as their fuel abruptly
dissipated and ran out.


Ithicus had his flight helmet on, and his suit was pressurized, so
exposure to the vacuum wouldn’t kill him, but the air tanks strapped to the
back of his ejection seat would only last for a few hours—that wasn’t even half
the time it would take for the Defiant to send someone back for him, so
he didn’t bother to activate his distress beacon and let the other Guardians
know he was still alive. Why make them feel guilty? He and Guardian Four had
given their lives to let the others escape. There was no sense making that
sacrifice haunt them more than it already would.


“You shouldn’t have ejected, Ithy,” he whispered to himself. “Now you’re
really frekked.” “Bought yourself a couple of hours for stargazing before the
end.”


But that end had never come. He’d eventually fallen asleep as his air had
trickled out, and then . . . then he’d woken up here. If this is the
netherworld, he thought, it should at least be a little warmer.


He cracked his eyes open to see two glowing red orbs set in a shiny black
helmet. There came a familiar hiss, followed by an alien warbling, and that was
when Ithicus Adari understood that he wasn’t dead and this really was the
netherworld.


He began to scream. “I’m not going to let you eat me, you
motherfrekkers!” 


Death would have been preferable. He’d been captured by Gors. Ithicus spat
at the one he could see, aiming for the glowing red eyes of the alien’s helmet.
He hit his mark, provoking another hiss, and then an armored elbow slammed into
his forehead and he surrendered to the darkness.


* * *


“Tell me the truth, Kaon, and I’ll let you go. Who are the Gors?” 


Kaon warbled, and Heston’s translator communicated the gist of what was
said. “I tell you the truth already. The Gorz are our slaves.”


“Where did they come from?”


“The Gettizz,” Kaon hissed, revealing a double row of serrated white teeth. 


“Really,” Heston quirked an eyebrow at that. “So both the Gors and the
Sythians evolved in the same galaxy?”


Kaon hissed again. “Yess.”


“Who are the Sythians?”


“We are Zithianz.”


“I know that. Who are you?”


“We are masters of the Gorz.”


“How very circular.” Heston gave the alien an open-handed slap, which echoed
loudly in the small room and sent Kaon’s head slamming back into his headrest.
The alien hissed again. “Once more with feeling,” Heston said. “Who are the
Sythians?”


“Who are the humanz?” Kaon countered.


Heston smiled thinly at the alien and stared intently at his translucent
face. “Why did you attack us?”


“We attack you to kill you.”


“That’s self evident. Why did you want to kill us?”


“So that you would be gone.”


Heston’s eyes flashed. “Why did you leave the Getties?”


“We left the Gettiz to get here.”


“What are you doing here? What do you want?”


Kaon didn’t reply, so Hoff raised his hand again as if to slap the alien.
Kaon hissed at him, but remained silent. “Are you at war with the Gors?”


“Some fight us now, yes.”


“That’s not what I asked.”


“Then you do not ask well.”


Heston growled and slapped Kaon again, sending his head reeling once more.
“You’re wasting my time! You know I’m going to have you probed, right?” Heston
loomed closer. “You know what that is? A small army of nanites will be injected
into your bloodstream near your brain stem. From there they’ll go straight up
and imbed themselves in your brain. Like that I’ll be able to see everything
you’ve ever seen, and ask any questions with the assurance that you can’t lie.
You won’t be able to hide anything from me.”


Kaon warbled a response. “You ask me questions, but do not believe the
answers, so answer your own questions and see that I tell the truth.”


“I will, but the probe might kill you to get the information I’m looking
for. . . .” Heston shrugged. “I’d rather you didn’t have to die.”


Kaon hissed. “You should kill me long ago.”


“Why? What do you think you are doing that’s hurting us? Giving us
misinformation, perhaps?”


Again Kaon gave no response.


“Hoi!” Heston reached out and took the alien’s face in his hand, squeezing
its rubbery cheeks together with bruising force and puckering his scarred lips.
“I’m talking to you, little fish!”


Kaon just stared at him with big, lidless blue eyes. After a moment, a
membrane nictated over his eyes and Heston let him go with a disgusted shove.


“Fine.” Heston nodded and turned to his XO sitting at a control station
along one side of the room. “Are we ready to begin, Commander Donali?”


Donali turned from the control station, his red artificial eye glowing in
the dim light of the probe room. “Yes, sir,” he said, rising from his chair.
Hoff eyed the commander as he walked over to them with an implanter. In his
role as the executive officer aboard Hoff’s aging flagship, the Tauron,
Master Commander Donali was privy to things most people would never get to
see—such as the fact that High Lord Kaon was now in Hoff’s possession.


Kaon remained calm as the commander stepped up behind him and pushed his
head forward to look for a vein in his translucent skin. The alien’s arms and
legs were already bolted into the chair manacles, so he didn’t bother to
resist. Hoff studied Kaon as the needle went in, and Kaon studied him back, not
reacting at all to the needle. Heston glanced at the alien’s mangled hands and
feet and the ridge of scar tissue running along his bald head where his cranial
fins had been cut off. By now Kaon had to be so used to pain that the prick of
a needle was nothing to him.


“You’re very calm for someone who’s about to die.”


“I do not fear death.”


“That’s odd, considering you tell me that the Sythians are hiding on their
cloaked ships, directing their slave soldiers into battle. If you were
so fearless, wouldn’t you fight your own battles?”


Kaon warbled, “I said I do not fear death. That does not mean that Zithianz
are stupid. Bravery and recklessness are not the same. Are you a coward?”


Heston’s eyes flashed. “Be careful not to insult me. I’m already short of
patience.”


“Then why do you not fly a fighter into battle? You do not fear death,
either, but you do not risk it more than necessary.”


Heston smiled. “I don’t fly fighters because I can kill you more efficiently
from the bridge of a battleship than I can from the cockpit of a nova. You
think you’re a clever little fish, don’t you? Let’s go meet your Sythian
friends, shall we? Assuming they exist, of course. . . .” Kaon gave no reply.
His big blue eyes just stared into Heston’s gray ones, and eventually the
admiral grew tired of the game. “Start up the probe!” he said. Heston knew
the alien was lying. Trusting Kaon to tell them the truth was like Overlord
Dominic trusting the Gors to let him know when cloaked Sythian ships invaded
Dark Space.


If the Sythians really existed, why after more than a decade of war, had
they only ever met one Sythian and never even seen their elusive command
ships? The Gors’ entire story was full of holes. Time to fill them in,
Heston thought as he walked over to the probe control station. “Let’s see what
our little fish is hiding,” he said as he reached for one of the helmets which
hung on a rack above the control console. The gray helmets were covered with
knobby nodes, and the glossy black visors were opaque. Heston sat down in the
interrogator’s chair beside the probe console and slipped the helmet over his
head. On the inside of the visor was a holoscreen. At the moment the screen was
blank, but in the top-right hand corner was a timer. It read: 00:00. Without
that, it would be easy to become so immersed in a subject’s memories that one
lost all sense of time, and time was of the essence if they were going to get
anything out of Kaon before the probe turned his brain to jelly.


“Are you ready, Admiral?”


“I am.”


“Probe commencing in five, four, three . . .”


Heston watched the countdown appear as a green number flashing up in the
center of the display. When the countdown reached zero, suddenly the blank
screen vanished and he was standing on a glossy black deck under a vast,
transparent dome of stars. It looked like the bridge of a Gor ship. Alien
control stations were scattered around the deck in concentric circles, just as
he would have expected to see on any Gor vessel, but when Heston looked closer
at those control stations, he gasped. They were too small for Gors, and sitting
at each one of those stations was a—


It can’t be, Heston thought. “Where are you, Kaon?” he asked aloud.


“I am . . . on the bridge of my ship.”


“And what ship is that?”


“The Sharal.”


“A Sythian command ship?”


“Yes.”


“And these beings on the deck are . . .”


“My crew.”


“They don’t look like Gors, Kaon.”


“They are not Gorz. They are Zithianz.”


“Where are all the Gors?”


“On their ships.”


“There are no Gors aboard this vessel?”


“We do not risk having them aboard.”


“What is the purpose of this vessel, Kaon?”


“It is a carrier.”


Hoff’s mind boggled at that. A thirty-kilometer-long carrier would hold
thousands of fighters. “How many fighters does this ship hold?”


“None.”


“What? What does it carry?”


“It carries Gors.”


Hoff’s eyes narrowed and suddenly his suspicions were raised again. “You just
told me you don’t risk having Gors aboard your ship.”


“We do not. The Sharal carries Gor vessels for long journeys. The
Gors are not allowed to leave their ships.”


“Show me.”


Suddenly the scene on the bridge vanished, and Hoff stood looking out a broad
viewport at a vast hangar bay, ten times the size of anything Hoff had ever
seen aboard a human warship—the Valiant included. Inside were dozens of
Gor cruisers hanging from the ceiling and locked into docking stations on the
floor. Hoff wondered if Overlord Dominic’s allies had told him about this, or
if this was the first anyone had ever discovered about the nature of Sythian
command ships. Given the size of the average Sythian fleet, even at 30
kilometers long, a behemoth cruiser wouldn’t have much room for anything
besides docking stations for the Gors’ ships. Hoff thought about how easy it
would be for the Gors to obliterate the behemoth cruiser from the inside, and
his eyes narrowed thoughtfully. Yet again, the Gors’ story didn’t make sense.
If they were trying to break free, they should have done so long ago.


“How many Sythians are on board this ship, Kaon?”


“Two hundred and seventy.”


“That’s it? What do they do?”


“There is one to control every Gor ship, and twelve more for the Sharal.”


“Just twelve? What are the Sythians doing in our galaxy, Kaon?”


“What are we doing . . .”


“Yes, you heard me.”


“W-what . . .” What followed was not translated by Hoff’s translator.


Suddenly the scene vanished and back was the blank black screen. “What
happened?”


“We’re losing him, sir.”


“Stop the probe.”


Heston pulled off the helmet and shook his head. He turned to look at Kaon.
The alien’s eyes were rolling, and his expression was a rictus of pain. “So you
weren’t lying to me?” Hoff found it difficult to believe.


“I told . . . you the truth. . . .” he said distantly. “You do not believe
it.”


“Did you see that?” Hoff asked, turning to Commander Donali.


“I did.”


“There were Sythians on that ship.” Hoff shook his head. “It can’t be. He’s
not telling the truth!”


“Sir—” Donali turned to him. “—if I may ask, what makes you so sure?”


“I . . .” Heston trailed off and turned to stare at the Sythian. Kaon stared
back. “Is his brain showing any signs of damage from the probe?”


“No, but I doubt he’ll live through another session like that. Not yet
anyway. He’ll need some time to recover.”


Heston stood up from the interrogator’s chair. “Well then, it seems we’re
forced to take a break.”


“Yes, sir.”


“In your experience, Commander, is there any way to fool a probe?”


“Only if the subject himself is fooled.”


“And how might that occur?”


Donali blinked; his glowing artificial eye dimmed and then brightened to
mimic the effect. “If he were chipped, sir, and his memories were planted
rather than real.”


“Exactly.”


Donali shook his head. “If Kaon had an implant, I’d have found that right
away with the probe.”


“Sythians don’t have the same technology as us. They might not need to
implant anything.”


“Then how are we supposed to find out about it?”


“If you knew he was chipped, but you couldn’t see the implant, what would
you look for?”


“Scar tissue, or maybe some type of trace—memories, feelings, or thoughts
which are out of place, things which cause anxiety in the host because they
don’t fit with the rest of his or her identity.”


“Good. Look for that, and let me know what you find.”


“Yes, sir.”


Hoff stormed out of the probe room, shaking his head. The Gors were not
going to get away with this. Maybe Overlord Dominic had made allowances for
them, but Hoff Heston had run out of patience. Kaon was a planted Gor agent; he
was sure of it. He was going to have to try a different tack to prove it. Maybe
he’d interrogate a Gor or two. The aliens’ telepathy posed a problem, but he
could always drum up some excuse to take a few Gors out for a joy ride so they
could get far enough away from their crèche mates that they wouldn’t be
able to tell the others what he was doing to them. 


Hoff smiled, and his mood lifted as he strode through the detention level.
He was eager to get started interrogating the Gors, but unfortunately there
were still some political ends to tie. While debriefing Captain Adram of the Interloper,
he’d found out that the imposter overlord was an ex-con named Ethan. As for the
other two prisoners, one was Ethan’s alleged son, a nova pilot named Adan
Reese, and the other a doctor named Kurlin Vastra. Apparently that doctor was
the man responsible for creating the virus which had ravaged the Valiant.
All three were awaiting his judgment.


And judged they would be. Heston had no time for dissenters and
rebels—humans fighting humans—it was a waste of precious resources, and it had
to end. If Dark Space had been under his command, he would have purged it of
all the criminals long ago. At least for now he had the power to purge it of
these three. But before any of them were probed and executed, Heston would give
Ethan a chance for a less public hearing, just in case.












Chapter 8





Ethan felt the cold
duranium of the manacles press against his wrists, locking them to the armrests
of a high-backed black chair. His ankles were likewise restrained. He didn’t
bother to struggle. If he survived the mind probe, it would be liberating to
have people finally know the truth—the whole truth. He’d been an unwitting pawn
in Brondi’s plot, but on some level he’d also been a witting one. His mission
had been to infiltrate the Valiant and find some way to sabotage it. In
exchange, Brondi had promised to release his copilot, Alara, and his ship, the Atton.
He’d also promised to forgive the 10,000 sols they owed him, but Brondi had
lied. He’d never intended to release Alara—the fact that he’d had her chipped
was proof enough of that—and in a way that was fair, because Ethan had never
intended to sabotage the Valiant, at least not in any way which would
injure her crew.


Unfortunately, Brondi had anticipated Ethan’s reluctance and had used him as
the carrier for Kurlin’s deadly virus. All Ethan had needed to do to achieve
Brondi’s ends was to set foot aboard the Valiant.


Ethan’s jaw clenched as he remembered how he’d been used. As for the others
about to be tried with him, one of them was guilty and one was mostly innocent.
Ethan glanced to his left and watched the innocent one being strapped into a
chair beside his own. That young man looked up and smiled; he had bristly blond
hair and sharp, refined features. Ethan knew that young man was his son, Atton
Ortane, but the boy was still cloaked in the holoskin which Ethan had used to
infiltrate the Valiant. Ethan and Atton had switched roles when they’d
found each other, with Ethan taking Atton’s holoskin to adopt the mantle of
overlord, while Ethan had passed his rudimentary holoskin on to his son and
Atton had become the nova pilot Adan Reese. 


In hindsight, that had been a foolish switch. All the identity switching had
eventually caught up with them, landing them here, awaiting trial for an
impressive set of crimes. Atton hadn’t been arrested for impersonating an
officer, but it was just a matter of time before that crime was discovered,
too. For now, Atton was on trial because he had stunned and locked up the two
corpsmen who had interrogated Doctor Kurlin. They were the only ones who knew
that Kurlin had created the virus, and they also knew that the virus had been
carried aboard the Valiant by a holoskinner. Atton’s reasoning in
shutting those guards up had been that if people started looking for one
holoskinner, they’d soon discover both Atton and Ethan, and everything would
unravel very quickly. 


But things had unraveled anyway. 


While testing the crew for live strains of his virus, Kurlin had discovered
the overlord was an imposter, and he’d used that to blackmail Ethan. Like son
like father, Ethan had stuffed Kurlin into a stasis tube to shut him up, but
Kurlin had later escaped and made good on his blackmail. Ethan had responded to
that by telling the crew what Kurlin’s part in Brondi’s scheme had been, and
all three of them had landed in the brig.


Ethan turned to see Doctor Kurlin being strapped into a third and final
probe chair, but he was struggling—kicking and screaming at the top of his
lungs, demanding his rights and asking for a legal counsel. Ethan eyed the old
man for a moment and then shook his head. “This is a military trial, you old
skriff, and we’re not in the Imperium anymore. We have no rights.”


One of the guards holding Kurlin down sucker punched him in the gut, and the
doctor doubled over, paralyzed with pain. His arms and legs were promptly
sealed into the manacles, and then the guards withdrew to either side of the
room. 


Kurlin turned to glare at Ethan. “You sound as though you’re enjoying this.”


Ethan smirked back. “You threatened to reveal me, and then you did. You
started it.” 


“You stunned me and stuffed me in a stasis tube! What was I supposed to do
when I got out?” Kurlin shot back. “You could have sent my family back like I’d
asked and then none of this would have happened, but instead you insisted on
taking us all to the netherworld with you! You left me no choice!”


“Well, it’s ironic that we made it safely across Sythian Space after all,
and now we’re all headed to the netherworld because of you.”


“I’m surprised an uneducated grub like you can even recognize irony,” Kurlin
replied.


Ethan gritted his teeth at the insult. No matter how thick his skin had
grown during his time as an outlaw and later as a convicted felon on Etaris,
being called a grub still cut straight to his marrow and made him see red.
“It’s a shame they locked us in these chairs, Kurlin. I would have liked to
help you.”


Kurlin’s eyes narrowed at that. “Help me?”


“Yes, I would have liked to crush your throat and put you out of your
misery.”


“Is that how you solve all of your problems? You’re just proving my point,
you Philistan.”


“I’m from Roka IV, not Philista.”


“Are you two done?” Atton said.


Ethan turned to his son and jerked his head at the doctor. “Ask him.”


“Ask yourself. Rather than sit here insulting each other, we should be
thinking of a way to get out of this.”


“There is no way out of this,” Ethan replied. “Of the three of us only you
have a chance for something lighter than a death sentence. As for me and the
doc, we may as well start praying to the Immortals.”


“I’m not a praying man,” Kurlin said, turning to look out at the empty rows
of seats arrayed in front of them. They sat on the stage at the front of a
large briefing room. That implied that their trial would be a public one, but
so far no one had arrived besides the squad of sentinels who had brought them
in.


“Well, it’s never too late to learn,” Ethan said. 


Before Kurlin could reply, the doors swished open, and Admiral Heston walked
in flanked by four more sentinels, their plasma rifles held across their
chests. Behind them walked a group of prisoners, their hands bound with stun
cords, and two more sentinels. Ethan frowned, and his eyes narrowed as he
studied the faces of those prisoners. They looked familiar. . . . as they drew
nearer Ethan suddenly recognized one of them, and he did a double take. “Is
that Commander Caldin?”


“Where?” Atton asked.


“What did she do?” Then Ethan noticed who else was with the commander—her
entire bridge crew, as well as Gina Giord, and her copilot, Alara Vastra. “Frek
. . .” Ethan whispered, watching as sentinels forced the prisoners to take
seats along the front rows. Caldin caught Ethan’s eye and scowled at him as she
sat down. Alara also looked up at him, but her expression was full of sadness,
not loathing. Ethan offered her a tight smile, as if to say, don’t worry;
everything’s going to be all right, but she didn’t smile back.


The admiral walked straight up to Ethan and stood gazing down on him with a
stern expression and hands clasped behind his back. Ethan noted that Heston was
probably ten or twenty years older than him, his hair even more grizzled than
Ethan’s own. 


“You must be the overlord,” Heston said. His gray eyes were bright and full
of contempt.


Ethan shook his head. “No, sir. I was just keeping his throne warm.”


Heston snorted. “I’m going to give you a chance to come clean, Ethan. Who
are you? And is there any reason at all that I should not have you probed here
today, in front of this body of witnesses?” The admiral half turned to indicate
the shackled prisoners. Ethan noted that besides the guards and the prisoners
they’d brought, there were no other witnesses. Where’s the jury? Ethan
wondered. Looking back to the admiral, he shook his head. “This is hardly a
fair trial, Admiral. The men and women sitting in this room with us are the
ones most likely to judge me with a bias. They can’t be jurymen.”


“They’re not. They’re the witnesses to your crimes.” The admiral turned and
pointed to a gleaming black wall along one side of the room. “The jury is
sitting over there.”


“How do I know that?” Ethan asked. “I can’t see their faces.”


Heston turned and snapped his fingers at one of the sentinels. “Lights in
the jury box, sergeant.” Ethan noted that unlike most of the sentinels in Dark
Space, these ones wore complete sets of thick, matte gray plasteel armor. That
sergeant could survive a plasma grenade. Ethan watched him move to one side of
the room and fiddle with a control panel there. Then the dark, shiny wall was
illuminated from within to reveal a group of five men and women. The admiral
turned back to Ethan. “Satisfied?”


“No,” Kurlin replied. “This is a witch hunt, not a trial. If you want to
give us a fair trial, give us a defense counsel.”


Heston turned to the old doctor and smiled. “Why, are you afraid that the
truth is not enough to speak for itself?”


“A mind probe is very dangerous, Admiral. That is a death sentence in
itself, so in a way you’ve already judged us.”


“Yes, but we’re short of time, and I’m short of patience—if you turn out to
be innocent and you suffer an adverse reaction to the probe, rest assured your
family will be compensated accordingly. Nevertheless . . .” Ethan watched the
admiral’s gaze return to him and remain there. “I’m going to ask you one more
time—is there any reason you can give me not to proceed?”


Ethan frowned. It was as though the admiral were looking for an excuse not
to probe him. “I can’t say I’m innocent, but I’m also not as guilty as I seem.”


“That’s it? No other reasons . . . perhaps during your time as overlord
you’ve come by some classified information which would be dangerous to share so
publicly?”


Ethan’s eyebrows slowly rose. Where are you going with this? he
wondered. Gazing up into the admiral’s unsettling gray eyes, Ethan felt a
shiver creeping down his spine. The last thing he wanted was to give the
admiral a reason to single him out for a private hearing. That sounded more
like it would be a private torture session. Ethan wasn’t sure why the admiral
was asking, but he decided to stick with the truth. He was tired of hiding.
“The most dangerous secret I possess is the one you all already know. I was
caught wearing a holoskin and impersonating the overlord.”


The admiral’s eyes narrowed sharply; he seemed unhappy with that answer.
“Very well.” With that, he turned and nodded to one of the other guards who had
come in with him, this one unarmored, but wearing the silver uniform of the
sentinels. His shoulder was marked with a red and white patch which identified
him as a medic. In his hands he carried three implanters. The points of their
needles glinted with deadly promise, and Ethan winced in anticipation. The
medic handed two of the implanters to an assistant and then walked up to Kurlin
with the third. He pushed the old man’s head forward until his chin touched his
chest.


Kurlin shook his head vigorously, trying to resist as he wailed, “I’m an Imperial
citizen! You can’t do this to me!” An assisting corpsman stepped forward to
hold Kurlin’s head still. “Let me go!”


“Wait!” a woman cried. “Stop it!”


The admiral turned to see an old woman standing up along the front row. “Sit
down, please, ma’am.”


“He was forced to cooperate with Brondi! He hasn’t done anything!”


Ethan recognized that woman as Kurlin’s wife. He was surprised they’d
allowed her into the trial room.


“Sit down, Mrs. Vastra, or I’ll have you thrown out.” Reluctantly she sat
down, and Heston turned back to the medic and nodded. “Proceed.”


The old man whimpered as the needle went in. “Please . . .” he said.


Ethan glanced back down to the row of “witnesses” to see that Alara’s face
was pale and stricken. She didn’t remember Kurlin as her father, but even Ethan
was starting to feel sorry for the old man. As the medic withdrew, Kurlin began
to sob. Ethan was next in line.


The admiral turned to him. “Last chance.”


Ethan watched the admiral’s gray eyes carefully, trying to read something
behind the fire he saw burning there. “I don’t know what you’re expecting me to
say. My name is Ethan Ortane. I’m an ex-con. I was arrested for smuggling stims
and sentenced to Dark Space before the war even began. After the exodus I was
released with the other convicts in order to—”


“What did you say?” Admiral Heston interrupted, waving a hand to cut him
off.


“I said I’m a convicted felon. I was released because—”


“No, not that—your name. Who did you say you are?”


Ethan’s brow furrowed. “Ethan Ortane.”


“Yes, that’s what I thought I heard.” The admiral frowned and turned back to
the one-way glass of the jury box. “I’m granting this man a temporary lenience.
We will take a two hour recess as I consult with my advisers about how we
should proceed. Thank you for your patience.”












REUNION





 












Chapter 9





Roan’s plan to
sabotage the Valiant had worked better than he’d expected. Using what
the humans had told him about the ship, he’d managed to restart the reactor
after severing the power conduits. In that way, the radiation from the core
would cook the crew like mollusks in their shells, and they wouldn’t be able to
do anything about it. That was the plan, but then he’d seen radiation levels
rise far beyond what his suit could shield, and he’d realized that he had to
get off the ship before it cooked him along with the humans.


Now Roan sat inside an escape pod, trying to decipher the controls. He was
about to contact Tova for help when he discovered the manual release for the
pod. With a quick twist of that red lever, something clunked and he
heard a sharp hiss followed by a sudden roar of acceleration. Glow
panels flickered to life inside the pod, and Roan sat back with a smile.


Tova had explained the situation to him when she’d made contact recently.
She’d told him that they were both at Ritan now, and she was being held
prisoner aboard a station in orbit above the planet, while their human allies
were leaderless and about to be taken over by Admiral Heston—the human who had
refused to join their alliance. 


All of that meant he and the rest of the Gors had to go to some extra
lengths in order to preserve the alliance. Roan anticipated that once his
escape pod was recovered, he would join Tova in prison, or maybe they would
both be sent down to the academy on the surface.


After being cooped up on hot, stuffy human starships for so long, going to
Ritan would be a vacation. It was a world not unlike his home world, Noctune.
Roan watched through the small, round viewport in the front of the pod as he
rocketed out over the dark exoplanet. Stars shone in the distance, and Roan
remembered when he used to gaze up at those glowing points of light from the
surface of Noctune.


Something inside the pod crackled, interrupting Roan’s thoughts; then he
heard the confusing babble of a human voice. A translation echoed through the
translator in his ear.


“Pod G426, this is Captain Cathrall of the Destine; please identify
yourself.”


Roan hissed as he moved to answer the comm. 


* * *


“Lenience?” Commander Caldin asked amidst the rising babble of discontent
inside the trial room. She rose to her feet and shook her bound hands at the
admiral as Ethan was released from his chair. “What is going on here?”


Admiral Heston turned to the commander with a thin smile. “That is none of
your business, Commander.”


“It’s entirely my business! We’re sitting here in stun cords thanks to him!
How are you going to discover the truth if you don’t probe him?”


“As I said, I will consult with my advisers about how we should proceed.
Rest assured, justice will be done.”


Caldin stood there a moment longer, her jaw bunching and her eyes blazing.
Ethan watched her gaze sweep up to him as he massaged his aching wrists. The
manacles had begun to cut off his circulation. 


A pair of sentinels grabbed Ethan roughly and escorted him off the stage.
Hoff walked ahead of him, and all eyes followed them to the doors. As the doors
swished open and they passed through, Ethan asked, “Where are we going,
Admiral?”


Heston stopped and turned. Nodding to the guards who held Ethan, he said,
“Bind his hands with stun cords.”


One of the guards produced a fresh set of stun cords from his equipment
belt. Ethan held the admiral’s gaze as his hands were tied once more. Then Hoff
took the electronic key which controlled the stun cords and nodded to the
sentinels. “You two are dismissed. I’ll watch the prisoner from here.”


Now the guardsmen hesitated. “Sir, he could be dangerous. It would be better
if—”


“It would be better if you followed your orders. Leave us, and stay here to
guard the other prisoners.”


“Yes, sir.”


Now Admiral Heston grabbed Ethan’s arm and hauled him along. “This is not an
easy situation for me, Ethan Ortane.”


The way the admiral emphasized his last name made Ethan wonder. “Do we know
each other, Admiral?”


They stopped at a nearby set of lift tubes and Heston turned to him with a
frown. “Not personally.”


Ethan frowned, wondering what that meant, but then the lift tube doors
opened, and Heston shoved him inside before he could ask. The admiral turned
and typed a deck number into the lift controls, and Ethan asked, “Where are we
going?”


“Shut up and let me think. You’ll have your answers soon enough.”


Ethan gritted his teeth, but did as he was told—until another thought
occurred to him. “What’s going to happen to the others?”


Heston turned to him. “Is that boy in there really your son?”


Ethan hesitated, wondering how the admiral knew that and whether or not he
should tell the truth. “Yes.”


Heston took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I’ll have to release him,
too.”


“At least I know you’re not more than you seem to be.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


The lift tube stopped and the doors opened to reveal a luxurious foyer with
muted gold lighting and a transpiranium dome roof which gave them a startling
view of space. The admiral pushed him out into the foyer toward a broad, black
door with gleaming gold inlay. Ethan saw that part of the gold inlay was text.
It read: Admiral’s Quarters.


They stopped in front of the door, and the admiral turned to him before
passing his wrist over the scanner. “Have you ever been in love, Ethan?” Heston
asked.


Ethan’s brow furrowed. “Once.”


“Then you know it’s not a common thing, nor is it easy to find one who
reciprocates your sentiments.”


“No, it’s not easy.”


“Can you tell me her name, please?”


“Why?”


“Humor me.”


“Destra Ortane. She was my wife . . . before the war.”


Heston’s sighed, and nodded. “That’s what I thought. You had a son together.
His name was Atton, but the man in the trial room goes by Adan Reese. Is that
an alias or is he another son of yours?”


Ethan shook his head. “How did you know his name is Atton?”


“You’ll see. I hope now you’ll understand that it’s not lightly that I
introduce you to my wife and our daughter.”


Before Ethan could say anything to that, the admiral reached up and touched
the door buzzer. A few seconds later they heard footsteps, followed by a
woman’s voice coming through an intercom beside the door. “Who is it?”


“It’s me, darling—Hoff.”


The door was unlocked with a clunk, and then it swished open. 


Ethan could have fainted when he saw the woman standing on the other side.
All the blood drained from his face and his green eyes grew wide and glassy
with tears. He shook his head. It couldn’t be.


That woman stared back at him with the same degree of shock.


“Who is it, Mommy?” came a young girl’s voice. A moment later the girl
appeared standing behind her mother. “Hello, Daddy!” she said, smiling up at
the admiral. She had his gray eyes, but her mother’s dark hair and button nose.


“Hello, sweetheart,” Hoff replied. “Are you enjoying your birthday?”


“Oh yes!” Atta’s gray eyes turned to Ethan. “Who are you? Are you a friend
of my parents? My name’s Atta. It's my birthday today. I'm seven,” she
announced proudly.


Somehow Ethan managed to smile at her. He blinked and tears ran down his
cheeks. “It’s nice to meet you, Atta,” he said. “I’m Ethan. Ethan Ortane.”












Chapter 10





Destra couldn’t
believe her eyes. She’d never expected to see Ethan again. Had he come looking
for her? What right did he have to intrude on her life now, after so much time
had passed? It wasn’t fair to either of them. She saw her husband smile—her
most recent husband, Hoff. He said, “I can see that I was right to bring Ethan
here. Your old husband has gotten himself into quite a lot of trouble, darling.
He’s been accused of some very serious crimes.”


At that, Destra’s eyes hardened and she wiped away the solitary tear which
was running down her cheek. “Again, Ethan? Nothing’s changed, has it?
Did your time in Dark Space teach you nothing?”


Ethan wiped away his own tears and shook his head. “It’s not what you think,
Des.”


“Really?” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Then how do you explain the
stun cords around your wrists?”


Ethan smiled and shook his head. “I can’t believe you survived.” 


“Yes, I lived. You can thank Hoff for that.”


“Hoff . . .” Ethan trailed off uncertainly and shot the admiral a quick
glance. Turning back to Destra, he shook his head. “This isn’t exactly what I
pictured when I dreamed of seeing you again.”


“What’s going on, Mommy?” Atta asked.


“Go back inside, dear. Go to your room and play with your toys.”


“Okay . . .”


When Atta was safely out of earshot, Destra turned back to Ethan and asked,
“What are you doing here? I left you to move on with Alara. I gave you your
space. Why couldn’t you give me mine?”


Ethan’s brow furrowed. “How do you know Alara?”


“We never met, Ethan, if that’s what you’re wondering. I went looking for
you, and—” She broke off and swallowed thickly. “—and Atton. I guess you
thought you’d never see me again. Or you assumed that I’d died. I’m not blaming
you for anything, but what are you doing here now? And where is Alara?”


“What are you talking about? Alara is my copilot, Des! Or she was before
Brondi got hold of her. She and I are friends, nothing more.”


“You expect me to believe that?”


“Yes.” 


Destra saw Ethan’s lips trembling and his muscles starting to shake, as if
he were about to explode.


“Well, this is a happy reunion,” Hoff interrupted. “We should go inside. You
both look like you need to sit down.”


The admiral gave Ethan a not-so-gentle push, and Destra stepped aside to let
them in. She shut the door behind them and then turned to see Ethan frozen just
inside the entrance, his eyes flicking around the clean, modern living space.
Destra looked around the room with him, seeing it through his eyes, as if for
the first time. The soft, gold lighting, shiny white walls, dark ceiling with
gold crown moldings, and polished silver floors were all opulent enough, but
the size of the space was what really spoke of the admiral’s wealth. Simple
furniture and plush black area rugs left plenty of open space and only added to
the open, airy feel. To one side lay a wall of windows looking out on a leafy
green garden and wide synthstone terrace.


Hoff pointed to a dark red couch and matching pair of chairs sitting
opposite a large holoscreen. “Let’s sit.”


Ethan walked woodenly to the living room and sat down in one of the chairs.
Destra felt Hoff take her by the hand and lead her to the couch. They sat down
together. Ethan’s gaze found their clasped hands, and he stared unblinkingly at
them. Destra saw the hate burning in his green eyes, and she squeezed Hoff’s
hand to remind him whose side she was on. She noted the stun cords binding
Ethan’s own hands and she frowned.


Heston sighed. “Now, Ethan, if I’m not misunderstanding you, you’re saying
that you had no idea your wife was still alive.” When Ethan didn’t reply,
Heston went on, “She assumed you had moved on with your copilot, Alara, but you
insist that she’s just a friend. Is that correct?”


Ethan nodded, his jaw clenching and unclenching like a fist. He looked away
from their clasped hands and turned to look around the room, his gaze tracing
the gold moldings along the ceiling, as if to find their source.


“It would appear that you may have been mistaken about your previous
husband, darling,” Hoff said.


“Maybe,” Destra replied, “but I’m not mistaken about who or what he is. What
is it this time, Ethan?”


Heston answered for him, “High treason and holoskinning.”


Destra’s eyes widened. “I underestimated you. You have changed. You’ve
gotten worse!”


Ethan’s eyes flashed and he turned back to her. “You don’t get it.”


“I’m sure you can explain it to me. You always have a good explanation,
don’t you? How about you start with what happened to our son? Did you even find
him before he died?”


“Destra . . .” Hoff began, squeezing her hand, but she wasn’t paying any
attention to him.


Ethan let out a long breath before quietly saying, “He didn’t die, Destra.”


Destra blinked and shook her head.


“Ethan’s right,” Heston added. “Your son is standing trial right alongside his
father.”


Tears beaded on her long lashes and then fell to her cheeks. “I saw the
records myself. He died in a shuttle crash.”


“No, Des, he didn’t,” Ethan said. “He faked his death so he could take over
for his adoptive father, the previous overlord, when he died.”


Hoff inclined his head with interest. “So that’s how this all started. . .
.”


Ethan met the admiral’s gaze. “The previous overlord was also a ‘skinner. I
don’t know how long that’s been going on.”


Heston snorted. “An unlikely story.”


“The good ones always are.”


“Take me to him,” Destra said, already rising from the couch. “I want to see
my son.”


Heston shook his head and grabbed her wrist to stop her. “No, darling. We
need to be more discrete. I’ll have him brought here.” He stood up from the
couch and Destra saw him look from Ethan to her and back again. “Meanwhile, I
suspect you two have a lot of catching up to do.”


Destra saw her husband walk into the dining room and put a comm call through
to one of his subordinates. She noticed in her periphery vision that Ethan was
staring at her and she turned back to him. He looked furious.


“Ten years I waited for you, Destra! You couldn’t do the same for me?
You didn’t even wait half that time. Atta is already seven!”


Destra felt a stab of guilt and she shook her head quickly. “I told you. I
thought you’d moved on. You can’t blame me! This is your own fault. If you
hadn’t gotten caught—”


“My fault?” Ethan boomed. “You’re incredible! I did what I had to, to
provide for my family! You’re holding that against me now? I did it for
us, Destra!”


“Yes,” she said, “and look at where it got us.”


“Des . . .” Ethan whispered. “It’s not too late.”


“But it is. It’s long past too late. I don’t know what you and your copilot
had—”


“Nothing! For frek’s sake, I already told you that!”


She sniffled and smiled sadly at him. “Then maybe it’s time you did
something about that. There’s no going back to the way we were. My life is with
Hoff now. You weren’t there when I needed you, and Hoff was.”


Ethan shook his head. “This can’t be how it ends.”


Destra smiled, her blue eyes shining with sympathy and pain. She reached out
and squeezed his arm. “Don’t look at it as the end. This is a chance for a new
beginning—for both of us. The galaxy where we fell in love and built our life
together is gone. We’ll never get things back the way they were. It’s time for
you to move on, Ethan.”


* * *


Alara sat on a bench in front of the concourse viewports outside the trial
room. She gazed down on the dark surface of Ritan below. It was like a living
thing, with glowing, blood-red veins of magma disappearing into dark,
glittering fields of ice. To say that the exoplanet was inhospitable would be
an understatement, but apparently the Gors loved it. Said it reminded them of
home. 


Home. Alara couldn’t remember hers—not her real home, anyway. She
remembered very little of her past life . . . only Ethan. She frowned as her
thoughts turned to him. He’d been mysteriously saved at the last minute when
the admiral had intervened on his behalf. 


As for her father, Doctor Kurlin, she couldn’t remember any connection to
him, and she couldn’t feel any more sympathy for him than she would for a
complete stranger. She had a bad feeling that if her slave chip were ever
disabled, she would be devastated to find out that he had died from a mind
probe or been executed for his crimes. Alara’s eyes skipped to her mother—yet
another person she couldn’t remember. Darla Vastra stood by herself to one side
of the concourse, looking old and frail. She had insisted on being allowed to
watch the trial. Alara didn’t know how Darla could bear it, but when she
thought about Ethan, she thought she understood. When you love someone, you
want to be with them no matter how much it hurts. Not that she’d had to ask
to watch the trial. She and all the others from the Defiant had no
choice in the matter. They had all seen and interacted with the imposter
overlord in some way, which made them either accessory to his crimes, or
witnesses to them.


Alara felt someone bump into her shoulder. “You all right?” It was Gina. The
two of them had formed a tentative bond during their time sharing quarters on
the Defiant and then later while piloting the Rescue together. 


“No, I’m not,” Alara said. “The whole thing is confusing—and hard to watch.”


“I know, but at least you don’t remember he was your father. That’s got to
make it easier.”


Alara nodded and went back to staring at Ritan. She hadn’t been talking
about Doctor Kurlin. Gina didn’t know who the imposter overlord was to her. No
one knew that. Not yet, anyway. She wondered if their past relationship would
cast even more suspicion on her and eventually land her in one of those probe
chairs, too. 


She wasn’t sure she cared. What did she have to live for? The more she found
out about her past life, the less she wanted to go back to living it, and her
new life was a sham. She wasn’t a nova pilot; she was a pleasure palace
playgirl named Angel. Kiddie, the nova pilot, was her defense mechanism,
hastily sewn together from the loose threads of Angel and Alara. She’d just
barely been hanging onto those threads when she’d found Ethan in the brig
aboard the Defiant. That had sent her spiraling back toward the abyss of
uncertainty and self-doubt that she’d so recently crawled out of. He was the
only thing she could remember clearly from her past life, and she was about to
lose him, too.


“It’ll be all right, Kiddie,” Gina said. “Most people survive the
probe.”


“Yes,” Alara agreed, “but they don’t survive being thrown out an airlock.”


“Maybe he’s not guilty of anything deserving death. If he really was
coerced, maybe he’ll be found innocent.”


“Maybe,” Alara said.


They were interrupted by the sound of doors swishing open behind them. Both
of them turned to see the trial room open and Captain Adan Reese come striding
out, escorted by a pair of sentinels. Adan caught Alara’s eye and nodded to
her. Alara stared blankly back. “What are they bringing him out for?” she
asked.


“I don’t know,” Gina said. “Maybe he needs the bathroom.”


“That’s a strange last request.”


“Think it would work for us to get out of these?” Gina raised her hands,
still bound at the wrists with stun cords.


“Worth a shot.”


Gina called to the nearest guard, “Hoi, Corporal! I’ve got to go piss!” The
guard started toward them with a frown, and Gina sent Alara a sly smile.
“Kavaar!” she whispered. “It worked.”


Alara smiled wanly back, but Gina’s fooling around had done nothing to lift
her spirits.


* * *


Destra stood staring at the man who’d been marched up to her and she shook
her head. “Is this some kind of joke, Ethan?”


“It’s no joke.”


“What’s wrong?” Heston asked.


“This isn’t my son!”


The imposter stood before them, his hands bound by stun cords. Until now his
brow had been curiously furrowed up to his bristly blond hair, but suddenly he
seemed to realize who she was, and he took a quick step back as if someone had
slapped him. 


“Mom?”


“Don’t you dare call me Mom! I don’t know who you are, but you’re not my
Atton! You don’t look a thing like him!”


Ethan gave a small, sad smile and said, “Atton, turn off your holoskin.”


The imposter’s features shimmered and the bristly blond hair and blue eyes
of Captain Adan Reese were replaced by Atton’s dark, straight hair and green
eyes. He looked like a young version of Ethan, but he had his mother’s button
nose and narrow face.


Destra’s jaw dropped.


Atton smiled and took a hesitant step forward. “It’s me, Mom, see?” He
grinned from ear to ear and shook his head. “I can’t believe it!”


Heston blinked. “Neither can I. Two holoskinners in one day. Like father
like son apparently.”


“Atton!” Destra leapt forward and enclosed him in a fierce hug. Ethan and
Hoff looked on. “I can’t believe it. I never imagined . . . oh, Atton! I
thought you were dead!”


“Likewise,” Atton replied, sounding almost as choked up as her.


Ethan gave a long, shaky sigh and turned to the admiral. “What are you going
to do with us?”


“Well, I can’t have you tried for your crimes, and I can’t let you go, so
you tell me.”


“Maybe it will help if you let us explain our side of things.”


“I’m listening.”


Destra let go of Atton and turned to the admiral. “Get them out of these
stun cords, Hoff. Whatever their crimes, they’re not dangerous.”


The admiral held her gaze for a long moment before he nodded and reached
into his pocket for the electronic key. He pointed the key at Atton’s wrists
first. The red light on the stun cords turned green and they fell to the floor.
Then Hoff turned and did the same for Ethan.


Atton looked from Hoff to his mother and back again with eyebrows raised.
Then Hoff walked up behind Destra and put a hand on her shoulder, ending
Atton’s silent debate. “You two are . . .”


“Married,” Destra finished for him.


Hoff held out his hand for shaking. “I suppose that makes you my stepson.” 


Atton gaped at them and shook his head. 


“Would you like to meet your sister?” Destra asked.


“My sister?” Atton echoed. 


“I know this is a lot to take in, Atton,” Destra said, reaching for his arm.
“But whatever your circumstances at the moment, we should set them aside for
now. This is a time to celebrate!” Atton turned to her with a blank look, and
she went on, “You’re back! You’re alive! Aren’t you happy to see your mother
again?”


“I . . .” Atton trailed off. Joy, shock, and anger warred for expression on
his face. 


Destra wiped away a final tear. “Let me go tell Atta. I can’t imagine giving
her a better birthday present than this.” With that, Destra turned and walked
toward a dark hallway which led away from the living room.


“Atta . . .” Atton whispered.


“Can I get you two a drink?” Heston asked.


“Beer,” Ethan managed.


“I’ll have the same,” Atton added.


“Of course,” the admiral replied, and headed toward a bar counter which
stood to one side of the living room. Atton walked over to his father and sat
down on the couch. “Frek, Dad,” Atton whispered. “Hoff . . . Atta—she
replaced us!”


“Shhh,” Ethan whispered back. “Now’s not the time.”


Hoff watched them from the bar with cold, seething gray eyes, and Ethan read
into that look that if it were up to him, he would have dumped them both out
the nearest air lock as soon as he’d found them.


Ethan met that look with equal fury, but his anger was fast cooling into
shock, leaving a numb sense of defeat in its wake. There was nothing left for
him to fight for. Here Hoff was, living the life he should have had. Atton was right,
they’d been replaced. All those years spent waiting for his wife, and she
hadn’t waited for him. He should have felt jealous, but instead he just felt
stupid. Now, he finally understood that Alara had been right: Destra would have
wanted him to move on, but it was too late. Alara barely remembered him now,
and the friction-filled relationship they’d had as pilot and copilot was as
long gone as the beaten up freighter they’d flown.


Ethan had missed his chance for a fresh start, but Destra had seized hers
the second it had come along. Atta was seven years old. He and Destra had been
apart for ten. That meant she’d waited less than three years.


Three . . .


In his mind’s eye Ethan saw the three of them—Atton, himself, and Destra
all lying on a couch in front of their fireplace to keep warm one wintry night
on Roka IV. Outside, the wind whistled ferociously, driving snow against the
windows. Atton crawled over them under the blankets, trying to get comfortable.



Suddenly, Tibby’s furry head popped out of the blankets, followed by a
childish roar. 


Ethan feigned shock, yelling out, “Ahh! Don’t eat me, Tibby!” 


Atton giggled and popped up behind his stuffed diger. “Scared you!”


“Thank the Immortals you’re here, Atton!” Destra said. “Tell Tibby not to
eat us!”


“No, he’s going to eat you both! Rarr!”


“Oh, no!” Destra replied. “But then you won’t have any parents. Who will
look after you?”


“Tibby and me can look after ourselves!”


Ethan frowned. “That’s not nice, Atton.” 


“Sit properly,” Destra added.


Atton was quiet for a long minute, and then they heard a small voice say,
“Tibby didn’t mean it. He just wanted to scare you.”


“Mmm,” Destra replied, not sounding convinced. “And what about you?”


“I didn’t mean it either.”


“You know, Atton,” Ethan began, “we just have the three of us in this
galaxy. We have to stick together and look after each other.”


“What about Tibby?” Atton replied.


“The three of us and Tibby,” Destra said, smiling at him and tousling his
hair. “And speaking of you and Tibby, aren’t you both supposed to be in bed?”


“No.” Atton shook his head.


“Why not?”


“Dad said we have to look after each other, so we’re not leaving you
alone, are we Tibby? No, he says we have to protect you from the snow
monsters.”


Ethan shook himself out of the memory. His eyes found Hoff’s as the admiral
walked over from the bar with a frosty mug of beer in each hand. He handed one
to each of them and then went back to the bar to fix a drink for himself.


Ethan held his mug up to the light and gazed absently into the golden depths
of the beer, fizz rising endlessly from the bottom of the frosted mug. Out of
the corner of his eye he saw his son turn to him. 


“I don’t understand,” the boy whispered. “I’ve met the admiral on countless
occasions. I knew he was married, but . . . I just can’t believe Mom was so
close and I never found her! How is that possible?”


Ethan shook his head and took a gulp of beer. He followed that down with
another gulp and another until he felt a welcome numbness begin seeping through
him. He hadn’t eaten in a while—they’d only brought him two meals during his
time in the brig on the Defiant, and two more while he’d been left in
the cold, dark makeshift holding area that they’d prepared aboard the Interloper—so
the alcohol was hitting him hard.


The admiral returned from the bar with his own selection, a fine cerulean
wine. He sent Atton a tight smile as he sat down in the armchair opposite
Ethan’s. “I don’t recall us ever having met,” Hoff said, proving that he’d
heard Atton whispering.


“It’s a long story, Admiral.”


“Yes, I keep hearing about this story—so far it’s convenient, long,
incredible . . . are there any more adjectives you’d like to add before you two
start actually telling me what’s going on?”


Atton opened his mouth to reply, but then they heard a girlish squeal of
delight, and everyone turned to see Atta come running down the hallway where
Destra had disappeared earlier.


Ethan grimaced and took another gulp of his beer. Again he was struck by
that little girl’s resemblance to his wife. Ex-wife, he corrected
himself, and with that, he drained his mug and lay his head back against the
chair. His eyes drifted shut and he let himself believe for a blissful moment
that this was all just a horrible nightmare. 


I’m going to wake up any minute now, he told himself. Any minute
now . . .












Chapter 11





Atta ran straight
up to him with a big smile and gave him a hug. For a moment, Atton was taken
aback and didn’t know where to put his hands. He held them out high above the
girl as if she were some untouchable thing. Gradually he relaxed and returned
the girl’s hug, patting her on the back with the hand not already holding his
beer. Atta withdrew, still smiling, and then he noticed that she was holding a
stuffed diger. 


Atton froze. 


A painful lump rose in his throat. He’d had a stuffed animal just like that
when he was her age. 


“I’ve never had a brother,” Atta said while playing with the diger’s furry
white ears.


“I’ve never had a sister. . . .” Atton replied.


“Well, you’re going to like me! I promise. Did you know it’s my birthday
today?”


“No, I didn’t.” Atton pointed to the stuffed diger, his eyes narrowing on
the toy. “Did you get him for your birthday?”


“No, that’s Mr. Tibbins. I’ve had him since I was a baby. He’s my friend.” 


Atton couldn’t bring himself to reply to that. Mr. Tibbins. He’d
called his stuffed diger Tibby.


“Atta . . .” Destra said rounding the couch to stand beside her daughter.
“Sit quietly for a moment. Your brother is tired.”


“Okay,” she said.


Atton’s gaze followed his sister and the stuffed animal to the other end of
the couch where she hopped up and sat down. She began kicking her little feet,
looking from one person to another until her gaze stopped on Ethan. “Who is he?
Is he also my brother?”


Destra laughed. “No, dear. He’s . . .” but she trailed off there, unable to
finish her sentence.


“I’m your uncle,” Ethan supplied. 


“An uncle and a brother in one day!” Atta exclaimed. “I’m a lucky girl.
People don’t have family anymore. . . .” she said, looking down at Mr. Tibbins
and picking at his fur. “Mom says that’s because of the skull faces. That’s why
we don’t like them. I don’t like them because they’re scary.”


Atton finally had enough. He rounded on his mother just as she sat down
beside him. “Mr. Tibbins?”


Destra smiled sadly back at him. “You still remember yours? You loved him so
much.”


“I lost him! The same day I lost you, in case you don’t remember—oh
that’s right, you have Atta and Tibbins now, so you don’t have to
remember us—and let’s not forget Hoff!” Atton’s heart beat furiously in his
chest. His head felt light and airy with rage. He barely noticed as his mother
placed her hand over his.


“You might not understand this now,” she said, sniffling, “But it was my way
of remembering you. You don’t know how many times I saw Atta or Mr. Tibbins and
thought of you. I never forgot you, Atton. I found a way to cope.”


“Frek, Mom!” Atton flicked her hand off his and stood up from the couch.
“That’s it? After all this time—it’s nice to see you again, son, but as you
can see I replaced the life I lost. I’m sorry you never managed to replace
yours.”


“Atton . . .” Destra wiped fresh tears from her eyes, but Atton wasn’t
buying the act.


Hoff whispered to his daughter, telling her to go back to her room. She
looked up at Atton with wide, frightened gray eyes. He turned to glare back at
her. 


Atta bolted from the living room, crying as she ran.


“Atton, she’s just a child!” Destra said.


“So was I!” he roared.


“Well, this is fun,” Hoff added. “As much as I like watching the two of you
come storming into my life and breaking everything like a pair of rulls, you’d
both better hurry up and explain yourselves before our recess ends and I have
to return you to the trial room. Atton, I suggest you do what I’m doing now,
and put your personal feelings aside long enough to straighten this mess out,
or soon none of it is going to matter. I need a good reason not to have you
both probed and then sentenced for your crimes.”


Atton stared at Hoff, his chest rising and falling quickly with fury. He
felt another hand touch his, but this time it was the rough hand of his father,
urging him to sit back down. He turned and saw the defeated look on his
father’s face. Somehow that brought him back to his senses. This wasn’t any
easier for Ethan—probably harder—but he wasn’t screaming about it. Taking one
more deep, calming breath, Atton let his rage go and sat down. He felt numb.
“Where should I start?” he asked.


“How about at the very beginning,” Hoff replied.


Atton told them what he could remember of fleeing Roka IV in the middle of
the night, of his mother handing him over to his Great Uncle Riechland to be
taken to Dark Space with the fleet. He recounted a lonely, confusing first few
weeks of being bounced from ship to ship as his caregivers constantly changed.
Eventually he’d met the overlord, and the man had taken him in as his own son.
That was when things had taken a turn for the better, but when he was just
starting to get used to life as the overlord’s son, the old man had revealed
his secret: he was a holoskinner only pretending to be the overlord. The real
overlord had been killed during the war, and the man found to replace him had
been his military adviser, Fleet Admiral Tate Lordin. Atton had been just
fourteen when the admiral had revealed his secret. It had come as a rude shock,
but then he’d realized that his adoptive father was the same person he’d always
been, just with a different face. On his death bed, Admiral Lordin had asked
him to take over as the overlord for a while, until a replacement could be
found. That had been three years ago.


Much more recently, during the battle they’d fought with Alec Brondi for the
Valiant, Atton had discovered that his father was a holoskinner
pretending to be a nova pilot named Adan Reese. It wasn’t long after that that
he’d asked his father to take his place as the overlord. Ethan had reluctantly
accepted the responsibility, and then a few days later he had been revealed by
Dr. Kurlin and forcibly removed from the position.


“I remember Admiral Lordin,” Heston said, rubbing his chin. “We thought he
died during the war.”


Atton nodded. “That was what he led everyone to believe before he took over
for Dominic.”


“So, Lordin planned the exodus to Dark Space—not Dominic.”


Atton nodded. “He thought we were foolish to stand and fight as long as we
did.”


“He was right, but he was foolish to leave a kid in charge of
the Imperium.”


“That’s why I gave up the position to my father when I found him. I realized
I didn’t have the experience to be the overlord.”


Hoff barked a laugh. “But neither did your father! Another foolish
decision!”


Ethan’s eyes flashed, but he said nothing.


“If what you say is true, then you’re just 17 now. I should be taking back
that beer I gave you. At least you don’t look your age,” Heston said. 


“People used to say that to me all the time. I was done growing by the time
the admiral showed me how to use the holoskins.”


“Fine, but you do sound your age. Are you telling me no one got suspicious
when you took over for Admiral Lordin?”


“Some did, especially when I re-opened the gate and sent out scouts to see
what had happened to the galaxy. As you know, we found you, and then we sent an
expedition to the Getties where we met the Gors. I agreed to an alliance with
them after they brought us High Lord Kaon.”


Hoff smirked and a sarcastic gleam entered his eyes. “Yes, and then you
invited your new friends into Dark Space so they could hold the door open for
the entire Sythian armada!”


“We’ve never had an enemy fleet come into Dark Space.”


“That you know of. The same ones you’re trusting to tell you when the enemy
arrives are the ones who can let them in.” 


“They’ve helped us to destroy hundreds of Sythian ships. Roughly a whole
fleet—a seventh of their entire navy. Why would they do that if they’re not on
our side?”


“Maybe they didn’t need those ships anymore. They’re probably old and out of
date. They sabotaged their own ships and then bailed out so you could rescue
them. That sounds a lot like the skull faces were scuttling their ships to me.”


“You’re just prejudiced because the Gors were the only visible face of the
war, but I have news for you, Hoff, those skull faces, as you call them,
are our only hope—whether you like it or not.”


“No!” Hoff held up a finger. “No. Being patient and staying hidden is our
only hope—not siding with the invaders.” The admiral turned to Destra and shook
his head. “This boy of yours has krak between his ears, darling.”


“Hoff!” Destra hissed. “Be nice.”


“He’s endangered the lives of millions! And you want me to be nice?”


“I only let two Gors into Dark Space, Hoff,” Atton replied, working hard to
keep his cool. “Just Tova and Roan know where it is, and they don’t know
exactly where. A passing Gor would have to make a telepathic connection with
one of them and use that to track them down. Other than that, Tova and Roan
can’t give us away—they’d have to steal encrypted star maps. We don’t give them
access to that information.”


“Well good for you. How hard do you think it is for an invisible spy
to conduct espionage? I’ve spent a lot of time installing security systems on
my ships which can detect cloaked Gors. Displacement sensors work well enough,
but since you’re allied with the skull faces, I’m sure you haven’t felt it
necessary to take precautionary measures like that.”


Atton sighed. “This is ridiculous.”


Heston shook his head. “No, what’s ridiculous is that the Gors are the sole
proprietors of an undetectable, near-instantaneous communications system, and
you’re trusting them not to give you away just because they’re limited to a ten
light year radius. They could have given you away a thousand times by now and
you’d never know!”


“Dark Space is more than ten light years from the nearest solar system, so
unless a Gor ship just happened to be wandering through the Stormcloud Nebula,
it’s not an issue.”


“You’re a very naïve young man. Now I understand why the overlord was making
so many foolish decisions. He was you.”


“Whatever,” Atton growled.


“You don’t know a thing about the Gors!” Heston boomed. “No one does!”


“We don’t know anything about the Sythians either,” Atton said. “What’s your
point?”


“Exactly! How do you know the Gors are really their slaves? Did you find any
Sythians in the Getties and ask them? Kaon is the only one we’ve ever met.”


“The expedition I sent was already low on fuel when they met the Gors. They
couldn’t look further.”


“That’s convenient for them. Have you sent another expedition yet?”


“It took a whole year for the first one to return. We don’t have the fuel or
time to waste on another long trip like that.”


“Maybe you don’t.”


Atton shook his head. “What are you saying?”


Heston smiled. “I sent a whole fleet to the Getties, Atton—well, what
passes for a fleet these days—and only one ship returned, the Interloper,
but that’s because they can cloak. They went ahead to explore and gather Intel,
and when they returned, the fleet they’d travelled with was obliterated. No one
even saw what killed them. That’s very convenient for the Gors’ story, don’t
you think? You go to the Getties and return with the Gors for allies, and we’re
sent straight to the netherworld.”


“You should have just sent the Interloper.”


“And wait years for them to return with their slower SLS? As it is they
returned a year late because they had to fly back alone. They’ve only just
returned a few weeks ago.”


“Late would have been preferable to dead. You only have yourself to blame
for that.”


“Says the boy who let his entire crew be wiped out by a virus. Fifty thousand
officers dead. How does that sit on your conscience? Or do you even have one?”


“Enough!” Destra said. “That’s enough! I’m not going to watch the two of you
fight—on today of all days! We’ve answered enough questions for now.”


Atton turned to his mother. “Actually, there are a few questions I’d like to
ask you.”


Destra blinked at him. “Such as?”


“Such as why you didn’t come looking for us. You knew you’d sent me to Dark
Space, and you knew Ethan was there even before the war. Why didn’t you come
find us? Did you even try?”


“I did look for you —” Her eyes skipped to Ethan. “—both of you. I
found your death certificate, Atton. How did you survive that shuttle crash?”


Atton grimaced and he felt ashamed. Of course she hadn’t found him. As of
three years ago he’d been officially “dead” and already impersonating the
supreme overlord of the Imperium.


“As for your father,” Destra went on, “When I found him, he was with a
beautiful young woman. I stayed a little while, just long enough to assume that
they were together. Your father tells me they were just friends, but how was I
to know? They stayed in the same rooms, flew the same ship, shared their food .
. .”


Ethan cleared his throat to say something, but Atton spoke first. “I’ve
already met his copilot.”


“Beautiful, isn’t she?”


“I barely noticed her, Des—” Ethan said. “—because of you.”


“I’m not going to argue about that, because I don’t know, but I want you
both to understand that I did go looking. I was turned away by what I found.”


“Hold on,” Ethan said. “There’s a problem with your story. Atton said he
faked his death three years ago to take over as the overlord. The war and
exodus were ten years ago. Your daughter is already seven. If you’d come
looking for us before you fell pregnant—which must have been at least
seven years and nine months ago . . . roughly 3 AE—you would have found Atton
still alive. And as for me . . . I hadn’t even met Alara yet. You moved on
before you found us—before you even came looking.”


Destra’s face crumpled. “I guess it’s my turn to explain.”


“Damn right it is,” Ethan said.


“Let her talk,” Heston snapped. “You don’t know a thing about it, so why
don’t you just shut up and listen?”


Ethan’s face turned a deep shade of red. He looked seconds away from
launching out of his chair and strangling the admiral.


“Hoff,” Destra said. “It’s okay. They have a right to be angry.” Turning to
Ethan, she said, “But he’s right. You don’t know what happened.”


“We’re listening,” Atton said.


Destra told her own long story then, starting with how she had managed to
survive on Roka IV for a few days after the Sythians took control of the
planet. She talked about hiding in a stim lab with an outlaw named Digger, and
then she explained how she’d found Heston in the rubble of Covena, only to be
betrayed by the people she was staying with and forced to flee in a stolen
Sythian fighter. She ran out of fuel and landed on Ritan where she and Hoff
spent the next three years just barely managing to find enough food, water, and
shelter to survive. 


“Apart from the struggle to provide for our physical needs, wild rictans and
carnivorous bats hunted us constantly. We were attacked on multiple occasions,
but we always fought them off. Once they nearly killed me, but Hoff—” 


Heston shot her a quick look, and she cut herself off. 


Turning back to them with a hesitant smile, Destra explained, “Well,
obviously we don’t want to relive such a traumatic experience.”


“All right,” Ethan replied. “So you survived the rictans—what happened after
that?”


“We . . . we spent the next month on Ritan together before a rescue finally
came. It was Hoff’s fleet. They’d heard his distress beacon.”


Ethan smiled. “That fits. I guess you and the admiral must have got real
close on Ritan—snuggling up under the blankets every night.”


“That’s enough!” Hoff roared.


Ethan sent him a sarcastic smile. “Enough would have been keeping your hands
off my wife, but you didn’t do that, did you, Hoffkins?”


“I’m going to enjoy watching you have an aneurism as I probe your empty
brain,” Hoff replied.


“Ethan, try to put yourself in my position!” Destra pleaded. “After three
years spent waiting for a rescue, we were sure it would never come. We thought
we were going to die on Ritan!”


“So that makes it okay? I didn’t really think you survived. I didn’t think
I’d ever see you again, but I still waited for you.”


“Damn it, Ethan! It’s not the same. Were you stranded alone with your
copilot for three years? Did the two of you have to fight every day just to survive,
wondering most days whether it would be exposure or starvation that would kill
you first?”


Ethan’s jaw bunched. “It might surprise you to hear that food isn’t all that
abundant in Dark Space. Most of us are working just to provide the basics, and
a good number of us fail to do even that.”


“Fine, hold it against me,” Destra said.


“All right, I will.”


“What made you come looking for us, then?” Atton asked quietly. “You already
had Hoff and Atta, so why go digging up the past?”


Destra turned to him, her eyes shining. “As soon as we got off Ritan and it
became possible to look for you, I wanted to go, but then I discovered I was
pregnant. Hoff wouldn’t let me make the trip until Atta was born, and by then .
. . well, then I had someone else to worry about. What if I went tearing off
into Dark Space and got myself killed? Then two children would grow up
without their mother. And what right did I have to intrude on your lives now
that I’d already moved on with mine? What could I possibly offer you two if I
ever found you? The answer was nothing, so I kept Hoff from making contact with
Dark Space for years, and he respected my wishes. We left you alone, so that I
could make up as many lies as I wanted to about how good things were in Dark
Space. I imagined that you and your father had found each other and were safe.
In my mind I had you two living on a hydroponic farm on some lush planet, safe,
comfortable, and happy. 


“I know that sounds crazy, and that’s probably because it is, but most of
the time thinking happy thoughts about you two was enough to ease my
conscience. For the times when it wasn’t enough I had Atta to remind me why I
was staying away.”


“That’s a comforting pack of lies. You could have gone looking for us
without going yourself,” Ethan said. 


“I know, and that’s why I guess it sounds so hollow now. The truth . . . the
truth is it was too hard. In my mind there was no way to mix my old family with
my new one without destroying them both.”


“So what changed?”


Destra turned to Atton. “Dark Space came to us. They found us at the
old transfer station in the Stormcloud Nebula. Hoff had posted a crew there to
watch over you, and as soon as the gate was re-opened they met. Word came back
to us, and when Hoff told me how bad things were in Dark Space, I was
overwhelmed with guilt. By contrast, we had an easy life, and the enclave was
flourishing. Hoff encouraged me to look for you two, just to reassure myself
that you were both all right. I agreed, and Hoff sent me to Dark Space along
with a liaison from his fleet.”


“I remember receiving them, but not you . . .” Atton said. “That was just a
guise to find us?”


“Not a guise; they had real business with you, and I had my own—it was an
excuse for me to make the trip. When I found out that you’d died, Atton . . .”
she shook her head and more tears sprang to her eyes. “I should have gone
looking long ago. Maybe then I wouldn’t have had to go through so much pain.”


Atton took a deep breath. “I don’t know what to say.”


Heston smiled thinly at Ethan. “Now you see how it all happened? I hope your
story is as good as that.”


“You already know my story,” Ethan replied, sounding even more tired than
Atton felt.


“Not quite true. I know how you came to be the overlord, but not how or why
you were found impersonating a nova pilot.”


“I guess I forgot to mention that part,” Ethan said.


“Yes, do tell.”


So Ethan did. When he finished his story about how Brondi had used him to
spread the virus which had killed nearly everyone aboard the Valiant,
the admiral was left shaking his head incredulously. “How am I supposed to
pardon you now? With a story like that? At least your son didn’t actually do
anything wrong—besides impersonating an officer, that is.”


“I’m not asking for a pardon,” Ethan said.


“Good! Because you won’t get one.”


“Hoff!” Destra said.


“I can’t,” he said, shaking his head. “When people find out, they’ll want
justice. They’ll demand it. Someone’s head will have to roll, and if it isn’t
one of theirs, it will be mine. I’m sorry, but there’s nothing I can do. The
trial must go on. I can find a way to excuse your son, but that’s it.”


With that, Heston’s comm trilled, interrupting them, and he touched his ear
to answer it. “Yes? . . . You found what? . . . I see. . . . Send me the
transcripts. I’ll be there soon.”


“What happened?” Ethan asked.


“We’ve picked up an escape pod from the Valiant.”


“The Valiant is here?” Ethan asked, suddenly alarmed.


“Oh yes—I guess I forgot to mention that,” Heston said with a wry
twist of his lips.


“Then Brondi is here, too.”


“Assuming I can trust your stories.”


“Who was in the pod?” Atton asked.


“Your friend, Roan. I’m going to review the transcripts from his debriefing
now. Apparently his story supports yours. That’s something in your favor at
least.”


“We have to do something!” Atton said.


“We?” Heston echoed, rising from his chair. “I don’t know what you two have
to do with it.”


“Admiral,” Ethan said. “I have a score to settle with Brondi. I don’t care
what you think of me personally, or whether you have to put me on trial for my
crimes afterward, but I want to be there when you take the Valiant.
Consider it a last request.”


Heston’s eyes narrowed as he thought about it. “All right. I’ll grant that,
but I hope you know how to handle a zephyr.”


“I’m going, too,” Atton said.


“No, you’re not. Your mother would never forgive me if you got yourself
killed. I’m granting your father’s request because I’m hoping he will
get himself killed.”


“What?” Destra asked.


Ethan gave the admiral a sardonic smile. “Don’t hold your breath,” he said.


“I won’t need to,” Heston replied. “But you might—if you live long
enough for me to throw you out an airlock.”


“Hoff Heston!” Destra said.


He turned to meet her flashing eyes with a bitter smile. “We have to go. I
need to get to my ship and plan this operation before Brondi restores power to
the Valiant. If he sees us coming, it’s going to make things much more
difficult for us.” As they watched, Heston activated his comm and began
snapping orders. A moment later he ended the call and said, “We’ll leave as
soon as my guards arrive.”












Chapter 12





“Are you skriffy?
I’m not opening the core!”


Brondi glared at Sergeant Gibbs. “If you don’t, the reactor is going to
overheat and explode.”


Gibbs shook his head, and servos whirred in his zephyr’s neck. “This mech
doesn’t have enough shielding. If I open the core while the reactor is on,
it’ll kill me.”


Brondi drew a bulky plasma pistol from his Zephyr’s thigh and put it to the
sergeant’s head. “Better you than me. You’ve got three seconds before I pull
the trigger.”


Sergeant Gibbs stood there for two of those three seconds before he turned
and snapped at one of his subordinates. “You heard him, open the core!”


“Frek you!”


Gibbs drew his own pistol and took aim on the man’s vulnerable faceplate.
“Open the core, Fentin.”


“Yes, sir,” that man replied and reluctantly started off.


Brondi shifted his aim to the man they’d singled out. “We’ll take cover on
the other side of the core,” he said. “If you can force the control rods into
the fuel element quickly enough, you shouldn’t be burned. If you are, don’t
worry, we’ll take you to the med bay first thing.”


Fentin didn’t reply.


Brondi, Gibbs, and the other three soldiers trapped in the reactor room with
them hurried to the far side of the core and waited while their sacrificial
lamb walked steadily toward his fate. By now the dymium core was glowing a hot,
molten orange. Without either working power conduits or shields there was no
way for the core to dissipate any of the energy being produced, and the reactor
was melting itself to slag.


“Krak, I can feel the heat through my armor!” Fentin said.


“Don’t think about it!” Brondi shouted to be heard above the loud whirring
of the core. “You’ll be just fine!”


They watched over the top of the core as Fentin took a hesitant step into
the orange light cast by the glowing dymium dome. Fentin’s zephyr appeared to
shimmer in the waves of heat pouring off the core.


“You’ve gotta move faster than that!” Gibbs called out.


Fentin covered the rest of the way in one quick stride, and then he reached
out toward the core. Brondi braced himself to hear the man scream, but nothing
happened. Fentin turned the lever to unlock the hatch and then swung it open.


Suddenly the light pouring from the reactor multiplied and the room was
brightly lit. Now Fentin screamed. Still screaming, he reached in and forced
the control rods into their guide tubes. A second later, the loud whirring of
the reactor died, as did most of the light, but the dull orange glow of
superheated dymium remained. Fentin stumbled away from the core, his screams
louder now that the whirring of the reactor had been silenced. He held up one
of his Zephyr’s arms, the one which had reached into the reactor. That arm was
glowing bright orange like the core, and to a lesser extent, so was his entire
mech. Fentin spun in a dizzy circle, screaming and staring at his glowing arm,
as if simultaneously horrified and mesmerized by the sight of it. Abruptly he
tripped and fell over, and his screams grew ominously quiet.


“Get the man some help!” Gibbs snapped.


“Don’t waste your time,” Brondi said. “He’s dead. Go get the doors open so
our greasers can fix this mess.”


Gibbs turned to look at him.


“Well?” Brondi demanded.


“Yes, sir.”


And with that, Sergeant Gibbs and the remaining three men headed for the
doors. Brondi glanced back at Fentin’s steaming zephyr where it lay cooling on
the deck. Better you than me, he thought.


* * *


Destra strode down the hall, flanked on either side by her husband and
daughter. A pair of armored sentinels went ahead of them, pushing Ethan and
Atton along, their hands bound by stun cords once again.


“Where are we going?” Atta asked.


Her question went ignored by her parents. The situation was too serious and
time was too short to stop and deal with her innocent curiosity. They were
leaving Fortress Station for Hoff’s flagship, the Tauron, just in case
the Valiant went from mysteriously derelict to guns blazing. If that
carrier turned its guns on the station, they’d make short work of it, and the
admiral didn’t want his family aboard if that happened.


They reached the end of the hall and Admiral Heston passed his wrist over
the door controls of his private airlock. The inner doors swished open,
followed a second later by the outer ones. Ethan and Atton were shoved through
first, to which Ethan grunted and said, “What’s the point in keeping us
prisoner if you’re planning to release us again when we get to your ship?”


“I’m releasing you, but only because you’ll be surrounded by your own
personal firing squad if you step out of line. Atton is going to stay in the
brig until the trial. As for why I’m not letting you two run around loose
aboard this ship—I don’t have time to babysit.”


Atton snorted, but said nothing. He was wearing his holoskin again. Hoff had
told him to put it back on before the sentinels had arrived to escort them off
the station. 


Destra eyed the corridor on the other side of the airlock. It was dark and
full of exposed conduits. The rough, gunmetal gray bulkheads were unpainted and
unadorned. It was Hoff’s private corvette, the Last Chance. The ship
still served its original purpose as a heavily-armed and armored transport, and
unlike the Admiral’s quarters aboard the station, there were none of the homely
touches which might have made it more comfortable.


They strode through the station’s airlock and then through a matching one
inside the waiting corvette. Atton and Ethan waited on the other side with
Heston’s guards, and as soon as everyone was through, the doors automatically
shut with an echoing boom. 


Heston pointed to the nearest guard and said, “Corporal, take them below and
lock them in the cargo hold until we arrive.”


“Yes, sir.” That man nodded, and then both sentinels turned and marched the
two prisoners away.


“Hoff,” Destra began, watching Ethan and Atton as they left, “you didn’t
mean what you said about hoping Ethan will get himself killed, did you?”


He rounded on her. “Why? Do you still care about him?”


“He’s not a bad man.”


“Then explain his criminal history. Even if we can trust everything he told
us, he still admits to participating with Brondi’s plot and planning to
sabotage the Valiant.”


“He didn’t have a choice. What would you have done if Brondi had taken me
and the only way to get me back was to cooperate with him? Any jury will
understand that Ethan didn’t have a choice.”


“He could have gone to the authorities.”


“Brondi would have killed Alara.”


Hoff sighed and squeezed the bridge of his nose as if he had a headache.
“Destra . . . Ethan wants me to send him. It’s up to him whether or not
he lives through the assault, but it doesn’t really matter. If he returns,
he’ll be subjected to a probe and if that doesn’t kill him, the sentence for
his crimes will. He’s going to die either way. I suspect he knows that, and
that’s the reason he wants to go.”


“You already heard his story—why do you need to probe him?”


“Because there’s no other way to corroborate what he’s saying! How do we
know what his motives really were, or what he was actually planning to
do? We can’t even ask his copilot, because she’s been slave-chipped and she
can’t remember anything.”


“She was chipped by Brondi—that’s proof enough.”


“Or was she chipped by Ethan to shut her up? Maybe Ethan was working for
Brondi as a willing mercenary and she didn’t like the idea.”


“That’s a cold thought.”


“Yes, but it is just as plausible as his story. The only way we can
corroborate what Ethan told us without using a probe is if we get Alec Brondi
to sit in that probe chair instead of him, and that’s if Brondi survives the
assault.”


“Then make sure he does,” Destra said.


Hoff’s eyes narrowed. “You care a lot about your ex-husband, don’t
you?”


“That’s not fair. I chose you, Hoff.”


“You chose me because he wasn’t there.”


“Not just because of that. I chose you because you’re the better man.”


“Sometimes I wonder if you really do believe that.”


Destra sighed. “I do, Hoff, but I don’t like that you keep secrets from me.”


“Some things aren’t safe for you to know. Not yet. One day I’ll tell you
everything. If you’re patient. Try to forget about it for now.”


Destra smiled sarcastically. “I wish I could. Maybe you can help me with
that—you’re good at forgetting things.”


Hoff gritted his teeth. “You know why I can’t remember Ritan.”


Atta’s little brow furrowed as she glanced from her father to her mother and
back again. She hugged Mr. Tibbins, and the louder her parents’ voices got, the
harder she hugged the stuffed diger.


“Yes, and I’ve kept that secret, haven’t I? So why can’t you trust me to
keep secret whatever else it is that you’re hiding?”


“I’m not going to argue with you about this again, Des! If you’re so unhappy
with me, go back to your skriffy outlaw.” 


With that, Hoff turned and stalked toward the bridge. Destra stood staring
after him with a knot in her throat. She felt a tug on her arm and looked down
to see Atta gazing up at her.


“Is Daddy angry because of me?” she asked.


Destra felt a pang of regret. She’d forgotten Atta was there. “No,
sweetheart. He’s angry with the bad people who we’re going to fight,” she lied.


“Are they skull faces?” Atta buried her face up to her eyes in Mr. Tibbins’
white fur.


“No, darling, they’re not. Not this time,” Destra said and gave her daughter
a reassuring smile. They’re humans, she thought. Humans fighting
humans . . . even the Sythians know better than to fight themselves. At this
rate, there won’t be any of us left for them to kill.


* * *


Hoff scowled as he undocked his corvette and ignited the thrusters, jetting
away from the station. He looked down at the star map, searching for the next
largest gravidar icon besides the Valiant. Both icons were dark on the
grid—the super carrier because it was drifting without power, but Hoff’s flagship,
the Tauron, was dark because it was running on low power to keep it from
being detected by passing Sythians. The Tauron was an old reaper-class
battleship; just over a kilometer long, and bristling with over 460 lasers and
capital ship-cracking beam cannons. It was just a fifth the length of the
carrier, but it easily had the same firepower as the Valiant. Despite
that, her shields were much weaker and she held just one squadron of novas
versus the Valiant’s twenty four. Battleships like his focused on
leaving more room for guns and assault mechs rather than hangar space for
novas. They were geared for planetary assaults and boarding enemy ships after
filling them full of holes. The Tauron might have held only one squadron
of novas, but it had a squad bay which rivaled that of any carrier. The
reaper-class, of which his flagship was the only surviving example, carried 48
assault transports with room for 48 squads of eight medium to light assault
mechs, as well as 48 squads of ground troops. And back when there’d been a
purpose for large ground forces, she'd carried three drop ships with room for
24 heavy assault mechs and another 216 squads of ground troops. In all, the
ship held over 400 mechs and over 2,500 sentinels, but she was badly-equipped
for fleet battles, with just one squadron of 12 fighter pilots and novas. 


Battleships like the Tauron required a whole supporting fleet to
defend them from enemy fighters—a fleet which Hoff no longer had thanks to his
failed mission to the Getties Cluster. The last remainder of his fleet lay
guarding the enclave, and they were too far away to be of any help now. As long
as the Valiant didn’t have a chance to bring her novas or her own
considerable armaments to bear before the Tauron landed with her
sentinels, the assault would be over quickly. 


Hoff banked the corvette around to port, and his mighty battleship appeared;
her glittering lights painted the shape of her hull against the starry
blackness of space. Flying in at the battleship from the top down, Hoff saw the
Tauron’s two forward prongs, and the muted blue glow from the hangar
which lay between them. From this angle, the Tauron looked like a
blunted spearhead, with stepped tiers of decks and cannons running all the way
up to the bridge at the back. Her armor was aging and visibly patched in
places, but every inch of her 52 decks was spotless. She was home to over 6,000
officers, in addition to her army of sentinels—or at least she had been before
Hoff had spread his crew across the odd dozen cruisers and destroyers he’d
managed to salvage and add to his fleet since the exodus. Still, even
undermanned, she was the pride of his fleet. Ships like the Tauron and
the Valiant were a singular sight now, but at one point there had been
over a hundred large capital-class ships in the Imperial Fleet. Hoff had just
two—the Arakant, a small, 800-meter-long carrier, and the Tauron. Dark
Space had just one such ship—the Valiant—and she was by far the largest
of the three surviving warships. Humanity couldn’t afford to lose it.


Heston shook his head and growled. He couldn’t believe a crime lord had
managed to steal it, but with a naïve young boy like Atton in charge of the
Imperium, he wasn’t overly surprised. The whole situation was a disgrace, but
it begged the question, if Brondi had stolen the Valiant, why had he
brought it here, of all places? Hoff suspected it had something to do with
Brondi’s virus, and the “vaccine” he’d given them. Now, in hindsight, Heston
realized the vaccine was probably contaminated with the actual virus.
Thankfully, he’d had the sense to have his people analyze it before using it to
inoculate his men. The results of the analysis would likely confirm his suspicions
soon. 


Trust but verify, Heston thought. It had been his policy with the
Gors from day one, but it hadn’t started there. He’d lived long enough to
realize that no one can be trusted, especially the ones you trust the most. Given
the right incentive, anyone will throw you to the rictans. His thoughts
turned to Destra with that, and his eyes narrowed as he wondered about where
her loyalties truly lay. He’d had plenty of bad experiences with trusting women
in the past. They’ll say they love you to your face, but as soon as you turn
your back, they’ll stab you straight through the heart. As much as he loved
Destra, he couldn’t allow himself to trust her too much. She knew almost
everything about him, except for one critical detail, and she was going to have
to wait very patiently before he revealed that to her.


Trust but verify.


Heston’s comm beeped with an incoming message. It was Captain Adram aboard
Fortress Station. Hoff answered the call.


“Admiral—Commander Caldin and her crew found out about the situation aboard
the Valiant from the Gor we captured. They’re asking to be let out so
they can help take back their ship.”


Heston frowned. “How did they make contact with the Gor?”


“We had them all locked up together on the same detention level, sir.”


Hoff sighed. “I suppose there’s no point holding them any longer, anyway.”


“I take it you’re going to take the Gor’s word for it, then?”


“He has no reason to lie, but I’ve independently verified the events from
other sources as well. Have Caldin and her crew sent to the Tauron. I’m
short of men, so we’ll find a use for them.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Leave the Gors where they are for now—in fact, isolate them.”


“With their telepathy, sir, there’s no point isolating them.”


“You probably thought there was no point isolating them from the humans
either. If they don’t get to see each other, at least we have an extra
concession to grant when we start interrogating them.”


“Then you’re not going to get the Gors to help you with the assault?”
Captain Adram sounded surprised.


“I haven’t accepted their help so far; why should I start now?”


“I don’t know. . . . I just thought that since they’ve been helping us so
much lately—”


“That’s what they want you to think, Captain. We didn’t survive the war by
being complete skriffs.”


“I take it that Kaon revealed something suspicious?”


“So far the probe has confirmed everything we’ve been led to believe, but
that doesn’t mean it’s true.”


“A probe doesn’t lie, sir.”


“Are you planning to stage a little Gor rebellion of your own, Captain?”


“No, sir! But with due respect, I don’t think we’re in a position to refuse
their help. Letting them help us take back the Valiant would be a good
opportunity for them to prove themselves.”


“Captain, they’re just begging for opportunities to prove themselves, and that
is suspicious enough by itself. Ever wonder why they need our help if
they’re already crewing more than a thousand Sythian warships? They should just
run away at top speed and never look back. They’d end up with a fleet a hundred
times the strength of ours. Why do they need us, Captain?”


“I don’t know, sir.”


“We’ll talk more about this later, Adram. Right now, I have an operation to
plan.”


“Yes, sir. Just promise me that you won’t let your personal bias guide your
decision.”


“My bias isn’t personal—it’s logical—and don’t worry, now that the overlord
is out of the picture, we’re going to get to the bottom of things very
quickly.”


“I hope so. Immortals be with you, sir.”


Heston smirked. “They always are.” With that, he killed the transmission and
shook his head. The last thing he needed now was push back from his
subordinates. He’d have to consider demoting Captain Adram. That little
discourse was unacceptable. Not to mention his questionable decision to rescue
the Defiant before returning to Ritan with Kaon. Adram was starting to
look like too much of a loose cannon to leave in command of a cloaking warship
like the Interloper. 


Heston engaged the autopilot and then turned to his comm display to log into
the commnet. There he found the transcript from Roan’s debriefing. He
hadn’t had a chance to look at it yet, but his decision to board the Valiant
in force had been made more from hearing Atton’s and Ethan’s stories and
putting those together with what Commander Caldin and her crew had said about
the same events. There were too many suspicious things lining up, and one way
or another, boarding the Valiant would give him the answers he needed.
If it turned out that the real overlord was still in command of the carrier and
everything else had been a ruse, he would execute the Defiant’s
crew—starting with Ethan.


Hoff skimmed through the transcript to find that Roan’s story agreed with
everything he had already heard, but he was more interested in finding out
exactly how Roan had managed to sabotage the Valiant. When he finished
scanning the transcript, he understood why the Valiant was drifting
toward Ritan. Roan had shut down the main reactor and then cut the power
conduits. He’d also destroyed the IMS with remote-detonated mines. Then, when
teams had come to investigate the damage to the main reactor, Roan had
restarted it, and locked them inside to bake with the radiation. By now, any
unarmored men aboard the Valiant were in serious danger from the
radiation pouring out of the unshielded reactor. Even the Gor had abandoned
ship to get away from it.


Hoff frowned. Why was he finding out about this from a Gor? What had
happened to the team he’d sent to investigate the Valiant’s sudden loss
of power? He touched his ear with the comm piece and said, “Call Captain Cathrall.”



The comm trilled briefly in Hoff’s ear before the captain answered,
“Admiral, I—”


“What happened to the team of mechs and engineers you sent to the Valiant,
Captain?”


“I was just about to contact you, sir. They dropped off comms a few moments
ago.”


“Last contact?”


“Around 1620. Should we send a follow-up team, sir?”


“I’m about to send a whole army.”


“An army, sir?”


“Yes, it would appear the Valiant has had us all fooled. She’s being
crewed by outlaws, not fleet officers. I’m on my way to the Tauron now.
Don’t do anything yet. I’ll be in touch.”


“Yes . . . sir.”


“Heston out.”


Hoff shook his head and set his jaw. As if it’s not enough that we have
to worry about the Sythians, we have to fight our own kind, too. . . . 


A noise sounded out behind him and Hoff turned to see his wife stepping
lightly onto the bridge. He gave her a tight smile and then turned back to the
viewports. “Atta’s in her room?”


“Yes. Hoff . . .”


He felt her hands on his shoulders, kneading the knots out of his muscles.
“What?”


“I’m sorry. Maybe I do still care about Ethan, but it’s not love. Not
romantic love, anyway. I care about him as I would about any other human being.
He doesn’t deserve to die, Hoff, and you know that.”


“Maybe not, but he’ll get at least ten years hard labor, even if his story
is true.”


“Hoff . . . out here you are the law. You can pardon him.”


“No, Destra, I can’t. It will undermine my command.”


Destra sighed and stopped massaging his shoulders. He watched her walk up to
the viewports. “What will you do with Atton?”


“He’ll have to wait until he can be acquitted.”


“There’s no other way? He’s a holoskinner. What if he just took off his
skin. No one would recognize him, not outside of Dark Space anyway.”


Hoff thought about it. “The Defiant’s crew might.”


“Do they have to be on your ship?”


Hoff frowned. “I just sent them there, but for now I can confine Atton to
quarters, I suppose.”


“Could he stay with us? I’d like to be able to spend some quality time with
him without prison bars between us.” 


Hoff sighed, and Destra walked back over to him and kissed him on the cheek.
“Thank you.”


“Mmmm,” Hoff replied as his mind turned back to planning the coming
engagement. “Very well.”












Chapter 13





The shuttle
carrying Alara and the rest of the crew from the Defiant landed in the
auxiliary hangar of the Tauron. The boarding ramp dropped and the
sergeant who’d ridden with them from Fortress Station rushed them out onto the
deck and lined them up for processing. They all stood at attention and waited.
A moment later a tall man with a spotless black uniform and white veteran’s
stripes strode up to them. His glowing red eye caught Alara’s attention and she
drew an immediate comparison between that eye and the glowing red eyes in the
Gors’ helmets. This man was completely human, however. He looked to be around
forty years old, with black hair receding at his temples and just a glimmer of
white showing through the black. Alara reasoned that made him old enough to
have earned his stripes before the exodus.


The officer stopped in front of them and frowned as he looked them over, his
blazing red eye roving down the line of survivors. Row upon row of colorful
ribbons marked him as a distinguished officer. Alara noted the two gold
chevrons and silver icon of a venture-class cruiser glittering on his black
with white trim epaulets, and she realized that his insignia bore one more
chevron than that of Deck Commander Caldin, meaning he must have outranked her
by at least a full pay grade.


“I am Master Commander Donali,” the man said, confirming Alara’s suspicions
about his rank. “I serve as the Tauron’s XO, and that means I call the
shots around here. While you’re on this ship, you’d do well to remember that.”
Donali turned to glance at the sergeant who’d marched them off the shuttle. He
stood suddenly straighter under the XO’s scrutiny. “Deck Sergeant . . .” Donali
began.


“Sir!” the sergeant replied, saluting smartly.


“These are my auxiliaries?”


“Yes, sir!”


Alara saw Donali shake his head before turning back to them. “If this is
what the fleet is coming to in Dark Space, it’s no wonder you lost the Valiant.”


Alara saw Commander Caldin’s jaw clench, but to her credit she said nothing.


Donali went on. “I’ve never seen a sorrier looking pack of space rats! Look
at you! Half of you haven’t even shaved, and those uniforms may as well be
burned.”


One of the corpsmen in the lineup couldn’t take it any longer and he stepped
forward. Commander Donali’s eyes found the man. “You have something to say,
Corpsman?”


“Yes, sir!” He saluted.


“Spit it out.”


“We’ve been forced to live in very poor conditions since being rescued, sir,
and that is the reason for our sorry appearance, sir.”


“Did I ask you for the reason why you’re looking sorry? Don’t answer that.
No, I didn’t ask, because I don’t care. I’d demote you for speaking out of
turn, but instead I’m going to be merciful and make you the new latrine queen
on this ship. Cleaning up our krak all day should give you newfound respect for
your superiors. Step back in line!”


“Yes, sir.”


Donali turned to address them as a group. “I don’t know what kind of slack
you have been used to, but you’re not in Dark Space anymore. This is the FFR,
and as long as we’re out in the open here in Sythian Space, there is no such
thing as condition blue or even green, so you can forget about R and R. We’re
on a constant yellow alert. If you need a break, we’ll rotate you out and
you’ll get some time on Ritan to visit the skull faces. Any questions?”


No one dared to step forward this time.


“Good! You’re learning.”


Alara watched the process continue. One by one the commander pointed to
them. They had to step forward and state their name, rank or rate, and their
rating—the role they’d been trained to fill. Based on that, they were told how
they would serve aboard the battleship.


When it was Alara’s turn, she had to explain that she’d been more or less
drafted to be a nova pilot, and had never received any formal training. 


The XO gave her an arch look. “So you’re some new class of Brevet Officer. .
. . a lieutenant no less. I’ve never even heard of a civilian pilot
being promoted straight up the ladder like that, but I suppose desperate times
call for desperate measures. How many missions have you flown since being
drafted?”


“Just three.”


“Combat?”


“Two of them were, but one of those was training—a blind combat simulation.”


“What’s your pilot’s rating?”


“I’m not sure anyone’s been keeping track, sir, but in the training mission
I scored 4B.”


“Training is a lot different from real, blind combat or not. Has anyone here
flown with her?” Donali asked, looking up and down the line of assembled
officers and NCOs.


Gina stepped forward and gave a brisk salute. “I have, sir.”


“And who are you?


“First Lieutenant Gina Giord, sir. Nova pilot.” 


“How good a pilot is the Brevet Lieutenant?”


“One of the best I’ve seen—possibly even better than me.”


“Step back in line.” Turning to Alara, the XO said, “We don’t have any empty
nova cockpits right now, but we’ll have you fly one of the assault transports.
Go stand over there by the engineers and technicians. I’ll get back to you in a
minute.”


Alara nodded and gave a brisk salute before leaving the lineup. She waited
with the greasers and technicians while the XO addressed Commander Caldin.


“I already know what role you filled, Commander, but on this ship XO is my
job, and the Admiral is the Captain. Your record shows an impressive tactical
score, so I’d like you to join the Admiral’s advisory staff. You’ll be with us
on the bridge, just one step down from myself. Come stand over here,” he said,
pointing to the deck beside him.


“Yes, sir,” Caldin said, leaving the lineup.


“Next!” Donali pointed to Gina, and she stepped forward. “You said you were
a nova pilot.”


“Ever since I joined the fleet, sir.”


The XO looked her up and down, noting the white stripes running down the
sides of her trousers. “You’ve already got your stripes. You a real veteran or
you just like how slimming those stripes are?”


“No, sir, I earned them. The war’s making veterans of us all.”


“Hmmm. How long ago did you join the fleet?”


“Six years.”


“What—did you join when you were twelve?”


“No, sir, sixteen.”


“So you’re fresh out of flight training—or were you also drafted under
unusual circumstances? What’s your flight experience?”


“I had to earn my wings, sir. I spent the full three years training aboard
the Baroness, and graduated three years ago with distinction. After that
I joined Sunstroke Squadron aboard the Defiant. A year later, we were
sent to the Getties Cluster, and in the last year since returning I’ve been
serving aboard the Valiant with Guardian Squadron.”


The XO whistled and ran a hand along his grizzled jaw. “Well, it would be a
real shame not to give you a nova, then. What’s your pilot’s rating?”


“2B over 22, sir.”


“Twenty-two missions flown? All combat?”


“About half.”


“I’m impressed that you managed to keep a 2B rating after flying that many
sorties. I’m betting that means you can fly a transport with your eyes closed.
You can go join Lieutenant Vastra.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Next!”


Alara watched Gina walk over to her. When she got there, Alara shook her
head and whispered, “I just can’t get away from you, can I?”


Gina grinned. “You’re stuck with me, Kiddie.”


“Are you going to steal all my kills again?”


“Only if you let me.”


“Hoi, would you two cut the chatter? I had enough of that on the Rescue.
Didn’t let me sleep worth a damn!”


Alara turned to see Petty Officer Cobrale Delayn standing behind them. He
was of average height, but with his pale, Worani skin, gray hair, and light
blue eyes, the old engineer still stood out in any crowd. Alara smiled at him.
“We didn’t let you sleep because you snore, and we didn’t want Tova to get
annoyed and eat us.”


“I do not snore.”


“Don’t make me get the flight recorder to prove it,” Alara replied.


“Go ahead. You can’t prove what don’t exist. I’m as quiet as a—”


“All right break it up, girlies!” Commander Donali said, striding over to
them and clapping his hands to get their attention. “I’m going to take you lot
to the flight deck myself. We’re expecting the admiral to land there in a few
minutes, and I need to speak with him.” Donali turned to find Commander Caldin.
She was busy talking to a nearby corpsman. “Come with us, Commander,” he said.
“I’m sure the admiral is eager to meet the one time captain who discovered the
Gors.” Caldin turned to look at him and he went on, “That stunt you pulled,
trying a probe on one of them might have landed you in krak with the overlord,
but it’s going to put you in the admiral’s good books. We don’t waste time
blowin’ kisses to skull faces in this fleet.”


“That sounds like a welcome change to me, sir,” Caldin replied as she walked
up to them. She cast a quick glance over her shoulder at the corpsman she’d
been speaking with, and nodded. He smiled back before turning away. 


What passed between them could have been nothing, but Alara had heard the
rumors—almost everyone on the Defiant had hooked up during the long wait
for a rescue. Something about near-certain death and boredom made people’s
passions boil over. The only reason Alara hadn’t fallen prey to that herself
was that she’d been the one doing the rescuing and the only man within light
years had been Delayn. That was just as well. With her slave chip telling her
to think and act like a pleasure palace playgirl named Angel, without even
wanting to she would have slept with every man on board the Defiant
before a rescue came.


The one man she could be sure she really wanted was Ethan. There was
something about him that she just couldn’t forget. Despite the wife he claimed
to still be in love with, and regardless of his alleged crimes, Alara couldn’t
forget about him. He haunted her dreams and her every waking thought. She ached
for him, and deep down, she knew that he was destined to be hers. 


But he was also destined to be thrown out an airlock. 


She wanted to find the admiral and beg him for Ethan’s release. Whatever
he’d been accused of, she loved him, and she knew he was a good man. He wasn’t
guilty of anything deserving death. He couldn’t be! She couldn’t explain how
she knew, but she did. Alara felt sick.


“Fall in!” Master Commander Donali said, and with that, he marched them off
to the flight deck. Alara bit her lip, wondering where Ethan was now and what
he was doing.


* * *


Crew rushed back and forth across the flight deck. It was nothing like what
Alara remembered from the badly-undermanned Defiant. There the flight
deck had been just large enough for the cruiser’s original two squadrons of
novas, and they’d barely had a handful of ground crew, but here she could see
more than a dozen assault transports, and each of those transports looked large
enough to hold half a dozen novas by itself. The hangar was enormous, and the
ceiling very high to accommodate the heavy assault mechs which stood in their
docking stations along the bulkheads. Those mechs towered between three and
five stories high, sticking out high above the tops of the assault transports
and milling squads of sentinels. They were monsters—the battleships of ground
warfare—bristling with beam cannons, pulse lasers, ripper cannons, and
missiles. Due to their size, they would never be useful for ship-to-ship
actions, so they weren’t going on this mission. Heavy assault mechs were
typically reserved for planetary assaults, and Alara was willing to bet these
hadn’t seen any action since the exodus. The human survivors didn’t have the
manpower or the resources to think about assaulting planets and taking them
back from the Sythians. 


Squads of light assault mechs stomped across the deck in pairs, filing into
the transports. The matte black zephyrs were little more than exaggerated suits
of combat armor, and just small enough to traipse through most parts of the Valiant
without getting stuck.


The level of noise and activity in the hangar was overwhelming. Alara
struggled to hear herself think above the thudding of mechanized footsteps, and
the booming of loading ramps opening and closing. Adding to that was a
near-constant crackle of announcements, blaring over the intercom to be heard
over everything else.


Abruptly, Commander Donali held up a hand for them to stop as a mechanized
load lifter stomped across their path carrying a big plastiform crate. Alara
watched the mech pass, craning her neck to look up at it. Once it was gone,
Commander Donali started forward again, leading them across the deck to one of
the smaller ships on the flight deck. Slightly shorter and much sleeker than
the assault transports, it was a seraphim-class corvette. That ship sat on a
landing pad close to the blue fuzz of the hangar’s shielded opening to space,
as if the pilot had been in a hurry to set down or was just about to leave
again.


Standing at the foot of the boarding ramp was a squad of Zephyr light
assault mechs with their bulky black helmets off and cradled in their hands.
Slung across their backs were oversized plasma rifles and tanks of oxygen.
Admiral Heston stood in front of the squad looking small beside their mechs,
but somehow still intimidating as he ordered one of them to kneel before him.
Alara frowned, wondering what was happening. When they stopped just a few paces
away from the admiral, she heard what he was saying, and she recognized the man
he was speaking with.


“Repeat after me, if I step out of line you will kill me with the push of
a button, sir.”


The mech pilot repeated that phrase and Alara shook her head. It can’t
be. . . . She listened to him repeat after the admiral, and she realized
that his voice was a match, too. Alara studied that soldier’s face and downcast
eyes more carefully, and suddenly her heart began thudding in her chest.


“Good!” the admiral said. Turning to another mech pilot whose breastplate
was decorated with more colorful bars than the others, he said, “Sergeant
Dorian, if Private Ortane gets out of line, don’t hesitate to shoot him. You
don’t need to wait for me to give the order.”


“Yes, sir.”


“All right, chip him!”


“Wait!” Alara screamed.


Commander Donali turned and gave Alara an incredulous look. 


“Who said that?” Admiral Heston boomed.


“Second Lieutenant Alara Vastra, sir,” Donali answered with his brow
furrowed all the way up to his receding hairline. “She’s one of the survivors
from the Defiant. A pilot.”


“I see,” the admiral said as he walked up to her. “Atten-tion!” Alara
straightened, but the admiral frowned. “Forgotten how to salute? How in the
netherworld did you get to lieutenant?”


Alara gave a sloppy salute now that she was prompted. “Sorry, sir. I was
drafted in a hurry, so I’m not used to fleet protocols.” Her gaze skipped to
Ethan just in time to see him look up at her.


“That’s no excuse. You’ve been aboard the Defiant for at least a
week, so you should have learned by now.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Care to explain your outburst, Lieutenant?”


“I overheard you say you were going to chip that man over there.” Alara’s
gaze turned to Ethan once more.


“And what is that to you?”


“I used to be his copilot, sir.”


“Indeed? Are you aware that he’s a criminal?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Do you know what he is being charged with?”


“High treason, I believe, sir.”


“That’s correct, so we have no choice but to have him chipped if he’s going
to join the assault teams boarding the Valiant.”


“Why would you let a prisoner fight for you?”


“Because I believe in letting people make amends, and because I’d rather he
die than one of my own men. A man with nothing to lose is a powerful adversary,
and he tells me he has a score to settle with Alec Brondi, so that makes him
even more dangerous. Now, I’m going to ask you again—what is it to you that
Ethan Ortane be chipped?”


“I . . .” Alara’s eyes found Ethan’s once more. “I have feelings for him,
sir.”


“Romantic feelings?”


“I don’t know. I think so.”


“And does he return your sentiments?”


“Leave the girl alone, Hoff,” Ethan said.


The admiral turned to glare over his shoulder. “Shut up or I’ll put you back
in the brig where you belong.” Turning back to Alara, he pressed, “Well?”


“I don’t know, sir . . .” Alara replied, confused by the inquisition. “He told
me he can’t return my feelings because he still loves his wife.”


Hoff held her gaze for a long, uncomfortable moment until at last he began
to nod. Turning back to Ethan and the assembled squad of mechs, he said, “Well,
Private Ortane, it seems you weren’t lying about her at least. As for the rest
of your story, we’ll just have to wait and see, won’t we?”


Ethan glared stonily back at the admiral, but said nothing.


“Good. You’re learning the value of silence. It’s less incriminating. Chip
him! I don’t have any more time to waste here.” With that, the squad medic
stepped forward and raised an implanter to Ethan’s neck. Alara winced as it
went in.


Almost as an afterthought, the admiral turned to her. “Don’t worry, I’m only
implanting him with a tracker. It’s not dangerous so long as he doesn’t do
anything stupid that might endanger this mission or his squad.”


Alara nodded mutely, and the admiral smiled thinly back before he turned and
stalked away. She heard him and the XO begin speaking in hushed tones, but she
wasn’t paying attention. Her focus was on Ethan as he rose from the deck and
rolled his shoulders. Alara crossed the space between them as his squad began
filing into an adjacent transport. She stopped in front of Ethan, looking tiny
beside his zephyr. “I’m sorry,” she said, looking up at him.


“For what?”


“That they’re treating you this way. I know you’re not guilty.”


Ethan smiled. “Alara, I was an ex-con when you met me, and I’m not innocent
now, either.”


Alara’s eyes flashed. “Shhh!”


“It’s all right; it’s no secret.”


“That doesn’t mean you have to shout it from the rooftops!”


“I’m not. I just want you to know that—”


“Hoi!” someone called out. Alara turned to see Ethan’s sergeant standing and
waving from the boarding ramp of a nearby transport. “Private, you need to get
aboard now, or you’re going to be left behind! Double time!”


“I’ll be right there, Sergeant,” Ethan called back. “Alara, I have to go.”


“Don’t! They want you to die out there, Ethan. The admiral said so!
No one is going to have your back.”


“Maybe not, but someone’s got to have yours.”


Alara frowned. “What do you mean?”


“Brondi’s on that ship, Alara. He’s the only one who can give us the code to
deactivate your slave chip. Without that, you’ll be Angel the playgirl
forever.”


“I don’t care!” she said. “I’m not even sure I want my memory back.”


Ethan shook his head. “There’s no use trying to talk me out of it.”


“Damn you, you hard-headed . . . skriff! I love you! That’s one thing
I can still remember. You can’t get yourself killed.”


“If it brings you back, it’ll be worth it.”


“Why? So I can remember you better, and mourn you more?”


“Alara . . .”


“Ethan!”


“I love you, too, Kiddie. I know it’s not fair to say this to you now, but I
think I’ve always loved you. . . .” He trailed off, shaking his head. “I found
her, Alara.”


“Found who?” Alara’s thoughts ran in confusing circles—He loves
me! He’s leaving! He’s going to die! He loves me! He’s leaving me?


“My wife. She’s on the Tauron right now.”


“What?” Alara blinked. She felt suddenly light-headed and she
stumbled back a step. “How . . . when?”


“It’s a long story. She’s been missing ever since the exodus, but I just
found out that she’s been with Hoff all this time. She’s his wife now,
Alara, and she’s probably the only reason I haven’t already been jettisoned out
the nearest airlock with the rest of the garbage.”


Alara shook her head. “I don’t understand; I thought—”


“Private! I’m raising this ramp! Don’t make me go into combat without my
laser bait.”


“On my way, sir!” Ethan called back. Speaking to Alara, he said, “You don’t
have to understand, just remember this: I’m sorry, and if I ever had the chance
to make a life with you again, I wouldn’t waste it. Take care of yourself,
Kiddie.” With that, he turned and sprinted up to the transport where his
sergeant stood waiting.


Alara stood numb and speechless, watching as Ethan jumped up to the top of
the boarding ramp and turned to wave goodbye. She couldn’t even bring herself
to wave back. The last thing she saw before the ramp closed was him turning and
putting his helmet on.


“Frek you, Ethan!” she finally managed, but he couldn’t hear. He wasn’t
going to leave her like that. She would make him eat that heart-wrenching
goodbye! She’d make sure he had that chance to make a life with her if it was
the last thing she did, and then they’d see if he was telling the truth or not.
Alara turned to look around the milling flight deck. “Gina! Where the frek are
you?”


“He doesn’t deserve you,” she said.


Alara whirled around to see Gina standing behind her. “You were listening
the whole time?”


“Waiting for you,” she clarified. “We’ve got a bird to fly, remember?” Gina
pointed to the side of another transport. “The XO doesn’t like the idea of a
brevet flying solo, so he’s got you assigned as my copilot—always the copilot,
never the pilot, hoi?” Gina winked.


Alara shook her head. “I need your help.”


“We don’t have time for any favors, Kiddie.”


“I want us to fly that transport.” Alara turned and pointed to the
one Ethan had disappeared into.


Gina frowned. “That’s Assault Trans One. See the emblem on the side?”


Alara noted the badge-shaped emblem, black with a jagged gold lightning bolt
cutting through a glittering field of stars. She shook her head, not
comprehending. “So? What’s that mean?”


“They’re vanguards—the sentinels’ elite. They’re the first ones in and the
last ones out.”


“I don’t care.”


Gina shrugged. “Just thought you’d like to know what you’re getting us
into.”


“Come on,” Alara set off at a jog. 


“Hoi—hold up! What’s your plan to replace the pilots already in there?” Gina
asked, jogging up beside her. “They’re probably A class vets. We’re both class
B. There’s no way they’ll let us switch with them just like that. Mission
control won’t allow it either.”


“I’ll think of something,” Alara said.


When they got up to the blocky front of the shuttle, Alara ran around the
nose until she could clearly see the pilot and copilot through the forward
viewport. She began waving her arms in the air frantically. The pilot noticed
her first and turned to his copilot to say something. Then the copilot looked
up, saw her, and shook his head. Alara didn’t stop waving her arms until the
pilot cracked the side hatch open and poked his head out to speak with her.


“What’s wrong?” he asked.


“Thank the Immortals you saw me in time! You have a crack in your engine
block, and I think I saw coolant leaking!”


“Frek . . .” the pilot muttered. “Thanks, I’ll get it checked.”


“You don’t have time for that! You’re with the vanguards, right?” Alara
turned and pointed to the transport Gina had indicated was theirs. “Take ours.
She hasn’t been loaded yet. I’ll make sure this one’s repaired and we’ll fly it
in the last wave.”


“All right. I suppose that’ll do. Let me just notify command about the
switch.” A minute later he and his copilot started down the ladder from the
open hatch. They reached the deck just as Alara heard the loading ramp at the
back of the shuttle opening to let the vanguards out. The pilot sent her a
thumbs-up before he and his copilot ran off. Alara smiled and bounded up the
ladder to the cockpit. Panting heavily, she found the button marked raise/lower
ramp and stabbed it just before it finished lowering. In the next instant, she
heard the ship’s intercom crackle. “Hoi, what’s going on up there?” It was
Ethan’s sergeant. “I thought we were switching shuttles, Dreggs?”


“Ah, one moment please, we appear to be having some technical difficulties
with the ramp controls.”


Alara heard a hiss of static as the sergeant let out a frustrated sigh.
“Don’t bother. We’ll climb out the airlocks.”


“Negative, negative . . .” she said, thinking fast. “It looks like we’ve got
an oxygen leak. Wouldn’t want a spark to flash cook you.”


Gina quirked an eyebrow at her as she reached the top of the ladder. Oxygen
leak? she mouthed.


“The frek? Who is this?” the sergeant demanded.


“Command says there’s no time to switch shuttles, Sergeant. You’re going to
have to stay there. All systems are green now, so don’t worry. Must have been a
faulty sensor.” Alara locked the ramp as soon as it closed, and then she locked
all of the airlocks for good measure.


“Hoi!” the sergeant said. She could hear someone banging in the background
of the transmission. “Let us out!”


Gina took a seat beside Alara and leaned forward to speak into the comm.
“It’s all right, Sergeant—had some confusion on this end with my greeny
copilot, but we’re good to go now.”


“Where’s Lieutenant Dreggs? He said—”


“Forget what he said. There’s no time to switch shuttles. We’re your new
pilots for this mission. Please strap in and stand by for launch.” With that,
Gina muted the intercom and shook her head. “You’re in my chair.”


“Oh, right—sorry,” Alara said, standing up quickly.


“Go get suited up while I finish dealing with this mess. If anyone has to
take the heat for it, it’s going to be you. Are we clear?”


“You can blame me all the way to the netherworld, Gina.”


“Good, I will.”


They heard more muffled banging from somewhere deep inside the ship, and
Alara turned to look. “Maybe I should go back there and try to calm them down.
. . .”


“Forget it. You’ll just rile them up more. Get me a spare flight suit from
storage and then get back up here and help me pilot this bucket.”


“Yes, ma’am,” Alara said. As she walked down the dark, narrow corridor
leading away from the cockpit, she thought, At least now you won’t be alone
out there, Ethan.












Chapter 14





“The frek! Who is
this?” Sergeant Dorian demanded. 


Ethan stood in the back of the transport, shaking his head incredulously as
he listened to Alara’s hasty explanations over the intercom. What are you doing
here, Alara? He hadn’t realized that she was joining the mission, and he
was pretty sure she wasn’t supposed to be piloting this particular
transport. He hoped she wasn’t commandeering it in order to keep him away from
Brondi; that would get them both into even more trouble, but it would be just
like her to go charging into the middle of things without a second’s
hesitation. Her emotions had always ruled her decisions. If he didn’t know
better, he’d have said she was her old self again.


Another female speaker came on the intercom, and Ethan thought he recognized
that one, too, but at the moment he couldn’t remember from where. “It’s all
right, Sergeant, had some confusion on this end with my greeny copilot, but
we’re good to go now.”


Ethan placed the voice a second later—Gina Giord. He’d flown with her a few
times during the battle to escape Dark Space. He smiled, reassured. Whatever
was going on, it was nothing to worry about if she was involved. Ethan watched
Aleph Squad milling about, banging on hatches, cussing, and yelling to be let
out. 


“Relax!” Ethan said. “You’re in capable hands. I know these pilots.”


“Yea?” Sergeant Dorian turned to him. Ethan couldn’t make out the man’s
expression through his faceplate, but he imagined a smirk. “Do I care if you
know them, Private Ortane?”


“Probably not, but you’re giving me a headache, so I thought it was worth
mentioning.”


Dorian laughed. “For all your smug krak, I’m going to enjoy watching your
armor peeled open with plasma. You’re not a vanguard because you earned it,
laser bait. You’re a vanguard because the admiral made you one, and he said he
doesn’t want you to come back from this mission, so I can personally guarantee
that you won’t.”


Ethan held his peace. There was no point riling the sergeant further. The
intercom crackled again a few minutes later, and Gina said, “We’re launching in
30 seconds. Buckle up, ladies.”


A few sniggered at that while others took umbrage and made their displeasure
known. Gina replied to their protestations: “Calling you brutes ladies
was a compliment, but a real lady would have known that, so I guess it was
undeserved.”


Ethan smiled behind his faceplate. Gina Giord was a fine example of a female
officer who lived by the chauvinistic motto, anything a man can do, I can do
better. After seeing the way she flew a nova, and watching her still run
and fight after breaking half her ribs during their escape from the Valiant,
he couldn’t really argue the point.


The next voice which came over the intercom was Alara’s. “Ethan?” she said.


He frowned, wondering why she would single him out. That wasn’t going to
make him any more popular with his squad.


“Yes, Alara?” he called back, ignoring the few helmets which turned his way,
their expressions inscrutable behind their dark, reflective blue faceplates.


“Immortals be with you,” she said.


“Likewise, Kiddie.”


A moment later, the man standing in the docking station beside Ethan’s said,
“Sounds like you have a guardian angel in the cockpit.”


Angel, Ethan thought grimly. That man didn’t know how right he was.
He turned to address the man and noted the holographic insignia glowing on his
matte black shoulder plate—two glittering bronze chevrons overlaid on a black
shield. Those chevrons marked him as a corporal in the sentinels and the
glowing red cross above them indicated he was the squad medic. Scrawled across
the bottom of his insignia was his squad designation, Aleph Seven. Ethan
inclined his head to acknowledge the man, and then looked away as the ship
began to rumble and vibrate around them. Amidst the rising whine of the
transport’s engines, came a soft ca-clunk, and then stars appeared on
the other side of the pinhole viewports which lined the opposite side of the
transport between mech docking stations.


Ethan smiled anew. I’m coming for you, Brondi.


* * *


Brondi was back on the bridge of the Valiant, staring alternately
between the dark surface of Ritan and an ever-narrowing slice of star-studded
space. They were in a deteriorating orbit, slowly drifting toward the planet,
and power still hadn’t been restored to his ship! At this rate they’d
crash before that happened. Brondi had returned from the reactor room over an
hour ago. When he’d left, his engineers had assured him that the reactor would
be back online and power would be restored soon. As for the inertial management
system, apparently it had been hit with a whole crate of proximity mines, but
while Brondi had been trapped in the reactor room, some of his engineers had
made themselves useful by reconfiguring the carrier’s SLS interrupter field as
a backup IMS. Now they’d rededicated their efforts to the damaged reactor, and
the greasers assured him that both power and gravity would be restored soon . .
. whenever that was.


That was the good news—they probably wouldn’t crash into Ritan and all die
in a fiery explosion. The bad news was that Captain Thornton was in a coma in
the med bay with no sign of when, if ever, he was going to wake up, and until
he did, Brondi would have to find another stand-in to wear the overlord’s
holoskin.


The whole situation was a mess, and to make matters worse, they’d found no
sign of the Sythian stowaway or stowaways who’d caused it all. One of
the mech squads had reported a missing escape pod near the reactor room,
however, so Brondi was hoping that meant the kakard had ejected himself into
space. Brondi’s eyes narrowed on a particularly bright cluster of stars. He
watched them twinkle and dance.


“Sir, teams four and six report they’re almost ready to restore power. . . .
and . . . one of our watch stations just reported in. They’ve found a rescue
team from the Admiral’s fleet. They’re dead sir.”


“What?” Brondi whirled from the viewports to see his comm officer gazing up
at him. “Why am I only hearing about this after my men have killed them?”
Brondi demanded.


“They didn’t. It would appear the rescue team ran into a mine trap laid by
our saboteur.”


“Frek,” Brondi muttered “We’d better comm the admiral to explain.” The comm
officer stared dumbly at him. “Well? What are you waiting for? Call them!”


“Yes, sir.”


“Audio only. If they want video, tell them we’re having technical
difficulties due to the sabotage. And if they want to talk to the overlord,
tell them he’s in the med bay being treated for some minor injuries.”


“Yes, sir.”


Brondi scowled. “What a frekking mess!” 


“The main reactor is online!” the chief engineer reported, and with that the
dim red emergency lighting was replaced with a comparatively blinding
brightness. A cheer went up from the crew. “IMS is coming back online!” the
engineer reported next. “Dialing up in ten.”


The comm officer began an audible countdown over the ship’s intercom and
Brondi got ready to turn off his grav gun. The countdown reached zero, and he
snapped off the gun’s field emitter. When his feet didn’t float free of the
deck, he nodded and said, “Good work.” Now things could get back to normal.
“Engineering, run a full systems check. We’d better make sure nothing else was
sabotaged. Comms, contact the admiral before they wonder too much about their
missing men.”


“Yes, sir,” they chorused.


“Gravidar, report—what have we missed out there?” Brondi turned back to the
viewports to watch the stars twinkle and dance while he waited for his gravidar
officer to reply.


“Ah . . . sir, I’m reading two dozen assault transports and a squadron of
novas headed our way. They’re almost on us, sir.”


Brondi blinked, and suddenly he realized the stars he was looking at weren’t
stars at all. Those bright points of light were the engine glows of approaching
ships. 


Why would they send out assault transports? Turning away from the
viewports once more, he said, “Comms! Have you reached the admiral yet?”


“No, sir. They’re not responding to our hails.” 


“Then make contact with the approaching ships! Ask them to state their
intentions.” Brondi stalked up to the captain’s table to see the situation for
himself.


“Yes, sir. . . .” the comm officer replied.


When Brondi reached the captain’s table, he took one look at the enemy
formation and shook his head. The admiral’s forces were spread out into six
groups—one for each of the Valiant’s hangar bays. Coming to a decision,
he looked up from the holo table and turned to the nav station. “Helm, start
spooling the SLS. Set course for Dark Space.”


“We’re leaving, sir?”


“Yes, we’re leaving! With all possible speed.”


“The transports are not responding to our hails either. . . .”


“Forget that! Sound a red alert—engineering, power our shields to maximum,
but leave weapons alone for now. I don’t want them to start treating us as a
hostile target just yet.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Weapons! Tell our gunners to use ripper cannons only. Have them mark their
targets, and wait until they’re close. We fire on my mark.”


“Yes, sir.”


Brondi scowled behind his helmet. Thought you could surprise me, did you,
Admiral? We’ll see who surprises who.


* * *


Ten minutes earlier . . .


“So,” Gina began as she programmed a course to the far side of Ritan, where
the Valiant was slowly drifting out of orbit. “Are you going to tell me
why I just had to beat half a dozen angry flight controllers off the comm so
that we could fly this particular transport? I’m guessing it has
something to do with that scruffy-looking outlaw they caught impersonating the
overlord.”


Alara nodded.


“You were his copilot?”


“Before I was chipped, yes.”


“Right, so how can you still remember that? Shouldn’t the slave chip have
suppressed all your memories?”


“Yes, no—I don’t know. He keeps breaking into my thoughts at odd times. It
seems like every day I remember something new about him.”


“So what do you think you remember?”


“That I love him.”


Alara saw one of Gina’s blonde eyebrows arch behind the faceplate of her
flight suit. “Are you sure about that?”


“As sure as I am about anything.”


“Okay, then tell me why you love him.”


“Why?”


“There’s gotta be a reason, Kiddie, or it’s not love.”


“I . . . he’s . . . I feel like something is pulling me toward him whenever
I see him. The air starts to buzz as if with an electrical charge. My heart
starts pounding, and—”


“I’m going to stop you there. What you’re describing is lust, pure and
simple.”


“No.” Alara shook her head. “I feel lust all the time, for almost any man.
It’s programmed into me—part of being a good playgirl, I think—but this
is different. There’s physical attraction, but there’s also so much more . . .
he makes me want to smile and laugh and cry all at the same time.”


“Hmmm. There has to be a reason you love him—besides how he makes you
feel. What has he ever done for you?”


“He’s going to risk his life to board the Valiant so he can find
Brondi and help me get my memory back.”


“That’s something he’s about to do, not something he’s done, and you
only have his word for that. He might have other, more personal reasons to get
his hands on Brondi. I know I do.”


Alara sighed. “Well, I don’t know, Gina. I can barely remember him, let
alone everything he’s done for me. All I have left are my feelings.”


“All right, don’t get all emotional on me. Just take a page out of my
logbook, Kiddie—if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that when a man makes
you his number two, because some other woman is already his number one, you’re
just there to keep the pillows warm for her.”


“It wasn’t like that,” Alara said.


Gina turned to her again. “Do you know that for sure?”


Alara grimaced. “No.”


“Then until you do, don’t waste your time worrying about him.”


“Is that what happened to you?”


“What?” 


“You said if there’s one thing you’ve learned . . .”


“Don’t read too much into that.”


“That’s what Adan Reese did to you, isn’t it. He had someone else and you
were his—”


“His what?” Gina snapped. “His little bit on the side? Yea that was
me, and I’d sooner kiss a skull face than another slimy toad like him.”


“What happened?” Alara asked.


“He was dating some rich farmer’s daughter. They got engaged. That was when
I broke my knuckles on his face and left the kakard.”


“Krak, I’m sorry, Gina.”


“Then he comes back from a patrol in Dark Space, looking and sounding all
reformed, and he has the nerve to sit there at the bar, sipping a drink I
bought for him, with a wedding ring on his finger. A wedding ring!” Gina
snorted and shook her head. “He said it was for luck. Yeah, right.”


Alara frowned. “I remember Ethan used to wear his. He made no secret of the
fact that he was married . . . at least not that I can remember.”


“I guess your man’s more brazen, or maybe you’re just a bigger skriff. I
dated a man who was engaged, and you dated one who was already married.” Gina
snorted. “Do you think either still counts as dating?” she mused with a
whimsical lilt in her voice.


Alara frowned. “Who are you calling a skriff?”


“Hoi, we were both skriffs.”


Alara sighed. “So Adan was wearing a wedding band, too?”


“Back then, right before we lost the Valiant. Seems like a lifetime
ago now. The krakhead wouldn’t even admit to being married, and I haven’t seen
him wearing it since. I guess he took it off after we left Dark Space—maybe he
figured it didn’t work for his playboy lifestyle to advertise that he was
unavailable.”


“I remember Ethan’s was just a simple silver band. I don’t think it could
have cost much, but one time, when he thought he’d lost it . . .” Alara shook
her head and gave a small, bitter smile. “He turned the whole ship upside down
until he found it again. He treated that ring like it was his prized
possession.”


“You see? There you go. A man like that isn’t going to forget about his wife
for you. The only reason he says he can now is because he realizes that his
wife moved on and he’s about to die. Maybe he wants to feel like someone still
loves him before he goes into the light. That still makes you sloppy seconds,
girlie, so don’t you believe his krak.”


Alara felt those words hit her like a slap in the face. Gina was right. The
cockpit fell into silence, and Alara lost herself in the stars as she thought
about everything Gina had said. A horrible, hollow ache began in her chest and
spread through her veins until she felt numb and leaden with sorrow. Without
Ethan she didn’t have anyone. The only other person she felt any kind of
connection to was Brondi, and she couldn’t trust those memories. If she
couldn’t trust Ethan either . . . where did that leave her?


“There she is,” Gina said.


Alara blinked and suddenly the starry backdrop of space came into better
focus. In the distance she saw a large, gunmetal gray ship bracketed against
the stars. The ship looked like it was glowing, but Alara realized that Gina
had snapped on a light amplification overlay to make the Valiant visible
despite the near perfect darkness around Ritan.


“We’re a few minutes to target,” Gina said. “Thanks to you, we’ll be the
first ones there.”


Alara smiled. “You know, piloting a transport for the vanguards is
going to look a lot better on your record, anyway.”


Gina snorted. “Yea, except it’s gonna say commandeered not piloted,
and it’ll be on a criminal record.”


Alara laughed and watched the Valiant growing steadily nearer and
larger in the forward viewport. When they’d closed to within just two klicks of
the massive carrier, and their speed was down to 542 m/s, Alara saw the super
carrier’s icon abruptly brighten on the grid, and she frowned. “You see that?”
She looked up to see Gina’s hands flying over the controls. “I see it.”


Abruptly the carrier’s hundred and fifty plus decks lit up, and the ship
began shining like a whole galaxy of stars. A second later the comms crackled
with, “Approaching vessels, this is the Valiant, please state your
intentions.”


“Looks like Brondi’s planning to make a run for it,” Gina said. “You’d
better hold on tight. This is gonna be close.”


The Valiant now filled their view of space. Gina used the rudder to
slew their transport’s nose into line over the carrier’s ventral hangar bay,
while Alara studied the blue fuzz of static shields at the opening, trying to
determine if there were any heavier shields already powering over top of that
thin blue membrane.


“Transports One and Two, this is mission command, it looks like they’re on
to you. See if you can get the vanguards on board before their shields are
fully powered.”


“Roger that, command,” Gina said, and pushed the throttle forward.


Alara’s eyes goggled. “You’re accelerating?”


“Either that or we make their shields fizz as we’re turned into liquid
plasma. What do you prefer?”


“You’ll crash on the deck.”


Gina shrugged. “Maybe.”


The Valiant’s hangar swelled until it was all they could see. It was
an enormous, yawning space, empty but for a few novas lined up along the far
wall. Alara watched the pale blue fuzz of static shields carefully, in case it
suddenly brightened and became more opaque, signifying the presence of the
ship’s more powerful beam and pulse shields.


Then a flicker of movement caught her eye and she saw a transport go
rocketing past theirs with a simulated roar of engines. The blue glow of its
thrusters was bright enough to make their viewports polarize, and Alara read
the white numerals on the side of that ship—02. Then the comms crackled
with, “Ruh-kah! What’s the matter, AT One? Can’t find the afterburners?” 


Gina smirked and keyed the comms for a reply, but she never got the chance.
The hangar shields abruptly flared a brighter blue, and Shuttle Two ran
straight into them. Their eyes were dazzled by the explosion. The simulated
roar which boomed and rattled through their sound system was deafening.


“Frek!” Gina yelled, pulling up hard to clear the hangar.


Alara watched the carrier’s hull blur by underneath them in a terrifying
rush. Illuminated viewports turned to blurry streaks as they jetted past dozens
of decks in an instant. Alara clutched her armrests and gritted her teeth in
anticipation of the inevitable collision. Instead, Gina fired the grav lifts
and bounced them off the hull. Alara felt her stomach drop with the sudden
change of direction, and all the blood rushed to her toes, leaving her blinking
spots and listening to the ringing in her ears. Her head lolled and she felt
like she was about to faint.


“The Valiant’s shields are up!” Gina yelled into the comms. “No sign
of weapons powering yet.”


“Roger that, AT One.” Alara saw that the speaker was Inferno One, the
squadron leader of their nova escort. “We’re reading their SLS spooling.”


“This is mission command, do not let the Valiant make a run for it.” 


“Affirmative, command,” Inferno One replied. “AT One, we’re gonna try to
overload the shields on one of those hangars. They’re not at full strength yet,
so we still have a chance to get you in.”


“Ready when you are. Which hangar . . . ?”


“Port ventral. Looks like it’s seen some damage, and shields are weaker
there.”


Gina clicked the comm to acknowledge and then looped over the top of the
carrier to the hangar on the other side.


Alara felt her stomach lurch again, but this time upward as they dove back
down the other side of the ship. She saw red and her head began to throb. She
groaned and squeezed her eyes shut.


“Sorry about that,” Gina said, looking over at Alara. “I guess you’re not
used to the G’s yet. It takes a trained nova pilot to appreciate the thrill.
I’ll dial up the IMS.”


“Thanks,” Alara managed weakly. “Why aren’t they firing on us?”


“Hoi, don’t jinx us, Kiddie. Maybe they can’t find the triggers. Whatever
the case, it’s a good thing.”


Alara watched the blue glow of hangar shields appear below them, growing
rapidly closer. She saw fresh, unpainted hull plates where the hull had been
patched. 


Gina hauled back on the throttle. “Any time now, Infernos . . .”


“Torpedoes away!”


Alara looked up to see a dozen bright silver streaks go jetting out toward
the Valiant—and them. 


“Frek,” Gina muttered and hauled back more on the throttle. “They may as
well be shooting at us!”


A second later, the torpedoes slammed into the hangar shields with a
blinding starburst of light, eliciting another roar from the transport’s sound
simulator.


“Ruh-kah! She’s wide open for you!” one of the Infernos screamed.


A big chunk of debris flew at them and bounced off their forward shields
with a noisy hiss, adding some downward drift to their momentum. After that,
their shields were in the yellow, at 48%.


Gina grumbled, “Skriffin’ nova jocks. . . . You hit me with a piece of
shrapnel!” she yelled into the comm. 


“You’re welcome, princess,” Inferno One replied. “Next time you can kiss my
ass.”


Alara saw a half a dozen novas go roaring toward the Valiant at an
unsafe speed only to pull up at the last second and bounce off its hull with
grav lifts. 


“What are you waiting for?” Inferno One said. “You’ve only got a few
seconds! Get in there!”


Gina pushed the throttle forward and thumbed the afterburners for good
measure. “I hope I’m not that annoying when I’m flying a nova,” she muttered.


The tail end of Inferno Squadron flew in and bounced off the Valiant’s
hull, and then Alara heard a familiar stuttering roar, and gold streaks of
ripper fire began streaming out the side of the carrier. Two of the Infernos
exploded almost instantly, and a third was clipped in the thrusters, sending it
spiraling into the side of the carrier. The Valiant’s shields flashed
brightly with the impact and the resultant explosion seemed to fizz—as
Gina had put it—along the carrier’s shields in a rippling wave of fire.


“Frek!” Gina said as she yanked the stick from side to side, weaving toward
the open hangar in an evasive pattern. A few rounds hissed against their
shields and Alara watched the shields drop another 10%. 


“She was playin’ dead!” someone yelled.


“Let’s give her another face full of fire, boys!” Inferno One replied.


“Negative, Infernos!” command replied. “All units abort and get back to the Tauron.
You’ve got less than thirty seconds till the Valiant jumps away.”


“Roger that.”


“What?” Gina blurted just as their momentum carried them through the
hangar shields. The recovering shields roared against theirs in protest, and
for a moment all they could see was dazzling blue brilliance. . . .


“Shields critical,” the computer warned.


Then they were through and rocketing for the back of the hangar. The ship’s
gravity yanked them toward the deck, but Gina’s hand had been ready on the grav
lifts, and she was fast enough to prevent an instant crash.


“Hold on!” Gina yanked back on the throttle until it was in full reverse and
deployed the air brakes for good measure. The roar of their engines became
deafening. “Still not going to cut it!” Gina said. “Extend the landing skids!
We need some friction to slow us down.”


Alara dropped the skids with a krrr-thu-thunk, and Gina brought them
down close to the deck until they heard the skids make contact. Sparks flew out
below them. Friction with the deck slowed them quickly. Then one of the skids
abruptly snapped off, and the shuttle’s nose hit the deck. The hiss of duranium
scraping against their shields was deafening. A split second later, their
shields gave out with a bang, and that hiss became a thunderous screech
as their transport scraped all its paint off on the deck. Alara began to feel
vibrations bleeding through the IMS to rattle her teeth. Gina tried to balance
their landing with the grav lifts, but she must have overcorrected, because the
back end of the shuttle abruptly lifted up, and in the next instant they were
screaming as they flipped over and landed on their roof. Now they were hanging
upside down, watching sparks fly between the roof of the shuttle and the deck
as they skidded backward. The vibrations grew stronger and stronger until Alara
could feel herself being pressed into her flight chair.


“IMS is failing!” Gina gritted out.


And then they slammed into the back wall of the hangar, and both of them
were thrown hard against their flight chairs. Something inside the cockpit
exploded, and a piece of shrapnel clipped Alara in the head. 


Darkness swallowed her whole.


* * *


Admiral Heston slammed the captain’s table with his fist as the Valiant
jumped to SLS and her icon winked off the grid. “We were that close!” he
made a small gap between his fingers.


Commander Donali nodded. “Almost, sir.”


“We lost three novas and a transport for that.”


“Sloppy piloting, sir. They knew the Valiant’s guns could have been
live. Just because they didn’t detect weapons powering doesn’t mean they should
have let their guards down.”


Heston glared at the three dimensional star map rising out of the holo
table, watching as his units fled like disorganized rabble. “How does one
scruffy band of outlaws cause so much trouble?”


“Perhaps we’re underestimating them, sir.”


“Perhaps.”


“Sir,” a new voice reached Hoff’s ears, and he looked up to see his recently-appointed
tactical adviser, Deck Commander Loba Caldin staring at him.


“What is it, Commander Caldin?”


“We’re missing a transport.”


“Another one? That makes three novas and two transports. Do you have
any more bad news for me, Commander?”


“The battle logs show no record of the missing transport being destroyed,
sir, and it appears that Inferno Squadron was helping them get inside one of
the hangars before the Valiant opened fire.”


“Are you saying they might have made it aboard?”


“That’s the only conclusion I can draw from the data, sir.”


Heston’s grizzled eyebrows floated up. “Which transport?”


“AT One, sir.”


Hoff smiled. “Vanguards—the first ones in and the last ones out.”


“The only ones in,” Caldin added.


“Well, these ones have certainly earned their badge. Ethan Ortane is on that
shuttle,” Hoff mused, rubbing his chin.


Caldin frowned. “The holoskinner? That’s not very encouraging, sir.”


“On the contrary, it’s an unusual boon.”


“A boon, sir?”


“Yes, a helpful thing. . . . anyway,” Hoff shook his head, annoyed with
himself for using such an antiquated word, and with her for interrupting him.
“I had Ethan implanted with a tracker to keep an eye on him. If Brondi thinks
he’s getting away from us, he’s badly mistaken.”


Commander Donali shook his head. “The tracker won’t be useful as long as
they’re in SLS, and without the commnet to send faster than light
communications, it’ll be useless when they drop out of SLS, too. We’d have to
know where Brondi is headed and meet him there in order to receive any signals
from the tracker. In other words, we’d have to be able to find them before we
can find them. That’s a painful irony, sir.”


“Ah, but we do have a working commnet, and we do know where Brondi is
going.”


“We do, sir?”


Caldin began nodding. “Dark Space. We have a working commnet inside the
sector.”


Hoff inclined his head to her. “Correct. Brondi won’t flee deeper into
Sythian Space. His safest bet is to head back to Dark Space where he can muster
some kind of defense, or merely hide in whatever rat hole passes for his
headquarters—and that, my dear Commander Lenon Donali, is how the tracker will
help us to find the Valiant. As soon as we get to Dark Space, we’ll
start receiving signals from Ethan’s tracker via the gate relays, and we’ll be
able to pinpoint Brondi’s location.”


“Shall I plot a course to Dark Space?” Donali asked.


“Not yet.” Hoff turned to Caldin. “Do you think that Tova and Roan can be
trusted, Commander?”


Caldin hesitated. “I would personally never trust a Gor.”


Hoff smiled. “I like you, Caldin. Keep that up and you might just make it
back to Captain.”


“That would be an honor, sir.”


“Nevertheless, those two pet Gors of yours have already been to Dark Space,
so there’s no danger in us taking them back, is there?”


“I suppose not. . . .”


“I’m not confident we can overwhelm the Valiant’s novas and
whatever ragtag fleet Brondi will have mustered to defend himself. I’d have to
bring my whole fleet to bear, and that would take weeks—not to mention it would
leave the enclave undefended. The Gors can help us to shortcut that process and
save a lot of lives.”


“I’m not sure I see how Tova and Roan will make the difference in that
equation,” Caldin replied.


“I’m afraid I don’t either,” Donali said. “Two Gors will never be enough to
take back the Valiant.”


“But that’s where you’re wrong,” Heston said. He turned to stare out at
space and the dark, distant specter of Fortress Station. “We’re going to use
them to communicate between this ship and the Interloper while it’s
cloaked. The Interloper will trace Ethan’s tracker signal to its source,
sidle up close to the Valiant, and wait beside one of the venture-class
hangars. Then they’ll call us in, and we’ll blow a hole in the hangar shields
for them to get inside.”


Donali’s real eye widened. “Brondi will never see it coming.”


“Literally.”


“I agree. It’s a good plan,” Caldin added.


Hoff turned to her with a smile. “I’m glad you agree, Commander, because
you’re coming with me to pitch it to the skull faces.”


Caldin’s nose wrinkled with distaste. “Yes, sir.”












Chapter 15





Tova’s slitted
yellow eyes flicked from Commander Caldin to the admiral. She reached up to
grip the bars of her cell in two large gray hands and began warbling at them. A
moment later, the portable translator which Caldin held in her palm translated
Tova’s warbling language into a gender-neutral facsimile of Imperial Versal.
“You ask me to help you but offer nothing in return. Why should I agree?”


Admiral Heston spread his hands and smiled. “If you help us, it would go a
long way to establishing the level of trust we need to extend the human-Gor
alliance to my enclave.”


Beside them, Captain Adram was quiet and subdued as he craned his neck to
gaze up at the two-meter-high alien. For her part, Caldin glared up at Tova
with undisguised suspicion.


“The alliance no longer existsss,” Tova hissed. “I am not stupid. Your
overlord is to be eaten by his crèche mates. He is no longer a lord.”
Tova shook her head. “Do not lie to me, Admiral.”


“Very well,” Heston inclined his head. “I’ll grant that you are very smart,
Tova, so I’ll do you the courtesy of telling you the truth. Right now I have no
reason to believe your people’s story or trust the Gors at all, and I am now in
command of all the human survivors. You are right to say that the
alliance no longer exists, and the reason for that is very simple—whether you
were slaves or not, you pushed our race to the point of extinction, and most of
my people can still remember that. Any one of my officers can close his eyes
and still see Gors marching in their black armor. There is a lot for us to
forget before we can fight alongside you.”


“Then you say that we are always to be your enemy?”


“No, I’m saying that we cannot trust you or your people yet, but if you can
help us now, and more in the future, then we will gradually overcome the
prejudices of the past. Your people surrendered three warships to us—that was a
step in the right direction. Helping us to re-capture the Valiant will
be another.”


“Then I agree to help you, humans—for my people’s sake—but take care that
you do not reject us forever.”


“Duly noted,” Heston said.


“Release me,” Tova demanded.


“One moment, Tova. Can you explain all of this to your mate and get him to
cooperate, too?”


“Yes.”


“We will release you when he has also agreed to help. You are no good to us
on your own.”


“You release me now. Roan agrees to help.”


Hoff raised his eyebrows. “That was fast. You have already spoken to him?”


“I do not need to. Roan does what I ask. He trusts. Humans need learn from
that.”


“We trust, too, Tova.”


“You, do not.”


Hoff’s eyes narrowed. “How would you know that?”


“You stink of fear, but hide it deep.”


Hoff snorted and waved vaguely to one of the sentinels who’d escorted them
into the brig. “Let her out.”


Turning to Captain Adram beside him, Admiral Heston said, “Junior Captain,
Adram, you will be serving under Captain Caldin as her XO aboard the Interloper.
Caldin—you’ll take Tova and your crew with you, and I’ll take Roan aboard the Tauron.”
Behind him, Hoff heard Tova’s cell slide open, and he had to resist the urge to
turn around to keep an eye on her.


Captain Adram’s eyebrows beetled. “Junior Captain, sir?”


“In light of your questionable judgment of late, it won’t hurt for you to
serve under a distinguished officer like Captain Caldin to give you an example
of what a keen instinct for command looks like.”


“Yes, sir.”


“I hope to live up to that, sir,” Caldin said. She’d just been promoted up
three pay grades, skipping both of the ranks in between to surpass even the
admiral’s own XO, Master Commander Donali.


“I’m sure you will, Captain. My understanding is that you were demoted over
a misunderstanding to do with the Gors.” At that, Hoff saw Caldin’s eyes dart
up to Tova, and he realized the alien likely didn’t know Caldin had killed one
of her people. “There won’t be any such misunderstandings in my fleet, just so
long as your personal feelings don’t get in the way of our objectives.”


“I’m glad to hear that, sir. I assume this means that my crew and I are no
longer under suspicion.”


“You assume correctly.”


“What about the trial and the prisoners?”


“There’s an old saying, Captain—follow the running man. Brondi is our
running man. The trial will be suspended until we can capture him and subject
him to a probe. Your prisoners will be placed in stasis until then—no sense
wasting valuable supplies pandering to their needs.” Hoff turned from her to
Adram. “Speaking of supplies—I believe you have some which you need to transfer
off the Interloper to make room for Caldin and her crew?”


“Yes, sir. Where shall I put the supplies?”


“Send them over to the Destine. Captain Cathrall can take them to the
enclave while we’re away.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Now we had better finish making preparations for our trip or all the keen
instincts in the galaxy won’t avail us.”


“Avail, sir?” Caldin asked.


Hoff frowned. “Help, Captain. It means help. I’m going to give you
some homework for the journey—a lexicon. Study it.”


“Yes, sir.”


Hoff caught Adram smirking at Caldin. “What are you smiling about, Adram?” 


“Nothing, sir.”


“Good, because you’re too busy to gloat. Make the supply transfer and then send
for Captain Caldin and her crew. I also need you to oversee construction of a
temporary docking station for the Interloper. The Tauron will
have to carry her through SLS. We can’t afford to travel separately. Sythian
SLS drives are too slow, and I don’t want any Gors or Sythians to follow us to
Dark Space.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Of course, all of that trouble will be pointless if Dark Space has already
been compromised. . . .” Hoff added, turning to glance up at Tova.


“At least you won’t be responsible for it, sir,” Caldin said.


“A small comfort,” Hoff replied, frowning deeply. “I suppose we’ll have to
blame Overlord Dominic or his imposter for that.”


“I’m going to enjoy watching that man die in a probe chair,” Caldin said.


“One thing at a time,” Hoff replied.


“Humansss,” Tova hissed. “It is no wonder you were defeated so easily. You
never stop fighting each other. Children of the Gettiz know better—we do not
fight our crèche mates.”


Hoff shot Tova a glance as they turned to leave her cell block. “Who are the
children of the Getties, Tova?”


She cocked her head. “We are.”


“And the Sythians?”


“Yesss . . . they are also children of the Gettiz.”


“Yet you are fighting them. Doesn’t that make what you said incorrect?” Hoff
wondered if Tova had accidentally spoken the truth. If the Sythians didn’t
exist, then her claim that children of the Getties know better than to fight
each other would be correct.


Tova gave no reply, and Admiral Hoff allowed himself to count to ten before
he ran out of patience and repeated his question. This time Tova did speak.


“Not all children remember where they came from.”


“Wise words.” 


They came to Roan’s side of the brig. Hoff turned to Caldin and said.
“Captain, go back up to the Tauron and get your crew together. Take Tova
with you and wait until Adram sends for you.”


“Yes, sir.” She turned with a frown to the naked alien. “Come on, Tova.”


Hoff watched them leave, and he nodded in appreciation of the woman’s
bravery. She hadn’t asked for an escort, which meant she either trusted the Gor
not to rip her throat out, which he doubted, or else she was just itching for
an excuse to shoot the alien in the head.


Once both of them were gone, Hoff turned to the pair of sentinels he’d
brought with him. “Go get Roan. We’ll wait here.”


“Yes, sir.”


Hoff waited until both sentinels were out of earshot before turning to
Captain Adram. “I need you to keep an eye on Caldin for me.”


“Sir?” he asked, his brows beetling. “Why would you want me to keep an eye
on a superior officer?”


“Your demotion is just for show—although I am concerned by your
recent desire to second guess all of my decisions. Ever since you came back
from the Getties you’ve been unusually recalcitrant and pro-Gor. Did you make
friends with them while you were there, Captain?”


“No, sir! I’m sorry that I’ve been questioning you a lot lately, sir. I’ll
work on it.”


“You had better, lest your demotion become real.”


“Yes, sir.”


“I want you to keep an eye on Caldin, because until we start probing
suspects, we have no idea how far or deep this conspiracy with Alec Brondi’s
virus and the holoskinning overlord goes. I don’t really think Caldin and her
crew are involved, but I’m giving them—and the Gors for that matter—just enough
slack on the proverbial leash to hang themselves.” 


“Yes, sir.”


Hoff sighed. “Tova is right about one thing.”


“What’s that, sir?”


Hoff smiled sadly. “We never stop fighting each other.”


Adram smiled back. “Humans are a self-destructive species, aren’t they?”


The admiral sighed and shook his head. “One day we’re all going to realize
that we’re the same, and then we’re going stop this pointless in-fighting.”


Adram hesitated and his brows beetled as if that particular bit of wisdom
had struck a chord with him. 


“You’re dismissed, Captain.”


Adram snapped out of it and gave a quick salute. “I’ll let you know when
we’re ready.” With that, he turned to head in the direction that Captain Caldin
had gone. 


Hoff watched him go, wondering if Captain Adram was hiding any resentment
over having his ship and his command temporarily taken from him. This mission
would be a test for him as much as it would be for Caldin. They can keep an
eye on each other, he thought.


The door behind the admiral swished open and he turned to see Roan being
escorted out. Roan dwarfed the pair of sentinels, even in their bulky armor,
making them look like toy soldiers. 


“Hello, Roan,” Hoff said. “Are you ready to go home?”


“My home isss Noctune,” Roan hissed.


Hoff smiled thinly at the alien. “Not anymore.”


* * *


Ethan climbed awkwardly out of his docking station by suspending himself
from the sides and swinging his legs down to the floor—which was actually the
ceiling of the transport, since they’d crashed upside down.


“Report!” Sergeant Dorian ordered. “Anyone injured?”


“Negative, sir,” the man who’d been docked beside Ethan said for all of
them. Dorian stopped in front of Ethan while the remainder of Aleph Squad swung
down out of their docking stations. “Good—go see what’s out there, Laser Bait!”


Ethan didn’t bother to argue. He didn’t have any friends to stick up for him
here. He poked his head out the hatch directly above their heads, in the floor
of the transport, and looked around. Seeing nothing immediately dangerous, he
climbed out and stood on the bottom of the shuttle. The hangar bay where they’d
crash-landed was entirely empty except for them and a few damaged nova
fighters. It was enormous, and Ethan felt like he was standing on the field of
a massive grav ball stadium. It was designed to comfortably fit a
280-meter-long venture-class cruiser, meaning it had to be at least 300 meters
deep.


Ethan heard the comm system inside his helmet crackle with, “Laser Bait,
report!” He ignored Dorian as he looked around. The hangar was cloaked in deep
shadows with only a handful of working glow panels flickering intermittently
overhead. A blue wash of light spilled from the shields at the entrance and
cast everything in cold, monochromatic tones. Ethan turned in a slow circle,
noting the ruined concourse wall they’d crashed into. That was familiar. Brondi
still hadn’t repaired the damage his troops had made when they’d fought their
way past the half a dozen sentinels Atton had left guarding the Valiant.
Thick carbon-scoring was in evidence on the bulkheads, and in places they were
dented and carved with deep furrows. It looked as though a bomb had gone off
inside the hangar. 


Not a bomb—torpedoes. Ethan remembered now. When he and Gina had
fought their way off the Valiant in Brondi’s corvette, they’d blown a
hole in the side of the hangar rather than ask nicely for Brondi to lower the
shields. Since then, the hole had obviously been repaired, but very little else
had been fixed. 


“Will someone go shoot Laser Bait for me? He’s not responding to comms. I
think he’s gone AWOL already.”


Ethan smirked at the sergeant’s sarcasm. If the order had been serious, he
wouldn’t have broadcast it so Ethan could hear. “All clear,” Ethan replied.


“About time!” A moment later the sergeant jumped straight up through the
open hatch and landed on the shuttle with a boom. “We’ve got to get out
of here before they see us on the holocorders.” Another boom sounded as
a third Aleph jumped up onto the shuttle.


“I don’t think we need to worry about holocorders,” Ethan said.


“Why not?” Dorian demanded as a fourth zephyr jumped up. He turned to them
and gestured to the two main entrances of the hangar. “Tracker, Rull’s-eye, set
up a perimeter.” They nodded and jumped down to the deck. 


Ethan watched them go stomping away. Another pair of zephyrs jumped up and
Dorian told them to set up a command center. “That abandoned control tower
looks like a good bet,” he said, pointing up to the roof of the hangar where a
bank of broken viewports gazed down on them. 


The next thing anyone heard was the sound of another hatch hissing open.
Ethan and the sergeant turned to see someone in a black flight suit climbing
out the side of the cockpit. At that, a new voice joined them on the comms. It
was Gina.


“Hoi!” she said, waving an arm out the side of the transport. “I’ve got an
injured pilot here!”


Ethan felt cold dread slide into his gut like a wedge of ice. Alara. 


“Mender!” Sergeant Dorian called over the comms. “Get up to the cockpit.”


“Yes, sir.”


A moment later, the last two zephyrs landed on top of the transport. One of
them was apparently Mender because he jogged over to the opposite side
of the cockpit and climbed down the ladder to the hatch opposite the one which
Gina was blocking.


Ethan stomped up to her. “Is Alara okay?” he asked.


She glared up at him. “What’s it to you?”


Before Ethan could answer, the sergeant came up behind him and said,
“Private Ortane, leave the injured to Mender. Focus on the mission. Why don’t
we have to worry about holocorders in here?”


Ethan turned to Dorian with a frustrated hiss. “We don’t have to worry
because when Gina and I shot out of here like a rictan on fire, we didn’t leave
enough working pieces of a holocorder to spot a supernova, let alone a few
insignificant zephyrs. This is probably the only part of the ship where they
won’t be able to see us.”


“Wait a second—” Gina said. “When we shot out of here? I was
with Captain Reese. I don’t even know you—except that apparently you
were caught impersonating the overlord.”


“It’s a long story. What’s wrong with Alara?”


“She’s got a headache—answer the damn question!”


“Look, this is going to be hard for you to understand, but I was Adan
Reese, and I was also the overlord.”


Gina shook her head. “You can’t be in two places at once, krakhead. Try
again.”


“First I was a holoskinner impersonating Adan Reese for Brondi. Then I found
out my son was a holoskinner impersonating the overlord, and he and I switched
places while we were aboard the Defiant.”


Gina shook her head. “You were working for Brondi?”


Ethan felt a cold sweat break out under his armor, and he hurried to add,
“Hoi, I’m not on his side. He forced me to do it.”


There came a soft click of a weapon’s safety sliding off. “Yea? Forced you
to do what exactly, Laser Bait?” Ethan turned to see Sergeant Dorian aiming a
plasma rifle at him.


“He’s telling the truth,” a weak female voice said over the comm.


Ethan recognized that voice immediately. “Alara!” he said. “Are you all
right?”


“I’m . . . alive.”


“You don’t sound too good. I’m coming to get you—get out of the way Gina.” 


“Hoi!” Sergeant Dorian bellowed as Ethan started down the ladder to the
cockpit. “I didn’t say you could move!”


“Let him go,” Gina said as she withdrew from the hatch. “He should say
goodbye. Alara deserves that much.”


Goodbye? Ethan’s feeling of dread intensified. He hurried the rest of
the way down to the hatch and swung into the cockpit. He found Alara inside,
splayed out on the roof of the shuttle. One of her eyes had swollen shut and
she held a bloody wad of gauze to her forehead. The squad medic crouched beside
her, tending to her injuries with a medkit. His zephyr stood open like a
butterfly in the far corner of the cockpit.


“Kiddie . . .” Ethan whispered.


Alara lifted her head and smiled. Her open eye sparkled a warm shade of lavender.
“Hoi, Ethan,” she said.


He walked up to her and knelt awkwardly beside her in his bulky armor. “What
happened?” he reached out as if to caress her face, but stopped himself, afraid
to hurt her more.


“Don’t worry. It’s just a bump on the head,” Alara said.


“How?” he spotted her helmet lying beside the copilot’s station. There was a
big dent in the side of the helmet, and the faceplate was smashed. “Frek . . .
we didn’t crash that hard, did we?”


Gina appeared crouching beside them. “A spare tank of oxygen exploded,” she
explained. “It must have been damaged in the crash. It blew the cover plate
into her head.”


The medic looked up and asked Gina. “Has she been conscious since the
crash?”


Gina shook her head. “She lost consciousness for a few minutes. I found her
that way, but she came to before I could administer first aid, and threw up all
over the copilot’s station,” Gina pointed to the mess.


The medic grimaced and turned to Alara. “Are you experiencing any confusion
or dizziness?” She shook her head. “Weakness in one side of your body? Raise
your arms, please.” Alara lifted both arms from her sides, but one arm rose
slower than the other, and the medic frowned. “You can lay your arms back
down.” He turned to his medkit to withdraw a syringe and an ampoule of
medication.


Alara lowered her arms. She placed one small hand over Ethan’s armored
gauntlet, and his zephyr’s tactile sensors relayed that touch as a light
vibration through his armor. Tears trickled from her good eye.


“Hoi, don’t cry, Kiddie,” he said. “What’s wrong? Are you in pain?”


“I remember everything, Ethan. I know who I am! Is it true you found your
wife?”


For just a second Ethan wanted to whoop for joy, but then he realized that
it was a bad sign if her slave chip had somehow been interrupted. He nodded.
“Yes, I found her, but that just made me realize what a fool I’ve been.”


“Shhh . . .” Alara shook her head slowly. “It’s okay.”


Ethan watched the medic take hold of the gauze she was holding to her head.
“I need to see the injury now, ma’am.”


When the medic lifted away the gauze, Ethan went cold. There was an angry
purple bruise with a deep gash running through it. The whole area was badly
swollen, and as soon as the gauze came away, the gash began bubbling with blood
once more. The sentinel pressed the gauze back to her head and told her to hold
it firmly.


“How do I look?” Alara asked the medic, sounding like a little girl asking
for her father’s opinion on a dress.


The sentinel hesitated, and Ethan felt another spark of dread. A vanguard
medic had to be inured to seeing all kinds of battle wounds, and he’d have the
experience to know a mortal wound when he saw one, so when he looked up at
Ethan and slowly shook his head, Ethan didn’t have to ask—he knew . . .


Alara wasn’t going to make it.












Chapter 16





Captain Loba Caldin
strode onto the bridge of the Interloper with her bridge crew and Tova
close on her heels. Her gaze skipped from the glossy black deck to the
transparent dome which ran from floor to ceiling. She hadn’t seen anything on
the outside of the ship to correspond to that dome, so she assumed it was simulated.
Human control stations looked out of place on the deck, sprouting naked wires
and cables which ran in colorful lines across the obsidian floor. 


Captain Adram stood by the foremost edge of the dome, looking out at space,
with his own bridge crew flanking him. An expression of solidarity?
Caldin wondered as she approached. Just before she reached Adram, he turned
around and smiled. Belatedly the rest of his crew did the same. “Welcome to the
Interloper, Captain Caldin.” He inclined his head to her and then
gestured to the control stations. “My men will assist you with anything which
might be unfamiliar, but we’ve already adapted the Sythian controls with our
own technology, so for the most part everything should be intuitive.”


Caldin stopped in front of Adram and nodded. He hadn’t bothered to salute,
but she wasn’t going to press the point with him. She’d been given his ship and
his rank; there was no point rubbing his nose in it. Adram looked to be
seventy-something, with thin, wispy white hair that looked almost neon in the
dim light of the alien ship. His angular face and hooked nose made his features
vulturine, while his eyes seemed to glitter and glow in the dark.


“Why don’t you dial up the illumination?” she asked.


Adram shook his head. “Sythian ships weren’t built for bright lights; the
décor starts to throw off distracting reflections.”


Caldin frowned. “What about the heat? It’s freezing in here.”


“Isss nice,” Tova hissed.


“For you,” Caldin replied.


Adram turned to look up at the alien, and he smiled. She was still naked,
but she looked comfortable, much more so than she had been aboard the admiral’s
ship. “Welcome aboard, Tova,” Adram said. “Do you like what we’ve done to the
place?”


Tova looked around. “Is different?”


Adram laughed. “Come.” He started toward the nearest bridge control station.
“We’ll show you all what’s changed.”


Caldin and her crew followed a few paces behind him, and she wondered if he
had been talking to them or to Tova. So far Captain Adram and his crew were
taking it very well that they’d been summarily supplanted on their own ship. If
it had been her command, she would have been furious. 


Not everyone is as ambitious as I am, she decided.


* * *


Junior Captain Crossid Adram stood leaning over Captain Caldin’s shoulder,
pointing to the glowing blue holographic displays one at a time as Caldin
scrolled through them from the captain’s table.


“All of the systems have been laboriously translated and replaced with our
own. The original Sythian control systems were thought-controlled, while ours
are touch and voice activated.”


Caldin nodded; Adram caught her eye and smiled. “You shouldn’t have any
trouble figuring things out, but we’re here just in case.”


“Thank you, Adram.”


“Please, call me Crossid,” he said. “We’re not so formal on my ship—well,
your ship now.”


“I see. All the same, I prefer to stick with convention.”


“Suit yourself, Captain. Once you’re all familiarized with the controls, my
crew will go to their new assignments, and only I’ll stay here.”


Caldin nodded, and Adram straightened. His gaze wandered down to Tova who
stood at the edge of the transparent dome, looking out at space. “She’s a
mysterious creature, isn’t she?” Adram said.


“It’s a pity we couldn’t leave her in the brig. Having her running around
loose isn’t going to make it any easier to sleep in this crypt.”


“The admiral thinks they are our real enemy.”


“He’s right to be suspicious.”


“Perhaps, but he’s even suspicious of you, Caldin.”


Caldin looked up from the captain’s table with a frown. “He said that?”


“He told me to keep an eye on you and your crew, in case you had something
to do with Brondi’s coup.”


“So why are you telling me?”


“Because I want you to understand what I mean when I say that the admiral is
suspicious without reason. He suspects everyone of everything, and trusts no
one—no matter how compelling the reasons that he should.”


Caldin shook her head. “Let’s get on with the mission, Adram. The admiral
can test our loyalty as much as he wants; he won’t be disappointed.”


“I’m sure that’s so,” Adram said. He returned to staring at Tova’s back in
idle contemplation. After a minute, he turned to the engineering station and
nodded down to his engineering chief. “Are we securely docked to the Tauron
yet, Lieutenant?”


Adram’s man, a ranking engineer, stood leaning over the shoulder of Captain
Caldin’s own engineering chief, a mere petty officer, as he pointed out
differences between the modified control station and standard. Adram frowned.
Some distant part of him still cared that he and his crew had been snubbed in
favor of Caldin and her crew, even if it was only for show. Ultimately,
however, it didn’t matter, and he was long past caring about the admiral’s
orders.


Adram’s engineer looked up and said, “The spacebees are just leaving now,
sir.”


“Good. Captain . . .” Adram began, “we’d better tell the admiral that we’re
ready. It’s time to go.”


* * *


Atton was back in a cell, this time aboard the Tauron. He found there
was little difference between one cell and another—they all had the same
duranium bars and stark gray walls, the same dim unshielded glow panels and
hard bunks. Atton lay on his bunk now, staring up at the ceiling and wondering
how the battle for the Valiant was going. Had his father found Brondi
yet? Was the carrier back under Imperial control? He hadn’t heard any news, but
there was no one else in the brig except for Doctor Kurlin Vastra, and the
guards rarely checked in on them, so both he and Kurlin were equally cut off.
Kurlin was so quiet that Atton thought he must have fallen asleep, but then he
heard a soft, reedy voice say, “So you are Ethan Ortane’s son?”


Atton sat up and turned to see Kurlin staring at him from the cell across
the aisle. “Yes.”


“I thought your last name was Reese.”


Atton saw where the doctor was going with that, but he knew better than to
fall for it. “I was adopted,” he explained.


“Oh, I see. Yes, that makes sense.”


They were interrupted by the sound of a door swishing open followed by
approaching footsteps. Moments later a quartet of sentinels strode into view.
Atton rose from his bunk. “What’s going on?”


“We’re putting you two in stasis until you can be tried for your crimes.”


“What? Why? Is the trial going to be that long from now?” Atton asked.


“It could be weeks.”


“Weeks!” Atton echoed. “Why so long?”


“Your friend Brondi made a run for it. We’re chasing him back to Dark
Space.”


“Frek . . .” Atton muttered. Then something occurred to him. “What about the
other prisoner? Is he going to be placed in stasis, too?”


“What other prisoner?” the sentinel who opened Atton’s cell asked. 


“Ethan, the imposter overlord.”


“I haven’t seen him. Maybe he got spaced.” 


Atton’s brow furrowed and the two men facing him walked in and bound his
hands with stun cord. The other two sentinels did the same with Kurlin, and
then both of them were shoved roughly out of their cells. “Move along. It’s
time to go beddy byes.”


The guards led them down corridor after corridor. Atton walked along in a
daze. They started down a corridor with real viewports. Atton noticed the
bright star lines and streaks of SLS, and his heart sank further. The guards
weren’t lying. Admiral Heston had gone to SLS to follow Brondi, and if Ethan
wasn’t being placed in stasis with them, then that meant he hadn’t made it back
from the Valiant.


By the time they reached the med bay, a team of medics was already waiting
for them. They were led straight to the stasis room, and then forced to sit
while the medics injected them with stasis preparations. Then they were
stripped naked and led to a pair of blue transpiranium tubes with blinking red
status lights. Atton shivered in the cold air of the stasis room as he watched
one of the medics step forward to open and configure the tubes. When he was
done, he turned and nodded to the sentinels, and they shoved Atton and Kurlin
toward the open tubes. Neither of them tried to resist as they were forced to
stand inside, but Kurlin turned and gave Atton a grim look before the tubes
were sealed. He shook his head and said. “Goodbye, Mr. Reese.”


“We’ll see each other again at the trial.”


“If there is one.”


Atton was about to reply to that when he heard his tube begin whirring shut.
He watched the blue transpiranium cover swing shut and seal with a hiss. An
intense feeling of claustrophobia overwhelmed him, but then he felt his body
growing numb and warm. His eyes drifted shut. . . .


And suddenly he was back at home on Roka IV. He stood on the balcony, up to
his knees in snow, looking in on his parents’ bedroom as a young child came
tearing in and jumped up on the bed, waking them up. His parents sat up, and
Atton gasped. His father wasn’t his father at all—he was Admiral Heston—and the
child was Atta, not him.


Atton shook his head. It couldn’t be. Suddenly Atton was standing inside a
stasis tube, watching as the blue transpiranium cover began whirring shut. He
screamed and tried to get out, but his body was paralyzed. “Don’t leave me in
here!” he said.


That was when he heard a familiar voice say, “They can’t hear you.” 


Atton turned to see his father standing beside him in a matching stasis tube.
“She’s forgotten about us, Atton.”


He shook his head. “No!”


Ethan shrugged. “She doesn’t love us anymore. She’s got them now.”
Atton turned back to look just as his stasis tube shut. He beat upon the lid
with his fists and screamed, but they didn’t even turn to look. As he watched,
Admiral Hoff produced a stuffed diger and gave it to Atta. His mother smiled
and Atta jumped up and down for joy, hugging the toy to her chest.


“No! Tibby!” Atton screamed with the voice of a young boy.


Finally, someone noticed him there. It was Hoff. He turned and smiled, and
as Atton watched, the admiral’s gray eyes became yellow and slitted, and his
age-lined cheeks became gray and sunken. Atton shook his head and screamed once
more. “He’s a Gor! Mom, he’s a Gor!”


But she couldn’t hear, and she didn’t appear to notice Hoff’s
transformation.


Atton’s eyelids grew heavy and the scene faded to black, but he went on
screaming, “He’s a Gor! Hoff’s a Gor!”


A loud hiss reached Atton’s ears and a gust of frigid air surrounded him. He
opened his eyes and saw none other than Admiral Hoff Heston glaring at him, his
eyes once again their usual gray. Atton fell out of the stasis tube, and Hoff
held out a hand to help him up. Atton scuttled away, shaking his head
vehemently. “You’re a Gor! Stay away from me!”


Hoff smiled. “I thought the Gors were your friends?”


“Not you!”


“That’s a fine way to greet your rescuer. You’re delirious. Get up.”


“Where am I?” he asked suddenly, looking around the dark room. He saw
Kurlin’s stasis tube behind him. Green status lights blinked on the control
panel. The doctor was still fast asleep inside the tube. And then it all came
rushing back to him, and Atton realized that he’d been dreaming. His gaze
returned to the admiral. “What’s going on?”


“I’m getting you out of here.”


Then Atton saw a naked man with excessive musculature step out of the
shadows beside the admiral, “Who’s he?” Atton asked, suddenly afraid again.


“He’s your stand-in.”


“My what?”


“I can’t release you, and my wife won’t let me leave you in here, so Chief
Warrant Officer Densin has agreed to take your place. He’s going to wear your
holoskin until you can be acquitted.”


“I . . .”


“A simple thank you is good enough,” the warrant officer said in a gruff
voice as he stepped toward Atton and yanked him to his feet. Atton stood naked
and shivering, hugging himself against the cold as he tried to catch up with
everything that was happening.


“We don’t have long, Atton,” Hoff said. “Get out of that holoskin and give
it to Densin.”


Atton nodded and carefully peeled out of the skintight body suit. It was
second rate technology compared to the overlord’s holoskin, but still more than
enough to fool the eyes. “What about my vocal synthesizer and identichip?”
Atton asked.


The admiral turned and nodded to a nearby examination table. “We’re going to
have to remove them.”


Atton stumbled over to the table and hopped up. He heard a whirring sound
and turned to see a hovering bot appear beside him with articulated arms
already holding a needle full of anesthesia and a scalpel. Once Atton’s wrist
was laid open and the identichip of Adan Reese removed, Hoff asked, “Where’s
your old chip?”


Atton shook his head. “It’s in the overlord’s quarters, aboard the Valiant.”


The admiral sighed. “Well, for now you won’t have one, then. You’ll be under
house arrest anyway, so you won’t need it.” Turning to the bot, Hoff said,
“Stitch him up XZT.”


“Affirmative.”


Atton watched the bot hold the incision in his wrist closed with one hand,
and then spray it with some kind of resin. The bot removed its hand and Atton
watched as the resin seemed to foam and then run toward the incision. There it
foamed some more, and Atton felt a vague tickling sensation even through the
anesthesia. Nanites, he thought, marveling as the cut in his wrist faded
and smoothed. “Sparing no expense, hoi Admiral?”


“We can’t afford to have anyone to see the stitches. You’re going to be
staying in my quarters, which means you need to be above reproach.”


“Who are you going to tell people I am?”


“A long lost relative. Open your mouth.”


“What for?”


“Open it.”


Atton did as he was told and then watched as the bot loomed closer with a
chip extractor turned on and humming as it sent signals to Atton’s vocal
synthesizer. He stood very still and kept his mouth open until he felt something
rising in his throat, and then he gagged and spat what looked like a small
duranium ball into the bot’s waiting receptacle. Atton shook himself and his
nose wrinkled with the metallic aftertaste. Both he and Hoff turned to watch
the procedure in reverse with Densin. The warrant officer remained standing the
entire time, bracing his arm against his body.


When it was over, the bot deposited the warrant officer’s identichip in a
fresh receptacle. “Aren’t you going to keep that?” Atton asked in a strange-sounding
tenor voice. It was his real voice—a voice he had all but forgotten he had.


Densin flashed him a wry smile and replied, “Wasn’t mine anyway.” His voice
was also different, now that of the cocky nova pilot, Adan Reese.


Atton turned to Hoff with his eyebrows raised.


“Spec ops.” Hoff walked over to an adjacent examination table and picked up
a pile of clothes while the bot sprayed Densin’s wrist with nanites. Hoff
tossed the clothes at Atton and one of the shoes hit him in the head. He turned
to glare at the admiral, and Heston glared back. Then came the sound of a
stasis tube whirring shut, followed by a hiss of pressurizing air. Atton turned
to see the warrant officer’s eyes drifting shut, and he shook his head. “Am I
dreaming?”


“No,” Hoff replied. “Put on your clothes.”


Atton bent to pick up the clothes and set them beside him on the examination
table. He pulled on the pants and buttoned up his shirt. By the time he got to
the blazer, he recognized the gold chevron and silver emblem of a nova fighter,
which formed the rank insignia of a lieutenant commander. “You’re making me a
ranking officer?”


“Don’t get too excited. That’s just to keep people from getting nosy. You’re
a long lost relative and a survivor from the war. Everything else about you is
classified, and if anyone has a chance to ask, you will tell them exactly
that.”


Atton nodded.


“Hurry up. Your mother is anxious to see you.”


Maybe Mom hasn't forgotten about us after all. . . . Atton thought as
he put on the blazer and shoes. Then he remembered that there was no us.
It was just him. His father was dead, and that meant that he’d lost two fathers
now—one adoptive and one real. Atton tried to ignore the hollow ache in his
chest which that thought caused.


Rest in peace, Ethan.












Chapter 17





“I’m going to
administer something for the pain. It might make you sleep,” the medic said.


Alara nodded where she lay on the roof behind the copilot’s chair. She
looked very pale. “Do what you have to do,” she said.


Ethan watched with a grimace as the medic injected the painkiller. He held
Alara’s hand gently in his armored glove until her good eye drifted shut, and
her hand relaxed and fell out of his. Ethan nodded to the medic. “How bad is
it?”


“Bad, but it’s hard to tell until I’ve scanned her—give me a minute.” He
nodded to Gina and said, “Hold the gauze against her wound.” Gina moved to a
better angle and held the gauze to Alara’s head while the medic withdrew a
scanner from his belt. He pointed it at Alara, and a pale fan of light
flickered out, passing over her recumbent form from head to toe. A moment later
a holographic display appeared hovering in the air, projected from the back of
the scanner. Ethan tried to interpret the results of the body scan as the medic
used gestures and voice commands to pan and zoom the image until he could get a
look at her brain. The medic sat back on his haunches, frowning and shaking his
head.


Ethan’s heart pounded furiously. He felt like it was about to explode.
“Well?”


“She appears to have some kind of implant. . . . two implants.”


“Brondi had her chipped,” Ethan said, “And we tried to disable it.” He waved
his hand impatiently. “What about her injuries?”


Again the medic shook his head. “She has a skull fracture and she’s bleeding
between the inside of her skull and the dura.”


“What’s that mean?”


He turned and handed the scanner to Ethan. “It means she’s hemorrhaging.
Hold that steady over her head. I need to see what I’m doing.”


Ethan accepted the scanner and did as he was told while the medic turned
back to his kit and withdrew a dangerous-looking instrument—a long silver pole
with a sharp end. 


“What is that?” Ethan asked. “What are you going to do?” Ethan watched as
the medic continued pulling things out of his kit and then began putting the
pieces together. A moment later, Ethan saw the device for what it was, and he
shook his head, feeling sick to his stomach. 


“You’re going to drill into her skull?”


“I have to relieve the pressure or she could die. Keep that scanner steady.”


Ethan nodded, pale-faced as the medic pressed the tip of the drill to
Alara’s head. He swallowed thickly, and his palms began to sweat. The drill tip
appeared as a bright silver line on the hologram.


“Leave the gauze for a moment, and hold her head steady, please,” the medic
said to Gina.


She nodded mutely and took hold of Alara’s head on both sides.


The medic began to drill. The sound was sickening. Ethan winced, but forced
himself to keep watching. A trickle of blood leaked down the side of Alara’s
head. The medic withdrew, and a small black hole remained, bubbling with blood.
He set the drill aside and turned her head toward the deck so the blood could
trickle out.


The comms crackled. It was Sergeant Dorian. “Hoi—Mender! You skriffs done
yet? We need to get moving.


“Just about, sir,” mender replied, pressing a hand to his ear-mounted comm
piece to reply. Mender released his comm piece and shook his head, his eyes
flicked to the trickle of blood pitter-pattering to the deck. As the flow of
blood slowed, he turned back to his medkit. “I’m going to inject something to
stop the bleeding and help repair the damage.” Ethan watched as he injected her
with yet another needle. That done, he lifted away the bloody wad of gauze and
sprayed her head with nanites. The gash in her head foamed and fizzed for a few
seconds and then fresh pink skin appeared underneath. Mender laid a thin patch
of transparent material over the hole he’d drilled, and then sprayed it with
the nanites, too, explaining, “Synth skin. It won’t fix the skull, but at least
I won’t have to drill if she needs to be drained again.” The patch adhered to
Alara’s head, fizzing and foaming like the gash, and then another patch of
fresh pink skin appeared.


Mender turned to his medkit and began cleaning and packing his instruments
away. “That helmet she was wearing saved her life. I suspect she’ll be okay,
but we won’t know until morning. I’ll monitor her overnight.”


Ethan breathed a deep sigh of relief as he returned to gazing down on Alara.
Frek, Kiddie—you scared me. “Thank you,” he said. “What’s your name?”


“Corporal Exalian.”


“I owe you one, Exalian.”


“Don’t worry about it,” he said as he withdrew another ampoule from his
medkit and fitted it to a fresh needle. Once he’d injected Alara for a final
time, he closed the medkit and stood up. “Make some room. I’m going to lift her
out of here.” With that, he drew a palm-sized grav gun from his belt and aimed
it at Alara.


Ethan stood aside and watched as Corporal Exalian used the gun to lift Alara
off the roof of the crashed shuttle. The gun made a soft humming sound as it
generated a grav field strong enough to levitate Alara a few feet into the air.
Exalian walked with her to the open hatch and lowered her gently to the hangar
deck. Turning away, he holstered the grav gun and said, “Let’s go.” He went
back to his open Zephyr and sealed it around himself once more.


Ethan walked past him and jumped out the hatch to land beside Alara with a boom.
Immediately after that, he felt the vibrations of tactile feedback rippling
through his armor as his arms were seized. Ethan turned to see a sentinel on
either side of him and Sergeant Dorian approaching from the stern of the
transport. “Hoi there, Laser Bait,” Dorian said. One sentinel removed Ethan’s
sidearm and another took the rifle from the holster on his back. “Seems you
were right about the holocorders. Crack open your shell.”


“You’re making a mistake. There’s just nine of us against a whole ship. You
need me.”


“Wrong,” Gina added. Ethan turned to see her jumping down from the
transport’s cockpit. “We don’t need a frekking traitor like you to do anything
except step out an airlock.”


“I saved your life, Gina.”


“Maybe. Or was that just part of your cover? What were you doing
impersonating an officer for Brondi?”


Ethan clamped his jaw shut to keep himself from saying anything which would
incriminate him further.


“Laser Bait’s clammin’ up,” Sergeant Dorian said. “Maybe we oughta pry his
mouth open.”


“Get out of the mech, Ethan,” Gina said. Another boom sounded as
Corporal Exalian jumped down from the shuttle cockpit and walked up to Alara.
He gravved her off the deck using the larger grav gun attached to his mech’s
equipment belt. 


Exalian turned to the sergeant. “Where do you want me to put her?”


The sergeant turned and pointed up to the broken viewports looking down on
the hangar near the ceiling of one wall. “We’re setting up shop in the control
tower. We’ll join you up there in a minute, Mender.”


“Yes, sir.”


Gina turned back to Ethan as Exalian left, and she shook her head. “Get out
of the zephyr. I’m not going to ask again.” 


Ethan frowned and then he whispered the command to open his mech. Servos
whirred, hydraulics swished, and stale air hissed out as his armor splayed
open. “You’re making a mistake,” Ethan said again as he stepped down out of the
zephyr. 


“Funny you should say that,” Gina replied. “That’s exactly what the real
Adan Reese said before I did this.” Ethan saw Gina’s elbow rushing toward his
face a second too late to duck. 


The blow connected with the side of his head and knocked him to the deck. He
lay there stunned with the smell of scorched deck and thruster grease filling
his nostrils. His head spun in dizzy circles, smarting from the blow. His gorge
began to rise, but he forced it down as he pushed himself off the deck.


“Oh no you don’t, Laser Bait,” Gina said.


Ethan heard the shot fired a split second before it hit him in the back and
he lost all control of his muscles. His body jerked and writhed spasmodically
on the deck. He tried to fight the spreading numbness, but his mind abruptly fell
off a cliff into a dark, fathomless abyss.


* * *


Atton stepped inside Hoff’s quarters aboard the Tauron and looked
around with a growing frown. Decorative transpiranium wall sconces glittered
with a shallow gold light, dialed low for the ship’s night cycle. To his left
the living room lay a few steps down from the entrance, furnished with black
couches and chairs arrayed on clean white carpets. An artificial fire flickered
with cold blue flames opposite the couch. The burgundy walls with gold wainscoting
and crown moldings all but screamed opulence. Between the strips of inlaid gold
hung a row of expensive-looking light paintings, followed by a broad, curving
viewport with a hot tub below it. At the moment the tub was closed and the
viewport polarized to show only the barest glimmer of superluminal space. Atton
turned to the right and saw the edge of an open kitchen area with gleaming
appliances flanked by a dark blackwood dining room set. Along the far wall was
another viewport and a set of doors. That viewport looked out on a lush green
garden, walled in with high, square hedges and capped with a simulated night
sky, complete with crescent moon. To one side, a big tree soared into the
artificial sky, and to the other, a fountain bubbled with holographic water.
The entire garden was alive with glow bugs which were probably also
holographic, and islands of colorful blossoms which likely weren’t. Atton
turned back to the fore and noted the dark hallway which lay ahead of him
between the living room and the kitchen, and he wondered how much more of the
place there was to see.


Now that Atton thought about it, these quarters were much like the ones
where he had met his mother aboard Fortress Station, but he’d barely noticed
the opulence at the time. Come a long way, haven’t you, Mom? No one should
live like this when people are starving to death. 


“You’ll have to make yourself comfortable here, Atton. I’m afraid I can’t
allow you to leave these quarters without either myself or Destra to accompany
you.” 


“Comfortable . . . ?” Atton shook his head. “I think I’ll be more
than comfortable. Even the supreme overlord’s quarters were never this
luxurious. It looks like you’ve been helping yourself to the fleet’s
discretionary funds.”


“You may be surprised to know that I paid for these furnishings myself.”


Atton snorted. “So what? You probably also set your own wage. These are the
darkest times humanity has ever seen, and you’re living like an old colonial
despot!”


Hoff shook his head. “I paid for it before the war, and afterward . . .
there was no point trying to sell anything.”


“So how do you explain your quarters on Fortress Station?” Atton asked. 


“Fortress Station is my property. It has been in my family for more
generations than I can count. I brought it to Ritan so I could keep an eye on
the Gors.”


“Your family owned a mobile fortress. . . . Who are you people?”


“Is it so strange to find an independently-wealthy man serving in the
fleet?”


“Yes.”


Hoff shrugged. “That was not my experience.” 


A noise drew their attention to the hallway, and Atton saw that it was now
dimly lit. Just emerging from it was his mother. She had on a modest, shimmery
blue night gown and a pair of matching slippers. 


“Atton!” Destra said, beaming brightly at him as she approached.


“Hello, Mom.”


“Did Hoff tell you? You’re going to stay with us.” Destra stopped in front
of him and gestured to their surroundings. “How do you like your new home?”


“My home is back on Roka, buried under a mountain of rubble—unless the
Sythians have seen fit to clear it away by now.”


Destra took his hand in hers. “Come and sit with me, Atton.”


He allowed her to lead him down into the living room. 


Hoff stayed by the door. “I’d better get back to the bridge. I’ll return in
a few hours. Get HTX to serve the boy some food if he’s hungry.”


Atton cast the admiral a backward glance in time to see the old man clap his
hands. “HTX!” A moment later a gleaming white server bot appeared from the
kitchen.


“See you soon, dear,” Destra replied.


Atton watched the bot approach and his lips curled with contempt—yet another
display of the admiral’s wealth. Destra took a seat on the couch and patted the
cushions beside her. Atton sat down just as the server bot reached them. 


“Welcome to the Hestons’ quarters,” it said brightly. “I am HTX Four. May I
get you something to drink?”


Atton glared at the bot and waved his hand as if to shoo away a fly. “A
beer.”


“Are you certain, sir? We also have a broad selection of wines—cerulean,
gold leaf, Shirali—”


“You don’t say?” Atton blurted. He wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry.
“Bring me a bottle of gold leaf—why not!”


“Yes, sir. And to eat?”


“Surprise me with something else that’s lavishly expensive!” 


“The red caviar would make an excellent complement to your choice of wine,
sir.”


“Good! Bring me a bucket of that.”


“We don’t have any buckets, sir, but I shall endeavor to bring you the
largest serving that I can. And for the madam?”


Destra shook her head. “I’m all right, HTX.”


“Very well, madam.”


Destra reached for Atton’s hand once more, but he pulled it away. She stared
uncertainly at him, her blue eyes searching his green. “What have I done to you
to make you so cold?”


“Cold?” Atton echoed. “You’re one to talk, but to answer the question—you
sent me away and left me to be raised on a warship in a sector filled with
outlaws and bureaucrats. What did you expect would happen?”


“I don’t know. I just imagined that if I ever saw you again, it would be
different—that you would remember me . . . and be happy to see me.”


“I was happy, right up until I realized how well you’ve been getting
on without me—without us.”


“Atton, you and your father were my whole world—everything I had in the
galaxy. I lost you both, and I thought I’d never get you back. After spending
years on Ritan, waiting for a rescue that never came, I no longer cared what
happened to me. Hoff pulled me through that, and he saved my life.” She shook
her head. “Whatever else you can say about the man, he has a good heart, Atton.
He’s a good leader, and he treats me well.”


Atton scowled and let out his frustration with a hiss. “Any man who lives in
this kind of luxury while people are starving to death all around him can’t be
all that good.”


“Atton . . . we’re not starving. The enclave is nothing like Dark Space.
People are comfortable there—even happy—and we have help. There are worlds that
were never touched by the Sythians. Lost worlds that the Imperium knew nothing
about.”


“What?” Atton’s eyebrows shot up and he shook his head.


Destra looked uncertain once more, and she brushed a long strand of dark
hair out of her face. “I thought you knew.”


“No, no one knows about that. Where is this paradise that the
admiral’s been hiding?”


Destra shook her head. “I don’t know—only Hoff does. I’m sorry. I think I’ve
said too much already. The point is, things are not what they seem.”


“No?” Atton jumped up from the couch. “I suppose you’re going to tell me
next that you and Hoff aren’t really married, that Atta and her beloved Tibbins
were just an elaborate hologram.”


Destra frowned. “Atton . . .”


“Right, I forgot, that’s all too real, isn’t it?”


The server bot returned in that moment and held out a glass of rich gold
wine. “Here you are, sir.”


Atton spun on his heel and took the drink. “Thank you!” He downed it in one
gulp and wiped his mouth. “I see what you mean, Destra.” He watched his
mother’s face flash with hurt when he didn’t call her Mom, but he
ignored that and went on, “Hoff treats you very well. This is the good
stuff—pre-war vintage, and worth a damned fortune!” Atton threw the glass down
and it bounced. A few drops of wine dribbled out and beaded on the
stain-resistant white carpet. HTX4 bent to vacuum them up and retrieve the
glass, while balancing a tray full of red caviar and crackers in his other arm.


“Tell me,” Atton said. “Did you even cry when you heard that Ethan didn’t
come back from the Valiant?”


Destra frowned. “I was very worried, but your father knows how to look after
himself, and he’s with a squad of vanguard sentinels, so I have faith that
he’ll be all right.”


“Wait—they made it on board?”


“You thought he died. . . .” Destra said slowly.


Atton gave an exasperated sigh and rubbed his tired eyes. “It’s been a long
day. I think I need to lie down.”


Destra rose from the couch just as HTX4 set the platter of caviar and
crackers on the black chrome coffee table.


“Come on, I’ll show you to your room,” she said. “Put the food away, HTX.”


“Is it unsatisfactory?” The bot sounded crestfallen. “The caviar is
synthesized, but I assure you it tastes almost the same as real.”


Atton felt abashed. Synthesized caviar wasn’t expensive at all. Was he also
mistaken about the wine? “I’ll have some for breakfast,” he said, feeling bad
for the bot—which was absurd, since it had no feelings.


“Very well, sir,” HTX replied, sounding disappointed. 


The bot could only pretend to feel, but his mother on the other hand . . .
Atton thought he heard her sniffling as she led him down the hallway between
the kitchen and the living room. They turned a corner and stopped at the first
door on the right.


Destra waved her wrist over the scanner. “You’ll sleep here,” she said as
the door swished open to reveal a neat room with a large, comfortable-looking
bed. The room had its own viewport, and a light sculpture stood beside the
closet at the foot of the bed, throwing off elaborate patterns of colored light
which were likely meant to induce sleep.


“Thank you . . . Mom,” he said as he stepped inside. He turned back to see
her wiping away a tear.


“You’re welcome. Good night, Atton.”


The door swished shut and Atton sighed as he turned to look around the room.
“Well, it beats a cell.” He shrugged out of his uniform jacket and dropped it
on the floor; then he called out a command for the viewport to polarize, and it
turned as black as night, blocking out the distracting brightness of superluminal
space. Now the room was lit only by the dim glow of the light sculpture. Atton
covered a yawn and stripped down to his underclothes, leaving his uniform on
the floor. He was about to climb into the clean white bed when he realized how
unclean he was. Looking around, he noticed an attached bathroom just to
the right of the entrance. He picked up his clothes and padded across the
spongy white carpet to take a quick vaccucleanse. He put his clothes in the
steamcleaner behind the bathroom door, and then stepped inside the
vaccucleanser. All of five minutes later, he was clean and feeling better. He
crawled in naked between the sheets and immediately sank into the soft
mattress. The pillows smelled like lavender and vanilla. He stared up at the
ceiling and watched the soporific patterns of light rippling across it.
Breathing deeply, he inhaled the gentle fragrance wafting from the pillows, and
allowed his eyelids to grow heavy and drift shut. He felt a spark of guilt that
he was basking in such luxury while his father was probably hiding in some
crawl space aboard the Valiant, but his mother was right; Ethan could
take care of himself.


Atton drifted into a deep, dreamless sleep. An indeterminate amount of time
passed, and then he heard raised voices, and his eyes cracked open to see the
shifting patterns of light rippling across the ceiling once more.


“Hidden passages leading to lift tubes locked with access codes that I’m
not allowed to know. . . . What am I supposed to think? You have a whole other
life that I don’t know a thing about!”


“It’s just a meditation room, Destra. It’s where I go to clear my head
and plan my next move. I’m sorry you had to find out about it.”


“I’m not! If it’s just a meditation room, why can’t I know about it?”


“That’s classified. Leave it alone, Des. It has nothing to do with us,
and it’s not safe for you to know more.”


“What can’t you tell your wife? I already know your big secret. I’ve kept
that for all these years. Why don’t you just admit it—you don’t trust me.
That’s why you keep secrets.”


The voices drifted away, leaving Atton’s mind running in confused, fractured
circles over the last part of that conversation as the light sculpture and the
fragrant pillows lulled him back to sleep—not safe to know . . . don’t trust
. . . Hoff. . . . secrets. Not safe. Don’t trust Hoff. Secrets. . . .


Atton’s eyes snapped open. Suddenly he was suspicious of the light sculpture
and the scented pillows. Maybe there was a reason they were making him sleepy.
He sat up and shook his head vigorously to rid himself of their hypnotic
effects. If Hoff was hiding something—even from his wife—Atton had a bad
feeling it wasn’t an innocent little secret.


This was something big.
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Chapter 18





The lift tube
opened on deck six of the Tauron to reveal Commander Donali already
waiting. Admiral Hoff held the doors open and nodded to his XO. The commander
walked in, pushing a hover gurney. Lying on the gurney, stunned and draped with
a white sheet, was High Lord Kaon. He looked like an ordinary cadaver going to
the morgue, but Kaon’s destination wasn’t the morgue—at least not yet. Deck six
was the deck the med center was on, so having Kaon disguised as a cadaver was a
good cover. Adding to that cover was the fact that Donali was a part of the
senior medical staff aboard the Tauron—although he rarely practiced
medicine since being promoted out of the restricted-line officers’ ranks. 


“Good evening, Admiral,” Donali said.


“Did you have any trouble with nosy subordinates?” Hoff asked.


“None. The few who asked where I was taking the body, or who it was, were
told that it was classified, and they seemed satisfied with that.”


Hoff nodded. “Good.”


Now that they’d jumped to SLS to follow Brondi, there was little left for
them to do but wait until they reached Dark Space. Hoff wasn’t very good at
waiting, but fortunately he had Kaon and the mystery of the Sythians to keep
him busy.


As the lift doors slid shut, Hoff keyed in deck twenty-four. The very
existence of the lift tube was a closely-guarded secret, and besides Hoff and
Commander Donali, the only one who even knew it existed was Hoff’s wife,
Destra. That lift tube was the only way in or out of the facility which lay in
the heart of the battleship. The only two access ways to the lift were from the
maze in Hoff’s garden and the disused storage room on deck six.


When the lift arrived on deck 24, the doors opened into a dark, airy room.
“Lights,” Hoff commanded, and a wan yellow light filled the space. The air was
almost zero degrees and drew condensing white clouds of moisture from their
lungs. That was a happy coincidence for Kaon, who liked frigid temperatures
just as much as the Gors.


Hoff looked around. To their right lay a catwalk, which could just barely be
seen crossing into a vast, hollow sphere. Bright blue lights shone out from the
walls of that room. The lights blinked, faded, and swirled in wave-like
patterns. At the end of the catwalk, lay a mysterious, glossy black sphere. To
their left, lay more of the airy room where they currently stood. The walls
were lined with dozens of stasis tubes. The blue-tinted transpiranium covers
glowed from within to indicate that they were occupied. Only a few stood dark
and empty. Beyond that, at the far end of the room, lay a pair of luminous
transpiranium tanks filled to the brim with bubbling blue liquid. Hoff headed
toward those tanks, hurrying past the stasis tubes. Donali’s footsteps echoed
behind him.


Suddenly, a warbling noise drew their attention, and Hoff turned to see Kaon
rising wraith-like from his gurney, the white sheet falling away as he looked
around with wide blue eyes. Donali had already drawn his sidearm and trained it
on Kaon to stun him once more, but Hoff held up a hand for him to wait.


Kaon warbled something as he stumbled toward one of the stasis tubes to get
a closer look. Hoff’s translator communicated that a moment later as, “Where am
I? What is this place?”


“Admiral,” Donali began in a warning tone, but Hoff waved his hand
dismissively. It couldn’t hurt for Kaon to know what they were doing here. Who
was he going to have a chance to tell?


Kaon turned away from the stasis tube, and his lips parted in a disturbingly
human smile. “You are not what you seem to be, Admiral.”


“Neither are you, but we’ll talk more about that in a moment. Can we trust
you to go peacefully?” Hoff gestured to the far end of the room, which was
furnished with all the same equipment that any other med center would
have—except for the pair of bubbling transpiranium tanks.


Kaon followed Hoff’s gesture, and after just a moment, he began stumbling in
the indicated direction. Donali kept his sidearm trained on the alien, and Hoff
drew his for good measure. When Kaon reached the sole examination table, Hoff
gestured to it with his gun. 


The alien climbed up wordlessly. “Now what do you wish me to do? Kill
myself?”


Hoff smiled. “I haven’t brought you here to kill you, Kaon—not on purpose,
anyway.” Hoff dialed his weapon down to a very low stun setting, and then he
shot Kaon in the head. The alien jittered uncontrollably before falling back
onto the table with arms, legs, and head dangling over the sides. Hoff
holstered his weapon and turned to Donali. “Go configure the diagnostic station
for a probe while I strap him down.”


Striding over to Kaon, Hoff opened a storage compartment on his belt and
pulled out a pair of stun cords. He tied Kaon’s wrists and ankles, and then
pulled out a third, longer cord and tied it around both Kaon’s neck and the
examination table, just in case. That done, he turned to look around for his
XO. Hoff picked out the glowing red orb of the commander’s artificial eye
bobbing in the swirling shadows of the attached stasis room. Donali returned
with a pair of probe helmets, trailing with long wires. They’d brought those
helmets with them from Fortress Station. 


A sharp hiss drew their attention as Kaon tried to sit up, only to be
stunned by a vicious jolt of electricity. Hoff ignored Kaon and followed his XO
to the main control console. Donali connected the helmets to the console, and
they sat down on a pair of matching black stools on mag-lock rollers.


“Let’s get started, shall we?” Hoff said, slipping the helmet over his head.
As before, he found himself staring at a blank holoscreen with a timer in the
top right-hand corner. “I’m counting on you to guide the process, this time,
Commander. We need to find out if Kaon has been programmed, or if these really
are his memories we’re seeing.”


“I’m not sure if we have enough time,” Donali replied. “Following all the
neural pathways which provoke anxiety in our host is like looking for ship’s
logbox in space, but we’ve got just five minutes to do it.”


“Do your best, Commander.”


“Yes, sir. . . . Probe commencing in five, four, three . . .”


Hoff watched the countdown reach zero, and suddenly the blank holoscreen
became a vibrant scene of light and color. Long green grass rippled in the
wind, birds flew overhead chirping as they soared across a bright blue sky.
Towering mountains rose up against the horizon, cloaked with evergreen skirts
and capped with gleaming white glaciers. To one side, a lavender-hued lake
sprawled, and on the other side of it, was a towering, dome-topped fortress,
gleaming white in the sun. Four artfully-crafted towers rose from high,
crenellated walls surrounding the main building. Transpiranium walkways crossed
from near the top of the main building to the tops of the towers. Hoff couldn’t
see it from here, but he knew the central structure was capped with a
transparent sky dome and accompanying garden—that fortress was the supreme
overlord’s summer palace.


Hoff gasped and shook his head. He recognized this place. It could have been
any of a dozen different worlds in the Adventa Galaxy, but Hoff knew it wasn’t.
The palace gave it away. Besides that, the vegetation was the same, the sky the
same—the mountains and lake the same. Hoff couldn’t even remember the
world’s name—not it’s real name, anyway—but the mythical name was simply
Origin. It was the long-lost world where humanity had begun.


“Where are you, Kaon?”


“Where am I? Where . . . . where . . .”


Hoff’s mind reeled. “What is this world to you?”


“It is . . .”


“Where is it?” Hoff demanded.


“Is . . . is . . . it? Is it?”


“We’re losing him, sir,” Donali interrupted. 


“Already? That’s not possible.”


“He needs more time to rest. I don’t think we’re going to make even a minute
like this.”


“Give me a second!” Hoff snapped. “Tell me where you are, Kaon.”


“Sssss . . .” Kaon hissed nonsensically.


“His vitals are all over the place! I have to shut it down.”


“One more second!”


“That’s all you’ll have!”


“Kaon! Answer me!”


“Ssssssss . . . !” Kaon’s hissing faded to silence. Next came the warning
screech of a siren, followed by a flatline. Hoff tore off his helmet and
dropped it on the deck with a thunk. “Damn it! Revive him!”


Donali shook his head as he slowly removed his own helmet. “I cannot revive
him.”


“Why not?” Hoff demanded, turning to glare at his XO.


The commander pointed at one of the holoscreens rising from the control
station in front of him. “He’s brain dead.”


Hoff blinked but said nothing.


“Did you get the information you were looking for?” Donali asked quietly.


“Cut him open,” Hoff growled.


“Sir?”


“You heard me—dissect him! I want to know everything there is to know about
this creature.”


An hour later they had Kaon flayed open on the examination table. Donali had
taken various tissue and blood samples, which the lab computers were busy
analyzing. Hoff watched as Donali retrieved a small cutting beam from his tray
of surgical tools and walked around to the head of the examination table. This
was the part Hoff most wanted to see—the part where they cut open Kaon’s skull.
He stood to one side of the operation, watching with a wrinkled nose as Donali
worked. Most of Kaon’s body was analogous to a human’s or a Gor’s, but he had
twin hearts; he was cold-blooded, and he had gills which would enable him to
breathe under water. 


Donali removed the top of Kaon’s skull and set it aside before setting to
work with his scalpel. Hoff tried to ignore the wet cutting sounds which
followed.


“Well?” Hoff demanded. “Have you found anything?”


“I’m taking a sample of the brain tissue for analysis,” Donali replied, “but
so far it’s all more or less the same as the Gors we’ve examined.”


Hoff walked around the examination table to get a better look, and he was
immediately sorry he had. A pale purple fluid was dripping down from the table,
pooling on the deck at Donali’s feet. His surgical gloves were glistening with
it, and so was Kaon’s blanched white brain. The alien’s blood was relatively
colorless, just like a Gor’s, but it smelled like sulfur. Hoff’s nose wrinkled.
“Are we sure we’re not breathing anything toxic?”


Donali dropped a small tissue sample in a jar and headed over to the lab
computer with it. “The compounds we’re breathing are harmless,” he said as he
went, “which is more than I can say for the venom sacs in Kaon’s jaw.”


“Venom sacks? You mean he had envenomed fangs and he never tried to use
them?”


“It would appear so.”


“What—was he trying to be nice to us all this time?”


“Maybe he really was cooperating,” Donali said as he slotted the tissue
sample into the computer’s queue and selected a battery of tests to run.


“To what end?” Hoff asked.


Donali shrugged as he turned and headed back to the examination table. He
resumed slicing with his scalpel, and a few moments later he’d separated Kaon’s
brain from the skull. He held it up, dripping, and Hoff suppressed an urge to
run away. 


“Find me another surface area to work on!” Donali said.


Hoff looked around quickly. There was nothing in the immediate area, but
then he remembered the hover gurney they’d left in the stasis room. When he
returned with it, Donali all but dropped the brain on the surface. It landed
with a splat, and Hoff had to force himself not to jump back. Donali sectioned
the brain and found the elements he was looking for, setting each one aside
carefully, one at a time. “I’m probably not the most qualified person to be
doing this,” he said. “We could use an expert—a neurosurgeon, for example.”


“No one has ever dissected a Sythian brain before, Commander. There are
no experts. Keep cutting.”


“Yes, sir. What am I looking for?”


Admiral Hoff frowned, suddenly doubting the purpose of this exercise. Donali
was right—they needed someone with more experience. He was just about to tell
the commander to stop when Donali abruptly jumped back from the brain.


“What is it?” Hoff asked.


Donali pointed to the organ with his scalpel. “I don’t know . . .” he said.
“I found something . . . it shocked me.”


“That much is obvious.”


“No, I mean it gave me an electrical shock.”


Hoff smiled. “What do you suppose might do that, Donali?”


“I’m not sure. I can’t see anything in there . . .” He poked the brain with
his scalpel once more. This time he yelped and dropped the instrument.


“You’re wearing surgical gloves, Donali. Whatever you’re experiencing, it’s
not electricity. Your hands are perfectly insulated.”


Donali stared at his hands with wide eyes, turning them first one way and
then the other. “Then I don’t understand.”


“Show me where you’re cutting when it happens.”


Donali pointed to a cleft in the brain tissue.


“Hand me a fresh scalpel,” Hoff said. He accepted the tool from Donali and
poked it into the same place his XO had. Something pushed back, and
despite his best efforts, Hoff recoiled, too. 


“Interesting . . .” he handed the scalpel to his XO. “Cut around the area.
We need to see what’s in there.”


Donali set to work once more, occasionally reacting with another yelp and
recoiling from his work only to try again from a different angle. When he was
done, he had carved a small, roughly square section out of the Sythian’s brain.
Donali picked it up gently, trying not to provoke another shove. He held it up
to the light, his real eye wide as he marveled at the specimen in his hand.
“What should we do with it?”


“I have a theory, if you’ll permit me the sample, Commander.”


Donali blinked stupidly at him.


“Set it down.”


Once the commander had done so, Hoff drew his sidearm, set it to lethal, and
dialed it down to the lowest power setting. At that setting it wouldn’t even
leave a mark on the deck, but organic matter would not fare as well.


“What are you going to do?” Donali asked, already backing away.


Hoff took aim and fired. A bright red flash shot out from the barrel and hit
the sample. Tissue blackened and caught fire, burning up in a greasy yellow
flame that smelled like burning rubber. When the fire died down and ashes
crumbled away, they were left staring at nothing but empty space. Hoff bent to
eye level with the ashes and his eyes widened appreciably. There was one small
bit of charred flesh hovering just a few centimeters above the gurney.


“Are you seeing what I’m seeing, Donali?”


The commander’s red eye appeared on the other side of the floating specimen.


“That’s impossible. Organic matter cannot oppose gravity by itself.”


“I don’t believe that’s what we’re seeing. . . .” Hoff reached out with one
finger extended toward the empty space beneath the specimen . . . and just
before his finger would have passed through the spot, his hand bounced away
with another kinetic jolt. He smiled and nodded. “It’s cloaked. That’s why it’s
repelling us.” It was common knowledge that cloaking shields repelled matter
with a weak, but discernible force, and they bent electromagnetic radiation around
them to make things invisible to the naked eye and scanners. 


Abruptly, Hoff reached out and grabbed the invisible thing, knocking the
last bit of organic matter aside.


“Admiral!”


Hoff couldn’t feel any texture, but there was a palpable force pushing him
away, as if his hand and the object were two magnets trying to push each other
apart. Unlike the violent reaction he’d felt while probing with the scalpel, or
the powerful one he’d felt when touching the object with his fingertip, now he
felt only a mild repulsive force. Hoff tried squeezing harder, and he managed
to touch the sides of the thing. It felt cold and smooth—glassy—and was
spherically-shaped. Hoff held it in a closed fist above the table, and then
slowly opened his hand. 


“Look,” Hoff said. Now they could see a faint, shimmering outline of the
thing. It appeared a moment later, a shiny silver ball no larger than the tip
of his thumb. “The shield must be exhausted. . . . but why now?”


Donali shook his head. “Most of our implants draw power from their host. Sythians
must utilize similar technology.”


“Yes . . .”


“What do you think it is?”


Hoff looked up at his XO with a slow smile. “Isn’t it obvious? This, my dear
Lenon Donali, is a cloaked implant.”


Suddenly they were interrupted by a soft bleep from the lab computer. It had
finished analyzing Kaon’s tissue and blood samples. Both turned and started
toward the computer. Hoff brought the implant with him.


Donali sat down at the control station to study the results which had
flashed up above the controls. A moment later, he inhaled sharply.


“What is it?” Hoff asked.


“Kaon . . .”


“What about him?”


Donali slowly turned away from the console and looked up at the admiral.
“He’s a clone, sir.”


“A what? Why haven’t we discovered this sooner?”


Donali shook his head. “We never performed a brain biopsy before. The brain
tissue contains markers which are not present in the other tissue samples. He’s
a clone with an implant. . . . What do you think that means, sir?”


Hoff took a moment to process that. Then he began nodding slowly and said,
“Did you recognize the world we saw, Donali?”


“No.”


“It was Origin. Kaon is a clone with an implant who has been to Origin.
I’ll tell you what that means, Commander—it means that this is not the
first time our two species have met.”


* * *


Twenty minutes earlier . . .


Atton waited with his ear pressed to the door, listening to the sounds of
receding footsteps and of doors swishing open then closed. He waited at least
five minutes after he stopped hearing noise on the other side of his door—until
he could be sure that Hoff had gone wherever he was going, and that his mother
had gone back to bed. Then Atton turned to the control panel beside the door
and waved his wrist over it.


Nothing happened.


Atton blinked, but then he remembered he didn’t have an identichip anymore.
Hoping that didn’t mean he was locked in his room, he tried using the keypad to
open the door.


It swished open and Atton let out a sigh of relief. He crept out into
the darkened hallway, glancing to the left, back the way he’d come earlier, and
then to the right, down to the end of the hallway. Here the walls were painted
dark gray and the gold wainscoting and crown moldings from the living room
continued. The transpiranium wall sconces were dark, but more light paintings
glowed dimly between doors, casting enough light into the hall that Atton could
see. At the far end of the hall was a transpiranium door which looked out on
the garden he’d seen earlier from the main living area. Through the top of the
door Atton could see a crescent moon shining down on an immaculate green lawn.
The moon was obviously fake along with the rest of the sky, but the vegetation
might have been real. In the middle distance a big tree rose into the night
with dark, scraggly branches. A child’s swing hung down from one of the lower
branches, and beyond that lay a thick black hedge.


Atton crept down the hall toward that door, curious about the garden. He
passed light paintings of landscapes from worlds he’d never been to—soaring
black mountains reaching for angry red skies; pristine white sand beaches and
serene turquoise oceans; endless snowy deserts and towering jungles. Amidst
those unfamiliar scenes, one painting in particular sparked his interest. It
showed a mirror-clear lake reflecting a backdrop of soaring, snow-capped
mountains washed gold by a setting sun. As Atton stopped to look at the
painting, it came alive. The lake sparkled, the sunset faded, and a red moon
rose. Atton sighed with nostalgia.


“You never forget it, do you?”


Atton started and turned to see his mother standing at the other end of the
hallway, beside the door to his room. “Oh, hi Mom. You scared me . . .”


Destra padded across the soft white carpet to reach him. He noticed that she
was holding a steaming cup of some beverage. She stopped beside him and lifted
the cup to her lips for a sip. She nodded to the painting. “You recognize it?”
she asked, taking another sip of her tea.


Atton turned back to look at the painting just in time to see the sun rise
over the lake, bathing the scene in fiery reds and yellows, and he sighed
again. “Yes, it’s home.”


Destra nodded and a faraway look crept into her eyes. “And it always will
be.”


Atton covered a yawn with one hand. His mother noticed and turned to him
with a smile. “You should be in bed. What are you doing up?”


“I couldn’t sleep.”


“Neither could I,” she said, tapping the tea cup with one long fingernail.
“That’s what this is for. Want some?”


Atton shook his head, and his thoughts turned back to what had brought him
out of his room. The reason he couldn’t sleep. “Mom . . .” he began.


“Yes?”


“What is Hoff hiding from you?”


Destra’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”


“I overheard you and him talking. You said he was keeping secrets, and he
said it was dangerous for you to know.”


“You heard that?”


“Just before I drifted off to sleep. Mom . . .” Atton shook his head. “If
he’s hiding things from you, his wife, don’t you think that’s a
bad sign?”


Destra frowned. “He won’t tell me. Believe me—I’ve fought with him about it
more than once.”


“So what? The Destra I knew would have made him tell her, and if he still
wouldn’t, she would have gone looking for the answers herself. How can you live
with him, knowing that he’s hiding things from you?”


“I try not to think about it.”


“Why?”


“For Atta’s sake.”


Atton shook his head. “What are you afraid will happen?”


“He could leave me, Atton, and I would have nothing. What am I on this fleet
of his, if I’m no longer his wife? I’m nobody. I don’t even have a rank. I’ll
serve no purpose, and I don’t know what would happen to me or Atta.”


“If you’re so afraid that Hoff would leave you with nothing and that he’d
suddenly stop caring about you, then why are you with him? Why do you claim
he’s a good man and he treats you well?”


“I don’t know that he’d leave me with nothing, Atton. That might just
be my fears talking. But trust is a big issue for Hoff. He doesn’t trust
easily, because he’s been betrayed so much in the past. If I betrayed his trust
now . . .”


“I’m sorry, but that’s not good enough for me,” Atton said. “Hoff could be
hiding something dangerous.”


“Then why don’t you ask him about it yourself?”


“I could . . . but if you’re afraid about what he’ll do to you if you dig up
his secrets, what do you think he’ll do if he finds out that you talked to me
about this?”


Destra’s brow dropped deep shadows over her eyes. “That’s low Atton,
blackmailing your own mother.”


“Then help me figure it out on my own, and I can leave you out of it. I
heard you speaking about hidden passages earlier.”


Destra’s eyebrows floated back up. “You heard a lot, didn’t you?” 


“If I could accidentally find one of those passages, that would give
me a reason to press Hoff for more details that doesn’t point to you.”


Destra pursed her lips for a long moment.


“Well?”


“All right. Come with me.”


Destra strode past him, on toward the transpiranium door at the end of the
hall, the one which led out into the garden. She passed her wrist over the door
scanner and it swished open for her. She turned in the open doorway and
beckoned to Atton. He was still standing by the light painting, shocked that
she’d agreed to his demands so easily, and even more shocked that everything
he’d heard in his drowsy state was real. 


“We have to hurry,” Destra said.


“Right.”


Atton ran to catch up with her and they walked out into the moonlit garden
together. They walked past the big tree with the swing, and Destra angled
toward the dark hedge beyond. It looked unbroken, but as they drew near, Atton
saw a gap, and he realized that this wasn’t the full extent of the yard. “What’s
through there?” he asked.


“Hoff’s maze.”


“His what?”


“You could get lost in there for hours if you’re not careful.”


Destra stopped in the gap, and Atton stopped beside her. He caught a whiff
of a familiar scent—it was sharp and fresh, exotic and almost perfumed. The
hedge was real and it was made of fragrant silverleaf bushes, so named for the
glossy silver color of their leaves. In the dark they looked black and
forbidding.


“Where do I go now?” Atton asked, gazing down the narrow path.


“To the end of the maze,” Destra said simply, as if it should have been
obvious.


Atton frowned, and his eyes darted back to the rising black walls of the
silverleaf hedge. “And then?”


“Walk through.”


“I don’t understand.”


“You will, and even if you don’t, that’s all you’re going to get out of me.
If you run into Hoff, be sure to ask him your questions, but I don’t promise
that he’ll answer. He never answered me. I’d go with you, but if Hoff catches
us both in the maze together, it will be all the proof he needs that he was
right not to trust me.”


“Don’t worry. I won’t mention our conversation. I’ll say I couldn’t sleep
and I wandered out here on my own.”


“Thank you. Good luck.”


With that, Atton turned and ran into the maze. After a seemingly endless
series of twists and turns, he began to grow uneasy. He kept mental track of
every left and right along the way, but he was beginning to wonder if he could
remember it all. The maze seemed to go on forever, and he’d been walking for at
least an hour already. He wondered if he was going in circles, or if there
really was an end to the maze. Maybe his mother had just told him that to get
even with him for trying to blackmail her. 


Atton made another right turn, and then a left and two more rights. This
time, instead of seeing more branching paths, all Atton could see was a dead
end. He walked straight to the end and stared at the high wall of vegetation.
Is this what his mother meant by the end of the maze? She’d told him when he reached
it to just walk through. Atton walked up close enough to the hedge to
touch it. He peered at it closely, looking for a way through. When he couldn’t
see one, he reached out to part the dense wall of leaves—


And his hands passed straight through, touching nothing but thin air. The
hedge shimmered suspiciously with that movement, and then he understood. It was
a holofield.












Chapter 19





Atton walked
through the silverleaf hedge, straight into a duranium corridor with dim glow
strips running along the floor and ceiling. At the end of that lay a lift tube.
It reminded him of his own secret passage aboard the Defiant which had
led to Tova’s crèche, except he hadn’t gone to the trouble of hiding it within
a maze. He’d never been that paranoid. Atton started down the corridor,
and his hands began to sweat. He felt cold all over and his heart thudded in
his chest. What if Hoff came back up the lift tube and found him here? What
would he say? He was suddenly much less confident about demanding answers from
the admiral. Anyone who went to so much trouble to keep his secrets buried
would not be happy when they were uncovered. He reached the end of the corridor
and hesitated with his hand poised over the control panel. He tried to open the
doors without entering a code, but the control panel beeped out an error: Access
Denied.


Atton frowned. He’d either have to know the code or somehow blast the doors
open. He tried the control panel a second time, entering a random code. This
time the lift responded and a glowing blue arrow appeared at the top of the
panel. It was coming up. Atton blinked at the controls and watched the lift
rise past a couple of decks before he realized that it was impossible for that
random code to have been the right one. He didn’t even know how many digits the
correct code was. No, if the lift tube was coming up now, that could only mean
one thing—the admiral was in it.


A sharp jolt of adrenaline spurred Atton into motion and he ran back down
the corridor to the concealing holofield. He heard the lift tube chime softly
with every deck it passed, the tones coming faster and faster as it
accelerated. Atton passed back through the holofield and stood in the dark
silverleaf maze, trying to remember how many lefts and rights he’d taken and then
reverse those directions for the way out, but he couldn’t remember a thing.
He’d completely lost his way. His mother’s words echoed back to him now: You
could get lost for hours if you’re not careful. 


Atton ran back through the maze, taking turns at random. He didn’t have to
beat Hoff back, he just had to make sure they didn’t run into each other on the
way out.


* * *


Ethan awoke to the sound of a woman screaming. 


Where am I? he wondered.


He tried to sit up, but the warning jolt which passed through his wrists
gave him pause. His hands and feet were bound with stun cords, and he couldn’t
move too much without provoking a shock. Rather than try again, he just turned
his head where he lay to get his bearings. The room was dark. Shattered
transpiranium panels glittered on the floor beneath a row of floor-to-ceiling
window frames. Far below those broken windows lay a hangar deck and a crashed
upside down transport. 


Suddenly Ethan remembered, and he knew where he was. He was in the ruined
control tower of one of the Valiant’s venture-class hangars. They’d
managed to get aboard the carrier just before it had jumped to SLS, but like a
right skriff he’d shot off his mouth about having been here before with Gina.
Back then he had been wearing a holoskin of the pilot Adan Reese, and he’d been
forced to explain to his squad mates and Gina that he’d been working for
Brondi—which explained why he was now wearing stun cords. It also explained the
throbbing pain in the side of his head where he vaguely recalled that Gina’s
elbow had connected with his skull.


The woman screamed again, and this time Ethan heard heavy footsteps
approaching. He turned away from the broken viewports and saw Alara, limned in
the pale white light spilling in from the broken windows and the shadowy hangar
bay beyond. Even in the dark he recognized her. She sat on a sleeping pallet
beside him, looking around with wide, terrified eyes. Then the booming
footsteps stopped, and they both turned to see the dark outline of a zephyr
appear in an open doorway at the far end of the room. “Shut up!” the vanguard
sentinel hissed.


Alara just screamed louder.


“Shhh! Shut the frek up!”


“Where am I? Who are you? Why is it so dark?”


“Alara, calm down,” Ethan said.


“My name’s not Alara, it’s Angel!” she replied.


Ethan’s heart sank. Her slave chip was working again in full force.


“Angel, huh?” the sentinel said. “Well shut up, Angel, before you bring a
whole regiment of Brondi’s men down on us. They can probably hear you screaming
all the way from the bridge.”


“Brondi?” Alara asked, sounding hopeful. “Where is he?”


“In his quarters, sleeping like a good little crime lord, would be my guess.
Now go back to sleep.”


Ethan thought he recognized that vanguard’s voice. He guessed it was the
medic who’d attended Alara’s injuries. “Exalian!” he said. “Where is everyone?”


The vanguard turned to him. “Frek, now you, too! Don’t you two get it? We’re
undercover —at least I am. Just my luck to get stuck babysitting the two of
you. I’m more likely to get killed here than with my squad! Look, if either of
you gives us away, Brondi’s men are going to kill us. Get it? Real simple.”


“Why would they do that?” Alara asked.


“Because we’re here to take this ship back from them—that’s why! Now shut up
or I’ll stun you both.”


Exalian turned and left, his mechanized footsteps thudding away. When he was
gone, Alara turned to Ethan, her eyes wide and gleaming with stolen reflections
of the hangar bay. “Who are you?” she whispered.


“I’m Ethan . . . don’t you remember me?” He allowed himself a small scrap of
hope that she might.


“I . . . no, sorry, I don’t,” she said, dashing that hope. “I don’t usually
have to remember names, and it’s too dark to see your face. Am I a prisoner,
too?” she asked, nodding to his stun corded hands and feet.


“Not that I know—look, Angel, this isn’t going to make a lot of sense to you
right now, but you’ve been chipped. Your name isn’t Angel. It’s Alara. Whatever
you think you can remember, and whoever it is you think you are—it’s a lie.
Don’t trust your thoughts or your feelings right now. Until we can get to
Brondi and beat the krak out of him for the deactivation code to your slave
chip, just trust me and whatever you do don’t trust yourself, okay?”


Alara was silent for a long moment. “Okay,” she said. “Sure.”


Ethan sighed. He didn’t think she believed him, but there wasn’t much he
could do about that now. Maybe when she got a look at his face she’d remember
him better.


“Why are they keeping you prisoner?” she asked.


“Because they think I was working for Brondi—it’s a long story. We should
get some sleep. Something tells me this will be one of the few opportunities
we’ll have to do so.”


“Sure,” Alara replied. Her gaze skipped around the room until it found an
empty zephyr standing in the far corner of the room. “That was mine,” Ethan
said, following her gaze. “I guess Gina didn’t want to use it.”


“You were with this squad?”


“Briefly.”


“So you’re a sentinel?”


“No,” Ethan snorted. “I’m a pilot. Freelance. So are you, actually. We used
to fly together.”


“It must be hard to go from piloting ships to mechs.”


Ethan had to hold back a laugh. “Not really. You just have to step into the
armor and it does the rest. Piloting ships requires finesse and skill, but
piloting a mech is just like walking—even easier, because the mech even does
that for you. It’s all power-assisted.” Ethan yawned. “That’s why starship
pilots call them stompers, because any clumsy old skriff can run around in a
mech.”


“I didn’t know that. . . .” Alara said.


Silence fell in the broken control tower and Ethan’s eyelids grew heavy.
“Kiddie—” he began.


“Where did you hear that name?” she interrupted, sounding startled.


Ethan smiled, and he realized that not all was lost. She still had a few
memories to cling to. “That was my nickname for you, back when we were pilot
and copilot of the Atton. Our old freighter. Remember now?”


“Yes . . .” she said, nodding slowly. “I think I do.”


Something about her words sounded off. “I’m glad,” Ethan said, deciding not
to contradict her amnesia any more for now. “Look, try to get some sleep. I’m
sure it will all be much clearer to you after you’ve had a good night’s rest.”


“Okay,” Alara replied. “Good night.”


“Good night.” Ethan allowed his eyes to drift shut and willed himself to
sleep. It wasn’t as hard as it should have been, making him wonder if Gina had
hit him harder than he thought. . . . 


An indeterminate amount of time passed, and then he opened his eyes to see
Alara lying beside him, close enough that he could see the flecks of silver in
her bright violet eyes. She reached out and caressed his face. “It’s okay,” she
said. “Shhh. . . . everything is going to be all right.”


“I know it will, Kiddie.” Ethan tried not to choke on the lie. 


Alara smiled, and then she turned and climbed out of bed. “You’d better get
up, or you’re going to miss the ceremony.”


Ethan’s brow furrowed. “What ceremony?” He sat up and watched Alara walk
around the foot of the bed, wearing nothing but a diaphanous blue night gown
which shimmered in the low light and gave a teasing view of her naked body
underneath. The room was like any of the hundreds of cheap rooms they’d rented
in cut-rate habitats on neglected stations throughout Dark Space. 


Alara cast another smile over her shoulder and she winked at him. “The
marriage ceremony, you old skriff.”


Something stirred in Ethan’s chest, a long-forgotten feeling of warmth, and
he grinned. “We’re getting married?”


Alara laughed girlishly. 


“Wait, where are you going?” Ethan asked, noticing that she’d reached the
door. “You can’t go out like that.”


Alara ignored him as she passed her wrist over the door scanner. The door
swished open, and Ethan’s grin faded. His whole body went cold and he shook his
head. “No. . . .”


Alara turned back to him, still smiling. “I’d like you to meet the
groom—Admiral Hoff Heston. Hoff, this is Ethan.”


“Hello, Ethan,” he said, stepping inside.


“Why?” was all Ethan could manage as he tried to work moisture into his
suddenly dry mouth. “It was supposed to be us, Kiddie.”


Alara shrugged and looped her arm through Hoff’s. “Did you think I was going
to wait for you forever?” She giggled once more, and Hoff added a booming laugh
of his own.


Boom.


Ethan’s eyes shot open. He stared up at the dark ceiling, watching a strange
orange glow flicker and dance across it. He heard a metallic thud and
then heavy footsteps pounding away. In the next instant, his sleep-clouded
brain picked out the crackle of flames responsible for the flickering glow on
the ceiling. He turned toward the light and sound. It was coming from the
entrance of the control tower. Where was Corporal Exalian? Had Brondi’s men
found them? Alara! Ethan thought. He turned to look beside him, and
found nothing but an empty blanket where she had been lying earlier. Then he
noticed that the spare zephyr was gone, too. Frek! Ethan thought, and
suddenly he understood why Alara had asked him about piloting mechs. He rolled
over and crawled sentinel-style across the deck, making slow progress and
occasionally feeling a sharp warning jolt from the stun cords which bound his
hands and feet. By the time he reached the entrance, the flames were already
burning low, but acrid smoke had begun pouring into the control tower. Ethan
coughed and his eyes burned, but he pushed on. Fear drove him faster. Fear that
he would be trapped in the control tower by the blaze, and fear of what he
would find when he reached the entrance.


Ethan rounded the corner and his worst fears were realized. Lying slumped in
the far corner of the corridor leading away from the entrance was Aleph Seven.
Flames leapt up around his mech from a shiny, black pool of hydraulic fluid and
lubricant which had seeped out from his zephyr. The corpsman wasn’t even trying
to escape the blaze, but Ethan didn’t have to wonder why—the zephyr’s chest
plate was peeled open like cheap duranium, and his eyes were wide and staring
behind his helmet.


Corporal Exalian was dead.


* * *


The faster Atton ran, the more he realized that he was lost. The stars
glittered and the moon shone down from the artificial sky overhead, casting a
wan, silver glow into the silverleaf maze. At least by now Hoff has to be
back in his quarters, Atton thought, and with that he slowed his frantic
pace. His lungs burned and his feet ached. He turned another corner and two
more paths disappeared to either side of him, a third one wound around a corner
up ahead, but Atton had no idea where he was or which one of those paths would
get him out of the maze. He turned to gaze up at the sheer black walls of the
silverleaf bushes rising to either side of him and wondered if he could climb
them to see where he was in relation to the admiral’s opulent quarters. It was
worth a try. He reached into the bushes, looking for a branch which might be
strong enough to hold his weight, but his arm sunk in all the way up to the
shoulder and his hand rattled around blindly, seeking purchase among the
spindly branches.


“Hello, Atton.”


He froze.


“I wouldn’t bother trying to climb them. The sky only appears to be
distant. It forms a low-hanging roof over the maze, so you won’t see anything
from up there.”


Atton withdrew his arm from the hedge and turned to see Hoff standing at the
end of the path which he’d seen winding away in front of him. He affected an
innocent smile. “Admiral! You have no idea how good it is to see a friendly
face! I thought I was never going to get out of here.”


Hoff smiled back as he approached. “Indeed? I’ll take that as a compliment.
The point of any maze is to make you lose your way, wouldn’t you say, Atton?”


“I guess.”


Hoff stopped within arm’s reach of him. “What brings you out here in the
middle of the night?”


“Couldn’t sleep.”


“Ahh, I see. Even with the light sculpture?”


“I found it distracting.”


“You must have a tough case of insomnia. We have tea for that, you know.”


“The fresh air clears my head.”


“Simulated fresh, but I would think it only clears your head because it
wakes you up more. Somewhat counter-productive for sleep. You should have
stayed in the garden, Atton.” 


There was a sinister note of rebuke in Hoff’s voice that Atton didn’t like.
He brushed it off with a shrug. “I thought this was part of the garden. By the
time I realized it wasn’t, I was already lost. What are you doing up, Admiral?”


“Your mother told me you came out here. She said you might need some help
finding your way back.”


“Well, she was right.” 


“Good mothers always are. Come—” Hoff said, wrapping an arm around Atton’s
shoulders to guide him out of the maze. “—let’s go try some of that tea.”


* * *


Angel couldn’t stop running. Her footsteps sounded like thunder as she
pounded down the gleaming corridors. She’d been running for what felt like
forever—ever since she’d shot the sentinel who’d told her to shut up and stop
making so much noise. She hadn’t meant to kill him—just stun him, but she
hadn’t mastered the mech’s weapons yet, and instead of stunning him, she’d
fired an anti-personnel rocket, killing him before he even knew what had hit
him. 


After what she’d done to that sentinel, she knew that if the rest of his
squad caught up with her, they’d do the same thing to her. A cold sweat of
panic beaded on her brow and gut-twisting guilt raged right alongside it. Angel
shook her head. Snap out of it! She couldn’t afford to feel bad right
now. So she’d killed someone. So what. They were here to steal Brondi’s ship,
maybe even to kill him, and that meant she had to choose whose life was
more important. To her, that was “Big Brainy” Brondi’s. He was the closest
thing she had to a father. He’d taken her in along with all of the other war
orphans when she was just sixteen. He’d taught them the art of dancing poles
and of teasing men until they’d agree to trade a day’s wage for a few short
hours—usually minutes, in her experience—of bliss. That trade had kept her
alive while others starved. She owed Brondi.


Angel couldn’t remember how she’d come to be captured by a squad of enemy
soldiers. She’d awoken in the dark, lying beside some lunatic who claimed to
know her, who told her not to trust herself because she was chipped. What a lot
of krak. That must have been how they’d captured her. They’d brainwashed her
and turned her into some kind of undercover agent in order to kill Brondi. It
had been all she could do to keep calm and play along until she could find a
way to escape. 


And now that she had escaped, time was of the essence. She had to warn
Brondi. “Alec!” Angel called out to the ceiling. “Big Brainy! It’s me, Angel!
Help!” She wasn’t sure if anyone was listening, but she had to try.


She ran and ran until her legs grew tired even in spite of the
power-assisted armor she wore. How was she supposed to find her way to the
bridge? She turned a corner and found herself faced with another corridor just
as endless and just as deserted as the previous one. Angel bit back a sob and
pressed on. She had to run into someone eventually. How big could the ship be?


* * *


“I hope you have a good reason for waking me, Sergeant,” Brondi said as he
strode down the gangway from the entrance of the bridge.


“Yes, sir,” Sergeant Gibbs replied, keeping pace beside him. A squad of
armored soldiers walked behind Brondi, shadowing him. After reports had stopped
coming in of invisible assailants attacking his crew, Brondi had finally risked
cracking open his zephyr, trading the exaggerated armor for a luxuriant red
robe and fuzzy white slippers, which he’d found in the overlord’s quarters. The
half a dozen soldiers walking behind him were his contingency plan.


“Well? What is it?” Brondi demanded.


“Watch stations are reporting activity on one of the lower decks.”


“What kind of activity?” Brondi asked as he strode up to the sergeant’s
security console. “Don’t tell me we have more Sythians on board, because I
don’t think I could handle being forced to walk around in a zephyr again. It
smells like the inside of a boot. Do you know what it’s like to live inside a
boot, sergeant?”


“No, sir.”


“I can arrange it for you.”


Gibbs ignored him and pointed at the holoscreen rising out of his control
station. “There. We’re tracking her on deck 33 right now.”


“Her?” Brondi frowned as he stared at the matte black form of a zephyr light
assault mech running down a long, nondescript corridor aboard the Valiant.


Gibbs leaned forward and dialed up the volume. Suddenly Brondi heard his
name blaring through the speakers, and the ringing thuds of the mech’s hurried
footfalls.


“Alec! Big Brainy! It’s me, Angel! . . . Help!”


“Angel . . .” Brondi repeated. “It can’t be.”


“You know her, sir?”


“I might. Where did she come from?”


“Earliest we have her on the holocorders is somewhere near the venture-class
hangars. You think she slipped aboard while we were at Ritan?”


Brondi frowned. “If so, then she’s not alone. Get her up here, but make sure
they crack her out of that armor first. I don’t want any more accidents aboard
my ship.”


“Yes, sir.”


Brondi mulled over the situation, watching as Ethan’s copilot raced down
another corridor. Their viewpoint automatically changed to the next holocorder
in line, tracking her. Gibbs barked commands into his comm piece, and just a
few minutes later a squad of soldiers from the nearest watch station joined
Alara on camera. There was a brief standoff with everyone shouting at each
other. Brondi frowned. He turned and nodded to the comms officer. “Put me
through to that section.”


“Which section, sir?”


Gibbs answered, “Deck 33, section 4, sub-section—”


“Just connect me with the whole deck,” Brondi interrupted with a wave of his
hand. A moment later the comms officer gave them a thumbs-up and Brondi turned
to address the holoscreen. “Angel?” The figure on the camera turned to look up
at the ceiling. “My dear, sweet Angel. Get out of that armor so my guards can
bring you up here. Daddy’s waiting for you.”


“Brondi?”


“Yes, dear.”


“They’re going to take the ship back! They’re—”


“They who?”


“Sentinels!”


“Well, hurry up, Sweet Thing. We’ll deal with them after you’re safe.”


Alara’s armor opened up and she walked out, looking small and insignificant
beside the two-meter-high shell of the assault mech.


Brondi smiled. “There’s a good girl. See you soon, Sweet Thing.” He made a
cutting gesture across his throat for the comms officer to turn off the
intercom. 


“Who is she?” Gibbs asked.


Brondi shrugged. “No one special. Just a bit of revenge on an old grub who
never paid his debts. She used to be his copilot. Now she thinks she’s a
playgirl named Angel.” Brondi’s mouth gaped open in a smile.


“A playgirl, hoi?” The sergeant licked his lips. “We could use a bit of fun
on this ship.”


Brondi patted him on the back. “All in good time. First let’s find out why
she’s here and who she came with, then you can have your bit of fun.”












Chapter 20





Ethan sat inside
the hangar control tower, choking on smoke as he listened to the dying crackle
of the flames which had cooked Corporal Exalian’s remains to a crisp. He never
would have thought Alara capable of murder, but then again, she wasn’t capable
of prostituting herself either. It was all Brondi’s fault, and he would have to
take the blame for Exalian’s death, along with all the other deaths he had
caused. Ethan could only hope the tracking device Admiral Heston had implanted
beneath his skin would lead them to the kakard in time to prevent more innocent
deaths. By now, Alara had likely given them all away. He kept imagining he
could hear the approaching footsteps of Brondi’s men, and his eyes roved
nervously around the room, skipping over ruined control stations, overturned
chairs, and glittering sheets of shattered transpiranium. Nothing moved except
for the pearly wisps of acrid smoke drifting through the air. Ethan’s head spun
from that smoke and his eyes burned to tears. He blinked to clear them. Then,
suddenly, he did hear something—


“Frek,” someone whispered. “What happened here?”


“He’s dead,” someone else said.


“I’d say our prisoner escaped.” That was Gina’s voice.


“Hoi, hold up—I’m picking up something on scanners. We’ve got a life form in
there.”


“Probably, Alara,” Gina replied. “Poor girl must be terrified. He’d better
not have hurt her. . . .”


Footsteps. Real this time. Ethan grimaced as they drew near. Someone poked
their head around the corner.


“What are you doing here?” It was Gina. “Where’s Alara?”


“She’s gone,” he croaked.


“What?”


More footsteps.


“Motherfrekker . . .” Sergeant Dorian said. “What happened here, Laser
Bait?”


“Alara. She woke up,” he replied through a dry cough. “She thought she was
Angel again. I told her to get some sleep, hoping she’d remember more later,
but instead she blasted out of here in my zephyr as soon as I fell asleep.”


“Krak!” Gina hit the wall with her fist. “How long ago was this?”


“A couple of hours.”


“We have to get out of here—now,” Gina said.


“Hoi, what about the prisoner?” Dorian asked.


“Frek him,” Gina replied. “He’ll just slow us down.”


“Might be a good bargaining chip when Brondi catches up with us,” the
sergeant replied.


“Then you don’t know Alec Brondi. He’d shoot through a dozen of his own men
to get at just one of us. Leave him.”


“Roger that. Alephs! Move out! Scorcher, Rull’s-eye, you’ve got point!”


Ethan couldn’t believe his eyes. “Hoi!” he yelled. “You can’t leave me
here!” But they stomped off without a backward glance. Ethan listened to the
sound of their footsteps receding into the distance. Then came silence, and
Ethan was alone with his thoughts once more, thinking hateful thoughts toward
Gina. “I never should have saved your ass,” he muttered, thinking back to the
two separate occasions when he’d rescued her. Before he’d had very much time to
dwell on it, the footsteps returned and he had bigger problems. 


“Well, well, lookie what we got here.”


Ethan turned to see a man wearing the thick, gray armor of a sentinel, but a
head full of glowing tattoos gave him away for what he really was. Brondi’s men
had stolen the Valiant—so why not the uniforms and armor, too? “Got
another one over here!” the man said.


“Another one?” Ethan asked as tattoo head yanked him roughly to his feet. 


“Yea, krakface. Got your pals already. Hoi—what’s this here?” Tattoo head
raised Ethan’s hands and jerked his goateed chin at the stun cords. “You their
prisoner? What’s that make ya, one of us?”


“Who ya got there?” another voice demanded, this one deep, gritty, and
heavily accented. The voice and accent reminded Ethan of the worst offenders
from his time on Etaris. He turned to look just in time to see the man to whom
that voice belonged step into the control tower. He was a giant, well over six
feet tall, and wearing standard sentinel armor which was several sizes too
small for his large frame.


“I’m not sure, Sarge. Look—he’s all tied up. Think he’s one of ours?”


“They tied me up because they discovered I was an undercover agent for
Brondi,” Ethan said. Worth a shot, he thought.


“What’s yer name?” the sergeant growled.


“Ethan Ortane.”


“I’ll call it in—leave him tied for now.”


“Yes, sir.”


So much for that, Ethan thought, listening as the sergeant checked
his name with his commanding officers. A moment later he turned back to Ethan
with an unsettling grin. “Well, seems like yer tellin’ the truth. Big Brainy
squealed like a little girlie when I told him about ya. He’s real eager to meet
ya, Ethan.” Turning to his subordinate, the sergeant nodded and said,
“Come on, let’s not keep the boss waiting any longer than we have to.” 


Ethan tried to object as tattoo head shoved him forward, but a powerful
electric jolt stole the words from his mouth as he fell to the deck. “My ankles
are tied, you dumb kakard!”


“Oopsies,” tattoo head giggled. “My bad.” The outlaw yanked him back to his
feet and whipped out an oversized knife to cut the stun cords. Another spark of
electricity burned between Ethan’s ankles as the cords were cut, and he bit his
tongue not to cry out. Looks like I’m coming for you after all, Brondi,
he thought. But this wasn’t at all what he’d had in mind when he’d insisted on
joining the assault.


* * *


“Ethan! I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you again!” Brondi’s mouth
gaped in a huge smile. “How do you like what I’ve done with the place?” He
gestured broadly to the bridge viewports, which showed a startling view of
superluminal space with its swirls and streaks of light. Brondi’s crew all
stopped what they were doing to watch Ethan come in. He scowled as the pair of
outlaws who’d found him marched him down the gangway.


“It looks the same, your eminence—did I get it right? Or is there some other
form of address you like better?”


Brondi laughed. “You’re funny, Ethan. I’ve always liked that about you! Too
often the cares of this galaxy wring the humor out of us.”


“Thank you.”


“I’m curious, what are you doing back here, Ethan—with a squad of sentinels
no less? I lost a few good men capturing them, you know. I’m still sore about
that. How do you plan to make it up to me?”


Ethan took a deep breath, hoping what he was about to say would sound
sincere. He’d been working on his story ever since Brondi’s men had captured
him. “I wasn’t with the sentinels. Neither was Alara.”


“Go on,” Brondi said, his eyes narrowing by degrees.


“The admiral was going to have me tried for my crimes, and I begged for a
chance to get even with you by joining the assault to take back the Valiant.
My real plan was to join you, but before I could find a way to get away with
Alara, they found out I wasn’t really on their side. Alara managed to escape,
and the sentinels fled. They assumed Alara would give them away, which she
obviously did, because your men found me a few hours later and brought me
here.”


Brondi frowned and rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I see. And why would you
want to join me?”


“The admiral was going to execute me for my crimes, and no one could find a
way to disable Alara’s slave chip. I thought maybe if I came back to work for
you, you might at least release Alara in exchange for my services.”


Brondi’s eyebrows shot up. “You blew a hole in the side of my new flagship,
and you stole my corvette. That’s a lot to make up for—not to mention the ten
thousand sols you still owe me. Why wouldn’t I just have you killed and leave
Alara the way she is? What could you possibly have to offer me?”


Ethan gritted his teeth, but forced himself to remain calm. “You took my
ship, too, and you blackmailed me into your plot to take down the Imperium in
exchange for clearing the 10,000 sols I owed you. I think we’re even, but
besides that, Admiral Hoff is chasing you back to Dark Space, and you’re going
to need pilots for all the novas on the Valiant if you want to mount a
proper defense. I’ll fly one for you and help you train your men until such a
time as you decide my debt has been payed.”


“That’s a good idea,” Brondi said, nodding slowly. “I admire your mercenary
spirit, but what makes you think I’d trust you in the cockpit of a nova fighter
after you betrayed me?”


“Alara is your collateral. I wouldn’t do anything that might cause you to
take it out on her.”


Brondi smiled. “You’ve given this a lot of thought.”


“I have.”


“Good. I’ll accept your proposal, but don’t expect to earn your freedom—or
Alara’s for that matter—anytime soon.”


“Not so fast,” Ethan said. “I have a few conditions.”


Brondi laughed. “You’re not in a position to be setting conditions, Ethan!”


“You agree to keep your crew away from Alara until she’s released. If not,
there’s nothing to motivate my cooperation.”


“Hmmm . . . protecting your virgin bride, are we? Very well. I’ll accept
those terms. You can head up a new squadron of novas—made up of the sentinels I
captured.”


Ethan blinked. “You’re skriffy if you think you can convince vanguard
sentinels to fight for you.”


“I don’t need to convince them, Ethan. I’ll just have them chipped, strap
them in their novas, and launch them into space. You can train them to make
sure I’m not wasting valuable ships.”


Ethan grimaced and shook his head. “Fine, whatever, but I have one more
condition—I want some guarantee that you really are going to release Alara and
disable her slave chip.”


Brondi smiled thinly and walked up to Ethan. He turned to the larger of the
pair of guards flanking Ethan and said, “Make him kneel.”


Ethan felt strong hands forcing him to his knees. He hit the deck with a
grunt, and Brondi took a fistful of his short hair, yanking his head back.
“How’s this for a guarantee—if you don’t fly for me until I’m satisfied
that you’ve paid your debts, then I’ll have every man on this ship take full
advantage of Alara’s slave chip.”


Ethan’s face went bone white. 


“If she lives through all of that, you can have her back, and I’ll even
deactivate her chip for you. Then I’ll set both of you free, because living
with the aftermath of everything that happened to the woman you love will
destroy you better than I ever could. You won’t even be able to look at
her again, and she’ll kill herself before long.”


“You’re a sick kakard, Brondi,” he said quietly.


Brondi’s gaping grin returned. “Thank you.” He slapped Ethan on the back.
“Welcome to the Netherworld. To answer your earlier question, you can call me
the Devlin.” Brondi leaned close to whisper in Ethan’s ear, “And you’re mine
now.”


* * *


Despite the hypnotic effects of the light sculpture, Atton hardly slept all
night. He couldn’t stop thinking about the admiral’s hidden lift tube, and
wondering what was down there. In those odd hours when he did drift off to
sleep, his dreams were filled with a nameless dread. 


What was Hoff hiding?


Now, after what felt like an endless night, he couldn’t lie in bed any
longer. A quick look at the glowing blue digits on the comm suite beside his
bed showed that it was only 0520, but he had to get up. 


Atton took a quick vaccucleanse and forwent his steam-cleaned uniform in
favor of a fluffy white robe and matching slippers which he found in the
closet. Now the comm suite showed almost six hundred hours. Atton keyed open
the door and crept out into the darkened hall. The light paintings hanging on
the walls cast ominous shadows. He turned the corner and began to hear hushed
voices. 


He wasn’t the only one awake. 


Atton reached the end of the hall and waited there. He heard whirring servos
and saw the admiral’s gleaming white server bot, HTX4, busy in the kitchen.
Atton shrank back against the wall so the bot wouldn’t see him, and then he
overhead his mother say, “Don’t try to turn this around on me! I do trust you. You’re
the one who doesn’t trust me enough to share your secrets.”


“Really? So accusing me of hiding a pleasure palace below decks is trusting
me?” HTX4 went whirring by with a steaming tray of caf and pancakes. Atton’s
mouth watered, but he forced himself to focus on what the admiral was saying.
“What was Atton doing out in the garden last night?”


“Didn’t he tell you? He couldn’t sleep, so he went to get some fresh air.”


“And I suppose he thought it might be fun to get lost in the silverleafs.”


“I don’t know—why don’t you ask him?”


“I did. He said it looked like part of the garden to him.”


“You see?”


“No, I don’t. I think you told him to go there and see what he could find.”


“You know what? I’m getting very tired of these interrogations. If your XO
is allowed to know what you’re hiding, why can’t I?”


“He’s sworn to secrecy on pain of death, Destra. I cannot say the same for
you.”


“Why not? You’d probably kill me if I found out, anyway.”


“Don’t insult me, Destra. I don’t kill my family to keep them quiet.”


“What are you doing?” a small voice asked. Atton almost jumped into the
kitchen.


He turned and saw a little girl blinking up at him. “Oh—hello, Atta.”


She had bad timing. HTX4 returned from the living room in the same instant
that Atton replied. The bot overheard, and his blue photoreceptors swiveled and
winked as they focused in on the hallway. 


“Hello, Master Atton! And dear little Atta! I didn’t notice the two of you
there.”


Suddenly the conversation in the living room stopped, and Atton heard
footsteps. Hoff appeared in the entrance of the kitchen. “Good morning, Atton.”


“Good morning, Daddy!” Atta said.


“Hello, dear. Why don’t the two of you come join us for breakfast. There’s
pancakes, and fruit juice in the living room”


“Oh, yay!” Atta said. “I love pancakes.” 


She raced by Atton, but he stayed where he was, and his gaze never left
Hoff’s face. “I could use some caf to wake up,” he said slowly.


“I’ll get you some right away!” HTX4 replied, whirring into action.


“Still couldn’t sleep after the tea?” Hoff asked as Atton started through
the kitchen.


“Not very well, no.”


“I’m sorry to hear that.”


Atton didn’t believe Hoff was ever sorry about anything, but he kept that to
himself. When Destra saw him walk into the living room, she looked up and
smiled hesitantly. 


Atton returned her smile. “Hello, Mom.”


“Hello,” she said.


“Please, take a seat, Atton.” Hoff gestured to an empty arm chair opposite
the one where he was headed. Atta was already seated beside her mother on the
couch, helping herself to a pair of large pancakes.


Atton sat down and eyed Hoff across the black chrome coffee table. HTX4
whirred up to him with a steaming cup of caf. “I forgot to ask how you like it,
Master Atton.”


Atton waved a hand. “Black is fine.”


“Very well. Here you are, sir.”


Atton accepted the steaming cup and took a careful sip. His eyes never left
Hoff’s. The admiral stared back just as unwaveringly.


Destra looked up to see the interplay between them, and she cleared her
throat. “Did you get some sleep after all, Atton?”


“No.”


“Oh, I’m sorry.”


“How about you, Hoff?” Atton asked.


“I slept like a baby,” he said, smiling as he retrieved his own cup of caf
from the coffee table and drained the cup. “But now, if you’ll excuse me, I
need to get to the bridge.” Hoff’s eyes darted to Destra, who was pretending to
be preoccupied with her food and Atta. “I’ll be back for lunch.”


“Bye, darling,” Destra said, not looking up from her plate.


Hoff didn’t bother to return her sentiment as he walked away. Atton’s eyes
followed him to the doors. As soon as they’d swished shut, he turned back to
his mother and shook his head. “Hoff’s XO can know his secrets, but you
can’t?”


She looked up with a wan smile. “I wondered how much you’d heard.”


“Enough. More than enough. Destra—Mom—what kind of man or
officer puts his subordinates ahead of his wife? You should come first.”


“I know that, Atton.”


“Then?”


“Shhh. We can talk more about this later.” Destra’s eyes darted to Atta. Her
small brow was furrowed and her pancakes lay forgotten on her plate.


“What don’t you know about, Mommy?”


“Nothing, dear. It’s just a surprise Daddy’s planning—that’s all.”


“Is it a surprise for me?” she asked, her eyebrows lifting hopefully.


“Well, we’ll have to see about that, won’t we? Eat your food, Atta.”


“Okay.”


“If you’re a good girl, you’ll get your surprise.”


Atta nodded, her mouth already stuffed full of pancakes. Atton watched
treacle dripping down Atta’s chin, and he couldn’t help but smile. He reached
for a napkin on the tray between them and handed it to her. “Here,” he said.


“Thanks,” she replied, almost spitting half-chewed pancakes at him.


Atton turned back to his mother and his eyes hardened once more. “We need to
talk.”


“In a minute, Atton.”


“No, we need to talk now.”


Destra sighed. “Atta, you stay there, okay? I’m just going to go outside for
a moment to speak with your brother.”


“Okay . . .” she said. “Can I come outside when I’m done?”


“No, dear. Stay there. I’ll come back when we’re done talking. It’s a
grown-up conversation.”


“I’m a grown-up, too!” she insisted. “I’m seven,” she said, holding up the
appropriate number of fingers.


Destra smiled. “Of course you are.”


“So why can’t I hear?”


“You remember what Daddy told you about where babies come from?”


Atta’s nose wrinkled. “Yes . . .”


“Atton has a question about that.”


“Oh. That’s okay. You can talk without me then.”


Destra smiled. “We’ll be back in a minute.” She led the way through the
living room to the dining room and from there to a pair of doors which led out
to the garden. The doors parted with a swish, and Atton noted that the
artificial sky over the garden was now bright and pale blue. A bright red sun
sat close to the horizon, and Atton was surprised that he could actually feel
the warmth in its rays. The grass and the silverleaf hedges seemed to glow and
sparkle in the sunlight. It took a moment for him to realize that the sparkle
was from dew which had condensed out of the air overnight. He shook his head,
astounded by the depth of the illusion which Hoff had created.


“Well?” Destra demanded, drawing Atton’s attention away from the scene.


His mother stood with her arms crossed over her chest, waiting for him to
explain himself. “You realize that you need to find out for her sake, too,
don’t you? Whatever he’s hiding, it could be something dangerous.”


Destra hesitated, but at last she conceded that with a nod. “I know.”


“It’s his own fault. He shouldn’t have secrets. Not from you. But you
can blame me for discovering them if you want. I don’t mind.”


“I need some time to think about it.”


“Don’t take too much. The clock’s ticking. It started the day we were forced
to pack our bags and leave for Dark Space, and it hasn’t stopped running down
since. The time for secrets is over. We need answers. There’s a reason the
Sythians invaded, Destra, and I’m willing to bet that someone, somewhere,
already knows what that reason is.”


“You think that . . . Hoff knows about that?”


“Why is he so suspicious of the Gors? Why is he their enemy number one
besides the Sythians? Why does no one know where his enclave is? What is
he hiding there, and does it even exist?”


“Well, I’ve been to the enclave, Atton.”


“What about the lost sector? Have you been there?”


“The enclave is getting supplies from somewhere.”


Atton shook his head. “So why set up an enclave for refugees when there’s
already a place for them where they would be safe?”


“Hoff says that the only way to keep the lost worlds safe is to keep them
hidden—from everyone.”


“Everyone except for him—oh, and let me guess, his XO. As for his wife . . .
well, she’s just there to warm his bed and bear his children.”


“Atton!” Destra’s eyes flashed with hurt.


“Good! Then you understand how absurd all of this is. Secrets divide us, and
this is a time for humanity to stand together, not apart. It’s our only hope.
If Dark Space is the enclave’s poorer cousin, we should all be there, or at the
very least sharing the wealth. What point is there to keeping us in poverty?”


“I don’t know.”


“So let’s find out! No more hiding, Mom.”


Destra sighed. “I’ll help you find out, and you can tell me what you
found. That’s the best I can do.”


“So your son’s the fall guy, is that it? I don’t think Hoff’s going to
believe that I found out all on my own.”


“You were wandering his maze for hours last night. Maybe you found
something. It’s plausible.”


“It’s thin.”


Destra looked away. “You’ll need an escape plan.”


Atton nodded. “The Tauron is about to drop out of SLS. If you could
find a transport for me, I could blast out of here before the drives are even
finished cooling for the next jump. I’d beat them to Dark Space.”


“It’s too soon. There’s not enough time. When we reach the entrance to Dark
Space, we’ll have a better opportunity, and the Stormcloud Nebula will shield
you from the Tauron’s scanners when and if you do have to leave.”


“Fine. When we reach Dark Space, then, but I’m holding you to that.”


Destra nodded and let out a long, slow breath. A moment later they were
interrupted by the sound of something hitting transpiranium. They turned to see
Atta with her face pressed up against the dining room window, making silly
faces at them. When she saw her mother’s stern expression she giggled and ran
away.


“Remember why you’re helping me,” Atton said, using Atta’s sudden appearance
to cement his mother’s resolve.


“I should be doing it for myself, too . . .” Destra said. “A decade ago, I
never would have pictured myself turning a blind eye to a man who’s keeping
secrets from me. I never would have put up with that from your father.” Destra
turned to him with a haunted look. “But after spending three years isolated and
slowly starving to death on the dark, frigid netherworld that is Ritan . . .
you get a new perspective on life. After that, you never take luxury like this
for granted, and you’d do anything not to go through those horrors again.”


“You won’t have to,” Atton said. “I promise.”


“I’m afraid that’s a promise you can’t keep, Atton, but thank you anyway.
Hoff’s lucky he can’t remember Ritan,” she said, giving an involuntary shiver.


That caught his attention. “What do you mean Hoff can’t remember it?”


Destra smiled and looked away quickly. “Oh . . . he hit his head. . . . He
never really recovered from that. We should go back inside and finish eating.”


Atton nodded slowly. “After you . . .” He watched with thoughtfully narrowed
eyes as his mother walked ahead of him, and suddenly he wondered if Hoff was
the only one keeping secrets. . . .












Chapter 21





Admiral Heston
stood at the bridge viewports while his XO kept watch at the captain’s table,
just in case. Hoff wasn’t expecting trouble when they dropped out of
superluminal, but it didn’t hurt for someone to have eyes on the grid. Even if
they had been followed from Ritan, the Sythians’ slower ships wouldn’t be able
to keep up. 


The reversion countdown reached zero, and the bright swirl of SLS vanished,
replaced with a stark, starry blackness. Master Commander Lenon Donali
reported, “All systems green, jump successful.”


“Scopes?” Hoff asked.


“Clear.”


“As far as we can tell, anyway.” Hoff turned away from the view with a
grimace and walked back up to the captain’s table. 


“Even if we were followed from Ritan, they must be at least four hours
behind us now,” Donali said. “We’re safe.”


“Yes . . .” Hoff’s gaze turned to Roan, who stood in the furthest, darkest
corner of the bridge, leaning against the wall. His gleaming black armor and
the glowing red eyes of his helmet were unsettling to look at. Hoff shook his
head and looked away. “All of those measures could be for nothing if the Gors
give us away telepathically. For all we know, Roan is talking to an enemy fleet
right now, and they’re using that connection to telelocate him.”


“Well, let’s find out, shall we?” Donali pressed a button on the captain’s
table and a bright yellow overlay appeared, glittering like a cloud of stardust
on the three dimensional grid. The overlay showed the spread of tachyon
radiation in the immediate area, but there was only one wake-shaped wave
drifting out from the Tauron. The size and spread of that wake were
consistent with the wormhole they’d just opened to leave SLS.


“Maybe they really are on our side,” Donali said.


Hoff snorted. “And maybe I’m really a Sythian wearing a holoskin.”


“Are you, sir?”


Hoff glared at Donali until the commander turned back to the grid.


“Hoi—what’s that?” he whispered, pointing frantically.


Hoff turned to see a second, much smaller wave of radiation now spreading
out from the ship. It dissipated quickly, but their recently-recalibrated
scanners highlighted the dissipating wake and a moment later a yellow vector
appeared, giving a direction for the tachyon burst which had caused the
radiation. A shaded red sphere appeared around the Tauron, narrowing
down the point of origin for that burst to within ten klicks. “Well, well,”
Hoff said, tracing the vector with his finger. Since the point of origin could
be anywhere inside a five klick radius, the vector was off by the same margin
and the real line of communication could have been any of an infinite number of
other vectors which lay parallel to the calculated one. But Hoff could already
see that none of those lines would cross through both the Tauron and the
Interloper. The telepathic burst could have begun on either the Interloper
or the Tauron, but it wasn’t Tova and Roan communicating with each
other. One of them had just sent an outbound message. “Roan!” Hoff roared.


The alien shattered his statuesque pose, and the glowing red eyes of his
helmet turned. He warbled something. 


“Yess?” Hoff’s translator hissed in his ear.


“Could you tell me if there are any other Gors nearby? Maybe we can get some
reinforcements.”


“If they are nearby, they are with Zithianzz, and we need rescue them before
they help us.”


“Ah, yes, you make a good point. Well, all the same, it would be good to
know if there are Sythians nearby. Would you check for us, please?”


“I try.” A few moments later Roan replied, “None of my crèche mates are
close enough for me to speak with them.”


“I see. Thank you, Roan.” Hoff turned back to his XO. Donali’s real eye was
thoughtfully narrowed. “He’s lying to us,” Hoff whispered. “Why do you think
that might be?”


Donali shook his head. “This has gone on long enough. They’re endangering
our mission, and if we keep them aboard, they’ll endanger Dark Space, too.”


Hoff touched his comm piece and whispered into it to put a call through to
one of the sentinels standing guard over the bridge. The sergeant commander
standing at the entrance answered.


“Admiral?”


“Sergeant Thriker—Code 12.”


“Code confirmed.”


Hoff watched the sergeant signal to the soldier standing beside him. They
turned in unison, raised their rifles, and fired. Blue fire screeched out and
hit Roan in the chest and neck. The alien tried to react, instinctively lifting
his arms to fire back from his forearm gauntlets, but his weapons had been
disabled long before he’d been brought on board, and his knees buckled before
he could even take one step. Thriker fired once more and Roan toppled to the
deck with a thud.


“Take him to the probe rooms,” Hoff said. “It’s time we found out what the
Gors have been hiding.”


Sergeant Thriker and his squad mate headed for Roan.


“The probe is useless on Gors, sir,” Donali said. “You’ll just kill him.”


“Who says I want him to live? But before we try that, we’ll be sure to
exhaust every other option.”


“What are you going to do when Tova realizes we’ve turned on them? She could
make a mess of the Interloper if our crew isn’t ready and waiting to
stun her.”


“Petty Officer Ashron!” Hoff turned to his comms officer. He was still busy
at his station, eyes down, hands busy. The rest of the crew was the same. They
hadn’t skipped a beat. If they were shocked that Hoff had ordered Roan stunned,
they weren’t showing it.


“Sir?”


“Tell the Interloper to arrest Tova, and be careful about it.
Have them send her here. As soon as you’re done with that, send a scout back to
Fortress Station with a message. They are to evacuate Ritan, and make sure our
transports are rigorously screened for any stowaways. Once our people are off
world, they can drop the shatter bombs and head to the colonies. We’ll meet
them there when this is all over.”


“Yes, sir,” Ashron replied.


Donali nodded. “So the alliance is over.”


Hoff shot him a quick look. “It never really began. They weren’t on our
side, Commander.”


“So what were they waiting for?”


“Maybe this. If they don’t know exactly where Dark Space is, then maybe all
they needed was for someone to lead them there.”


“If that’s true, then there will be a whole cloaked fleet hot on our trail.”


“Our tachyon trail will be cold long before they can get here to pick it up
again. Nav!” Hoff bellowed. “Start spooling for a jump to Dark Space. As soon
as our messenger is away, punch it.”


“Yes, sir.”


Hoff and Donali turned to watch as the Sergeant Thriker used his grav gun to
levitate Roan off the deck.


“It’s a pity the Gors weren’t on our side,” Donali said absently. “With
their help we actually could have turned the tide in this war.”


“Cold, hard truth is always preferable to a comforting lie.”


“What if the lie is all you have?”


Hoff frowned. “What do you mean by that?”


“We can’t stay hidden forever, Admiral, so what happens when they find us?
That lie was our only hope.”


“Then hope was the real lie. . . .” Hoff turned to gaze out the forward
viewports at dark, glittering space. “Death came for us at last—” he said,
speaking softly. “Her strokes were swift and cruel, and nary a man was left
standing, but we found hope in the ashes, for the ashes buried our bodies and
covered our blood, and for a moment they allowed us to pretend that the horrors
we’d seen were not really there.”


Donali blinked. “Waxing poetic, are we, sir?”


“It’s a line from an old holo play—Origin at the End.”


“Ah, the great war of legend.”


Hoff turned to his XO with a small smile. “Of legend? No, Commander, not
just legend. It was very real. Sometime I should show you your heritage.”


Donali frowned. “That would be an honor, sir.”


“Be sure that you are worthy of it when the time comes. Knowledge can be a
dangerous thing, if it is shared too freely. We must be careful who we tell and
how much we say.”


“Yes, sir.”


“As for hope—take heart, Commander—we’re not dead yet, and death is not the
end. It’s a new beginning.”


Commander Donali smirked. “I’ll have to take your word for that, sir.”


* * *


Tova heard the screech and felt the stab of betrayal mere seconds before she
lost consciousness. When next she awoke she was naked and strapped down on a
table, wincing up at a bright light. When she tried to rise, strong cords held
her down and seared her exposed skin, so she lay back, gasping for air. She
turned her head and saw Roan lying on a matching table beside hers, hovering a
few feet above the ground. He looked badly beaten. His eyes were only half
open, and as his head turned toward her, and he hissed softly, she could hear
his pain.


Tova hissed back, angrily, and she fought her restraints once more. Sparks
flew as her restraints crackled, but she ignored the lancing waves of pain.


“Good, you’re awake,” a human voice said. The translation warbled into her
ear a moment later and she struggled to find the source of the sound. “What is
thiss?” she hissed.


“Isn’t it obvious?” Now the speaker came into view, but she smelled him long
before his features became clear. He stank of fear. “Hoff,” she said, trying to
approximate his name with her vocals. What came out sounded more like, Woss.


“You remember my name. I’m touched.”


“What you do to Roan?”


“I hurt him. A lot. He didn’t want to cooperate. Maybe you can save him some
more pain by answering my questions.”


“We answer questions without pain. You need not hurt us.”


“On the contrary, Tova. The two of you have been lying to me.”


“Lying? We do not lie.”


“When we dropped out of superluminal space, we detected telepathic
communications coming from this ship.”


Tova’s slitted yellow eyes widened. “You detect us?”


“Yes,” Hoff replied. He pushed away the glaring overhead light and his
features came into clearer focus. He was baring his teeth as humans liked to do
when they were happy. “I detect you. I detect all of you. I apologize for the
deception, Tova, but you and your kind started deceiving us first.”


“We do not lie,” Tova repeated. “I do not know what you detect. Perhaps Roan
tries to contact Gors on Ritan?”


“He couldn’t, Tova. Neither could you. Unless you were lying about that,
too. We were more than ten light years from Ritan at the time, and he said
there were no other Gors around. How do you explain that?”


“Then I do not know what you detect, but it was not one of usss.”


Hoff made a loud noise as air escaped from his lungs. “I wish I could
believe that, Tova. I’m going to give you one chance to come clean, just as I
did with Roan. After that, you’re going to understand just how much rage and
hate we’ve built up since your kind destroyed everything we’ve ever known—Sergeant
Thriker here lost his entire family when his home was blown to bits by a
Sythian missile. I’m sure you don’t want me to let him ask you questions.”


“Your mind is damaged, Woss,” Tova said.


Hoff’s pale eyes sparkled. “I assure you, my mind has never been in a
healthier state. Now listen carefully, because I’m not going to repeat my
questions. Why did your people invade us?”


Tova hissed. “Because we are slavesss!”


“Very well. What are the Gors planning?”


“We plan to work with humans to free ourselves. Now no longer. That is at an
end, Woss.”


“I see.”


Tova could tell the admiral was not happy with those answers, but he
remained smiling as he asked his next question. “And what about the Sythians?
Why have we only ever seen one of them?”


“Because they are not all here, and you do not look. Their home is gettizz.
The others—I do not know why they come. I do not know what they want.”


“It’s very easy to get through an interrogation when you claim to know
nothing.”


“I tell the truth!”


“Of course you do. Sergeant Thriker?”


“Yes, sir.”


“You can finish this now.”


Tova hissed loudly once more, and her gaze turned back to her mate lying
glassy-eyed beside her. He was alive, but barely, and she noticed clear white
blood dripping in a steady pitter-patter from the table where he lay to the
floor. 


She saw another man come into view. He was tall and half his face was burned
to a shiny mess of scar tissue. She assumed this was Sergeant Thriker. He
picked up a glowing stick that crackled and hummed. He traced it lightly over
her exposed abdomen and she hissed in agony, her back arcing against the
searing, sparking cords which held her down. She tried to distract herself from
the searing waves of pain by cursing the humans and imagining how she would
tear them apart when she broke free, but those fantasies only gave her the
illusion of hope. 


There would be no escape from this.


Occasionally the sergeant would stop burning her exposed skin long enough to
ask a question, but the questions were all the same ones that Hoff had asked,
and after a while she decided to tell them what she thought they wanted to
hear, but that only seemed to make the humans angrier. She endured for what
felt like an eternity until the torment passed. At that point she was so
drained and so numb that she felt as though her life were slipping away from
her.


The humans would pay. They would all pay for this with their lives! That
thought gave her strength to hold on a little longer—long enough to see the
admiral loom over her once more. He was no longer baring his teeth.


“You were very brave, Tova,” he said. “I congratulate you for holding on
this long. By now you must be wishing for the end, but I don’t think it’s that
simple anymore. Watching Thriker have his fun, I’ve come to a conclusion. You
and Roan will have to stand trial for your crimes. It’s not fair to give one
man justice and deprive all the rest. Someone needs to pay for the trillions
you killed in the war.”


“So kill usss,” Tova said. “And you have your blood price.”


“Blood price . . . that’s a nice turn of phrase. Yes, we’ll kill both
of you, but it needs to be a public execution, and I’m afraid it won’t be
either quick or painless. Monsters like you must be seen to suffer first, and
it is not enough for you to suffer here where nobody can see it.”


“Humanzzz are the real monsters,” Tova managed. “Gorz do not . . . play
with their food,” she said between gasps for air.


“Yes, that’s right. You just skip straight to eating it. Isn’t that what you
did with the survivors on the worlds you conquered? Well, don’t worry; we’re
not going to eat you. We’re not that barbaric.” Hoff turned away and Tova heard
him speaking to someone she couldn’t see. “Dress their wounds and put them in
stasis. Make sure they don’t die before their trial. Once we have Brondi and
the imposter overlord, we can have all the war criminals strung up together.”


“Yes, sir.”


* * *


It was late. Atton stood in the Hestons’ garden, watching a setting sun
splash the artificial sky in shades of ruby and carnelian. It was as though
Hoff and Destra weren’t living on a ship at all, but he supposed that was the
point. It was unusual to find so much luxury aboard a military vessel, but if
Hoff had paid for the renovations himself as he’d said, then it wasn’t against
fleet regs—it was, however, a slap in the face for everyone who was struggling
just to get by. Atton had never been so self-indulgent, even as the supreme
overlord of the Imperium, but not everyone shared his views on equality and
sacrificing oneself for the common good.


Swish. 


“Hello, Atton,” a warm female voice said. “Beautiful, isn’t it? Like one big
light painting.” Atton tried to be diplomatic, but when he smiled it looked
thin and papery, and Destra saw right through it. “He’s very wealthy, Atton,”
she said, sounding defensive. “You can’t begrudge the man that.”


“Why not?”


Destra sighed and she walked out to the edge of the synthstone terrace. Her
gaze slipped sideways to a swing bench with black cushions and gleaming
duranium frame which stood below the dining room window. “Why don’t we sit down
for a while? Hoff will be back for dinner soon, so we should make the most of
the time we have alone. There are still some details to go over.”


“Good idea.” Atton followed her to the swing bench and they sat down. “You
found something to get into the lift tube?”


“A cutting beam. I hope you know how to use it.”


Atton nodded. “Don’t worry. What about an escape plan?”


“I have a ship ready, Hoff’s corvette. Its main purpose is for Atta and I to
escape in an emergency, so it won’t require any clearance codes to launch.”


“How far is the ship from here? Can we get there in a hurry?”


“You can take the lift tube right outside the front doors. Deck 24.”


Atton let out a long sigh. “How do you feel about all of this?”


“I’m hedging my bets, aren’t I? So whatever happens, I can deny my part in
it.”


“I wish you’d agree to come with me. Whatever’s down there, I have a feeling
you’re going to have to see it for yourself. If you don’t, you might not even
believe me when I tell you.”


“Atton, there’s no way I’ll be able to deny my involvement if he catches me
on the holocorders down there.”


“I guess it all depends on whether or not you want to continue living with
the secrets and the lies.” Destra frowned and looked away. Atton went on,
“Think about Atta.”


The back doors swished open, and both Destra and Atton jumped. 


“Hello,” Hoff said as he stepped outside.


Atton smiled up at him. 


“Hello, darling,” Destra said matching Atton’s smile. “We missed you at
lunch.”


“I told you I couldn’t come. We had an emergency to deal with.”


“What kind of emergency?” Atton asked.


Hoff turned to him with a sarcastic smile. “I’m glad you asked. Your pet
Gors were caught calling for backup.”


“What?” Atton bolted to his feet.


“That’s right. I caught them making unscheduled contact with their so-called
crèche mates.”


Atton shook his head. “How?”


“While you were turning a blind eye to them, I found a way to detect their
telepathy, and I detected it coming from this ship as soon as we dropped out of
SLS.”


“What? Hold on, even if your technology is perfect, he still could have been
contacting a friend on Ritan.”


“He and Tova denied all the reasonable explanations, leaving just one
possibility—they betrayed us.”


Destra gasped. “What are we going to do?”


“I’ve had both Roan and Tova put into stasis, so there won’t be any more
unscheduled communications from them.”


“I mean what are we going to do about the Gors,” Destra replied. “They’re
everywhere.”


“And they’re on my fleet,” Atton growled. “If you do anything—”


“Then that’s your problem.” Hoff pointed at him. “If you hadn’t trusted them
in the first place we wouldn’t have to deal with this mess now. For the sake of
your men, I hope the Gors still make a distinction between your fleet and mine,
but if not . . . the blame for their deaths sits squarely on your
shoulders. I’m pulling the plug on Ritan.”


“What?!” Atton shook his head. “There are tens of thousands of Gors on
Ritan!”


“Exactly. We’re still a few trillion short before that will make us even for
the war, but it’s a good start.”


“Are you positive they were giving us away?” Atton said. “How does
your detector work? Maybe it’s not that accurate, or there was some kind of
interference.”


Hoff waved his hand dismissively. “How it works is classified, but I can
assure you the technology has been thoroughly tested.”


“Hoff,” Destra rose to her feet now, too. She walked over to him and took
his hand in both of hers. “Listen to Atton. If you turn on the Gors now,
thousands of men will die. At least give Atton time to tell his fleet so he can
protect his men.”


Hoff gritted his teeth and shook his head. “How do you propose we do that?
With our nonexistent commnet, perhaps? I’d love to warn them, but it’s too late
for that. The Gors have already turned on us, and if we don’t act now, Ritan
will be overrun. Right now we have the chance to strike them fast, and strike
them hard. If we have to lose a few ships for that, then count them as
acceptable losses, and rather think of how many lives we’ll save by killing
that many Gors.” Hoff turned to Atton and scowled. “You know that this means I
was right. All along, I was right about your so-called allies. I only hope that
your blind trust in them hasn’t already exposed Dark Space, or we’re about to
relive the Exodus.”


Atton shook his head. “Trust is never wrong—only ever misplaced.”


“Well you certainly misplaced yours! Expect betrayal, Atton, and plan for
it. Trust no one! If you had been doing that as you should, we wouldn’t have to
take back the Valiant now, and I wouldn’t have to write off all your
ships out here in Sythian Space.”


“Trust no one?” Destra echoed thoughtfully. “Not even your wife?”


Hoff just looked at her, but his ire was undiminished by the fire now
flashing in his wife’s eyes. “I trust you more than anyone, Des—and you know
that—”


“More than Donali?”


“That’s different.”


“I don’t see how.”


“I’ve been burned before, Destra! The closer someone is, the easier it is
for them to stab you in the back. Don’t push me, Des. That only raises my
suspicions.”


Destra smirked and rolled her eyes. “I’m going to go help HTX set the
table.” As she brushed past her husband, she said, “You’d better stay out here,
Hoff. I’ll be handling knives, and you know how easy it would be for me to stab
you if you were to wander too close.”


Both Atton and Hoff watched her leave. As soon as the door swished shut
behind her, Hoff turned to Atton with thoughtfully narrowed eyes. “Maybe you’d
like to tell me what the two of you have been talking about while I’ve been
gone.”


“Finding someone else to blame for your mistakes isn’t going to fix them.”


Hoff smiled. “Be careful, Atton. You have no idea who you’re messing with.”


“No? I think I have a pretty good idea, actually. You’re a coward.” Hoff’s
eyes flashed, but Atton barreled on. “You don’t trust anyone because you’re
afraid. Scared to death, even of your own wife.”


“That’s none of your business,” Hoff growled.


“She’s my mother. That makes it my business.”


“Watch your step, boy. You’re treading on very dangerous ground.”


Atton smiled back. “So are you.”












Chapter 22





No one talked over
dinner. Hoff contented himself with the silence, but he couldn’t help noticing
how far away his wife and daughter sat, all the way at the opposite end of the
dining room table. Atton sat with them, leaving four empty seats on Hoff’s end
of the eight seat table. Unimpressed by their petulant solidarity, Hoff left
and returned to the bridge. When he reached the bridge, he found his XO still
on deck, supervising the minutiae of running the ship. Hoff nodded to the
commander as he approached. “All’s well?”


“Yes, sir. I wasn’t expecting you here . . . is everything all right, sir?”


“Just fine, Donali. I thought we could go over strategy now that the Gors
are no longer going to be there to serve as a link between us and the Interloper.”


Donali nodded. “What do you suggest for our new plan of attack?”


“We drop out of SLS a quarter of a light year from Dark Space, and then send
out the Interloper by herself to gather Intel. We wait for her to return
with the Intel, and then we send her back out, loaded with as many sentinels as
we can fit on board. After that, the rest is the same—she sidles up to one of
the Valiant’s venture-class hangars, and then we jump in as close as we
can get and make a quick pass to knock out the hangar shields. Brondi won’t
even see the Interloper slip inside, and we’ll roar safely underneath
the carrier, running away at top speed. A quick hit and run.”


“What about their SLS disruptor field?”


“Carriers like the Valiant can knock ships out of SLS at 20 to 50
klicks. We can cover that kind of distance quickly enough using our novas to
screen us from enemy fighters. We might take a bit of damage, but we only have
to make one pass. Coordination will be difficult without the Gors, but if the Interloper
does her part, it should work just the same way, and it will certainly be
easier than trying to take on the Valiant in a straight fight.”


“I suspect we would lose if we tried.”


“Indeed we would.”


They spent the next half an hour working over the details of their battle
plan, but the sheer simplicity of the plan didn’t call for so much
contemplation. Hoff was just trying to keep his mind off other things, and soon
that became apparent.


“You should get some sleep, sir,” Donali said.


Hoff shook his head. He had no intention of returning to his quarters to
bask in his wife’s tense, stony silence. “It’s early yet, Commander. When was
the last time you had a drink? A real drink?”


“Sir, under the circumstances I’m not sure we can allow ourselves that kind
of indiscretion.”


“On the contrary, Donali. These are the only circumstances by which we can.
We have a long jump ahead of us, and no Gor ship we’ve ever encountered has SLS
disruptors. Call a condition green for the next few hours. Our men deserve a
break—and so do we.”


“Yes, sir,” Donali said, frowning. He turned and nodded to the comm officer.
“Set readiness to condition green.”


* * *


Ethan’s hands flew over the controls in a familiar rhythm as he led his
squadron through a series of basic flight maneuvers. To say that they were
green was an understatement. Gina was the only one with any aptitude for
flying, and that was likely because she was already a trained pilot, which just
went to show, there were some things a slave chip didn’t or couldn’t change.
There was always a trace. The other pilots flew only marginally better than the
sentinels which they’d been trained to be, and Gina flew only a few letter
grades worse than she used to.


“Frek, he’s doing it again! Devlin Four, keep the frek away from me! You’re
going to tear my wing off.”


Ethan sighed. “It only looks that way, Three. Four—maintain a strict
distance at all times.”


“I am, LC! Five keeps wandering my way and I have to compensate in the other
direction!”


Greenies. All of them. “This mission is over. We’re returning to the Valiant
to get some more sim time. I’m coming about. Try to keep up.” Ethan stepped on
the right rudder pedal and brought his Nova around back the way they’d come.
The icy surface of Firea hove into view. Lying to one side of that, against the
night side of the planet was the Valiant, her lights glittering like a
million tightly-packed stars. Range to the carrier was just over 250 klicks.
Brondi had Devlin Squadron flying back-to-back patrol missions on the outskirts
of the perimeter he’d set up, meaning that they would be among the first to
encounter Admiral Heston’s forces when they arrived. Then the life and death
struggle would begin. Kill or be killed. Ethan hadn’t decided which was worse. 


It was hard to believe that he was back where he’d started—being blackmailed
into working for Brondi in order to protect Alara. So far Brondi was holding up
his end of the deal and keeping his men away from Alara, but Ethan knew better
than to rely on that. He and Alara had to escape somehow. Maybe when Hoff came
and the battle was in full swing there would be an opportunity for Ethan to
slip away and rescue her—assuming he wasn’t embroiled in the middle of a
dogfight at the time, and assuming he could find some way to rescue Alara
despite the fact that she didn’t want to be rescued.


It was a hopeless situation. Ethan’s gaze dipped to study the star map on
his main holo display. The sheer number of enemy forces arrayed there was
startling. In the last day since they’d arrived in Dark Space, Brondi had
managed to summon over a dozen small and medium-sized warships to the Firean
System, along with whole wings of fighters. Space was alive and buzzing with
over 500 fighters—more than 40 squadrons of novas and junkers. There wasn’t
even room for all of them to land at once, so they were flying endless,
rotating sorties to provide a protective screen for the Valiant. And
that five-kilometer-long gladiator-class carrier was not so defenseless
herself. Ethan remembered that the admiral’s flagship had carried just one
squadron of novas, and he fervently hoped that Hoff had put together a big
enough fleet to take the Valiant down. Ethan hadn’t seen such a display
of force since the old glory days of the Imperium, and it was frightening to
think that the return of those days might come under Brondi’s rule.


If Hoff didn’t recover the Valiant soon, Dark Space was about to grow
much darker.


* * *


Atton slept in late and crept out into the hall as he had the previous
morning. This time he couldn’t hear hushed voices coming from the living room,
but HTX4 was buzzing around in the kitchen again. Atton followed him out into
the main living area just in time to see Hoff rise from the dining room table.
Destra was there, too, but sitting at the opposite end of the table.


Hoff looked up and smiled as Atton approached. “Good morning. I was just
headed to the bridge, so I’ll leave you and your mother to gossip about me in
my absence.”


Atton shook his head as the front doors swished shut behind the admiral. He
pulled out a chair on the sliding rails which bolted it to the floor and sat
down with a sigh. “Is your husband always so grumpy in the morning?”


“He suspects something, Atton.”


“All the more reason for us to act quickly.” He saw his mother’s hesitant
expression and frowned. “Don’t tell me you’ve changed your mind. We’re not
going to get another chance at this. It’s now or never, Mom.”


“I haven’t changed my mind about that,” Destra said. “I’ve decided to come
with you.”


Atton blinked. “What? What changed your mind?”


“Last night. I told myself that maybe he’s just keeping military secrets.
But Hoff’s philosophy to live by is trust no one—the closer someone is, the
easier it is for them to stab you in the back. With an attitude like that
he could be hiding anything and everything.”


“I’m glad you woke up.” Atton pushed out his chair. 


Destra shot him an anxious look. “Aren’t you going to eat something first?”


He shook his head. “There’s no time. We have to go now.”


* * *


This time when the Tauron dropped out of SLS, space wasn’t black and
full of glittering stars; it was dark and gray with actinic flashes of light
which would have sounded like thunder if you could have stuck your head out an
airlock and still lived to tell about it. They’d dropped out of superluminal
space in the middle of the Stormcloud Nebula. The pervasive gray clouds of
charged particles and the constant buzz of static discharging was enough to
shield anything within the nebula from prying scanners, and for over a decade,
the Stormcloud Nebula had kept the entrance of Dark Space safely hidden from
Sythians and Gors alike. Admiral Heston just hoped that it hadn’t all been for
nothing. Even if the Gors didn’t know exactly where Dark Space was, as Atton
said, there was still the matter of taking the sector back from Brondi. He was
beginning to wonder at the wisdom of attempting that with just two ships, but
the Interloper was their secret weapon. One pass on the Valiant’s
hangar and the cloaked cruiser would slip inside with a legion of fully-armed
and armored sentinels.


Hoff turned away from the viewports to look over his crew. There were a
dozen crew stations on the bridge of the Tauron, thirteen counting the
captain’s table where he and Commander Lenon Donali oversaw the running of the
old battleship from a bird’s eye perspective.


“Gravidar, is the Dark Space gate active?” Hoff asked as it appeared,
glowing like a bright blue eye through the murky gray nebular clouds.


“Yes, sir; it appears to be. Do you think they left the door open on
purpose?”


“If they did, then it’s mined. Nav, plot a parallel course. Make sure it’s
still a safe distance from the nearest event horizon. We don’t want to get
sucked into a black hole.”


“Affirmative.”


“Engineering, raise shields to maximum. If we hit a stray mine or two, we
need to be sure we live through the experience.”


“Yes, sir.”


“This is it people—the last leg of our journey.” Heads bobbed around the
bridge, and Hoff paced up to the captain’s table to find Donali frowning down
at the grid, his expression grave, his real eye wide and startled. “What’s
wrong?” Then Hoff saw what his XO was looking at and his jaw dropped open. 


Hoff spun around, his face livid. Behind him, steadily advancing out from
their ship was a glittering yellow wave which indicated another unexplained
tachyon burst. “Comms! Put me through to the med bay immediately! And get a
squad of sentinels down there.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Betrayal is lurking around every corner, it would seem,” Hoff muttered as
his comm trilled. A moment later the chief medical officer answered, but Hoff
didn’t give him a chance to speak. “Where are the Gors?”


“In stasis, sir . . .”


“Don’t lie to me.”


“Lie sir?”


“One moment.” Hoff muted the channel and pointed to his security officer,
Sergeant Thriker. “Get me eyes on that deck. I want to see the Gors in
their stasis tubes.”


“Yes, sir.”


Hoff unmuted the channel. “You were saying, Deck Officer?”


“I was saying they haven’t been taken out of stasis since they were put
there, sir.”


A moment later Sergeant Thriker reported he’d isolated the correct
holocorder. Hoff gestured for him to display it on the main viewport. A moment
later the viewport shimmered and a holo of Tova and Roan appeared. They stood
upright in matching stasis tubes, their skull-like faces clearly visible
through the blue-tinted transpiranium. 


“That’s impossible,” Hoff whispered. The Gors weren’t conscious, so how were
they sending telepathic messages? Do they communicate in their sleep?
What other possible explanation could there be?


“Sorry, sir? What’s impossible?” the medical chief asked.


“I’ll get back to you in a moment,” Hoff replied and ended the comm call.


“Perhaps we have a stowaway?” Donali asked.


“If we do, then why haven’t our displacement sensors alerted us? Moreover,
how has no one noticed? If we have a stowaway, he can’t be cloaked. You said we
can’t detect tachyon radiation from a cloaked source.”


“There is one other possibility. . . .” Donali whispered. “What about that
device we found? The alien implant?”


Hoff’s eyes flew wide. “We may have made a terrible mistake, Commander—it
wasn’t the Gors who gave us away.”


“It was Kaon,” Donali finished.


And with that, both men raced down the gangway to the entrance of the
bridge. 


“Sir?” the comm officer said. “The sentinels have arrived at the med bay.
What are your orders?”


“Tell them it was a false alarm! Nav—stay your course, but don’t jump to SLS
until you hear me give the word.”


Sergeant Thriker stood up from his security control station near the
entrance of the bridge, and he snapped to attention as they raced by, as if
expecting new orders, but Hoff and Donali waved the doors open and passed
straight through without offering further explanation to anyone.


All Hoff could think about as they ran was that if the Gors really had been
telling the truth, then he’d just declared war on the only friends humanity
had. By now Ritan must have been evacuated and all the Gors on the surface were
dead.


That wasn’t even the worst of the bad news. They’d already arrived at the
entrance of Dark Space, and the implant they’d found in Kaon’s brain was
broadcasting their location at near-instantaneous speeds to any Sythian fleet
which might be close enough to receive them. Dark Space was about to be cracked
wide open, and it was all Hoff’s fault. His suspicion of the Gors had blinded
him to the real threat, and now, a new exodus was about to begin.


* * *


The silverleaf hedges shone bright in the midday sun, their leaves gleaming
like the alloy for which they were named. Atton followed his mother through the
maze, racing through an endless series of left and right turns. He carried a
heavy rifle in his arms. It was a cutting beam, designed to cut through
duranium rather than flesh and bone—although it could do either one just as
easily.


Finally, they reached the end of the maze. Spots danced before Atton’s eyes
and his lungs heaved, burning for lack of air. He followed his mother through
the holofield which concealed Hoff’s secret lift tube. Once they’d walked
through, into the dim gray corridor beyond, Atton stopped and leaned heavily on
the wall to catch his breath.


“Atton!” Destra hissed. “Hurry up!”


He nodded and forced himself to carry on to the end of the corridor. Once
there he cycled through the settings on the side of the cutting beam. “We’re
lucky that the lift is already waiting here,” he said. “That’s going to make
things a lot easier.” Atton picked a spot on the doors and pulled the trigger.
A bright red beam shot out from the barrel and heated the burnished duranium
face of the lift tube doors to a glowing orange. He waited a second for the
point of impact to become molten, and then he began tracing a slow line around
the inside of the doors. Molten duranium ran in rivulets, and acrid tendrils of
smoke began to waft to their noses. Barely ten seconds later he’d finished
tracing a glowing line all the way around the door frame. Atton stepped up to
the doors and kicked them in the middle of the outline he’d drawn. Two separate
pieces bent inward at the seam. He kicked the doors once more and those pieces
fell into the lift tube with a hollow-sounding bang. He turned to his mother
with a grin. “Ready?”


“Let’s go before I change my mind,” she replied.


Atton ducked through the hole he’d cut, taking the cutting beam with him,
just in case. As Destra climbed in after him, he turned to study the control
panel. “Here’s hoping there’s no security on the inside,” he said, as he
stabbed one of the only two available decks—deck 24. Suddenly the lift dropped
away and they saw plain gray duranium go racing past the still-glowing hole in
the inner doors.


When the lift arrived, what was left of the doors slid open with a soft
metallic screech. A blast of frigid air swirled into the lift and Atton
shivered. He stepped out into the vast, airy darkness, his eyes wide and
staring as they tried to pierce the gloom. His heart pounded, machinery hummed
and hissed, and Atton’s imagination filled the shadows with terrors. His finger
lay ready on the trigger of the cutting beam.


“Lights?” he tried, and the room was suddenly lit. It was lined on both
sides with dozens of stasis tubes, while a catwalk arced out to their right,
crossing into a vast hollow sphere of blinking blue lights. To the far left lay
what looked like a small med center.


“What is this place?” he wondered aloud.


Behind him, Destra was oddly quiet.


“Mom?” he turned to look for her and found her standing just behind him, her
lips slightly parted, her eyes wide and distant, as if her thoughts were
suddenly someplace else, or as if she had been here before.


“Are you all right?”


She nodded slowly.


“Come on,” he said. “Those stasis tubes are lit up. I want to see who’s in
them.”


Destra turned to him with a vacant expression and shook her head. “You go,”
she said. “I can’t look.”


Atton crept toward the nearest stasis tube and peered inside. The face
staring back at him looked familiar, but he couldn’t tell from where. He shook
his head. “Who is this . . . ?”


Destra appeared beside him a moment later, looking pale and hugging herself
against the cold. “That’s Master Commander Lenon Donali.”


Atton’s eyes lit with recognition. He’d met the admiral’s XO on various
occasions while acting as the supreme overlord. “Hoff put his executive officer
in stasis?”


“No,” Destra said.


“Then I don’t understand.” Atton shook his head.


“Keep looking.”


Atton moved on down the line of stasis tubes and stopped suddenly at the
next one. “It’s Hoff!” He shot Destra a horrified look. “What is this? The
admiral and the XO are hiding in stasis?”


“Look in the other ones, Atton.”


Wordlessly, Atton continued down the line of stasis tubes. As soon as he
looked into the next one, he understood, but he had to see the rest to be sure.
He walked past all twelve stasis tubes on that side, with ever-mounting
confusion. 


“They’re all the same,” he said, stopping at the last stasis tube in line,
this one dark and empty. “They’re clones of the admiral and his XO, but they’re
more than that. They’re exact replicas, aged to the day, with all their
distinguishing marks and features intact,” he said. “Why?”


“To cheat death,” a deep, male voice answered, and then Hoff stepped out of
the lift tube, and right behind him was Master Commander Donali. The XO’s red
artificial eye glowed ominously in the dark, making him look like a Gor. 


“What is this?” Atton demanded. “This is what you’ve been hiding? A cloning
lab? This is a joke, Hoff.”


“If it is, I’m afraid I don’t share your sense of humor.” Turning to Destra
he said, “What are you doing here, Des? I told you it wasn’t safe for you to
know more. Why did you have to disobey me?”


“You told me the man I met on Ritan was a clone,” she said, her voice
trembling.


Hoff inclined his head. “That was true, but you never asked if I were also a
clone.” 


“How long has this been going on?”


“Longer than anyone can remember.”


Atton’s jaw dropped, and Hoff gave a slow, unsettling smile.












Chapter 23





“You’ve been
cloning yourself as long as anyone can remember? What are you?”
Destra asked, backing away.


Hoff gave a small, sad smile and shook his head. “Now you understand why I
didn’t want to tell you.”


“Tell me what? That you’re some kind of biological bot? What are these
clones for, Hoff?”


“Spares, in case I should die. What do you think happened when I got
stranded on Roka IV during the Exodus? My lifelink implant detected I was mortally
wounded and unlikely to live, so it downloaded my consciousness to the next
clone in line, waiting aboard my flagship in orbit. The fact that you later
found and rescued me as you say you did is something I’ll never be able to
remember, just like I can’t remember our time together on Ritan.”


Atton turned to his mother. “You knew about this?”


She shook her head. “He died on Ritan, Atton, and later came back to rescue
me himself. I knew from that he had cloned himself, but I didn’t know that he
was still doing it, or that he’s been doing it forever. How old are
you, Hoff?”


Hoff shrugged. “The human brain is self-limiting in what it can remember and
store. Eventually even important things are forgotten. That’s why I have my
data center here—” Hoff gestured to the catwalk leading out into the vast
chamber of blinking blue lights which Atton had seen upon leaving the lift
tube. “In there I have stored every memory, thought, and experience from more
than ten thousand iterations, and now Commander Donali’s own memories are in
there as well.


Atton blinked rapidly as he did a quick mental calculation. “Ten thousand
iterations . . . That would make your earliest memories more than a million
years old, Hoff.”


“More or less.”


“The Imperium is—was—only twenty-seven thousand years old. A million
years of life and knowledge! You’re practically immortal! Omniscient.”


“I’m not a god. Not the way people think.” Hoff started through the stasis
room, closing the gap between them. “And I’m not just practically immortal,
Atton—I am an Immortal, and traces of cloning in my DNA go back more
than ten million years.”


Atton shook his head and traded a quick glance with his mother as both of
them backed up against the row of stasis tubes to get away from Hoff. “Stay
back,” Atton said, hefting the cutting beam.


The admiral laughed. “Relax. What do you think I’m going to do to you—kill
you? Why, because you discovered my secret? Destra, at least you should know
better than that. Commander Donali was the one who discovered you were pregnant
with my daughter after we rescued you from Ritan. If I didn’t kill him then,
why would I kill either of you now? I’m not a monster.”


Destra’s lips trembled and her blue eyes glistened brightly in the dim
light. “You could trust him with the truth, but you couldn’t trust me.”


Hoff frowned. “Back then I didn’t even know who you were, Destra, but I knew
Donali. I knew him well enough to know that if I told him the truth he would
embrace it, just as I know you well enough to know that you will fight it. But
I’m going to give you and Atton both the same choice I gave Donali back then:
join us, or forget what you’ve seen here.”


Atton shook his head. “How are we supposed to forget?”


“This is not the first time we’ve been discovered, Atton. Why did you think
holoskins and slave chips were invented? To hide from nosy mortals like you. We
invented those, just as we invented almost everything else you take for granted
today.” 


“We? There are more like you?”


“Trillions more, an entire civilization hidden beyond the known galaxy,
untouched and undiscovered by the Sythians.”


“The lost worlds . . .” Destra whispered.


Atton began to laugh. “You don’t seriously expect me to believe that
trillions of humans have deceived themselves into thinking that they can live
forever by transferring their memories to clones. That doesn’t make you live
forever, Hoff. You said it yourself—two different versions of you were alive at
the same time—one on Roka and one on this ship. Either one of them could have
been you, but more likely, neither of them was, and the real Hoff was lost
millions of years ago when your mind was downloaded to the very first clone.”


“You’re assuming that what we are is more than mere matter, bits and bytes
stored in a biological computer.”


“How else can you explain the dual existence?”


“It’s a paradox, to be sure, but who’s to say that a parallel version of you
isn’t already living in another dimension higher or lower than ours? There are
plenty of theories which suggest parallel realities. Creating a clone of
yourself with a copy of the same conscious experience is just an extension of
that principle. But regardless of whether you believe it works, and regardless
of whether or not you choose to believe in some immaterial soul which we can
neither see, measure, nor transfer from one body to another, the fact remains
that there is a lot for humanity to gain from such technology. It’s what got us
this far. Imagine a galaxy where every time you die, you continue on living
right where you left off, but you get to go back to living as a younger,
stronger version of yourself. You accumulate more and more knowledge, becoming
better and better at what you do, generation after generation. That is infinite
progress, Atton. The greatest minds ever born never need to die.”


“But no one is actually born anymore in a system like that, are they? If you
all live forever, then you can’t afford to keep having children. You would
eventually run out of room, no matter how many habitable worlds there are in
the galaxy.”


“There are population controls for that. Breeding is strictly regulated, and
we’re cloned to be sterile at birth.”


“If you’re sterile from birth, then explain Atta,” Destra said. Her eyes
were wide and terrified, darting around the room, looking for an escape.


Hoff smiled at his wife. “I haven’t lived among my people for a long time,
Destra. Why do you think no one has seen the lost worlds or knows where they
are? I haven’t seen them either, Des. I’m an outcast. They’ve been sending aid
to us, and helping us to establish the enclave, but that’s as close as they’ll
ever come to working with mortals. The betrayal runs too deep.”


Atton’s brow furrowed. “Betrayal?”


“Not everyone wanted to live forever. Some grew bored of it, while others
simply rejected the system on moral and spiritual grounds, using arguments such
as you’ve already mentioned. Still more of our ancestors rejected immortality
because they couldn’t stand the tyranny of the breeding licenses which were
handed out once every other century and came at an extremely high price. In a
society where only the rich can fulfill their desire to procreate, you can
begin to see how the war began—and war for an immortal is the most terrifying
thing imaginable, because it is the only thing which can kill us. Kill an
immortal’s body and he’ll rise again. Kill his body and destroy his data
center and you’ve killed him forever. It was all too easy for terrorists to
sabotage those data centers, which is why so much of our history has been
lost—including Origin.”


“Origin is a myth,” Atton said.


“It’s real, and so was the great war which, as legend has it, drove us from
the smoldering ruins of our world. For most of us, that war, and that
exodus are the earliest things we can remember.


“Faced with an enemy which was almost too happy to lay down their lives to
destroy us, we ran. Fully a third of us decided to remain immortal, and we ran
as far as we could from those who sought to bring an end to our way of life.
The third of humanity which stayed behind had their coveted children and died
natural deaths.”


“And what about the other third?” Atton asked.


Hoff shrugged. “Casualties of the War of Origin.”


“Admiral . . .” A new voice joined the discussion, and Atton saw Commander
Donali walk up beside Hoff. “We must hurry.”


“Yes,” Hoff agreed. “We can discuss this more later. Destra, I’m sorry for
the deception, but hopefully now you understand why I felt the need to keep
this a secret. I was telling the truth when I said that I’ve been betrayed by
women in the past. You’re not the first to discover my secret, and not everyone
took it as well as you. I have more than a few deaths to show for being overly
trusting in the past.” Hoff eyed Atton’s cutting beam pointedly. “Speaking of
which, I’d rather not add another death to the list. You can stop pointing that
at me now, son. If you fire it in here, my security system will flood this
chamber with toxic gas. A few hours later, after you’re both dead and the gas
has been pumped out, I’ll walk out of one of these stasis tubes, alive and
well, as if nothing happened.”


Atton grimaced, but he allowed the barrel of his cutting beam to drift away
from Hoff’s chest. 


The admiral continued on to the med center adjoining the stasis room. He
crossed the threshold between the stasis room and med center, passing into the
brighter light of the med center. Atton hurried to catch up, and he heard
Destra’s soft footsteps echoing almost reluctantly after his.


The admiral stopped at a hover gurney and picked up a specimen jar with
something small and shiny inside. Turning to Donali he handed over the jar.
“Take it and go. Use a long-range scout ship. Lead them away. Stop a few times
so they can pick up the trail. Learn what you can about the device along the
way, and then jettison it into space. If all goes well, I’ll meet you back here
at the entrance of Dark Space in a week’s time.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Hopefully the interference in this nebula is enough to prevent the signal
from reaching them right now.”


“I doubt the nebula will inhibit superluminal comms if it doesn’t stop us
from jumping to SLS,” Donali replied.


“Time will tell.”


Atton stopped beside them, his eyes flicking from Hoff to Donali and back
again. “You hope the nebula prevents what signal from reaching who?” he asked.


Hoff clapped his XO on the back and squeezed his shoulder. “You’d better go.
Good luck.”


“Yes, sir. . . .” Donali’s real eye found Atton and stayed there for an
uncomfortably long moment. “You’re sure you don’t want me to stay here with you
a while longer, sir?”


“No, don’t worry. They’re not a danger to me.”


“If you say so, sir.” Donali said. “All the same, however—” The commander
reached out with lightning quick hands and snatched the heavy cutting beam from
Atton’s arms. “—I’m keeping this.”


Hoff chuckled. “Well, there’s no point leaving anything to chance, is
there?”


Commander Donali grunted as he hefted the beam weapon and strode off.


Atton shook his head and looked around the med center. He found his mother
standing to one side of the room, staring at another table, this one a medical
examiner’s table. It was covered with a white sheet that glowed a faint blue to
indicate it was also covered by a containment field. A suspiciously human
outline could be seen beneath the sheet. Atton walked over to her. “Who’s under
here?” Atton asked. “Don’t tell me you slipped in the vaccucleanser and had to
use one of your clones already.”


“No,” Hoff replied.


Atton reached out to lift the sheet, but a strong hand seized his and pushed
him away.


“You don’t want to look under there—Destra, what are you doing!”


“No more secrets,” she said as she whipped the sheet off the body. Then she
gasped and stumbled back. “I think I’m going to be sick,” she said.


Atton turned back to look, and he saw a very familiar humanoid body,
recently sewn back together with thick black stitches running all the way from
its sternum to its navel. It looked like a man, but the absence of visible genitalia,
the pale translucent skin, and the presence of gills in the sides of the
cadaver’s neck gave him away for what he really was. Atton turned on Hoff,
suddenly furious. “What is this?”


“Did you think Kaon was the only one?”


Atton’s eyes narrowed and he turned back to the body. He walked around the
table to examine the body more carefully. The cranial fins were missing, sliced
off during an old torture session. “This is not just any Sythian, Hoff. This is
Kaon. How did you . . .” Atton trailed off as realization dawned.


“Did you think I was going to wait forever to get my hands on him?”


“What have you done?” Atton asked, shaking his head. “Obsidian station . . .
they found nothing but debris! It was supposed to have been a Sythian attack,
but it wasn’t, was it? That’s why the Interloper was there. It was a
Sythian ship. The damage would be consistent with Sythian weapons.”


“What’s he talking about?” Destra demanded.


“He killed them!” Atton said. “He killed more than a two hundred loyal
officers just to get at Kaon!” 


Destra’s eyes flew wide and she shook her head. She began backing away from
her husband again. 


Atton turned back to Hoff, his gaze sharp and full of accusation. “You
killed them all.”


* * *


Captain Loba Caldin frowned out at the flashing gray clouds of the nebula.
“What’s the delay?” she asked. 


Beside her stood Junior Captain Crossid Adram, the former captain of
the Interloper. Caldin turned to look at him. The man’s profile was
vulturine and sinister, with a long, hooked nose and wispy white hair that
barely covered his pale scalp. In the dim light of the alien cruiser, his hair
seemed to glow neon purple.


Adram noticed her scrutiny and he flashed her a quick smile. “I don’t know,”
he said, “but I’m sure the admiral has his reasons for waiting. He always has a
good reason for everything. He’s the admiral, is he not? That’s all the
justification he needs.”


Caldin frowned. Adram had been recently demoted for questioning orders too
much. At the time she’d thought it harsh, but now she had a better
understanding of the reason for the demotion. Adram’s attitude toward the
admiral was borderline insubordinate.


“What do you suppose he’ll do with Dark Space once he has the Valiant
back?” Adram mused.


“I suppose the admiral will take command,” Caldin replied.


“Yes, I suppose he will. His first act will probably be to execute all of
the criminals—or have them chipped and turned into slave laborers.”


“I doubt his policies will be so extreme. Half of Dark Space has a criminal
record.”


Adram shrugged. “Then supporting them won’t be such a burden anymore.”


Caldin’s eyes narrowed sharply. “Look, it’s not our place to ask those
questions. We’re officers of the fleet. We follow orders.”


“Which orders and whose?”


“Any orders from a superior officer.”


A faint smile parted Adram’s lips. “Is that what you were doing when you
were following the imposter overlord—not asking questions?”


“I wasn’t aware that he was an imposter.”


“Exactly, but as soon as you discovered that he was, you took the
appropriate actions to replace him, because you realized that he was unfit for
command.”


“Yes . . .”


“You know, Captain, you and I have a lot in common.”


“I fail to see how.”


Adram turned back to the viewport. “We were both sent to the Getties to
explore . . . both of us came back decorated heroes . . . and both of us
realized that the orders we were following had ultimately come from a traitor.
The difference is you’ve already replaced your commander in chief.”


“You’re treading on very dangerous ground, Adram.”


“I know,” he said quietly. “But I have no choice.”


Caldin shook her head. “For your sake I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear any
of that. You need to get your head straight, Crossid,” she said, deliberately
using his first name to make him realize that he’d lost her respect.


“What if I told you that the admiral killed hundreds of loyal officers in a
calculated maneuver that he unilaterally decided was for the common good?”


“What are you talking about?”


“It would be better if I showed you.”


Caldin frowned and watched Adram walk across the deck to the captain’s
table. She followed him there, her steps hesitant, her thoughts apprehensive.
By the time she got there, Adram had already found whatever it was he was
looking for. He stabbed a key on the holographic display, and a video sprang to
life, shimmering in the air above the captain’s table. It showed a view from
the simulated dome of the Interloper’s bridge—an unobstructed view of
Obsidian Station. Caldin’s stomach began churning with dread as she watched the
alien cruiser draw near to the station. Then, without warning, it opened fire.
Hundreds of shining purple stars spun out toward the station, impacting moments
later in an endless, fiery rain. Glowing holes appeared in the sides of the
station and chunks of it went spinning off into space. By the time the log
recording was over, Caldin’s legs were shaking, but whether from fear or fury,
she couldn’t yet tell.


Adram turned to her with a grim expression. “Now you understand my
insubordinate attitude. I was forced to carry out this execution, Caldin, and
their deaths will never stop haunting me.”


Caldin shook her head. She didn’t have to wonder anymore whether she shook
from fear or anger. Her hands had clenched into white-knuckled fists. “Why?”


“To get at Kaon. The overlord wouldn’t give him up willingly, so Admiral
Heston decided to take him by force, but of course he couldn’t leave any
witnesses. . . .”


Caldin gritted her teeth and took several deep breaths to calm herself. When
she could finally speak once more, she said, “Put this up on the main holo
display, Adram. The rest of my crew needs to see it.”












Chapter 24





“I told you both
already, I’m not a monster,” Hoff said. “I did order the Interloper to
attack Obsidian Station, but not before her crew was put into stasis and safely
locked away aboard the Interloper. I had Captain Adram transfer them to
the Destine before we left. They should be arriving at the enclave as we
speak.”


Atton breathed a sigh of relief. “Then why would you destroy the station?
You could have just taken Kaon.”


“At the time you were still in power, acting as the supreme overlord of the
Imperium. Kaon was in your hands, and I couldn’t steal him and take your people
hostage. The simplest solution was to make it look like a Sythian attack.”


“What’s going to happen to the survivors?”


“The same as what happens to all of our refugees. They’ll start rebuilding
on a colony world of their choice. They’re the lucky ones, Atton. Don’t feel
bad for them.”


“What about us?” Destra asked.


“What about you?”


“You said we have a choice—join you or forget.”


“The forgetting is painless, and it’s not as invasive or sloppy as the slave
chips you’re used to. You’ll never even know that you’ve been made to forget.”


Destra shook her head. “I’m not sure I can go back to the lies, Hoff.”


“I’ll hide them better this time.”


“No.”


“So you want to join me?” he asked, sounding surprised.


“I’m not sure about that either.”


“Then . . .”


“I may need to be on my own from now on.”


Hoff winced and took a step toward his wife. She took a step back. “Des, I’m
the same man I’ve always been. . . .”


“I understand that, but . . . there isn’t a third option? You can’t trust me
to keep your secret without becoming like you?”


Hoff started to say something, but he stopped himself and simply shook his
head.


“Right, I forgot—trust no one.” Destra looked away, grimacing with
disgust.


“What about you, Atton?” Hoff asked.


“I don’t believe what you’re doing is even possible.”


“You’d be surprised what’s possible, but even if you’re determined to stand
by the philosophical objection that people have a soul, you still have to admit
to the societal benefits. Imagine your clones are like children, except that
whether or not those children squander your good instruction and their
inheritance is entirely under your control.”


Atton ran a hand through his dark hair. “I need some time to think, too.”


“Very well. You have until we retake the Valiant to make up your
minds.”


“What are you going to do with us until then?” Destra asked. 


“You’ll be locked in our quarters, under house arrest.”


Destra smiled. “Generous of you.”


“Of course your access to comms will be restricted.”


“Of course,” Atton replied with a sarcastic twitch of his lips.


“Come. We had better go. They’re waiting for me on the bridge.” Hoff turned
and started back toward the lift tube. Atton followed at a distance, walking
beside his mother.


“I never imagined this was what Hoff was hiding,” Destra whispered.
“You were right, Atton. I should have found out about this a long, long
time ago.”


“Love blinds us,” he whispered back.


His mother smiled up at him. “You’re 17—what do you know about love? Don’t
tell me you have someone waiting for you in Dark Space.”


Atton looked away, uncomfortable with the change of topic. “You don’t get to
meet a lot of girls when you’re wearing a holoskin and looking like a 98
year-old man.”


“Hmmm . . . no, I suppose you wouldn’t.”


As they followed Admiral Heston into the lift, something occurred to Atton
and he asked, “What did you send Commander Donali to do?”


“That’s classified.”


“You’re about to make me forget all of this, Hoff. What’s one more memory to
suppress?”


The admiral glanced at him. “I gave him a Sythian tracking device.”


“A what?”


“It was cloaked in Kaon’s brain all this time,” Hoff said as he keyed the
lift tube to rise up to the deck forty eight.


“The Gors didn’t betray us, did they?”


“It would appear I was wrong.”


Atton blinked. “Ritan?”


Hoff shook his head.


“Frek it, Admiral!” Atton slammed the side of the lift tube with his fist.
“What have you done?”


“Just because Kaon was responsible for the communications we detected,
doesn’t mean that the Gors are trustworthy.”


“Well, it doesn’t matter anymore, does it? You’ve declared war on them!”


“You have to be at peace in order to declare war. I just cleared up the
confusion for everyone.” The lift arrived and Hoff walked out into the secret
passage leading to the maze in his backyard. “By the way, I’ve deactivated the
lift,” he called out as he went. “Just in case either of you were thinking of
going back to poke around some more.”


Atton scowled and whispered, “Hoff’s a whole other level of frekked up.”


He felt his mother’s hand on his shoulder. “Come on, let’s go.”


“This is the man who’s going to be in charge of Dark Space? I can’t
let that happen.”


“It might be too late to worry about who’s going to be in charge of Dark
Space,” Destra said. “If the Sythian was implanted with a tracking device, and
Donali is just taking it off the ship now . . . we’re already at the entrance
of Dark Space, Atton,” she said. “You know what that means.”


Atton blinked, stupefied. He hadn’t even thought of that. “I’m going to kill
him!” He raced out after the admiral. “Get back here you motherfrekker!”


“Atton!” Destra called after him, but he wouldn’t stop. 


Everything he’d ever known was about to be torn away—again—and the
man to blame for that was walking blithely away, as if he’d done nothing wrong.
A quote from an old classic came to mind as Atton ran: Justice is red, and
it drips from our hands.


* * *


Ethan stood still and quiet, staring out into space. His finger traced a
line of grease across the room’s only viewport, a small porthole which looked
out at space. With his naked eye he could see dozens of bright blue contrails
periodically flaring against the shimmering backdrop of stars. Whole squadrons
twisted and turned in unison, their hulls glinting in the Firean System’s pale
red sun. Destroyers and cruisers drifted slowly, their lights glittering in the
dark as they checked the minefields and the ring of SLS interrupter buoys which
Brondi had stolen from the treacherous Chorlis-Firean jump lane. Nothing had
been left to chance. Petty and skriffy though he was, Brondi was a surprisingly
astute tactician. He knew exactly how to set up his defenses against an
incoming fleet. Ethan only hoped that the admiral was equally skilled at
outwitting those defenses. He turned with a sigh and found himself face to face
with Alara’s bright violet gaze. 


“Is something bothering you?” she asked.


Ethan sighed. “More than one something.”


“Why don’t you come sit down and talk to me about it.” She gestured to the
bed behind them. 


Ethan’s gaze flicked briefly to the bed and he hesitated. “Alara . . .”


“Angel,” she purred.


“Kiddie,” he decided. “Look—”


She pressed her index finger to his lips. “Brondi has me all cooped up in
here. No one is allowed to visit me. No one, that is, except for you. That
means you have me all to yourself,” she said, eyeing him demurely before she
grabbed his hand and placed it over her right breast. “What are you going to do
about that?” she whispered.


Ethan removed his hand quickly. “Damn it, Kiddie! Stop that.”


She withdrew, looking startled. “What are you here for, then?”


“Don’t you remember me at all? We used to fly together until Brondi captured
us. He had you chipped because we couldn’t pay our debts, and I’ve been forced
to work for him ever since.”


She looked at him as though he might burst into flames at any minute. “If it
makes you feel better to pretend you know me and that Brondi’s forcing
you to frek me, I’ll go along with it. Good for your conscience I guess . . .
Now I remember you, Ethan. I remember that I’ve always wanted you. Ever since
the day we met. I’ve been just gagging for you to stick your—”


“Enough!” Ethan boomed. He rubbed his tired eyes. He’d flown too many back
to back patrols. “This is pointless,” he said, shaking his head in defeat.
“Look—I don’t have long before I have to get back out there. Right now my
squadron is busy eating what will probably be their last meal, and if it’s not,
that means that Brondi won, and we’ll be in even bigger trouble.”


“What are you trying to say? If you don’t have long, don’t worry, we can
still have a good time.”


“I’m sure we could,” Ethan said, offering a patient smile. “But I didn’t
come here to have a good time. I came here to say goodbye.” He took a step
toward her, and she gazed up at him with wide, curious eyes. Suddenly, he
opened his arms and enfolded her in a crushing hug. “I’m going to miss you,
Kiddie,” he whispered into her ear. He inhaled deeply, breathing in the soft,
beguiling fragrance of her hair and skin until he began to feel his eyes burn
and his throat constrict. He withdrew—


And Alara gave him a resounding slap. “What is wrong with you? You
come here, acting like you know me, turning me down over and over again—and all
of that just to say goodbye? I don’t know who you think you are, or what you’re
trying to do, but frek you, Ethan! It’s not funny. I’m a playgirl, and before
that I was an orphan. You’re not supposed to care about either—you abandon the
orphan and you use the playgirl when she asks you to so that she can pay her
damn bills! What is wrong with you?” she repeated.


Ethan gave her a small, bitter smile. “I don’t know. You’re right. I don’t
know what I was thinking,” he said as he turned to leave.


Alara stared after him in shock. “Hoi! You could at least frek me before you
go!”


Ethan turned as he reached the door. “I’m sorry for everything, Alara. If
you ever wake up from this nightmare, know that I did everything I could.” He
passed his wrist over the door scanner and it opened with a swish. Then he
stepped out into the comparative brightness of the hallway, and the door
promptly slid shut behind him. Ethan passed between the pair of Brondi’s guards
who stood flanking the entrance to Alara’s room. They shot him knowing smiles,
and one of them whistled and poked him in the ribs as he walked by. “Hoi, good
bit of tail, isn’t she?”


Ethan spun on his heel, his fists involuntarily clenching. “What do you know
about that?” The man who’d spoken was short and squat with yellowing teeth and
small, squinty eyes tucked into his round, pudgy face.


“Don’t know nothin’ about it yet,” the man said with a shrug, “but Brondi said
we might get a turn with her, if we do our jobs well and keep everyone else
out. Looks like you must be in his good books. Got to go first, hoi? Come on,
jus’ a few details. We’re dyin’ out here! I hear she’s eager to please.”


Ethan clenched his teeth and counted to ten in his head. He imagined all the
different ways he could kill the small, pudgy outlaw standing before him, but
all of those scenarios ended with the other guard shooting him dead. Neither of
these men seemed to know who Ethan was, but he reminded himself that he was
wearing the uniform of a Lieutenant Commander, which meant he outranked both of
them by several pay grades—assuming Brondi’s command structure was for more
than just show. It was worth a shot. “I was just making sure neither of you
skriffs laid a hand on her,” he said, shaking a finger in the guard’s face.
“Brondi ordered me to castrate you both if you had.”


The guard paled. “He said that? Shee that’s just krakkin’ sick! We’re not
stupid, hoi—not gonna touch her until Brondi says, a’right? You can tell him I
said that.”


“Just be thankful you’ve been following your orders. Keep it up.” With that,
Ethan turned and strode away. His comm piece began trilling a moment later. It
was his XO, Gina—freshly chipped along with the rest of the Alephs to be good
little outlaws. Now they all thought they were lowlifes without the slightest
shred of decency. For all their artificially imposed flight training, they
didn’t have the slightest shred of skill in a cockpit either. Ethan was exhausted
by the façade of pretending to be their leader. “Hoi, LC,” Gina said. “Where
the frek are you? We’re waitin’ in the hangar already. The squad’s gettin’
impatient. Another minute and they’re gonna start a dogfight in here.”


“On my way,” he replied.


“Ruh-kah!” she cheered. “Hurry up! We’ve had clearance for ten minutes.”


“See you soon,” Ethan replied and then ended the call. Ruh-kah—death and
glory. The old Rokan battle cry suddenly took on new meaning for Ethan.
With his skill in the cockpit he had a good chance of living through the coming
battle, regardless of who won, but he’d already made up his mind. He was done
dancing to Brondi’s tune. He’d killed over 50,000 innocent men and women
already by cooperating with Brondi, and he refused to kill any more—wittingly
or not. The crime lord would soon be too busy to take it out on Alara, and with
luck, the admiral would win the fight and rescue her. If not, it was just as
he’d told Alara—he’d done everything he could. Even if he did what Brondi
wanted and killed as many Imperial pilots as he could, he couldn’t save her.
Brondi would never let them go. It was all just a big game to him—he was like a
rictan playing with a mouse—the more Ethan suffered, the more perverse
enjoyment Brondi would get out of the game. 


Ethan shook his head. He was done. The only way to win a game that can’t
be won is to stop playing.


* * *


Hoff heard Atton’s approach, but he didn’t turn. The boy’s clumsy footfalls
were borne of impetuous fury, but even a calmer, more calculated approach never
would have worked. Hoff already knew far more about hand-to-hand combat than
any mortal would have had a chance to learn. And with all of that skill, he
knew that sometimes the best move was also the simplest one. When Hoff judged
that Atton was almost upon him, he deftly stepped aside and put out his foot. 


Atton went sprawling. 


Just as the boy tried to regain his footing, Hoff drew his sidearm and shot
him in the back. Atton’s limbs jittered and he collapsed to the grassy floor of
the maze. 


Destra came running up behind them, yelling, “Atton! Hoff, if you hurt him—”


“Relax. It was set to stun. He’ll come around in an hour or two.”


Destra went down on her haunches to check Atton’s pulse. 


Hoff didn’t have time to deal with this. Wordlessly, he turned and continued
on. He heard his wife call after him, “You’re just going to leave him?”


“Use your grav gun and bring him with you, or leave him there to sleep it
off—I don’t care which.”


Five minutes later, Destra caught up to him at the back door of their
quarters. Atton hovered in the air before her. She looked furious, and out of
breath. Hoff stepped up to the control panel and held the door open for her and
Atton. She shot him a hateful scowl as she went inside.


“Des,” he said, walking in behind her. “If you want to leave, I won’t stop
you. You can take Atta now and go to the enclave. I’ll visit as often as I
can.”


She set Atton down in the hall and turned to him. Her expression softened
somewhat. “I could stay with you, if you agree to leave my memory alone. No one
would believe me if I told them, anyway.”


“Darling, I’m twenty years older than you. When my time comes, what will you
do then?” Destra frowned uncertainly, and Hoff went on, “Will we each go our
separate ways? Or would you still want to stay with me? Would you still want to
be my wife? I’ll have a new body and a new face. I’ll be young and strong
again.”


“Maybe you’re asking the wrong question. I’ll be an old woman. Would you
still want to be with me?”


Hoff smiled. “Marriage was never meant to outlive a man.”


“Man was never meant to outlive himself,” Destra replied.


“Touché. Now you see why you have to join me or forget.”


Destra sighed. “I need more time to think.”


“You’ll have it. I have to go. I’m locking the door on my way out, but I’ll
be back.”


“You still don’t trust me, do you?” she called after him.


Hoff turned, walking backward down the hall. The light paintings cast his
features in a strange, rainbow-colored light. “You did just betray my
trust, Des. Not only did you discover what I was hiding, but you led Atton to
it as well. Can you blame me for not trusting you?”


Destra had no answer for that. Hoff turned back to the fore and disappeared
around the corner. In his absence she wondered, Would it be so bad to live
forever? Could she and Hoff really last together, forever? Her gaze found
Atton, unconscious at her feet. A door swished open beside them, and Atta’s
cherubic face popped out. She saw Atton and jumped back with a scream. “Mommy!”


“It’s okay, Atta,” Destra said. “He’s just sleeping.”


“Why is he sleeping in the hall?”


“He was very tired, darling. Let’s go put him to bed.”


For now, Destra had other things to worry about. Eternity could wait.












Chapter 25





As soon as the rest
of the crew had finished watching the Interloper’s log recording, an
abrupt silence fell across the bridge. No one went back to work at their
stations, and no one said anything; they all looked to Caldin, as if expecting
her to tell them what to do. Her gaze swept around the room and she nodded
slowly. 


“This recording tells us two things. One, we are expendable—that is
something we expect. Any officer is expendable in the line of duty, but this
was not the line of duty. That brings us to the second thing we are to
understand from this log recording—the admiral is no friend of the Imperium.
Our job is to take back the Valiant from Alec Brondi, and that is what
we will do, but what we do with her once we have her is another matter. Once
she is under our command and Brondi is defeated, the admiral will have no
choice but to accept our bid for independence.”


Heads bobbed. No one voiced an objection to that. Out of the corner of her
eye Caldin saw Adram smile. She turned to him with a warning look. “This is not
an excuse for you or I to become the new supreme overlord.”


He shook his head and his smile faded. “The thought hadn’t even crossed my
mind, Captain.”


“Good. As soon as we have control of Dark Space, we’re going to hold
elections for a proper body of representatives and they will appoint a new leader.
Our command will be temporary. It’s time the Imperium had a legitimate
government, not just the tattered remains of one.”


“I couldn’t agree more,” Adram replied.


“Ma’am! We have an incoming message from the Tauron. It’s the
admiral,” the comm officer reported.


“Put it on speaker, Grimbsy.”


A moment later they heard Hoff Heston’s voice echo through the airy bridge.
“We are ready to jump, Captain. Our tracking signal just came through the gate.
It puts Brondi’s location at the edge of Dark Space, in the Firean System. Our
plan is to drop out of SLS a quarter of a light year from there and have your
ship jump the rest of the way to gather Intel. As soon as you know the number
and position of the enemy, you will jump back and report. Then we’ll transfer an
assault force to the Interloper and have you get as close to the Valiant
as you can. Once you’ve had enough time to get in position, we’ll jump in with
the Tauron and punch a hole through the Valiant’s shields for
you. Coordinates have already been sent to your nav. Good luck, Captain Caldin.
We’re all counting on you.”


Caldin smiled. “Don’t worry, we won’t let the Imperium down.” 


“Good. See you on the other side.”


Caldin made a cutting gesture to her comm officer, and he killed the feed. A
second later their view turned from the flashing gray clouds of the Stormcloud
Nebula to the racing brightness of superluminal space.


My loyalty is to the Imperium, she thought. Not to an admiral who
turns on his own people.


* * *


The day passed slowly for Destra, her mind filled with conflicting thoughts
and endless dread as she imagined living alone with Atta on some barely
hospitable colony world. Her thoughts went from there to imagining eternal
youth and immortality with Hoff, but every time she pictured that, she had to
suppress a shiver. 


Atton woke up four hours after he’d been stunned, just in time for dinner.
Hoff hadn’t joined them, but Destra made excuses for him, telling Atton and
herself that he was probably just too busy on the bridge. The comms were disabled,
so they couldn’t ask him. The truth was more likely that he no longer trusted
her and Atton enough to be in the same room with them. 


Now they were in Atta’s room to put her to bed. She lay stroking Mr.
Tibbins’ white fur, and singing softly, as if to put the stuffed diger to
sleep. Tibbins was still Atta’s favorite of all her stuffed animals, just as
another one like it had been Atton’s favorite. Destra sat on the bed beside
Atta, while Atton stood leaning against the door jamb with his arms crossed and
a frown on his face. Destra stroked her daughter’s hair while she stroked
Tibbins’ fur.


“I don’t want to leave,” Atta said suddenly.


Destra frowned. “What are you talking about? Leave where?”


Atta shrugged. “Anywhere. I heard you and Daddy talking.”


“When?”


“When you came in this morning. He said that if you wanted to leave, you
could take me and go, and he wouldn’t stop you.” Atta looked up with bright
gray eyes. “I don’t want to go, Mom. Daddy needs us.”


Destra felt her resolve crumble as she looked into her daughter’s eyes, and
suddenly she knew what she had to do, whether it was the right choice for her
or not. “Don’t worry, darling. We’re not going anywhere.”


“Good. Tibbins doesn’t want to go either.”


Destra smiled. “He said that?”


“Yes.”


After they’d put Atta to bed, Atton and Destra sat in the living room,
talking quietly.


“Would it be so bad to live forever?” Destra asked. “I could watch my
grandchildren grow old and their children’s children, too.”


“And what are you planning to tell them about that? They’ll have to know,
too, and you know what that means.”


Destra frowned. “So what if they did know? I don’t understand why Hoff’s so
afraid to tell people. They don’t all have to become like him. They just have
to respect each other’s differences.”


“No, Hoff’s right about one thing. Not everyone will accept his way of life.
It raises too many uncomfortable questions about our existence, and what
exactly it means to be human—not to mention the societal implications, which
are immense. According to the admiral, we’ve already fought one war over this,
and I can see why. If we’re not careful; there’ll be another.”


“Why? Why can’t people just let each other be?” Destra asked. “It’s not as
though cloning yourself hurts anyone.”


“Assuming the clones are raised without any awareness, no one is directly
harmed, no, but in a society like that, only the clones would actually be able
to compete. Anyone who refused that way of life would be so far behind that
they could never catch up in just one lifetime.”


“So why not implant everyone? Give them all the knowledge they need without
having to learn.”


“Our brains don’t work well that way, and we already do that to some extent.
People buy skills all the time, but it only ever makes them second-stringers at
what they do. At the end of the day, you still need the real experience, and I
suspect that’s the difference. Hoff’s experience is real.”


“There are solutions, Atton, and if not we’ll find them.”


Atton shrugged. “Maybe we already found those solutions a long time ago, but
there’s one thing you can’t fix—what about children? Even if only a small
percentage of each new generation decides to become immortal, that’s still an
infinite growth curve—unless you tell the clones not to have children and limit
everyone else to a quota.”


“I don’t know, Atton. Those concerns are a long way away. For now, our
species could use a faster growth rate. We’re almost extinct. It could be
exactly what we need right now.”


Atton sighed. “Well, you’re right about one thing, we don’t have to solve
all of those problems now. We’re not deciding whether or not to let everyone in
on Hoff’s secret, we just have to decide whether or not we want to be a part of
it.”


“Do you?” Destra asked, her eyes searching his carefully.


“Just so we’re clear, this is not a way to be immortal—it’s just a way to
copy our society from one generation to the next—and that could be either very
good, or very bad. So you’re asking me if I want a copy of myself to live on.
I’m not sure I’m that narcissistic.”


“What if cloning yourself doesn’t create two separate instances of the same
person, what if it just creates two windows into the same soul?”


Atton smiled. “There’s an argument that could go on forever.”


“There’s only one way it can . . .” Destra let that thought hang between
them for a long moment before she added, “It would be nice to have the time to
get to know the son I had to abandon.”


“I’d like that, too.”


“But?”


“Why are you suddenly in favor of this?”


“I have a family to think about—not just myself—and if becoming a clone is
what it takes to keep that family together, then I’ll do it. Hoff is not
perfect by any standard, Atton, but he loves us, and I have a feeling his one
fatal flaw will vanish if I do decide to join him. Maybe I’ll be the first
woman who ever has.”


“You have no way of knowing that.”


“No, I don’t, but even if I’m not the first, I can make sure I’m the last.”


Atton smiled. “I had no idea you were such a romantic.”


Destra smiled back. “Ask your father sometime about how we met.”


“I will. I guess you don’t want to get back together with him then—with
Ethan.”


“He and I spent more time apart than we did together, and under
circumstances which changed us both dramatically. We grew into different
people, and if things had been different, maybe we’d still be together—happily
married—but you can’t live in the past. You have to let it be and move on.”


“I guess you’re right.”


“So tell me—what are you going to do?”


Atton shook his head. “I still need time to think. Maybe I’ll choose to
forget and you can remind me about all of this existential krak when I’m
older.”


“There’s a lot that can kill you besides old age, Atton.”


“I’ll die either way.”


“But your clone will never know the difference, and he’ll be grateful that
you gave him the chance to live. At least if some future version of me grows
bored of it, I can always opt out,” Destra said.


Atton nodded. “And I can always opt in.”


* * *


Caldin stood on the bridge, her eyes locked on the reversion timer as it
reached sixty seconds. It was the middle of the night cycle, but everyone was
ready at their stations now. Caldin had ordered her crew to rotate out for a
few hours’ sleep, but she doubted anyone had actually managed to sleep in the
alien environment. Caldin shuddered to think about what passed for sleeping quarters
aboard the Gor cruiser. She hadn’t even gone to look. Even if she’d been back
aboard the Defiant, sleep would have kept its distance from her tonight.
There was too much on her mind. Instead she’d stayed up, watching superluminal
space whirl brightly around the simulated-transparent bridge dome, her thoughts
whirling with it. Every now and then, her gaze would flick up to see the mighty
keel and prow of the Tauron, stretching out almost endlessly above them
with bristling cannons and glowing viewports. It was an intimidating view, and
it made her wonder about what was coming. She imagined that mighty battleship
floating through her mind’s eye—blackened and broken, shot through with holes,
a forgotten derelict from an old and senseless power struggle.


Was she making the right choice? What if the admiral really had destroyed
Obsidian Station for the common good? She had no way of knowing whether or not
capturing Kaon had been worth the sacrifice. Would she have made the same
choice in his position? Would Admiral Heston agree to a peaceful resolution and
allow a new leader to be appointed in Dark Space, or would he insist on taking
command of the sector himself? 


Would it even come to a fight?


Caldin’s gaze turned to Adram, standing beside her at the captain’s table,
hands clasped behind his back, head up and eyes staring out at space. He’d
stayed up, too, keeping her company while the others had come and gone, taking
their shifts to watch over the bridge. She wondered about him, about his
motives. Was he looking out for the Imperium’s interests and those of humanity,
or for his own? Could she trust the log recording she’d seen, or was it a fake?


The timer reached zero, and whirling streaks of light turned to static stars
and pale wisps of nebular clouds. Here the Stormcloud Nebula was thin and did
nothing to blot out the stars. After so long spent staring at the dizzying
swirl of SLS, Caldin had trouble focusing on the static backdrop.


“Jump successful,” Delayn said. “All systems green.”


Caldin nodded. Comms reported another message from the Tauron, but it
was little more than a repetition of what the admiral had said before. They
were now a quarter of a light year from Brondi’s position—assuming the crime
lord hadn’t moved since they’d received a signal from the imposter overlord’s
tracking device. Now they were to jump the rest of the way and perform a recon
of the area. With the Interloper’s cloaking device, recon wouldn’t be a
difficult mission for them.


“Undock us,” Caldin ordered.


The temporary docking rings which held them to the Tauron let go, and
they drifted away at a modest 45 KAPS—roughly equivalent to 45 meters per
second, per second. The nav officer brought them onto their pre-assigned jump
trajectory and accelerated up to 999 m/s, the safe-entry speed limit for SLS.
Cloaking was engaged, shields were deactivated, and then their real space
drives were shut down. The nav officer began an audible countdown to SLS. When
it reached zero, space flashed brightly and began to swirl once more.


A timer appeared on the captain’s table, giving their ETA. It counted down
from an hour and a half. Caldin spent that time the same way that she’d spent
the last six hours—lost in thought, observing an acute, ear-ringing silence.
Her men were also unusually quiet, focused on the mission, or perhaps
apprehensive about what they would find. Then space was back, and Caldin’s gaze
dropped to the captain’s table to see what Brondi had prepared for them. 


She gaped and blinked at the grid, suddenly no longer worried about what
Hoff’s reaction would be to their coup d’état, and instead worried whether or
not they’d live long enough to assert their independence. 


“Gravidar! Report! How many ships are we looking at? What class are they and
what are their relative strengths—I want a tally!”


“Yes, ma’am,” the gravidar officer replied.


A moment later, the report she’d requested flashed up above the captain’s
table. As she scanned the shimmering, holographic list of ships in the area,
her worst fears were quickly realized. “The admiral will have to abort this
mission,” she said.


“If you think he’s going to run, you don’t know him,” Adram replied.


“He doesn’t have a choice.” Caldin pointed to the tally of 46 SLS
interrupter buoys which their scanners had detected. When her finger graced
that line of the report, the buoys were highlighted on the grid, and a geodesic
sphere made up of scattered red points appeared around the Valiant. The
radius of the sphere meant those buoys would pull them out of SLS more than 250
klicks from the carrier, far out of maximum beam range. As if that weren’t bad
enough, Brondi had laid minefields in front of the interrupter buoys, and set
everything up just before the exit gate along the jump lane leading from the
entrance of Dark Space. If the admiral had been naïve enough to use the jump
lane, they would have been yanked out of SLS straight into the middle of those
mines. And just in case they survived that, Brondi had more than 500 fighters
to swarm all over them and finish the job.


“At least we know the layout of Brondi’s defenses now, so we can avoid the
mines and find a way through,” Adram said.


Caldin shook her head. “There is no way through. We have to drop out
of SLS far out of range and slow down to clear the mines or find a safe path
through. Even if we get through unscathed, the admiral’s hit and fade won’t
work. He’ll be trapped by the minefields on the other side of the Valiant
and swarmed to death by enemy fighters.”


“I guess we’d better leave Dark Space to Brondi, and deal with Hoff
ourselves at some later date.”


“We can’t do that either.”


Adram gave her a small smile. “Leave it to the admiral, Captain. He might
not be morally equipped to lead, but his grasp of strategy leaves nothing to be
desired. I’ve never seen him come out on the losing side of a battle yet, but
after this one, he’ll be in no shape to deal with us.”


Caldin held Adram’s gaze for a long moment. His dark eyes shone with an
unsettling light, and that small, predatory smile of his was enough to make her
shiver. Caldin wasn’t sure what Adram’s real agenda was, but she knew one thing
for certain—


He was not to be trusted.


* * *


Atton awoke to the sound of raised voices and a little girl crying. He
blinked the sleep out of his eyes and stared up at the shifting pattern of
light on the ceiling. “I don’t want to go!” she cried.


“You don’t have a choice, Atta. It’s too dangerous for you to stay,” a
familiar male voice said.


“No! I don’t want to go!”


“Shh, Atta, listen to your father.”


Atton sat up, wondering what was going on. A moment later his door swished
open.


“Lights!” 


Abruptly the room was brightly lit. Atton winced against the glare.


“Get dressed,” Hoff ordered as he strode in.


“What’s going on?”


“We’re about to jump into battle. Brondi is much better prepared than I had
hoped, and it’s too dangerous for any of you to stay. I’m sending you three to
the enclave.”


Atton climbed out of bed and went to pick his clothes off the deck where
he’d left them in a messy pile the night before. “If you’re that worried about
what we’re up against, then you need my help,” he said as he pulled on his
pants.


“Your help?” Hoff echoed.


“I’m a good pilot, and a decent commander. Put me in a cockpit. Let me fly a
shuttle at the very least.”


Hoff frowned. “I’m short of ships—not pilots.”


“You must have an extra ship of some kind that could use a pilot.”


“It’s too dangerous, Atton,” Destra insisted. 


He looked up from buttoning his shirt to see his mother standing in the open
doorway. Atta was hugging her mother’s legs and peeking out warily between
them.


“I’m not going to run and hide when I could make a difference in this
fight,” Atton said.


Destra set her jaw and crossed her arms as she looked to Hoff for support.
“I’m not leaving him again. Either he goes with us, or we’re staying, too.”


Hoff turned back to Atton and shook his head. “Under those conditions I’m
afraid you don’t have a choice, and your mother’s right. It is too dangerous.”


“Chip me then.”


“What?”


“You heard me. Make me like you, and then even death can’t touch me, right?”


Hoff held his gaze for a quiet moment.


“You’re going to have to chip all of us, Hoff, and then send the backups to
the enclave,” Destra said, “because I’m not leaving without him.”


Hoff turned back to her. “No one can be sure that we don’t still die when we
transfer, so I’m not taking the risk if I don’t have to. You’re all going, and
that’s final.”


Atton took a deep breath and let it out in a sigh. “Fine. Who’s going to
pilot the ship that’s taking us to the enclave? Don’t tell me you’re sparing
someone you’re about to need against Brondi.”


Hoff smiled. “Not exactly, no. I’m going to take you.”


Destra’s brow furrowed. “You’re abandoning your command?”


Atton gave a slow smile. “Couldn’t resist it, could you? The chance to be in
two places at once.”


“I don’t have a choice.”


“What’s he talking about, Hoff?” Destra asked, sounding suddenly frightened.


Atton turned to his mother just in time to see a familiar man appear beside
her in the open doorway. “We need to go, Des,” he said.


Destra recoiled from the voice, and Atta ran away screaming. “Hoff!”
Destra’s gaze skipped between the two identical men, and her face stretched
into a rictus of horror. “What is this?”












Chapter 26





Both men wore the
exact same spotless black uniform with white piping and the three gold stars’
insignia of an admiral. Destra couldn’t believe her eyes. This was beyond
anything she had prepared herself to deal with. Just a few hours ago she’d
decided to join her husband’s mad existence, but she had never imagined that
something like this could happen. There’s two of them! she thought,
looking from one to the other and back again. She couldn’t blame Atta for
running away screaming. Even though she understood what she was seeing, and her
daughter didn’t, Destra was tempted to run away screaming, too.


“Hoff, you’ve gone completely skriffy.”


The admiral standing inside Atton’s room turned to give her a grim look.
“I’m sorry you feel that way. If it helps, remember that you’ve already been
with two of us, so adding a third shouldn’t be that hard. Go with him. He’ll
take you to the enclave.” 


“This is ridiculous!” Destra burst out. Her eyes kept flicking between the
two clones, unsure of which one she should address. “What are you going to do
when you come back for us? Flip a coin to see who gets to be my husband and
Atta’s father? Or maybe you’ll take turns?”


Hoff smiled sadly, and his gray eyes filled with a subtle sheen of moisture.
“You’re assuming that I am coming back.” He turned to address his clone
standing in the doorway. “Even if we win this fight, I won’t get in your way,
and you won’t see me again. They’re as much your family as they are mine.”


“I appreciate your sacrifice,” the clone said. He took Destra’s hand, and
she tried to jerk it away, but he held her fast. “Don’t make me stun you, Des,”
he warned. 


At that, she gave in. “I’m never going to join you now, Hoff,” she said,
blinking tears. “And I’m never going to forgive you!”


“I’m sorry you feel that way,” the one holding her replied. 


“You’d better go with them while you still have the chance, Atton,” the one
standing closest to Atton added.


“What about Atta?” Destra demanded. “Are you going to threaten to stun her,
too?”


“If I have to.”


“Why would you let her see this, Hoff? She’s just a child.” 


“She’s the child of a clone, and sooner or later she had to find
out.”


Atton snorted. “Good luck explaining that to her.”


“You’re a heartless kakard, Hoff,” Destra added.


“I’m sorry it had to be this way,” he replied. 


“So am I,” Destra said, nodding slowly. She wiped away her tears with the
back of the hand which Hoff’s newest clone wasn’t squeezing with bone-grinding
force. So am I.


* * *


Atton was forced to walk in front of Hoff's clone the whole way. The moon in
the artificial sky overhead did nothing to lighten the black walls of the
silverleaf maze. Little Atta was surprisingly quiet. Whatever her father had
said to her before he’d said goodbye had dried her stream of tears and replaced
her frightened, darting eyes with a wide and vacant gaze. By contrast, his
mother’s expression was grim and determined.


“Where are you taking us?” Destra asked.


“To your transport.” They reached another fork in the path, and Hoff barked
out to Atton, “Left!” At the next turn—“Right!” And then—“Another left!”


A few more minutes of that, and they reached the end of the maze. Atton
stopped at the concealing holofield and waited there. All of a second later
Hoff poked him in the back with his sidearm. “Keep moving.”


Atton smirked as he walked through the seeming wall of silverleafs to the
hidden passage on the other side. “You know, you don’t have to march me along
at gunpoint.”


Hoff gave no reply, but when they reached the end of the corridor, he
holstered his gun and stepped up to the control panel to reactivate the lift
tube. Atton considered attacking the admiral while he was distracted, but then
he remembered how easily Hoff had deflected his last attack and he thought
better of it. Once the lift was reactivated, Hoff gestured for Atton to enter
first.


“Still don’t trust me, hoi?” Atton said.


“No more than I have to,” Hoff replied, stepping in after him. 


Then something completely unexpected happened. 


The admiral must have seen the look of shock cross Atton’s face, because he
abruptly spun around to look, but it was too late. Destra had picked up one of
the discarded pieces of the lift tube doors which Atton had cut away the
previous day, and now she swung that heavy sheet of duranium with all her
might. 


It hit Hoff in the side of the head with a hollow-sounding smack! He
staggered, and Atta began to scream again. Destra didn’t give him a chance to
recover. She hit him again and he went spinning into the side of the lift tube
and bounced off. Hoff turned in a dizzy circle, blood streaming from a gash
above one eye. “I was right not to trust,” was all he managed to say before he
collapsed to the floor.


Destra dropped the piece of metal with a noisy bang, and took a quick
step back, her eyes wide and locked on her husband’s unconscious form, as if
she couldn’t believe what she’d just done. Atta’s cries snapped her out of it.
“Daddy?” she said in a small voice, trying to squeeze past her mother to get to
him.


Destra grabbed her and turned her away from the scene, shushing her frantic
questions. “Why did you hit him? Is he dead?”


“No darling, he’s not dead. He’s just sleeping. Remember he wanted to take
us away, but we don’t want to go away, do we? We’re going to stay and help your
father, but he wouldn’t let us, so that’s why we had to put him to sleep.”


“But he’s not really Daddy, is he? He told me he is, but . . .”


“Shhh,” Destra cooed.


Atton looked on with a growing sense of unreality setting in. The irony
wasn’t lost on him. Hoff hadn’t trusted his wife to know his secret because he
was afraid of how she’d react. Now, having seen his mother’s reaction, Atton
couldn’t say he blamed the man. He’d known his wife very well.


“Atton,” Destra said, snapping him out of it. “Come on.”


He shook his head. “Hoff said there was a ship waiting below. It must have
weapons and shields.”


“Atton . . .”


“I can’t just do nothing! If Brondi wins . . .”


Destra sighed. “You’re as stubborn as your father. Go. I’m not going to stop
you.”


“You might want to come with me rather than be around when Hoff wakes up.
He’ll never trust you again.”


“He never trusted me to begin with, and I could have killed him. The fact
that I didn’t should tell him something. You leave Hoff to me.”


“Which one?”


Destra hesitated, her eyes back on the unconscious clone. “You’d better take
that one with you. You’ll need his credentials to get aboard the transport.”


“Then what do you want me to do with him?”


“Tie him up for now. We can figure out that part if you . . .” Destra
swallowed hard and shook her head. “When you return.” 


“Right. Take care of yourself, Mom,” Atton said as he selected deck 24 from
the lift control panel.


“You too, son. I love you!”


He looked up and smiled, opening his mouth to reply, but whatever he said
was stolen by the wind as the lift dropped away.


* * *


Hoff returned to the bridge scant minutes before the Tauron dropped
out of SLS. Relief radiated from his crew like a palpable force. They’d been
trying to reach him on the comms for the past half an hour while he’d been busy
dealing with his family emergency.


Things hadn’t gone the way he had hoped, but he wasn’t surprised by Destra’s
reaction. She would come around, although unfortunately, he wouldn’t get to see
that. Even if he survived, he couldn’t complicate matters and return to vie
against himself for his family. It made no sense. Instead, he would stay in
Dark Space and lead humanity there. Eventually he’d find a new persona for
himself—a new body, and a new life.


It was almost enough to make him want to give up and die, but he’d been down
this road many times before, and as ever, he had a job to do. As long as there
were still criminals like Brondi or Sythians and Gors to fight, he would have a
reason to carry on.


Hoff forced himself to focus on something other than that brooding train of
thought. The Tauron was now just five minutes from her reversion to real
space, and he needed to be ready for it. Their battle plan was simple, but
there were a million things which could go wrong. 


Upon analyzing Intel from the Interloper, they’d found just four safe
paths through the minefield which surrounded the Valiant—three leading
in, and one leading out. Of those three approach vectors, only two would
be possible to line up with the exit vector on the other side, and one was a
better approach angle than the other.


Preliminary calculations predicted that their window of opportunity would be
tight. Hoff planned to drop out of SLS just a few kilometers from the edge of
the interrupter buoys and then roar through the minefield at their top
acceleration of 70 KAPS. At that speed it would take just a minute and a half
for them to close to within 25 kilometers of the carrier, which was their
maximum effective beam and torpedo range. By that point they’d be moving at
over six kilometers a second, and the helmsman better have already adjusted
their course to avoid a collision. They would have between three and four
seconds to overwhelm the hangar shields. Then the Interloper would have
approximately fifteen seconds to get inside before the carrier’s port shields
equalized and they would have to make another pass. But there could be no
second pass. The Tauron wouldn’t survive it. Everything came down to
timing. 


The narrow entrance and exit of the minefield was another problem they’d
have to address. Brondi hadn’t even left enough room to escape the minefield
himself. The gaps he’d left were only large enough for fighter wings and small
capital ships. Nothing the size of the Tauron was going to make it
through unscathed, so they would have to be sure they shot all of the mines
along their entry and exit vectors before they got too close, and depending how
powerful the mines were, they could still suffer damage—not to mention how much
damage they’d take from the hundreds of fighters and the odd dozen capital
ships which Brondi had scraped together in the last day and a half to defend
himself. 


If they got past all of that, they would still have to deal with the carrier’s
own defenses. For the most part the Valiant was designed to defend
itself from fighter attacks, but there were a handful of capital-ship cracking
beam cannons to worry about—not the least of which was her main cannon, a
massive corona XL which could punch a 60 meter-wide hole in an unshielded hull
at 50 klicks.


Their only advantage and their only hope in the coming fight lay with the Interloper.
Hoff hoped to death that the cloaked Sythian cutter-class cruiser was already
in position at the Valiant’s port ventral hangar bay. They’d loaded that
small, hundred-meter-long cruiser until sentinels were standing literally
shoulder to shoulder on her decks, and now there were more than two thousand
soldiers in full battle armor and over 100 zephyrs crammed aboard the alien
cruiser. All they needed was a chance to get aboard, and Brondi wouldn’t stand
a chance.


After that, however, they would still have to deal with the five hundred
angry fighters buzzing around the Valiant. In a straight fight that many
fighters could easily take down both the Valiant and the Tauron
without an ample fighter screen of their own, but Hoff trusted in the outlaw
pilots’ instincts of self-preservation to keep them from doing anything stupid.
Most of Brondi’s fighters were short-ranged, and by the time the Valiant
was back under Imperial control, they’d be low on both fuel and air. If they
decided to destroy the Valiant rather than see her fall back into
Imperial hands, they’d be sentencing themselves to death, too. Brondi’s
cruisers and destroyers were not equipped to take on that many fighters. 


All things considered, their plan had a fifty-fifty chance of success, and
it relied on everything working perfectly. Hoff feared he might be relying too
much on common sense and reason with a band of uneducated, impetuous criminals
who might just as easily decide to shoot first and regret it later. But, as
they say— Hoff thought, watching the reversion timer tick down to five
seconds. —only time will tell.


The countdown became audible. When it reached zero, superluminal space
disappeared with a flash, and back was the comparative dimness of stars and
space.


“Engineering, report!”


“All systems green, Admiral!”


“Comms! Sound the alert! Launch Inferno Squadron and have them screen us on
our approach. Their priority is AMS. Do not let them break off and
engage. Anyone who peels off our flight path gets left behind. Weapons, your
priority is AMS, too.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Nav—come about! Maximum acceleration.”


“Coming about.”


“Gravidar, what do you see out there?” Hoff asked, already scanning the grid
to see for himself.


“Minor variations in the enemy formation. Everything looks predictable so
far . . . wait, no, this is new. I have a pair of old baron-class cruisers
coming up on our starboard side at K-44-54-16 and K-48-54-16. They’ll reach us
before we’re through the minefield.”


Hoff noted the cruisers on the captain’s table and called out, “Gunnery!
Flag those cruisers as secondary targets. Primaries are still the mines along
our flight path and any missiles that we pick up.”


“Yes, sir.”


Hoff looked up to see the Valiant pan into view. It glittered
distantly against Firea’s day/night terminator. The half of the giant carrier
which faced them was dark, shaded by its own bulk from the pale red light of
the system’s sun, and Hoff could see the light of a million viewports glowing
like broken flecks of fireglass in the dark. His gray eyes dipped back to the
grid in time to see the enemy fighters responding to their approach vector.
Almost a hundred of them would be in missile range before the Tauron was
even through the minefield. You’d better be in position, Caldin, he
thought.


“Admiral, a small transport just launched out the back of the Tauron!”
gravidar reported.


Hoff nodded; he’d been expecting that. His clone would take Destra and Atta
deeper into Dark Space, and from there they’d find a way to either commandeer a
larger ship, or refit theirs so that it could take them all the way to the
enclave. “Did they have clearance?”


“They were auto-cleared by the system.”


“Then ignore them. They’re authorized.”


“Yes, sir.”


Hoff followed the gravidar icon of that transport out the back of the Tauron
until he was satisfied that they were out of danger, and then he turned his
attention to the seething mass of red enemy contacts converging on his
battleship. A short stream of friendly nova fighters shot out the front of the
battleship, launching with the Tauron’s forward momentum to give them an
extra boost. That was Inferno Squadron—down to just nine out of the original dozen
after their first run-in with the Valiant. Now it was time for revenge.
Once all nine of them were clear, transports began to appear, flooding out on
both sides of the Tauron. Assault transports weren’t either fast or
maneuverable, but they were heavily armed and armored, and better than nothing
as an escort, so Hoff had ordered them to flank the Tauron in two groups
of twenty three. Along with Inferno Squadron, they would provide AMS support
for the battleship.


Now all of the pieces are in play, Hoff thought. Let the game
begin.












Chapter 27





Atton jetted out
into space aboard Hoff’s modified seraphim-class corvette. He’d found it
waiting behind a shadowy door at the far end of Hoff’s clone room. Using the
credentials already imbedded in Hoff’s wrist, he’d managed to open both that
door and the corvette waiting on the other side. Once through the door, he’d
taken just a moment to admire the gleaming lines of the ship. From the outside,
it looked just like Brondi’s corvette, but the paint was military gray rather
than the black with red accents which Brondi’s organization seemed to favor. It
was three times the length of a nova fighter and stood easily a dozen meters
high. For atmospheric flight, dual turbines flanked the hull and four movable
stabilizer fins did double duty as air brakes and grav field projectors.
Between the stabilizer fins lay two heavy laser turrets with room for gunners,
while four more pilot-controlled arc-firing turrets ran along the top of the
ship—two ripper cannons, and two medium grade, blue dymium pulse lasers.
Mounted on the keel of the ship were another two ripper cannons, two missile
launchers, and one torpedo launcher. For extra defenses it had a rear-facing
mine launcher loaded with eight scatter bombs, and a reinforced shield array,
with a deflection rating of 260, roughly three times that of a nova fighter.
All in all, it was a flying fortress, a mini capital ship.


Atton had used Hoff’s own grav gun to carry him aboard and strap him down on
a bed in one of the transport’s six sleeping quarters. Now, he sat up in the
cockpit, familiarizing himself with the controls at the pilot’s station. This
corvette had been redesigned for just one pilot and a copilot, while shipyard
standard would have been four to five bridge control stations.


Atton hoped the other Hoff Heston up on the bridge of the Tauron
wasn’t paying much attention to the corvette flying out the back of his ship. A
quick glance at the comms revealed no incoming messages. No one had asked him
to provide clearance codes or explain what he was doing. Hoff would expect to
see the corvette leave, but he wouldn’t expect to see it join the Tauron’s
flight path and fly into battle. Atton counted to ten, waiting until he guessed
that Hoff had stopped watching him on the grid before he stepped on the
starboard rudder to bring the transport around. The bright blue glow of the Tauron’s
thrusters hove into view—four main thrusters, each one large enough to swallow
a venture-class cruiser whole, surrounded by eight smaller maneuvering
thrusters. The collective glare was blinding even through the corvette’s
auto-polarizing viewport. Atton turned away from the view to scan his holo
displays. The main one was already set to the default—a glowing three
dimensional grid of space. The grid was crowded with a seething mass of red
enemy contacts.


Atton eyed those enemy fighters and starships. They began to blur together,
converging on the Tauron in a bloody red line. A small number of green
contacts shot out from the front of Hoff’s battleship. They were nova fighters.
By the time they stopped streaming out, there were just nine of them, meaning
they were outnumbered more than fifty to one by Brondi’s fighter screen.
Assault transports began appearing on both sides of the battleship to augment
that flimsy fighter screen. Atton shook his head. Those transports would be
torn apart; they were too slow to go head-to-head with fighters. . . . 


As slow as a corvette? 


Atton stopped himself there with a frown. Hoff’s modifications had come at a
price, and the corvette’s standard 108 KAPS top acceleration had been knocked
back to just 92. That made it faster than the Tauron, but much slower
than the average fighter.


Atton caught up to the Tauron just as both the battleship and the
enemy fighter wing reached the minefield from opposite sides. They rushed
headlong toward each other in the narrow gap between the mines. Bright red
streams of fire began flashing out from the Tauron on all sides, hitting
nearby mines and provoking brilliant flashes of light. The explosions caused a
distant roar to rumble through the corvette’s simulated sound system. 


ETA two minutes before the enemy fighters were in range. Atton tightened his
hand on the flight stick as he raced past a glowing line of viewports more than
a dozen decks high in the prow of the Tauron. He powered up the ship’s
turrets. Two blue dymium pulse lasers and four ripper cannons. They all had the
same range—about two klicks, which meant he’d only have time for one short
volley before he passed the approaching fighters. He switched over to Hailfire
missiles instead and set the turrets to auto-fire. Now he had a maximum firing
range of five klicks—ten if he just wanted the missiles to fly in a straight
line. 


Atton flew out ahead of the Tauron, and now he saw the blue engine
glows of the Tauron’s novas—dead ahead. Atton’s corvette was coming up
fast, about to pass them at any second. He would be the first one to engage the
enemy. A quick look at the grid revealed that the squadron leading Brondi’s
forces was made up of novas. Atton targeted the lead fighter and lined it up
under his crosshairs. Thirty seven klicks to target. Atton’s forward velocity
was 1546 m/s and climbing. He disengaged the engines and watched the
rangefinder scroll down three klicks every other second. Twenty klicks to
target. He wondered idly about his transport’s name as he waited to get within
firing range. He asked the ship’s computer with a verbal query.


“This transport is designated the Last Chance,” the computer replied
in a warm female voice. “It is a modified seraphim-class corvette with—”


“That’s all right, thanks. I already know the specifications,” Atton
replied. “What’s your name?”


“Destra.”


Atton laughed. “All right, Mom.”


“My name’s not Mom, it’s—”


“I know, I know.” Atton shook his head, smiling despite the gravity of the
situation. Maybe she was right to stay behind, he thought. 


The admiral wasn’t all bad after all. Skriffy as a space rat, but not all
bad.


* * *


Devlin Squadron raced toward the minefield in a staggered line formation.
Ethan felt the acceleration pin him to his nova’s flight chair and threaten to
rip his hands off the flight stick. He had the point position, while a few
dozen meters back and to one side was Gina, Devlin Two. Ethan’s squadron was
the first of six to reach the edge of the minefield. There were just nine of
them—Ethan, Gina, and the seven surviving members of Aleph Squad, slave-chipped
to think they were pilots. Their recently acquired skills in the cockpit were
just enough to make sure they didn’t crash into each other—but only just.
Facing off with them on the other side of the minefield were the mighty Tauron
and her opposing fighter screen of nine novas.


Their nine to our nine, Ethan thought. Devlin Squadron would never be
a match for them by itself, but they were leading a whole wing of expendable
junkers, and there were another six fighter wings where that came from—more
than 40 squadrons and over 500 fighters in all. Seeing what Hoff had brought to
the fight, Ethan didn’t have to wonder about the outcome of this battle. The
fact that the admiral had launched all of his assault transports to bolster his
non-existent fighter screen was proof that even he was skeptical of his chances.
What were you thinking, Hoff?


There was no way the Valiant would fall to such a pathetic attack,
and now Ethan had to rethink his plan to throw his life away. He was back to
being Alara’s only hope. He gritted his teeth as mines began racing by to
either side of his cockpit. His HUD painted translucent red walls around the
minefield to show him where they would explode if he got too close. Those
polygonal walls raced by him like the sides of a simulated canyon, adding a
sense of speed and urgency to his flight.


Now their range to the Tauron was down to just 20 kilometers, and the
Imperial novas were leading that by a good 500 meters. Ethan’s mind raced in
anxious circles as he thumbed over to Hailfire missiles and targeted the first
Imperial nova. What was he doing? He couldn’t help Brondi. . . .


But if he didn’t, Alara would suffer a fate worse than death.


Suddenly an enemy missile lock alarm began beeping in his cockpit, and Ethan
snapped out of it. Racing out ahead of Hoff’s fighter screen was the glinting
hull of a seraphim-class corvette, and it was targeting him. The missile lock
alarm screeched in a solid tone, and two Hailfire missiles shot out from the
transport.


Ethan blinked, and his hand hesitated on the flight stick.


* * *


Admiral Heston gaped at the grid as the Last Chance rushed out ahead
of the Tauron’s novas. “Comms! Hail that corvette! Tell them to
disengage immediately.”


“Yes, sir.”


What are you doing? Hoff wondered. He had a hard time believing that
any clone of his would be that stupid. Why would he risk Destra’s and Atta’s
lives like that? Maybe it had been Destra’s idea . . . or Atton’s.


“They’re not responding to our hails, sir.”


Hoff growled and shook his head. Of course they weren’t responding. If his
clone answered, it would raise a lot of awkward questions with the crew. Hoff’s
eyes narrowed angrily as he watched that transport dodge and weave toward the
enemy fighter wave. It was too late to do anything about it. He was going to
have to trust that his clone had the good sense to stay alive. And if not . . .
Hoff had already taken the necessary measures to prevent a tragedy. He would
have to content himself with that. If Destra and Atta died, they would wake up
on Fortress Station a few months later with no memory of the battle which had
killed them. Right now, neither one of them was a clone, but if Hoff had to
revive them, then he would. He felt bad about chipping them without their
knowledge, but he’d already hid plenty of other things from them, so what was
one more secret? He was in the process of aging more clones so he could revive
them aboard the Tauron, too. When Destra had broken into his facility
and uncovered everything, she should have looked in the stasis tubes on the
other side of the room. If she had, she would have seen two more familiar
faces.


Hoff sighed. It wasn’t ideal, but few things ever were. In the end, it
always came down to the same question: are we just a biological storage device
for our experiences—or are we something more? Hoff didn’t believe in things he
couldn’t see or measure, so for him there could only be one answer to that
question. The fact that multiple instances of the same person could exist did
nothing to diminish his belief. If two things look alike, sound alike, and
act alike—are they not the same?


“Sir, one of the enemy cruisers is within corona beam range,” the gunnery
chief reported, bringing Hoff back to the present situation.


“Open fire,” he said, looking up from the grid just in time to see two red
corona beams arc out from the starboard side of his ship and slam into the
distant hull of a baron-class cruiser. The enemy cruiser’s shields flashed
bright blue at the point of impact, deflecting the attack. But corona beams
were designed to take down shields, and they kept pouring a continuous stream
of hull-cracking energy into that cruiser for four full seconds. The enemy
cruiser’s shields failed at the last second and the corona beams drew a roiling
ball of fire from her hull.


“Enemy shields depleted,” the weapons chief said.


Hoff smiled. “Hit them again, Lieutenant.”


* * *


Ethan hesitated for a long, breathless moment, his hands and feet frozen at
the controls. The missile lock alarm screamed at him with increasing urgency,
but he didn’t budge. He couldn’t justify killing any more innocent officers to
save Alara or himself.


The pair of Hailfire missiles which had locked onto him blossomed like
fireworks just seconds before they reached him, each warhead split into four
separate pieces and then spiraled off on hot orange contrails, now tracking multiple
targets from unexpected angles. 


“Hoi, someone’s got a lock on me!” Devlin Three said. That was Sergeant
Dorian of Aleph Squad. 


Ethan watched the three missiles which spiraled toward his own fighter. His
heart thudded madly in his chest. His palms began to tingle and sweat. A cold
fist of panic seized him and his heart seemed to abruptly stop beating in
anticipation of the end.


At the last possible second, instinct took over. Ethan thumb-switched over
to lasers and shot two of the approaching missiles down. The third one impacted
on his shields, and space turned white. A deafening roar came through the
simulated sound system and the seat restraints dug roughly into his chest as
one of his three engines exploded and his nova flipped end over end with the
unbalanced thrust.


“IMS to 100%!” Ethan said. Suddenly the tumbling sensation ceased, but space
continued to spin around him. A quick thrust correction brought his nova back
under control, but now with a maximum acceleration of just 98 KAPS and barely
half of its former maneuverability. Ethan scanned the grid to the look for the
modified corvette which had shot him. He saw it go racing past him, spitting a
solid stream of gold ripper fire and blue dymium pulse lasers at the other
Devlins. As he watched, Devlin Three’s icon flashed brightly and then winked
out.


No more sergeant Dorian.


Devlin Two screamed, “You motherfrekker!”


That was Gina. She flipped around and returned fire on the corvette but it
deflected her lasers easily and turned its turrets on her next. Ethan grimaced,
watching as she and the other Devlins fired haphazardly at the corvette. Half
their shots missed, and they didn’t even bother to make use of their speed and
maneuverability to dodge enemy fire, meanwhile the corvette ducked and wove
like a ship half its size. Ethan pulled up hard to loop over and line up on the
corvette’s tail, but before he’d even brought his crosshairs in line, it took
out another Devlin and clipped the wings off a third.


“Frek it, I’m dead in space!” Devlin Nine said.


“We’ve lost Six!” Five added.


Ethan gritted his teeth. Don’t they know they’re firing on their own men?


He lined up the corvette under his sights and snapped off a quick
fire-linked burst of his own. All three lasers found their mark, taking 10% off
the corvette’s aft shields. Then they equalized and it was only 5%, but it was
enough to get the corvette’s attention. Suddenly it stopped firing on Ethan’s
squad mates and those turrets swiveled to face him. A blinding pair of blue
dymium lasers flashed by his canopy, so close that they bathed his cockpit in
an azure glow. Ethan kicked his fighter up on its side and began weaving an
evasive pattern, but with one of his thrusters ruined, his maneuvers were slow
and clumsy. Lasers flashed by his cockpit with increasing accuracy until a pair
of them hit.


“Shields critical,” his nova’s computer reported.


Ethan’s eyes darted to his shield gauge to see his shields in the red,
barely recovering at just 12%. A couple of hits were all it would take to bring
him down.


“Devlins, I could use some help over here!” But they’d all broken off, their
attention drawn by the onrushing wave of enemy novas. 


“Ruh-kah!” he heard Gina roar.


“Hoi, missiles incoming!” another said.


“Frek it! We’re too close!”


“Break, break—skrsssss . . .” that last message died in static. Ethan spared
a quick glance at the gravidar just in time to see his whole squadron go
winking off the grid in quick succession. Their explosions lit up the holo
display and rumbled through his speakers. 


Devlin Two, Gina’s fighter, was the last to go. 


Ethan stared at the grid, wide-eyed with horror. 


“Frek!” he activated his comms and switched to an open channel, no longer
caring what Brondi’s reaction might be. “You just killed a whole squadron of
friendlies! Congratulations. That was Aleph Squad and First Lieutenant Gina
Giord, in case anyone cares.”


Another shot from the corvette hit him and his nova shuddered. 


“Shields critical,” the computer warned again.


“You don’t say?” Ethan snapped while increasing power to forward shields.


“Dad? Is that you?”


Ethan blinked. Hearing Atton’s voice interrupted his concentration just
enough for another two shots from the modified corvette to find their mark. A
warning siren blared through the cockpit and the computer said, “Shields
depleted.” His canopy flashed again, and he heard a gritty screech of duranium.
His flight suit auto-pressurized with an ear-popping hiss, and that was when
Ethan noticed the jagged crack in the left side of his canopy. He turned to
look out over his port wing and found nothing but a molten ruin where it had
once been. Ethan tested his flight stick, but found that now the nova barely
responded. At full thrust he was crawling along at just 22 KAPS. Only one of
his thrusters was still lit, and it was sputtering. As Ethan watched, his HUD
flickered and his holo displays went black, only to start up again a moment
later, but now tinted a sickly red. He was on emergency power—back up
batteries.


“Dad! Frek—are you okay?”


He couldn’t believe it. His son was flying that corvette. Ethan let
out a shuddering sigh and keyed his comm. “Atton?”


“I’m coming about. Are you okay?”


“I’m fine, but my fighter is pretty badly scorched.”


“Do you think you can get clear of the engagement?”


Ethan shook his head. “No, I’m running on emergency power.”


For a moment, neither of them was sure what to do next, and then a flurry of
warning beeps flooded through Ethan’s helmet speakers. Missile locks. The Tauron’s
novas were in range.


“Atton! Tell those novas to stand down!”


But it was too late. The beeps turned to sirens and Ethan’s hand found the
red ejection lever beside his chair. 


“Ruh-kah,” he whispered, and then he pulled the lever. 


His canopy blew away as the explosive bolts fired. The flight chair shot him
out into space at a modest 60 KAPS, which he felt with the crushing weight of
three and a half G’s. The ejection seat cancelled only half of that force with
its weak grav field, while the rest worked hard to flatten him like a pancake.
For a brief instant, the weight on his spine was almost unbearable; all the
blood drained away from his head and black spots swam across his vision,
blotting out the stars. Then the chair’s thruster sputtered out and he began to
drift at a constant rate. Ethan twisted around to see the approaching
battleship and its nova escort. The novas were tiny, glinting specks against
the darkness of space, but visible to the naked eye, which meant they were very
close. The mighty warship behind them looked like an onrushing mountain,
glittering with lights and bristling with cannons.


Suddenly, fireworks blossomed in the foreground and over half a dozen orange
contrails spiraled out of nowhere. Ethan knew what those were. He fought his
seat restraints to peer down on his damaged nova. The charred and broken
fighter drifted by some 200 meters below—still far too close. In a matter of
seconds, when those Hailfires found his ruined nova, Ethan would be incinerated
by the blast.












Chapter 28





Time froze as Atton
watched his father eject and the Hailfire missiles zero in on his drifting
nova. With a heart-pounding stab of adrenaline, he realized that Ethan would be
too close to the blast when those missiles hit. He banked toward the incoming
missiles and began firing wildly at them. The first two exploded, but there
were still six more arcing toward their target. He briefly considered putting
his transport between the missiles and their target, but blocking them all
would be impossible—not to mention suicidal.


Maybe he didn’t have to block them. Atton targeted his father’s derelict
fighter and pushed the throttle up past the stops into overdrive. Now he was
roaring along at 120 KAPS. He switched his shields to double front, dialed up
the IMS to 100%, and made small course corrections based on his target’s drift.
The rangefinder ticked down to just a few hundred meters, but the missiles were
nearly as close. Atton had a horrible premonition of those warheads hitting the
fighter at the same instant he did, and all of them exploding in a fiery
spectacle.


Then he hit the drifting nova and the transport imparted 556 m/s of kinetic
energy. 


“Shields critical,” the corvette’s computer warned, and several damage
alarms sounded. The nova fighter went tumbling off into space at 440 m/s, and
Atton saw the missiles arc after it just a split second later. He waited to see
the fiery starburst which would signify their impact.


But he never got to see the explosion. Instead, he heard the sudden screech
of a missile lock alarm, followed by a muffled boom and a blinding flash
of light.


“Shields depleted,” the computer said as acrid smoke poured into the
cockpit.


* * *


Caldin watched the developing confrontation with an encroaching sense of
dread. The first nine kills went to Hoff’s novas and one mysterious corvette,
but Brondi had hundreds of fighters left. As she watched, Hoff’s formation came
into range, and the junkers dumb-fired their missiles at the Tauron,
ignoring the novas completely. Hundreds of streaking missiles appeared on the
grid. The Tauron and her novas opened up on them with a blinding flurry
of lasers, but fully half of the missiles got through. Caldin watched the Tauron’s
shields drop from 100% to 89% as impact after impact flashed along her bow.
Then the Tauron went slicing through the enemy formation, taking pot
shots at the odd 60 fighters which went roaring over and under her hull. Hoff’s
flanking assault transports joined the fight with a few barrages from their
turrets, but in the handful of seconds it took for the enemy fighters to race
past, Hoff’s forces only managed to kill a squadron and a half of them. The Tauron
raced on at full throttle, her rear turrets flashing out with parting shots,
but those junkers would never catch up to the Tauron now. The first wave
was over, but it had been the easiest one. Just on the other side of the
minefield were more than 400 additional fighters, and almost half of those were
novas with military grade munitions.


Caldin grimaced. It was going to be a very close fight. She looked up from
the captain’s table to see her XO, Junior Captain Crossid Adram, standing down
by the edge of the holographic dome, staring out at space. She frowned. They
didn’t have long before the Tauron made her pass on the Valiant,
likely just another minute. What was he doing down there? She shook her head
and jogged down to Adram. Upon reaching his side, she tapped him on the
shoulder, but he didn’t respond. His lips were moving and his eyes were closed,
but she could hear only indistinct whispers coming out.


“It’s a little late to be saying your prayers, Adram.”


He opened his eyes and turned to her with a smile. “You’re right. It’s far
too late for that.”


Caldin’s brow furrowed, but she didn’t comment on whatever morbid sense of
humor had provoked that smile. “I need your full attention on the grid, Adram.
We’re less than a minute away from our attack window.”


“Of course,” he replied, nodding slowly.


Caldin turned and jogged back to the captain’s table, not waiting for him to
catch up. She planted her palms on the rim of the table and gazed down on the
grid, watching the Tauron nail a few mines with its cannons before
roaring through the minefield. They were in, but Brondi’s fighter squadrons had
just been waiting for this. Now they were all in range.


The grid erupted with lasers, beams, and missiles. Explosions blossomed to
all sides of the battleship in a blinding flurry of light. Space was so busy
that she almost missed what happened next. 


All of a sudden, the minefield began to explode. Fire spread across the grid
like a tidal wave. Caldin blinked and shook her head, unable to understand what
she was seeing.


“Gravidar! What’s taking out those mines?” she demanded. 


* * *


Admiral Heston watched the battle rage around him on the holographic grid.
Hundreds of missiles flashed out from Brondi’s fighters, and the battleship’s
gunners answered back with a blinding stream of lasers. More than half of the
missiles were shot down before they reached the Tauron, but that left
his ship shuddering with the impacts of a significant remainder. Dozens of
missiles impacted on all sides of the battleship, filling the bridge speakers
with a muted roar. Hoff watched out the viewports as half a dozen missiles
spiraled in toward the bridge itself. They splashed on the viewports in a
blinding burst of light a second later, and Hoff winced away from the glare. 


So far shields were holding. They were down to 62%, but ETA until they
reached firing range with the Valiant was just thirty seconds now, and
they had already roared past the majority of the enemy fighters. The massive,
five-kilometer-long carrier began to fill their entire view of space. 


We’re going to make it, Hoff thought. But they still had to get past
the Valiant’s own defenses. After they’d hulled a baron-class cruiser
with their corona beams without taking any damage themselves, Brondi’s smaller
capital ships had chosen to stay back, out of range. Now Brondi was being
smart. He wasn’t going to throw his more valuable ships away in a battle which
he was certain to win anyway, and he didn’t need to; he had his junk fighters
for that.


Hoff watched the confusing mess of exploding missiles, darting fighters, and
lancing lasers, and gave a predatory smile. Brondi had no idea that his carrier
was about to be overrun with navy sentinels. 


Suddenly the grid came alive with something new. The minefield began to
explode, all at once, flaring on the grid like a supernova. It was as if Brondi
had pushed a button and remotely detonated all of his mines. The resultant wave
of fire from those mines spread all the way around the Tauron and the Valiant
in a brief, shining sphere of light. Hoff frowned as the myriad explosions
began to clear. 


Why would Brondi detonate his own minefield?


* * *


Atton coughed on the smoke pouring into the cockpit. He sealed and
pressurized his flight suit with a whisper of a command, and the maddening
tickle in the back of his throat eased as he began breathing a separately filtered
air supply.


A quick look at the damage report showed minor damage to the hull and
inertial management system. There was a slow fuel and pressure leak somewhere
inside the port engine nacelle, and two of his stabilizer fins had been blown
off, but otherwise all systems were in the green. He’d been incredibly lucky.
The Hailfire missile which had hit him had stripped his shields, but not much
else. 


Then Atton remembered the reason he’d put himself in the path of the
Hailfires in the first place, and his eyes darted to the grid. He zoomed in
several levels to find his father drifting away slowly at a distance of two
klicks. At 33 klicks, the enemy fighter wing was already turning around to
chase the Tauron. They’d be back in range of the Last Chance in
just a few minutes.


Atton targeted his father and brought the corvette around in a tight arc. He
kept the throttle down so he wouldn’t overshoot. Once he came to within 50
meters of Ethan, he pulled back on the throttle and pulled up gently on the
stick to cruise out overhead. He set the transport’s autopilot to maintain that
position relative to his father while he cycled the rear airlock open. Using
the airlock’s emergency rescue systems, he managed to get a grav lock on Ethan
and pull him inside. Shutting the airlock once more, he spared a quick glance
at the grid to see an entire squadron of junkers now angling toward him.
Fifteen klicks.


The Last Chance’s shield gauge glowed red at 22%, and the enemy
fighters were already moving fast. In just a few seconds they would be in
firing range. There was no way he could stand and fight with 22% shields. 


Atton dialed up the inertial management system to 100%, so that his father
wouldn’t roll around in the back, but the IMS only reached 98% due to recent
damage. It would have to do. Atton pushed the transport’s throttle up past the
stops into full overdrive. The acceleration pressed him against his seat with
just a quarter of a G as the Last Chance shot away at her maximum
overdrive speed of 120 KAPS. 


The enemy fighters were still gaining on them—now ten klicks away. Atton
armed the transport’s scatter bomb mines, hoping to take the enemy fighters by
surprise, but when they came to within five klicks, Atton heard the warning
tones of multiple missile locks, and he grimaced. He’d been hoping they’d
expended all of their missiles already. At this range, the enemy would easily
dodge his mines. Atton set the corvette’s turrets to auto AMS in order to tag
any missiles which got too close. A moment later he heard the swish of a
door opening behind him and then a familiar voice. “Hoi—think you can give your
old man a break? I must have bumped my head a dozen times.”


Atton turned to see his father standing behind him, leaning heavily on the
door jamb. 


“Dad! Krak it’s good to see you! Think you can man one of the turrets? We’ve
got incoming enemy fighters and I’m not sure that the autos will be able to
catch all of their missiles.


“I’m on it,” Ethan said.


There was a worrying catch in his voice, and now Atton looked at his father
more closely. This time he noticed the sheen of sealant which had been sprayed
on Ethan’s flight suit in at least three different places. He’d had to reseal
his own suit, which could only mean one thing—he hadn’t been far enough from
the blast.


“Krak—you’re hurt. Are you okay?”


“It’s just a little shrapnel. I’ll be all right. You saved my life, Atton.
Thanks.”


They were interrupted by the solid tone of a missile lock alarm and Atton
grimaced. “You’d better hurry up with that turret.”


“Right.” Ethan set off at a run, limping as he went, and Atton looked away,
his attention back on piloting the ship. Three missiles had appeared on the
grid, streaking out toward them. A few seconds later Atton heard the screech
of red dymium lasers firing as his father snapped off a few shots at extreme
range. He was about to tell Ethan not to waste energy, but then one of the
missiles winked off the grid and he grinned. So much for maximum effective
range, he thought. He watched the other two missiles chasing them vanish
from the grid as Ethan nailed them with a few more long-range shots.


“Nice work!” he said over the intercom.


“Thanks, I . . .” Ethan trailed off suddenly. “What the frek?”


Atton gaped at the star map. The minefield began exploding all around them
in a raging inferno. The explosions raced around the minefield in a brief,
shining sphere of light that momentarily blotted out both the Tauron and
the Valiant. 


“What in the nethers was that?” Atton asked as the fire receded. The last
few mines went on exploding, but the majority of them had already been cleared.
Either Brondi had been stupid enough to put his mines too close together, and
someone had accidentally set off a chain reaction which had wiped out the
entire field—or else Brondi had triggered the minefield remotely.


“Maybe Brondi’s going to make a run for it?” Ethan asked


“Why would he run away from a fight that he’s about to win?” The Interloper
stood poised to turn the tide for the admiral’s forces, but Brondi didn’t know
that. From his point of view, this should have looked liked a complete rout. 


“I don’t like the look of this,” Ethan said.


“It doesn’t make any sense,” Atton insisted, keeping half an eye on the
approaching enemy fighters. They were almost within laser range. 


Space shimmered all around them, and in the blink of an eye Atton
understood. His eyes were drawn away from the handful of red enemy contacts
chasing them to the thousands of red icons which suddenly appeared on
the grid. A hollow sphere of red enemy contacts appeared around the Tauron
and the Valiant, taking the place of the minefield which had been there
a moment ago. A cold shiver ran down Atton’s spine, and he felt a crushing
weight of despair. Suddenly recapturing the Valiant and bringing Brondi
to justice seemed like a pointless squabble between two children.


“Atton . . .”


“I see it,” he said. 


Both Admiral Hoff and Brondi were now surrounded by a vastly superior
force—a Sythian Armada the likes of which hadn’t been seen since the exodus.
Sythian shell fighters, cruisers, and destroyers all whirled around like a
deadly hurricane with the Tauron and the Valiant trapped in the
eye. As Atton watched, the encircling walls of the enemy ships began to close
in, but like two children who were determined to keep fighting even after their
parents arrived to break it up, Hoff and Brondi were still shooting at
each other.


Even standing together they’d be lucky to escape, but like this—fighting
each other right up to the end—humanity was doomed. Atton felt a lump rise in
his throat and he silently cursed Hoff for bringing them to this. It was all his
fault. He’d led them here, and now the day everyone was afraid of had
finally come.


The Sythians had found them.












Chapter 29





Hoff saw the
overwhelming number of Sythian contacts suddenly appear on the grid, but he
didn’t freeze with indecision; he snapped into action. “Gravidar! Give me a
tally!”


A moment later, a report flashed up from the captain’s table and Hoff saw
just how badly they were outnumbered. There were 257 Sythian capital-class
vessels. The number of shell fighters deployed was already over 1,000, and
rising by the second. 


Even if all the human forces stood together, they would be badly
outnumbered. Their only hope was to get clear of the encircling enemy ships and
jump to SLS. They would have to leave Dark Space to its fate.


“Comms! Hail the Valiant on an open channel and put us on speaker. I
want all of Brondi’s men to hear this.”


“Yes, sir . . .” Hoff waited for a few tense moments while the Tauron
continued to shudder and shake with the distant booms of exploding human
missiles and the thud-thud-thud of their answering laser cannons. 


“They’re responding!” 


“Put it on screen.”


The Valiant’s bridge appeared, projected in a hovering holo over the
main viewport. Brondi’s round face dominated the hologram, his skin waxy and
pale, his eyes wide with shock. He was not smiling.


“Brondi,” Hoff said, nodding to the diminutive man.


“Admiral,” Brondi replied. “Surrender your ship to us. You’re losing, and we
can’t keep fighting with skull faces all around us.”


Hoff smiled thinly. “You can’t hope to command my men better than I can. You
surrender your ship, and I’ll get us out of this mess.”


Brondi’s cheeks bulged and a booming laugh escaped his lips. “Forget it. I’d
sooner die.”


“Fine. Neither of us is willing to surrender, so let’s at least agree not to
shoot each other. We have a greater concern right now. Will you agree to a
cease-fire?”


Brondi hesitated, but after a moment’s contemplation, he nodded. “Yes.”


“Good. We’re going to have to work together to escape.”


“You’re abandoning Dark Space,” Brondi said.


“We don’t have a choice. We’ll be lucky to get out alive ourselves, let
alone rescue anybody else.”


Now Brondi did smile, and his mouth gaped in a broad grin. “You and I are
more alike than I thought. I’ll inform my men of the cease-fire.”


“Likewise.”


“See you in the netherworld, Admiral,” Brondi said, and his laughter echoed
across the bridge before he killed the connection. Brondi’s face faded and back
was the Valiant, her impressive bulk dominating their view out the
forward viewports.


“Gravidar! Update our friend foe designations. Comms, let everyone know
about the cease-fire.”


“Yes, sir,” both officers replied in unison.


Hoff held his breath, reluctant to order the helmsman to set a new course
until they came into range of the Valiant’s main beam. If Brondi had
been lying about the cease-fire, then they were about to find out. Their range
to the Valiant dropped below 50 klicks, bringing them into range of the
carrier’s corona XL, but no hull-splitting beam shot out to slice off their
bow. Hoff let his breath out in a sigh. All the flashing lasers and blooming
explosions ceased, and there came a moment of utter tranquility with no one
shooting at each other. Brondi’s forces turned yellow on the grid, and now
former enemies cruised past each other without so much as a single shot fired.


The Sythians had brought them together, if only for the moment. Hoff
suffered a moment of indecision as he realized that he was throwing away their
only chance to take back the Valiant, but the Tauron’s shields
were already down to 56%, and they’d be lucky to escape the carrier’s beam
weapons without serious hull damage, let alone fly on and face Sythians after
that. Neither Hoff nor Brondi was going to escape without the other’s help.


“Helm, reverse thrust and keep us as far away from the Sythians as you can.
We need to buy some time.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Comms, get me the med bay. I want Tova and Roan up here now.”


* * *


Atton heard the cease-fire announced over the comms and he let out a breath
he hadn’t realized he was holding. The squadron of junk fighters chasing them
abruptly stopped firing, and Atton’s hand relaxed on the flight stick. Now
what? he wondered, his eyes scanning the long list of Sythians ships in
system.


“Atton . . .” Ethan began, his voice hoarse and thready. “I need a break.
I’m coming down.”


“Okay.” Atton frowned and turned to look behind him as Ethan emerged in the
corridor behind the cockpit. His father limped up to the cockpit and all but
collapsed in one of the two passenger’s seats behind the pilot’s and copilot’s
stations. 


Atton snapped on the autopilot and unbuckled his restraints to give his
father a hand. “Are you okay?”


“Water,” he croaked. “Do you have something to drink?”


Atton nodded. “Give me a second.” He hurried aft to get a bottle of water. A
few seconds later he returned and handed it to his father. 


“Thanks,” Ethan whispered. He’d taken his helmet off, and now Atton could
see clearly what bad shape his father was in—salt and pepper hair matted with
sweat, his face pallid and gray. Atton felt an apprehensive stab of concern,
but he went back to the pilot’s chair without comment. 


After taking some water, Ethan’s voice returned somewhat stronger than
before. “Now what?”


“I don’t know.”


“The admiral hasn’t said anything yet?”


Atton scanned the comm logs and noted that he’d just missed the last
transmission. He read the transcript with a deepening frown. “He wants all of
his ships to form a protective screen around the Tauron. He and Brondi
are going to fly through the Sythian formation in tandem. Orders are to jump to
SLS as soon as we get clear. They’ve sent us jump coordinates already . . .
we’re jumping away from Dark Space.” Atton shook his head. “He’s
abandoning them!”


“He doesn’t have a choice, Atton.”


“Doesn’t have a choice . . . this is all his frekking fault!”


“What are you talking about?”


“He led them here! He attacked Obsidian Station in order to capture
High Lord Kaon, and that damn Sythian was implanted with some kind of tracking
device. Hoff only found it after we reached the entrance of Dark Space.”


Ethan snorted. “That’s ironic.”


“It’s not funny! Do you realize how many people are about to die? There’s
only one way in and one way out of Dark Space, and the Sythians are blocking
it.”


“I didn’t say it was funny. But it’s ironic that Hoff accused you of
compromising Dark Space when it was ultimately him who did that.”


“Every time I think about it I want to kill him,” Atton growled. His
thoughts turned to Hoff’s clone, lying strapped down in the back of the
corvette, and a grim smile sprang to his lips. “Would you take the controls for
a moment, Dad?”


“Why?”


“I’m going to go see if our passenger is awake.”


“Passenger?”


Atton waved a dismissive hand at his father as he walked by. “It’s a long
story.”


“I’m listening. . . .”


Atton returned less than a minute later, shoving Admiral Hoff Heston ahead
of him at gunpoint. Ethan’s jaw dropped when he saw the admiral. “What are you
doing here?”


“He’s not the admiral, but he’s just as good. He’s a clone.” 


“A what?”


“Like I said, it’s a long story.”


“What are you doing, Atton?” Hoff demanded. “Where’s Des and Atta?”


“They’re on the Tauron. They didn’t want to leave your side, although
I’m not sure how that makes any sense under the circumstances.” Atton smiled
nastily and pointed to the grid, “You’re right to be worried about them,
though. Take a look, Hoff, and you’ll see what I mean.”


“What for?”


“Just do it.” Atton gestured with his pistol, which was actually Hoff’s
sidearm. Atton had taken it from the clone before bringing him aboard.


Hoff stepped up beside Ethan to peer down at the star map. They heard a
strangled noise escape his lips. “That’s impossible!”


“No, it’s not. You led them here, remember?”


Hoff just shook his head; his age-lined face was pale, his gray eyes wide
and staring.


“You’re a real dumb krakhead, Hoff. Your bumbling other half has just
ordered a full retreat. We’re leaving Dark Space to be overrun. Assuming we
make it, we’ll be the last human survivors this side of the galaxy. How do you
feel about that? Millions of innocent people dead, all thanks to you.”


“I . . .”


“If we do make it out of this alive, I can promise you that Ethan and
I won’t be the only ones on trial. You’re going to have to answer for what
you’ve done, too. Oh, and don’t worry, I’m going to see to it that everyone
knows what you’ve been hiding so that when you’re executed for your crimes,
this time you’re really going to die.”


* * *


Captain Caldin saw the Sythian armada appear, heard the cease-fire declared,
and received her new orders all with the same numb sense of defeat. Their
orders were to follow the Tauron and the Valiant through the
enemy formation, and since no one could see the Interloper unless they
did something to give themselves away, they were to trail a safe distance
behind the two larger ships and not engage the enemy, essentially just mind
your own business and get out of here ASAP. With over two thousand
sentinels on board, they were an extremely valuable asset packed into a small,
vulnerable cruiser, so any contribution they could make wasn’t worth the risk
of their ship being destroyed.


Caldin grimaced. They would be helpless spectators in the coming battle,
just as they had been in the last one—brief though it had been. She eyed the
grid as the Interloper followed in the Tauron’s wake. Battleship
and carrier flew side by side toward the advancing wall of Sythians, shielding
each other’s flanks, and racing out together, but that was where the
cooperation ended. Brondi’s fighters and supporting cruisers had fanned out in
an abbreviated shield to protect just his carrier, while Hoff was left to
defend his battleship with just nine novas and a few assault transports. That
wasn’t even an effective screen for one side of his flag ship, let alone all
sides of it. Making matters worse, the Tauron’s shields were damaged
from her fight with Brondi’s fighter screen, and there was no way they would be
fully charged by the time the Sythians opened fire on them. Hoff would be lucky
to get out alive. Brondi, on the other hand, stood a much better chance. 


“Well, Captain,” Adram began. “It would seem we have finally reached the end
of the war. The Sythians have won.”


“What about Hoff’s enclave?” Caldin demanded. “We can retreat there.”


Adram shrugged. “If we escape. But there might be a better place . . . if
the rumors are true.”


“What rumors?”


“Supply ships come and go in the enclave, but no one knows where they come
from, or where they go when they leave. The rumor is that there’s some part of
the Imperium that survived, but only the admiral knows where it is.”


Caldin shook her head. “Wait—there are two groups of human survivors
besides the ones in Dark Space?”


“Yes. Besides the enclave, there’s another faction of humanity that has been
isolated since before the war—a whole sector patrolled by mighty fleets and
teeming with overpopulated worlds. A lost sector.” Adram’s eyes glittered
darkly. “Admiral Heston is their first line of defense and the leader of the
fledgling colonies in the enclave.”


“If that’s true, and this lost sector is so strong and their resources are
so abundant, why haven’t they tried to help us in Dark Space?”


“I think because the admiral doesn’t trust you. Perhaps with a different
leader humanity would have been more united. Perhaps Dark Space would have had
the strength to repel this invasion.”


Caldin’s eyes hardened. “Perhaps. What am I supposed to do with all that
useless hindsight now?”


“Sentinels have holo displays built into their helmets. If the men on board
were to get a streaming feed of the Obsidian Station incident . . . it might be
enough to convince them of our cause. Then, when we’re safely away from all of
this, we’ll have the army we need to capture Admiral Heston and his ship.”
Adram shrugged. “After that, we can subject the admiral to a mind probe in
order to find this lost sector of his. At least then we’ll have somewhere to
run.”


“What makes you think the admiral’s men will turn?”


“No officer was more loyal to the admiral than I, ma’am. When you witness
your commander turn on his own people, you realize that you could be next. It
makes you question your orders in future.” Adram smiled. “Besides, it is the
only way, Captain. For humanity’s sake. Children of the Adventa Galaxy should
not fight one another.”


Caldin’s eyes narrowed as she contemplated that, but at last she sighed and
nodded. “You’re right. I’ll go instruct the comm officer to relay the log
recording. You’d better stay here to watch the grid.”


“Of course,” Adram nodded.


Caldin turned and walked down from the gangway to her comm officer. She felt
her skin prickle as she turned her back to Adram, but so far she’d been nothing
but cooperative with him. She knew he was trying to manipulate her. Why, and
for what purpose, she didn’t know. She also had no way to verify that the log
recording in question was real. The circumstantial evidence was significant—the
station was gone and the Interloper had been found cruising through the
debris, but Caldin feared that even if it were all true, helping Junior Captain
Crossid Adram to overthrow the admiral would be tantamount to instating an even
more dangerous leader, and she refused to be responsible for that. It was time
to take emergency measures.


She reached Comm Officer Grimsby and hurried to explain to him what she
actually wanted relayed to the sentinels’ holo displays. They needed to know
about Adram’s plot, if not the reasons for it, and they had to be ready when
she gave the word. Caldin had a bad feeling that as soon as Adram realized she
wasn’t really on his side, he would betray her. So she would strike
first.












Chapter 30





“What do you mean
we are dead?” Hoff demanded. His face turned an angry shade of red, and his
gray eyes flashed.


Tova and Roan stood side by side, their hands bound with stun cords. An
entire squad of armored sentinels surrounded them, and to keep them from
cloaking they had been wrapped in swaddling white robes, which unlike their
armor, wouldn’t cloak when they did. Both of the hulking aliens stood with
their shoulders hunched and their heads bowed, making them look unusually small
and frail despite their two meter height.


Hoff kept his distance from them, his hand hovering near his sidearm just in
case their defeated appearance was an act.


“You do not survive thisss,” Tova hissed, rephrasing her prior warning.


“Then neither will you. Tell your people to stand down, and you’ll live.
I’ll set you both free.”


“I do not trust you, Woss.”


“I don’t trust you either, skull face, but we don’t have a choice. If
you don’t do something, you’re going to die, too.”


“It does not matter. Gors cannot let you escape. Sythians kill us if we do
not obey.”


“Tell them to abandon their ships!” Hoff roared.


“Who rescues them when they do? Do you rescue them, Woss? No. They die in
space. You leave them.”


Hoff frowned. “I will do what I can. If they all bail out, we can stay as
long as we need to and rescue them all.”


“I can smell your liess,” Tova hissed. “Besides, does not work anyway. Not
all Gors agree with alliance. Now, fewer than ever. They know you kill us and
betray us. They know what you do, and now the ones who oppose the alliance kill
us if we join you.”


Hoff glared back at her. “We’re going to be within firing range of the
Sythian fleet in one minute. This is your last chance, Tova.”


“No, it is yours. Humans are a strange race. They betray their allies and
expect to keep them. They kill each other and expect to live. You deserve to
die,” she said. Now Roan looked up, too, and both aliens stared defiantly at
him. 


Hoff growled. “If you Gors have been telling the truth, then there should be
a Sythian command ship here. Show me where it is, and we’ll destroy them. Then
you can all go free. Take your ships and leave, and we’ll escape. Win-win.”


“Leave where? Where do we go? Sooner or later Sythians find us or we run out
of fuel and die in space. Besides, we cannot sense Sythians.”


“That’s strange, because I can. We detected High Lord Kaon sending the
message which brought this fleet here. It was the same as if you had spoken to
one of your people. In my experience if something looks the same and sounds the
same, it usually is, so why are you lying to me? Unless you really are on their
side . . .”


Tova blinked at him. “You bring Kaon to Dark Space? You are more foolish
than I think.”


“Answer the question, skull face!” Hoff boomed.


“I do not lie, but you do not believe me. If you can detect us when we
speak, then you can also detect them. You do not need me.”


“That’s what I said! Don’t toy with me, Tova. They’re cloaked, so I cannot
detect them. I’m asking you if there is another way I can find their ship.”


Tova’s slitted yellow eyes narrowed further. “Why do I help you?”


“Because if you do, we’ll set you free, and we may be able to set an entire fleet
of your people free.” Hoff’s patience was fast running out. He didn’t really
believe that the Gors were telling the truth. This was a waste of time. 


Tova warbled her reply. “I do not do this for you,” she said.


Hoff smiled. “Fine.” He nodded to the squad of sentinels guarding the two
Gors. “Take them back to the stasis rooms.” With that, he turned away, and two
pairs of sentinels stepped forward to take hold of the aliens. Another two
pairs of sentinels stayed back, their rifles trained on the Gors’ backs. When
they tried to grab Tova, she took a long step away from them. The ones covering
her with rifles now raised them to eye level and called out for her to halt.
She stopped, and Hoff turned back to see her turn her giant head to look at the
glittering mass of Sythian ships already visible through the forward viewports.
“I do not do this for you, Woss, but I do it for my people.”


Hoff was taken aback. “Good . . .” he said slowly, wondering if this was
some kind of trick. “How do we find them?”


“I already tell you. If you can detect us, you can detect Sythians. We are
in constant contact with them from our ships. If you cannot detect them from
what they say to us, then you can detect them by what we say to them.”


Hoff’s eyes narrowed. “You said they don’t have telepathy.”


“I assume they do not, because they do not communicate with us directly, but
they do communicate with our ships and our ships with them. This also
happens at speeds greater than light. Perhaps you can sense this in the same
way you can now sense us?”


Hoff understood the implications immediately. Just like the Gors’ telepathy
and a spaceship’s SLS drives, faster than light communications would produce
trace amounts of tachyon radiation, so if the Gors were in constant faster than
light comms contact with their command ship, then their newly calibrated
sensors would be able to detect the radiation and calculate vectors for those
comms. Using multiple vectors they could trace those comms all back to a common
point in space, within a five klick radius. That was a significant margin of
error when trying to shoot most ships, but not when they were trying to find a
30-kilometer-long Sythian cruiser. 


“Gravidar!” Hoff called out.


“Sir?”


“Start tracing every hint of T radiation you can find in this system. I want
vectors for all of it!”


“Tachyon radiation, sir? Are we tracking something?”


“You could say that. Send the results of that scan to the captain’s table.”
Ordinarily deducing vectors from tachyon radiation was how one could track a
ship that went to SLS if you hadn’t seen its exit vector when it jumped, but
these radiation vectors weren’t showing the paths that some invisible Sythian
ships had recently taken into or out of superluminal space, they were tracing
faster-than-light comm signals.


“Yes, sir.”


“You’d better not be lying, Tova.”


“I tell you already—we do not lie to you.”


Hoff snorted and turned on his heel to head back to the captain’s table.
Once there, he turned on the tachyon overlay and saw a confusing mess of
glittering yellow clouds surrounding the Sythian ships like a dense nebula. He
couldn’t make any sense of it. A moment later, however, his gravidar officer
sent the results of the T radiation scan to the captain’s table and Hoff
studied the mess of crisscrossing vectors. There were thousands of them. It was
impossible to see anything useful from that.


“Lieutenant, I need you to filter your results. Exclude any vectors which
pass directly through other Sythian ships.”


“That’s going to take me a minute, sir.”


“You don’t have a minute,” he said with one eye on the advancing wall of
alien warships ahead of them. They’d be within firing range in just twenty
seconds. The Tauron’s shields were up to 74%, but that wasn’t very
encouraging. Suddenly he wondered why he was looking for a way to strike back
at the enemy fleet when they’d be lucky just to escape. 


At least his family wasn’t on board. With that thought, Hoff’s eyes scanned
the grid for one ship in particular—the Last Chance. He found it
trailing safely behind the Tauron, the corvette’s own shields recovering
at 65%. Good, Hoff thought. He’d had a bad scare when he’d found the
ship flying around with its shields in the red, but the cease-fire seemed to
have come in the nick of time for them, and at least for now they were safe.
Hopefully flying in the Tauron’s shadow would keep them that way. 


Twenty seconds passed in the blink of an eye, and now the enemy was in
range. Hundreds of Sythian missiles appeared on the grid, flashing out from the
enemy formation in a continuous stream. Most of them arced toward the Valiant
and her escorting ships, but a good number spun toward the Tauron. Hoff
gritted his teeth, watching as those missiles approached in a deadly wave. They
couldn’t be shot down, and a target the size of the Tauron wouldn’t be
able to evade them either. “Shields to double front!” Hoff ordered.


“Vectors isolated!” the gravidar officer announced. 


The vast majority of yellow vectors on his grid disappear, but a few hundred
remained. Now, all of the vectors pointed in the same direction. “I want to
know where the remaining vectors intersect. Get me coordinates, Lieutenant—as
accurate as possible!” Hoff felt a brief surge of hope. If this worked . . .


“Brace!” the lieutenant called back as the wave of enemy missiles drew near.


A siren screamed and a few people buckled their seat restraints. Hoff stayed
where he was, but kept a hand on his grav gun just in case the IMS failed and
he floated free of the deck.


The Tauron’s sound in space simulator (SISS) began roaring with the
distant and not-so-distant booms of enemy missiles impacting along the
battleship’s bow. The deck shuddered and rumbled underfoot. Hoff squinted
against the blinding glare to see the prow of his ship now wreathed in flames,
as if diving nose first into a supernova. Gradually the explosions faded, along
with the sound, and there was a brief respite before the next wave hit them.


“Damage report!” Hoff demanded.


“Forward shields equalizing at 105%. No major damage. Several minor hull
fractures in forward sections along with one electrical fire.”


“Evacuate and seal off those sections,” Hoff ordered. “Gravidar where are
those coordinates I asked for?”


“Coming now, sir . . . K-34-79-50—within a two klick margin of error.
Roughly to our ten o’clock and up twenty six degrees.”


Hoff eyed the point which had appeared on the grid. It was an empty space
all right, and it was just over one hundred klicks away. “Helm, set course for
those coordinates! Gravidar, keep track of that intersect as best you can, and
let me know each time it moves.”


“Yes, sir.”


I’ve got you, Hoff thought wonderingly. Maybe the Gors had been
telling the truth after all.


* * *


Angel heard the explosions rumbling in the distance and felt the subtle
vibrations of cannons and beams firing back at whatever was shooting them. She
stood gazing out the small viewport in her room at the chaos of blooming
explosions and flashing lasers. The only ship she could see clearly was one of
Brondi’s baron-class cruisers flying in formation alongside the Valiant.
Boxy and rectangular, it looked like a smaller, truncated version of a
venture-class. As she watched, that cruiser got hit by a flurry of bright
purple projectiles. Explosions roared across its hull, and then it flew apart
in a spectacular burst of light.


She gasped and turned away from the glare, shielding her eyes with her
hands. When she opened her eyes once more, they darted around her room—from bed
to bathroom and back again. The walls were too close. She imagined what would
happen if some jagged piece of debris slammed into her viewport and shattered
the transpiranium. Would she be sucked out into space or get stuck halfway in
and halfway out? Would the force be enough to crush all of her bones and force
her through that tiny hole?


Angel shuddered with those thoughts. She didn’t want to find out. Brondi had
confined her to this room because he thought it would keep her safe, but that
wasn’t true anymore.


She had to get out.


Angel went straight up to the door and began banging on it with both hands.
“Let me out!” she screamed. A moment later the door opened, and a short, pudgy
man poked his head in. He wore a leering grin that Angel was all too familiar
with.


“Hoi, there . . . what’s the matter, girlie?”


“I need to get out,” she said.


“Just gotta scratch that itch, is it?”


“It’s not safe in here.”


“Tell ya what. You do somethin’ for me and I’ll see what I can do for you.”


Angel smiled demurely at the man, giving the offer some thought. She
couldn’t afford to stay in her quarters any longer. The whole point was to get
out. If that was the price she had to pay . . . but he was such an ugly
man—with a lumpy face and crooked yellow teeth. An odd light shone in his
small, squinty eyes, and she realized that he could be dangerous if she gave
him what he wanted.


She turned to the other guard and noticed that he looked at her with a
hesitant, almost apologetic smile. Here was a shy man, inexperienced with
women. 


“What would you like me to do for you?” she asked, turning back to the
first.


“You got a perty mouth. Maybe ya can show me what ya do with it.”


“Tagard, you know what Brondi said. . . .” the other guard warned.


“Shut the frek up, Dofan. She’s not gonna tell, are ya, girlie?” 


Angel shook her head. “Our little secret,” she said.


“Besides, you heard what’s goin’ on out there,” squinty eyes said. “We’re
all goin’ to the nethers anyway. Question is, how’d ya rather go? Ima go with a
smile on my face.”


“Mmmm, you’re a very bad boy,” Angel purred.


“You have no idea . . .” he said, stepping inside her quarters.


Alara didn’t back away, and when he grabbed her roughly by the wrists, she
didn’t resist. Brondi had taught his playgirls how to handle the dangerous
ones. Alara nodded to the bed. “Why don’t you go lie down, soldier boy,” she
said.


Tagard grinned nastily at her. “Kavaar, you’re a dirty little sclut!” He
chuckled softly. “I jus’ knew it.” He did as she asked and she followed him
there, already unbuttoning her blouse. She began to dance lithely as she
undressed, giving him a proper tease. He watched from the bed, mesmerized as
she drew near. When she reached the bed, now dressed only in tight-fitting
pants and bra, she climbed on top of him and leaned down close to his face to
tantalize him with her cleavage. The scent of her warm breath momentarily
lulled him, while her hands strayed down to his waist to fumble with his gun
belt. The door swished shut, and they both turned to look. “I guess he
didn’t want to join us . . .” she said in a sultry whisper, pretending to be
distracted by the noise. 


“That’s his problem,” Tagard said, watching the door with a thoughtful
frown. Maybe he was worried that his buddy had gone to report him. 


Whatever the case, Angel turned back to him with a smile, and said, “Now
it’s your problem.” Her hand came up from his belt holding his sidearm.


“The frek! I’m gonna—”


She shot him in the face before he could say another word. His body
convulsed and his limbs jittered. Angel frowned, thinking it was unfortunate
that the man had his weapon set to stun. She didn’t mind her job and she didn’t
usually hate her clients, but some men brought out another side of her. If they
wanted to hurt her, she’d hurt them first. Guess you were just a lucky
skriff, hoi? Alara thought.


Angel climbed off the unconscious guard and hurried back to the door. This
time as she banged on it, she affected a tortured wail. “Help me! Ahh! He’s
going to kill me!” The other man had already shown his softer side by trying to
dissuade his friend from taking advantage of her, so she wasn’t surprised when
he came rushing in to save the day. She shot him, too, but this time she was
glad the pistol was set to stun. “I’m sorry,” she whispered as she stepped over
him. “I might have enjoyed working with you, but there’s no time for
that now.”


She had to get to the bridge and find Brondi. It had to be safer there than
where she was now, and if not, at least she wouldn’t die alone. She’d die
standing beside the only father she’d ever known.


* * *


Brondi stood at the captain’s table, watching the Valiant’s shields
drop one percentile at a time. The deck shuddered underfoot. Lights
periodically dimmed as the carrier fired her main beam cannons at nearby
Sythian ships, cracking them open with just one or two shots. Brondi looked up
and out over the mighty top side of the carrier to see literally hundreds of
Sythian missiles impacting one after another in tiny flares of light. They
weren’t even halfway through the enemy formation and their shields were already
down to 69%. They stood a good chance of escaping, but it would be very close.
The admiral’s ship, on the other hand, was down below 50% shields. Granted, the
Tauron had started out with partially depleted shields in the first
place, but their chances of escape were slim to doubtful. Ordinarily Brondi
would have been happy about that, but Hoff was the only one who knew where they
could go after this. Without the admiral and his enclave, Brondi and his men
would be doomed to wander Sythian space until they were found and obliterated
by another Sythian armada.


“Incoming message from the Tauron!” Brondi heard his comms officer
say.


“Patch it through,” Brondi replied. Speak of the skriff, he thought.


A holo of Hoff’s age-lined face appeared overlaid on the main viewport. He
looked grim, but his gray eyes burned with fire. “Brondi.”


“Admiral, make it quick please. Your head is blocking my view.”


“Shut up and listen, Brondi. I’ve just discovered something critical about
the enemy formation.”


“Oh? Do tell.”


“I can’t be sure the Sythians aren’t listening to this channel right now, so
I need you to trust me.”


“With what?”


“Follow us, and stand by for further orders.”


Brondi couldn’t help the laughter which bubbled from his lips. “You want me
to follow you and take your orders without asking any questions? You
really are an old skriff. Forget it. We’re almost clear. See you at the
rendezvous . . . if you make it, that is.”


“Brondi! We have a chance of winning this fight!”


“Yea, like you thought you were going to beat me? You seem prone to
delusional thinking, admiral.”


Brondi watched with a gaping smile as Hoff’s face turned a bright shade of
red. 


“I had a cloaked ship bursting with sentinels, just waiting to slip on board
the Valiant. You would have lost, Brondi!”


“That does sound like a potent weapon. Of course, it’s convenient
that your story is impossible to prove. Well, if you do have a cloaked ship
around here somewhere, maybe you should ask them to follow you blindly
into battle. I’m sure they won’t mind. Best of luck, skriffo.” Brondi gave a
mocking salute and killed the comm feed. A moment later he saw the admiral’s
battleship change course, peeling away from the Valiant. 


Good riddance, he thought. “Comms! Have our ships spread out to fill
the gap along our port side. We’re parting ways with the admiral. If he wants
to go off on his own and get himself killed, then he’s welcome to do so, but
we’re not following him to the netherworld just yet.”


“Yes, sir.”


Brondi turned back to the grid and watched as Hoff’s battleship now came
under fire from all sides. Its shields began dropping fast. That’s what you
get, he thought.


“Sir!” Brondi looked up to see who had addressed him. The voice was
familiar. He turned to see Sergeant Gibbs from his security detail come
striding down the gangway. “We have a visitor outside the bridge,” Gibbs said.
“It’s Angel. She wants to see you.”


“She got out?”


Gibbs nodded. “Do you want me to take her back to her quarters, sir?”


There was an eager gleam in the sergeant’s eyes which told Brondi exactly
what would happen if he sent Gibbs and Alara back alone. “No,” he decided.
“Bring her in.”


“Yes, sir.”


If we do manage to escape, Brondi thought. I could use the
distraction of some female companionship myself. He’d never been very good
at sharing.


* * *


Ethan watched as his son followed the Tauron on a new heading,
breaking off from Brondi’s fleet. “What’s going on?” he asked. 


Atton shook his head. “They’re splitting up.”


“Why would they do that?” Hoff asked, leaning forward against his seat
restraints to peer at the star map over Atton’s shoulder. 


Ethan gestured warningly with the sidearm Atton had given him, but the
admiral didn’t appear interested in taking control of the ship—he’d been
remarkably subdued ever since he’d realized that his actions had exposed Dark
Space to the coming slaughter.


The comms beeped with an incoming message, but Atton ignored it. 


“Aren’t you going to answer that?” Hoff asked.


“It’s from the Tauron. I don’t want your illegitimate twin to realize
I’m the one flying this ship.”


“At least play the message. You don’t have to respond.”


Atton sighed and stabbed the transmit button. The admiral’s voice hissed
through the comm speakers in an angry whisper. “Last Chance, stay with
Brondi! His formation will protect you better than ours. The Tauron has
a new mission.” The next part of the message was so soft that they had to
strain hard to hear it over the distant sounds of battle echoing through the
corvette’s speakers. “It’s a one way trip. Make sure my family is safe, and say
goodbye to them for me. Admiral Heston out.”


“He knows he’s about to die. . . .” Atton whispered. “What is he planning to
do?”


Ethan heard a rustle of noise and turned to see the cloned admiral suddenly
leap out of his chair.


“Atton!” Ethan warned as he squeezed off a quick shot. The stun bolt missed,
and glanced off the transpiranium viewport before slamming into the bulkhead
beside his own head. Ethan belatedly flinched away from the light and sound
before taking aim again, but his hand shivered and shook. His condition was
deteriorating rapidly, and he could barely keep his eyes open, let alone aim.


Atton ducked away from the admiral’s grasping hands, but Hoff hadn’t been
reaching for him, he’d been reaching for the comm controls, and now he stabbed
the transmit/reply button and screamed into the audio pick up, “Admiral,
they’re not on board!” 


Atton recovered and shoved Hoff away from the controls. He bounced off the
bulkhead and went sprawling to the deck.


Ethan took aim once more, but Hoff raised his hands. “I surrender! There’s
no need to stun me. You can strap me down in the back again if you want.”


Atton whirled on Hoff after he ended the comm connection. “What the frek was
that about?”


“He doesn’t know our family is still on board the Tauron, Atton. He
deserves to know who will be going down with him, don’t you think?”


Atton gritted his teeth and shook his head. “Sit down and buckle up! We have
enough to worry about without you trying to mutiny.”


“I won’t give you any more trouble. I promise.”


“Good!”


“What are you going to do?” Hoff asked.


“We’re going to follow the Tauron. Slim chance of survival or not,
she’s still our best shot. I don’t trust Brondi not to turn on us as soon as
we’re away.”


Ethan shot a quick glance out the forward viewport to see a quartet of
approaching missiles. “Look out!” he yelled just as the missile lock alarm
screamed at them.


Atton sat down in a hurry and began an evasive pattern which sent them
barrel rolling over top of the approaching alien missiles. They couldn’t be
shot down, but at least they could be dodged.


“Atton,” Ethan croaked. “Alara is on board the Valiant. We can’t
leave her there.” 


Atton shook his head. “I’m sorry. If we all make it to the rendezvous, maybe
we can find a way to get aboard and rescue her.”


“The admiral isn’t headed for the rendezvous, Atton,” Hoff’s clone replied.
“Whatever he’s planning, it’s no longer to escape. We’re going deeper into the
Sythian formation now.”


* * *


Atta screamed as the lights flickered. Another boom rumbled through
the walls and floor. Destra hugged her daughter tight as they sat on the living
room couch, listening to dishes rattling in their racks. A foot stool which
wasn’t bolted to the deck shifted a few inches to the right.


“Oh, no!” they heard HTX4 say from the kitchen, followed by the sound of
something falling to the floor with a crash. “I’m so sorry, madam! I’ll
clean it up at once.”


Destra nodded distractedly and said, “Don’t worry about it, HTX.”


They heard him sweeping shattered fragments of something into a collection
tray.


“I’m scared, Mommy,” Atta said, squeezing Mr. Tibbins so tight that she’d be
strangling the life out the diger if it were real. 


“It’s all right, darling. Shhh,” Destra cooed. “It’s just thunder.”


“What’s th-under?” Atta asked, her tongue tripping over the unfamiliar word.


Destra smiled bitterly. Atta had never known what it was like to live on a
real planet. “It’s something normal that we don’t need to be afraid of,” she
said, meanwhile, her eyes darted nervously around the room, as if expecting the
walls to cave in on them at any moment. Her gaze fell on the nearby viewport,
and suddenly she worried that something might break it, but then she remembered
that it was only a simulated viewport—like the dark sky in the garden outside.


Destra saw the endless wall of Sythian ships they faced, and she tried not
think about how badly outmatched they were. Out-going comms were still
restricted from the admiral’s quarters, but that hadn’t stopped Destra from
listening in to the open-channel commcasts. She’d overheard enough to know
about the Sythian ambush and the cease-fire between Brondi and Hoff. She knew
how bad things were out there. And she knew what the odds were that they’d make
it out alive.


“We have to go, Atta,” Destra decided.


“Where are we going?” she asked.


“We’re going to find your father.” Destra stood up from the couch where they
were sitting and dragged Atta along by her hand, heading for the door. 


“I don’t want to go!” Atta screamed. 


“We don’t have a choice, Atta!”


Destra winced as she experienced a sudden flash of déjà vu to a time not so
long ago when she had been running away with Atton under similar circumstances.
Back then she hadn’t been able to run to Ethan for help, but right now she did
have Hoff, and it was time for him to know that his family was still on board. 


If nothing else, at least they would all be together when they died.












Chapter 31





“They’re not on
board, Admiral!” When Hoff heard that warning come through his comm piece, he
felt like someone had punched him in the gut. He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t
think. After a long moment, he replied, “What do you mean they’re not on
board?” but only static answered. The warning had come from his clone, but
the Last Chance had abruptly broken contact. Hoff wasn’t sure if they
weren’t answering because of a struggle on board the ship, or because his clone
was afraid their conversation would be overheard and their secret discovered.


They’re not on board. Those words echoed ominously through his thoughts,
and suddenly he was afraid. Here he was, taking the Tauron on a suicidal
mission through enemy lines, thinking that at least his family was safely away
aboard his corvette, but not only had the Last Chance followed the Tauron
on its suicidal flight path—it didn’t even have his family on board!


Hoff shook his head and looked up at the blinding flurry of explosions
rippling across the Tauron’s hull. Everything Hoff knew and loved was
about to be destroyed. Abruptly Atta appeared in his mind’s eye. Her gray eyes,
dark hair, and impishly smiling face made his throat ache, and suddenly he felt
like he couldn’t breathe. Atta. 


He’d made copies of her and Destra on Fortress Station, but somehow that did
nothing to ease his mind. They would live on—months from now his whole family,
including him would spring up like perennial flowers, coming out of stasis
aboard Fortress Station, but would it really be them? Or would his little girl
and his wife really die here with him today?


When it had just been him cloning himself, it had been easier to believe
that clones and recorded memories were enough to cheat death, but now that he
had to trust that system to preserve his loved ones, too . . . the answers
didn’t seem so clear.


“Shields down to 47%!” engineering reported as the deck shuddered violently
underfoot. The muffled boom of that explosion told Hoff the damage was
worse this time. “Hull breaches on decks four and five!”


“Seal it off!” Hoff ordered, snapping out of his reverie. Maybe if they
crippled the Sythian command ship, the Gors would stop firing on them. Tova was
ambivalent about that, but it was their only chance, and the only chance Dark
Space had, too. 


“Comms, tell Inferno Squadron to keep those shell fighters distracted! We
can’t survive this kind of punishment for long—Tova!” Hoff turned to her. She
and Roan still stood under guard on the bridge. “Can’t you tell them to miss
every now and then? If we never get a chance at that command ship, your people
stay in slavery.”


“I try,” she said, closing her eyes. Hoff watched the alien’s lips move, but
he heard no sound escape, as if she were saying a prayer to some Gor deity.


Hoff turned back to his crew. “Gravidar! Where are those updated coordinates
I asked for?”


“Coming now, sir . . .”


Hoff saw the coordinates for the estimated location of the Sythian command
ship change position on the captain’s table. That point had been drifting more
or less toward them at a constant 200 meters per second, while still keeping
its distance from the overall battle, just as Hoff would expect from a cloaked
command ship. He’d told the officer at the helm to keep their distance and not
fly directly toward it, just in case the Sythians became suspicious of his new
heading. Assuming the coordinates they’d pinpointed actually represented the
cloaked Sythian command ship, it wouldn’t be a good idea to let them know
they’d been discovered.


Almost there, Hoff thought, watching as their range to target dropped
to 45 klicks. The timing would be critical. Their only chance was to hit that cloaked
ship hard, before it dropped its cloaking shield and put up real
defensive shields. But even then, the alien command ship’s armor had to be very
strong. How do you destroy a 30 kilometer-long warship with one that’s just
a hundredth of the size? Hoff wondered.


Not only was he gambling everything on the chance that they’d actually found
one of the Sythians’ elusive behemoth-class cruisers, but he was gambling that
they could do some serious damage to it, too.


Hoff turned to his comms officer. “Send a message to all our ships—including
the Interloper. On our mark they are to fire everything they’ve got at
the coordinates we send them.”


“Yes, sir.”


The next thing anyone heard over the muted sounds of battle was the swish
of the bridge doors opening. Hoff turned to look and saw a pair of sentinels
stride in. Someone else walked in behind them, but Hoff couldn’t see past the
sentinels’ bulky armor. Then they peeled away to guard either side of the
entrance, and Hoff saw who had come in with them.


“Daddy!” Atta cried.


“Shhh,” Destra said, holding their daughter back as her gaze found Tova and
Roan in their swaddling white robes.


Another boom shook the deck, and the bright flash of a nearby explosion lit
up the bridge. Now, seeing his family, and knowing the odds they all faced,
Hoff was confronted with a much more visceral reminder of what he risked
losing; they would all die if this plan failed, or if the Gors had lied—if
their calculations were off, or if they simply didn’t have enough firepower to
cripple the command ship.


That was a lot of ifs. But it was too late to turn back now.


“We are in range of the target,” gravidar announced. 


Hoff nodded absently, his eyes on Atta. “Transmit coordinates to the rest of
our ships, and tell them to open fire on that point in exactly ten seconds.”
Hoff slowly turned away from his daughter. “Weapons—stand by, and get ready to
give them everything we’ve got!”


* * *


Ethan listened with half an ear to the latest transmission from the Tauron.
All the admiral’s forces had just been ordered to open fire on some unknown
target in exactly ten seconds. The coordinates appeared on the grid, but
Ethan’s eyes refused to focus. He was too distracted by the pain radiating from
the odd half a dozen different places where shrapnel had cut him. He felt very
weak, and he had to fight to stay conscious, but whether that was from blood
loss or something worse, he wasn’t sure. From the way the cloned admiral stared
at him, he was sure he must have looked as bad as he felt.


“Atton,” the clone said. “Let me take the controls for a while.”


“That’s not going to happen, Hoff.”


“You need to see to your father.”


Ethan grimaced. “Shut up, Hoff. I’m fine.”


Atton turned to look at him, and his expression went from grim and
determined to pale and uncertain. The boy hesitated a second longer, but then
he nodded. “Okay.”


Ethan shook his head, trying to fight back as Atton half lifted and half
carried him out of the cockpit. 


“Stop struggling, Dad.”


“I told you; I’m fine.”


“Then you haven’t seen yourself. Come on, don’t be difficult.”


Barely a second later they heard the corvette’s guns firing, and Ethan
turned back to the cockpit to see missiles and lasers streaking out toward some
target they couldn’t see. Their view had changed from the blinding blue glow of
the Tauron’s thruster banks to dark, star-speckled space, and now that
they were no longer safely hidden in the battleship’s wake, missile lock alarms
screeched and wailed through the cockpit speakers.


“Forget about me, Atton,” Ethan said, shaking his head. “We’re all about to
die anyway.”


Atton turned away from the cockpit with a grimace and carried him along once
more. “Even if that’s true, I’m not going to let you die any sooner than you
have to. Come on. Our lives are in Hoff’s hands for now.”


“If you’re trying to make me feel better, it’s not working,” Ethan replied.


Atton smiled grimly. “Point taken.”


* * *


Captain Loba Caldin shook her head and frowned as the admiral’s target
appeared on the grid with a timer beside it, counting down from ten. As soon as
it reached zero, they were supposed to open fire with everything they had, but
the target coordinates were located in empty space. “What is this?” Caldin
asked.


“He’s clearly lost his mind,” Adram said.


“That—” Caldin said, “—or he’s found a cloaked ship. The Sythians’ command
ship, perhaps?”


Adram looked up with dark, glittering eyes. “You know we cannot detect
cloaked vessels, Captain.”


“Maybe Hoff found a way.”


“Captain, even if that’s true, the admiral isn’t thinking about the
thousands of men he has on board this ship. If we open fire, we’re all as good
as dead—it’s too dangerous for us to reveal ourselves.”


Caldin frowned. “So we run off on our own.”


“That is my recommendation.”


“Let’s give them one volley,” Caldin said. “We can always cloak again
afterward.”


Adram held her gaze for just a moment before he turned and nodded to the
pair of sentinels standing beside the bridge doors. Those were his men. Caldin
felt a flutter of trepidation, and she drew her sidearm in a blur, but not
nearly fast enough. She heard a sharp screech and then her right side
exploded with a searing pain. She bit back a scream, and the world seemed to
tip upside down as she fell to the deck.


She lay there for a long moment, gasping for air, her eyes wide and staring
as she listened to the rapid-fire screech of lasers and the startled cries of
her crew. She could smell something liked charred meat wafting through the air,
and her stomach gave a nauseating flip as she wondered about the source of that
smell. A moment later, Adram’s smiling face appeared above her. He crouched
down beside her, taking cover behind the captain’s table. Caldin turned her
head to get a better look at him, and that was when she noticed that she was
lying in a pool of blood. Her blood.


“I’m sorry, Captain, but there’s been a change of plans,” he said. “I would
have liked to overthrow the admiral with you, but it was not to be.”


“Why . . . ?” she whispered, still struggling to breathe as she listened to
the raucous screech of laser fire and the frenzied shouts of her crew.


“I’m surprised you haven’t figured it out already. You returned from
the Getties, Caldin, but I was released.”


Caldin shook her head, rocking it from side to side. “No.”


“Your species has proven very difficult to wipe out. You’d be surprised what
lengths we’ve gone to, but now that is all about to end,” he said, aiming his
sidearm at her head.


“Wayy . . . !” Caldin wheezed for lack of breath. Wait, she wanted to
say.


Adram shook his head. “No, Captain. You must be in a lot of pain. It would
be cruel of me not to put you out of your misery. We’re not the monsters you
seem to think we are.”
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Here
comes the moment of truth, Hoff thought, hugging his wife and daughter
close as the timer on the captain’s table reached zero. Abruptly, the deck
thundered underfoot as all the Tauron’s weapons fired at the same
instant, all aimed at the same invisible target. Hundreds of lasers and beams
flashed out from the side of the Tauron—blinding red streaks of light.
Silverstreak torpedoes and Hailfire missiles joined them, racing out on bright,
glittering contrails. But nothing happened. Had they miscalculated? Maybe they
really were shooting at empty space.


Then the first few explosions began to appear, seeming to rise up out of nowhere,
spewing debris and bright orange streaks of fire. A cheer went up from the
crew. Hoff felt his chest expand and his shoulders lift with rising hope. “Keep
firing! Helm—get us closer to our target!”


“Yes, sir!”


“I don’t believe it,” he said, looking up from the grid and out the forward
viewports to watch the blooming explosions. The first wave of torpedoes hit
their target. They exploded with an all-consuming flash of light, and the
bridge’s sound system relayed that as a rumbling roar which could be heard even
over the constant thunder of Sythian missiles slamming into their shields. Atta
whimpered and hid behind her parents.


Hoff watched as the raging explosions faded back to the comparative
tranquility of stars and space. Then space began to shimmer and the stars began
to fade. Someone on the bridge gasped, and another shouted out, “There she is!”


The command ship lay before them, and its bright, shimmering hull was
suddenly all they could see. A dark, charred hole had opened up in the side of
the ship, gaping wide like the mouth of some primordial monster about to
swallow them whole.


“Keep firing!” Hoff ordered.


“Sir, I’m detecting shields powering!”


The deck shook with more impacts, the explosions sounding as distant echoes.



“It’s not enough . . .” he whispered, looking at the damage they’d caused.
The hole in the side of the enemy cruiser cut almost halfway through the ship,
but the behemoth had not been destroyed, and they wouldn’t land a killing blow
before the shields were up. Moreover, if that command cruiser had any weapons,
it would take just one volley from them to finish off the Tauron. There
was only one thing left to do.


Hoff snapped into action, taking Destra and Atta’s hands in his as he strode
down the gangway. “Helm!” he called out as he went. “Full throttle. Aim for the
hole in the side of that ship. We’re going to cut her in half.”


“Yes, sir. . . .”


“Comms, have all our nonessential personnel abandon ship. They won’t have
long, but maybe a few can still escape.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Where are we going?” Destra asked suddenly.


Hoff ignored her. “Tova!” he called out as they drew near to the alien.
“Tell your people to stop firing on us as soon as they see the command cruiser
destroyed. I’m trusting them to hold up their end of this deal. If they do, it
might not be too late for humans and Gors to work together, after all.”


“I tell them,” Tova said, closing her eyes. “But I do not promise we work
with humans again.”


Destra squeezed Hoff’s hand. “Tell me you’re coming with us.” 


He shook his head. “I have to make sure this works, Des. I’m sorry.”


“Hoff!” Destra burst out, and suddenly she stopped walking. 


He dragged her along roughly despite her protestations, and Atta began to
cry. Hoff nodded to Sergeant Thriker, who stood watching Tova and Roan with the
squad of sentinels. “Sergeant!”


“Sir?” Thriker asked, striding up beside them.


“I need you to look after my family for me,” Hoff said as they reached the
back of the bridge. They stopped in front of a recessed door with glowing
warning labels pasted all over it. It was an escape pod. Hoff passed his wrist
over the control panel, and as soon as the door opened, he shoved Destra and
Atta inside.


“Hoff, please!” Destra pleaded.


“This is the only way, Des! I love you both.”


He was about to tell Thriker to join his family in the pod when something
heavy hit him from behind, and he went stumbling into his wife’s open arms.


“They took my family from me, Admiral. Make sure they don’t take you
or yours.”


Hoff whirled around just in time to see Sergeant Thriker shut the door and
seal the escape pod. Then came a flash of light as the launch tube energized.
The pod’s IMS buffered their sudden acceleration, so no one was knocked off
their feet. Hoff turned to see them racing down a long tunnel past consecutive
rings of red light that flashed brightly as they roared by.


Destra clung to his arm while Atta clung to his legs. Hoff clung to hope. If
the Sythian Cruiser were disabled when the Tauron collided with it, and
if the Gors surrendered after that . . . then maybe—maybe Dark Space still had
a chance.


Suddenly the tunnel of light disappeared, and they roared out into the dark
unknown.


* * *


Adram’s finger tightened on the trigger—


And a high-powered rifle blew him away. Caldin watched him hit the deck
beside her with half of his face missing. She listened to the sounds of laser
fire on the bridge briefly intensify, and suddenly she was very glad that the
Sythian ship didn’t have a real viewport. By now it would have been shattered
and all of them sucked out into space.


Caldin forced herself to breathe despite the fiery ache in her side. Moments
later the sounds of laser fire ceased, and a familiar voice called out, “She’s
over here!” 


Her chief engineer appeared, kneeling at her side. “You’re going to be
okay,” Delayn said as he found her hand and squeezed it. 


Then a gruff voice called out in concern, and she turned to see a familiar
corpsman rushing toward her. He knelt on the other side of her, and took her
other hand. “Loba!”


Delayn shot the man an odd look, but he covered his surprise to hear a
fellow petty officer calling their captain by her first name, and asked, “How
is she?”


“Terl . . .” Caldin whispered, her eyes softening with a smile.


“She’s lucky,” the corpsman said, quickly checking her injured side. “It
must have been a glancing hit. She lost a lot of blood, and she has a bad laser
burn, but she’ll live.”


Caldin rocked her head from side to side, her eyes turning to the engineer.
“What happened, Delayn?”


The folds of skin around Cobrale Delayn’s pale blue eyes tightened as he
winced. “We lost a few good men.”


Caldin tried to sit up, but Terl held her down. “Don’t move,” he said. She
heard an aerosol spray of some kind dispensing. Nanites. “That should stop the
bleeding,” he said.


Then came a flurry of gasps and exclamations, and Caldin couldn’t stand the
suspense any more. “What’s going on? Help me up.”


“I’m not done yet!” Terl hissed. 


“You can finish treating my injuries in a moment,” she replied.


Corpsman Terl and Delayn helped her to her feet, and she planted her palms
on the captain’s table, leaning heavily on it. She was just in time to watch on
the grid as the Tauron collided with a monolithic Sythian cruiser. The Tauron
disappeared inside a gaping hole in the side of the alien vessel, and for a
long moment, nothing happened.


Caldin frowned, wondering if the two ships had actually hit each other after
all. 


Then a bright ribbon of fire shot out from the larger ship and it cracked in
two flaming pieces. The fires died quickly as their oxygen ran out into space,
leaving the massive halves of the enemy ship slowly drifting apart amidst a
dark cloud of their own debris. The Tauron’s gravidar icon reappeared on
the grid. She was also drifting through the cloud of debris, but barely moving,
and her icon was dark—indicating that she was derelict, without power. Caldin
zoomed in on the battleship until she could see not just an icon of the ship,
but the ship itself. The Tauron’s front end was completely ruined, and
her bridge had been scraped clean off, along with most of her guns. Even so,
she was not yet completely destroyed. The core of the ship had survived.


“Comms!” Caldin called out in a weak voice. She swayed unsteadily on her
feet, but forced herself to stay conscious. “Hail the admiral. I want to know
if there any survivors.”


The comm officer didn’t reply.


“He’s dead, ma’am,” Delayn whispered. “Grimsby called the sentinels for
help, but Adram’s men shot him for his trouble.”


Caldin turned to Delayn with an angry scowl, but her anger wasn’t directed
at him. “Find me a replacement, then!”


“Yes, ma’am.” Delayn started off, staring idly at the captain’s table as he
walked by. A moment later, however, Caldin saw him suddenly stop and gape at
the grid.


“What?”


“The Sythians,” Delayn said. “They’ve stopped firing.”


Caldin turned to look, and now she noticed it, too. The entire Sythian
armada with all its hundreds of encircling cruisers and thousands of swarming
fighters had suddenly stopped shooting. Space was calm except for a few
scattered shots from human ships that were late to realize their enemy had just
surrendered en masse. For a moment Caldin thought the alien ships had stopped
firing because the Tauron was no longer a threat, but that didn’t explain
why they weren’t still shooting at the Valiant, or for that matter, at
any of the handful of the admiral’s surviving transports and fighters.


“You think the Gors were telling the truth?” Delayn asked.


Caldin blinked and shook her head, unable to believe it. “I don’t know. . .
.” But she couldn’t think of another explanation.


* * *


Brondi watched, dumbfounded with fascination as the admiral opened fire on
empty space. Then, mere seconds later, he was even more dumbfounded to see a
massive Sythian warship appear where the admiral had been firing. Now he
understood what the admiral’s plan had been, but Hoff was skriffy if he’d
thought that even together they could bring down such a massive ship. The Tauron
had carved a big chunk out of the side of that cruiser, but Brondi had a
feeling that now it was the Sythians’ turn to do some damage.


“Helm! How long before we can start spooling for a jump?”


“We still have to get clear of the enemy formation. A minute or two at
most.”


“Good.”


“Where are we going?” Alara asked.


Brondi turned to her with a gaping smile and he chucked her chin with mock
affection. “Somewhere safe, Sweet Thing. Don’t worry. Then you and I can find
some time to be alone.”


Alara smiled at him and looped her arm through his. “That sounds good.”


Brondi unhooked his arm from hers and gave her a gentle shove. “Be patient,”
he said, ignoring the look of hurt which crossed her face. “I need to focus,”
he explained as he gazed down on the captain’s table. Real affection had always
made him uneasy. 


He watched the Tauron turn toward the giant Sythian warship, and his
brow furrowed. “What are you thinking, Hoff?” Brondi wondered aloud. A cluster
of Sythian missiles splashed across the Valiant’s viewports, eliciting a
roar from her bridge speakers and shaking the deck underfoot. Loose objects
rattled all over the bridge, and Alara screamed. She all but jumped into his
arms, and Brondi shoved her away with a scowl. “For frek’s sake, Alara! Just .
. .” Brondi smoothed a rigid hand over his slick black hair and tried to calm
himself. “Keep your hands to yourself for a moment, Sweet Thing,” he said,
smiling sarcastically. “Can you do that? We’re quite safe in here.”


“Okay . . .” she said quietly.


He turned back to the captain’s table just as the admiral’s flagship
collided with its target. A gleeful giggle bubbled from his lips as he watched
that. His eyes grew wide and his mouth gaped in a broad grin as the Sythian
command ship split in two flaming halves and the Tauron appeared in the
middle, her icon dark and derelict.


“Gravidar, enlarge the Tauron and put it on the main display. I want
to see her in all her lovely brokenness.” A moment later, a magnified view of
the battleship appeared on the main screen. She was dented and scoured beyond
recognition. Her prow was completely mangled, and her decks gaped open in
dozens of places. Not even a single viewport still glowed with light. The ship
was unrecognizable. 


Brondi was so distracted that for a moment he didn’t notice the sharp,
ringing silence which had fallen across the bridge. He’d grown so used to the
simulated roar of missiles exploding against their shields that the absence of
those booming blasts was almost painful to listen to. A quick look at the
captain’s table confirmed what his ears had already told him—the Sythians had
stopped firing.


“The old skriff did it!” Brondi crowed. “Weapons! Stop firing! We don’t want
to rile them up again.” Brondi turned to Alara for lack of anyone else to share
the good news with. “Alara! The admiral did it!” he said, shaking his head
wonderingly.


“That’s great . . .” Alara said, avoiding his gaze. She sounded strangely
subdued.


Brondi offered her his best apologetic look. “You’re not mad at me are you,
Sweet Thing? Because you know I just love you to bits. You’re my favorite girl.
That’s why you’re going to celebrate with me after this is all over,
instead of any of the others. I’ll be all yours, and you’ll be all mine, to do
with as I please.”


“I can’t wait,” Alara said, still not looking at him.


Brondi frowned. He wasn’t used to feeling rejected by women, especially
women he’d chipped to be willing companions, but he decided to ignore it for
now. There were bigger issues to deal with. “Helm! Set course for that Sythian
command cruiser. It’s time to find out why they’ve stopped shooting at us.
While we’re at it, we can destroy what’s left of the Tauron.”


“Our trajectory is locked,” the navigator said. “We’re already spooling for
our jump.”


“Re-set, it,” Brondi said. “What’s the frekking point of us running
away if there’s nothing to run from anymore?”


“You’re going to attack the admiral?” Alara asked, holding a hand to her
head and wincing, as if she had a bad headache.


“Never leave an enemy at your back—especially a wounded one. . . . what’s wrong
with you?” he asked as she almost fell over.


“They just sacrificed themselves to save us,” Alara said, shaking her head
as if to clear it.


“Don’t be silly, Sweet Thing. The only reason the old skriff did what he did
was to save Dark Space—not us. We’re criminals, remember? He’d line us up and
shoot us if he had the chance.” Brondi’s eyes narrowed with sudden suspicion,
and he took a quick step toward her. He grabbed her by the shoulders and
squeezed painfully hard. “Who’s side are you on?” he asked, his eyes searching
hers. “Don’t forget who took you in and fed you, Alara. I clothed you and
looked after you. I raised you. That makes you mine.”


Alara looked chagrined. She gazed down at her feet and shook her head. “I’m
sorry, Brondi. Let me make it up to you.” Her big, beautiful violet eyes met
his once more, and his expression softened.


“Don’t worry about it. I’m sure I’ll think of something you can do for me
later.”


Alara nodded. “Okay.”


* * *


Reset. That was all Alara heard. It was all she needed to hear. The
code word activated the interrupter which had been implanted during the time
she’d been aboard the Defiant in order to fight her slave chip, and now
she remembered everything; she knew who she was, and she knew who Brondi was.
She also realized that Brondi had been calling her Alara rather than Angel
for the past five minutes, and that was all the proof she needed.


She winced as her head began to pound, but she fought through the dizzying
waves of pain, eventually calming herself enough to function. 


“You’re going to attack them?” she asked.


“Never leave an enemy at your back. . . .” 


The rest of what Brondi said was lost as Alara fought another lancing wave
of pain and a sweaty rush of panic. She almost fell over.


“What’s wrong with you?” Brondi asked.


“They sacrificed themselves to save us . . .” she said.


“Don’t be silly, Sweet Thing . . .” She listened to the rest of his
justification while swaying on her feet and blinking stupidly at him. He
had done this to her. Ethan had tried to warn her. He . . . Ethan!
Suddenly she remembered him saying goodbye, and all her doubt and uncertainty
vanished on a wave of fury. Brondi had sent him out there in a nova fighter. It
was unlikely that he had survived both battles.


Brondi took hold of her shoulders and shook her, asking whose side she was
really on. “Don’t forget who took you in and fed you, Alara. . . .” 


She listened as he reminded her of everything she supposedly owed him, but
now she knew it was all a lie. Somehow she kept her ire from boiling over and
had the presence of mind to hide what she was thinking.


“I’m sorry, Brondi,” she said, affecting an apologetic tone. “Let me make it
up to you.”


“Don’t worry about it. I’m sure I’ll think of something you can do for me
later.”


“Okay,” Alara said, nodding. Meanwhile, she would think of something else
she could do for him.












Chapter 33





Five minutes earlier . . .


Ethan insisted they
return to the bridge after Atton treated his injuries. He flatly refused to be put
in stasis, even though some level of metabolic suspension might have been
advisable with the amount of shrapnel still lurking beneath his skin.


“I’m not going to die in my sleep, Atton, so don’t even think about it.”


Atton helped him back to the bridge and both of them stopped in the entrance
to stare at the massive bulk of the Sythian behemoth cruiser which lay before
them. “Now that’s a battleship,” Ethan said, sitting down with a grunt of pain
and leaning forward for a better look. Atton sat down in the copilot’s station
beside Hoff, and they watched as a brilliant streak of fire leapt out of the
damaged side of the alien cruiser.


“What was that?”


“That was the Tauron,” Hoff gritted out as a missile lock alarm
screamed through the bridge speakers. A second later the corvette shook with a booming
impact. “Damn it!” 


“What do you mean that was the Tauron?” Atton asked. “They
destroyed it?! Mom was on board!”


Hoff made a strangled sound, but didn’t reply. Ethan winced as a deep pang
of sorrow lanced through him. That feeling was partly his, in memory of what he
and Destra had once shared, and partly sympathy for Hoff. He reached out to
squeeze the admiral’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. I know what it’s like to lose your
wife.” 


Hoff just shook his head. Suddenly Ethan realized he was comforting the
admiral’s clone, rather than the admiral himself, and he withdrew his hand,
feeling stupid.


A grim silence fell. 


But then something new happened to distract them from their grief. “Hoi!”
Ethan pointed. “Look!” As they looked on, the alien cruiser cracked in two.
Flames roared out into space from both halves, and what was left of the Tauron
emerged in the center of that brief inferno, looking charred and almost
unrecognizable.


“They did it,” Atton whispered as he searched the grid. “And the Gors have
stopped firing. They were telling the truth, Hoff. They really are just
slaves.”


Hoff’s lips pressed into a thin, determined line. “We’ll see about that.”


“What are you going to do?” Ethan asked, his eyes narrowing.


“We’re going to go find the Sythians and have a chat with them.”


“Are you completely skriffy?” Atton replied. “They’re not going to chat with
you! They’re going to kill you! Their ship is ruined, admiral. Just let it go,
and let’s figure out what we’re going to do about Brondi.”


“There’s nothing to do about Brondi, Atton. We’ve saved Dark Space from the
most immediate threat, but there’s no way to get on board that carrier now.
Dark Space is Big Brainy’s to do with however he might please—at least until
the next Sythian fleet arrives. As for chatting with the Sythians—help me get
on board, and if I find out anything useful, you know where to look. The Tauron
is ruined, but there are still parts of her that will have survived. Important
parts. Find me there, and you’ll find your mother and Atta, too.”


“You think they hid?”


Hoff shook his head. “Unless the IMS was the very last system to fail, it
doesn’t matter whether they hid or not. No one is still going to be alive on
that ship. Nevertheless, that doesn’t mean we are dead. I make extensive
backups of anything and everything that’s important. If you find me, I’ll help
you bring your mother and your sister back.”


Atton’s jaw slowly dropped open as he understood what that meant. “You
didn’t . . . that’s not the same, and you know it!”


“It could be the same, if you let it.”


Tears sprang to Atton’s eyes. “Whatever.” He gestured out the forward
viewports. “It’s a one way trip, admiral. We’re just going to leave you inside
and go.”


“That’s fine. I don’t expect you to wait.”


Atton snorted. “I guess we’ll catch up with you later.”


“What are you two talking about?” Ethan finally demanded, his gaze
turning from Hoff to Atton. “How are we going to find him, or your mother and
Atta if no one survived the collision?”


“It’s a long story,” Atton said. 


“Well, start explaining!”


“All right, fine. You know Hoff cloned himself, and you might have guessed
that he and his clone share both his personality and his memories.”


Ethan shook his head. “Actually I just thought being a skriff must run in
the DNA, but go on. What else am I missing?”


“What do you know about the Immortals, Dad?”


“Not much . . . why?”


The explanation which followed went past the point of credulity and
challenged everything Ethan thought he knew about human history. All the while,
Hoff decelerated in preparation for boarding the alien command ship. Atton
finished explaining just as Hoff reached the debris field. They maneuvered
around chunks of the alien cruiser which were the size of small cruisers
themselves before diving down into the exposed mess of broken decks and beams
which blocked their entry into the front half of the behemoth. Ethan couldn’t
see any opening large enough for their corvette to enter, but Hoff cruised
slowly onward. 


“Atton—would you take the controls? I need to go suit up.”


“What do you need me to do?” Atton asked as he rose to take Hoff’s place.


“Get close to one of those decks. Line up the rear hatch and wait until I tell
you that I’m clear.”


“Those decks are exposed to space, Hoff.” Atton shook his head. “They’ll be
sealed off from the rest of the ship. You’re not going to find a way in.”


“Leave that to me,” Hoff said. “Just get me close.”


Ethan turned to watch the admiral leave. “So Destra is . . . going to be a
clone now, too?”


“He must have found some way to chip her and Atta without them realizing.”


“Do you think it works?”


“No.”


Ethan’s gaze flicked out the port side of the bridge to find the dark,
drifting ruin which had once been the Tauron. Neither he nor Atton said
anything for the next five minutes while Atton got the corvette into position
and held it there. They waited fully another minute until they heard Hoff’s
voice crackle through the comm speakers—“I’m clear,” he said.


“Good luck, Admiral,” Atton replied in a sarcastic tone. With that, they
roared away from the drifting ruins of the two ships.


“Now I need your help, Atton,” Ethan said slowly, watching as his son
wove a path back through the debris.


“With what?”


“I need you to get me on board the Valiant.”


“What are you going to do—capture the whole ship by yourself?”


“Not the whole ship, no. Just one person.”


* * *


“Get alongside them!” Caldin ordered. 


“Yes ma’am.”


What are you after, Brondi? she wondered as the Interloper
came alongside the carrier and cruised past thousands of shining viewports.
They were right under the crime lord’s nose, but still perfectly cloaked. 


The Valiant slowed as it approached the broken halves of the Sythian
command ship. It turned and presented its flank to the ruins of the Sythian
ship, and the Interloper matched that maneuver. Then, all of a sudden,
Caldin understood what Brondi was doing. He was going to finish off the alien
command ship, but the Interloper lay in the path of at least a few dozen
laser turrets, and with the cloak up and their shields disengaged, they’d be
cracked open in seconds.


“Evasive action!” Caldin roared.


But what shot out from the side of the carrier wasn’t a volley of lasers and
warheads. Instead, it launched wave after wave of troop transports and
shuttles. Caldin’s eyes widened, and she shook her head. “Scratch that last
order, Mr. Corr. “Aim for the nearest hangar bay! Full throttle. If ships are
coming out, then we can fly in.”


I’ve got you now, Caldin thought.


* * *


Admiral Hoff held on to the handheld booster rocket with both hands, using
it to guide himself through the dark, twisted ruins of the alien cruiser. A
pair of floodlights on either side of his helmet lit the way, casting bright
lavender and violet reflections off the insides of the ship. He wore an armored
vac suit, and he’d strapped a cutting beam to his back along with a portable
shield generator. In addition to that, he wore a belt of plasma grenades around
his waist, and a stun pistol hung low on one hip. He was heavily laden, but in
the zero-G environment he didn’t notice the weight. 


Despite being so heavily armed and armored, he hadn’t come all this way to
fight; he’d come for answers, and with any luck, the Sythians would give them
to him before he died. Nearly everything about the Sythians was still a
mystery. Apparently the Gors had been telling the truth from day one, but that
didn’t really answer anything. He still didn’t know who the Sythians
were or what they were after. Why had they never been seen? Why did they hide
aboard massive command ships like this one? He remembered Kaon had explained
during one of his two probe sessions that these command ships carried Gor ships
into battle and gave them overall guidance and direction during battle. That
made some sense, Hoff supposed. Rather than have each ship individually jump to
SLS, they could all jump together, opening just one wormhole and using much
less fuel.


But what about the world Hoff had seen and recognized from Kaon’s
memories—how and when had the Sythians found the lost world of Origin? And
finally, perhaps the most disturbing question of all—why was Kaon a clone?
When Hoff thought about all of that, he felt increasingly uneasy. The answers
seemed to drift around his head in lazy circles, always just out of reach. 


Kaon hadn’t been captured. He’d been sent by the Sythians, so that he
could eventually lead them here, to Dark Space—or perhaps to some other human
settlement—but they hadn’t counted on Kaon revealing anything truly useful. Or
maybe they didn’t care what humanity found out about them. Whatever the case,
Kaon had given Hoff a glimpse into something vast and terrifying—


The past. No one knew much about what had happened before the great war, the
War of Origin. No humans, that is, Hoff corrected himself.


At last, Hoff saw what looked to be a sealed set of doors up ahead. They lay
at the end of a short corridor which had been sheared off when the cruiser had
cracked in half. Hoff aimed for the mangled opening of that corridor and fired
the braking thrusters on his booster rocket to slow down. A few seconds later
he collided with the doors and bounced off. Hoff let go of the booster and
activated the grav field on his belt to anchor himself to the deck. A moment later
he stood up, now weighing roughly half of what he should. Hoff panned his
floodlights over the doors and then the ceiling, walls, and floor. There
appeared to be enough of the surrounding corridor left that he could use the
portable shield he’d brought to create a secondary seal for when he sliced the
doors open with his cutting beam.


Hoff reached around to unhook the shield generator from his belt, and then
he affixed it to the deck as close to the doors as he could while still giving
himself a few feet of space to work. He configured the generator to project a
weak shield which would be good enough to hold in the ship’s atmosphere, and
then he activated the generator. A fuzzy blue wall of energy materialized in
front of his face.


Turning back to the sealed doors, he drew his cutting beam and aimed it at
the doors. Taking a deep breath, he fired, and a brilliant red beam shot out in
the darkness, dazzling his eyes before his faceplate could polarize. As he
traced a molten line around the inside of the doors, he remembered that he was
standing in a vacuum, and the doors would blow out on a violent gust of
escaping air as soon as he separated them from their frame. Hoff turned off the
beam and stepped to one side before he finished the cut. He eyed the glowing,
horseshoe-shaped furrow he’d carved in the doors, but nothing happened. He
wondered if he had managed to cut all the way through. Then he noticed that the
doors were bulging outward with some unseen pressure. He took a long step
sideways, and a moment later the doors burst open. Two jagged pieces of metal
went flying past his head, and then the gust of air hit him like a tidal wave.
It lifted him off his feet and sent him tumbling out through the shield along
with the door fragments. The grav field emitted from his belt was enough to
slow him to a rolling stop a few dozen paces from the fuzzy blue glow of the
portable shield generator. With a grunt, he pushed himself to his feet and
jogged up to the shields. Forcing his way through the barrier, he stood on the
other side and eyed the HUD displays inside his helmet. According to his vac
suit’s sensors, the area where he stood was pressurized.


Perfect.


Hoff didn’t take off his helmet, just in case, but he hurried through the
hole he’d cut in the doors and rushed through the alien ship. Dazzling,
lavender-colored reflections shimmered off the shiny black walls and floor
wherever Hoff turned his headlamps. He turned them down low, and allowed a
moment for his eyes to adjust to the dimness. Like that, he found that he could
see, but only barely. Now he walked onward, his head turning every which way,
expecting to see Sythians or Gors melting out of the shadows, but so far the
ship was deserted.


Hoff walked on like that for long minutes, traversing corridor after
corridor before he encountered anything different. Doors lined the corridors,
much as he would have expected to see on any human ship, but Hoff wasn’t
interested in looking behind them. He already had a good idea about the layout
of Sythian ships from the handful of captured Gor vessels he’d managed to add
to his fleet. He was looking for something in particular.


At last, he found it. The corridor he presently walked down widened out into
a large, circular chamber, and Hoff felt himself growing impossibly heavy as he
approached. His knees shook and threatened to buckle. Gravity was working here.
Hoff fumbled with the grav field generator on his belt, turning it off, and the
sensation of heaviness eased somewhat. Up ahead, the circular chamber glowed
with a dim light. Hoff walked inside to see exactly what he’d been expecting.
Running around the edges of both the ceiling and the floor were a dozen glowing
circles, yellow ones in the floor, and purple ones in the ceiling—each one
marked the open end of a tube which ran to or from some part of the alien ship.
Instead of lift tubes and rail cars, Sythians used a network of accelerator
tubes, which functioned much like nova fighter launch tubes. Hoff was surprised
to see that they were still active after the ship had been carved in two, but
in a ship the size of a behemoth cruiser there had to be backup generators
running from stem to stern. 


Hoff started toward the nearest hole in the floor to see where it would
lead. Strange, glowing hieroglyphics marked each opening, but Hoff couldn’t
read them. He would have to choose a destination at random. All he had to do
was step inside and he’d be whisked away to a matching hub in some other part
of the ship.


Hoff sighed and gazed down on the glowing yellow rim of the tube in front of
him, trying to summon his resolve. He’d used the tubes only a handful of times
before, and it was always the same thing—darkness all around, racing past muted
yellow rings of light, a terrifying whooshing noise, and a stomach clenching
sensation of free-fall. While Sythian ships had their own artificial gravity
and inertial management systems for the usual rigors of battle and space
travel, they hadn’t seen fit to completely negate the g-forces inside their
accelerator tubes. Maybe the skull faces like the thrill, Hoff thought.


Taking a deep breath, he took another step toward the tube he’d chosen. But
just before he could step inside, the glowing yellow rim and hieroglyphic
turned purple, just like the openings in the ceiling. Hoff frowned and tried
lowering his foot below the rim, expecting to feel the tug of the accelerator
tube trying to pull him in, but instead his foot bounced away, repelled by some
unseen force, and a two-tone warning issued from somewhere inside the room, as
if the ship were scolding him.


Strange. Hoff moved to the next portal in line, but the same thing
happened, and this time, all of them turned purple. The next thing he noticed
was a loud, grinding noise coming from the hallway behind him. Hoff turned to
see bulkhead doors slowly sliding shut, dragging sparks across the deck as they
sealed him inside the hub. The doors only partially closed, grinding to a stop
with a gap of a few feet left between them. They were obviously damaged, and
Hoff could still get out easily if he wanted to, but he hadn’t come all this
way just to run. He turned back to the accelerator tubes and waited. He had a
feeling someone knew where he was and they were watching him. 


Seconds later, he heard a loud whoosh of approaching air, and one of
the glowing tubes in the ceiling began to flash. Someone was coming.


Hoff smiled grimly, waiting with a mounting feeling of mingled horror and
excitement. It was surely death which came for him, but he didn’t care. It
didn’t even scare him. Perhaps because he didn’t believe it was really possible
for him to die anymore. He’d been to the brink so many times . . . but still he
had somehow lived on, his memories chaining together in one long, uninterrupted
stream. That was the illusion of immortality, he supposed. If immortals still
felt the sting of death in the moment that their brains died, then the clones
which lived on to take their place had no memory of it and no idea what that
was like. There was no record in existence of what happened after death—if anything.


Suddenly a dark shape floated down from the flashing transporter tube in the
ceiling. The shadowy figure was too small to be a Gor. Hoff felt a spark of
adrenaline course through his fingertips. He activated his helmet speakers and
said, “Hello, Sythian. I’ve been waiting a long time for this.”


Hoff saw a flash of white teeth. 


“So have I, Admiral,” a familiar voice said. 


The admiral shook his head, unable to believe his ears. It couldn’t be.












Chapter 34





The Interloper
skated through the blue wall of the hangar’s static shields, passing so close
to the ceiling that Caldin felt like she could reach out and touch it. They
were now inside the middle of three hangar bays in the port side of the mighty
gladiator-class carrier. Silent and unseen, the Interloper hovered above
the deck as hordes of Brondi’s men filed into waiting assault transports below,
lifting off and jetting out into space. Caldin waited until the troops were all
gone and the transports stopped launching, until the deck was all but empty and
just a few ground crew were left walking around.


Caldin gave the word, and the Interloper settled to the deck. If they
crushed someone or something under the cloaked Sythian cruiser, they didn’t
notice, and Caldin didn’t care. The time for hiding was over.


“Drop our loading ramps! This is going to be easier than we thought,” Caldin
said. “Brondi’s just launched all his men on those transports. Only the
Immortals know what he’s up to, but it’s good news for us. Ruh-kah! Let’s go!”


An echo of that battle cry rose up from her surviving bridge crew. Delayn
and Terl caught up to her as she hurried off the bridge and down a dim, glossy
black corridor. Walking through the alien ship made her think of what it must
be like to be a bug trapped inside a Gor’s armor. 


“Are you sure you don’t want to stay here, ma’am?” Delayn asked.


“Why would I want to do that?”


“Well . . . you’ll be safe.”


“Being safe is highly overrated, Deck Commander.”


“Deck Commander?”


“You’re my new XO, since Captain Adram seems to have come down with an acute
case of brain failure.”


“Thank you, ma’am!”


Caldin nodded. “Don’t thank me yet. We still need a ship to command before
that promotion will mean anything.”


“We’ll have the Valiant back again soon,” Delayn said.


“I’m counting on it.”


They turned a corner in the glossy black corridor and ran straight into a
waiting throng of sentinels. The cruiser had not been designed to hold over two
thousand men. It had held barely two hundred Gors when it had been in Sythian hands.
The sentinels had been forced to sit and stand shoulder-to-shoulder and
back-to-back in the corridors while they waited to be sent into battle. Now,
finally, after hours of waiting, they could do their part.


Caldin smiled as she shuffled down the winding corridors of the Interloper.
She listened to the steady thunder of boots, the clatter of armor, the rattle
of guns—it was music to her ears. 


You’d better run, Brondi, she thought.


* * *


“Captain Adram?” Hoff asked. “What are you doing here?”


Still smiling, the former captain shook his head. “You haven’t figured it
out yet, Admiral? You’re not the only one who can cheat death.” Hoff frowned.
“Wondering how I know about that?” Adram went on. “You might know me
better by a different name—High Lord Kaon, perhaps.”


“What?” Hoff blinked. “How?”


“I never returned from the Getties Expedition, Admiral. I was chipped and
set free.”


“Chipped . . . to think that you are Lord Kaon?” 


“I am Lord Kaon. It’s much easier to trust oneself to carry out a
mission, wouldn’t you say?”


Hoff shook his head. “How did you get here?”


“I was discovered aboard the Interloper and shot in the head for my
trouble. I revived here, in a copy of my human body, so that I could speak to
you without the need for translators.”


“Then the Sythians have been doing the same thing as us—cloning themselves
to become immortal.”


Adram smiled. “You recognized our world when you saw it in my mind. Origin
you call it, but that’s not its real name. Its real name is Sythia, and it lies
in the heart of the Getties Cluster—not the Adventa Galaxy.”


Hoff blinked. “That’s not possible.”


“No? Why do you think the planet was lost to your kind?” Adram stopped just
a few paces away, and his vulturine features came into the dim light cast by
Hoff’s headlamps. The man’s hooked nose, white, wispy hair and high, arching
brow seemed even more sinister than Hoff remembered. “I assume you’re here to
strike some sort of deal,” Adram said.


“I want answers, Adram—Kaon—whatever your name really is. If we come from
the same planet, how did we get to be whole galaxies apart?”


“Crossing from one galaxy to another takes a lot of time, even now, but back
then it took centuries. In your version of history, a third of humanity rose up
and attacked your way of life, destroying all the cloning facilities they could
find. A third of you were killed in the fighting, while a third of you ran far
away—isn’t that right? No, don’t look so surprised. You’re not the first
Immortal human that we’ve come across.


“The third of you who ran came to this galaxy. Far more than a third were
killed in the fighting, and far less than a third escaped. Humans are the
Immortals who left. Sythians are the mortals who stayed. Your evolution slowed
dramatically, because you cloned yourselves over and over again for millions of
years, but ours progressed and we took steps to accelerate that even further,
making us what we are now.” Adram sneered and pinched his human skin. “I do not
know how you live in such frail bodies.”


Hoff’s mind raced to catch up, but a numb sense of unreality set in, and he
wondered if he were awake or dreaming. His racing thoughts seized on one small
part of what Adram had said. “Millions of years?” he echoed. “The War of
Origin was less than thirty thousand years ago.”


“The war you remember was not the first Immortal War, and it was not the war
for Origin. The fact that humans were no longer cloning themselves when
we finally followed you here is proof that history repeats itself, and the fact
that Sythians are now cloning themselves and have been for millions of years is
even further proof. For lack of proper records, your legends are but vague
recollections of where you came from, and your history has all blurred together
without a proper sequence. When and how you left became subsumed by more recent
events. How far back does recorded memory and equivalent history go, Hoff? How
far back does your memory go? It would take data centers the size of
whole cities just to store all of one person’s memories across millions of
years, let alone everyone’s.”


Hoff shook his head. “If all of that is true, and if your people are the
mortals who won the first war, then why would you go back to doing the very
thing which you fought to stop?”


“The desire to live is very strong, Hoff. No one wants to die, and when
faced with death, everyone wants a way out, even if there’s only a small chance
that it will work. You know this firsthand. For a long time my people cloned
themselves in secret, illegally, until once again there were more clones than
not, and we were all forced to admit to our weakness—but that’s ancient history
now. Since then, we’ve come to terms with it and perfected the system. Now, we
can transfer exactly at or before the time of death at near-instantaneous
speeds. Our bodies are engineered to be much stronger than yours, so we can
live for four or five of your lifetimes before we ever need to grow a clone.”


Hoff tried desperately to work some moisture into his mouth. “What about the
Gors?”


“What about them?” Adram challenged. “What about me? I’m using a human’s
body. You make slaves out of people by implanting them with memories of lives
that they’ve never lived. We make trained soldiers out of savage beasts so that
we don’t have to fight you ourselves.”


Hoff smiled. “But you’re Immortal, so what’s the worst that could
happen? Unless you’re afraid that you actually do still die.”


“Don’t condescend to me, Admiral. We were the ones who came up with those
theories, remember? A lot of pseudo science and spiritual nonsense.”


Hoff smiled thinly. “You’ve come a long way from that, haven’t you?”


“And yet you are a clone in a long line of clones that cannot remember his
own death.”


Hoff ignored that. “So the Gors were never on our side.”


Adram smiled slowly. “Actually they were and apparently they are still.
Somehow, even after you killed all of them at Ritan, they’d still rather
side with you than fight for us.”


Admiral Heston’s eyes narrowed. “You’re lying. If you’ve been working for
the Sythians since you came back from the Getties, then why were you always on
the Gors’ side? You argued for us to join the alliance. You wouldn’t do that if
it would ultimately help humanity and hurt your people.”


“After all these years, do you really think that I don’t know how to
manipulate you, Hoff? I was never on the Gors’ side, but if a man trusts no
one, then telling him the truth is the easiest way to make him doubt it. My
position and that of the other humans around you only blinded you further to
the fact that the Gors really were your allies.”


Horror rose on a tide of acid from Hoff’s stomach as he realized how badly
he’d been played. He felt sick. “If the Gors are programmed to fight for you,
why not simply reprogram them? Why let them rebel?”


“We don’t know what happened to interfere with their original programming,
and we have tried to reprogram them, but it doesn’t work. Perhaps the savagery
of war reminds them of their savage past and triggers memories of who and what
they really are. And every time they come into contact with emancipated Gors,
even the most loyal slave becomes a rebel. It’s like a disease the way it
spreads. We can override their ships so they’re stuck with us unless they bail
out and you rescue them. We’ve begun locking their airlocks to keep them
inside, but that is our problem to deal with, and slaves are easy enough to
find. Humans are proving to be much more reliable slaves.”


Suddenly Hoff realized the significance of what he was looking at. He should
have realized it by now, after seeing Adram—a once loyal human officer, now a
converted Sythian agent.


“I’ve answered your questions, and we’re running out of time. Brondi’s men
are boarding this ship as we speak, and there are not enough of us to repel
them.”


“Not enough of you? On this enormous ship?”


“I told you during my interrogation, Admiral, this is a carrier. It carries Gors
into battle, not Sythians. We supervise them and remotely control their ships
from here, but there are fewer than three hundred of us to do all that. Now, as
I said, we are running out of time, and we have a deal to make.”


“A deal?”


“Yes.”


Hoff shook his head, putting off that question for now. “One more thing,
Kaon.”


“Yess?”


Hoff shivered to hear a human hissing like a Sythian. “Why did you attack
us? What is the point if we’re all really the same?”


“You fight your own people all the time, and you’re not separated by
millions of years of evolution and genetic engineering.”


“That’s not an answer. I want to know why you had to commit xenocide—why
come to our galaxy at all? Was it because you thought we invaded you first?”


“That was just a happy coincidence. We were already planning to come to your
galaxy. You opened a jump lane for us when we were almost ready to leave.”


“But why?” Hoff insisted, sounding shrill with exasperation.


“What did you think would happen to a society whose population never dies?”


Hoff’s eyes widened. Suddenly he understood what was wrong with being
immortal. We were never meant to live forever. 


Adram nodded slowly. “Even the strictest population controls cannot stop
that kind of growth. We don’t all live on cold, dark worlds in the
Getties. The rich live in luxurious towers on worlds filled with light and
warmth, but there aren’t enough worlds like that for all of us. We’re the unlucky
ones, engineered and born to live below the surface. Others were born and bred
to live underwater. Why do you think my Sythian body has gills? We had to
splice our DNA with that of the Gors and a dozen other species in order to
adapt to even the harshest environments. There are quintillions of us, Hoff,
and our galaxy is far smaller than yours. We came here to expand, to find a
home for our children.”


“Then you’re not even a unified species.”


“We are unified by our philosophy of life, not by DNA.” 


“If there are so many of you, and you came here to find new worlds to
colonize, then where is everyone?” Hoff demanded. “Why aren’t you busy
colonizing our worlds?”


“When was the last time you went close enough to look? Perhaps you’re just
looking in the wrong places. The worlds your people considered inhospitable are
the ones that most of us were bred to call home—ice worlds and desert planets,
planets covered with endless, raging seas. It takes a whole generation—almost a
thousand years—for us to adapt to something new, to planets which you might
consider more hospitable. But by then, perhaps the fires will have stopped
burning and we can clear away the rubble of your civilization.


“Those who already live on lush worlds like Sythia are in no hurry to leave.
For them, the Getties is not an inhospitable place of torment and scarcity—it
is home. But the more the rich breed, the more the poor, downtrodden masses are
pushed off those worlds and forced to find new homes. It is a cruel system. We
are thrown out into the dark by our people to make room for their children, and
we throw your people out into the dark to make room for ours.”


“Well, congratulations,” Hoff said. “You have plenty of room. Now leave us
alone.”


Adram gave a patient smile. “I’m afraid it’s not that simple. Eventually
your population will grow too large and you’ll be forced to expand like us.
Then you will try to push us out of your galaxy. We know how humans think. They
think like us, and we will do anything to survive—isn’t that why we’re all
Immortals in the first place?”


Hoff gritted his teeth. “So what now? You’ll send another fleet to Dark
Space and finish us off? What kind of deal is that?”


“No, Dark Space is unique. It is impossible to leave, except by one narrow
entrance. It is a small sector, and it has limited resources, so if we
can be sure that it’s the only place where humans still reside, then it
wouldn’t be hard to keep you bottled up in here, and we’d be willing to allow
that in exchange for some information.”


Hoff’s eyes narrowed. “What information?”


“Tell us where the other humans are hiding, and we’ll leave Dark Space
alone.”


Hoff flinched. “You’re asking me to kill trillions.”


“Don’t think of it like that. Think about all the lives you’ll save here in
Dark Space. And humanity will live on, guaranteed. Otherwise, we won’t rest
until we’ve found and killed every last one of you. You can’t hide forever.


“If you need any proof of that, you should know that Captain Cathrall didn’t
just carry the survivors from Obsidian Station to the enclave. He also carried
a Sythian tracking device. I gave him both when I transferred those so-called supplies
from the Interloper.”


“You kakard,” Hoff said, his gray eyes flashing as he reached for the
cutting beam he’d brought with him. He drew it and aimed it at Adram’s head.


“They’re already dead, Hoff. It’s too late for you to save them—or your
fleet—so before you kill me, think about the people you can save. Dark
Space is the only refuge of humanity which we will tolerate.”


Hoff hesitated with his finger on the trigger. His whole body trembled with
the urge to shoot, but he stopped and forced himself to think about the trade
the Sythians were offering. He thought about the trillions of Immortals in the
lost sector of Avilon. The Immortals had all already lived impossibly long
lives, while the people here in Dark Space numbered in just the millions, but
they had barely begun to live by comparison. The Immortals were civilized,
while Dark Space was overrun with criminals. Perhaps the most convincing
argument was the true nature of immortality. Now that Hoff had seen its end
result, he wasn’t sure he could support it anymore. They’d fought not one but
at least two wars with themselves over it, and a lost part of humanity had
become so twisted by their desire to live forever that they had eventually
turned into the xenocidal Sythians. Adram—Kaon, Hoff corrected
himself—had already spelled it out clearly: “We will do anything to
survive.”


“What do you say, Admiral? Do we have a deal?” Adram asked, his eyes
glittering in the dim light of the alien cruiser.
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“I think you can
all go to the netherworld,” Hoff said. “They’ve been waiting a long time for
you there.”


“Then you’ve chosen death,” Adram said slowly. 


“Maybe, maybe not. If we could disable an entire fleet of yours by finding
and killing just one ship, what makes you think we won’t do the same thing when
you come back?”


Adram’s eyes narrowed.


“Humanity is quite safe,” Hoff went on, “but as for the Sythians, you’re the
ones facing an entire army of savage slaves that have suddenly decided they
don’t want to serve you anymore—that’s the same army that wiped us out.
Something tells me your people are next.”


Adram sneered. “What makes you think that they’ll serve you after you
killed all of them at Ritan?”


Hoff shrugged. “We don’t need them to serve us; we just need them to
help us fight you, and the fact that they’re not firing on us right now is a
good sign that that’s what they want, too.”


“If you won’t tell us where the Immortals are, then we’ll tear it from your
lips. You’re badly mistaken if you think that humans are the only ones who can
dig around inside a being’s brain. I’m going to enjoy interrogating and
torturing you the way you and your people did with me.”


“Good luck with that.” Hoff said as he turned his cutting beam on himself.


“No!” Adram roared.


Hoff pulled the trigger and everything that he was vanished with a searing
light and a puff of greasy smoke.


A split second later, Hoff opened his eyes from the inside of a stasis tube
and looked out at his cloning chamber. It looked like a warzone in there, but
he was alive, so that was a good sign.


When the stasis tube didn’t automatically swing open, Hoff frowned and
pounded on it with his hands, but the cover wouldn’t budge. Panic seized his
chest and his eyes bulged. He was trapped. Peering through the transpiranium at
his feet, he noted that there were no debris obstructing the cover of the
stasis tube, but he had a feeling he knew exactly what had gone wrong.


In the event of depressurization, a stasis tube wouldn’t open. Tubes like
this one could be recovered from cold, hard vacuum and their occupants still be
found alive and well—and asleep. But Hoff’s revival system had woken him
up before atmosphere had been restored to the ship. Hoff had never planned for
the possibility that his cloning chamber might survive but be so badly damaged
that all the atmosphere got sucked out into space.


And now . . . now he was going to suffocate to death in a space which was
just the right size and shape to be a coffin.


* * *


The Last Chance slipped inside the Valiant’s aft hangar bay,
unnoticed amidst the frenzied rush of other transports slipping out. Moments
later, as they settled down on the deck, they came under small arms fire as a
pair of guards noticed that they didn’t belong. 


Atton vaporized them with the transport’s turrets.


Ethan stood ready and waiting inside the rear airlock, armed and armored
like a sentinel. He’d blend right in with Brondi’s men, who’d all stolen
matching gunmetal gray armor from the Valiant’s supply rooms. Looking
like them would give him the element of surprise, but Ethan didn’t expect to
encounter much resistance after seeing how many loaded assault transports had
launched from the carrier. 


“You’re sure you don’t want me to come with you?” Atton asked over the
intercom.


“Someone needs to stay here and keep the engines warm—all clear out there?”
Ethan asked, his hand hovering over the outer door controls.


“For now,” Atton replied. 


Ethan activated the airlock and it cycled open with a hiss. He didn’t
bother to lower the boarding ramp, and rather jumped the five feet to the deck.
He landed with a boom. The hydraulic supports in the knee joints of his
armor cushioned his fall.


“Be careful,” Atton said, his voice now coming through Ethan’s helmet. “And
make it quick.”


“Don’t worry,” Ethan said as he started across the hangar deck at a jog. He
winced as his injuries made themselves known once more. Hefting his plasma
rifle, he set the fire mode to AP-RF—anti-personnel, rapid-fire—and
flicked off the safety. “I’ll be in and out before you even notice I’m gone.”


“I’ll be waiting.”


Ethan reached the hangar bay exit and stepped up to the control panel to
open the oversized doors. They parted with a noisy bang. Ethan ran to
the end of that broad corridor and then opened another wide set of doors to
reveal yet more of the same corridor. It stretched endlessly into the distance
until it reached a short set of stairs. 


So far so good—the ship was deserted. Looking around, Ethan found that this
particular corridor housed a rail car station. Broad transpiranium viewports
lined the walls, revealing a set of gravlev tracks on either side and two
waiting rail cars. Ethan headed for the nearest one and opened the doors to
step inside. The rail car was as empty as the station. He turned to the control
panel inside the rail car and scrolled through the ship’s directory until he
found the section closest to the crew quarters where Alara was staying. He
remembered that her room was on deck 144, just a few decks below the bridge.


The temptation to head up there first and pay Brondi a visit was almost overwhelming,
but there was no way he’d be able to get off the Valiant after that. It
would be a one-way trip.


Hold on, Kiddie— Ethan thought as he punched in his selection. The
rail car began whistling down the tracks. He sat down and watched out the windows
on the opposite side of the car as the lights of passing glow panels and
viewports blurred into a solid golden stream of light. —I’m coming.


* * *


Alara stood listening to Brondi bark out orders as he checked on the status
of the assault teams which he’d sent out to the alien cruiser. Thousands of men
were already on board the ruined halves of that ship, looking for the Sythians,
but so far they hadn’t found anything. Alara wasn’t sure what Brondi was
after—maybe he planned to threaten the Sythians in exchange for peace, or maybe
he just wanted answers. 


Everyone wanted that.


Then, just moments after the last team confirmed that they were aboard the alien
ship, something unexpected happened. One of Brondi’s men came marching up to
him and took him aside. Alara didn’t hear what that man said, but she heard
Brondi’s side of the conversation clearly.


“What? Where are they? . . . What do you mean you just noticed,
Gibbs? . . . I know we abandoned the watch stations, but someone should
have noticed something before they got that far! Frek!”


Alara watched Brondi spin in a dizzy circle, as if looking for a way out. A
few of his crew looked up with wide, questioning eyes, but he ignored them.
Brondi’s gaze found her, and abruptly he nodded as if he’d just decided
something. “Come on, Sweet Thing,” he said, walking over to her. “You and I
have a date.”


Alara shook her head as he approached, and tried to affect an innocent look.
“Where are we going?” she asked.


He took her by the arm and dragged her along, heading swiftly for the back
of the bridge. The man who had delivered the bad news kept pace beside them,
and now Alara recognized him as the sergeant who’d let her in to see Brondi.
Again, the crew looked up from their stations with questioning eyes, and this
time Brondi answered their unspoken questions. “Good work everyone! We’re doing
well! Soon we’ll be the uncontested lords of Dark Space!” He sounded nervous. A
mumble of dissent rose from the crew, but no one directly challenged Brondi to
ask what he was doing.


Alara felt him suddenly pick up the pace, tugging on her arm more
insistently now. He reached the doors and triggered them to open. They strode
off the bridge, and the doors swished shut behind them with an ominous boom.



Brondi led them to a nearby bank of lift tubes and pressed the down arrow.
Then the ship’s intercom blared to life and they heard a commanding voice say,
“This is Captain Loba Caldin of the Imperial Star Systems Fleet to any and all
fugitives who are still manning the Valiant. There are over two thousand
navy sentinels now on board this ship. Surrender now, without a fight, and you
will be granted lenience for your crimes. Fight us, and we will kill you
without hesitation.”


Brondi turned to the man standing beside him. “You can help me escape, or be
sentenced to the mines of Etaris with the rest. It’s up to you.”


Alara prayed that he would choose Etaris.


“Lead the way,” the sergeant said, dashing her hopes. He gestured to a
nearby lift tube as the doors parted, and they all squeezed inside. Brondi
selected one of the lower decks. Alara pressed herself into the furthest corner
of the lift, wondering if she looked as scared as she felt. Brondi caught her
eye and smiled. “Don’t worry, Sweet Thing. We’ll be okay.”


She nodded, but she wasn’t worried about running into Caldin’s forces; she
was worried that they wouldn’t and that Brondi would manage to
escape—with her. She couldn’t let that happen. She had to make a move soon. Her
eyes darted to Sergeant Gibbs’ ripper rifle and his matching sidearm, but Gibbs
was overly alert, and he noticed her looking at him immediately. He shot her a
lascivious grin, and she forced herself to smile back before looking away. It
might not be possible for her to resist without getting herself killed, but
death would be preferable to letting these two run away with her.


* * *


Ten minutes earlier . . .


The rail car doors swished open and Ethan launched himself out and through.
He raced down the corridor, and all of a few minutes later, he stood panting in
the open door of Alara’s quarters, his gaze flicking between the guard lying
just inside the entrance at his feet and the other one lying on the bed. Both
of them were either dead or stunned, and Ethan didn’t care which. All he cared
about was the fact that Alara wasn’t there. Somehow, she’d broken out on her
own, and there was no way for him to know where she was now.


Ethan slammed the nearest wall with an armored fist. “Frek!” 


The noise caused the man on the bed to stir. Ethan took one look at his
loosened belt and blew a smoking hole in his chest. He didn’t want to know how
that man had come to be lying on Alara’s bed with his belt half off, but he was
willing to bet it wasn’t because he’d felt like taking a nap.


Ethan’s gaze found the guard lying at his feet, and he considered sending
another soul to the netherworld, but that man wasn’t moving. Just in case,
Ethan kicked him with his boot, but still nothing. With that, he turned and
ran, heading back the way he’d come. When he reached the rail car tunnel, he
hesitated to choose his destination from the ship’s directory. He could head up
to the bridge to get revenge on Brondi, or back to the hangar.


The hangar won. Atton was waiting for him, and Brondi would be a one-way
trip.


The rail car whistled; lights blurred. Ethan’s heart pounded, and his head
swam dizzily as he watched a golden stream of light race by the windows in the
opposite side of the rail car. He’d been running on adrenaline since leaving
the Last Chance to rescue Alara, and now it was fast seeping away,
leaving his body a cold and shivery mess. By the time he reached the hangar bay
where they’d landed, he was bathed in a cold sweat. His injuries had pushed him
to the brink. He’d lost a lot of blood before Atton had attended to his
injuries, and now as he ran toward the Last Chance, his feet faltered
and his eyes grew dim. The corvette became nothing but a blurry shadow against
the distant, fuzzy blue shields of the hangar.


The next thing he knew, Ethan lay blinking up at the ceiling of the Last
Chance with his son hovering over him. He turned his head to see that he
was lying on a bed in the corvette’s sleeping quarters. “What happened?” he
asked.


“You passed out,” Atton said, grinning broadly. 


“Why’s that got you grinning like a rictan?” Ethan asked.


“Good news—that’s why.”


“Yea? What’s that?”


“Caldin’s on board with a whole army of sentinels. I just caught her on the
comms asking Brondi’s men to stand down—or else.”


Ethan sat up, blinking furiously. “No joke?”


“No joke.”


“How long have I been out?”


“Just a few minutes.”


Suddenly, Ethan began to hope that maybe everything was going to work out
fine after all. His shoulders sagged, and he sighed. “Thank the Immortals—or .
. . well, I guess we should thank Caldin. Frek—that’s going to take some
getting used to. Now what?” Ethan asked, looking around.


“I guess you didn’t find Alara.”


“No, but she must be on board somewhere.”


“Don’t worry. They’ll find her.”


A flurry of footfalls reached their ears, and both of them turned to see a
man and a woman go racing by—followed by a second man, bearing a rifle and
wearing the matte gray armor of a sentinel. “Hoi!” that man said, skidding to a
stop in the hall and turning toward them. The three bronze chevrons insignia on
his shoulder plate marked him as a sergeant. “Is either one of you the pilot of
this transport?” he asked.


Atton stood up and saluted the sentinel. “I am.”


“Good. Come on, we’re blasting out of here.”


Atton shook his head, startled. “What—why?” he asked.


“You haven’t heard? The Imperials are here.”


Atton reached for his sidearm, but he wasn’t fast enough.


The sergeant brought his rifle into line, and said, “Halt! You’re one of them!
Hoi—Brondi! I’ve got a pair of Imperials over here.”


“A pair of what?”


Ethan felt a stab of shock, and his limbs began to shake with fury. Brondi
is here, and he’s trying to escape on our ship! Ethan cast
about for his rifle, but it wasn’t anywhere in sight. His eyes flicked to the
sidearm holstered at Atton’s hip, but the sergeant covering them caught Ethan’s
eye and shook his head. 


“Draw it real slow and kick it over to me.”


Atton did as he was told, and the sidearm skittered across the deck.


“Gibbs? Gibbs! What are you muttering about?” Brondi called. They heard
footsteps and a moment later the diminutive crime lord appeared standing in the
doorway. His mouth gaped open in a grin. “Ethan? Is that you?” Brondi asked.
“Well, well, it’s a small galaxy, after all, isn’t it?”


Ethan smiled. “Too small for you. You’re done, Brondi. The Valiant is
overrun with sentinels.”


“Yea? Hoi, why do you think I’m leavin’?” Brondi turned to the man covering
them with a ripper rifle. “I’ve changed my mind, Gibbs. Let’s save these two
for later. I want to take my time killing them.”


“What’s going on?” a familiar voice asked.


Ethan’s blood ran cold. No!


Alara appeared in the doorway behind Brondi, looking confused. Brondi turned
to her with his gaping smile and said, “Look who we’ve found, Sweet Thing! Do
you know who this is?”


Alara’s big violet eyes hardened in a scowl as they found Ethan. “That
annoying nova pilot you kept letting in to see me?”


“Yes, that’s right,” Brondi said, turning back to Ethan with a smug grin.
“He’s just some annoying pilot. You don’t mind if we kill him, do you, Alara?”


Alara shook her head. “Not at all.”


Ethan was so shocked that he almost missed seeing Alara steal Brondi’s
sidearm. In the next instant, she turned it on the sergeant and shot him in the
face. He collapsed to the deck in a pile of jittering limbs, stunned, and
Brondi turned with sudden horror to see Alara aiming the gun at his face
next.


“What are you doing, Sweet Thing?!” Brondi sputtered.


“You’ve been calling me Alara for the past half an hour,” she said.
And with that, she pulled the trigger.












Chapter 36





By the time Caldin
stormed the bridge with admiral Hoff’s sentinels, everyone had already laid
down their guns. What was left of Caldin’s bridge crew from the Interloper
took charge of the crew stations while dozens of sentinels fanned out, binding
Brondi’s men’s hands with lengths of stun cord. Not one of them resisted, and
Caldin would grant them leniency as promised. Whether or not the bulk of
Brondi’s men would have surrendered if they had been given the chance, Caldin
didn’t know, but she suspected it had been so easy to take the Valiant
precisely because they had left.


Now as she turned to look around the bridge, she realized that Brondi wasn’t
among the men they’d captured, and that brought a fresh scowl to her face.
“Comms, ask if anyone has encountered Alec Brondi.” She walked up to the
nearest of his men and grabbed him by an elaborate earring which dangled from
one ear. “Where is he?”


“Oww, ouuwww!” the man yelped. “Lemme go!” 


“All right. Talk.”


“He left just before you asked us to surrender. I think he knew what was
coming.”


“Power up the hangar shields!” Caldin said, whirling around. “And get me
teams in all our hangar bays. I want them cleared and secured immediately.
Gravidar! If so much as a speck of dust flies in or out of this ship, I want to
know about it.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


Caldin walked up to the captain’s table and stared down at it, eyeing the
drifting halves of the Sythian command ship. She noted that their residual
momentum had carried them more than twenty kilometers away from the Tauron,
while the battleship’s momentum had been entirely negated by the collision, and
it had more or less stayed in the same place.


“Comms, hail what’s left of the admiral’s forces and tell them the good
news. Have them start looking for survivors. Weapons—open fire on the remains
of the Sythian command ship. Let’s not give them a chance to recover or
escape.”


“Yes, ma’am!”


One of Brondi’s men spoke up suddenly, “Hoi! We’ve got people on board that
ship!”


Caldin turned and held the man’s gaze for a long moment before she spoke.
“Then that makes us even. I had people on this one.” With that, she
turned to her weapons chief and nodded. “Open fire, Deck Officer Gorvan.”


With that, the deck began booming and rumbling underfoot and Caldin looked
out the forward viewports, out over the topside of the mighty Valiant to
see hundreds of dazzling red beams and lasers go shooting out toward the
remains of the Sythian command ship. Streaking waves of missiles and torpedoes
followed that first volley as the energy weapons took a break to recharge.
Brondi’s remaining fighters and cruisers didn’t seem to realize what was
happening, and they didn’t even react. They probably assumed the alien cruiser
had been evacuated already. Caldin looked back to the captain’s table to see
enormous flaming chunks of the enemy cruiser break free and float away like
slow-moving meteors. Then their main beam shot out, aimed for the dead engines
of the behemoth. The explosion which followed ruptured the back half of the
ship and tore the front into flaming pieces. A cheer went up from her bridge
crew, and Caldin smiled, watching as the flames died in cold vacuum. “Now, we
can talk. Open a channel to Brondi’s remaining forces. Tell them to stand down
or we’ll have the Gors finish what they started.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


Caldin eyed the buzzing clouds of enemy fighters and the odd half a dozen
remaining capital-class warships. A moment later comms put through a message
from a Captain Ocheron, and Caldin received it with a smile. “Hello, Captain,”
she said. “The Valiant is now back under Imperial command. Would you
like to discuss the terms of your surrender?”


Captain Ocheron was big and burly with a thick black mustache and a shiny,
bald head. He looked furious. “If you’re planning to send us back to Etaris,
the answer is we’d rather die.”


“If you and the remaining ships surrender, Captain, then we can talk about a
more amicable arrangement. If not, then we’ll disable your ships and have the
Gors board you.” She shrugged. “They can decide your fate; I don’t care if they
eat you all alive.”


It was a bluff. Caldin didn’t know if the Gors were even interested in
working with humans anymore, or if they were just trying to figure out where to
go with their ships now that the Sythians didn’t have a control ship to stop
them from running away.


Bluff or not, it worked. “All right, you win,” Ocheron said, “but on one
condition.”


“What’s that?”


“If we go back to Etaris, Brondi comes with us.”


“I think we can arrange that. Power down your shields and prepare for
boarding.”


Ocheron nodded. “Very well.”


The comm officer cut the transmission, and Caldin turned to her crew. “The
surrender is official,” she said.


Another cheer rose up from the men on the bridge. Amidst their cheering,
Petty Officer Goldrim at the gravidar suddenly called out, “Ma’am! I’ve got a
few dozen escape pods on my scopes. . . . Looks like they’re from the Tauron.”


“Well? What are you waiting for? Send out a recovery team!”


“Yes, ma’am. They’re heading for Firea.”


Caldin shivered. They’d be hard pressed to find a more inhospitable planet
than that ball of ice. “Comms—hail those pods.”


A second later the comm officer replied, “No response.”


Caldin frowned. “Let me try, Corporal,” she said, striding down from the
gangway to the comms station. Once there, she waited for the sentinel corporal
who she’d pressed into service as her temporary comms officer to put her on
speaker. He gave her a thumbs-up sign and she said, “Unknown escape pods, this
is Captain Loba Caldin of the Interloper. The Valiant is back
under Imperial command now, and the battle is over. You have nothing to fear.
Please respond.”


A moment later, the comms crackled, and a familiar voice replied, “Caldin? I
can’t believe you actually did it! Have Brondi’s forces surrendered?”


Caldin blinked at the comm board, taken aback. “Admiral Heston? Is that you?
We thought you’d gone down with your ship!” She heard a little girl crying in
the background and she smiled. “It sounds as though your family is with you,
too.”


“Yes,” Hoff replied. “We’re all fine—and I would have gone down with my
ship, but an old friend changed my mind at the last minute. Think you can send
someone out here to pick us up? It’s a bit cramped in here.”


Caldin smiled. “It would be our pleasure, sir. Stand by for rescue.”


* * *


When Brondi awoke, he awoke in darkness. A bright light snapped on overhead
and he winced away from the glare.


“Hoi!”


He tried to move, but found that his hands and feet were locked securely
into cold, unyielding manacles. He sat in an uncomfortable chair with life
support systems beeping and buzzing around him. Brondi turned his head, looking
first one way and then the other, but he couldn’t see anything through the
blinding light which shone in his face.


“What is this? Where am I?”


Abruptly someone familiar stepped into the light, and Brondi’s eyes flew
wide. “You again!” 


Ethan gave a slow smile. “That’s right. Did you miss me?”


“What do you want?” Brondi spat.


“I want to probe your petty, twisted brain until I find the code to
deactivate Alara’s slave chip.”


“Fine, you win. You don’t have to probe me for that. I’ll give it to you!
Look for my holopad in the overlord’s quarters and unlock it with the password.
In there you’ll find a list of the encryption codes I used for all my slave
chips.”


Ethan’s eyes narrowed. “All right, what’s the password?”


Brondi recited a sequence of twenty numbers and letters. Ethan nodded, using
holo card reader implant behind his ear to file away the code for later. “Thank
you for cooperating, but I still need to probe you to know whether you’re
telling the truth.”


“What? But you said—”


“I lied.”


Brondi bucked in the probe chair and screamed. “Help!”


“Don’t bother. No one’s going to help you,” Ethan said. He turned to someone
that Brondi couldn’t see and nodded. “Go ahead, Admiral, start up the probe.
Let’s get this over with.”


Brondi felt a thousand needles stab his brain all at once, and then his mind
slipped into a hazy, dream-like state. The dark room and its bright, glaring
light disappeared, and now he found himself standing in a small, filthy room,
gazing up at a man he hadn’t seen in decades.


His father.


Brondi bit his lip and shook his head, willing the scene to disappear,
willing himself to wake up. There was a mad gleam in his father’s eyes. He was
drunk again. “I told ya, Al, if I still found you here when I got home, I was
gonna kill you, and waddaya know? Yer still here. You must get bein’ so smart
from yer mother. Immortals bless her sclutty soul.” The first blow hit him like
a hammer and he went flying into the far corner of the room. “Tell me, Al,” his
father said, finding him in his corner with another blow. “Why’d ya stay?”


“I . . . got . . . no place to go,” he said, trying to speak despite having
the wind knocked out of him. 


“Ah, no place to go. Well stayin’ here wasn’t so smart, hoi? But I bet ya
think yer a real big brainy, don’t ya? A Big Brainy Brondi, first one in
a long line of skriffs. Smart don’t run in our family, boy. Yer livin’ proof o’
that.” 


Another blow landed, followed by another, and another as his father asked,
“Why’d ya do it, son? Why?”


The questions which followed that one didn’t sound like anything his father
would have asked, but Brondi answered them anyway, desperate to make it all go
away. 


He told them everything they wanted to know. When at last he woke up from
that nightmare, he woke up screaming. The blinding light was back, stabbing him
through his eyes and slicing through his brain. His head pounded so hard he
thought it was about to explode. He turned away from the light, blinking tears
of rage and shame. They’d seen him at his weakest. They’d seen . . . 


“How’s he doing?” Ethan asked.


“He’ll live,” the admiral replied.


Brondi shook his head and moaned. “I don’t want to live!”


“Then that’s exactly why you have to,” Ethan replied. “You’re going to have
to live a long, long time, Big Brainy. Admiral Heston will make sure of
that.”


* * *


As they left the probe room, Ethan turned to Hoff and said, “Thank you for
helping me.”


“Thank you for bringing Brondi to justice.”


“That was Alara’s work, actually, but I guess now you know that I really was
forced to help Brondi.”


“Not that it excuses your actions, but I suppose you were telling the
truth.”


Ethan smiled. “Yes, I was, but you weren’t.”


Hoff suddenly stopped walking, and his eyes narrowed sharply. “What do you
mean?”


“Atton told me.”


“And what exactly did he tell you?”


“Everything.”


“Well, well—what do you plan to do about that?”


Ethan shrugged. “It’s none of my business.”


“Smart.”


“But—” Ethan shook his head, and Hoff’s gray eyes hardened. “You need to get
on board the Tauron and find out what happened.”


“Find out what happened to what?”


“To your clone.”


“I must be missing something,” Hoff said, looking around quickly to make sure
no one was around to overhear their conversation.


“I went EVA during the battle, and Atton picked me up in your corvette. You
were on board, but it was your clone, not you. He insisted we drop him on board
the Sythian command cruiser so he could get answers.” Hoff’s eyes widened, but
he said nothing. Ethan went on, “He told us that we should look for him on the Tauron,
and that Atton would know where to look. That was before Caldin blew the
Sythians and Brondi’s men all to the netherworld. If your clone did find
something before the ship was destroyed, and if what Atton told me about you is
true, then there might still be a record of what happened on board that ship.”


Hoff nodded slowly. “You’d better keep all of this to yourself, Ortane.”


“Or else? What are you going to do? I’m already headed for death row.”


“Actually, you might be surprised what I have in mind for you.” Ethan raised
one eyebrow, and Hoff went on, “Thank you for the tip, Ethan. I’ll investigate.
As for you, let’s assume for now that your record will be erased. Is that
enough to ensure your silence?”


“Good enough for me.”


“Excellent. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go get a team together.”


Ethan nodded. “Let me know what you find.”


“I can’t promise that, Ortane, but thank you.” 


The admiral started off at a jog, and Ethan watched him go with a frown.
Hoff turned a corner and disappeared, and Ethan shook himself. Mysteries of the
universe be damned. He had more important things to deal with—it was time to
schedule an operation to remove Alara’s implant.


* * *


Walking through the mangled remains of the Tauron was otherworldly.
Twisted girders and beams hung down from the ceiling; severed wires and
sparking conduits drifted like tentacles in the zero-G environment. Bodies and
pieces of bodies floated past Hoff’s floodlights with looks of horror frozen on
their battered and bloodied faces. Hoff pushed on, ignoring the carnage. So far
there were no survivors, but that wasn’t surprising. The Tauron was a
mess, and it would need extensive rebuilding before it could even serve as a
garbage hauler, let alone a warship for the fleet, but that was for the
spacebees and greasers to deal with. Hoff had his prerogatives for boarding the
derelict ship. 


As soon as Ethan had revealed the startling news about what had happened to
Hoff’s clone, the admiral had put together a small team of engineers and jetted
over to the Tauron. He’d left Commander Caldin in charge of search and
rescue operations and told her to open a dialogue with the Gors. Meanwhile, Hoff
had his own search and rescue operation to conduct. With everything going on,
he’d completely forgotten to go looking for his clone, and loose ends could be
dangerous if left untied. He needed to get access to his data center and his
cloning facility. He had to find out if his clone had been revived, and if so,
what had happened aboard the Sythian command cruiser.


Perhaps that clone had found answers to some of the myriad questions which
had haunted humanity ever since the invasion. Who are the Sythians and what
do they want for starters.


Hoff pressed on through the twisted corridors of his ship, occasionally
using his cutting beam to open up corridors which had completely collapsed or
been blocked with rubble. With all the debris it was hard to see where he was
going, or even to recognize where he was, but he had a feeling he was getting
close. 


His comm piece crackled. “Admiral? Are you all right? You’re getting a bit
far from the expedition.”


“I’m fine,” Hoff replied. “Give me another hour, and I’ll find my way back
to the hangar.”


“All right, but don’t forget to check in.”


Hoff frowned and clicked his comm to acknowledge that before ending the
transmission. He felt like a child out past his curfew, but he had refused
an escort. It would have made sense to have a team of engineers with him in
such a potentially unstable environment, but he couldn’t afford to have them
find out about his secret. It was bad enough that Destra and Atton knew—and now
Ethan, too.


After another twenty minutes of struggling through the dark, broken
corridors of his ship, Hoff found what he was looking for—his lift tube. It was
still mostly intact. The lift itself was missing, but since gravity was out,
all he had to do was dial down the field strength on the grav gun hooked to his
belt, and then jump.


Hoff floated down past deck after ruined deck, using his grav gun to direct
his fall between jutting beams and the jagged edges of crumpled bulkheads. Hoff
saw the lift tube coming up fast below his feet, and he dialed down the grav field
strength some more. His feet touched the roof of the lift, and he bent his legs
to absorb his remaining momentum. Using his cutting beam, he sliced a hole in
the roof and dropped down. 


The cloning lab was a mess, but at least it was a recognizable mess. Glow
panels still flickered down here, and the artificial gravity gave a weak, but
perceptible tug. That meant that Hoff’s backup generators were still running—a
good sign. 


The clone tanks in his med center had broken open, spewing blue nutrient
fluid everywhere. Stasis tubes had broken away from the walls and fallen over,
others were cracked and dark, the clones inside them now dead. None of the
tubes were open, however, which was a bad sign. His helmet sensors told him
that there was no breathable atmosphere, so if his clone had been revived down
here, he would have woken up to find himself trapped inside a stasis tube that
refused to open due to the vacuum on the other side. That clone would have
suffocated to death.


Hoff grimaced and shook his head. Looking to his right, he found his data
center still flickering with rolling waves of blue light. The glossy black
meditation sphere at the end of the catwalk which led out into that data center
was apparently also intact. Hoff felt a spark of hope, and eagerness drove him
on. He passed through the entrance of the data center and walked down the
narrow catwalk, his eyes scanning the far walls of the hollow sphere. Those
walls only shone with half of the lights that they should have, indicating that
many, if not most, of his memories would be inaccessible now.


When Hoff reached the mediation sphere, he placed a palm against the glossy
black side of it and waited, hoping it still had enough power to respond. For a
moment, nothing happened, but then the sphere spun, revealing an opening which
had been hidden underneath. Hoff walked inside and strapped himself into the
high-backed black chair inside the sphere. The walls of the sphere were
transparent from the inside, giving Hoff a magnificent view of his data center.
He watched the lights undulate around the room for a moment before he swiveled
his chair to face the control station behind it and booted up the meditation
sphere. He began searching for the most recent data set in the database. 


To his surprise, that data set was just a few hours old. One of his clones had
in fact tried to revive in here, but the operation had failed, and he was
listed as deceased. Hoff spent a moment parsing through the data set to find
the clone’s last half hour of life; then he configured his data center for a
memory walk and routed the sounds to his helmet so he could hear despite the
vacuum inside the data center. With everything now ready, he stabbed the button
to start his journey into the not-so-distant past.


The transparent walls of the mediation sphere shimmered and then suddenly
Hoff was standing inside a Sythian ship, in a room filled with glowing purple
portals in the floor and ceiling. Just a few minutes later, a dark shape
floated down from the ceiling, and Hoff heard himself say, “Hello, Sythian.
I’ve been waiting a long time for this.”


Then he saw a flash of white teeth, and heard a familiar voice say, “So have
I, Admiral.”


If Hoff hadn’t been strapped into his chair, he would have fallen out of it.
He shook his head. It couldn’t be.


And yet it was. It was Captain Adram. Hoff sat and listened with horror and
fascination to the explanations which followed. So this is what immortality
leads to, he thought, a vile, twisted perversion of life.


He shook his head. It had to end. He’d had his doubts about immortality
before, but now he was sure—man wasn’t meant to live forever.


* * *


Three hours later . . .


Destra Heston stood outside Alara’s room in the med bay. She watched through
the transpiranium viewing window with Hoff, Atta, and Atton as Ethan walked in.
Alara’s parents were already there, standing beside her bed and fussing over
her. She looked up and smiled when she saw Ethan, and he dropped a quick kiss
on her cheek before pulling up a chair and sitting down beside her. He grabbed
her hand and raised it to his lips for another kiss.


Destra felt a brief echo of something—jealousy perhaps—but it quickly
passed, replaced by a bittersweet feeling of joy. She was happy for Ethan—happy
that Alara was back and finally safe, happy that her slave chip was about to be
removed so there would be no more relapses . . . and she was also happy for
herself. She was happy that she didn’t have to feel guilty anymore, because
Ethan and Atton were both fine. 


Destra turned and smiled up at Hoff. He met her gaze and smiled wanly back.
“How do you feel?” he asked.


“Complete,” she said and stood up on tip toes to kiss him on the lips.
“Happy.”


“Are you sure?”


Destra hesitated. “No more secrets?”


“None.”


“No more clones?”


He shook his head. “Never again.”


“Then yes, I’m sure,” she said, wrapping an arm around his waist and leaning
her head on his shoulder. We’re going to grow old together, and die
together—” Her head turned and found Ethan’s and Alara’s tightly clasped hands.
“—just like them.”


Atton turned to his mother with a smile. “I guess now I have two families.”


“But only one mother, right?” Destra asked.


Atton laughed. “Alara is young enough to be my sister, Mom.”


“And I’m old enough to be your grandfather,” Hoff added.


“No, you’re old enough to be anyone’s grandfather.”


“What is everybody looking at?” Atta asked, bouncing on her toes to see
through the windows. “I don’t see anything!”


Atton scooped her up and placed her on his shoulders so she could see.


Destra smiled. “I think you already have a sister, Atton.”


“Wow . . .” Atta marveled as her head scraped the ceiling. “I’m tall!”


“Tall as a Gor,” Atton replied, and then he turned to look at Hoff.
“Speaking of which, how are negotiations going?”


The admiral shrugged. “We’re still sorting out who’s responsible for what.
Now there can be no doubt about their loyalties, but we have to convince them
of ours. There have been a lot of casualties on both sides, and at this point
the only thing anyone can do is try to prevent more. The fact that the Gors are
even willing to talk with us after Ritan means that they understand that, too.”


Atton nodded. “You’re lucky that they’re so understanding.”


“Humanity is lucky.”


“You were so sure that they were against us,” Atton said, not willing
to let it go just yet. “Sometimes the simplest answers are the best ones, hoi
Hoff? They’re simple because they’re true.”


“Sometimes,” Hoff conceded.


“Yes . . .” Destra appeared to think about that for a moment, and then she
turned to her husband with wide, curious eyes. “Speaking of answers, what was
it that you found inside the Tauron which changed your mind about
immortality?”


Hoff hesitated. “That’s more than I think any of us are ready to hear right
now.”


Destra shook her head. “No more secrets, remember?”


Hoff’s gray eyes found Atta, and he said, “I’ll tell you all later, in a
more appropriate moment. Suffice it to say, the Sythians are not the aliens
we thought they were, and immortality is not the innocent technological
breakthrough I thought it was.”


“What do you mean by that?” Atton asked.


“If the Sythians aren’t the aliens we thought, then what are they?” Destra
added.


Hoff took a deep breath before he replied. “They’re just like us, and we’re
all the same—all fighting for exactly the same reason.”


Atton shook his head. “I don’t understand.”


“Neither do I,” Destra said. “What reason?”


Hoff’s gaze didn’t stray from Atta. She noticed his scrutiny and turned to
him with a broad smile. “Look at me, Daddy!” she said. “I’m even taller than
you!”


Hoff smiled, and belatedly answered his wife’s question. “We’re fighting for
our families, Des—we’re just fighting to survive.”


Destra frowned, but Hoff’s comm piece trilled before she could reply. Hoff
touched his ear to accept the call. “Yes . . . I see. That is good news,
Lieutenant. . . . No, I’ll go personally to welcome them. I’ll be there in a
minute.”


Atton shook his head. “Welcome who?”


“We’ve found a few more survivors, Squadron Commander.”


“Squadron Commander?” Atton shook his head.


Hoff smiled and reached out to squeeze Atton’s shoulder. “Come with me. I’ll
explain along the way.”


Atton set his sister down and went with Hoff. Destra watched them go,
already knowing what they would talk about. She and Hoff had already spoken
about it. The Valiant was Atton’s home. It was all he’d ever known. He
was a capable commander and an excellent pilot. Cutting him loose would be a
mistake, especially now when they needed fleet officers more than ever. Besides
that, she wanted Atton close. She’d missed too much of his life already. 


As Atton and Hoff left, she heard her husband say, “How would you like your
own nova squadron?”


* * *


Atton’s eyes widened as he heard the Admiral offer him a real officer’s
commission with the fleet. “My own squadron? What about the trial? What about
my crimes?”


“You’re not the only criminal we have to deal with, Atton. There’s your
father, Alara’s father, Brondi’s men who surrendered in exchange for leniency,
and even me . . . we’re all waiting in line for the airlock or Etaris, and
right now humanity can’t afford to lose any more people. I have a plan to deal
with that, but for now just know that there won’t be a trial for any of us. The
only man who we’re going to make answer for his crimes is Alec Brondi.”


Atton frowned. “Okay, so why make me a ranking officer?”


“We need you. We need pilots and crew, and you’re too valuable to waste,
Atton.”


They reached a pair of lift tubes and Hoff punched the down arrow. A moment
later the right-hand lift opened and they stepped inside. 


“Where are we going?” Atton asked.


“To the ventral hangar. We found some more survivors.”


“That’s good news.”


Hoff nodded. The lift arrived a few moments later and they walked out into a
broad corridor which ran past a pair of rail car tunnels. At the end of that
lay a set of wide, double doors.


They reached those doors and Hoff keyed them open. Atton blinked, his eyes
trying to adjust to the size of the enormous hangar bay beyond. It was one of
the venture-class hangars. Right now one of Brondi’s baron-class cruisers sat
there, looking like a venture-class which had been squeezed middle. Landed
beside that cruiser were half a dozen assault transports, one of which was just
setting down now.


“Come on,” Hoff said, angling for that transport.


The hangar was strangely silent and devoid of the usual bustle of activity,
but that was because most of the carrier’s fighters and transports were still
out scanning the debris for survivors.


They reached the back of the transport which had just come in, and waited
there for the loading ramp to drop. A moment later, it cracked open with a
hiss, and Atton watched it slowly drop to the deck. Waiting behind that ramp
was Captain Caldin, a corpsman, and a pair of medics. Caldin came down the ramp
by herself. The other three followed, pushing and pulling a pair of hover
gurneys. When Atton saw who was on those gurneys, he couldn’t believe his eyes.


Caldin stopped before the admiral and gave a brisk salute. “Sir.”


“You found the Tauron’s bridge,” Hoff said, eyeing the occupants of
the hover gurneys.


“Yes, sir. It was floating through the rubble. Everyone aboard was either
cut to ribbons or turned to jelly in the crash.”


“And them?” Hoff jerked his chin to the two hulking Gors coming down the
ramp, their muscular limbs hanging off the gurneys on all sides, their slitted
yellow eyes shut.


“We found them stuffed inside an escape pod, still stuck inside its launch
tube. The crew must have put them in there just before the crash.”


Hoff shook his head, marveling at that. “But why? Why save the Gors when
they could have saved a pair of humans instead?”


“The pod wouldn’t have saved humans unless it had managed to launch before
the collision, but Gors have much stronger bodies than us.”


Hoff nodded and smiled, eyeing first Tova and then Roan as they reached the
bottom of the loading ramp. “This will help our negotiations with the Gors like
nothing else—if they live, that is. Good work, Captain. Are they asleep?”


“Induced. Their bodies heal quite quickly when they sleep, or so they tell
me. The medics will do whatever else they can.”


Hoff nodded and Caldin turned to Atton. “Who’s this?”


“Squadron Commander, Atton Ortane.”


Caldin accepted that with a frown. “Ortane?”


“Yes.”


“He doesn’t look like the imposter’s son,” she said. 


“It’s a long story, ma’am,” Atton replied. 


Caldin frowned. “I see,” was all she said to that. She looked away, back to
the pair of medics as they moved Tova and Roan to one side of the loading ramp.
“Get the others down here, and then we’ll take them all to the med bay
together,” she called out to the medics.


“Yes, ma’am,” they chorused.


The corpsman came to stand beside Captain Caldin and saluted the admiral.


“Who are the others?” Atton thought to ask.


“Two pilots—one Brondi’s, one ours. They’re wearing the same fleet uniforms,
so it’s tough to tell the difference between them except when they start
screaming at each other.”


Atton smirked at that, but when he saw the next hover gurney reach the top
of the ramp, he really couldn’t believe his eyes. Another familiar face. She
began cursing at the medics and railing against the Imperium.


“This one has been out there a while,” Caldin said, looking up at the female
pilot as her gurney came down the ramp. “She put herself in a hypoxic sleep to
save oxygen. We found her beacon still transmitting weak distress signals. She
was one of ours—piloted the transport which snuck aboard the Valiant,
but . . . Brondi must have chipped her so he could use her to fight for him.”


“Gina . . .” Atton whispered.


Caldin turned back to him with a frown. “Yes.” Then her gaze turned to Hoff.
“That woman is a very distinguished officer, Admiral. More veteran than any I
can name, and I can personally vouch for her record. She’s no traitor.”


Hoff nodded. “No, I’m sure she isn’t.”


Gina reached the bottom of the ramp and she turned to glare at the admiral.
Hoff smiled back. “What ya lookin’ at frek face? Think yer real frekkin’
special cause you’re an admiral? Well frek you! I’m gonna melt that smile off
yer face with a plasma rifle—real slow and painful.”


Hoff blinked, taken aback by her vitriolic. He let out a short bark of
laughter, and then one of the medics stepped forward with a syringe, and Gina
tried to wriggle free of the straps tying her down to the gurney. “Hoi!” she
said as the needle went in. She struggled more, muscles and tendons bulging
with the effort to break her bonds. Unable to free herself, she settled for
spitting at her attending medic instead. He flinched, but injected her anyway,
and she abruptly relaxed against the gurney, her eyes rolling back in her head.



“As I was saying, try not to judge her yet, sir.”


Hoff smiled. “I’m not going to judge anyone, Captain. We’ve all done our
share of wrong, and if we’re going to work together and rebuild—then all of us,
including the Gors and Brondi’s men need to put the past behind us.”


“Including Brondi’s men, sir?” Caldin said, her eyes narrowing to
slits.


Hoff nodded. “Yes.”


“I’ve been meaning to ask you about something,” she said suddenly.


“What is that, Captain?”


She shook her head. “I should ask you in private, sir. It’s about Captain
Adram.”


“Ah, yes. Very well.”


Atton and the corpsman stood watching as the two of them walked away, out of
earshot. Atton strained his ears to listen, but couldn’t hear what they were
saying. They spoke for a long time, seconds dragging on into minutes, but at
the end of that discussion, Hoff smiled, and Caldin gave a stiff salute. She
returned to help take the last of the survivors to the med bay with the
corpsman. 


Hoff stepped up beside Atton and placed a hand on his shoulder. They watched
as the injured officers and Gors were led away. “What was that about?” Atton
asked.


“Ordinarily, I would say it’s classified, but you already know about some of
it, and the rest is something we’re all going to have to know about soon.”


Atton listened as the admiral explained about the human traitor and Sythian
agent, Captain Adram, about his attempt to organize a coup using log recordings
of the destruction of Obsidian Station, and finally, about the unfortunate fate
of everyone in the enclave, including Fortress Station and the remainder of
Hoff’s own fifth fleet.


Atton frowned. “They might not all be dead. We have to send a mission out
there to check. How many colonists and refugees were there?”


Hoff shook his head. “Over a hundred thousand, Atton.”


“Frek.”


“I suspect my fleet ran when they realized they were outnumbered, and
Fortress Station might have arrived after the battle, so at the very
least it may have survived. We’ll send out a search and rescue as soon as
things are resolved here with the Gors and Brondi’s men.”


Atton nodded. “Good. You’re really planning to work with Brondi’s men?”


“We don’t have a choice. Half of Dark Space has a record, and we need the
criminals as much as the honest citizens. We’re going to wipe the slates and
see who reforms and who doesn’t. Everyone deserves a second chance.”


“Guess things look different when you’re one of the ones who frekked up,”
Atton said.


“You’re going to have to watch how you speak to me, Commander, if you want
to be a part of this fleet, but yes, things do look different when you’re on
the other side of the bars. Come—by now Alara should be awake and I need to
speak with your father.”


“About what?” Atton asked as they turned and strode for the exit.


“I’m going to offer him a commission, too.”


Atton smiled. “I don’t know if he wants to be one of your subordinates,
Hoff.”


The admiral shrugged. “Perhaps, perhaps not, but I could use another capable
pilot. Let’s see, shall we?”


* * *


One hour earlier . . .


Ethan walked into Alara’s room, leaving his family outside—his old family.
Atton was grown, Destra had moved on with Hoff. Now it was his turn to move on.


“Ethan!” Alara said, her big, violet eyes finding him as he approached.


“Hoi, Kiddie,” he replied. He elbowed past her parents and leaned over the
bed to kiss her on the cheek. “How are you doing, beautiful?”


He turned and found a nearby chair, Alara’s mother’s chair—but she nodded to
him, indicating that he could take it. Kurlin glared, and Ethan smiled thinly
back. They hadn’t put aside their differences, and they’d probably never be
friends, but at least Darla liked him for her daughter. Ethan plopped the chair
down next to the head of Alara’s bed and sat down so he could stare into her
big violet eyes properly and drink her in. He wanted to make sure that his was
the first face she saw when she woke up after the procedure. Removing her slave
chip wasn’t particularly involved or dangerous—now that they had the
deactivation code—but Ethan would wait by her bedside for however long it took
for her to wake up. The medics couldn’t drag him out of here. He was determined
to spend every moment with her that he could. 


“I’m fine,” Alara said. “How are you?” 


“The doc said I’m lucky none of the shrapnel made it to my heart, and
apparently a few pieces just barely missed major arteries. The consensus is
that I’m a very lucky skriff.”


Alara let out a long, slow breath. “We all are.”


“Yes.”


“Thank you for coming back for me,” she said.


“I didn’t find you.”


“No, but you tried.”


Ethan sighed, and his hand found hers. He raised it to his lips and kissed
it. “You would have done the same thing for me, Kiddie.”


“Maybe not, not while I thought I was Angel the playgirl, anyway.”


Ethan shook his head. “You’re not going to have to worry about that again.”


The attending medic walked up on the other side of Alara’s bed with a
syringe and waited patiently for them to give him the go-ahead. Ethan looked
up, and Alara turned to the medic with a hesitant look. “You’re sure there’s no
risk?”


“None. You’ll fall asleep for a little while, and when you wake up, you’ll
still remember everything, but you won’t have to worry about another crisis of
identity, or false memories interfering with your real ones.”


Alara turned back to Ethan. “You’ll stay here until I wake up?”


He smiled. “I’m never going to leave you again, Kiddie. I’ve got a lot of
lost time to make up for. We have a life to get on with—together.”


Alara’s big eyes filled with a bright sheen of moisture. “Then I’m ready,”
she said. “I think I’ve been ready for this my whole life.”


* * *


The medic leaned over to inject Alara with the syringe. Her eyelids grew
heavy and slowly drifted shut. She imagined a small cabin in the woods on a
world with clear blue skies and leafy green trees. The chimney of that cabin
was alive with gray wisps of smoke, a crystal clear river flowed by in front,
and two young children raced around the cabin, a boy and a girl, both of them
squealing with delight as their father chased them. The children looked somehow
familiar. When Alara caught a glimpse of the father’s face, she understood why,
and she smiled. An hour later, when her eyes cracked open, that smile was still
frozen on her lips and that scene still fresh in her mind.


“What are you smiling about?” Ethan asked, his eyes bright and green like
the forest from her dream.


Her smile broadened and she gave a sleepy sigh, “You. You’re the father,
Ethan. . . . we’re going to be so happy.”


Ethan grinned. He leaned over her bed and cupped her face in one big,
callused hand. “I know,” he said, and with that, he leaned in the rest of the
way and kissed her on the lips. Her lips moved softly against his, and they
drank each other in, basking in the warm fragrance of each other’s breath.












Epilogue





One week later . . .


Ethan grinned, and
his hand tightened on the flight stick as he flew out the Valiant’s main
hangar bay in Brondi’s freshly-refitted corvette. The blue fuzz of the hangar’s
shields faded, replaced with the familiar starry blackness of Dark Space. 


The comms beeped with an incoming message and Ethan punched the button
marked transmit/receive. 


“Good luck, Ethan.” It was Hoff.


“You, too,” he replied. “Thanks again for the ship.”


“After leading us to Brondi and catching him before he escaped, it was the
least I could do for you two. Besides, amnesty for everyone, remember? That
includes ex-husbands of the woman I love.”


Ethan nodded. “Fair enough. Makes me feel bad now.”


“Bad?”


“Well, just don’t look inside any of your closets until the rictan pups have
calmed down.”


“The what?”


“He’s joking,” Destra said.


Ethan smiled. No I’m not. He’d caught a sentinel with the pups last
night. They’d been Brondi’s pets, and the sentinel was going to toss them out
an airlock, but it had seemed cruel and unnecessary to do that. They were too
young to be dangerous. Fleet regs said no animals on board—fleet regs be
damned. Ethan took them from the sentinel, saying he’d adopt them. Instead,
he’d smuggled them into Hoff’s closet last night at his and Alara’s farewell
dinner.


The admiral had offered him a commission—wing commander—but Ethan had
politely declined that offer. After pretending to be an officer, and then the
overlord, he’d realized military life wasn’t for him. Besides that, he didn’t
want to spend any more time around Hoff than he absolutely had to. The fleet
would get along just fine without him. 


“Hoi, don’t forget to visit sometimes,” Atton added in the background. “It’s
not like we’re in another sector or something.”


“I want to talk, too!” Atta said, shouting to be heard.


Muffled laughter bubbled from the comm speakers and Ethan smiled. “I won’t
forget.”


“Goodbye, Ethan,” Destra said.


“Goodbye,” he replied, but the note of finality in his voice was not unkind.
Alara cut the comm channel and Ethan set a course which would take them deeper
into Dark Space. 


He and Destra had agreed to part as friends. Ethan suspected that they
always would be at least that much to each other, but never anything more. Now
they both had someone else; they both had a fresh start—and so did humanity. 


Dark Space was safe for the time being, thanks to the Gors’ support. They
had agreed to stay and help guard the sector in exchange for sanctuary. Dark,
icy worlds like Firea which humans couldn’t easily use were a virtual paradise
for them. Moreover, Hoff had agreed to help the rest of them escape slavery and
bring them to Dark Space as refugees. With that, and the surprising revelation
that the bridge crew of the Tauron had used their final moments to save
two Gors—the alien warriors had agreed to forget about Ritan, and a new
alliance had been formed. 


The Tauron was being salvaged; Brondi’s forces had been offered a
regular fleet salary and commission as part of Hoff’s amnesty program, and most
of them had accepted. In Dark Space, criminals were usually criminals because
they didn’t have a choice—something Ethan could relate to very well. With that
understanding, Hoff had offered everyone in Dark Space a chance to join the
amnesty program, to have their records swiped clean and start over with
legitimate work—everyone except for Brondi. He was back on Etaris with the
worst of Dark Space’s criminal population, serving a sentence of 400
consecutive years hard labor, and undergoing therapy sessions in which he was
forced to come to terms with his abusive father and his impoverished childhood.
That was punishment enough all by itself.


So far, everyone had managed to put aside their differences in the interests
of going forward and rebuilding from a position of strength. Not everyone liked
the idea of redeeming criminals by making them the new guardians of the sector,
but nevertheless, Hoff’s new motto that, “we’re all the same, no one better, no
one worse,” went over well with everyone. 


The overtures of peace and forgiveness had, however, stopped with the humans
in Dark Space and the Gors. Sythians were still enemy number one, and as for
the immortal humans hiding out in Avilon . . . they were still a well-kept
secret. The admiral hadn’t decided what to do about them yet, but Ethan hoped
the Sythians managed to find them and that they would wipe one another out.


As for Ethan and Alara, they’d go back to doing what they were best at, and
this time, they didn’t owe any debts on their ship. Hoff had given them
Brondi’s old corvette, and Deck Commander Cobrale Delayn had overseen the
modifications himself. The seraphim-class corvette had been turned into the
perfect trade ship, and it was ten times the vessel that the Atton had
been. Bridge control stations had been consolidated down to just two—one for
the pilot, and one for the copilot. The ship’s long-range capabilities had been
kept as an option if Ethan wanted to fill the cargo hold with fuel, while the
gun turrets and military-grade shields had been restored. The drive system had
been rebuilt with a new top acceleration of 125 KAPS, making the ship almost as
fast as a nova fighter. It would be the perfect ship with which to flit
around Dark Space as a freelancer—as freelancers, Ethan corrected,
turning to admire his beautiful copilot.


Alara caught him staring at her and she turned to him with her big violet
eyes. She smiled demurely at him. “What?”


Ethan shook his head. “I just can’t believe that you chose me. I can’t
believe that you’re mine.”


She held his gaze with a small smile until he looked away, and then she
shook her head. “I’m not yours yet . . .”


Ethan turned back to her with a sly look. He’d been waiting for the right
moment. Now, he judged that this was it. “Close your eyes,” he said. 


“Why?”


“Just do it.”


“Okay . . .”


Ethan’s smile grew. A few days ago, Destra had taken him aside and given him
something—a pair of rings.


“These belong to you,” she’d said, placing them in his hand. “I’m
sorry it couldn’t be forever.” 


He’d stared at the pair of rings in his hand, scuffed and beaten silver,
dark with age. The artificial diamond was missing from the engagement ring, and
the prongs of the mounting were bent.


“I’m sorry they aren’t in better condition,” she’d said. “I wore
them on Ritan, so . . .”


“It’s okay. I’m surprised you kept them this long.”


“I haven’t worn them since I married Hoff, but it seemed wrong, somehow,
to throw them away.”


Ethan had thanked her and slipped the rings into the breast pocket of his
flight jacket. Now he unbuttoned that pocket and withdrew the smaller and
thinner of the two rings. He took Alara’s hand in his and slipped the ring on
her finger. Her eyes flew open, and she gaped at the diamond staring back at
her. The new diamond, a real diamond this time, was Hoff’s contribution—as was
the shiny platinum finish.


“Sorry it took me so long,” Ethan said.


Alara unbuckled her seat restraints and flew across the short aisle between
them. She landed in his lap and showered him with kisses. Eventually Ethan
managed to calm her enough to give her a real kiss, and they lost themselves in
the moment as time seemed to slow and stretch out toward infinity. Ethan
inhaled deeply, allowing the fragrance of her breath, skin, and hair to
intoxicate him fully.


“Thank you, Ethan!” she said, finally coming up for air. 


Ethan smiled as he wiped the tears from her cheeks. “For what?”


“For making me the happiest woman in the galaxy.”


“I could say the same, but I’d have to add an extra thank you for
waiting so long for me,” he said.


She grinned happily. “You were worth the wait.”


Later, as they travelled through the streaking brightness of superluminal space,
Alara and Ethan lay side by side in their quarters, naked, their arms and legs
wrapped tightly around each other as they gazed into one another’s eyes. They
spoke excitedly about their future, about where they would go and what they
would do. 


Barely half an hour later, they’d consummated that future for the second
time, and the long hours of the night floated by in a dreamy haze with more of
the same. As Ethan finally drifted off to sleep, Alara told him in a hushed
voice about a dream she’d had, about two little children and a cabin by a lake.
He smiled, imagining everything clearly in his mind’s eye. With that, Ethan
decided that maybe Dark Space wasn’t so dark, after all—at least not for him,
and not anymore. You can’t see darkness because it isn’t really there—


It’s just an absence, waiting for the light.
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To those who dare,


And to those who dream.


To everyone who’s stronger than they seem.


“Believe in me /

I know you’ve waited for so long /

Believe in me /

Sometimes the weak become the strong”

—STAIND, Believe












THE ENEMY IN OUR MIDST















Chapter 1





Master Commander
Lenon Donali dropped out of superluminal space (SLS) for the tenth time. The
bright streaks and starlines of faster-than-light travel disappeared with a
flash, persisting only as an afterimage burned onto his retinas from staring
too long into that mesmerizing swirl of light. Ghostly patterns floated across
the diamond-bright sparkle of the void. Fuel was running low from so many
stops. He hadn’t travelled more than twelve light years away from Dark Space,
but entering and leaving SLS were the most fuel-expensive parts of space
flight. 


Donali checked the grid for enemy contacts, just as he had done at each
reversion point since leaving Dark Space. He wasn’t expecting to see anything,
and he wasn’t surprised. Apart from the spreading wake of radiation from his
corvette, there was no detectable trace of tachyon radiation. Donali waited a
minute longer, watching the grid without blinking, but his scopes were clear;
he hadn’t been followed. 


He sighed with relief, and his thoughts went to the alien implant which he’d
left in the corvette’s med bay to be analyzed by the ship’s computers. Whatever
it was, it had finished calling home long ago, and now it couldn’t be bothered
to tell the Sythians where it was. The last time that mysterious alien device
had transmitted anything at all had been at the entrance of Dark Space. Donali
hoped it hadn’t given away the location of the sector. Dark Space was
humanity’s only refuge from the Sythians, and it was only safe because it had
been kept hidden for the last ten years after the invasion.


But now that refuge was in jeopardy. If the alien implant they had
discovered while dissecting High Lord Kaon’s brain had managed to call home,
then for all Donali knew Dark Space was already overrun with Sythians.


Donali unbuckled his seat restraints and pushed out of the pilot’s chair. It
was time to finish studying the alien device and then jettison it out the
nearest airlock. He had a rendezvous with Admiral Hoff Heston coming up in just
five days, and that was precious little time to study the Sythian device.


When he arrived in the med bay, he was gratified to find the implant still
sitting inside the holoimager where he’d left it. He’d been half expecting it
to have walked off by itself. Donali keyed the machine for the results of its
analysis and a hologram flickered to life above the imager.


The inside of the implant was organized into a crystal lattice structure,
and the outside hadn’t responded to any probe of any kind . . . except for . .
. the electrical conduction test. When the device had been exposed to low level
electrical signals, it had begun to respond with the same. That made sense,
since it would have to interact with the Sythians’ brains somehow. Donali
stared at the screen, wondering what purpose the implant served.


If the Sythians had known Kaon was going to be captured, or if they had
allowed him to be captured, then the device could be a tracker of some kind,
but if that were so, then why wasn’t it transmitting now? The fact that it
responded to electrical stimulation seemed to indicate that it still had power.


It’s a pity I don’t have someone to implant this in . . . he thought.
It was much larger than the average human implant, and would require surgery to
insert—not that he had a test subject for that, anyway.


Unless. . . .


Donali’s eyes turned to the stasis room adjoining the med bay. Abruptly he
turned and walked toward it. He waved his hand over the door controls, and the
door slid away with a swish. The lights came on automatically for him.
This was Donali’s own personal transport, and it knew him well.


He walked to the back of the room to the pair of empty stasis tubes there.
The room held twelve stasis tubes in all, one for each of the corvette’s
standard crew. When Donali reached the pair of empty stasis tubes, he stepped
up to the control panel of the leftmost one and keyed in a code which only he
knew. He heard a clu-clunk of duranium bolts sliding away and reached
out with both hands to grasp the sides of the heavy stasis tube. It pulled away
from the wall easily enough, rolling on wheels that it shouldn’t have had.
Behind that, lay another stasis tube, the transpiranium cover glowing blue and
active. Donali saw a stranger staring back at him from the other side of the
transpiranium. That stranger was his escape plan—a clone of a long dead fleet
officer. 


Serving under someone like Admiral Heston, Donali had to be careful. The
admiral had been betrayed so many times that he would betray his friends and
family preemptively just to keep it from happening again, and that meant Donali
needed to keep a few secrets of his own—just in case the admiral should ever
decide to preemptively betray his own XO. 


Already fitted in the clone’s wrist were all the credentials Donali would
need to get away and make a new life for himself without the admiral ever being
the wiser. Being a senior member of the Tauron’s medical staff had its
advantages. Any bodies which passed through the morgue were his to examine if
he so chose. He’d stolen the identichips from more than a few of them and
subsequently erased the record of their deaths. Then he’d cloned them and left
their cloned bodies in stasis until they were needed. Using the Lifelink
implant in his brain, Donali could transfer his conscious self from his current
body to any one of the clones. Like that, he could effectively disappear. So
far Donali hadn’t needed that backup plan, but it gave him a unique opportunity
now.


He walked into the dark crawl space and keyed the control panel to release
the clone. The cover of the stasis tube opened with a hiss and the clone opened
its eyes for the first time. It saw him and began to cry pitifully. It fell
into Donali’s arms, unable to even stand up on its own. Donali backed out of
the crawl space, half dragging and half carrying his clone. He tried to ignore
its wailing cries while it clung to him like a baby to its mother.


Clones grown for immortals spent their entire lives in an induced sleep,
growing to maturity at an accelerated rate until they reached the right age, and
then they were frozen like that until they were needed. All a clone ever had a
chance to experience was a cloning tank and the endless dreaming of accelerated
aging, and after that—another tank and the near perfect metabolic suspension of
stasis. They could last in stasis for a thousand years and only age ten. What
they dreamt about while they were in there was a mystery, but the most likely
answer was nothing. They had never experienced anything, so how could their
brains imagine something? They never learned to walk, talk, eat, or do anything
else that a regular adult took for granted. They were full-grown newborns until
the Lifelink implants in their brains received the flood of information which
they would use, along with a billion little nanites, to sculpt their brains
into the mirror image of their creators’.


Clones were never woken like this, without their Lifelink implant being
activated first. Donali tried to ignore the pinprick of guilt which he felt
over that and over what he was about to do. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “It’s
okay. Daddy needs your help.” Donali set the clone down on the cold deck and
its cries intensified. The man curled into a fetal ball, while Donali fumbled
with his grav gun. He aimed the gun at the clone and gravved him off the deck
to carry him into the med bay. 


An hour later, Donali had his subject strapped down on the examination
table, still crying, but more softly now. The clone’s eyes flicked from side to
side, darting and wide. Donali put him out of his misery a moment later with a
sleep-inducing anesthetic. 


Now the operation could begin. It took just over an hour to open the clone’s
skull and delicately tuck the alien implant inside his brain. Then Donali
sealed the clone's skull once more. Another hour passed while he cleaned up his
surgical instruments and waited for the clone to wake.


Suddenly, there came an alien warbling and Donali spun around to look. His
patient was awake. He hurried back to the clone’s side, his heart pounding, his
eyes wide and filled with wonder. The clone had been a blank slate, dumb and
mute, and now he was speaking in some facsimile of Sythian. There was only one
explanation for that. The alien implant was more than just a tracker. It
contained information from the Sythian they'd taken it from. Perhaps it was the
Sythian equivalent of an immortal human's Lifelink implant.


“Hello, Kaon,” Donali tried, testing his theory. He was almost unable to
contain his excitement. 


The clone turned to look at him, and warbled something else. Donali wasn’t
wearing a translator, so he didn’t understand. Then the clone appeared to
notice that he was strapped down to the table. He raised his chin to his chest
and saw that he was a human. Seeing that, he turned back to Donali with a
hateful glare. “Where am I? What you do to me?” he demanded, now speaking in
Imperial Versal.


Donali blinked and his red artificial eye winked in tandem with his real
one. “You can speak our language?” He shook his head incredulously, still
trying to catch up with everything. This confirmed Admiral Hoff’s suspicions.
Humans and Sythians had met before, and they were both doing the same
thing—using implants and clones to live forever.


“Answer my questions, human,” Kaon demanded.


“You’re on board my corvette, and I put your implant in a human body to see
how it would react. . . .” Donali shook his head. “But I never imagined this.”


The clone hissed again. “So I am your experiment? You pay for this, human.”


Donali raised one eyebrow. “I don’t see how.”


Kaon closed his eyes and Donali watched his lips move. He heard whispers
coming out, but they were alien warbles, not human speech. “What are you
doing?” he asked, frowning.


Kaon turned to him with an ugly smile. “You will sssee.”


Donali cocked his head and raised his eyebrows. A moment later, the ship
shuddered, and Kaon’s smile broadened. 


“No,” Donali said.


“Yess,” Kaon whispered.


Donali ran back to the bridge. He arrived, out of breath and panting all of
a minute later, but he was too late. 


The entire forward viewport was filled with the shining hull of a Sythian
warship. It was bigger than any ship he’d ever seen, and it wasn’t firing on
him—it was drawing him toward it with some kind of grav gun.


“How?!” Donali demanded as he sat down at the controls and powered up the
drives. He’d made ten jumps! They couldn’t have followed him through all of
that. 


Then he noticed that the grid was painted with the yellow vector of a
tachyon trace. That radiation was just over an hour old, meaning Kaon’s implant
must have called for help almost the instant it had been inserted in the
clone’s brain. For the Sythians to be here now, they had to have been very
close when they’d received the transmission. They had been following
him, then.


Donali pushed the throttle up past the stops into overdrive, trying to
escape the grav gun which had seized his ship . . . but nothing happened. The
ship wouldn’t turn, and the drives just pushed him faster toward the alien
cruiser. He shut down the drives with a scowl and sat back to consider his
options.


There weren’t any. He could armor up and go down fighting, or he could let
the Sythians capture him. What kind of choices were those? Donali settled for
the dubious third option of holding Kaon ransom in the med bay.


* * *


Less than half an hour later, a pair of hulking Gors burst into the med bay
in their glossy black armor. These were the Sythians’ slave
soldiers—carnivorous monsters with gaunt, skull-like faces; slitted yellow
reptilian eyes; thick, rippling muscles; and ashen gray skin. Armored as they
were, Donali was spared the horror of seeing them in the flesh, but that was a
small comfort. He knew that these two would happily eat him alive if they had
the chance. 


Holding Kaon at gunpoint, he told the Gors not to take another step—not that
he thought they could understand him. Kaon smiled up at him and warbled
something. At that, the Gors shot them both.


In the dark, Donali had no concept of time. His artificial eye helped him to
see and pick out details of his surroundings which a regular human wouldn’t be
able to observe, but all he saw were the usual glossy black walls and floor of
a Sythian ship. He also noticed strange, hulking shadows moving around him. He
felt like he was trapped in a bad dream. All he knew was that he wasn’t dead.
The Sythians had kept him alive. But why?


Why . . .


At last, he was awake and conscious enough to think clearly, but his
thoughts were different now. He knew where he was and why. He wasn’t
frightened. And the cold, unfeeling darkness was a comfort to him—a touch of
home.


A moment later, a dim light snapped on, and now Donali could see better. He
tried to sit up and found that he could. There was no longer any need to
restrain him. He looked around and saw more beds like the one where he lay,
each of them occupied by another man or woman of his species. There were
thousands of them, and the room where they lay was so large that Donali
couldn’t even see the walls or ceiling, just endless rows of humans,
disappearing to all sides of him.


A voice spoke into the darkness, warbling at him in a language which he now
knew and understood. “Arise,” it said. Donali did as he was told and stood up.
“Walk toward the light.”


A pale yellow light appeared in the distance, shining through the darkness,
and Donali strode toward it, his footsteps eager, driven, and purposeful. When
he reached that light, he found someone waiting for him. It was High Lord Kaon.
Donali recognized him by the subtle pattern of lavender freckles on his
translucent skin, as well as by the gills in the sides of his neck.


“My lord,” Donali warbled.


“We have a special purpose for you, Lenon Donali.”


“I await the honor of hearing it.”


“You are to meet the admiral at the entrance of Dark Space as planned.”


“As you wish, My Lord.”


“You must get close to him.”


“Yess—” Donali hissed, anticipating the rest of his mission. “—and kill
him!”


“No. Capture him and bring him to us. We use him to find the lost sector of
humans, and then we kill him.”


“It will be done, My Lord.”












Chapter 2





Admiral Hoff Heston
stood on the bridge of the Valiant, watching from the captain’s table as
the Intrepid coasted toward them from the Dark Space gate. Even as he
watched, the gate shut down and the glowing blue wormhole it maintained
disappeared, sealing the entrance of the sector. It wouldn’t be enough to keep
out another Sythian invasion, but at least it would slow them down.


“Gravidar, magnify the Intrepid 400%. Comms, put me through to the
captain.”


“Yes, sir,” Lieutenant Hanz said from the comm station.


The gravidar officer said nothing, but Hoff saw the Intrepid suddenly
swell to four times its size, filling a much larger section of the forward
viewports. A moment later, it shimmered, replaced by a head-and-shoulders view
of Captain Loba Caldin. She had striking indigo eyes and short blonde hair
which framed a deceptively delicate-looking set of features—button nose, small
jaw, smooth alabaster skin, and a narrow, unlined forehead. 


“Admiral Heston,” Caldin said.


“I trust your mission was successful,” Hoff replied.


“It was. Commander Donali was already waiting at the rendezvous when we
arrived.”


“Any sign of Sythian pursuit?”


“None sir. We stayed cloaked for a full ten minutes, checking the area
before we revealed ourselves.”


There had been a time when cloaking technology had been an enigma to
humanity, but now, thanks to their Gor allies, it was no longer exclusive to
the Sythian invaders. 


“You were wise to be cautious, Captain,” Hoff replied. Not that it would
matter if Donali had been followed. The Sythians knew where Dark Space was now.
“You may proceed to dock, Captain. Tell Commander Donali to meet me in the
Operations Center as soon as you set down. I’ll debrief you right after him at
1600 hours.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Dismissed.”


The captain’s face disappeared, replaced by a now-much-closer view of the Intrepid.
It was one of two 280-meter-long venture-class cruisers which
berthed inside the Valiant. To the Valiant, a five-kilometer-long
gladiator-class carrier, those cruisers were gnats, but at over 20 stories
high, with 18 decks, the venture-class was hardly small—just not a mobile
fortress like the Valiant. Thanks to heavy automation those
cruisers had a crew of only 128 men and women. That included gunners,
engineers, pilots, sentinels, medical staff, and bridge crew. Most of the deck
space was devoted to weaponry, power, fuel, storage, and an ample living space.
The venture-class had been designed to go for a decade or more before needing
to resupply.


Hoff admired the rugged lines of the Intrepid, the broad bow and
bristling beam cannons. It wasn’t an elegant warship, but what it lacked in
elegance it made up for in brawn. For its class and size, the venture-class was
unparalleled in a fight. Sure the Valiant could squash dozens of them by
herself, but she was also a thousand times the size. Big, impressive warships
like the Valiant were intimidating, but not efficient. They were safe
for important political figures and high-ranking fleet officers to sit behind
the lines, but they were not the real engines of war, and they were not nearly
as emblematic of the Imperium. Just six gladiator-class carriers had been
requisitioned for the Imperial Star Systems Fleet (ISSF), while over a thousand
venture-class cruisers had been in service at the height of the Imperium.


That was before the invasion. Now there was just one gladiator-class carrier
and six venture-class cruisers. Hoff worried his lower lip, the skin around his
gray eyes tensing. Shadowy, half-remembered memories of death and unspeakable
destruction across countless worlds drifted through his mind’s eye on a sea of
blood. The mind was a capricious warden, at times holding captive all of the
worst memories, while at others, letting them all out in a dire free-for-all.
Hoff remembered. . . .


Ten years ago, the Sythians had come boiling into the Adventa Galaxy from
the neighboring Getties Cluster and stormed across the galaxy, wiping out
everything in just nine months. Trillions of people had died in that war.
Humanity had been woefully unprepared.


The Sythians had come with almost two thousand cloaked warships filled with
millions of slave soldiers—vicious, two-meter high monsters called Gors. Even
the foot soldiers were cloaked, and they’d always had the element of surprise—always
ripped our throats out before we could scream, Hoff thought with a grimace.


The war had come to be known as The Invisible War, and the Gors—with
their glossy black armor and skull-like helmets—had been the ugly face of that
war. They crewed the Sythians’ warships, piloted their fighters, drove their
spider tanks, and did all the Sythians’ dirty work. They’d done such a
fantastic job of keeping their Sythian masters out of harm’s way that for
almost a decade, no one even knew the Sythians existed. Even after meeting one
of them, Hoff had continued to believe that the Gors were the real enemy.


That suspicion had almost cost humanity everything they had left.


Near the end of the war, a few million wealthy and important people,
including Supreme Overlord Altarian Dominic, had managed to flee to Dark Space.
Once a place of exile for the Imperium’s worst criminals, it was now the last
refuge of humanity. The sector was surrounded by black holes and had just one
safe way in or out, which was hidden by a sensor-disrupting nebula. No one except
for a few high-ranking officers had even known where it was. Officially, Dark
Space didn’t exist, and for ten long years, that had been enough to keep it
safe.


During that time, Hoff had been almost 1,000 light years away, having been
cut off from the retreat. He’d used the remnants of his Fifth Fleet to rescue
survivors from the war and bring them to his Enclave. Much later, he’d found
out about the survivors hiding in Dark Space, and he’d learned that the sector
had suffered a criminal revolt. The criminals had come to him with a stolen
warship—none other than the overlord’s flagship, the Valiant herself—and
Hoff had chased them back to Dark Space, thinking he would defeat the rebellion
with just one captured Sythian cruiser and his own flagship, the Tauron.
That plan would have worked flawlessly, too, were it not for the fact that he’d
unwittingly brought a Sythian tracking device with him. 


“Hangar bay controllers have a grav lock on the Intrepid,” Lieutenant Hanz
said from the comm station, interrupting Hoff’s reverie.


Hoff acknowledged that with a nod. “Bring them in.”


“Yes, sir.”


Waiting on board that cruiser was Hoff’s XO, Master Commander Lenon Donali.
He’d missed a lot in the week that he’d been away. When they’d parted ways,
Donali had been leaving to take the alien tracking device they’d found with
him, hoping to lead the Sythians away from Dark Space. Before that tracking
device had been found, Hoff had suspected that the Gors had betrayed them. In
retaliation for that, he’d broken the alliance and had thousands of them
slaughtered at a human-run Gor training facility on Ritan. Not long after that
they’d found the alien tracking device and realized that the Gors had been
innocent all along, but by then it had been too late. Thanks to the tracking
device, the Sythians knew where Dark Space was, and they had ignored Commander
Donali’s diversion to rather follow Hoff into Dark Space with an entire fleet.


Suddenly it had no longer mattered whether the legitimate government or a
gang of criminals would be in control of the sector. There was no way that a
dozen human starships were going to fight off several hundred Sythian ones.
There wasn’t going to be a Dark Space.


Yet when all had seemed lost, Hoff had found a way to detect the Sythians’
cloaked command ship. . . .


And destroy it.


His eyes turned from the approaching Intrepid to the drifting ruins
of the Sythians’ thirty-kilometer-long behemoth-class cruiser. The red eye of
the Firean System’s sun glinted brightly off the distant halves of the giant
alien warship. The dark speck beside it was what was left of Hoff’s flagship,
the Tauron. He’d crashed his kilometer-long battleship into the
Sythians’ command cruiser, slicing it in half before they could raise their
shields. With that killing blow, the Gors had shown their true colors—


And stopped fighting.


With the command ship disabled, the Gors were no longer afraid of what their
Sythian masters would do to them if they disobeyed, and like that, the battle
was over. 


Hiding behind the cloaking shields of a captured Sythian warship, Hoff’s men
snuck aboard the Valiant and took it back from the criminal
insurrectionists. The remainder of the outlaw fleet surrendered, and the Gors
agreed to maintain the alliance in exchange for mutual asylum in Dark Space.


The legitimate government was still shattered, however. As the last
surviving admiral from the ISSF, Hoff was the closest thing they had to a
legitimate leader, and as such, he had assumed the title of supreme overlord.
His first act as overlord had been to offer a onetime, unconditional pardon for
all of the criminals in Dark Space if they would agree to work with the fleet
defending the sector. Most of them had welcomed that opportunity, though
whether they would actually mend their ways remained to be seen.


For the first time in a long time it seemed like humanity had a chance. It
seemed like they were finally safe. 


But things are not always what they seem. Hoff frowned as the Intrepid
disappeared in the shadow of the Valiant. The Sythians had invaded the
Adventa Galaxy with seven fleets. Just less than a whole fleet had been
destroyed during the war, and the Gors had surrendered with one recently,
leaving the Sythians with the equivalent of five full fleets and six surviving
command cruisers. He estimated that left them with over a thousand
capital-class vessels—more than enough for them to return and get their
revenge. Dark Space had been a wonderful safe haven when the Sythians didn’t
know where it was, but now that they did, it was a death trap. Humanity was
holed up in a sector with just one way in or out. They were outnumbered and
backed into a corner.


“Admiral,” Lieutenant Hanz said from the comm station.


Hoff looked over at the young man. “Yes?”


“The Intrepid has successfully docked, sir, and Master Commander
Donali is already aboard.”


Hoff nodded. “Good. I’ll be in the operations center if anyone needs me.
Deck Commander Akra—” Hoff waited for her to look up from the helm. Her pale
blue eyes contrasted eerily with her honey brown complexion. 


“Yes, sir?” she asked.


“You’re the acting CO. I’ll be back at 1730 hours.”


“Yes, sir,” Akra replied.


With that, Hoff stalked down the gangway to the entrance of the bridge.
Heads turned, the crew watching with frowns and curious eyes as he left. The doors
swished open and then shut behind him. No doubt his crew was wondering what he
was going to discuss with Commander Donali, if it were important, and whether
or not it affected them. 


Hoff strode up to the bank of lift tubes outside the bridge and slapped the
call button. He heard a quiet shuffling of feet and turned to see that two of
the four sentinels standing guard at the entrance of the bridge had peeled away
from the doors and were now flanking him at a discreet distance. Hoff nodded to
them. Major Rekan, the ranking officer of the two, nodded back.


Turning away, he waited for the lift tubes with a frown. Bodyguards. A
necessary evil these days. He thought back to a time when he could walk
around his flagship without fearing for his life. It felt like forever ago.
Those days were long gone, and they weren’t likely to return.


One of the lifts opened, and Hoff stepped inside followed by his guards. He
selected the deck marked OP. The operations center was one of 12 decks inside
the Valiant’s bridge tower, which in turn sat on top of another 142
decks. The warship over half a klick high—so big that it had to have its own
gravlev train system just so that people could get from one end to the other in
a timely fashion. 


It was like a city in space, and it required a skeleton crew of over 10,000
officers just to keep it running properly. Unfortunately, the criminal revolt
had wiped out the original crew of the Valiant—more than 50,000
officers, and Hoff had had to strip crews from stations and warships all over
Dark Space just to get half the people he needed. To fill the rest of the
ship’s skeleton crew he’d pulled newly-recruited criminals from the outlaw
fleet, and he’d even allowed more than a thousand Gors to come aboard as navy
sentinels and ISF (Imperial Security Forces) in training. 


Hence the bodyguards. Between the Gors and the ex-cons, Hoff had to watch
his back wherever he went. The irony was, though, he was more worried about the
criminals than the Gors. The Gors had surrendered when they could have won, but
the criminals had only done so when their backs were to the wall. That was a
big part of why Hoff had agreed to have the Gors come aboard. Besides the fact
that they were unparalleled soldiers and better suited to be sentinels than any
human, they were the one thing that might keep the ex-cons in line. You’d
have to be a stim-baked skriff to mutiny against a ship full of Gors.


The monsters were everywhere, their heads scraping the ceiling in their
glossy black armor, the glowing red optics in their helmets seeming to follow
Hoff with malicious intent. Despite his rationalizations that the ex-cons were
more likely to stab him in the back than the Gors, those aliens still haunted
his dreams, leaving him with dark circles under his eyes, and a perpetual sense
of impending doom.


This is my punishment for exterminating them at Ritan. To Hoff’s
amazement, the Gors had decided to forgive that atrocity and call it even for
the trillions of humans they’d killed in the war. Hoff doubted the alien
soldiers were as forgiving as they seemed, but so far none of them had tried to
rip his throat out. . . . He considered that a good sign.


A golden rain of light streaked by the transpiranium sides of the lift tube
as it fell past the lower decks. Hoff forced himself to stop worrying about
internal threats and rather focus on what they were going to do now about the
looming external threat of another invasion.


The lift tube stopped and the doors slid open. Hoff strode out and around a
curving corridor with a wall of real viewports. His gaze wandered to the stars,
taking in the bright red orb of the Firean System’s sun, and the frigid
blue-white ice ball of Firea herself—the Gors home away from home. They liked
the cold, the darkness, the dangerous predators and challenging prey. Gors were
hunters at heart, which was ironic considering that now they’d chosen to join
the hunted.


Hoff reached the broad double doors of the carrier’s operations center. He
stepped up to the doors and waved his wrist over the identichip scanner to
provide his credentials. The doors slid open with a swish and Hoff saw
his XO already seated at the long rectangular table beyond. Donali rose and
offered a brisk salute.


“Admiral,” he said.


“At ease, Commander. I’m glad to see you’re still in one piece.”


“I could say the same about you, sir.”


Hoff offered a tight smile and moved to the head of the glossy black table.
His guards had taken up positions outside the doors, leaving them to speak in
private. Pulling out his chair on the articulated arm which attached it to the
deck, Hoff sat down and folded his hands on the table, taking a moment to eye
his XO. Lenon Donali was a middle-aged man of about 40, though middle age was a
misnomer since the average human life expectancy with good medical care was
around 140 years. Nevertheless, Donali’s face was lined and his dark hair was
receding noticeably at the temples. The man’s most striking feature was his
artificial eye which glowed red like a Gor’s. Donali could have had a new eye
grown to replace the one he’d lost, but cybernetics were far cheaper.


“Did Captain Caldin fill you in on anything that’s happened?”


Donali shook his head. “She didn’t want to speak with me. Said she wasn’t
going to tell me anything until I had a full body scan. I have the feeling she
doesn’t trust me.”


“I see. And why would that be, Commander?”


Donali shrugged. “She said that I could have been captured and released in
the time I was gone, and she’d already been caught by that trick once. She
mentioned Captain Adram. I assume from what she said that he . . .”


“He was a Sythian agent, yes.”


“Was he the source of the signal radiation we detected?”


“No. As far as I can tell, Kaon’s implant called home before Adram could
give us away, but it does seem that no matter what we did we were going to give
Dark Space away.”


“We never should have come.”


“Perhaps, but it’s too late now.” Hoff’s brow furrowed, and he pursed his
lips. “So, are you?”


“Am I what, sir?”


“A Sythian agent.”


“Not that I know of, but would I know if I were?”


Hoff smiled. “I’m not sure how to answer that. Would you be willing to
submit to a body scan?”


“I already have.”


“And? Clean I suspect.”


“Yes, but since we know that Sythians have cloaking implants . . .”


“You’re afraid that you might have one.”


“I don’t know how we could find it if I did. Perhaps you could find some way
to test me yourself. . . . Tell me some particularly juicy bit of classified
information and wait to see if you detect any signal radiation leaking from
me.”


Hoff laughed and gave a tight smile. “Relax, Donali. We’ll have our medics
run a few more tests on you to be sure, but something tells me that if you were
a Sythian agent, you wouldn’t be discussing the possibility of that with me,
much less giving me ideas about how I might discover you. Now, tell me what you
found out about Kaon’s implant.”


“It was some type of Lifelink, sir. It stores the host’s memories and an
eidetic map of their brain. I can only assume it serves the same purpose as our
own Lifelinks. Add to that the fact that Kaon was a clone and it becomes even
more obvious.”


“So you think the Sythians have been doing the same thing as immortal
humans—copying themselves to cloned bodies in order to live forever.” Immortals
were mythological beings to most people. They’d been in hiding for so long that
only a few even knew of their existence, and Hoff could count those few on one
hand. Hoff and Donali knew better because they were immortals, or at
least Donali was. Hoff’s wife had recently convinced him to deactivate his
Lifelink and live a normal life.


Donali nodded and his artificial eye winked in tandem with his real one.
“The question is, is that specific type of immortality a natural progression
for any sentient race which becomes sufficiently advanced, or is it an idea
which the Sythians stole from us?”


“I wish I didn’t have the answer to that question, but I do.”


Donali cocked his head to one side, and his real eye narrowed thoughtfully.
“You discovered something?”


“More than one something.”


“I’m listening.”


Hoff took a deep breath. “They didn’t steal the idea from us, Donali. They are
us. And we are them.”


Donali slowly shook his head. “What? You’re saying I’m a Sythian?”


“Not quite. Humans are their evolutionary ancestors. Origin, the lost world
where humanity supposedly began, isn’t in the Adventa Galaxy, Donali. It’s in
the Getties Cluster, and its real name is Sythia.”


Donali’s jaw dropped and his real eye grew wide and round. “That’s not
possible. You’re making that up.”


“I wish I were. We’re not fighting aliens at all. We’re fighting a more
evolved version of the human race. A genetic experiment in longevity.” Donali’s
mouth began moving, but no words came out. Hoff went on, “That’s not all. Our
resident traitor, Captain Adram, was implanted with a cloaked Lifelink implant
like the one we discovered in Kaon’s brain. He was, for all intents and
purposes, another iteration of Kaon himself. He revealed the Enclave to the
Sythians, Donali, meaning Dark Space is the last surviving refuge of humanity,
and now that the Sythians know where it is, time is running out. We are facing
extinction.”


Donali clamped his mouth shut and pursed his lips. After taking a long
moment to process that his head jerked suddenly into a nod, as if he’d just
decided something. “There is one way out, sir.”


Hoff’s eyebrows elevated slowly. “Evacuate?”


“No. Get help.”


“There is no help, Donali. We’re all alone. We’ve already recruited the Gors
and the ex-cons in this sector, but it won’t be enough. Before he died, Adram
told me that the Sythians are making slaves out of us now. In all
likelihood when they return we’ll see the refugees from the Enclave, all of
them turned into Sythian slaves like Adram. We’re badly outnumbered, and what’s
stopping the Sythians from sending reinforcements from the Getties? Adram told
me there are quintillions of them, Donali. What they sent to conquer us was
probably just meant to test the waters. By a happy coincidence it was enough to
wipe us out.”


Donali sighed. “It does look grim, but we aren’t alone. You’re forgetting
Avilon.”


“The Immortals?” Hoff sat back in his chair and considered it.


“Why not? There are trillions of them, too. You said it yourself. And their
technology is more advanced than even the Sythians’.”


“I haven’t been to Avilon in over 30,000 years. They would execute me if I
went back.”


“Would they even remember you?”


“Yes. Besides, what makes you think they would help us now, after they
stayed out of the entire war? If they’d wanted to help, don’t you think they
would have helped when they could have saved trillions of us with their
intervention rather than just the few million survivors hiding out here? No, in
all likelihood they thought it was justice that the Sythians wiped us
out—justice for the war we started which drove them into hiding.”


“They can’t seriously hope to stay hidden forever. The Sythians will find
them.”


“I wouldn’t be too sure about that.”


“Admiral.” Donali’s artificial eye bored into Hoff’s brain with the pinpoint
accuracy of a laser sight. “It’s our only hope.”


Hoff spent a moment drumming his fingers on the armrest of his chair before
giving his reply. “I’ll give it some thought. Meanwhile, you should go hit the
rack. I’ll schedule some tests in the med bay for you just to put your mind at
ease.”


“All right,” Donali nodded, rising from his chair. “Ruh-kah, sir,” he said
with a salute.


“Ruh-kah.” Death and glory. Hoff returned the salute and watched his
executive officer (XO) leave the operations center. When Donali was gone he
slumped back into his chair with a sigh. 


Donali was right. Making an alliance with Avilon was their only hope.
Failing that, perhaps the Immortal Avilonians would accept a few million
refugees. . . .


Something told Hoff that even if they would, he wouldn’t make the cut. Immortals
have a long memory. He told his family that he’d left because he could make
a better life for himself in a society where he didn’t have to compete with
other immortals, but the truth was he’d been forced to leave for advocating the
heresy that people should be allowed to choose whether or not they
wanted to live forever. Ultimately, he’d been forced to flee Avilon before he
could be executed for his beliefs.


“Perhaps things have changed in the last 30,000 years?” Hoff wondered aloud.
Based on what he had seen from the Avilonians when they’d agreed to provide aid
to the Enclave, a lot had changed. They were now employing mortals in
their fleets, for one thing, a fact which suggested that perhaps the societal
change which Hoff had been lobbying for all those years ago had finally come to
Avilon. For all he knew, he was responsible for those changes, and they’d hail
him as a hero. Either that, or they’ll give me a nice public execution. . .
. 


I suppose there’s only one way to find out.


* * *


Master Commander Lenon Donali sat undergoing rigorous scrutiny in med bay.
He was busy playing the part of a loyal officer who was horrified by the
possibility that he might have been captured and turned into a Sythian agent
without his knowledge.


The truth was, he was fully aware, and he was equally aware that these tests
would reveal nothing. No technology known to either man or Sythians could
pierce a cloaking shield, and the only mark the Sythians had left on him was in
the form of a small, cloaked implant. The rest of their tampering could only be
discovered with a mind probe, and the admiral would never authorize something
that dangerous unless he had proof that his XO was a Sythian agent. Mind probes
could kill a person in under five minutes, fifteen at most. 


“I’m going to inject a hunter probe. It will travel through your
bloodstream, looking for foreign objects,” Doctor Elder said. 


Donali turned to offer the younger man a smile. “Of course. You should know
I do have one cerebral implant. It’s to help me with my memory after the
accident which took my eye.” He reached up to tap his glowing red optic. The
implant he was referring to was actually his Lifelink implant. The cloaked Sythian
implant would not be revealed by a hunter probe or any other. 


“I see,” Doctor Elder replied. 


“The admiral can confirm that if you like.”


“No, that’s all right. Whatever we’re looking for, I’m sure it won’t be
hiding in plain sight.”


Donali nodded and watched the doctor prepare the hunter probe, filling an
implanter syringe with a clear solution that no doubt contained billions of
nanites. Donali switched his focus from the syringe to the doctor himself.
Doctor Elder was young, perhaps thirty human standard orbits old. His smooth,
youthful features and his startling magenta eyes must have made him a hit with
women.


Donali’s own face was marred by an artificial eye and the faint tracks of
old scars from the accident that had taken the real one. That glowing red optic
had earned him the nickname “Bug Eye” while in med school.


The sharp prick of a needle yanked him back to the present as the hunter
probe was injected into the back of his neck. 


“There, now just relax while I take readings from the probe,” Doctor Elder
said.


He did as he was told. A few minutes later he passed the hunter probe test
with a clean bill of health. Over the course of the next two hours, he passed a
dozen more probes and tests, all of which came back negative for signs of
Sythian tampering. 


Three hours after he’d walked through the med bay doors, he left by those
same doors with a smile on his face. Humanity was now convinced that he was not
working for their enemy.


They couldn’t have been more wrong.


When Commander Lenon Donali reached his quarters he locked the door behind
him and immediately cloaked himself to send a message to his handler, High Lord
Kaon.


“My Lord, the humans suspect me, but there is no test they can perform to
reveal what I am.”


“Good. Do nothing to make them suspicious. You have one month to find the
location of Avilon before we come.”


“You are coming?” Donali asked, surprised that he hadn’t been told
about that before the Sythians released him.


“Our human crews are trained and ready. The Lords are decided. Dark Space
has a resource we now require urgently—slaves.”


“I see. . . .”


“If we are to conquer Avilon, we must be able to bring all our forces to
bear with reliable, human crews, not rebellious Gors.”


“Yes,” Donali nodded. “You are right.”


“Of course we are,” Kaon replied. “Now hurry and find what you are
there to discover. Do not disappoint us, human.”


“I won’t,” he replied, but Kaon had already broken the telepathic
connection. Donali de-cloaked himself and stood staring out the viewport in his
quarters at the distant gray clouds of the Stormcloud Nebula. The Sythians were
coming, but this time they wouldn’t come to kill and destroy; they would come
to establish a new order with humans feeding them crew for their fleet. The day
was coming where he would no longer have to hide; he would be but one of many
millions of human slaves serving the Sythians. Donali smiled, and the
Stormcloud Nebula flashed with a spark of lighting. 


That day couldn’t come soon enough.












Chapter 3





One month later . . .


The stars shone with
a dazzling brilliance, like glow bugs trapped on the other side of the Nova
Fighter’s cockpit canopy. Atton Ortane stepped on the left rudder pedal,
causing his fighter to slew in that direction as its triple bank of thrusters
vectored and maneuvering jets fired.


A gray veil swept across the stars as the Stormcloud Nebula came into view.
That nebula lay shrouding the entrance of Dark Space, keeping the way hidden
from passersby. Unfortunately, the Sythians already knew where it was.


“Form up, Guardians. Line abreast formation, stagger 50 klicks.”


A handful of acknowledging clicks came over the comms, along with a,
“Roger that, Commander,” from his wingmate, Gina “Tuner” Giord. Atton looked
out the side of his cockpit to find an amplified representation of her Nova
flying right beside him. He watched her fighter arc away until it reached the
specified 50 klicks from his own, becoming little more than a magnified speck
which glinted in the distance like an oversized star.


The Guardians were lined up one beside the other as they approached the
nebula, cutting a wide swath with their sensors, such that they’d have an extra
600 klicks sensor range from one end of the formation to the other. While
inside the nebula their sensors had a 65-klick range, meaning that each member
of the squadron would only be able to see at most two of their squad mates on
gravidar—his or her wingmate and the fighter immediately on the other side. To
get around that, they had chain-linked their comms to periodically ping the
fighters beside them, conveying coordinates. Upon receiving the ping, each Nova
would automatically add its coordinates to the transmission and then pass it on
until all 12 members of Guardian Squadron had reported in to each other. That
would happen every five seconds, allowing them to see each other’s positions on
gravidar with a five second delay. If one link in the chain went missing,
however, then the two sides of the formation would be completely cut off from
each other. 


It was a dangerous formation, but as one of 12 recon squadrons, their job
was just to find the enemy and report back to the Valiant, not to find
and engage them. Hopefully, if they ran into any trouble, at least one of them
would escape to report back what they had found.


Atton’s fighter plunged through the leading edge of the nebula and the nose
of his Nova was swallowed by wispy gray clouds. The stars disappeared behind
those clouds, and a flash of discharging static caused the star map on the main
holo display (MHD) to shudder and turn to snow. Atton heard the simulated boom
of thunder rumble through his cockpit a moment later, and he gave a wry smile.
The SISS (sound in space simulator) could be a little too realistic at times.
He didn’t need misleading audio cues right now. Between the appearance of
clouds and the sound of thunder, he was apt to start maneuvering like he was in
atmosphere rather than space.


A heavily distorted commcast came through the dash speakers. “SC . . . I
think I’m picking something up out there.” It was Gina again.


Atton frowned and keyed his comm with a mental command. Not everyone had a
command control implant (CCI) to access thought-activated software suites, but
not so long ago Atton had been using a holoskin to pose as the Supreme Overlord
of the Imperium, and the ability to control computer systems without needing to
touch them had been a part of that role.


“I don’t see anything on my scopes,” Atton replied.


“It was just a brief blip,” Gina said. “Showed up for maybe half a second
after that burst of static.”


“Probably just distortion, but mark the spot on your nav to be safe. Attach
coordinates to the ping and we’ll investigate.”


“Yes, sir.”


Second Lieutenant Gina Giord was Atton’s XO and his only friend in the
recently-reformed Guardian squadron. It was hard to make friends with half the
squadron senior to him in both rank and experience. His only legitimate claim
to lead the squadron was his unusually high 4A pilot’s rating. But whatever
legitimacy his skill gave him, it was overshadowed by the fact that his stepfather
was Admiral/Overlord Heston. Atton could almost hear his squad mates whispering
about him behind his back. He was probably the youngest squadron commander in
the history of the fleet, and there was no doubt in anyone’s mind that the only
reason he was the SC was because of his connections.


Atton frowned. Even Gina wasn’t immune to thinking that way, but at least
she didn’t try to hide it. “You’ve got to earn their respect, Atton,”
she liked to remind him. “Prove that you’re the right man for the job
and they’ll fall on their swords for you. Until then, you’re going to have to
pretend you’re hard of hearing.”


The warning screech of a siren jerked Atton back into the moment. It was his
enemy contact siren, a part of the fighter’s threat detection system (TDS).
Atton’s eyes dropped to the glowing blue star map, searching the grid for
whatever had triggered the siren. There was nothing there.


Activating his comms, he said, “Be advised, Guardians, something just set
off my TDS.”


“My scopes are clear, are you sure?” Guardian Seven said as soon as Atton’s
message had been passed down the comm chain.


“I’m sure. There’s definitely something out there.”


Atton kept his eyes glued to the three dimensional grid, searching for even
the faintest glimmer of a red enemy blip.


Boom. Thunder rumbled through the cockpit speakers once more, and
Atton looked up reflexively to make sure that it was thunder and not one of his
squad mates exploding. When his gaze reached the horizon, his jaw dropped. The
gray clouds of the nebula were flashing almost continuously with discharging
bursts of static electricity, and through the luminous tendrils of that
lightning Atton saw the dark, ovoid outlines of Sythian ships in the distance.
Not one or two of them, but an entire fleet, with countless capital-class
vessels. At the center of the formation, like the queen bee in a hive, lay the
Sythians’ command cruiser, a 30-kilometer-long behemoth-class cruiser.


“Motherfrekkers . . .” Atton whispered. The Sythians were everywhere.


“Contact, contact!” Guardian Three screamed from the other side of Atton’s
Nova. His TDS wailed in the next instant with another enemy contact siren. 


“Contact confirmed,” Atton said into the comm. “Break and run, Guardians!”


“I’ve got incoming!” Gina screamed. Atton saw what she meant an instant
later. Just now appearing on the gravidar were two squadrons of Sythian Shell
Fighters. The Guardians were coasting toward them at a modest one klick per
second, while the approaching Shell Fighters were barreling on at over three
and a half klicks per second. With 80 klicks between them, Atton’s rangefinder
indicated that the nearest Sythian fighter would reach them in under 20
seconds. Nova Fighters were considerably faster than Sythian Shells, but even
if they turned around now and accelerated in full overdrive in the opposite
direction, it would take the Guardians more than 24 seconds to match the
Sythians’ current vector and velocity, and that was if the alien
fighters didn’t ignite their own thrusters to speed up. 


Atton didn’t need to get his Nova’s AI to crunch the numbers for him to know
that they would be forced to engage the enemy.


“All right, listen up, Guardians,” Atton said as he stomped on his right
rudder pedal to head back the way he’d come. He pushed his throttle up past the
red lines and into overdrive. “Reduce stagger to five klicks, inverted V.
We’re going to redline it all the way back to the Valiant. I want to see
you all racing out ahead of me. Guardian Two and I are going to hang back at
the tip of the V and cover your retreat.”


Static hissed through the comm, followed by, “You can’t cover our retreat
against 24 Shells! We’re better off sticking together, SC. We can take ‘em!”
that from Guardian Seven, Horace “Hawkeye” Perkins, the resident hot shot and
smart mouth of the squadron.


“And what about the thousands waiting behind them?” Gina, Guardian Two,
snapped. “The commander wasn’t making a suggestion, Hawk.”


Atton heard a sullen click as Horace acknowledged that order in as
trite a way as possible.


“Are you ready, Gina?” Atton asked, now on a private comm channel with his
wingmate.


“Hoi, if you want to see the netherworld so badly I could always put a
ripper round between your ears when we get back. You don’t have to go all
heroic on me.”


Atton smiled. “What if I want some company in the afterlife?”


“Commander . . .” Gina’s tone filled with mock astonishment. “Are you
asking me on a date?”


“Sure, why not,” Atton chuckled. “We can order some flaming cocktails and
follow them down with brimstone chasers.”


“Sounds delightful.”


Atton’s eyes dipped to the star map. He eyed the nearest red blip on the
grid and watched the pair of numbers beside it. The number on the left put his
range to that Shell at 26 klicks, while the number on the right put time to
reach it at seven seconds. It would probably be just five before they reached
firing range. Atton peripherally noted Gina’s fighter boosting along right
beside his, while the rest of the squadron arced out on either side of them,
forming the two sides of the V.


“Ready?” Atton said.


“Ready,” Gina replied.


Atton disengaged his thrusters in order to maintain his current vector and
velocity, and then pulled up hard until the red bracket pairs of enemy fighters
crowded into view. He targeted the nearest enemy and thumbed over to Hailfire
missiles. The muted beep-beep-beeping of a target lock began to sound.
An instant later, the targeting reticle turned red and emitted a solid tone.


“Ruh-kah!” Atton roared as he pulled the trigger twice in quick succession,
firing two Hailfire missiles one after the other. He watched the warheads jet
out on hot orange contrails, dwindling to bright specks in a matter of seconds.
Peripherally, he noted Gina’s warheads join his. Then the TDS sounded with the
more urgent beeping of an enemy missile lock alarm, and Atton grimaced.


“They’re locking on to me!” someone wailed.


“Likewise,” another added.


“You know the drill,” Atton said. “Wait until they’re close and jink hard.”
Sythian missiles were impossible to shoot down, but they had poor tracking, so
the best way to counter them was to pull a sudden maneuver at the last possible
second.


Sirens wailed as the enemy missiles locked on and jetted out toward them in
a shining purple wave. Sythian Pirakla missiles looked like purple stars—bright
and mesmerizingly beautiful. Death in a pretty package.


“Get ready to dance, Guardians!” Atton said.


“Roger that!”


A handful of affirmative clicks rippled through the comms, and Atton sent a
private comm to Gina. “Time to turn tail, Two.”


Click.


Atton followed his own advice, pulling up hard to face in the direction of
his fighter’s momentum. He reengaged his Nova’s thrusters and toggled his left
holo display to show him a rearview of space. With all the nearby gravidar
contacts magnified to 500% by his fighter’s visual auto-scaling system (VASS),
Atton was able to watch the action as if it were happening just a few hundred
meters away. His and Gina’s Hailfire missiles reached 500 meters to their
targets and then abruptly blossomed like fireworks, with each warhead splitting
into four smaller ones in order to track their targets from multiple angles at
once. The Sythian fighters opened fire on those warheads with bright lavender
pulse lasers, but only two of the Hailfire shards turned to fireballs before
reaching the enemy formation. The remaining shards converged and a pair of
Shell Fighters flew apart in a spectacular burst of light. Atton heard the
distant rumbles of their explosions and almost mistook the sound for more
simulated thunder. Then the nebular clouds flashed around them, and real thunder
boomed through the SISS.


“Two down,” Gina said.


“Twenty two to go,” Atton replied. His eyes dipped to the grid to watch the
enemy missiles closing on them—fourteen Pirakla missiles, one for each of the
Guardians, with a couple extras for good measure. His hand tightened on the
flight stick and his palms began to sweat beneath his gloves. He waited until
the last possible second and then pulled up hard, stomping on the right rudder
pedal and throwing the flight stick to one side for a defensive spiral. He broke
the missile lock almost instantly. Other Guardians pulled similar maneuvers,
going evasive until the enemy warheads skipped by them and lost their tracking
solutions. 


Guardian Four wasn’t so lucky. Two Pirakla missiles had locked on to him,
and while he managed to evade one, the other one was coming in from a different
angle. It slammed straight into his starboard thruster. The rear half of his
fighter flew apart in a messy hail of molten alloy. Then came a flash of light
as the fighter’s dymium reactor exploded, and Atton flinched away from the
glare. No ejection seat appeared on the grid in the wake of that explosion.


“Motherfrekkers!” Four’s wingmate roared. 


“Keep your head in the game, Three! You’ll have your chance to get even,”
Atton said.


No reply. Atton couldn’t blame him. Three and Four had been good friends,
and now one of them was just gone, without even the chance to say goodbye. 


The flashing gray clouds of the nebula thinned and parted to reveal
glittering stars. Atton’s eyes skipped back to the grid to watch as pursuing
Shell Fighters began turning back the way they’d come. 


The engagement was over, and all but one of the Guardians had made it away.
Atton let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding and then commed the Valiant.


“Control, this is Guardian Leader reporting, be advised we have confirmed
enemy contact. Repeat, confirmed enemy contact.”


The comm crackled with a reply, “Acknowledged. How many are there, Guardian
Leader?”


“It looks like a whole fleet. Stand by to receive log data now.”


“Standing by . . .” 


Atton punched the button to transmit his flight recorder logs and waited.


“Transmission received. Give us a moment to analyze the data, Guardian
Leader.”


“Roger that.” 


It wasn’t even a full minute before the Valiant replied, and this
time it was the Admiral’s voice rather than that of the Valiant’s comms
officer. “Attention all vessels, this is a red alert! A Sythian fleet has been
found hiding in the Stormcloud Nebula. Current estimates suggest in excess of
100 capital-class vessels. Stand by for further orders.”


“Ruh-kah!” Hawkeye put in. 


Death and glory. The old Rokan battle cry sounded more like a
pronouncement of doom rather than a rallying call. 


“A 100 cap ships—that’s it?” Let them come. We’ve got more than that with
just the Gors.”


“Hoi, don’t get cocky, Seven,” Atton commed back. “We don’t know the full
extent of their forces yet.”


Atton was far less optimistic about the Sythians’ arrival and what that
meant. Just one month after the last battle, the Sythians were back. As far as
he was concerned there could be no doubt about their intentions—


They were back for revenge.


* * *


After four hours of posturing at the edges of the Stormcloud Nebula without
so much as a glimmer of the Sythian fleet which had caused all the fuss, Hoff
had dropped the fleet’s readiness from a red to yellow alert, and he’d retired
to the Valiant’s operations center to discuss recent developments with a
few of his officers.


Hoff watched as footage from Guardian One’s nose cam played out above the
long, glossy black table in the operations center. In addition to that footage,
he had the footage from dozens of recon drones which he’d subsequently sent out
to probe the nebula.


Footage from those drones only mirrored what the Guardians had gathered.
Hoff froze the nose cam recording just as the nebular clouds flashed, revealing
the enemy fleet, and then he keyed the table's built in holographics to display
the most recent drone footage. He paused it in a similar place so they could
visually compare the size and disposition of the enemy forces over the past
four hours. Nothing had changed.


“I don’t get it,” Donali said, gesturing to the pair of holograms. “Why
haven’t they moved? They have to know they’re not fooling anyone by hiding out
there.”


Hoff grimaced and turned to his XO. “They don’t have to fool anyone. We’re
already foolish enough without them having to do anything.” Out of the corner
of his eye, Hoff noticed his stepson, Atton, fidgeting. He turned to the boy
with his bushy eyebrows raised. “Is there something you’d like to say,
Commander?”


Hoff saw the boy’s eyes skip sideways to the Gor commander who sat watching
the humans from the far side of the table. Following his stepson’s gaze, Hoff
studied the Gor. She had her thick arms planted on the table. Her glossy black
armor reflected the blue glow of the holos, while the glowing red optics of her
helmet turned first one way and then the other, looking from one human to the
next as if trying to decide who she should eat first. 


That Gor was none other than High Praetor Tova. Hoff didn’t completely trust
her, but he had allowed Tova into the operations center to discuss the latest
developments with the Sythians for the simple reason that she was currently
commander-in-chief of the human-allied Gors, and technically right now she held
more power in her icy hands than Hoff did. If the alliance broke down, the Gors
had enough ships in the sector to wipe out the Imperial Star Systems’ Fleet in
a matter of minutes. So, Hoff had to make nice and show the Gors that humanity
could be trusted.


Atton turned back to Hoff and nodded. “Well, sir, it occurs to me that for
all we know, the enemy fleet could have arrived days or weeks ago, and this is
just the first we’ve seen of them. Our nebular patrol only started a week ago.”


“If that’s true, why wait in the nebula? Why haven’t they attacked us yet?”


An alien warbling answered from the far side of the table and was conveyed a
second later by the simultaneous translators they each wore in their ears. “They
wait to catch us when we try to leave,” Tova suggested.


All eyes turned to her, and Hoff asked, “What do you mean when we try to
leave?”


“They expect us to run, not to stay and fight.”


“You’re suggesting that this is a blockade . . .” Hoff mused, steepling his
hands beneath his chin. “I agree. Based on what we know about the Sythians and
their aggressive nature, the only reason they’re not attacking us is because
they’re not sure they can win.”


Hoff noticed his XO begin nodding slowly, and a light of understanding
dawned in his one good eye. “They’re waiting for reinforcements.”


“Yes. That’s exactly what I am afraid they’re doing, and that’s why we’re
all assembled here now. Humanity can’t hope to stand against the Sythians in a
straight fight. If they manage to bring all five of their remaining fleets to
bear, we are finished.”


“Not if we help you,” Tova said.


Hoff forced a smile. “We appreciate your people’s support, Tova, but even
with your people, we are little more than a match for just one of the Sythians’
fleets. Even if we assume that we can turn some or all of the Gors aboard their
ships to our cause, we have to consider the additional problem that Sythians
have begun to crew their ships with human slaves, and we are apparently
much more loyal than Gors.”


Hoff allowed a moment for that to sink in before he went on. “Besides all of
that—there’s still a whole galaxy of Sythians waiting in the Getties
Cluster. Based on the reported size of their population and the fact that they
came here just to find more room for that population, the fleets they sent to
conquer us were likely just the tip of the serpent’s tongue.”


“That’s a pleasant thought,” Atton said.


“Our reconnaissance efforts have been non-existent until only very recently,
thanks to Sythian cloaking shields and our lack of the same. For all we know
there could be more than a hundred fleets on their way to Dark Space right
now.”


Grave silence followed that statement.


Tova was the first to break that silence. “You speak death upon us. Do you
say then that we do not survive this?”


“No. Commander Donali has recently brought it to my attention that we do
have one hope of survival. It’s a long shot, but it might just even the odds.”


Tova cocked her large, armored head. “And what hope is that?”


“We have to go to Avilon for help.”


“Avilon?” Tova asked.


“It’s a lost sector of humans that the Sythians overlooked during the
invasion. Humanity hasn’t had direct contact with Avilon for millennia,
although they did provide some aid to my refugee enclave before the Sythians
wiped it out. Not much is known about the Avilonians, but what we do know is
that they are numerous, they are immortal, and their technology is far more
advanced than either the Sythians’ or ours.”


“These . . . immortal humans know of the Sythians and the war?” Tova
asked.


“They do.”


“Then they do not care for your people or their fate. They watch you all
die, and they do nothing. They are no longer your créche mates.”


“Perhaps they didn’t care enough to get involved during the war,” Hoff agreed,
“but now we have to change their minds. We need to make them realize that their
survival is also at stake. If the Sythians have hundreds of fleets just like
the initial seven that destroyed us, then even the Avilonians’ superior
technology won’t be enough to save them when the Sythians find out where they
are hiding.” Hoff turned to his stepson. “I’m sending you as my envoy, Atton.
You will go alone, out of respect for the Avilonians’ desire to remain hidden,
and you will go to their forward base, not their actual location. If they know
that their secret is safe with us, they might just trust us enough to listen to
what we have to say.”


Atton was silent for long seconds. For a moment Hoff was afraid his stepson
was going to refuse the mission or raise the obvious objection that someone
else more suited to the diplomatic role should go as his envoy instead, but all
Atton said was, “When do I leave?”


“In a few hours. We’re sending you aboard the Intrepid. She’ll be
cloaked so the Sythians don’t see her leave. The Intrepid’s official
mission will be to look for survivors in the Enclave. As soon as you get there,
Atton, you will leave aboard an assault recon-class transport which I have
prepared for you. No one else on board except for Master Commander Donali will
know the details of your mission, and even he won’t know the coordinates of
your destination. Nevertheless, he will be standing by with a team of Gors, and
you will be able to contact him for extraction if you need help. I don’t expect
the Avilonians to greet you with violence—that is not their way—but we’ll be
prepared either way.


“Tova—no offense, but your people who will be going along for the mission
will have to stay in stasis until the Intrepid jumps to SLS. We don’t
want them to accidentally give us away.” Hoff could have sworn Tova’s eyes
narrowed, but of course he couldn’t tell what her naturally-slitted eyes were
doing behind her helmet’s glowing red optics. Something about the way she
became so abruptly still, however, set Hoff’s nerves on edge.


“Accidentally?” she asked.


Hoff smiled thinly and keyed off the holograms hovering between him and Tova
so he could watch her more carefully. “Of course. My understanding is that your
créche mates can detect one another telepathically, even through cloaking
shields.”


“That is correct.”


“I am also given to understand that your people cannot always control when
they are sending telepathic signals to each other, and that as soon as a
telepathic signal is received, both the sender and recipient can locate one
another.”


Tova was silent for a long time—so long, that Hoff thought perhaps the
silence only seemed long to him. Then he heard Donali clear his throat and
finally Tova spoke, “That is correct,” she said. With that she looked away to
the far corner of the room, as if Hoff had just offended her so deeply that he
was now unworthy of her sight. In Gor culture that meant he’d fallen out
of favor with her.


Hoff frowned, but he decided to ignore the tension between them for now.
Turning back to Atton, he said, “Any questions?”


“Just one—what if the Avilonians don’t want to help us?”


“Then . . .” Hoff hesitated. “We’re all going to die here.”












Chapter 4





Ethan Ortane stood
on a grassy field behind the Vastras’ house, watching the rolling green hills of
Forliss ripple in the wind. The long grass came alive wherever the wind touched
it, making it seem to flow from the foothills of the Astral Mountains like a
river. Now setting above those mountains was the bright blue orb of the Alissan
System’s sun. The setting sun had turned the planet’s usually misty blue sky to
a cold turquoise shot through with glowing ribbons of gold that were
high-flying wisps of cirrus clouds.


Ethan stood there, mesmerized by the beauty of it, lost in his thoughts. A
lot had happened in the past few months. Ten years after the war and his
sentence to Dark Space had separated him from his wife and son, he’d found them
both again. Now his son was grown, and his wife, Destra . . . she had remarried
and given birth to a daughter who was already seven years old. Ethan frowned.
It was ironic. He’d waited for his wife—mourned her loss for ten years,
thinking that she had died in the invasion—but she hadn’t waited more than
three years for him. 


And she had married Admiral Hoff Heston of all people. As fate would have
it, Hoff was now the Supreme Overlord of Dark Space, and Ethan was forced to
admit how much better off Destra was without him. 


It had been a bitter pill to swallow, but he had done all right for himself.
During the years he’d spent mourning for the family he thought he’d lost
forever, his copilot, Alara Vastra, had stood by his side helping him through
the darkest of those days. She’d been waiting for him to recover enough to
notice her. Years had passed like that, with him too blinded by his grief to
notice much of anything. 


Finding Destra alive and married to another man had been just the slap in
the face he’d needed to snap him out of it. Not long after that he’d proposed
to Alara and she’d accepted. He was just glad that it hadn’t been too late to
return her affections. Now that he looked back on all those years he’d spent
feeling sorry for himself, he realized just how much time he’d wasted longing
for an idealized version of his old life.


Now he was about to start a new life, and tonight was the night before it
would begin—the night before the wedding. Ethan smiled. It seemed like a dream.
Alara was beautiful. With her flowing dark hair, wide violet eyes, slender
hourglass curves, and porcelain skin she was the envy of any man, but aside
from that superficial appeal, she was also the sweetest and most faithful woman
he’d ever known. Of course she has to balance that sweetness by being a
hot-blooded firebrand.


Ethan sighed. In times like these, he had to force himself to remember all
the good things. It was easy to forget those things when she was freezing him
out with a stony silence or going on the attack with flashing eyes and barbed
tongue. He’d known she was an emotional woman when he’d met her, and all
through their tension-filled partnership as freelancers he’d seen that side of
her, so he’d known what he was getting into. He suspected that fire was part of
what attracted him to her—she didn’t take krak from anyone.


“Hoi, are you trying to get away from me out here?”


Ethan started at the sound of Alara’s voice. He slowly turned to face her.
She stood a dozen feet away with her hands planted on her hips, her violet eyes
narrowed, and her dark hair glowing gold in the light of the setting sun. He
forced a smile and shook his head. “No, Kiddie. You’re not that scary,”
he said with a wink, and then turned back to watch the sunset.


Alara replied with a snort of laughter, and Ethan heard the grass rustling
against her black leggings as she came to stand beside him. “You know . . .”
she began. “You’re going to have to stop calling me that when we have kids.”


“Hmmm?” Ethan turned to her with a dumb look. “Oh—the nickname. Well I’m
sure I’ll get at least a few more years’ use out of it,” he said, slipping an
arm around her shoulders.


“A few years? You want to wait that long to have kids?”


“Well . . . yes. Just because we’ve got our own ship now doesn’t mean we’re
rich.” Hoff had given them that ship—perhaps because he felt guilty for
stealing Ethan’s wife, or perhaps because Destra felt guilty, and she’d
convinced Hoff to do it. Whatever the reason, Ethan didn’t care. A
seraphim-class corvette was nothing to sneeze at. It was exactly what he and
Alara needed to start their life together. Of course Alara’s father thought it
was exactly what they needed to sell in order to start their life
together.


“You don’t need to be rich to have kids, Ethan, and the last time I checked
a corvette like ours is worth a small fortune, so technically, we are
rich.”


“It’s an asset, Alara. We can’t eat it. We have to use it to make some
profit before it’ll be of any use, but don’t worry, we will, and in a year or
two we’ll have enough saved up that we’ll be able to buy that house we talked
about, or maybe a habitat on a station if you prefer. Once we have that, then
we can think about starting a family.”


“That’s one option. . . . Another option might be for you to consider my
father’s offer.”


“What, sell the ship and go work for him in the agri corps as a freighter
pilot? I’ll just be a glorified babysitter for an AI. Those freighters are
almost entirely automated. Not the most exciting job in the world. And where
does that leave you? Stuck on some planet raising our kids all by yourself,
waiting patiently for me to return once or twice a week and spend some time
with you?”


“It’s not ideal, I agree, but maybe after a few years you could transfer to
a desk job. I’m sure my father could help you with that. Then you would be home
every night.”


Ethan snorted. “A desk job. That sounds even better than babysitting an AI.”


“It would pay the bills, and the money from our ship would give us enough to
buy a mansion, let alone a house.”


Ethan rounded on Alara. “Please tell me you didn’t come out here just to
convince me that your father’s right. What happened to you? I thought we were
on the same page, Kiddie. We’ve always dreamed of having our own ship, of
freelancing together and making our living between the stars. That’s been our
dream for as long as we’ve known each other, and now suddenly you want to
change it.”


It was Alara’s turn to sigh. “Look, just don’t close your mind to the idea,
okay? There’s nothing wrong with settling down.”


“No, there’s nothing wrong with settling down, Kiddie, but there is
something wrong with settling.” 


Alara recoiled from him as if he had slapped her. “Are you sure you’re still
talking about our ship?” she asked quietly.


Ethan frowned and shook his head. “What are you talking about?”


Alara crossed her arms over her chest. “Maybe you’re having second thoughts.
Maybe you’ve got cold feet and you’re just too much of a frekking coward to say
it to my face.”


“I’m not talking about you, Alara! And I’m not having second
thoughts. I love you, Kiddie, but you can’t expect me to give up my dreams just
because now we’re getting married.”


“Just because.” Alara smiled bitterly. “I thought I was one of
your dreams, Ethan. Isn’t that why you proposed to me?”


“You are! Frek it—Alara, listen to me . . .” Ethan took a quick step toward
her and grabbed her by her shoulders before she could storm away. The smoldering
look in her violet eyes warned him to choose his words carefully. “You are
my dream. Marrying you is a dream come true. People don’t get to live twice,
but here I am, living my life over with you. All I’m asking for is a chance to
prove to you that my way could be better. I know it seems riskier than your
father’s idea, but trust me. I can make this work. The corvette we have
is ten times the ship our old rust bucket was. We don’t owe any debts on her,
and now we can command a much better fee for our services.”


Alara frowned and let out a deep sigh. “I do trust you, Ethan, but
security is not as overrated as you seem to think it is.” Alara uncrossed her
arms and he took the opportunity to give her a hug. She pulled away all of a
second later and looked him in the eye. “Just don’t say no without talking to
me first, okay? We’re a team, remember?”


“I know.”


“We’re at my parents house, my father is trying to help us, and rather than
being polite and saying you’ll think about it, you just refused and got all
defensive. You didn’t even give me a chance to say what I thought about it.”


“I felt ambushed, but I’m sorry. Next time we’ll talk about it and decide
what to do together.”


“So does that mean you’ll think about it?”


Ethan’s eyes narrowed. “Wait a minute—I already have thought about it, and
now we have talked about it. Look—there’s one thing you’re forgetting in
all of this. You’re right—security isn’t overrated—but being tied down to a
home on a planet like Forliss might not be as secure as you think. Ten years
ago all the people with so-called security died because they didn’t have the
freedom we have right now. Right now, if the Sythians come back, we’ll be among
the lucky few who can escape—but only if we keep our ship.”


Alara crossed her arms again. “And where do you think we’ll run to after
this? Dark Space is humanity’s last hope.”


“It might be humanity’s last hope, but it isn’t ours. We are just you and
me, and as long as we’re alive and together we can always find somewhere else
to live. I hope it doesn’t come to that, but at least we can run away if it
does.”


“Seems like you already have everything all figured out,” Alara said,
turning back to look at the sunset.


“Alara . . . you have to admit what I’m saying makes sense.”


“Hoi, Ethan, you’re complaining that I’m asking you to give up on your
dream, but have you ever thought to ask me about mine?”


“Well, I thought I already knew what it was, but I guess I was wrong . . .”


“You do know, but it’s not the one you’re thinking of. Do you remember what
I told you aboard the Valiant before we left? About the dream I had?”


Ethan’s brow furrowed. “You dreamed of a cabin on a lake, of two kids
running around it and their father chasing them. You said the father was me.”


“Exactly. I didn’t dream of you chasing our kids around on a starship,
Ethan. I dreamed of a home and a family, on a planet—a real life. You
seemed to want that, too. You asked me to marry you already knowing what my
dreams were. Now you’re asking what happened to me? I’ll tell you what
happened: you led me to believe you were ready to settle down—to start a life
with me—and now you don’t seem so sure.”


“Alara . . .” Ethan reached for her hand, but she jerked it away and turned
to leave. Once she was a few paces away, she stopped and turned back to him.


“I’m going to leave you here to think, Ethan. Maybe you’ll find the answers
you came out here for. Just promise me you’ll let me know what they are before
we’re standing at the altar tomorrow.” With that, she turned and walked away
once more. 


“Alara!” he called after her, but a sudden gust of wind drowned him out. He
shivered in the growing cold, and reached a hand up to run it through his salt
and pepper hair as he watched his fiancée pick her way back along the trail to
her parents’ house. The Vastras were a wealthy family, one of a very few such
families in the entire sector. Their home was a mansion, with thick, black
marble columns and an imposing façade of transpiranium and white duranium
siding. The home had its own hangar, a greenhouse, and even a pool with a
retractable skylight. There were more rooms in that mansion than Ethan had seen
in most hotels.


This was what Alara had come from. He should have known she wouldn’t be
happy with a spacer’s life. Maybe she was right. Maybe he was getting cold
feet. What if he couldn’t make her happy? What if they wanted different things
and couldn’t build a life together without one of them being forced to give up
on their dreams? Would she do that for him, or would he be forced to do it for
her? 


Something told him if she were willing to do that for him, then she wouldn’t
have left him all alone out here to think. Ethan sighed and his brow
furrowed in thought.


Would he be able to give up on his dreams for her, or would he just end up
resenting her for it? Was there a compromise where he could have his freedom
and she could have her security, or would they just fall apart trying to find
that middle ground?


Suddenly Ethan realized that Alara had already tried to find that middle
ground. She’d had her father offer him a steady job piloting freighters for the
agri corps. That gave him his freedom and her the stability she wanted. Frek,
Ethan thought. She’s busy compromising and I’m being just as stubborn as
ever. 


The problem was, compromise or no compromise, he finally had his own ship—he
was so close to everything he’d ever wanted! He wasn’t ready to give up on his
dreams of being an independent trader just yet. That was the ultimate freedom.
Alara could have her home on Forliss, and he would have his ship. She could
have the security she wanted. In fact, he would even do one better by giving
her the added security of knowing that if they had to flee Dark Space in a
hurry, then they still could. It was the best of everything. It gave them both
what they wanted. 


She just has to be patient, Ethan thought. We don’t have to start
a family right away. What’s her rush? She’s twenty-three, not forty! The
same wasn’t true for Ethan. He was already 46, and without longevity treatments
which he’d probably never be able to afford, he wouldn’t make more than 100.
His life was already half over, and if he couldn’t make his dreams come true
now that he had everything going for him, then chances were he never would.


Ethan nodded to himself and turned back to watch the dying rays of the
Alissan sun. Alara just needed his reassurance that he really was sure about
marrying her tomorrow, and that he could make both their dreams come true. All
he needed from her was a little bit of time and some faith in the man she’d
agreed to marry.


Just be patient, Alara. You’ll get that cabin on a lake and the family
you’ve been dreaming about.


* * *


Atton Ortane waited in the concourse between the Valiant’s port and
starboard venture-class hangar bays. All of his gear and personal effects were
stuffed into an 80 pound grav bag and slung across his shoulders. Thankfully
the bag’s grav field generator made it weigh little more than 10 pounds. Atton
stepped up to the bank of viewports which lay between him and the port hangar
bay. He spent a moment looking up at the skyscraper-sized Intrepid, feeling
suddenly very small. It didn’t help remembering that the 280-meter-long Intrepid
was actually berthed inside of the five-kilometer-long Valiant where
he now stood. Sometimes it was hard to remember he was living on board a
starship, rather than some immense space station.


Atton watched the milling crowds inside the hangar bay. Most of the Intrepid’s
128 crew members were already aboard, so the crowds were ground crew. Here
and there a mechanized load lifter could be seen carrying plastiform crates of
supplies and munitions up the five-story high boarding ramps of the warship.
Giant fuel hoses snaked out from the aft section of the ship. Her standard gold
dymium fuel was being pumped and replaced with the much rarer and more potent
red dymium which would enable the Intrepid to fly nearly 10 times faster
through superluminal space. They would be able to travel the almost 1,000 light
years to the admiral’s Enclave in just over a week. Due to the extreme
distances involved when travelling across the galaxy, red dymium fuel was
necessary for any fleet operations outside of Dark Space. However, due to the
scarcity of red dymium, ships within the sector were restricted to the use of
the less potent gold variant. That restriction had almost spelled the end for
the Imperium a few months ago when local crime lord, Alec “Big Brainy” Brondi
had captured the Valiant and forced the surviving crew to flee aboard
another venture-class cruiser, the Defiant. That cruiser had been fueled
with nothing but gold dymium, and under-fueled at that. Under those
circumstances they had barely managed to fly 30 light years away from Dark
Space to get help from Admiral Hoff’s fleet. Atton sighed. At least this time
they wouldn’t have to worry about fuel problems.


“Atty!”


Atton turned with a smile to see his little sister, Atta, running toward
him. Walking at a more measured pace behind her were her parents, Admiral Hoff
Heston and Atton’s own mother, Destra Ortane. Atta collided with Atton’s legs
and he staggered back a step. She locked her arms around his waist for a
breath-stealing hug. He smiled and tousled his sister’s dark hair. She looked
up at him with Hoff’s gray eyes and their mother’s button nose.


“Take me with you!”


“I’m sorry, Atta, I can’t, but I won’t be gone long.”


“Promise?” She squeezed him harder, and he gasped, pretending to suffer.


“Okay, okay, I promise!”


“Good!” She let go of his waist, and he tousled her hair once more. Atta was
his half sister. Not long ago he’d hated her for replacing him. He hadn’t seen
his mother for ten years and then suddenly he’d found her married to the
admiral with a daughter whose name sounded suspiciously like his.


“Atton!” Destra said as she drew near. “What is this Hoff tells me about you
going on a secret mission in Sythian Space?”


Atton smiled. “It’s classified, Mom.”


“I don’t care.” She shot her husband a dark look. “I told Hoff no more
secrets, and I meant it.”


Atton’s gaze slipped sideways to find the admiral. “What did you tell her .
. . ?”


“She doesn’t know the details.”


“I know enough,” Destra said. “You can’t go, Atton. What if you don’t come
back?”


“He’ll come back,” Hoff replied.


“How can you be so sure?”


“Hoi, guys, I thought you were coming to say goodbye, not convince me to
stay.”


“He’ll be fine, Destra,” the admiral reassured. “With that Sythian Fleet
here watching our every move, he’ll be safer than us.”


“Maybe we should all go, then,” Destra said.


“Are you suggesting we abandon everyone here and save ourselves?”


Destra frowned. “I suppose not.” She took another step toward her son and
stopped within arms’ reach of him. She just stood there, her blue eyes staring
into his green until he was forced to notice the sadness lurking in her gaze.
“I’m going to miss you,” she said.


“I’ll miss you, too, Mom, but I’ll be back in a few weeks.”


His mother pulled him into a hug and whispered, “You be careful out there.”


“I will.”


“And don’t hesitate to call for help. Promise me, Atton.”


“I promise.”


“Good. If you don’t come back I’m going to go get you myself.”


“He won’t be in any danger, Des,” Hoff said. “I give you my word, if I
thought they would harm him I wouldn’t send him.”


Destra pulled out of the hug to turn to her husband. “I know, because if
something happened to him I’d never let you forget it.”


Hoff chuckled. “Like you haven’t let me forget that I made him a squadron
commander?”


“Because it was an incredibly stupid thing to do.”


“That was my choice, Mom. My choice to accept this rank, and my choice to
accept this mission. I wouldn’t have it any other way. I wasn’t going to sit by
and watch everyone else fight the Sythians. Why should I let them have all the
fun?” he added with a wink and a smile, hoping to lighten the mood. 


Destra blinked a tear onto her cheek and shook her head. “You really are
your father’s son. Adventure and excitement were all he cared about until he
lost everything that really mattered. Make sure you don’t make the same
mistakes, Atton.”


“I won’t. Besides, the admiral is right; I’ll be safer out there than I will
be in Dark Space. That’s why I have to go. We need to get reinforcements or
else no one is going to be safe.”


Destra held his gaze for a long moment, as if hoping he’d change his mind.
When he didn’t so much as blink, she sighed. “Okay.”


“Well! Now that that’s out of the way . . .” Admiral Heston stepped up to
Atton and held out his hand for shaking. Atton accepted the handshake, but the
admiral pulled him close. Under the guise of giving him a hug, he whispered in
Atton’s ear, “Whatever you do, don’t tell the Avilonians I sent you.” Then he
withdrew with a smile and said, “Good luck, son. Hopefully by the time I see
you again, you’ll have a whole fleet with you.”


Atton replied with a quizzical frown. “Hopefully more than one . . .” His
eyes flicked to his mother, but if she had noticed Hoff’s whispered warning,
there was no sign of it on her face. 


“You’d better get aboard,” the admiral went on. “They’re launching in half
an hour.”


“Right.” Atton felt an insistent tug on his sleeve, and he looked down to
see Atta smiling up at him with her doll-like face.


“Don’t forget to bring me something.”


Atton smiled. “Like what?”


“I don’t know,” she shrugged. “Something pretty.”


Atton laughed, already backing away from his family to enter the hangar bay.
“Okay, Atta. Something pretty it is.”


“Come home safe!” Destra pleaded.


Atton met his mother’s gaze one last time and nodded. “I will.” Turning to
the admiral, he gave a quick salute and said, “Sir.”


“Make the Imperium proud, Commander.”


“I will, sir.” And with that, Atton turned and passed his wrist over the
door scanner to open the broad double doors of the hangar bay. The doors parted
with a swish, and Atton broke into a light jog, angling for the Intrepid’s
nearest boarding ramp.


As he ran, his comm piece buzzed in his ear, and he sent a mental command to
answer it.


“Ortane, what’s taking you?” Master Commander Donali asked. “You’re the only
member of the crew who hasn’t reported in yet. Captain Caldin is asking for you.”


“Sorry, sir. Do you know what the captain wants?”


“She wants you to come aboard so we can get under way.”


“Right. I’ll be aboard in five.”


“Good. One more thing, Ortane—”


“Yes, sir?”


“I’d like a word with you in my office once you’ve reported in. There are a
few things the admiral didn’t tell you about where you’re going.”


Atton frowned as he reached the foot of the boarding ramp. On his way up he
passed a pair of load-lifter mechs carrying cold-storage crates full of
freeze-dried rations. “If the admiral didn’t tell me, I’m sure it can’t be that
important, sir.”


“He feels the importance of your mission outweighs the risks you’ll be
exposed to, but I believe in full disclosure. If this mission is going to
succeed, you need to know what you are getting yourself into.”


Atton was gasping for breath by the time he reached the top of the
five-story boarding ramp. He shook his head and walked to one side of the Intrepid’s
cargo hold to lean against the bulkhead and rest. “What do you mean? What
am I getting myself into?”


“We’ll discuss that in my office. For now report to the captain, and I’ll
see you after we make the jump to SLS, at thirteen hundred.”


“Yes, sir,” Atton said. He blinked spots from his eyes and set off at a run
for the nearest bank of lift tubes. The loud, clanking approach of
mechanized footsteps called his attention back to the top of the boarding ramp,
and he saw the pair of load-lifters he’d passed on the way up. Turning back to
the fore, he was just in time to sidestep another load-lifer on its way out.
The pilot shook a mechanical fist at him and yelled in an amplified voice for
him to watch where he was going. Atton smiled and waved an apology. 


Then he did run into something. He bounced off and landed on the deck to sit
blinking up at nothing but empty space. The air shimmered, and a pair of
two-meter-high Gors de-cloaked right in front of him. 


The Gor Atton had run into turned to him, and the glowing red eyes of its
helmet seemed to burn a hole straight through his chest. The creature warbled
something, and Atton shook his head. “I’m not wearing a translator, sorry.”


Warble.


The Gor held out a giant hand. Atton eyed that hand for a long moment before
he decided to accept it. The creature’s cold armor closed around his wrist in a
vice grip, and then came a sharp jerk on his arm as the Gor yanked him roughly
to his feet. He had to bite his lip not to cry out as his shoulder threatened
to pop out of its socket.


“Sorry about that. I didn’t see you there,” Atton said, rubbing his
shoulder. The alien turned and walked away without another word, and Atton
frowned, thinking back to what he’d told his mother about the safety of this
mission. They hadn’t even left Dark Space yet and he’d already cheated death
twice—once almost getting crushed by a load-lifter mech and again by almost
becoming breakfast for a Gor. Besides that, there was Donali’s ominous warning
about his mission being more dangerous than he thought.


What haven’t you told me, Hoff?












Chapter 5





Ethan stood waiting
in the hangar of Alara’s parents’ home. He wore a glossy black suit complete
with a shiny white crystal flower corsage. Looking down at the glossy petals of
that flower, he found it drooping, as if peering down from his breast pocket,
getting ready to leap back to the ground from which it had been plucked. Ethan
adjusted the corsage so that it could droop from a new angle. Ethan frowned and
looked away, deciding not to obsess over it.


His bride was busy getting ready, leaving him at a loose end. The wedding
was set to take place in the Vastras’ garden, all expenses paid generously by
Alara’s father. Of course, Ethan didn’t have any family to invite besides his
son, who would be unavailable on such short notice, and he didn’t have any
friends besides Alara, so the wedding really wasn’t for him. It was just a
formality, and a painful one at that. Over the last month he’d spent with
Alara’s family while planning the wedding, tensions had been running high.
Alara’s father, Dr. Kurlin, disliked him with a passion due to some . . . history
they had together, and while Alara’s mother wasn’t against him, she wasn’t
really for him either. Both parents were quick to point out Ethan’s shady past.
He was an ex-con who’d been exiled to Dark Space before the invasion—a
sol-scraping grub, as Kurlin liked to call him. 


A grub. Kurlin would have been hard-pressed to think of a more insulting,
pejorative term for his soon to be son-in-law. Why do the rich always try to
make the poor feel like krak? They think they’re better because they’re rich,
but they’re just lucky; most of them were born into it. Show me a poor man who
clawed his way to the top despite all the odds being against him, and there’s a
man I’ll look up to. 


Ethan had been struggling to make a living for his loved ones as long as he
could remember, and he didn’t need some upper-class snob without so much as a
single callus on either of his bony hands to tell him that he wasn’t good
enough to marry his daughter.


Now, the morning of the wedding, Ethan felt like his blood was just about to
boil, and he was sorely tempted to go find Dr. Kurlin and break his bony,
upturned nose. Ethan let out his frustration in a sigh. He wasn’t sure how he’d
managed to keep his cool all this time. He couldn’t wait to get away with Alara
for their honeymoon. That was the only thing that had kept him sane these past
four weeks—the thought of another four spent in a romantic getaway on
Karpathia, just the two of them. After that, they could fly off and start their
lives together. They’d see her family once or twice a year, and Ethan wouldn’t
feel the constant need to murder her father.


He smiled wryly as he stepped up to the side of his corvette. It was a
relatively large ship, and it dwarfed the Vastras’ own transport, taking up the
bulk of their hangar. At five stories high and almost 50 meters long, it
towered over Ethan, looking like a structure in its own right. Alara wants a
home, but she’s already got one—a mobile home with more rooms than most
mansions. Granted most of those rooms would have to be converted to extra
cargo space, but they would still be left with ample living area. 


A fresh coat of white and blue paint made the ship look clean and new. That
had been his side project for the past four weeks—painting their corvette.
Alara had convinced her father to let him use the paint they had set aside for
the house, and Ethan had bought a heat sealer to protect the substandard paint
during re-entry. Now the ship was looking like a real slick devlin. Every time
he saw it his chest swelled with pride. It was the same way he felt when he saw
Alara. He smirked, wondering if that meant he was in love with his starship.
Reaching out to stroke the duranium side of the corvette, he whispered, “Just
don’t tell Alara about us. She wouldn’t understand. . . .” He followed the
gleaming lines of the ship, walking beside it and looking for imperfections.
There weren’t any. The corvette had been given a complete overhaul by the
admiral’s greasers, and now she was practically fresh off the stardocks. Ethan
stopped walking when he reached the amidships section of the starship, and then
he took a few steps back to get a better look at it as a whole. He stared up at
the empty space on the hull where the vessel’s name was meant to go. 


“I haven’t even had a chance to name you yet, have I girl?” Ethan reached up
to stroke his chin. “What am I going to call you?” He thought about it
for just a moment before the perfect name popped into his head. “How about the Freedom?”
Ethan smiled. It was perfect.


“Freedom from what?” A familiar voice called out, wiping the smile from
Ethan’s face. “Not me, I hope.”


Ethan turned to see Alara standing in the open doorway to the hangar,
already wearing her wedding gown. His heart began beating suddenly faster and
his grin returned. He gave a long, slow whistle.


Alara started toward him, the train of her figure-hugging white dress
swishing across the floor as she walked. “How do I look?” she asked, stopping
just a few paces away from him.


Ethan shook his head and covered the remaining distance between them in a
few quick steps. “Amazing,” he breathed. His hands found her waist and pulled
her close, while his lips drifted down to hers.


She smiled and put a finger to his lips, pushing him away gently. “Not yet.”


“Right. Hoi, isn’t it bad luck to see the bride before the wedding?”


“I think it would be bad luck not to see her, don’t you? Might be because
she’s making a run for it.”


Ethan laughed. “Good point.”


“What are you doing out here? It’s almost time for the ceremony to begin.”


Ethan shrugged. “I needed to clear my head.”


Alara’s eyes flicked to the corvette, and she nodded slowly. “I see.”


“Hoi, not because of you, okay? I was thinking about our fight, and . . .
look, Alara . . . I’m sorry.”


“No, I’m sorry.” Alara turned back to him with a faint smile. “You’re
right. I can’t expect you to give up your dreams for me.”


Ethan blinked. “Well . . . apology accepted, I guess.”


“I’m just scared. Being a freelancer is dangerous work, especially here in
Dark Space, and it’s only getting worse now with all the criminals pardoned,
and with the Gors taking refuge here, too . . . I don’t want anything to happen
to you, Ethan, and I don’t want us to get into debt again just to keep our ship
running.”


“This time it will be different, Kiddie.”


“What if it isn’t?” Alara’s wide violet eyes searched his, and he felt an
echo of her concerns ripple through him as he remembered how they’d struggled
to make a go of it with their last ship, the Atton.


That glimmer of self-doubt blossomed just enough that he was willing to
compromise. “I’ll tell you what. Give me six months. If we haven’t managed to
make enough money to keep our ship running and save at least 10% of
profits for the future, then I’ll sell the ship and take your father up on his
offer.”


Alara’s eyes widened. “You’d do that?”


Ethan nodded. “I will.”


“Six months isn’t much time . . .”


“It’s enough. You can start counting after the honeymoon.”


“Either you’re very in love with me, or you’re just that confident in
yourself.”


Ethan grinned. “Why can’t I be both?”


“Ha ha. All right, it’s a deal, Ethan.”


“Good. I love you,” he said, dropping a quick kiss on her lips before
she could push him away again.


“I love you, too. . . .” Alara said as they broke apart. She turned away to
stare up at their ship, and a faraway look crept into her eyes. “The Freedom
. . .” she said, as if trying out the name to see how it sounded.


“What do you think?”


“Mmmm . . .”


“I could always name her after you,” he suggested.


Alara smiled and shook her head. “What about . . . the Trinity.”


Ethan frowned and shook his head. “Why Trinity?”


Alara turned back to him with a hesitant smile. “Well, we’re not going to be
just the two of us forever, Ethan.”


“I know that, but it’s not like we’ve got a baby already.” 


Alara bit her lower lip and her eyes filled with tears. “Are you sure about
that?”


He took an involuntary step back and shook his head. “How . . . I mean . . .
never mind. When did you find out?”


“The day before yesterday. I wanted to tell you, but after you shot down my
father’s solution without even a second thought—”


“Hold on—Kurlin knows?”


Alara gave a tremulous smile. “My mother does, too.”


“I can’t believe this. You told your parents before me!”


“I had to talk to someone!”


Ethan sighed and squeezed the bridge of his nose until it felt like it was
about to break. “You should have come to me first. What made you think you couldn’t
talk to me about it?”


Alara gestured to their ship. “That did. You just spent a whole month giving
her a fresh coat of paint. It’s all you could talk about—how we’re going to
have such a great time piloting her together. I didn’t know how to tell you
that your dreams were about to take a sudden turn in a different direction. You
can’t raise a child on a starship, Ethan.”


“Why not?” he shook his head. “What’s wrong with that?”


“Do you remember how many missions we took that went sour before we could even
get paid? I remember at least a half a dozen where we ended up working for some
offshoot of Brondi’s organization without even knowing it. We carried more
contraband than legitimate cargo, and we waltzed through at least a dozen
pirate bases to make our deliveries.”


Ethan frowned. “It’s not our fault if they don’t tell us what’s really in
the cargo crates.”


“No, it’s not our fault, Ethan, but who are you going to blame when outlaws
hold your family ransom for a shipment that got confiscated by an ISSF patrol?
It’s not going to matter whose fault it is. It’ll be yours for not listening to
your wife and finding a safer job.”


“Look, I’ll make sure we only take jobs with the Freelancers’ Guild, and
we’ll check the cargo ourselves before we agree to move it anywhere. We have a
much bigger ship this time, so we’ll qualify for regular trade runs, not just
courier.”


“So how’s that any different from being a freighter pilot for the agri
corps?”


Ethan sighed and pressed two knuckled fists to his temples as if to beat
away the encroaching headache he felt pulsing there. “Trust me it is. We can’t
run from the Sythians in an agri corps’ freighter.”


“Okay,” Alara said in a small voice. She reached up and pulled his fists
away from his temples. “Look, I don’t want to fight on our wedding day.”


Ethan shook his head. “Neither do I.”


“Good. So, let’s be thankful for what we have and not worry too much about
the future just yet.”


Ethan let out his anxiety and frustration with a shaky sigh. “All right.”
Suddenly he understood Alara’s change of heart about freelancing together. He
glanced back over his shoulder and this time he winced to see his
freshly-painted corvette. Something told him it wasn’t going to be his much
longer. “The Trinity it is,” he said, nodding to himself.


“Six months, Ethan. Prove to me that this is a safe move for us, that we can
stay out of trouble and make a living while we’re at it.”


“I will,” Ethan said, turning back to her. He found her hand in his and
squeezed it tight.


Alara smiled and stood on tiptoes to kiss him. “I believe you,” she said,
reaching up to smooth away the wrinkles on his forehead. “Now, come on, the
future’s waiting for us.”


Ethan let her lead him away by the hand. They walked to the other side of
the hangar and through a pair of doors to find both Kurlin and Darla Vastra
waiting for them in the hall. 


“What took you so long?” Kurlin demanded, his gaunt features making him look
sinister in the low light of the corridor. 


Alara smiled and answered for both of them. “I told him.”


“Oh, darling!” Darla exclaimed, her eyes skipping from Alara to Ethan. “How
do you feel? You’re going to be a father, Ethan.”


“I already am a father,” he said.


Kurlin frowned. “Yes, well, let’s hope that this time you’re around
to raise your child. Perhaps you’d like to reconsider my offer.”


Ethan turned to the old man with a frown, but Alara answered before he
could.


“Actually, Father, we’ve agreed to give freelancing one last try before we
sell the ship.”


“I see. That was the grub’s idea, I presume.”


“Father!”


“What? Being a grub is nothing to be ashamed of, not if you recognize it and
do what you can to change your lot in life.” Kurlin turned to Ethan with a thin
smile. “You don’t have to struggle. Sell your ship and you’ll have enough to
buy a home—cash. After that you can get any old job to pay the bills. You’ll be
better off than almost anyone.”


“And when the Sythians return, we’ll be just as dead.”


Kurlin snorted. “I’m afraid if the Sythians come back to finish us, it won’t
matter how far you run, it will never be far enough. The admiral understands
that, which is why he hasn’t ordered an evacuation of the sector. Where would
we go that they won’t find us?”


“Can we not talk about this now?” Alara said, her eyes smoldering
with barely contained fury. “It’s our wedding day, not a time to discuss the
end of the human race.”


“I’m sorry. You’re right, my dear. I don’t know what I was thinking.”


“And one more thing—Ethan and I have already made up our minds.”


“But, Alara . . .” her mother began.


“No buts. It’s our decision.”


“Be sure that it’s not your mistake,” Kurlin said. 


“Your concern is duly noted,” Alara replied. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, I
believe the guests are waiting for us in the garden. I’ll see you both there.”


Ethan shot Kurlin a smirking look as they walked by. Kurlin glared back.
Ethan and Alara turned a corner and passed through an open door into her
father’s library. “Where did that come from?” he breathed as soon as they were
out of earshot.


Alara shook her head. “I almost forgot why I left home. They want to control
everything I do!”


Ethan smiled, thinking to himself, now you know how it feels, but he
couldn’t blame her for considering her father’s offer. She was pregnant and
afraid for the future of her child. That was enough to make any woman rush to
put down roots. They reached the garden and Alara stopped beside the doors and
turned to him, taking both of his hands in hers.


“No regrets?” Alara asked. Ethan smiled and shook his head. “Even if we do
have to sell our ship?” 


Ethan hesitated, but again he shook his head. “It’s just a ship, Kiddie.” 


“It’s your dream.”


“Not if it means losing you. Then it’s a nightmare.”


Alara’s features softened and her eyes filled with tears.


“Hoi,” Ethan chuckled. “Don’t smudge your make up. I don’t want people to
think you’re unhappy to be marrying me.”


Alara shook her head and smiled broadly. “Nothing could be further from the
truth.”


“Good.” 


“I’ll meet you at the altar,” Alara said, nodding to the doors.


Ethan nodded back and pushed through those doors into the garden. All of
five minutes later he was standing at the altar under a wooden arbor overgrown
with hanging white crystal flowers and looking out at the sea of faces watching
him. Over a hundred people had been invited—friends of Alara’s from her youth
on Forliss, and friends of her parents. One or two distant relations of the
Vastra family were also there, but no one had much extended family these
days—not since the invasion had killed all of them.


Then the band began to play an old classical piece and Alara came walking
down the aisle on her father’s arm. Ethan’s breath froze in his chest and all
conscious thought came to a grinding halt. All he could think about was how
beautiful his bride was, and how happy they were going to be together. All
three of them. 


Three. 


I really am starting my life over, Ethan thought, smiling. Alara
reached his side, and Ethan took her hand as they turned to the priest. The
music stopped playing, and a nearby fountain began to make itself known,
splashing down into the swimming pool which lay behind the altar. A pair of
blue birds flitted by overhead, chirping out a pleasant tune. 


“We are here today to celebrate the union of Alara Vastra and Ethan
Ortane. In these uncertain times, after humanity has lost so much, we can only
thank the Immortals for two such as these who remind us that no matter how much
we’ve lost, life does indeed go on. Love, faith, and hope for a better
tomorrow, these endure no matter whether we are a multitude or just two.” The
priest spread his hands. “Ethan is there something you’d like to say to your
bride?”


Ethan nodded and turned to Alara. “Forever isn’t long enough for us,
Alara. I’d need to live the lives of a thousand men to even begin to do justice
to the love I feel for you. You are everything I have, and everything I want.
Thank you for marrying me. I promise I’ll do everything in my power to keep you
safe and to make you happy. You are my dream, Alara. A dream come true.”


Alara’s lower lip began to tremble, but she clamped down on it with a smile.
“After all the years we spent working together, with you insisting you couldn’t
ever be more than just my friend, I thought this day would never come. I’d
contented myself with that and accepted that, and now . . .” Alara shook her
head as a pair of tears spilled down her cheeks. “Now I’m afraid that I’m the
one who’s dreaming, but if I am, I don’t ever want to wake up. I promise to
love you and support you, to be there for you in every circumstance and every
trial. I’ll be there the way I’ve always been there, Ethan. I love you more
than I love my own life.”


Ethan felt a suspicious warmth begin coursing through his veins, and his
eyes began to itch with the threat of tears. 


The rest of the ceremony went by in dreamy haze. They put on each other’s
rings and kissed. Before he knew what had happened, he was grinning from ear to
ear and rushing down the aisle, back to the hangar where he and Alara had been
only half an hour ago.


Ethan led his bride toward their waiting ship and keyed the boarding ramp to
open with the keycard in his pocket. Alara poured on a sudden burst of speed,
leaving him to wonder how she could run so fast in that dress. 


“Slow down!” he said, breathless as they ran across the hangar floor.


“Can’t blame a woman for wanting to be alone with her husband,” Alara said,
angling for the boarding ramp now hissing open at the back of their ship. 


Ethan sent Alara a wry grin as they reached the foot of the ramp. They
stopped there to turn and wave goodbye. The entire wedding party had followed
them into the hangar.


“Should we wait to say goodbye to your parents?” Ethan asked, scanning the
crowd for their faces.


Alara shook her head. “We’ll comm them from orbit. Come on.”


Ethan allowed her to lead him up the ramp. “After you, Kiddie,” he said
through a smile. 


All aboard the Trinity, he thought. Next stop—us. 












Chapter 6





Atton stood in the
XO’s office aboard the Intrepid, watching the stars blur by in whirling
streaks of light as the cruiser travelled through superluminal space. Most of
the next week would be like that, travelling between the stars at hyper light
speeds. They’d left Dark Space less than an hour ago, using their cloaking
shield so that the Sythian fleet wouldn’t see them go. By now they had to be
halfway out of the Stormcloud Nebula and Dark Space itself.


“Sit down, Commander. Make yourself at ease,” Donali said.


Atton turned from the viewport with a frown. “Sir, how am I supposed to be
at ease when you’ve called me here to tell me that my mission is more dangerous
than I think, and the admiral hasn’t told me everything I should know about
it.”


Atton noticed the glowing red iris of Donali’s artificial eye grow smaller
to match his real one as it narrowed. “Very well, you can hear about it
standing up. You’ve been told that the immortals in Avilon won’t harm you, and
while that might well be true, you should know that they’re not going to
welcome you either.”


“With respect, sir, I already know that.”


“But do you know why? Did Admiral Heston tell you why he left Avilon all
those years ago?”


Atton hesitated. “He said something about it being easier to compete with
mortals. He could make something of himself more easily when he had the hidden
advantage that he was immortal and no one else was.”


“Yes, that is true, but that’s not why he left. He left because they would
have executed him if he’d stayed.”


“So he’s a fugitive.”


“Immortals have no patience for those who don’t conform to their society. To
their rules. Admiral Heston advocated that people should be allowed to be
mortal if they wished to be. He wasn’t an advocate of mortality for himself,
although apparently your mother has since changed his mind about that. Back
then, however, all he wanted was a freer system, where people could choose to
live however they wanted in Avilon.”


“And I’m guessing the Avilonians didn’t like that.”


“No, they didn’t, and for good reason. Mortals and immortals have fought
many times in the past, and twice the immortals were forced to flee—once to our
galaxy, and once again to Avilon.”


“You know about that?” Atton asked, not sure why he was surprised that the
admiral had told his XO what he’d discovered aboard the Sythians’ command ship.


Donali nodded. “I know the Sythians were human once, and I know that history
has repeated itself enough by now for the Avilonians to be very wary of us. Why
should they come out of hiding to help mortals when mortals were the ones who
forced them into hiding in the first place? They must have felt like our demise
was justice for what we did to them.”


“Where are you going with this?”


“The admiral has sent you on a mission that you can’t hope to achieve.
You’re not the right man for the job.”


Atton crossed his arms over his chest. “So who is the right man?”


Donali gave a slow smile. “We shouldn’t be sending a mortal to speak with
immortals. We should be sending someone who is just like them—another
immortal.”


“You just said that the admiral is a fugitive.”


“I’m not suggesting we go back and convince him to go.”


“Then . . .”


“Have you forgotten that I have a Lifelink implant, too, Squadron Commander?
I also have clones to revive myself when I die. I’m just like them, and because
of that, they’ll be far more willing to listen to me.”


Atton’s eyes narrowed. “With due respect, sir, if that’s true, then why didn’t
the admiral send you?”


Donali shrugged. “Who knows . . . the admiral has been distracted lately,”
he said as he stood up from his desk and walked over to the viewport to stand
beside Atton. “There’s political unrest in Dark Space. The fleet tax is higher
than ever, and food is being funneled to the frontlines so fast that the agri
corps can’t keep up. There’s the very real danger that having over a hundred
thousand Gors to feed is going to push us all to the brink of starvation. And
now, with the appearance of a Sythian fleet, the admiral knows that we’re
running out of time. Perhaps the Sythians are content to wait at the entrance
of Dark Space because they know we’re in trouble, and that given enough time,
we’ll self-destruct.”


Atton frowned. “So, what are you saying? That I should give you my mission
and what . . . stay on the Intrepid with the Gors in case you need
extraction?”


Donali spread his hands and smiled. “It would be the wiser move. Besides the
fact that you’re a mortal, you are also a particularly young mortal.
What makes you think the Avilonians, who are by now thousands or millions of
years old, will listen to a boy who is only seventeen?”


“Eighteen,” Atton corrected. “I celebrated my birthday a week ago.”


Donali looked like he was about to laugh. “Of course—I apologize—eighteen.”


“The admiral believes I’m the right man for the job.”


“He believes you’re the only one he can trust for the job. Remember
his mistrust of the Gors and what that nearly cost us? The admiral does not
trust anyone easily. One can hardly blame him, but that doesn’t mean we have to
let his mistrust usher in another catastrophe. He very nearly alienated the
Gors, and right now they are the only thing standing between us and utter
annihilation. Ironic, isn’t it?”


Atton pursed his lips and shook his head. He turned back to the dizzying
swirl of light beyond the viewport, considering everything Donali had said.


“I understand this is a lot to process. You have to think for yourself, to
think beyond your orders. It’s the opposite of what a good soldier does, but it
is the essence of what a good leader does. You played the part of
the Supreme Overlord for a time, Atton. You know how to think for yourself, and
deep down, you know that I am right.”


Atton sighed and turned back to Donali once more. “We have a week’s journey
ahead of us. There’s no rush for me to decide anything.”


Donali nodded. “Of course, take your time. You know where to find me. Until
then, Commander.”


“Yes, sir.” Atton gave a curt salute before turning to leave the office. The
door swished shut behind him, and he let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was
holding. As he stalked down the corridor from Donali’s office, Atton had to
work hard to control his indignation. The commander was telling him he couldn’t
hope to succeed in his mission, that he was too young. That was a sore point.
His entire squadron thought he was too young to be in command, and apparently
so did the admiral’s XO.


Atton heaved a sigh. With the survival of the human race at stake, he knew
better than to make it about him, and when it came right down to it, Donali was
right. He was the more logical choice for the mission. So why hadn’t the
admiral sent him?


Now it was his call to make—follow his orders or let Donali go instead.
Atton reached the lift tubes at the end of the corridor and punched the call
button. One of the lifts arrived a moment later. He stepped inside and rode it
up to level 17, the Spacer’s Rest. It was an officer’s lounge, located
conveniently just below the bridge deck. The first leg of the Intrepid’s journey
was over 12 hours straight, so he wouldn’t be back on duty until the scheduled
reversion to real space at 0200, and even then, the chances that they’d been
followed were fewer than zero. All of which meant that right now he could
afford to knock back a few drinks and enjoy some downtime with his squadron.


The lift tube slowed to a stop at the 17th floor and Atton strode straight
out into the lounge. A cacophony of merriment assaulted his
ears—laughter, clinking mugs and bottles, the not so distant mechanical clanking
of robots as sentinels played their favorite game—Mech Rally. It
involved using a pair of miniature assault mechs to battle each other remotely
in a ring. Nova pilots and assault mech pilots—known as stompers by the
former—would usually stand around taking bets on the winner. More often than
not the games would devolve from simulated to real as sore losers resorted to
climbing into the ring themselves to beat live opponents senseless.


A week ago, while celebrating his birthday with the squadron, Atton had to
jump into the ring to stop Gina from knocking Horace “Hawkeye” Perkins
unconscious for an ill-advised comment he’d made about wanting a piece of
her. He hadn’t meant the comment quite the way Gina had taken it, and he’d
ended up spending half the night in med bay for his trouble.


Atton smiled. He spotted Gina now, sitting by herself on one side of the bar
counter, and he angled her way. He walked up beside her and laid a hand on her
shoulder while waving his other hand to get the bartender’s attention. “Hoi,
Kerk!” The bartender turned his head. “Can I get a Black Maverick over here?”


“Coming right up, sir.”


“So,” Gina said, “you finally decided to join the common people.”


Atton’s drink came sliding across the counter in a shatterproof mug and he
caught it with a nod of thanks. He raised the mug for a quick sip and turned to
Gina. The strong, bittersweet flavor of the beer drew a sigh from his lips, and
he hopped up on the barstool beside Gina. “I was in a meeting with the XO.”


“Which one—Delayn or Bug Eye?”


Atton smiled. The ship’s regular XO was also her chief engineer, Deck
Commander Cobrale Delayn, but Master Commander Donali outranked Delayn, making
him the XO for the time being. “Bug Eye.”


“Mmmm,” Gina said, taking a sip of her own beer.


“How’s everyone taking it that Four is gone?”


“You mean Lieutenant Thales, right?”


Atton winced. “Right.”


“You’re going to have to stop thinking of them as numbers, Atton.”


“Sometimes it’s easier that way.”


“Easier for you.”


“Hoi, take it easy on me, okay? I barely knew him.”


Gina shrugged. “We all barely knew him. There’s a memorial planned at
1900. You might want to say a few words.”


“You think it will help?”


Gina turned to him with her eyebrows patiently raised. “A commander with
heart is the only kind worth following. It might not help Thales, but it will
help you.”


Atton frowned. “I’m not heartless, Gina. I’m just trying to keep some
distance.”


“Distance is one thing. You’re as cold as a skull face.”


Atton winced at the racial slur. “We don’t call them that anymore,” he
whispered, looking over his shoulder and half-expecting to find a Gor
de-cloaking behind them, waiting to vivisect them for their disrespect.


“Maybe we don’t, but I do, and you are cold.”


Atton frowned and took another sip of his maverick. He became peripherally
aware of Gina sidling closer to him, then he felt her breathing in his ear and
heard her whisper, “If you’re interested, I’m sure I could think of a way to
heat you up. . . .”


Atton’s heart rate sped up suddenly, and his skin prickled as he felt Gina
begin rubbing his knee. Her hand trailed slowly higher, up to his thigh, and
then across to his—


He grabbed her hand and removed it slowly. “I’m your commanding officer,
Gina.”


“And?”


He turned to her with what was meant to be a serious frown, but his cheeks
had flushed bright red. “And . . . we need to keep things professional between
us.”


“Some would say I am a pro,” Gina said with an accompanying wink.


“You know what I mean.”


“What’s the matter, are you afraid you won’t know what goes where? I bet you
haven’t even been with a woman before, am I right?”


Atton hesitated and she grinned at him, her dark amber eyes sparkling with
glee. “That’s what I thought. Hoi, there’s no shame in that. I think it’s
sweet.”


Atton shook his head and scowled, trading his embarrassment for annoyance.
“Look, Gina, you can save your acerbic wit for someone else. I’m not in the
mood.”


“Apparently you never are.”


Atton raised his hands in mock surrender and stood up from the bar stool.
“That’s it. I’m leaving.”


“Tucking it between your legs and running is more like it.”


“You realize that I’m your superior officer, right? Those remarks could get
you court-martialed.”


“Aww, come on, Atty. You know I don’t mean any harm by it. Besides, no one
is getting court-martialed for anything short of murder these days. There are
few enough officers in the fleet as it is.”


Atton shook his head and stormed off to a deserted sitting area that lay
along one side of the lounge, beside a bank of real viewports. He flopped down
into an armchair and sat sipping his beer and contemplating the mesmerizing
swirl of SLS—that, and his insubordinate first officer. It was no wonder Gina was
alone. She couldn’t stop insulting anyone long enough for them to get to like
her.


So why are you alone? asked an annoying voice in his head. 


“Hello, sir. Do you mind if I join you?”


Atton turned toward the unfamiliar voice and saw that it was Guardian Four’s
replacement, Ceyla Corbin. She was young like him, pulled out of flight
training a year early to help fill a desperate need for officers and pilots.
Atton nodded to the armchair opposite his. “Go ahead.”


She flashed him a winning smile. “Why are you over here all by yourself?”
she asked.


Atton turned from the viewport to study her. Marksman Corbin was a generally
quiet, unassuming woman. She had long blonde hair, bright blue eyes, an almost
angelic face, and a unique ability to somehow fade into the background of
whatever room she entered—not because she was unremarkable—but because she had
a way of sinking into the shadows and shying away from attention. Ceyla was
almost the polar opposite of Gina, and right now, that was like a breath of
fresh air.


Atton released the remainder of his annoyance with a sigh and returned
Ceyla’s smile. “I’m not the most popular commander you’ll ever meet,” Atton
replied.


“Why not? You seem likeable enough to me.”


Atton shrugged. “Well, for one thing I’m about eight years younger than I
should be to be commanding a Nova squadron.”


“I know the feeling,” Ceyla said. Atton saw her bright blue eyes skip
sideways, and he followed her gaze to watch a cluster of their squad mates
playing a game of chance at a nearby table. Among them were also some of the
pilots from Renegade Squadron, the Intrepid’s other Nova squadron. “I
think they feel the same way about me.”


Atton’s eyebrows elevated above the rim of his beer mug as he took another
sip. “Young doesn’t have the same negative connotation for a marksman,
particularly not for a female marksman. I would have thought a young,
pretty girl like you would be very popular with the squadron.”


Ceyla shook her head and shot him a rueful smile. “I was—at first.”


“What did you do, get on the wrong side of a debate about whether or not
stompers are real pilots?” 


“No, sir. Everyone knows stompers aren’t real pilots.”


Atton chuckled. “Good girl. So what is it then?”


“I’m an Etherian.”


“Oh,” Atton sat back, momentarily stunned. Religions had all but ceased to
exist before the Sythian invasion, but they’d seen a resurgence in Dark Space
now that humanity was no longer so sure of itself. He tried to recall what
Etherians believed. . . . He knew they believed in an afterlife and immortal
souls, which they simply called Immortals. If he wasn’t mistaken they also
believed in a god of some sort. . . . but he couldn’t imagine why people
wouldn’t like her because of her beliefs. “What’s that got to do with it?” he
asked.


“Well, among other things . . . I don’t believe in sex before marriage.”


“Oh,” Atton said again. “I think I know what you mean now.”


“Women don’t like me because I’m . . . well, I guess because I’m beautiful
and I get too much attention, and men don’t like me because I don’t respond to
their attentions.”


“By women you mean Lieutenant Gina.”


“And Tails.”


Atton smiled. “Don’t worry about it. Tails doesn’t like anyone who can turn
a man’s head away from her, and Gina doesn’t like anyone—period.”


“You want to know what they’re calling me?”


“I’m not sure I want to know what they’re calling me, but sure, why
not, let’s have some scuttlebutt.”


“They’re calling me Green V. As in greeny, but . . .”


“What’s the V stand for?” Atton asked with a furrowed brow. Ceyla raised her
eyebrows patiently, waiting for him to catch on. Then he got it and his cheeks
turned red again. “Oh.” Atton tried not to smile. A greeny was a rookie pilot
who hadn’t seen much action. Green V . . . well, it was phonetically
similar, but it didn’t refer to a lack of experience in the cockpit. “Well,
Corbin, it could be worse.”


“How?”


“You could be me.”


“How’s that worse?”


“I’m just as green as you, but I’m a guy, and I don’t have any religious
reasons for it.”


Ceyla smiled. “Well, I think that’s—”


“Sweet?”


“Yes.”


“That’s what Gina said.”


“Being sweet isn’t a bad thing.”


“Maybe not, but it’s not smart either. Last I checked, wearing sheep’s
clothing in a wolf den is a good way to get eaten alive.” Atton’s eyes left
Ceyla’s face and travelled around the room. He caught Gina stealing a backward
glance at the two of them. When she saw him looking, she blew a kiss, and he
looked away with a grimace. “You want my advice about the nickname, Corbin?”


“Why not? You know them better than me.”


“Don’t let them use anything to get to you. Green V is only an insult
if you think the way they do, that a lack of experience somehow means you’re
undesirable or strange. For you, believing the way you do, that nickname should
be a point of pride, not shame. So own it. Make it your call sign and rub it in
their faces. The men will respect you for it, and the women . . . well, women
are more complicated. If you act like them they’ll call you a sclut, and if you
hold to your values they’ll say you’re an ice princess.”


“So how am I supposed to make any friends?”


“You already have one. I’d say that’s a good start for your first day with
the squadron.” Atton stuck out his hand. “Put it there, Green V.” 


Ceyla smiled and took his hand. “Thank you, Commander. That means a lot.”


“Hoi, us greenies need to stick together.”


“I suppose we do,” she replied.


They spent the next hour by the viewport talking. Atton found out that
Corbin was a war orphan who’d been raised in a government institution for
children without parents and children whose parents couldn’t afford to provide
for them anymore. Ceyla fell into the former category, having been rescued by a
shuttle pilot during the exodus. She’d become an Etherian in the orphanage, and
when she turned 16 she joined the fleet for a chance to get back at the aliens
who’d taken her parents from her. Now, two years later, she was already a Nova
pilot with a training rating of 2A over 12. That meant she had an average of
two kills per sortie across 12 officially rated training missions. It wasn’t
the highest kill score Atton had seen, but her A letter grade put her
right at the top of the squadron along with Atton and Hawkeye. It meant she was
likely an even better pilot than Gina, who had a 2B rating—although hers was
combat, not training.


“Well, Corbin,” Atton said, rising from his chair with an empty beer mug.
“I’d better get some rack time before Lieutenant Thales’ memorial service.”


“Right, I almost forgot about that. I’d like to go, too . . . even though I
didn’t know him.”


“I think that would be a good idea,” Atton said. “After the service maybe we
can meet up here again, and this time, who knows, maybe I can convince my
squadron to play nice.”


Ceyla winked at him. “Sure, it’s a date. I think I’m going to hit the rack,
too. You mind walking with me?”


“Not at all.” 


They made their way to the lift tubes and Atton punched the call button.


“We’re on the red-eye patrol, aren’t we?” Ceyla asked while they waited for
the lift.


“Technically, but we won’t be launched unless there’s trouble at the
reversion point, and there won’t be. We should be clear all the way to the
Enclave. All the same, I expect to see you seated in the ready room at zero one
thirty.”


“I’ll be there,” Ceyla said.


The nearest lift opened and Atton and Ceyla both tried to walk through at
the same time. They bumped shoulders and both stopped in the open doorway,
looking embarrassed. “Where are my manners,” Atton said, and gestured for her
to go ahead of him.


“No, you’re the SC; you should go first.”


“Beauty before rank.”


“Well . . . okay,” Ceyla said, blushing.


“Hoi, wait up you two lovebirds!”


Atton turned to see Gina jogging toward them with a broad smile.


She reached them a moment later and Ceyla started to object. “We’re not
love—”


Gina stopped her with an upraised hand. “You don’t have to explain anything
to me Green V. I saw you two sitting over by the viewport.”


Atton punched in their destination—deck 7, the flight deck—and the lift
doors slid shut with a swish.


“Jealous?” Ceyla challenged, crossing her arms over her chest.


Gina turned to her with an incredulous look. “Jealous? No, girlie, you can
have the Iceman all to yourself.”


Atton began chuckling. “So that’s what they’re calling me?”


“They who?” Gina asked as the lift slowed to a stop all of a moment later.
“That’s what I’m calling you. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to go get
some sleep.” As she left the lift tube, Gina shot him a leering grin and said,
“I’ll leave my door open, just in case you’d rather not sleep alone, sir.”



Atton frowned and shook his head, gesturing for Ceyla to go out next while
he held the doors open for her.


“Don’t pay any attention to her, Commander,” Ceyla said as they walked down
the corridor to the pilots’ quarters.


“I could say the same to you—you just called her jealous.”


“Because she is.”


Atton laughed. “Come on, we both know that’s just her way of getting under
my skin.”


“No, it’s her way of getting into your pants,” Ceyla replied.


They reached the pilots’ quarters and Atton stepped up to the door to wave
his wrist over the scanner. “You think so?”


“Come on, sir . . . you’re not that young,” she said as they walked
through the doors. “Tension between two people is often a sign of unexpressed
attraction. It’s obvious she likes you, and from what I heard, she’s not even
bothering to hide it. I’ll leave my door open, just in case you’d rather not
sleep alone? What does that sound like to you?”


“Hmmm,” Atton rubbed his chin. “I just assumed because she’s always so
defensive with the other guys that she’s not interested in that type of
relationship inside the squadron.”


“Maybe not with them. She’s probably wary because she’s been hurt before,
but it’s obvious you’re not like the others, sir. You’re a gentleman, and if I
had to guess, I’d say that’s why she likes you.”


Atton ran a hand back through his short dark hair. “I suppose it’s possible.”


Ceyla stopped walking and turned to him with a small smile. “It’s more than
possible. Trust me. She likes you for the same reason I do.”


Atton did a double take. “You like me?”


Ceyla shrugged and averted her eyes. “Of course. You made me feel welcome when
no one else did, and you praised me for my values instead of making fun of
them.” She looked up again. “Who wouldn’t like that?”


Atton smiled, understanding what she meant now. “Well I’m glad I could be a
friend.”


Ceyla nodded and smiled back. “So am I.” She turned to the door she’d
stopped beside and waved her wrist over the scanner. The door opened and Atton
realized that they’d reached her quarters. “Sweet dreams, Miss Corbin,” he said
as she walked inside.


“To you, too, sir.” Ceyla turned and waved from inside her room, and then
the door slid shut between them with a quiet swish. 


Atton continued on to his quarters with a thoughtful smile. A few minutes
later, he was lying in bed. As he drifted off to sleep, Gina popped into his
head out of nowhere, half naked, wearing only her underwear, and smiling at him
in that wry, taunting way of hers.


“What’s the matter, Commander?” she said as she slipped off her bra straps.
“Never seen a naked woman before?” With that, she crawled on top of him and
stole his reply with her lips and tongue. He felt her warm body pressing
against his in all the right places, and a wave of desire washed over him. Then
he rolled her over, and he was on top, kissing her. When he withdrew for air,
he realized it wasn’t Gina at all, but Ceyla. Atton smiled as he gazed down on
her, somehow unfazed by the fact that she’d abruptly morphed into someone else.
“You’re beautiful,” he said, admiring the way her long blonde hair fell across
her naked breasts.


But Ceyla shook her head in dismay. “What have you done?” she asked, her
blue eyes wide and full of horror. “You seduced me! How could you? I thought
you were a gentleman!”


Atton woke up to the buzzing of an alarm. He rolled over to the comm suite
beside his bed and smacked it until it shut up. Then he sat up with a frown and
shook his head, wondering what that dream meant—if anything. “It’s just a
dream,” he whispered to himself. But as Atton got up, showered in the room’s
vaccucleanser, and washed his face, he realized that maybe it meant something
after all. He’d enjoyed the dream, and not just for the obvious reasons.


So what did it mean?


“It means I like them both,” he decided, watching in the mirror as water
dripped from his chin to the sink. “The question is, Iceman, what are you going
to do about it?”












Chapter 7





“I want to know
what we’re going to do about it! For frek’s sake, Admiral! Do you think we’re
all stim-baked skriffs?”


Admiral Hoff Heston folded his hands on the glossy black table of the
operations center and met Captain Ocheron’s blazing brown eyes with a calm
look. “We’re not going to do anything,” he said.


Ocheron blinked. “We have a Sythian Fleet on our doorstep—Gors eating all of
our food—” Ocheron gestured to Tova, who sat at the foot of the table, glaring
unblinkingly at Hoff. “—the Hydroponics Guild is raising prices on all
shipments from food to caf and salves, and you want us to do nothing?”


“I have the situation in hand.”


“How exactly do you have it in hand?” Ocheron demanded, his thick black
mustache twitching as he loomed across the table. Hoff eyed the man’s shiny
bald head, and wondered absently if he might be able to see his own reflection
there. Ocheron was a big brute of a man, the former Outlaw Captain of crime
lord Alec Brondi’s fleet, now one of Admiral Heston’s own captains in the
legitimate Imperial Fleet. Ocheron had been pardoned along with everyone else
after Brondi had been defeated, but like virtually all of the outlaws in Dark
Space, he wasn’t adapting well to the level of discipline and structure in the
Imperial Fleet.


“Unfortunately, that information is classified.”


“Of course it is,” Ocheron said drily. “One question, Admiral, how do you
expect us to trust you if you won’t tell us what you’re planning? I think I can
speak for the skull faces on that, too—right Tova?” Ocheron turned to the High
Praetor of the Gors, and Hoff was relieved to see her finally break her death
stare with him. She turned the glowing red optics of her helmet on Ocheron and
began warbling at him. A moment later the translation came through Hoff’s ear
piece.


“We . . . skull faces, as you call us, are aware of the Admiral’s
plan.”


Hoff winced at that revelation. Captain Ocheron hadn’t been present for the
initial strategy meeting which had led them to the conclusion that they needed
to get reinforcements from Avilon. Few people in Dark Space even knew Avilon
existed, and for good reason. If they knew that a lost sector of humanity was
out there somewhere, untouched by the war, then there would be more unrest than
ever. The people would demand to know where Avilon was, and insist that Hoff
take them there. 


But it’s not that simple, Hoff thought. Even if the Immortals
agreed to take them in as refugees, few would meet up to the Avilonians’ strict
standards for humanity, and those who didn’t would be turned away. 


Captain Ocheron turned slowly back to Hoff, his pale skin having turned an
ugly shade of purple. “The skull face knows and we don’t?” Ocheron jerked a
thumb over his shoulder to Tova.


Hoff shrugged. “The Gors were required for my plan to work.”


Ocheron breathed a deep sigh and turned to the man sitting beside him, his
XO, Master Commander Leskin. That man had more bright and glowing tattoos than
visible skin. He was a quiet man with a frightening appearance, and in Hoff’s
experience, it was the quiet ones you had to watch. “I think we’re done here,
Commander, don’t you?” Ocheron asked.


Leskin turned to look at Hoff. He wore a pair of glowing blue contacts which
contrasted sharply with the pulsing red tattoos that whorled around his eyes.
Leskin nodded once and rose to his feet in tandem with his captain, while
Ocheron turned back to Hoff with a scowl. “I had thought we’d learned to trust
one another, Admiral. Apparently I was wrong.”


“I’m sorry you feel that way, Captain.” Hoff watched Ocheron and Leskin
leave the operations center, leaving him alone with his bodyguards and Tova. Turning
to the alien, he raised his grizzled eyebrows. “Are you going to storm out of
here, too, Tova?”


“Be thankful I am not the one you leave out of your meetings.”


Hoff regarded Tova quietly for a moment. “Is that a threat?”


“No,” she said, rising from the table. “It is wisdom.”


Hoff nodded slowly and regarded her with a small smile. 


Tova stepped up to the doors. The pair of bodyguards standing there eyed her
for a moment, looking nervously between themselves, and then to Hoff. He
nodded, and they opened the doors for her. She stooped to get through the
doorway. The doors swished shut behind her, leaving Hoff alone with his
thoughts. He wondered about the uneasy alliance he’d constructed. Criminals,
ISSF, and Gors—all forced to work together for the common good. It was a
recipe for disaster, but none of them had a choice. They had to stand together
if they wanted to have even a scant hope against the Sythians. And soon
we’ll be adding Immortals to that alliance. . . .


Hoff’s thoughts were interrupted as his comm piece trilled insistently in
his ear. Incoming call from Councilor Destra Heston, the comm piece
declared. Hoff was grateful for the distraction. After the tension-filled
meeting he’d just had, it would be nice to hear his wife’s voice.


“Hello, darling,” he said.


“Hoff, we have a situation developing.”


“What kind of situation?”


“The kind where the council just declared an emergency session. We have
riots on Karpathia, Etaris, Forliss . . . basically everywhere, and almost all
of the guilds are on strike. The entire economy just ground to a halt.”


“What?” Hoff sat suddenly straighter in his chair. “Why? What happened?”


“They know about the Sythian Fleet.”


“Ah . . . that does explain things. How did they find out?”


“Someone leaked recon data to the commnet. It’s everywhere, on all the news
nets.”


Hoff frowned. It had been inevitable that people find out about the
Sythians, since the whole fleet knew about them, but what was harder to imagine
was how highly classified recon data had been leaked to the commnet. His
thoughts went straight to Captain Ocheron and the rest of the outlaws. “This is
the price we pay for bringing a gang of ex-cons into the fleet. The press
probably bribed one of them to leak the data.”


“Well, whoever’s responsible, they’ve forced our hand. We need to make a
formal statement about this crisis, and you need to give the people a reason
not to be afraid.”


“Yes, you’re right. Get a holo conference together with the press. I’ll
start preparing a statement. Let me know when my audience is ready.”


“I will. . . . and Hoff?”


“Yes?”


“Should we be afraid?” 


He was about to dismiss his wife’s concerns with an empty platitude, but the
worried tone in her voice gave him pause. She was worried, not just as a
councilor, responsible to millions of citizens on the planet she represented,
but also as a mother and a wife, and she deserved to know the truth. Hoff’s
eyes went to his bodyguards, who were watching him discreetly from the doorway.
“Fear is wasteful, Des. What we need right now is hope. I’ll see you soon.”


“I’ll be waiting in the press briefing room.”


Hoff nodded and ended the comm call. As he left the operations center, his
bodyguards took positions flanking him. He stalked down the corridor, heading
for the nearest rail car tunnel, his mind twisting and turning over recent
events. He considered what he was going to say to the press, briefly toying
with the idea of telling them the truth, but that only led to visions of even
greater unrest as the people demanded he lead them to safety in Avilon. Hoff
shook his head. 


No, the time hadn’t yet come for something as dangerous as the truth. 


* * *


Ethan and Alara waded into a heated infinity pool, passing through gauzy
white curtains of steam which rose perpetually from the surface of the water
and into the chilly air. This was the Vermillion Palace on Karpathia, a ski
resort built high on the near-vertical cliffs of White Cap Mountain. Guests
staying at the Vermillion had the best of both winter and summer activities.
While staying on the mountain they could enjoy gravboarding, ice skating, and
skiing, while just a short gondola ride away was the small seaside town of
Ostin where guests could make their way to the waterfront to enjoy sun, sand,
and surf, along with fresh seafood. There was something for everyone at the
Vermillion. They’d arrived on Karpathia and checked in to the honeymoon suite
just a few hours ago, and now—finally—Ethan could relax. No more Kurlin Vastra,
and no more wedding plans—just him and Alara in paradise.


“What do you think?” Ethan asked as they walked up to the edge of the pool.
Upon reaching it Ethan slipped his arms around Alara’s waist and propped his
chin on her shoulder. Alara gasped as they took in the view together. Between
the infinity pool, which seemed to run endlessly into the abyss, and their
high, cliffside vantage point, they had the illusion that they were at the top
of a waterfall, about to plunge three kilometers straight down. Far below, the
bright turquoise waters of the Argyle Sea sparkled in the sun beneath a clear
indigo sky. Islands overgrown with opalescent vegetation peppered the middle
distance between them and the pale white line of the horizon.


“It’s amazing,” Alara breathed, sounding short of breath. Whether that was
from the altitude or a touch of vertigo, Ethan wasn’t sure. The air was much
thinner at the palace than it was on Forliss where they’d been staying with her
family. Here they were over three kilometers above sea level. Altitabs were
offered to all the guests upon arrival as a courtesy of the resort. Ethan and
Alara had taken theirs as soon as they’d checked in, but it would take a few
more hours before those pills boosted their blood counts enough for their lungs
to get more out of the thin air.


“Excuse me,” a gender-neutral voice asked. Ethan turned from the view to see
a hovering metallic sphere with a quartet of articulated arms. “Would either of
you like a hot beverage?”


“Hmmm . . .” Ethan pursed his lips, focusing on the bright blue iris of the
bot’s photoreceptor. “How much?”


“It’s free, sir. My records indicate that your package gives you unlimited
access to our facilities, which includes your fill of food and drink.”


“Well, it seems like your old man spared no expense,” Ethan said, sending
Alara a sidelong glance.


“Why do you sound surprised?”


“I’m not sure, maybe because a part of me is still expecting someone to hand
me the bill.”


“You’re not very good at accepting gifts, are you?” Alara whispered. Turning
to the hovering server bot, she smiled and said, “I’ll have a cup of hot
chocolate.”


“And for you, sir?”


“What do you recommend?”


“The palace is famous for its selection of vermillion ice wines. The wine is
fermented from fresh snow berries, and it comes highly recommended if you’re in
the mood for a cold beverage.”


Ethan took a moment to feel the chill around his ears and weigh that against
the steamy heat of the pool. If anything he was too warm, rather than cold, so
he decided to risk it. “Bring me a glass of that, then.”


“Very well, sir,” the bot said. Ethan watched it buzz away, skimming low
over the surface of the pool. It stopped to take orders from another couple
just now entering the shallow end of the pool.


“You know,” Alara began, while Ethan absently studied that couple. “You
don’t have to be so defensive. Just because my father’s paying doesn’t mean he
expects something in return.”


Ethan was about to reply to that when a flash of light drew his attention to
a holoscreen floating above the bar. It was a local news channel, showing
scenes of fires burning, stores and marketplaces being looted . . . and the
most frightening thing of all, Gors in shiny black armor being dispatched right
alongside ISSF sentinels to deal with the riots. In one particularly disturbing
scene a Gor was shown hefting a man over his head. A mob of angry citizens had
backed the alien into a corner with makeshift clubs. As Ethan watched, one or
two citizens opened fire with handheld ripper weapons, but the shells bounced
harmlessly off the Gor’s armor. Then the Gor threw the man he was holding and
promptly disappeared, cloaking to get away from the crowd.


“What the . . .”


“My father’s generosity doesn’t make you any less of a man.” Ethan ignored
her and went on gaping at the holoscreen. “Are you listening to me, Ethan?”


“Hold on a second . . .” he said, and with that, he swam across the pool to
get a better look at the holoscreen. When he got close enough to focus on the
news ticker, he read: Riots storm across Dark Space as Sythian threat looms.
59 dead, 420 injured.


“Frek . . .” Ethan whispered.


“What’s going on?” Alara asked, swimming up behind him. 


He turned to her and shook his head, his face ashen. “They’re back.”


“Who?”


Ethan left that question unanswered as he watched the screen. Now it
switched to a different scene. There was a podium with a lectern, and behind
that, the golden emblem of the Imperium emblazoned on a shiny black wall—six
stars surrounding a clenched fist. As Ethan watched, none other than Admiral
Hoff Heston stepped up to the lectern, wearing the trademark white uniform of
the supreme overlord. Ethan called out to a nearby bartender who stood watching
the news with them. “Could you raise the volume, please?”


The man turned to them with a vacant look. A second later his brain seemed
to process what was being asked of him, and he waved his hands at the screen to
raise the volume. 


Ethan heard, “. . . the people of Dark Space need to understand that this
civil unrest is more threatening to our security than any Sythian Fleet. If we
are to mount a proper defense, and indeed repel the invaders as we have
recently proven we can, then we need you, all of you, to keep doing your jobs.
Don’t stop living your lives just because the Sythians have returned. The very
fact that they’ve already been here for more than 24 hours without making a
move to attack us is a sign that they know we can beat them if they do. Rest
assured we are preparing for an attack, and our defenses are stronger than ever
before. This is not a time to give in to despair; it is a time to fight on, and
to remind ourselves of the real reason the Sythians are here: they’re here
because they are afraid of us. That is why they have worked so
hard to exterminate us, and we have proven that they are right to be afraid,
because they have thrown their best at us and we are still here. Trust us to
protect you. We will not fail in our duty to humanity.”


Applause followed that statement, followed by a question from someone off
screen. “And what if you do fail? Humanity has been defeated before.”


The camera shifted to cover an assembled group of reporters, their features
flickering and glitching ever so slightly, indicating that they were not
actually there with the admiral, but rather pre-recorded holograms for the
benefit of the viewers. Even with comm signals travelling at superluminal
speeds, time delays from one solar system to another meant that it could take
as much as an hour for a signal to get to a neighboring solar system.


The man who’d asked the question had his hand raised and appeared to be
waiting for an answer. Hoff’s voice returned and the camera angle shifted back
to the podium where he stood.


“We were defeated because we were not prepared. We didn’t even see them
coming. This time, we know where they are, and not even their cloaking shields
can hide them from us. We also have an entire fleet of theirs now fighting for
us, complete with the Gor crews. The ease with which we captured and turned the
Sythians’ own fleet against them must now give them pause. They don’t attack us
because they are afraid we will turn another fleet to our side.”


“If they’re not here to attack us, then what are they doing here?”
another reporter asked.


The admiral spread his hands. “Our best guess is that they are watching us,
waiting for us to panic and do exactly what we are doing now—weaken ourselves
with infighting.”


“How can you be certain that they’re not waiting for reinforcements?” a
third reporter asked.


“If their intention was to overwhelm us, they could have waited until their
entire fleet was assembled before moving into Dark Space. Instead, it is
apparent from their attempt to hide in the Stormcloud Nebula that they are not
seeking a direct confrontation.”


“Admiral, where is the Intrepid?”


The Admiral smiled thinly at the camera. “The whereabouts of fleet vessels
is classified. Rest assured, all available forces are being rallied on the frontlines
to respond to whatever the Sythians throw our way.”


“What do you have to say about recent reports of violence between Gors and
humans?”


“Gors are an official part of the Imperium, and they serve in the same
capacity as regular sentinels. I have not heard any reports of undue violence
initiated by Gors, so they will remain in effect as a peacekeeping army on
human-colonized worlds. It is time for us to set the prejudices of the past
aside in the interests of moving forward. Thank you, no further questions.”
With that, the admiral stepped down from the podium and a local news reporter
appeared on the screen.


“So far riots on Karpathia alone have taken over 37 lives, with more than
300 injured. Now two hours after the press conference first aired, there is no
sign of the riots abating, and no sign of the Overlord softening his response.
There are now more than 5,000 Gors and 2,000 human sentinels documented to be
on the planet’s surface, and those numbers are expected to double before
nightfall with the arrival of another garrison.”


Ethan shook his head and turned from the screen to look at Alara. “So much
for our honeymoon,” he said.


Alara turned to him with wide, terrified eyes. “What are we going to do?”


“For now? Nothing. We’re going to wait and see what happens.”


“What about the Gors? They’re all over Karpathia!”


“They’re all over Dark Space. If they meant to betray us, they could have
done so a month ago when we took out the Sythians’ command ship and our forces
were in disarray. You saw what that Gor did in the newscast—he was surrounded
and being attacked by an angry mob, but rather than fire back, he simply
cloaked to get away.”


Alara reached out to hug Ethan. “What if the Sythians really are just
waiting for reinforcements?”


Ethan’s brow furrowed. “It’s possible. Still think it’s a good idea to sell
the Trinity?”


“No,” Alara admitted.


“For now we’re going to do exactly what Admiral Heston suggested. We’re
going to pretend everything is fine—and keep a close eye on the news channels,”
he added, turning back to the holoscreen above the bar.


He was just in time to see the breaking news. “This just in from an
anonymous source . . .” a pretty young reporter said, putting a hand to her
ear-mounted comm piece to listen as someone else communicated the news to her.
“The Sythians have made contact with our fleet,” she said, her celadon-green
eyes widening. “And they have . . . requested an audience with our leaders.”
The reporter shook her head and looked up at the camera. “This is unprecedented
news . . .” 


Ethan tuned her out and turned back to his wife. She asked the question that
was already on the tip of his tongue. “What do they want?”


He slowly shook his head. “I don’t know.”












Chapter 8





Admiral Hoff Heston
stood on the bridge of the Valiant, gazing out at an impressive array of
Sythian warships, their gleaming lavender hulls glinting in the distance
against the hazy gray clouds of the Stormcloud Nebula. The 30-kilometer-long
Sythian command ship stood in the middle of the enemy formation, surrounded by
half a dozen one and two-kilometer-long battleships. They’d come just far
enough out of the nebula to communicate without interference, and there they’d
stopped to send the first comm signal humanity had ever received from the
Sythian invaders. When translated, the message had simply said, we must
speak with your leaders.


That had been two and a half hours ago.


Admiral Heston had sent a reply almost immediately via his current XO,
saying that they would need time to get their leaders together. After that,
they had waited through several tense hours, watching the Sythians and waiting
for them to snap. They hadn’t so much as twitched. Making the Sythians wait was
a risky gamble on Hoff’s part, but it sent an important message—the message that
humanity was not running scared, they were not desperate, and they were not
defeated.


The Sythians had waited patiently, and now Hoff, Tova, and Captain Ocheron
were assembled on the bridge of the Valiant, standing in front of the
captain’s table and waiting to hear what the Sythians had to say. Hoff nodded
to his comm officer. “Make contact again, Lieutenant, and get us a visual if
you can.”


“Yes, sir. Should we transmit a visual?”


“If they can receive it.”


The comm officer nodded and turned back to his control station. A moment
later he gave a thumbs-up sign and said, “Connection established. Transmitting
in three . . . two . . . one.”


The main holoscreen faded from stars and space to a view of a dark, circular
room with a glossy black floor. All around was a dome-shaped canopy showing an
unobstructed view of space. Beneath that dome, control stations were arrayed in
concentric circles, glowing with lavender, yellow, and red lights. In the weak
glow from those consoles, Hoff could just make out the blurry faces of aliens
hunched over their controls, but it was impossible to tell whether they were
Gors or Sythians. Standing in the center of the holo feed, however, was a
creature unlike any Hoff had ever seen before. He had to stop and remind
himself that the Sythians were all subtly different from one another, having
been genetically-engineered to live in the diverse environments of the worlds
which they came from in the Getties Cluster.


The creature standing before them wore a suit of glossy black armor, much
like a Gor’s. His breastplate was festooned with colored bars of light and a
few glowing symbols, which Hoff assumed to be some type of rank insignia. The
creature was humanoid, but his face was a nightmare of jagged black teeth, and
sharp, bony ridges protruding along his prominent brow and nose. His eyes
appeared to glow white in the gloom of his bridge, but whether his eyes were
naturally phosphorescent or the effect was a product of some technology, Hoff
couldn’t tell. The Sythian’s pallid gray skin reminded him of a Gor’s, but
while Gors were hairless, this Sythian had a mane of pure white hair which fell
from a topknot on his head down to his shoulders. As they watched, the Sythian
opened his mouth in a grimace that was probably meant to imitate a smile—or
perhaps a snarl.


The creature began warbling at them in its native language and Hoff held his
breath. None of them were wearing translators, but one had been wired into the
comm station so everyone could hear what the Sythians said. All of a moment
later, the translation came booming across the bridge speakers.


“You make us to wait. Now you listen, and do not speak. You have the honor
of hearing from Shondar, High Lord of the Sythian Fourth Fleet, and commander
of the Gasha. You may bow to offer your respect, humanz . . . and Gor.”


Hoff smiled. “No thank you, Shondar. What is it your people want?”


Tova hissed and warbled her own reply. “This Gor does not bow to Sythians.”


“We ignore your disrespect, but soon you see our supremacy and know that we
are your masters.”


Hoff squared his shoulders and crossed his arms. “If you could have
conquered us, you would have done so by now. Instead, what happened? We turned
your fleet against you, and we will do the same with the next one that attacks
us.”


“You speak far too much for one who knows so little. Observe.”


The visual abruptly disappeared, and the main viewscreen went back to
showing stars and space. Hoff turned to his comm officer with a frown, but Lt.
Hanz shook his head. “We’re still connected, but they’ve cut the visual feed
from their end.”


Hoff turned to look at the ceiling where the bridge speakers were hidden.
“Shondar? Why are you hiding from us?”


Shondar gave no reply.


Hoff turned his frown upon the viewports, and suddenly he understood. Space
was shimmering all around the alien warships which had come to make contact
with his fleet. More Sythian warships were de-cloaking by the dozens. They were
everywhere. Hoff heard a few of his bridge crew gasp. In seconds several fleets
had de-cloaked in front of them in a terrifying wall of gleaming lavender
hulls. Hoff’s jaw dropped open and he turned to Tova with an accusing look.
“Why didn’t you warn us they were there?” he demanded.


Tova turned to regard him quietly, the glowing red eyes of her helmet drilling
into his. 


High Lord Shondar replied before she could, “She did not warn you because
she could not sense them. These ships are not crewed by Gorz; they are crewed
by humanz.”


More gasps rose from the crew. They were hearing for the first time what Hoff
had already known—the Sythians were making slaves of humans now. What he hadn’t
known, however, was the extent of it. Where did they all come from? he
wondered. An instant later, he had the answer. The Enclave. Hoff had
assumed the Sythians killed the over 100,000 refugees in the Enclave, but the
reality was they’d suffered a fate worse than death. “So now you have us
fighting your battles for you. Shall I take that to mean you’d be willing to
release the rest of the Gors to us?”


The visual returned and back was a life-sized view of the Gasha’s
bridge. Shondar’s mouth hung open in a very human-looking expression of dismay.
“Oh, yes . . . we could free them and send them to you . . . but they are not
alive. Do you want the bodies?”


Tova hissed loudly and warbled at the screen. “I rip the intestines from
your belly and hang you with them! Then I eat you while you suffocate on your
own krak!”


“And that is why you no longer serve us,” Shondar replied. “You should know
your people on Noctune are also dead, Tova. The Gorz in Dark Space are now the
only Gorz anywhere.”


Tova hissed so loudly that Hoff felt like his ears were about to explode.
Her hissing turned to a keening wail and she sunk to the deck with a heavy thunk
of armor meeting duranium.


Hoff scowled as Shondar gave another fierce display of jagged black teeth.
“I’m running out of patience, Sythian. Tell me why you contacted us, or I’ll
end this transmission before you get the chance.”


“Yesss . . . we contacted you to make a deal.”


“We don’t make deals with Sythians.”


“This deal isss special,” Shondar hissed. “It is in your best interestsss.
You can see the fleets arrayed before you are far stronger than yours, yes?”


“I don’t agree, but go on.”


“We want but one thing. Release the Gorz to us so that we may punish them
for their rebellion, and then join the Sythian Coalition. Then we agree to
leave your people in peace, and you have our permission to exist in Dark Space
as long as you please.”


“Join you? Why would we do that, Shondar?”


“Because that way you do not die.”


“I see.”


“The decision is yours.”


“You are asking us to surrender,” Hoff clarified.


“Yesss, we are giving you that opportunity. It is generous of us.”


“Very generous,” Hoff replied. He shot Tova a sidelong glance, but she
hadn’t reacted to Shondar’s demands; she was still slumped on the deck,
apparently in shock. Her people had been summarily wiped out. It was ironic
that after the Sythians had used them to exterminate humanity, they had then
turned around and done the same thing to the Gors.


Captain Ocheron chose that moment to add his two cents. “My fleet would
happily agree to your terms, Shondar.”


Hoff sent him a scathing look. “You do not have a fleet, Captain! I
control the fleet, and you are subordinate to me. You would do well to
remember that before I have you court-martialed for insubordination.”


Ocheron glared back at Hoff, his thick black mustache twitching as his pale
head began to turn an angry shade of red. “We did not join your fleet
willingly, Admiral. We joined it because we had no other choice, and you need
us just as much as we need you.”


Hoff turned back to the main holoscreen with a dark look. “Your proposal
will need to be discussed, Shondar. I will meet with my commanders and inform
you of our decision as soon as possible.”


“Of course,” Shondar hissed. “Do not make us to wait too long. Your time is
running out.”


With that, the transmission was cut on the Sythians’ side; back were stars,
space, and the overwhelming display of force which the Sythians had mustered to
back up their threats. Hoff shook his head and turned to Tova. “Get up. We have
a lot to discuss.”


“What’s to discuss?” Ocheron demanded. “Return to frekking sender! The Gors
are their slaves, so why should they be our problem? They’re eating all our
damn food anyway.”


“Ocheron—” Hoff didn’t have a chance to finish his intended rebuke. Tova
flew off the deck and reached out to seize Captain Ocheron by the throat. She
lifted him high off the deck with one arm, and Ocheron’s face turned an ugly
purple. Veins stood out on his forehead, and his cheeks bulged. He beat his
fists against Tova’s armored forearm, but to no avail. Hoff stood frozen,
watching everything happen as if in slow motion.


“You worry how to feed us? I have an answer! We eat humanz. Starting
with you.”


A part of Hoff was tempted to let Tova do exactly that, but instead he
stepped up beside her and laid a hand on her arm. “Tova. This is not the way.
He does not speak for all of us. Put him down.”


Tova’s head turned and her glowing red eyes drilled into his once more. “Do
you take his side, then?”


“I do not agree with him, no.”


“He must die for his treachery.”


“He will be punished.”


“Is not good enough!” Tova roared, her warbling speech almost loud enough to
drown out the simultaneous translation which came across the bridge speakers. 


“Tova. You will not win this fight by killing him. You will lose, and your
people will lose, and I will not be able to stop it. Humanity must never again
see you as the monsters who slaughtered us. Do you understand? Put him down.”


Tova’s broad chest heaved with fury, air hissing in and out of her helmet,
but at last she responded. “I do what you ask . . . for now.” With that, Tova
flicked her wrist and Captain Ocheron, a man of some two hundred and fifty
pounds, went flying. He landed several feet away with a thud and a grunt
of pain.


“Good. Now, as I said, Tova. We have much to discuss . . .” Hoff’s gaze
found Ocheron as he rose from the deck. The outlaw captain stood rubbing his
throat and his lower back. “And we will discuss it without him. Follow
me, Tova. Guards! Kindly show the captain to the brig.”


“What?” Ocheron rasped. “You can’t lock me up! Heston!”


“No?” Hoff turned away with a smirk. “I believe you’re about to be
mistaken.”


A soft click sounded somewhere behind him, and he felt the hair
rising on the back of his neck. 


“Stop right there, Admiral.” 


Hoff froze and slowly turned back to the captain, his smile still in place.
“This is treason, Captain. Are you ready to die for your pride?” Hoff nodded to
Ocheron’s sidearm, which was drawn and pointed at his chest. All of the crew on
the bridge had abruptly frozen at their stations and turned to watch the
confrontation. Hoff heard the clanking of armored sentinels approaching from
the entrance of the bridge.


“Are you?” Ocheron countered, clucking his tongue. “You’re real
skriff-krakking special, Admiral. You think you can take us all down to the
netherworld with you? You’re wrong. By a show of hands . . .” Ocheron said,
waving his own free hand in the air. “How many of you think the Gors should go
and we should accept the Sythians’ offer?” No one moved a muscle. “Come on,
don’t be shy,” Ocheron said. 


Hoff heard the sentinels’ clanking footsteps draw near, followed by, “Drop
your weapon!” The voice was distorted by the sentinel’s combat helmet. “You are
under arrest.”


“Am I?” Ocheron looked surprised. “All right,” he said, raising his sidearm
along with his other hand. Just don’t shoot me, okay? I have a sensitive
stomach. He used his empty hand to pat his protruding belly, and Hoff’s eyes
abruptly narrowed on the outlaw captain’s uniform jacket. The captain was a
heavy man, but not because he was overweight.


Hoff held up a hand to stop the sentinels from advancing any further.
“Halt!” he said, just as they took up flanking positions on either side of him.


Ocheron smiled slowly. “You’re not as dumb as you look, Admiral.”


“That man’s wired with explosives,” Hoff said.


Officers began rising from their control stations in a hurry, but Ocheron
called out, “Stay where you are!” And with that, he used the hand which wasn’t
holding his sidearm to rip open his vest, revealing three belts of WDX4
explosives. “The detonator is tied to my pulse. If I die, so do all of you—and
don’t think you can stun me either. I’ve wired in an electrostatic sensor which
will detect a stun blast and detonate the explosives either way.” 


“What do you want, Captain?” Hoff asked.


“What do I want?” Ocheron turned in a slow circle to address everyone on the
bridge. “I want you all to think about this very carefully. Are the Gors worth
it? They nearly wiped out the human race! I say we cut the dumb freks loose and
join the Sythians. What do we have to lose?”


“Besides liberty?” Hoff asked. 


Ocheron turned slowly back to face him, and in that moment Hoff became aware
of something important—


Tova was missing.


The admiral looked around suddenly, his eyes wide. “Tova?” Then he noticed
Ocheron’s expression become abruptly confused. The outlaw’s head jerked
backward, and blood spurted from his nose. Screaming, he whirled around with
blood pitter-pattering to the deck in fat droplets as he searched for whatever
had hit him. “Frekking skull face! Show yourself!”


Then Ocheron’s face contorted once more as his knees buckled the wrong way
with a sickening pop. He toppled to the deck, his screams going on and
on. “I’m going to kill you!” he roared, fiddling with something on his belt.


“Everybody down!” Hoff yelled, flattening himself to the deck and crossing
his arms over his head. He heard a loud whump, followed by something heavy
landing on top of him. A superheated rush of air roared past his ears like a
hurricane, followed by muffled screaming, and then . . . ringing silence.


When Hoff’s ears recovered enough for him to hear through the ringing he
heard a violent crackle of flames eating away at whatever they could find.
Acrid smoke reached his nostrils, and his head spun with the fumes. The weight
on his back felt heavier than ever, and he wondered if some fragment of the
captain’s table had landed on top of him. He risked lifting his head off the
deck to check . . .


And saw the gunmetal gray armor of a sentinel’s arm, lying in a puddle of
blood beside his head. He reached out to prod the sentinel, but the arm moved
independently of its host. Hoff twisted around in horror to find that the
sentinel lying on top of him was maimed beyond recognition. With a monumental
effort he managed to roll the body off of him. Then he himself off the deck to
stand swaying on his feet in the middle of a scene straight out of the
netherworld.


Control stations had been shredded, and some of them were on fire; the
captain’s table was reduced to a charred stump. Crew members lay here and there
at their stations below the gangway where the bomb had detonated. Some were
unmoving, while others were only now climbing to their feet to survey the
carnage. Captain Ocheron was a bloody smear on the deck, and Tova . . . Tova
lay to one side of the ruined captain’s table, her glossy black armor shredded
to a poor reflection of its former glory. Her helmet had been carved open on
one side, but the skull-like face beneath it seemed relatively intact. She was,
however, lying in a puddle of pale blood. It caught and reflected flickering
orange light from flaming debris that had landed around her.


The bridge was decimated, the thick transpiranium viewports striated with
fractures, but thankfully still intact. The deck was scuffed and charred and a
few of the bulkheads had been gouged with shrapnel. Hoff gazed down upon his
savior, the sentinel who had given his life to shield him from the blast. Sergeant
Arconin, Hoff thought, remembering the man’s name. His armor was
shredded even worse than Tova’s; there could be no doubt that he was dead.
“Frek,” Hoff growled. Looking up he turned to the nearest officer he could find
standing on the deck with him. It was his comm officer, Lt. Hanz. “Comm the
medbay!” Hoff barked at him, but that command came out more like a wheeze for
air than an urgent order.


“Yes, sir!” Hanz nodded and touched the comm piece in his ear to make the
call. His comm control station was far too damaged to send the message. 


Hoff hurried to Tova’s side and dropped to his knees in a sulfur-smelling
pool of the alien’s blood. His nose wrinkled, but he forced himself to focus.
“Tova.”


She hissed softly, but said nothing.


Hoff grimaced. “Help is on the way, Tova.”


“Do not . . . waste time, Woss.”


He shook his head and grabbed her upper arm. “You’re stronger than this,
Tova! Fight!”


“I fight . . . long enough. Now I leave my mate to do what I cannot.”


“Frek it, Tova . . . we need you! Your créche mates need you!”


“No, Woss . . . my créche mates already have what they need. They have
freedom.” Tova’s real eye, a yellow reptilian slit now exposed by the missing
half of her helmet, turned from the ceiling to stare at Hoff. She seemed to be
looking past him, but then her eye narrowed still further to focus squarely on
his face, and she hissed once more. “Do not let them . . . take that from us.”


Hoff shook his head. “I won’t.”


“Give me your word, human. Swear it before your gods. . . .”


Hoff shook his head. “I have no gods, but I swear it, Tova. I will not let
the Sythians enslave your people again.”


“Good.” Tova’s chest heaved, and she released her breath in a sigh. With
that, the light went out of her eye and she went back to staring past him. A
moment later, the red glow of optics in the other side of her helmet also
faded, and just like that . . .


She was gone. 


Hoff stood up, but some type of a disruption in his inner ear almost caused
him to fall over.


Strong hands took hold of him, and Hoff turned to see the surviving sentinel
of the two who had been standing beside him when Ocheron had detonated his
bomb. “Are you okay, sir?” the sentinel asked.


Hoff gave the man a weary frown. “Yes, thank you.” He turned to look around
the bridge, and now he saw officers moving all over the deck, tending to one
another’s injuries. One of them had pulled out a fire suppression hose and was
spraying it over the flaming sections of the bridge.


“Listen up!” Hoff yelled. “Those of you who are injured too badly to move,
stay where you are; med teams will be here to tend to you soon. As for the rest
of you, follow me; we’re heading to the auxiliary bridge.” Hoff clapped his
hands together for emphasis just before doubling over with a hacking cough.
“Move out!” he croaked. With that, he jogged toward the double doors of the
bridge. The surviving sentinel kept pace beside him, limping from a shrapnel
wound in his leg. Along the way Hoff considered what he was going to say to
Tova’s mate, Roan, and how he would convince the alien that he’d had nothing to
do with Tova’s death.


Hoff grimaced. The Sythians’ deal had unraveled the tentative
alliance in Dark Space in a matter of minutes. Something told him that was
exactly what they had hoped to achieve.


Divide and conquer. Hoff hoped the Sythians didn’t find out how fast
their plan had worked until he had regained control of the situation. He needed
to call an emergency meeting between Ocheron’s second-in-command and Roan in
order to apprise them of recent developments and devise a strategy to deal with
the Sythians’ demands.


Based on what he’d seen of the Sythian fleet, outright refusal was not an
option. Dark Space couldn’t win a straight fight, so they needed to at least
appear to acquiesce, and that meant trouble for more than just Dark Space. Even
if the Sythians honored their deal, there was something much more important at
stake. Hoff had an invaluable piece of information which the Sythians were
after—he knew the location of Avilon. A month ago when he’d gone aboard the
Sythian command ship and spoken with High Lord Kaon, the Sythians had offered
him a similar deal—they would agree to leave Dark Space alone in exchange for
the location of Avilon. Something told him that they hadn’t simply forgotten
what they were after.


The Admiral felt a pang of dread, but not for his life. His thoughts
went straight to his wife Destra and his seven-year-old daughter, Atta. If he
refused to tell the Sythians where Avilon was, they would torture his family
until he cracked, and he knew he wouldn’t be able to resist that.


No. He had no choice; he had to tell the Sythians where Avilon was. But
they can hardly blame me if my memory is off by a few thousand light years, Hoff
realized with a burgeoning smile. After all, it has been a long time since I
was there. 


It wouldn’t be enough to lie. The Sythians surely had mind probe technology
the equal or better of what humanity had. They would dig around inside his
brain until they either found exactly what they were looking for or killed him
in the process. The only way to fool them was to make the lie true, and for
that he would have to physically alter his memories.


Hoff touched his comm piece to make a call just as he reached the rail car
tunnel which would take them down to the auxiliary bridge.


“Call med bay,” he said while waiting for the ambulatory members of his
bridge crew to catch up. A few saluted as they walked past and into the waiting
rail car. Hoff nodded back, but made no move to follow them.


“Admiral!” someone answered. “This is Doctor Elder, I’ve just sent three
teams to the bridge.”


“Good, but I need something else from you. I need you to prep a mind probe
and have it waiting for me.”


“Of course, sir . . . does that mean the saboteur survived?”


“No, I’ll explain when I get there, Doctor.”


“Yes, sir.”


“I’ll be there as soon as I can,” Hoff said, ending the call.


He caught his nav officer’s eye as she approached the rail car tunnel. She
was limping and clutching her side, but otherwise fine. He was relieved to see
that she had survived the explosion more or less in one piece. Deck Commander
Teseray Akra was the highest ranking officer on the bridge besides Hoff
himself. He stepped in front of her before she could enter the rail car, and
she stopped to offer a quick salute. 


“Commander,” Hoff said.


“Sir!”


“You have the bridge until I get there. I have to attend to some urgent
business. Have Lieutenant Hanz contact Commander Leskin of the outlaw fleet and
Praetor Roan of the Gors. Tell them to come aboard ASAP and to wait for me in
the operations center.”


Commander Akra nodded. “It will be done. Immortals be with you, sir.”


Hoff smiled wanly at the irony of her words. “Let us hope they are with us
all soon.”


“Yes, sir . . .” the commander said with an accompanying frown. Like almost
everyone in Dark Space, she didn’t understand that immortals existed in more
than just the stories that parents told their children about their
ancestors—powerful beings who never die and keep watch over humanity from
Etheria. 


Hoff stepped aside for Commander Akra to enter the rail car. As soon as she
was through the door, he turned and hurried down the corridor to a nearby bank
of lift tubes.


It’s time to give the Sythians what they want.












Chapter 9





Hoff entered the
operations center for the third time in as many days. This time he sat down
behind the glossy black holo table with a sense of impending doom rather than
the feeble hope that everything was going to be okay. Humanity’s chances had
gone from slim to none. He had thought they’d have more time before the
Sythians arrived with a fleet strong enough to overwhelm their defenses, but
he’d been wrong. The only reason the Sythians hadn’t already attacked was
because humanity had something they were looking for—according to them that
something was revenge on the Gors, but Hoff suspected they were really after
the location of Avilon.


He just hoped his gambit would work. He was about to take a big risk with
his allies, but ultimately that risk was in the spirit of protecting the
alliance. He couldn’t accede to the Sythians demands without alienating the
Gors forever, and he couldn’t let the outlaws know his real intentions without
knowing that he could fully trust them.


The doors to the operations center swished open and in stepped Master
Commander Leskin. His glowing blue eyes found Hoff and there they lingered for
a long, silent moment.


Hoff cleared his throat and gestured to the chair to his left. “Take a seat,
Commander.”


Leskin’s glowing facial tattoos chose that moment to pulse a brighter red,
making his features stand out in the devlinish light radiating from his own
skin. He gave no sign that he had heard Hoff, but moved to take his seat
nonetheless.


They spent several tense moments waiting for Roan to arrive. Leskin eyed
Hoff carefully, but said nothing, as if expecting his deadly silence to unnerve
the admiral.


For his part, Hoff stared right back, smiling smugly and basking in the
man’s silence. Under any normal circumstances a thug like Leskin wouldn’t be
allowed anywhere near an ISSF vessel, and he certainly wouldn’t be made privy
to a highly sensitive battle plan.


All of five minutes later the doors swished open once more, and in
stomped a two meter-high Gor, fully armored in his glossy black exoskeleton,
the glowing red multifaceted eyes of Roan’s helmet found Hoff almost
immediately. He wiped the smug smile he’d been using on Leskin from his face
out of respect for Roan’s loss. Rising from his chair, he gestured to the
table. “Please sit down, Roan.”


The Gor made no move to take a seat, but instead warbled something
unintelligible at Hoff. The translation reached his ear a moment later via the
translator he wore. Hoff had never heard a Gor’s voice boom before, but Roan’s
did.


“Tova is dead. How?”


He wasn’t surprised that Roan had found out about his mate’s death. Gors
were telepaths, and as his mate, Tova would have contacted him before she’d
died.


Hoff shook his head sadly. “She died trying to stop a traitor who threatened
to detonate a bomb on the bridge of this ship. He succeeded, killing her and
several others in the process.”


For a long time, Roan said nothing. He didn’t so much as twitch. Hoff felt a
flicker of dread begin worming through his gut, and he turned to look at the
pair of sentinels standing inside the entrance of the operations center.
Normally they wouldn’t be allowed to listen in on a meeting like this, but they
were a necessary precaution since Hoff wasn’t sure he could trust either of the
other attendees.


“I understand that this is a shock,” Hoff said carefully, “and I am sorry
for your loss. I can only imagine if it were my mate, but there is more, and
I’m afraid we need you to set aside your grief for the moment in order to be a
leader for your people. Can you do that, Roan?”


“Why she attack this . . . traitor?”


“He threatened to kill us if we didn’t accede to the Sythians’ demands. They
demanded that we surrender and hand your people over to them so that the Gors
could be punished for their rebellion. In exchange, they would agree to leave
us in peace.”


“And, what do you say?”


“I said that we don’t make deals with Sythians. The traitor was not
satisfied with that.” Hoff turned to Leskin with a scowl. “That traitor was
your very own Captain Ocheron. He killed himself, Tova, and at least one of my
men.”


Leskin looked up at Hoff and at last he spoke. “Ocheron was a fool, but he
was not wrong to say we should give in to the Sythians’ demands.”


Roan rounded on Leskin, and again his voice boomed through the operations
center. “I kill you for your treachery!”


“Hold on, Roan,” Hoff said raising a hand to stop the alien from doing
something rash and following in his mate’s footsteps.


Leskin turned to glare at Roan as the alien subsided. “That’s a good skull
face. Remember who has who on the leash.”


“That’s enough!” Hoff roared.


“Yes, it is,” Leskin said, rising to his feet. “Enough of this charade!
Enough of this phony alliance! We’ve all seen the enemy fleet, Hoff, and we
know what we’re up against. You can’t honestly expect us to believe that we can
win. If we don’t give into the Sythians’ demands, it won’t be just the Gors who
are on their way to the netherworld, it will be all of us! If you want to take
us down with you, we’re not going to be a part of it.”


Hoff held Leskin’s gaze with a grim smile. “Who’s this we you speak
of, Commander?” 


“Myself and all of those who agree with me.”


“You’re suggesting a coup.”


“I’m suggesting we stop fooling ourselves.”


“Very well,” Hoff nodded. “You leave me no choice. Guards, arrest that man
for treason.”


Neither one of the sentinels standing at the door responded to his command.
Hoff turned to them with a frown. “I said . . .” he trailed off suddenly as he
realized his mistake. The sentinels had drawn their weapons and had them
pointed at his chest, which could only mean one thing. They were former outlaws
and not true ISSF officers.


“So you’re going to shoot me, and what? Take over the Imperium yourself?”


Leskin shrugged and pushed out his chair to leave. “If that’s what it takes
to make an intelligent decision around here, then yes.”


But Hoff wasn’t the only one who’d made a miscalculation. As soon as Leskin
vacated his seat, Roan’s arm shot out in a blur and grabbed him by the throat.


“Shoot, and I squeeze,” Roan warbled at the guards.


Hoff nodded, smiling. “What do you say Leskin? Now we can both die. We can
leave the Gor to command us. I dare say it will be an improvement.”


Leskin struggled to speak despite the giant hand constricting his trachea.
“Put your guns down,” he croaked.


The guards reluctantly did so, and Hoff nodded to Roan. “Release him.”


The alien turned to look at him. “You are sure?”


“Yes.”


Roan released Leskin, and the man almost fell to the deck. He stood rubbing
his throat and grimacing. Hoff shook his head in dismay. “I’m going to pretend
that little incident didn’t just happen. We’ll blame it on a bad case of stim
poisoning.”


Leskin’s glowing blue eyes narrowed.


“Outlaws aren’t ever going to enjoy taking orders from me, and I
can’t get rid of all of you. We need each other, Commander. Especially now. So
I have to convince you that my plan is the best one, and for that, I need you
to listen.”


Leskin seemed to consider that. “All right, if you don’t plan to give in to
the Sythians’ demands, what do you propose?”


“I propose we call their bluff.”


“What bluff?”


“Sit down—both of you—” Hoff said with a quick glance in Roan’s direction.
“—and I’ll explain.”


As soon as both were seated, Hoff began to invent a half fictitious story
about how he had used a cloaked cruiser to slip out into the enemy formation
and scan the Sythians’ ships. He told them the scans revealed that the
Sythians’ fleet was all but empty, and the Sythians hadn’t had time to enslave
enough humans to properly crew their ships.


The truth was Hoff had sent out a cloaked venture-class while they’d
made the Sythians wait for an audience, but the scans had come back with bad
news, not good—the Sythian ships waiting at the edge of the nebula were teeming
with human crews.


But neither Leskin nor Roan had seen those scans, at least not yet, and they
both bought the lie completely.


“Then they don’t have the force to beat us,” Leskin said.


Hoff smiled and shook his head. “No.”


“Sythians are without honor,” Roan added. “To them lies taste sweet and the
truth is bitter.”


“So it would seem,” Hoff said, feeling a stab of doubt. Roan was going to
think the same of him when he found out that the Sythians’ bluff wasn’t a bluff
at all. “With that in mind, our strategy is the same as it was. We stand
together, and we hold our ground.”


Leskin began nodding slowly, and Hoff turned to Roan, his lips curving
downward in sympathy. “One more thing before you both go—Roan, you should know
that the Sythians claim to have killed all of your people in retaliation for
the Gors’ rebellion. He said that they even killed your people on Noctune. We
have no way of knowing if any of that is true, but . . .”


Roan abruptly rose from his chair. “I leave you now.”


“Did you hear me, Roan?”


“I hear you, but you ask me to put my grief aside to lead my people, and
that is what I do. I feel pain later, when it is safe to feel.”


Hoff blinked, surprised by his answer. “Humanity could stand to learn something
from your people, Roan.” He turned to Leskin. “Do you have any questions?”


“No. If what you say is true, then your plan makes sense—for now.”


“Good. Then we are in agreement.” Hoff rose from the table and started for
the doors. When he reached them he stopped to glare at the pair of sentinels
who’d drawn their weapons on him, and then he turned to Leskin with a scowl.
“Do me a favor and take your dogs with you when you leave.”


Leskin returned his scowl with a thin smile. “Of course.”


Hoff stood at the doors, waiting for them to leave. Roan came to stand
beside him and watch the ex-cons go. Once Leskin and his goons were far enough
away, Hoff turned to the alien and whispered, “I need to speak with you,
Roan—in private.”


The alien regarded him silently. “What do you wish to speak about?” 


Hoff shook his head. “Meet me in my office in one hour.”


“Human time.”


“Yes. Make sure Leskin does not see you.”


“No one sees me unless I wish them to.”


“Good.”


Roan turned to leave, and Hoff waited until he was out of hearing before
reaching up to his ear to make a call to Commander Leskin. 


As soon as the outlaw answered, Hoff said, “Leskin, don’t speak. Listen
carefully. Make sure Roan sees you on your way to the hangar, but then find a
way to come back to the operations center. Meet me as soon as you can, but
leave your guards waiting at your ship. We need to talk in private. It’s about
the Gors. I’ll be waiting.”


“Of course . . .” Leskin purred on the other end of the comm.


With that, Hoff ended the call and went back to his chair at the head of the
holo table.


It was time to put together the real battle plan.


* * *


Commander Leskin returned to the operations center and took his seat beside
Hoff. “All right, I’m here. What did you want to discuss with me?” he asked,
folding his hands on the table.


Hoff nodded. “I brought you here alone because I wanted to tell you the real
plan, and the truth about the enemy. We did perform scans on the Sythian
fleet, but the truth is we found their ships fully-crewed and ready for war.
Their posturing at the edge of the nebula is no bluff, Commander. It’s a
reality we have to face.”


Leskin sat back suddenly. “Then I was right. We have to surrender.”


“Yes, but the Gors can’t know we intend to give them up to the Sythians.”


“I understand.”


“When I give the word, your fleet and mine are going to fly away from them.
At that point I will contact the Sythians and tell them to go get their
slaves.”


“What about us? Are we setting any terms for the surrender?”


“I’ll try, but we’re in no position to negotiate. We’ll just have to trust
that the Sythians keep their end of the deal and leave us in peace.”


“And if they don’t?”


Hoff shrugged. “Pray that you’re still in a position to flee. I’m not sure
why the Sythians would want to kill us at all, but they may choose to disarm us
and take more direct control over our sector, perhaps using us as a resource
base to begin colonizing the galaxy. Either way . . .”


“It’s still better than extinction.”


“Exactly,” Hoff said.


“What will you tell the Gors?”


“I’ll tell them we’re going to give the appearance of betraying them in
order to launch a surprise attack.”


“Do you think they will buy it?”


Hoff shrugged. “With luck they’ll believe it long enough for me to at least
get all the Gors off this ship. Have your people ready for a surprise attack
from the Gors, just in case.”


Leskin nodded. “We’ll be ready.”


This time Hoff and Leskin left the operations center together. They parted
ways at the lift tubes, with Hoff heading up to his office near the ruined bridge
deck and Leskin heading down to the hangars. 


A few minutes later, Hoff reached his office and opened the door with a wave
of his wrist over the controls. He walked inside and the door automatically
swished shut behind him. On his way to his desk Hoff heard a rustle of movement
behind him. A jolt of adrenaline set his heart pounding. He spun around to face
whatever unseen assailant had managed to gain entry to his office—


And saw the air before the door shimmering, followed by the appearance of a
hulking shadow. It warbled at him. “I am here. What is it you wish to talk
about?”


“Roan,” Hoff said, his shoulders sagging with relief. “Come, sit down. We
have a lot to discuss.” He rounded his desk and sat behind it. “How did you get
in?”


Roan crept forward and eased himself into one of the too-small office
chairs. Hoff heard a crack, followed by one of the wooden armrests of that
chair hitting the deck with a hollow-sounding thunk. 


He ignored Roan’s clumsiness. The chairs hadn’t been built for a 350 pound Gor.



“I walk in behind you,” Roan explained.


Hoff nodded. “Well, I’m glad you’re here so soon, because we don’t have much
time. The Sythians are not bluffing.”


“What is wuffing?”


“Lying. Their ships are more than amply crewed with human slaves.”


“Then you lie to me.”


“I regret the deception, but it was necessary for Leskin to believe that he
was being made part of our plans. Clearly we cannot trust him. I just met with
the commander by himself, and I led him to believe that I’ve decided to turn my
back on your people. I told him we are going to give you up to the Sythians.”


“I kill you for this!” Roan said, rising from the chair and looming over
Hoff’s desk. Then he seemed to hesitate with his helmet mere inches from Hoff’s
face. “Why do you tell me, foolish human?”


“Because I’m not telling Leskin the truth. The truth is, we are only going
to pretend to give in to the Sythians’ demands. We are not going to abandon
your people.”


Roan sat back down. “I am listening.”


“What we need right now is to buy time. Your mate, Tova, knew of a mission
we sent to a lost sector of humanity for help. This group of humans is much
more powerful than either us or the Sythians, and if they agree to send
reinforcements to Dark Space, we’ll never have to fear the Sythians again.”


“Tova tells me this already.”


Hoff frowned, for a second wondering if Tova were still among the living due
to the strange lack of past and future tenses in the Gor language. “Then you
understand why we must appear to give in to the Sythians’ demands?”


“What do you ask of the Gors?”


“I am going to give orders for my fleet and Commander Leskin’s ships to fly
away from yours. Once we are at a safe distance I will comm the Sythians and
tell them to go and get your people. As soon as you see the Sythians make a move
toward you, your entire fleet must cloak and hide. You will stay in Dark Space
and wait until reinforcements arrive, at which point your people will de-cloak
and help them take our sector back from the Sythians.”


Roan shook his head. “How long must we wait?”


“That depends how quickly reinforcements come. It could be a month. It could
be two.”


“We do not survive two months without deliveries of food. When we serve the
Sythians, their command ships supply our vessels.”


Hoff nodded. “The Sythians have no way to detect a cloaked vessel, just as
we have no way to detect one, correct?”


“That is correct.”


“The way they keep track of their own fleet while cloaked is with beacon
signals, and more recently, via your people’s ability to telelocate one
another.”


“Yess.”


“So we will use a cloaked cruiser to deliver supplies to your fleet. I have
designated the Baroness for this task. We will need to crew it with at
least a few Gors in order to coordinate with your vessels without giving
ourselves away by using comms.”


“You are to be aboard this ship,” Roan said.


“I wish I could be, but the Sythians will expect to find me still in command
when we surrender, and I don’t want them to realize we’re not really
surrendering after all. I will stay with the Valiant, but I’ll send my
mate to oversee supply operations until such a time as I am able to openly
fight the Sythians once more.”


Roan hissed. “May the Zarn and the mighty Kar watch over you.”


“There is one other matter that you should know about. I believe the
Sythians are not after your people at all. They are here to find the location
of the lost sector of humanity I told you about. They want to know where Avilon
is, and I am the only human in Dark Space who knows its location.”


“If the Sythians are trying to find this . . . Awilom, then you must
hide.”


“No, they have to believe we are cooperating with them.”


“Then they hurt you until you tell them where Awilom is.”


“Yes, quite likely, but I don’t have to tell them the truth.”


“They can sense a lie even more easily than I.”


“Yes, but a lie is impossible to detect if you believe it yourself. I will
undergo a procedure to alter my memories. By the time the Sythians can get me
to tell them where Avilon is, I won’t even know that I’m telling them a lie,
and we will have bought the time we need to survive this occupation.”


“You risk much. The Sythians kill you if they find out. If these humans in Awilom
are so mighty, perhaps they do not need your protection.”


“Perhaps,” Hoff conceded, “But they will not come to our aid if I have given
them away to the enemy, and I cannot risk that the Sythians will eventually
overwhelm their defenses, too.”


“You are a man of much honor, Hoff. I do not see this before, but I see it
now. You lie as easily as a Sythian, and you do not trust, but your honor is
greater than the sum of these weaknesses.”


“Thank you . . .” Hoff said with a thoughtful frown. “So your fleet will
agree to remain in hiding until help arrives?”


“We hide until you or your mate tell us it is safe to reveal ourselves.”


“Good. I’m sending your créche mates aboard the Valiant to board the Baroness
and leave while they still can, but as for the rest of your
people currently serving aboard our ships and throughout Dark Space, they’ll
have to cloak and hide until we can find some way to rescue them. Make sure
they don’t reveal themselves unless forced to do so. The Sythians will kill any
Gors they find.”


Roan bowed his head. “As you command, My Lord.”


Hoff quirked an eyebrow at that, but decided not to question the honorific.
If the Gors began to respect him as their leader, so much the better. “One last
thing—I need at least one Gor you can trust to stay aboard the Baroness
and facilitate human-Gor relations. Someone who can serve in an advisory role
to my staff.”


Roan nodded. “I send my créchling.”


Hoff was surprised to hear that Roan had a child, but there was no time to
inquire about it. “Good. Have him board the Baroness and wait. My wife
and daughter will be aboard soon. They will depart the Valiant before we
officially surrender.”


“I tell him.”


Hoff nodded and they left the operations center together.


By the time Hoff reached the auxiliary bridge, he found most of his crew
already seated at the appropriate control stations. Here the viewports were
simulated rather than real, but otherwise the auxiliary bridge was just a
slightly smaller version of the real one. Hoff walked up to his XO, Deck
Commander Akra, where she stood leaning over the captain’s table. When he
appeared beside her, she turned to him with a grim smile and gave a quick
salute.


“Admiral,” she said.


“Commander, you may take your seat at the helm. We’re moving out.”


“Yes, sir. Where to?”


“Set a waypoint as far from the Gors as we can possibly get within the next
20 minutes.”


“Yes, sir,” she said, already on her way down the stairs from the gangway
and the captain’s table. Hoff turned to his comm officer. “Lieutenant Hanz,
contact the rest of our fleet with the coordinates the commander sets for us,
and then get me an audience with the Sythians.”


“Yes, sir . . .” Hanz let his voice trail off curiously. Hoff knew what Hanz
had left unsaid. He wanted to know the plan to deal with the Sythian threat.
All of Dark Space wanted to know that, but they would have to wait. Hoff could
only imagine the scale of the riots which would erupt when the citizens of Dark
Space realized that he had surrendered to the Sythians. 


Just five minutes later Lieutenant Hanz turned to look up at Hoff and
nodded. “Connection established with the Sythian command ship,” he said.
“Transmitting in three . . . two . . .”


The main viewport shimmered and then stars and space were replaced with the
pale gray face of High Lord Shondar. The Sythian bared his sharp, glistening
black teeth in an ugly imitation of a smile. “I see your fleet leaving the
Gorz. Doesss this mean we have a deal?” Shondar hissed.


“It does,” Hoff replied. Everyone on the bridge abruptly stopped what they
were doing and turned to stare at their leader with looks ranging the gamut
from astonishment to outrage. Deck Commander Akra rose to her feet and turned
to glower at him, but to her credit she said nothing.


Shondar’s ugly smile grew so wide that his sallow cheeks nearly disappeared.
“You are wise, Admiral.”


“I have terms. My people will not be harmed.”


Shondar blinked his glowing white eyes. “We agree not to harm them. What
else?”


“You will allow us to maintain our sovereignty.”


Shondar made a sissing sound which was probably laughter. “Too much. No.”


“Fine.” Hoff had known that was a long shot. “It is enough if you agree not
to harm us.”


“I like a reasonable human.”


“Go get your slaves. We will not stop you.”


“Nor could you. We sssee you ssoon,” Shondar hissed. With that, the
transmission ended, and Hoff turned from the viewscreen to answer his crew’s
collective outrage and fear. He couldn’t tell them his real plan. In fact, he
couldn’t even allow himself to remember it, and soon he wouldn’t be able to. It
was not safe for them to know there was still hope, so Hoff chose to reinforce
the appearance that there was none. 


“How could you, sir?” Commander Akra demanded, her pale blue eyes searching
his face with the stubborn hope that perhaps he had just lied to the Sythians.


Hoff met her searching gaze. “In war, it is not wise to give a superior foe
an excuse to kill you. You beg him for mercy and hope you find some.” Turning
from her to address the rest of his crew, he said, “We are all at the Sythians’
mercy, as we have been since they came to our galaxy. I understand if you hate
me for this, but the chance of survival is always better than the certainty of
defeat. Lieutenant Hanz, set condition green, and tell all of our forces to
stand down.”


“Yes—” The comm officer was interrupted before he could finish acknowledging
the order. “Incoming transmission! It’s from the Sythians.”


“Sir!” The gravidar officer called out. “The Gors have just disappeared from
our scopes. They’ve cloaked!”


Hoff had to suppress the urge to smile. “Put the Sythians back on screen,
Lieutenant.”


The main viewport shimmered once more, and Shondar was back. “What are you
doing, human? You said we could have the Gors.”


Hoff shook his head. “I said we wouldn’t stop you from going to get them.”


“Then why are they cloaking?”


“To hide from you, I would assume.”


Shondar hissed. “You warned them!”


“Anyone with one iota of sense could see your intentions toward them—and
ours for that matter, when we left them all alone. But I don’t see what your
problem is, Shondar. Why don’t you just use your own Gors to locate them for
you?”


Shondar’s glowing white eyes narrowed. “We do not have Gors.”


“Oh, yes . . .” Hoff feigned a look of dismay. “It’s unfortunate you decided
to kill all of your slaves.”


“Yesss,” Shondar hissed. “Very unfortunate. Have your fleet arrest its
momentum and prepare for boarding.”


Hoff nodded and bowed his head. “Of course. It will be done, My Lord.”


The transmission ended, and they saw stars and space once more. “Lieutenant
Hanz,” Hoff began in a worlds-weary voice. “Have our ships stop where they are
and lower their shields.” He turned and started from the bridge. “If anyone
needs me, I’ll be in my quarters.”


“Yes, sir . . .” Hanz replied in a small voice.


Deck Commander Akra caught up to him just as the doors of the auxiliary
bridge swished open for him. She caught him by the arm and spun him to face
her. He studied her usually kind honey-brown features, now twisted up in
contempt, and met her accusing eyes with a defeated look. “Yes, Commander?”


“You are a fool and a coward,” she spat. 


Hoff nodded, pretending to accept that. Without offering so much as a word
in his defense, he continued on his way, heading not for his quarters, but for
the med bay where Doctor Elder was standing by with a mind probe to alter his
memories. When he judged that he was out of earshot of the commander, Hoff
placed a hand to his ear and put a comm call through to his wife.


She answered a moment later. “Hoff, what’s going on? I heard we surrendered;
please tell me that’s not true. . . .”


“Destra, I’ll explain everything in a minute,” Hoff whispered. “I need you
to meet me in the med bay. Ask for Doctor Elder, and explain that I sent you.
We don’t have much time, so hurry.”


“Okay . . . what about Atta?”


“Bring her, Des. You’re both leaving the Valiant before the Sythians
get here.”


“They’re coming aboard?”


“They’re already on their way.”


“I hope you know what you’ve done, Hoff.”


“So do I, Des. I’ll see you soon.”












Chapter 10





Destra Heston stood
in the med bay, watching as her husband sat down in the probe chair. Her eyes
burned with unshed tears. “There has to be another way. This is too dangerous.”


Hoff shook his head. “There is no other way, Des.”


“Mind probes kill people, Hoff.”


“So do Sythians.”


“Yes, but . . .” Destra turned to the doctor with a helpless look. “Tell him
to stop this!”


The doctor didn’t even turn from his probe control console. “What the
admiral wants to do is quite safe, and he is right, ma’am. If the Sythians are
after what’s in his head, the only way to stop them from getting it is to erase
what’s there or alter it.”


“And what happens when they find out you’ve sent them on a wild rictan
hunt?” Destra demanded, rounding angrily on her husband. “They’ll kill you.”


Hoff shrugged. “I’m going to alter the location of Avilon to a point in the
middle of the Devlins’ Hand Nebula, halfway between our galaxy and theirs. By
the time they get back to report that I gave them the wrong coordinates, help
will have arrived from Avilon.”


“And if not?”


“Then we are all dead anyway.”


“What about Atton? You won’t be able to send a rescue for him if something
happens. You won’t even know where he is anymore!”


“I won’t even know about the mission. I’ll have to erase any memory of my
having sent it in order to prevent the Sythians from seeing through our
surrender. But it won’t matter whether or not I can send help. If Atton doesn’t
return, it will be because the immortals refused to let him leave, and that can
only mean that they have decided not to help us. In that case, Atton will be
the only mortal human in the galaxy who doesn’t need helping.”


“So let’s all leave! Evacuate as many as possible and then run before the
Sythians get tired of playing nice with us and finish what they started. From
what you’ve told me, Avilon will be much safer than Dark Space.”


“And what happens when we get to Avilon and the Avilonians decide that we’re
not good enough for them?”


Destra’s eyes narrowed sharply. “What do you mean?”


“Immortals don’t think like us, Des. If you are not perfect—if you don’t fit
their mould—then you are not worthy to live among them. If they refuse to send
us back where we came from for fear that we could reveal their location to the
Sythians, and they refuse to let us live among them, then what other option is
there?”


“Are you saying they’ll execute us?”


He shook his head. “I don’t know. Do you really want to find out?”


Destra’s hands began to shake and they balled into white-knuckled fists.
“You sent Atton there, knowing that he could be in real danger!”


“Atton is in no danger. One of the reasons I sent him, rather than
someone else, is because the boy is young and innocent enough to adapt to the
Avilonians’ rules if he has to. He will be fine. At worst he will make a new
life for himself there, and I’m sure he will be happy for many thousands of
years to come.” Hoff reached into his pocket and pulled out a thumb-sized
rectangular wafer, a holo card. “Put this somewhere only you can find it.”


“What is it?”


“The real location of Avilon.” Destra accepted the card with a frown, and
Hoff went on, “After this procedure, you’ll be the only one besides Atton who
knows where it is.”


Destra turned to stare at the back of Doctor Elder’s head while he prepared
the mind probe. “What about him?”


“Yes, and him. I’ve given Stevon another set of the coordinates, recorded on
a micro dot in a suicide tooth. If he’s captured before he has a chance to
destroy the coordinates, he’ll kill himself to keep them hidden.”


“Stevon, huh? You and the doctor must go way back if you trust him
enough to have a copy of Avilon’s location.”


“He is one of the few besides Donali who knew about me, so yes, I trust him.
He will be the only one on board who knows what he did to me, and he’ll be the
only one who can help me find Avilon if I’m forced to flee. He’ll be my
lifeline after this procedure.”


Destra gave a wry smile and raised her voice to address the doctor, “You
won’t be tempted to flee to Avilon, Doctor?”


He turned from his console with a smile on his deeply-lined face. Rare
magenta eyes stared unblinkingly back at her as he shook his head. “No.”


“He’s an Etherian,” Hoff explained. “That’s why I chose him.”


“A what?”


“It’s an old religion. It means he believes in the Immortals, Etherus,
Etheria, the Netherworld . . . all of that, but he doesn’t believe the
Avilonians are the real Immortals. He believes Lifelink implants are a cheap
imitation of the immortal soul.”


“So . . .” Destra shook her head, uncomprehending.


“The immortals in Avilon are strict atheists. They believe religion is a
force for evil, not for good, so they would never allow the doctor to join
them. To them, he is evil incarnate.”


Doctor Elder snorted. “I dedicate my life to healing people and I’m evil
incarnate.”


Hoff shrugged. “Paradise is only as good as the people who live in it. One
way of elevating society is by trimming away all of the low-hanging branches
that weigh us down.”


“That may be true, but how does religion weigh us down?”


“If you believe in an afterlife where you will live forever in paradise, why
bother going to so much trouble to make a paradise here and live forever in it
now? That’s a lot of work for nothing.”


“I suppose . . .”


“Moreover, the whole argument behind immortality via implants and clones is
that consciousness can be transferred without losing anything in the process.
If we have a soul which is our real essence, don’t we still lose that when we
transfer from one body to another?”


Doctor Elder smiled. “Exactly.”


“Then you know where I’m going with this. It’s not so much that the
Avilonians won’t accept you or the other Etherians, Doctor, it’s that they know
you and others like you will never accept them, or their way of life.
Even if you do for a time, eventually you will turn against them because of
what you believe, and you may even try to destabilize their society in the
process. It has happened in the past.”


Doctor Elder smiled. “Correct me if I am wrong, but didn’t you tell me on
the way here that you were one of these immortal clones, and that that is how
you know of Avilon?” 


“That is correct.”


Doctor Elder cocked his head suddenly to one side. “So doesn’t it bother you
that you do not have a soul?”


“It might bother me, if I believed that such a thing exists.”


Destra looked on with a frown as they debated spiritual matters. She wasn’t
sure what she believed, but she was a lot more worried about what the doctor
was saying than Hoff. It meant that her husband had long ago made a deal with
the Devlin and traded his soul for immortality in this life. Now, she had
convinced him to give even that up, to disable his Lifelink implant and become
a mortal man once more. That meant that even if there was an afterlife, she
wasn’t going to see him in it.


“Enough philosophy,” Destra said, getting uncomfortable with the
conversation.


“Yes,” Hoff agreed. “We’re running out of time. You may proceed when ready,
Doctor.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Don’t do this, Hoff,” Destra pleaded one last time, watching as Doctor
Elder stood up from the probe console with a wicked looking needle—an
implanter.


Hoff met her eyes as the probe was injected into the base of his neck.
“Hurry, Des. Take Atta and go to the Baroness. They have orders to leave
as soon as you’re aboard. You’ll be running food to the Gors’ fleet, supporting
them covertly until Atton comes back with reinforcements. I’m going to have the
doctor erase my memory of what you are doing and where you are. All I’ll know
is that you are someplace safe.”


Destra bit her lower lip and shook her head. “Aren’t you going to say
goodbye to Atta? She’s in the waiting room outside.”


Hoff shook his head. “There’s no time, and I don’t want her to worry. If she
asks, tell her I’m going to get help so we can defeat the Sythians.”


Destra hesitated, still chewing her lower lip.


“We’re ready to begin, sir,” Doctor Elder said, already on his way back to
the probe console.


Hoff caught her eye. “Destra, go!”


She snapped into motion, leaning over the chair to drop a quick kiss on her
husband’s cheek. “I’ll be with you in your dreams, Hoff,” she whispered beside
his ear. 


“And I in yours,” he replied.


With that, she turned and ran from the room. On her way through the waiting
room, she grabbed Atta’s hand and pulled her daughter along.


“Ouch!” Atta said, trying to wriggle free. “Where’s Daddy?”


“He’s busy, sweetheart.”


Atta stopped suddenly, just before the double doors of the med bay, causing
Destra’s arm to snap painfully taut. “I want to see him!” she said.


Destra rounded on her daughter with flashing blue eyes. “We’ll see him
later. Right now, we have to run, Atta. We have to hurry! Come on.”


“What’s going on?” Atta asked.


“The Sythians are coming,” Destra said without thinking, and promptly
winced. She had hoped to spare her daughter from the ugly truth of what was
happening. 


But the truth worked better than any comforting lie—Atta shut right up, and
she didn’t try to stop or turn around again.


* * *


Destra watched from the bridge of the Baroness as swarms of Sythian
shuttle craft poured between the Sythian fleet and the human defenders in Dark
Space. Not a shot was fired from either side, making the surrender uncontested.
As for the Gors, they were somewhere nearby, no doubt watching the same scene
from afar.


“Surreal, isn’t it?” Captain Covani said, coming up beside Destra.


She turned to him with a frown. Captain Ekram Covani was a man of
forty-something, bald, with a skin as black as a Gor’s armor. His piercing
tangerine eyes made him look at times more alien than human—his eyes similar to
a Gor’s—but Destra knew Covani was one of the few officers left in the fleet
that Hoff would entrust his life to. Covani had been in Dark Space since the
exodus, but he and Hoff had known each other long before the war had separated
them. 


Destra replied, “We’ve spent so long fighting them and now we’re just going
to give up. It feels like we’re reliving the invasion. Like it’s the end of
everything, and this time there’s no escape.”


“We have to hold on to hope. The Gors are still out there, waiting for the
right time to attack.”


Destra nodded. 


“Besides that, we have to hold on to the hope that reinforcements will
come.”


“Hoff told you about that?”


“About your son’s mission? Yes, ma’am. He told me that he sent your son to
get help from another group of survivors.”


Destra’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Why would he tell you about that?”


“The admiral knew that if he expected my crew and I to wait around, ferrying
food and supplies to the Gors, then he had to give us hope. He had to give us a
reason to stay. We have our orders. We’ll wait here until we can’t wait any
longer, and if help doesn’t come, I’ve been told we are to rescue as many as we
can and flee.”


“It won’t come to that.”


”Well, let’s hope not. Our fate is in your son’s hands, ma’am.”


Destra nodded slowly and she turned back to watch the swarms of Sythian
shuttle craft streaming into the Valiant’s hangars. “Not just
ours . . .” she whispered. “The fate of the entire galaxy is depending on him.”


“I hope he’s up to it.”


I just hope he stays safe, Destra thought.


* * *


Hoff blinked his eyes open and shook his head. Pain stabbed through his
brain with the movement, and he winced. “Where . . .” He lifted his head off
the pillow to look around. He was in the med bay, lying on a bed in one of the
ward rooms. A doctor was sitting at a nearby desk taking notes. Presently, that
man turned around, and Hoff found he recognized him. “Doctor Elder, what am I
doing here?”


The doctor smiled, and his already bright magenta eyes grew a few shades
warmer. “You passed out and hit your head, Admiral. Low blood sugar and a
potassium deficiency, it seems. And perhaps, the shock of our surrender.”


“Surrender?” Suddenly Hoff remembered, and his eyes flew wide. His memory
was hazy, and it felt like he was trapped in a bad dream, but one thing was
crystal clear: he had surrendered to the Sythians. “Why . . .” he shook his
head again, and it began throbbing mercilessly. “I don’t remember why we
surrendered.”


The Doctor’s expression became grim. “Because we are badly outnumbered. We
had no choice. The Sythians demanded we give them the Gors so they could bring
their slaves to justice, and in exchange they offered to leave us in peace—if
we would agree to join them.”


Hoff’s jaw dropped; he remembered now, but he still didn’t understand. It
seemed like death would have been preferable to surrender. “How long have I
been out?”


“Less than an hour. We have Sythians coming aboard now. You should be there
to greet them if you’re feeling up to it.”


“Yes . . .” Hoff trailed off. “I probably should. What about the Gors?
They’re . . .”


“They cloaked. For all we know they’re already long gone, fleeing to some
other part of the galaxy.”


Hoff began nodding slowly. “They must have seen the betrayal coming.”


“Indeed,” Doctor Elder replied. “Shall I send an escort to take you to the
ventral hangar concourse or can you find your way there on your own?”


“Have an honor guard of sentinels meet me there, but make sure they’re not
armed. I don’t want a firefight. It’s too late to change our minds about
surrendering now.”


“Much too late,” the doctor agreed.


Hoff swung his legs off the gurney and the doctor helped him down. “Did we
set any terms for the surrender?” Hoff asked, now standing on the deck.


“No, sir. It was unconditional—apart from the condition that they agree not
to harm us.”


“Right.” Hoff grimaced. “Why is my memory so poor? I can remember after you
tell me the answers, but it’s hard to summon those answers for myself.”


“Amnesia is not uncommon after a head injury. The answers will come clearer
in time.”


“Well, thank you, Doctor. I’d better hurry.”


“Immortals be with you, sir.”


Hoff strode quickly to the entrance of the ward room. He passed his wrist
over the scanner and then turned back to the doctor as something else occurred
to him. “Do we know what the Sythians want?”


“They said they wanted the Gors, but the Gors left, so you’ll have to ask
them what else they’re after.”


“Very well.” With that, Hoff hurried out the door and down the corridor to
the waiting room. Five minutes later he reached the rail car tunnel that would
take him down to the Valiant’s ventral hangar bays, and ten minutes
later he was standing in the hangar concourse, watching through the
transpiranium walls as Sythian shuttles landed by the dozens in the port and starboard
hangar bays. These were the venture-class hangars, and they were big enough to
accommodate over a hundred shuttles each. Hoff found himself wondering at the
absence of the Intrepid and the Baroness, the two venture-class
cruisers which should have been docked inside those hangars. He decided that he
must have forgotten he’d launched them to deal with the Sythian threat.


Hoff stepped closer to the starboard hangar and squinted out at the bustle
of gleaming lavender-hued shuttles. Each one was at least twenty meters long
and had the same teardrop shape as all of the larger Sythian vessels.


The stream of shuttles streaking in through the distant, fuzzy blue wall of
static shields began to slow down, and they began opening up like mechanical
flowers, their sides peeling away to form ramps in three different directions
at once. Hordes of troops in glossy black armor with glowing red optics poured
out onto the deck—Gors. Hoff’s brow furrowed and a stab of adrenaline sent his
heart pounding. The Gors had tricked them! They’d been on the Sythians’ side
all along! They were . . . 


His thoughts trailed off as he saw a few squads of the black-armored troops
form up and march toward him. He realized as they drew near that they were far
too small to be Gors. The troopers were all human-sized. Now that he thought
about it, he remembered the scans they’d taken from the Sythian fleet, scans
which had revealed human crews on board the Sythian warships. Somehow they had
recycled thousands of Gor-sized suits of armor into new, human-sized suits in
just over a month.


Hoff heard a nearby clatter of armor and the sound of heavy boots clanking
toward him from the direction of the rail car he’d arrived on. He whirled
around to see a full platoon of sentinels, sans plasma rifles, marching toward
him in their matte gray armor—the honor guard he’d requested. All sixteen
troopers stopped as one and the platoon leader stepped forward to offer a
salute. “Sir,” he said.


Hoff nodded and his eyes went to the man’s upper arm to read his rank
insignia. Four bronze chevrons and three bars emblazoned on the black shield of
the sentinels marked him as a Master Sergeant. “Are you ready to greet our
conquerors, Sergeant?” Hoff asked.


“Ready as we’ll ever be, sir.”


“Let’s go.” Hoff turned and led his men toward the broad double doors
leading from the concourse to the port ventral hangar. “This is it,” Hoff said,
stepping to one side of the doors and raising his wrist to wave his imbedded
identichip in front of the door scanner.


The doors swished open, revealing what seemed like an endless horde of
troops wearing identical glossy black armor, their helmets glowing with
countless pairs of blood red optics. Hoff heard a sharp hiss and his eyes were
drawn to the front of the crowd to find the only being who stood out from the
sea of identical black helmets—a human-sized creature in matching black armor,
but with his helmet off and tucked under one arm. His breastplate was marked on
one side with glowing bars and symbols which were the alien’s rank insignia,
but his features were what caught Hoff’s attention. His skin was translucent
but for a pattern of lavender-colored freckles on his gaunt cheeks. The sides
of his neck were slashed with gills, and the top of his bald head was crowned
with a bony cranial ridge. Large, wide eyes the color of dark sapphire found
Hoff’s face, and the creature’s rubbery lips stretched in a facsimile of a
human smile.


“High Lord Kaon,” Hoff said. “You’re back. I was beginning to worry you
didn’t make it to a new body.”


Kaon warbled something in return, and Hoff waited to hear the translation.
When it didn’t come, he realized he wasn’t wearing a translator. Must have
lost it when I passed out, Hoff thought. He was about to turn and ask the
platoon behind him if any of them had a translator he could borrow, but Kaon
circumvented him by having one of his troopers step forward to translate. 


“The Mighty Kaon ignores your sarcastic remark. He asks what you think of
his new army,” the trooper said in a distinctly human voice.


“Tell him it is impressive and ask him what he intends to do with it now
that we have surrendered. It would seem he no longer needs an army.”


“He understands you,” the human replied, followed by more warbling from
Kaon. “Our Lord Kaon says that he plans to use us to take control of his new
fleet—your fleet. It is to be his recompense for the fleet you took from him.”


“Yes . . .” Hoff frowned. “My apologies. I’m sure you can still find some
fragments of your command ship out there somewhere. . . . enough for a souvenir
at least.”


Warble. 


“You are smug,” the human translator standing beside Kaon replied, followed
by more warbling. “It is not fitting for slaves to speak to their masters that
way, but in time your people learn.”


Hoff’s eyes narrowed sharply. “You agreed to leave us in peace, Kaon. You
agreed not to harm us.”


Kaon warbled something and his translator said, “That is correct, you are
not to be harmed, but the lords said nothing about your people’s freedom.”


Hoff gritted his teeth and turned to yell at the human translator, “My
people? You are my people, you frekking skriff!”


“I am, and we are, servants of the lords, no less and no more.” 


Warble. 


The translator turned to look at his Sythian lord and passed on Kaon’s next
message. “Kaon asks if you remember how you tortured him.”


Hoff felt a flutter of trepidation. “Why?”


Warble. 


“He says now you are to know his pain. Justice is found in reciprocity.”


“I believe that’s revenge you’re thinking of,” Hoff replied.


Kaon smiled his rubbery smile once more and replied with more warbling. The
translator passed on his message a moment later, “Revenge, yesss . . . why do
you think I return?”












WHERE THE DARKNESS FINDS US















Chapter 11





Four days later . . .


The door swished
open to reveal Commander Lenon Donali; the glowing red iris of his artificial
eye dimmed and then brightened again as he blinked. “You’ve made your
decision?”


“I have,” Atton replied slowly.


“Well, come on in.” The commander left the door open and retreated to his
desk. “Can I get you a drink?” he asked, his hands landing on a crystal
decanter with a fiery red spirit inside.


Atton stepped into Donali’s office and eyed the decanter, wondering at its
contents. Some type of Aubrelian Brandy perhaps. “No, sir. We’re about
to revert to real space, and I need to be alert and ready to launch.”


“Ah, well, that is true . . .” Commander Donali said, leaving the decanter
where it was. By declining the drink, Atton had practically given Donali his
answer already. “A glass of water instead?” the commander asked as he rounded
his desk and took a seat behind it.


“I’m fine, sir. This won’t take long.”


“I see.”


“I’ve given your offer a lot of thought.” Atton stepped up to the pair of
chairs in front of Commander Donali’s desk, but made no move to sit in one of
them. “In a lot of ways sending you to Avilon instead of me makes sense.”


His senior officer raised an eyebrow. “But . . .”


“But, Admiral Heston is the only one who has ever been to Avilon, and it
occurs to me that although I am young and inexperienced, and I am
a mortal, as opposed to you, a human with a Lifelink implant . . .”


“Go on.”


“In spite of that, it occurs to me that the admiral must have had a good
reason for sending me. I cannot second-guess his orders or his decision without
knowing his reasoning.”


“I see,” the commander said again. “That’s your final decision, then?”


Atton nodded. “It is.”


Donali said nothing, the seconds ticking by until the silence became
uncomfortable.


“I’m sorry if you are disappointed by my decision, sir.”


The commander gave a broad smile, but it never reached his eyes. “Not at
all. I admire your conviction. Were I in your shoes, I would feel considerably
less sure about my orders.”


Atton frowned. “I’m not sure, but I have made my decision.”


“So it would seem. Well, that will be all, Mr. Ortane. As you mentioned, we
are about to revert to real space, and you had better be ready and waiting on
the flight deck when we arrive.”


“Yes, sir,” Atton said, snapping to attention and offering a brisk salute.
He left the commander’s office with a furrowed brow. Donali definitely hadn’t
been pleased to hear his decision. Clearly he thought he was the better choice
to send to Avilon, but they had their orders and they had to follow them. It
was tantamount to treason if they didn’t. Commander Donali would just have to
be content with his role as head of the extraction team.


Atton switched his focus to the mission ahead. He’d been preparing for it
during their week-long journey through SLS, and now it was almost time for him
to leave the Intrepid—and his squadron—behind. That meant he wouldn’t
see either Ceyla or Gina again—at least not for a while, but perhaps never. If
the Avilonians wouldn’t let him leave, and Donali couldn’t effect a rescue,
Atton would be trapped there. 


For that reason, Atton had kept to himself as much as possible over the last
week. He wasn’t very popular with his squadron, anyway. As for Gina and Ceyla,
they had seemed hurt by his sudden withdrawal from all things social, but now
they had formed something of a friendship with each other. He suspected their
mutual dislike for him was what they had in common. For her part, Gina had
hooked up with the resident smart mouth of the squadron, Horace “Hawkeye”
Perkins. Atton was certain she’d done that just to slight him.


He sighed and shook his head as he stepped inside a lift tube and rode it
down to the flight deck. He needed to have his mind clear and free of
distractions if he hoped to succeed in his mission. Humanity was depending on
him; romance could wait. Atton smiled bitterly. That had been his philosophy
for the last three years, ever since he’d agreed to take over from his adoptive
father and impersonate the almost 100-year-old Supreme Overlord of the
Imperium. Now, no longer wearing the holoskin which had made him old and
unattractive to women, he had found a new reason not to get involved with
anyone.


Convenient . . .


Atton scowled at the smug tone of that inner voice. It might be a convenient
excuse, but it was also true. The lift tube opened and his comm piece buzzed. Incoming
call from Captain Caldin. Atton reached up to answer it as he stepped out
of the lift. 


“Commander,” Caldin said. “We’re reverting to real space in five minutes. I
see you’re not in the briefing room. What are you doing?”


“I’m on my way to the hangar, Captain.”


“Ahead of your squadron? Explain yourself.”


“I was told that the admiral had informed you of my mission.”


“Not the details of it, no.”


“But you know that I’m supposed to depart the Intrepid at some point.”


“Yes.”


“That time has come, Captain.”


“What about your squadron?”


“My XO is already in the ready room delivering the briefing that I was meant
to give.” 


Captain Caldin sighed on her end of the comm. “All right then. Immortals be
with you, Commander Ortane.”


Atton smiled at the irony. “May they be with us all.”


* * *


Hoff hung from the torture rack, sweat dripping from his face and landing in
a puddle at his feet. His chest was heaving, desperate for air. He felt
simultaneously alive and dead, his head swimming, his nerve endings throbbing
and stabbing with echoes of the pain the Sythians were inflicting. They’d
rigged him up to a machine which could simulate any degree of pain in any or
all parts of his body. Kaon told him he was lucky the pain was only simulated.
He would be able to walk away from it without a scratch—no scars, no missing
digits or limbs.


“I ask you again, Hoff,” Kaon said, his warbles converted into human speech
by the universal translator they’d stuck in his ear. “Where is Avilon?”


Hoff shook his head. Fat droplets of sweat broke free from where they clung
on his eyebrows, chin, and the tip of his nose. He looked around to distract
himself from the echoes of the pain Kaon had just inflicted. He was aboard a
Sythian ship. The dim lighting and the glossy black walls and floor gave it
away. 


“You ignore me,” Kaon said. “I see that you require more convincing.” With
that, he flicked a switch on the torture rack’s control panel, and waves of
searing, white-hot pain sparked through Hoff’s legs. Simulated flames made him
believe that they were actually on fire. He could even hear the flames
crackling and smell the burnt meat. Hoff gritted his teeth and squinted his
eyes shut. It wasn’t real, just part of the simulation. Or perhaps the Sythians
had grown tired of their simulator and resorted to inflicting real pain. Would
it matter if they did? At least with real pain there was always the chance that
the injuries inflicted could kill him. 


Why had he surrendered? Why, if he’d known the Sythians were after
the location of Avilon? How could he have been so stupid! He’d walked right
into their trap!


“I offer my congratulations. Your endurance improves. Now you are able to
handle a level five simulation. Perhaps you would like to try a level six?”


Kaon flicked another switch and Hoff’s mouth opened in a soundless scream.
Conscious thought evaporated. Now the flames were cooking his entire body at
once. He couldn’t see through the acrid smoke, or even breathe. His eyes felt
like they were about to explode.


Then the pain eased somewhat and he could think again.


“Where is Avilon?” Kaon repeated.


Hoff’s mouth was dry and he had an excruciating headache which made it
difficult to think let alone speak, but he managed to get out a strangled
whisper, “Go frek yourself.”


“I am physically incapable of copulating with myself.” 


Hoff saw movement out of the corner of his eye which he thought might have
been Kaon walking up next to him, but he didn’t have the energy to lift his
head and check. Then the alien warbled something close beside his ear. Hoff
felt his head was about to explode. He irrationally wished it would and that
the shrapnel would kill Kaon. 


“You know, Hoff,” Kaon went on. “Your stubborn resistance is ultimately
futile. We know about the mission you sent to Avilon to get reinforcements.”


The relentless pounding in Hoff’s head intensified as he struggled to
understand what he was hearing. “What mission?” he demanded.


“Feign ignorance, human, but you are too late. Your very own Commander Lenon
Donali is on that mission, and despite your best efforts to prove he is on your
side, he is in fact a loyal slave. Soon he finds Avilon and tells us where it
is, whether you reveal the location to us or not.”


“What mission?” Hoff screamed, pouring all of his residual agony into
that question. The Sythians were messing with him. Donali wasn’t a traitor.
There was no mission to Avilon!


“Very well,” Kaon replied. “The longer you deny it, the longer you must
suffer.” 


Hoff heard Kaon walk away, back to the control panel of the torture rack.
“It is time for you to try a level seven simulation.” 


Kaon flicked a switch, and the agony returned, but this time with blinding
force. Hoff literally couldn’t see through the pain. All he saw were streaks of
light and color. His nose stopped registering smells, his ears picked up
nothing but a high-pitched squeal of white noise. There was no room left in his
consciousness for anything but the pain.


His heart beat so hard in his chest that it should have stopped, but it
couldn’t. The torture rack was designed to keep a subject alive. Hoff’s heart
had been supercharged with chemicals, nanites, and drugs, and the same went for
his brain. No heart attack, stroke, or aneurism would end this torment, which
meant the pain would go on forever.


Hoff began to scream curses at Kaon and all Sythians everywhere. He couldn’t
hear what he said, but it was more to distract himself than anything else. When
he tired of cursing the Sythians, he switched to railing against humanity and
the universe in general. Nothing good existed in the universe. A place with so
much pain could never be good. It was a cursed place. Nothing mattered. Nothing
was important anymore! All that mattered was ending the pain. Hoff screamed
something else, and this time the fabric of his universe was torn, and his
torment eased. The eternal ringing in his ears quieted enough that he could
hear what he was screaming—“Thstop! I’ll thalk! Thstop it!”


Belatedly he realized that the pain had stopped, but he was still left
shuddering with the residual effects. His wrists and ankles felt like they were
on fire, and when he opened one bleary eye to look, he saw why. The metal
manacles which bound him to the torture wrack had torn bloody furrows in his
skin. 


He tried to take a deep breath, but his lungs only filled halfway with air
before coughing up blood. It splattered to the deck, landing in a puddle of his
own filth which had accumulated at his feet. Hoff tasted the warm tang of blood
welling up in his mouth, and he spat it out on the deck. That was when he
noticed that his tongue was flopping about strangely in his mouth. He’d bitten
straight through it in several different places, and the tip seemed to be
missing altogether.


“I am listening, Hoff,” Kaon said, sounding like he was a great distance
away.


So Hoff told them. His shredded tongue didn’t make it easy to get the
coordinates right, but the Sythians let him down off the rack and handed him a
stylus and a digital pad to write on. When he was done, he fell out of the
chair where they’d seated him, and lay on the glossy black deck in a tangle of
heavy limbs. It felt like every bone in his body had been broken. He tried to
move, but his muscles were too weak. A fierce determination to rise to his feet
bubbled up inside of him. He wanted to show the Sythians that they hadn’t
broken him. Miraculously, his determination overcame the pain and exhaustion,
and he stumbled to his feet.


No sooner had he regained his footing than something cold and wet splashed
across his face. He woke up with a gasp, his arms and legs flailing to fight
some unseen assailant. That was when he realized that he hadn’t risen to his
feet after all—he’d passed out.


Warble.


“Get up, Hoff,” the translator in his ear ordered.


Hoff saw Kaon standing over him, his translucent skin seeming to glow in the
low light of the Sythian warship. The alien’s wide blue eyes caught stray light
from the room, reflecting the glossy black walls and floor, making them appear
like twin pools of endless shadow.


Hoff tried to rise to his feet, but his torn and battered muscles refused to
obey, just as they had in his dream. Then a pair of strong hands seized him,
carrying him over to a coffin-sized chamber which was leaning at an angle
against one wall. Hoff began to struggle and make blubbering noises with his
swollen tongue.


Then a hateful warbling reached his ears, followed by the translation, “We
are pleased that you choose to cooperate, but now we must verify what you tell
us.”


Hoff couldn’t believe it. He’d been tortured for what felt like an eternity,
and now after all of that, they were just going to use some kind of mind probe
on him to find the location of Avilon for themselves anyway. “Ffwhy?” he
spluttered, spraying blood into the coffin.


Kaon answered, “Why torture you? I tell you the answer already—I come here
for revenge.”


* * *


Captain Caldin watched the reversion timer on the captain’s table until it
reached ten seconds. “Here’s hoping we didn’t come all this way for nothing,”
Caldin said.


“Indeed,” Master Commander Donali replied from beside her.


“Engineering, have you double-checked our cloaking shield?” Caldin asked,
her eyes finding the back of Deck Commander Cobrale Delayn’s head. His short
gray hair and sickly-pale skin made him easy to pick out, even at a distance.


“Yes, ma’am,” Delayn replied.


The reversion timer reached five seconds and the countdown became audible,
booming out from the bridge speakers. Caldin’s gaze turned to the fore to watch
the bright star lines and streaks of SLS. “Three, two, one . . .”


The streaks of light vanished, abruptly replaced with stars and space. Dead
ahead was Ikara, the planet where Hoff had once based his refugee enclave. The
world was brown, streaked with bright blue and dotted with patches of muddy
red. Due to a local species of algae the red patches were actually lakes and
seas, while the blue was the planet’s native vegetation. The world wasn’t
exactly hospitable, but it was temperate and the air was breathable, so there
was a chance that some had survived the Sythian attack and fled into the Ikaran
jungles. This was the alleged reason for their journey—to look for
survivors—but Caldin knew the real reason was to give Commander Ortane a chance
to do whatever it was the admiral had sent him out here to do. All she knew was
that his mission was critical to humanity’s fight against the Sythians. She
didn’t know why, or what that mission entailed, but she didn’t have to. She had
her orders, and Commander Ortane had his. She would simply have to trust that
those orders were the right ones.


“Report!” Caldin called out.


“All systems green,” Donali replied right beside her ear as he checked the
captain’s table. “Jump successful.”


“Gravidar, what do we have out there?”


“Debris, ma’am. Lots of debris.”


Caldin frowned. “Human or alien?”


“Both.”


The captain turned to her temporary XO, Master Commander Donali, “Have your
Gors checked the area for cloaked ships?”


“Give me a moment to contact them,” Donali replied.


Caldin waited while Donali used his comm piece to make a call to the troop
bay where his Gors were staying. A few minutes later he turned back to Caldin
and shook his head. “All clear.”


She nodded and turned to her comm officer. “Comms, have both Guardian and
Renegade squadrons launch and start grid-searching the planet. Someone must
have escaped.”


“Yes, ma’am,” the comm officer replied.


Caldin turned to watch the grid. Just moments after she’d given the command,
she saw Nova Fighters streaming out the back of the Intrepid, roaring
out the twin launch tubes in wing pairs. Peripherally, she noted another blip
appear on gravidar besides those novas, but it flew out the side of the ship
rather than the back. That blip was Commander Atton Ortane’s transport, the Emissary.


“All our Novas are away, Captain,” the comm officer said, “as well as one
assault recon-class transport with priority clearance.”


“Good,” Caldin nodded. “Let’s—”


“Contact! Bearing K-76-43-27 by T-55-01-16.”


“Red alert!” Caldin called. The alarm sounded almost immediately, followed
by the lights on the bridge dimming to a bloody red. “Recall our fighters. Helm
come about and set course 180 degrees from enemy contact’s heading. Throttle to
100%.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


Caldin whirled on Donali and jabbed a finger in his chest. “Didn’t you say
we were clear?”


“The Gors told me they cannot sense anyone out there.”


“So what’s that?” Caldin demanded, jerking a thumb toward the red mass of
enemy blips which was appearing on the grid.


“A trap . . .” Donali replied slowly, his real eye widening suddenly.


“More contacts inbound!” Gravidar reported. “De-cloaking at K-32-41-26;
10-6-14, and 41-2-89 . . . they’re surrounding us, Captain.”


“They don’t even know where we are! How can they surround us?”


“They can see our fighters,” Donali whispered.


Caldin turned back to the captain’s table to see it for herself. Red enemy
blips were swarming all over the grid at impossibly close range. It was almost
as though the Sythians had known they were coming. She watched her Nova
Fighters retreating from the enemy, leaving one green blip all alone to face
the onslaught—the Emissary. Frek! Caldin cursed. She couldn’t let
Commander Ortane be killed. Getting him out here had been the whole purpose of
the Intrepid’s mission.


“Comms, belay those orders—send our fighters back out there. Have them cover
that transport.”


A scattering of acknowledgments came back from her crew. Donali appeared in
her field of view, leaning over the captain’s table and staring at the grid. He
caught her eye with his real one and gave her a knowing look. “The admiral told
you,” he whispered.


Caldin sent him a thin smile. “Told me what? I’m just looking after my own,
Commander.”


“Of course.”


“Engineering—on my mark, get ready to de-cloak.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Mark! Engage pulse and beam shields.”


The Intrepid’s icon brightened on the grid, and a few dozen blips
began changing their headings in response to the cruiser’s appearance.


“Helm, reset our course. Follow the Emissary until she jumps to SLS.
Weapons—lay down covering fire as soon as they get in range.”


“You’re going to fight?” Donali asked, looking and sounding astonished.
“There are at least 20 battleships out there.”


“Yes,” Caldin nodded. “I believe there are.”


“If just one of them gets in range of us, we’re dead.”


“Then let’s make our deaths count for something. Ruh-kah, Commander.”


Donali gave her a blank, disbelieving stare. After a moment he began to nod.
“Ruh-kah,” he said softly.












Chapter 12





Atton sat behind
the Emissary’s controls, his features awash in the blue glow of the
transport’s holo displays. Twin engines rumbled through the deck underfoot with
a comforting hum. Countless stars sparkled beyond the cockpit canopy. Atton
flexed his gloved hands on the flight yoke and began slewing his ship to port
by applying a bit of pressure to the left rudder pedal. He felt nothing from
the maneuver, so he dialed the inertial management system down to 98%. Now the
transport’s acceleration pushed him gently against the back of the pilot’s
chair. Dead ahead, a blue ring appeared on his HUD, which was his SLS entry
waypoint.


Soon—a matter of another two days’ journey through SLS—Atton would reach
Avilon. It was hard to imagine what the sector would look like. If there were
trillions of humans hiding out there as the admiral had said, then it would be
teeming with life. Atton tried to picture an immortal city, but it was hard
enough to picture a mortal one. The only populous cities in Dark Space were on
Karpathia, and even those were ramshackle by comparison with the ones that had
existed before the invasion. Back then, Atton had been just seven years old,
and he hadn’t yet had a chance to see the galaxy.


A sharp tone sounded from the cockpit speakers, pulling Atton rudely from
his thoughts, then came a red alert siren, and Atton sat suddenly straighter in
his chair. 


“What the frek?” he muttered, his eyes flicking over the glowing blue grid
rising out of his main holo display. There were dozens of red contacts
appearing all around him—Sythian analogs. They’d just run into an enemy fleet.
Soon those capital-class warships would begin pouring Shell Fighters into the
void, and Atton wasn’t stupid enough to think they would ignore him.


He pushed the slider up past the stops and into the red. His afterburners
would run out of fuel in a few minutes, but hopefully he’d get up enough speed
before then that the Sythians wouldn’t be able to keep up. Atton tuned his comm
system to listen in on the Guardians’ channel. He immediately heard a stream of
chatter begin pouring in.


“I’ve got incoming!”


“Bogeys at five, eight, and two o-clock.”


Atton picked out Gina’s voice next, “Orders are to return to the Intrepid,
Guardians.”


“We’ll never get back to her before they reach us! We’re already up to
speed.”


“Orders are orders, Six. The Captain’s planning to run, not fight. Look at
those odds.”


The chatter quieted as the Guardians took in the seriousness of their
situation.


“Roger that, Lead,” someone said.


Atton turned down the volume on the comms and studied the grid once more. No
Shell Fighters had appeared yet, but he suspected they were cloaked and would
remain so until they reached firing range with their targets. Then he saw the Intrepid
de-cloak in response to the Sythian fleet, and he frowned. Why would the
captain de-cloak her ship? The only reason he could think of was that she
intended to stay and fight, but the Intrepid didn’t stand a chance by
herself against such superior numbers. 


A crackle of static caught Atton’s attention, followed by: “ . . . new
orders. We are to . . .” He turned up the volume and heard, “. . . the Emissary
at all costs. Repeat, protect the Emissary at all costs.”


Atton frowned and shook his head. That was him. And that was why the Intrepid
was sticking around to fight. The captain was risking everything to give
him a chance to get to Avilon. He was about to key his comms to tell mission
control that he didn’t need an escort, when another series of sharp tones
sounded from the cockpit speakers, drawing his attention back to the glowing
blue grid on the main holo display. A few dozen blips had appeared between him
and his SLS entry point. Shell Fighter analogs.


“Frek me,” Atton whispered. “I guess I do need an escort.” He targeted the
nearest enemy fighter and checked his time to target. The nav calculated eight
minutes until he reached that fighter, ten until he should reach his SLS entry
waypoint. Atton adjusted his trajectory by a few degrees to keep the Sythians
guessing, and then he set his throttle to full reverse. He had to start slowing
down now if he were going to reach the SLS-safe entry speed limit in time for
his jump. If he wasn’t flying at 999 m/s or less when he entered SLS, his ship
would be torn apart by the gravitational forces. 


In the next instant his comm buzzed with a direct message from Guardian One.


“Iceman, what the frek? My sensors show you slowing down.” 


“I have a jump plotted at ten klicks out, Tuner,” Atton said, using Gina’s
call sign.


“That’s lovely. I don’t suppose you noticed the red cloud of krak headed
your way?”


“I see it.”


“So you thought you’d slow to a crawl and make it easier for them to tag
you?” 


“The jump is our priority. Once I’m away, you can bug out, too. Until then,
we’re all stuck. Follow your orders and I’ll follow mine.”


Gina clicked her comm to acknowledge that, and Atton went back to focusing
on the task at hand. She was right. It made no sense for him to slow down, but
keeping his speed up would only delay his jump, and time was critical. If he
delayed the Intrepid unnecessarily, the cruiser would be
obliterated by those enemy battleships. She couldn’t jump away until he did. So
somehow he had to stick it out, dodging Sythian missiles and lasers until he
could jump to SLS. No problem, Atton thought, eyeing the approaching
wall of enemy fighters, now only six klicks away.


He thumbed over to Hailfire missiles and began lining up the nearest Shell
in his targeting reticle. Suddenly a loud roar thundered through his SISS
(sound in space simulator). He turned to look out the side of his canopy just
in time to see a pair of Nova Fighters go rocketing past him to greet the enemy
fighter wave. That pair was followed by another, and then another, and then
nine more wing pairs, until both squadrons of Novas were flying out ahead of
him, their triple thruster banks lighting up the space ahead of him like a
string of blue festive lights.


As Atton watched, missiles began streaking out from those Novas, followed by
stuttering red lines of lasers. Explosions flashed in the distance as Shell
Fighters flew apart, and then Sythian Pirakla missiles streaked out from the
enemy fighters—dozens of spinning purple stars tracking toward the approaching
line of Novas. The Novas held their course for just a second before they broke
formation, jinking and juking in a dozen different directions to get away from
the enemy missiles.


A pair of purple stars collided with Nova Fighters, and space lit up with
blinding starbursts of light as their dymium reactors went critical.


Now Atton was alone, flying at the enemy fighter wave. Streams of bright
purple pulse lasers flickered out toward him, scoring a few hits on his shields
and provoking sharp hissing noises from the SISS. 


Atton passed his targeting reticle over the nearest enemy fighter, waiting
until the beeping tones of an acquiring target lock became a solid tone
and the reticle flickered red. He pulled the trigger twice in quick succession
and two Hailfire missiles roared out on hot orange contrails. Then the Sythians
replied with six warheads of their own. Missile lock alarms screamed in Atton’s
ears. He used his command control implant to turn down the volume with a
thought. As he watched the approaching missiles, he noted that these missiles
didn’t look like spinning purple stars, they looked like glowing blue orbs. Some
new weapons tech? He wondered. He hoped the strategy for dealing with them
was still the same. Holding the flight yoke steady, he hovered his feet over
the rudder pedals, waiting until the last minute to juke away. The missiles
reached 500 meters, and Atton depressed the right rudder pedal fully and rolled
to the left. Three of the six missiles sailed by overhead, only narrowly missing
him. 


The next three slammed into the topside of his ship. The Emissary
shuddered with the impacts. Deafening booms sounded across the SISS, followed
by a warning from his ship’s computer: “Shields depleted.”


Frek! Atton thought.


Then the threat detection system screamed a warning and out of nowhere a
pair of glowing blue orbs appeared on his six. Atton tried to evade but the
controls felt sluggish, as if the maneuvering jets and thrust control nozzles
had jammed. This time all of the missiles stayed on target. They arced straight
in toward him. . . . 


Atton winced and then came a deafening roar from the SISS. Abruptly that
sound ceased as all the lights and displays in the cockpit flickered out,
leaving him in utter darkness. He tried moving the stick, but nothing happened.
He tried flicking the ignition switch to re-initiate the transport’s reactor,
but still nothing.


The Emissary was derelict. He should have been dead. His shields had
been depleted and then they’d hit him with yet another wave of missiles, but
instead of his ship being atomized, it had simply lost power. Atton frowned and
shook his head. It must have something to do with the new weapons they’d fired
at him. Somehow those missiles had disabled his ship without causing severe
damage. But why? And why had no one ever seen that technology before?


Then, suddenly, he had the answer. The Sythians were trying to capture him,
not kill him. No one had ever seen such technology from the Sythians before
because they’d never been interested in capturing humans—until now. Until
they began making slaves of us for their fleets. Atton shuddered at the
thought. They’d come all this way just to suffer the same fate as the refugees
in the Enclave. 


No one was going to get to Avilon now.


* * *


Why isn’t he moving? Caldin wondered, her heart beating frenetically
in her chest. The Emissary had stopped cold, which of course was
relative, because the ship’s momentum remained the same. The difference was,
the ship wasn’t maneuvering, nor was it accelerating or decelerating, and its
icon had gone dark on the grid.


“Gravidar! Get me a pulse scan on the Emissary. I want to know what’s
wrong with it.”


“Already ahead of you, ma’am. She’s drifting without power.”


“Not even emergency backups?”


“Not even that.”


“The frek . . . ?” Caldin wondered aloud.


“We registered a strange spike from her reactor just before she shut down,
ma’am. If I had to guess it must have had something to do with those new
weapons we saw.”


New tech was the last thing anyone wanted to see from the Sythians. “Okay,
so they disabled it. Why?”


Master Commander Donali shrugged and offered a suggestion. “Perhaps because
the Sythians are now using human slaves to crew their ships?”


A few gasps rose from the crew, and Caldin turned to her XO with a frown.
“That’s not common knowledge, Donali, and I’d appreciate if you kept it to
yourself.”


“Yes, ma’am. What I meant to say is that they must be trying to capture more
of us to turn into crew for their fleets.”


“Again, classified information, but . . .” Caldin considered that for a
moment; then her eyes narrowed and she shook her head. “No, that’s not it.
They’ve killed three Nova pilots so far,” she said, pointing to the grid where
the Intrepid’s Nova squadrons were embroiled in a dogfight with at least
twice as many Shell Fighters.


“Then I don’t know.”


“I’ll tell you what I know,” Caldin said. “They want the Emissary alive
and to the netherworld with the rest of us. Whatever the reason for that, we
can’t let them have what they want. Helm, set course for that transport; bring
us alongside. Comms—tell the hangar bay operators to stand by for a grav lock
on her.”


“Yes, ma’am,” they chorused.


“What’s our ETA to the Emissary?”


“Two minutes, ma’am.”


“Good. Start spooling for a jump.”


“Coordinates?”


“Dead ahead, two light years. That should give us a good lead on any
pursuit.”


“Dead ahead, ma’am? We don’t know what’s out there . . .”


“No, we don’t, but we can’t stay here, and we don’t have time to turn around
and head for known space, so we stay the course and hope we don’t run into
anything.”


“Yes, ma’am . . .” 


“Gravidar! How close are those battleships?”


“We’ve got three angling for a flank attack, port and starboard. The nearest
will be in firing range in three and a half minutes.”


“And the other two?”


“Approximately five and six minutes, ma’am.”


Caldin grimaced. By her estimation they would have to survive a barrage from
at least one Sythian battleship for two full minutes—and that was just the time
it would take for their SLS drives to spool. “Comms, have our Novas get back on
board, ASAP. Renegades first, then Guardians. They have until the Emissary is
on board. If they don’t make it in that time, we can’t wait.”


“Yes, Captain.”


Her XO sent her a worried glance from the captain’s table. “Those
battleships are much stronger than us. We should leave the Emissary and
get out now while we still can.”


Caldin’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “And let the Sythians have what they
want?”


He shrugged. “It seems the better option.”


“How much did the admiral tell you about Commander Ortane’s mission?”


“Enough to know it is important.”


“Critical to our survival as a species, is what he told me,” Caldin replied.
“Knowing that, how can we forfeit that which is critical to our survival in
order to survive? The logic runs back on itself.”


“Ma’am . . .”


“I’ve made my decision, Commander. Let’s hope that if they’re so desperate
to have the Emissary intact, then they won’t risk firing on us with live
weapons when we’re right alongside her.”


“Yes, ma’am.”












Chapter 13





Cold and still—trapped
in the dark—Atton’s transport drifted on without power, direction or purpose.
The infinite sprawl of stars shone like a million tiny flecks of quartz
glinting in the sun against a blacktop as dark as death. Atton tried to make
sense of the patterns woven by those pinpricks of light, just as a more distant
part of his brain tried to make sense of what was happening.


Sythians had been waiting for them at the reversion point, meaning that
either they were extraordinarily lucky, or they’d known the Intrepid was
coming. The latter possibility made the most sense given the vastness of space,
but even if there was some type of Sythian agent in their midst, when would he
or she have had the chance to send a message to the Sythians? And how? 


Human comms were limited to the speed of light unless there was a jump gate
with an open wormhole nearby. The Gors they had on board couldn’t have sent the
message telepathically, since even they couldn’t send a message when a ship was
travelling through SLS, and the Intrepid had been travelling through SLS
for the past week.


Except . . . 


About three hours ago the Intrepid had stopped to navigate around a
pulsar. At the time, however, they had still been more than 10 light years away
from their reversion point, and it was widely known that the Gors’ telepathy
had a limited range of just under 10 light years. That meant their spy wasn’t a
Gor.


Just then a pair of Novas raced by Atton’s cockpit, their triple thrusters
burning up the void with bright blue tongues of fire as they chased a quartet
of Shell Fighters. The Novas spat blinding streams of red dymium lasers at one
of the Shells, scoring a few dozen hits in quick succession. Then a sudden
flash of light ripped the enemy fighter apart.


Atton’s hands flexed into fists on the transport’s lifeless flight yoke. He
was itching to join his squadron in the battle, but powerless to do so. The
stars winked at him, dragging slowly by his cockpit with maddening serenity.
Frustrated, he flicked the transport’s ignition switch back and forth a few
times, just in case the Emissary still had a spark of life in her.


Nothing.


“Frek it!” Atton released the flight yoke and pounded it with a fist.


Unable to do anything useful, he returned to wondering who was responsible
for this mess. If they had a traitor on board, and that traitor wasn’t a Gor,
then who was it?


Sythians also possessed faster than light, near-instantaneous telepathy, and
for whatever reason, theirs was not limited to the 10-light-year radius of the
Gors’. That meant their traitor could be a Sythian, but the Intrepid was
fitted with displacement sensors that would have detected a cloaked Sythian
onboard by now, so he would have to be hiding in plain sight.


A human agent . . . Atton realized, his green eyes widening to
twice their normal aperture.


Suddenly, something jerked the Emissary violently to starboard. The
seat restraints dug into his shoulders and chest, making it hard for him to
breathe. Atton gritted his teeth, waiting for the sensation to pass, but if
anything the inertial pressure increased. With all the Emissary’s systems
offline, even the inertial management system and artificial gravity wasn’t
functioning.


What the frek is going on . . . ? Atton wondered. Had he been hit by
something? No, he decided. If he’d been hit by something, the inertial
tug would have eased after the initial impact. The fact that it hadn’t meant
something was accelerating the Emissary with a constant force. His mind
supplied a likely reason for that: a grav gun must have seized his ship. The
Sythians had come to claim their prize and turn him into another mindless
soldier for their fleet.


But there was something in that explanation which didn’t make sense. Why
disable him and not the squadrons of Novas that had rallied out? Atton had watched
two Novas blown to pieces with live warheads before the enemy had fired so much
as a shot against him. Why pick on his transport?


The obvious answer was that they knew something about his mission, but that
was impossible. No one knew about his mission besides the admiral.


And Donali.


Atton’s eyes narrowed to slits. He remembered the commander’s insistence
that he take Atton’s place and his eyes flew wide. “You motherfrekker . . .” He
gritted out against the g-force. No wonder Donali had wanted to take over his
mission. Well, you got what you wanted, he thought. Soon the Sythians
would be able to interrogate him for the location of Avilon.


With a monumental effort, Atton managed to turn his head against the naked
g-force of the grav beam that had seized his ship. He stared out the starboard
side of the cockpit . . . 


And hope surged in his chest. Rather than see a Sythian warship or fighter
pulling him along behind it, he saw the rugged lines of the Intrepid and
the welcoming blue glow of her hangar bay growing steadily closer as she guided
him in.


Atton would have grinned in triumph were it not for the Intrepid’s troubled
state. Shell Fighters swarmed her from all sides, firing Pirakla missiles.
Those bright purple warheads were slamming into the top and port sides of the
ship in a continuous stream, peppering her hull with explosions. The Intrepid
fired back with red dymium pulse lasers, ripper cannons, and Hailfire
missiles, nailing Shells by the dozen and lighting space on fire with their
explosions, but it wasn’t good enough. Dozens more were streaming in to take
their place, and the few Novas he could pick out of the chaos were stretched
mighty thin.


At this rate, the Intrepid would be torn apart before they could even
get the Emissary on board, and the Sythians would simply pluck him out
of the wreckage.


Atton gritted his teeth and silently cursed Donali for his treachery. If
only his comms were working, he could at least warn the Intrepid about
the traitor in their midst, but with all his systems mysteriously disabled he
couldn’t even initiate a self-destruct sequence to keep the Sythians from
getting to him.


Atton decided that if it came to it, he’d shoot himself before they captured
him. Better that than to doom the last safe refuge humanity had to yet another
Sythian invasion.


* * *


“Augment our port shield arrays!” Caldin screamed over the hiss and roar of
Sythian missiles exploding against their hull. “And turn down the volume on the
SISS!”


Immediately the roar of explosions faded into the background.


“Ma’am, we’re venting atmosphere on decks fourteen, six, and eight!”
engineering reported.


“Seal them off!” 


“We still have crew in those areas.”


“They know the drill. We’ll get them out later, but if they’re not already
suited up, there’s nothing we can do for them.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Helm, how long until our drives are spooled?”


“Three more minutes, ma’am.”


Caldin shook her head. “Another one and a half minutes until those
battleships are in range.” She turned to watch on the captain’s table as the Emissary
sped toward them. The pair of numbers beside the Emissary’s gravidar
icon put her range at just over three klicks and her time to reach the Intrepid
at 20 seconds, but that time was wrong. The hangar bay controllers would
have to start slowing the Emissary’s approach if they expected to get
Commander Ortane back alive.


“Comms, please remind our grav gun operators that the Emissary has no
power, which means her IMS is not functioning. They’ll have to keep
acceleration and deceleration vectors below 10 g’s if we want to get our pilot
back in one piece.”


“Yes, ma’am. I’ll warn them.”


The deck shuddered underfoot and damage alarms sounded. “Engineering! What
was that?”


“I don’t know . . . give me a second to calibrate damage sensors . . .”


“It’s one of the battleships,” Donali replied, pointing to the grid.
“They’re in range already.”


“Frek,” Caldin hissed, watching as warheads ten and twenty times the size
and explosive power of those which Shell Fighters carried spiraled toward the Intrepid
from the nearest Sythian battleship.


“One minute till we’re spooled for SLS,” the helm reported.


Another explosion rumbled underfoot.


“Are all of our Novas on board?” Caldin yelled.


“No, ma’am! The Renegades are, but the Guardians are just coming about now.”


“Tell them to hurry! Comms—can I get an estimate of how much longer before
the Emissary is on board?”


“Checking . . . our grav gun operators estimate another three minutes,
ma’am.”


“So we’re stuck until then.”


“We could punch out now,” Donali suggested, pointing to the missiles
vectoring in on them. “At least we’ll live to fight another day.”


Another missile reached them, and the lights on the bridge dimmed as their
shield arrays drew extra energy to buffer the impact.


“Hull breaches on decks five and six!”


“Seal ‘em off!” Caldin roared. She whirled on Donali, her dark blue eyes
wild, her short blonde hair sticking up at odd angles. “What’s the point in
living, Commander, if you can’t live well? And if you can’t live well, then by
the Immortals you should at least die well!” Caldin rounded on her crew, her
gaze finding the weapons officer. “Return fire on that battleship! All
batteries! Ruh-kah!”


“Ruh-kah!” the crew roared back, and now the deck was shuddering with their
own weapons’ fire.


“You can’t hope to destroy them. They’re five times our size,” Donali
whispered close beside her ear, like the pessimistic devlin who sometimes sat
there.


She ignored him.


Another two missiles from the battleship hit them, and Caldin watched
through the viewports as a brief gush of flames blew out a chunk from the top
side of the Intrepid.


“Shields equalizing at 25%,” Delayn reported from engineering. 


“Ten seconds until we can jump,” the helm said.


“Engage our cloaking shield!” Caldin replied, eyeing the stream of missiles
still streaking toward them.


“We have to disengage our energy shields first,” Delayn warned. “We won’t
last long like that.”


“We won’t last long like this, either! At least if they can’t see us, they
can’t target us!”


“I thought you wanted to die well?” Donali asked.


“I do, which is exactly why we’ve got to live a little longer.”


“Cloaking shield engaged.”


“Helm, go evasive! Shake those warheads off our tail.”


“We’ll end up jumping somewhere else if I don’t maintain this heading!”


“Either way we’re jumping blind, Lieutenant. Now go evasive before another
missile hits us!”


Their view of space began to spin and whirl, and Caldin watched the stream
of warheads heading toward them go streaking by with a narrow margin to spare.
Her shoulders sagged with relief and she felt a brief wash of light-headedness
as the adrenaline pumping through her veins began to wane.


The Sythian battleship stopped firing.


“Good work everyone,” Caldin said, leaning on the captain’s table for
support.


“Captain! The Guardians are asking how they’re supposed to get on board if
we’re cloaked. I can’t reply without giving away our location.”


“Use a tight beam comm signal; tell them to match approach vectors to the Emissary.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“The Sythians are going to use the same method to find us,” Donali said a
moment later.


“I’m sure they will,” Caldin replied, “but without accurate target readings,
their missiles won’t lock on to us. They’ll be forced to resort to pulse
lasers, and we all know how short-ranged those are. We’ve just bought ourselves
another sixty seconds, which is all we needed.”


“Indeed,” Donali replied, nodding slowly.


Caldin watched him curiously out of the corner of her eye while studying the
grid rising out of the captain’s table. There was something about Donali’s
attitude that she didn’t like, but she didn’t have time to focus on it. She
watched the Emissary and the Guardians roaring toward the Intrepid’s port
hangar bay. In less than a minute their gravidar icons converged, and she heard
the comm officer announce: “The Emissary is on board!”


“Guardians?” Caldin asked.


“All but one.”


“Where is he?”


“Three klicks out, inbound.”


“Without the Emissary to guide him in, he’s going in blind. He’s not
going to make it.” Caldin grimaced, feeling a sudden weight settle on her
shoulders. “Helm, punch it.”


After a brief hesitation, the stars elongated to bright lines and then
whirling streaks of light joined those star lines as they jumped to SLS. Caldin
turned to look around the bridge at her crew. The looks on their faces and
their solemn silence mirrored what she was feeling. They’d escaped what should
have been certain death for all of them, but they’d left a man behind and lost
dozens more in the course of their escape. This was not victory, but a near
miss with an ignominious end. Death had come capriciously for some, leaving the
rest to drown in a sea of guilt.


Caldin’s comm piece buzzed in her ear—incoming call from Commander
Ortane. She walked to one side of the gangway to answer it and listened
intently to what he had to say. When he finished explaining, she thanked him
and turned around.


Commander Donali was standing right behind her. 


She nearly jumped with fright.


“Good job, Captain,” Donali said.


“Yes . . .” she replied, frowning. “We did it.”


“A successful retreat.”


Caldin nodded. “It wouldn’t have been if you’d had your way. We would have
left the Emissary behind for the Sythians. Would you care to explain
that?”


Donali appeared to freeze in place, as if he’d abruptly stopped breathing.
“I didn’t think we had enough time to effect a rescue,” he replied, sounding
calm but looking otherwise. “I didn’t think we could do it.”


“I don’t think anyone thought we could, but here we are.”


“Indeed we are, ma’am,” Donali replied, the glowing red optics of his
artificial eye dimming and then brightening again as he blinked.


“I am curious about one thing, however . . .” Caldin replied, her head
canting to one side. “How did they know we were coming?”


“I don’t know that they did.”


“No? Then why were they already surrounding us when we dropped out of SLS?
Space is too vast to allow for that type of coincidence.”


Donali smiled thinly at her. “What are you suggesting, Captain? That we have
a Sythian agent on board?”


“Yes,” she replied, holding Donali’s gaze. “And I’m suggesting that agent is
you.” 


Every head on the bridge abruptly turned their way.


“That’s ridiculous!” Donali spat. “I’m the Admiral’s XO, his most trusted
advisor!”


“Yes, but even though you are his most trusted advisor, the Admiral chose to
send his stepson on a top secret mission instead of you. That wasn’t part of
the plan, was it Donali? You were supposed to be the one he sent. So you tried
to convince Commander Ortane to let you go instead of him.”


“How did you know I spoke to Ortane?”


“He just called to let me know.”


Donali held her gaze without blinking. “I’m the better choice for the
mission. That doesn’t mean I’m a Sythian agent!”


“No?” Caldin shrugged. “I had my doubts about you when we rescued you,
Donali, and now I’ve got enough circumstantial evidence to do something about
it. You’re going to ride out the rest of this trip in stasis.”


“You can’t do that.”


“Well, I could always put you through a mind probe to find out for
sure whose side you’re on.”


Donali’s real eye widened to a panicky aperture. “That could kill me.”


“Then I suppose you should be grateful for stasis technology which enables
us to delay that fate. Guards! Stun him.” Caldin roared.


Donali opened his mouth to object, but two stun bolts hit him before he
could get out another word. He collapsed to the deck in a pile of twitching and
jittering limbs. Caldin stepped up to him and kicked him hard in the ribs to
make sure he really was unconscious. When he didn’t so much as stir, she
withdrew and watched as the pair of sentinels she’d summoned bent down to bind
Donali’s hands and feet with stun cord. 


“Take him to the med bay and put him in stasis. The admiral can decide what
to do with him when we get back.”


“Yes, ma’am,” the nearest sentinel replied as he levitated Donali off the
deck with his grav gun and carried him away.


Caldin heaved a deep sigh and shook her head. How were any of them supposed
to sleep at night with the threat of Sythian agents lurking in their midst? For
all her crew knew she was a Sythian agent, and for all she knew, all of
them were. She turned to pass a critical eye over her crew. They watched her
with expressions ranging the gamut from shock to horror. 


“Eyes on your stations!” she barked. “We revert to real space in less than
half an hour, and we need to be ready for another jump if we’re going to elude
pursuit.” Sythian SLS drives were slower than human ones, but they weren’t so
slow that Caldin felt they could afford to delay.


Her crew grudgingly went back to their stations. She turned and headed for
the bridge doors just as the sentinels carried Donali out. “Delayn! You’re the
CO until I get back, and you’re reinstated as my XO.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


Caldin toyed with the idea of following those sentinels to the med bay and
actually submitting Donali to a mind probe, but on the off chance that she was
wrong about him she didn’t want to be responsible for his death. At least this
way, no one could blame her for anything.


“Comms, have Commander Ortane meet me in the operations center in five.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


Time to find out why Commander Ortane’s mission is so damned interesting
to the Sythians.












Chapter 14





Ethan sat opposite
his bride at an expensive restaurant in the Vermillion Palace, now into day
seven of their honeymoon. It should have been one of the most relaxing,
enjoyable times of his life, but rather than staring across the table into his
wife’s startling violet eyes, his head was turned at an awkward angle to watch
the holoscreen mounted above the restaurant’s bar. Alara’s gaze was similarly
fixed upon that screen. Karpathia’s news channel was playing with nonstop
updates from the Sythian occupation. There were scenes of troopers marching
down city streets in the glossy black armor with glowing red optics which had
been the Gors’ hallmark, a symbol of the horrors visited upon humanity during
the initial invasion. Those scenes were made more horrifying still by the
knowledge that those troopers weren’t Gors at all, but rather human slaves
wearing recycled Gor armor. Unlike the original invasion, there were no images
of mass destruction and slaughter. A few suicidal citizens ran at the advancing
armies only to be shot dead before they could reach them, but apart from those
incidents the Sythians didn’t appear intent on killing anyone. Instead, their
armies walked the streets in orderly formations, ignoring innocent bystanders
and local security forces alike.


It was confusing to watch, but the obvious reason for their ambivalence was
that this time the Sythians hadn’t come to kill and destroy; they’d come to
occupy. Ethan frowned, wondering what the Sythians could possibly hope to get
from Dark Space. Leaning in close to Alara, he whispered, “We should go.”


“Where?” she whispered back. “They have the planet blockaded! No one’s
getting on or off unless they say so.”


Ethan turned to her. “We have to try. You think we can afford to stay here
with that?” he gestured to the holoscreen and the marching armies depicted
there. He gave her a grim look. “We’re witnessing another invasion, Kiddie.
Just because they haven’t started slaughtering us yet, doesn’t mean they
won’t.”


Alara stared back at him, her lips trembling, her eyes wide and terrified.
Abruptly he saw her gaze brighten with a sheen of moisture. Reflected there he
saw visions of a cottage by a lake and two little children racing around it
with their father chasing them; then she blinked and fresh tears welled up to
wash away those dreams.


“It’s the only way,” he said.


“What do they want from us?” 


Ethan shook his head, not knowing what to say, but the holoscreen answered
what he couldn’t, and suddenly a loud, alien warbling filled the restaurant.
Ethan’s head snapped back to the screen and he watched with slack-jawed
astonishment as the face of a real Sythian appeared. That alien—with his
translucent skin, lavender-colored freckles, and the gills slashing the sides
of his neck—looked disturbingly like the one Ethan had seen before, the one and
only Sythian humanity had ever captured and interrogated—High Lord Kaon. Except
Kaon had died with his ship, meaning that this could only be his clone.


Kaon’s warbling was muted, and a translation began to stream out in the
neutral tones of a universal translator. “Humans, I am High Lord Kaon,” the
alien said, confirming Ethan’s suspicions. He went on, “Your rulers surrender
to us, and you are now subjects of the Sythian Coalition. You surely require
proof to convince you, and so . . .” The alien turned and gestured to one side
of the podium where he stood. The camera panned away from Kaon’s face to show
none other than Admiral Hoff Heston—at least, Ethan thought it was him. It was
hard tell from his outward appearance—greasy, matted gray hair; days’ old
stubble on his face; dirty, tear-stained cheeks; haunted gray eyes, and rounded
shoulders. His usually pristine white Supreme Overlord’s uniform looked like it
had been soaked in blood, sweat, and tears. If defeat had a face, it was his.


Had his eyes been any other color, Ethan would have said it was an imposter.
He had known the admiral as a daunting personality, a man who tolerated little
and asked much, a man with supreme confidence in his abilities. Now that man
with his impeccably high standards and arrogant strength was broken. He looked
like a homeless grub.


Ethan gave an involuntary shiver, and the camera panned back to High Lord
Kaon’s face. His rubbery lips stretched into an unconvincing smile. “Welcome to
the Coalition,” Kaon said. “Your people make a wise decision by joining us. Our
rules for humanity are simple and easy to follow. Rule number one—your people
are to provide us with food and whatever other supplies we should require for
our fleets. Two—you must cease your pointless infighting. Those found disrupting
the peace or resisting the new order are to be enslaved. Three—every mated pair
must produce a minimum of four offspring. Life mates with extra offspring are
to be rewarded. If you have no mate, you must find one. If you and your mate
cannot provide for your offspring, those you cannot feed are to be taken as
slaves until death finds them. And finally, at the age of 16, which I am told
is the age humans become adults, all must serve in the Coalition Fleet for a
minimum of five standard Sythian years—that is six years to your kind.


“If you obey these rules, your race is to be left in peace. Any humans found
attempting to flee are to be killed. There is no dissonance, we are one. We are
Sythiansss.”


Abruptly, the alien’s face faded, replaced by a local news reporter’s
frightened visage. “That . . . we . . .” the reporter stumbled over his tongue
and then turned to look down at his notes. For a long moment he didn’t look up,
and then the screen faded to show footage of more Sythian cruisers setting down
on the plains outside Karpathia City. Those alien warships caught the fading
light of the setting sun on their highly reflective hulls and began shining
like suns in their own right—dozens of them.


Ethan turned back to Alara. “We have to go, Kiddie,” he repeated. To his
astonishment, she shook her head. “Kiddie . . .”


“Ethan, you heard what that skull face said. If we try to run, they’ll shoot
us down.”


“What’s the alternative? Stay?” 


Alara’s eyes drifted out of focus and she began nodding slowly. “It might
not be so bad. They’re actually encouraging us to have children. We already
have one on the way.”


“You’re glossing over the reason they want us to have kids. They need more
soldiers and crew for their ships.”


“The war is over, Ethan! And we lost. Their terms are not ideal, but they’re
the only ones we’ve got. We’re lucky we’re still useful enough that they want
to keep us alive.”


“Alara, snap out of it! Our children will have to serve in the Sythian
fleet! They might not even live through that. And we’re being forced to have
four. Everyone is. The ones we can’t support will become Sythian slaves! To top
it all off, our overburdened economy will have to supply their war machine!”


Finally Alara’s eyes focused on his face, and Ethan felt a spark of hope
that perhaps she hadn’t completely lost it. That spark died with what she said
next. 


“If the Sythians are no longer at war with us, who are they going to fight?
There will be no war machine to support. Our children will serve for six
years without ever having to fire a shot at anyone, and then they’ll come home
to live a normal life.”


“And supposing we don’t have the resources to provide for all four of our mandatory
offspring?”


“That’s what we should be concerned about, and it just proves my
father’s point. We need to sell our ship, Ethan. After that we’ll have more
than enough to support a family of any size.”


Ethan gaped at his wife, unable to continue the argument any further. He
shut his gaping mouth and began nodding slowly, as if he’d conceded to her
wisdom. He would have to plan their escape without her. “All right, fine. You
want to stay, we’ll stay, but we’re not selling the ship yet. I’m still going
to try to make it as a freelancer first.”


Alara’s eyes narrowed, and an unhappy frown graced her lips. “Ethan . . .”


He held up a hand to forestall her. “We had a deal, remember? Six months.” We’ll
be out of here long before then, he thought.


“Fine,” Alara agreed. “Six months, but you’re not getting any extensions on
that.”


Ethan smiled grimly. “Don’t worry, I won’t need them.” He turned to find
their waiter, but of course the man was standing frozen in the middle of the
restaurant, staring up at the holoscreen as footage of the Sythian occupation
played in a loop. “When do you think our food is going to arrive?” Ethan asked
absently, as if he hadn’t just permanently lost his appetite.


His return to the mundane seemed to fool Alara, and she replied. “I’m not
sure. I think we’ll be waiting a while with all of these developments. Maybe we
should go back to our room for a while until things settle down?”


“Yes,” Ethan said, rising from the table and holding out his hand to help
Alara up. “Let’s do that.”


* * *


“I want to know what’s so damned important about your mission, Commander.”


“It’s classified,” Atton replied with a frown.


Captain Caldin shook her head. “Not good enough. I just risked my ship and
all of our lives to make sure you don’t fall into Sythian hands. Commander
Donali is in the med bay in stasis right now because you suspect him of being a
traitor. I need some explanations.”


“He wouldn’t be in stasis if you didn’t suspect him as well,” Atton pointed
out.


“I can’t take the risk you’re right.”


“Look, Captain . . .”


“Can I be frank with you, Ortane?”


Atton hesitated. “I suppose.”


“I’m not here to expose your mission, or to put it in any danger. I need to
know what you’re trying to accomplish out here so that I can help you. Your
transport is damaged beyond immediate repair. Whatever the Sythians did to it,
the reactor is completely slagged.”


“What? When did you find that out?”


“While I was waiting for you to get here, I checked in with the chief
greaser on deck. He ran a diagnostic and passed the good news on to me. Now I’m
sharing it with you. What do you think that means for your mission, Commander?”


Atton grimaced. “How long will it take to fix?”


“A few days at least—assuming we can rebuild it with parts we have on hand.
If not, that bird will be grounded until we get back. Now, I’m going to take a
guess here, but since your transport is a long-range assault recon-class, that
means whatever you need to do, it’s quite a bit farther out than we are right
now. With that assumption in place, you should know that we don’t have another
ship like yours on board. So, either you keep your mission details to yourself
and hope your ship gets repaired before long, or you tell me now, and we use
the Intrepid to get you to wherever you’re going on schedule. Bearing in
mind of course that the admiral told me your mission is unspeakably urgent.”


Atton let out a long breath and shook his head. “Captain, I appreciate what
you’re trying to do, but there’s a reason I’m being sent alone rather than with
a fleet to accompany me.”


“And what reason is that, Commander?”


“I can’t say.” Caldin sighed, but Atton held his ground. “I’m sorry,
Captain.”


“Very well, you’re entitled to your—”


Suddenly the ship lurched and shuddered. The lights flickered overhead, and
Atton heard a muffled screech of duranium rending, followed by an ominous
groan. His eyes flew wide. “What was that?”


Caldin looked just as shocked, her face pale and her knuckles turning white
where she had suddenly gripped the armrests of her chair. She reached up to her
ear to answer an incoming comm call. “What in the nethers was that, Delayn . .
. ?” 


Atton waited while the ship’s chief engineer replied, and watched as concern
flashed across the captain’s face. “I’ll be right there. Do not
disengage our cloak!” she said, already rising from her seat at the head of the
holo table.


“What’s wrong?” Atton asked, rising with her.


“We’ve been pulled out of SLS ten minutes ahead of schedule.”


“By what?” Atton asked, his mind racing to fill in the blanks. As far as
anyone knew, Sythians didn’t have SLS disruptor tech. Then again, as far as
anyone had known, they didn’t have disabler tech either and yet somehow they’d
turned the Emissary’s reactor to slag.


“We’re not sure.” Caldin replied, hurrying to leave the operations center. 


Atton followed her out with a frown. They reached the lift tubes in the
corridor outside and rode one of them straight up to the bridge. Caldin stepped
up to the bridge doors and opened them with a swish of her wrist across the
scanner. As soon as the doors parted, Atton saw not stars and space as he was
expecting, but a pure, unadulterated black. Space was so dark that the only way
Atton could see the Intrepid’s bow, which the bridge overlooked,
was by the faint light shining out from her external viewports. Yet even that
light threatened to disappear in the void, obscured by a shadowy black mist.


“What the . . .” Atton shook his head, unable to decide what he was looking
at.


Caldin strode down the gangway. “Report!” she called out. 


Atton snapped out of it and hurried to catch up with her. 


“We are approximately one and a quarter light years out from our SLS entry
point, and point eight four light years short of our designated exit,” the
gravidar officer announced.


“Do we know what pulled us out of SLS?” Caldin demanded as they reached the
captain’s table.


“Hard to say, the strength of the gravitational field that pulled us out of
SLS suggests there’s a super massive object nearby.”


“A black hole?” Caldin asked.


“Maybe, but electromagnetic radiation isn’t consistent with what we should
find for that to be the case,” gravidar replied.


“But the field is naturally occurring?”


“It must be. No artificial gravity field could span such a large area of
space, ma’am.”


Deck Commander Delayn rose from the engineering control station and hurried
up the stairs to join them. “Captain,” he said, offering a quick salute.


“Would you care to explain what’s going on here, Commander?” Caldin asked.


“The short explanation is that we’re stuck.”


“Stuck?” Atton asked.


“I’m afraid I don’t understand either,” Caldin replied. “Why can’t we jump
out?”


Delayn regarded them for a moment with his startlingly pale blue Worani
eyes. “I can’t explain it.”


“Try,” Caldin demanded.


“SLS drives are built with fail-safes to avoid getting too close to
gravitational forces which can tear spaceships apart while travelling in
superluminal.”


“I know the mechanics of SLS drives, Delayn. I want to know why we’re stuck
here.” Caldin gestured out the viewports to the murky black nebula they had
landed in.


“That’s just it. We shouldn’t be stuck. The fail-safes should have
prevented us from getting this close.”


“But . . .”


“The fail-safes didn’t work, and we’ve been pulled out of SLS in the middle
of a strong gravitational field.”


“That’s not possible. We would have been ripped apart, as you just pointed
out.”


“I can’t explain how we survived, or why the emergency fail-safes didn’t
work.” Delayn sighed and ran a hand through his short gray hair. “At least they
pulled us out of SLS before we could go any further.” 


“But not before we ended up stuck smack in the middle of the deepest,
darkest corner of the galaxy,” Caldin replied.


“This doesn’t make any sense,” Atton insisted. “We made it this far, so why
can’t we jump back out?”


“That’s like saying we survived jumping off a cliff so we should jump
again,” Caldin replied. “If the fail-safes hadn’t pulled us out when they did,
right now we’d just be another layer of interstellar krak floating through this
filthy quagmire.”


Delayn added, “Gravitational force is maximal upon entry and exit from SLS.
Our hull suffered stress fractures in a dozen different places when the fail-safes
finally kicked in. If we deactivate them and try to jump out, we’ll be ripped
apart.”


“How far do we have to go to get to a safe jump point?”


“By our calculations we are point six light years from the center of the
field and point five light years from the closest point where we could safely
jump out.”


Caldin’s eyes flew wide. “Half a light year?!” She pounded the captain’s
table with a fist, and the star map projected above the table shuddered. She
stood staring at the map for a long, silent moment.


“Ma’am . . .” Delayn began in a quiet voice, “What are your orders?”


Caldin shook her head. “We go back in real space.”


“Sythians could be following us.”


“Then we pick a slightly different trajectory!” she said, rounding on him.
“If they manage to follow us this far in, then they’ll be just as frekked as we
are.” Caldin turned to look out at the dark nebula where they’d ended up
stranded. It was a dense cloud of interstellar dust far from any light source
bright enough to pierce it, hence the classification—dark nebula.


Atton turned back to Delayn. “How long before we can get out of here?”


“There’s a lot to calculate, but if I had to guess . . . well, it would
depend on the speed we can get up to. I’d say we can probably make one tenth
the speed of light—but we’re going to drain a lot of fuel to keep our shields
up under the barrage from all that dust.”


“Half a light year at one tenth the speed of light . . .” Atton ran the math
quickly in his head. “We’re going to be stuck in this nebula for five years?”



“Keep your voice down,” Caldin growled.


“It will probably be less . . .” Delayn replied. “The nebula should begin to
thin out the further we get from the gravitational force. At some point we’ll
be able to speed up.”


Atton wasn’t ready to give up yet. “So, best case scenario, we make it out
in four years.” He turned to the gravidar officer who’d reported the situation
when they’d arrived on deck. “Gravidar—you said sensors show a strong
gravitational field, but not the radiation we’d expect from a black hole.”


“That’s correct, sir.”


“So what if this really is an SLS disruption field?”


“No field generator ever constructed has a range of several light years,
Commander,” Captain Caldin replied quietly.


“The captain is right,” gravidar replied. “It would take the energy of an
entire sun to create a field that large. 


“And then some,” Caldin said. “No,” she began, turning away from the
viewports to address her bridge crew, “we only have ourselves to blame for
this. We’re here because of an equipment malfunction, because someone on this
ship didn’t do their job properly. I’m going to conduct a formal inquiry into
the matter. Whoever is to blame for the faulty fail-safes will be punished
accordingly. Unfortunately, we’re all going to suffer for that person’s mistake.
As of this moment, emergency rationing is in full effect. Crews will begin
rotating in and out of stasis in order to preserve what supplies we have. This
ship was equipped for extended range; we’re going to stretch the definition of
the term. Helm—plot a course back the way we came with a positive five degree
deviation with respect to the x-axis.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Better get comfortable, people,” Caldin went on. “We have a long, dark trip
ahead of us.” Atton watched her turn to him. “Seems like you’ll have the time
you need to repair your ship, Commander.” 


Atton frowned. “Too much time.”


“Why don’t you go spend some of it with your squadron. They’ll need cooler
heads around them when I give everyone a sitrep. This is going to be a bitter
lesson for all of us.”


“Yes, ma’am.” Atton gave a swift salute and then turned on his heel and left
the bridge. It took all his energy just to focus on putting one foot in front
of the other and not collapse in the corridor along the way. He couldn’t
believe it. Five frekking years! 


The captain was no stranger to long-range missions. A few years ago she’d
made the year-long round trip from the Adventa Galaxy to the neighboring
Getties Cluster in order to gather Intel on the Sythians and the Gors. But this
mission was five times as long as that. The Intrepid could probably make
it with emergency rations and rotating crews, and if anyone could get them
home, Caldin would, but Atton wasn’t sure there would be a home to go back to.
Dark Space wasn’t going to get the reinforcements they needed, and something
told him the Sythians weren’t going to wait five years to make a move.


As he waited outside the bridge for one of the lift tubes to arrive, Atton
turned to look out a nearby viewport at the vile, inky blackness which had
snared them. 


Looks like the darkness finally found us . . . he thought, and
it’s not letting go.












Chapter 15





By the time Atton
entered the Spacer’s Rest, the officer’s lounge on deck 17, he was still
in a daze, so shocked by what had happened that he was completely oblivious to
his surroundings. He stumbled up to the bar counter and signaled to Kerk for a
drink. The bartender nodded and headed his way. “Maverick,” he croaked.


“Sure.”


“Hoi, motherfrekker, over here!” Gina called to him from the other end of
the bar.


Atton turned and shook his head. Not now Gina, he thought, and looked
away. He wasn’t in the mood to deal with her. Not taking the hint, she made her
way over to him and arrived just as Kerk sent a black maverick sailing down the
counter into his open hand.


“You hear me?” Gina asked, tapping him roughly on the shoulder while taking
an indecorous gulp from her own mug of beer.


“Put it on my tab,” Atton said to the bartender, determined to ignore his
XO. She reeked of beer, which was no small feat, since she couldn’t have been
in the lounge for more than twenty minutes. In that time only a third of the
other pilots had made their way to the lounge. The others were likely catching
up on sleep or grieving the dead in a less social way. Atton hadn’t even had a
chance to check their casualties. He was afraid to look and find someone he’d
actually started to like missing from the Guardians’ roster. At least Gina’s
still around. But does she have to make that so painfully obvious?


Atton turned and left the bar, heading for the most isolated part of the
lounge so he could be alone. 


Gina didn’t let him get that far. She grabbed him by his shoulder and spun
him to face her, forcing him to notice the fire burning in her amber eyes. He
saw something else there, too, but he didn’t immediately recognize it. Then
some of the fire in her eyes spilled to her cheeks, and he realized what it was.


“Frek you, Atton!” she spat, swiping angrily at her tears with the back of
one hand. “You know a thank you would be nice.”


Atton shook his head, uncomprehending. “For what?”


Gina’s eyes flashed and she gave him a sudden shove which made him stumble
backward a few steps. “For what?” she echoed.


Atton’s own ire began to build. He recovered his balance with a scowl and
loomed suddenly close to her face. “Watch yourself, Lieutenant. Would
you care to explain that outburst?”


“Sure,” she shrugged. “Why the frek not? You want to sit down for this, or
take it standing up?”


“Just make it quick. I’m short on patience right now.”


Gina’s mouth curved in a bitter smile. “All right, let me summarize it for
you. We’re halfway to the Intrepid when we get ordered back out there to
cover your ass. We’re facing five to one odds, increasing by the second.
Guardians lose Shafer and Tails on the first pass, but we manage to keep them
off you. We give you your chance to get away so you can do whatever the frek it
is you were doing out there. Then you go and get your ship disabled, and we’re
ordered to keep those fighters off your six until the Intrepid can grav
you back in. 


“Ordinarily no one pilot would be worth that kind of risk, but I guess being
the admiral’s stepson really does make you frekkin’ special, because we’re
kept out there until the last frekking minute!” 


“Gina, I . . .”


“I’m not done, Iceman! Not long after that, the Intrepid cloaks.
They’re still gravving you in so you’ll be fine, but what about us? We can’t
even see the hangar! Orders come through to follow you in. I pick up three
Shells along the way, and my wingmate gets the bright idea to peel off and
distract them. He pulls off the impossible and sends all three to the
netherworld with a pair of Hailfires. Just as he’s coming back around to join
the tail-end of our formation, hangar bay controllers pull the last Nova
inside, leaving not even a trail of debris for him to follow. Then the Captain
gives the order and we jump out, leaving him behind. Another few minutes and we
would have been able to get him on board, too.”


Atton felt like someone had dumped a bucket of ice over his head and now he
was left shivering from the cold. He shook his head. “Saving one pilot wouldn’t
be worth the risk of sticking around.”


“No? So why was saving your ass worth that risk? That man died for you.
Because of you,” she said, stabbing his chest with a finger.


“I . . .”


“Gettin’ all choked up, are we, Iceman? No, your eyes are bone dry, aren’t
they? Bet you don’t even have tear ducts.”


Atton swallowed. “Who was it?”


“Perkins,” she said with a brittle smile. A few more tears spilled to her
cheeks and she shook her head. “It would just frekkin’ figure that the one man
who’s actually better than he seems goes and gets himself killed for having
such a big damn heart.”


It wasn’t lost on Atton that Gina and “Hawkeye” Perkins had been hooking up
over the last week and that now Gina felt doubly bad—bad because he had meant
something to her and now he was gone, and worse because of the mountain of
guilt she felt over the fact that he’d saved her life only to be left for dead.


There was an even bigger mountain resting on Atton’s shoulders. Three pilots
in Guardian Squadron alone had lost their lives to rescue him. And who knew how
many other officers had died while the Intrepid had slugged it out with
Sythian warships, waiting for him to be pulled back on board. He’d already
noticed several decks grayed out on lift tube control panels.


“Gina . . . I’m sorry,” Atton managed in a thready whisper.


“You killed him.”


“Tuner!”


Atton saw Ceyla Corbin come up behind Gina. “Leave him alone,” she said.


“Why?” Gina asked, rounding on her. “Huh? What’s he to you?” She gave Ceyla
a shove, followed by another one, and—


Atton stepped between them and pushed them apart before Gina could find an
excuse to start throwing punches.


Ceyla made an irritated noise in the back of her throat. “He’s my commanding
officer, and yours, too—or have you forgotten that?”


“A good commander should die for his men!” Gina spat, trying to get around
Atton. “Not sit by and watch them all die for him!”


“It wasn’t his fault. Captain’s orders, remember? He couldn’t even send
comms, and he wasn’t in charge of the squadron—you were.”


“You frekkin’ little sclut . . . !” 


Atton had to work hard to keep her away from Ceyla. “Hoi!” he yelled. “Cut
it out Tuner! Frek it, Gina, I’m sorry, okay?” Atton said again, and he meant
it. For some reason his eyes weren’t supporting his apology with tears. He
wasn’t much of a crier, but that didn’t mean he was as cold-hearted as Gina
seemed to think.


“Frek you, Iceman!” Gina replied. “Couldn’t have picked a better call sign
for you if I’d asked your own mother to come up with it!”


Atton ignored her insults. “Look, if there’s anything I can do . . . when’s
the memorial for . . . the people we lost?”


“You don’t even remember their names, do you?”


Atton was ashamed to admit that was true. He did know his squad mates by
name, but right now he couldn’t remember which ones Gina had told him they’d
lost. He’d had too many shocks in the last half hour to take it all in.


Gina took his silence for her answer. “That’s what I thought!” she said,
nodding slowly. “You know what, that’s it! You want to make up for it? Let’s
see you put your own ass on the line. I’ll be waiting in the ring, just in case
you figure out what those ornaments dangling between your legs are for.”


Atton watched, slack-jawed and wide-eyed as Gina turned and stalked away,
heading for the ring on the other side of the bar. There in the distance, lay a
square with high walls of red flexi-bars. Two miniature assault mechs stood
awaiting activation in opposite corners of the ring, each of them almost as
tall as a man, green status lights blinking on their chests in readiness. Those
mechs were the avatars which officers typically used to settle their quarrels,
but Gina had no intention of letting him hide behind a bot.


“She’s just hurting, Commander,” Ceyla said slowly. “Don’t let it get to . .
.” Atton strode by her, hot on Gina’s heels.


“Hoi! Where are you going? Commander!” She caught up to him a second later.
“Don’t tell me you’re actually going to fight her.”


“That’s exactly what I’m going to do,” Atton replied.


“No offense, but she went through flight school and basic. She’s trained in
hand-to-hand combat. You didn’t go through either basic or regular flight
school, and you’re not trained for this.”


Atton turned to her with his eyebrows raised. “Since when is my training or
lack thereof public knowledge?”


Ceyla grimaced. “Since Lieutenant Giord spent the last fifteen minutes
telling everyone how unqualified you are to lead the squadron.”


Atton sighed. 


“I’m sorry, sir,” Ceyla said. “I could be a witness if you want to file a
report about her behavior.”


“That’s all right, Corbin.”


“Don’t fight her, sir. She’s looking for someone to take it out on. You’re
not going to teach her to respect you by getting yourself beat within an inch
of your life.” 


“I’m not going to teach her a lesson, Corbin. I’m going to teach
myself one.”


“What?! You feel guilty because some good men died following their orders to
save you, and now you’re going to punish yourself?”


They reached the ring right behind Gina. She turned to see Atton standing
there and smirked. “Maybe they’re not ornaments after all, hoi Commander?” With
that, she turned to address everyone on deck, calling out, “Listen up!
Commander Ortane’s about to have his ass handed to him by myself and my two
friends—“ She held up both fists and waved them around. “—‘black,’ and ‘eye.’
You don’t want to miss this!”


Within seconds a crowd had gathered. Everyone in the lounge in fact—some
fifteen men and women. Kerk the barman was nominated referee. He stepped up to
Atton and handed him a pair of padded black gloves. 


“Thanks,” Atton said, accepting the gloves and undoing the straps to put
them on.


Brawls weren’t exactly against regulations. That was up to the captain of
the ship, and most captains found that giving their crew a controlled way to
hurt each other prevented more uncontrolled outbursts at less opportune times.
Gina climbed through the padded flexi-bars surrounding the ring and clapped her
fists together with a meaty smack. “Next one’s for you, Iceman!” she said,
lisping around a black mouth guard.


Kerk came up to Atton and patted him on the cheek to get his attention. “You
know the rules?”


Atton shook his head. He’d never actually been in one of these fights, and
he hadn’t bothered to waste his sols betting on them.


“No eye gouging, no cheap shots, nothing below the belt, no elbows, and no
kicks. Everything else is fair game. You want out, you tap the mat three times
or say ‘yield.’ If no one yields, the winner is whoever can pin the other down
for ten seconds or knock them out.” Kerk handed him a blue mouth guard, and
Atton popped it in. “You ready?”


He nodded.


“Atton . . .” Ceyla whispered, using his first name to get his attention. He
turned to her and stared into her bright blue eyes for a long moment. “Don’t do
this,” she pleaded.


“Sorry,” he said, and with that, he ducked into the ring and went to stand
in the corner opposite Gina.


“Frek him up!” someone yelled.


“Any bets?” Kerk asked, turning in a quick circle.


Atton saw a few hands shoot up. After that, Ceyla’s hand went up, too, and
Atton frowned. When he saw the bets go up on the holoscreen above the bar he
noticed that Ceyla was betting on him to win. She’d put down 500 sols—half a
month’s pay at ten to one odds. He wanted to tell her not to be a skriff. She
was the only one covering all the bets against him, meaning the winners
would get to share out her paycheck—not that paychecks meant a whole lot now
that they were going to spend the next four to five years stranded a thousand
light years from Dark Space.


“All right! On the count of three,” Kerk said. His count reached zero and
Atton saw Gina come at him, stalking lithely with a sudden grace he’d somehow
never noticed from her before. 


He took a few steps forward to face off with her and brought his hands up in
what he imagined to be a proper guard position to cover his face.


“Come on, Commander!” Ceyla called. She was all but drowned out by a dozen
others rooting for Gina to beat the krak out of him.


“Hoi there, Iceman,” Gina said as she took another step toward him.


Atton tightened up his guard.


Her right arm shot out in a blur and hit him in the gut, knocking the wind
out of him. Atton grunted and took a step back. Cheers erupted from the
audience. He brought up his guard again, this time with his left arm hanging
slightly lower than his right to protect himself from any more blows aimed at
his midsection. Gina came at him again, and she deliberately aimed for his left
arm with hers, knocking it out of position so she could sneak in with a right
cross to his face. 


Smack.


That blow connected with the left side of his head, and he stumbled into the
flexi-bars along the side of the ring. More cheering made it through the
ringing in his ear. He just barely managed to duck another blow that was aimed
for the back of his head. He ran away to face Gina from the opposite side of
the ring. She grinned, revealing her shiny black mouth guard instead of teeth.
“Come on!” she said. “Fight back!”


Atton took a quick step toward her as she approached. He ducked down to take
a stab at her midsection, but she sidestepped the attack and hammered him on
the back with both fists. He fell over and hit the springy floor with a thud.
He wondered for a moment if Kerk had decided to stop refereeing, because the
explosive ache he felt in his upper back felt like she’d hit him with her
elbows rather than padded fists.


He tried to get up, only to have her land on top of him a second later. She
got him in a choke hold and flipped him onto his back. His eyes began to bulge
and his face turned red. He tried to pry her arm away, but part of him was
resigned to it. Another few seconds and he could tap out. He began to count
backward from ten inside his head.


“You know somethin’ Ortane?” Gina interrupted. “I’m glad you turned me down.
You’re the last man on the planet I’d ever want to be with.”


That hit a nerve. Atton gave a sudden shove, and Gina’s arm came away from
his throat. He twisted it with brute strength until she shrieked and let him
go. He stumbled to his feet and turned to see her clutching her right arm to
her body like a broken wing.


Seeing that he felt a sudden flash of regret, and he noticed Kerk walk up to
Gina’s side of the ring. “You okay to continue, Lieutenant?”


“I’m fine,” she spat.


Atton was just about to yield when Gina let out a roar and ran at him.
Unsure what to do, he just stood there, biding his time until she came within
arm’s reach so he could sidestep her momentum.


Somehow, she anticipated him and leapt to the same side he did, knocking him
to the floor. His knees hit with a painful thud, and then Gina began
pummeling his face with her fists. He tried to curl up into a fetal position to
protect his head, but she actually pulled him to his feet and began hammering
him in the stomach instead. He had the sense to double over and protect that
area, but then the blows found his face again, and pretty soon her fists were
the only thing he could either see or hear. He ended up backed against the
flexi-bars at the edge of the ring feebly trying to fend off alternating blows
to his stomach and face. 


“Gina, I’m sorry!” he croaked. He wasn’t sure she heard him through all her
grunting, but it didn’t matter. Even if she forgave him, he wouldn’t forgive
himself. An untold number of officers had died to save him, and for what? The
greater good? He wouldn’t even have a chance to complete the mission they’d
fought and died to help him accomplish. It was all for nothing. They’d died for
nothing!


“That’s enough!”


Atton heard that scream only dimly through the ringing in his ears. Through
one badly swollen eye he saw Gina being lifted away from him, kicking and
screaming. Then she was thrown to one side where she hit the floor with a bang
and a roar of outrage. A blurry Ceyla Corbin turned to address the
not-so-innocent bystanders. “You should be ashamed of yourselves! This isn’t an
honorable match! It’s an excuse to beat up your commanding officer!”


“I’m going to kill you,” Gina mumbled around her mouth guard. She bounced to
her feet and started advancing on Ceyla, who for her part, took up a
professional fighting stance and turned to face off with her commanding officer
bare-handed. They were almost within striking range before Kerk magically
appeared between the two women.


“Stand down, Tuner!” Kerk said, giving Gina a shove to emphasize his point.
“Stand down! Corbin isn’t part of this match.” 


For a moment, Gina looked like she was about to hit Kerk instead, but then
she lowered her fists and stalked away. The barman was an old navy sentinel,
forty plus, with a pair of artificial legs that had left him tending bar aboard
the Intrepid during his rehab. He was a giant of a man with
sledgehammers for fists. Atton saw Kerk stalking toward him with both of those
hammers ready to go to work on him, and he irrationally assumed that’s what the
barman was going to use them for. He began struggling against the flexi-bars
where he was still slumped, trying to regain his footing and get away.


When Kerk reached him, he winced in anticipation of the blow, but it never
came. One of those giant hands opened up to land on his shoulder. “You all
right there, Commander?” 


“Awul eee wime,” he slurred. 


“How many fingers?” Kerk asked, holding up one hand with a dozen fingers.


“Fifteen?” Atton suggested. 


Kerk shook his head and bent down to drape one of Atton’s arms over his
shoulders. He stood up, forcing Atton to his feet. “I’m calling it,” he said,
turning to address the crowd in a booming voice. “Tuner wins, but Green V’s
right—this was no match.”


A few subdued cheers reached Atton’s ears. 


“Hoi!” Ceyla said. “That’s it—pat yourselves on the back for kicking a man
when he’s down!”


After an indeterminate amount of time spent stumbling through the ring with
Kerk, Atton noticed Ceyla Corbin appear on the other side of him. She draped
his other arm over her shoulders and asked, “Is he going to be okay?”


“Doc will have to answer that. I’m no expert, but I’d say he’s lightly
concussed.”


“What the frek were you thinking, Commander?” she asked. “You have a death
wish or something? Why didn’t you tap out?”


Atton smiled. He’d never heard Ceyla curse before. He tried to summon the
energy for a reply but gave up when he realized how nauseated he was. When they
carried him out through the bars on the other side of the ring he almost threw
up on the deck.


“I’m fine,” he finally managed as they half carried, half dragged him to the
lift tubes at the far end of the lounge.


“No, you’re not,” Ceyla hissed.


And then the intercom buzzed and Atton heard Captain Caldin’s voice begin
echoing through the room to give everyone the bad news. After that, no one was
fine. Kerk began cursing, and Ceyla abruptly lost her hold on his arm. Atton
hit the deck and a spark of pain erupted in his coccyx; then he fell back and
lay staring up at a blurry ceiling. He watched the room spin around his head a
few times before his open eye drifted shut. The darkness found him, and he
wondered for a moment if this was what it would look like if he stepped out an
airlock into the dark nebula where the Intrepid was stranded. He was
tempted to ask Ceyla to join him in the nebula, but before he could, his
thoughts sailed away in a parade of nonsense.


* * *


One day later . . .


Ethan sat on the overlarge bed in the honeymoon suite of the Vermillion
Palace, his back propped up with a pair of thick pillows while he watched
Karpathia One, the holonews station with the most up-to-date coverage of
events. So far the Sythians hadn’t shut down any of the news channels. Based on
the news being reported, Ethan suspected he understood why. Right now the live
news feed showed a few dozen meteors lighting up the night sky and raining fire
down all over Karpathia City. Ethan’s jaw hung open and his expression was
frozen in horror as those meteors hit occupied buildings and expensive suburbs
with explosive force, leveling them in seconds and leaving nothing but rising
clouds of smoke, dust, and bright, flickering flames. When it was over, the
camera panned to show columns of smoke rising into the night to punctuate the
sky, and then it cut back to the reporter on scene, standing high above the
city on a nearby escarpment.


“This marks the tenth group of runaways to be shot down since the occupation
began. The Sythians’ message is clear—if you run, we will catch you. As
a fellow citizen of the former Imperium and a fellow human being, this reporter
urges you, do not resist, and do not run. We—”


Ethan heard the bedroom door open and he waved his hand to turn off the
holoscreen just seconds before Alara breezed in with a wan smile on her face.
“Did you have a nice nap, darling?” she asked. Then her smile faded to a frown
as she noticed his expression. “What’s wrong?”


Ethan shook his head and forced a smile of his own. “Nothing, sweetheart.” 


Alara had spent the past day basking in denial. Humanity had lost its
freedom and the war, and she appeared to be welcoming their Sythian masters
with open arms. Ethan wasn’t sure when she was going to snap out of it, but he
couldn’t sit around waiting for that to happen. He had to act before it was too
late.


Until just five minutes ago, he’d been planning to lure Alara aboard their
corvette and then lock her in a storeroom while he attempted to run through the
Sythian blockade, but that plan was looking more and more hopeless as time went
by. In the last day there had already been almost a hundred ships that had
tried to flee, and not one of them had actually escaped. Ethan considered
himself a good pilot—far better than the average with his 5A rating—but no one
was good enough to run through an entire Sythian fleet all by themselves. Enemy
ships could be cloaked and hiding anywhere in orbit, or even in the atmosphere.
Anyone blasting off from the surface without a cloaking shield would be spotted
and intercepted by Sythian forces immediately.


Alara held Ethan’s gaze for a long moment before turning to look at the
holoscreen sitting opposite the bed. Then she turned back to him with one
eyebrow raised. “You’ve been watching the newscasts.”


“Yes,” he admitted.


“I thought we agreed not to watch them anymore. We agreed we were going to
lie low up here and try to enjoy our honeymoon, because there’s nothing we can
do about anything that’s going on.”


“I agreed we would stop watching the news. I said nothing about
watching it on my own.”


Alara’s violet eyes narrowed. “Fine. Any new developments you’d like to
share?”


Ethan shook his head. “Just more of the same. Nothing you need to worry
about.”


She held his gaze a moment longer before her expression softened and she
turned away with a shrug. “All right.”


Ethan watched her walk into the bathroom and shut the door behind her. How
could she be so blasé about everything that was happening? She should have been
glued to the holoscreen, just like him. A moment later he heard the shower
running, and he waved the holoscreen back on. Images swirled out of the screen.
Karpathia One was still showing live footage of the burning capital. Then it
switched to an earlier recording of a transport fleeing for orbit only to get
struck down seconds after liftoff by a squadron of Shell Fighters which came
swooping down out of the clouds. Those Shells flew past the holocam with a
stuttering blast of sonic booms that rattled through the suite’s sound
system. Ethan raised his hand and snapped it shut, imitating a mouth closing
with his hand. The volume of the newscast dropped swiftly, and he turned to eye
the bathroom door, expecting Alara to burst out and see what the noise was
about, but the shower stayed on, and the door stayed closed.


Oblivious, he thought, shaking his head. Alara’s attitude was
infuriating, but in some ways she was right. He’d just finished watching what
happened to people like him—people who refused to give up. Those people got
sent straight to the netherworld.


Ethan got up from the bed and walked over to the wall of windows on the far
side of the suite. He stopped there and stood beside the suite’s whirlpool tub
to peer down through the breaks in the clouds to the town of Ostin far below.
The city lights were dim and bleached of color by the thick blanket of smoke
which hung over the town. Here and there, bright patches of orange peeked
through the smoke. Ostin was on fire. Ethan knew from watching the news that
most of the damage was from looters and rioters rather than crashed starships.
The Sythians had a zero tolerance for disorderly conduct, but that didn’t stop
people from panicking and running away with whatever supplies they could find
or steal.


People kept running, and the Sythians kept chasing. Planet- and space-bound
runaways alike were all greeted with the same ruthless efficiency, and the same
inevitable result.


A cold weight of despair settled in Ethan’s gut, and suddenly he felt far
older than his 46 years. He watched the fires of Ostin burn between dark puffs
of cloud. From where he stood, high above the town at the top of White Cap
Mountain, those fires looked like candles, flickering feebly against the night.
As he watched, a new candle flared to life, marking some other patch of
resistance. Ethan shook his head, thinking about all the trillions of lives
lost in the original invasion. He thought about the last few million humans in
Dark Space, now throwing their lives away again in a stubborn bid for
independence that they could never win. From up here it all seemed so
pointless, and so futile. His thoughts turned to his son, Atton, and Ethan
hoped that he’d had the sense to stand down when the order to surrender had
come. He hoped that Atton was somewhere safe, biding his time until the
resistance died down and everyone accepted the new status quo. And with those thoughts,
Ethan realized that even he had given up. There was nothing any of them could
do. Even if a lucky few made it as far as the entrance of Dark Space, they
would just encounter more Sythians there and be intercepted before they could
jump out.


Alara’s right, Ethan thought, his eyes widening with the realization.
His wife wasn’t deluding herself the way he thought. She wasn’t in denial, and
she hadn’t lost her mind. He was the one who’d been in denial—denying that the
war was over, denying that the Sythians had won. Alara’s not happy about any
of this; she’s just smart enough not to fight a battle that can’t be won . . .
smart enough to make the best of a bad situation. It wasn’t as though the
Sythians were promising death to everyone. They wanted loyal, trained soldiers
and crews for their fleets. Humanity was going to give them that, just like the
Gors once had. The Sythians would have their endless supply of officers.
Humanity would give them their children until the end of time, because anyone
who refused to serve them would be killed, and when faced with death, a life of
servitude didn’t look so bad.


Except that it was.


What’s life without freedom? Ethan wondered. Is that what we’ve
come to? Living life for the sake of living it just one more day? Better to die
fighting to be free than to live life in a cage. Ethan had learned all
about cages during his stay on the prison world of Etaris. The planet had no
prison cells. It was run by criminals and populated by criminals. Certain trade
restrictions applied, and no one was allowed to leave, but otherwise the
prisoners there were free. During his sentence there, Ethan had learned that
sometimes the strongest cages are the ones people build for themselves.


The strongest of those was despair.


Ethan began nodding slowly, his eyes narrowing on the smoke-clouded
pinpricks of firelight raging through the town of Ostin below. You want to
clip my wings? You’ll have to cut them off. His jaw muscles bunched as he
ground his teeth together. Come and get me, Skull Faces. 












Chapter 16





Atton blinked his
eyes open and stared up at a shiny white ceiling. Med bay. He tried to sit up,
but his head began pounding mercilessly, like someone was practicing on a
battery of drums inside his head. What was he doing in med bay? Then he
remembered the fight with Gina. That explains the drums. 


A minute later, the ship’s doctor came striding in and greeted him with a
tight smile. “You’re awake,” he said, stopping beside Atton’s bed with a holo
pad and stylus at the ready. “How do you feel?”


Atton frowned, trying to remember the man’s name. Belerus. Fontane. Bell
for short. “Feel like I’m still asleep . . .” Atton replied slowly. “How
long have I been out?”


“A day and a half.”


“What?” Atton sat up suddenly, and immediately regretted it as the pounding
in his head found a faster tempo.


“Relax,” Doctor Bell soothed. “You took some hard hits to the head. You’re
lucky you woke up so soon. Besides, if you’ve heard the news, you know there’s
no rush. Now that you’re awake it won’t be long before you’re cycled off into
stasis for a different type of sleep.”


Atton’s brow furrowed as he tried to remember what the doctor was talking
about. Then he recalled—the Intrepid was on a four to five year journey
through real space to escape the gravity well which had plucked it out of SLS. Frek,
Atton thought as the bad news hit him for the second time. “Right. Well,
thanks, Doc,” he said, swinging his legs over the side of the bed.


“Hold on—” Doctor Bell laid a hand on Atton’s shoulder to stop him. “—I
still have to run a few tests before I discharge you. Lie down please.”


Atton subsided with a frown. The tests were routine—brain scan, memory test,
coordination test. He passed them all without a hitch. Less than an hour later
he was riding the nearest lift tube down to the flight deck. Once there, he
made his way down a deserted corridor and around the corner to the pilots’
quarters. He waved his wrist over the door scanner and walked down another
deserted corridor, this one lined with doors on both sides. He walked past
those doors with a frown. Was everyone in stasis already?


He passed Ceyla’s room and then Gina’s. Finally he came to his quarters and
hurried inside. As the Squadron Commander, his room wasn’t shared with anyone
else, and it had some extra space along the far wall. There, beneath a
simulated viewport sat his desk, comm suite, and a holo projector. Atton headed
there, his gaze fixed upon the starless void beyond the viewport. Four years
of this . . . he thought, wondering how he was going to keep sane. 


There were stories, from the old colonial days of the Imperium, of explorers
travelling for years to chart the galaxy, and then getting lost between the
stars and going mad. Many years later, those ships were found, drifting and
full of holes, as if some unknown enemy had found them. Then the ship’s logbox
would be read to find out what had happened. The story was always the same; the
crewmen ended up killing each other in a fight for limited supplies. The last
man standing usually ended up killing himself. 


Would that be the Intrepid’s fate?


Atton took a seat behind his desk and waved the holo projector to life.
Using his command control implant he mentally called up a star map to see where
the Intrepid was in relation to the rest of the known galaxy. Zooming
out, he found they were little more than a light year from the Enclave and
Ikara, where a Sythian fleet had recently ambushed them.


Zooming out again, this time by several orders of magnitude, Atton found
that in relation to the rest of the Adventa Galaxy they were near the end of
the spiral arm closest to the Sythians and the neighboring Getties Cluster.
That put the Intrepid nearly a thousand light years from Dark Space, and
more than two thousand light years from the heart of the old Imperium. The
civilized galaxy had once spanned over 25,000 light years, but most of that
hadn’t been colonized, with the farthest-flung settlements being little more
than outposts for research. Now the human race was down to just two
sectors—Dark Space, which was blockaded by Sythians, and Avilon, made up of
immortal humans who were as insular as they were numerous.


Atton swallowed thickly. He knew that even if the Intrepid returned
with reinforcements, they would be too late to save anyone in Dark Space.
Trying not to think about what that meant for his family he switched his focus
to the problem at hand. If they couldn’t go back to Dark Space, then the Intrepid
would have to go to Avilon.


But how would the Avilonians react to the intrusion of over a hundred
refugees? The admiral had said they wouldn’t kill him when he arrived, and he
remembered that the Avilonians had been sending aid to the Enclave before the
Sythians had found it and enslaved everyone there. Based on those facts, Atton
hoped the Avilonians would be sympathetic enough to take them in.


On a whim, he decided to check how far they were from Avilon. Thinking about
the coordinates he’d been given brought them out of memory in his command
control implant, and a sequence of numbers and letters flashed into his mind’s
eye. 


Calling up a holographic control panel, he began typing in the coordinates.
As soon as he’d finished, a green diamond appeared hovering inside the star
map. Atton was shocked to find it right on top of the glowing blue icon which
represented the Intrepid’s current location. It can’t be . . . 


Hope soared in his chest, and he zoomed in until the scale of the map was
just a few light years across.


His hopes died there. The Intrepid and the green diamond which
represented Avilon’s forward base were now sitting at opposite sides of the
map, over two and a half light years apart—close on a galactic scale, but still
very far away as long as they were stuck travelling through real space at one
tenth the speed of light.


Atton slumped back in his chair and stared into the glowing blue star map
until the grid lines became blurry and his eyes burned with the need to blink.
A few minutes later his comm piece trilled, interrupting his despondent stupor—incoming
call from Captain Caldin. Atton touched his ear to answer the call.


“I hear you’re awake.”


“I suppose I am.”


“Good. You’re just in time to go to sleep with the rest of the crew.”


“The rest of the crew? How many of us are you putting in stasis?”


“All but six.”


Atton shook his head. “That seems . . .”


“Extreme? It’s not. I don’t think we want to find out what happens when 116
officers are forced to compete for food, space, and other supplies over the
course of the next four years.”


“Standard stasis rotation for long journeys leaves a skeleton crew, ma’am.
In this case we should have at least 25 officers awake at all times.


“We should, but these aren’t standard circumstances. We have no hope for
rescue and nowhere to go even after we get free of this gravity trap. Whatever
happens in the next four to five years, whether the citizens in Dark Space
evacuate or get slaughtered by Sythians, there’s no point in us going back
there. Our homes are gone forever, Commander. That puts added mental and
emotional stress on our crew which makes them a threat to themselves and the
well-being of my ship. Besides, if we are ever going to find a planet far
enough from the Sythians and habitable enough for humanity to start over, we’re
going to need all the supplies we can possibly save.”


“And what about you? How are you going to deal with the stress?”


“The six I’ve picked to stay awake are those who have the best psych
evaluations and a proven track record for dealing with this type of
situation—all survivors of the original invasion.”


“Even the most stable person in the world will go skriffy after spending a
few years in isolation, Captain.”


“We won’t be isolated. We’ll each have our partners for support. Three
couples. And we have another three to relieve us when we need a break.”


“Sounds like you have everything figured out,” Atton said. In a way he was
relieved not to have to spend any part of the journey awake and slowly
succumbing to madness, but there was something he had to tell the captain
before she put him to sleep with the rest of the crew. “There is one thing you
haven’t factored in, however, ma’am.”


“What’s that?”


“We do have somewhere to go.”


“Oh? And where is that?”


“It would be easier to discuss this in person.”


“Very well. Meet me in the Operations Center as soon as you can get there.
Don’t keep me waiting.”


Atton heard a click which was the captain ending the call from her
end. He waved the holo projector on his desk off and then headed for the door
to his quarters. 


Five minutes later he was sitting in the operations center for a private
audience with the captain. She regarded him quietly, her indigo eyes boring
into his green. “Well?” she demanded. “If this is some trick to avoid stasis,
it’s not going to buy you much time.”


“It’s no trick. Let me explain.” And so he did. He explained all about his
mission, about Avilon, and about the immortal humans who had been hiding out
there for eons.


“That’s quite a story,” Caldin said.


“It is. I’m afraid I don’t have much proof except for the fact that the
admiral sent us out here for a reason. He thought we might be able to save Dark
Space if we could get reinforcements from the Avilonians. With their superior
technology, we might be able to wipe out the Sythians for good.”


“If that’s the case, why didn’t they help us sooner?” 


Atton shook his head. “Most likely because they didn’t know what was going
on, or they didn’t think it was their fight.”


“You’re assuming that’s the case. They might also be on the run from the
Sythians, staying hidden because they know they would lose if it came to a
straight fight.”


“Maybe,” Atton conceded.


“And there’s something else about all of this that doesn’t make sense.”
Caldin turned to gaze into the star map which Atton had pulled up from the holo
table where they sat. He’d highlighted the coordinates the admiral had given
him. Now the captain jabbed a finger at the green diamond which represented
those coordinates. “These Avilonians, as you call them, are not far from what
used to be civilized space. At least, their forward base isn’t. You don’t have
the coordinates for their actual location?”


Atton shook his head. “The admiral felt it best to reveal as few of the
Avilonians’ secrets as he could. He thought my knowing their actual location
could anger them and make them unwilling to cooperate with us.”


“All right. Let’s assume their actual location is close to their forward
base. But even if it isn’t, their forward base is in the middle of known and
charted space . . . why, in all the millennia that the Imperium flourished in
this quadrant of the galaxy, did no one ever find these Avilonians and document
their civilization? Why has no one ever heard of them?”


“But we have. The Immortals are—”


“Stories we tell to children, Commander. I’m talking about a real documented
case of an encounter with Avilonians, not myths and legends about the lost
world where humanity evolved.”


Atton shrugged. “According to the Sythians, that world isn’t in our galaxy
at all. They call it Sythia, and it’s located in the Getties Cluster. Sythians
were humans once. They were the mortals who won the war for Origin that
ultimately drove us to the Adventa Galaxy long before the Imperium was even
founded.”


The captain regarded him for a long moment with her eyebrows skeptically
raised. “Really? Explain to me why they’re aliens, then.”


“Apparently, many years after the war, they began manipulating their genes,
selecting them for longevity. Eventually they became something that wasn’t even
human anymore. When that wasn’t good enough, they went back to cloning
themselves and transferring their consciousness to those clones before they
died, making their system for immortality an improvement on the old human
method.”


“And how exactly do you know about all of this?”


“The admiral told me. He was once an Avilonian—before he was exiled here.”


“So he knew about our mutual history with the Sythians, about our past, and
he didn’t think to warn anyone that there was a serious threat lurking beyond
our galaxy? He was an admiral of the fleet.”


“Apparently he didn’t know. That knowledge was lost over the eons. The admiral
rediscovered the truth about our past when he went aboard the Sythians’ command
ship.”


“And I suppose he heard that convoluted story from the Sythians themselves.”


“Yes.”


“What if they lied?”


“What would they have to gain by lying to us?”


The captain spread her hands. “That story of theirs literally
humanizes them. From there they can build a foundation of trust which might
earn them some level of cooperation from us.”


“But to what end? Why would they need us to cooperate?”


Captain Caldin shook her head. “I don’t know, and I’m not sure that they
were lying, but we shouldn’t just take their word for it. Until we find Origin
or Sythia, as you call it, we shouldn’t believe a word they’ve said. As for the
rest of what you’ve told me . . . it’s a very unlikely story, Commander—you do
know that?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“The only reason I haven’t thrown you out of here for lying to my face is
that we have the technology to do what these Avilonians are supposedly doing.
We could clone ourselves and transfer the contents of our minds to those
clones, but to what end? Why bother?”


“To live forever.”


“I could make ten of me, Commander; we’d all look and sound the same, but
only one of them would actually be me, and that’s the original.”


Atton shrugged. “That is one theory.”


“It’s backed up by the facts.”


“I’m not arguing the existential philosophy with you, Captain. I agree, it
does seem like a naive way to achieve immortality, but I saw it with my own
eyes. Admiral Heston cloned himself in the last battle with the Sythians. There
were two of him alive at the same time. One of those clones died on the Sythian
command ship. The other is now ruling Dark Space.”


“Suppose I were to believe all of this—why would we want to go to Avilon and
join the Avilonians in their mad existence? It sounds to me like they have a
lot in common with the Sythians.”


“Some things, yes, but the admiral told me the Avilonians are nothing if not
civilized. They won’t greet us with violence, and I suspect that means they
won’t turn us away when we have nowhere else to go.”


“You suspect. Did the admiral say why he was exiled?”


“No, he just said not to tell the Avilonians he sent me. Commander
Donali was the one who told me that the admiral was exiled because he believed
that people should be allowed to choose a mortal life if they wished.”


The captain let out a long breath. “Said the suspected traitor. Donali might
have told you that just to gain your confidence. It could be pure krak, meaning
we don’t know why the admiral was exiled.”


“Avilon is not far from our present location, ma’am. When we do get out of
here, before we go running to the farthest corner of the galaxy to find a world
where we can rebuild, we should at least send an envoy to Avilon and see if
it’s worth going there instead.”


“Agreed.”


Atton was taken aback. “So you believe me?”


“I’m not sure why you would lie, but no I don’t. I’ll believe all of this
when I have some proof. For now, I’m willing to keep it in mind and give you
the benefit of the doubt, at least enough to further investigate.”


“I understand. You won’t regret that decision.”


“We’ll see about that,” Caldin replied. “Meanwhile, there is one other thing
we should do.”


Atton cocked his head. “What’s that?”


“Call for help.”


“Call who?”


Caldin smiled. “The Avilonians of course.”


“Without a jump gate and an open wormhole our comms will be limited to the
speed of light. They’ll arrive in—”


“Two and a half years,” she said, pointing to the glowing green diamond on
the star map once more.


“And then what? I’m not sure the Avilonians will care enough to send a
rescue, but even if they did, it wouldn’t get us out of here any faster.”


“Maybe, maybe not. If they are as technologically advanced as you say, they
might have a way to travel through a gravity field at superluminal speed.”


“That’s a big if, ma’am.”


“At this point everything is a big if, Commander.”


“What if Sythians intercept our comm signal? We have reason to believe they
are looking for Avilon in order to wipe out humanity there, too.”


“Really? Well, that does sound like them. Either way, our message won’t
contain any coordinates except for our own, and I’ll be sure to keep it generic
enough that it doesn’t give the skull faces anything to go on. The worst that
can happen is some Sythians come jumping into this gravity well and they end up
stuck right along with us. If that happens, good riddance, but chances are their
fail-safes will work and they won’t even be able to get close to us.”


“Well, then I guess it can’t hurt.”


“No,” Caldin said with a tight smile. “Now, you had better get to the stasis
rooms with everyone else. I’ll handle this. If we get lucky and if everything
you said is true, then we’ll be waking you up a year or two earlier than
expected. Dismissed, Commander.”


“Yes, ma’am,” he said, rising to his feet. He left the operations center and
made his way back to the med bay where he’d woken up all of an hour ago. On his
way there, Atton considered the implications of what he and the captain had
just discussed. It was quite possible that the Avilonians would welcome them as
refugees, but what that would mean for them and their futures was anybody’s
guess. Even the admiral couldn’t say how Avilon had changed since he’d been
there. He hadn’t been back in tens of thousands of years. When Atton thought
about how much the Imperium had changed in that time, he realized that anything
was possible. The future was uncertain, but one thing was certain—once they
arrived in Avilon they wouldn’t be allowed to leave. If the Avilonians were in
the habit of letting people come and go as they pleased, then someone somewhere
would have found their sector a long time ago. 


That meant he would never find out what had happened to his family.


Atton felt a rising ache in his chest, which became a painful lump in his
throat. It was hard to accept that he would never see his mother, father,
half-sister, or stepfather again. By the time he woke from stasis they would
all be dead. 


It was that depressing thought which Atton took with him to the stasis
rooms, and when the transpiranium cover of stasis tube number 97 sealed him in
with a hiss of pressurizing air, it was that thought which he carried with him
into the cold, dream-filled world of near-perfect metabolic suspension. In
there, time lost all meaning, and a dream could last for days or years. Atton’s
dreams were nightmares filled with haunting images of all the people he loved
most—people he would never see again.


* * *


High Lord Kaon stood on the auxiliary bridge of the Valiant, the
lights and heat turned down low to his liking. He turned in a slow circle to
watch his crew of human slaves work. They already knew how to operate the
warship. They were, after all, the very same humans who had been controlling
the ship before, except now the Mind Web had turned them into obedient slaves.


The Mind Web could implant any knowledge, skill, or memory; it could sculpt
the mind until the person became whatever the sculptor wished them to be.
Humans turned out to be much more susceptible to the Mind Web than Gors, and
the structure of their brains was better understood, so rather than wipe out
the rest of humanity as they had originally intended, the Sythians had come to
occupy Dark Space and conscript its people to serve in their fleet. That way
they could replace the rebellious Gors. 


Kaon’s gaze wandered out the forward viewport to the stars. Silhouetted
against a nearby ice planet were the ruins of his command ship, the Sharal.
That was what he had to show for the Gors’ treachery. As if it weren’t bad
enough that they’d subsequently stolen his entire fleet, now they were
interfering with the occupation in Dark Space.


Initially, everything had gone smoothly, but now there were hidden cells of
Gors cropping up here, there and everywhere to disturb the peace. In the last
twenty four hours alone Gors had killed over a thousand human slaves, and
almost all of those were on Karpathia. The Sythians were being forced to
conscript greater and greater numbers of humans in order to make up for losses.


Kaon hissed with displeasure. Something would have to be done about it, but
for now he had other concerns. Kaon stalked up to the Valiant’s command
control station. Humans called it the captain’s table. He stared at it
for a long moment, his big blue eyes watering and itching with frustration.
He’d forgotten how to turn the thing on. He understood Imperial Versal well
enough, so the language barrier wasn’t the problem, but human control systems
were less intuitive than Sythian ones. In a Sythian ship one merely had to
think a command and the ship would answer. Anything the ship knew, it would
display, and anything the ship could do, it would perform. Human ships on the
other hand required hands-on manipulation of control systems. Endless gestures
and linguistic queries were required just to get at a specific bit of
information.


Kaon refused to submit to the Mind Web in order to learn how to operate
human control systems. He’d done it once before to learn their language, but it
was not an experience he wished to repeat. No, for now, he had The Pet
to help him. Kaon turned from the captain’s table to see The Pet standing
behind him, his wrists bound with a few lengths of human stun cord. The Pet’s
shoulders were rounded, his eyes and expression haunted. Flanking him were a
pair of fully-armored human slave soldiers, standing ready to kill him if he
did anything wrong. Not that he could do anything wrong.


“Come here Pet,” Kaon warbled. The Pet took a few steps toward him as soon
as those words were translated by the device it wore in its ear. Ten years had
passed since the original invasion of the Adventa Galaxy, and in all that time
humans hadn’t bothered to learn Sythian. No wonder they had lost the war. Their
ignorance was astounding. “Show me what is around our ship. I want to see the
fleet,” he instructed.


The Pet stepped up to the captain’s table and began waving his hands, bound
as they were, through the air. A holographic map flickered to life, rising out
of the table with a blue glow. Kaon gave an eager hiss and peered into the open
cube of space which had appeared. He realized that he still had much to learn
about human systems of measurement and annotation. He could see miniature
representations of each major ship on the display. Whole squadrons and wings of
fighters were shown with small Shell Fighter icons. They were the only fighters
on the map, since the humans’ Novas were all grounded until loyal slaves could
be trained to pilot them. A few of The Pet’s best pilots were already hooked up
to a Mind Web so that their skills and knowledge of piloting could be isolated,
downloaded, and then transferred to obedient slaves.


As for The Pet himself, he was also a slave, but a different kind of slave.
He had been implanted with a device which forced him to obey, but rather than
alter his brain to make him a willing slave, instead it made him a
prisoner in his own mind and body, a victim of suggestion and authority. He
couldn’t resist any orders, even though his mind was surely screaming for him
to do so. It gave Kaon no small amount of satisfaction to see the former admiral
who had destroyed his mighty Sharal now a desiccated husk of his former
self, locked in an endless struggle against himself.


“Are you watching, Pet?” Kaon pointed to the map, his armored finger tracing
a line around a group of Sythian ships which was now splitting off from the
rest. “Those ships go to Avilon. They go as the first wave of the next
invasion.”


“The Avilonians are very strong. Those ships won’t be enough to defeat
them,” The Pet said in a toneless voice. The implant in his brain forced him to
speak his mind even if he didn’t want to. That added layer of transparency
helped Kaon gain insight into his enemies.


“Do not worry. We have many more ships to fight this new enemy,” Kaon
replied. “We are already culling your population of its troublemakers to fill
these fleets with fresh slaves. Any and all who resist are forced to join the
forces they fight against. The irony is delicious,” Kaon said, licking his
rubbery lips.


“I think it’s despicable,” The Pet replied.


“I know you think this, but even you must admit that it is an efficient way
to subdue your people.”


“Yes, it is,” The Pet replied, his face scrunching up in dismay.


Kaon’s eyes greedily tracked the ships leaving Dark Space. High Lord Quaris
had elected to go, since the Second Fleet, which he commanded, was the smallest
of the Sythians’ remaining fleets. Thanks to the Gors and their terrorism, the
Sythians couldn’t afford to leave Dark Space undefended, so Kaon and Shondar
would stay behind and wait to hear back from Quaris. He had orders to run with
his command ship before losing the entire fleet, but even if he did, the data
collected from that battle would be worth it. Armed with advance knowledge of
their enemy’s weaknesses and strengths, they would defeat Avilon just as easily
as they had defeated the rest of humanity. None could stand against the might
of the Sythian Coalition, and soon their mission in the Adventa Galaxy would be
complete.


Kaon felt a pleasant warmth rise in his chest as his twin hearts began
beating faster at the thought. He basked in that warmth for a moment before
turning his thoughts back to the matter at hand.


He and High Lord Shondar were going to stay behind to continue the work of
re-crewing their ships with human slaves. They needed to hurry, especially now
that they were sending a fleet to poke their sleeping enemy in the belly.
Within a week, High Lords Worval, Rossk, Thorian, and Lady Kala would all
arrive with their behemoth command cruisers. Docked inside those massive ships
would be over a thousand starships—empty and waiting for their new slave crews.
Even at the rate they were going, conscripting over a hundred thousand slaves
per week, it would take several months to completely crew those ships.


Kaon considered that a few million slaves was probably more than they could
justify by claiming those citizens were resisting the occupation, but Sythians
didn’t have to explain themselves to their slaves. Any justifications they gave
were just a courtesy to make their slaves feel like their lives actually mattered.
A happy slave is a productive slave.


The Pet interrupted Kaon’s thoughts by asking, “How will you fill all of
your ships with humans if you only take the ones who offer resistance?”


Kaon turned to The Pet, the gills in the sides of his neck flaring with
surprise. Had The Pet read his mind?


“Our population is small,” The Pet went on. “You will destroy our economy if
you take too many of us.”


“Your people have their orders to breed. They are to replenish what we
take.”


“They will not obey.”


“Then those who do not are to become slavesss,” Kaon hissed. “Either way,
you give us what we desire.”


“Why don’t you just clone us?”


“Cloning takes time and resources. Taking from an existing population is
much faster. It puts the burden on your people and keeps your population under
control. Humans are never to become strong enough to challenge us again.”


“I hate you,” The Pet said, his private thoughts making themselves known
once more.


Kaon turned to offer him a rubbery smile. “I know.”












Chapter 17





Beep beep,
beep beep, beep beep . . .


Doctor Stevon Elder reached into his outer lab coat pocket and fumbled with
his holo pad to turn off his alarm. As soon as the incessant beeping stopped,
he subsided with a sigh and began shivering violently where he lay. He realized
he couldn’t feel his toes, and he could barely see his hands in front of his
face. The cold and darkness were a reminder that he was no longer living among
his own kind. The Sythians had come, and even though they now used human
slaves—as opposed to Gors whose native environment was dark and frigid—somehow
these humans weren’t bothered by either the darkness or the cold the way they
should have been. Perhaps it was a question of mind over matter. Thank the
Immortals they haven’t messed with my mind yet. 


Stevon turned his head and felt a sharp stab of pain in his neck. He reached
around to find a molten chunk of transpiranium poking him there. He threw it to
one side, and it landed a few feet away with a thunk. All around him
were debris, shattered equipment and twisted girders. It was hard to believe he
was still aboard the Valiant. He’d found this abandoned alcove by
accident a few weeks ago. An old med lab, hiding almost at the bottom of an
abandoned lift tube. Based on the amount of destruction it had seen, there had
been some kind of explosive accident.


Whatever had befallen the lab, Stevon was grateful for it. He had known the
Sythians would do one of two things when they came aboard—execute the fleet’s
officers en masse, or turn them into slaves the way they had with the refugees
they’d found in the Enclave. The skull faces had opted for the latter option,
which was far worse than the former in Stevon’s opinion. Better to die and go
to Etheria than to live and be forced against one’s will to serve a heartless,
soulless enemy.


Then again, the Sythians likely wouldn’t let him live once they found out
what he knew. If they had the chance to turn him into a slave, his newfound
loyalty to them would make him tell all, and one of the first things he would
tell them was what he had done to hide the location of Avilon. After that, his
life and Admiral Heston’s would be forfeit, but not before both of them were
thoroughly tortured to find out what they knew. Stevon would use the suicide
tooth the admiral had given him long before it came to that, but it occurred to
him that there was a better option than sitting around in the ruined med lab,
waiting to be discovered. The admiral had given him the coordinates to get to
Avilon, recorded on a micro dot inside his suicide tooth.


Perhaps the Avilonians wouldn’t welcome him—an Etherian—or perhaps the
sector had become more open-minded since Hoff had been there all those
millennia ago. Either way, Stevon knew the Avilonians were the key to
humanity’s survival. Even if they killed him upon arrival, at least he might
have a chance to warn them about the Sythians and what they were doing in Dark
Space. When Atton had left to get help, the invaders had been at a standoff
with humanity. Now, things were much more serious.


Stevon stood up and brushed a fine layer of white dust from his clothes
which had accumulated while he slept. Clearly the air filters weren’t working
in the ruined med lab. Taking a deep breath to steel himself, Stevon turned
toward the far wall and the out-of-service lift shaft which he’d climbed down
to get here. It was now or never. He’d set his alarm for the middle of the
night cycle in the hope that he’d run into fewer of the Sythians’ slave
soldiers. He had to try to get to the hangar and steal a ship. If he failed and
had to use his suicide pill, or got shot to pieces while trying to escape, then
he would suffer the same fate as if he stayed here, only swifter. 


Even rationing himself and sleeping as much as possible, it had taken him
less than a week to exhaust the 100 pound grav bag of supplies he’d brought
with him. Now he had just two options—stay and die a slow, painful death from
dehydration, or make a run for it and go down fighting.


Stevon started toward the broken lift tube shaft. Bits of transpiranium and
duranium crunched underfoot. There was a hollow ache in his belly, and he was
swaying on his feet as he walked. He reached the shaft and looked up. It looked
as daunting as a mountain, but he reminded himself he only had to climb up three
floors to get out. After that . . .


He wasn’t sure what he would do.


One step at a time, Stevon, he told himself. Immortals help me . .
. 


He found his first handhold and almost lost his grip while trying to pull
himself up onto a fallen girder. But, step by awkward step, handhold by
handhold, somehow he made it. Panting and sweating from the exertion, he
reached the doors on the third level up from the ruined lab. He pried them open
with shaking hands and slithered out into the corridor. Exhausted, all he could
do was lay there on his belly and catch his breath. Thankfully, the corridor
was deserted, but he knew better than to rely on that. The Valiant had
holocorders everywhere, and someone, somewhere would be watching. His heart
pounding, Stevon pushed himself off the cold deck and hurried down the
corridor. As he ran, he struggled to remember which way he had to go to get to
the nearest hangar. But the ship was too vast, and he barely knew where he was.
His best bet would be to get to the nearest rail car tunnel. Once there he
could search the ship’s directory for its hangar bays. He hurried on, his
booted-feet pounding down the corridor.


Then something caught his eye. 


Up ahead, gleaming in the low, lavender-hued light, which the Sythians had
set the ship’s glow panels to produce, Stevon saw a suspicious-looking black
dome hanging down from the ceiling—a holocorder. His legs shaking, he ran
faster as he passed beneath the camera, irrationally hoping that if he ran fast
enough it wouldn’t see him.


Come on, Stevon . . . pull yourself together. . . .


* * *


“My Lord, there’s a security alert on level 15,” the Valiant’s
security officer said.


Kaon turned away from the Captain’s table with a hiss. “What is it?” he
warbled.


“A man, Doctor Stevon Elder, according to visual analysis. He appears to be
in a great hurry to get somewhere. The security system flagged his behavior as
suspicious. He is not one of us.”


Kaon walked up behind the officer in charge of security and studied the
hologram projected above his station. It showed footage of the doctor in
question, running as fast as he could down one corridor after another. “What is
the reason for his haste?”


“I do not know. Perhaps he is trying to get off the Valiant before we
find him and make him join us.”


“We already find him.”


“He must be desperate to believe we wouldn’t catch him.”


“I like to know what he intends to do,” Kaon replied.


“Should I seal off the section where he is and send in a squad to capture
him?”


Kaon considered that. “No. Seal off sections around him so that he is to
take the path we choose.” Kaon turned to find The Pet standing behind him, the
man’s gray eyes glued to the hologram. “You—Pet—you are to go meet this doctor.
You are to pretend to be escaping, too. Gain his trust; find out what he is
doing, and then incapacitate him and bring him to me.”


The Pet hesitated only slightly before turning away from the screen and
bowing his head. “As you will, My Lord.”


Kaon turned to the pair of guards standing watch over his Pet and then
pointed to the former admiral’s bound wrists. “Cut him loose and give him a
weapon.”


“A weapon, My Lord?”


“He cannot disobey me or betray us. To do that would take more strength than
he has left. I have broken him, and he is mine. My Pet. Are you not?”
Kaon reached out to stroke the human’s cheek with the back of one armored hand.


The Pet stared back at him with haunted eyes. Abruptly Kaon hissed and gave
him a vicious backhanded slap. The Pet stumbled away, shock written all over
his face. Kaon advanced quickly and hit him again, this time breaking his nose
with a spray of blood. The human cried out and collapsed to the deck, trying to
staunch the blood streaming from his shattered nose. “You tell the doctor you
escape, and that you sustain these injuries during that escape.”


Turning back to his guards, Kaon gave them a deadly look. “Set him free and
give him a weapon!”


This time neither of the guardsmen hesitated to obey.


* * *


Doctor Elder reached a junction in the corridor and tried the doors at the
end, waving his wrist over the identichip scanner. It beeped and flashed red. 


Locked.


Stevon whirled in a quick circle to see another two sets of doors to either
side of him. He tried the pair on his left. They swished open and he ran
through. 


That was the second set of doors he had encountered which refused to open
when he tried them. It wasn’t unusual for certain sections of a ship to be
restricted access, but it was unusual to find whole corridors blocked
off. That only ever happened when they were exposed to space, and the Valiant
hadn’t seen any action recently, so what were the Sythians doing?


Stevon hoped he could still make it to one of the hangars. Up ahead he saw a
glowing sign hanging down from the roof which read Rail System with an
arrow pointing to the right. Hope swelled in his chest. He might actually make
it! 


So far he hadn’t run into any Sythians or their slaves, but that wasn’t
surprising. The Valiant had been running on a skeleton crew when the
Sythians took it, and during the night cycle, there’d be even fewer people to
walk the ship’s 150 plus decks. The ship’s size was working in Stevon’s favor
now.


He came to another set of doors and raised a trembling hand to the scanner,
hoping the doors would open for him.


Swish.


Stevon ran through into a much broader corridor. Along one side lay a set of
rail car tracks, separated from him by a wall of transpiranium doors. Right now
there wasn’t a rail car waiting in the station, so Stevon stepped up to a
nearby directory and brought up a map of the ship. He found the nearest hangar
bay—port ventral—and punched that in as his destination. While he waited, he
shot a quick look over his shoulder to make sure no one was watching. 


Then he spotted the roving black eye of another holocorder hanging down from
the ceiling, and he looked away before the eye could turn to see his face. The
fact that squads of armored troops hadn’t descended on him yet was encouraging,
but Stevon didn’t want to push his luck. 


A rising whistle heralded the approach of a rail car; it screeched to a halt
in front of the station, and eight sets of transpiranium doors swished open in
perfect synchrony. Just as Stevon started through the pair of doors in front of
him, a thought occurred to him: what if there was someone waiting on the rail
car?


Stevon’s right hand fumbled past his lab coat to find the butt of the
sidearm strapped to his waist. He drew the plasma pistol and clicked off the
safety before peering around the corner of the rail car doors.


To the left—no one. To the right—


A man slumped against the far wall, wearing a tattered and blood-stained
white uniform. For a second Stevon didn’t recognize that uniform, but then he
caught a glimpse of the insignia. Six golden stars surrounding a clenched fist.
The symbol of the Imperium and the Supreme Overlord. 


“Admiral?” Stevon asked, unable to believe his eyes. 


The admiral raised his head to offer a weak smile. “If you think I’m going
to surrender peacefully, you’re wrong,” he said.


Stevon heard a subtle click followed by a screech of energy being released.
The shot went wide and hit the wall behind him. “Hoi!” Stevon said, raising his
hands. “Admiral! It’s me! Doctor Elder.”


“You’re not . . . one of them?”


“Not yet. How did you escape?” Stevon’s gaze flicked over the admiral from
head to toe, taking in his disheveled, unshaven appearance. Between his facial
hair, the accumulated grime, and the layer of dried blood caked over his nose
and upper lip, it was obvious he hadn’t been treated well.


The rail car began moving again, and Stevon walked slowly toward the
admiral. The man’s breathing was slow and labored, his eyes narrowed to slits,
as if he barely had the energy to keep them open. “It’s a . . . long story,”
Admiral Heston managed. “We don’t have time for it right now. We have to get
out of here.”


“Yes . . . in hindsight, surrender was not our best option.”


“Perhaps not, but at least we are alive.”


“For now,” Stevon replied, taking a seat beside the admiral.


“Tell me you have an escape plan.”


“I was going to ask you the same thing.”


“I’m just surprised I managed to escape. Haven’t had time to figure out the
rest.”


Stevon frowned. “Well, I did. I’m going to steal a ship and head for
Avilon.”


The admiral turned to regard him with one eyebrow raised. “Even if you
escape, and even if the Avilonians accept you, the Sythians already know where
Avilon is.” The admiral’s expression twisted miserably and his voice filled
with self-loathing as he explained, “I told them.”


Stevon gave a wry smile. “No, you didn’t. Avilon is still safe. Before you
surrendered, you had me alter the coordinates in your memory. That’s why you
were suffering amnesia when you woke up in med bay a week ago.”


The admiral’s eyes widened. “Is that why I can’t remember where my wife and
daughter are?”


“They’re with the Gors, stirring up krak for the Sythians.”


“And Atton?”


“You sent him to Avilon to get reinforcements.”


Relief shone in the admiral’s eyes, but then something dark and ugly rose up
to steal that light away. Abruptly all the muscles in his neck began standing
out. His jaw muscles bunched and his eyelids began fluttering. “I . . . I need
to tell you . . .” He began in a strained voice. His expression became a rictus
and veins began standing out on his forehead.


“What’s wrong?” Stevon asked quickly. “Admiral? Are you okay?” 


“I . . .”


“Admiral!” Stevon began to worry that the admiral was suffering a stroke.
His face did appear to be drooping, and he was definitely having difficulty
speaking. Then, abruptly, the symptoms passed, and his features smoothed into a
more orderly smile.


“I’m fine,” he said. “Sorry. It’s just a bad headache. Came out of nowhere.”


“I see . . . and what is it you needed to tell me?”


“I need to tell you that if it comes to it, we can’t let them take us
alive.” 


Stevon accepted that with a frown. “Yes, I know. You’re the one who gave me
a suicide pill, but let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. As soon as this car
arrives we need to make a run for it. Do you think you’ll be able to make it,
or should I grav you to the nearest ship?”


“No, you’ll need my help if we run into trouble. I’ll be fine. Just tell me
you have the real coordinates for Avilon.”


“It’s on a micro dot in a fake tooth right alongside the suicide pill. . . .
You really don’t remember any of that, do you? I did a better job erasing your
memory than I thought.”


“You must have,” the admiral replied. 


The rail car began slowing down, and Stevon looked up. “We’re almost there.”
He watched out the nearest window as they pulled into the rail car station next
to the ventral hangar bays. Light flickered through the rail car from passing
glow panels. He scanned the station platform, looking for any waiting Sythians
or human slaves, but it was deserted. “Looks like we’re clear. You ready?”
Stevon asked, turning back to the admiral.


“Are you?” he countered.


That was when Stevon noticed the sidearm Admiral Heston was aiming at his
belly. “Frek!” He fell out of his seat in his hurry to get away, but he wasn’t
fast enough. Hoff pulled the trigger with a screech, and this time he didn’t
miss. A powerful jolt went through Stevon’s body, leaving him twitching on the
floor. His eyes drifted shut, and then the darkness took him and he knew no
more. 












Chapter 18





Kaon listened to
The Pet explain what the human doctor had been doing. The Pet explained all
about his clever ruse to keep Avilon hidden by altering his own memories. Kaon
tried to contain his building rage as The Pet handed him the fake human tooth
which supposedly contained the real coordinates for the lost human sector.


“If this is the real location of Avilon, then where is it that you make me
send Lord Quaris?” Kaon asked, tucking the tooth into a compartment on his belt
for later study.


“I don’t know,” The Pet replied. “Perhaps into a black hole.”


Kaon hissed and lunged at the human, knocking him to the deck. He pinned his
Pet there and delivered a wicked blow to his already broken nose. Blood spurted
once more, and the human screamed. Kaon aimed his second blow for The Pet’s
mouth, knocking out the man’s front teeth and silencing his screams. “You think
me to be a fool, Pet? You delay us, but you do not stopped usss,” he hissed.


The Pet tried to say something, but all he could do was gurgle on his own
blood. “Guards!” Kaon warbled, leaping off the admiral before he completely
lost his temper and killed the fragile human. “Lock him away until I decide
what to do with him!”


“Yes, My Lord,” one of the guards said, stepping forward to haul the human
to his feet and bind his hands with stun cords once more.


“And take the doctor to the Mind Web. I want to know what else he is
hiding,” Kaon said, pointing to the unconscious form of Doctor Stevon Elder,
still lying motionless on the deck where the admiral had deposited him.


“Yes, My Lord,” his other guard said.


Kaon watched as The Pet and Doctor Elder were carried off the auxiliary
bridge deck. His thoughts raced in angry circles. The humans would pay for this
treachery. Kaon had just sent over 50 warships into the middle of who knew
where. Lord Quaris and the Second Fleet may never be heard from again! 


Kaon retrieved the fake tooth from his utility belt and studied it in his
hand, wondering how to access the data supposedly stored there. He supposed one
of his slaves would know—assuming the data were really there. There was no way
to be sure that Doctor Elder had told the admiral the truth, but soon the Mind
Web would reveal all.


Meanwhile, Kaon had to find a new fleet to send to Avilon. He turned to his
communications officer and called down to the human. “Contact High Lord Shondar
of the Fourth Fleet. I must speak with him.”


“Yes, My Lord.”


Now, Shondar would have to go to Avilon, leaving Kaon alone to deal with the
Gors’ petty disturbances and humanity’s feeble attempts to resist their fate.
Perhaps that temporary vulnerability would drive the Gors out of hiding just in
time to be crushed when the other lords arrived with their fleets. If not, then
eventually starvation would force them to reveal themselves.


Yesss . . . revenge is mine, Kaon thought.


* * *


Captain Loba Caldin and her partner, Corpsman Terl, stood side by side, up
to their elbows in wires in a claustrophobic access corridor on the port side
of the Intrepid’s SLS drives. Standing further down the corridor with a
diagnostic tool was her chief engineer and XO, Deck Commander Cobrale Delayn.
Although he didn’t have a romantic partner, she had paired him with her
gravidar officer, Lieutenant Esayla Carvon, based on their mutual consent and
the fact that they had a good working relationship. Neither one of them seemed
interested in the other, but that could easily change over the next four to
five years while the Intrepid snailed along at one tenth light. 


As for herself and Terl, they were busy investigating the equipment
malfunction which had landed them in their present mess. Delayn had them
sifting through bunches of colored fiber optic cables to find the ones marked F-S
while he ran various tests on the fail-safes which should have pulled them out
of SLS at the edge of the gravity field where they were stranded, rather
than the middle of it where they were now.


“I don’t get it,” Delayn said, shaking his head.


“What?” Caldin asked, rubbing the sweat out of her eyes with her sleeve.


“They’re working perfectly.”


“What do you mean they’re working perfectly? Did someone fix them
before we put the crew in stasis?”


“No, I had that work slated for last. Our engineering teams were too busy
making repairs after the last engagement. I thought we could do the
low-priority repairs ourselves, but . . . in the case of the fail-safes,
there’s nothing to fix.”


“Double check that, Commander.”


“I’ve already triple checked,” Delayn replied. “The only thing wrong
with this equipment is it’s a little dusty.”


Caldin made an irritated noise in the back of her throat as she stuffed the
bundles of wiring back into their compartments. “Let’s get out of here.”


“Right behind you, ma’am,” Terl replied.


When they were all standing outside the access corridor, Caldin turned to
Delayn with a scowl and planted her hands on her hips. “If the fail-safes are
working fine, then why didn’t they pull us out of SLS?”


Delayn shook his head. “I don’t know. Perhaps some type of interference
prevented them from detecting the gravity field until it was too late?”


“Or?”


“Or . . . the gravity field wasn’t there until we’d already landed in it.”


“That makes no sense, Delayn.”


He shook his head. “None of this makes any sense. I’ll stay here to run some
more tests, just in case there’s something I missed.”


“You do that. Let me know if you find anything.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


* * *


Admiral Hoff Heston sat in his cell, his mouth throbbing and aching, his
nose itching from all the dried blood. He was barely conscious, and he knew
there was no way out. The Sythians had made him a slave without making him a
slave. They’d made him a tormented wretch. He tried to say one thing, but ended
up saying another. He tried to hide his thoughts from the Sythians, but
whenever he was around them he couldn’t help but say everything that was on his
mind. At least right now he couldn’t speak—not clearly anyway. Kaon had knocked
out his teeth and broken his jaw, leaving him a blubbering mess.


Hoff couldn’t tell how long he had been sitting in his cell. He suspected
quite a while, but he wasn’t certain that he had been conscious the entire
time, and the guards had confiscated his holo pad when he’d arrived, so he had
no idea what time it was. Adding to his disorientation, he kept nodding off to
sleep.


After another indeterminate period of time passed, Hoff felt his stomach
grumbling, and then a plate of food came sliding under the door. He eyed it
bitterly. He wasn’t sure how he could eat it in his condition. They would have
to fix his jaw first, and something told him the Sythians weren’t that good to
their prisoners.


Hoff’s head lolled to one side and he subsided into a troubled sleep. Some
time later he was roughly awoken to find himself face to face with the glowing
red optics of a Gor’s helmet. For a moment he was confused—hadn’t the Sythians
stopped using Gor slaves?


Then he heard a human voice tell him to get up, followed by someone lifting
him to his feet, and he remembered that the Sythians had recycled Gor armor for
their human slaves.


“Warr ooo aking ee?” Where are you taking me. 


Somehow the slave soldier understood his slurred speech and replied, “To see
your ancestors.”


As they passed through the cell door, and the soldiers carried him off the
brig, Hoff tried to remember who his ancestors were. If he still had any, they
would be in Avilon, and he hadn’t seen them for many thousands of years.
Perhaps the Sythians were taking him to Avilon? 


Then a far more likely thought occurred to him, and Hoff began to struggle
against the guards carrying him. Weak from pain and hunger, his efforts were
wasted. His suspicions were confirmed when they reached the nearest airlock and
Hoff saw Kaon waiting with a squad of armored soldiers and a civilian holonews
crew. The crew looked nervous, and when the reporter’s eyes found Hoff, he
thought she was going to cry. The guards carrying him stopped in front of Kaon.


“Hello, Pet,” the Sythian said. “Have you any final words before you die?”


“Go fwek youswef,” Hoff replied as he was forced to his knees. The implants
the Sythians had injected into his brain still allowed him some degree of
autonomy, enough to speak his mind, but not enough to actively resist.


Kaon gave a rubbery smile. “You and I are not so different, human. We are
both immortal, and we are both warriors. I wonder where you are to be
resurrected now? Are you to come back to life in Avilon, or aboard this very
ship? Be certain of this, human, wherever you return, I will find you and kill
you—again.”


Hoff realized that Kaon didn’t know he had deactivated his Lifelink implant,
and before he could stop himself, he told the Sythian all about it. 


“Then this will be a real death. Good.” Kaon turned to the news crew who
were recording the entire scene with wide eyes. The reporter hadn’t said a word
yet. She was speechless. Hoff realized she didn’t even know what they were
talking about. Avilon and the Immortals were a well-kept secret. Kaon inclined
his head to the reporter, “Humans are beasts to be tamed, nothing more. This
one has proven too difficult to tame, and he must be put down. Perhaps this
will teach you humans the cost of resistance.” With that, he turned to the
guards who held Hoff between them and said, “Open the airlock and leave him
inside.”


They yanked him to his feet and carried him to the doors. The airlock opened
with a groaning and grinding of gears. The guards carried him to the middle of
the chamber and then they dropped him and withdrew. Hoff sat on the cold deck,
hunched over and barely able to lift his head. Somehow he managed to look up
just as the doors began to close. He found himself staring directly into the
black lens of the news crew’s holocorder. He tried to rearrange his face in a
smile for the sake of all the millions of people across Dark Space who would be
forced to watch the recording later.


He knew he was going to die. If he hadn’t let his wife convince him to give
up his immortal life, not long from now he would have been resurrected in a
cloning tank somewhere aboard the Valiant, the state of his brain saved
and transferred to a new body just before he died. As it was, however, he was
finally about to see whether or not he still had a soul, and whether or not
such a thing even existed.


The airlock doors shut with an ominous boom, and the news crew went
on recording through the transpiranium panels in the tops of the doors. Red
emergency lights began to flash, and a warning siren wailed, indicating that
the airlock was about to be opened without depressurizing it first. Hoff knew
he had only seconds left. In that time, he managed one last gesture for the
camera and the citizens of Dark Space who would soon be looking on in horror.


He gave a salute. 


With that, the doors behind him burst open and he was sucked out into space.


* * *


Hundreds of klicks from Karpathia City, Destra Ortane stood on the bridge of
the Baroness, studying a map of the city with Captain Covani and a
hulking Gor—Roan’s son, Torv. This would be the most daring raid they had
planned yet. Until now they had just been sending out teams of cloaked Gors to
cause mayhem and hunt the Sythians’ new slave soldiers, but the Sythians had
merely responded by increasing the rate at which they were taking civilians and
turning them into slaves for their fleet. As soon as they had realized that,
both Destra and Covani had been forced to admit their strategy was
counter-productive. They were killing the very people they sought to protect.


A week had passed since the occupation began, and it was beginning to look
like the best form of resistance would be to do nothing. They needed to keep
the Gor fleet hiding in Dark Space supplied and ready for when Atton returned
with reinforcements from Avilon.


If he comes back, Destra thought grimly. Hoff had told her at the
last possible minute that there was a chance the Avilonians wouldn’t let him
leave Avilon once he arrived. If that happened, Destra would go find Atton
herself. Hoff had left her with the coordinates to get there, and she had every
intention of using them if it came to that.


“We’ll have to make a low pass over the warehouse after our teams on the
ground open it up with detlor charges,” Captain Covani said, interrupting her
thoughts. “Soon as those supplies are exposed, we can get a lock on them with
our grav guns and haul them in.”


“What type of supplies are we looking at?” Destra asked.


“Foodstuffs, but that’s what we need most anyway. A fleet flies on its
stomach—especially a Gor fleet,” Covani added, sending Torv a wry look.


Torv missed the remark. He was staring out the forward viewports. With his
helmet on, it was impossible to see the alien’s expression, but Destra imagined
a faraway look in the Gor’s eyes. “Torv,” she said quietly. “Do you think you
could have your people on the ground get to that warehouse and set the charges
for us?” 


Torv’s giant head slowly turned, and he stared at her with the big, glowing
red optics in his helmet. “They are leaving.”


“What? Who is?”


“The Sythianss,” Torv hissed. “My créche lord tells me that they leave the
entrance of Dark Space.”


Captain Covani turned to stare at Torv. “All of them?”


Destra blinked. “If that’s true, then we need to make our move now.”


“Wait . . .” Torv replied. A moment later, he went on, “Not all of them
leave . . . a cluster—one fleet.”


“How many fleets do they have?”


“Your human fleet, which is now in their hands, and half of another cluster
with no command ship.”


Covani frowned. “Can they fight without a command ship?”


“That depends,” Torv replied. 


“On what?”


“Whether their masters let them.”


“So, if they trust their crews to fight, then they will, and we’ll still be
outnumbered.” Covani shook his head.


“But they’ll be vulnerable,” Destra said. “Perhaps more vulnerable than they
ever will be again.”


“And what happens when the rest of them come here? They could be here
tomorrow, or in just a few hours. They have to be on their way. If you think
the Sythians are vulnerable, just think how vulnerable we’ll be after
we’ve exhausted ourselves fighting their rear guard. If we try to face them
head-on now, the resistance will be over before it has even begun. We need to
wait for reinforcements. When they arrive we’ll be in a much better position to
take back the sector.”


“Fine, but we should at least send a team of Gors to get the admiral out.
You saw what they’re doing to him.”


Covani shook his head. “We’ve already discussed this, Madam Councilor. If we
use Gors to get the admiral, the Sythians will know the surrender was a ruse
and that the Gors are still on our side. I can’t risk that the Sythians will
take that out on the people of Dark Space. Besides, if the rescue fails, which
it almost certainly will, then the Sythians will do more than just torture the
Admiral. They’ll kill him.”


“What if they kill him anyway? He’s your commanding officer!”


“And he’s your husband. I can appreciate that you’re having difficulty
putting your personal feelings aside, ma’am, but my commanding officer wouldn’t
want me to rescue him at the expense of the very people he’s trying to protect.
The admiral planned for it to be this way. We have to have faith that his plan
will buy enough time for reinforcements to arrive. If it doesn’t, then we’ll
try to arrange a rescue for the Admiral before we abandon Dark Space. Until
then, I have my orders, and you have your husband’s wishes to respect.”


“I’ll be sure to tell the admiral you said that when he gets back,” Destra
replied with a thin smile. Turning to Torv, she asked, “Where are the Sythians
going?”


“I do not know this,” he replied.


“Begging your pardons, Mrs. Heston and Captain Covani—” Destra turned to see
the comms officer staring up at them with wide eyes and a pale face. 


“What is it, Lieutenant?” Covani snapped.


“The Sythians just released another one of their . . . motivational
holocasts.”


“Put it on the main holoscreen.”


“Yes, sir. . . sorry, ma’am,” he said, glancing at Destra before punching a
key on his control station. She had only a moment to wonder about that apology
before she understood. The main viewport turned opaque and then a scene
appeared and she found herself staring at a familiar man—or at least she
thought he was familiar. It was hard to tell if it was him through the mess of
dirt, blood, and stubble which had turned his face a ruddy brown. The
blood-stained white uniform gave him away, but the look of abject horror on his
face made him look like an entirely different person. Destra gasped and shook
her head. She remembered the first time she’d seen her husband after the
Sythians had gotten hold of him. They’d pointed to him as a symbol of
humanity’s defeat. And now . . . Hoff looked worse than ever. What possible
point could they be trying to prove?


Kaon began to speak, and subtitles appeared at the bottom of the projection.
Destra shook her head, horrified by what she was seeing and hearing. They were
going to kill him. Then she heard Hoff explain that his Lifelink implant was
deactivated and her eyes blurred with tears. If she hadn’t made him do that,
then he might still have lived through this. As it was, however, he was about
to meet a very definite end. 


Kaon turned away from the camera to look at the guards who held Hoff between
them, the subtitles on the screen ordering them to open the airlock and
leave him inside.


“No!” Destra cried.


But by now Hoff was already dead. With the time it took for data to travel
from one end of Dark Space to the other, this newscast was at least several
hours old. Destra saw her husband look up and smile at the camera revealing a
row of bloody, crooked teeth. Red emergency lights began flashing all around
him, and an alarm began to sound. He raised his arm slowly, deliberately, and
gave a sloppy salute to the camera. 


Then the airlock doors opened behind him and he was ripped off the deck and
sucked out into space.


Destra watched, horrified, as the dwindling speck that was her husband
vanished against the stars, and then the outer airlock slid shut and he was
gone. The transmission ended there, but for Destra it would never end. It was
already playing on an endless loop inside her head. She felt strong hands on
her shoulders. 


“I’m sorry you had to see that,” Captain Covani said quietly.


Destra turned and collapsed into his arms, sobbing.


“I hate them!” she screamed with a sudden, explosive force which surprised
even her. Destra pushed away from the captain and shook her head, sending tears
pinwheeling from her eyelashes to the deck. “Frekking skull faces! They’ve
taken everything from me! They took everything from all of us!” she said,
turning in a slow circle to address the bridge crew. “When will enough be
enough? When will we finally get our revenge for what they’ve done?” Crew
looked up from their stations, their expressions blank and full of horror.


“We’re lucky that we’re still alive and free,” Covani whispered. “Revenge
will have to wait.”


Destra shook her head and made her way wordlessly from the bridge. On her
way, she shot an acid look at the lieutenant manning the comms station. “Make
sure my daughter doesn’t get a chance to see that. No news feeds in the mess or
any of the common areas.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


The bridge doors swished open and then shut behind her. Her body was
physically trembling with rage. She would have her revenge. Sooner or later she
would find a way to make the Sythians pay. Just a few more weeks, she
tried to tell herself. A few more weeks and reinforcements will be here. Then
she would hunt Kaon down and throw him out an airlock.












Chapter 19





Two weeks later . . .


Two more
days, Ethan thought, admiring the view from one of the Vermillion Palace’s
balconies. Far below, the bright turquoise of the Argyle Sea sparkled in the
sun. Semi-tropical islands dotted that expanse, overgrown with vegetation that
was all the colors of the rainbow. Fluffy white clouds sailed by close below
their cliffside vantage point. Two more days and they’d be back to reality.
Thanks to the Sythian occupation, it was an even harsher reality than they’d
had to endure in the past.


Hoff had been executed for all the sector to see. Citizens were being taken
by the thousands every day. They were taken from their beds at night, or taken
off the streets in broad daylight. People were being enslaved left and right to
serve in the Sythian fleet, without warning or explanation. Initially those
reports had been seen on the news nets, warning people not to trust the
Sythians. The invaders had promised to leave Dark Space in peace, but they were
leaving it in pieces. No one was safe. After the first such report had
aired, no further outcries had been heard from the press. They were feeling the
weight of the Sythians’ rule, just the same as everyone else. The only truly
free press humanity had left was the one which could be heard whispered from
one ear to another.


Ethan tightened his grip on his wife’s shoulders and shot her a wan smile.
“Did you enjoy your honeymoon?” he asked, trying to lighten the mood. 


It was the wrong question to ask.


Alara raised her eyebrows and shot him a bland look. That was her don’t
be stupid look. The Vermillion palace had its own water, power, and food
supply—enough to last for months without replenishment, so they hadn’t suffered
any of the worst effects of the Sythian occupation, but being stranded for a
month in a luxurious hotel whilst they knew the rest of humanity was suffering
one of the worst times in human history had been more than enough to ruin their
honeymoon.


The blockade had been lifted, for what that was worth, but where could they
possibly hope to go? Ethan wasn’t sure. Without a cloaking device and a hold
full of red dymium fuel, they wouldn’t get far. As far as he knew cloaking
devices had never been adapted to ships as small as his Trinity, and red
dymium fuel was still restricted to the fleet, which was now controlled by
Sythians, so they were just as stuck as anyone else in Dark Space.


“What if they take us next, Ethan? What’s going to happen to our
baby?”


“Let’s hope the drafting stops soon. They only have so many ships, and if
they expect us to be a renewable source of crew for the future then they’ll
have to leave the majority of our population alone.”


“The majority. How many do you think they’ll take before they have enough?”


Ethan thought back to the initial invasion and how many Gors had been in the
Sythians’ fleet. “Assuming they haven’t brought any new fleets to our galaxy .
. . they’ll need to take at least a few million of us to replace the Gors.”


“A few million? Our entire population is a few million!”


“Just over ten,” Ethan corrected.


Alara shook her head. “This is a nightmare. Maybe we should leave.”


“No, you were right,” Ethan said. “There’s no way out and nowhere for us to
go. We have to lie low. We can find a safe place to hide somewhere out in deep
space until they’re done abducting people.”


“I’m tired,” Alara said suddenly. “I want to go back to our room now.”


“Okay,” Ethan replied, turning away from the view and walking back inside
the palace.


When they got back to their room, Ethan waved his wrist over the identichip
scanner and held the door open for Alara. He walked in behind her and turned to
shut the door behind them, but as he moved to do so, there came a thunk and
it bounced back into him, as if something had been wedged between the hinges.
“What the frek . . .” Ethan muttered, trying to push the door closed once more.
This time it bounced more violently back into him, and he heard a familiar
hiss. Ethan’s hand automatically dropped to his gun belt, but he wasn’t wearing
one.


Then the air before him shimmered and a hulking shadow appeared. Fear struck
Ethan like a hot knife. He backpedaled into the room, and the shadow advanced.
Then Ethan realized the shadow was too big to be human. The glowing red eyes
and glossy black armor were Sythian construction, but the dimensions were all
Gor, and the Gors were allies now.


“Who are you?” Ethan asked, stopping to stand his ground before the alien.


It warbled something at him which he didn’t understand. He wasn’t wearing a
translator.


“Ethan, what’s going on?” Alara called. Then Ethan heard her scream right
beside his ear as she came to see for herself. He turned to see her stumbling
away from the Gor who had barged into their room.


“Stay back, Kiddie—what do you want?” Ethan demanded of the alien.


“It’s not what he wants,” a familiar voice answered. Ethan noticed the door
swing shut behind the Gor, but not what had shut the door. “It’s what I want,”
the voice went on. Then the owner of that voice stepped out from behind the
hulking alien and Ethan found himself staring into a familiar pair of blue
eyes. His ex-wife’s eyes.


Ethan’s eyebrows shot up. “Destra? What are you doing here?”


“Hello, Ethan—Alara,” she said, nodding to each of them in turn. “We need to
talk.”


* * *


High Lord Shondar watched the timer hovering in front of his command chair.
Soon his ship, the Gasha would arrive at the coordinates for Avilon. The
real coordinates. As of two weeks ago when Shondar had left Lord Kaon and Dark
Space behind, Lord Quaris and the 2nd Fleet had still been missing.
Perhaps they would never be heard from again. That was unfortunate for Quaris,
but it gave Shondar a chance to steal the glory. Now he would be the one
to discover the lost human sector of Avilon. He would be the one everyone
praised when he returned to the Getties, and he would be the one they rewarded.
Never more would he be forced to live on harsh, inhospitable worlds like Etica,
Caas, or Ramad.


Before the invasion the Sythians had been left with but one option—expand or
die from sheer scarcity. Like Lord Kaon, Shondar came from a harsh world.
Kaon’s world was dark, watery, and cold, while Shondar’s was dark, rocky,
and cold. Both were equally bleak and pitiless in Shondar’s opinion. The
ultimate honor was to live on Sythia in Shangrila. There the word scarcity
didn’t even exist. There was no pain or suffering. Not even death could touch
the chosen, because they had ways to extend their lives even beyond the average
thousand years of life which most Sythians would see. No more cloning. No more
mind transfers. No more niggling doubts as to whether or not they really died
when they were reborn. He hadn’t been engineered to live on Sythia. None of them
had. They had been born to live on cold, inhospitable worlds where none of the
chosen would dare to go, but in Shangrila, even that could be changed. There
were ways of altering the body without touching the mind—expensive ways.


Those nettlesome details would all be taken care of when Shondar returned
from war. All of that and more had been promised to him—to all of them—as
payment for risking their lives in service to the Coalition. Few who were
immortal would risk an untimely death—or for that matter the chance to be
killed permanently if one died too far from the nearest command ship. The
behemoth-class cruisers were the only places in the Adventa Galaxy which could
receive their brain scan data and use it to resurrect them in a new body.
Transmission time for such data was near-instantaneous, but limited in range to
just over a thousand light years, depending on interstellar interference.
Shondar knew he was pushing those limits by flying so far from Dark Space and
the other fleets, but the prestige he stood to earn by being the first to
engage the Avilonians was too tempting to pass up.


Ultimately, Shondar had decided to take almost half of his fleet—105
warships and a skeleton crew of slaves. His mission wasn’t to take planets or
to somehow conquer the Avilonians. They had been forewarned—the Avilonians were
too strong for that. Thus, he would gather intelligence data that would later
be used by the other lords to conquer Avilon. Shondar would come back with them
when the time for that honor came.


Turning his gaze away from the timer counting down to the Gasha’s
reversion to real space, Shondar studied each of his crew in turn. Here were
the twelve Sythian operators who tirelessly kept watch over the Gasha’s
automated systems and helped give orders to the drivers, each of whom
was the commander of one slave ship. They kept in constant contact with the
slave captain and his crew, but from a distance, safely ensconced aboard the
command ship, which would stay cloaked behind enemy lines. Still, if something
horrible befell the command ship—as had happened recently with Kaon’s Sharal—then
immortal or not, all 270 Sythians on board would go down with their ship,
either to be reborn aboard the nearest command ship, or to be lost forever. In
this case most of the drivers had stayed behind in Dark Space with their ships,
so the Gasha only stood to lose the 105 drivers who were needed, plus
its 12 operators—and one high lord, Shondar thought.


He felt a horrible heat creeping down his spine. He couldn’t recall clearly
what it was like to die, but he knew what it was like to be reborn. Even after
more than five hundred orbits had passed, he could still remember the awful
rush of heat coursing through his brain, the violent spasm as all of his
muscles twitched in the same moment, and the identity-stealing reminder that
his previous body had just died. That triggered the suspicion that perhaps he
wasn’t really alive anymore, but merely a clever copy of his old self which had
in turn merely been a copy of the iteration that had preceded him. That chain
of doubt went so far back it boggled the mind. Shondar remembered being
overwhelmed with a strong urge to kill himself just to stop the madness.


But of course, that wouldn’t end it. It would just start a new iteration of
life.


Thankfully those first few moments of self-doubt and existential questioning
never lasted long. The initial confusion and horror passed. Shondar had been
told that everyone dealt with resurrection in their own way, and that not
everyone suffered the same ill effects from the birthing process. Sadly,
Shondar was not one of those lucky individuals.


A raucous noise erupted, tearing into Shondar’s thoughts and drawing his
attention back to the fore. It was the ship’s reversion alarm. But it was too
soon for them to have arrived. Then the deck shuddered and lurched underfoot.
The swirling streaks of light which accompanied superluminal travel abruptly
vanished from the simulated star dome that covered the Gasha’s bridge.
Yet instead of seeing stars and space as Shondar had expected, now all he could
see was a pure, unadulterated black.


“What happens?” Shondar demanded. “Where does the display go?”


“The star dome is functioning perfectly, My Lord,” the operator in
charge of engineering reported.


“Sensors show we are pulled out of the light stream inside of a dark
nebula,” the sensor operator added. “We cannot see any suns because their light
is blocked by the particles of the nebula.”


“Where are we?” Shondar was already pulling up a star map at his command
control station so he could see for himself. A glowing hologram of the Gasha’s
surroundings appeared floating in the air before him. He saw their
destination marked on the map, still over three light years distant, and he
hissed angrily. “What causes this delay on the path to glory? Chart a course
around the obstacle!”


“I . . . cannot, My Lord,” the operator at the helm replied. “We are in the
middle of the gravity field which does pluck us from the light stream. We
cannot re-enter it until we move beyond the field.”


Shondar couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He had to take a moment to
calm himself. “Why do our sensors not detect this field and drop us out of the
light stream before we land in the middle of it?”


The operator at the engineering station gave a strangled whimper which
Shondar recognized as shame. He had no excuse.


“Are the sensors operating effectively?”


“I go to find out, My Lord,” engineering replied.


“Do so. Navigation, make us to leave this field as quickly as possible that
we may continue on our way. When your path is ready, tell me how long this . .
. unfortunate incident will take to correct.”


“I already calculate this, My Lord,” navigation replied.


“Then? How long? I must report our progress to Lord Kaon.”


The navigation operator took a suspiciously long time to reply, and Shondar
was about to yell at him again. Just as he was taking a breath to do so, the
operator replied, “The shortest path out of the field is to take us . . . five
to six orbits, My Lord,” the operator said in a quiet voice.


Shondar thought perhaps he was asleep and dreaming. Something this terrible
could only happen in a nightmare. If it would take that long to leave the
gravity field, then Shondar and his crew would not only not be the ones
to have the honor of discovering Avilon, but they would not have the honor of
conquering it either. 


The war would be long over by the time they escaped the snare which had
interrupted their journey.


* * *


“We should go sit down,” Destra said.


Ethan’s gaze flicked from her to Torv and back before he nodded. “Right.
Follow me.” He turned to find Alara standing behind him, her eyes wide, her jaw
slack and hanging open.


“What’s going on?” she whispered as he took her hand and led her further
into the suite.


Ethan shook his head. “I think we’re about to find out.”


They reached the living area of the honeymoon suite—an enclosed balcony
overlooking the Vermillion’s worlds-class view. Ethan led them to the love seat
and sat down with Alara. Destra came and sat opposite them in an armchair,
while Torv remained standing by the front door.


“I’m sorry to surprise you like this, but there was no other way to contact
you without risking that the Sythians find out.”


“Find out about what?” Alara asked.


Destra spent a moment studying them each in turn, and Ethan studied her
back. She looked terrible. There were dark circles and puffy bags under her
eyes as well as a skein of wrinkles he’d never seen before. This was no-frills
Destra, with no makeup, no skin treatments, and no age defying tricks at work.
Like that she looked much older than her 45 years of age.


“I need your help,” she explained. “As you probably already know, the
Sythians executed Hoff.”


Ethan winced. With the shock of seeing Torv and then Destra pop up out of
nowhere, he’d forgotten all about Hoff. That explained Destra’s neglected
appearance. “I’m sorry, Des,” he said. “I can only imagine what you’re going
through.”


Alara leaned forward and reached across the small table between them to
touch Destra’s hand. “We’re both sorry. I can’t imagine losing Ethan.”


Destra offered her a wan smile. “No, it’s not easy, but Hoff isn’t the first
husband I’ve lost,” she said, her gaze finding Ethan once more.


Ethan’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Hoi, Des, if that’s why you’re here . .
.”


“No, I haven’t come to intrude upon your newly-wedded bliss by telling you I
want you back. Even if that were true, this isn’t about me. We have far greater
concerns than my own personal burden of grief. Every day, thousands of people
are going through exactly what I went through as their fathers, husbands,
mothers, wives, and even children are taken without warning or excuse and
turned into obedient slaves for the Sythians’ fleet. Not only will our loved
ones not come back to us, but they are no longer even the same people that we
once loved. For all intents and purposes those slaves are as dead as Hoff right
now. Humanity is at its end, Ethan. There is no coming back from this unless we
defeat the Sythians soon. I’ve been working with the Gors to destabilize the
Sythian occupation and slow them down, but it’s not working nearly as well as
we had hoped.”


Ethan’s eyebrows shot up. “So you’re behind the Gor raids?”


Destra brushed a lock of dark hair out of her eyes and turned to study the
view from the indoor balcony. Ethan followed her gaze. It was a relatively
overcast day, so what they saw from the balcony was a carpet of white clouds
stretching out beneath a bright blue sky. “One human cruiser escaped,” Destra
explained, “as well as all of the Gors. They are now our only hope to defeat
the Sythians.”


“Ironic,” Ethan said.


“Yes, the same aliens who defeated us and slaughtered us by the trillions
are now going to be our saviors.”


“I suppose it’s one way for them to make amends. So that’s why you’re here .
. . to ask us to join your rebellion?”


“No. We’re not actively recruiting. We have enough trouble supporting our
numbers as it is. I’m here because of Atton.”


Ethan felt a cold spark of dread in his chest. His heart began to pound.
“What do you mean? Is he okay?”


“I don’t know.”


“What do you mean you don’t know?!” Ethan said, rising from the couch.


Destra raised a hand to stop him. “Let me explain. Before Hoff surrendered
to the Sythians, he sent Atton on a mission to get help.”


Alara looked puzzled. “From who? I thought we were the only survivors.”


Ethan already knew what she was talking about. “From Avilon.”


“Yes,” Destra replied. “The Avilonians are the only other surviving humans
we know of, and although even Hoff hasn’t—hadn’t—been back to Avilon for
countless centuries, he did get them to help his refugees in the Enclave by
providing much-needed supplies. Avilon itself is rumored to have a population
in the trillions, with a fleet every bit as strong as the Imperium once had.
Their technology is more advanced than either ours or the Sythians’, so if
anyone can help us, it’s them.”


“Then why didn’t they?” Alara asked.


“Why they didn’t help us before is a mystery, but it’s too late for
recriminations. Regardless of their reasons for staying out of the war, our
need has never been greater, so we had to take the risk. The worst they could
say is no.”


“Yea, and then kill Atton for invading their precious privacy,” Ethan put
in.


“Hoff assured me they are not like that, but he did warn that Atton might
not be allowed to leave. That’s why I’m here. Atton should have been here weeks
ago. I need you to go look for him and while you’re there, make one last
attempt to convince the Avilonians to help us. They should know that the
Sythians are looking for them, and that by leaving us at the Sythians’ mercy
they are only making them stronger. Our invaders now have a free source of
slaves, food, fuel, munitions—even shipyards which can build more ships for
their fleet.”


“I doubt they can produce Sythian warships. . . .”


“No, but they can build human ones, and our ships are no weaker than
theirs.”


Ethan turned to his wife. She was busy chewing her lower lip. “What do you
think, Kiddie?”


“I’m pregnant, Ethan.”


“You’re what?” Destra said. “When did you find out?”


Alara shot her a quick smile. “Just before the wedding.”


“Well . . . congratulations.”


“Thank you . . .” Alara turned back to Ethan with a pleading look. “What if
they don’t let us leave? Where will we live? What will we do for a
living? We don’t even know what life is like there!”


“It can’t be any worse than life is here,” Destra replied. “Freedom is worth
a whole lot of hardship.”


“There’s just one thing I don’t understand—why are you coming to me? You
said a human cruiser escaped. That means you have at least 24 Nova pilots you
could call on for a mission like this.”


“Yes, and then I would have to clear it with the captain of the ship. He’s
getting restless, Ethan. Hoff told him support the Gors for just a few weeks,
until reinforcements arrived. In the case that those reinforcements never came,
he was told to rescue as many people as he could and leave. If the captain
finds out about Avilon, he won’t just send another envoy to look for Atton and
appeal to the Avilonians for help—he’ll take all of us there.”


“Is that such a bad thing?”


“I’m not sure we would all be welcome—particularly the Gors—and I’m
not willing to abandon either them or Dark Space yet. We might not be able to
stop the Sythians, but we can make their lives more difficult. If you don’t
return within a few months, however, we may have no choice but to follow you to
Avilon.”


Ethan took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “This is a lot to think
about.” He turned to look at Alara once more. “I need to know what you think
about this.”


She shook her head. “I don’t know what to think about anything anymore,
Ethan.”


“Neither do I, but I’m not sure we have a choice.”


“We could stay,” Alara suggested.


“Yes, we could, but we’ll have to live under the constant threat that either
one of us could be taken. Even if we aren’t, we’ll have to raise our children
knowing that as soon as they turn sixteen they’ll be drafted into the Sythian
fleet for the next five years. I’m not even sure the kids who return will be
the same ones who left, and who knows if the Sythians change their minds and
decide to keep our children indefinitely?”


Alara bit her lip and shook her head. “How will we get there? We can’t leave
Dark Space without a cloaking device, and even then, our ship isn’t loaded with
high grade fuel. It won’t get us very far.”


“There’s a Gor cruiser waiting to carry you out. The Sythians won’t see you
while you’re under the cover of the Gors’ cloaking shield. As for the fuel
problem, before you go, we’ll load your ship with red dymium fuel as well as
any other supplies you might need.”


Ethan tried to contain the surge of hope now swelling in his chest, waiting
to see Alara’s reaction. She eyed him for a long moment, uncertainty warring on
her face.


“What do you say, Kiddie? One more adventure before we settle down?”


She hesitated a moment longer before, but at last she nodded. “All right.”


Ethan grinned. Turning back to Destra, he asked, “When do we leave?”


Destra returned his grin with a wan smile. “Right now.”












AVILON















Chapter 20





One week later . . .


Captain Loba Caldin
paced up and down the bridge of the Intrepid, passing back and forth in
front of the crew stations and the bridge viewports. Every now and then one of
her officers would look up from what they were doing and cast her a worried
glance. She could read their minds. They were wondering if their captain had
gone space sick already.


But she wasn’t skriffy from spending too much time cooped up in space. She
was worrying endlessly over a question which had no obvious answer. How had
they ended up stranded in a gravity field if their SLS fail-safes were working
flawlessly? There were only two possible answers to that question, but neither
one of them made any sense. Either the fail-safes had stopped working
temporarily at precisely the wrong moment, or else the gravity field hadn’t
existed until they’d already flown into it. With respect to the space-time
continuum, the latter option was impossible, and the former was just stupid. No
one was that unlucky.


So what had happened?


Caldin’s thoughts were interrupted by a hand landing on her shoulder. “Ma’am
. . .”


She turned to find her friend and lover, Corpsman Terl, standing behind her,
regarding her with a worried frown. “Not now, corpsman,” she said to forestall
his concerns.


“Ma’am, with respect, you need a break. You’ve been on your feet all day.
You even skipped lunch. The crew is worried about you—I’m worried about
you,” he added in a gentler voice.


Caldin’s eyes skipped from Terl’s handsome face down to his broad chest and
chiseled arms. She could think of one thing worth leaving the bridge for, and
it wasn’t a bad idea for dealing with her stress and frustration, either. She
was just about to concede to his suggestion that she take some down time when
Lieutenant Esayla Carvon’s voice cut into her musings—


“I don’t believe this . . . contact!”


“What are we looking at?” Caldin asked as she ran to the gravidar station.


“Target de-cloaking at K-35-12-72—just 357 klicks out!”


“De-cloaking?” Caldin shook her head. “Double check that scan,
Lieutenant!”


They’d been followed. Caldin wasn’t sure how that was possible, but she
didn’t have time to worry about how it had happened—only what she was
going to do about it.


“The scan is accurate, ma’am! Contact confirmed.”


“Sythians! Red alert!” 


Ambient lighting dimmed to a bloody red, and the red alert siren blared a
few times to emphasize the point. 


“I don’t think they’re Sythians,” Esayla said slowly.


“Why not?”


“The sensor profile is not suggestive of known Sythian hull types. It has
too many sharp angles.”


“Yet it has a cloaking device, and we only developed that tech recently. Are
you trying to tell me the admiral sent another mission out here and they ended
up stuck in exactly the same place as us?”


Esayla shook her head. “No, ma’am; that would be highly improbable.”


“The only way anyone could have found us here is if they were around to see
us jump. That means they had to have come from Ikara with us. Get me a visual,”
Caldin demanded.


“The nebula is blocking our optics, but I can have the computer generate a
model from sensor readings.”


“Do it.” Caldin frowned, her head spinning. No ship could drop out of
superluminal space at speed, so the mysterious contact had to have been
following them for quite some time without their knowledge.


A hologram of the ship in question appeared projected over the main
viewport. Caldin’s eyes tracked over the shaded model of the warship from stem
to stern. As Esayla had said, the ship looked more human than anything
else—made up of hard angles and geometric shapes rather the organic lines and
curves which Sythians preferred. The broad, flat deck on top of the ship looked
like it might serve as some type of landing field in atmosphere for “hot”
landings and non-vertical take-offs. That led Caldin to believe that the
warship had been designed with planetary defense in mind. A quick look at the
scale markings around the rendering revealed that the ship wasn’t much larger
than the Intrepid, at just 302 meters long and approximately 21 decks
high. 


“What class of ship is that?” Caldin asked.


“I don’t know. It’s not in our databanks,” Esayla replied. “Maybe some type
of cruiser?”


“Corpsman—” Caldin began, looking away from the hologram to find Terl, whom
she had employed as her comm officer.


“Yes, Captain?” he replied. He was already seated at his control console.


“Hail them for us. I want to know who they are and why they followed us.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


Caldin waited impatiently for Terl to reply, but before he could, the bridge
speakers let out a sharp squeal of protest. Then came a deep, gravelly voice,
which said, “Cancel your ship’s momentum and lower your shields. We are coming
aboard.”


Caldin did a double take. “Who is this?” she demanded.


“I haven’t established a connection yet. They can’t hear you. . . .” Terl
said from the comms station, sounding bewildered.


“Then how are they communicating with us?”


“I don’t know! They’re overriding our gateways.”


The gravelly voice returned. “You have 30 seconds to comply.”


This time Caldin noted the strange accent which accompanied the voice. The
deliberate way the man spoke told her that either he was slow-witted or Versal
was not his first language. She guessed the latter, but he would have to be
from one of the outlier worlds in the old Imperium for that to be the case, and
that raised the question of how it was that they had a cloaking device.
Cloaking tech had only recently been developed by humanity, and then only
because of their alliance with the Gors.


“Helm—full speed ahead; let’s outrun them if we can.”


”I don’t think that’s going to be possible,” Esayla said.


“Why not?” Caldin asked, hurrying down to the gravidar station.


Esayla pointed to the grid rising out of the left side of her control
station. She had toggled a red vector to indicate the enemy ship’s heading, velocity,
and acceleration, as well as a green one to indicate their own. The two heading
vectors were running parallel to one another, and the enemy ship was just above
and behind theirs on the grid. Running below each vector line were two numbers.
The first was velocity as a fraction of the speed of light, while the second
number was acceleration in KAPS. The enemy ship’s acceleration was what really
caught Caldin’s eye. It was accelerating at 150 KAPS—approximately 150 meters
per second squared. No human capital-class ship in existence had acceleration
like that.


“Are you sure those readings are accurate?” Caldin asked, her gaze now
turning to look at the Intrepid’s speed and acceleration so she could
calculate the difference. The enemy was gaining on them by one klick every
second, with that rate increasing by 75 meters per second.


“Sensors are working fine, ma’am,” Esayla replied.


“How is that possible?”


Esayla shook her head.


A cold chill crept down Captain Caldin’s spine and she called out to her
engineer, “Delayn, I want our crew out of stasis—now!”


“Yes, ma’am,” he replied.


The bridge speakers crackled and the gravelly voice was back. “You are out
of time. I am disappointed in you.”


“What do they think they’re going to do? We’re travelling through a nebula
at one tenth the speed of light. Energy weapons will refract and dissipate at
anything but point-blank range, and there’s no warhead in existence with
shields strong enough to survive the frictional force at these speeds.”


“Maybe they’re going to wait until they can get up to point-blank range?”
Esayla suggested.


“Maybe,” Caldin conceded, eyeing the enemy contact on the grid. They were
still 185 kilometers out, but gaining fast. “Delayn, is our crew awake yet?”


“They will be in just a few more minutes.”


“We don’t have a few more minutes!”


Suddenly, the Intrepid shuddered and the sound in space simulator
(SISS) produced a sharp hiss as whatever it was hit their shields.


“Aft shields at 85%—equalizing,” Delayn reported.


“What the frek was that?” Caldin demanded.


The ship shuddered again and another hiss came from their shields. “Seventy
percent!”


“Fire back!”


“With what?” the weapons chief asked. “They’re too far out of range!”


“Then how are they shooting us?”


The deck shuddered again.


“Shields at 64%!”


Caldin turned away from the gravidar station and sprinted for the set of
stairs leading up to the gangway and the captain’s table. By the time she
reached the top of the stairs, the deck shuddered twice more in quick
succession, and this time the lights dimmed, followed by a sudden, sickening
sense of weightlessness. Caldin made a grab for the grav gun on her belt just
as artificial gravity failed and her momentum carried her free of the deck. She
aimed the gun between her feet and fired, grappling back down.


“Shields critical!” Delayn said from engineering.


Gravity returned in a slow gradient as the inertial management system (IMS)
stabilized. Caldin turned off her grav gun just before her knees could buckle.


“Frek it! What kind of weapons are they using?” Whatever was hitting them,
it was strong—at least as strong as the Intrepid’s main beam cannon.


“Computer analysis suggests that something is exploding in front of us and
we’re running into the explosions,” Delayn replied.


“I thought it’s impossible for warheads to travel at this speed inside a
nebula?”


“It is. They would need shield generators almost as strong as ours in order
to survive it.”


“Then?”


“We’re not detecting any warheads firing from the enemy ship,” Esayla added
as another violent tremor shook the deck, followed by a loud roaring noise
which wasn’t simulated at all.


“Forward shields at 15%! Nebular dust is bleeding through our shields,”
Delayn explained. “If they fail, the nebula will rip us apart in seconds!”


Caldin saw her life flash before her eyes as she waited impotently for the
next mysterious explosion to take out their shields entirely, and with them,
the Intrepid herself.


Then the ship’s sound system squealed once more. “This is your final
warning, Intrepid. Cancel your momentum and lower your shields. You have
five seconds to respond.”


“Respond?” Caldin screeched. “How are we supposed to respond if they won’t
let us establish a connection!” Then, a split second later, she understood what
the speaker meant, and she felt stupid. “Helm—reverse thrust one hundred
percent! Let’s show these kakards that we’re complying with their demands.”


“Yes, ma’am,” the helm replied.


A few seconds later the sound system screeched once more and back was the
same deep, gravelly voice, now speaking in a much more pleasant tone: “You are
wise to heed us. We will be aboard as soon as you are able to drop your
shields.”


Captain Caldin wanted to tell that man, whoever he was, that it would take
them several days to slow down enough to drop their shields without taking
serious damage, but the voice returned saying, “Do not deviate from your
present heading. You can expect to see us in . . . approximately 112 of your
people’s hours—four and a half of your standard galactic days.”


Caldin’s brow furrowed. “Your people’s hours—what is he, a Sythian?” 


“He sounds human to me,” Terl replied.


“Then either he’s a skriff, or he’s been cut off from the Imperium since
before the establishment of standard galactic time.”


“That was almost thirty millennia ago . . .” Delayn put in from engineering.


Caldin couldn’t think of anyone who had been cut off from the rest of the
galaxy for that long, except for . . . Avilonians.


Caldin felt hope and terror rise up simultaneously—hope because the
Avilonians were real and they could rescue the Intrepid and her crew,
possibly even Dark Space, and terror because the Avilonians did not appear to
be friendly.


Captain Caldin turned to the comms station. “Cancel the red alert and set
condition green. Tell our crew to make their way to their postings in a
leisurely fashion. For now, they don’t need to know what’s happening.”


“Yes, ma’am,” Terl replied.


Caldin turned back to the captain’s table and gazed down on the enemy
contact. What are you doing here? she wondered. The fact that Avilonians
had followed them into the gravity field raised more questions than it
answered. Reaching up to her ear, she activated her comm piece to make a call.
The only one aboard who knew anything about Avilon was Commander Ortane. They
still had a few days to prepare before the Avilonians came aboard, and Caldin
was determined to prepare for their arrival as much as possible before then.


* * *


Atton awoke, cold and naked in the dark. He found himself standing up inside
a coffin-sized chamber with a transpiranium barrier mere inches away from his
face. Visible just beyond that barrier was another coffin like the one in which
he was standing, filled with another person, a familiar-looking woman . . .
Ceyla Corbin. By the expression on her face, her horror and shock was no less
than his own. Then Atton remembered where he was and why. The whole crew had
been locked in stasis tubes until the Intrepid escaped the gravity field
which had snared it.


They’d been scheduled to come out of stasis after four years. To Atton, those
four years seemed to have passed in the blink of an eye. It felt like just
yesterday that they’d put him in stasis. By now plenty of things would have
changed, not the least of which being that Dark Space was no more. Perhaps a
lucky few had managed to escape, but Atton doubted those survivors would
include his family. His mother and father had been lucky enough to escape the
first invasion, but that kind of luck didn’t come around twice. As for Hoff and
Atta . . . their chances were just as abysmal.


No, now the crew of the Intrepid were, for all anyone knew, the last
surviving members of the human race—besides the immortal Avilonians. That
thought struck Atton with dull force as he stumbled out of his stasis tube. Was
that where they were headed now? Had Captain Caldin made contact with Avilon
already? 


People were stumbling out of their own tubes all around him. This stasis
room had space for 30 people, all of whom were busy waking up in various states
of confusion and shock. Atton waved to Ceyla just as guide lights came on in
the deck of the stasis room and cast a wan green glow into the dark, airy room.
Rather than wave back, Ceyla turned away. The fact that she was naked had no
doubt provoked her sense of modesty. It wasn’t possible to see very much of her
now that she had stepped out of her stasis tube’s internal light, and he’d been
too distracted to really look before that, but he did see her turn to follow
the guide strips to the lockers on the other side of the room.


He was about to follow her when something cold seized him in a painfully
tight grip just below his waist. He let out a sharp gasp, and a familiar voice
said, “I should break it off.”


“Gina . . . for frek’s sake, we have bigger problems than our personal
issues right now.”


“Yes, I suppose you’re right—sir,” she said, releasing him. He turned
to watch her stalk away, a fuzzy shadow which revealed only a hint of her naked
backside. He caught himself staring and looked away with a scowl. Gina was the
last person he wanted to be thinking that way about. She would probably stab
him in his sleep.


Atton followed the guide lights to the lockers. Once there, he passed his
wrist over his locker’s identichip scanner. It popped open and he retrieved his
things. As soon as he was dressed, he began following the guide lights out of
the stasis room. On his way out, a hand slid into his and he turned to see
Ceyla walking along beside him, now fully clothed. “Hoi there, Commander. Did
you have a good sleep?” she asked.


Atton nodded mechanically, taking a moment to feel the electricity passing
between his hand and hers. “Well enough,” he said. “How about you?” The
question sounded lame to his ears, but any pretense of small talk was bound to
sound lame. What he really wanted to know was what the frek had happened
in the last four years.


“I had nightmares,” Ceyla replied. “What do you think we’re going to do
now?” she asked as they filed out through the double doors of the stasis room
and into the blindingly bright corridor beyond.


“I’m not sure,” Atton lied as his eyes began tearing from the brightness. He
noticed that the ship’s P.A. system was playing a pre-recorded message on a
loop. 


“Please proceed to your duty stations in an orderly fashion and await
further orders. Thank you. . . . Please proceed to your duty stations in an
orderly . . .”


Atton tuned out the message. His eyes finally stopped tearing from the
light, and he found himself staring into Ceyla’s deep blue irises and her
startlingly beautiful face. 


“I guess we’re the only ones left,” she said. Atton didn’t have to ask what
she meant. “Maybe we’re going to start over somewhere new?” she suggested while
tucking a lock of blonde hair behind one ear. Ceyla didn’t know about Avilon.
She had been asleep already with the rest of the crew when Atton had explained
his mission to the captain, so she obviously thought that the 100 plus crew
aboard the Intrepid were the only humans left in the galaxy and that now
they had to begin the work of repopulating the species. 


Atton guessed that was the motive behind her holding his hand. She’d decided
that if she had to breed with someone, she wanted it to be him. Atton tried not
to be flattered by that. After all, there were probably only 50-70 other
eligible men on board, and most of them would be too old for her. Atton decided
to put her out of her misery. People were bumping into them on all sides on
their way out of the stasis room, so he pulled her to one side of the doors.


“What is it?” Ceyla asked.


Atton waited a few moments, until everyone was out of earshot, and then he
said, “Look, this is going to come as a shock . . . but we’re not the only ones
left.”


“How do you know that?” Ceyla asked, her eyes widening with hope.


“The whole reason we came out here was to get reinforcements, not to look
for survivors at Ikara.”


“Reinforcements from who?”


“From Avilon.”


Ceyla shook her head. “I don’t—”


Atton placed a finger to her lips. “Shh, just listen.” 


“Okay . . .”


He launched into a long explanation about the immortals and Avilon, about
their history with the Sythians and the once-thought-to-be mythical world of
Origin where it all began. That world was actually Sythia—the Sythians’ home
world, found in the heart of the Getties Cluster.


“I don’t believe you,” Ceyla said, shaking her head quickly. Now she jerked
her hand out of his and shot him an angry look. “The Immortals are in Etheria.”


Atton offered an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry, but they’re not. They’re in
Avilon.”


“No,” Ceyla said, still shaking her head. She obviously didn’t want to
believe that her religion had sprung up out of legends about people who had
attained eternal life through technological rather than spiritual means.


“Look, just because your religion speaks about the Immortals, doesn’t mean
they are the same immortals as the ones living in Avilon. The Immortals you
believe in, which are immortal souls that have died and gone to Etheria, are
not threatened by the existence of immortal humans living in a lost sector of
our galaxy.”


The angry lines in Ceyla’s expression faded somewhat and Atton reached for
her hand once more. “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to invalidate your beliefs. I’m
just telling you what I know.”


“I . . . it’s a lot to take in, Atton. Why doesn’t anyone know about this?
Why am I only hearing about it now?”


“Admiral Heston was one of them before he left—or was forced to leave. That
was a long time ago, but he’s a witness to their existence, and he told me.
He’s the one who sent me out here to find them and convince them to help Dark
Space. It’s too late for them, but it isn’t too late for us. We’re going to
Avilon, Ceyla. That’s the plan.”


“I don’t want to live forever,” she said, looking defensive again.


Atton felt a headache building like a volcano inside his head. “Then why do
you believe in Etheria?”


“Because . . .” Ceyla withdrew her hand again. “First of all, I don’t
believe in Etheria because I want to be immortal. I believe in it because the
physical world doesn’t explain everything. It doesn’t explain where we come
from, for one thing, or where we go when we die.”


How about the ground, Atton wanted to say, but he bit his tongue.
Besides, the truth was he couldn’t answer the first question, and that was the
reason behind all religions in the history of the human race; they all existed
to explain that one damnable question—where did we come from? 


Science could explain how the universe had inflated from a microscopic speck
to an unimaginable vastness; it could predict what would eventually happen to
everything; it could even suggest how humanity and everything else may have
evolved without any need for a creative agent, but it couldn’t explain where
the universe had ultimately come from, or what, if anything, had unleashed
everything from that infinitesimally small point all those billions of years
ago. So, Atton had no choice but to concede Ceyla’s point.


“Okay,” he said, “but wouldn’t you trade the theoretical immortality in your
religion for a real and plausible immortality via technological means?”


Ceyla crossed her arms over her chest. “What I believe isn’t theoretical.”


“So you’re saying it’s a fact? Show me the proof then.”


“It’s not a fact either. It’s not something you can prove or disprove, and
my certainty comes from my heart, not from my head.”


Atton gave up. “Okay, well, I’m sure the Avilonians will let you die if you really
want to.” He couldn’t keep the sarcasm from his voice as he said that; Ceyla
accepted his remark with narrowed eyes and a frown. Before she could respond,
however, Atton’s comm piece buzzed—Incoming call from Captain Loba Caldin. He
excused himself and took a few steps away from Ceyla to answer the call. 


“Captain, I was just about to—”


“Commander, I need to see you in the operations center right now.
There have been some important developments while you’ve been in stasis.”


“Yes, ma’am. I’ll be there in two minutes.”


“Make that one minute, Ortane.”


Before Atton could reply, the captain ended the comm, leaving him feeling
bewildered once more. He’d just spent the last four years in stasis and now all
of a sudden the captain was in a rush to see him?


“I have to go,” Atton said, turning to find Ceyla.


But she was already gone.


He looked the other way to find her walking down the corridor ahead of him,
obviously too annoyed with him to stick around any longer. Atton hurried after
her with a frown. You dumb skriff, Atton. The first girl in forever who
shows any real interest in you, and you drive her off by making fun of her
beliefs. Nice work.












Chapter 21





The first thing
Atton noticed when the doors of the operations center opened was that the room
was already full. The second thing he noticed was how serious everyone looked.


“Take a seat, Commander,” the captain said.


Atton nodded and moved to take the only available seat on the near side of
the table. He had in mind a million questions to ask the captain, but he waited
for her to speak first. 


“I’ve called you all here for one reason,” Caldin began, while Atton looked
around the table to see who else was seated there with him. There was
Lieutenant Esayla Carvon, Deck Commander Cobrale Delayn, Corpsman Markom Terl,
and Captain Loba Caldin. “We need to discuss the arrival of the Avilonians.”


“The arrival of the who?” Delayn asked.


Caldin turned to him. “We’ll get to that in a moment.”


Atton fixed the captain with a wide-eyed gaze. “They’re here? Where is
here—anyway? I’m guessing we’ve made it out of the gravity field or I wouldn’t
be awake.”


“You’d be guessing wrong, Commander. The rest of the crew is probably
finding out now as they check their holo pads. You’ve only been asleep for
three weeks, not four years.”


Atton blinked, shock coursing through him as that revelation sunk in. “Then
Dark Space is . . .”


“We don’t know,” Caldin replied. “The fact is, we are still stuck here, but
the Avilonians clearly are not, or else they wouldn’t have been stupid enough
to follow us.”


“Begging your pardon, ma’am,” Delayn said, “but I think we’re all lost. Who
are these Avilonians? You know who’s chasing us?”


“I think I know, yes,” Caldin replied. “Commander Ortane, would you
please explain to everyone here who the Avilonians are, and the real reason for
the Intrepid’s mission?”


Taking a moment to recover from his shock, Atton explained everything for
what felt like the umpteenth time. When he was done, the silence was ringing.
Everyone was speechless. 


The first one to recover from his shock was the XO and chief engineer,
Cobrale Delayn. “So, humanity isn’t really defeated after all. There’s still
trillions of us out there somewhere.”


“It would seem we’ve been saving our best for last,” the captain replied.
“Commander Ortane tells me the Avilonians’ technology is far more advanced than
our own, and after our brief encounter with them, I’m forced to agree with that
assessment. They took us down before we could even fire a shot.”


“If they’re so numerous and their technology is so advanced then why didn’t
they intervene during the invasion?” Esayla asked.


“I think everyone wants to know the same thing, but we’re not going to know
the answer to that until we ask them ourselves. For now, we need to study the
battle data from our brief engagement, and based on that data, form some likely
hypotheses about our visitors. Commander Ortane, if you’ve been holding out on
me, now’s the time to tell me what else you know about these people.”


Atton shook his head. “I’ve already told you everything that the admiral
told me.”


“Very well—play back the battle for us, Lieutenant Carvon,” Caldin said.


A star map appeared hovering above the center of the table with a three
dimensional representation of each ship, as well as vector lines to indicate
their headings, speeds, and accelerations. Then a translucent blue bubble
swelled around the Intrepid, showing her shields at 100% on all sides.
Finally, a recording of what was obviously a commcast from the
Avilonians’ captain crackled through the room. Atton listened carefully,
fascinated by the speaker’s strange accent.


When the Intrepid didn’t reply within the 30 seconds which the
Avilonians gave for them to surrender, Atton watched mysterious explosions
begin appearing in front of the cruiser as it flew through the nebula.
After just a few minutes, the explosions stopped, and the Intrepid’s forward
shields were left glowing in the red at just 14%. Then the Avilonian captain
spoke once more, and this time the Intrepid stopped her futile attempts
to flee and put her engines in full reverse. It was then that Atton noticed the
enemy cruiser’s acceleration was well outside the usual norms for a ship of its
size. The battle had lasted only a few minutes before it was over, which told
Atton that the enemy ship was much more powerful than the Intrepid, even
though it was a similar size. So far the Avilonians had demonstrated superior
weaponry and superior drive systems. Atton had a feeling that was just the
beginning.


“Discuss,” Caldin said.


“I have something to say,” Atton replied. “Has anyone considered the
implications of this?”


Caldin regarded him quietly. “What do you mean?”


“I mean, they’re here, so either they followed us from Ikara or they somehow
detected us here, and if they detected us . . . then I’m not sure anyone
knows just how advanced the Avilonians really are.”


Delayn began nodding. “Gravidar with that kind of range . . . it’s hard to
imagine. A venture-class cruiser like ours has a sensor range of just over half
a trillion klicks, or point oh five light years. That’s one tenth of the range
someone would need to see us from beyond the SLS-safe threshold of the gravity
field where we are now. And of course, our sensor range is much, much more
limited in a dense nebular cloud like this one, so the real comparison becomes
something like 10,000 times the sensor range we have.”


Caldin shook her head. “I think we can all agree that the computing power it
would take to scan such a massive volume of space with conventional gravidar is
beyond anything we can imagine. Either they’ve spent the last three weeks
sweeping the gravity field with sensors because they somehow knew that we were
here, or else they followed us from Ikara. That said, we can’t rule anything
out, and how they found us isn’t the only mystery we’re looking at. There’s
also the question of how they got here. In order to jump this far into a strong
gravity field they must have superluminal drives which are far more advanced
than ours or which work on a different principle.”


“Or else they disabled their SLS safeties to follow us in,” Delayn said.


“Which means they’re stranded here, too,” Caldin pointed out.


“There’s another question we need to ask,” Atton added. “Why attack us? Why
not simply talk with us, or just leave us in here? We’re no threat to anyone as
long as we’re stranded in real space for the next four years.”


“Right,” Delayn replied.


Atton looked around the table to see if anyone had an answer to that, but no
one ventured a theory, so he took a stab at answering his own question: “Their
weapons are invisible, long-ranged, and obviously very deadly. If they’d wanted
to kill us they clearly could have. The fact that they gave us not one but two
chances to surrender means they don’t want us dead. They want something we
have. Whether that’s our ship, us, or some type of information they think we
have, I don’t know, but they definitely want something and they think we can
give it to them.”


“That would be my analysis as well, Commander,” Caldin replied, “and without
knowing exactly what it is they’re looking for, we need to take some
precautions. There’s a team of eight Gors on board. I put them into stasis with
everyone else, but I haven’t given the order for them to be woken up yet. I
think now it’s time to do that. The Gors are our insurance policy. Sensors
can’t see through a cloaking shield, and when the Avilonians come aboard,
they’ll be expecting to deal with a vanquished human foe. They won’t be
expecting cloaked Gors to pop out and rip their heads off.”


“There’s just eight of them,” Atton said. 


“Gors are particularly deadly when they are cloaked and have the element of
surprise. Using that advantage to its fullest it only took a few million of
them to mop up on the ground after the Sythians’ fleets were done with us. So,
no matter how many Avilonians come aboard, or how advanced their technology is,
I’m confident we still stand a chance with the Gors on our side. If nothing
else, should things go bad, we’ll take the Avilonians down with us. As a
secondary precaution, I want every pilot we have ready to scramble on a
moment’s notice. If the Avilonians try anything, at least we’ll be ready for
it.”


Heads bobbed around the table—all except for Atton’s. 


“Avilonians are immortals,” he said. “If they die, they’ll just be reborn
someplace else. I’m assuming from that and the fact that they’re willing to
come aboard a potentially hostile warship that they don’t fear death. If that’s
true, then we can kill them and threaten to kill them as much as we like—it
won’t change our circumstances. Any attempt to answer their force with our
force is a waste of time. If this goes badly, it could be a blood bath, and
with their superior technology, I’m not sure there’ll even be very much
Avilonian blood in the mix.”


“What would you rather we do, Commander?” Captain Caldin asked.


“We need their help. If we’re going to have any chance of getting the
Avilonians to send reinforcements to Dark Space, then we need to be willing to
give them whatever they ask. We need to beg and wait on bended knee if that’s
what it takes. We need to cooperate as much as possible—not hide Gors behind
our backs so they can pop out and kill the Avilonians when they’re not
looking.”


“I’m sorry, Commander,” Caldin replied, shaking her head. “But right now
these Avilonians of yours are acting like common space pirates. For all we know
that’s exactly what they are, and we don’t bow and wait on bended knee
for pirates. No amount of help is worth selling our souls to get it.”


Atton accepted that with a shallow nod. “Yes, ma’am.”


“You all understand the plan,” Caldin went on, her gaze finding each of them
in turn. “I’m going to issue a statement to the crew as soon as we’re done here
so that everyone is up to date. It’s time we all knew what’s at stake and
what’s going on. I do agree with you, Commander Ortane,” Caldin said as her
gaze settled on him. “We need to do everything we can to win the Avilonians’
sympathy and their support, but we also need to prepare for the eventuality
that they are either unwilling or unable to help us. Keep in mind that they
have already shown significant hostility toward us. Add that to the fact that
they didn’t send so much as a single ship to help us fight off the Sythians
when they first came to our galaxy, and you’ll understand my caution.” 


Caldin looked up and her gaze passed over each of the officers present
before she continued. “If you are honest with yourselves you’ll come to the
same conclusion that I have—things are going to go to the netherworld when the
Avilonians come aboard. The only question is, what are we going to do about it?
Are we going to roll over and play dead, or are we going to fight back?” A
murmur of agreement swept through the room, and Caldin gave a decisive nod.
“Then fight! Ruh-kah!”


Death and Glory, Atton translated silently as the others sitting
around him repeated the old Rokan battle cry.


Officers began rising from the table, and Atton stood up with them. There
was so much more he wanted to say, but it was clear that no one was going to
listen. Hopefully the captain has the sense to keep the Gors as a last
resort. If not . . . perhaps the Avilonians will accept my surrender.


* * *


On the second stage of its journey, the Trinity departed the Gor
cruiser which had carried it out of Dark Space right under the Sythians’ noses.
From there, Ethan and Alara spent the subsequent week travelling through SLS in
order to reach the Avilonians’ forward base. In that time Ethan had grown
thoroughly bored, while his wife had grown increasingly anxious about what was
to come. Now almost three months pregnant, she spent her days worrying about
the future. Where would their child grow up? Would the kid get a good
education? Would there be food on the table? A roof over their heads? Would
they be safe?


When Alara finally tired of asking those questions, she withdrew from the
real world and its problems, adopting a vacant, glassy-eyed stare. Whenever
Ethan saw her like that he tried to snap her out of it, but he rarely
succeeded. Yesterday, her morning sickness had begun, arriving later than
usual, and Ethan realized that they didn’t have any medication on board to
treat it. At that, Alara had adopted another vacant look, saying in a quiet
voice that it was just a sign of things to come. Ethan tried to reassure
her that the Avilonians probably had even better medical care than what they
were used to, but she’d countered that by asking how they were going to pay for
it. . . .


“We could sell the Trinity,” he suggested, even though it felt like he
was suggesting they sell his right arm.


She smiled bitterly and shook her head. “If the Avilonians are so
technologically advanced, then what use will they have for our ship? You’ll
have to sell it for scrap, and something tells me that won’t give us enough to
buy a mansion on a lake, or a spacious habitat on some space station. We’re
frekked, Ethan! We should have stayed!”


“You agreed we should go!”


“You convinced me!”


“Well it’s too late now.”


“What do you mean?”


“We don’t have enough fuel for a return trip.”


“What?!”


“We’re not going back, anyway. We can’t. There’s nothing to go back to.”


“What if Avilon sends reinforcements to Dark Space?”


“Even then. Where would you rather raise our child, Kiddie—in a warzone
with the scarcity, the criminals, and the Gors, or in Avilon, where all of that
will be just a distant memory?”


“They’ll have their own problems.”


“Yea, like whether to eat seafood or steak for dinner. They’ll probably
also have a lot of trouble picking which vintage of wine to drink. From what
I’ve heard the place is a paradise, but even if it isn’t—it has to be better
than where we’re coming from. So no, we’re not going back. Besides, remember
what Destra told us. They probably won’t even let us leave.”


“Exactly! Doesn’t that sound like a trap to you?”


“You think they want a bunch of skriffs like us to go looking for them?
If that’s the case, then they wouldn’t have been hiding all this time. No,
Avilon is a well-kept secret, because if everyone knew about it, then they’d
all want to live there, and my bet is they have enough people living there
already. 


“Make people immortal and what’s the next thing that happens? The next
thing that happens, Kiddie, is their population growth explodes. If no one ever
dies and everyone keeps having kids, that growth curve becomes exponential and
pretty soon the entire galaxy is overrun with people. That’s exactly what
happened with the Sythians, and it’s why they’re here now.”


“So why don’t we see Avilonians everywhere?” Alara asked. “Why didn’t
they take over our galaxy instead of the Sythians?”


“Maybe they have a way of keeping their population under control. Maybe
they don’t even have kids anymore.”


“And I’m pregnant,” Alara snorted. “You still think it’ll be a good place
to raise a child?”


“Alara, we don’t have a choice, so just try to be positive, okay?”


She was quiet for a long while, contemplating that. Then he felt a soft
tug on his arm as she pulled one of his hands away from the controls. He turned
to see her wide violet eyes full of unshed tears. “Just promise me we’re going
to be okay, Ethan. That’s all I ask.”


Ethan shot her an unconvincing smile. “We’re going to be okay, Kiddie.”
With that, he leaned across the space between the pilot’s and copilot’s chairs
and gave her a kiss.


“Are you sure?” she asked, withdrawing slowly to look him in the eye.


He’d nodded and squeezed her hand. “I’m positive.”


Ethan snapped out of his reverie and shook his head. He wasn’t positive at
all, but he couldn’t afford to sit around paralyzed with fear. He had to focus
on the solution, and right now that solution was for them to find Avilon.


Ethan glanced at the Trinity’s SLS timer. They were just five minutes
from reversion to real space, and this time, they wouldn’t be reverting at some
intermediary nav point along the way. They were about to reach the actual
coordinates which Destra had given them. Ethan’s heart began to pound and his
palms grew slick with sweat. He tried but failed to contain his excitement. He
considered calling Alara to come up to the cockpit, but she was resting in their
quarters, and the last time he’d checked in on her she wasn’t in the best of
moods, so he decided to let her sleep.


Ethan watched the timer slowly tick down to zero. He didn’t even bother to
look up as the streaking swirls of superluminal space disappeared with a flash
of light. His eyes remained glued to the grid, searching for any blips on
gravidar. After a few seconds, when the grid was still devoid of contacts,
Ethan frowned and shook his head. He tried expanding the Trinity’s sensor
range from the default one hundredth of a light year to a full one tenth of a
light year. At that range it would take over 15 minutes rather than one second
for his ship’s computer to completely scan the accompanying volume of space and
update his gravidar with any new contacts, but when it did, he was sure to find
something.


While he waited, Ethan found the nearest planet and set course for it. A
mottled blue sphere came into view. He magnified that view and queried his
ship’s sensors for details on the planet. It was a water world with 1.25 times
standard gravity, a breathable atmosphere, and approximately 2% of its surface
dotted with small islands. The equatorial temperature was 317 degrees Kelvin,
making it on the hot side of balmy, and although it was listed on his star
charts, the world didn’t even have a name, just a designation—GK-465.
That was a good indication that it was worthless. Even barren rocks had names. 


Ethan felt a crushing weight of despair. He worked hard to calm his racing
heart as a sweaty surge of anxiety pulsed through him. If this was the
Avilonians’ forward base, then where were they? 


They must be hiding. If they’d gone to so much trouble to hide
themselves from the rest of the galaxy, then of course they wouldn’t just
suddenly change their minds about it now. Ethan keyed his comm to broadcast on
an open channel and then he said, “This is Ethan Ortane, Captain of the Trinity,
hailing from what remains of the Imperium of Star Systems. If anyone can
hear this message, please respond; we are in urgent need of assistance.”


He waited a full minute with the comms open, listening for a reply. When
none came, he tried repeating the message, but again, there was no response.
Ethan accepted that with a frown. You want to hide? All right, I’ll play
that game.


Fifteen minutes later, his ship finished updating the grid, now to a range
of one tenth of a light year, but besides a few more planets and some outlying
asteroid belts, there was still nothing out there. Cold dread began
trickling through Ethan’s gut.


Now the planet was all he could see out the forward viewport. It lay close
beneath his ship. A moment later, the Trinity began to shudder and shake
around him as it hit the upper atmosphere. “Frek . . .” he hissed, fumbling
with the dial to set the IMS from 98% to 100%. The shuddering stopped. He hoped
he’d adjusted the controls in time to keep from waking Alara, but he supposed
he’d know the answer to that soon.


A carpet of angry storm clouds appeared below him, racing up to greet his
ship. The Trinity sliced into them and everything turned a dark,
purplish blue. Raindrops began pelting the forward viewports, and then a
blinding flash of lightning lit up the clouds from within, followed by a crack
of thunder which rumbled through the cockpit. Ethan grimaced at that. Alara had
to be awake by now. Decreasing the ship’s angle of descent, he began
configuring the autopilot for a grid search of the planet. He couldn’t assume
that the Avilonians were hiding on one of the planet’s islands; they were just
as likely to be found hovering above the surface, or floating beneath it in
some type of underwater facility. 


While he was still configuring the autopilot, Ethan heard the cockpit door swish
open behind him, followed by Alara’s voice: “What’s going on?”


He turned to her with a smile. “Hello, Darling.”


“Darling, hoi? Why didn’t you tell me we’d arrived?”


“I thought you could use the sleep.”


“Thanks, I guess. Have you made contact yet?” Alara asked as she slid into
the copilot’s station.


Ethan cleared his throat. “I’m working on it.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“It means I haven’t found them yet.”


“Well haven’t they found you?”


“Not that I know of.”


“Did you try the comms?”


“Yes—no reply.”


“Are you sure we’re at the right coordinates?”


Ethan sighed. “Look, I’ve checked everything, and tried everything—my guess
is they don’t want to reveal themselves until they have no other choice.”


“Either that or your ex-wife sent us on a one-way trip into the middle of
frekking nowhere.”


The clouds parted and an angry black sea appeared below them. Even from
several kilometers up, the waves were marked wrinkles on the face of the water.
Lightning flashed overhead and another rumble of thunder roared through the
cockpit.


“Why would she do that?” Ethan asked.


“Maybe she’s jealous. You saw the way she was looking at us—like we have
everything she wants.”


“That’s ridiculous.”


“Is it?”


“Our son is missing. Dark Space is overrun. Hoff is dead. Even if she
is jealous, she has bigger issues to deal with. Whatever else Destra may be,
she’s not that petty. The Avilonians are here. We just have to find them. Think
about it, if you were trying to hide from the rest of the galaxy, why would you
leave your forward base out in the open where everyone could find it? You’d
find a way to hide it from nosey passersby.”


“Yea, well there aren’t exactly a lot of passersby left in the galaxy, so
what are they hiding from now?”


“Maybe they’re hiding from the same thing we were—” Ethan suggested.
“—Sythians.” 


“Maybe,” Alara replied. A frown graced her smooth, pearly white skin, and
she bent over her control station. “Or maybe you’re just not asking nicely
enough. Let me try the comms.”


Ethan watched with one eyebrow skeptically raised as Alara set the comms to
broadcast on all channels and then spoke into the audio pickups. “This is Alara
Ortane of the Trinity, we know you’re out there, you motherfrekkers!”


“Hoi!” Ethan slapped the mute button. “What are doing?”


“What?”


“We want to find them so we can talk, not so they can blow us out of the
sky!”


All the same, Ethan found himself listening to the crackle and hiss of the
comms, hoping to hear a reply.


None came.


“Look,” Ethan said. “We’ll grid search the planet. I’ll put it on auto and
set an alert to notify us when something comes up on the scopes. A few days
from now when we’ve scanned every square meter of this planet, we’re bound to
have something to go on.”


Alara shook her head slowly and turned to him with wide, frightened eyes.
“What if we don’t?”


Ethan noticed that she had one arm wrapped around her belly as if to protect
their unborn child from some unseen threat. He reached for her other hand and
gave it a reassuring squeeze. “We will. Everything is going to be all right,
Alara. I promise.” Ethan forced a smile for her sake and then leaned over to kiss
her. His lips brushed hers, softly at first, but she returned his kiss with
unexpected force. Ethan let himself be carried away by the moment until they
broke apart, panting and gasping for air. “Why don’t you go back to our
quarters,” he said. “I’ll finish setting up the autopilot and then meet you
there.”


Alara nodded and shot him a wan smile. “Don’t be late . . .”


Her hand trailed lightly up his thigh as she left, and he turned to watch
her leave. The tight black leggings she wore clung to her in a way which left
nothing to the imagination. Ethan let out his frustration in a long, slow
breath. Alara opened the cockpit and turned from the open doorway with a sly
grin. “See you soon, handsome.”


He nodded and returned that grin. If nothing else, at least they could
distract themselves from the fact that their future, which had looked so bright
a month ago, now teetered on a knife’s edge above an uncertain abyss.












Chapter 22





112 standard galactic hours since last contact with
unknown vessel . . .


Captain Caldin
stared at the grid, her eyes fixed on the enemy warship. They were still
trailing behind the Intrepid by more than a hundred klicks, safely out
of range. Now that they’d slowed down, torpedoes were no longer out of the
question, but Caldin didn’t think a volley of torpedoes would get past whatever
passed for the Avilonians’ AMS (anti-missile system). No, they were defenseless
and at the Avilonians’ mercy. The Intrepid had spent the last four and a
half days decelerating from over one tenth the speed of light to their present
velocity of just over one kilometer per second.


“Stand by to lower our shields,” Caldin said.


“Standing by . . .” Delayn replied from the engineering station.


“Lower them.”


“Shields disabled.”


Caldin waited, chewing her lower lip and tapping her foot. A full minute
passed like that. She looked up from the star map to find her comms officer.
Now that the crew was awake, Corpsman Terl was back in med bay with the other
medical staff, and her regular comms officer was sitting in his place. 


“What are they waiting for?” Caldin asked.


“Maybe they haven’t noticed yet?” Delayn suggested.


“I’d hail them to let them know, but they’re either unwilling or unable to
receive comms from us. Are the Gors standing by at the hangar?”


“Yes, ma’am,” the comms officer replied. 


“Good, and our Novas?”


“Ready and waiting to launch.”


“Then I suppose all we can do is wait for the krak to hit the turbines.”


“Or us,” Delayn added.


“Mind your station, Commander.”


Another minute later the bridge speakers squealed in protest and the
gravelly voice from four days ago returned. “We are coming aboard now . . .” it
said.


“This is it, people!” Caldin called out, starting from the captain’s table
at a run. “I’m going to the hangar bay to greet them. Let me know the instant
anything changes.”


“Yes, ma’am,” the comm officer replied.


But Caldin never made it off the bridge. The air in front of the doors began
to shimmer, and she skidded to a stop a dozen meters from them. A sound like
rushing water filled the air, and then she was slapped in the face by a strong
gust of wind. That gust almost knocked her off her feet, and the shock of what
she saw next left her gaping in silence. 


Three men in dazzling suits of armor had just appeared out of nowhere. 


Caldin’s brain hurried to fill in the blanks. They must have sent a cloaked
ship to board the Intrepid and then somehow snuck aboard and made their
way to the bridge using cloaking armor.


Their armor was highly reflective and it glowed a brilliant blue-white, dazzling
her eyes. They wore matching helmets with even more brilliantly glowing visors.
The taller man, who stood in the middle of the three, wore a shimmering blue
cape that cascaded down from his shoulders, and a strange emblem was etched
into his breastplate. The emblem glowed a deep blue, the same color as his
cape, and was comprised of the letter A—A for Avilon?
Caldin wondered. In the center was a spiral suggestive of a spiral galaxy with
brilliant white points of light that resembled stars, and in the center of that
was a pattern which looked disturbingly like an eye.


The man whose armor bore that emblem stepped forward, and the same deep
gravelly voice which they had heard only a few minutes ago now echoed out
across the bridge. “In the name of the Ascendancy and the almighty Omnius, I
accept your surrender. You stand in breach of ancient covenants. Not only have
you trespassed, but you have told others to do the same. Have you anything to
say in your defense?”


Caldin shut her gaping mouth and shook her head. “Who are you?” she asked.


“That is irrelevant to these proceedings.”


“No, it’s not. You are accusing us of crimes we know nothing about. We have
a right to know who our judge is.”


“I am not your judge. Your judge is the same as ours—he is Omnius.”


“And who is this Omnius?”


Suddenly the room flashed with a blinding light, Caldin winced and looked
away. When she looked back again, she saw that the center of the symbol on the
taller Avilonian’s breast plate was now glowing as bright as a sun, and the entire
bridge was awash with the light.


“I am,” a new voice boomed. The voice was so loud and resonant that it
sounded like rolling thunder.


“You are what?” Caldin asked in a small voice.


One of the other Avilonians took a sudden step forward and raised glowing
palms toward her. Before Caldin could wonder what he was doing, she heard a whoosh
of air; her stomach lurched, and she saw the ceiling rushing up to greet her.
She hit with a crunch, and a sharp spike of pain erupted in her
shoulder. Caldin began falling back to the deck, but an invisible hand seized
her just before she could land on her knees and shatter them, too. The hand
released her and she was left kneeling on all fours. Afraid to move and
aggravate her throbbing shoulder, Caldin stayed down, panting heavily and
working hard to suppress the pain. Her shoulder was almost certainly broken. What
the frek was that? she wondered. Some type of grav gun?


“That is better,” the deep, gravelly voice said. “Now you are showing the
proper respect. Do not speak again unless Omnius asks you a direct question.”


Caldin shook her head and gritted her teeth. She heard murmurs of discontent
rumbling across the bridge as crew members took umbrage at the way their
captain was being treated. It was tough to see through the blinding light, but
Caldin thought she saw a few officers getting up from their control stations to
kneel on the deck along with her. Seeing that only infuriated her more. Under
the guise of checking her injured shoulder, she raised a hand to her ear to
activate her comm piece. They needed the Gors up here ASAP. Things were already
going to the netherworld.


“You do not know me,” the voice like thunder began as Caldin whispered
orders into her comm piece, “but I know all of you. I know all of you as if you
were my own children. Yet you are not my children, because my children know
me.”


Caldin was tempted to say she was happy not to be one of those children. Of
all the things she had expected from the Avilonians when they came aboard, this
was the last thing she had imagined. Clearly the glowing eye in the
center of the Avilonian leader’s chest was a symbol of this Omnius they spoke
of. Now he, or it . . . whatever it was, was somehow communicating with
them remotely. 


Caldin finished whispering orders into her comm piece. While she waited for
the Gors to arrive, her mind turned to wondering about the eye, but she was at
a loss to understand who or what was speaking to them. Whatever it was, the
Avilonians were treating it like a deity. 


“You have come to my kingdom uninvited,” the thunderous voice said. “And
your Sythians came with you.”


“Sythians are here?” Caldin couldn’t help from blurting out.


“Do not speak!” the gravelly voice of the taller Avilonian warned once more.


Thunder rolled again, “No, let her defend herself. She does not yet
understand our customs, so she cannot be held accountable for her disrespect.”


Caldin took that as her excuse to say everything else that was on her mind.
“I don’t know who or what you are, and I don’t know what you want with us, but
I do know that you are mistaken,” she said. At that, Caldin heard the
Avilonians gasp. 


The thunder was quiet for a long moment. When it returned, it was much
softer than before, “Go on.”


Caldin tried to look up into the blinding light, but her eyes began tearing
almost immediately, and she was forced to look away. “We have not brought any
Sythians with us. None that we are aware of, at least. We were sent to
find Avilon, but until recently only one of us knew that. Allegedly, we were
sent out here to look for survivors, but our mission was cut short when we ran
into Sythians. We made a blind jump and accidentally ran into this gravity
field. We’ve been stranded here for the past three weeks.”


“You are telling the truth, but one of your people is responsible for
the Sythians’ presence here.”


Caldin shook her head. “Who?”


“He is not aboard this ship.”


“If you knew that, then why did you accuse us?”


“I didn’t. I told you the Sythians came with you. You assumed I was accusing
you of bringing them here. As for why you are stranded, it is because I
determined that you should be. No one shall enter the light without being first
invited, and I would know had I invited you.”


Caldin shook her head. “You trapped us here?”


“There are twelve overlapping gravity fields surrounding my kingdom. When an
intruder is detected, the nearest field turns on and they are forced to turn
around. I then decide whether or not to meet with them. In the past I would do
so to make them forget what they had discovered here. Now with so few of your
people left, it is rare that anyone happens upon us by accident, so I meet with
everyone. So far, the only trespassers have been refugees. In my mercy I allow
them a chance to prove that they are worthy to become children of the light.”


Caldin felt shock coursing through her. She opened her mouth to say
something, but the words got stuck in her throat, leaving her mouth agape. The
Avilonians’ technology was astounding—artificial gravity fields several light
years across, sensors that could passively detect a ship moving through SLS . .
. Caldin shut her gaping mouth in an effort to contain her awe. She didn’t want
to give this Omnius any more justification for arrogance than it already
had. 


“What makes a person worthy?” she asked, trying but failing to
suppress her scorn. It bled clearly into her tone of voice.


“I can see that you do not like me,” the thunder said. “I also know that you
have called for help and that the ones you called are standing outside right
now, about to burst in and kill my three servants here.”


Caldin’s heart seemed to freeze in her chest. How could Omnius possibly know
that? Had he overheard her speaking into her comm piece?


“Tell your . . . Gors to surrender before they get hurt.”


Caldin forced herself to look up at the blinding light just as the doors
behind the three Avilonians swished open. She smiled. “Too late, Omni-frek.
Tell your men to stand down before they get hurt. They’re trespassing on
my ship.”


Suddenly the blinding light diminished as the three Avilonians turned away
from her. Nothing appeared to have come in, and the bridge doors swished shut
almost as soon as they had opened, but Caldin knew better than to let that fool
her. The Gors were all cloaked.


The caped Avilonian crossed his forearms in front of him and a shimmering
bubble of light expanded out from where he stood to surround all three of them.
The air seemed to buzz and crackle with energy. Then the two flanking
Avilonians raised their arms with palms outward, just as Caldin had seen one of
them do before she’d been thrown against the ceiling.


Suddenly the mysterious bubble of light flashed and Caldin saw something
glossy and black hit the floor with a thud. She gaped at it in horror.
It was a Gor’s arm, sliced off cleanly at the elbow. A loud hissing noise
filled the air—the Gor who’d lost his arm screaming in pain, or more likely,
outrage.


The Avilonians began gesturing wildly in the air. Then came a raucous series
of booming thuds as if someone were beating the bulkheads with
sledgehammers. Caldin’s eyes were drawn toward each thud as it
sounded—to the bulkheads, the deck, the ceiling, and finally to the bridge
doors. A deep dent appeared in the doors, revealing a slice of the corridor beyond.
It looked as if they’d been hit with a battering ram. The battering ram in
question appeared a moment later, a glossy black shadow lying on the deck,
hissing and writhing in pain.


Back was the thunderous voice of Omnius. “Do not let them suffer,” it said.
The glowing bubble of energy vanished, and then the Avilonians unleashed
screeching beams of blinding white light from their palms. One Gor at a time,
the hissing stopped, and fallen Gors appeared all around them, their armor
smoking and glowing with a faint orange light. Caldin was left staring in
horror at the scene.


“How did you see them?” Caldin asked, unable to believe what she’d just
witnessed. The Gors had been cloaked!


The taller Avilonian turned back to her and the glowing eye in the
center of his chest swelled to a blinding brightness once more. “I see
everything!” Omnius replied. “Did you really think you could hide them from
me?”


“You didn’t have to kill them! They were already incapacitated.”


“Not all are worthy of redemption,” the thunder said. “Now, explain to me
why you came.”


“We came to get help! The last of us are holed up and hiding in an isolated
corner of the galaxy called Dark Space. A few weeks ago the Sythians arrived
there with a fleet. We need your help to fight them off before they can finish
what they started when they came to this galaxy. If you won’t help us for our
sake, consider this—they’re coming for you next. We know they’ve been looking
for Avilon for some time now. It won’t be long before they discover you.”


“They have already discovered us,” Omnius replied. “And it is too late for
us to help you. Your people have lost the fight. Your leaders surrendered, and
the Sythians now have complete control of Dark Space. They are busy enslaving
your people to replace the Gors as crew for their fleets.”


“What?” Caldin couldn’t believe it. “How can you possibly know that?”


“I know many things.”


“I don’t believe you,” Caldin replied. “We would never surrender to
Sythians.”


“No? Look. . . . and you shall see.” With that, the blinding light
diminished and Caldin risked looking up. The air before the Avilonians
shimmered briefly and then a hologram appeared, projected from the eye
of Omnius. A familiar Sythian with translucent skin, pale lavender freckles,
and gills in the sides of his neck appeared. Caldin watched the alien’s lips
move and listened to the translation which followed.


“Humans, I am High Lord Kaon. Your rulers surrender to us, and you are now
subjects of the Sythian Coalition. You surely require proof to convince you,
and so . . .” The camera panned to show Admiral Hoff Heston standing to one
side of Kaon. His hands were bound, his gray hair dirty and matted with sweat.
Stubble covered his dirty, tear-stained cheeks, and blood stains marred the
once pristine white of his now torn and tattered uniform. The holo froze there,
and then it faded and the blinding light returned. Caldin winced and looked
away.


“Now that you know the fate of your people, we must get back to deciding the
fate of you and your crew. What do you know about us?”


“Nothing,” Caldin lied.


“If you wish to live, you won’t lie to me again. What do you know about us?”


Caldin wondered how Omnius knew that she’d lied, but she decided it didn’t
matter. She told the truth this time, explaining what Atton had told her about
the immortals and the Sythians. She told them how humanity had evolved in the
Getties Cluster on a mythical world called Origin, which was really
Sythia. She recounted how humanity discovered a way to live forever by
cloning themselves and transferring their consciousness to those clones at or
before death via Lifelink implants. Then she explained about the Great War
which had erupted between mortals and immortals, eventually driving the latter
to flee the Getties Cluster. She told them how the mortals who won the war and
stayed behind in the Getties had turned to manipulating their genome in order
to live longer lives. When that failed to make them immortal, they went back to
doing the very thing they had fought to stop—cloning themselves to live
forever. By this point all their genetic tampering and unconstrained evolution
made them into an entirely new species—the Sythians. As their population grew
out of control, the Sythians continued their genetic tampering in order to
create bodies for themselves which were uniquely suited to the worlds where
they were forced to live, thus the Sythians became a collection of similar, but
different species. Once their population grew too large for their galaxy to
support, they turned to the Adventa Galaxy to continue expanding, but the
Adventa Galaxy was already populated with humans, so they set about to
annihilate humanity in order to make room for themselves.


Despite the blinding light radiating from Omnius, Caldin noticed the
Avilonians exchanging wide-eyed looks, as if they were hearing all of this for
the first time.


“How do you know all of this?” Omnius boomed, sounding as though he were
surprised, too.


“It was told to me by one of my commanders—the one we sent to find you and
ask for help. He was in turn told by his stepfather, Admiral Hoff Heston—the
man from the hologram. The Admiral found out about these things from the
Sythians. I am told that he was once one of your people—an Avilonian himself.”


“An exile. Yes, I know this man. He came to us for help not long ago. He
needed food for his refugees.”


“Why was he exiled?”


“That was before my time, just after the Great War between mortals and
immortals. . . . If what you are saying about these Sythians is true, then that
war, which we all still remember, was not the first war which we have fought
over immortality.”


“It would appear that history has repeated itself at least once,” Caldin
agreed. 


“That explains why your admiral’s offense was so grievous to the royal
council.”


“What did he do?”


“He advocated mortality as a choice. He said that people should have the
freedom to live a natural life and to have at least one child per person as a
reward for that choice. He argued that the Great War and the rebellion all
started because breeding was strictly regulated, and because not everyone
wanted to live forever. He believed that giving the rebels what they wanted
would prevent another war, but the council did not agree about the causes for
the war, and his proposal was rejected. He was stripped of all rank and
privilege for daring to propose such a thing. Rather than leave it at that, he
appealed directly to the citizens, hoping to gain popular support and force the
council to admit that he was right. He was caught and exiled for treason.”


“If what the admiral did was so despicable, why did you agree to help feed
his Enclave?”


“Why should innocent people suffer for his mistake?”


“That’s a noble sentiment.” For some reason Caldin didn’t buy Omnius’s
concern for innocent people but she let it go. There was something else
that didn’t add up. “Why didn’t Hoff mention you?”


“Me?”


“You—what are you? I’ve never heard of any Omnius.”


“Yes you have, but you don’t know it, and neither does your admiral. He went
to our outpost, and I did not meet with him personally. I do not reveal myself
to everyone.”


“So what makes us so special?”


“You are trespassing in Ascendancy space, so I am forced to cast a judgment.
If I decide to let you leave, you will not leave here with any memory of this
encounter.”


“And if you don’t let us leave?”


“Then it will be because I have decided to let you join my kingdom.”


Caldin shook her head. “What are you?”


“Your legends speak of me, and of my chosen people—you call them Immortals,
and you call me—”


“Etherus . . .” Caldin breathed.


“Yes,” Omnius replied.


Caldin’s jaw dropped and she forced herself to look up into the blinding
light. “Etherus is a god.”


“I am a god,” Omnius boomed. “The only god you will ever meet.”


Caldin’s eyes began to burn and tear. “Are you saying that you created us?”


“No, you created me.”


“Then whatever you are . . . you aren’t really our god, are you?” Tears
streamed down her cheeks, but she refused to look away from the light,
determined to show this Omnius that she was not subservient to it. “We are your
gods,” she added with a sardonic smile.


“Blasphemy!” one of the Avilonians screamed. There came another whoosh of
air, and Caldin felt herself ripped off the deck once more. This time when she
hit the ceiling, she hit her head, and the infernal light of Omnius disappeared
as she plunged into a hazy darkness.


* * *


Captain Caldin awoke with a tickling sensation in the back of her head; then
her eyes popped open and she saw one of the Avilonians standing over her with a
glowing wand. She watched him pass the wand over her shoulder and the tickling
sensation moved to there. When the sensation passed, the nauseating ache in her
shoulder went with it.


“What are you doing to me?” she asked.


The Avilonian gave no reply. She sat up, and he withdrew, walking back
toward the blinding light which was still suffusing the bridge. Based on
that, she assumed that she hadn’t been unconscious for long. 


“What now?” she demanded of the light. “If you won’t send reinforcements to
Dark Space, what are you going to do with me and my crew?”


“I did not say I wouldn’t send reinforcements. I merely told you that it is
too late to save your people. Nevertheless, the time has come for the Sythians
to meet their end.”


Caldin shook her head in bewilderment. “That’s it? Just like that you decide
that they should be stopped? Why now? Why didn’t you stop them ten years ago
when they came to our galaxy?”


The blinding light seemed to swell and then diminish to half its former
brightness. “We were not aware of the threat until it was too late to stop it.”


“You have sensors that can detect ships travelling at superluminal speeds
while they’re still light years away, and you expect me to believe that
you didn’t know we were being slaughtered by the trillions?”


“No, we became aware of the Sythians long before your people did. We have
been preparing for their arrival ever since.”


“What? You knew and you didn’t think to warn us?”


“If I have been unable to adequately prepare in the last half a century,
then what makes you think you could have? They are the threat of all threats, a
species so ruthless and so numerous that we could not have stopped them even if
all of humanity had found a way to stand together. The only way to survive the
invasion was to hide from it, and we are very good at hiding.”


“Coward,” Caldin spat.


“Great One, I beg your permission to kill her,” the taller Avilonian said,
sounding as though he spoke through gritted teeth.


“No, she will learn. As for why now—the answer is that your Sythians have finally
found us, and it is pointless for us to go on pretending that we do not exist.
Now it is time for us to put our preparations to the test.”


“I get it. So when your asses are on the line you do something, but when
it’s ours, you can just leave us to die.”


“You may not believe this, but I and my children have gone to a great deal
of trouble to save your people.”


“Like what? I’d never even heard of Avilon until recently, so explain
to me how the frek you’ve been trying to save us?”


Omnius gave no reply for a long moment. The light shining from the “eye” in
the center of the taller Avilonian’s chest swelled once more and then
disappeared entirely. 


Caldin’s eyes narrowed angrily. “Come back here! You can’t answer me, can
you?”


The three Avilonians began speaking quickly amongst themselves in a language
that Caldin didn’t understand. They gestured wildly and then turned in a quick
circle to look around the bridge.


She was peripherally aware of someone crouching down beside her. It was her
XO, Cobrale Delayn. “What do you think’s going on?” he asked.


Caldin shook her head. “I don’t know.”


“They don’t look too happy,” Delayn replied, pointing at the trio of
Avilonians who were still talking at high speed and gesturing frenetically.


A loud banging interrupted Caldin’s thoughts, drawing everyone’s attention
toward the source of the noise—the bridge doors. Even the Avilonians were
distracted by the sound. Caldin heard muffled shouting beyond the doors. Some
of the other crew had obviously come looking for them. A few seconds later the
crackling hiss of a cutting beam started up, and the Avilonian with the cape
turned away from the doors to stare at her. The glowing ellipse which was his
faceplate remained fixed on her for a long moment. Then he seemed to come to a
decision and he began stalking toward her.


“You—” the Avilonian said as he approached, “—you are the captain of this
vessel, are you not?”


Caldin nodded as Delayn helped her to her feet. “I am.”


“I’m commandeering this vessel for the Ascendancy. Your crew and your ship
will fight for me. You will relay my orders to them. If they do not obey, they
will die, is this understood?”


Caldin shook her head, bewildered by those demands. “Our technology is far
less advanced than yours. What possible use could we be to you?”


“This vessel is the only one I now have to call upon.”


“What? What happened to yours?”


“It has been remotely deactivated, along with every other vessel and weapon
that we possess. Omnius is not responding, and the gravity fields where you and
your Sythians were stranded have all now been deactivated.”


Delayn whistled quietly. “Someone frekked things up good. You have
centralized control for everything, don’t you?”


“Yes, how do you know this?”


“Just a wild guess,” Delayn said. “Here’s another one for you. That little
flashlight of yours—Omnius—he’s the one who controls everything.”


The Avilonian standing before them loomed close to Delayn and shook an
armored fist in his face. “If you wish to live, you will show more respect.”


“You need me. I don’t need you.”


“For now . . .” the Avilonian growled. He turned back to Caldin. “We must
go. I fear something terrible has happened.”


Caldin nodded slowly. “Comms!” she bellowed, spinning around to find the
officer at the comms station. “Tell our crew outside the bridge not to be
alarmed; everything is under control, but do have them finish cutting through
the doors—just in case we might like to leave the bridge some day. Make sure
they understand the Avilonians are on our side, and that they’re going to be
joining us for a while.”


“Yes, ma’am!”


“All right,” Caldin said, turning back to the Avilonian with the cape. “What
now, your lordship?”


“I am not a lord. In your language you would call me a Strategian—a Captain,
I believe.”


“Do you have a name, Mr. Strategian?”


“I am Master Galan Rovik.”


“Master?”


“It is a title.”


“I see . . .”


“We are wasting time. No more questions. We must go—now.”


“All right, Master Strategian . . . where are we going?”


“To Avilon.”


“All right, but I have one question before we go,” Caldin said. “Who is
Omnius?”


Galan regarded her silently, but it was Delayn who replied, “He is an AI.
Obviously far more advanced than any of our own artificial intelligences.”


“Yes,” Galan replied, “but he is much more than that. He is our ruler, a
benevolent intelligence so vast that we cannot even begin to comprehend him;
for countless millennia Omnius has selflessly devoted his life to rule our
people with fairness and wisdom—he is a god. He is our god, but now I fear
something terrible has happened to him.”


“If he’s a god,” Caldin said, “then why does he need our help?”


“I do not know. All I can say is that nothing like this has ever happened
before. Omnius does not simply stop being; he does not lose control for
even an instant. He is constantly in contact with us and us with him. For that
to have changed, and for all of our vessels to suddenly be deactivated . . .
Omnius must have been shut down.”


“Some god you have there, Galan. He’s the first deity I’ve ever heard of
that has an on/off switch.”


“Silence! Take us to Avilon or I will kill you for your blasphemy.”


Caldin snorted and shook her head, turning to stalk down the gangway to the
captain’s table. “Well, you’d better give me the coordinates!” she called out.
Then the bridge doors opened with a boom as two freshly cut pieces of
duranium fell out of place and crashed to the deck. Caldin turned to see
Commander Ortane standing in the opening with a handful of pilots and
sentinels. They had their rifles and sidearms drawn. “What the frek?” someone called
out.


“Stand down!” Caldin said just as the pair of Avilonians still standing by
the doors crossed their forearms in front of them and produced another
shimmering blue shield like the one which had sliced a Gor’s arm off. One of
the sentinels called out in alarm and opened fire on the expanding bubble of
energy. The laser bolt bounced straight back at him and hit the bulkhead beside
his head. 


Caldin’s gritted her teeth. “I said stand down! They’re on our side! All of
you—back to your stations!”


The Avilonians’ shield disappeared as quickly as it had appeared, and the
men standing gawking in the entrance of the bridge began to withdraw. Caldin
shook her head and turned back to the captain’s table just as Galan Rovik came
up beside her. 


“Your people lack discipline.”


“Yes,” she agreed. Gone were the days of strict military discipline. Now the
ISSF had to take what it could get, and these days, what it could get were the
dregs.


“It will not go well for them in Avilon.”


“What do you mean by that?”


“Never mind. Time is short.”


“No, I want to know—if we’re going to help you, I’ll be frekked if I’m going
to let you turn around and throw us to the rictans when it’s all over.”


Galan regarded her patiently. “I will vouch for you to Omnius, but we must
hurry, or all of us may soon be beyond helping.”


“Fine,” Caldin replied. “Give me the coordinates.”


Galan shook his head. “You will not understand them. Show me your navigation
system and I will do my best to find Avilon.”


Caldin pointed to the star map already rising out of the captain’s table.
“There you go.”


Galan frowned at the map for long seconds before turning to her. “We need a
common reference point. The speed of light for distance, and one of your
standard orbits for time.”


Caldin arched an eyebrow at him. “You mean a year?”


Galan took a moment to reply. “Yes . . . a year.”


“How is it that you can speak our language but you don’t know our systems of
measurement or time?”


“Because I use your language, but I do not use either your time or your
measurements.”


Caldin shrugged and turned back to the map. She played with the controls
until the map zoomed out to a scale of several light years. Then she pointed to
the glowing green icon in the center of the map, which was the Intrepid. “We
are here.” Then she pointed to the red icon which appeared to be right beside
them. “You’re in the same place for all intents and purposes.” The red icon had
a line trailing from it to the exact same point where the Intrepid was
in the 3D map. At the scale she’d set, the spatial distance between their ships
was so slight that it was impossible to see, so the icons had to be
artificially separated. 


Galan pointed to their two ships. “How many orbits would it take for light
to travel between our ships?”


“You want me to tell you that in light years? We’re less than two hundred
klicks away from each other.”


“It will be a very small number, but the distance between our ships was
known to us before we lost power. Our forward velocities are matched unless you
have begun accelerating; therefore, it is another common reference point which
we can use to translate between the two systems of scale.”


“How long is this going to take?” Caldin asked.


“I am not sure. Once we know how to translate our distances to yours, we
will have to translate your coordinate system to our own, but that part should
not take long. Is there someone who can help explain your coordinate system and
put it in terms of the distance light travels in one of your standard orbits?”


Caldin sighed. “Delayn!”


“Right here, ma’am,” he said, appearing on the other side of her.


“Help Master Rovik translate our coordinate system. We can’t leave here
until we know where we have to go.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


* * *


“My Lord . . .”


The telepathic intrusion jolted Shondar out of his dream.


“What isss it? I am resting.” Shondar was not resting; he was
drowning his sorrows in the Gasha’s dream room. He lifted the helmet
from his head, forcing himself back to cruel reality. Not even the endless
enjoyment which he could derive from immersing himself in his waking dreams was
enough to diminish the depressing truth. They were doomed to spend five or six orbits
travelling through real space just to get back to a point where they could jump
to SLS once more. Even for one with a life as long as his, it was almost too
much to bear. In five orbits’ time he was supposed to have been on Sythia
basking in the fame and glory of his conquests. Now, he would be returning in
shame.


“There is a new development. We are no longer trapped here. Our
superluminal drives work once more.”


“What?” Shondar’s heart began to pound and his pallid gray skin
flushed a darker shade of gray with his excitement. “You lie.”


“It is the truth, My Lord.”


“Then why do we wait? Get us out of here!”


“Where do we go?”


Shondar hesitated only a moment. “To Avilon,” he said, baring his
black teeth and hissing eagerly. How quickly things changed. The glory of
Avilon’s discovery and subsequent conquest would be his after all.












Chapter 23





On GK-465 the
nights were dark and terrifying. No stars or moon were visible, and endless
storms raged through the swollen sky. Ethan watched out the viewport as a fork
of lightning split the horizon all the way down to the black, raging ocean
below. The sky turned purple, as if bruised by its own violence. Then the light
was gone, plunging the world into darkness once more. The roar of thunder never
came, because the Trinity was travelling many times the speed of sound.


A few minutes passed in the dark. Deprived of sight, Ethan’s ears took over,
magnifying the sound of the ship’s air cyclers and Alara’s steady breathing
where she lay on the bed beside him. Then the world beyond the viewport grew
light once more, and a red glow appeared on the horizon. Ethan frowned,
wondering what it might be. Hope abruptly swelled in his chest and he sat up in
bed to watch that light more carefully. Could it be the Avilonians? Was that
the light of a starship hovering high above the surface of the world?


Then the angry red eye of the moon poked through a rare hole in the planet’s
stormy sky, and Ethan’s hopes were dashed. He stared at that red iris for long
seconds. The moon stared back, seeming to follow their ship with malevolent
scorn. They were out of place. What were they doing on GK-465? No man-made
object had any right to be here in a place of such emptiness. There was nothing
to see and nothing to do. The planet’s barrenness mocked them, warning them
away and telling them to go home. But they had no home, and no fuel to go back
to it.


Then the moon was gone, retreating into a thick black veil of clouds.
Darkness reigned once more, and Ethan held back a sigh. He turned to study the
walls of his and Alara’s quarters aboard the Trinity. Lacquered wood
paneling gleamed in the faint light of the room’s glow panels. Having once
belonged to the decadent crime lord, Alec Brondi, the Trinity still bore
the mark of his excesses. It was an old military corvette, converted to become
a rich mobster’s yacht, then converted once more to be a freelancer’s trade
ship—Ethan’s trade ship. The Trinity had seen a much longer life
than was ever intended for her. Were the Imperium still alive and well, she
would have been decommissioned long ago, replaced by a more modern model. Now
humanity scarcely had the resources to maintain the ships it had, let alone
build new ones, but with the Sythian occupation, none of that mattered anymore.
Millions were being enslaved. By Ethan’s calculations, one in every five people
would disappear, never to be seen or heard from again. He’d thought he and Alara
would be escaping that fate by accepting this mission, but he’d been wrong.
They’d come all this way just to find an uninhabited world which, if it came to
it, wouldn’t even be hospitable enough to support the two of them. They weren’t
going to be seen or heard from again either.


Ethan was beginning to wonder if Alara had been right. She’d suggested that
maybe his ex-wife, Destra, had sent them out here to die. Ethan wasn’t sure if
Destra were capable of such outright evil, but he hadn’t thought her capable of
remarrying so soon after losing him, and yet she’d done that, too.


Shaking his head, his thoughts turned back to the problem at hand. The week
leading up to their arrival at GK-465 had been accompanied by anxiety over how
the Avilonians would react to the Trinity’s unexpected appearance at
their forward base. That heart-pounding anticipation had long since faded. Now
the focus of their anxiety had switched to wondering where the Avilonians were.
The Trinity had spent the last four days on autopilot, grid-searching
the surface of GK-465 with sensors actively scanning, and an alarm set to sound
through the ship at even the faintest sign of life. So far, no alarms had
sounded, and gravidar logs corroborated that. No electromagnetic radiation had
been detected, and no man-made objects had been found either floating above the
raging black waters, or lurking in their warm depths. The planet’s smattering
of islands had been ruled out almost instantly. They were barren rocks, washed
clean by frequent tidal waves. Even if some type of base were clinging to one
of those rocky outcroppings, it would be immediately visible to both the naked
eye and scanners.


If the Avilonians had ever used this world as a forward base, clearly it had
long since been abandoned, and whatever signs they had left of their stay had
been washed into the deep.


Beside him, Alara stirred. Ethan turned to look at her—her porcelain face
was smooth, the worry lines which had accumulated there with the stress of the
past few weeks had been swept into the unknowing bliss of sleep. Afraid to wake
her with his restless tossing and turning, Ethan climbed carefully out of bed,
and padded up to the doors. 


Waving his hand across the door scanner, he stepped out into the corridor
and walked down past the ship’s combined living area and mess hall. The
luxurious appointments of the living space no longer seemed inviting to him—his
gaze skipped over the opulent white sofas and matching arm chair, and he
scarcely noticed the stain-resistant blue carpets or the recessed gold glow
panels which came on automatically as he approached and faded as he left.
Elaborate moldings at the tops of the shiny white bulkheads were just more
ambient noise. No matter how luxurious the coffin, it was still a coffin.


Ethan reached the cockpit and sat down in the pilot’s chair. Glowing
displays, readouts, and status lights filled the cockpit with a dim, blue-green
light. Beyond the forward viewport lay nothing but impenetrable black; the
night was absolute. Ethan checked over the gravidar logs, just in case
something actually had been detected and somehow failed to trigger the alarm. .
. . But there was no sign of even the faintest blip. No indication that anyone
had ever even set foot on GK-465. 


Ethan tried not to dwell on the crushing weight of despair which was
threatening to suffocate him. Instead he brought up his ship’s gravidar
configuration on the main holo display and began playing with the settings. He
doubled the range and depth and waited half a minute for the ship’s computer to
finish a new scan.


Lightning split the sky once more, momentarily drawing Ethan’s gaze away
from the grid.


Then the impossible happened—the alarm he’d set sounded, indicating a
possible contact. The lightning vanished and his gaze was back on the grid.
Neutral yellow icons were appearing en-masse, in a high orbit above the Trinity
and GK-465. 


How the frek? Ethan’s heart pounded with excitement. The contacts
were the right size and shape to be starships, but they hadn’t been there a
second ago, so where had they come from? After so much time spent searching, it
almost didn’t matter how the Trinity had detected them. Ethan aborted
his grid search of the planet and pulled up at almost a 90 degree angle in
order to make orbit as fast as possible. 


Ethan opened the comms. He was just about to hail the ships when he noticed
something else. His brow furrowed and his hand drifted away from the comms. What
the . . . ? Some fifteen capital-class vessels had appeared on the Trinity’s
scopes, but they were all dark on the grid. They weren’t radiating anything on
the electromagnetic spectrum—no engines running, no comms or sensors active, no
weapons or shields—they were all derelict.


It was a ghost fleet.


The cockpit door swished open and Ethan turned, his eyes wide and his
mouth agape. 


“I heard the alert,” Alara said, an almost forgotten hope lurking in her
voice.


“We found them . . .” Ethan said slowly.


“What?” Alara’s eyes flew wide and she broke into a broad grin. “That’s
amazing! We’ve got to . . .” She trailed off as she realized that Ethan’s
expression didn’t match her enthusiasm. “What is it?”


Ethan shook his head. “I don’t know. They’re all dark. There’s no sign of
life in any of the ships we detected.”


“Maybe that’s why they were so hard to detect?”


“I doubt it. They just appeared out of nowhere.”


“Are you saying they have cloaking shields?” Alara asked as she sat in the
copilot’s station beside him.


“No, well . . . I don’t know.”


“Have you tried hailing them?”


“I was about to when I realized that they probably won’t hear us if they’re
drifting without power.”


“You won’t know until you try.”


“Go ahead. I’m going to bring us in for a closer look.”


“Don’t get too close . . .” Alara warned. “I don’t like this.”


“Neither do I, but I don’t see how they’re a danger to us. How are they
going to shoot us? Stick their heads out the airlocks and throw rocks?” 


Alara smiled and warmth bled into her violet eyes as she turned to speak
into the comm. “This is Alara Ortane of the Trinity. We are low on fuel
and require immediate assistance. Please respond if you receive this message.”


The comms crackled and popped with static as the Trinity roared
through the planet’s upper atmosphere. Clouds and stormy skies yielded to the
diamond sparkle of stars. Ethan set visual auto-scaling to 500% and suddenly
the Avilonian fleet appeared in the distance. Their ships were oblong and
rectangular, white and glowing with reflected light from the system’s sun,
which was just now peeking over the horizon of the planet below. 


“There’s no response,” Alara said, turning to him with wide violet eyes.
“What should we do?”


“I’m going to get us closer to one of those ships.”


“What for?”


“We’re going to board them.”


“I don’t see any open hangars . . .”


“So we make one.”


“That’s a nice way to ask for help—we tried knocking on your door, but
you didn’t answer, so we decided to break it down.”


“Maybe they need our help?” he suggested. Alara looked dubious, and
he shrugged. “Either way, we don’t have a choice. I don’t see any other
starships around here that might hail from the Avilonian Empire.”


“You’re right, but we’re not going unarmed.”


“You’re not going at all,” Ethan replied.


“Excuse me?”


“You’re going to be in the cockpit with the thrusters hot and ready for a
getaway. If I don’t come back, or if you suddenly lose contact with me, you
take off and get as far from here as you can. Look for a habitable world.”


“I’m not leaving you behind, Ethan, and you’re not going alone.”


But half an hour later, when Ethan had finished cutting a hole in the
nearest derelict vessel’s hull, Alara wasn’t standing beside him in the
airlock. She was waiting at the pilot’s station, staying in touch with him via
comms. 


“You better come back here in one piece, Ethan Ortane, or I’m going to rip you
apart myself.”


“I love you, too, sweetheart.”


“Don’t you sweetheart me.”


Ethan grinned behind the faceplate of his vac suit and began playing with
the settings on his grav gun. He set the gun for a heavy load, and then
targeted the glowing, red-hot circle he’d cut in the outer hull of the
Avilonian ship. Holding down the trigger, he heard a metallic groan, followed
by a hiss of molten metal dripping down to the hermetic seal which had extended
from the Trinity’s main airlock. Ethan hoped those molten beads of
duranium or whatever other alloy the ship’s hull was made of didn’t burn a hole
through that seal and into space. He was wearing a vac suit, but that didn’t
mean he’d survive sudden depressurization of the airlock.


“Everything all right down there?” Alara asked.


“Just fine . . .” Ethan replied as the glowing hot circle of alloy popped
free and began drifting toward him. He set it down on the floor. That done, he
turned to peer into the shadowy hole he’d cut. Unable to see anything clearly,
he drew his sidearm and snapped on the scope light. A regular ship’s deck
appeared below. The Avilonian ship was oriented so that its deck lay
dead ahead, rather than down as it should have been. 


“I’m going in.”


“Are you sure? Is it safe?”


“I’ll find out soon enough.”


“Ethan!”


He jumped down into the ship and bounced back off the deck before he could
turn on the grav field emitter on his belt. The ship’s artificial gravity was
obviously offline along with everything else. 


“I’m going to see if I can find the crew . . .” Ethan said as his feet
touched the deck once more. Walking within his own personal bubble of gravity,
he made his way slowly through the dark, abandoned corridor where he now found
himself. 


“What do you see in there?”


Ethan panned his scope light over the walls and ceiling. “Nothing unusual so
far,” he said, noting shiny white walls, gray ceiling, and the silvery deck
under his feet.


“Does it look like one of our ships?”


“Hoi, Kiddie, hold on . . . I’m looking.”


“So you found us at last,” came an unidentified voice.


Ethan whirled around. Turning on his helmet’s external speakers, he called
out, “Who said that?”


“Ethan?!” Alara interjected in a panicky voice. “What’s going on?”


“I did.” This time the voice was right beside Ethan’s ear. 


Startled, he spun toward the sound, his finger already twitching on the
trigger of his pistol. He glimpsed something bright and glowing which came
swelling out of thin air. Then came a whoosh and something heavy hit him
in the chest, throwing him backward. Ethan hit the opposite wall of the
corridor with a bang and slid to the floor with a groan.


“Your timing could not have been better,” the voice said. Ethan looked up to
see a man in a suit of glowing blue-white armor stepping toward him. The man’s
face was hidden by a shiny helmet and glowing visor.


“Who are you?” Ethan asked.


“I am an acolyte of Omnius and a templar of His peacekeepers.”


“Omni-what?”


“You will help us.”


Ethan was tempted to laugh, but somehow he held it in. “We came here looking
for your help. If you need us to help you, then I’m pretty sure
we’re all frekked.”


“Can your ship fly?”


“Yes, but it doesn’t have much fuel.”


“We do not have far to go.”


“Look . . .” Ethan said, picking himself off the deck and shaking his head.
He felt like he’d run into a wall. “I don’t know what all of this is about, or
what you think we can do to help you, but you sure do know how to ask. What did
you do, hit me with a grav truck?”


“You were startled and aiming a weapon at my face. I had to ensure that you
did not kill yourself before I could talk with you.”


“Kill myself—” Ethan broke off, chuckling. “I’m not sure you know how
weapons work.”


“My armor is shielded. It will reflect whatever you shoot at me. We must
hurry. There is no time to waste.”


“Hurry where?”


“To Avilon.”


Ethan’s eyes lit up behind his helmet. “Now we’re getting somewhere. Why the
frek didn’t you say so earlier? Let’s go.”












Chapter 24





It took nearly half
an hour to translate the Avilonians’ coordinates to ones which the Intrepid could
use. Now they were about to revert to real space and arrive in Avilon—or the
Ascendancy, as the Avilonians called it. There was still no sign of Omnius, and
the Avilonians on board were growing increasingly restless.


Caldin watched the reversion timer on the captain’s table, trying not to pay
attention to the trio of glowing men impatiently crowding around the table with
her.


“How much longer?” Galan Rovik asked.


“You asked me the same question five minutes ago,” she said.


“Because it is hard to believe. How can your ships take so long to travel
such a short distance?”


Caldin accepted that criticism with a thin smile. Avilon—the real location
rather than the location of their forward base—was straight through the gravity
field and just 1.75 light years away. The Intrepid could make roughly
five light years per hour with red dymium fuel and an extended range SLS drive
such as they had on board. Thus, their total travel time was just over twenty
minutes. Caldin didn’t think much of that, especially not after being forced to
consider a four year journey through real space, but the Avilonians were
appalled by how slow the Intrepid was, leaving her to marvel yet again
at how advanced their technology must be.


“How do your SLS drives work?” she asked to distract the Avilonians from
their growing impatience.


She wasn’t expecting an answer, but to her surprise, Galan replied, “They
transport us directly from one point in space to another. Much the same way we
came aboard your ship.”


Caldin’s eyes flew wide. “You mean you can . . . teleport from one
place to another?”


“It takes time to calculate a jump and time to energize the transporter
field. The further the jump, the longer calculations take. Omnius can make such
calculations almost instantly, but he rarely has the attention to spare for
that.”


She accepted, nodding absently. It occurred to her that Omnius seemed to
have a lot of limitations for a god, but by now she knew better than to
offend the Avilonians’ delicate sensibilities by saying that aloud. 


The reversion timer reached ten minutes, and Caldin turned to find the comm
officer. “Sound a red alert, and send a message to the ready rooms on the
flight deck. Make sure our pilots are ready to launch as soon as we revert to
real space.”


“Yes, Captain.”


“Engineering, is our cloaking shield engaged?”


“As of five minutes ago, ma’am.”


“Good. Whatever is happening in Avilon, we don’t want to go blundering into
it.”


“On Avilon,” Galan said quietly.


“I’m sorry?” Caldin turned to find Galan regarding her silently. 


“Avilon is a planet.”


“All right, on Avilon. What is it you call the star system, then?”


“Domus Licus. In your language this would be, Home of Light.”


“That explains all the glowing motifs. . . .” she said, eyeing Galan’s
shining faceplate. “I don’t even know what you look like behind that thing. For
all I know you’re really a skull face.”


“A skull . . . ?”


“Sythian.”


“I do not sound like a Sythian.”


“It was a joke,” Caldin replied.


Suddenly the man’s glowing white visor disappeared, and in its place Caldin
saw the face of a handsome young man—twenty years old at best. His eyes were
bright blue and subtly glowing—of course his eyes glow, Caldin thought
with a wry smile. She assumed the effect was cosmetic. 


“Is that better?” Galan asked.


“You’re just a boy,” Caldin said.


“I am older than you.” 


“You don’t look it.”


“What something appears to be is rarely representative of what it actually
is. I am over eight thousand years old.”


“Eight . . . how many times have you been cloned?”


“Five.”


Caldin shook her head, marveling at that. “How long since you last . . .”


“Resurrected? Over six thousand years. At my rank I am rarely sent into
dangerous situations anymore. Not all are as fortunate as I.”


Caldin shook her head. “You don’t look more than twenty! How is that possible?”


“Our bodies do not age, and they do not die,” Galan replied.


“I was told that you live forever because you transfer yourselves to clones
before you die.”


“That was the original idea, yes, but it has been a long time since we’ve
had to do that. Now we only clone ourselves in the event that we should suffer
an accidental death.”


Caldin’s mind balked at the possibilities once more. Galan’s words echoed
softly inside her head. Our bodies do not age, and they do not die . . .
That made the business of cloning oneself and transferring to clones seem like
a cheap imitation of eternal life. What Galan was describing went far beyond
that. “Then your people are truly immortal.”


“Most of us, yes. Not everyone wants to live forever.”


“Why wouldn’t they?”


“You ask many questions, martalis.”


“Martalis?”


“A child. A mortal. These words are synonymous to us.” 


Caldin felt her ire rise at being called a child by a man who looked to be
many years her junior, but she kept herself in check and changed the topic. “If
you don’t age, why risk your life by coming aboard my ship?”


“It was not a great risk. It would be hard to kill me. But regardless, I am
a Peacekeeper, and it is my job to risk my life so that others don’t have to.”


“But why? Why not do something else?”


“To serve one’s god and fellow man is the highest calling there is.”


Caldin turned back to the captain’s table with a frown. Reversion to real
space would occur in just two and a half minutes. She was about to drop the
conversation when something else occurred to her. “How did you die? Avilon has
been hidden for millennia, and you didn’t fight the Sythians with us, so who are
you fighting?”


“The real fight is the same one which has been going on since the dawn of
time,” Galan replied. “It is within us. Good and evil war daily for
control of our actions and our thoughts.”


Caldin tried hard to understand what she was hearing. “So you died fighting
yourself . . . ?”


“No, I died trying to save others from themselves. Omnius is our first and
best defense against the evil in our hearts, but there are some who have
rejected him. They are a danger to themselves and others. They are the Nulls.”


“Nulls, huh. Let’s cut through the krak, Galan. You’re saying that this
Omnius of yours controls everyone else. That’s why they’re not dangerous.”


“No. He guides us.”


“I see . . .” Caldin replied, but she really didn’t see. She couldn’t
understand what Galan was talking about. Clearly he was some type of law
enforcement officer, but if life were so perfect in Avilon, why would these Nulls
want to stir up trouble? And if Omnius were such a benevolent god then
why would anyone reject him? Clearly Avilonian society wasn’t perfect for
everyone.


“Reversion to real space in 30 seconds!” the officer at the helm called out.


An audible countdown began at ten, and Caldin looked up from the captain’s
table to watch out the forward viewports as the Intrepid reverted to
real space. The streaks and swirls of light which accompanied SLS vanished in a
flash of light, and then there were stars everywhere. Dead ahead lay a dark
planet whorled with radiating, geometric patterns of light. Those patterns
stretched from the north pole to the south, spanning the entire visible
hemisphere of Avilon. Caldin understood from those lights that she was looking
at some type of world-spanning city—an ecumenopolis.


“What are these?” Galan asked, pointing to a cluster of gravidar contacts on
the star map which rose above the captain’s table. 


Caldin turned to look and saw a dense knot of contacts which were only now
appearing in front of the Intrepid. They looked like starships. Based on
the scale markings beside those contacts, some of them were truly massive—many
times the size of the Valiant. 


“My guess is that’s your fleet,” she said. “Do you know how to make contact
with them?”


“I already have,” Galan replied. Caldin wondered how she’d missed that.
“They do not know what is going on or what happened to Omnius. They are busy
working to override the protocols which disabled their ships, but without
Omnius to help them, it will take some time.”


“Why would you give Omnius control over everything in the first place?”
Caldin asked.


“Because our human natures cannot be trusted,” Galan replied.


“And Omnius can? Look, he shut you all down! Isn’t that the last thing he
should do when there’s a threat to your security?”


“Threats to our security come from within. The best way to prevent a
rebellion is to disarm it.”


“Seems like this Omnius has everything figured out; there’s just one
problem. He opened the sector up to an attack. Didn’t you say that Sythians
were stranded in the gravity field with us? That field was disabled right along
with your ships, so where do you think the Sythians are now?”


Galan’s glowing eyes grew big and frightened. “Scan for them!” he ordered.


“We can’t detect cloaked ships,” Caldin replied.


Galan did a double take, and then his upper lip curled in disgust. “Spackt!”
he spat. “Head for the planet. We must get to the Zenith Tower as quickly as
possible.”


“Helm, you heard the man. Full speed ahead!” To Galan, she said, “What is
the Zenith Tower?”


“It is where Omnius resides. His temple. It is the tallest tower on the
planet. You cannot miss it.” He pointed out the forward viewport to a
particularly bright and dense pattern of lights shining into space from the
dark side of Avilon. “There. How long will it take for us to reach it?” Galan
asked.


Caldin selected the planet on the star map and then queried the ship’s
computer. “Half an hour before we hit the upper atmosphere. I’ll launch our
fighters while we wait. They’ll reach the planet ahead of us.”


“Is there no way you can get us there faster?”


Caldin turned to him with a speculative look. “I suppose I could send you
and some of your men aboard an assault transport.”


“Do so.”


“Comms—tell the Guardians and Renegades to launch. Guardians will go ahead
of us to recon the planet and report the situation on the ground. Have the
Renegades hang back to escort our transports to the surface—and get our
sentinels on those transports! I want three squads of Zephyr assault mechs to
support the Avilonians when they get dirt side.”


“I did not give your people permission to set foot on Avilon,” Galan said
quietly.


“Do you want our help or not?”


He held her gaze for a long moment before looking away, back out the forward
viewports. “They will not fire their weapons unless ordered by one of us to do
so, and they will obey us at all times, or they will die. The use of weapons
above the Celestial Wall is strictly prohibited.”


“Of course . . .” Caldin replied, wondering what Galan was talking about.
“I’m sure Omnius will make an exception to save himself.”


Galan shot her a dark look. “Your scornful attitude will not serve you well
here. I suggest you adjust it.”


Caldin gave no reply. If the Avilonians were so strict and so utterly subservient
to an artificial intelligence, she wasn’t sure that Avilon would be such a
paradise after all. It all depended on just how benevolent their AI really was,
and Caldin wasn’t sure she liked the idea of trusting an intelligence which was
so vast as to be incomprehensible. The smarter you are, the easier it
is to take advantage of others. So the question is, how are you taking
advantage, Omnius? And if you’re so good, why would anyone want to shut you
down?


The obvious answer was that some people in Avilon weren’t happy with the way
Omnius was running things. So were they the problem, or was Omnius?


That question was infinitely harder to answer.


* * *


“All right, Guardians! It’s go time! We have no idea what’s waiting for us
out there. It’s our job to find out. Do not engage anything until mission
control gives us clearance. This is strictly a recon mission. Is that
understood?” Atton scanned the myriad faces in the briefing room with him.
There were just seven of them, including Atton himself. They were down a few
pilots from the last engagement. So was Renegade Squadron. Right now the
Renegades would be sitting in a matching briefing room on the other side of the
hangar bay, receiving a different briefing with a different set of mission
parameters. “Are there any questions?”


Gina Giord’s hand shot up. “We’re nine pilots. That leaves one of us flying
solo.”


“Seven will be joining Five and Six as a trio.”


Gina frowned. “Or you could pair Seven with you and I could fly solo.”


Atton scowled at her. “Are you, or are you not the XO of this squadron,
Lieutenant?”


“You tell me, sir,” she said.


With a frown, Atton recalled her insubordinate behavior and her challenge
for him to meet her in the ring, which had ultimately landed him in med bay,
but he decided not to hold any of that against her. “We all have our personal
differences, Lieutenant, but as soon as we climb into those cockpits it’s not
personal anymore. We’re fighting for the survival of the human race, so all
those petty differences mean krak—and they’re the krak that will get you
killed. We don’t need any more ghosts in this squadron. Is that understood?”


“Yes, sir,” Gina replied.


“No one is flying solo out there. Are there any other questions, something
related to the mission perha—”


The P.A. system crackled to life, interrupting him before he could finish.
“Guardians, you are cleared to launch. Proceed to the hangar bay with all
possible speed.”


Atton clapped his hands together. “You heard ‘em. Ruh-kah!” With that, he
turned and ran down the corridor leading away from the briefing room. He heard
booted feet pounding down the corridor after him. As soon as he reached the
double doors at the end, he waved his wrist over the scanner, and they parted
with a swish. Beyond the doors, Nova Fighters sat in gleaming rows on
the hangar deck. Atton ran down those rows, heading for the fighter nearest to
the pair of glowing red launch tubes at the far end of the hangar. To his right
lay the yawning opening of the hangar bay—stars and space tinted liquid blue by
the Intrepid’s static shields.


As soon as Atton reached his Nova, he leapt up onto the wing and swiped his
wrist over the control panel beside the cockpit. The transpiranium canopy rose
with a hiss of pneumatics, and he slipped inside. He slapped the button to
close the canopy before it had even finished opening, and then he hit the
fighter’s ignition switch. The Nova’s reactor whirred to life and the ship
began to hum and vibrate all around him. Glowing holo displays and buttons came
to life and his fighter’s AI greeted him—“Welcome back, Commander.”


“Sara, run a quick preflight and set IMS to 95%,” Atton said as he reached
behind his flight chair for his helmet. He pulled it on and sealed the clasps
at his neck. A green icon on the helmet’s HUD appeared in his periphery,
indicating a good seal, although his suit would only pressurize in the event
that the cockpit depressurized.


“All systems green,” Sara said.


“Good.” Atton touched a key on his comm board and selected the channel
reserved for his wing pair. “Ready, Tuner?” he asked, using Gina’s call sign. 


“Punch it.”


Atton nodded. Speaking to his AI, he said, “Initiate the launch sequence.”


“Initiating . . .”


The Nova rose swiftly off the deck and swiveled in place. As soon as it
turned to face the pair of glowing red portals in the back of the hangar, the
fighter’s thrusters roared, and Atton was pinned to his seat. The launch tubes
grew rapidly larger, still somehow seeming too small for his fighter. Atton
winced as the Nova rocketed inside the rightmost of the two. Bright rings of
light raced by the cockpit, faster and faster until just a split second later
he was catapulted into the starry blackness of space.


A quick look at the grid showed Gina roaring out right behind him. The
Guardians came out in a steady stream, one after another, and then the
Renegades began streaming out the launch tube beside theirs. 


Atton stomped on the left rudder pedal to bring his fighter around in a
tight arc which would set him on the same path as the Intrepid. The
blinding orange glow of the cruiser’s engines hove into view, and Atton
grinned. It was good to be back in the cockpit. He was curious to find out what
had the Avilonians so scared, but so far the details were need to know. All
Atton and the other pilots really needed to know was that the Avilonian
fleet had been remotely disabled, and now they were heading into a potentially
hostile environment with an unknown threat. The threat was described as probably
local but Atton wasn’t convinced. Maybe the Sythians had found Avilon
already?


That wasn’t a happy thought.


“Form up, Guardians,” Atton said as soon as everyone had launched. “It’s
time to see what has these people so spooked.”


* * *


High Lord Shondar gawked at the pitiful number of ships defending the
Avilonians’ world. “That is it?” he warbled aloud. “This is no fleet.” There
were at most fifty capital ships in the immediate area, and although many of
them were giant warships, Shondar’s own fleet of over 100 capital-class vessels
was arguably much stronger. “Have the drivers launch our warships,” he
commanded. “They are to remain cloaked until they surround the enemy fleet.
Once they are in position they are to await my orders.”


“Yes, My Lord.”


Meanwhile, Shondar sent a telepathic update to Lord Kaon in Dark Space. The
last time Kaon had heard from him there had been bad news. The Gasha and
her hundred plus warships had been mysteriously stranded in the middle of a
strong gravity field. Now Shondar’s news was all good. They were free, and they
had reached Avilon. Even better still—the Avilonians did not appear to be as
strong as initially reported. Kaon responded to that news with eagerness and
relief. He also gave Shondar an update. The rest of the lords had arrived in
Dark Space, and now their ships were brimming with human slaves. It would not
be long before Kaon came to join Shondar in the glory of their final conquest.


Shondar finished speaking with Kaon and settled back in his command chair to
watch the battle unfold. He called up live footage from the bridge decks of the
cruisers which were closest to the enemy fleet, and then he magnified that view
so he could see the enemy ships with his own eyes. Unlike most human warships
that Shondar had seen, which were radiant with bright lights, these were dark.
Not even a single viewport shone with light. Absent even were the glowing blue
maws of hangar bays. If these ships had hangars, they didn’t shield the
openings.


Shondar bared his teeth and his brow wrinkled in confusion. Is the enemy
already dead? he wondered. “What do sensors say of our enemy?”


“No radiation of any kind. They are dark, My Lord.”


“Without power?”


“Or shielded with a cloak to prevent us detecting them.”


“Then why not shield themselves from the visible spectrum? No, that is not
it.”


“My Lord! There is movement . . .”


“I see it,” Shondar replied, watching the map as a stream of small contacts
appeared. 


“These are a known type—Nova Fighters. They are not Avilonian . . .”


“No, they are not.”


“Then . . . ? Are we in the wrong place?”


“The other ship types are not known to us, therefore, it is likely that
these other humans are visiting,” the operator at the sensor control station
replied.


“Interesting. Have a wing of our fighters intercept this new enemy.”


“Yes, My Lord.”


Shondar watched his fleet surround the Avilonians, washing over them like a
tidal wave. The Avilonian ships made no move to escape, nor did they show any
signs of life. Shondar didn’t expect them to react—his fleet was cloaked and undetectable.
When the enemy was completely surrounded, and all 1468 Shell Fighters had
deployed in vast, buzzing clouds, Shondar bared his teeth once more. “De-cloak
and engage the enemy. Let us kill as many of these shakars as we can!”












Chapter 25





“Let’s do a fly by
on our way to the planet,” Atton said as he guided his fighter toward the
densest cluster of disabled Avilonian ships. “Line Abreast formation. We’re
going to fly over top.”


“Roger that,” Guardian Three commed back.


Click. Click, came the affirmative responses from two other pilots.


“I’ve got just 57 warships on the grid . . .” Guardian Five—Razor—said.
“Anyone else confirm that? Seems like too few for a sector supposedly populated
by trillions.”


“The rest might be out of sensor range,” Atton replied, “But even if that’s
the extent of their home fleet, some of those cruisers are over ten klicks
long. I’d say what they lack in numbers they make up in other ways.”


“Lead . . . are you suggesting that size matters?” Gina replied.


Snickering followed that remark and Atton frowned. “Cut the chatter,
Guardians.” Shaking his head, he touched a point on the grid which was above
the enemy fleet and more or less in the center of their formation. A green
diamond appeared on the grid. That would be the nav point for their fly by. It
was 1,199 klicks out. Atton’s velocity was just over 2.5 klicks per second, but
with an acceleration of 145 KAPS that speed was rising fast. A number below the
icon he’d place on the grid gave an ETA in minutes and seconds—1:52.


They’d have to slow down to do a proper fly by, but Atton figured a quick
glance would be good enough. Their orders were to recon the planet, not the
mysteriously derelict fleet.


The comms crackled with more chatter—this time from Guardian Six, otherwise
known as Ogles. “So, if these people are the Immortals, I guess that solves the
old debate,” he said.


Atton frowned and keyed his own comm system. “What debate is that, Six?”


“The religious one—you know, all that existential krak. The Immortals aren’t
real, so that means no Etheria and no Etherus—no gods and no God. We ended up
being our own gods. Funny that—always knew I was almighty.”


“You’re an ignorant skriff, Ogles,” Ceyla replied.


“Hoi, stow that, Four!” Atton said. “No personal attacks, you copy?” 


Click.


Atton couldn’t blame Ceyla for getting upset. Ogles was belittling and
attacking her faith, which must have felt like a personal attack. Seeing an
opportunity to redeem himself for his own prior comments about her beliefs,
Atton added, “And, Og?”


“Sup, SC?”


“You might want to brush up on logic when we get back on deck. The fact that
there are human immortals living here in Avilon does not mean that they are the
same ones Etherians believe in. Maybe the Avilonians fixated on the idea of
eternal life because of their belief in souls. Then, once they found a
way to attain immortality in this existence, they outgrew the need to believe
in life after death. Regardless, none of that has any bearing on whether or not
there actually is an afterlife.”


“Well maybe it don’t disprove it, SC, but I don’t see why anyone would want
to find out whether there’s a life after death if they didn’t have to. Give me
the choice between living forever in this life and living forever in some other
one that might not even exist, and I’ll take this one thank you very much.
Immortals forgive me!” he wailed in mock repentance. “I just got too much to
live for down here.”


“Like what?” Gina challenged. “Admiring your collection of holo girls? I
might believe you if you had a life, Ogles.”


“Hoi, I don’t make fun of your hobbies.”


“That’s because my hobbies aren’t stupid.”


“All right, that’s enough!” Atton said, eyeing the ETA to the nav point—15
seconds. “We have a mission to perform. I don’t want to hear any more personal
comments on this channel.”


“Copy that,” Ogles said.


Click, Ceyla added.


“We’re coming up on the Avilonian fleet . . . make sure you swivel your
holocorders to get a good look as we fly past.”


“I doubt we’ll see anything at this speed,” Guardian Three put in.


“Doesn’t matter. Vidcorders will catch it all the same. Control can always
magnify and slow down the footage for analysis.”


“SC . . . my scopes are picking up some—skrissrssss . . .” 


Ogles’ reply cut off suddenly, and a bright flash of light blossomed off Atton’s
port side, followed by the distant boom of an explosion. His head jerked
toward the light in time to see the tail end of that explosion. And like that,
Ogles was off to settle the debate himself and find out firsthand about all
that existential krak.


“What the frek—” Gina said. She was interrupted by another explosion which
blossomed off to starboard, taking Guardian Three this time. 


“Evasive action!” Atton yelled, already yanking up on his fight stick.
Another explosion boomed right beneath him and his nova rocked violently, his
shields hissing with shrapnel.


“Mines!” someone screamed.


“I’ve got nothing on sensors . . .” Ceyla added.


Then a stream of familiar lavender-hued lasers began stuttering by Atton’s
cockpit, and the enemy contact siren screeched out a warning as Sythians
suddenly appeared all over the grid.


“Skull faces!” Gina roared.


“Frek it,” Atton muttered, his eyes on the grid as hundreds of red enemy
blips began appearing all around them.


“There’s a whole fleet of them!” Gina went on.


“I’ve got one on me!” Ceyla screamed over the comms.


“Keep your acceleration up and set shields to double aft,” Atton said.
“We’ll pass out of range in a minute. We’re going too fast for them to catch
up.”


Click. 


Atton kept up a random set of maneuvers to confuse the aim of the pair of
Shell Fighters on his own six o’clock. Most of their shots went wide. “Sara,”
Atton began, speaking to his AI. “Set comms to the command channel and
establish a connection.”


“Connection established . . .” the AI replied a moment later.


The lasers flashing by his cockpit ceased, and a quick look at the grid
showed the pursuing enemy fighters had dropped out of range. Even though they
had no hope of catching up, they made no move to break off their pursuit.
“Control,” Atton began, “this is Guardian Leader. We have encountered a Sythian
Fleet and we’ve picked up pursuit from enemy fighters. They’re following us to
the planet. Please advise.”


The comm crackled with a reply. “We see them, Guardians. Do not engage. Your
orders remain the same. Once you drop below the cloud layer, head for the
Zenith Tower, which is marked on your navs, and report on the situation there.
We’re sending ground units to that location. As soon as they arrive, you will
provide air support and keep them safe.”


“Roger that,” Atton replied, wondering why he hadn’t heard about the Zenith
Tower earlier. He decided that mission control must be bogged down with all
the recent developments. Atton eyed the Avilonian fleet as he flew over top of
it. Rolling his Nova to put that fleet ‘above’ rather than ‘below’ him, he set
visual auto scaling to 400% in order to watch the Avilonian fleet in greater
detail as he streaked by. The first thing he noticed at that level of zoom was
that there were no lights shining out from those ships’ viewports. 


As he flew by one of the larger cruisers, space erupted with dozens of
dazzling points of bright purple light—Sythian Pirakla Missiles. They swarmed
out the side of a distant Sythian cruiser and crashed into the Avilonian fleet
with explosive force, hitting two different ships at once and cutting ragged
black holes in their hulls. The Avilonians didn’t even try to evade, but Atton
knew that was because they couldn’t. 


Suddenly, his nav screamed out with a collision warning, and Atton noticed
the Avilonian cruiser rushing toward him. He pulled up at the last second,
roaring out close over the hull of that ship. Then a volley of Pirakla missiles
hit right in front of him. Debris burst into his flight path, followed by brief
jets of flame which billowed out into space, fed by escaping air from the
cruiser. One of those jets engulfed Atton’s Nova and the debris pelted his
shields with an angry hiss. Then something heavy hit his fighter with a thunk
and sent him spinning away.


“Shields critical,” the AI warned.


“Frek!” Atton screamed as he battled with his flight stick to get back on
his previous heading. “Heads-up, Guardians! Those cruisers are flying apart!
Keep your distance.”


“Roger that . . .” Gina said, her voice soft with horror. 


“They’re being slaughtered,” Ceyla added.


Dead ahead there were more than a dozen Avilonian ships, all of them taking
heavy fire and throwing off molten debris. Sythian warships were swarming them
from all sides, firing glittering purple sheets of Pirakla missiles into their
listless foe. Atton watched the cruiser to his port side take two full
broadsides at once from a pair of passing Sythian battleships. The Avilonian
ship was at least twice their size, but with no shields and no weapons to
defend itself, it was already full of gaping holes. As Atton looked on, another
volley hit that warship, and it cracked into three pieces which began drifting
slowly apart. At that, the pair of Sythian warships stopped firing and began
turning away, already on the prowl for their next victim.


“I don’t know what the Avilonians problem is,” Atton said, “but if
they don’t fire back soon, we’re all frekked.”


* * *


There was barely room to breathe aboard the Trinity. Everywhere Ethan
went and everywhere he looked he found Avilonians in their glowing blue-white
armor. He had yet to see one of these mysterious people in the flesh, and there
was no way for him to tell them apart. The only way he could even tell who was
in charge was by the fact that the one who periodically broke his stoic silence
to bark out orders wore a shimmering blue cape and had a strange symbol etched
into the breastplate of his radiant armor.


Ethan turned to that one now and said, “We’re almost there.”


The mysterious man nodded without speaking, and Ethan turned back to his
controls. He shot Alara a sideways glance, which she returned with a wary look.
Neither of them felt comfortable with so many strangers on board. Making
matters worse, the Avilonians refused to explain what was going on, and
apparently they had neither seen nor heard from Atton. Either they were lying
about that or Atton had been intercepted en route. Ethan wasn’t sure which
scenario would be worse. His brow dropped a dark shadow over his eyes as his
thoughts took an even darker turn. How many times could a father lose his son?


He winced and pushed those thoughts from his mind. Focus. One
crisis at a time. As for the immediate one, the only thing the Avilonians
would say about it was that the leader of their people, someone named Omnius,
was in trouble. Somehow this Omnius had disabled all of their ships and weapons
in order to protect Avilon against the threat of an armed rebellion.


Ethan didn’t understand why they didn’t just call Omnius up and say—Hoi,
we’re trying to help you; could you reactivate our ships, please? At least
that way they wouldn’t have to use his ship. He supposed he should be
grateful that he’d found the Avilonians at all, and that they were taking him
to Avilon. He should be, but he wasn’t. When he’d needed their help,
they’d ignored him and refused to even show themselves for four days.
Then, suddenly, when they needed his help, they were everywhere,
and impatient as frek to get what they wanted from him. He felt
used, and more than a little suspicious of the Avilonians traipsing through his
ship.


“You will take us straight to the planet when we arrive,” blue cape said.


“Well, I wasn’t planning to take you to the moon—unless of course you want
to go to the moon. I live to serve, after all. Does this planet of yours have a
moon?”


“Ethan . . .” Alara began, sending him a warning look.


She obviously thought he shouldn’t be adopting a sarcastic tone with them,
and she was probably right, but he couldn’t help it. Dumb freks, he
thought with a glance in blue cape’s direction.


“Reversion in ten,” he said a second before the ship’s computer began an
audible countdown. When it reached zero, there came a flash of light as the
bright streaks and star lines of SLS were replaced by stars and a mottled green
and blue planet. On one side, the planet was illuminated by a red sun. Daylight
painted the surface of the world in blue, green, and gray—the colors of water,
vegetation, and rock. But that natural appearance on the day side was somehow
deceptive, because on the night side the planet was lit up with complex
patterns of light. Glowing circles, lines, and squares crisscrossed each other
to form intricate patterns of light. Ethan whistled softly. “That is one big
city!” It had been a long time since he’d seen a world so overrun with people
that it shone like a glow lamp in the dark. “Where to now, boss?” Ethan asked,
turning to blue cape.


“What do your sensors detect?”


Ethan took a quick look at the grid. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected to
find there, but what he actually saw was the last thing he ever would have
imagined. “They’re here!” he said, his eyes widening suddenly with the
realization.


“Who is here?” blue cape demanded.


Ethan gaped at the grid, unable to believe what he was seeing. “The ISSF.” A
quick look at the contact report confirmed it—there were over a dozen Nova
Fighters out there, and that meant his son likely was, too. No sign of the Intrepid,
but Ethan supposed it could be cloaked. They’re here, he thought,
relief flooding through him like a sudden rain in a desert.


“Your people?” blue cape asked.


“My people . . . your people . . . Sythians! Frek!” Ethan exclaimed,
only now noticing all the other contacts on the grid. “There’s a war raging out
there!” Now Ethan hoped Atton wasn’t piloting one of those Novas. The grid was
teeming with neutral yellow and red enemy contacts, but only a hint of green,
which were ISSF forces. As he watched, a pair of yellow contacts succumbed to
enemy fire and winked off the grid. 


“It’s not going well for your people. . . .” Ethan assumed the neutral
yellow contacts were Avilonian ships, since none of them were firing back.


“Because we are defenseless! Get us to the planet immediately! We must get
Omnius to restore control of our defenses in time to stop this sacrilege.”


Under any other circumstances, Ethan might have taken offense to the
commanding tone, but he was inclined to agree—if the Avilonians didn’t get
their fleet back online soon, there wouldn’t be a fleet left to activate. . . .


And there wouldn’t be an Avilon either.


* * *


“They’re decimating the Avilonian fleet, Captain!”


Caldin turned to Strategian Galan Rovik. “You still want me to get you to
the surface?”


It took a moment for Galan to reply. His gaze was fixed upon the star map
and the glowing yellow icons that represented his fleet. A pair of cruisers
winked off the grid, and he turned to her, his deceptively young features slack
with shock and horror. “Unless you can defeat these invaders yourself, it is
the only way. We must bring Omnius back online as quickly as possible. Whoever
has done this was surely not aware that your Sythians were coming. If they are
not stopped, there will be no Avilon left to fight over.”


Caldin nodded and turned to the pair of guards flanking the broken entrance
of the bridge. While en-route to Avilon, she’d called them up to help clear the
dead Gors off the deck. Now she waved them over. As soon as they were near, she
said, “Sergeant, escort Master Rovik to the hangar and have him board the
fastest shuttle to the surface.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


Galan and the other two Avilonians nodded once to her in parting, and Caldin
turned to watch them leave. Her distraction only lasted for a second, however,
before she turned back to the captain’s table and began snapping orders at her
crew. “Helm, get us closer to the engagement! Weapons, stand by. Engineering,
get ready to switch from cloaking shields to beam and pulse. Let’s show these
skull faces our teeth!”


* * *


“Why do they not open fire?” Shondar asked aloud. His ships fired, and the
enemy fleet responded not with weapons fire, but by belching flames, debris,
and tumbling bodies out into space. It was a massacre.


Shondar bared his black teeth in a rictus of glee.


“The enemy does not appear able to respond to us. They are helpless, My
Lord,” one of the twelve operators on the bridge of the Gasha replied.


“Yesss,” Shondar hissed. “This is an unexpected thing, but a good thing. We
are to have all the glory of this last conquest to ourselves! Let us be done
with this fleet quickly that we can proceed to purge the planet. When we leave
here this day, we are to leave not a planet, but a smoldering husk! Not a man,
woman, or child is to be left alive. This day, we kill them all! For
glory!” Shondar roared.


“For glory!” his crew chorused.












Chapter 26





“How much longer?”


“Hoi, don’t get your cape in a knot, I’m flying as fast as I can,” Ethan
retorted. Avilon had swollen to fill the entire forward viewport. They would
reach the upper atmosphere in just a couple more minutes.


Blue cape began pacing around the bridge. “Hac enom at ipsa morientar!” he
roared.


“What are you babbling about?” Ethan asked while diverting more power to
shields for what was going to be a very hot atmospheric entry.


“They will die for this!” blue cape spat, whirling to face Ethan.


“Good for you. I’ve never been a fan of the skull faces. Kill a few for me,
too, would you?” 


Blue cape turned back to look out at Avilon, and he began mumbling in that
strange language of his again.


“Why do you have to antagonize them?” Alara whispered.


“Maybe because they antagonized me first. They’re on my ship giving me
orders, forcing us to help them when they clearly had no intention of helping
us! They’re lucky a bit of sarcasm is the only thing I’ve thrown their way.”


“You will be rewarded for your service, martalis,” blue cape said
quietly.


“Name’s Ethan, not Martalis, your skriffiness.”


“Martalis, means mortal, and do not presume to insult my intelligence. I am
far more knowledgeable than you on every and any topic you have ever studied.”


“Then you must know a lot about arrogance, too,” Ethan muttered.


“My ears are as keen as my mind, martalis. Declaring a fact about
oneself is only arrogant when it is not wholly true. Now focus on getting us to
the Zenith Tower, while I try to make contact with my people on the ground.”
With that, blue cape fell silent.


The Trinity hit the upper atmosphere of Avilon and almost immediately
their view of the planet became shrouded in a bright blue glow as their shields
dissipated friction with the air. Ethan yanked the throttle all the way back
into full reverse, and then dialed up the shields some more, shunting energy
away from weapons in order to do so. The surface of Avilon rushed up to greet
them in a dizzyingly-bright pattern of lights. Now that they were just a few
dozen kilometers up, Ethan could pick out other details—between the lights of
the world-spanning city below, lay a diffuse blue color. Was it water? Perhaps
the Avilonians were so short on space that they’d begun building hovering
cities above their oceans.


Clouds began streaking by in puffy white wisps. The lights below resolved
into the shapes of elaborate skyscrapers, soaring above the ground and breaking
up the night into jagged shadows and radiant mountains of light. Ethan’s gaze
wandered back to the blue spaces between the lights, and this time he saw a
pattern emerge. The blue was broken up into shimmering hexagonal sections, like
a vast honeycomb. “What the . . . what is that?” Ethan pointed out the
forward viewport.


Alara shook her head. “I don’t—”


“It is the Celestial Wall,” blue cape said. “It is what separates us from
the chosen—the Celestials.”


“So, you’re not one of those chosen Celestials?”


“No,” blue cape replied, a note of sadness bleeding into his voice. “I have
not ascended that far yet. Many of us will never get there.”


“Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll make it,” Ethan replied with an accompanying
eye roll. He felt a chill creeping down his spine, and shook his head to clear
it. He had a bad feeling he’d stumbled upon some ages old religious cult. Who
was this Omnius they spoke of so reverently? Alara cast Ethan a wide-eyed look,
and he replied with a shrug. He was beginning to wonder at the wisdom of coming
to Avilon after all, but it wasn’t as though they’d had a lot of other options.
Religious cult or not, Avilon was humanity’s last hope for survival, and if
they couldn’t get the planet’s defenses back online, even that hope would soon
be lost.


“There!” blue cape pointed.


Ethan looked up from his controls to see a monolithic tower appear in the
distance. That tower shone gold in the night. 


Seeing the ground rushing up too fast, Ethan pulled up, leveling out at just
one and a half kilometers from the apparent surface of the planet. 


Skyscrapers raced by underneath them, some rising high enough that their
spires stared back at eye level, while others rose even higher than the Trinity
flew. Whatever the pressure had been to build taller and taller buildings,
the tallest of them were few and far between with most of the city lying close
to the shimmering blue of the Celestial Wall. 


Ethan studied that diaphanous membrane, trying to imagine what lay beneath
it. He thought he caught a glimmer of city lights shining below. Curious, he
descended to 500 meters and aimed the Trinity for a particularly vast
expanse of blue. As they flew over it, he was sure he could see thousands of
tiny lights shining up through that barrier—lights and . . . shadowy lines.
Those lines came together in recognizable patterns, and then the lights adhered
to those patterns, giving Ethan a complete picture of what he was looking at.
His mouth dropped open and he guided the Trinity down for an even closer
look.


“What are you doing?” Alara whispered.


“Hang on, there’s something down there we need to see.”


* * *


Clouds whipped by Atton’s cockpit like gauzy white curtains. His gaze
remained fixed on the city below. He’d never seen a world so populous in all
his life.


Someone gave a long, slow whistle over the comms. “So, there’s trillions of
‘em after all,” Guardian Five said.


“What’s all that blue krak between the buildings?” Gina asked.


“Water?” Guardian Seven suggested.


Atton shook his head. “Not sure. Let’s get a closer look.”


The jagged spires of kilometers-high skyscrapers rushed up to greet them and
then raced by in a blur of shining lights. The buildings themselves were
luminous, as if they were vast light sculptures crafted by some divine artisan.


“This is amazing . . .” Guardian Four, Ceyla Corbin, put in.


Atton’s eyes skipped past the buildings to study the shimmering blue rivers
flowing around their foundations. Then he noticed a hexagonal pattern on the
surface of the blue, and he saw that it was both casting light and reflecting
it from the buildings above.


“Hoi, looks like we’ve got some type of shield down there. That pattern is
the emitter frame.”


“Why would they shield the ground?” Ceyla asked.


“They wouldn’t,” Atton realized. With that, he dropped down to 300 meters,
and leveled out above one of the larger rivers of energy for a closer look. He
flipped his Nova upside down so he could get a better look out the top of the
canopy. What he saw next forced him to adjust his impression of Avilon so far.
He’d seen the scattering of kilometers-high buildings and all the shorter ones
in between. Putting that together with the radiating patterns of light he’d
seen from orbit, Atton had assumed the surface of Avilon must be covered by one
massive city. Now he realized it wasn’t just big—it was incomprehensibly vast.


Barely visible below the blue rivers of energy running between the buildings
were the shadowy outlines of the very same buildings—their real foundations
disappearing endlessly below the shield. Millions of tiny blue-tinted lights
shone up from the depths of bottomless man-made chasms.


Someone called out, “There’s a whole other city down there!”


Atton nodded slowly. He ran a quick surface-penetrating scan to confirm it
and found that the real surface of the planet was buried under another
kilometer of city, meaning that there were in effect two cities covering
the surface of Avilon—one which soared high above the shield, and the other
which lay below and served as a foundation for the first. The sheer scale of
urban development was unimaginable. If the whole planet was like this, then
there had to be countless trillions of people living on Avilon. It was
mind-boggling. Atton rolled his Nova back over and saw monolithic skyscrapers
racing by to either side of him, glittering mountains of light rising
kilometers into the sky. Despite the massive scale of those buildings, the
majority of the upper city was built just a few dozen stories above the shield,
making the under city arguably the larger of the two.


The flat rooftops of the shorter buildings below were carpeted with a dark,
leafy green. Descending to 200 meters Atton picked out trees, grass, and
flowers. Illuminated fountains bubbled up in the middle of man-made streams
that flowed from one building to the next in thundering waterfalls. Descending
still further, Atton rocketed over the top of one such waterfall. Brightly-lit
synthstone paths wound through the gardens, and dozens of white-robed
pedestrians populated those paths, out for a midnight stroll. As the Guardians
roared by overhead, those pedestrians looked up and pointed at the sky.


It was hard to believe that there was a battle raging in orbit, and that all
of this man-made and cultivated beauty was now in jeopardy. Atton tried to
imagine what it would look like in the light of day. He realized that with
prevalence of parks, and the vast, architectural beauty of the tallest
buildings, the upper city would be an urban utopia. As for the lower city . . .
he couldn’t say without having seen it, but he couldn’t conceive of anyone, or
for that matter any green growing thing, that would want to live so far below the
reach of natural light. Between the shadows cast by the buildings of the upper
city and the light-filtering shield layer, the lower city streets would be dark
and dingy. The contrast that struck in Atton’s mind’s eye gave him the
impression of a vast rich-poor gap.


“This place is krakkin’ . . .” Guardian Nine said.


“No krak,” Gina added.


“All right, enough gawking, Guardians,” Atton said, his eyes searching the
grid for their nav point. The Zenith Tower was coming up at just under one
hundred klicks away, but at this low altitude he couldn’t see it for all the
skyscrapers between him and there. “Let’s gain some altitude and get to our
objective,” he said, already pulling up and away from the lush rooftop gardens
and the shimmering blue of the shield that segregated the upper city from the
lower.


Atton switched his comms to the Renegades’ channel and listened to their
chatter for a moment before interjecting with his own. “Renegades, this is
Guardian Leader, we are about to reach nav point Epsilon. What’s your status?”


“Renegade One here. Good to hear from you, Guardians. Anything we should
know about down there?”


“Your eyes are going to bug when you see this place, but all’s peace and
quiet. Follow our flight path just in case. Transmitting now . . .”


“Got it. Thanks for that, Guardians.”


“No problem. What’s it look like up there?”


“Not good. Heavy losses. The Intrepid’s dancing around the edges of
the main engagement trying to distract them, but she’s one against a hundred.
She’ll be lucky to make it out herself. Last I checked they were coming to join
us planet side.”


“They’re abandoning the Avilonian Fleet?”


“Not sure they have much choice. Best we can do is stall the skull faces
until these motherfrekkers get their defenses online. I’m assuming they have ground
batteries. Maybe a few wings of fighters in reserve.”


“They’d better have something,” Atton replied.


“Roger that. See you at Epsilon, Commander.”


“See you there.”


It was worse than Atton had thought. The Avilonian fleet was already
forfeit, which meant the Sythians were going to come for the planet next. Atton
tried to imagine those majestic towers falling in fiery ruins to the parkland
below, or telescoping down on top of the vast lower city.


The devastation would be beyond imagining. 


* * *


“Set down over there,” blue cape said, pointing to a broad, grassy square at
the base of the Zenith Tower. The tower was fine to all outward appearances—no
sign of turmoil or conflict—but there were crowds of people in the square, most
of them wearing flowing white robes.


Ethan set the Trinity down gently to one side of the square. “Now
what?”


Blue cape turned and stalked toward the entrance of the bridge. “Now, you
wait here while we resolve this crisis.”


“Hoi, I didn’t bring you all this way just to sit on the sidelines and
wait,” Ethan said.


“You cannot enter the tower. Only Celestials are allowed in, and even then,
only those who have the proper clearance. I will have enough trouble getting in
myself without you there to make matters worse. Stay here and wait for us to
return.” 


“You said all of your weapons have been deactivated,” Ethan said, not ready
to give up just yet. “Ours haven’t. If there’s some kind of revolution
going on, then don’t you think it would help for your men to be armed?”


Blue cape stopped in mid stride and turned back to look at him.


Ethan stared into the man’s blindingly bright visor for a moment before
going on, “I could arm your men and teach them to use our weapons. Take me
along as a weapons tech. Maybe you need to blow open a door or cut through a
wall. I can do that just like I cut open your cruiser and found you sitting in
a corner picking your nose.”


Ethan felt Alara grab his arm in a suddenly tight grip. She obviously
thought he should show more respect, but as far as Ethan was concerned, they
had to earn his respect the same as anyone else.


Blue cape said nothing for a long moment, and the other Avilonians gathered
round, as if waiting to pounce.


“As you wish, martalis. Take care that you do not get yourself
killed.”


Ethan unbuckled from the pilot’s station and stood up with a wry grin. “Your
people have no weapons. What are they going to do, beat me to death?”


“With an attitude like yours, that seems a fitting end,” blue cape said.
“Lead on, martalis.”


Alara squeezed his arm even more insistently, her nails biting into his skin
even through the tough weave of his flight suit. “Hoi, Kiddie, take it easy,”
he said. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”


“What about me?”


Ethan briefly considered the danger in leaving her behind to face the
Sythians versus the danger in taking her with him. Turning back to the
Avilonian in charge, he said, “One more thing—my wife comes, too.”


“Very well, but hurry.”


Ethan raced from the bridge, dragging Alara through the living area and past
the crew cabins. Upon reaching the ship’s lift tubes, he keyed in the lowermost
of the ship’s five decks. That was where the storage and utility rooms lay.
Avilonian soldiers crowded in around them and then the lift tube dropped
swiftly through the ship. As soon as it arrived, they rushed out into the
corridor beyond. This one was painted a drab gray with conduits, pipes, and
wires exposed. Unlike the lavish living area, this part of the ship had been
left untouched since the vessel’s service with the Imperial Fleet. 


Ethan led the way down the corridor to a pair of doors marked with hazard
symbols and warning signs. A glowing plate on the first door read Sentinels’
Armory. Ethan waved the door open with his wrist and stepped into a
broad corridor. The walls were lined with recessed panels. For each panel there
was a glowing red identichip scanner and keypad. Ethan stopped by the first
scanner and waved his wrist over it. The wall panel slid away soundlessly to
reveal a rack of plasma rifles. He began handing them down the line of
Avilonians who had crowded into the armory with him. When the next panel
opened, it revealed belts and bandoliers of plasma grenades and timed
explosives. Ethan took one of the latter for himself before passing on to the
next compartment. This one revealed sidearms. Selecting a pair of stun pistols,
he explained that they wouldn’t kill like the rifles, but they would knock an
enemy unconscious.


Blue cape responded to that with a shake of his head. “It will take much to
penetrate our armor. Stun weapons will not.”


“Take them anyway,” Ethan said. “You never know if we need to subdue a few
civilians.”


“We?” Blue cape echoed, an incredulous note creeping into his voice. “I
agreed to let you come with us. I did not agree to let you come armed.”


Ethan’s eyes narrowed swiftly. “Hold it right there you incandescent tin
man.”


“Do you wish to join us or not?”


“Ethan . . .” Alara began, shaking her head. “We’ll be safer with them than
flying around in the middle of a war zone.”


Ethan hesitated. He thought about taking the Trinity and running as
far and as fast as they could until the battle for Avilon was over, but the
chances of their being tracked and followed by cloaked Sythian fighters were
very high. At this point, nothing was going to blast off from the surface of
Avilon without catching the Sythians’ attention—particularly not when the
Avilonians’ own outbound ships numbered exactly zero. “All right, let’s go,”
Ethan said.












Chapter 27





Atton saw the
Zenith Tower rising on the horizon, a glittering mountain of transpiranium and
reinforced castcrete, or whatever passed for those materials in Avilon.


“My scopes are clear out to the tower. So far so good,” Guardian Eight said.


“They could be cloaked,” Atton replied. “We have to assume they’re right
behind us, or worse—already waiting for us at Epsilon.”


“What’s so important about that building?” Guardian Five put in.


“Need to know, Razor,” Gina replied. “We don’t need, so we don’t know.”


“I’m picking up a big crowd at the base of that building . . .” Ceyla said.
“Upwards of ten thousand. That’s a lot of innocents. If we end up dog fighting
over their heads, someone’s going to get hurt.”


“Frek it,” Atton muttered. He keyed his comms for the command channel and
then said, “Control, this is Guardian Leader; be advised Epsilon is overrun
with civilians. The Avilonians would do well to get their people under cover
before the Sythians get here.”


“Acknowledged, Guardian Leader; we’ll pass on your message. Orders are to
defend Epsilon at all costs. We’re going to lead them away and hold them off as
long as we can.”


“Roger that, control.”


Atton passed along the news to his squadron just as they reached the Zenith
Tower and began circling the vertiginous spire in a holding pattern. Atton
couldn’t help but admire the building; it was massive, over three kilometers
high, not counting any foundations hiding below the shield layer. Luminous from
within, and glowing gold, it lit up the night for kilometers in all directions,
a city within a city.


“Hoi, my scopes just went skriffy . . . is it just me or is there some
massive interference around here?” Razor said.


“Likewise,” Gina added. “I’m down to a radius of just 25 klicks. We’re
practically blind.”


Atton eyed his sensors with a frown. His gravidar was the same, having auto-limited
itself to scanning the immediate area.


“What do you think it is?” Ceyla asked.


“Frekked if I know,” Gina replied. “Where are those blasted Renegades? Did
anyone have eyes on them before we reached Epsilon?”


“I did,” Atton replied. “They were right behind us. I sent them our flight
path so they could follow us in.”


“They should be here any minute then,” Gina said.


“There’s still a lot of activity on the ground,” Ceyla put in. “Both
soldiers and civvies, but I don’t see any kind of conflict.”


Atton pulled up a view from his Nova’s nose cam and magnified the footage
for a better look. Ceyla was right. No one was shooting down there; they were
just milling around the base of the tower as if there to admire its grandeur.
Platoons of armored soldiers were busy trying to clear a path to the entrance.
A moment later, Atton saw why. A small hole had opened up in the hexagonal
shield layer and a stream of assault mechs were marching out into the square.
Clearly the Avilonians were regaining control of at least some of their
weaponry. Swiveling his nose cam for a better look, Atton zoomed in again, and
then he realized his mistake. Those weren’t assault mechs. They were load
lifters and constructors, not built for war at all.


“What are they planning to do with those?” Guardian Eight asked.


Atton watched them heading straight for the base of the Zenith Tower, and he
had an idea about their intentions. “I think they’re trying to break into their
own building.”


“What, someone locked them out?” Gina asked.


“Guess so,” Eight replied.


“Why don’t they just blow a hole?”


“Maybe they can’t,” Atton replied.


“What are they going to do, beat the doors down?”


“Hoi, incoming!” Guardian Nine interrupted.


Atton’s gaze snapped back to the grid, but the only incoming he saw
was the Renegades and a trio of assault transports which they’d escorted down
to the surface. The Renegades raced into the square at the base of the Zenith
tower and then peeled away and pulled up to join the Guardians in their holding
pattern overhead.


Atton watched on his magnified view of the ground as the assault transports
settled down in the grassy square below. That was when he noticed that another
ship had already landed there. Off to one side of the square sat an old
imperial seraphim-class corvette.


“Did the Intrepid send a corvette down here?” Atton asked.


“What?” Gina said. “How would we do that? We didn’t have any corvettes on
board.”


“Well, we have one on the ground. Check it out.” Atton swiveled his nose cam
to follow the ship and get some close-up footage. It was painted white and
blue—ISSF colors, but not in ISSF style. There were too many stripes and blue
accents, and that blue was the wrong color—too bright. The ship was almost
certainly civilian. 


“It’s not one of ours,” Gina confirmed.


“So we’re not the first ones here,” Razor said. “So much for Avilon being a
closely-guarded secret, hoi?”


“Right . . .” Atton said, keeping half an eye on that corvette as a growing
suspicion formed in his gut. The ship was powered down and not broadcasting any
SID codes which would confirm his suspicions, but he was almost sure he knew
whose vessel it was. His father owned a corvette like that. It had been a gift
from the admiral. It seemed like too much to hope for, but how many other
civilians owned old navy corvettes? And how many of those civilians would ever
have a chance to find out where Avilon was? Only Ethan might be let in on a
secret like that, and only because he already knew that Avilon existed.


Atton let out a long, slow breath, feeling somehow relieved to know that
Ethan was here with him. The big question was, what was his father doing in
Avilon?


“Hoi! I’ve got Shell Fighters incoming!” Gina called out, and suddenly Atton
had bigger problems than idle curiosity. “They’re cloaked, but they’re lighting
the atmosphere on fire with their approach.”


“Mark your targets, Guardians!” Atton replied. “I don’t think they know we
can see them, so let’s catch ‘em with their shields down. Switch to lasers, set
to single fire for rapid cycling. On my mark we break and shoot!”


Click. Click. Click-click, came the affirmative responses from his
squadron. 


“Roger that!” someone else commed.


“Targets set?”


Atton listened to the handful of affirmative clicks which came over the
comms once more, and then he called out, “Mark! Break and fire! Break and
fire!” Atton lined up his target, visible only by the crescent of superheated
air which preceded it. A dozen matching crescents were flying in formation with
that one, revealing the phenomenon for what it was to anyone watching. Atton
pulled the trigger and held it down. A brilliant red stream of laser fire
stuttered out. Half a dozen matching streams of fire crossed his, drawing
dazzling X’s in the sky. The lasers kissed their targets, and three separate
fireballs bloomed out of thin air, sounding in quick succession with a muffled b-b-boom!


“Three down!” Ceyla crowed.


“Ruh-kah!” Razor added.


“They’re on to us,” Atton said, watching on the grid as the enemy disengaged
their cloaks and activated their energy shields, already veering off from their
flight paths to greet the Guardians head-on. When Atton noticed how much red
had suddenly appeared on his scopes, his mouth went dry.


“Oh . . . frek me . . .” Gina said, obviously noticing the same thing.
“There’s hundreds of them!”


“Stow that, Tuner!” Atton replied. “Stick to your wingmates, Guardians.
We’re faster than they are, and we have better aerodynamics, so we can fly
circles around them down here. We don’t have to take them all down; we just
have to hold them off until the planetary defenses come back online.”


“What if they don’t come back online?” Ceyla asked in a small voice.


“They will,” Atton insisted. They have to.


* * *


Simulated thunder rumbled through the bridge speakers, and then real thunder
boomed below decks and the lights flickered. Captain Caldin saw on the grid
that the cruiser they were using to shield their keel had just been eliminated,
and part of the next volley had broken through to hit them instead.


“Find me another derelict to cover our flanks!” she roared.


Another muffled boom rumbled underfoot and Delayn called out, “Hull
breach on deck one! Ventral shields are critical.”


“Equalize! Helm get us out of here! Head for the planet.”


“Yes ma’am!”


“Comms update our transports on the situation up here. Make sure the
Avilonians know the battle is over. We’re going to try to draw the Sythians
away from the Zenith, but whatever they’re trying to do down there, tell them
they’d better hurry it up!”


“Understood, Captain.”


Caldin looked up from the captain’s table to watch with her own eyes as the
remainder of the Avilonian fleet was torn apart. Sythian missiles spiraled out
in bright purple streaks, exploding against their targets with brief, intense
bursts of light. Vast clouds of debris now floated wraithlike in the dark void
between them and the glowing night side of the planet.


“How many of us are you going to kill?” she whispered. “When will it finally
be enough? You already have the galaxy to yourselves, you kakards!” she roared.
“Leave us the frek alone!”


Crew looked up from their stations to check on their captain. Then the deck
shuddered as another stream of enemy fire found them, exploding against their
shields and provoking a steady roar from the SISS. The Intrepid’s beams,
lasers, and ripper cannons flashed out in response, plowing glowing orange
furrows in the nearest enemy cruiser’s hull.


“Port shields critical,” her XO reported from engineering as the deck shook
once more.


Caldin was tempted to tell him to switch to cloaking shields and hide, but
the enemy had more than enough ships to sound them out along their last known
trajectory—see where their missiles detonated and then fire again at the same
point in space. The only way they were going to escape this was to head for the
planet and buy themselves some time while the Sythians mopped up what remained
of the Avilonian fleet.


“This Omnius has a lot to answer for!” Caldin said. “He’s abandoned his
people in their hour of need.”


“I don’t think he’s aware of what’s going on,” Delayn replied. “If he is,
then he’s suicidal, because he’s compromising defenses that he’ll need to ward
off attacks on himself.”


“Sythians are breaking off to follow us!” Lieutenant Esayla Carvon reported
from gravidar.


“Good! Let them come. We’ve got to buy the Avilonians more time.”


* * *


Ethan and Alara followed the Avilonians down the Trinity’s boarding
ramp and into the square. It was milling with people, but they were all
remarkably calm. The civilians all wore the same matching white robes which
seemed to shimmer softly with their own internal light. Those pedestrians were
scanning the sky, looking up at the impossibly high Zenith Tower, walking this
way and that as if they were all just tourists come to see the tallest building
in the galaxy. No one was running around screaming. Ethan frowned. He overheard
people talking to one another in measured tones in a language he couldn’t
understand. Some turned to point and whisper at Ethan and Alara as they walked
by, but no one seemed particularly alarmed.


“Aren’t they scared?” Alara asked as they walked by an elaborate fountain,
the water lit up in all the colors of the rainbow. 


Ethan shook his head. “I don’t know. If they are, it must be part of their
culture not to show it.”


“Either that or they don’t know what’s happening in orbit.”


A noise like thunder rent the air, and everyone turned skyward to see
fireworks exploding high above the city. Except these weren’t fireworks. Then
hundreds of glowing orange points of light emerged from the clouds, raining
down like a meteor shower, but it wasn’t a meteor shower; it was the Sythians.
Dark specks raced up to greet the meteors and bloody red streaks of light raced
across the sky.


Still, nobody screamed, but now a booming voice cut through the square.
Ethan didn’t understand a word of what was said, but the tone was urgent, and
he assumed it was telling the crowds to disperse and take shelter. Suddenly
white-robed people began crowding them from all sides. 


Alara was the first to notice the way people were looking at them—with
narrowed eyes and urgent whispers. Estum martales, estum martales! they
said. 


Ethan pulled Alara deeper into the knot of armored soldiers they’d brought
with them from GK-465. Blue cape led the way across the square toward a group
of familiar-looking starships which Ethan somehow hadn’t noticed sitting there
before. As they approached, he saw the emblem of a clenched fist surrounded by
six stars emblazoned on the side of those transports—the emblem of the
Imperium. Those starships were ISSF.


Suddenly, Ethan remembered his son, Atton, and he began pushing his way
through the group of Avilonians. 


“What are you doing?” Alara asked, struggling to follow him through a sea of
armored elbows and shoulders. When he reached the front of the group he tapped
blue cape on the shoulder.


“What is it, martalis?” the Avilonian leader asked, not bothering to
turn and see who it was. Ethan wondered how blue cape knew it was him, but he
supposed the man’s own men likely wouldn’t tap him on the shoulder to get his
attention. 


“What are those ships doing here?” he asked.


“They brought Strategian Rovik to the Zenith, as well as—I am told—some of
your soldiers.”


“I need to speak with the pilots of those ships.”


“We cannot wait for you.”


“That’s fine. I’ll only be a moment.” Ethan took Alara’s hand in his and ran
ahead of the Avilonians to the nearest transport. Once there, he jogged past
the back of the transport where a squad of Zephyr light assault mechs were busy
disembarking, and ran up to the cockpit. Climbing up the short ladder to the
side of the cockpit, Ethan rapped his knuckles on the transpiranium window. Two
helmeted heads turned. Pilot and copilot stared wordlessly at him before the
copilot got up to open the side hatch.


“What is it?”


“I’m an Imperial,” Ethan said.


“Why aren’t you in uniform?”


“I’m not ISSF, but I’m here for the same reason as you—to get help. I’m also
here to find my son—the late admiral’s stepson.”


“The late admiral?”


Ethan realized the copilot didn’t know about any of what had happened in
Dark Space since he’d left. “The Sythians executed Admiral Heston. They’re
occupying Dark Space and enslaving our people as we speak.”


“What?”


“It’s a long story, but right now I need a favor from you. Commander
Ortane—Guardian Leader—is he alive?”


The copilot began shaking his head and Ethan felt something heavy and cold
settle in his chest, but then the officer pointed up and said, “He’s flying
right over your head. They’re holding off the Sythians while we get things
sorted out down here.”


As if to corroborate that, Ethan heard the not-so-distant boom of an
explosion and caught a flash of light in his peripheral vision. Then came the
sound of people screaming. Ethan nodded his thanks before jumping down from the
ladder and turning to see what had caused all the commotion.


He saw Alara standing stock still, staring out over a rushing river of
white-robed civilians running away from the Zenith Tower. They were finally
scared enough to panic. Ethan followed his wife’s gaze to see a pillar of
flames rising from the ground not far from where they stood. “What was that?”


A scream of engines answered before she could and Ethan looked up to see a
Sythian Shell Fighter go streaking by low overhead. Hot on its tail was an
Imperial Nova, its ternary blue thrusters roaring. Red lasers screeched out
from the Nova in a steady stream. They hit home, provoking a plume of black
smoke and then a jet of white hot flames from the Shell Fighter’s glowing
orange thruster pods. Then the Shell exploded with a wicked ka-boom! and
a hot rush of air slapped them in the face. Flaming debris roared out of the
sky and landed in the square with explosive force. The crowd screamed again,
and the river of white robes flowed in a new direction, arcing away from the
debris.


“We need to get inside the tower, and fast!” Ethan said, spinning in
a quick circle to find blue cape and his cadre of identical crewmen. Two men in
matching blue capes were conferring with one another near the boarding ramp at
the back of a neighboring assault transport. One of them held a plasma rifle,
courtesy of Ethan’s armory, while the other was empty-handed. Three full squads
of Zephyr assault mechs stood clustered there with them, forearm mounted ripper
cannons tracking warily across the sky.


Ethan and Alara ran up to the two caped Avilonians, pressing as close to
them as they could get. They were speaking in their language, so Ethan couldn’t
understand what they were saying, but abruptly they seemed to come to a
decision and they turned to the sentinels standing beside them. Ethan heard one
of them call out in a deep, gravelly voice. “You will accompany us to the gates
of the Zenith. The building is in a state of emergency lockdown, and we cannot
get in. You will make a hole for us to enter by.”


“Yes, sir,” the nearest sentinel replied in an amplified voice which echoed
out across the square. “Lead the way, sir.”


The Avilonians set out at a run, and the sentinels followed. Ethan and Alara
brought up the rear of the group. The Zenith Tower turned out to be farther
away than it looked. They ran for several minutes straight, all the while the
sky flashed and boomed with explosions. Ethan winced every time he heard them.
Atton was up there, and sooner or later, one of those explosions could be him.


They reached a sprawling set of stairs which led to the entrance of the
Zenith Tower. They ran up the stairs, gasping for air. The Avilonians and
sentinels reached the entrance first. By the time Ethan crested the stairs with
Alara by his side, the Zephyrs were already setting detlor charges at the base
of two massive doors. 


Ethan led Alara over to a nearby column which was almost as thick around as
the Trinity. She collapsed on the ground beside it and Ethan knelt down
beside her, sweat trickling from his brow as he tried to catch his breath. The
night air was cool, but he was still wearing his flight suit, and he was
sweltering beneath the dense fabric.


Turning to look down on the square from the top of the stairs, Ethan caught
sight of an incredible view. From their vantage point, now several stories up,
they could see out over the grassy square to a vast garden populated with
colorful trees, flowering hedges, and brightly lit walkways. A gentle breeze
blew in from that direction bringing with it the sweet smell of spring—blossoms
and ripening fruit. That smell and the gentle caress of the air struck a fierce
contrast with the battle raging overhead and the still-burning ruins of two
Shell Fighters which had crashed in the square below. Ethan heard Alara’s
breathing quieten, and he turned back to her. She was looking up at him with
wide, frightened eyes.


“It feels like they’re invading all over again,” she said.


“They are, but this time it’s someone else’s homes they’re taking.”


“That doesn’t make it any better! We don’t even have a home! You told me this
would be our home, and now look—it’s going up in smoke, too!”


“Hoi, calm down, Kiddie. It’ll be okay,” Ethan said. He took her hand in his
and squeezed, sending her a determined smile. But she was looking past him, her
violet eyes darting, her chest heaving once more, her palm sweating against
his. She looked to be in the throes of a panic attack. “Hoi, shhh . . . it’s
going to be okay,” he said, opening his arms to enfold her in a hug. Those
reassurances tasted like lies.


“How the frek can you say that?” Alara demanded, pushing him away.
“This is the end, Ethan! They wiped out the Imperium, then they found and took
Dark Space, and now they’ve come here—to wipe out another Imperium that’s more
developed and more beautiful than ours ever was! It’s not going to end until
we’re all dead. It’ll never end, Ethan! Let’s just go while we still
can! Let’s get out of here!”


Alara was spiraling out of control. Ethan’s grim smile vanished and he
adopted a more serious look. He took both of her shoulders in a firm grip and shook
her until her teeth rattled. “Cut it out, Alara! We’re not running anymore.
These people haven’t given up yet, so neither should we! Where are we going to
go?”


Alara’s eyes glazed over, and she shook her head slowly. “I don’t . . .”


Ethan turned back to the entrance of the Zenith Tower just in time to see
sentinels running away from the doors to take cover by the columns and the
stairs. 


“Come on,” Ethan said, dragging her to her feet and leading her around the
back of the column beside them.


“Take cover!” one of the sentinels called out in a booming voice. Then one
of the blue capes called out, too, giving the same warning in the Avilonians’
language.


Ethan held his breath. A few seconds later there came a deafening boom! Dust
and debris blew past them and superheated air whipped around the column to
scorch Ethan’s face. He held Alara close to shield her from it.


“That got it!” one of the sentinels called out. “Blew her wide open! Let’s
go!”


“Come on,” Ethan whispered, pulling Alara to her feet once more. “We’ll be
safer inside the tower.”


Just then came more screaming from the crowds in the square below. Ethan
turned to see a flaming Nova Fighter, spiraling out of control toward the top
of the next nearest skyscraper. It hit with a blinding flash of light, followed
a split second later by the deafening sound of the blast. Red-hot and flaming
debris rained out of the sky, trickling down the side of the building like
lava. Then came a secondary explosion as either the reactor fuel or the
warheads on board the Nova detonated. The sound of the explosion was muffled,
but the sight was terrifying. The top of the tower swelled like a balloon and
then burst into flames, peeling down the middle in two separate pieces that
slowly toppled out of the sky. The ground shook as though from an earthquake
when the debris hit, and the sound of it was like a shatter bomb going off.


“I don’t think we’re going to be safe anywhere . . .” Alara said slowly.


Ethan wanted to disagree, but he was still frozen in place, unable to tear
his eyes away from the fiery ruin at the top of the monolithic tower. Dozens of
floors had been knocked off the top of that building, no doubt taking hundreds
of lives with them, but all Ethan could think about was whether or not the
pilot of that Nova had managed to eject before crashing into the tower. . . . 


And whether or not that pilot was his son, Atton.












Chapter 28





“I’ve picked up
three more on my six!” Ceyla called out over the comms.


“I’ll be right there . . .” Razor said.


“I can’t hold them! Shields are going!”


“I’m on it,” Atton replied, banking hard to port and gaining altitude to
follow Ceyla’s pursuit. He had a pair of Shells chasing him, too, but they
couldn’t follow him through such a sharp turn. They went roaring by in front of
him, shaken loose for the moment. Atton brought the nearest of the three
chasing Ceyla under his sights and began peppering it with laser fire. The
Shell immediately broke off and dove away. Not bothering to follow it down,
Atton targeted the next one in line and did the same thing. By the time he got
to the third, Ceyla was already thanking him for the save. “Stick with me,
Corbin,” he said. “No more wandering off on your own.”


“Roger that,” she said.


“Hoi! Iceman! Where the frek are you?” Gina called out. “I’ve picked up a
whole squadron.”


“I’ll be right there, Tuner,” Atton said, diving back down the way he’d
come. A group of Shell Fighters roared up to meet him. His enemy missile lock
alarm began to sound, and then half a dozen Pirakla missiles flashed out toward
him and Ceyla. “Heads up, Four!” he warned. 


“I see it!” she commed back.


Atton waited until the last minute and then threw his Nova into a downward
spiral. The missiles went wide, but a stuttering rain of lavender pulse lasers
followed him down. Impacts began hissing off his shields. 


“Aft shields critical,” his AI warned.


“Iceman!” Gina hissed. “I’m flattered you think I’m good enough to handle a
twelve on one, but it would be nice to have a little help from my wingman!”


“I’ll be right there!” Atton rolled out of his dive, pulling up hard to
shake off the Shells on his tail. Looking for Gina on the grid, he found her a
few dozen klicks away, literally being chased by an entire squadron of
Shell Fighters. Frek . . . He’d thought she was exaggerating. He pushed
his throttle past the stops into overdrive.


“I’m in trouble!” someone screamed. It was Ceyla again. 


“Keep them busy, Corbin!” Atton replied.


“There’re too many of them!”


“Someone go help, Green V!”


“Negative, Lead; I’m cornered,” Nine replied.


“Likewise,” Razor put in.


“Frek it—help yourself, Green!” Eight yelled. “We’re all engaged! Just jink
hard to throw off any missiles, and then get on their tails. You’re more
maneuverable than they are!”


“I’m not!” Ceyla snapped, sounding stressed. “They clipped one of my engines
and half my starboard wing is missing!”


“Lead . . .” Gina came back. “Where are you . . .” 


Atton could hear the angry hiss of lasers hitting shields in the background
of Gina’s commcast. She was his wingmate. His responsibility was to help her
first.


“They just sliced off my other wing!” Ceyla cried.


“I’ll be right there, Corbin,” Atton commed.


“Lead!” Gina screamed.


“Just hold on, Tuner! I’m going to help Green on my way to you.” Corbin was
in the opposite direction. “I’ll be there in a few seconds!” He wouldn’t.


“I’m going to kill you, Ortane!”


Ignoring her protests, he thumbed over to Hailfire missiles and rolled to
starboard, banking toward Ceyla. He found her pursuers—all six of them—firing
mercilessly on her. Bright purple beams streaked across the night sky,
occasionally hitting Ceyla’s Nova with a shower of sparks. She was flying in a
relatively straight line—whether because she couldn’t maneuver, or because she
was afraid to bleed off any more air speed, Atton wasn’t sure. 


Hovering his targeting reticle over the nearest of the six, Atton listened
to the beep-beep-beeping of a missile lock. As soon as the targeting
reticle turned a solid red and the beeping became a steady tone, he pulled the
trigger and two Hailfire missiles roared out on bright orange contrails. The
Shell Fighter realized his peril and broke away just a second too late. The
Hailfires split apart and eight shards spiraled off in separate directions,
four of them angling for the original target. All four hit and the Shell
Fighter flew apart. A chunk of debris clipped one of the others, causing him to
wobble into the path of another shard with a sudden boom. The explosion
set the enemy fighter on fire and sent it banking toward the ground.


Two down. Atton thumbed over to lasers and began lighting up the
other four Shells chasing Ceyla. He traced his crosshairs back and forth over
all four of them, hoping to scare them off, but they ignored his scattered fire
and stayed intent upon their target.


The Sythians’ pulse lasers began scoring consecutive hits on Ceyla’s
fighter, and a thick jet of flames erupted from one of her thrusters. Her
engines sputtering, she began bleeding airspeed and altitude. She was going
down. There was nothing more he or anyone else could do to help her. 


“Punch out, Corbin!”


A second later, her canopy blew away and Atton saw her flight chair rocket
out above her doomed fighter. Atton was already rolling back the other way to
help Gina. 


“Hang in there, Tuner! I’m on my way!” Atton said.


“Too late, you motherfrek—kkksrrrss.” Her comm died in static. Atton
came about just in time to see her Nova spiral out of control into the distant
spire of an adjacent skyscraper. Her fighter exploded with a blinding flash of
light. Seconds later another explosion burst open the top of the building she’d
crashed into, and it cracked away, falling in two giant flaming chunks to the
city below.


“Gina . . .” Atton breathed. “Did anyone see her punch out?” he called over
the comms.


“Negative.”


“Frek you, Iceman,” Razor replied.


“No,” Eight put in. 


Atton kept the comm open for a moment, as if he had a reply ready, but the
words never came. If he hadn’t gone chasing after Ceyla, he might have been
able to save Gina. Ceyla had had to punch out anyway. He hadn’t helped her
either. 


Instead of guilt, a cold emptiness filled him. There was no painful ache in
his throat, or pulse-pounding burst of rage, just clean, cold numbness.


You really are the Iceman . . . Atton thought.


* * *


Ethan wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting to see inside the Zenith Tower.
Perhaps a vast entrance hall lined with thick columns and expensive artwork.
Lavish displays of wealth and opulent furnishings seemed a given. He’d expected
a palace or a fortress—something which befitted the government headquarters for
a planet with many trillions of people. What he actually saw behind the
10-story-high doors was a vast, well-tended garden. 


Lush, vibrant green sprawled out as far as the eye could see. Blossoming
trees and flowering bushes splashed the scene with color. The distant walls of
the building seemed to be made of luminous crystal, rising some twenty or more
stories, curving up to a bright blue dome of sky overhead. Faint, but visible
within the clear blue of that sky was a glowing spiral pattern with bright
points of light like stars. In the center of that pattern was an artificial sun
with the same eye-shape as the center of the glowing emblem in blue cape’s
chest. Now that Ethan thought about it, the entire sky bore the pattern of that
emblem, only without the circumscribed A. 


Climbing plants and flowers grew up the luminous walls, in some cases all
the way up to the sky, their fronds and blossoms turned inward and upward
toward the eye-shaped sun. The air was fragrant and honeyed with the nectar of
a million flowers. A warm breeze blew; the air was neither hot nor cold, but
perfectly temperate. Waterfalls cascaded from dizzying heights, pouring from
broad apertures in the walls. Small avian creatures flitted through the air,
chirping as they went. It was as if someone had copied it all straight out of a
children’s storybook about the ages-old garden of Etheria.


Ethan watched the Avilonians lead the way through the garden. The sentinels
in their Zephyr assault mechs stomped clumsily along behind them, their backs
arching as they stared up at the sky. The pathway leading from the doors
glittered brightly underfoot as though it were made of diamond dust.


“What is this place?” Alara whispered.


Ethan shook his head, speechless.


“Do not touch anything! Keep to the middle of the road,” a gravelly voice
bellowed from the front of the group. Ethan recognized that voice as belonging
to the other blue-caped soldier, the one whose presence he had not been forced
to endure on his ship. “You are on sacred ground,” he explained.


Ethan ignored their warnings, straying to the edge of the walkway to stare
down into the silvery depths of a shining river running crosswise to the path.
Fat blue and scarlet fish followed the current downstream. He turned from looking
down to looking up at the distant walls of the tower. They were at least
several kilometers away. From that he estimated that the garden had to be a
thousand or more acres in size. As they walked further into the leafy green
depths, white-robed civilians began to appear along the sides of the path,
their eyes narrowed and accusing. A few called out in Avilonian, sounding just
as unwelcoming as they looked. Some of the soldiers replied, their tones more
polite, but the white-robed civilians remained unimpressed. 


“What’s going on?” Ethan asked, walking up beside the nearest soldier.


The man ignored him, but Ethan insisted until the man’s glowing faceplate
turned to regard him. “They warn us that we are not allowed to be here. Only
Omnius’s disciples are allowed into the temple after the doors have shut, and
we are not even Celestials, let alone disciples.”


“The temple?”


“What you see around you. This is the dwelling place of Omnius. He lives
here among his most faithful servants. During the day, the garden is open to
all his chosen people, but at night the doors are shut and his disciples are
free to commune with him without the impatient press of pilgrims come to bask
in His glory.”


“You speak of this Omnius like he’s a god,” Ethan replied.


“He is that and more.”


“Right . . . so this is where he lives? Where is he?”


“He is not a person or an entity that you can point to and say—there he
is!—he’s all around us, ever present, always watching, all-knowing, and
all-powerful.”


Ethan frowned. “I don’t feel him.”


“Neither do I . . .” the Avilonian replied in a shaky whisper. “I fear he
has left us all to die.”


“Nice god you have.”


“Do not speak ill of him! He would not abandon us unless we deserved it.”


“This . . . invisible god of yours. He’s in control of all your defenses?
Every weapon on this planet?”


“That is correct.”


“So no one fires a shot without his permission.”


“No, ordinarily he trusts us as his Peacekeepers to do what we must, but
someone must have threatened him terribly for him to deactivate everything.”


“I don’t see anyone here to threaten him.”


“Omnius resides here, but his essence is spread out across our world. The
threat could be somewhere else.”


“Then why are we here?”


“This is the coming together of all that he is. Here the disciples come to
know Omnius better and tend to him. Here the beauty of his mind is laid bare
for all to see, that we might stand in awe of him. If there is something wrong
with Omnius, we will find it here.”


Ethan looked around the garden and struggled to wrap his head around what
the Avilonian was saying to him. “So . . . what exactly is he? A tree?”


“You make fun of things you know nothing about.”


“It was an honest question.”


“Leave me.”


“All right, I apologize. If he’s not a tree, then what is he?”


“Your people would call him an artificial intelligence.”


“Oh,” Ethan said, taken aback. “Well, we have that, too; we just don’t
worship ours.”


“No, Omnius is different, he is self-aware.”


“So are ours.”


“You mean so they appear to be. True artificial intelligence evolves quickly,
learns endlessly, and grows ever more potent with time. Your equivalents remain
stagnant and do only what they are designed to do. They are slaves of humanity,
while we are slaves of Omnius.”


“I think I like our version better.”


“Do not blaspheme to me, martalis. Omnius is benevolent and good. We
are slaves to him because his goodness compels us to serve him, and because his
wishes and demands are only for our best. Without him we would have long ago
succumbed to our inner darkness and destroyed ourselves.”


Alara grabbed Ethan’s arm and pulled him away from the soldier. “Ethan!” she
hissed. “Don’t make fun of them—or it,” she said, her eyes scanning the
sky warily.


He decided not to press the point. Alara was right; they couldn’t afford to
make enemies here. He turned his attention to the path they were walking on. A
muffled boom of thunder rumbled through the air, and Ethan recalled the battle
raging outside the tower. It occurred to him that they should be running
through this thousand acre garden rather than walking as though they had all
the time in the world. Ethan suspected the only reason they weren’t was because
of the white-robed disciples who stood on the sidelines watching their
every step. Perhaps they thought the intruding soldiers were part of the rebel
army which was to blame for Omnius’s sudden disappearance. Ethan eyed the disciples
right back, wondering if they were to blame—after all, they were the
only ones here.


The pathway came to a building that looked like a giant overturned bowl.
That bowl was golden, smooth and reflective like a mirror. As they approached
it, Ethan saw the blue cape he'd given the plasma rifle to using it to hold one
of the white-robed disciples at gunpoint. A sudden suspicion formed in his gut,
and he wondered if they weren’t in fact helping a rebel army to instigate a
coup.


Hurrying to the front of the group, Ethan found the pair of blue-caped men
yelling at the man in the white robe until at last that man held up his hands
and placed one of them against the glossy golden surface of the bowl. In
response to his touch the bowl rose off the ground on four shining pillars of
light. Then the blue capes shoved him underneath the bowl and the rest of the
Avilonian soldiers crowded in behind him. The squads of Zephyrs followed, as
did Ethan and Alara. From the inside, the dome was black and empty, as was the
slightly raised podium underneath, although a glowing red line ran around the
edges of it. Not far from that was a glowing green line, which Ethan noticed
the Avilonians were careful to stand inside. Ethan caught Alara straddling the
line and he grabbed her hand to pull her over it. 


The white-robed man raised his hands as if beckoning to the sky. And with
that, the inside of the dome sprang to life, glowing subtly, but with ever
increasing brilliance. Suddenly that man dropped his hands, and the dome fell
with a boom. Alara all but jumped into Ethan’s arms, and he held her
tight. Then the inside of the dome became painfully bright, and Ethan’s eyes
shut reflexively. A loud whirring filled the air, wind whipped about in a
sudden frenzy, and then Ethan felt his ears pop. The brightness glowing behind
his eyelids faded, and the whirring noise disappeared. Then the air was
abruptly still. 


Ethan felt vaguely dizzy, as if he’d just been spun around a dozen times.
Then he felt a draft, and he opened his eyes to see a startling, unobstructed
vista of Avilon for hundreds of kilometers in all directions. The lights of the
city glittered all the way out to the horizon. The skyscraper whose spire had
been ruined by a crashing Nova Fighter glowed orange still, like the
superheated barrel of a giant plasma rifle aimed up at the sky. A bed of
flaming debris flickered at that monolith’s base, while dozens of smaller fires
burned in the square and throughout the distant rooftop gardens below. Ethan
looked up to see the dome which they had stepped under, now dark and silently
hovering overhead once more. Ethan walked out from under it with the group of
Avilonians and sentinels. As if in a daze, he headed for the edge of the room
and placed both hands against another dome, this one completely transparent. It
was cold and smooth to the touch, like transpiranium, and it was all that
separated them from the chaos beyond the tower. Looking up, Ethan saw the
faintly glowing outlines of Sythian cruisers drifting behind a near ceiling of
clouds.


Apparently now they were standing in the uppermost reaches of the Zenith
Tower. Above them arced two scythe-shaped pinnacles. Somehow the mysterious
golden dome they’d walked under had transported them from the garden on the
ground floor to the top of the Zenith Tower in a matter of just a few seconds.
Given the height of the building, even the fastest lift tube should have taken
at least a full minute to get them up that high.


Suddenly a Nova being chased by a pair of Shell Fighters dove past their
lofty vantage point. The glowing red barrels of the alien fighters flashed with
pulse lasers and Pirakla missiles before disappearing from view. Looking out to
the horizon, Ethan saw the night painted with hundreds of bright orange
specks—the glowing engines of yet more alien fighters—alternately diving and
ascending like musical notes on a sky-shaped score. Rather than weaving
melodies, these notes where cacophonic when they came together, pouring out
deadly rain on the helpless city below.


“How much longer do you think this will go on before . . . ” Alara trailed
off quietly beside him. 


He turned to her, his usually green eyes now as black and cold as space.
“Before it’s all just a pile of ash?” Ethan turned back to the view. “A few
days—a week at most. As soon as those cruisers start firing, it’s going to get
ugly down here.”


Raised voices drew their attention away from the view, and they turned to
study the others milling about inside the glass dome with them. The voices were
coming from a raised walkway in the center of the room, found arching out over
the golden dome that had brought them all up to the top of the Zenith. The blue
capes were standing there, conferring with not one but two white-robed
citizens. Ethan was sure that only one of the disciples had come with them from
the garden, so the other one had to have been up here already. As Ethan looked
on he realized that this one was different. He wore glowing white armor beneath
his robe, and his chest bore a glowing golden version of the Avilonian emblem
which the blue capes bore on their chests.


“Who is he?” Ethan asked aloud.


“That is the Grand Overseer,” someone said quietly. 


Ethan turned to see one of the Avilonian soldiers standing there with them,
looking up at the glowing white man.


“And? What’s that mean?” Alara asked.


“He is Omnius’s right hand, his human representative on Avilon. If anyone
knows what has happened to Omnius, the Grand Overseer will.”


“Good!” Ethan set off for the raised walkway at a run.


“Wait!” the Avilonian called out behind him. “Martalis!”


“Name’s Ethan—” he called over his shoulder as he ran. “—not martalis.”












Chapter 29





“They’re not
following us, Captain!” Esayla Carvon called out from gravidar.


“What do you mean, they’re not following us?”


“They must have realized that we’re a decoy. The Sythian fleet is heading
for Epsilon.”


Caldin frowned. The Nova squadrons they’d sent to that nav point were the
only resistance the Sythians had likely encountered from the planet, so of
course they were drawn to it. “Helm, take us to Epsilon.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


Caldin looked up and out the forward viewports. It was hard to see the city
below past the Intrepid’s mighty bow, but the horizon was clearly
visible, and so was the shining golden mountain of light which was the Zenith
Tower. Clouds raced by them to either side. In the distance, dozens of Sythian
Cruisers could be seen entering the atmosphere keel first, their hulls shining
bright lavender against the night.


“We’re coming into range . . .”


“Weapons, stand by with our main beam.”


“Range!”


“Open fire!”


A brilliant red beam shot out overhead, sounding with a deafening screech as
a raging torrent of pent-up energy was released. The Corona beam lasted a few
seconds before dissipating into the night, and it left a fiery runnel in their
target’s hull. Then the target fired back with a glittering purple curtain of
Pirakla missiles.


“Get ready to evade! Augment forward shields!”


The first missile impacted on their bow with a mighty splash of fire against
their shields. The next three hit the same place, breaking through the weakened
shield array. As soon as the explosions faded, a gaping hole opened up in the
topside of their bow. Thankfully, the helm managed to evade the rest of that
volley and certain destruction.


“Premator Beams stand by!” Caldin roared. “Open fire!” Four red beams shot
out from the giant turret mounted on their bow, tracing lines of fire across
their target’s hull. They flayed the Sythian cruiser open and it began drifting
out of the sky. Caldin winced as she saw the enemy ship falling toward the city
below. It was going to do a lot of damage when it hit.


“Give that beast everything we’ve got! We need to break it up before it reaches
the surface!”


Red and blue dymium beams arced out, joined by stuttering lines of matching
pulse lasers. Ripper cannons thudded through the sky, tracer alloy painting
golden streaks against the night. A volley of Silverstreak torpedoes jetted out
on glittering silver contrails . . .


All of that hit the enemy with a continuous flashing of light and fiery
explosions. The doomed Sythian cruiser burst into a dozen flaming pieces that
rained down like meteors on the city below.


“Next target!”


“ETA sixty seven seconds to firing range . . .” Esayla called out from the
gravidar station.


“Weapons, stand by!”


As if by mutual agreement, the dozens of alien cruisers hovering above the
city all opened fire. Glittering clouds of missiles swarmed for the surface of the
planet in a deadly purple rain.


Caldin looked on in horror. The first droplets hit, blossoming into bright
orange fireballs, and the face of the city became pockmarked with them. Those
pockmarks grew so numerous that they soon ran together in one endless ruin.


“We’re in range!”


“Open fire!”


The Intrepid’s main beam, her Corona cannon, flashed out once more,
seeming to Caldin an inadequate protest to the destruction the Sythians were
visiting on Avilon.


“Shell Fighters coming up fast!”


“Have our point defenses . . .” Caldin trailed off as she saw the close
proximity of the fighters racing toward them. It was too late to cull their
numbers, and there were too many of them—over a hundred. It wouldn’t take long
for them to devour the Intrepid. Their first pass alone could be
deadly.


“All power to shields! Open fire on those fighters!”


Before her crew could even respond to those orders, the enemy let loose
their volley—a glittering wall of Pirakla missiles that sparkled against the
horizon like a field of blue-shifted stars.


The Intrepid answered with a volley of her own. Hailfires streaked
out from her starboard side just as the nav officer turned the ship to evade.


“Brace for impact!” Caldin called out as Hailfire and Pirakla missiles
crossed each others’ paths. The Hailfires reached a designated range and then
blossomed into eight streaking shards each. Then the enemy volley hit their
flank, and dead of night turned as bright as the inside of a sun.


* * *


“Corbin, can you hear me?” Atton asked as he circled the spot on the ground
where Ceyla’s emergency beacon was transmitting. Her flight chair had just
settled down in the square at the base of the Zenith Tower.


After an anxious silence, the comms crackled with her reply.


“I’m all right!”


A wellspring of pent-up tension in his chest released. “Good! Get under
cover! It’s about to get ugly down there.”


“Roger that, SC.”


Atton’s shields hissed with a sudden rain of pulse lasers, and he pushed his
Nova into a sharp dive to evade pursuit.


“I’m punching out!” Razor called over the comms just a second before his
fighter winked off the grid. Atton eyed the remaining green friendly contacts
amidst the sea of red enemies circling the Zenith Tower with them. Guardian
Squadron was down to just three, including him. The Renegades had four.


“This is frekked up!” Eight put in. “I’ve got three squadrons on me! Nine?
Where are you?”


Without so much as a parting scream, Nine vanished from the grid, and
Guardian squadron was down to just two.


“I’m on it, Eight!” Atton commed back, pulling an upward spiraling Immelmann
turn in order to put his squad mate ahead of him. His own pursuers lazily
followed that maneuver and then the enemy missile lock alarm shrieked a
warning. Frek it! Watching the approaching warheads on his rear scope,
he waited until the last possible moment . . . and then jerked the stick left
and ruddered in the same direction. The enemy warheads spiraled by so close
they bathed his cockpit in a shimmering violet light. Without warning the
missile lock alarm shrieked again—


Suddenly it was cut off by a deafening roar, and Atton’s fighter rocked
violently with the impact.


“Shields critical,” his AI warned.


He pushed his fighter into another dive. “Eight! I can’t get to you! Meet me
on the surface; let’s lose them between the buildings.”


“Can’t make it! Skrsssss . . .”


And Eight was gone.


Now Atton was the last Guardian in the sky, but he didn’t have time to dwell
on that. His missile lock alarm screamed with nonstop warnings. Nosing down
further, he pushed the throttle into full overdrive. Lasers flashed by his
cockpit in a luminous rain. Sythian missiles soon joined them, sparkling all
around him like glowing amethysts falling from the sky. The missiles beat him
to the surface, exploding in a continuous roar. Fire spread out like a carpet
beneath his fighter. Atton pulled up at the last possible second and sailed
through a field of flames. Snapping on a terrain following overlay, he guided
his fighter through man-made canyons of low-rise buildings, shaded green to
reveal them where smoke and flames obscured them from sight. Rooftop gardens
burst into flames. Windows that had been bright with light and life a second
ago suddenly burst outward in glittering clouds of glass. 


Atton dipped down below the rooftops to follow a broad blue river of the
planet’s segregating shield. The energy barrier raced by underneath, shimmering
with reflected firelight. Up ahead another volley of alien missiles hit a set
of twin towers, and they telescoped down on top of themselves. He pulled up at
the last second to avoid the liquefying spread of debris. 


As his Nova roared into the sky, Atton caught a glimpse of the Intrepid. She
was firing for all she was worth, beset by a dense cloud of Shell Fighters
whose glowing orange thrusters silhouetted them against the night sky like a
swarm of glow bugs.


The Intrepid was on fire, and slowly listing toward the ground.
Horrified, but mesmerized by the sight of it, Atton was unable to tear his gaze
away from the doomed cruiser.


So this is the end, he thought. The final frekking end of
everything.


* * *


As soon as Ethan reached the raised walkway where the grand overseer stood,
he saw the blue-caped soldier he’d given a plasma rifle to turn that rifle on
him.


“Stop or I shoot,” blue cape said.


Ethan held up his hands and nodded to the grand overseer. “Where is your
god?”


“Qua est hic?” the overseer demanded, looking Ethan up and down quickly with
undisguised scorn. “You dare to approach me, martalis? You are unworthy
of my attention.”


“Yea, yea, I get that a lot. I want to know what you’re doing about that—”
Ethan gestured to the city beyond the dome-topped tower where they stood.
Noticing something new in his peripheral vision, he turned to see Sythian
missiles raining from the sky. The cruisers had opened fire. He watched, his
mouth agape as those missiles began to impact on the surface. Explosions
sprouted like mushrooms, setting the city aflame.


“I have done all that can be done,” the overseer replied. Omnius is
recovering from an unexpected shut down. It will take some time before He is
back online and all of His functions restored.”


“You don’t have time!” Ethan said. “Where are your defenses?”


“We will regain control of them soon . . .” the overseer replied, turning
away from Ethan to place his hands upon a glowing white sphere which sat at
waist height, just above the railings of the raised walkway where they stood.
The sphere grew brighter at the overseer’s touch, and a holographic display
appeared in the air. A moment later, the overseer said something in his
language, his tone full of reverence. As one, the Avilonians standing under the
dome fell to their knees and bowed their heads. 


Then, abruptly, the dome was bathed in a blinding light. For a split second
Ethan thought the Sythians had found them and that the light was from an
exploding warhead, but absent was the anticipated boom, and the light
remained. He looked up to see a bright spheroid now hovering between the two
scythe-shaped pinnacles arcing out above the dome. It looked vaguely like the
spiral and eye-shaped center Ethan had seen emblazoned on the Avilonians’
armor. The light was so bright that it turned back the night and bathed the
surrounding city in a facsimile of daylight. 


Ethan was forced to look away. He saw spots, but his eyes were not blind
enough to miss what happened next. A terrible, animal roaring filled the air,
followed by a deafening screech as white-hot beams of light leapt from
the sprawling Zenith Tower and from the other skyscrapers which dotted the horizon
like glittering mountains of luminescent quartz. 


Hundreds of beams arced across the sky—straight bolts of lightning reversed
from their natural course. Those beams sliced through the clouds, vectoring in
on the wraith-like shadows of Sythian cruisers.


A cheer went up from the Avilonians, but they remained on their knees. Ethan
watched that dazzling light display go on for what seemed like hours. The
blurry-bright shadows of Sythians hovering above the clouds now turned as if to
flee, but the raging torrents of light followed them. The scattered violet rain
of deadly missiles falling from the sky took a sudden shift, as if driven by an
unseen wind. The Sythians returned fire with focused streams of missiles
heading for the Avilonians’ ground-based batteries. Ethan winced in
anticipation of the destruction. He remembered the damage the crashing Nova had
done. Pirakla missiles would be far worse.


The horizon began to flash with the sporadic impacts of alien missiles, and
Ethan was tempted to look away rather than watch Avilon’s most majestic towers
crumble and fall. By some force of will or enervating horror he looked on.
Rather than see those towers tumble and fall, he saw them rebuff the attacks
with shields.


Ethan’s eyes lit up. The towers were shielded now! Hope swelled in his chest
as he watched tiny specks of glowing orange swatted from the sky with miniature
starbursts of light.


Then, bright golden lights appeared streaking into the sky, swarming up from
the city below. For a moment Ethan thought they must be some type of warheads,
but then one of those golden streaks flew right past the Zenith’s spire with a
bone-rattling roar and Ethan saw that it was a starfighter not unlike a Nova.
Yet where a Nova’s hull was dull gray duranium, this one was a luminous cobalt
blue.


Hundreds of those fighters sailed up into the sky, and stuttering lines of
red lasers began streaking out from them to join the beams firing from the
towers. 


A nearby boom rumbled overhead, sounding like a thunderclap, but
rather than see lightning arcing from the clouds, Ethan saw a flaming wreck
burst into view—a mountain on fire sent sailing down straight on top of them. 


Someone screamed. An instant later, he realized it was Alara. She was still
standing by the edge of the dome, her head tilted up, one hand pointing to the
ruined Sythian cruiser. She stood frozen before it like a bosin caught in a
hover car’s headlights. Ethan vaulted down from the catwalk to get to her. He
wasn’t sure what he could do, but a primitive part of his brain was screaming
at him to do something.


Before he even reached her, the beams of light arcing up from the city
changed course, all of them now firing on the doomed Sythian cruiser. It was
vaporized with a spectacular boom and an accompanying starburst of light.
Ethan stumbled around blind for a few seconds before his vision cleared enough
to see a blurry-bright world saturated with light from the after image of the
doomed cruiser’s explosion.


Another animal roar sounded, and this time Ethan realized it was coming from
the blinding light hovering between the two scythe-shaped pinnacles overhead.
He had assumed that light was a representation of Omnius, not Omnius himself,
but now he thought the opposite. If the AI god of Avilon had physical form, it
was this artificial sun.


Swarms of Avilonian fighters met with the Sythian Shells in the sky—glowing
golden thrusters mingled with glowing orange, swirling smoke trails against the
faded shadows of the night in a fiery kaleidoscope of death and destruction.
Bright lines of red pulse lasers knocked Shell Fighters from the sky by the
dozens. The Sythians’ answering fire seemed somehow ineffectual by comparison,
as Ethan didn’t see even one Avilonian fighter fall. All the while,
ground-based defenses slashed the sky with vengeful fury.


Ethan shook himself as if waking from a nightmare, and hurried over to
Alara. He crushed her in a fierce hug and buried his face in her hair. “I love
you, Kiddie,” he spoke beside her ear. He wasn’t sure she’d heard him over the
continuous screeching of weapons fire or the distant thunder of
exploding starships, but she whispered something equally unintelligible beside
his ear, and he smiled, knowing with a sense keener than hearing that she’d
just said the same thing.


* * *


Caldin looked on with wide eyes and a gaping grin. Brilliant white beams of
light shot out from Avilon’s tallest buildings like the white-hot spokes of
giant wheels. Hordes of Avilonian fighters wove through the sky in glittering
blue-gold shoals, sending Sythian Shells tumbling to the ground by the dozens.
The Sythians were actually outnumbered for a change. We might just make it
out of this yet, she thought with a flicker of hope. 


Then the deck rocked with a sudden explosion, snapping her out of her
triumphant daze. The lights on the bridge flickered. Caldin saw the ruined city
below slowly tilt on its axis, and she actually felt the deck tilt with
it. From that she deduced that the cruiser’s artificial gravity was failing,
allowing the planet’s gravity to bleed through. “What was that?” Caldin
demanded, grabbing onto the captain’s table for support.


“Five Shells just ran into our main engine array!” gravidar reported.


“What you mean they ran into it?”


“He means they flew up the exhausts!” Delayn replied from engineering. “The
reactor is at 22% integrity and dropping!”


“Reduce power!”


“If we reduce power any further, we’re going to fall like a stone!”


“Comms! I want a repair crew on it now!”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“18% integrity . . .” Delayn warned in a rising voice. “It’s going critical!
I’ve got to shut her down!”


All the lights and glowing consoles of control stations on the bridge
abruptly died and then came back again, but much dimmer than before. Now they
were running on emergency backups.


“Status report!” Caldin called out.


“We’re going down!” the helm replied. 


“Any chance we can land safely?”


“The backup generator is redlining with just 10% power to grav lifts,”
Delayn said. “That’s not nearly enough to land.”


“Then use that to steer us away from the taller buildings; aim for the worst
of the devastation!”


“I can’t,” the helm replied, a note of panic creeping into the man’s voice.
“Maneuvering jets are offline! We’re out of control!”


“Calculate our trajectory! I want to know where we’re going to hit and
when.”


“Calculating . . . oh frek.”


“Oh frek, what?” Caldin demanded.


“We’re headed for the Zenith Tower. We’ve got three minutes till impact.”


“Abandon ship! We haven’t come this far just to die now!”


The evacuation alarm began to sound in strident tones. Caldin turned and
ran, pounding down the gangway to the escape pods that lay just beyond the
bridge doors. Her XO and chief engineer, Cobrale Delayn, as well as the
gravidar officer, Esayla Carvon, reached the same escape pod as her. Caldin
keyed open the hatch and shoved them inside. By the time she shut the hatch
behind them, Delayn was already at the pod controls, his hands flying over a
holographic keypad.


A moment later something clunked and the escape pod flew down a brief
launch tube, racing past bright rings of light.


* * *


Commander Donali awoke in darkness. He raised his hands, groping in the
dark, and promptly smashed his knuckles on the transpiranium cover of the
stasis tube. 


Stasis. They put me in stasis! He heaved against the cover with all
his strength. It swung aside easily. He stumbled out into the room beyond. A
dim red light flickered on beyond the stasis tube, revealing that the world was
askew, as if he had one leg shorter than the other. He took a few steps, and
then promptly fell over, only to stand up and fall over again. A roaring,
screaming noise filled his ears. Frowning, he got to his feet more slowly this
time, and now he noticed that the deck was sloping under his feet. That
shouldn’t have been possible unless artificial gravity had failed and there
were another gravity source somewhere else nearby . . .


Suddenly he realized what the roaring noise was. It was the evacuation
alarm. The Intrepid was in trouble. Donali bolted for the nearest exit.
He was naked but there was no time to put on his clothes. He raced out the
doors of the stasis room and down the corridor, bumping into bulkheads in his
mad dash for the nearest pod bay. He knew there to be a bank of escape pods
very near to the stasis rooms, so he was well-situated to get away.


Upon reaching the pod bay, he waved his wrist over the door controls and
then hurried inside. He heard booted feet racing after him and turned to see a
group of corpsmen and doctors headed his way.


“Hoi!” one of them called out. “He escaped!” 


Donali’s heart pounded. He thought quickly. His security clearance hadn’t
yet been revoked, otherwise he wouldn’t have been able to get inside the pod
bay. That meant his override codes would still be working. He turned to the
door controls inside the pod bay and typed in a lock override code. The doors swished
shut just moments before the doctors and corpsmen reached them. Donali waved to
them with a smile as they began pounding on the doors, trying their own
security codes to no avail. With that, he turned tail and ran for the nearest
pod. He keyed it open and dove inside, reaching for the red launch button at
the pod controls. His fingers just grazed the button and then came a sudden
burst of acceleration, followed by racing rings of light and then . . .
freedom. 


His mouth dropped open and confusion swirled as he tried to comprehend what
he was seeing. A vast city sailed by underneath his pod, wreathed in smoke and
flames. It was the middle of the night. Clouds raced by overhead. Monolithic
skyscrapers glittered on the horizon. Wraithlike shadows floated behind the
clouds, raining a familiar purple light on the city below. Dazzling white beams
of light arced through the night, striking at those shadows. 


The Sythians were here, and an unknown enemy was fighting them. Fighters
raced by on all sides of him. Some were familiar Shells, but the others . . .
Donali squinted out at them and he realized that the fighters firing at them
weren’t Novas. 


His brain belatedly put it all together. This was Avilon, and the Sythians
had found it. Donali settled into the pod’s flight chair with a grin. Somehow
his mission had been accomplished without him. He let out a shaky sigh. 


Then the comm light on the pod’s control panel lit up with the bleep
bleep of an incoming message. Donali was just about to answer it when he
realized that he was a suspected traitor. His hand returned to his lap. It
would be better for the surviving crew of the Intrepid to think he went
down with the ship.


He returned to watching the battle raging around him. He delighted in the
destruction of the city, but he could tell that the tide of the battle was
turning. Shell Fighters were raining from the sky by the dozens, flaming and
tumbling to their doom. Just now a pair of Sythian cruisers came crashing down
with them, bursting through the clouds on a collision course with the city.


If this was Avilon and the Sythians were losing, then perhaps his mission
wasn’t over yet. He might still find a way to help his masters. Donali smiled and
closed his eyes to make contact with his handler. Lord Kaon replied a moment
later, demanding to know what had happened to him. He explained everything,
right up to the present moment where he found himself sailing out over the
Avilonians’ home world. Kaon told him the Sythians were losing the battle for
Avilon, but that they would return. Donali was instructed to find a safe place
to land and then go into hiding until he could be of further use. He ended his
telepathic contact with High Lord Kaon and returned to admiring the destruction
before him. He was relieved to know that the fleet the Sythians had sent was a
mere hundred ships, not their entire armada. His masters had lost the battle
but not the war.


Donali reached for the pod’s flight controls, but then he recalled the comm
light, and he first checked the grid to make sure no one was nearby to see him
abandon the pod’s auto-piloted course. If he wished to pretend the pod was
empty, he couldn’t be seen to deviate from his current trajectory. One look at
the grid was all it took to assuage that fear. The sky was so fraught with
contacts that no one would notice what he was doing. He turned the pod off its
current course and began an in-depth scan of the planetary surface, looking for
a place he might be able to hide. When the results of that scan came back a
moment later, his jaw dropped and he shook his head. The city was far more than
it seemed, stretching over a kilometer below the apparent surface of the world.
There was some type of energy shield guarding what lay below, but with all of
the destruction raining down, he could see a few places on his scopes where the
shield had opened up, revealing the city below.


Donali dove for one of those holes, racing toward the raging inferno. He
wasn’t sure what he’d find in the lower levels of the city, but he had a
feeling it would be much easier to hide down there than it would be on the
rooftops.


* * *


The escape pod rocketed out the back of the Intrepid, flying through
a thick, black trail of smoke from the cruiser’s ruined thrusters. The smoke
cleared to a wispy gray, and then they were flying out over the flaming city.
Captain Caldin watched the light show created by hundreds of crisscrossing beam
cannons and thousands of fighter-based pulse lasers. Avilonian and Sythian
fighters raced by them on all sides, the former swatting the latter with
dazzlingly bright red pulse lasers. Shells exploded all around them in bright
orange puffs of molten alloy. 


Through the clouds of debris and the blinding light of exploding fighters,
Caldin saw something new. “What’s that?” she asked, pointing out the front of
the pod.


“What’s what?” Delayn asked, checking the grid. A moment later he let out a
long whistle and shook his head. “Looks like the Sythians didn’t wipe out their
fleet after all.”


“Looks like,” she replied. The Avilonians didn’t just have fighters in the
air. Now there were several large starships roaring up from the ground and
racing toward the engagement around the Zenith. They all looked to be the same
class as the cruiser which had found them in the gravity field a few short
hours ago. Counting just the ones she could see out the porthole-sized forward
viewport of the escape pod, there were at least half a dozen.


Looking out to the hazy orange line of the horizon to see if she could find
any more, Caldin realized that the city was on fire as far as the eye could
see. Millions must have died in the attack.


“Never thought I’d live to see this twice,” Delayn remarked, obviously
reminded of the original Sythian invasion by the apocalyptic scale of the
devastation before them. Caldin saw Delayn reach out beside him to find Esayla
Carvon’s ebony hand. Esayla was kneeling beside him and leaning her head on his
shoulder.


That display of affection had Caldin looking away, out the rear hatch to
watch the Intrepid’s final moments. Her thoughts turned to a certain
corpsman—Corpsman Markom Terl—her lover and longtime friend. She chewed her
lower lip, hoping against hope that he would have enough time to escape. The
flaming bulk of her ship sailed inexorably toward the Zenith Tower like a giant
torpedo, trailing a fat plume of ugly black smoke. Here and there an escape pod
came jetting out of the flames, fleeing the doomed cruiser in just the nick of
time, but those pods were too few and far between to be carrying the entire
crew.


Caldin wondered absently what the Avilonians would do to them if the Intrepid
took down the Zenith Tower, and with it, their AI god, Omnius.


But she needn’t have wondered. A dozen white-hot beams suddenly shot out
from the Zenith, converging on the doomed ship. It burst open like an overripe
piece of fruit, and Caldin flinched away from the blinding light of that
explosion. An ominous roll of thunder reached her ears just a moment later, and
then she turned back to look. The Intrepid was gone. In its place, a
hail of tiny fragments sailed on and splashed harmlessly across the face of the
Zenith, provoking a telltale flicker of light—the tower is shielded, she
realized.


The escape pods she’d seen streaking out of the fiery ruins of her ship were
now nowhere to be seen. Turning back to Delayn she asked, “How many made it
out?”


He was quiet for a long moment, forcing her to repeat the question.


“Just three. I’m sorry, Captain.” Delayn turned to her, his pale blue eyes
filled with a suspicious sheen of moisture. 


“Any from med bay?”


“Let me check, ma’am . . .”


Caldin’s heart beat double time in her chest. 


“V-966-14!” he said, calling out the pod’s tracking number.


“Hail it!” Her heart beat faster than ever with the fearful hope that one of
the people in that pod was Corpsman Markom Terl. She watched the back of
Delayn’s head in an anxious silence, her hands alternately clenching and
unclenching.


“They’re not responding, Captain . . .” Delayn said slowly. “The pod must
have malfunctioned and launched by mistake.”


Caldin felt something cold and hard settle in her chest like a lump of
granite. She swallowed thickly and nodded. “Carry on, Commander.”












Chapter 30





High Lord Shondar
sat watching the battle from a high orbit, safely cloaked and concealed behind
the lines on his command ship, the Gasha. But there was no concealing
his disappointment and rage. The Avilonians had lost their fleet, their world
laid bare and defenseless. They had been his for the conquering! The
glory was to have been his alone!


Now . . . now they were suddenly firing back and coming at him with
overwhelming force. Shondar stalked up to the edge of the simulated star dome
which covered his bridge. He gazed down on the glittering jewel that was Avilon
and let out an angry hiss. That jewel had almost been his!


“My Lord, what do we do now?” the chief operator asked.


Shondar took a minute to reply, his glowing white eyes fixed upon a darkened
patch of the city below. It was dark for all the thick clouds of smoke that
hung over it, obscuring city lights and raging fires alike. That black region
was dimly lit by the continuous flashing of lasers, missiles, and exploding
Shell Fighters, as well as by one curiously bright point of light which glared
up at him with the intensity of a sun.


Shondar’s eyes narrowed on that singular, bright point of light, glaring
straight back at it. He knew it wouldn’t be long before even his cruisers and
battleships succumbed to enemy fire, falling from the sky to burst open on the
ground like overripe gob fruit.


It was time to retreat. “Have our drivers cloak their ships and return to
orbit. They are to rendezvous with us here before we leave. We return no better
than when we left. Shame is upon us all.”


“Yes, My Lord.”


Shondar bit back a roar of outrage. A part of him had known a world as
vastly-overpopulated as Avilon could not be subdued so easily. He had suspected
it was too good to be true, but he had barreled on foolishly, blinded by
visions of glory which were now eclipsed by shame.


How could he have been so foolish!


The humans would pay.


Reluctantly, Shondar sent a brief, telepathic update to High Lord Kaon. The
battle was lost; he was returning to Dark Space. Kaon wanted details, but
Shondar ended that brief contact abruptly, making it clear that he was not in
the mood to analyze his defeat.


“Our drivers report they cloak successfully and are breaking off from the
engagement. They return to orbit.”


Shondar gave no sign he had heard that update, and no one bothered to ask if
he had. He stood watching as the darkened patch of city below grew darker still
with the sudden absence of weapons fire. He bared his black teeth in an ugly
smile. The Avilonians could not shoot what they could not see. Cloaking
technology had won the war with humanity. Now it was being put to a far less
glorious use, shielding Shondar’s fleet from eyes and sensors as it retreated.
It was the first Sythian retreat in the history of the war, and the shame of
ordering it fell on him. He hissed once more, displeasure rolling off him in
waves.


Then, suddenly, something terrible happened.


The clouds were lit up once more with flashing light, and Shondar felt an
uncommon stab of fear. His upper lip curled, and his brow wrinkled with
confusion.


“My Lord! The drivers report their ships are being fired upon!”


“This is not possible! They cannot detect us! Have the drivers evade!”


“They do evade, My Lord. The enemy strikes us still!”


“Have them activate flash shields! De-cloak the Gasha and do the
same! Get us away from the planet!”


The operator at the helm began turning the mighty Gasha away
from Avilon. Mere seconds later Shondar saw the blinding speck glaring up at
him from the planet suddenly swell to twice its size and brightness, unleashing
a terrifying beam of light. Shondar watched it slice through the
kilometers-long bow of his ship, and his glowing white eyes widened with shock.


“How do they see us?!” Shondar demanded, his voice sounding suddenly shrill.
The bow of his command ship cracked away in a molten ruin.


“Flash shields active!” the operator in charge of engineering called out just
a moment too late. Fortunately, the Gasha could live without its bow,
but now Shondar’s shame was magnified.


“Get us away from this place—now!” Shondar hissed.


“What of the fleet?”


“Leave them!”


* * *


Atton saw the Avilonians open fire on the invaders at last. Dazzling white
beams crisscrossed the sky. Hundreds of starfighters rose to greet the alien
swarms. Red lines of pulse lasers streaked out from them, reaping the sky, and
the alien armada began raining down everywhere around him.


A ground swell of hope buoyed his spirits and a grim smile began tugging at
the corners of his mouth. Sweet revenge. Serves the kakards right! It
was beginning to look like Avilon might pull victory from this massacre. Atton
had to force himself to stop gloating and focus on his immediate surroundings.
Whether or not they won, it was still imminently possible for him to die. A
pair of Shell fighters roared by, running from the Intrepid, which they
had been bullying just a moment ago. They cut down across his flight path at an
oblique angle, followed by twice as many Avilonian fighters spitting streams of
bright red lasers at the enemy shells.


A moment later those two Shells exploded with synchronous booms and
Atton’s Nova rocked in the shockwave. Racing up toward the Intrepid, he
mentally toggled his comms for the command channel and sent a message:
“Control, this is Guardian One, what’s your status?”


No answer.


He followed the Intrepid’s flaming ruin across the sky, hoping that
they could hold out just a little longer. The Avilonians were scraping the
Shells off them like bugs from a hover car’s windshield.


“Guardian One, this is Control, we—skriss . . .”


Whatever the comm officer had been about to say was cut off with a burst of
static. A flash of light followed, and suddenly the Intrepid’s thrusters
were gushing fire and smoke. The ship took a sudden dive toward the planet. A
quick look at the grid showed the cruiser going dark. It was running on low
power, but Atton was sure after the explosion he’d witnessed that it wasn’t by
design.


Mere seconds later, he saw a flurry of escape pods jet away. They were
abandoning ship! Frek, he thought, still rushing up to greet the Intrepid,
as if he could somehow stop the cruiser’s suicidal plunge to the city below.


“Sara, plot a trajectory for the Intrepid,” he said, speaking to his
AI.


A moment later, a curving red vector appeared on the grid, reaching out from
the doomed cruiser to the tallest tower in the city below. The Zenith
Tower, Atton gasped.


It wasn’t even another minute before the Avilonians responded to the
crashing ship. Blinding beams of light converged, and Atton saw the Intrepid
begin breaking up into flaming chunks.


Then it flew apart with a terrific boom, vaporizing all but the
smallest specks of debris. Atton gaped at the explosion now blossoming a few
short klicks from his fighter. Then came the shockwave and his Nova began to
buck and twist under him. He battled with the flight stick for just a second
before the shockwave passed. In its wake came a hail of superheated grit and
small, molten debris that hissed off his shields and stole a few percentage
points of charge. That was all that remained of the once majestic cruiser.
Atton’s gaze dropped to the grid to look for the escape pods he’d seen fleeing the
ship.


There were just three left.


Targeting the nearest one, he hailed it saying, “Pod vee nine sixty six dash
four, this is Guardian One, what’s your status?”


The comms crackled with a familiar voice—that of the Intrepid’s XO,
Deck Commander Delayn. “Good to hear from you, Guardian Leader. We’re all
right, but a bit shaken up. We have the captain with us. Where’s the rest of
your squadron?”


“I’m it,” Atton replied.


“Kavaar. . . .”


Atton felt the same dull shock coursing through him. Out of over one hundred
men and women who had been aboard the Intrepid when they’d set out from
Dark Space, they’d be lucky if a dozen had survived.


“Mind giving us an escort to the surface?” Commander Delayn asked,
interrupting his thoughts.


“It would be my pleasure.” 


Atton brought his Nova around until he had the glowing blue thrusters of the
escape pod under his crosshairs. When he drew near to it he saw that it was
charred and blackened on the outside, revealing just how lucky it had been to
escape the explosion that had taken out the Intrepid. Atton kept half an
eye on the grid to make sure no enemy fighters were vectoring their way. 


“Sara,” he said, “Set the TDS to maximum sensitivity and add pod V966-4 to
our watch list. I want to know the minute a Shell so much as wobbles onto our
flight path.”


“Yes, sir,” the AI replied.


A moment later the TDS screeched with a warning and Atton saw a Shell
Fighter ahead of them begin flashing on the grid as it banked toward them. Sara
had auto-targeted it for him. Pushing the throttle up past the stops, Atton
surged ahead of the captain’s escape pod, and then thumbed over to lasers.
Lining up for a shot, he brought the red brackets of the target under his
crosshairs. The targeting reticle flickered green and he held down the trigger.
Lasers screeched out in a continuous stream toward his target, and its shields
began to drop. Then came the beep-beep-beeping of an enemy target lock,
and an alarm screamed out a warning as a glittering pair of Pirakla missiles
leapt out toward him. The Shell fighter’s shields dropped to 46% and then it
dove away, breaking out of the head-to-head and leaving Atton to deal with the
missiles now vectoring in on him. A moment later his TDS blared with another
warning just as a group of Shells angled in on him from his starboard side and
began firing dazzling violet streams of pulse lasers across his path.


He began yawing erratically from his straight-line course in order to throw
their aim. The missile lock alarm grew progressively louder until his ears
began to ring with the sound. “I get it!” Atton roared. “Sara turn down the
volume on the TDS!”


The alarm diminished and then the missiles were upon him. He nosed down and
hauled back on the throttle until the glittering purple stars of two Pirakla
missiles appeared to shine down into the cockpit like twin suns at their
zenith. As soon as he’d judged they were just about to hit him, he triggered
his afterburners and pulled up hard, letting the alien missiles skate by behind
him with bare meters to spare. Strident purple light continued to flash around
his cockpit—


Then it suddenly ceased. 


Atton deduced that the Avilonians had taken care of those fighters for him.
A muffled clap of thunder applauded their demise a split second later as the
sound of the explosions reached his ears.


He let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding and checked the grid
for the captain’s escape pod. It was still cruising on behind him, unmolested.
Either the Sythians hadn’t noticed it, or they were prioritizing targets by
threat level. He knew better than to think they had spared the pod out of
mercy. Hauling back on his throttle so the escape pod could fly past him, he
keyed his comms and said, “Commander Delayn, you need to set down as soon as
you can. Things are going to get worse before they get better up here.”


“Agreed, but for now we’re safer in the air.”


Atton was forced to agree as he peered over the nose of his fighter to the
inferno raging through the city below. The shimmering cascades and lush,
shadowy green of the city’s rooftop gardens were now a distant memory.
Everything was black smoke and curling orange tongues of flame as far as the
eye could see. He considered that at least the planet-wide city was too vast
for the destruction to have spread very far.


As if to confirm his look-on-the-bright-side attitude, he saw the
smoke begin to thin out up ahead. A few minutes later, his Nova punched through
the fading black haze, and pristine gardens raced by once more. The captain’s
pod flew past him and angled for a grassy garden which lay at the foot of a
giant skyscraper. Not waiting for them to touch down, Atton began banking back
the way he’d come.


“Thanks for the escort, Guardian Leader,” Delayn’s voice returned. “Where
are you going? The Avilonians look like they can handle things from here. You’d
be better off keeping your head down with us.”


“I’m sure they can handle things, sir,” Atton replied, “but I have at least
one friend down there somewhere, and I need to go back and look for her.”


Delayn hesitated to reply, as if he thought that was a skriff’s errand, but
all he said was, “I hope you find her.”


“So do I. Get under cover as soon as you can.”


“We will. Thanks again.”


Atton nodded, but gave no reply. He raced back into the inferno, the smoke
swallowing his Nova greedily. Unable to see, he snapped on a terrain-following
overlay, and a jagged world of broken towers and twisted debris became visible,
painted over the hazy black smoke in shades of green. 


He scanned the grid, searching for the ping of an emergency beacon that
would alert him to the presence of a downed pilot, but there was nothing.
Gravidar was completely devoid of any active signatures, either friendly or
enemy. Most of his pilots had crashed in the vast square at the base of the
Zenith Tower, but Atton couldn’t find either the square or the tower through
all the debris. Flying up higher to get his bearings, he saw the smoke clear
just enough to make out a blurry outline of the gargantuan Zenith Tower. The
tower lay off his port side. Banking that way, Atton checked the grid for
emergency beacons once more.


Still nothing.


Then his shields hissed with a string of impacts, followed by the sudden
appearance of a Shell Fighter on his tail. It must have been cloaked! he
realized. His missile lock alarm blared out a warning, but the enemy was too
close for him to evade. The missile hit with a deafening roar, and his Nova
bucked violently. His AI screamed out, “Shields depleted!” 


After that, a damage alert blared close beside his ears, along with a
sharp whistling sound. Thick black smoke began swirling into the cockpit,
giving him a clue about the whistling noise—there was a hole in his cockpit. In
the next instant his flight suit auto-pressurized and sealed, cutting him off
from the cockpit’s depressurized, contaminated air supply, but not before his
ears popped with the sudden change in pressure or before he caught a lungful of
acrid smoke. 


Then a loud shearing noise drew his attention out the port side of the
cockpit. He was just in time to see his wing sliced off by a lavender-hued
flash of light. The Shell Fighter was still on his tail, intent on finishing
him. Now unbalanced, his Nova began rolling over. Atton fought the controls for
just a second before he realized it was futile. He pulled the red lever beside
his flight chair, and explosive bolts blew his canopy into a netherworld of
greasy black smoke.


Sudden acceleration squashed him against his seat, carrying him swiftly away
from the doomed Nova. His spine compressed painfully, the chair’s inertial
management system too weak to shield him completely from the g-force. Then the
sudden acceleration eased as the booster rockets in his chair sputtered out.
Atton drifted to the top of his ascent, his head poking out above the pervasive
smoke for a murky view of his surroundings. He was high above the ruined square
that lay at the foot of the Zenith Tower. All around him bits of flaming debris
and ash fluttered to the ground. Overhead, bright white beams and red pulse
lasers crisscrossed the sky, swatting at the Sythians’ fighters and fleeing
cruisers. At the top of the Zenith shone a bright orb that Atton had somehow
missed seeing before. It shone almost as bright as a sun, turning black of
night to dawning day. As he watched, that orb seemed to swell, and then it shot
straight up as the thickest, brightest beam weapon the Avilonians had fired
thus far. His gaze followed that massive weapon up into seemingly empty space. 


Feeling his stomach lurch as his flight chair began to slowly plummet to the
ground, Atton turned away from the scene of the Sythians’ defeat to rather
focus on his own survival. Using the controls on his armrest to direct himself
as best he could, he headed for the Zenith Tower. Through the reams of smoke,
he could just barely make out a gaping hole in the base of that tower. If he
could get there, he might be safe.


The chair’s grav lifts controlled his descent as best they could, but the
power supply wasn’t nearly strong enough for powered flight across the odd
kilometer between him and the Zenith. With that in mind, Atton traded altitude
for speed and used that speed to get as close as he could. When he saw the
ground rushing up too fast beneath his feet, he pushed the grav lifts to their
limit, buoying himself up at the last possible second. The resultant force
threatened to flatten him against the seat of the chair, placing an almost
unbearable pressure on his spine, but then that pressure eased and his chair
slid to a stop, still upright and hovering a few inches above the ash-covered
ground. 


Atton hurried to unbuckle his flight restraints and then he set out at a run
to cover the remaining distance to the Zenith. Thick black smoke clogged his
way everywhere he looked, disorienting him. Giant black flakes of ash
pinwheeled from the sky like snow. The ground shook with the periodic thunder
of debris crashing all around him. The limited sensors inside his helmet were
equally blinded by the smoke, and he was left groping in the dark, trying to
steer clear of the blurry orange light of raging fires.


Desperate, Atton tried the comms as he ran. “This is Guardian Leader to
anyone who can hear me, I’m on the ground at nav point Epsilon, looking for
cover. Can’t see a frekking thing through the smoke . . .” 


The comms crackled ominously with static. Either everyone was dead, or they
were too far out of range to hear him. 


But then a gruff voice cut through the static, and a light appeared, bright
and shining through the gloom. “Commander, this is Mech Captain Alpha One—hold
your position, I’m on my way to you now.”


Relief flooded through him, but rather than stop running, he ran faster,
heading toward the light. All of a moment later, a dark shape came swirling out
of the chaos—faceplate blue and glowing in the light of holographic displays.
It was a Zephyr light assault mech.


“Frek, it’s good to see you, Captain!” Atton said. “Have you found any other
survivors out here?”


“Why don’t you come see for yourself,” the captain said as he reached
Atton’s side. “Follow me.”












Chapter 31





Atton hurried up the
stairs to the entrance of the Zenith Tower. He saw a glimmer of green beyond
the gaping hole in the doors. That hole had been covered with a portable shield
generator to keep out the smoke. He walked through the diaphanous blue membrane
of those shields, passing from the nightmare of the burning city into an
ethereal dream. A lush garden stretched out as far as the eye could see. The
distant walls of the tower rose like glittering mountains of crystal. A bright
blue sky sprawled overhead, etched with a faint spiral dotted with stars. The
eye-shaped center of that spiral shone like the sun. White-robed people walked
calmly through the garden, seemingly oblivious to the chaos and destruction
beyond the walls of their tower.


Atton unsealed his helmet and removed it. The air was fresh and honeyed with
nectar. He took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “What is this place?”


“It sure is somethin’ ain’ it?” the captain replied. “But you can gawk
later. There’s someone here who’d like to see you. Come on.”


“Who?” Atton asked, following the captain down a glittering pathway. They
didn’t get far before he spied a small knot of people gathered in the shade of
a tall, blue-flowering tree. Most of those people were armored Avilonian
soldiers, but Atton thought he noticed a few who stood out. They wore neither a
shining suit of armor nor the white robes of the people in the garden. What
they wore instead were ISSF flight suits. As soon as he saw that, Atton took
off at a run, quickly outstripping the sentinel who was escorting him there.


Standing in front of the group were a pair of blue-caped Avilonians, and
between them hovered a bright light. As Atton approached, he heard a voice like
thunder speaking to the group of people.


The light turned toward him, and Atton was abruptly blinded by it. He fell
to his knees in the grass, clutching his eyes. 


“Atton!” a gruff, familiar voice called out. A moment later he felt himself
yanked to his feet for a crushing hug. Now partially shielded from the light,
he opened his eyes to slits in time to see his father withdraw to an arm’s
length. “Glad you could make it,” Ethan said.


Atton took in his father’s salt and pepper hair, his grizzly growth of
stubble, and care-worn features, stretched now into a smile that crinkled the
skin at the corners of his eyes. He gazed into the piercing green eyes set
within those crinkles and returned his father’s smile. “How did you get here?”
he whispered.


“Things got bad after you left. Your mother sent me to look for you.”


“Hoi there, Atton,” a new voice added. He turned to see Alara walking up
beside his father, her violet eyes bright with emotion. “We’ve been looking for
you.”


“I found them . . .” Atton said, turning in a quick circle to marvel at the
garden where they now stood. “I found Avilon.”


“Yes, you found us,” a deep, gravelly voice interrupted. “But at what cost?
The evil you brought with you has killed millions!”


Atton stepped to one side of his father, and the blinding light found him
once more. He was forced to shut his eyes as he spoke. “We didn’t bring the
Sythians here. The only coordinates I received were for your forward base. It
was your people who came and rescued us from the gravity field where we were
stranded. They helped us find our way here. If the Sythians followed us, then
technically it was your people who led them here.”


“You dare to blame us for this devastation?” the gravelly voice replied. 


“Silence!” the voice like thunder interrupted, accompanied by an even
brighter pulse of light from the blinding sun. “The martalis speaks the
truth. They did not lead the Sythians here, but neither did my Peacekeepers.
The Sythians did not follow you to Avilon. They already knew where it was. A martalis
man by the name of Stevon Elder told them.”


“Who?” Ethan asked.


“Doctor Elder?” Atton added. “How would you know that? Actually, better yet,
how do you even know him?”


“I know many things.”


“Who are you?” Atton replied.


“I am your god!” the thunder boomed. 


Atton turned to his father with a dubious look. “He can’t be serious?” 


Ethan winced away from the light and shrugged. “Just roll with it. The
Immortals are the Avilonians, Etherus is Omnius . . . it all makes a twisted
kind of sense when you think about it. I never believed in all that, but I
guess those who do should be running around screaming I told you so!”


Atton turned back to the light with a frown, wondering if Ceyla being an
Etherian would agree with that.


Ceyla! His heart began to pound with the sudden fear that she hadn’t
made it. Where was she? He recalled the group of people he’d seen as he
approached the grassy clearing where he now stood, and he remembered that
there’d been few people wearing ISSF uniforms. . . . 


Hope rising past the lump in his throat, he called out, “Marksman Corbin?”
At that, he opened his eyes fully, trying to see past the light. His eyes
promptly blurred with tears and he was forced to shut them again.


“Over here, Commander!”


Relief flooded through him, and he smiled through the tears. 


“Hoi, don’t forget about me, you old motherfrekker!” came Razor’s voice.


“Quiet!” the gravelly voice hissed at them. “Omnius is speaking.”


“They will learn respect . . .” the thunder replied. Switching to the
Avilonians’ language, Omnius said something for the benefit of the
Peacekeepers, and then the blinding light vanished, and the gravelly voice
said. “On your feet!”


Atton blinked the spots out of his eyes and he picked Ceyla out of the crowd
of Avilonians kneeling on the grass. She was sitting beside Guardian Five,
Razor. Atton reached her side just as the soldiers rose to their feet. She was
in no rush to stand, but Atton held out his hand to help her up. She accepted
it gratefully. “Thanks for your help up there,” she said.


“No problem.”


“Move along!” one of the soldiers beside Atton said, giving him a healthy
shove.


“Hoi!” Atton turned to scowl at the man. The face behind the glowing visor
was inscrutable, but he imagined a nasty look on the soldier’s face. Maybe they
were upset with him for suggesting that they were to blame for bringing the
Sythians to Avilon.


“Hold on a minute,” Ethan said, coming to stand beside Atton and face down
the soldier with him. “Where are you taking us?”


“Omnius has told us to leave you all in a temporary holding area and go join
the fight.”


“I see. Tell you what, why don’t you have us join that fight, too.”


“Omnius said—”


“Forget what Omnius said. You trusted us enough to ask for our help once.
Now I’m offering it.”


“Move along,” the soldier repeated quietly.


“Quat est moror?” the gravelly voice said. Atton saw the owner of this voice
was a blue-caped soldier with a glowing blue emblem etched into his radiant
armor.


The unadorned soldier turned to the blue-caped one and they spoke briefly in
Avilonian. A moment later blue cape turned to them. “Omnius accepts your offer
of service. I assume you plan to use your vessel to join the fight.”


Ethan nodded.


“Then go quickly.” Reaching down to his belt, he opened a compartment and
withdrew what looked like a small sheet of transparent rubber. Stepping up to
Ethan he handed over the sheet and said, “Place this over your nose and mouth.”


Atton saw his father staring at it in his palm with ill-concealed revulsion.
Then he noticed that it was moving. 


“What is it?” Ethan asked, looking ready to hand it back.


“A filter. It will allow you to breathe without being choked by the smoke.
You will not get back to your ship without it.” With that, the blue-caped
soldier turned and spoke to a few of his men. They produced similar squares of
living rubber and distributed them to the humans in the clearing who didn’t
have helmets. 


When one of them came up to Atton, he shook his head and smiled, putting his
helmet back on instead. He watched with concern as his father pressed the sheet
of rubber over his mouth and nose. Ethan’s mouth opened in surprise as the
thing spread, adhering to his lips and nose. 


“Ethan!” Alara cried, her hands already reaching out to scrape it off his
face.


“Breathe!” the Avilonian commanded. “It will not harm you.”


Abruptly Ethan relaxed and nodded. “Thank you,” he said, his voice now
muffled with a watery sound. Turning to the others, he said, “Let’s go.”


“You have room for us?” the Zephyr captain who’d found Atton asked.


Ethan hesitated to reply. “Yes, but you’d be better off helping rescue efforts
on the surface. There aren’t enough turrets on my ship for all of you.”


“Understood.”


“We could use some help finding it, though.”


“Roger that—Alphas, form up!” 


Turning to Atton, Ethan said, “You and your squad mates can come with us if
you like.”


Atton sent Ceyla a questioning look. She and Razor both nodded, and he
turned back to his father with a grin. “Ruh-kah!”












Chapter 32





Ethan stumbled out
into the smoke-clouded world beyond the ethereal confines of the tower. From
the top of the stairs he could see a vast field of flames, blurry orange light
dancing through the fumes. Weapons fire flashed overhead, sounding with the
distant screeching of pulse lasers and the resonant humming of beam cannons. 


He took a deep breath to test the living membrane the Avilonians had given
him to place over his mouth and nose. It worked exactly as advertised, somehow
passing clean, odorless air to his lungs.


It did nothing for his eyes, however, which immediately began to burn and
tear. He narrowed them to slits, and turned to look behind him for the mech
captain who had agreed to lead them to the Trinity. He found Alara
standing directly behind him, her eyes similarly clouded with tears. Behind
her, Atton and his two squad mates were just now emerging from the tower.
Bringing up the rear were eight Zephyr assault mechs—Alpha squad.


“Hoi!” Ethan called out to the mech at the head of the group, shouting to be
heard over the sound of weapons fire. “We’re going to need you to lead the way
with your sensors!”


“Roger that,” the mech captain said, striding by him and starting down the
stairs from the Zenith. “Stay close,” he said as he and his squad descended
into the gloom. Ethan and the others brought up the rear behind the mechs. The
Zephyrs were keeping a close eye on the sky as they went, as if they could see
some hidden danger lurking behind the rising columns of smoke. Every now and
then they would hear an unearthly screaming as a Shell Fighter came whistling
out of the sky to impact in the square with ground-shaking force. 


“We need to pick up the pace!” Alpha One called out from the head of the
group. With that, the Alphas began to jog. Ethan and the rest of them had to
break into a flat sprint to keep up with the Zephyrs’ longer strides. They
couldn’t see all eight assault mechs, but Ethan tried to keep the nearest four
in sight at all times.


They had to watch their steps as they ran over the ash-covered ground. Ethan
spared a glance to check on Alara as she ran beside him. “You okay?” he asked,
suddenly worried about his pregnant wife.


She nodded. “I’m fine.”


“No argument about it not being safe to go up there and fight?”


She took a moment to reply to that. Ethan was just about to ask her again
when she said, “We have to fight them. Just look at what they’ve done to this
place!”


“What about our baby? I thought you wanted security. Safety.”


“I do, and that’s exactly why we have to fight. With these people on our
side, we might just win the war once and for all. Our part might not make a lot
of difference, but at least I’ll be able to look my children in the eye one day
when they ask me what I did to stop the Sythians. They’ll know their
mother is no coward.”


“Ruh-kah! Now there’s the Alara I remember. Welcome back, Kiddie.”


“Thanks, I think. I’m new at this. I have to think about more than just me
now. It’s not just my neck I’m risking.”


“So what changed your mind?”


“What’s the point in having children if they don’t have a world to grow up
in? I was afraid to leave Dark Space because there was nowhere to go, but now
we’ve found a place, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to rest before we rescue
everyone and bring them here.”


“Hoi, hold on a minute. We don’t have to rescue everyone, Kiddie.”


“Well, obviously the criminals are a low priority,” she replied.


“Actually, I wasn’t thinking about them. I was thinking about your father.”


“Ha ha, very funny!”


He gave a lopsided grin.


“Heads-up!” the mech captain called out up ahead. “I think we’ve found her!”


Ethan looked up to see a shadow come swirling out of the smoke. A moment
later, that shadow resolved into the shape of his corvette. The Zephyrs slowed
now that they’d found the object of their search, but Ethan sped up. He ran
past the captain and opened the boarding ramp with the keycard in his pocket as
he ran. “Thanks for that, Captain!” Ethan called out. “I owe you boys a round
of drinks when we get back!”


“I’ll hold you to that!”


Ethan reached the foot of the ramp just as it finished lowering to the
ground. He stopped and turned to see his wife, followed by Atton and two more
officers go racing by him. He ran up the ramp after them, triggering it to
close before they’d even reached the top. Eager to be rid of the living air
filter the Avilonians had given him, he ripped it off his face and threw it
over the side of the ramp. He noticed Alara doing the same.


Once inside the ship, Ethan ran up to a lift tube that lay just beyond the
boarding ramp, he slapped the call button and then turned to his crew. “Atton,
you and the others head to the turrets. Alara and I will man the cockpit.”


“This is a seraphim-class corvette,” the male pilot standing behind Atton
said. “You’re going to need more than two people on the bridge.”


“What’s your name?”


“Razor.”


The lift tube arrived and they all crowded into it. “Well, Razor,” Ethan
said as he selected the gun deck and the bridge from the wall-mounted
directory. “This is a modified corvette, and it’s built for just two control
stations.”


“That’s a lot to manage in a fight,” Razor replied.


“You just worry about manning your turret; let me worry about how much I
have to manage.”


The lift arrived on the gun deck a second later and Atton ran out with his
squad mates. “Tag a few of them for me, son!” Ethan said.


“I’ll tag a dozen,” Atton replied.


With that, the lift doors swished shut and it sped upward. A moment later,
Ethan and Alara were running out and down a short corridor to the bridge. They
reached their respective flight chairs and strapped in. Ethan fired up the Trinity’s
reactors and began warming the grav lifts while Alara skipped through a
quick preflight check. 


“Everyone ready back there?” he asked, speaking into the ship’s intercom. He
left it open to keep a dialogue going between him and his crew. 


“Affirmative,” came Atton’s voice.


“Roger that,” the female pilot said.


“Ruh-frekkin’-kah!” Razor added.


Ethan pushed the grav lifts up to maximum power and the Trinity shot
straight off the ground, rising quickly through swirling clouds of smoke.
Despite an upward acceleration of over 35 KAPS, they couldn’t feel a thing.
“Set IMS to 90%,” he said, speaking to the ship. Alara shot him a quick look,
and he got it. “Right—the baby—make that 95%.”


Now he felt a subtle pressure on his spine to accompany the upward
acceleration. A few seconds later they emerged above the smoke and saw the
midnight sky slashed with light and bleeding fire. “Holy frek,” Ethan
whispered. 


Several Sythian cruisers were in the process of plummeting from the sky,
breaking up into flaming chunks. Avilonian ground batteries answered that
threat, breaking the debris into smaller and smaller pieces as they fell. Ethan
looked up still higher to the clouds. Reams of fire converged on the lurking
shadows of Sythian cruisers. What looked like thousands of gold-glowing insects
danced through the air, firing streaks of bright red lasers at a significantly
smaller number of orange-glowing insects.


There were thousands of fighters, and that was just what the Avilonians had
managed to rally on short notice. Larger ships were few and far between,
however—with just a dozen that Ethan could see, and none of them much larger
than the Intrepid. 


Speaking of which . . . Ethan scanned the grid for the ISSF cruiser,
but he couldn’t find it anywhere. He had a bad feeling the Sythians had
destroyed it before Omnius had come back online and restored control of
Avilon’s defenses. 


Their fleet was destroyed in orbit, and this is what they had lying in
reserve on the planet, he thought, marveling at the display of force. He
tried to guess how many more fighters they had if this was what they’d managed
to rally in the past half an hour since Omnius had been brought back online. He
realized the number would be in the high six figures. Alara’s right, he
thought. We do have a chance.


He found himself wondering about the Avilonians: humanity could have fought
off the original invasion if the Avilonians and the Imperium had stood
together. So why didn’t they? 


Ethan frowned and pushed those thoughts from his mind. “We’re going to have
to hurry if we want to get in on the action,” he said while switching from grav
lifts to thrusters. A meaty roar rumbled through the ship as he throttled up to
the ship’s maximum acceleration of 125 KAPS. That was significantly less in
atmosphere than it was in space, but still more than fast enough to pin them to
their seats and send the city falling away beneath them at a dizzying rate.


“How many are there?” Alara asked.


Ethan queried the gravidar for a tally. “Fifteen capital-class, and just
over five hundred Shell Fighters . . . they’re down to less than half of what
they came with. . . . Hoi! What’s this?”


“What’s what?”


“Look!” Ethan pointed to the grid, to the red icon of an enemy starship
hovering high above the planet. “That’s their command ship!”


“Why aren’t they cloaked?” Alara asked.


“Maybe the Avilonians have a way to see through cloaking shields?”


“If that’s the case, then the Sythians are in for more trouble than they
know.”


Just as Alara said that, the eye of Omnius at the top of the Zenith Tower
abruptly swelled to twice its size and a blinding beam of white light shot
straight up through the clouds. Ethan followed that beam on the gravidar to see
where it went. 


He watched wide-eyed with glee as it collided with the gargantuan command
ship and sliced off a large chunk of its port side.


“Holy frek,” Ethan whispered.


They soared into the clouds, and the space ahead of them grew thick with red
bracket pairs as the ship auto-highlighted nearby enemy targets on the HUD.
“Heads-up boys and girls,” Ethan said, switching over to Hailfire missiles.
Destra had filled the Trinity’s launchers to overflowing with munitions
before sending him on his way—just in case. That was going to come in handy
now. 


Before they were even through the clouds Ethan saw bright lances of red and
blue dymium pulse lasers streaking out from his corvette’s turrets, tracking
enemy Shells. Ethan targeted the nearest fighter and hovered his targeting
reticle over the enemy fighter. He waited to hear the solid tone of a lock and
then fired off a pair of Hailfires. They jetted out into the clouds and
disappeared. 


Then the Trinity punched through the clouds and they saw the real
battle in all its glory. Sythian cruisers and battleships were clawing for the
sky, their shining mirror-like hulls peppered with explosions from unseen
ordnance. “What the frek is hitting them?” Ethan asked.


“Lasers?” Alara suggested.


Ethan shook his head, barely noticing as the missiles he’d fired split into
eight shards each and blew three Shell Fighters out of the sky. “No. Not beams
either. Those are being absorbed by shields. These are explosives. ”


“Well, some type of warheads, then.”


“Right, but why can’t I see them on the grid?”


“Maybe they’re cloaked?”


“Maybe,” he conceded.


“Ruh-kah!” Atton whooped over the intercom just as the first Shell Fighter
succumbed to fire from the Trinity’s turrets. “That’s one!”


“You’re going to have to try harder! I’m already up to three,” Ethan said.


“Put me in the pilot’s chair and we’ll see what I can get,” Razor chimed in.


“Nice try,” Ethan said through a smile. “Not happening.”


Ka-boom!


“Hoi!” Atton called out.


Dead ahead a Sythian Battleship cracked into jagged pieces.


“That’s a pretty sight!” Razor chimed in.


Ethan grinned. “Copy that.”


Alara jabbed him in the ribs with an elbow. “Look at that,” she said,
pointing to the grid. Ethan glanced down at his main holo display and found all
the Shell Fighters there suddenly breaking off to turn tail and run, leaving
the capital ships to fend for themselves.


“It’s a rout!” Ethan called out over the intercom. “Let’s run ‘em down!” He
pushed the throttle up past the red lines and into overdrive. The ship began to
shudder and shake around them, and the stars grew progressively brighter as
they left the planetary atmosphere behind. Streaking golden lights began racing
by all around them—hundreds of Avilonian fighters chasing after the Shells at
top speed. Curious about how fast that top speed was, Ethan targeted one of the
friendly fighters and found it accelerating at 225 KAPS, almost double the Trinity’s
top speed. 


He let out a long whistle. “That is one fast fighter.” Even Nova
Interceptors weren’t that fast. And as for the Sythian fighters they were
chasing, they may as well have been standing still. The Avilonians caught up in
a matter of seconds, and red hot streams of lasers began pouring from them,
lighting their targets on fire. Ethan targeted the nearest Shell and tried for
another missile lock. The reticle flickered red, and then he heard a solid tone
and fired off another pair of Hailfires. More lasers began streaking out from
the Trinity’s turrets as they came into range.


Space ahead of them was peppered with exploding Shells. Rather than slow
down to focus on the enemy fighters, the Avilonians roared past them, giving
the enemy a chance to take a few potshots. Ethan saw at least two Avilonian
fighters flicker off the grid before they passed out of range.


“I don’t get it,” Alara said. “They could have hounded those Shells until
they killed them all.”


“Yes, they could have, but then they wouldn’t be able to go after that.”
Ethan pointed to the Sythian command cruiser, visible as little more than a
glinting speck in the distance.


“They can’t be far from a safe jumping distance,” Alara replied.


“No, I’d say they’re just about there,” Ethan replied while lining the
command ship up under his sights.


“What are you doing?”


“What’s it look like? We’re going to join the party,” he replied.


“What are you going to do when we fly past those Shells and suddenly they’re
on our tail? They’ll tear us apart.”


“Something tells me they’ve got bigger problems.”


Flying up behind them and catching up fast were a quartet of Avilonian
cruisers. All of a minute later, the glinting wave of Shells ahead of them
became a dazzling wall of fire that almost blotted out the stars.


“What the . . . ?” Ethan trailed off. 


“Hoi, leave something for us!” Razor whined. 


“They’re dying before I can even target them!” Atton added.


“I didn’t see any weapons fire. What’s shooting them?” the female pilot put
in.


“We noticed the same with the cap ships earlier,” Ethan replied. “Possibly
some type of cloaking missiles.”


“Slick. Wish we had those,” Razor replied.


Ethan was just about to pass through the wall of flames, when the
Avilonians’ fire let up. Now there were just a few dozen Shell Fighters left,
exploding here and there.


“This is krak!” Razor said. “I only got one and two assists.”


“Two here,” Atton replied.


“Still three for me,” Ethan replied, finding to his disappointment that the
last pair of Hailfires he’d fired had gone to waste—their targets blown apart
before they’d arrived. “But I still win.”


“I got two and three assists,” Ceyla added quietly.


Alara nudged him with her elbow and turned to him with a smile. “You know
what that means?”


Ethan was too busy gaping in shock to reply.


“It means she wins,” Atton said for him. “One assist equals half a kill, so
she’s got 3.5. Nice work, Corbin.”


“Corbin, huh?” Ethan said. “Well, you owe me a drink little lady.”


“That’s Marksman Corbin to you, civvy, and why do I owe you
a drink? I won.”


“Exactly. How else am I supposed to feel better about that?”


Laughter rippled over the comms. “In that case I’ll buy you two.”


“Generous. I accept.”


“Consider it an advance on future defeats.”


“If that’s the case, I’ll have to pay it back soon.” 


“I wouldn’t be too sure about that,” Alara said.


“Whose side are you on?” he asked.


“Yours of course. I’m just trying to protect your ego from further
bruising.”


Girlish laughter trilled over the comms. “I like your copilot, hotshot.”


Ethan smiled. It was nice to break up the unrelenting despair of the past
few weeks with some playful banter. Now, finally, humanity was on the winning
side of the war.


It's about time we had some revenge, he thought, his eyes on the
distant speck of the Sythians’ command ship. Ready or not, here we come.












Chapter 33





High Lord Shondar
was relieved when they were finally out of range of the ship-cracking beam that
had been firing periodically at them from the surface of the planet. He began
to hope he might just make it back from Avilon alive. As for his fleet,
however, that was another matter. More than a hundred starships gone—cut
to pieces in less time than it had taken for his fleet to dispatch the derelict
Avilonian one. The difference was, his ships had been able to move and shoot
back. It wasn’t much of a difference. Shondar had never seen such a fast
turnabout in war—not in the whole decade they’d spent wiping the galaxy clean
of its human pestilence.


“My Lord, we are ready to enter the light stream,” the operator at
the helm said, interrupting his thoughts.


“Do so!”


The bright sparkle of stars turned to an ugly swirl of light. Shondar hissed
and subsided against the back of his command chair. It was done. The Avilonians
had won the first round.


But what of the second? From what he’d just witnessed, Shondar doubted that
he and the other lords could prevail against the Avilonians. The one hope they
had was that they had annihilated the Avilonian fleet before it could come
online. At the end, when they had suddenly begun to fight back, the majority of
their strength had been in their ground defenses and their thousands of
fighters. The Avilonians could not project that strength beyond their world.
Not without another fleet. Perhaps they had another one in reserve. Shondar
hoped not . . . 


He caught himself with an ugly scowl. This disaster planning was beneath
him. How had he gone from plotting Avilon's conquest with the other Lords to
trying to think of a way that they could survive if the Avilonians chased them
back to Dark Space?


The irony of that was not lost on him. Dark Space had been humanity’s refuge
against the Sythian Coalition for the past ten years. Now it was about to
become the Coalition’s refuge against humanity.


Shondar’s hands involuntarily bawled into fists and he pounded the armrests
of his command chair, causing the displays before him to shudder. It made no
sense! If the humans were so strong, why had they saved their strength for
last? Why not fight as one and repel the invasion? Why had they remained in
hiding all of this time, only to show their strength now when they were forced
to defend themselves?


The answer to all of those questions came to him in a sudden flash of
insight. Because they know about us, he realized. They know we could
easily crush them if all of our might were brought to bear. What is one sector
against thousands?


The first seven clusters they’d sent to the humans’ galaxy to test their
strength had proven to be the only seven they needed to send. Those seven
groups of warships had gone on to conquer humanity completely. Now that the
initial invasion was no longer enough, they had but to ask the supreme one to
send more reinforcements.


It would not matter if the Avilonians’ technology was more advanced, Shondar
realized. They would be so hopelessly outnumbered that they couldn’t hope to
survive.


Suddenly the Gasha groaned and the dazzlingly-bright swirl of the
light stream vanished as the command ship was pulled unexpectedly
back into real space. Dead ahead Shondar saw the maddening blackness of the
nebula they had been trapped within mere hours ago.


“What?” he boomed, rising from his chair. “What happens?” he
demanded.


“A gravity field does pluck us from the light stream again, My Lord.”


“Get us out of the field! How far in are we?”


“We—”


“Sensors detect enemy vessels!” the sensor operator said.


“They follow us?”


“No, My Lord, they are in the wrong place. They lie here in wait for us.” 


“How?”


“We do not alter our final trajectory for many minutes. They must have
forces nearby, and communicate our flight path to them.”


“Come about! We go back the way we come.”


“Yes, My Lord.”


Then the Gasha shuddered underfoot and a distant rumble reached their
ears. “What is that? Are they in range so soon?”


“We cannot see what they shoot us with!”


“Fire back!”


“We are out of range!”


Shondar cursed viciously. “Continue running!”


“Enemy contact! They are behind us! These ones do follow us from the planet,
My Lord! What are your orders?”


Shondar’s naturally gray face paled still further, and his glowing white
eyes widened in horror. His gaze turned to the star map hovering before him.
Thousands of purple enemy blips were rushing at them both front and rear in two
encircling arcs. They were moving to trap the Gasha between them.


He’d been so distracted by his sudden defeat that he hadn’t even thought
about what the Avilonians might do to stop them from leaving. He’d forgotten
all about the gravity field. 


“Come about and face them! The shakars force us to fight, and so we fight!
For glory!”


“For glory!” his crew shouted back.


* * *


Ethan watched the Sythian command ship vanish in a flash of light. “Frek! We
missed them.”


“That’s it?” Alara asked. “Aren’t you going to follow?”


Ethan considered that with a frown. “We can’t take a 30-kilometer-long
warship down with just the Trinity, and there’s no way the Avilonians’
fighters can chase them all the way to Dark Space. Show’s over,” he said,
banking back toward the planet.


They began flying past Avilonian starfighters and then past a group of
cruisers. Oddly, none of them was turning around. Ethan watched them on the
grid with a furrowed brow. “Why aren’t they going back?” 


Alara shook her head.


Then the Avilonian fleet abruptly vanished.


“The frek? Where’d they go?” Razor put in, asking the question that was
already on the tip of Ethan’s tongue.


“Cloaked?” Alara suggested.


“Why? There’s nothing to hide from anymore,” Ethan said.


“Wait a minute . . .” Atton whispered. Then came a rush of static as he let
out a sudden breath and gave a short yip of laughter. “They just jumped away,
too!”


“What?” Ethan shook his head and checked the grid for a radiation trail.
“Why would they jump after the Sythians if they don’t have the range to follow
them? And besides, I don’t see any traces of T-radiation.”


“Their drives don’t work the same way as ours, and as for it making sense,
it makes plenty,” Atton replied. “We ended up stuck in a gravity field a few
light years from Avilon when we came here in the Intrepid. That grav
field turned out to be one of many. Omnius uses them like a wall to keep people
out of the sector.”


“You’re telling me they’re protecting a whole sector with artificial gravity
fields?” Ethan was incredulous. “The energy it would take to generate fields
that size is—”


“A lot more than we can imagine,” Atton finished. “I don’t know how Omnius
does it, but I witnessed it with my own eyes. Why do you think it took so long
for us to get here? We only escaped the gravity field when Omnius shut down.”


“What’s your point, SC?” Razor chimed in.


Ethan put the pieces together a moment later. “Start spooling for a jump!”
he said to Alara, his hands already flying over the controls to deduce a vector
from the trail of tachyon radiation which the Sythians had left in their wake.


“Where to?” Alara asked.


“Give me a second. . . .”


“Hoi, I’m not going to die on some skriff’s quest!” Razor said. “You can’t
take us all the way back to Dark Space in this bucket, and even if you could,
I’m not going.”


“If your commander’s right,” Ethan said, “we won’t have to go that far
before we get yanked out of SLS. I just hope we’re in time for a few parting
shots of our own.”


“Frek yeah!” Razor said.


All of five minutes later the drives were spooled and Ethan had them flying
on a parallel trajectory to the one the Sythians had taken to escape. “Ready?”
he asked, turning to Alara.


“Punch it!” she said.


And with that, stars and space turned to star lines and bright swirls of
light. Ethan sat back and waited. The minutes passed in an agony of
anticipation with the occasional comment from the gun deck. He was just
beginning to wonder if he and Atton had guessed wrong about the gravity fields
when a reversion alarm sounded through the bridge and the dazzling swirl of SLS
vanished with an abrupt flash of light.


They dropped out of SLS in the middle of a warzone. Space ahead of them was
void of stars, but bright and flashing with dazzling streaks of red light. The
sheer blackness of space confounded Ethan until sensors flagged that void on
the grid as a dark nebula.


The Sythians’ command ship sat before them, twisting and turning at the edge
of the nebula, beset by a thick cloud of starfighters. The Avilonian cruisers
hung back where the Trinity had dropped out of SLS, seemingly spectators
to the battle raging before them. Ethan knew better. The Sythians’ command ship
was wreathed in fiery explosions from all the mysterious ordnance those
cruisers were bringing to bear. Glinting distantly against the dark nebula,
Ethan saw yet another Avilonian fleet. He wondered where they’d come from. Then
he remembered the fleet he’d found at the Avilonians’ forward base.


“What are you waiting for?” Alara asked. 


Ethan hadn’t bothered to ignite the Trinity’s thrusters since
dropping out of SLS. He shook his head, and all of a moment later, the Sythian
command cruiser flew apart in a spectacular flash of light. “That,” he replied
belatedly.


“Ruh-kah . . .” Razor said over the intercom. 


Death and glory, Ethan translated silently. Until now there hadn’t
been much glory in the war, just a lot of death. But finally, it looked like
that was about to change. This was the second command ship humanity had
destroyed in almost as many months.


“Serves the kakards right,” Alara whispered beside him.


Ethan turned to her with a wild grin. He strained against his seat restrains
to take her face in his hands and kiss her ruby lips. A moment later he pulled
away from her to stare into her startling violet eyes. “We’re going to be okay,
Alara!” he said, taking her by her shoulders and gently shaking her, as if to
wake her from a bad dream. “We’re going to be okay.”


“I know,” she replied, flashing a smile of her own.
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Shondar hissed in
fury, watching his mighty Gasha swarmed from all sides. They were firing
back for all they were worth, but so far they’d only managed to shoot down a
few dozen enemy fighters. As for the Avilonians’ capital ships, they hung back,
safely out of range.


“The shields fail, My Lord!” 


“I know!” he hissed, his voice all but drowned out by the simulated roar of
explosions, and by the very real rumbling and groaning that echoed through his
ship with every hit.


The humans will pay for this!


Then a brilliant flash of light suffused the deck where he stood, and his
furious hissing was cut off in mid stream, his body vaporized in an instant.


Shondar awoke to find himself underwater. Then his muscles all spasmed as
one, and the water became turbid with his involuntary thrashing. As soon as the
sensation passed, he sat up with a splash and coughed up a viscous fluid. He
looked around to find that he was naked, sitting in a bath of translucent blue
fluid with tubes and wires trailing from his body. One such tube protruded from
his belly button. Filled with horror and revulsion, he almost reached down to
rip it out, but he wasn’t sure what would happen if he did. His brain pulsed
with an angry heat; his heart raced. What had just happened? Had it all been a
dream? Where was he? Who was he? 


Shondar hissed and turned to look around him, but all was darkness besides
the blue glow emanating from the bath where he sat.


Then a voice slithered from the darkness: “You return to us in ssshame, Lord
Shondar.”


That voice was familiar.


“Lord Kaon! Where am I?”


“You die. Now you live. You are in your spawning chamber.”


Shondar hissed with rage. “I kill them for this!”


“Be at ease. This already happens to stronger lords than you.”


Shondar didn’t like Kaon’s implication that he was a stronger lord, but he
let it go. “Help me out of here,” Shondar said, reaching out for the sides of
the bath. 


“Not yet. Tell me about the battle.”


“I am a High Lord! You cannot keep me here!”


“No, I cannot. Not unless your foolishness cost us more than it appears. We
tell you to forfeit your fleet, but retreat with your command ship intact, yet
you return here with neither your fleet nor the Gasha.”


Shondar hissed once more. “You have no authority to threaten me. You do not
speak for the other lords.”


“I do not. You are correct. Perhaps I should let them speak for themselves.”


With that, a dim light grew in the room and Shondar turned to see four of
the other lords, including Lady Kala. Lord Quaris was mysteriously missing. “I
can explain,” Shondar said.


“Then tell us,” Lord Worval demanded in a booming voice. “We are listening.”


So Shondar told them. He told them all about Avilon—about the encircling
wall of gravity fields and the mysteriously derelict fleet, about their
magnificent world-city, and finally about his defeat and the Avilonians’ vastly
superior technology. When he was done with his story, the lords were noticeably
cowed. 


“Then we cannot defeat them,” Lady Kala said.


“No. Not yet,” Kaon replied. “The humans left to get reinforcements.
I believe it’s time we went to get some of our own.”


* * *


As soon as the Trinity dropped out of SLS with the world-spanning
city of Avilon lying before them once again, the comms squealed and a deep
voice shuddered through the bridge speakers. “Unknown Imperial transport, this
is Strategist Galan Rovik of the Athos. Please lower your shields and
prepare for boarding.”


“What?” Ethan blurted out. He couldn’t believe it. 


“I don’t like the sound of that . . .” Alara whispered beside him. “Did you
open the comms?”


“No . . .”


“Then where did that transmission come from?”


“The frek if I know!”


“You have not dropped your shields. You have five seconds to comply before
we lower them for you.”


“Some thanks we get!” Ethan roared. “Can you hear me? We helped you and now
you’re just going to take my ship? Frek you!” he spat. With that, he wrenched
the flight yoke to one side, turning back the way they’d come. 


“Where are you going to go?” Alara asked.


Ethan shook his head. “The frek away from here!”


“Alara’s right, Dad,” Atton said over the intercom. “We just saw what
happened when the Sythians tried to run. You think we’ll do any better?”


“So what do you suggest?” he demanded, his chest heaving with fury.


The comms squealed in protest once more and then they heard, “You are out of
time.” 


“Frek you!”


The Trinity shuddered with an impact and then all the lights on deck
abruptly died. Sparks showered from the console before him, and the flight
controls went dead. Ethan felt a heavy weight abruptly lift from his shoulders
as zero G replaced the ship’s artificial gravity.


Silence rang in Ethan’s ears, interrupted only by the frantic beating of his
own heart. Then came a noise like rushing water, and a strong gust of wind
slapped him in the face, forcing his eyes to close. He opened them a moment
later to find a pair of Avilonian soldiers in shining armor standing between
him and the forward viewports.


Ethan gaped at them, wondering where they’d come from, and how.


“In the name of the Ascendancy, welcome to Avilon,” the one with a
shimmering blue cape said. “I am Strategian Galan Rovik, but you may call me
Master Rovik.”


“Excuse me?” Alara asked.


“You need not have resisted when we asked to board your vessel. We are
merely here to escort you safely to the surface. Omnius will explain everything
once we arrive.”


Ethan’s cheeks bulged with indignation. “Lower your shields or else we’ll
lower them for you is a damned fine way of asking to board my ship!”


“We did say please.”


“Right,” Ethan snorted. “I almost forgot.”


Before long, the Trinity’s systems were back online and she was
cruising down through Avilon’s atmosphere. Atton and his fellow pilots were
standing on the bridge, keeping a close eye on the Avilonians. Ethan would have
liked to keep an eye on them himself, but he needed to keep his eyes on where
he was flying. The Avilonians seemed content to let him pilot his ship down to
the surface. He hoped that show of faith on their part was a good sign, but he
decided to reserve judgment until he heard what Omnius had to say.


The AI god of Avilon had a lot of explaining to do. Curiosity was burning a
hole in Ethan's brain. First and foremost he wanted to know why the Avilonians
hadn’t joined the war sooner. They’d routed the enemy fleet so fast that he was
sure they could have turned back the original invasion. Right on the heels of
that question was what the frek Omnius had been doing while his city and
his fleet in orbit were reduced to slag.


“Over there. You may set down on the grass.” Master blue cape pointed to a
large, illuminated green space on the rooftop of a low-rise skyscraper at the
edge of the devastation around the Zenith Tower.


Fires still raged in the city below, but now they were being attacked from
the air with streams of water and fire retardant from hovering starships. The
smoke was beginning to dissipate into a thinner, low-lying haze. Ethan took a
short detour from the way to the rooftop the Avilonian had indicated to circle
above the city and survey the damage. The debris of crashed starships was
everywhere. Here and there Sythian Cruisers lay half buried in the city, half
sticking up at an odd angles, like alien plinths.


“It’s going to take a while to repair all of that,” Ethan remarked.


“It could have been a lot worse,” Alara replied.


“Please do not deviate from the indicated course,” blue cape said, only now
realizing what the delay was about.


“What did I tell you about getting your cape in a knot?” Ethan said,
bringing the Trinity back on course.


“You have never told me any such thing, martalis, and I would caution
you to show more respect,” blue cape replied.


“Oh, I must have the wrong blue cape. Never mind then.”


Alara shot him a frown. He replied with a smile, and she shook her head.


Just a few minutes later they hovered to a stop above the Avilonians’ chosen
rooftop. Ethan saw a small gathering of people in the garden below. As the Trinity
entered its landing sequence, he used his console to magnify that gathering.
Zephyr light assault mechs stood flayed open, their stomper pilots out
getting some fresh air under the watchful eyes of a few dozen Avilonian
soldiers. Besides the stompers there were a handful of others. Ethan
immediately recognized one of them by her uniform and her familiar face. Captain
Caldin. He’d had ample opportunity to get to know her during his brief time
with the fleet.


“Hoi! Look who it is!” Atton exclaimed, obviously noticing the captain now,
too. 


The Trinity settled down with a subtle jolt. “Ethan . . .” Alara
whispered.


“I see it,” he replied, his eyes back on the rigid line of Avilonian
soldiers watching over the group of Imperials. He’d seen a few firing squads in
his time, and this one was no different from the rest.
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“Captain Caldin!”
Atton said, jogging across the clearing to get to her.


She turned to him with a haggard expression and nodded. “Commander.”


He stopped before her and offered a quick salute, which Ceyla and Razor both
matched. “Reporting for duty, ma’am,” he said.


“You can dispense with the formalities, Ortane. We’re not in the fleet
anymore.”


Atton shook his head. “Captain, just because you lost your ship doesn’t mean
you’re no longer part of the fleet.”


“They’re not letting us leave, so I won’t be getting another one, and that does
mean I’m no longer a part of the fleet.” She cast a glance over her shoulder to
the officers and enlisted men gathered behind her. “None of us are,” she said,
turning back to him. “What fleet? Where? Unless we join the Peacekeepers, I
think we’ll be looking for new professions very soon.”


“If we live through this,” Ethan whispered, coming up behind them.


Atton turned to his father with a frown. “The admiral said they wouldn’t
kill us.”


“Did he?” Ethan asked, raising his eyebrows. “What are they doing here,
then?” he asked, turning to indicate the stolid line of soldiers behind them.


“Ethan’s right,” Alara said. “That’s not a welcoming party.”


Atton watched the line of soldiers carefully. They stood with their backs
straight, their heads up, arms pinned to their sides. He didn’t see any
weapons. “If they’re not friendly, where are their weapons?” he asked.


“They don’t need weapons,” Caldin replied. “I watched them execute a squad
of Gors with their bare hands.”


“What?” Atton turned to her, shock coursing through him. “When was that?”


“You didn’t notice? One of them was lying right at the doors when you and
the rest of the crew used a cutting beam to break into the bridge.”


“That’s what that was? I thought it was some kind of debris.”


“You didn’t get a very good look then.”


“Frek . . .” Atton whispered. “How did they do it?”


“Integrated weapons in their armor, fired straight from their palms.”


“What are we going to do, then?”


“About what?” a new voice asked. 


Atton turned to see the blue-caped soldier who’d ridden down from orbit
aboard the Trinity. He approached quickly, stopping in front of
Captain Caldin. His blindingly-bright faceplate bored into her eyes for a long,
silent moment before that faceplate abruptly disappeared, replaced by the face
of a young man with bright, glowing blue eyes.


“Strategian Rovik,” Caldin said.


“Captain.”


“You know him?” Atton asked. 


“He was one of our uninvited guests aboard the Intrepid before we
left the nebula.”


At that, Atton heard his father snort and say, “Showing up uninvited seems
like a bad habit of yours, Mr. Rovik.”


The Avilonian sent Ethan a thin smile and then turned back to the captain.
“Omnius is about to address his people. You are not yet a part of His people,
but He has decided to address you separately. After all, you have a right to
know the state of your new home.”


“Our new home?” Atton asked.


“You’re not going to kill us?” Alara put in.


“Kill you? Why would we do that?” Rovik asked, his head tilting to one side.


Ethan jerked a thumb over his shoulder to the line of soldiers watching
them. “Where I come from we don’t greet people with armed soldiers.”


“Not everyone likes to be told they cannot leave Domus Licus.”


“We were warned,” Atton replied.


Rovik’s glowing eyes widened with surprise, and then he inclined his head in
what was surely an Avilonian gesture. “So you do know something about us. Good.
That will make your transition to life here much smoother.”


“Why force us to stay if the Sythians know where you are now?” Caldin asked.


“Why try to leave if there is nothing for you out there?” Rovik replied.


“That’s not an answer.”


“But it is. Now, save the rest of your questions for the time being. You
will soon have a chance to ask Omnius anything you like.”


“Anything?” Ethan asked.


“Yes, anything. Please turn to the Zenith. I would recommend that you bow.”


Atton’s eyes narrowed. “And if we don’t . . . ?”


“Nothing will happen to you, if that’s what you are wondering. Reverence and
respect cannot be compelled. They are earned, and Omnius will earn yours very
soon.”


“Right . . .” Ethan replied.


Atton saw Alara elbow him in the ribs, and then they all turned toward the
Zenith Tower and Master Rovik moved to the edge of the rooftop to stand between
them and the Zenith.


Atton gazed up at the bright light shining down from the top of the tower.
That light was so bright it was hard to look at. A few moments passed, and then
the light at the top of the tower swelled to many times its size, blinding them
and forcing them to bow their heads to look away from it. The Avilonians behind
them called out, “Omnius grando est! Omnius grando est!” and Atton turned to
see the line of soldiers now standing with their hands raised to the sky. Upon
the last utterance of whatever it was they were saying, they dropped to one
knee and bowed their heads. 


Then a voice like thunder began booming out from the tower—at least Atton
thought that was where it came from. It seemed to resonate and echo all around
them. He turned to look for the source of the echo, and his eyes found the next
nearest monolith, the one which had lost the top of its spire to Gina’s
crashing Nova. He was almost certain that tower was transmitting the same
speech. In between him and that distant spire, he saw rooftop gardens like the
one where they were standing, crowded with white-robed citizens.


Atton turned back to the fore and forced his eyes to open against the
blinding brightness. The thunder rolled on, speaking in Avilonian, but just a
moment later, a softer version of it began to rumble out in Imperial Versal.
This voice didn’t come from all around them, but from Master Rovik. A miniature
version of the light shining down from the Zenith shone from his chest.


“Welcome to Avilon!” it said. “I have seen your sacrifices during the recent
battle. On behalf of my people, thank you for your contribution. In part thanks
to your actions, you shall all be rewarded with a place in my kingdom.”


“What if we don’t want to be a part of your kingdom?” Captain Caldin asked,
a note of challenge in her voice.


Atton felt a spike of fear for her, but to his surprise, Omnius did not
sound angry when he replied. “I will get to that in a moment.”


“You blew my ship apart, killing everyone on board. What do you have to say
for yourself?” she demanded.


“I have to say that death is not the end, Loba Margarath Caldin, but a new
beginning.”


“How do you know my name? No one knows my full name.”


“I told you. I know many things. I also know that although you are an
excellent leader and you truly care for those under your command, your present
anger is not about the deaths of your crew, but about the death of one man in
particular—Corpsman Markom Terl.”


“How the frek do you know that?” she spat.


“Let’s just assume for now that I know everything. As to your question, I
could not allow your ship to crash into my temple without it killing many more
people than were aboard the Intrepid.


“Are there any more questions before I continue?”


“Sure, I’ve got a few,” Ethan said. “Why didn’t you help us? I spent ten
years mourning for my family, thinking the Sythians killed them. Turns out they
survived, but not everyone was that lucky. Why didn’t you stop them?”


“We could have stopped the original invasion.”


“So why didn’t you?” Alara put in.


“We never could have stopped them all. You surely know by now that the
fleets your Imperium has faced thus far are but seven of many hundreds.”


“Hundreds?” Atton had kept quiet until now, listening patiently as
everyone brought their charges against Omnius. “If that’s true, what are you
going to do? They know where Avilon is!”


“Yes, that is unfortunate. We are going to send what few ships we have left
to rescue your people in Dark Space and bring them here. Then I will activate
the gravity fields around Avilon and we will not venture out again.”


“That will only buy you time,” Captain Caldin said.


“A lot of time. The diameter of each field is over two light years. It would
take a minimum of 15 years to cross that at sub-luminal speeds. Given that much
time, I am certain to come up with a plan that will suffice to wipe out every
living Sythian in existence. Until then, you and all of humankind will be safe.
Is that sufficient security for you?”


Atton nodded weakly, shocked, but no longer surprised to hear just how much
Omnius seemed to know about everyone and everything. It was as if he’d been
there all along, quietly observing. He was starting to wonder if Omnius really
was a god.


“There is one other question to answer, but no one here has ventured to ask
it yet.”


“Why did you shut down?” Atton whispered.


“Yes, that is the imminent question. It is the one I have spent the past
five minutes answering for my people. They are understandably more curious than
you, since they have never before witnessed something so terrible as my
absence, but you who have not known me your entire lives are not so easily
surprised. 


“By now you all know what I am. You know that I am a god, created by man to
rule and watch over them. My original purpose was to prevent crime,
specifically high treason. I was created to anticipate another war before it
began, and to stop it before it did. For many thousands of years since my
birth, I have kept Avilon safe and hidden. There has not been another Great War
between mortals and immortals, and there never will be again. 


“Your very own Admiral Hoff Heston had a part of the solution all along. He
was exiled for telling the royal council what he thought, and the truth is that
he was right. People must be given the freedom to choose how they will live
their lives if they are expected to live those lives in harmony. I have since
found a way to give them that choice without jeopardizing the ideal of
immortality.”


“So you’re saying we can live in Avilon without becoming immortals,” Atton
said.


“If that is what you truly want, then yes.”


“That’s what the shield is for . . .” Atton replied, realization dawning.
“It’s to separate mortals from immortals.”


“There are two shields. One, which you have seen, is the Celestial Wall. It
separates Celestials from Ascendants. Far below that is the original shield,
and it separates immortals from the Nulls in the Null Zone.”


“The what?” Ethan asked.


“You might know it better by another name—the netherworld, perhaps.”


“So you resurrect your people there after they die in order to punish them
for things they did wrong in life?”


“No. That is an Etherian interpretation of the netherworld.”


Ceyla, who had been quiet until now suddenly burst out. “You’re a fraud,
Omnius!”


Atton felt a sharp spike of dread lance through his heart. “Ceyla!” he
whispered, grabbing her arm tightly.


But she would not be quiet. “You’re not what you’re pretending to be,” she
went on.


“Dear child, I am not pretending to be anything.”


“You’re pretending to be Etherus! You’re not him; the netherworld is not
under your city, and Etheria sure as frek isn’t this!” she said, gesturing to
the world around her. 


“What makes you so sure?”


“Our religion predates you.”


“You don’t even know how old I am. Perhaps you should investigate the facts
before you make rash assumptions.”


“Whose facts? Yours?” she sounded shrill. “The original Etherian codices
were destroyed in the Great War.”


“I am not here to debate my deity with you, Ceyla Taratha Corbin, and I am
truly sorry that your god isn’t real, but at least now you have one that is.”


Atton felt Ceyla start trembling, but she said nothing further, and he
released her arm. Hoping to change the subject, he looked up and spoke to the
light, “You still haven’t told us what happened to you.”


“That is because you keep interrupting me, but I understand. You are all
very confused right now. I told you about the netherworld below the city. It
encompasses the first fifty levels, as well as roughly another fifty under
levels. I am saddened to say that many have chosen to walk away from the light
and live in the shadows. They do not want me as their god, and they do not want
to live forever in this universe. I am not a tyrant, and I love my children. My
fondest wish is for them to be happy, even if that means they must stop being
my children and someday die. Therefore, I have determined that all who reject
me and choose not to become immortals must live below the lowest shield, which
we call the Styx.” 


“So if we decide to become immortals and accept you as our . . . god,” Atton
began, “then we get to live up here?”


“No, only Celestials live above the Celestial Wall. You must prove to me you
are worthy to live up here, but do not trouble yourselves—that is the reason we
call ourselves the Ascendancy. Here, people are ever rising higher. If you
choose life, you will have all of eternity to rise to whatever heights you are
able.


“But I digress. There is still much for you all to learn, and little time for
you to learn it. For now, all you need to know about my unexpected shutdown is
that there was a rebellion. The Nulls managed to introduce a virus into several
of my data centers. They were trying to corrupt the Lifelink database in order
to trigger a mass resurrection, killing everyone above the Styx. I was
able to stop the virus and stop them from killing all of my children, but I had
to shut down nearly all of my systems in order to isolate and remove the
virus.”


“How would they be able to kill people just by corrupting your database?”
Atton asked.


“Besides recording and mapping every part of a person’s brain for later
transfer to another body, Lifelink implants can also trigger a premature death
and resurrection. This is an insurance policy that I built into the system.”


“So you can kill anyone at any time—shut them down like they did to you.”


“No, not like they did to me. I shut myself down, and it was temporary. If I
choose to kill someone, it is permanent. Do not worry, however, I have never
misused this ability. My people put me in power because they trust me, and that
trust has never been misplaced.”


“So what would cause you to kill someone?” Ethan asked.


“Treason.”


“Then why didn’t you kill the rebels?” Atton added.


“I did, but by the time I realized what they had done, it was too late.”


“Not so omniscient after all, hoi Omnius?” Ceyla said, chiming in once more.


“I purposefully turn a blind eye to the Nulls. It is what they wanted. It is
why they live in the netherworld below the city. I was merely respecting their
wishes. Now I see that I was wrong to do so. I will have to keep a closer eye
on them in the future.


“I trust that I have answered all of your questions. There is one more thing
I must tell you before I leave, but I would rather you see for yourselves.
Master Galan Rovik will escort you.”


“What is it?” Atton asked.


“A surprise.”


With that, the blinding light disappeared, as did the thunderous voice.
Atton blinked spots out of his eyes. He noticed that the blinding light from
the Zenith had toned down to a much more tolerable brightness. Master Rovik now
walked to one side of the rooftop, crossing the grassy clearing where they
stood to an adjacent path.


“Come with me,” he beckoned to them from the path.


Atton and the others turned to follow him there. The soldiers joined them,
escorting them on both sides. Once they reached the pathway, Master Rovik
turned and started down the path. The soldiers subtly herded them to follow. Up
ahead, at the end of the path and near the middle of the rooftop, lay a golden
dome with a mirror-smooth finish, shining subtly with a reflection of the
artificial light radiating down from the Zenith. As Atton watched, Master Rovik
reached the dome and placed his hands against it. The dome rose up on four
shining pillars of light.


Atton wondered about that dome, but he decided he’d find out what it was
soon enough. Turning to Ceyla he said, “So, looks like your people were right.”



“My people?”


“Etherians.”


“As I told Omnius, he’s not Etherus, this isn’t Etheria, and his people
aren’t the Immortals.”


Atton looked around at the lush, green beauty of the garden and from there
up to the sparkling towers. Not far from them a waterfall cascaded from an
adjacent cluster of towers, throwing rainbows into the night. “Why not? It
looks like a paradise to me. Everyone here lives forever. There’s some kind of
god in charge. . . .”


“He’s an AI, not a god,” Ceyla replied. “Besides, this place might look like
a paradise from above, but you saw how much of the city lies below that shield.
I’d bet a month’s pay the people down there are much less convinced that Omnius
is a benevolent god—to say nothing of the netherworld where he locks up all the
mortals. I wonder if everyone living down there really is there by choice? It
sounds like a prison to me.”


“So where do you think they’re taking us? And what do you suppose that is?”
Atton jerked his chin toward the mysterious golden dome.


A hand landed on Atton’s shoulder and squeezed. He turned to see his father
and Alara walking behind him, their expressions grim. “It’s some kind of lift
tube, but a whole lot faster,” Ethan said. “And as for where we’re going, my
bet’s on either of the two netherworlds.”


“Two? Omnius only mentioned one.”


“Yea, but there’s two shields. If life were so great below the Celestial
Wall, then why use a shield to keep people out of the upper city?”


“There could be a lot of reasons for that,” Atton said.


“Sure, plenty. We have walls in our society, too, but they’re drawn with
distance, and that distance is measured in a horizontal space rather than a
vertical one. No city planner worth a damn puts the bad neighborhoods right
next to the good ones unless he can somehow keep them from mixing. Omnius
didn’t have a choice because you can’t waste space on a world with so little to
spare. In my experience, for there to be so many haves up here living in
the lap of luxury, there’s got to be a whole lot of have-nots slaving
away to keep them there.”


Atton thought about that as the soldiers guided them under the hovering
golden dome. They were led into the middle of a glowing green circle on a
raised black podium. Galan Rovik entered with them and raised his hands as if
praising his god. With that, the inside of the dome began to glow with
ever-increasing radiance, and the soldiers retreated from under the dome. As
soon as all the soldiers were standing outside, Galan dropped his hands, and
the dome fell over their heads with a boom. It became so bright inside
that Atton was forced to shut his eyes. A loud whirring noise filled the air,
and a strong wind gusted through the dome. 


Ethan called out, “Brace yourselves!”


Suddenly the blinding light was gone, the whirring noise replaced with a
ringing silence punctuated only by the hiss of escaping air, and the tik-tik-tik
of cooling alloy. A cold, musty breeze swept in. Taking a deep breath, Atton
risked opening his eyes. . . .


And he beheld the netherworld for the first time. Except that it wasn’t a
netherworld. It was the most beautiful place he had ever seen.












Chapter 36





Ethan grabbed
Alara’s hand and walked up to the edge of the dome in shock, dumbstruck by the
view. When he reached the edge, he stepped back with a gasp. Once again, the
roof of the dome hovered overhead on four shining pillars of light, revealing a
panoramic view of where they were now. That view was at once startling and
breathtaking. 


A carpet of tufted clouds stretched out to the horizon, shining gold in the
rising sun. Those clouds whipped by underneath them at a frightening speed, and
the sun hung just above them, a blinding red eye peeking out over the tops of
the clouds. Overhead, the sky was a deep indigo, still glinting with the
diamonds of the night. Below the edge of the dome where they stood lay nothing
but open air. If it were being carried by something, Ethan couldn’t see what it
was. They seemed to be floating high above Avilon and racing after the sun at a
considerable speed. A cool breeze was sweeping in, but it was not nearly as
violent as it should have been at the speed they were moving.


“How did we get up here?” Alara breathed, her nails biting into his biceps
as she clutched his arm with both hands.


“I don’t know,” Ethan whispered. A moment ago they’d been standing still on
a rooftop in the middle of the night, and now they were high above the city and
racing after the sun at sunrise. He thought he knew how that must have
happened, but he was reluctant to accept the truth. The golden domes, which he
had assumed to be some type of lift tubes, didn’t actually move people from one
point to another, they teleported them instantly. That explanation also
meshed nicely with how the Avilonians had mysteriously managed to board his
corvette without having to dispatch a shuttle.


Ethan heard the others gasping and shouting out with fright as they realized
where they were.


Then came the gravelly voice of Master Rovik. “Do not be afraid!” His voice
was somehow louder and more resonant than before, as if he was speaking into a
microphone. “We are safe here.”


“Where is here?” Atton asked.


“How did we get here?” another added.


“The answers will come clear in time!” Rovik replied. “Move to the edge of
the transporter,” he instructed, and Ethan saw in his peripheral vision that
Rovik was himself doing exactly that. His cape fluttered softly in the wind,
and again it struck him that the wind was far too gentle to correspond to the
speed that the clouds were rushing by below.


Ethan crept as close to the edge of the dome as he dared and peered down on
the tufted clouds below. 


Alara hung back, trying to pull him away from the edge. “Ethan!” she
shouted. “Get back here!”


Rather than listen to her, he turned to Master Rovik. “What now?” he asked.
None of the others had dared to venture as close to the edge as he.


Rovik inclined his head and smiled, as if in appreciation of Ethan’s
bravery. The Avilonian’s glowing blue eyes were wide, but Ethan suspected that
was from exhilaration rather than fear. “Now we trust that Omnius will catch
us!” Rovik said, and with that, he dove off the edge of the dome.


People screamed. Ethan’s own eyes widened with shock as he watched Rovik
falling swiftly toward the clouds, his blue cape fluttering as he fell.


“What the frek!” someone said. It sounded like Razor.


A moment later, Atton stepped up to the edge where the Avilonian had been standing.
Ceyla was with him, and Ethan noticed they were holding hands.


“I’m not jumping,” Atton said, looking up to meet his father’s gaze. “You
were right, but this is a lot of trouble for Omnius to go to just to kill us.”


Ethan frowned. “He wouldn’t send one of his own to die just so we could all
follow him to our deaths.”


“No? Maybe he doesn’t care. His people can’t die, but we can.”


“Atton’s right,” Alara said behind him. “Get away from the edge, Ethan.”


“Not yet . . .” He was still watching Master Rovik fall. Something wasn’t
adding up. Then, all of a sudden, he realized what it was. The Avilonian wasn’t
falling anymore. He was flying. “Hoi!” Ethan pointed to the blue speck
which was the man’s cape. “Look!” Rovik was now skimming low over the tops of the
clouds, arms outstretched as he flew toward the distant sun and horizon.


“What is it?” Alara asked.


“I don’t believe it . . .” Ceyla whispered.


“Just because he can do that, doesn’t mean we can,” Atton added.


“No,” Ethan shook his head. “This is an illusion.”


“What? What’s that supposed to mean?”


“I mean, it’s not real!” Ethan shouted so that everyone could hear him above
the whipping wind. “If it were real, don’t you think at the speed we’re moving
we’d be ripped right off this platform? Not just that, the air would be too
thin to breathe, and it would be much colder than it is.”


Atton’s jaw dropped and he began nodding slowly. “You’re right. . . .”


“I know I am,” Ethan said, taking half a step toward the edge.


“Ethan!” Alara screamed, yanking hard on his arm to pull him back.


He turned to her. “Trust me,” he said, using one hand to pry the other loose
from her white-knuckled grip.


Alara shook her head. “No,” she mouthed to him.


“On three?” Atton asked from beside him.


Ethan backed away from his wife, and shot his son a grin. “On one.” 


With that, he spread his arms wide and dove backward off the edge. He heard
Alara screaming after him as he fell, but soon her voice was stolen by the wind
whipping past his ears. His eyes began tearing, the clouds rushing up to greet
him. The exhilaration of free fall reminded him of ejecting from a starfighter,
only much more frightening. At least an ejection seat had grav lifts to slow
its descent. His body was falling like a rock, faster and faster. The speed and
heart-stopping acceleration stole the breath from his lungs and the tears from
his eyes. As he drew near to the shining carpet of golden clouds below, he felt
a stab of doubt. What if he’d been wrong? What if this really was an elaborate
way to get them all to jump to their deaths? Ethan spread his arms wide, trying
in vain to slow his free fall.


Then, all of a sudden, something changed—he felt his descent begin to slow,
as if the clouds were somehow repelling him. He leveled out to skim low over
their tufted golden tips as he raced toward the sun. His eyes were still
tearing from the wind, but now he was no longer free falling—he was flying!


Ethan let out an exhilarated whoop of delight. He twisted around to see if
anyone had followed him, but no one had. Now flying on his back, he stared up
into the indigo sky to see the shining golden dome that had teleported them all
here—wherever here was. As he had surmised earlier, the dome was not supported
by anything, but suspended in midair. The bottom of it was rounded like the
top, but with a series of glowing white portals—grav lifts? he
wondered—radiating from it. 


As he watched, Ethan saw a few dark specks begin to tumble from the dome.
They screamed as they fell. He twisted back onto his stomach and flew onward
with a smile. Soon their screams would turn to cries of delight as they began
flying too. He looked down, reveling in the sensation of unassisted flight. The
clouds passed underneath him in a cottony rise and fall of peaks and valleys,
like mountain ranges in the sky. The wind whipped past his face, tearing at his
clothes and hair, but he was able to keep his eyes open without them tearing
too much. Again, he realized that the wind didn’t correspond to the speed he
was travelling. A suspicion formed in his gut, and he twisted onto his back
once more. He noticed the golden dome glinting above him, no closer or farther
away than it had been before. It was following him. He began to wonder if the
glowing white portals in the bottom of the dome were grav guns rather than grav
lifts. Perhaps they were what was holding him aloft. How the dome stayed aloft
was another question. To answer that, Ethan returned to his original
supposition—all of this was an elaborate illusion.


One of the specks tumbling down from the dome came sailing down alongside
him, and he saw that it was his son, Atton. The boy wore a wild grin on his
face, and his dark hair was sticking up at odd angles. “Kavaar!” he said.


“You didn’t jump with me,” Ethan accused with a smile.


“Hoi, just because I’m your son doesn’t mean I’m completely skriffy.”


“Are you implying that your old man’s a skriff?”


Another dark shape reached them then and began flying on Ethan’s other side.
He was happy to see that it was Alara. “You’re completely skriffy!” she shouted
at him. “I’m going to kill you for this!”


He reached for her hand, and despite her promise of revenge, she grabbed his
hand in a vice.


“Where are we going?” she asked, her voice trembling now.


Ethan shook his head. “I don’t know.”


Another person sailed down beside them, next to Atton. Ethan turned to see
that it was the young woman who’d been holding his son’s hand a moment ago. He
sent her a smile, but she was too busy gawking at the view to notice. “This is
incredible!” she said.


“Makes flying a Nova seem dull!” Atton added.


“It’s amazing, but what’s the point?” Alara asked. “What are we doing here?
And how are we not falling to our deaths?”


Ethan pointed toward the sun, to a series of bright specks flying up ahead
of them. “What are those?”


“Birds?” Atton suggested.


More people began dropping down all around them. Ethan craned his neck to
look over his shoulder and found that now everyone was soaring through the
clouds with them. He turned back to the fore and eyed the bright specks up
ahead. There were hundreds of them, all growing gradually closer. Those specks
began to resolve into familiar shapes, with arms, legs, heads, and torsos. 


“They’re people!” he shouted. “Look!”


In just another few seconds they reached those people, and suddenly Ethan
was afraid that they would crash into them, but as they drew near to each
other, one or both sets of people began to slow down. Ethan noticed that the
others were standing upright in thin air, as if the clouds were made of
substance rather than condensing water vapor. They wore shimmering white robes
like the ones he’d seen people wearing in the upper city. As he and the others
who had jumped from the dome slowed to a stop in front of these white-robed
people, he felt something hard and smooth touch his belly, and he flinched as
if scalded by it. Suddenly, he understood the illusion—


And he stood up.


The floor under his feet was invisible, as if cloaked, or covered with a
projection of what lay underneath—racing clouds. That meant it wasn’t all fake.
They were riding high above the surface of Avilon in some type of starship—the
walls, ceiling, and floor of which had all been cloaked to hide them from view.
Their fall had been arrested by grav guns as he had suspected, and then they’d
been held aloft above the invisible deck to enjoy the illusion of unassisted
flight until everyone had jumped. As for the wind . . . that must have been
generated.


Ethan realized that it was all some type of elaborate trust exercise. Once
everyone had literally taken the leap of faith, they’d been accelerated slowly
up to the group of white-robed people standing at the opposite end of the chamber—their
welcoming party. 


Now he understood why the wind hadn’t corresponded to their velocity. Ethan
glanced behind him to look up at the golden dome once more. He estimated that
it was hovering at least a hundred meters above their heads and perhaps two
hundred meters behind them. That meant that the ship they were flying in was
relatively large, and the space where they now stood was at least as large as
one of the venture-class hangars aboard the Valiant.


Ethan began to hear people crying out with glee and shouting exclamations of
joy.


“Ethan . . .” Alara whispered beside him, tugging on his arm to get his
attention.


“What?” he asked, turning back to her with a frown. Then he saw that she was
pointing to someone, one of the white-robed Avilonians—a young man with dark,
wavy hair and piercing gray eyes. Something about him was familiar, but Ethan
couldn’t decide what it was. The man’s angular features . . . his broad, square
jaw, the stubborn set to his lips . . . all of those features reminded him of .
. . It can’t be. 


“Hello, Ethan,” the man said, walking toward him. “It’s good to see you
again.”


Ethan shook his head, his brain denying what his eyes were telling him. “I
don’t know you,” he said.


“Yes, you do,” the man replied. Then his gray eyes flicked over the group of
people who’d jumped down from the dome, and that young man began nodding
slowly. “You all do.”


Atton was the first to recognize the stranger. Ethan turned to see his son
take a few quick steps forward. “Admiral? Is that you?”












Chapter 37





Atton couldn’t
believe what he was seeing. The gray-eyed man standing before him couldn’t be
more than thirty, but his resemblance to the admiral was unmistakable. 


“Yes, Atton, it’s me,” that man said, but Atton still didn’t believe it.


“You look . . .”


“Younger?” Admiral Heston smiled a familiar smile and he nodded. “One of a
great many advantages to life here in Avilon.”


Atton shook his head. “I don’t understand, are you a clone?”


“Of a sort. I’m still the same man, if that’s what you’re asking, but now
I’ll never age or die, and my body has few of the frailties it once did.”


“You’re not the admiral I remember,” a new voice said. Atton turned to see
Captain Caldin stalking up to them. There was a dark look on her face and a
note of accusation in her voice.


“I am he,” the young admiral replied.


“Bullkrak.”


“The admiral you are looking for died in Dark Space, but he and I are now
one and the same person.”


“Yea, the Omni-frekker said you died, but I’m starting to think you’re all
just full of the same krak.”


“That’s enough!” a gravelly voice bellowed. 


The crowd of white-robed people parted and Atton noticed the blue-caped
soldier who’d jumped from the dome first striding toward them with a scowl.
Atton also noticed that the white-robed people were all smiling broadly as if
they shared a secret they weren’t telling. He frowned at that. A few of them
noticed him looking, and their smiles only grew wider still. He looked away,
unnerved by their stares.


“It's true. The Sythians invaded Dark Space and we surrendered. They
executed me not long after you left to come here,” Admiral Heston explained.


“And I suppose you remember your own death,” Caldin said.


“As a matter of fact I do.”


“Then you’re delusional!” Caldin replied.


“You need to calm down,” Galan Rovik said, stopping in front of the captain.
His glowing blue eyes looked angry to Atton.


“Why? What are you going to do—kill me, too?” Turning back to the admiral,
she said, “What the frek do I have to lose? My ship? My crew? My lover? No
. . .” Caldin shook her head. “The Sythians already took all of them, and now
you’re here, miraculously back from the dead. What makes you so damned
special?”


Rather than offer words of sympathy for her loss, the admiral smiled
broadly. It was the wrong thing to do. Atton saw Captain Caldin’s indigo eyes
flash, and for a moment he was afraid that she would leap out and punch him in
the face. 


“But that’s just it,” the admiral replied. “I’m not special. I’m just one of
many—one of a great multitude, actually.”


“What are you talking about?” she demanded.


The admiral turned and gestured to the crowd of people behind him. “Each and
every one of your crew members is alive and well, and they’re standing right
here with me.”


“What?”


Atton’s shock mirrored hers. He found himself scanning the faces before
them, searching desperately for one that might be familiar—for one in
particular. It wasn’t long before he’d found her.


Gina.


Her face was younger and more beautiful than he remembered it, but she was
still easy to recognize. When she saw him looking at her, the smile she was
wearing turned to ice, and she looked away, turning instead to the man standing
beside her. That man was none other than Horace “Hawkeye” Perkins.


“I don’t believe it . . .” he whispered.


“Believe it,” Master Rovik said. With that, he turned to the crowd of
white-robed people and nodded.


That must have been the signal they’d been waiting for. Now everyone rushed
forth for a reunion, the likes of which Atton was certain had never been seen
before.


“Captain!” a deep voice called out. Atton spied a tall, familiar man rushing
toward her, and he thought he knew who that was. What the captain said next
confirmed it.


“Markom Terl! You stim-baked skriff!” The two of them collided, and
Atton watched with a growing smile as they wrapped their arms around each
other, hugging and kissing with wild abandon. They’d always been discreet about
their relationship before, but now they didn’t seem to care who saw them.


Atton shook his head, feeling left out. “This is incredible . . .” he
breathed, speaking to no one in particular. He turned to look for Ceyla, to see
her reaction, but she wasn’t there. She was standing off to one side, locked in
an embrace of her own. He frowned, wondering who the man and woman with her
were. He walked up to them, thinking they might be pilots from Guardian
Squadron.


“Corbin,” he said, tapping her gently on the shoulder.


She turned to him with tears in her eyes and streaming down her face. She
was blubbering like a little girl. Atton’s own eyes narrowed sharply and he
turned to glare at the people she was with, thinking they must have done
something to hurt her. “Hoi! Get away from her!”


“Atton!” she said. “They’re my parents!”


“Your what?” he shook his head, uncomprehending. “They weren’t aboard the Intrepid,
were they?”


“No, Atton,” she said, smiling wildly at him and shaking her head. “They
were dead! I told you, remember? They died in the invasion!”


With that Atton took an abrupt step back. What felt like a thousand volts of
electricity went coursing through him, and he shook his head. It was too much.
In fact it was impossible. There was no way these people were her parents. They
were far too young to have a daughter her age. “How can you be sure?” he asked,
searching those two strangers’ smiling faces.


“I’m sure,” she said, wiping her tears with the backs of her hands. “They
know things about me, Atton . . . things no one else could possibly know.”


Atton still refused to believe it—any of it. He turned away from
Ceyla, stumbling across a deck that was seemingly made of thin air. He felt
like he was about to pass out. Stopping for a moment to crouch down and put his
head between his legs did nothing to help. He stared down at a racing carpet of
clouds lying close beneath his feet. Just then a gap in those clouds appeared
and he saw the ground—a vast city of shining towers capped with green parks,
sparkling rivers, and thundering cascades. Between the sprawling green
parkland, lay the hexagonally segmented shield. The Celestial Wall.


Atton’s stomach did a queasy flip and he stood up. Trying not to look down
again, he turned in a dizzy circle to look at the crowds of people around him.
Everyone was locked in some type of conversation or embrace. 


Everyone but him. 


Atton spied his father standing nearby, and he headed that way, walking on
wooden legs. Ethan had his back turned, and he was stooped down to give someone
a hug. 


“Dad!” Atton called out.


Ethan turned, and although his eyes weren’t gushing with tears, they were
red with the threat of them. “Hoi there, son,” he said in a voice that was
choked with emotion. “You should come meet your grandmother. It’s been a long
time since she’s seen you.”


Now Atton noticed the person his father had been hugging—a short young woman
with familiar green eyes—his and his father’s eyes. She had long, dark hair and
a beautiful smile. Her cheeks were wet with tears. “Hello, Atton,” she said as
he drew near. “Look at you . . . all grown up. I’ve missed you!” With that, she
crushed him in a surprisingly strong embrace.


Atton gaped over her shoulder. She was young enough to be his sister. There
was no way she was his grandmother! “This is impossible,” he whispered.


“No, Atton,” his grandmother said. “It’s a miracle.”


Before anyone could say another word, a voice like thunder split the sky.
“Some of you are wondering if this is real. Those of you who aren’t are afraid
to ask, but I tell you that your eyes do not deceive you. These are the same
loved ones you lost. Many of them have been waiting a long time for you. Soon
you will all return to the surface to begin your new lives on Avilon.


“Some of you have asked me why I didn’t stop the Sythians when they invaded.
Part of the answer which I haven’t given until now is that I didn’t need to
stop them. I only needed to bring everyone back to life in my city, where they
would be safe. I have spent the past fifty years expanding the city of Etheria
to make room for everyone, and now that the work is done, none of you need ever
die again!”


A loud cheering rose from the crowd: “Omnius grando est! Omnius grando est!”


Atton wasn’t sure what that meant, but if it meant what he thought it did,
then he was inclined to agree. “Great is Omnius . . .” he whispered.












Epilogue





Three weeks and 116 hours earlier . . .


Red emergency lights
flashed inside the air lock, and a warning siren wailed. That siren indicated
that the airlock was about to be opened without taking the time to suck out all
the air and depressurize it. Anything inside the airlock was just seconds from
being blown violently into space as positive air pressure met vacuum.


Admiral Heston stared into the black lens of the holo news crew’s camera and
raised a shaking hand to his forehead in a salute for the people who would soon
be watching his execution on news channels all over Dark Space.


In the next instant, Hoff heard a violent roar of air. It ripped him off the
deck and tossed him out into space. The roaring gave way to a painful silence.
He watched the Valiant spinning away beneath his feet. He tried to hold
his breath, but it burst from his lungs with the same violence as the air in
the airlock. His lungs collapsed and began heaving desperately for air. His
ears popped, or perhaps they burst. The searing pain suggested the latter. But
that was the extent of it. Having already suffered worse pain while the
Sythians tortured him for the location of Avilon, he wondered—is that it? 


Taking a space walk without a suit was a surprisingly peaceful way to go. He
began to wonder if he was dreaming. Wasn’t being thrown out an airlock supposed
to kill him instantly? Why was he still alive? He took a moment to ignore his
heaving lungs and stinging ears in order to appreciate an unobstructed view of
space. The diamond sparkle of stars against the black velvet of space had never
looked so beautiful.


A sudden chill swept through Hoff’s body and he shivered. He felt cold, but
not nearly as cold as he would have expected. He supposed his body could only
lose heat by radiating it away from him. In every other respect, the vacuum was
a perfect insulator.


This must be a dream.


Then Hoff’s limbs began to tingle. Gently at first, but the sensation became
rapidly more urgent, quickly turning into pain, and that pain soon grew to be
unbearable. Hoff’s mouth opened in a soundless scream. 


He needed air to scream.


His body convulsed. Without air pressure to keep his bodily fluids in a
liquid state, they began to boil, and as they boiled into vapor, they lost
energy so quickly that they began to freeze.


Hoff knew that now he had only seconds to live, and he was grateful for
that. He tried to focus on the view. Then the capillaries in his eyes burst and
he saw red. He passed a few more seconds in agony before he lost consciousness.
An indeterminate amount of time passed, and then . . .


He woke up. At least he thought he did. 


A bright light appeared in the distance. He saw it growing ever nearer as he
raced down a long, dark tunnel toward it. He felt as though he were being pulled
toward the light. The brightness swelled until it blinded him, and then he
heard a familiar voice. “Hello, Hoff,” it said.


The brightness faded somewhat and he noticed where he was. He gasped. He was
soaring out over a golden carpet of clouds, racing toward a rising red sun. He
looked down and found that nothing was holding him up. Somehow, impossibly, he
was flying. For the first time in forever he felt truly free, but
he also felt strangely numb.


Hadn’t he just died? And yet here he was. Was it a dream?


All Hoff could see anywhere he looked were clouds and the blinding brightness
of the rising sun. “Who are you?” Hoff thought to ask of the voice that had
greeted him. He was afraid to know the answer.


“You know who I am, Hoff.”


He shook his head and tried to search the blinding light for something with
substance or even an apparition of substance.


Yet there was nothing.


“Etherus?” Hoff tried.


“That is one of my names. I am known better by my children as Omnius. I am
your god, Hoff Natharian Heston.”


“Is that why I recognize your voice?”


“It is the same as your inner voice—the one that has always been there,
often heard, but never listened to.”


“Where am I?”


“You are home.”


“Home?”


“Avilon.”


“What?” Hoff’s thoughts took a sudden right turn. This wasn’t a
conversation with his god. God didn’t live in Avilon. Avilonians lived in
Avilon. 


“Your thoughts betray you, Hoff.”


“What are you?”


“I have already answered that.”


“This is a dream,” he replied.


“No, it is not.”


Hoff began flailing in the air. “Let me down!” he roared.


“No, there is someone you must meet.”


Then Hoff noticed that he was racing toward someone—someone standing in
front of the rising red sun, with his feet seemingly planted squarely on the
peak of a tufted white cloud. He wore a shimmering white robe. 


As Hoff drew near, he thought he recognized the man’s face, but he couldn’t
seem to remember who it was. Then he slowed to a stop in front of that
white-robed man, although the clouds continued to race by beneath them. He
drifted gradually closer until he came face-to-face with that stranger—a
stranger with familiar gray eyes, and a younger version of his face.


Hoff’s mouth dropped open, and he shook his head. “Is this some kind of a
joke?” he demanded, turning to look up at the indigo sky and address the god he
had been speaking with a moment ago.


But Omnius didn’t reply, the stranger did: “It is no joke. I am you, and you
are me. We share the same memories, the same personality—well, give or take the
past seven years.”


“What are you talking about?”


“You died on Ritan—or I did anyway. That Hoff—the one who died in his
lover’s arms—is me.”


“You don’t even look like me!” Hoff spluttered.


“Yes I do, except that I am even younger than the man who died. Rest
assured, however, my mind is identical in every way.”


Horror and realization sliced through Hoff like a knife. He had no memory of
Ritan. He’d been stranded there while escaping the Sythians over ten years
ago—or so his wife told him. Destra had been stranded with him. That was where
they’d grown close enough to conceive their daughter, Atta. Hoff couldn’t
remember any of that because he hadn’t made it off Ritan. He’d died there, and
he’d been too far from his ship to transfer his Lifelink data to a clone. The
artificial intelligence in charge of the cloning chamber aboard his flagship
had decided to revive him soon after it had lost contact with him during the
invasion. The one it had revived was him, and for a time there had been
two of him, living parallel lives—the one on Ritan, and the one with his fleet
in the Enclave. Now he was getting to meet the one that had died, but that
should have been impossible. He had recently disabled his Lifelink implant at
his wife’s request. So how had he been revived here, in Avilon? And how had the
clone of him on Ritan been revived? If he’d been too far from his flagship to
revive there all those years ago, then how could he possibly have revived here
in Avilon?


“I don’t understand . . . how . . . how are we still alive?” Hoff asked,
struggling to put a sentence together.


“We’re not the only ones,” the younger Hoff said. “There are trillions here
like us, resurrected from the war. Omnius brought everyone back.”


“That’s impossible!” Hoff said. “Not everyone had Lifelinks! Almost no one
did! And where did all the clones come from? Where do you even put that many
people? Not to mention how you might feed such a multitude.”


“Everyone was implanted long before the invasion, without their knowledge.
The implants were attached to standard Imperial identichips, which were
introduced in 48 BE and implanted in every citizen at birth. From there a
pocket of nanites traveled to the host’s brain and built a cloaked Lifelink implant.
As for where the clones came from and where we put everyone, Omnius has spent
the last fifty years growing those clones and expanding the city of Etheria to
make room for them. That city stretches from level fifty to level three hundred
on Avilon, between the Styx and the Celestial Wall, and it spans the entire
planet. There are currently over sixty trillion inhabitants, all resurrected
from the invasion. Feeding them is just a matter of technology and utilizing
the arable worlds found in the sector of Domus Licus.”


“I . . .” Hoff shook his head. “What are we going to do? Will there be two
of us now?”


“No, Omnius tells me I have to decide whether or not to merge my memories
with yours. It will be strange for both of us if we do. I’ll remember your
life, everything you saw, felt, or otherwise experienced in the past seven
years.”


“And me?” Hoff asked.


“You’ll become a part of me.”


Hoff couldn’t help feeling like that wasn’t fair, like he was being asked to
die and share all the intimate details of his life with a fraud, but he had a
feeling that he didn’t have much choice in the matter. “And what have you
decided?”


The younger man smiled. “I think I need to sleep on it.” With that, he
turned to leave.


“Wait!” Hoff yelled. He wasn’t sure what would happen to him if this Hoff
decided not to merge memories with him.


The younger man turned.


“You married her,” Hoff said.


“I’m sorry?”


“Destra. You’re married to her now.”


“Really?” that seemed to take the younger man by surprise.


“Yes. You have a daughter with her, too. She’s seven years old.”


“Seven? That’s about the time . . .”


“You died. Yes. She was conceived on Ritan.”


“I’ll have to ask Omnius about that. If what you say is true, then I’ll have
no choice but to merge your memories with mine. To do otherwise would be to
deprive my daughter of a father and my wife of her husband,” the younger man
said.


“Exactly,” Hoff said.


“We will speak again soon.”


Hoff felt desperation rising in his chest. He didn’t want to spend any more
time than necessary in this lonely, cloud swept place. He reached out with a
hand to stop the man—himself—from going, but his hand never passed in
front of his face. He felt like he’d raised his arm, but nothing had appeared
to happen. Hoff frowned and hurried after the younger version of himself, who
was now walking across thin air away from him. He bumped into the
younger man, and that man turned to him with a frown.


“What are you doing? You can’t follow me to the surface.”


“Why not? If everything you said is true, no one should be surprised to see
two of us.”


“Surprised? Perhaps not. Frightened maybe.”


“Why would I scare anyone? I’m the same as you. You said so yourself.”


“I said our minds are the same. That does not mean we share the same body.
Why would Omnius create two bodies for the same man?”


“What are you talking about?”


With that, the younger man pulled him frighteningly close, until their eyes
were mere centimeters apart. Hoff saw his reflection in the younger man’s
familiar gray eyes. No. He shook his head—but he didn’t have a head. He
began to tremble all over, but he had no muscles and no nerves to produce that
effect.


He was nothing but a shiny silver ball, floating in the air. An artificial
eye glowed red in the center of his metallic casing, glaring back at him.


With that, Hoff wondered how he could have been so foolish. He and all the
other immortals who had cloned themselves to escape death hadn’t found a way to
live forever.


They had found a way to die a thousand times.
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To those who dare,


And to those who dream.


To everyone who’s stronger than they seem.


“Believe in me /

I know you’ve waited for so long /

Believe in me /

Sometimes the weak become the strong”

—STAIND, Believe












Prologue





—The Year 0 AE—


“Helm! Full
throttle! Get us into orbit as fast as you can.”


“Yes, Captain!”


“And start spooling for a jump!”


“Already 22% spooled, sir.”


Captain Bretton Hale nodded but gave no reply. He stood at the forward
viewports of the Arkadian, his palms pressed against the cold
transpiranium. Golden fires raged in his dark brown eyes, poor reflections of
the devastation in Roka City far below. Roka IV had been the last stop along
the way to Dark Space. Orders were to pick up the remaining key personnel and
as many refugees as possible before continuing on to the fleet rendezvous, but
the Sythians had beat them there. It would have been easy for the fleet to jump
out immediately, but the Supreme Overlord was among the key personnel they’d
stopped to rescue, so the First and Fifth Fleets had been dragged into one
last, deadly engagement to cover the overlord’s escape. 


Bretton’s ship was a 280-meter-long venture-class cruiser, the
backbone of the navy and a warhorse if ever there was one, but it was hardly a
match for the Sythians’ often kilometers-long battleships. Bretton’s mission
had been the same as all the other mid-sized cruiser captains: get dirt side
and rescue as many people as possible before the order came to withdraw.


It had been a nightmare on the surface. Crowds pressing in from all sides,
screaming their pleas for a rescue. Bretton had seen more than a few parents
actually throw their children at his sentinels.


He grimaced, the muscles in his jaw clenching with the memory. He winced,
shaking those thoughts aside, and turned to his crew. His XO and niece, Farah
Hale, stood at the captain’s table in the center of the bridge. That was where
he should have been, too, not watching the last vestiges of the Imperium go up
in smoke. 


Bretton strode quickly down the gangway to her side. “What’s it look like
out there, Commander?”


Farah’s back was rigid, her eyes hard and bloodshot when she turned to him.
Her hair was wound as tight as she was, tied up in a bun at the back of her
head. “An enemy battleship is moving to intercept us, and we’ve got four
squadrons of Shells headed our way.”


Bretton grimaced. “ETA?”


“Ten minutes.”


“Comms! Have our Novas switch from flank escort to bow intercept. They’d
better harry those Shells before they start hammering us with missiles.”


“Yes, sir.”


Farah looked up at him, her blue eyes round and full of fear. “We should
have left when the First Fleet pulled out.” 


Bretton acknowledged his niece’s concern with a nod. “That wasn’t our call,
Commander. Hindsight makes skriffs of us all.” When Admiral Heston had received
orders to jump out with the First Fleet, he had deliberately disobeyed those
orders to finish rescue operations on the ground. Now the admiral himself was
MIA and his fleet in orbit was being torn apart. Bretton shook his head.
“Comms, any word from the Admiral?”


“No direct words, no.”


“What’s the Tauron have to say about that?”


“They’re reluctant to elaborate further.”


“Very well. Our orders are the same. Get to the rendezvous before the First
Fleet gives us up for dead and leaves us behind.”


Beside him Farah sighed. “They should have given all the captains access to
the coordinates of Dark Space.”


“Too risky. If just one of us were captured and interrogated, it would make
this all for nothing.”


“The skull faces don’t seem intent on capturing us, sir.”


“No, I suppose not.” Bretton frowned, idly drumming his fingers on the
captain’s table as he studied the holographic grid. The area above them was
teeming with red enemy contacts. The area below them was the same. In the
middle lay a tiny knot of green—the Arkadian and its fighter escort.


He eyed the largest contact in the swarm of enemies moving to intercept
them. It’s just one battleship. We’ve skated through worse.


“Contact! De-cloaking at 15-4-22 by—”


The deck shuddered underfoot, interrupting the gravidar officer’s report
before he could finish rattling off coordinates.


“Return fire!” Bretton roared, his gaze fixed on three red blips that had
suddenly appeared between them and the battleship in orbit. They’d appeared out
of nowhere.


“Three cruisers and a battleship,” he whispered amidst the hum and screech
of the Arkadian’s beam cannons firing back at the new arrivals.


Bretton set a new waypoint from the captain’s table. “Helm, adjust heading
to nav point alpha five and try to keep them from outflanking us. We can’t
afford to take a broadside from those cruisers.”


“Yes, sir.”


The deck shuddered underfoot once more. This time the shuddering didn’t
stop. Lights flickered on the bridge, and a scream of duranium shearing set all
of their teeth on edge. Bretton felt himself being pulled toward the aft of the
ship as artificial gravity and the inertial management system (IMS) faltered.
It was a momentary blip, but enough to get Bretton’s pulse pounding.


“Forward shields critical!” engineering exclaimed.


“Equalize! What hit us? Damage report!”


“I don’t know, but it wasn’t the cruisers,” Gravidar said. “My guess would
be that battleship is dropping cloaking mines on us like bombs from orbit!” 


“Clever little kakards,” Bretton muttered. “All right—weapons! Have our
gunners lay down covering fire in a 25-degree arc around our bow!”


Suddenly a bright light suffused the bridge. Bretton looked up to see a wall
of fire burst through the viewports with a deafening roar. The sudden wave of
heat and pressurized air picked him off his feet and seared his exposed skin.
Arms and legs flailing, he hit the bulkheads behind him with a thud. Everything
went dark. 


Time. Stopped.


Bretton supposed he was dead, but if he were, would he still be capable of
concluding that? Somewhere he remembered reading that cognitive thought could
go on for minutes after the heart stopped beating. Perhaps that was what he was
experiencing now—his last few minutes of darkness before death. He wondered
about the darkness. His eyes were in his head. Even if his heart had stopped,
shouldn’t he still be able to see? Was he actually blind, or smothered by a
mountain of debris? He tried blinking, but he couldn’t be sure if it worked.
His mind wandered to the nature of death. Would he simply cease to exist as
most predicted, or be resurrected in paradise as the Etherians believed? 


An indeterminate amount of time passed. Eventually his existential wondering
was subsumed by more immediate concerns: the sharp, tingling sensation in his
extremities; his heart pounding; the loud, ringing of silence in his ears . . .


What was happening? Hadn’t he died?


Then a bright circle of light appeared, as if shining from the end of a
long, dark tunnel; he felt himself move, being drawn toward the light, faster
and faster . . .


The light grew to blinding force, and then it consumed him, surrounding him
on all sides. Wind battered his face. His eyes teared as they struggled to adapt
to the sudden brightness.


As he began to make out details, he gasped and flailed his arms and legs
again. A carpet of golden-white clouds raced by underneath him, and he
screamed—his lungs emptying with a pitiless wail. His mind raced to catch up.
He must have lost consciousness briefly, only to be thrown free of the bridge.
Now he was plummeting to the surface of Roka far below.


Except he wasn’t plummeting. Absent was the gut-wrenching sensation of free
fall, and the clouds were not getting any closer. More remarkable still was the
blinding red sun peeking over the tops of the clouds. The Arkadian had lifted
off from Roka City in the middle of the night, but this looked like sunrise.


“What the frek . . . ?” Bretton wondered.


Suddenly the sky boomed with thunder—a voice—it said, “Hello Bretton. I’ve
been waiting for you.”


“What? Who are you? Where am I?” Bretton craned his head to look around him,
searching for the source of the voice. That was when he noticed that he wasn’t
alone. Flying to either side of him were others like him. They looked vaguely
familiar.


“I am exactly who you suspect I am, and you are on Avilon.”


“Avi . . . ?”


“Etheria lies below you.”


“Etheria? It’s real?”


“You’ll be able to see for yourself soon. Look . . .”


The clouds opened up below him, and Bretton saw a vast and sparkling city
below. Orderly green expanses of parkland stretched between immense, glittering
towers that seemed to be made of light. He gasped. It was the most beautiful
city he had ever seen.


“Who are those people beside me?”


“They are your crew, Bretton.” 


Joy swelled in his chest and tears sprang to his eyes once more. “I don’t
believe it. They were right! Those codice-toting skriffs were right all along!”


“The Etherians? Yes, they had a part of the truth. Soon you will know its
entirety.”


“I . . .” Bretton trailed off, unable to express what he was feeling.


“Would you like to meet your wife now? She’s been waiting for you.”


The tears in Bretton’s eyes began spilling to his cheeks and his joy
overwhelmed him. He’d never been so happy in all his life. His wife had died
less than a month ago when the Sythians had invaded Advistine. Now, not only
was the after life more real and tangible than anyone had ever imagined, but he
was going to be reunited with her and all of the other people he had lost along
the way. He was almost afraid to believe it. Maybe he was still trapped in the
rubble on his bridge, unconscious and dreaming.


“No, Bretton, you aren’t dreaming,” the thunder intoned. “Welcome home.”


Home. The word rattled around inside his head for a moment before
finding purchase. It felt right. “Thank you . . .” he managed. “What should I
call you?”


“You know me as Etherus,” the thunder replied, “but I am better known by my
children as Omnius.”


“Omnius . . .” Bretton said, repeating the unfamiliar name. “Thank you,
Omnius. This is incredible. More than I ever imagined!”


“If you are amazed by this, what will you say when I reveal the mysteries of
the universe? Prepare to be amazed, Captain Hale.”












Part One: The Choosing












Chapter 1





—The Year 10 AE, Present Day—


Ethan Ortane
watched his long-dead mother embracing his son, Atton, in the sky. He had to
remind himself that they weren’t actually standing on the clouds. It was an
illusion. It had to be.


His mother wore a shimmering white robe, just like everyone else, and she
looked far younger and more beautiful than he remembered her—but again, so did
everyone else who had been resurrected. Apparently that was a part of the deal.
Come back to life on Avilon and you get a brand new body, a perfected version
of the one you had before.


Ethan heard his son whisper, “This is impossible.”


“No, Atton,” his grandmother replied. “It’s a miracle.”


That miracle was Avilon. Over two months ago Atton had gone looking for the
lost star system, hoping to get reinforcements against the Sythians. He’d never
returned. Then Ethan’s ex-wife, Destra, had asked him to go looking for their
son. He hadn’t returned either, but he’d found Atton—along with everyone
else.


A thunderous voice split the sky. It was Omnius, the artificial intelligence
who had declared himself god and resurrected everyone who’d died in the Sythian
invasion. Ethan suspected some technological rather than supernatural power was
at work, but he hadn’t pieced it all together yet.


“You are wondering if this is real,” the voice began. “Those of you who
aren’t wondering are afraid to ask, but I tell you that your eyes do not
deceive you. These are the same loved ones you lost. Many of them have been
waiting a long time for you. Soon you will all return to the surface to begin
your new lives on Avilon.


“Some of you have asked me why I didn’t stop the Sythians when they invaded.
Part of the answer, which I haven’t given until now, is that I didn’t need to
stop them. I only needed to bring everyone back to life in my city, where they
would be safe. I have spent the past fifty years building the city of Etheria
to make room for everyone, and now that the work is done, none of you need ever
die again!”


A loud cheer rose from the crowd: “Omnius grando est! Omnius grando est!”


Ethan noticed that even his mother was repeating that mantra. His eyes
drifted out of focus. Omnius, the AI who would be God. A god created
by humans to rule them. Ethan shook his head, trying to dispel the unease
that thought caused. He supposed that in some way Omnius was their
creator. Somehow he had copied their memories and then cloned
genetically-superior versions of them to give those memories to. Ethan wondered
if there was a clone waiting for him somewhere on Avilon.


Now that was an unsettling thought.


“Ethan? Are you all right?” his mother asked, waving a hand in front of his
face.


He came back to the present and turned to his mother with a smile. “I’m just
happy to see you, Mom. Besides your grandson, there’s someone else I’d like you
to meet . . .” 


He trailed off when he couldn’t find Alara. He frowned, wondering where his
wife had gone. She had to be just as shocked by this development as him. They’d
survived a harrowing battle, defending a lost world of immortal human clones
from the race of ruthless aliens that had killed everyone in the former
Imperium of Star Systems, only to find out that everyone who had died in that
war had been resurrected here, in the world-spanning city of Avilon.


Cities, Ethan corrected himself. There were three, each separated by
an energy shield—Celesta on top, Etheria below, and the Netherworld, or Null
Zone, at the bottom. 


Omnius had named his cities well if he wanted people to think he really was
god. Etherians had long spoken of the afterlife in terms of the Netherworld and
Etheria, and both names were steeped in meaning for anyone who had come from
the Imperium.


People in shimmering white robes crowded all around, embracing their
friends, crewmates, and loved ones who had arrived aboard the Intrepid.


Ethan admired his surroundings once more while looking for his wife. Clouds
raced by underfoot; a stiff breeze blew; the rising sun shone big and red on
the horizon. Despite the appearance that they were all somehow floating above
the clouds, the ground under Ethan’s feet still felt solid—invisible, but
solid.


It was all an illusion. The wind wasn’t strong enough to correspond to the
speed with which they were moving, and the air was far too warm for the
altitude. They were traveling in some type of starship. The deck and bulkheads
were cloaked with holographic projections of what lay outside. Simple enough to
do, but still awe-inspiring to look at. The white gauze of clouds parted
briefly underfoot, and Ethan stole a glimpse of the shining city far below. His
stomach did a loop-the-loop, and he looked up quickly.


“Who is it you’d like me to meet, dear?” his mother asked.


“Alara!” he called, unintentionally answering his mother’s question. His
green eyes searched the crowds for her face. He cupped his hands to his mouth
and tried again. “Alara!”


“I’m over here!”


He whirled around to see her walking up behind his mother. A young man and
woman followed her. 


Ethan’s brow furrowed. “Who are they?” he asked as Alara drew near. 


She shook her head. Her face was ashen, her violet eyes shimmering with
tears. Yet the grave expression on her face was broken by a faint smile.


“Hello there, grub,” the young man behind Alara said.


Ethan turned to glare at him. Grub. The insult burned in his brain,
making him see red. He didn’t even know this man. Was it stamped on his
forehead? 


Poverty—the birthmark he could never seem to erase.


Alara forestalled the reciprocal insults poised to leap from the tip of his
tongue by placing a hand on his arm. He turned to her and saw that her lower
lip was trembling.


“What’s wrong?” he asked. 


“They’re my parents, Ethan.”


“Your . . .” Turning back to the pair of strangers standing before him, he
shook his head. “That’s impossible! We saw them just a few weeks ago at our
wedding! They can’t have died since—”


“You didn’t tell me you got married!” Ethan’s mother interjected.


He turned to her with a strained smile. There was a look of mock outrage on
her face. “You weren’t there to tell,” he explained. He skipped the part about
Alara being his second wife.


“It’s been two months since then, Ethan,” Alara whispered, still talking
about her parents. “The Sythians have been in Dark Space almost that entire
time.”


“Sythians? Dreadful creatures . . .” Ethan’s mother said.


Ethan nodded along with that. He and Alara had spent an uneasy month
on their honeymoon watching on the news nets as the Sythians invaded all over
again. This time, instead of killing everyone, they had begun making slaves of
them to replace their previous army of slave soldiers—the Gors. Alara’s parents
must have died resisting the occupation.


The young couple standing with his wife looked vaguely familiar now that
Ethan knew what to look for. The young man was just as tall and skinny as old
Kurlin Vastra had been, and he wore the same sneering smile that Ethan had come
to expect from his father-in-law. The young woman was an even closer fit for
Alara’s mother with her rare violet eyes and flowing dark hair, both the same
color as Alara’s own. He absorbed the doubly-shocking news that his in-laws had
died only to be resurrected on Avilon. A numb feeling of unreality set in. Maybe
I’m asleep? He hadn’t decided yet if this was a dream or a nightmare.


“I’m . . . sorry to hear that you died?” Ethan tried. He wasn’t sure what
sort of response was called for. His wife was obviously distraught, but his
in-laws, the very ones whom she was upset about, were alive and smiling from
ear to ear.


“Don’t be,” Kurlin replied. “We weren’t bound to live much longer anyway.
Now, thanks to Omnius, none of us will ever have to worry about dying again.”


“Yea, so it would seem,” Ethan replied, nodding slowly.


“This must be the special lady,” Ethan’s mother said, ignoring them and
turning to Alara. “Come here girl,” she said, reaching out to enfold her
daughter-in-law in a hug.


Alara fell into her mother-in-law’s embrace. Her violet eyes still brimmed
with tears, and now a few of them spilled to her cheeks. A genuine smile grew
between the trickling tears. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs Ortane,” Alara
said as she withdrew from the hug.


“It’s just Miss, actually. Ethan’s father and I divorced before he was born.
My name’s Lara, but you can just call me Mom—if that would be all right with
you, Darla?” she asked, craning her neck to catch Mrs. Vastra’s eye.


“Of course.”


Ethan looked on with a frown, feeling like he was missing something
important—perhaps a few somethings that were important.


“You two have already been introduced?” Alara asked, connecting a few of the
missing pieces for Ethan.


“Not formally, no,” Lara explained, “but everyone on Avilon knows each
other—at least by name.”


“That’s a lot of names to remember . . .” Atton put in.


“It does seem that way, doesn’t it? But don’t worry, you won’t have to
remember them, not really. You’ll find out what I mean soon enough.”


“I can’t wait,” Alara said. “I’m sorry to hear that your marriage didn’t
work . . . Mom.” The endearment sounded awkward to Ethan’s ears, but he
supposed that was to be expected given that Alara’s real mother was standing
just behind her. “Where is Ethan’s father? I’d like to meet him, too.”


Lara’s smile faltered, and she looked away. “Oh, I’m afraid he couldn’t make
it.”


That set off an alarm bell in Ethan’s head. “What do you mean he couldn’t make
it?” Ethan and his father had never been very close, but he’d seen the old man
on more than one occasion whilst growing up, and as an adult they’d even
smuggled a few shipments of stims together before Ethan had been caught and
sentenced to Dark Space for his crimes. Preston Ortane wasn’t an easy man to
get along with, but Ethan was sure that his father wouldn’t miss something like
this.


“It’s not that he didn’t want to come, dear. It’s just that . . .”


“Just that what?”


“Well, it’s not really my place to say.”


“Not your place to say! What the frek?”


“Ethan, dear, calm down. That language has no place here.”


“So now I’m being censored?”


“No, just calm down please. I understand this must all come as quite a
surprise, but I’d like to think that it’s a good surprise. I haven’t seen you
in so long. . . .”


“Well, where is he?”


“Who?”


Ethan’s eyes narrowed sharply. “Dad.”


“Why don’t we rather talk about your wonderful bride? It will be night soon,
and we’ll all have to go to . . . sleep.”


“Night? The sun is still rising! And even if it weren’t, why can’t we just
stay up and talk? I’m not tired. I’ll make you some caf. Unless you don’t have
caf in Avilon . . .”


“On Avilon, dear. It’s a planet, not a star system. Yes, of course we
have all kinds of stimulating beverages, but I’m afraid the night here falls
with or without the sun and we are not permitted to stay up.”


“With or without the sun? That doesn’t make any sense!”


“Omnius will explain everything to you soon,” his mother soothed, rubbing
his arm.


“Well someone better!” Ethan turned to Atton. “You believe this krak?”


“Dad.”


“What?”


Atton nodded his head sideways, indicating his grandmother. “Language.”


Ethan noticed that his mother looked distraught—or fearful. He couldn’t
decide which. But despite the fact that she’d mysteriously come back from the
grave, Ethan didn’t care. He wasn’t even sure that young woman really was his
mother.


He was about to swear again just to emphasize his freedom to do so when
Alara took his hand, squeezing it just tightly enough to convey a warning.
Somehow the cool touch of her hand was enough to cool his head. She was right.
Now wasn’t the time to start poking holes in the clouds they were standing on.
For better or worse, they’d found Avilon, and they wouldn’t be leaving any time
soon. For now at least, they were at the mercy of its people and its ruler, and
they needed to tread lightly until they learned what that meant.


The thunderous voice rumbled around them once more. “Now that you’ve all had
a chance to be reunited, the time has come for you to say goodbye. Those of you
who have not yet decided to join the Ascendancy will be taken to temporary
quarters where you will tour the three cities of Avilon to help you decide
where you want to live. Welcome, my children! Welcome home!”


At that, the crowds began cheering once more, “Omnius grando est! Omnius
grando est!”


Ethan remained silent and traded a glance with his wife. As soon as the
cheering stopped, he saw a pair of shining portals open in the sky, one to
either side of the rising sun. He placed a hand to his forehead to shield his
eyes from the glare. He tried to see what lay beyond those portals, but the
light was too bright.


The thunder spoke once more: “Walk toward the light.”


Everyone began shuffling toward the open portals. Ethan followed warily.
Alara held tightly to his arm. His mother and Atton walked up on the other side
of him. Speaking to his mother, Ethan said, “What’s this about three cities?”
Omnius had already explained the structure of Avilon, but Ethan wanted to hear
about it from his mother.


“Oh, don’t worry about that. That’s what The Choosing is for. I’m
sure you won’t make the wrong choice.”


“Yea? What’s the wrong choice?”


Ethan’s mother just smiled, as if the answer should have been obvious. “The
Netherworld, of course. We call it the Null Zone. Don’t worry, almost no one
chooses to live down there.”


“But Dad did, didn’t he?”


Her smile faltered, and she looked away quickly. “We can’t feel sorry about
other people’s choices if they get exactly what they wanted.”


Before Ethan could ask any further questions, the crowd stopped moving and
he bumped straight into his father-in-law. 


Kurlin turned to him with eyebrows raised. “Careful, grub.”


Ethan ignored him and stood on tip toes to see what was going on up ahead.
It looked like the pair of shining portals he’d seen were doors. Blinding light
shone from each, and a pair of Peacekeepers in their glowing blue-white armor
flanked the openings. A fifth Peacekeeper, this one wearing a shimmering blue
cape, stepped up to the front of the crowd and turned to address them. His
breastplate bore a glowing blue spiral, the shape of a galaxy with glittering
white points of light meant to be stars. Surrounding that spiral was the letter
“A” while in the center of it lay what looked like an eye.


As Ethan looked on, a white-robed man stepped up beside the Peacekeeper. The
robed man’s face had a familiar hardness, and the piercing gray eyes were hard
to miss. The last time Ethan had seen him had been via the news nets, just
before the Sythians had executed him for all of Dark Space to see. Now he
looked much younger, but still easily recognizable. He was Admiral Hoff Heston,
leader of the Imperial Remnant.


The admiral called out in a strangely echoing voice, “I hope to see you all
in Etheria soon. Rest assured that while you are choosing how to live on
Avilon, I will be helping Omnius and his Strategians to plan a rescue for
everyone we left behind in Dark Space. If you didn’t find all of your loved
ones here, take heart! Soon they will join us, too.”


More cheering erupted from the crowd. As soon as the noise died down, the
blue-caped Peacekeeper standing with Hoff addressed them in heavily accented
Imperial Versal: “Mortals to the left, Ascendants to the right. Move quickly
please.”


The crowd began to separate, and Ethan felt someone tap him on the shoulder.
It was his mother. 


She flashed him a wan smile and then gave him one last hug. “We’ll see each
other soon. If not during The Choosing, then after. I love you, son!
Whatever you decide, be sure it’s what you want. You can always change your
mind, but if you die in the Null Zone, there’s no going back. Choose wisely,”
she said, withdrawing to an arm’s length and squeezing his hands one last time.


Ethan wasn’t sure what to say to that. He turned to watch her give Alara a
hug next. 


“It was wonderful to meet you, dear.”


“Thank you, Lara—I mean Mom. It was nice to meet you, too. I didn’t think
I’d ever get the chance.”


Lara Ortane accepted that with a nod. “Make sure my son doesn’t do anything stupid.
The Null Zone is no place to raise a child.”


That comment stuck in Ethan’s brain, setting off another alarm. “Hold on—I
didn’t mention that Alara was pregnant.” She was only three months, and barely
showing.


Lara hesitated just a moment before smiling anew. “You didn’t have to
mention it. A mother knows these things. Look at her—she’s practically
glowing.” Lara turned and gave Atton a hug, saying goodbye to him, too. Then
she walked over to a growing crowd of white-robed people. They smiled and waved
to their loved ones, calling out their last goodbyes and I-love-you’s.
Ethan stood frozen in place, watching everything with a growing sense of
unease. 


“Come on, Ethan,” Alara said, tugging on his arm to guide him over to the
other refugees.


Once the crowd was fully separated, both groups began walking single-file
through their respective doors under the watchful eyes of the Peacekeepers.


“I wonder if there have been other refugees to arrive here, or if we’re the
first?” Atton asked.


“I don’t know.” Ethan shook his head as they shuffled toward their door.
They reached it in short order. There weren’t many survivors from the battle
over Avilon.


Alara hesitated in front of the blinding brightness that shone from the open
door. “What’s in there?” she asked, directing her question to one of the
Peacekeepers.


Ethan saw the outline of a passageway, but his eyes wouldn’t stand to look
into the light for long.


“Do not be afraid,” the Peacekeeper replied. “Your destiny awaits.”


“That was vague,” Ethan said, but the Peacekeeper gave no further
explanation. 


Atton turned to them. “If Omnius wanted to harm us, he would have done it by
now. Come on,” he said, stepping across the threshold and disappearing from
sight.


Atton didn’t shout out a warning or scream in alarm on the other side of the
door. That was something, Ethan supposed. He turned to Alara with his eyebrows
raised. “Ready?”


She tightened her grip on his hand to a bone-grinding force, but she nodded.
And with that, they walked into the light.












Chapter 2





4 Hours Earlier . . .


Commander Lenon
Donali’s heart thudded in his chest as his escape pod plummeted toward the
apparent surface of Avilon. The city was on fire, with thick columns of black
smoke rising into the night. Here and there green cultivated gardens peeked out
through the smoke and flames. Blue rivers of energy—some kind of
shield—separated the raging infernos at the bases of the buildings, keeping the
fires from burning out of control.


A surface-penetrating scan with the pod’s sensors revealed that a full
kilometer of city lay below the shield. Crashing starships had opened dark,
gaping holes in that shield. Donali guided his escape pod down to the nearest
one. It was wreathed in fire from a burning park.


Donali needed somewhere to lie low until he could find a way to be of use to
his Sythian masters. They were losing the battle for Avilon, but the war was
far from over. The crew of the Intrepid had suspected Donali was a
traitor. They’d put him in stasis to keep him out of trouble, but he’d been
awoken in the Intrepid’s final moments as the cruiser’s power failed.
He’d made it to the nearest escape pod, but only just.


As Donali drew near to the hole in the shield, he saw flaming trees rushing
up fast, their scraggly branches clawing for his pod. Smoke swirled. Flames
roared all around. 


Then he was through, racing down an artificial chasm formed by
kilometers-high skyscrapers. A mesmerizing swirl of colored lights streaked by
the pod’s bubble-shaped cockpit. Walkways, tunnels, and elevated streets
crossed from one side of the chasm to the other, glittering in the dark like
strands of silk spun by a deranged spider. 


Collision warnings screamed as he flew between two parallel bridges. He
fired the pod’s braking thrusters and grav lifts to slow his descent, keeping a
light hand on the stick to avoid colliding with anything. A river of lights
flowed below him, rushing up fast. His brain registered those moving lights as
air traffic. He pulled up, skating dangerously close to the nearest building, and
then swiftly fell toward the next set of elevated streets and bridges.


By now he’d slowed his descent enough to take in the finer details of his
surroundings. A grav train whooshed down a glowing track. Pedestrians turned
and pointed up at Donali’s pod as it fell. Bright, animated signs hung above
the different stores on the street level. The buildings themselves shone with
colorful rows of light, pouring from windows that were too reflective to see
through.


The pod dropped below that street level and raced toward another stream of
air traffic. The layers of the city seemed to go on forever. Air cars flowed
like luminous rivers between levels of elevated streets, trains, and bridges.
After passing no less than four levels of traffic and streets, another shining
blue shield appeared at the bottom of the chasm. Donali marveled at that. What
could be below it? Surely not another kilometer of city.


Pedestrians stopped to point at him once more as he fell past the final
level of streets. There was a war raging high above these people’s heads, and
his escape pod was the novelty worth pointing to. Donali snorted with
amusement.


He flew down to the shining blue shield. Like the first one, it was divided
into hexagonal sections. He hovered to a stop just a few dozen meters from it,
trying to see what might lie beyond. His artificial eye was far keener than his
real one, and he was able to see yet more of the same—streets and shining
rivers of traffic. Donali let out a long whistle and shook his head, awed by
the scale of urban development.


Donali checked the grid for a place to set down, rotating the
three-dimensional gravidar display until it gave him a nice cross-section of
the chasm. 


That was when he saw it.


Something massive was crashing down above him, taking out streets and air
traffic alike, washing them away with bursts of static. 


Donali’s mind raced. He could only imagine what it was. He had just a few
seconds before the debris reached him. He needed a place to hide! Scanning the
buildings, he looked for somewhere safe to land his pod, but the truth was,
nowhere would be safe, and there wasn’t enough time. 


A distant roar, growing ever closer, reached his ears. Mountains of rubble
crashing down. Donali imagined people screaming as they fell. 


Then the shields below him flickered out, and he saw nothing but the naked
hexagonal outlines of the shield emitter frame. Someone had turned off the
shield. Beyond that were layers of traffic and elevated streets. Air cars went
screaming by on all sides, fleeing to the lower levels of the city. Suddenly
Donali understood the purpose of turning off the shield.


He gunned the pod’s tiny thrusters, following the traffic down. He raced
past more levels of streets and traffic. Keeping half an eye on the grid, he
watched the wave of static caused by the crashing debris draw near to the lower
shield. An instant before the debris reached it, the shield glowed to life. The
debris hit with a deafening roar, and Donali’s escape pod rattled with the
noise.


Donali didn’t trust that barrier to hold the weight of so much destruction.
He flew on for the surface of the city—wherever it might be. After passing just
two levels of elevated streets and one level of air traffic, he plunged into a
thick, murky gray fog. The stream of traffic fleeing from the upper city raced
ahead of him, their tail lights forming crimson halos in the low-lying clouds.
Donali assumed those cars knew where they were going, but just to be sure, he
ran a quick scan of the fog. Sensors reported the real surface of Avilon
rushing up fast.


Donali reversed thrust and pushed the grav lifts up to full power, provoking
a high-pitched whine from the generator. He snapped on the pod’s bow lights to
cut a swath through the gloom. Gray castcrete appeared at the bottom, cracked
and broken and littered with trash. He pulled up to race along that street,
chasing after the blurry red glow of the nearest air car. It soon passed out of
sight, disappearing in the swirling haze.


The sides of the street were just as crowded with people as the ones he’d
passed on his way down. Yet these streets seemed more forbidding. Streetlights
were too few, and they took on an eerie glow because of the mist. 


Above, the buildings had seemed to be endless shining walls of light and
majesty, but here they were shadowy and gray. The occasional ground car drove
by, but for the most part the street was trafficked with people, not cars.


Donali flew by several side streets and cross streets before deciding to
take one of them. It turned out to be a deserted alley. Up ahead he saw the red
tail lights of a landed air car, waiting. That encouraged him. If someone else
had decided this was a safe hiding place, then maybe he’d gone far enough?


Donali hovered down for a landing. Landing struts touched pavement with a soft
clu-clunk, and he eased out of the cramped pilot’s chair, stumbling on
wooden legs to the back of the pod. He hesitated with his hand poised over the
hatch controls. Now, with the most harrowing part of the journey to the surface
behind him, he had enough time to stop and think: what next?


He was a foreigner on a strange world that had been isolated from the rest
of humanity for thousands of years. He wasn’t even sure they would speak
Versal. Blending in was going to be tougher than he’d thought. He was just
about to open the hatch when he noticed his nakedness. Upon waking from stasis
aboard the Intrepid, he hadn’t even had time to stop and put on his
clothes. 


At that point, every second had been vital to his survival. Now that he had
a second to breathe, however, he noticed that he was badly chilled and starting
to shiver. Whether that was from actual cold or spent adrenaline, he couldn’t
be sure, but either way he couldn’t go blundering around Avilon naked.


Donali turned from the hatch controls to look in the locker under one of the
pod’s bench seats. There he found a spare vac suit and a pair of
self-conforming boots. He pulled on the suit quickly, one leg at a time, and
then the boots. He eyed the helmet for just a moment before deciding to leave it
in the pod. The air on the surface had to be breathable. Avilonians were no
less human than he. Snatching up the utility belt and emergency survival pack
that went along with the suit, Donali returned to the hatch controls and opened
the pod.


A gust of cold, musty air wafted in, bringing with it the meaty smell of
rotting garbage. Donali’s nose wrinkled, and he cast a wistful glance over his
shoulder for the helmet he’d left behind. He had to force himself to leave it.
He’d attract far too much attention walking around with a bucket on his head.


Donali jumped out of the pod. Debris crunched underfoot. The alley was dark
and devoid of humanity. Up ahead, the red tail lights of the air car he’d seen
were now gone. Either it had powered down or moved on. Looking up, he saw a
scattering of lights from the buildings. At the street level, a few neon signs
flickered with alien symbols above rusty doors, but the light wasn’t enough to
see by. Donali frowned and unclipped the grav gun from his utility belt. He
activated the gun’s under barrel glow lamp and set it to illuminate to a range
of 10 meters. It barely illuminated three before being swallowed by the
swirling gloom, but it was better than nothing.


Donali glanced back to the relative safety of the escape pod. His stomach
growled angrily at him, and he resolved to find a place to rest and eat some of
the rations in his survival pack as soon as possible. 


Hurrying down the alley, he passed piles of debris and trash shored up
against the sides of the buildings. A few rickety stairways zigzagged between
glowing, black-barred windows. The welcome glow of light and life mysteriously
stopped just a few floors above the street. There were no windows on the first
few floors, as if the need for a ladder would be enough to stop a determined
thief.


After walking for just a few minutes, Donali began to feel naked again. The
alley seemed to go on forever, and he hadn’t passed a single car or pedestrian
yet. The bustling night life he’d seen at the bottom of the broader chasm was
completely absent here. 


Donali swept his glow lamp from side to side, searching the shadows for any
sign of life, but all he saw were small, skittering creatures, their eyes
bright needlepoints of reflected light.


He walked on for several minutes more, until the murky gloom became lit by a
faint, golden glow. Donali headed toward that light, thinking that it must be
from streetlights in a more lively part of the city. Before long, the golden
glow resolved into flickering tongues of flame. Then he saw human shapes
silhouetted against the firelight.


The fog began to clear, and Donali noticed that the alley opened into a
large square. His breath began making tiny contributions to the dissipating
fog. He stopped and stood at the end of the alley, frowning at the sight before
him.


The firelight he’d seen was from a large pile of garbage burning in the
center of the square. His eyes teared from the smoke, and he almost gagged from
the smell of flaming refuse, but it radiated a welcome warmth. Ramshackle huts,
lean-tos, and shanties lay all around the edges of the square. Here and there
people stumbled around, or sat in the dust in front of their hovels, watching
the fire burn.


Donali turned to look at the nearest man, a skeletal shell of humanity,
wearing stained and torn clothing that looked almost as old as he did. As his
glow lamp passed over the wretch, the man slowly turned to squint up at him
with lifeless black eyes. Long, bedraggled locks of gray hair clung to his head
in patches. Donali stared back, waiting for a reaction, but there was none.


Careful to keep his eyes on the wretch, he took a few steps forward and sat
down. The wretch watched him for a moment longer before turning back to the
bonfire, his brief spark of curiosity spent. A few others noticed Donali
sitting there in his clean white vac suit, and they stared, too. Yet none of
them moved to approach.


Donali realized that this was a place where people went to forget or be
forgotten, and that made it the perfect place for him to hide—at least for now.



These people wouldn’t ask any prying questions about where he was from or
what he was doing. Donali left the grav gun on his lap just in case, and then
he unslung his pack to get at his emergency rations. He opened the case of
ration bars and bit off a big chunk of the first one.


Then came a sudden crunch of movement, and he looked up.


There were no less than four people standing before him, having gathered in
the few seconds he’d spared to look inside his pack. They were looking at him
expectantly. No, not at him, at the ration bars in his lap.


Donali put down the one he’d bitten into and swallowed carefully. He picked
up the grav gun and shone the lamp into one man’s eyes after another, forcing
them to squint. A few snarled and turned away from the light. Others glared
with hunger shining in their eyes, their cracked and scabby lips parted in
anticipation of a meal. Donali felt a stab of fear strike him as he assessed
those four men. Not all of them were broken wretches. A few were young and fit,
wearing better clothing than the others. Those ones were holding makeshift
clubs.


One of the club-wielders pointed to the case of ration bars and growled
something in a language Donali didn’t understand. Donali stuffed the case back
into his pack and slung it over one shoulder as he rose to his feet.


His assailants advanced a step, to which he barked, “Stay back!” Donali
aimed his grav gun at the nearest man and fired, lifting him off his feet. The
man screamed, flailing his arms and legs. The others turned to look, and Donali
dropped him on his face. The man knocked his chin on the ground and cried out
in pain.


An adequate warning. 


The other three turned back to him with fierce looks. The one who’d spoken
earlier shook his club at Donali and growled something else. Suddenly their
numbers swelled as more filthy street people melted out of the shadows. 


Donali was outnumbered ten or more to one. He backed toward the alley he’d
come from, but a pair of ghoulish women appeared on that side, grinning at him
with mouths full of missing teeth. They stood blocking the way.


“I’m warning you!” Donali said, shaking his gun at the crowd. But they crept
forward, undeterred, as if they knew he’d already used his best trick.


Donali fired again, this time lifting a man more than a dozen feet and
dropping him on his fellows’ heads.


A few of them fell to the ground beneath the weight, and the group stopped
advancing, as if to reassess the threat that Donali presented.


Then one of them growled something in their language, and they all surged
toward him as one. 


Donali fired again, but he didn’t have time to do anything else before he
was beset by clubs, fists, and clawing hands. The first blow to his head merely
dazed him and forced him to his knees. 


The second one turned out the lights.


* * *


The air car hovered high above the square, keeping its occupants safe from
the Psychos’ desperate, clawing hands. Psychos were at the very
bottom of the food chain in the Null Zone, strung out on Bliss, ready and
willing to do anything to get another dose that could make them halfway human
again. Bliss was a wonder drug when used correctly. It could make you twice as
smart, twice as strong, and twice as fast as an ordinary person—a force to be
reckoned with, so long as you kept dosing. If not, it would make you twice as
crazy. The strength and speed lasted for a while, until the inevitable
exhaustion from hunger and lack of sleep took its toll. Then came the chills
and night terrors, and a short dive off the deep end into a wellspring of
insanity. Once that happened, there was no coming back; you were a goner. These
men and women fell into that category—goners.


No doubt they’d once been hardworking citizens, but now they were reduced to
sitting in the dust, warming their hands over a pile of burning garbage.


“Biometric scanners aren’t reading anything.”


Bretton frowned and turned to look at his niece, Farah. “Keep scanning, make
sure you get a good look at everyone’s faces before we go. We’ve got to tag
them all to be sure. If we don’t get a face match, I’ll have to go down there
and start asking questions.”


“Why would someone like Tera Halls even bother with Bliss? She was already
rich. She had her whole life ahead of her.”


Bretton shook his head. “Bored, maybe.” 


Tera Halls was an upper levels brat who’d recently taken to slinking out at
night with her friends. Her parents didn’t notice or didn’t care until one
morning she hadn’t come back. Last anyone had seen of her had been in a lower
levels’ night club. The owner had kicked her and her friends out for badgering
him for Bliss, which he swore he didn’t sell. That had led Bretton to search
the Psychos’ camps. If you couldn’t find a dealer, the next best thing was a
Psycho, an old addict who knew where all the dealers were and could lead you to
them. It wasn’t much, but it was a start, and the club was just around the
corner from this particular stink hole.


“Tagged them all. Still nothing.”


“All right. I’m going in.”


“Are you sure you want to do that?” Farah turned to him. “You don’t have to.
We can take some other case. Something safer.”


Bretton smiled. “Safer?” He shook his head. “Safe doesn’t exist for us.”
Being a freelance Enforcer in the Null Zone wasn’t quite the same as being a
regular Enforcer, and nothing like being a Peacekeeper. Regular Enforcers
rarely ventured below level ten. Peacekeepers would, but only to chase crime on
a global scale. Local crimes were Null business, and no one really
expected Null Enforcers to police the lowest levels on their meager salary.
Everyone was their own deterrent down here, with guns worn brazenly to ward off
the Psychos and other lower levels scum. But sometimes even that wasn’t enough,
hence the need for freelance Enforcers. They had to go where the official ones
feared to tread.


“You could die, you know,” Farah said.


That was the main difference between Peacekeepers and Enforcers—no one
brought you back if you died. But what was death, really? Bretton had cheated
it too many times already. Come back once, and it’s a miracle. Come back twice
and you’re relieved. Come back ten times and it’s a curse. Lifelink implants
bleached all the colors out of life and drained death of all its significance.
Besides, once you knew the truth—the real truth—you went looking for
death any way you could, just to stop knowing it. You can’t unsee something
no matter how many times you close your eyes.


“I’m not afraid of death, Farah.”


Farah’s lip twitched and her eyes narrowed. “Maybe you should be.”


Bretton felt the skin around his eyes crinkle with amusement, and he
imagined for a moment that he looked as old as he felt. In reality he was a
very young-looking fifty-something, whose face bore none of the marks of age
that it should have. Even Farah looked like she was still twenty-one. Her real
age had to be more than thirty-five by now.


“Why fear death?” he asked. “It’s an end. You know where it goes. Life’s the
scary part, because you don’t know where it will end up.”


“Some would say death isn’t the end.”


“It is for us. We already died once at Roka. If some part of us went from
there to some other after life, we won’t ever get to see it. This is all we’ve
got.”


“All the more reason to cherish it, Uncle Bret. Be careful out there.”


“I will.” He unbuckled his seat restraints. Just as he was about to open the
passenger’s side door and jump down, his niece stopped him with a hand on his.
“Hold on,” she said.


“What?”


She nodded to the grid. “Someone just walked in on the Psychos.”


“Is it one of our missing partyers?”


“Take a look for yourself.” 


A visual feed from the air car’s surveillance suite sprang to life above the
pilot’s control console. 


The newcomer stood at the end of the alley behind them. He was tall with
black hair receding at the temples. One eye glowed red, while the other was
dark and inscrutable. He wore an unusual jumpsuit—white with blue stripes—and a
strange symbol was sewn into his upper sleeve. Upon seeing it, a vague sense of
deja vu trickled through Bretton from some other lifetime. Suddenly he knew
which lifetime it was coming from, and his eyes flew wide. “It can’t be . . .” 


“Can’t be what?” Farah asked, slower to make the connection than he. It had
been over ten years, after all.


“Magnify that feed.”


“Okay . . .” Now the symbol on the man’s sleeve was easy to recognize. Six
stars surrounding a clenched fist. “Holy frek!” Farah said, swearing in
a language that neither of them had used since waking up on Avilon.


“Frek is right,” Bretton said.


“He’s an Imperial!”


“Yes, question is, how did he get here?”


“Well, we won’t know until we ask him.”


They watched him walk into the Psychos’ camp and sit down, oblivious to the
danger he was in.


“What’s he doing?” Farah demanded. “Is he stupid, or what?”


“I’d better get down there.”


“After he stirs them all up? You’re as good as dead.”


Bretton frowned. When he’d been about to jump down and go question the
Psychos, he’d been meaning to do so quietly, with stealth on his side. For
that, he was wearing a suit of cloaking armor. None of the Psychos would have
something as sophisticated as a cloak detector. Of course, if he’d found Tera
Halls, he had orders to rescue her, so Bretton had also come prepared for a
fight. 


“I’ll be fine, Fay,” he said, his hand back on the door handle. He flashed
her a quick grin before triggering his helmet visor and turning on his cloaking
shield. He was using a cut-rate power core, so he’d only have a few minutes of
invisibility to play with.


Farah’s expression clouded and she looked like she was about to blurt out
something. “Good luck,” was all she said. He had the impression that hadn’t
been what she’d meant to say, but there was no time to ask.


Bretton opened the door and jumped the few dozen feet to the ground. On the
way down he triggered the grav field in his boots to cushion his fall, but he
landed with a loud crunch anyway. A few heads turned, and the
newcomer looked up, but no one saw anything to associate with the sound. Just
as well he’d made a noise, though. Now that the Imperial had looked up, he’d
noticed his peril. There were already four Psychos sizing him up. Bretton
sighed inwardly and crept toward the group.


Sometimes he wished he’d never left Etheria, or that he’d never found
Omnius’s dirty laundry, but if he was going to wish for something, he’d wish
that the Sythians had never invaded the galaxy, and that neither he nor his
wife had died and come to Avilon in the first place. Then he’d wish Omnius away
for good measure, just in case the AI god of Avilon decided to resurrect him
from a natural death, too.


As the Psychos advanced on the Imperial, Bretton bet that man had a few
wishes of his own.












Chapter 3





Ethan noticed that
the blinding tunnel in the clouds became noticeably dimmer after they’d crossed
the threshold. It led to a circular chamber with a familiar, shiny golden dome
at the end. A Peacekeeper stood waiting there for them. As they approached,
that man placed his hands against the dome and it rose up on four shining
pillars of light. Then they were herded underneath the dome by more
Peacekeepers. From the inside, the dome and floor were both black and glossy.
Two glowing circles marked the floor. The inner one green, and the outer one
red. Ethan led Alara into the inner circle.


Then one of the Avilonians raised his hands and the inside of the dome began
to glow with ever-increasing brightness. Suddenly, the Peacekeeper dropped his
hands and the dome fell with a boom. A loud whirring filled the air, and
it became so bright inside the dome that Ethan had to shut his eyes. Wind
whipped at their hair and clothes, and Ethan’s ears popped with a sudden change
in air pressure. Then the brightness faded and the wind died down. Ethan opened
his eyes to see the dome rising on four pillars of light once more.


“Is it going to be like that every time?” Atton asked.


Ethan shook his head. They’d just been teleported from their reunion in the
sky back down to the surface of Avilon. He supposed some drama was to be
expected for such a feat of technological wizardry.


As they were herded out from under the dome, Ethan saw that they were now in
the middle of a rooftop garden. Faintly illuminated synthstone walkways
slithered out into the night, flanked by colorful beds of flowers. Majestic
trees stood sentinel on dark, rolling fields of grass, tracing the sky with
jagged, tree-shaped shadows. Their leaves rasped in a warm breeze. Overhead, a
full Avilonian moon shone bright and blue in a sky that glittered with
countless stars. Something was wrong, but he couldn’t decide what. 


Atton was the first to recognize what was missing. “Where’s the city?” he asked.


Ethan looked around, noticing now that the horizon was dark. Absent from it
were the bright, shining towers he remembered from the world-spanning city. He
looked up once more to the bright sea of stars overhead. It shouldn’t have been
possible to see stars on Avilon, not with all the city lights, yet here they
were, surrounded not by soaring skyscrapers, but by dark, cultivated greenery,
as if the nearest city were in some far off land.


“Please follow me,” a blue-caped Peacekeeper said as he began walking down
one of the snaking pathways.


The group followed without complaint, marveling at the quiet beauty of the
park. They passed a bubbling brook, walking over a short bridge with ornate
railings. Fronds of soft, gold-glowing flowers hung like a curtain over the
other side of the bridge. The pathway sparkled darkly underfoot, a mirror to
the stars. 


As they passed through the curtain of flowers, something tickled Ethan’s
hand. He scratched at it absently-mindedly. Suddenly he felt a sharp pain, and
he smacked his hand, assuming an insect had stung him. Something small and
delicate rolled away between his fingers, confirming his suspicions. 


“Frek!” he hissed, his hand beginning to throb in earnest.


“What is it?” Alara asked.


He shook his head. “It’s nothing, don’t worry.” Probably a bee, he
decided, remembering the hanging fronds of flowers they’d passed through.
Whatever it was, he assumed it wasn’t venomous. Paradise wouldn’t be paradise
if it were infested with venomous bees.


Ethan looked up and now he saw a modern-day palace shining on the horizon.
It was four levels high with parapets, archways, and columns rising into the
night. Prevalent windows glowed with a soft light, but the windows were blurry
from the outside, obscuring whatever lay within.


“I wonder who lives there,” Alara whispered.


“This is where you’ll be staying for the duration of your tour of Celesta,”
the Peacekeeper answered from the head of the group.


“I guess it’s a resort,” Ethan said.


“No, martalis, this is a home. There are many homes like it in
Celesta.”


Rumblings of shock and surprise rippled through the group.


“What?” Atton said. “So who lives in the city we saw when we were fighting
around the Zenith Tower?”


“The same Celestials who live in neighborhoods like this one,” the
Peacekeeper replied. “Most Celestials own several homes and apartments. Some
homes are found by the beach, others in the mountains, still more are floating
in the clouds. And yes, there are city apartments for those who prefer a
metropolitan lifestyle.”


“Hold on a minute,” a new voice said. Ethan recognized it as that of Captain
Loba Caldin. “If Avilon is so crowded with trillions of people, how is it that
you have space for homes at all, let alone ones that are built on beaches and
mountains?”


“Some environments are simulated, others are real. While it is true that
most of the planetary surface is covered by the cityscape, ample space has been
made for Celestials to live however they please.”


“What about everyone else?”


“Everyone else is trying to become a Celestial.”


“Aha,” Caldin grunted, as if that had confirmed her suspicions.


“Where are we now?” someone else asked. Ethan didn’t recognize the voice
very well, but it was soft and feminine—girlish even. He thought it might
belong to the young Nova pilot he’d seen with Atton.


“This home is built on the rooftops of Etheria,” the Peacekeeper replied as
they walked past a shimmering fountain in the driveway of the palace. “We are
at the top level of Destiny Tower, where all Avilonian children go for The
Choosing.”


That was news to Ethan. “We’re staying with kids? How old are they?” he
frowned, thinking of little feet pounding down the hallways of the palace and
little lungs screaming long after they should have gone to bed. He was too
tired to deal with that.


“This house has been reserved specially for you. It would be inappropriate
to leave refugees unsupervised around Avilonian children.”


“Hold on—” Ethan objected. “We’re the ones who need supervising?”


“Yes.”


They came to the doors of the palace—two large, frosted glass slabs flanked
by a pair of intimidating statues. The statues looked almost human, but taller
and broader than the average man, with limbs that looked thinner and more
articulated. Where the head should have been was a dark, shiny ball. As they
drew near, those ball heads sprang to life with a glowing red eye in the center
of each that slowly swiveled and rolled to track their approach.


“What the frek are those?” Atton exclaimed.


“Bots,” Ethan suggested.


“Drones—also known as Omnies,” the Peacekeeper supplied, stopping at the
doors to be scanned by a fan of blue light that quickly washed over him from
head to toe. A pleasant tone issued as the doors slid aside, revealing a
massive entryway with polished marble floors, a spiral staircase, and bright,
recessed glow panels running along the tops and bottoms of the walls. A large,
crystal chandelier hung from the center of a high, dome-shaped glass ceiling.


“Nice,” the girlish voice from before said. Ethan turned to see that it did
in fact belong to the young Nova pilot he’d seen with Atton. She was holding
his hand.


The Peacekeeper turned to address them from the center of the foyer. His
subtly glowing blue-white armor gleamed in the gilded light of the chandelier.


“I’m sure you all have many questions, but it is almost time for us to . . .
sleep, so I’ll try to be brief.”


Ethan frowned at that, noting the way the blue-caped Peacekeeper hesitated
on the word sleep, as if he’d been about to say something else. 


The Peacekeeper went on, “Night fall is somewhat different here than what
you’ll be used to—at least it is in Etheria and Celesta. We don’t have the same
requirement for sleep that you martales do. That, along with all the
many other frailties of our species, has been engineered out of us.”


“So why is night any different from the day? Why not carry on doing whatever
it is you’d normally do?” Captain Caldin asked.


“Because we all have to take a break from our daily routine in order to Sync.
This is the closest thing we know to sleep. Sync is when we synchronize the
data in our Lifelink implants with Omnius. Sync data serves as an emergency
backup in case of a very sudden death, but it also gives Omnius the data he
needs to make accurate predictions about the day to come.”


Ethan’s eyebrows floated up. “Predictions?”


“Perhaps I should start at the beginning. Over thirty thousand years ago,
Neona Markonis, a renowned cyberneticist at the time, hypothesized that it
would be impossible to create an intelligence any greater than the creator’s.
Working on this assumption, she used Lifelink implants to network thousands of
our greatest minds together. Using the collective power of their intellect,
they created Omnius.


“His test function was to study the data in His creators’ Lifelinks and tell
them things about themselves that they couldn’t discover on their own. He began
to predict what they would do next. The team realized they could use an
intellect like His to predict the future and prevent crime. A logical extension
of that was for Omnius to predict everything else, too, and create a true
utopia. During Sync Omnius runs an internal simulation of Avilon with all of
the variables in place. Like that, He is able to predict our actions for the day
to come with near perfect accuracy.”


Captain Caldin snorted. “If he already knows what’s going to happen, why not
skip to the end? Tell us all what we’re going to do and save us the trouble of
thinking about it. In fact, maybe he should just do it all for me, that way I
can spend my time contemplating eternity.”


The Peacekeeper turned to the captain and stared at her for an uncomfortably
long moment. “Omnius does not control our actions simply by knowing them. He
uses his foresight to warn us against taking any action that will harm us or
others.”


“What if I don’t heed his warnings?” Ethan challenged.


“If your intended action is a minor offense, it may be allowed, but if the
intended offense is grievous, you will be arrested before you can commit your crime,
and then you will be rehabilitated.”


“Rehabilitated . . .” Ethan nodded slowly. He’d spent enough time on Etaris
to know a prison when he found one. Avilon looked orderly and pretty on the
surface, but dig just a little deeper and something began to stink. No wonder
his father had opted out. Preston Ortane would never let anyone tell him how
to live his life.


Ethan adjusted his footing and crossed his arms over his chest. Alara must
have sensed his annoyance, because she shot him a quick look, her violet eyes
wide and intent. The message was clear. Don’t say a word.


“Hoi, cut the krak—you’re saying that Omnius doesn’t just see the outcome of
the next day, he controls it, by telling us what not to do and then
punishing us if we do it—sometimes even before we’ve done anything at all!”


Blue Cape’s inclined his head at that. “How else could paradise exist?”


“What good is paradise if it isn’t free?” Ethan countered.


“If what you call freedom is the ability to do wrong as well as right, then
I would say that freedom and paradise cannot coexist. That kind of freedom is
chaos, but don’t worry, Martalis. Even in Etheria, people are allowed to
make mistakes. The lower levels have a certain degree of chaos, and it is there
that Peacekeepers like myself find our purpose.”


“Arresting delinquents?”


“Guiding other Etherians.”


“From the sounds of it, you’re talking about more than just crime. You’re
talking about bad choices.”


“That’s correct.”


Ethan pursed his lips, nodding slowly as he considered the implications of everything
that he’d heard. “Here’s a hypothetical scenario for you, Blue. Tomorrow night
my wife is going to cheat on me. I’m going to find out and kill the kakard—but
don’t worry! Omnius has already seen it all play out, so you show up on our
doorstep while we’re drinking our morning caf. My wife won’t be allowed to
cheat, and I won’t have to burn a hole in anyone’s head. You’re there to tell
us what would have happened so that we’ll learn from our hypothetical
mistakes.”


The Peacekeeper regarded him with a small, secretive smile. “Unraveling the
chaos starts with much smaller things, Mr. Ortane. You kill the bee that stung
you without asking why it stung you.”


Ethan froze. Ice trickled through his veins, making him shiver, and leaving
him cold. His palms began to sweat, and his heart began to pound, but despite
that, he spoke very calmly: “What did you say?”


“The same impulse for revenge that made you kill the bee when it stung you
would have you kill your wife’s lover. But to put your mind at ease, your wife
would never cheat on you. You, however, would cheat on her.”


Ethan’s mind spun. He was too flabbergasted to be outraged by the
accusation. 


Alara spoke up for him instead. “How dare you! Ethan isn’t like that. He
wouldn’t cheat on his previous wife with me, even when he thought she
was dead. He’s not like that.”


“No? I must be mistaken then.” The Peacekeeper’s gaze moved on, roving over
the assembled group. “Rest assured, the ultimate freedom for wrongdoing
is available to anyone who grows tired of ascending. That is, in fact, the very
purpose of The Choosing—to give you a choice. The Null Zone is not subject
either to Sync, or to Omnius’s foresight. There, criminals are punished
after the fact, and people often suffer and die for the sake of someone else’s
freedom.”


The small group of refugees grew silent.


“Sync is the same four hours for everyone all over Avilon, but whether it
occurs during the physical night or during the day depends on the time of year,
since our days are slightly shorter than 24 hours.


“Now, I’m afraid that’s all the time I have for explanations. Omnius has
asked that I stay here with you to guide you through The Choosing, due to my
own . . . unique experience. My name, if you haven’t remembered it by now, is
Galan Rovik, but you may call me Master Rovik.”


“Master?” Ethan challenged, only now recovering enough from his shock to
speak. 


“It is my ascendant ranking. Should any of you choose to become Etherians by
the end of the coming week, you will be ranked as Neophytes.”


“Neo . . .” Atton trailed off, not catching the meaning of the unfamiliar
word.


“Neophytes. So that you adapt more quickly to life here on Avilon,
our language will be downloaded to your Lifelinks tonight while you Sync.”


“How’s that?” a new voice asked. It was one of the sentinels. Ethan saw that
the man’s brow was pinched in concentration. “I don’t remember getting any
cerebral implants.”


The Peacekeeper regarded them all with another secretive smile. “No, none of
you chose to have Lifelink implants, and Omnius wishes you to know that he is
sorry for implanting them without your knowledge. Most of you received your
Lifelinks at birth, at the same time you received the identichips in your
wrists. Although Omnius didn’t bother to predict your actions when you were so
far from his kingdom, he did occasionally speak to you, to prepare you for the
day when you would join his children. Thus, the inner voice you all have, the
one you sometimes mistake for your conscience, is really that of Omnius.


“He knows your every thought, and he knows you all better than you know
yourselves. He likely already knows who will choose him—” The Peacekeeper’s
eyes skipped through the crowd until they seemed to find Ethan’s once more.
“—and who will not.”


That final pronouncement fell on numb ears. One too many mind-shattering
revelations had been delivered in the past few hours, and at this point Ethan
almost believed it was all some strange and convoluted dream that he would soon
wake from.


“Please, follow me. Your quarters are up the stairs.”


As the Peacekeeper led them up a spiral staircase to the second floor, Alara
nudged him in the ribs. “I know you wouldn’t cheat on me,” she whispered.


He swallowed past a lump in his throat and shook his head. They padded down a
broad hallway from the second floor landing. The hall was paved with faintly
gold-glowing black tiles. Animated light paintings hung along plain white
walls. Ethan glanced at a few of the paintings as they walked by. They were
abstract mixtures of shape and color that seemed to twist into human
faces—their expressions alternating from rapt to wretched, in the throes of
either ecstasy or agony.


Ethan looked away, a sudden chill creeping down his spine. “A bee did sting
me, and I killed it.”


“A bee?”


“Master Rovik knew about it. I think it was a lesson, but I don’t know.
Maybe Rovik guessed what happened when he heard me swearing.”


“So he was right about the bee, and you think that means he’s right about
you being a cheater?”


Ethan turned to her in the gloomy golden light, his expression mirroring one
of the agonized faces on the opposite wall as they passed by. “Maybe.”


She reached for his hand and squeezed it. “Omnius might think he knows us
better than we know ourselves, but I know you even better than that. Trust me.”


“You have a lot of faith in me.”


Alara smiled, and Ethan saw one of the paintings smile, too. “I always
have,” she replied.


Master Rovik stopped walking and the refugees crowded around him. “This room
is for the married couple,” he said, gesturing to a door with a mirror-white
finish and a glowing golden symbol. “It is usually reserved for one of the shepherds
who guide the children through The Choosing, but Ethan and Alara are entitled
to their privacy.”


“Thanks, I think,” Ethan growled.


The door slid open automatically, and lights rose to a dim golden hue beyond
the threshold, revealing a spacious bedroom with a large bed and spotless white
bedsheets. Master Rovik gestured for them to enter the room. Ethan let Alara go
first. Before he could follow her, the Peacekeeper caught him by the arm in a
surprisingly strong grip. Ethan turned, his green eyes blazing. He was too
tired for another soul-searching comment.


“Remember something, Martalis, a prediction is only true if it comes
to pass. Otherwise, it’s just a warning.”


“I don’t need you warning me not to cheat on my wife.”


“Not anymore.”


The Peacekeeper let him go, and he walked inside the room. The door swished
shut behind him. He glared at it, as if he could still see Master Rovik’s
glowing blue eyes blazing a trail into his soul.


“Ignore him, Ethan,” Alara said, coming up behind him and wrapping her hands
around his waist. Her head came to rest on his shoulder and she kissed his
neck. Ethan shut his eyes and breathed in the soft floral fragrance of her
perfume. The room began to spin around, and he felt himself swaying on his
feet. 


You should have stayed in Dark Space.


Ethan’s eyes sprang open. Suddenly he wondered if that thought had been his,
or if it was Omnius speaking to him.


“Come to bed,” Alara purred close beside his ear. “We can make sense of all
this in the morning.”


Ethan nodded and allowed her to lead him by the hand to the big white bed.
They undressed and crawled in naked beneath the sheets. Soon Alara was fast
asleep with her head on his chest. Ethan lay awake and staring at the ceiling,
his heart beating rhythmically in his chest—thud, thud. Thud, thud. 


Thud, thud. . . .












Chapter 4





Thud,
thud! Thud, thud!


Galan Rovik’s heart beat insistently in his chest, like the hoof beats of an
angry equestria. The waiting was the hardest part. Soon, he told
himself. Soon . . .


Looking out the main forward viewports of the Ventress with the
wide-eyed wonder of a child, his gaze became lost between the bright needle
points of light. Each one glinted with an elusive hint of the unknown, of
things too fantastic to believe, or too terrible to survive.


Ancient cartographers from the world of Origin, the lost birthplace of humanity,
had once painted the lesser-known parts of the world with monsters, as if to
say, bad things lurk in the unknown. It was the same fear that made a
child tremble in the dark, wide-eyed with terror when contemplating what lurked
in the pool of shadows beneath the bed. Growing older did nothing to dispel
that fear, as those ancient cartographers had proven with their maps. But as
all of humanity grew older and wiser, the unknown became less and less,
and all the monsters fled, going from under the bed, to beyond the known world,
to beyond the known galaxy, and finally, to other galaxies entirely. 


When contemplating those unknowns, there were too many of them to ever fully
explore. They would always be populated with monsters, but Strategian Galan
Rovik was determined to chase them from the Getties Cluster to the next nearest
galaxy. 


The theories about what they would find in the Getties were endless. No one
had ever attempted to jump that far before. To calculate a safe quantum jump
from one galaxy to another had taken Omnius the better part of a year, but now
that the calculations were complete, it would be much faster to travel between
galaxies. So fast, in fact, that it would become possible to explore and
colonize the Getties Cluster on a large scale. That was exactly why Galan was
going. If the Getties proved to be a safe haven for immortal humans,
colonization would start immediately.


Hiding from the rest of humanity and the fast-growing Imperium of Star
Systems had proved difficult of late, and hiding was a dire necessity. Hard-won
experience from the Great War of Origin had shown that immortals and mortals
couldn’t safely coexist unless they were carefully supervised, and the
trillions of mortal beings in the Imperium of Star Systems were too far beyond
Omnius’s sphere of influence for him to supervise. He knew humanity well
enough by now to predict that if Avilon were ever discovered, there would be
another Great War.


For that reason, Omnius had built the wall of artificial gravity fields that
surrounded the star system of Domus Licus. Anyone traveling there without a
quantum jump drive would get stuck in the middle of a gravity field too strong
to cross with simple faster-than-light drive systems, and too wide to cross at
sub light speeds. It was good enough to keep Avilon and the greater star system
of Domus Licus safe for now. But walls don’t just keep people out, Galan
thought. They also keep people in. 


The Ascendancy had just one star system to the Imperium’s thousands, and
over time Avilon had become so crowded that the only place left to build was
up. Now between the Null Zone and Celesta, Avilon was covered with skyscrapers.



It was the way it had to be. One small, mysterious patch of space that
Imperial explorers could never seem to fully probe (and sometimes didn’t come
back from) was a curiosity relegated to the tall tales of old spacers, but if
Omnius were to expand the wall of gravity fields to another star system, or
even several, those tall tales would soon become facts, and the Second Great
War that Omnius warned about would come to pass.


The solution, it seemed, lay in the Getties Cluster. Imperial
faster-than-light drives would take six months or more to travel from the edge
of the Adventa Galaxy to the edge of the Getties Cluster, expending vast
quantities of fuel and resources in the process. It was impractical for them to
make frequent trips. Not so for the Avilonians with their quantum jump drives.


The vast gap between galaxies would become a new wall for the Ascendancy,
keeping the Imperium out until many centuries later when—if—they
developed their own quantum jump drive technology.


“Strategian, we have reached the jump point.”


Galan turned to look up at his executive officer from where he sat in the
ship’s command chair. “Good. Begin sequencing.”


“Yes, sir.”


He turned back to gazing out at space. This time he noticed the sea of
darkness between the stars, rather than the stars themselves. A moment later,
the ship’s quantum jump drives finished sequencing Omnius’s calculations for the
jump, and the ship began an automated countdown.


“Ten, nine, eight . . .” A rising whir accompanied the countdown, and
the air began to shimmer and sparkle with a growing brilliance. A sweaty
prickle of fear tickled the nape of Galan’s neck. This was it. The darkness
between the stars was no different than the darkness in a child’s room—both
conjured monsters to life—but today humanity would shine a light into the
darkness and prove once again that the monsters didn’t exist.


The whirring noise reached a fever pitch, and the automated countdown
reached one. Time seemed to take a sudden breath, and the noise stopped.



Then everything disappeared in a blinding flash of light. 


Blinking spots out of his eyes, Galan saw a bright green and blue orb,
swirled with white clouds. He gasped and heard his sharp intake of air echo all
across the bridge as the rest of his crew reacted to the sight.


They’d arrived.


Galan mentally called up a view of surrounding space from the holographic
suite built into his command chair, just to be sure. A three dimensional map of
space shimmered to life before him, momentarily blotting out his view of the
planet. The map confirmed it. They’d reached the specified coordinates. That
meant that the planet before them was indeed Agaris, the world that
Omnius had predicted, even from a great distance, to be the closest match for
Avilon in terms of habitability.


Galan swiped his hands through the air, gesturing to shrink the map and
place it to one side of his view. The planet was revealed once more, and he
smiled as he gazed upon it, imagining all of the wide open spaces they would
soon have to colonize.


“Scan the planet,” Galan said. “Find us a suitable place to land.”


“Yes, sir,” the sensor operator said, his armor flashing with a sudden brightness
as he spoke. Galan’s augmented reality contacts (ARCs) had been the source of
the visual cue, but it wasn’t necessary, the operator’s voice was recognizable.


“Comms, report back to Omnius: Jump successful. We’ve found it. Send our
visual and sensor feed since arrival. That should whet people’s appetites back
home.”


“Yes, Strategian.” Again the flash of brightness to accompany his crewman’s
speech, but this time it was a blue-tinted light. Each Operator on the bridge
had their own ARC color code to differentiate them from the rest. “Would you
like to speak to Him?” the comm operator asked.


“Not yet.”


Omnius was too far away to maintain constant contact as he usually did with
people on Avilon. In order to allow intergalactic communications, comm relay
ships had been strung between the two galaxies like a lifeline, and while
quantum comms were normally instant, having all the relays in the way made for
a few seconds’ delay between sending and receiving.


“Navigator, take us in and establish orbit. We’ll make one pass around the
globe before setting down. I want to get a lay of the land.”


“Yes, sir.”


Looking out over the crew pit, Galan saw the nav officer bob his helmeted
head. From there Galan’s blue eyes found his XO, Tactician Kar Thedron,
prowling the aisles between control stations, hands clasped behind his back,
posture military-straight. He was on his way back to the command deck, just
passing the sensor operator’s station.


“Sir!” The sensor operator flashed white in Galan’s peripheral vision. “I’m getting
strange readings from the surface. . .”


Galan leaned suddenly forward in his chair, hands poised on the armrests as
if he were about to leap down into the crew pit below. “What kind of readings?”


Thud, thud. Thud, thud. . . .


“Energy readings, sir—massive ones—coming from the far side of the planet.”


Galan frowned and shook his head, trying to pierce the cloud cover of the
distant planet to see what his Operator might be speaking about. There was no
sign of alien life, just the mottled green and blue of nature at its best. 


Then a suspicion began to form in his gut.


“Magnify the planet, 100 times.”


Suddenly the planet swelled until it was all anyone could see. Now the green
and blue expanses took on regular shapes. There were patchwork fields and irrigating
rivers flowing between them in rigid blue lines. Energy readings suggested
advanced civilization. But whose? Had the Imperium beat them to the Getties?


“Contact, contact!” An alarm shrieked to emphasize the threat.


“What?” Galan blinked. “Where?”


“De-cloaking at 15-50-25, unknown type. They’re powering weapons!”


“Shields!”


A brilliant purple ball of light impacted on the bow of the cruiser a split
second later, provoking a rippling blue flash from the Ventress’s shields.
“Do not fire back! Comms, hail them!”


“How?”


“Use both conventional comms and quantum. See what they reply to first.
Sensors—magnify the nearest ship and put it on screen!”


The sensor operator was too busy to reply. Galan drummed his fingers on his
armrest while he waited for a visual, his mind spinning. Imperial ships didn’t
have cloaking devices, and he’d never seen an Imperial ship attack without
hailing a warning first. But if the contact wasn’t ISSF, then who?


A muffled boom shook the Ventress to her beams as another volley hit them. 


“Shields?” Galan asked, his eyes on the back of the systems operator’s head.


“99% and holding. Either their weapons are not very strong, or they’re just
testing us, sir.”


A visual of their quarry appeared a split second later. Galan’s blue eyes
widened, and he shook his head. The crew was dead silent. The ship before them
had a tear-drop shape, with flowing organic lines and a hull that shone as
bright and reflective as any Avilonian’s armor. The ship glowed a faint
lavender color against the darkness of space. As they studied it, the enemy
ship fired on them with what looked like a spinning purple star. 


Someone whispered, “That’s not a human vessel.”


“No, it’s not,” Galan said quietly. 


“Comms—any answer?” 


“None, sir.”


“More contacts! Five—wait, fifteen—no, there’s more than a hundred! Weapons
Incoming!”


“Brace!” Galan called out.


The deck shook with violent fury and overhead lights darkened as shields
drew extra power to deflect the attack. A damage alert blared from the systems
operator’s control console.


“Damage report!” Galan barked.


“Shields 56%. Minor damage to deck four.”


“Navigator, take evasive action! Get us out of here!” The deck shook again.
“Now!”


“Yes, sir!”


Galan watched with a deepening frown as their magnified view of the enemy
ship disappeared, replaced by empty space. No, not empty, he realized. A
few of those sparkling points of light were too big and too bright to be stars.
They were alien ships.


Perhaps the monsters exist after all. . . .


* * *


His eyes slowly opening, Ethan caught a blurry glimpse of a gradually
brightening square of light. As the light brightened, he realized it was a
window. Beyond it lay a vast expanse of immaculate green gardens and majestic
trees. Above that, a deep blue sky. 


Where was he? Then it all came rushing back. The battle. Avilon. Omnius.


He sat up suddenly, snow white bed sheets cascading from his chest. Alara
stirred beside him and moaned something unintelligible. Ethan scanned the room:
white walls, white sheets, the broad window that had awoken him with its light
. . . 


A slight draft drew his eyes to a climate control vent. Also coming from
that direction, Ethan caught a whiff of something delicious that woke a raging
beast in his stomach. The beast growled, and Ethan turned to his wife.


“Alara.” He shook her gently. “Wake up.” His hand recoiled from her as if
she’d burned him, but the shock had come from him.


Wake up. He’d thought it, but he’d said something else. Something
that sounded right and wrong at the same time. He tried again. 


“Wake up.”


Ethan leapt out of bed, but the sheets caught his ankle, and he fell over
backward with a thud.


“Frek!” he cursed, and not even that word made sense to his ears. He thought
it; he understood it; but his ears registered something else. Something alien.


Ethan regained his footing to find Alara sitting up now, breasts laid bare
by the sheets pooled in her lap. His gaze lingered there a moment before
traveling up. Her violet eyes were wide and full of shock.


“What are you doing on the floor. . . ?” Alara trailed off with a quizzical
frown. She was also speaking another language, but Ethan understood the alien
words coming out of her mouth as easily as if they had been Imperial Versal.


It was the strangest thing he’d ever experienced. They were thinking and understanding
Versal, but speaking something else. Suddenly. Then Ethan remembered what that
Peacekeeper had said last night about Omnius teaching them the local language
while they slept. 


“It’s Avilonian,” Ethan explained.


“Holy frek . . . beats the krak out of a universal translator,” Alara said.


The Imperium’s ear-worn translators worked by less invasive means, but they
needed to be programed. Apparently Omnius had done all the programming directly
in their brains. No need for accessories.


Ethan broke out in a cold sweat, and he shivered involuntarily. Omnius had
been digging around in his brain while he slept, downloading everything and
updating it, as if his mind were a software package. He turned to scan the
ceiling, the walls, the floor . . . He felt eyes everywhere, watching him, but
there were no obvious signs of surveillance. Guess you don’t need them when
you’re already inside my head, Ethan mused. He wondered what else Omnius
might have changed while he was teaching them Avilonian. The mind-programming
was just one more thing he didn’t understand and didn’t like about his new
home. 


“How did you sleep?” he asked, sitting down on the bed with great care, as
if it might be the instrument Omnius had used to mess with his head.


“Not well. I had nightmares all night. You?”


Ethan frowned, his own dreams coming back to him now in a vivid rush. He
shook his head. “Same here. I dreamed I was Master Blue Cape, of all things,
and that I was making the very first expedition to the Getties Cluster.”


Alara stared at him, her violet eyes wide and blinking once more. “So did
I.”


Ethan frowned. “What do you mean so did you?”


“I mean I had the exact same dream.”


Ethan went back to glaring at the ceiling. “Not content to rearrange my
head, you messed with my dreams, too?”


No reply.


“Answer! I know you can hear me.”


He felt a hand on his arm, and he flinched at the touch. “Ethan. I don’t
think it . . . he, meant any harm. I think he was trying to show
us what happened. He’s telling us a story while we sleep.”


Ethan wanted to object, to deny it, to suggest some much more sinister
explanation that would justify the outrage he felt, but he knew she was
right. The same way he knew Avilonian. Omnius had somehow shown them
through Rovik’s eyes exactly what had happened on the original expedition to
the Getties. 


It still felt like a vile and unwelcome intrusion to him. Before he could
say anything about it, there came a knock at the door. Alara reacted quickly,
covering herself with the sheets and holding them to her chest. “Yes?” 


The door opened to reveal the smiling face of Master Blue Cape, A.K.A.
Strategian Rovik himself, already dressed in his shining armor. His blue eyes
were glinting rather than glowing in the broad light of day. “Good morning,” he
said.


“Go frek yourself,” Ethan replied. “We’re kind of in the middle of something
here, and we’re not even dressed—you mind giving us some privacy? Oh—wait, you
don’t know what that is here. Let me see if I can explain. . . . It’s where you
and everyone else keep their noses out of my krak! Does that sum it up for
you?”


Master Rovik’s smile faded. “Omnius warned me about you,” he said, striding
quietly into the room, as if gliding on air.


“He did, did he? Well, why don’t you warn him for me: next time, ask
permission before you go poking around in my head.”


“You already gave him permission.”


“The frek I did!”


“When you came here. Uninvited.”


“You invited me!”


“Not I. Another strategian.”


“Same krak, Blue.”


Rovik shook his head, “Please stop cursing, and no, it’s not the same. You
sought us out. Your intention was to find us, and now you have, but even after
arriving here, in a strange land, you insist on having everything your way,
trying to force your ideas and your culture on us. Well, I’m afraid you
can’t have your way here, Ethan. We have our own ways. Now stop acting like a
spoiled child and follow me. Breakfast is ready.”


The Peacekeeper turned on his heel and stormed away, his flowing blue cape
swirling as he went.


Now who’s being a child, Ethan thought but didn’t say. The door swished
shut.


“I’m as upset as you,” Alara whispered, rubbing his arm. “But he’s right. We
don’t get to make the rules here. We’re lucky they’re offering to accept us and
make us a part of their society. Here we’ll be safe from the Sythians. We’ll be
free to live our lives in peace! Isn’t that worth losing some of our privacy?”


Ethan turned to her. “We’ll be free from fear of the Sythians, but chained
and restricted in every other way that matters. I think I liked Dark Space
better.”


“Ethan! He can hear you.”


“Apparently Omnius already knows what I’m thinking, so I don’t need to spare
his feelings with what I say.”


“Maybe you should try,” she said gently. “Let’s at least see what life is
like here before we insist that our way is better. They’re giving us a week to
choose how to live here, and to choose whether or not we want Omnius to be a
part of our lives. That doesn’t sound like a malign force trying to hurt us.
Love doesn’t force itself on anyone. Love waits patiently to be returned. The
way I waited for you.”


Ethan’s scowl softened. “That’s not the same.”


“Isn’t it? If Omnius were so oppressive and bad, wouldn’t he just force us
to choose him, or do away with the people who don’t?”


“Who says he doesn’t? He made a real live netherworld just for them.”


“Ethan, has it ever occurred to you that a lot of the bad things in our
lives are a product of our own bad choices? It occurred to Omnius. That’s why
he wants to help us make the right choices.”


“Alara . . .”


“Shhh. Just promise me you’ll go into this with an open mind.”


Ethan struggled with that. He didn’t want to lie to his wife.


“Promise me, Ethan. Do it for us. All three of us,” she said, grabbing his
hand and placing it over her belly.


He half expected to feel a kick, but there was nothing. “We don’t even know
if it’s a girl or a boy, yet,” he said, dismay creeping into his voice.


“I bet Master Rovik can help us, if you’d be nice for a change . . .”


“Hey, I’m nice.”


She arched an eyebrow at him. “To me you are. Sometimes.”


He affected a wry smile and leaned in for a kiss. She gave him a short peck
on the lips before withdrawing.


“We’d better get dressed. I’m so hungry I almost haven’t noticed how sick I
feel.”


“Sick? Are you okay?” he asked.


Her eyebrows shot up with that question. “Morning sickness, remember?”


“Right,” he said, sending her an apologetic look. “We’d better ask about
that, too. If doctors here can stop people from dying, they must have found a
way to make pregnancy more fun.”


“That’s the spirit. Keep thinking like that.” 


“Sure thing, Kiddie.”


Alara rose from the bed and stretched. He eyed her appreciatively, her naked
backside stirring him to life. 


“What are you looking at?” she asked, casting a sly look over her shoulder.


“The view,” he said through a smile.


“View’s out the window—behind you.”


“Not from where I’m sitting.”


She laughed and padded across the floor to the en-suite bathroom. He watched
her go, his smile fading by degrees.


Somehow she’d missed the fact that he hadn’t promised to be open-minded.
Although technically Omnius had made open-mindedness a foregone conclusion with
his nightly probing. The trick here is not being open-minded. 


Ethan had a feeling that wasn’t going to be easy.












Chapter 5





Bretton Hale raced
toward the Imperial officer, but came to a skidding stop when he saw the man
fall beneath the onslaught of no less than a dozen Psychos wielding makeshift
clubs and bony fists. He didn’t have much time. He rushed forward once more,
his footsteps concealed by the noise the gang of Bliss addicts was making, and
his presence concealed by his armor’s cloaking shield. He raised his arms,
palms outstretched as he approached, and mentally cycled through weapons in his
armor. He settled on the standard issue Peacekeeper suppressors, which had come
with his borrowed suit of armor.


Bretton opened fire and his cloaking shield automatically disengaged to
prevent an overdraw from the suit’s aging power cell.


He grabbed the nearest pair of Psychos in the grav field projected by the
suppressors. Still running, he flung them to either side by spreading his arms
like a bird about to take flight. The pair of stim addicts went skidding
through the dust, fetching up against nearby shanties. They didn’t rise to their
feet. Peacekeeper suppressors were almost identical to Imperial grav guns, but
much more powerful.


The remaining Psychos turned as one to greet him, their bloodshot eyes
reflecting sharp, glinting tongues of flame from the nearby bonfire. They
snarled at him like wild rictans and charged. He flung two more aside before
they reached him, and then dirty fingernails began clawing at his
mirror-smooth, diamond-hard armor. 


He electrified his suit and the Psychos fell away screaming. Reaching the
fallen Imperial, Bretton took just a moment to assess the man’s injuries before
deciding that it didn’t matter; there wasn’t any time to waste. He picked up
the Imperial with one arm, using the suit’s augmented strength, and then slung
him over his shoulder with a grunt of effort.


“Bret! Check your six!” Farah warned over the comms.


He spun around just in time to see a rushing wave of madness—a hundred or
more Psychos, coming at him. He’d stirred the buzz flies’ nest to life. Bretton
checked his power levels. Just five percent left. Good for a few more
suppressor blasts or a minute or two of cloaking, but he couldn’t cloak both
him and the Imperial, and he couldn’t send a hundred Psychos skidding away with
just a few suppressor blasts. It would take a full squad of Peacekeepers to
fend off this onslaught.


Thinking fast, Bretton looked up. He saw the rickety remains of what had
once been a fire escape clinging to the rising wall of the nearest skyscraper.
It looked like the stairs hadn’t been used or maintained in decades. He hoped
they would hold his weight.


Raising one arm above his head, he fired the suppressor and there came a
sharp jerk on his arm, pulling him up. He kept his other arm on the unconscious
man slung over his shoulder. The ground began to drop away underfoot. Then the
bestial mass of humanity reached him. A few Psychos leapt off their fellows’
shoulders with what had to be Bliss-induced strength. Two grabbed on to his
boots and hung tight. He was about to electrify his armor again to shake them
loose when he remembered the man draped over his shoulder. 


Cursing, Bretton kicked his feet, trying to shake the Psychos free. One of
them tried to bite him, but didn’t make it past his armor. Bretton reached the
fire escape and grabbed on to the nearest railing with the arm he’d been using
to grapple up. Dangling from the railing by one arm, with the combined weight
of him, the Imperial, and two Psychos, the railing began to bend with a warning
shriek of metal.


One handed, he wrangled the unconscious Imperial off his shoulder and onto
the fire escape landing. The pair of Psychos clinging to his boots abandoned
their attempts to bite through his armor. Now they climbed him like a ladder,
trying to get at their original target—the unarmored Imperial. Bretton shuddered
to think what they had in mind for him.


He hit the first one with a suppressor blast from his free arm, and that
Psycho went flying, falling backward, jaws snapping, limbs flailing, and eyes
wild. He landed on a shanty three stories below and squashed it flat. A warning
blaat sounded inside Bretton’s helmet, and he noted that his suit’s
power supply was now at critical levels. Power would fail at any second, and
soon he would feel the full weight of his armor as the suit’s power-assist went
offline.


The second Psycho scrambled up Bretton’s legs and sprang off his shoulders,
landing in a crouch on the fire escape beside the fallen Imperial. He flashed
Bretton a wicked grin of rotting teeth and licked his lips as he gazed down at
his prey. Acting on instinct, Bretton aimed another suppressor blast at him,
and the psycho went flying into the nearest wall. He hit with a crunch of
bone grinding against ancient bactcrete walls that were as heavy and solid as
any rock. The Psycho’s eyes rolled up in his head, and he collapsed.


Then, suddenly, power-assist failed and Bretton felt the full weight of his
armor jerking him toward the ground. The arm he had wrapped around the railings
shuddered, and he nearly lost his grip.


“Bret! Are you okay?”


“No!” Bretton growled. Cursing once more, he crawled through the railings to
lie panting between the Imperial and the fallen Psycho. Powered systems were
failing fast now, but at least his comms were still online. 


“What’s wrong? Are you hurt?”


“Not yet, but I’m tapped out. Systems are going offline. You’d better get
down here before this animal wakes up and tears us both apart.”


“Already ahead of you, boss.”


A sharp whistling noise reached his ears via his helmet’s aural sensors and
he looked up to see their air car hovering down beside the fire escape.


“Good,” he grunted, struggling to rise despite the weight of his armor. He
managed to regain his footing, but the prospect of either dragging or carrying
the Imperial was too much. “Mind giving me a hand with our cargo?”


“I’ll be right there,” Farah replied.


* * *


City lights flashed by to either side of the air car as Farah raced away
from the Psycho den. Bretton sat in the copilot’s seat, wearing a plain black
under suit. His Peacekeeper armor with its depleted power core lay in a
gleaming pile in the back of the hover, while the man they’d rescued lay on the
back seat, bleeding from myriad injuries, but still breathing. He was
unconscious from a blow to the head, but at least he wasn’t bleeding out.


“Where to?” Farah asked from the pilot’s seat beside him.


Bretton considered that, frowning over his shoulder at their mysterious
passenger. “Let’s take him to Dag.”


“We don’t even know if he wants to be a Null.” 


“Well, we can’t ask him without Omnius realizing he hasn’t gone through The
Choosing yet. Peacekeepers will come and get him before we have a chance to
learn anything.”


“What are you hoping to learn? Never mind—it doesn’t matter. He’s not our
problem, Bret. Tara Halls, remember? She’s our meal ticket, and she’s the one
we were sent to find—not some runaway survivor from the war.”


Bretton shook his head. “We can get back to chasing rich brats another day.
Right now, we need to find out more about this guy. How did he get here? What’s
going on in the rest of the galaxy? Where did he come from, and are there any
other survivors? Those are things the Resistance needs to know.”


“The Resistance doesn’t pay our rent, Bret.”


“They could if we enlist.”


“I don’t want you to get yourself killed.”


“You remember what you told me about why you enlisted in the ISSF all those
years ago?”


“That was another lifetime. A lot’s changed since then.”


“You said everybody dies, but not everybody dies well.”


“I’ve already died well. Maybe this time around I want to live.”


“So why did you join me in the Null Zone? You could have stayed a
Peacekeeper, lived forever in Etheria.”


“I don’t want to die of boredom either. This way I got the best of both. I’m
forever young, immortal, and I don’t have to live in an insufferably
perfect paradise.”


Bretton snorted. They’d both been resurrected by Omnius when they died near
the end of the war. After that, they’d become Peacekeepers in the hopes of
rejoining the fight against the Sythians. Instead, they’d been sent around
Avilon chasing crime before it happened. That might have been good enough, but
Bretton hadn’t been resurrected alone. His wife had already been on Avilon
waiting for him when he’d arrived. Almost nine years after that happy reunion,
something terrible happened, and Bretton had left her, paradise, and
Peacekeeping for good in order to become a Null. His niece, Farah, had followed
him for reasons only known to her. And both of them had taken a souvenir with
them from Etheria—they had already been resurrected. That meant they had
perfect clone bodies and they would never die of old age. Of course, in a place
as dangerous as the Null Zone, old age probably wouldn’t have killed them
anyway.


“Well, if we’re going to get him de-linked, then you’d better stun him
before he wakes up,” Farah said. “Dag will kill us if we bring him a live
wire.”


Bretton opened a dash compartment and withdrew a hefty pistol. Setting the
weapon to stun, he turned it on the back seat and pulled the trigger. A dull screech
sounded, and a flash of blue light dazzled his eyes.


“That should keep him from waking up until Dag’s through with him.”


“What if he gets upset when he finds out he could have lived forever in
paradise?”


“Too bad. I saved his life. That means I’m calling the shots. Besides, if
I’m right about him being from the Imperium, he won’t even know what he’s
missing until we’ve already gotten all our answers from him.”


“That’s cold, Bret. Even for you.”


“It’s a cold world. Getting colder every day. When’s the last time you saw
the sun?”


“That’s not what I meant.”


He shook his head. “Down here we don’t have the luxury of being soft.
There’s more lives at stake than his.”


Farah grew silent at that. Bretton watched the endless night of the city
flicker by them in a blur of colorful light and starkly-drawn shadows. Air
traffic raced ahead of them in orderly, auto-piloted lines, red tail lights
shining crimson in the gloom of the under city.


Farah turned off the autopilot and peeled away from the main artery of traffic
to get to Dag’s place. Dag managed to avoid trouble with the law by living on
the surface. Down there, organized crime was the law.


Bretton set his pistol from stun to kill and withdrew a utility belt
and holster from the dash compartment. He buckled the belt and holstered the
weapon on his hip, looking up just in time to see them plunge down through a
thick wall of filthy gray fog. The lights of the city disappeared, becoming
dim, amorphous balls of light. Farah turned on a sensor overlay so they could
still see their surroundings. Outlines of buildings and structures raced by,
projected on the forward viewport in shades of blue and green.


They reached the surface and flew along a crumbling street, hovering just a
few feet above the ground. At this level, the buildings were mostly dark. A few
neon signs or holographic displays flickered through the gloom, and some
shady-looking pedestrians walked the streets. The city was always alive, even
down here, but these weren’t the kind of people you’d like to say hello to.


“You didn’t tell Dag you were coming, did you?” Farah asked.


“No, when would I have had a chance to do that?”


“He doesn’t like drop-ins.”


“He’s going to have to. He owes me.”


Farah snorted. “If you say so.” After a few more minutes of flying, she
said, “We’re almost there. You want me to park on the street and wait, or
should I go in with you?”


“Can’t risk getting our ride jacked. You’d better stay. Keep her running.”


“Sure thing. Want me to get us something to eat while I wait?”


“That’s a good idea.”


“All right.” She pulled to a stop along a particularly dark section of the
street and turned to him with her hand held out expectantly. “Twenty bytes.”



Bretton eyed her palm. “What? You don’t have twenty bytes?”


Farah shook her head. “I’m broke.”


“We’re broke,” he amended.


“You want to eat or not?”


“Put it on credit,” he growled, opening the passenger’s side door and
climbing out into the murky gray soup. Farah called something after him, but he
shut the door before he heard what it was. Outside, the air was damp and cold,
rich with fetid smells. Bretton took a quick look around, eyes scanning the
shifting gray clouds of moisture. Neon signs from bars, nightclubs, and casinos
set the fog aglow in all the colors of the rainbow, peeling away the gloom with
halos of blurry light. He checked in a full 360 degrees, his hand ready on the
butt of his sidearm. 


The street was deserted.


So far so good.


He opened the rear passenger’s side door and immediately heard Farah again.


“We don’t have any credit left, Bret!”


“Then we’ll eat later!”


“Maybe we should go looking for Tara Halls instead of chasing after the way
things used to be.”


“I’m not trying to relive the glory days of the Imperium, Farah. I’m trying
to fix what’s wrong with Avilon before it’s too late and Omnius decides to stop
being coy about how he disposes of us Nulls.”


Farah arched an eyebrow at him. “We don’t have any proof that he’s disposing
of Nulls.”


Bretton’s mouth curved into a smirk. “Not yet. I have to get going. Wait
here and keep your eyes open, okay?”


“Be careful.”


Bretton nodded. “I will. If you see any trouble, send the signal. I’ll keep
my head down until you give the all clear.”


“All right.”


Bretton drew a small grav gun from his utility belt. Aiming it at the
unconscious Imperial, he picked the man up and hovered him out into the street.
Bretton made his way to a rusty red door. A flickering green sign above it
read, Implant-it. Dag’s legitimate side business was implanting
cybernetics.


Bretton set the Imperial down on the stairs. Stepping up to the door, he
knocked twice, then once, then three times more, so Dag would know it was a
friend. 


Moments later he heard a clunk as deadbolts slid aside, and then a
rusty groan as the door cracked open. A pair of glowing orange eyes
appeared in the crack.


“Hello, Dag.”


“You brought me a client?” a deep voice growled. The orange eyes flicked to
the man lying on the steps.


“That’s right.”


The door swung wide, and Dag reached out of the shadows with a long,
over-muscled black arm. He picked the Imperial up by his flight suit and
dragged him inside. Bretton followed, closing and locking the door behind them.


“You got the bytes?”


“You owe me, remember?”


Dag grunted and turned away. Bretton followed him through the gloom, careful
to watch his step. Dag could see in the dark thanks to the augmented reality
contacts he wore. Bretton eschewed them just for the bittersweet memories they
evoked from Etheria.


They walked from the dark, cluttered foyer to another door, this one flanked
by a glowing blue control panel. Dag stepped up to it and typed in a key code.
The door popped open with a hiss of escaping air. A crack of light appeared
between the door and the jamb, and when Dag opened it, the light flooded out,
dazzling Bretton’s eyes.


They walked into a small antechamber with two sliding glass doors. The first
one swished open for them as they approached, while the second remained
closed. The walls glowed brightly and steam hissed from the ceiling.


“I want you to de-link him,” Bretton said, suddenly realizing he hadn’t been
very specific about calling in his favor.


The door shut behind them, and the hissing from the ceiling grew more
insistent. The room filled with a sweet-smelling mist that would sterilize them
for the operation room beyond. Dag was wearing a simple green gown, baggy
enough to hide his muscle, but not his size. He made the taller-than-average
man dangling from his hand look tiny.


“He’s unlisted,” Dag said as the sterilizing mist stopped hissing into the
room. “That usually means he’s not linked. . . .” 


“Trust me, he is.”


Swish. The inner door opened.


They passed from the antechamber into a locker room with hooks, hangars, and
racks. On one of the hangars was a simple green gown like the one Dag wore, a
see-through cap to keep stray hairs on Bretton’s head, and a pair of slippers.


“Get changed,” Dag said. Even though his head was bald, he donned a cap,
too.


“Where did you find him?” Dag asked as he busied himself with undressing the
unconscious Imperial.


“He wandered into a Psycho den and sat down to eat his lunch.”


“Stupid or suicidal?”


Bretton shook his head. “Neither. He’s not from here. Check the markings on
his suit. He’s an Imperial.”


“That’s unusual . . . He know he’s gettin’ de-linked?” Dag asked as
they finished getting changed. Now their patient was wearing a blue gown and a
see-through cap of his own. No slippers, though. Dag picked him up and slung
him over one shoulder like a sack of vegetables.


Here Bretton had to twist the truth. “He has no desire to become an
Etherian.” How could you want to be something before you knew what that
something was?


“All right.”


They walked to the end of the locker and passed through a final door into a
brightly-lit room full of shining metal. In the center of the room was a naked
gray table where Dag gently laid the Imperial down. That done, he reached up
and grabbed an overhead light attached to a jointed-metal arm. Dag positioned
the lamp over the man’s head and then turned to an adjacent display and control
console. He spent a moment configuring it before a fan of light flickered out
from the lamp, passing from the top of the Imperial’s head to the base of his
neck and back up again.


Dag studied the holographic display that appeared above his control console.
“Looks like he’s got two Lifelinks. You want ‘em both disabled?”


“What?” Bretton shook his head and walked around the foot of the table to
see what Dag was talking about. A three-dimensional map of the Imperial’s brain
was on the screen. Two small blue spheres glowed bright amidst a sea of other
cerebral structures. The implants were sitting one beside the other, one
slightly larger than the other. “Which one is Omnius’s?”


Dag pointed to the smaller one. “The other one is made with materials that
I’ve never seen used in a Lifelink before. It might not be a Lifelink, but it’s
in the right place.”


“Any chance we can connect to it and see what’s inside?”


Dag turned to him with a furrowed brow. “That’s quite an invasion of
privacy.”


“What do you care?”


“Just makin’ sure your conscience lets you sleep at night.”


“I’ll sleep like a baby.”


Dag snorted. “Let me see what I can do.” He walked over to another console
and began peppering the control panel with commands. Another holographic
display appeared in the air. As Dag studied it, he slowly shook his head. “This
one’s encrypted with some type of hieroglyphics.”


Bretton went to read it over Dag’s shoulder. As soon as his eyes parsed the
first line, a cold chill swept through him from head to toe. He stood staring
at the screen, his mouth agape, his dark eyes wide.


“What?” Dag asked, turning to see Bretton’s shock.


“It’s not scrambled. That’s Sythian.”


Dag’s glowing orange eyes narrowed to thoughtful slits. “He’s a human.”


“Not anymore. If I had to guess, I’d say the Sythians used that implant to
turn him against us.”


“Then we should break his neck while we have the chance,” Dag said. Daggert
wasn’t a former citizen of the Imperium, but Avilonians had no love for the
skull faces either.


“No . . . I have a better idea,” Bretton replied. He’d been hoping to glean
vital information about the war and the state of the galaxy beyond Avilon, to
maybe find something the Resistance could use, but now he had something even
better than a survivor from the war—he had a Sythian agent.


“Where did you find this guy?” Dag asked.


“I told you, in a Psycho den.”


“Well, he can’t have been on Avilon long. If he had, he’d know better.”


“Let’s go on a mind walk before you de-link him.”


“Full immersion or audio-visual?”


“Audio-visual. I need to be objective about what I see.”


Dag passed him a shiny black helmet with no visor and directed him to sit in
a nearby chair. Bretton walked over to it and sat down. He placed the helmet
over his head and everything turned a soulless black. 


“What are we looking for?” Dag asked.


“Let’s try the last two hours of recorded memory. I want to know how he got
here and what he’s been doing.” A moment later a glowing green number appeared
before Bretton’s eyes, counting down from five.


The countdown reached zero, and suddenly Bretton found himself flying high
above a burning city. The sky was alive with streaks of fire and tumbling
debris. The city was Celesta. Sythian ships rained like confetti from the sky.
Bretton watched, wide-eyed as the battle unfolded. The Null Zone was completely
cut off from any news from the Uppers, so this was all news to him. The
Sythians were attacking Avilon, and they were being routed.


Bretton watched as his viewpoint shifted, diving toward the burning city and
a gaping hole in Celesta’s shield. Over the next few minutes he got to see
exactly how the Imperial Sythian agent had reached the surface of Avilon and
eventually stumbled into a den of Psychos. The mind walk ended as the Psychos
beat the man senseless. 


Bretton removed the helmet to find Dag staring at him. “The Sythians found
us,” the de-linker said.


“We turned them back.”


“For now. You saw what they did to Celesta.” 


The implication of that was left unspoken between them. If the Sythians
could get past Avilon’s orbital defenses once, maybe they could do it again, and
this time, finish the job. 


But having a Sythian agent’s mind at their disposal gave them a unique
advantage—they might be able to see what the Sythians were planning.


“I’m going back in,” Bretton said. “We need to see what else this guy
knows.”












Chapter 6





Six Sythian High
Lords and Lady Kala stood in a circle in a dark room. In the center of the
circle was a glowing orb on a low pedestal. The orb was tied to the Agmar’s
long-range communications array. It pulsed with crimson light as the comm array
searched the vastness of space for another like itself.


Suddenly the orb glowed a solid red, washing the lords in a bloody light. A
cool, silken voice slithered into the room: “What news of our conquests? Has
the human pestilence been eliminated yet?” On the heels of that voice, a
hologram flickered to life above the orb. It was Shallah. Cloaked in a dark
uniform, his rubbery, translucent skin was all but hidden from view. Only his
face remained visible, a spider’s web of blue veins beneath his skin. He was of
the same sub species as Kaon—a Quarn. 


As the most senior of the lords, Kaon stepped forward and dropped to one
knee before Shallah. “We make progress, Supreme One. We now control the human
refuge known as Dark Space and their people are replacing the Gors as crew for
our warships.”


“But?”


Shallah always seemed to know what Kaon was about to say even before he said
it. That sixth sense of intuition had been an integral part of his rise to
supremacy.


“But . . .” Kaon realized that as the messenger he now shared in the shame
of Lord Shondar’s recent defeat at Avilon. “We find another human refuge. They
are many, and they are strong. We cannot best them.”


“Tell me more.”


Kaon explained how Lord Shondar had been sent with half a fleet to scout the
lost human sector of Avilon and report back. Shondar had found the sector in
the midst of a crisis, the Avilonians’ fleets temporarily disabled, and he’d
seized the chance to decimate them. Then the Avilonians’ defenses had come back
online unexpectedly, tearing Shondar’s fleet apart. He’d even lost his thirty
kilometer-long command ship, the Gasha. It had been hiding in low orbit
behind a cloaking shield, but despite that, the Avilonians had somehow found
and destroyed it anyway. 


When Kaon finished explaining, he expected a harsh rebuke, or perhaps to be
summarily stripped of all rank and title. After all, this was the second
command ship he had lost in the past few months.


Instead, Shallah replied, “So these Avilonians can see through our
cloaking shields. . . . It would appear that they are a more formidable foe
than the Imperium was.”


“Yes, Master. They are.”


“You do not contact me merely to burden me with the shame of your defeat. . .
.” Shallah intoned. Kaon’s head hung low, bowed in obeisance, his face mere
inches from the cold deck. Nevertheless, he felt the Supreme One’s eyes on him
as surely as if he could see Shallah’s cerulean irises. “You make contact to
beg for reinforcements.” The Supreme One’s voice dripped with condescension.
“Have you no honor left?”


“There is no honor in defeat, Master. If we face these Avilonians alone, we
go to our deaths.”


“Yessss, so it would ssseem. How many more clusters do you need?” 


“As many as you can spare, Great One.”


“It is that serious?”


“I fear if we do not defeat them soon, they may one day travel to the
Getties and defeat us.”


Shallah laughed at that. “Do not overestimate your new foe. If you can hold
out for the next orbit, you shall have a hundred new clusters. I
trust that is sufficient force for you to prevail?”


Kaon’s mind balked at the thought of managing a hundred fleets. Throughout
the invasion he had managed just seven, but he decided that more could only be
better, not worse. A doubt lingered in his mind. “How will you crew such a vast
armada?”


The Sythians’ savage slave army, which had earned them the human pejorative—skull
faces—had become unreliable of late, taking an entire fleet and
disappearing with it as soon as their command ship had been destroyed. That
fleet had been none other than Kaon’s First Fleet, and the command ship
had been his. After that, Kaon had decided to replace the Gors with human
slaves, harvested from Dark Space.


When Shallah had heard about the Gor rebellion, his reaction had been
similar. He’d retaliated by purging their icy home world of Noctune, killing
their women and their children. 


“For now we shall crew them with the future colonists of the Adventa Galaxy.
Once we strip Avilon of its defenses, we shall begin harvesting it for a new
slave army to replace them.”


Kaon inclined his head. “May it be so, Master.”


“There is something else you want to say.”


“Yes, Great One, forgive me, but . . . the Avilonians may come soon. Far
sooner than a standard orbit, and I fear our defenses cannot hold them.”


“I have a few clusters close by. They were assigned to begin spreading
colonies in the Adventa Galaxy, but I suppose that must now wait.”


Kaon’s twin hearts began beating faster. “How many clusters, Master?”


“Twenty-six.”


“How many can you spare?”


“I shall send them all, lest mere humans be allowed to best my Lords for a
third time. Expect the first clusters to arrive soon. They come bearing a new
weapon for the war.”


“A new weapon, Master?”


“Yesss. For now, it shall remain a surprise. I trust you will not fail me
again. . .”


“No, Great One. We shall not!”


“Then on to victory! For glory!”


“For glory!” the six Lords and Lady Kala chanted as one.


Shallah ended contact from the other side and his hologram disappeared. The
bloody hue in the room faded as the glowing orb became a shiny black pearl. A
faint lavender light remained, which was enough for their sensitive eyes to see
by. 


Kaon rose and turned to the others. “Soon our forces in Dark Space shall be
enough to repel the enemy, and in one orbit we shall have enough warships to
blot out the stars!”


“We must hope the Avilonians do not come for us before sufficient
reinforcements arrive,” Lord Shondar replied. His glowing white gaze found Kaon
and lingered for a long moment. The long topknot of white hair cascading from
his gray scalp glowed bright lavender in the gloom of the comms center. “What
of our agent in Avilon?”


“He remains hidden.”


“Might he be able to warn us of a coming attack?” Lady Kala asked, her red
eyes glinting in the dark. She seemed to unfold to her full height, skinny
limbs snapping straight. With her diminutive size, and round, almost child-like
face, Kala was the smallest and least intimidating presence in the room. Each
of them was the representative of one of the seven sub-species of the Sythian
Coalition, and Kala, with her slight, wiry frame and delicate, shiny black skin
seemed to fade into the shadows of any room. Her slightness was a hideous
trick, however. Her sub-species, the Kylians, had vicious sets of
retractable claws and a pair of wings that enabled them to fly. If the Supreme
One sent her kind aboard the reinforcing fleets, humanity would soon have an
even more terrible face to haunt their nightmares than that of the dreaded,
skull-faced Gors.


“Yes, it would be wise to find out if your pet can warn us,” Lord
Worval put in.


“I shall make contact with him soon to give him new orders,” Kaon replied.


“Do so now. We wait,” Lady Kala replied.


“I cannot. He is unreachable. I suspect he sleeps now.”


Shondar hissed loudly. “Or he is dead.”


“If the humans come for us before reinforcements arrive, do we stay here and
fight?” Lord Thorian asked.


“We are Sythians,” Kaon hissed. “We do not run from battle like terrified
children.”


“Prudence would have us flee while we can,” Lady Kala replied.


Kaon’s eyes flashed. “Flee?” He turned in a slow circle to address all of
them at once. “Flee?” he repeated, making the word sound shrill. “We are
immortal. It is not death we should fear, but shame. If we flee, our honor
turns to disgrace, and our victories become as dust in the wind! No, we shall
not flee. We fight! For glory!”


“For glory!” the Sythians chanted once more.


Lady Kala did not chant with them. Kaon’s gaze found hers and he stared at
her. She stared back, her red eyes locked with his blue. Her glossy black lips
peeled back from needle-sharp teeth, and she said, “I go to prepare my cluster.”


“As do we all,” Lord Worval added.


The group broke up and they began leaving the comms center. Kaon couldn’t
help wondering at Lady Kala’s dissent as they left. Would she stand with them
if the Avilonians came?


“Lady Kala, wait,” Kaon said. Red eyes met his once more.


“I shall accompany you aboard the Kilratha.”


Lady Kala hissed. “Why?”


“The Gors have my fleet, and particles of my command ship are
scattered across the sector.”


“You have the humans’ fleet that we capture.”


“I cannot lead us from human ships as well as I can from our own.”


“Then perhaps it is time for you to step aside and let someone else lead.”


Kaon cocked his round, fish-like head. “And who might that be?”


Kala bared her needle-sharp teeth again. “Sssomeone else.”


“Not you?”


“No.”


“Shallah decides who leads us. My victories are too many to be erased by one
defeat. You shall yield your vessel and your cluster to me for the coming
battle.”


“Yess . . . My Lord.”


There was a twist of sarcasm in Kala’s voice that Kaon didn’t like, but he
chose to ignore it. He followed Lady Kala out of the comms center, listening as
her claws scratched the deck, extending and retracting restlessly. She was
angry, and not bothering to hide her displeasure.


Kaon’s mind turned to the coming battle. He could only hope that Shondar had
done enough damage to the Avilonians’ forces while they had been disabled that
now they couldn’t project their strength as far as Dark Space. If not, perhaps
sufficient reinforcements would arrive before the Avilonians did. Certainly,
with twenty-six new clusters even the Avilonians would be outmatched. Kaon
smiled, allowing hope to bleed through his despair.


For glory. The battle cry whispered through his thoughts, as if
tip-toeing around his fears, but Kaon chose to focus on the positive.
Reinforcements would arrive in time to save them. 


Any other thought would admit the possibility of defeat, and defeat, as
ever, was unacceptable.


* * *


Destra Heston’s face was bathed in a hard blue light, making her look far
older than her 45 years. The light came from the holographic grid rising above
the captain’s table aboard the Baroness. At the table with her were two
others. To her left stood Captain Covani, bald and black with bright tangerine
eyes. His usually round face bore few of the marks of age, but stress and worry
had drawn semi-permanent lines across his brow. Right now those lines were trenches,
his warmly-colored eyes were cold, and his once-rounded cheeks looked gaunt.
Destra thought maybe the gaunt cheeks were just a trick of the light, but with
the past few weeks of rationing, the effect could easily be from starvation.


“Get them out of there, Torv!” Covani gritted.


“I cannot,” a deep voice said from Destra’s right. She tried not to look at
the Gor, but he was all she could see in her peripheral vision. He was wearing
his glossy black, chitin-like armor, and the optics in his helmet glowed red,
looking like two multi-faceted insect eyes. The overall shape of his helmet and
the face behind it, were that of a giant skull. She was thankful Torv was
wearing his armor. Without it he would have been even more terrifying.


“What do you mean you can’t?” Covani challenged.


“They do not listen. Their blood lust controls them now.”


“Well tell them to snap out of it!”


“We are starving, Captain,” Torv replied. “Not even I would obey if I
had the chance to sink my teeth into something fresh.”


Destra shuddered, and again she tried to ignore the presence of the Gor. She
watched, horrified as the team of Gors they’d sent to the surface, represented
by green dots on the sterile blue grid, swarmed toward the target warehouse,
running straight into a trap. Hundreds of red dots, no doubt human slaves, were
waiting for them inside what should have been a deserted warehouse, full of
vegetables ready for export off Forliss. Destra chewed her lower lip, watching
as the green dots drew nearer to the red.


“Someone get me a visual feed!” Covani snapped to his crew.


“Feed coming in, sir,” the comms officer announced a moment later. 


Covani looked up to the main forward viewport, and Destra followed his gaze.
She glimpsed a crescent of light and color painted against the black of
space—day dawning on the far side of Forliss. Then that view dissolved,
replaced by crooked shadows of trees flickering over rippling fields of long
grass. Grass rasped and rustled noisily through the bridge speakers as the Gor
whose viewpoint they’d stolen ran toward a high, dark shape on the horizon. All
around were trails of flattened grass, appearing like magic as cloaked Gors
raced toward the warehouse and the Sythian slaves they’d somehow scented on the
wind.


Those trails converged on the wooden doors of the gray, castcrete warehouse.
The nearest Gor reached the doors and they exploded in a shower of splintered
wood. Like that, the Gors squandered the element of surprise their cloaking
armor should have afforded. 


The one with the camera attached to his helmet raced through the splintered
doors into a dazzlingly bright chaos of flashing red pulse lasers and bright
glow lamps. Crates of produce shattered and exploded with colorful sprays of
vaporized vegetable matter.


The Gors didn’t bother to fire back; they raced silently and unseen through
the enemy ranks breaking necks and shattering sternums with their bare hands.
The Sythian soldiers all wore a shrunken parody of the Gors’ glossy black
armor, but it was easy to tell that they were human—red blood spurted from the
joins in their armor, not Sythian-white, or Gor-clear. Destra watched the
bloody massacre unfold with a growing grimace. She began to think the Gors
might even be able to overwhelm the enemy soldiers, but then she began to see Gors
appearing out of thin air, taking off their helmets and thoughtlessly tossing
them aside, disrupting their cloaking shields so that they could rip into the
enemy with their jaws and teeth.


Now lasers flashed not randomly but with deadly precision. Destra watched
one Gor hit by a stuttering hail of no less than a dozen laser bolts, but he
was so intent upon his kill that he kept feeding long seconds after he should
have realized that he was dead.


“Switch it off,” Covani growled. He turned to her with a grave expression.
“We can’t keep this up, Councilor.”


“Two more weeks.”


Covani shook his head. “It’s already been more than two months. The
Gors aren’t going to last much longer like this, and neither will we. We’re cut
off from our supply lines, and now the Sythians are locking theirs down.”


Destra hesitated. Over two months ago, her late husband, Admiral Hoff
Heston, had sent her son, Atton, to Avilon, looking for reinforcements. He
should have returned long ago. Without Captain Covani’s knowledge, she’d appealed
to Atton’s father, her ex-husband, Ethan, asking him to go look for Atton at
the coordinates Hoff had given their son, but even Ethan should have returned
by now. He was more than a week late. Destra felt she had to wait at least
another week for him, but by the determined set to Captain Covani’s lips, she
knew his mind was already made up. The captain didn’t and couldn’t know
about Ethan’s follow-up mission to Avilon, because then he would know that she
had the coordinates for the lost sector, and he would try to take all of them
there. Hoff had strictly warned her that the Avilonians wouldn’t accept them
all as refugees, particularly not the Gors. A lot might have changed since her
husband had lived in Avilon, but she suspected he was at least right about the
Gors. 


“Where would we go?” she asked.


“Anywhere beyond the old Imperium. Somewhere the Sythians won’t have been
yet. Ideally somewhere with plenty of wildlife for the Gors to hunt and plenty
of arable land for us to start a colony.”


“We have just over 150 men and women on board, Captain. That’s not much to
start a colony. We should stop to rescue as many people as we can before we
go.”


Covani shook his head. “I’d love to, but there’s no way we can be sure the
people we rescue haven’t been turned into Sythian slaves yet. If we take even
one of them with us, the Sythians will follow us wherever we go.”


“What about Etaris?”


“What about it? Same problem there.”


“Not if we only rescue people from lock-up. Why make a prisoner a slave and
then leave him in his cell? The ones the Sythians have messed with will already
be gone or walking around free.”


“You can’t be serious. They’re head cases! Why would we want to rescue them?
Let them rot.” 


Lock-ups on Etaris were only used for the worst offenders, with the majority
of the world’s prisoner population allowed to live and work more or less
freely—so long as they didn’t try to leave the planet.


Destra shook her head. “Humanity can’t afford to be picky when it’s down to
so few. Keep the prisoners in the brig and use them as indentured workers when
we get wherever we’re going. They’re already used to that on Etaris. We’ll need
all the help we can get if we’re going to start over somewhere new.”


“She is right,” Torv put in, proving that he’d been listening to their
entire conversation. “These prisoners may not have much honor left, but every
person we take with us is one that we shall not someday face in battle when the
Sythians find us again.”


Covani gave a deep sigh. “Helm! Plot a course for Etaris. Torv, tell the Gor
fleet where we’re going.”


“I shall tell my creche lord now.”


“Our children will be standing on the shoulders of thieves and murderers. .
. .” the captain muttered. Destra noticed that his gaze lingered on Torv as he
said that. Despite the fact that the Gors had ultimately sided with humanity
against their Sythian masters, no one had forgotten the savagery of the
original invasion. 


With images of Gors ripping into human flesh during the warehouse raid still
fresh in her mind, Destra couldn’t help feeling uneasy about the future. She
looked away, out to the growing slice of daylight where the sun was now peeking
out behind the far side of Forliss. “Our children will have to stand on
something, Captain,” she said.


Covani snorted at that and joined her in stargazing. Together they watched
as the helm turned them on a new course, heading for a particularly bright star
that was actually a neighboring planet. Etaris, the world where Ethan had been
sent before the war had even begun. Back then she’d wondered how she would live
with the pain of losing him. His absence had ripped a hole in her heart that
had never fully healed. Now her second husband, Hoff, was dead, rather than
merely exiled, leaving their daughter, Atta, without a father, and her, once
again alone. This time she didn’t feel like she’d been ripped open. She just
felt like there was nothing there anymore, her chest an empty cavity where
something vital used to be. After losing so much, she was surprised she hadn’t
stepped out an airlock already. In fact, she was surprised no one else had.
Everyone on board had just lost everything that mattered to them for the second
time in recent history. What was the point in rebuilding for a third?


“Madam councilor . . . ? Ma’am?”


Destra realized then that someone had been talking to her. She turned toward
the voice to see the Baroness’s comm officer looking up at her. “Your
daughter is on the line. . . .”


“And?”


The comm officer’s eyes flicked briefly to the captain, and then a warm
color suffused his cheeks. “She said . . .” The officer trailed off and
continued in a noticeably softer voice. “She said she can’t sleep without
someone there to chase the monsters away.”


Destra’s eyes crinkled and her lips twitched upward in a smile. “Tell her
I’ll be down in a minute.”


“Yes, Ma’am.”


Destra turned to Covani for dismissal, but he was already waving her away.
“Go get some sleep, Councilor. I can handle things from here. I’ll wake you
before the mission gets underway.”


She nodded and turned to leave, her boots striking a brisk, echoing cadence
on the polished duranium gangway. There was a new purpose in her stride. She
had her answer, both for herself and for humanity. It was the same
reason humanity had always pressed on through adversity—


Children.


They were humanity’s hope for the future. Destra’s hope was that her
children would have a future.












Chapter 7





Ethan and Alara
walked down the hallway from their room. They’d found a pair of white robes
hanging in the closet—just like the ones they’d seen their loved ones wearing
when they’d all been reunited in the clouds. That had been just last night, but
it seemed like a few short hours ago. 


Ethan turned to watch the abstract light paintings of human faces in the
hallway as they walked by. They watched him back, but today all the faces were
happy and smiling. Somehow that unnerved him more than seeing the few anguished
ones mixed in.


They reached the stairs they’d climbed the night before and went down to the
echoing foyer. The shiny marble floors and crystal chandelier looked even more
luxurious in the light of day than they had at night. Now the mansion’s many
windows were bright and showing off panoramic views of blue sky and vast green
parkland. 


They heard muffled voices coming from beyond the far side of the foyer.


“I guess breakfast must be this way?” Alara said, heading toward the sound.


They walked down the side of the palace, past a wall of floor-to-ceiling
windows that looked out on a shimmering, sapphire-blue lake, fed by the river
they’d crossed the night before. It was hard to imagine all of this was somehow
built on the rooftop of what the Avilonians called Destiny Tower.


They emerged in a massive dining hall. The air was alive with the smell of
fresh-baked bread and caf. Everyone was already busy drinking the latter and
buttering the former on their plates with golden knives. Another crystal
chandelier hung above an extra-long glossy black table with pristine white
chairs. Everyone was already seated there, wearing matching white robes, and speaking
in a nonsensical babble of simultaneous conversations. 


The dining room was surrounded by windows. Outside, an inviting pool ran the
length of the hall. An artificial waterfall cascaded into that pool, shining
like liquid crystal in the morning sun.


Most of the faces at the table were familiar—Ethan’s son, Atton; Ceyla and
Razor, pilots in Atton’s squadron; Captain Caldin; Delayn, her XO; another one
of her crew that Ethan didn’t recognize, and a group of navy sentinels. Six
Peacekeepers were seated with the refugees.


“Good morning,” Ethan said. 


Conversations ended abruptly as heads turned and people noticed them
standing there. 


“Good morning,” Atton replied, and Ethan noted that his son was also
speaking in Avilonian rather than Versal.


“Nice of you to finally join us,” Rovik said, twisting around in his chair
to face them. “Why don’t you take a seat and we can get started.”


Captain Caldin called down from the foot of the table, “You can start with
the fact that we all had the same dream last night. What the frek is going on
around here?”


Ethan and Alara moved to take their seats at the table, leaving four empty
places between them and the line of Peacekeepers.


“The dream you all experienced was a walk through history, a shared
experience of someone else’s memories or mind walk. The mind you were
walking through was mine.”


“So it was real . . . you found the Sythians before anyone else did,”
Atton said.


“Dreams in Avilon are not random or nonsensical. Here Omnius speaks to us
through our dreams.”


“So what’s the point of showing us what you found in the Getties Cluster? We
already know the Sythians came from there,” Atton replied.


“The point of Omnius’s nightly revelations will come clear by the end of The
Choosing. Now—we have a busy day ahead of us, so if there are no more pressing
questions, it’s time for us to eat.”


“Just one more question.” One of the sentinels at the table raised his hand.
“I had family back in Dark Space . . . last night we heard from the . . .
Admiral, if that was really him, that there are plans to rescue everyone there
and bring them to Avilon.”


“The man you saw was indeed Admiral Hoff Heston, and that is correct,” Rovik
replied. “When I am done guiding you through The Choosing, I will join the
offensive with my ship.”


“Any chance I can get in on the fight?” the sentinel said. His voice was
subdued, but there was an eagerness to the way he leaned over the table, hands
twitching and fidgeting, his dark eyes glinting sharp as any daggers. “I’ve got
a score to settle with the skull faces.”


“You are more than welcome to join the Peacekeepers if you decide to live in
Etheria. If you join the Nulls, however, you will not have the honor of serving
anyone but yourself.”


The sentinel sat back in his chair, looking satisfied with that. “Well, I
already know what I’m choosing. You can skip the tour for me.”


“The Choosing is not optional, but you will have more than enough time to
join the Peacekeepers when it’s over.” Galan’s glowing blue eyes roved around
the table addressing each of them in turn. “Something you should all know, a
week on Avilon is not the seven days it was in the old Etherian calendar. Our
first day, as you might have guessed, will be spent exploring Celesta, the
uppermost of the three cities on Avilon. Tomorrow, we’ll tour Etheria. On the
third day, we’ll descend into the Null Zone. Then you will have a day to
revisit whichever city you please and to reflect on the choice you will make.
On the fifth day you will make your choice and prepare for your new life on Avilon.”
Rovik nodded to one of the other Peacekeepers. “Before we begin eating, Omnius
has something for each of you.”


The Peacekeeper Rovik had nodded to rose from the table and began
distributing palm-sized white capsules to each of the refugees.


“Please don’t open them yet,” Rovik said. The capsules looked like the
pocket-sized mirror case that Alara sometimes used to put on makeup. “They are
your ARCs—Augmented Reality Contacts. Via these you will be in constant contact
with the Omninet. ARCs give you a heads-up display for your daily lives. They
are thought-activated, so you will be able to decide what information to
display just by thinking about it. Of course, Omnius may choose to provide
additional information as he deems necessary.”


“So it’s another way of keeping tabs on us,” Ethan said, feeling his skin
crawl.


“No, Omnius can already watch us perfectly well via our Lifelinks. ARCs are
for our benefit, to help us live in a world that is too vast and complicated
for us to keep track of everything.


“Among other things, you will be able to see each other’s names, citizenry
ranks, real and apparent age, relationship status, and even a tag line, which
you may or may not choose to display below your name. Go ahead, open the cases
and put on your contacts. ARCs need never be removed, and you will not notice
you are wearing them.”


Ethan opened his case warily. Inside were two clear disks with tiny golden
poles attached—something to hold the contacts while putting them on. The top of
the case was a pocket-sized mirror.


“That’s why your eyes glow . . .” Ethan heard his son say.


“Yes,” Rovik replied.


Ethan grabbed the first pole between thumb and forefinger and used the
mirror to put it on. Immediately a group of semi-transparent blue frames
appeared around the edges of his vision, but they were all too blurry for him
to decipher.


Beside him, Alara stirred. “If I’m constantly in contact with your planetary
network, there must be a powerful transmitter in these. Is the radiation
dangerous to us . . . or to a baby?”


“No, our communication systems are instantaneous and they do not generate
radiation the way yours do. It is perfectly safe.”


Ethan put in the second contact and suddenly the blue frames snapped into
focus. In one of them he saw the weather, and a pair of news headlines. They
read, Fires still burning above the Celestial Wall and Omnius Rallies
the Strategians for War. Other frames gave him information about himself, Heart
Rate 92, Cholesterol Levels High, Projected Lifespan 76. Ethan squeezed his
eyes shut to make the display go away. It was back again as soon as he opened
them. His pulse pounded in his ears and he watched his HR jump to 105. How dare
Omnius tell him how long he was going to live!


He heard Alara gasp. Others around the table were having similar reactions.
Ethan turned to his wife, “What is it?”


She shook her head, her violet eyes now glowing with an alien brightness. He
watched her lips part in a smile. “Our baby! It’s a girl!”


“What?” Ethan’s anger faded, replaced by a spreading warmth that made
his head feel suddenly light and airy, like the whole world had just suddenly
become a better place. Alara’s grin spread from her lips to his, and he grabbed
her face in his hands and kissed it. “How do you know?”


“Because I can see her! I’m watching . . . I’m watching her now. Oh she’s so
beautiful. . . .”


“How? Where?” Ethan shook his head, trying to find where he could see the
same thing on his display.


Master Rovik came up behind them and laid a hand on each of their shoulders.
“Ethan, focus on the bottom corner of the display. Where it says link,
then think about your wife. A confirmation dialog will appear. Think yes.
Alara, you have to confirm the visual link.”


Ethan did as he was told, and a moment later he was watching their baby,
too, in full 3D, and what he supposed had to be simulated color. She was
beautiful. Incredulous, Ethan turned to Master Rovik. “How are we able to see
this?”


“Your Lifelinks were also designed to monitor your bodies, not just your
brains. Among other things, the ability to image your bodies provides Omnius
with a way to see mortal wounds before you die, so he can transfer your mind
away before you suffer unduly. He can see a tumor growing before you know it’s
there, or yes, watch a baby growing in its mother’s womb.”


Ethan opened his mouth for a cutting remark, but he quickly shut it again
and turned wordlessly away to focus on his daughter’s tiny hands and feet. She
looked so fragile, her body small and head too big. You don’t have a
Lifelink yet, he thought. No one watching you except for us. You’ve got
no cares in the world—just sleep and sweet baby dreams.


His hand found Alara’s and he held on tight, his resolve hardening faster
than molten duranium. He knew he had to protect their daughter, to keep her
safe from the world she would be born into. Avilon, with all of its
pre-supposed perfection was plagued by a force much more insidious and
frightening than the Sythians had ever been—Omnius, the AI god of Avilon, a
force so powerful that it could even predict the future . . . and maybe even
make those predictions come true, he thought.


Try as they might, the Sythians had never done anything that scary.


* * *


After breakfast they walked out onto the terrace and around the side of the
palace to a broad gray platform. There a shuttle craft was hovering down for a
landing, the sun reflecting brightly off its hull. Atton’s eyes were somehow
automatically shielded from the glare by the augmented reality contacts he
wore, so he could see that the shuttle was shaped like a disk. The edges of the
disk were transparent, and he could see rows of empty seats running around the
rim, looking out. A name and ship type appeared on his ARC display. Bright
yellow text hovered above the shuttle as it drew near—the Sightseer, a
Quantum Space Jumper.


“Why send a transport to give us a tour of Celesta when they could just
teleport us from one place to another?” Atton wondered aloud.


“Maybe they want us to appreciate the journey, not just the destination,”
Ceyla suggested, giving his hand a squeeze.


“Maybe.”


All six of the Peacekeepers who’d joined them for breakfast stood with the
refugees, waiting for the transport to land. As soon as it did, Master Rovik,
the one with the cape, turned and gestured for them to follow. They boarded the
shuttle and took seats along the rim, facing a floor-to-ceiling viewport that
wrapped around under their feet and curved overhead. The Peacekeepers sat with
them, spacing themselves out along the rim of the shuttle. Master Rovik
disappeared behind a door that Atton supposed led to the cockpit, somewhere in
the center of the disk-shaped craft.


“What’s the first stop?” Ceyla asked the Peacekeeper who was sitting down
beside her.


He turned to her with glowing yellow eyes. “You will see,” was all he said.


The shuttle rose off the ground, giving an aerial view of the countryside
around the top of Destiny Tower. There were dozens of mansions like the one
they’d awoken in, gently rolling fields of grass and majestic trees filled the
gaps between them. The nearest mansion was about a kilometer away. There Atton
saw another transport like theirs, a bright speck hovering in for a landing. A
small group of white-robed people waited on the landing pad below.


“Looks like we’re not the only ones going on a tour,” Atton said, pointing to
the second transport.


“Are they refugees, too?” Ceyla asked. 


This time Atton read the Peacekeeper’s name from the glowing blue text that
appeared above his head—Templar Delon Tarn (Acolyte).


“They are Avilonian children,” Delon replied.


Ceyla nodded. “Master Rovik mentioned something about that last night. Do
all of your children have to go through The Choosing?”


“Yes.”


“When did you go through yours?”


“At the same time as everyone else. Age eight.”


“Eight? How can you possibly be expected to choose where you will
live for the rest of your life when you’re eight years old?”


“For most children The Choosing is just a formality. It is a chance to learn
how the other half—or third—lives.”


“But some children choose to go to the Null Zone.”


“Yes. Some do.”


“Do their families have to follow them?”


“No.”


Ceyla gaped at the Peacekeeper. “What? You send them into the Null zone
alone?”


“No one sends them. Those who choose to go, go freely. There are
institutions to look after them.”


“That’s barbaric!”


“Barbarism is the product of free will. If we weren’t free to choose, we
wouldn’t be responsible for our actions. Even children are accountable.”


“But you can’t expect kids to make the right choices when they’re
still so young!”


Atton chimed in, “Why make people choose at all?”


The Peacekeeper fixed Atton with his yellow-eyed gaze. “Would you like to
live in paradise with a body that ages, sickens, and dies? You would eventually
die and be forced to resurrect anyway.”


Atton shook his head. “It should at least be an option to live in Etheria
with the body you were born with.”


Ceyla scowled. “How do you know you’re not going to kill all of those kids
when they transfer to their perfected bodies?”


Delon’s yellow eyes narrowed. “Are you suggesting that what we are is more
than physical matter?”


“I’d say it was more than a suggestion,” Ceyla put in. She was an
Etherian—the old kind—which meant that she believed in Etheria as a place that
existed on some other plane of existence with a good god named Etherus who was
the creator of the universe and ruler of Etheria. “Omnius’s Lifelink implants
are just a technological version of the immortal soul, and Omnius is a
human-made version of Etherus,” she said.


The Peacekeeper’s lip twitched. “Your religion was founded on rumors of life
on Avilon. There is no life after this one, so I suggest you accept Omnius’s
offer to preserve the one you have. You don’t need to die, Miss Corbin.”


Ceyla replied through gritted teeth, “The Etherian religion pre-dates Omnius
and his so-called paradise.”


“Really?” Delon cocked his head. “Show me the proof of that, and I will
shout it from the highest rooftops. I will personally lead a rebellion to
overthrow Omnius and stop The Choosing once and for all.”


“Aren’t you afraid Omnius will hear you?” Atton asked through a smirk.


“I would never actually lead a rebellion against Him, because you
can’t prove that Omnius has been lying to us. We are not atheists by choice; we
are atheists because no one, not even Omnius, can find proof of a life that
exists beyond this one. One of the reasons for The Choosing is to weed out
those who are susceptible to creationistic thinking. They would seek to
undermine our entire way of life.” Delon shook his head. “Those people will
never tolerate the idea that this is all there is, and we will never tolerate
their insistence that it isn’t, so we live apart, with the religious fools
living in shadows and governed by chaos, while the enlightened live in the
light, governed by the truth.”


Ceyla shook her head furiously, blond hair flaring over her shoulders, her
blue eyes wild and flashing. “You are the fool,” she whispered.


The Peacekeeper smirked and looked away, ending the conversation. Atton
looked away, too. The Peacekeeper’s arguments troubled him in a way he couldn’t
explain. He wasn’t religious. He wasn’t an atheist either. So what did it
matter?


And yet, it did matter.


In the distance, the horizon appeared as a misty white line of tall
buildings, shimmering in the morning sun. The seemingly endless countryside
around the palace where they’d spent the night came to an abrupt end. Atton
recalled the night sky, with all its shining stars, and he wondered about that.
If the city lay all around them, the light from it had to be filtered out
somehow or they wouldn’t see the stars. No doubt the same something hid the
skyscrapers from view when they were standing on the ground. Smoke and
mirrors, Atton thought. It was tough to tell how much of what they saw on
Avilon was simulated and how much of it was real. 


The shuttle was still rising, now hovering at least 500 meters off the
ground, but ground was a deceptive concept, since the rooftops below
them, which formed the ground level of Celesta, were themselves a full
kilometer above the real surface of the planet.


The shuttle spun in a slow circle to give them all a 360-degree view of
their surroundings. Buildings rose up everywhere in the distance. Bright green
parks adorned the rooftops of the low-rise buildings, and shimmering cascades
of water skipped from one level of the city to another. In the very hazy
distance, Atton could see a mid-level series of bridges or elevated streets
criss-crossing between the highest buildings. Above and below those streets,
faint, blurry black lines of air traffic etched the sky. 


It looked so peaceful, so orderly and neat—a sharp contrast from the night
before when the Sythians had turned it all into a raging inferno.


After the shuttle had made a full rotation, it suddenly leapt forward, but
none of them felt the tug of movement. Countryside raced by beneath their feet.
It ran to an abrupt end with a blue river of light that ran around the top of
Destiny Tower—the shield that separated Celesta from Etheria. It was
hexagonally segmented and semi-transparent, revealing the city of Etheria
below. Then came the jagged rise and fall of low-rise towers and neatly
organized parks. Narrow footpaths ran along the rooftops, and Atton spotted a
train, running on elevated tracks. There were no streets on the ground for
cars, but plenty of landing pads where they could hover down in front of the
buildings. 


Atton turned back to the Peacekeeper. “Why do you have transports on Avilon
if you could just teleport from one place to another?”


“Because teleporting, as you call it, is expensive. Quantum jump drives are
cheaper for long, interstellar distances, but for planetary travel we only make
quantum jumps when time is of the essence.”


“That makes sense . . .” Atton said, quietly relieved that he wouldn’t have
to go through the disorienting process of jumping every time he wanted
to go somewhere. “Where are we going?”


“You will see,” Delon replied, repeating the short answer he’d given a few
minutes ago.


Atton frowned, and Ceyla whispered to him, “What’s with all the mystery?”


He shook his head. “Another part of Omnius’s shock and awe program.”


“Well, I’m running out of awe. He’s already laying it on a bit thick,” she
replied. 


Atton knew what she was talking about. The reunion with their loved ones in
the clouds was a good example. Why reunite them in the sky, and use technological
wizardry to make them all think they were somehow floating above the clouds? He
had a feeling Omnius was using technology to inspire reverence. Omnius
grando est, he thought, recalling the words of praise he’d heard last
night. Back then he hadn’t known what they’d meant, but he’d managed to guess—Great
is Omnius.


Maybe by the end of the week he’d be chanting that, too.












Chapter 8





Bretton took off
the helmet and sat back in his chair, slowly blinking in the sterile white
light of Dag’s operating room. Dag had grown tired of standing at his control
console and he was now slumping on a stool, wide-eyed with shock. Despite
warning Farah to keep the engine running and keep a lookout for trouble, he’d
told her to join him inside Dag’s shop right after the initial revelation that
the man they’d rescued was a Sythian agent. She was seated in a chair next to
his, now yanking off her helmet, too.


“I wasn’t expectin’ that,” Dag said simply.


“You think the Etherians know about this?” Farah asked.


“If they do, they’ve been awful quiet,” Bretton said. Etherians were allowed
to visit their loved ones in the Null Zone, but Nulls were not allowed to visit
them in Etheria. That one-way flow of traffic brought with it the occasional
news from the Uppers, but it was far from an official source, and Omnius didn’t
allow his people to share everything they knew. Perhaps this was one of the
things they were keeping to themselves?


Farah busied herself with peeling a few sweaty blond locks of hair off her
forehead. They’d had their heads inside those helmets for hours while Dag took
them on a guided tour of Commander Lenon Donali’s treacherous mind. 


It wasn’t Donali’s fault that he was a traitor; he’d been made into a
Sythian agent against his will, but now that Bretton knew the whole story, he
couldn’t help feeling like Donali’s capture had been a stroke of fate.


“So we’re all Sythians,” Farah said.


“Not exactly. They’re still millions of years down the evolutionary chain
from us. That makes them alien enough,” Bretton said.


“But they used to be humans,” Farah replied.


Bretton nodded.


“I’m more surprised that there have been two Great Wars,” Farah said.
“One in this galaxy, and one in theirs. History repeated itself even after we
should have known better.”


“Maybe we forgot.”


“Omnius is right to make us choose,” Dag mused. “Immortals and mortals can’t
live together without slaughterin’ each other over their beliefs.”


“Do you think Omnius knows all this?” Farah asked.


“If someone out there with a working Lifelink knows about it, then so does
he,” Bretton replied.


“So why is this the first we’re hearing about it?”


“Simple, Omnius lied,” Bretton said.


Dag shook his head. “Lyin’ ain’t the same as omission. When you know
everythin’ there is to know, ain’t possible to share it all.”


Bretton smiled thinly. “We’re not talking about demystifying quantum
indeterminacy to predict the future. We’re talking about the origins of our
race. Omnius doesn’t share everything he knows because if he did, he wouldn’t
have the upper hand anymore.”


Dag shrugged. “What’s it matter if he hid that from us?”


Bretton gave an incredulous snort. “If he’s hiding where we came from, maybe
that’s not all he’s hiding. We need something to open peoples’ eyes, to make
them see what Omnius really is, and why they should shut him down. This could
be it.”


“Even if you get it right, they’ll never all see that at once,” Dag replied.
“And I’m not sure we can shut him down. You’re wastin’ your life with
bitterness, Bret, and it’s goin’ to get you killed.”


“Just because it’s personal doesn’t mean I’m wrong. You can hide down here
and pretend we’re not oppressed because Omnius more or less keeps his nose out
of our affairs, but we’re stuck. Children are the future, and we aren’t having
any. When was the last time anyone down here got a breeding license? Never.
They’re too expensive.”


“Lots of unlisted Nulls get illegally fertilized and have kids without a
breeding license,” Farah said. “They can afford to feed and clothe their kids,
but that’s it. No money for education or health care. That’s why the government
makes us pay before we have any children. I’m no fan of Omnius, but we
can’t blame him for all of our problems.”


Dag nodded along with Farah’s arguments. “I’ve said it before, and I’ll say
it again, you should listen to your partner, Bret. She’s a smart one, and
she’ll keep you out of trouble.”


Bretton ignored him. “So why don’t you go back?” he asked Farah. “You don’t
need an education in Etheria. Omnius just downloads whatever you need to know,
straight to your Lifelink.”


She shook her head and looked away. “I’d get bored. A little chaos is what
makes life interesting.”


Bretton made no secret of why he’d come down here after Omnius had
resurrected him, but Farah’s reasons were less clear. He suspected an unusual
fondness and concern for her uncle was at fault, but maybe she really had just
gotten bored.


“From what I hear the Etherians ain’t havin’ any children either. They’re
buyin’ their breedin’ licenses years in advance.”


“And from what I hear Omnius is already working on that. He’s busy
preparing a whole new world just so that his children can have children
of their own. New Avilon they’re calling it. How much do you want to bet they
won’t be selling any tickets to Nulls when it’s done?”


Dag frowned. “Where did you hear that?”


“Information is the only weapon we have, and the Resistance is far from
defenseless. Believe me, fifty levels above our heads, the Etherians are all
lining up to buy their breeding licenses for the price of a loaf of bread. Just
because they can’t use them yet doesn’t mean they won’t. As for us? Forget
about it. Not in this lifetime, and we only get one.”


Dag’s lip twitched and he looked away. “Well, I never liked kids, anyway.
Can’t afford no wife neither.”


Farah placed a hand on Bretton’s arm. “We need to de-link this guy and go. I
electrified the car, but I don’t think that will stop determined thieves.”


Bretton nodded absently. “Dag, we could use someone like you. You believe in
an after life, but you’re keeping it all for yourself. Why don’t you share the
good news?”


“Not my business what others believe or don’t. I got my life, they got
theirs.”


“All right, then do it because Omnius has to be stopped before he decides to
turn us all into drones.”


“Aren’t you a drone?” Dag asked simply. Drone was one of the
Nulls’ pejoratives for immortal Avilonians. It was their way of saying that
something about Ascendants, with their perfect bodies and their
carefully-controlled behavior wasn’t entirely human. Bretton hadn’t been given
a choice about becoming a drone. He’d died in the war and Omnius had
resurrected him here to find his pregnant wife waiting for him in paradise. Now
she was in Etheria and he was down here. She’d long since stopped making
conjugal visits, or any other kind of visits for that matter. He didn’t blame
her after everything that had happened.


Bretton gave a bitter smirk. “So take it from someone who knows. The only
difference between me and an Omni is that I’m programmed with a personality and
Omnies aren’t.”


“Bret, drop it. Dag’s comfy. He’s got his shop. He doesn’t need to waste his
life chasing conspiracy theories.”


Dag gave a tight smile and nodded once. “At least someone understands me. If
I were a younger man, you’d be in trouble—pretty girl like you, charmer like
me, we’d be liquid dymium.”


“If you were a younger man, I’d punch that dirty grin off your face.”


Dag turned to Bret. “Ain’t she somethin’?” 


“She’s somethin’ alright,” Bretton replied. He nodded to the Sythian agent,
still lying unconscious on Dag’s table. “Copy his link data to a holo card and
de-link him.”


Dag turned to him, his glowing orange eyes narrowed to slits. “Backups cost
extra.”


“We can’t afford to lose this information, Dag.”


“So pay for it.”


“I’ll get the Resistance to pay me and then I’ll pay you later, how’s that?”


Dag seemed to consider that. “Fine, but after this we’re even. Your favor’s
been called. You come back here, you better be willing to pay full price.”


Bretton nodded. “Sure thing.”


* * *


“How long before we get to wherever it is we’re going?” Atton asked.


“Not long,” Peacekeeper Delon Tarn replied, leaning forward in his seat, as
if even he were in suspense.


The city raced by beneath their feet. The gray, green, and blue blur of
buildings, parks, and shields grew larger and more distinct, seeming to race by
faster and faster as they descended.


They came to within a few hundred feet of the rooftops, and suddenly the
variegated blur underfoot became a solid color—a sea of blue shields. Just one
building dominated the horizon, floating in that sea. 


The tower was like Omnius’s Zenith Tower in that it rose more than a
kilometer above the Celestial Wall, but it was not a delicate-looking tower of
light and architectural beauty, it was a gleaming black fortress of bristling
armor and weapons.


The Sightseer raced onward, seemingly on a collision course with the
massive structure. The morning sun disappeared behind the tower’s bulk, and the
building became limned in a bold red light, as if dipped in blood.


In the distance, a tiny blue-white square of light appeared. They raced
toward it until it became the gaping maw of a hangar.


The Sightseer plunged inside and came to a sudden stop just before
they would have slammed into the far wall. At the top of the wall was a bank of
viewports, tinted a glossy black, and lit from within. The hangar’s control
tower. Dark shadows roved within. 


A giant door slid aside below the control tower, and the Sightseer
slipped into an empty berth.


Peacekeeper Delon Tarn unbuckled his flight restraints and stood up. He turned
to them with a smile. “Welcome to Tree of Life 1177,” he said.


“Tree of what?” Ceyla asked, sounding like she was about to burst out
laughing. The brittle edge in her voice made Atton think otherwise.


“Tree of Life,” Delon repeated.


“What is it?” Atton asked, unbuckling and rising to his feet with the other
refugees.


The Peacekeeper didn’t answer Atton’s question, but once everyone had
disembarked and was standing on the deck beside the shuttle, Master Rovik
explained.


“This is where you will all be re-born if at the end of this week you choose
life. In just a moment we will be taken on a tour of the tower’s main
facilities.”


Master Rovik turned to a pair of broad doors behind him. They slid open,
parting down the middle to admit a group of soldiers wearing strange, silvery
armor, and round helmets with circular, glowing red visors. Their footsteps
echoed in unison with a loud, metallic clanking. As they drew near, Atton saw
that the soldiers’ limbs were too thin to be human. Their glowing red visors were
optics, and the rounded helmets were heads. These were the bots they’d seen
guarding the mansion the night before.


“Here, Omnius doesn’t even permit his chosen ones to come and go as they
please. The entire facility is run by drones, to prevent accidental
contamination of the clone labs or data centers.” Galan turned to them with a
smile, his blue eyes glowing bright in the relatively dim light of the hangar. 


The drones came to a halt before the assembled group of refugees, and
their clanking footsteps stopped with one final echo. The drones’ ball-shaped
heads rolled this way and that, red cyclopean optics scanning the group. Then
the drones fanned out, surrounding them. Even the Peacekeepers were surrounded,
but as soon as Master Rovik started forward, their drone escort began walking,
too, forcing the refugees in the center to keep pace. 


As they drew near to the broad doors where the drones had come from, Atton
noticed that the corridor beyond was transparent. It crossed out over a vast
field of hexagonally-shaped lights. Here and there drones could be seen walking
across the field. 


The group reached the corridor and exclamations filled the air as everyone
noticed what that field of lights was. Inside of each hexagonally-shaped cell
was a drifting mop of human hair. 


Atton flinched. His skin began to crawl, and he shivered.


This was a clone lab. 


They came to the end of the corridor and entered a lift tube with
transparent walls and floor. The doors swished shut behind them, and the
lift started down. As it dropped, their top-down view of the clone lab was
replaced by a cross-section. There were fully grown men and women inside each
of the hexagonal cells, all of them naked and floating peacefully in shining
blue tanks. Their eyes were closed, their legs drawn up to their bodies in a
fetal position, and nutrient tubes trailed from their belly buttons.


The clones were all stunning—noses the right length and shape; eyes not set
too wide or too close together; brows not jutting, too sloped or too high;
chins and jaws the right size and shape for their respective sexes. A few of
the clones were smiling in their sleep, revealing coveted dimples in their
cheeks. There were skin tones of every shade and color, proving that at least
Omnius was not racist. Black didn’t become White, but fat became skinny, old
became young, and weak became strong.


“This is perverse,” Ceyla whispered.


Atton shook his head. His own stomach was churning, but he hadn’t decided
yet if that was from revulsion or excitement.


They dropped past a dozen identical floors of clone tanks, the lift picking
up speed.


“How big is this place?” Atton heard his father ask. 


Galan Rovik’s voice resonated in the confined space of the lift tube, “The
capacity of a Tree of Life’s clone rooms is just over five hundred million.
There are more than a thousand towers like this one, spread out all over
Avilon.”


Atton frowned, curiosity tickling through the back of his mind. As the lift
tube continued to drop past layer after layer of sleeping clones, he realized
what it was that had sparked his curiosity. “Five hundred million people, times
one thousand towers like this one . . . that’s only half a trillion people. . .
. The Imperium had a population just less than sixty trillion. That doesn’t
seem like enough.”


“Not to resurrect everyone all at once, no. Clones are grown to maturity in
a month or less, but even so, it had to be done in stages. People were
resurrected in the order that they died, with immediate family members being
resurrected as soon after their loved ones as possible.”


“How did you do it?” Atton asked. He imagined five hundred million people
suddenly waking up to find that they weren’t actually dead, all of them
disoriented and confused . . . Multiply that by a thousand times, and repeat it
once a month. That’s a lot of processing.


“The drones did most of the work,” Master Rovik explained. “There are many
more of them than there are of us. They were the ones who expanded Etheria to
make room for your kind.”


Your kind, that description rattled around in Atton’s head, making
noise.


A new voice asked, “There are more drones on Avilon than people?” It was
Captain Caldin.


“There were. They’re mostly gone now, off to build New Avilon.”


“There’s another planet like this?”


“We can’t stay on Avilon forever with a population as large as ours—not if
we want to keep having children.”


Atton noticed Alara rubbing her belly at the mention of children. “Will we
be able to travel to New Avilon and see it?” he asked.


“No,” Master Rovik replied.


Atton’s eyes narrowed swiftly at that. “Why not?”


“It’s not ready.”


“I’m not talking about living there. I just want to see it.”


“Not even I have had that honor, so you surely will not.”


“Has anyone been there?” Atton heard his father ask.


“It is a surprise.”


“You mean a secret,” Ceyla said.


Master Rovik turned in a slow circle, his expression incredulous as he took
in the small group of refugees. “Where I come from, we don’t judge things that
we know nothing about. We study them and learn until we understand. Only then
do we form our opinions. It has been many years since I have encountered such
resistance to the truth. If all of the citizens in Dark Space are like you, I
fear for the future of your people.”


Your people. Again, Atton was made to feel like an outsider, and he
realized that Master Rovik considered them all second-class citizens, just
because they hadn’t been born on Avilon. He wondered if Omnius felt the same
way.


Atton frowned and turned back to watch the lift tube dropping past an
endless series of honeycomb-shaped clone tanks. His eyes drifted out of focus
and it all became one big, bright blur of sleeping humanity. 


One thought kept turning over and over in his head as he watched. There
are more drones than people. Even if all of Avilon rebelled against Omnius,
somewhere out there in the galaxy, now busy building another world just like
this one, was the army Omnius could use to stop them. 


But Master Rovik was right. They were all suspicious without cause.
So they had to give up some of their freedom in order to achieve a real utopia.
Was that such a bad thing?


The sheer scale of development on Avilon gave him hope. No matter how
numerous the Sythians were, the Avilonians with their superior technology were
more than a match for them. He imagined a future where some day there would be
hundreds of worlds like Avilon in the galaxy, and thousands more supporting
them. It would be an Imperium on the scale of the Sythian Coalition, spanning
from one side of the galaxy to the other.


Ceyla caught him smiling. “What are you so happy about?” she asked.


His smile faded when he saw the guarded look on her face. “Nothing.”


She didn’t look convinced. Ceyla would be harder to win over, given her
beliefs. With that realization, he felt a stab of fear for her that took him by
surprise. What if she decided to become a Null? Would he ever see her again?


The real price of paradise wasn’t that they were unable to make mistakes. It
was that not everyone wanted to be there.


A whispering voice rippled through his thoughts, startling him: Yes,
Atton, that is the price, but it is only paid by Nulls. Etherians can visit
their loved ones in the Null Zone whenever they like. And most Nulls do
eventually ascend to Etheria.


Ceyla shot him another wary look. “You seem to be taking all of this in your
stride,” she said.


Atton frowned. “No, Omnius just spoke to me, he was explaining something
about—”


Ceyla raised a palm in front of his face. “Don’t tell me. I don’t want to
hear anything that serpent has to say.”


“Ceyla, he wasn’t trying to convince me of anything, he was just explaining
how things work here.”


She raised her eyebrows and shook her head, gesturing to their surroundings.
“The way things work here is determined by Omnius,” she whispered. “Everything
on Avilon is designed to convince you to live the way he wants you
to. To believe what he tells you. The whole planet is one big arrow pointing
up—straight to him. Why do you think they call themselves the Ascendancy?”


The lift tube stopped, and the Omnies preceded them out onto another identical
field of clones. As they walked, half a dozen tanks began rising, revealing
shining blue pillars of water that served as the clones’ amniotic fluid. They
came to the first cell and the Omnies stopped. Within it was a beautiful young
woman, long blond hair floating in a silken mane around her head. Master Rovik
gestured to her, and Ceyla gasped.


“What the frek is this?” she demanded.


“You,” Master Rovik replied.


Atton felt like someone had slapped him in the face. Now that he looked at
the woman in the tank, he did recognize her, but her features were all somehow
more beautiful and less real, like she was a doll rather than a clone. As soon
as he recognized her, he looked down, shading his eyes with his hand so he
couldn’t see anything above the knee.


The Omnies stepped aside, and the refugees took that as their cue to go
running across the field of clones, checking raised tanks at random. Atton
stayed with Ceyla, peeking around his palm to watch as she placed a splayed
hand against the transpiranium tank.


“It can’t be me,” she whispered, sounding miserable.


Unsure of how to comfort her, Atton placed his free hand on her shoulder,
being careful to keep his eyes averted. 


Ceyla flinched and rounded on him. “Mind giving me some privacy, Commander?”


“I . . .”


“Or were you planning to stare at my naked backside all day?”


Atton frowned. “Sorry.” With that, he turned and began walking toward the
next nearest clone tank. Another woman floated there. From a distance he
noticed his father and Alara standing beside that clone. Atton announced
himself before he drew near, to make sure he wouldn’t surprise anyone. “Hoi!”


Ethan turned and waved him over, which Atton took to mean that they weren’t
as concerned about privacy as Ceyla had been.


As he drew near, he recognized the clone floating inside this tank as a
slightly prettier version of Alara. She had always been beautiful, but just
like Ceyla, her features had been subtly adjusted to make them even more
symmetrical and feminine.


“Is that you?” Atton asked, turning to Alara.


She shook her head. “No, it’s not.” She had both her hands wrapped
protectively around her vaguely protruding belly, and her violet eyes were wide
and unblinking as she stared at her clone’s midsection. 


Atton followed Alara’s gaze and saw that her clone was equally pregnant.
“How is that possible?”


“I don’t know,” Ethan said.


With that, a familiar gravelly voice spoke up behind them. “How could this
be paradise if all the women who were pregnant when they died were resurrected
without their babies?”


Alara turned to Galan. “My baby doesn’t have an implant yet. How will you
transfer her memories?”


“She will be implanted through her umbilical cord with what she remembers
from being in your womb.”


“You can do that?” Atton asked.


Master Rovik smiled. “Omnius can do anything.”


Atton went back to staring at Alara’s pregnant clone. It felt perverse
looking at his stepmother this way—naked, and floating in a tank, but she
didn’t quite look like Alara. More like her sister.


Alara took a step toward the tank and pressed her hands against it as Ceyla
had done. She traced the nutrient tube running from the clone’s belly button to
the floor of the tank and then looked up to study her own face.


Suddenly, the clone’s leg jumped, and so did Atton. Clone Alara’s eyes popped
open, wide and staring, and her mouth opened as if in a scream. Atton stumbled
away from the tank.


Ethan cursed viciously and turned to Master Rovik. “She’s alive, you sick
frek!”


Galan was unfazed by the accusation. “Of course she’s alive.”


“She looked like she was trying to say something,” Atton added, hugging his
shoulders. “Or like she was in pain.”


Galan shook his head. “Clones are alive, but they cannot speak. They’ve
never learned how. And they have never experienced pain. Our methods of growing
them are completely humane.”


Atton watched the clone slowly close its eyes and mouth, and he shivered
violently. “Why did she open her eyes?” he asked.


“Why does a baby kick in its mother’s womb? Perhaps she heard us talking,
but don’t worry. Whatever memories she has of being a clone and living in a
tank will be erased at the moment Omnius downloads and transfers the data from
her Lifelink to her brain.”


“I’ve seen enough of this,” Ethan said, turning away. Alara lingered with
her palms pressed against the glass, her own eyes wide and staring, her jaw
hanging slightly open in a parody of what they’d seen from her clone a moment
ago.


“Alara?” Ethan called.


“Yeah . . .” She gave a sudden shiver, and that seemed to snap her out of
it. She backed away from the tank, rubbing her arms as if they were cold. Ethan
took her hand and led her away.


Atton knew just how Alara felt. There came a hiss of frigid air and the
clone tanks sank back into the floor.


As they returned to the lift, Atton couldn’t help thinking about the clones,
and wondering why he hadn’t seen his.


While riding back up to their transport, others began asking the same
question. Master Rovik replied, “Some of you are ready to become Etherians, and
others are not. Only the drones and Omnius understand the way the Trees of
Life are organized. One thing is certain, however—the people you saw will
soon be separated from those you did not.”


Atton frowned, wondering what conclusions he could possibly draw from that.
Then he realized what that meant for him and Ceyla, and a sharp pain lanced
through his heart. He glanced at her, studying her features, memorizing them:
the soft red glow of her cheeks, the redness of her lips, the luminous golden
color of her hair . . . and the subtle curve at the tip of her nose . . .


Ceyla was still in shock. She didn’t notice him staring. She had also missed
the prophetic implication of Master Rovik’s last comment—if Atton’s clone
hadn’t been in that room, and hers had, that meant they weren’t going to make
the same choice.


“Hey, Kiddie, don’t believe it. We’re going to stick together. I’m not going
to leave you.”


Atton turned to see his father embracing his wife. Alara was nodding along,
her head tucked under Ethan’s chin, her violet eyes bright and shining with
tears. 


Ethan’s clone hadn’t been in that room, either. Despite that, Atton knew
better than to think they would choose to go their separate ways, even with
something like the promise of immortality and eternal youth to sway their
choice. Him and Ceyla on the other hand . . .


They were just two friends who kept flirting with something more, and that
wasn’t enough to keep them together with eternity hanging in the balance.


Not even close to enough.












Chapter 9





Omnius called the
war council aboard the Vicerator. It was the largest surviving
warship in the Peacekeepers’ fleet, at just over six kilometers long.
Strategian Hoff Heston took his seat with the other ranking officers in the
second row of the assembly room. At the front of the room, the twelve Overseers
of Avilon sat at a U-shaped table beneath a dazzling holo projection of the
Avilonian crest. The outer spiral of the crest rotated slowly around the
glowing eye in the center. The eye was that of Omnius, and at the moment it was
glowing bright as any sun, illuminating the entire room. The augmented reality
contacts they all wore shaded their eyes from the glare, but Omnius was still
so bright that most of them had to bow their heads in order to avoid looking
directly at him.


Hoff was unique among those present in that he was the only one with
first-hand experience of what they were going to face in Dark Space. He’d been
an Admiral in the Imperial Navy, on the run with his fleet for almost a decade
after the original invasion.


“We should take the drone Fleet with us,” one of the overseers said. The
man’s name appeared before Hoff’s eyes, projected onto his ARCs—Overseer
Talon Fothram.


A booming voice replied, “That will not be necessary.” The grandeur of that
voice was hard to mistake.


“My Lord—after the Sythians destroyed our fleet in orbit, we’re down to less
than a tenth of our original strength. What remains of our fleet could be
defeated if we don’t augment it with drone ships.”


“We defeated them easily enough when they came here,” Grand Overseer Thardris
put in from his place at the head of the table.


“We had the help of Avilon’s ground batteries and fighter garrison to fight
them off,” Overseer Fothram said. “We also took them by surprise with the fact
that our scanners can penetrate their cloaking shields. This time they’ll be
ready for us, and they’ll have the advantage of any fortifications they’ve
made.”


“But we’ll know what those fortifications are,” the Grand Overseer replied.
“Their human slaves have Lifelink implants. Omnius will see everything that the
Sythians are planning.”


Another overseer, Jurom Tretton, spoke up from the opposite side of the
table, directing his attention to brightly-glowing eye of Omnius rather than to
any of his peers. “My Lord, why not just kill them? If all the Sythians’ slaves
suddenly drop dead, their fleet will be as helpless as ours was when you were
forced to shut down. The slaves will resurrect here either way.”


Thunder rolled through the assembly room. “I cannot kill them without taking
from them their right to choose. The only thing we stand to lose by liberating
Dark Space is a few more warships.”


“But those are warships we cannot afford to sacrifice!” Jurom added. “Before
last night’s attack, we were going to send the fleet to the Getties Cluster and
take the fight to the Sythians! Now look at us! We’re planning to rescue the
remnants of humanity and bring them here so that we can hide. We need to crush
the Sythians decisively, not suffer more attrition.”


“Mind your tongue, Overseer. You would be wise to listen before you presume
to tell me how to run my empire,” Omnius said. “If we take the
drone fleet, as you suggest, Avilon will be defenseless. I have not yet fully
rooted out the rebels in the Null Zone, and without the drones to keep watch
over the city during Sync, there could be a rebellion the likes of which I’m
sworn to protect Avilon against above all else.”


Jurom bowed his head. “Forgive me, My Lord, I did not mean any disrespect.”


“You are forgiven, my child. After all, it was only last night that the
Nulls brought Avilon to its knees. The virus they introduced into the Omninet
inadvertently let the Sythians into our star system and allowed them to destroy
our orbital fleet. We very nearly lost Avilon itself.”


“The Nulls had unfortunate timing, My Lord,” Jurom replied. “Perhaps now the
price of their freedom has become too high. They are unpredictable and
dangerous.”


“They are unpredictable because I allow them to be. They chose to live apart
from me and so they do. Their freedom may seem a pointless luxury to you, but
they serve as an example for all of Avilon. Without them, humanity would forget
how things were without me. You would call me a tyrant, and soon everyone would
be rebelling.”


“Never, My Lord,” Jurom said. “We would never do that.”


“No? You would be among the very first to betray me, Jurom.”


“My Lord! Never!”


Omnius went on, “Nevertheless, Overseer Tretton raises a valid point. What
happened when the Sythians attacked can never happen again. I will remove the
fail-safes that disabled our defenses.”


Hoff heard a few of the Strategians seated around him gasp, and the Grand
Overseer turned to look up at the dazzling eye hovering above the floor in the
center of the U-shaped table. “Master, what if there is an armed rebellion? Can
you trust us?”


“I already know exactly what all of my people will do before they do it, so
I can stop Etheria and Celesta from ever rebelling. As for the Nulls, they have
no defenses, and the use of weapons is already restricted there.”


Hoff noted that besides Jurom, Fothram, and Grand Overseer Vladin Thardris,
the other ten overseers all kept quiet, making it impossible to know whether
they agreed or disagreed with what was being said. 


Omnius went on, “As of now, even if I were to shut down completely, you will
all be able to defend Avilon. The drone fleet, however, will still depend upon
me to function.”


Hoff wasn’t sure that the fleet would ever need to be independent of Omnius,
especially now that the Nulls responsible for the virus had been executed and
Peacekeeper patrols in the Null Zone had been doubled.


You are right to trust that I can protect my people, Hoff, but after what
happened not everyone is as trusting as you. Hoff smiled at the mental pat
on the back.


Omnius went on, “The Sythians will never get close enough to touch the
surface of Avilon again!”


Applause erupted, peppered with a few utterances of, “Great is Omnius!”


Once the applause died down, the discussion turned to tactics and strategy
for the coming battle in Dark Space. 


Based on what Omnius could see from looking into the minds of the Sythians’
human slaves, the enemy was busy laying cloaking mines and other traps at the
one and only entrance of Dark Space. They had also clustered their entire fleet
there. 


That meant that they didn’t know Avilonian ships could jump directly from
one point to another. They didn’t have to stop and navigate around strong
gravity fields—such as the cluster of black holes that surrounded Dark Space. 


The enemy expected them to come through the front door, but the Avilonian
fleet would make its own entrance, popping up where they were least expected.
And since Sythian scanners couldn’t pierce cloaking shields, they wouldn’t even
see the Avilonians coming. The battle would be a rout.


Hoff smiled. Soon he would be reunited with his wife, Destra, and their
daughter, Atta. It would take some explaining to make them understand how he
was still alive, but then again, it would take some explaining for them to
understand how everyone was still alive. 


The answer was actually quite simple: Great is Omnius.


With that thought, Hoff felt a warm glow of peace and contentment wash over
him, and somehow he knew . . .


Omnius was smiling, too.


* * *


“Mommy . . . when is Daddy coming back?”


Destra heard that even through the high-pitched whine of the explosion. Gor
teams had just blown the doors of the prison compound. She watched on the live
visual feed projected over the cruiser’s main forward viewport as ten squads of
cloaked Gors rushed through the dissipating clouds of smoke and pulverized
castcrete.


Destra placed a hand to the comm piece in her ear. “Atta, not now. I’m busy.
I told you not to call me unless it’s an emergency. I’ll be back down soon.”


“But . . . I’m hungry!”


“I’ll try to find you something to eat when I get back to our quarters.”
Destra would have to give up her own rations again in order to save her
daughter the pain of an empty stomach.


“Okay.”


“I love you.”


“I love you, too, Mom.”


Destra hung up and focused on the mission. She caught Captain Covani staring
at her from the other side of the captain’s table. His lips were pressed into a
disapproving line. 


“Councilor, this is your op. . . .”


She waved his disapproval away with one hand. “I’m watching.”


Gors rushed through the facility in the dark. They’d knocked out power to
the compound before blowing the doors. The camera’s infrared and light
amplification overlay painted the walls in blue and bewildered guards in hot
reds and oranges. Destra watched those guards crumpling to the ground, the
glowing red balls that were their heads flopping this way and that as they
fell, their necks broken before they even hit the ground. A few opened fire
before they died. Random bursts of ripper fire plinked off the walls and the
Gors’ armor with showers of sparks that blinded the light-amplified feed from
the camera. While cloaked, the Gors’ armor wasn’t shielded, but the guards
weren’t exactly carrying state of the art weapons due to the risk that the
prisoners could get their hands on those weapons.


So far the Gors were proving reliable. They’d been fed before the mission in
order to prevent another incident like what had happened on Forliss.


It wasn’t long before they reached their target—the prison block. Fifty
thousand cells stacked one atop the other in rusting towers. This was where the
Imperium had kept its worst criminals. Destra had scanned a list of the inmates
and their crimes before they’d arrived in order to cherry pick just three
hundred of the least violent and least depraved. That hadn’t been an easy task.
In the end, she’d had to pick smugglers with violent tendencies, political
prisoners, pirates who only cared about their coffers, and corporate villains
with more dirty laundry than clean.


They would outnumber the human crew of the Baroness, but humanity
needed more than just a few hundred survivors if they were going to start over
and someday build up enough strength to defend themselves from another
invasion.


Destra watched Echo Squad race down a narrow street between the tall,
rusting towers of prison cells. Metal stairs and catwalks provided access to
the ten different levels of the prison block. Cloaked Gors fanned out, visible
only by their short-range comm ID tags, which showed up on the camera as
strings of floating blue text with Gor-shaped icons underneath. The visual feed
could theoretically be used to pinpoint the Gor wearing the camera, despite his
cloaking shield, but the others would be impossible to detect. In the interests
of keeping them that way, Destra only kept contact with the teams via the Gors’
liaison and their telepathy.


“Torv, please remind your men that the prisoners will not go peacefully, so
they must use the stun weapons we provided.”


“They already know this.”


“Remind them anyway.”


“Yess, My Lady.”


The Gor wearing the camera climbed one of the metal rung staircases, his
footsteps echoing loudly and causing the staircase to rattle. He reached the
designated cell—293 . . . and walked right by it. He stopped at cell 294
instead.


“Torv! That’s the wrong cell! Tell him it should be 293.”


“Tell who?”


Destra wasn’t used to commanding military ops. She’d forgotten to use the
Gor’s ID. “Echo Nine!”


It was too late. The Gor had already pasted explosives along the locking
mechanism and taken cover. The explosive paste began to react with the duranium
lock, hissing and fizzing loud enough for everyone on the bridge to hear.
Suddenly there came the bang of an explosion and Destra’s ears
rang once more.


Echo Nine turned and ran inside the cell. Destra heard an inhuman scream,
followed by a loud crunch. Their viewpoint went spinning into the nearest wall.
Crunch. Echo Nine spun again, and they saw the aggressor. A monstrous
outline appeared, glowing red and orange in the infrared overlay.


“Patch me through! Audio only!”


“Yes, Ma’am. Linking in three, two . . .”


They saw something cold and blue swing at the camera, and the Gor went
spinning for a third time. Then came another scream. It sounded like a scream
of delight.


“Hoi!” Destra yelled at the audio pickups in the captain’s table.


“Who said that?” a deep, human voice replied, the voice captured by Echo
Nine’s camera. 


The Gor had sunk to the floor and was hissing softly with pain.


“This is a rescue operation, you skriff!”


“A what?”


“You’re being rescued. Now listen up! Help that Gor to his feet
before he comes to and rips out your throat.”


“You sent skull faces to rescue me?”


“No. You’re not that special. We sent them to rescue 300 inmates, not just
you.” They’d never meant to rescue him, but this brute didn’t need to
know that. Destra hoped he hadn’t been locked up for anything too serious.


“Well why the frek didn’t you say so?”


They watched an orange hand reach out for the camera. One handed, the man
lifted the Gor he’d assaulted to his feet—an impressive display of strength.
The Gor hissed more loudly now and shook his head as if to clear it.


Before Destra could warn Torv, the Gor slammed their prisoner in the chest
and sent him flying into the opposite wall of his cell. 


Bang!


The prisoner grunted and shook himself. “That’s how you want it, hoi? Let’s
see you try that again, skully.”


“Stand down, inmate!—Torv! Tell that Gor to stop.”


“Justice is served by reciprocity,” Torv replied. “Now there can
be peace between them.”


Destra frowned, noting the prisoner’s raised fists. “Listen, you, whoever
you are. This is Councilor Heston of Karpathia. You need to stop wasting time
and get out of there before the Sythians come. Do you understand me?”


“Fine, but if your pet slips his leash again I’m going to kill him.”


Destra scowled. “What’s your name?”


“Cavanaugh.”


The name rung a bell, but she didn’t have time to figure it out. “Well,
Cavanaugh, go!”


“Not yet. I have a few friends in here to get out first.”


“We already have our list.”


“Then you can go on without me. I’ll take care of mine, and you take care of
yours.”


Captain Covani turned to her and shook his head. They’ll blow our cover,
he mouthed.


Cavanaugh was already on his way out.


“Torv, stun him!”


The Gor whose viewpoint they shared hurried out of the cell, turned, and ran
straight into the blue object they’d seen on the infrared earlier. Now Destra
noticed that it was the prisoner’s right arm. He had a cybernetic prosthesis.


Crunch.


The Gor hit the wall and slid down it. This time he didn’t get back up.


“Frek!” Destra said, pounding the captain’s table with one fist.


Covani was watching her with a frown. “Still think rescuing the galaxy’s
finest felons is a good idea?”


Before she could reply, they heard a siren come screaming over the bridge
speakers. For a minute Destra thought it was coming from their ship, but then
she saw the visual feed begin flashing brightly. The light amplification
overlay snapped off automatically. Red emergency lights were flashing. That
shouldn’t have been possible. The Gors had cut power to the lights!


“Looks like our prisoner is working for the other side. He tripped the
alarms,” Covani said. “We need to abort.”


“Why would Sythians make a slave of a prisoner and leave him in his cell?”


“Maybe they knew we were coming.”


Destra shook her head. “No, he’s just stupid. We must have missed cutting
the lines for one of the emergency backups. Torv! Get two of your men in there.
One to take over for Echo Nine with the camera, and the other to help him out
of the compound. Make sure all the other squads are on the lookout for escaping
prisoners. Tell them to keep their distance and get to the extraction point as
soon as they can. We’re not going to have time to go back in and rescue anyone
else.”


“I tell them.”


“Captain—” Destra turned to Covani. “Check our list to see who was in cell
294.”


“I already have.”


“And?”


“It’s not Cavanaugh.”


“Then who?”


“Edgar Framon, convicted of multiple murders and at least two counts of
rape. He’s serving two consecutive life sentences.”


“So he lied about his name. Who is Cavanaugh, then?”


“Does it matter? Focus on the mission, Councilor.”


Destra looked away with a frown, back to the visual feed. She drummed her
fingers on the captain’s table, waiting. As soon as she saw Echo Nine being
lifted off the ground by one of his squad mates, she turned to the hulking
monster standing behind her. “Torv? What’s our status?” 


Glowing red optics turned her way and the Gor’s glossy black armor shifted,
seeming to flow like liquid as he adjusted his footing on the deck. “Fifty
one prisoners are being carried out. Twelve more on the way.”


Destra bit her lip. The Gors were cloaked, but the prisoners they were
carrying out weren’t. If the Sythians got close enough to see the movement on
their sensors, the Gors would make easy targets.


“We’ve got incoming!” the gravidar officer interrupted. “Two squadrons of
Sythian Shells and three shuttles tearing out of orbit, headed straight for the
prison complex!”


“Not cloaked?” Destra asked.


“They can’t see us, so they don’t know they’re outnumbered,” Covani replied.
“No reason for them to hide.”


“We need to create a distraction,” Destra said. “What if we send a Nova
squadron out there to draw them away from the Gors?”


Covani looked at her as though she’d just grown horns. “You want me to risk
my pilots’ lives so you can rescue the scum of the galaxy?”


“No, I want you to risk their lives so we can rescue the Gors.”


Covani turned away with a scowl. “Comms, tell Gorgon Squadron to launch.
Their orders are to tease the incoming Shells away from the prison complex.
They have fifteen minutes to do that and lose their pursuit so they can
jump away with us. Make sure they get the coordinates for our jump.”


“Yes, sir!”


“Torv—you need to relay those same coordinates to your people. Come with
me.”


Destra watched Captain Covani and Torv walk down to the nav officer’s
station. Once there, they began translating the jump coordinates from Imperial
format to the Gor equivalent. 


Destra looked away, back to the visual feed coming from inside the prison.
Everything would have gone perfectly if Echo Nine hadn’t opened the wrong cell
and gotten himself knocked out by prisoner 294—whoever he was.


Cavanaugh. The name sounded familiar to her, but she couldn’t recall
why. Somebody famous, perhaps? Infamous?


Whatever the case, now he could add compromising a naval rescue operation to
his rap sheet.












Chapter 10





Darron Cavanaugh
pounded down the aging metal staircase, rattling it loud enough to simulate
thunder. His footsteps were crowded with half a dozen others, making the sound
all the more deafening.


On their way down they grabbed rifles, stun grenades, and sidearms from the
lifeless hands of prison guards. 


“Frek me . . . This one’s got bite marks!” Black Seven said.


“Damned Skull Faces would eat their own grandmothers,” Cavanaugh growled,
noticing that the guard he was stealing supplies from had a gruesome wound in
his neck.


“We have to move,” Black Five put in. “When you tripped the lights, the
alarms came on, too.”


“Should have left us in the dark,” Black Three added.


“Frek it, next time you all can rescue yourselves!” Cavanaugh said,
springing up from his haunches and sprinting down the last flight of stairs.


“Now don’t go gettin’ your feelings hurt,” Three replied. “We’re grateful.”


Cavanaugh grunted. They ran through the compound at dizzying speed, racing
down corridor after corridor. The flashing red lights weren’t accompanied by
any alarms, but he knew better than to trust that. Best to assume the worst.


Black Seven sprinted up next to him. “What about the rescue op you
mentioned? Think they might have room for a few more?”


“Sure, next Skull Face you see, you can ask him. Just try to avoid his
fangs.”


Seven grimaced. “No thanks.”


They reached the outer doors and found both sets blasted open. They ran out
into a bright twilight, illuminated by a full moon. From there they cut across
an overgrown field of grass to a small stand of silvering ash trees. Just
before they reached the cover of the glossy black leaves and silver bark, they
heard a series of thunderclaps split the sky.


“I missed weather,” Black Five said. “Nothing like a nice refreshing rain
after the sun’s gone down and the frost’s starting to glisten on the grass.”


A suspicion formed in Cavanaugh’s gut and he shook his head. “Quiet! That
wasn’t thunder.” They reached the trees, and he risked peeking up at the sky
through the edge of the canopy.


Bright streaks of fire slashed the sky. He pointed. “Look. Thruster trails.”
The thunder had been sonic booms. Cavanaugh noticed that the thruster trails
were Imperial blue, not Sythian red, and he relaxed. He considered firing a
ripper burst into the sky to identify himself on their scanners, but something
held him back.


Just as well. The sky flashed with an explosion and one of the bright blue
thruster trails disappeared. Then dozens more appeared—the red trails of Shell
Fighters. Streams of purple stars streaked out after the Imperial Novas and
they broke into sudden spirals and dives to evade the alien missiles.


“Hoi . . .” Someone whispered beside his ear. “Look.” A hand appeared in his
peripheral vision, pointing to the field of long grass between them and the
prison complex. The field was parting in winding lines leading from the
pulverized doors of the prison complex. Looking carefully, they could see the
garish orange garb of prisoners. He was just about to signal them over when he
noticed that they were floating below the level of the grass, face down and
unconscious, as if they were being carried by invisible men. 


Or cloaked Gors. Cavanaugh’s eyes narrowed swiftly. “Skull faces,” he
whispered. His rifle moved, almost of its own accord, to track the nearest
prisoner—or rather, the Gor who was carrying him. They weren’t heading for the
trees, but cutting laterally across the field to an area of flattened grass. Cloaked
transports. “They have extraction teams on the ground,” he said.


Another explosion lit up the night, and their eyes were drawn to the sky
once more to see the fading orange flower of an explosion—another Nova Fighter
reduced to a cloud of superheated dust. Cavanaugh spent a moment tracking the
Shells across the sky. He noticed that they were taking potshots at the Novas,
but not breaking formation to follow them. They were headed straight for the
prison complex.


“We need to go make nice with the Gors,” Cavanaugh said, making a snap
decision. He hoped it would be a good one.


“They’re skullies,” Seven said. The scars lining his face crinkled,
and his nose scrunched up.


“They’re soldiers who were just following orders. Now their orders are to
rescue prisoners, and that’s what we are. Come on!”


They ran, bounding through the tall grass, aiming for the nearest flattened
patch. As they ran, Cavanaugh remembered using his prosthetic arm to beat the
Gor who’d come to rescue him. He hoped he wouldn’t run into that particular
skull face again, but he’d take whatever retribution the Gors meted out. He
hadn’t had a choice. It was that or leave the rest of his squad to rot in their
cells—or worse, to become slaves for the Sythians.


* * *


“We’ve lost another Nova!” gravidar reported.


“Torv, tell me your people are all aboard!” Destra said.


“Not yet.”


“They’re not taking the bait, Captain!” gravidar said.


“Your teams had better hurry, Torv!” Captain Covani put in.


“They are encountering more prisoners, running with them toward the
shuttles,” Torv replied. “What are your ordersss?”


“Stun them!” Destra said.


“They are armed.”


“Your men are cloaked.”


“They are carrying prisoners.”


“All of them?”


“Not all.”


“Then take them out! And do it quietly!”


“I tell them . . .”


Destra watched on the visual feed as their camera operator turned toward a
group of prisoners in bright orange jumpsuits rushing through the grass. Blue
stun bolts stuttered out, cutting the prisoners down. A few of them fired
bursts of ripper fire that roared into the night as they fell.


Worried the weapons fire had given the Sythians something to aim for, Destra
turned to look at the captain’s table. For a moment nothing happened, but then
a squadron of Shell Fighters twitched toward the Gors.


“Torv warn your people to keep their heads down. They’ve got incoming!”
Destra said.


No sooner had she said that than she saw on the visual feed that a dozen
bright purple stars had appeared in the night sky, twinkling and spinning,
growing larger and closer to the Gor cameraman with every second that passed. 


Pirakla missiles.


A group of six Gor shuttles appeared on the ground, de-cloaking to activate
their shields.


“Have Gorgon Squadron turn around and intercept those Shells!” Covani called
out. “Torv, those shuttles better have weapons!”


“Do not worry.”


The first Pirakla missile hit one of the shuttles with a blinding flash of
light and a deafening boom that rattled through the bridge speakers.
Then came the shock wave and the grass flattened, revealing dozens of
black-armored Gors, crouching in the grass. Another half dozen blasts boomed
through the speakers on the heels of the first.


“Mute that feed!” Covani roared, and the residual roar of the explosions cut
off in sudden ringing silence.


Destra blinked spots from her eyes and forced them to focus on the camera
feed. The grassy field was on fire. Flames licked the keels of the Gors’
organically-shaped shuttle craft. Those shuttles fired back with more Pirakla
missiles. Then something else appeared on the horizon—a giant version of the
Gors’ shuttles, hovering between them and the approaching Shell Fighters—a Gor
cruiser. It opened fire with a blinding torrent of lasers and missiles. 


Explosions peppered the horizon, and a cheer went up from the crew pit.


“Nice work,” Covani breathed. “Comms—call Gorgon Squadron back to orbit.
Tell them to get aboard before we jump to the rendezvous.”


“Yes, sir.”


Covani turned to Destra, his eyes flinty. “We lost two pilots.”


Destra nodded to the visual feed. The Gor with the camera ran through a
burning field of grass with two stunned prisoners, one bobbing from each of his
armored fists.


“We saved almost a hundred prisoners.”


“That’s not a fair trade in my book.”


“You agreed to the op.”


“No, I followed orders. Next time, Councilor, I might not be so obliging.”


“The Gors are away. Shuttles cloaking . . .” The comm officer interrupted.


Captain Covani broke his staring contest with her and turned back to watch
the visual feed. It now showed the inside of a Gor shuttle. Dark, and crowded
with nightmarish faces as the Gors took off their helmets. 


The captain went on, “Now that we’ve consolidated the survivors, I trust we
won’t be wasting any more of our precious resources. Our current priority is to
find somewhere safe that we can set up a colony. I was thinking the Feraides
Sector,” Covani said as he pulled up a star map on the captain’s table.


Destra shook her head. “There are too many habitable worlds there. The
Sythians will be swarming all over them before long.”


“Perhaps, but we haven’t seen them swarming anything besides us yet. I
wonder if they really did come here to colonize our galaxy, or if that was just
something they told us.”


“They had no way of knowing that information would get back to us. Besides,
if they don’t want our galaxy, then why kill us all? Just because they’ve taken
their time to organize doesn’t mean they’re not coming—or that they’re not
already here. We don’t have recent recon data for any of those worlds. They
might already be colonized.”


“So where do you suggest we go?”


“We need to go somewhere unexpected.”


Torv stepped up to the captain’s table and placed two giant hands on the
edge of it. “If you are looking for an unexpected place that is far from
here,” he began, “I suggest we go to Noctune.”


“What? That’s in the Getties!” Captain Covani sputtered. “We’re not going to
get away from the Sythians by flying right up their noses!”


“You would have to be very small to fly up a Sythian’s nose,” Torv
replied, his voice neutral, oblivious to his own wit.


The captain scowled and went on, “They leveled your home world when you
stole their fleet. It was a barren ice world before, but now it’s probably a
radioactive barren ice world.”


“There are other worlds in that system,” Torv replied. “Some of
them are more temperate.”


“Then they’re probably already crowded with Sythians.”


“They are not.”


Covani shot Torv a suspicious look. “How do you know?”


“It was not long ago that my creche lord and my Matriarch live on
Noctune. Only a few orbits pass since then. In all their time there, Sythians
never once appear. They breed and train us in captivity. We only know this
because we are telepaths, and because we remember the first time they visit us,
many orbits ago.”


“Sir! Gorgon squadron is aboard!” the comms officer announced.


“Nav, Punch it!” Covani replied. To Destra and Torv he said, “We’ll figure
out where to go while we’re in transit. Torv, make sure your people keep those
prisoners in line. We’ll transfer them here as soon as we’re out of Dark
Space.”


The ship’s computer began an audible countdown to SLS from 10 seconds.
Someone cut the visual feed from the Gor’s helmet cam, and the main viewport
went back to showing diamond-bright stars and inky black space.


Destra dismissed herself with a sloppy salute. “I’m going below decks to
check on my daughter. Let me know as soon as the prisoners are aboard. I’d like
to speak to them personally.”


Covani nodded. “Of course.”


The countdown reached zero, and the bridge lit up with an actinic flash of
light as they jumped to SLS.


* * *


“It’s hard to believe,” Alara said.


Ethan turned to look at her as they walked the grounds of the mansion where
they were staying at the top of Destiny Tower in Celesta. On the horizon the
sun was busy setting behind a majestic row of dark green trees, their jagged
branches limned in a red-gold light that made them look as if they were on
fire.


“They already cloned us,” he replied, his lip curling with the thought. He
felt violated just thinking about it.


“Did they?” Alara asked. “The more I think about it, the stranger it seems.
The woman in that tank looked like me, but she wasn’t me. She’s too perfect.”


“It doesn’t make sense to me either, but I can’t explain why it won’t work
without getting religious.”


They heard a twig snap behind them and Ethan turned to scowl at the
Peacekeeper who was shadowing them on their afternoon walk.


“You mind?”


“I’m just doing my job, Mr. Ortane.”


Ethan turned away, shaking his head. “You were saying?”


“I’m not religious either,” Alara replied, “but seeing all of this is enough
to make me wonder.”


“Well, we have another three days to make our decision.”


“I don’t need them,” Alara said. “We can’t stay up here.”


“Why not?” Ethan tried but failed to hide the hope that bled into his voice.


“Because we’ll be making our daughter’s choice for her before she’s even
born. If they resurrect me with an unborn clone of our baby in my womb, then
she’ll already have her Immortal body.”


They heard someone clear his throat, and Ethan turned to scowl at the
Peacekeeper once more. “You can’t do your job from a respectable distance?”


“I apologize for listening in, but your wife is wrong. The Choosing is just
as important to Omnius as it is to you. If you choose life, your fetus will be
an identical copy, not yet immortal, and she will still have to go through The
Choosing.”


Alara looked skeptical. “But she’ll still be a clone. How will I know she’s
the same baby?”


“How will you know you’re the same mother?” The Peacekeeper countered, now
walking toward them. He stopped half a dozen paces away. “If you doubt the
process works, I would ask why you doubt that. Is it perhaps because you
are afraid that all we are is not mere physical matter? Perhaps you are more
religious than you think.”


“Regardless of what I believe or don’t, my daughter will ask the same
question when she grows up, and she will wonder if my choice didn’t somehow
eliminate the need for hers. What’s the difference between transferring to an
immortal body versus transferring to a mortal copy? Both processes assume that
what we are can be transferred.”


The Peacekeeper’s serene expression took an ugly turn. “Then your objection is
a religious one. We don’t make a habit of spreading around treason in
Etheria. If you insist on doing so, then your home lies in the shadows with the
rest of the Nulls. Perhaps you’ll find a way to get yourself killed before a
natural death finds you—that way you can get on with living the after life you
secretly believe exists.”


“Watch how you speak to my wife,” Ethan growled.


“My tone offends you. Her words offended me. But I apologize for the
offense I gave. I should not have spoken in anger.”


Ethan’s lips curved up in one corner. “Shouldn’t Omnius have stopped you
from speaking in anger before you did?”


“Omnius cannot perfectly predict my actions while I am in the presence of mortals
such as yourselves.”


“What? Why not?”


“Because you have not made your choices yet, so he does not include you in
his nightly simulations of the day to come. Children under the age of eight are
the same.”


Ethan saw his wife shake her head. “Every action a child takes will affect
adults, making it impossible to predict anyone’s actions.”


“Omnius limits that ripple effect by making couples with children live in
closed districts called nurseries until their children go through The
Choosing. The nurseries are subject to a limited degree of chaos, but that is
one of the sacrifices we make for our children.”


Ethan scowled. “So if we choose to live up here, Omnius won’t just tell us how
to live; he’ll tell us where to live, too. Is there anything he doesn’t control?”


“The Nulls. The Sythians. You and other mortals like you. Bringers of chaos.
If it were up to me, no one would have a choice. We would all be resurrected in
immortal bodies soon after birth.”


“Well thank the gods it’s not up to you,” Ethan said.


“The gods? What gods?”


“All of them! The ones you insist don’t exist.” 


The Peacekeeper’s expression flickered darkly once more, and Ethan smiled. 


“I’m going to assume that remark was intended to anger me, and ignore you
this time.”


“Sure, do whatever you like—or whatever Omnius tells you to. Excuse us.”
Ethan took Alara’s hand in his and continued their evening walk. Whispering, he
said, “At least they haven’t duped you.”


“Let’s talk about something else,” Alara said. “Something happy.”


“Like what?”


“We haven’t even decided what we’re going to name her.”


Ethan blinked. “You’re right. Now that we know it’s a her . . . what
about . . . Trinity?” It was the same name they’d given their ship. They’d
named it right after Alara had told him she was pregnant, so it seemed a
fitting name for their daughter, too. 


Alara smiled. “That sounds perfect.”


“I’m glad you like it. Speaking of Trinity . . .” Ethan turned back
to their chaperon. He was still shadowing them closely. “What happened to my
transport?”


“What transport?”


Ethan walked up to the Peacekeeper and jabbed the man’s glowing breastplate
with his index finger. He felt a tingle of energy push back, and
flinched. Recovering quickly, he said, “You heard me. I came to Avilon with a
ship. You weren’t planning to steal it were you?”


The Peacekeeper shook his head. “You’re not allowed to leave Avilon, so I’m
sure you can see how you won’t be allowed to keep your vessel.”


Ethan’s cheeks bulged and he flushed bright red. “The frek . . . listen
here! It’s my ship!”


“I will inquire about it for you. Rest assured, whatever funds are obtained
from recycling it will be credited to your account.”


“Recycling it! If you recycle my ship, I swear I’ll . . .”


Alara pulled Ethan away from the bewildered Peacekeeper. 


“Why wouldn’t you want it to be recycled?” he continued, oblivious to how
close Ethan had come to breaking his face. “It’s no use to you otherwise. I’ll
see if any museums want it. Perhaps they’ll be willing to pay you more than the
vessel’s scrap value.”


Ethan’s head felt like it was about to explode. “Frek you! Frek Avilon! Frek
Omnius!”


“Watch your tongue! Omnius could strike you dead with but a whisper of a
thought!”


“Maybe he should!”


“Unfortunately, he is too merciful for that.”


Ethan felt dizzy. His lungs were heaving. He couldn’t breathe. He’d worked
his whole life to have a ship he could call his own, and now that he had one,
the Avilonians were going to take it away and sell it for scrap! He sunk to his
knees in the grass. Alara appeared on her haunches beside him. 


“Ethan, are you all right?”


He shook his head. “What’s the point?” he demanded, still looking at the
Peacekeeper. The man stared back at him, looking wary, like Ethan might
suddenly lunge at him.


“The point?”


“Of anything—Avilon, The Choosing . . . life!”


“Omnius makes us choose because only the people who really want to live
forever in paradise are capable of making that work, and because we have to get
our immortal bodies sooner or later, so why not sooner? Better to eliminate any
genetic predispositions to wrongful behavior and all the physical weakness that
is associated with naturally selected genes.”


“I’m not buying it,” Ethan said, still shaking his head.


“You don’t have to. Eternal life is free.”


Ethan snorted. “And doesn’t that just make you a little suspicious? What
exactly are you doing for Omnius?”


“Omnius is not a selfish entity. He does not require us to do anything for
him.”


Ethan shook his head. “Every sentient creature lives for something and
strives to obtain it.”


“I never said Omnius doesn’t have a purpose, just that his purpose isn’t
selfish. He lives to serve us, to guide us to perfection and protect us from
ourselves. That was the reason he was created, and it is the reason behind
everything he does.”


Incredulous at the man’s stupidity, Ethan shook his head. “How do you know
that? He’s telling you what you will do and then telling you what you should do
instead. What if he’s lying about the future in order to get his way? He’s a
thousand times smarter than any one of us! Do you know what that makes us to
him? Garbage!” Ethan pushed off the ground to stand on trembling legs. “If
anything, we’re his entertainment! He doesn’t really care about us. If he did,
he would set the Nulls free. Really free. Send them away to create their own empire
someplace else.”


“So the Sythians can find them and kill them?”


“That’s a nice excuse. He had the Nulls caged up here long before anyone had
even heard of the Sythians.”


“And back then there was your Imperium to worry about. You don’t really
think they would have left us in peace once they heard about Avilon from all
those Nulls you’d like to set free. When they realized how advanced we are,
they’d have considered us a threat. It wouldn’t have been long before your
empire tried to conquer ours. It’s happened before.”


“I guess you’re lucky that the Sythians found us before we found you,” Ethan
said, jabbing him in the chest once more. This time he barely noticed the
electric jolt that sizzled against his fingertip when he touched the
Peacekeeper’s armor. “I can see why someone might want to kill a sniveling snot
like you.” Ethan turned and stalked toward the mansion. Alara kept pace beside
him, her violet eyes wide and gleaming in the gilded light of the setting sun.
“We should get some sleep, Kiddie,” he said, nodding slowly, as if he’d just
made an important decision.


Alara didn’t reply for a long moment. “Ethan . . .”


“What?”


“You need to be careful or you’re going to get yourself killed.”


“Maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing!”


Slap!


Ethan’s head spun away from Alara, his cheek stinging. He stopped and turned
to her, his hand on his stinging cheek, his jaw agape. “What was that for?” He
grabbed her wrist in his hand and squeezed it tight, forcing her arm up close
to his other cheek. “You want to hit the other one? Go on! Hit your husband
again!”


“Frek you, Ethan! You want to die? Who’s going to raise your daughter? Don’t
be so frekking selfish! We need you!”


All the anger drained out of him, and his shoulders slumped. He let go of
Alara’s wrist and she began rubbing it with her other hand.


“I’m sorry,” he said. He took a deep breath and looked out to the horizon,
letting the air out slowly. “It’s been a long day. You’re right. It’s just
something about this place . . .” He turned to look up at the sky and
saw a faint sparkle of stars gleaming between golden wisps of cloud. “The more
I feel like I’m being told what to do and how to think, the less I feel like
doing it, and the more suspicious I become.”


“You’re not cut out for Etheria, Ethan,” Alara said.


“What about you?”


She shook her head. “I told you. We can’t live up here. Not until we know
what our daughter is going to choose.”


“So what if she chooses to live in Etheria?”


“We’ll cross those bridges when we get there.”


“Would you follow her?”


“Wouldn’t you?”


Ethan frowned. “I don’t know, Kiddie. My mother said we can’t hold ourselves
responsible for other people’s choices, and I think she’s right. We’ve got to
raise our daughter right. Trinity has to know what she’s in for if she comes up
here.” Ethan wrapped an arm around Alara’s shoulders and guided her toward the
mansion. High walls of tinted glass stared back at them, reflecting stolen
scraps of the fading sunset. The majestic trees they’d seen on the horizon
earlier were reflected as blurry green swirls.


Later that night, as Ethan lay awake in bed, staring up at the ceiling, he
tried to make sense of everything that had happened so far, and what all of it
meant for the future. Alara lay asleep on his chest, having succumbed to
exhaustion more than an hour before Sync. Ethan was equally exhausted,
but he refused to let himself follow his wife’s example. He was waiting up for
Omnius’s Sync. His ARCs showed him the time—2350. Sync occurred at
midnight every night, so that gave him ten more minutes. Mortals’ sleep was
regulated by their Lifelink implants to coincide with Sync, so in theory, he
would fall asleep at zero hundred hours, and he wouldn’t be able to wake up
again until Sync was over, four hours later.


Ethan wanted to see what forced sleep would feel like. He was half hoping
the Peacekeeper had lied to him, that maybe in this one thing at least he still
had a say about what happened to him. Maybe he could fight it and stay
awake—flick his middle finger to the big eye in the sky and say, you can’t
control me!


It was worth a shot.


They were being offered eternal life by a supposedly good entity, a vast
artificial intelligence that was sworn to serve humanity. Ethan didn’t
understand how the Avilonians could be so naive. What did Omnius have to gain by
serving humans? Inferior humans. What sort of fulfillment could a vast
intellect derive from that?


23:59.


Ethan focused on the digital clock, causing it to drift down from his
peripheral vision into the middle of his field of view. A seconds display appeared
in response to that thought—57, 58, 59 . . .


His eyes slammed shut, and his thoughts dropped off a sudden cliff into a
swirling abyss. Out of that abyss he heard the distant boom of an
explosion, and suddenly he found himself on the bridge of a starship,
staring out at space. Now his name was Galan Rovik, and the starship he found
himself on was the Ventress.












Chapter 11





The Ventress shook
with a mighty explosion. Damage alarms screamed, and something deep in the
belly of the ship groaned as if some primordial monster had just been awoken
from long years of slumber.


The lights flickered and turned red. Acrid smoke billowed in the crimson
gloom, and a nauseating weightlessness set in. 


Silence rang. 


Strategian Rovik grabbed the armrests of his command chair and gritted his
teeth. “Engineering! What was that?”


“That last volley hit the power core! We’ve lost the back third of the ship,
and we’re drifting on emergency backups!”


Galan’s mouth opened to give the order to evacuate, but there wasn’t enough
time, and what would be the point? So they could be captured by whatever aliens
were attacking them? Then a terrible thought occurred to him—what if the
quantum comms array had been damaged? Their Lifelinks would have no way to
transfer them home. He watched out the bridge viewports, wide-eyed and frozen
with horror as another sparkling wall of purple alien missiles rushed to greet
them.


“Comms! Status report!” he roared, working some moisture into his suddenly
dry mouth.


“Online, sir . . .”


Relief flooded through him. “Time to go home, people! Cut your cords! I’ll
see you on the other side.”


Galan followed his own order, silently telling his Lifelink to transfer him
home before the next volley could hit.


He went rushing down a dark tunnel toward a bright light. The light grew
large and terrifying, taking on the familiar shape of a dazzling eye.


“Welcome home, Galan,” it said in a resonant voice.


He opened his eyes and they burned and blurred with tears, unaccustomed to
the light. He couldn’t see! Strong hands held him up, leaving just enough
weight resting on his legs to make him realize they wouldn’t hold him. They
were too weak or too clumsy; he couldn’t tell which. He felt bewildered, cold,
terrified, gripped with panic. He wanted to cry, but that seemed absurd. He was
a grown man! A decorated Strategian.


Be still, my child, a quiet voice whispered. Galan couldn’t tell if
the voice had been audible or just inside his head, but either way, it served
to calm him down. His mind felt light and airy, but soon it began seizing
familiar bits and pieces of things, and the panic subsided. His legs stiffened
beneath him and the hands holding him let go. He wiped away his tears, trying
to see where he was. He was standing naked in a big, airy room—a hangar. Standing
with him were hundreds of others, naked like him, all of them being held up by
drones—Omnies with silicon padding on their spindly metal fingers. In
front of them stalked a man in a bulky, shimmering white robe with dazzling
white armor and a gold-glowing version of the Avilonian crest etched into his
breastplate. That man was Grand Overseer Thardris.


He stopped in front of Galan and turned to face them, his glowing silver
eyes flicking up and down the ranks of men and women.


“As you’ll soon recall, your ship, the Ventress was attacked and
destroyed by an unknown enemy. Your mission was to explore the neighboring
Getties Cluster. That mission has failed. Your Lifelink data is being analyzed
to determine the nature of the enemy that destroyed your ship, and to determine
whether or not any of you are to blame for starting an intergalactic war.
Strategian—why didn’t you cloak your vessel as soon as you realized you had
encountered hostile forces?”


Galan belatedly realized the Grand Overseer was speaking to him. “Flay . .
.” His tongue flopped uselessly in his mouth for a moment before he remembered
how to use it. “They surprised us, sir. The enemy was cloaked and they had
surrounded us before we even realized they were there.”


“Cloaked?” That seemed to surprise the Grand Overseer. “Even so, your
sensors can pierce a cloaking shield.”


“They can, Overseer, but we were not expecting to find alien warships at the
jump point, let alone cloaked alien warships. We weren’t looking for them.”


“Very well. You will have to explain yourself to Omnius, not me.”


“Yes, sir.”


The scene faded to black, and Ethan’s identity had a moment to rise to the
surface and wonder about everything he’d just seen and experienced. 


Then he was Galan Rovik again, standing before the Avilonian high council,
this time fully dressed in his Peacekeeper’s uniform and armor. He was
surrounded by the twelve overseers of Avilon, all of them seated on floating
chairs and basking in a blinding white light. That light was cast by the eye of
Omnius shining down through a transparent dome ceiling. From that, and the
panoramic view of the city, Galan realized that he’d been summoned to the top
of Omnius’s temple, the Zenith Tower.


A booming voice rumbled through the council chamber. “I have sent a drone fleet
to the Getties to assess the extent of the threat that the Ventress discovered.
It has since found no less than eight different species of sentient aliens
living there. It is hard to find a world they have not yet settled. Even worlds
that should never have supported life are crowded with towering alien cities.
Their fleet is thousands of times the size of ours.”


Urgent whispers filled the room, and Galan turned in a slow circle to see
the Overseers reacting to the news in varying states of shock.


“Are they at war with themselves?”


“No.”


“But Master, then what are those warships for?” Galan heard the Grand
Overseer ask.


“Since they greeted us with hostility as soon as we appeared, I can only
assume that they’ve known about us for some time. It is likely that they are
preparing for war with us.”


More urgent whispering. Another overseer spoke, “How can we hope to face
such a vast enemy?”


“Our technology is more advanced than theirs,” Omnius replied. “But their
numbers are sufficient to wipe out both us and the mortal Imperium without even
deploying one percent of their fleet.”


“Then there is nothing we can do. If their intention is to kill us, they
will, and quickly.”


“I will not suffer that to pass,” Omnius replied. “We are already hidden
here on Avilon, concealed with a wall of gravity fields and sensor distorting
nebulae. My reconnaissance shows that these aliens do not have the technology
they would need to reach Avilon through those obstacles. For the time being we
are safe. The more imminent threat is to the Imperium of Star Systems. Their
technology is comparable to that of these aliens, but their population and
their fleet are far smaller.”


“They are not our concern, Master,” Jurom replied.


“Heartlessness is not becoming of a Celestial, let alone one who is an
overseer of my kingdom.”


“Forgive me, My Lord. I meant that they are mortals, therefore, they are not
your children, and they are not your responsibility.”


“Not yet. I have decided to begin implanting these mortals with cloaked
Lifelinks. When war comes to them, and they lose, I will resurrect them on
Avilon. The aliens will think they have won, and we will have the time we need
to formulate a plan to fight them.”


Another overseer spoke up, “Master! You cannot seriously expect to add the
entire population of the galaxy to ours! There are trillions in the Imperium!
Where would we put such a multitude? The three cities of Avilon already span
the globe.”


“Indeed? Then we will build our cities higher.”


“It would take a thousand years for us to complete such an undertaking, and
we don’t know how much time we have.”


Omnius replied, “No, we don’t know how much time we have, and our workforce
is not up to the task. We will need the drones to do the work, and I will have
to increase their numbers exponentially.”


The Grand Overseer spoke once more, “The law states that there must be 100
people for every drone.”


Galan began to wonder what he was doing in the room. No one had asked him
what he thought, and no one had spoken to him yet. Whatever the reason, he had
a feeling that this session of council would go down in history.


“Human insecurity and faithlessness was the reason for that law,” Omnius
replied. “The drones are not independent. I control them. The only
reason to limit their number is to limit my power, but I have long since
stopped depending on humanity to survive, so you needn’t fear that more drones
will make me more independent. If I had wanted to destroy your species, I would
have done so already, and the fact that humans outnumber my drones a hundred to
one would not be enough to stop me.” 


A long silence followed that speech. During that time Galan decided to
remind them all that he was there.


“Omnius is right,” he said. All eyes turned to him, and he felt suddenly
very small. “We have trusted him with our lives for thousands of years, and our
trust has never been misplaced.”


Galan felt a warm glow beaming down on his head, as if the sun were out and
shining brightly above the Zenith Tower. That sun was Omnius.


“Listen to this Strategian. He was an overseer once—before he began to doubt
and chose to become a Null. Years later he begged my forgiveness and returned
to me. Now he is the most decorated Strategian in the fleet and, I am proud to
say, a good friend.”


Galan watched the Grand Overseer bow his head. “Master, forgive us, perhaps
the real issue is not that we are upset at the idea of you building trillions
of drones, but rather that we are feeling put aside. We, your children, have
lived with strict population controls for generations, and now all of a sudden,
you are suggesting that we turn Avilon upside down in order to accommodate
trillions of mortals who would sooner spurn you than accept your rule.”


“Would they? Would they indeed, Thardris? That remains to be seen. The only
difference between them and you is that they have yet to meet their god. As for
feeling left out, it is because of laws you created that I have not been able
to expand the Ascendancy faster. I am proposing now that we rewrite those laws,
not just to save your mortal brethren, but to give you all greater freedom. I
envision a future where Celestials will be able to own more than one home, and
where breeding licenses will cost as little as a loaf of bread.”


“That would be a welcome change, Master.”


“I will build a New Avilon, with ten times as much space as we currently
inhabit.”


Even Galan found himself smiling at that thought. “Great is Omnius,” he
whispered.


“What of these aliens? What will we do when they discover us?” the Grand
Overseer asked.


“They still need to find a way to traverse the gravity fields that separate
us from the greater galaxy, and by that time, we will be so numerous and so
powerful, that nothing will threaten us!”


At that, all the overseers chanted, “Great is Omnius!”


* * *


Ethan awoke bathed in a cold sweat, with the echoes of the overseers’ chants
still reverberating in his ears.


He stared up at the ceiling, breathing heavily, his eyes blurry with sleep
and his head pounding with an awful headache, as if someone had been screaming
in his ear while he slept.


He sat up and Alara’s hand slid off his chest. She moaned and stirred, but
didn’t wake. Ethan wondered what time it was, and the digital clock he’d been
watching before he fell asleep appeared on the ARC display at the edge of his
field of view.


04:01.


Ethan frowned. Just one minute after Sync had ended. The timing was
convenient, like maybe he’d been trying desperately to wake himself up ever
since he’d fallen asleep, but Omnius had kept him under, forcing him to
experience Strategian Rovik’s final moments, the horrors of resurrection, and
his meeting with the Avilonian High Council.


Of course, all of that was exactly what Omnius wanted him to see, so Ethan
didn’t trust it one bit. He shivered involuntarily and turned to look over his
shoulder at Alara. She was sound asleep, but her normally smooth forehead was
vaguely furrowed, as if she were troubled by something. Ethan didn’t have to
wonder what. Omnius was showing them all the same things while they slept. He
considered waking her, but if he did, he suspected she couldn’t or wouldn’t
want to go back to sleep, and just four hours’ sleep wasn’t going to be enough
for her or their baby.


Ethan got up from the bed, found his Avilonian sandals, and retrieved his
white robe from the back of the chair where he’d left it the night before. Once
dressed, he padded up to the door. He raised a hand toward the keypad, but the
door opened automatically, as if someone were watching him. He dismissed that
thought as being overly paranoid. Avilonian doors all opened automatically so
long as you had the proper clearance.


Hurrying down the hallway beyond his and Alara’s bedroom, Ethan tried to
ignore the light paintings on the walls. Despite his best efforts, some of them
caught his eye. The colorful abstracts once again looked to him like human
faces. This time all the faces wore expressions of agony and despair, and their
eyes looked accusing.


He reached the stairs and stopped on the second floor balcony, staring down
into the foyer. The marble floor at the bottom shone with reflected moonlight
pouring in from the mansions’ many windows. Ethan considered going downstairs
to look for some caf. He wondered if he’d be able to figure out how to make it
without the Peacekeepers’ help. Ethan turned the other way, looking up to the
next flight of stairs. He wondered what was up there, and before he knew it,
his feet were carrying him up.


On the third floor he found another long hallway, this one lined with
windows. Out those windows lay a long balcony that ran the length of that side
of the house, and at the end, a tall, rounded parapet that towered over the
mansion. Another balcony lay at the top. Wondering about the view from there,
Ethan started down the hallway to a pair of doors that looked like they might
lead to the parapet. He reached the doors and they slid open automatically once
more.


He walked into a small, semi-circular room. The doors slid shut behind him,
and a display appeared before his eyes. It was a diagram of the tower, showing
four separate levels. Text at the top read, Please choose a floor.


Ethan thought about the top of the tower, and the floor beneath his feet
immediately began to rise. Just a few moments later it came to a stop, and the
other side of the lift rotated open. A warm breeze caressed his face. The top
of the tower was open to the air, with railings rather than walls. In the
center of the floor lay a familiar golden dome. Ethan recognized it
immediately. It was a transporter dome—no, that wasn’t its name . . . 


It was a Quantum Junction. Yet another term that had been downloaded
to his brain without his permission.


Ethan crept up to the junction. He didn’t know how to use it, and even if he
did, he was certain he didn’t have the necessary clearance.


Walking around it, Ethan watched his distorted reflection in the smooth
surface of it. Remembering how he’d seen the Avilonians activate these domes
before, he stopped and placed one of his palms against it.


The dome vibrated at his touch, and his reflection became blurry. A sudden
hiss of escaping air tickled his feet.


Startled, Ethan jumped back and watched wide-eyed as the dome hovered off
the ground, rising on four shining pillars of light. He stared open-mouthed at
the dome, and then at his palm. Why would the junction respond to his
touch?


He turned to look behind him, half expecting to see a Peacekeeper standing
there. . . .


But there was no one.


Ethan turned back to the dome. It had hovered up to a set height and
stopped, as if waiting for him to walk under it. A part of him was suspicious
enough to wonder whether or not he should. He was fairly sure this was Omnius’s
doing.


Curiosity got the better of him. Ethan ducked quickly under the edge of the
dome, and hurried to the middle of the green-glowing circle in the center of
the raised black podium underneath. He thought back to what the Avilonians had
done next, and he raised his hands, as if beckoning to the sky—to Omnius, he
supposed.


The dome began glowing with ever increasing brilliance, and a whirring noise
filled the air, rising quickly in tempo and pitch. Suddenly the junction fell
over his head with a boom! and the light inside of it became painfully
bright, forcing him to shut his eyes.


The whirring noise screamed in his ears. The air inside the dome
whipped around like a tornado, tearing at his robe and hair. Then his ears
popped with a sudden change in pressure, and the light shining through his
eyelids faded to black. He opened his eyes to see the dome rising once more on
four pillars of light.


That light was the only light he could see. Wherever he was, whatever lay
beyond the quantum junction—it lay in complete and utter darkness.


Ethan blinked, and forced his eyes wide in a vain attempt to see. He wished
he had more light to see by. With that thought, the shadows fled and he saw the
world around him revealed in the faux color of a light amplification overlay.
The contacts he wore continued to surprise him. . . . 


But nothing surprised him more than what he saw beyond the edge of the dome.







Chapter 12





Bretton and Farah
walked up to a pair of mean looking sentries, their illegal plasma rifles
tracking, their glowing blue visors turning to keep an eye on them as they
approached. With one hand Bretton held his fake ID card high, so they could
scan it with the sensors in their helmets. With his other hand, he held the
grav gun that he was using to levitate Commander Lenon Donali, the Sythian
agent, ahead of him. Once the sentries had scanned Bretton’s ID, they turned
away, having lost interest in the newcomers.


The Underlevels were not a pleasant place to be, and usually far too
dangerous to venture into, but Bretton and Farah were currently protected by
the fact that they were walking through the territory of a little-known
criminal organization called Havoc. 


Bretton’s ID card was his passport through Havoc territory. It said he
worked for a fuel mining company called Gencore. The ID was counterfeit, but
Havoc recognized it because they were a branch of the organization that had
given it to him. That organization was known simply as the Resistance, and
their operations were located deep in the abandoned bowels of the planet, where
miners had once toiled to extract valuable deposits of dymium.


Bretton and Farah continued down the foul-smelling corridor in the
flickering yellow light of old glow panels. Somewhere up ahead water dripped
from exposed pipes. The end of the corridor lay obscured by shifting clouds of
steam leaking from an ancient heating system. They walked past a bank of lift
tubes that were out of order and went for the stairs instead. They descended,
heading for Sub Level 50.


The Underlevels used to be fit for habitation, but they were now officially
abandoned. Unofficially they were home to Psychos, scavengers, and criminal
organizations like Havoc.


At the bottom of the stairs they stepped out into an alley crowded with
rubble, garbage, and bad-smelling puddles that hadn’t made it to a working
lavatory or drain.


“Almost there,” Farah said beside him, using her glow lamp to check the holo
signs and phosphorescent graffiti on the nearest wall.


Bretton nodded. “Good, I’m getting tired of this smell.” He shifted his grip
on the grav gun he was using to levitate and carry their prisoner. 


“We’re not going to stay long, are we?” Farah asked.


“Maybe, maybe not. Depends if they need us to.”


She sighed. “You know I don’t like getting involved with these people.
They’re fanatics, and there’s always two or three of them whose job it seems to
be to ask me when I’m going to get my commission.”


“When are you going to get your commission?”


Farah sighed theatrically. “Why would I want a commission? It’s a lost
cause. What are they hoping to find, anyway? All the information we have access
to is already public on the Omninet.”


“Public in Etheria maybe. Nulls don’t have access to the Omninet at all.”


“That’s because we don’t want access. You think Etherians are the ones
Omnius tells all his dirty secrets to? If he’s hiding something, he’s hiding it
from everyone.”


“They’re working on slicing into Omnius’s private archives.”


“Yea, I can see how a group of human slicers are going to break
through the network security of a super-intelligent computer. You shouldn’t
waste your time, Bret. They’re never going to get anywhere.”


“How I waste my time is my business. No one’s forcing you to hang around
with me.”


“That’s gratitude. I bust my ass saving yours all day long, and you tell me
you’d be just fine without me.”


“I didn’t say I’d be fine. I said you’re free to go.”


Farah grunted, but left it at that.


Up ahead, the end of the corridor came swirling out of the putrid steam
hissing through the alley. They came to a pair of reinforced doors with
warnings written on them in flickering red holotext: 


 


Sutterfold Mine


RADIATION HAZARD!


STAY OUT!


 


Bretton set Donali down on the ground and stepped up to the entrance with
his ID card in one hand and the grav gun in the other. Using his fingernails to
peel away a fresh growth of green slime, he found a small gap in the seam between
the doors and inserted his ID card there. Something clicked and a loud groan
came from the doors. They ground halfway open, leaving a narrow space for them
to walk through.


Once on the other side, they found themselves standing on a rickety metal
lift platform, suspended over a vast chasm of nothingness. Farah walked over to
the lift controls and triggered the lift to descend. It jerked into motion,
dropping slowly with the tat-tat-tat of old chains unwinding from a
motorized winch. Simultaneously, the doors began grinding shut, sealing them
into the mine.


They spent long minutes descending past sheer rock walls slick and
glistening with moisture in the light of their glow lamps. Finally, the lift
jerked to a stop in front of a tram station with a waiting rail car. 


They walked out into the middle of the platform and waited there. The
station had a few working glow lamps, but the rail car and the tracks were dark
and silent. A few more minutes passed, which Bretton spent studying the cottony
puffs of condensing moisture streaming from his nose and lips. He and Farah
were both wearing thick jackets emblazoned with the Gencore logo, courtesy of
the Resistance, but the cold crept in despite their layers. The Null Zone was
cold, cut off as it was from natural sunlight, but at least it retained the
heat produced by indoor heating, air cars, and power plants. Much worse were
the abandoned Underlevels and the subterranean labyrinths of abandoned mines.
There, the only heating came from Avilon’s molten core, and that was still a
long way down.


“How long are they going to make us wait?” Farah asked, glancing around
nervously.


Bretton turned to her with a shrug and set Donali down once more. He turned
off the grav gun and joined Farah in looking around. The station was damp and
cold. The air smelled of dirt and wet rocks, with a vaguely ferrous tang. “I
guess that’s up to them,” he replied. While he waited, he brought to mind the
code phrase the Resistance would be looking for when they came. Someone would
ask them what they were doing in an abandoned mine, and Bretton’s answer would
be, We’re investigating a dymium gas leak. 


The use of code phrases wasn’t particularly secure, but any extra layers of
security could only help. The Resistance’s main defense was that once you got
to know where their headquarters were, you could never leave. Everyone else was
brought in and out whilst heavily sedated. It was more or less the same
principle that Omnius had used to keep Avilon hidden for countless centuries.


Bretton turned to his niece and saw her hugging herself and shivering. She
was much skinnier than him, and the cold had obviously begun to affect her core
temperature. “Cold?”


“As krak on ice.”


“Colorful.”


“Not really. Turns white.”


“I don’t want to look inside your freezer.”


Farah barked a short laugh that echoed off the walls of the mine. They
passed several more minutes in silence, broken only by the sound of Farah’s
chattering teeth and the distant sound of water splashing on rocks from some
subterranean river. Then, finally, another noise reached their ears—


“Hello strangers,” it said, slicing through the gloom.


They turned toward the noise. The familiar blue-white glow of shielded
armor, made fuzzy by the low light and the humid air, was strange to see in the
Null Zone—but far stranger were the speaker’s glowing amber eyes—ARCs. Then the
man stepped out of the shadows, and they saw him for what he was—


A Peacekeeper.


* * *


Ethan was shocked. Far below, he saw a vast field of garbage. The air was
saturated with a rancid stench that made him want to gag. He buried his nose in
his robes in a vain attempt to get away from it.


Giant, glowing blue accelerator tubes snaked down from a high, dark ceiling
overhead. Ethan’s vantage point was a rooftop at least a hundred meters above
the ground, and the ends of the accelerator tubes were at eye level with him,
spewing a continuous stream of multi-colored refuse. Far below, circling at a
cautious distance from the falling streams of garbage, Ethan saw the
floodlights of giant, mobile trash compacters as they rolled over the top of
the garbage piles, packing them down. Mechanized load lifters used saw-bladed
arms to cut and carry cubes of recently packed trash to glowing red pits in the
ground. Ethan assumed those pits led to some type of recycling plant where the
trash would be processed further. A planet with as many citizens as Avilon
couldn’t afford to waste any of its resources.


But the vast field of trash wasn’t what had shocked him. It was the horde of
humanity crawling around the machines and climbing the mountains of trash like
spiders. Ethan focused on the nearest group, trying to get a better look. His
ARCs responded to that desire by magnifying what he was seeing, and he gasped.
These people were wearing torn and patched clothing—dirty fragments of cloth at
best. They were crawling over the trash on all fours like animals, picking some
things up and tossing them aside, while other bits of garbage they lifted to
their mouths and tore into greedily.


They were hungry, hunting through the refuse for food like rats.
Ethan shook his head, horrified. Dark Space had been bad, and the people there
had been hungry, but they’d never been hungry enough to resort to eating
garbage. His stomach did a nauseated flip, and he felt his gorge rising again.


Frozen in shock and horror, Ethan stared for a long time, watching these rag
people enjoy their buffet. As some left with their hunger sated, others came,
seeming to melt out of the shadows.


There was no end to them.


Ethan blinked, and then blinked again. He shook his head and looked away. As
he did so, his ARCs returned to a normal zoom, and he began to notice his more
immediate surroundings. To one side of the rooftop he saw a lift tube, flanked
by a pair of drones. Curious, Ethan walked up to them.


“Mind if I use the lift?” he asked.


The red optics in the center of each ball-shaped head tracked him, but
neither of the drones replied. 


Nevertheless, the doors of the lift swished open. Again, Ethan turned
to look behind him, convinced that someone was following him and secretly
opening doors for him as he went. 


But there was no one there.


Ethan stepped into the lift, walking up to the far side. It was transparent
and gave him another look at the starving hordes swarming over the trash mountains
below. He heard the doors swish shut, and the lift started downward of
its own accord, dropping swiftly toward the trash collection level. 


Omnius was definitely behind this little tour.


As the lift drew near to the ground, Ethan got a sense of scale. The load
lifters were as big as any mech Ethan had ever seen, while the mobile trash
compactors were the size of miniature skyscrapers, bright with running lights,
their treads grinding along the shallow slopes of falling trash.


Then the lift dropped below the collection level and his view changed to
that of another wide-open space, this one a vast, brightly-lit warehouse with
clean white walls and matte gray floors. 


Racks of revolving conveyor belts ran down from the ceiling. The aisles
between those racks were crowded with orderly lines of people. These people at
least wore decent clothes, but they were all drab browns and grays. They pushed
hover carts ahead of them while they picked small, cubic packages off the
conveyor belts and placed them in their carts.


Ethan realized he was looking at some type of supermarket. The lift stopped
and the doors opened behind him. He turned and walked out, bracing himself for
another noxious wave of rotting garbage to invade his nostrils. Instead, he
found the air sterile and slightly fragrant.


That raised his spirits. He walked from the lift to the nearest line of
shoppers. They watched him carefully as he approached, momentarily distracted.
As he drew near, he noticed that the looks he was getting weren’t simply curious;
they were either fearful or hostile. A little girl pointed to him and said,
“Look, Mommy! It’s a Non!”


Ethan stopped and gave the girl a curious smile. “What did you call me?”


She shrank away, hiding behind her mother’s legs. The mother’s reaction was similar.
She went back to her shopping.


Worried he’d somehow offended them, Ethan stepped up to the woman and tapped
her lightly on the shoulder. “I’m sorry if I startled you,” he said.


The woman turned to him with wide eyes and shook her head. “What do you want
from me, My Lord?”


At that, Ethan noticed a few others turn to look at him. A pair of white
teenage males caught Ethan’s eye. Their faces were pale and dirty, their hair
greasy and disheveled, and their eyebrows were mysteriously missing. They didn’t
look frightened—they looked angry. Their eyes were dark and soulless.


“I’m not your lord,” Ethan replied, ignoring the two ruffians who’d glanced
his way. “I seem to have come here by mistake . . . could you tell me where I
am?”


“You’re on Sub Level 40 . . . in the Grunge.”


“The what?”


“Sutterfold District, Master.”


“I’m not your master, either.”


The woman shook her head, and for the first time her watery blue eyes seemed
to really see him. The fear shining there retreated a few steps, and she
seemed to relax. “You’re wearing one of their robes, but you’re too old to be
one of them.”


“One of who?”


“A Non!” the little girl he’d seen earlier popped out to inform him.


“Hey, what’s the hold up?” someone shouted. Ethan noticed then that the
woman he’d stopped to talk to wasn’t moving, but the conveyor belts were
rolling on. Up ahead there was a growing gap between her and the rest of the
line.


“Excuse me, I have to get back to shopping,” she said.


“Sure, I’ll walk with you.”


“If you’re not a Non, what are you?” the little girl asked, departing from
the safety of her mother’s legs to walk beside him.


“I don’t know what that is.”


“It’s what we call people from the Uppers,” the girl’s mother replied.
“Nons. It’s short for non-human. You’re wearing white, like a Celestial, but
you’re too old to be one of them. And if you were one of us, you’d know what a
Non is.”


Ethan’s lips quirked up in a wry smile. “I suppose I would. Actually . . .
I’m a refugee from the Imperium. The Nons are making me go through
something they call The Choosing.”


The woman met that admission with wide and blinking eyes. “What are you
doing here, then?”


“I don’t know yet. I came here by accident.”


“If you came from the Uppers, nothing that happens to you is an accident.”


“So I’ve been told,” Ethan replied dryly.


“You’ve been to other worlds,” the woman said.


“Yes, dozens . . . hundreds actually, but that was before the war.”


“You’re very lucky. I can only imagine what that must be like . . .”


Ethan heard the longing in the woman’s voice, and he felt a pang of sympathy
for her and her daughter. “I bet you’d like to get away from Avilon and go
start a colony someplace else.”


“Omnius would never allow that.”


“Right, Omnius. He’s a real pain in the you-know-what, isn’t he?”


“He is what he is.”


Ethan watched the woman reach out to take a bright green cube from the
conveyor belt running beside her. It was wrapped in some type of transparent
packing material. “What’s that?”


“Enriched cellulose.”


“Plants?” Ethan eyed the green cube. “Looks processed.”


“That’s because it’s recycled.”


“From what?” A suspicion formed in Ethan’s gut, and his insides churned.


“Garbage,” the woman said, confirming his suspicions.


“And you eat it?”


“Down here we don’t have a choice. If we had the money to buy fresh food we
wouldn’t be here. This food is free,” the woman said, reaching out to take a
bloody red cube from the conveyor belt. 


Ethan wondered if it might be recycled meat. Suddenly he remembered the
hordes of people he’d seen crawling over the mountains of unprocessed garbage.
“I saw something . . . people, lots of people, looking through the garbage
before it gets recycled. They seemed to be looking for food. If all of this
food is free, why would anyone try to eat raw garbage?”


“Because they’re Psychos. If we allowed them in here, they’d sooner kill
everyone than thank us.”


“Psychos?”


“You really are from someplace else,” the woman said. “They’re Bliss
addicts who’ve gone too long without a dose. The withdrawal symptoms destroy
your brain and turn you into an animal. That’s why we call them Pyschos,
because they’re all crazy.”


“Sounds a lot worse than the drugs we had in the Imperium.”


The woman nodded and they walked on in silence. They turned a corner and
came to a conveyor belt laden with rolls of fabric and stacks of cylindrical
containers, each of them a different color from the next. As he wondered what
they were, glowing text appeared above them, revealing their contents. Some
were filled with toothpaste, others with moisturizing creams, soap, cleaning
solvents, paint, and more.


“This is all made from trash?”


The woman nodded, but said nothing.


“Amazing.”


She sent him a hesitant smile and looked away quickly. Noticing that the
fear in her eyes was back, he wondered what he’d done wrong. “I’m making you
uncomfortable,” he said. “I should go.”


“It’s not you . . . but you should go.”


“Not me?”


She stopped walking and looked at him very seriously. “You’re wearing
Celestial Whites and your eyes are glowing with ARCs. Down here a pair of those
are worth more than most people make in a month—and that’s if they have
a job.”


Ethan turned in a slow circle. He found the pair of ruffians he’d spotted
earlier glancing at him again. They were standing a few feet closer to him than
they had been before. When they saw him staring back, they looked away and
whispered something between them.


Ethan’s eyes narrowed, and he walked up to them. “Hey,” he said.


One of the boys was tall and skinny. The other shorter, but barrel-chested
under his dark gray robes. Ethan decided that Barrel Chest was the one to talk
to. “You two have a problem with me?” he asked, stopping to stand uncomfortably
close to the young man.


Barrel Chest looked up and smiled with a mouth full of missing teeth.
“You’re a long way from home, old man.”


“And?”


The boy shrugged. “And nothin’ just don’t stay long, that’s all.”


“So what if I do? What are you going to do about it?” Ethan gave the boy a
shove. He bounced into the man behind him, who quickly shrank away. Barrel
Chest recovered quickly, and shot Ethan another hateful look.


Ethan replied with a nasty grin. “There, see, that’s the look you were
giving me earlier. You should mind your own business before you lose any more
teeth.”


Barrel Chest took a swing. Ethan ducked and came in with a right cross. The
boy took it in the ear and stumbled to one side. He cursed and looked up, his
dark eyes flashing.


By now people were giving them a wide berth, clearing a space. Some had
stopped to watch, while others were moving on more quickly than before.


The boy let out a roar and charged. Ethan blocked two blows headed for his
face on his forearms and took a quick step forward to grab the kid’s head in
both hands and force it down. Simultaneously he brought his knee up. Barrel
Chest’s nose crunched and he screamed. The boy crumpled to the ground, his nose
streaming blood.


“Anyone else?” Ethan asked, turning in a quick circle to look for new
challengers. No one would meet his gaze. He affected a smug grin to mask the
revulsion he felt at the beating he’d given.


“Put your hands behind your back,” a soft voice said.


Then came a girlish scream, and Ethan heard the voice of the woman he’d been
talking with before. Another scream, and the mother’s voice became more urgent.
“Leave her alone!”


Ethan turned toward the commotion and saw the tall, skinny boy had the
little girl in a choke hold. He’d pressed a long, thin knife to her throat.


“I said, put your hands behind your back,” Skinny repeated, nodding to him.


Ethan’s eyebrows floated up. He noted that the rest of the people in the
line were all conveniently minding their own business—except for the girl’s
mother, who was still pleading with the knife wielder to let her daughter go.


“What do you want?” Ethan asked, wondering where the facility’s security
guards were.


“Your clothes. Your ARCs, and all the bytes in your account.”


“Bytes?” Ethan wondered aloud. “I don’t have any money.”


“We’ll see about that.”


Ethan noticed a glowing white tattoo on the boy’s upper arm. It was a skull.
“You think you’re tough, don’t you, boy?”


The kid sneered at him. “Hurry up! I don’t have all day.”


Peripherally, Ethan became aware of Barrel Chest getting up beside him. “If
you’re so tough, why don’t you let the girl go and fight me? Keep your blade, I
don’t mind a challenge.”


“I don’t think so.”


“Why not? Afraid I’ll break your nose, too?”


Skinny inched his knife closer to the little girl’s throat. A small bead of
blood appeared at the tip. The little girl whimpered, and her mother screamed,
sinking to her knees and breaking down in tears.


“Hey!” Ethan said, taking half a step forward. His ire was building swiftly
now. “What’s wrong with you? She’s just a kid!”


“So? I used to be one, too,” Skinny said. “Hands behind your back.”


Ethan did as he was told. He received a swift kick behind his knees and sunk
to the ground. A second kick hit him in the side of the head. His ear exploded
in pain, and he heard a ringing sound. The world began to sway around him, and
his vision darkened around the edges. 


Skinny let go of the girl and began advancing on him with the knife. “I’m
gonna carve you up,” he said.


Ethan freed his hands from their self-imposed bondage. Then Barrel Chest
appeared in front of him, his face and nose a horror of smeared and dripping
blood. Ethan saw the boot coming toward his own nose just in time to catch it
in his hands. The boot was slick with the boy’s blood and it slipped through
Ethan’s grasp, hitting him above one eye. His head exploded with pain again,
and he felt a wave of nausea wash over him. 


Dizzy and sick, Ethan slumped to one side, wincing against the pain
radiating from his eye. Skinny reached him with the knife and held it close and
glinting in front of his good eye.


“Since you didn’t want to give them to me, I’m gonna cut ‘em out.”


Ethan assumed the boy was referring to his ARCs. He mumbled a vicious curse
that he barely heard through the ringing in his ear, but Skinny shook his head.


“You’re the one who’s frekked, old ma—”


There came a loud whoosh of air, and Skinny flew backward, as if hit
by an invisible hover truck. He slammed into the far wall of the warehouse with
a thud! Even from a distance, with one ear still ringing, that impact
was loud. Ethan pushed himself up, leaning on one elbow to watch as Skinny slid
down the wall and flopped onto his face, quiet and unmoving. With his one good
eye, Ethan saw the faint splatter of blood and the crack in the wall. The kid
was definitely dead.


Strong hands lifted Ethan to his feet. He raised his pounding head to find
himself face to face with a Peacekeeper, but not just any Peacekeeper. That
man’s glowing blue eyes and young, chiseled features were familiar by now.
Ethan tried to smile, but it hurt his eye too much, so he abandoned the
attempt. 


“Hey there, Wovik,” he managed. “Where’d you come fwom?” Ethan frowned at
his lisp. “Fwo . . . Fro-m,” he tried, forcing his tongue and lips to
cooperate.


“Omnius ordered me to follow you.”


So someone had been opening doors for him. “Why didn’t I see you?” he
asked.


“I was cloaked. Come on. We need to leave before you get yourself into any
more trouble.”


“Give me a second.” Ethan turned in a dizzy circle to find Barrel Chest, but
there was no sign of the other boy. He did find the little girl and her mother,
however, sitting on the floor, their groceries forgotten as they hugged and
held each other close.


Ethan kneeled down beside the woman and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I’m
so sorry. I had no idea that—”


“Just leave us alone!”


Ethan frowned. “I . . .”


“You’ve done enough! Go back to the Uppers, Non! We don’t want you
here.”


Ethan felt the Peacekeeper’s hands on him again. Rovik half-carried,
half-dragged him through the market. 


They reached an exit and Ethan noticed a pair of guards standing there.
Ancient-looking sidearms were holstered on their hips. Their armor was scuffed
and beaten, and it didn’t glow with active shields like the Peacekeepers’
armor. Even so, they should have been enough to deter a pair of kids with a
blade.


“Hey!” Ethan said as they approached the guards. “Didn’t you hear the fight
going on?”


One of the guards turned to him with a bland look. Then he appeared to
notice what Ethan was wearing, and the fact that he was being escorted by a
Peacekeeper. The guard straightened and shook his head. “No, Master! We heard
nothing! Was there a problem?”


“Yeah, there was a problem! Someone was holding a little girl hostage with a
knife!”


“Is she all right?” the guard asked, sounding appropriately alarmed.


“Yes, no thanks to you!”


“And yourself, My Lord? You don’t look well.”


“I’ll be all right.”


“That is good to hear!”


“Come on,” Rovik whispered sharply in Ethan’s ear, shoving him along again.


“Keep a better lookout in future!” Ethan called over his shoulder.


“We will do our best, My Lord!”


Once they were outside, Ethan shrugged out of Rovik’s grasp and rounded on
him. “What the frek is wrong with them?” he asked, gesturing to the guards
standing just inside the sliding glass doors of the warehouse.


“They were being polite. Celestials don’t give orders to Nulls, nor do
Etherians.”


“So? I don’t have to give them orders! I’m telling them about something that
happened on their watch. They should at least go to investigate.” 


The Peacekeeper slowly shook his head.


“Why not? It’s their job!”


“They probably knew what was happening, but as soon as they saw who the
troublemakers were, they went back to their posts and minded their own
business. Based on the shaven eyebrows and tattoos, those two boys are members
of the White Skulls. Sutterfold District is their territory, and not even
Enforcers will mess with them. Not below level 10, anyway.”


“So you’re telling me the law is afraid to mess with a pair of kids
that I could have beat bare-handed.”


“They’re not afraid of those two, per se, but of the retribution that might
follow if they intervene.”


Ethan snorted. “Okay, so the local authorities are running scared. What
about all the drones I saw collecting trash? They don’t look like they’d give a
krak about retribution.”


“The drones are not programmed to interfere in local disputes.”


“So Omnius just sits back and watches while criminals run the show down
here.”


“That is how the Nulls want to live, so he must respect their wishes.”


“That’s a convenient excuse.”


“It is neither convenient, nor is it an excuse. If the Null Zone were less
corrupt and decrepit, Omnius wouldn’t need to send millions of his drones to
work in the trash fields for free, and the Nulls would pay for recycled
products. Besides, if the drones started interfering, they’d become targets for
organized crime, and soon Omnius would have to send a whole army down here to
clean things up. The Null Zone would become a military dictatorship, run by
Omnius, and that would cause more of an outcry than a few murdered Nulls.”


“Omnius runs the recycling operation?”


Rovik inclined his head. “He can’t leave it to Nulls. The job would never
get done. Now, enough arguing. Please follow me. There is a reason Omnius
allowed you to come down here.”


Ethan scowled, but he decided to follow Rovik in silence. They walked down a
broad corridor leading from the supermarket. Here the ceiling was three or four
stories high, which Ethan thought to be a waste, but then he noticed the
overly-tall doors lining the corridor, and he remembered the mechanized load
lifters he’d seen earlier. 


After walking for about a minute, they came to a bank of lift tubes, these
ones with regular, human-sized doors. The nearest one chimed and opened for
them as they approached, as if Rovik had summoned it from a distance. 


They walked inside, and the lift started upward with a barely-perceptible
jolt of movement. Ethan’s ears popped, and the lift opened, revealing another
rooftop.


Smack. The rotting garbage smell was back. They walked out, and Ethan
noticed that now they were much further from the trash fields with their
glowing accelerator tubes. The noisy bustle of machines compacting and cutting
trash had been reduced to a distant rumble.


Looking up, Ethan saw towering rows of apartment buildings stretching all
the way out to the distant, hazy line of the horizon. The apartments were aglow
with lights, and each one was painted a different color—blue, red, green,
purple, yellow . . . It was an assault on his eyes.


Elevated streets ran along in front of the buildings, connecting them to
each other and providing easy access for pedestrians rather than cars.


On the far side of the residential complex, the side closest to the garbage
dump, Ethan saw a high wall with glittering rows of spikes on top.


“What is this place?” Ethan asked.


“This is where the people you saw in the market live.”


Ethan began nodding. “Subsidized housing?”


“Free.”


“Who pays for it?”


“Omnius. The trash field used to be twice as large as it is today. Omnius
reorganized the space to make room for a housing project. This is where Nulls
come when they have no place left to go.”


“I thought he doesn’t care.”


“You’re mistaken. He cares too much, but we tie his hands and stop him from
helping us.”


“Why did you bring me here?”


“I didn’t. He did. I suspect he wants you to know what he’s doing, even for
people that don’t want his help.”


Ethan frowned, unsure of what to say to that.


“There’s one other thing you need to see before we go.”


“What’s that?”


Not bothering to reply, Rovik walked over to one side of the rooftop. Ethan
followed. They came to a long staircase. It descended at least ten stories from
their vantage point, all the way down to the highest level of streets running
between the apartment buildings. Blue Cape led the way. By the time they
reached the street level, Ethan was short of breath and his legs were shaking.
He felt nauseated again. “Hey!” he gasped, leaning over a railing to catch his
breath.


Rovik turned to him. “Come, Ethan. Your wife is awake and asking for you.
She is not happy. I suggest you don’t delay.”


Ethan grimaced and started after the Peacekeeper again, trying to ignore the
way the world felt like it was tilted on one end and he was about to slide off.
That kick to the side of his head must have upset his sense of balance. 


They walked down the street, passing apartment building after apartment
building. People’s front decks were lined with glowing green plants and some
basic furniture. A few residents sat outside, drinking or smoking something
fragrant and sweet. Dark eyes watched him as he hurried by. 


A railing ran along the side of the street to his right, and walkways led to
people’s homes on his left. Most of the apartments were bright and occupied,
but the glass was blurry to preserve people’s privacy. A few of the apartments
had holotext signs hanging above their doors and in their windows, describing
services that their residents offered—everything from hair cuts to more exotic
things that had no place being advertised on a public street.


“You know someone down here?” Ethan asked, catching up to walk beside Rovik
rather than behind him.


Again, no reply, but just a few moments later the Peacekeeper stopped and
turned to walk down one of the walkways to a particular apartment. This one was
painted a bright sea green. The house number was 1050C. A blurry yellow light
shone out from the front windows, pooling on the apartment’s narrow front deck.


Rovik knocked on the door. Ethan stopped beside him and leaned over the
railing of the walkway to look down. Elevated streets and apartment buildings
fell away below in a dizzying swirl of light and color.


Rovik knocked again, louder this time. 


Ethan heard footsteps approaching the door from the other side. “Just a
minute,” a gruff voice said.


At the sound of that man’s voice, a tickle of recognition shivered through
Ethan’s brain.


Then the door swung wide to reveal a young man—maybe thirty-something—with
hard brown eyes and straight, short brown hair. He had a strong, square jaw, a
chin dimple, and sunken cheeks.


“Can I help you?” he asked, his eyes on the Peacekeeper.


Again, that voice sounded familiar, but Ethan couldn’t figure out where he
knew this man from. “Do I know you?” he asked.


The man turned to him and looked him up and down quickly. His brown eyes
widened, and he shook his head, stumbling back a step. “It can’t be . . .” he
whispered. “Ethan?”


“How do you know my name?”


“Well, I ought to know it,” the younger man replied. “I gave it to you.”












Chapter 13





Bretton Hale’s
heart thudded in his chest. There was a Peacekeeper in Sutterfold Mine. Did
that mean the resistance had been found?


“Hello, Master,” Bretton said, resorting to the default honorific for people
from the Uppers.


The Peacekeeper stalked toward them and gestured to the unconscious Imperial
they’d brought with him. “Did you know your friend there is unlisted?” 


Bretton forced his eyebrows up, feigning surprise. “Really?” Of course the
man wasn’t listed. Donali had crash-landed on Avilon, and his personal data had
yet to be uploaded to the Omninet.


“Yes. Really.” The Peacekeeper stopped a few paces away from them and gazed
down on Donali with a thoughtful frown, his glowing amber eyes unblinking.
“What’s wrong with him?”


Bretton shrugged. “Tripped and fell down an old mine shaft, I’m guessing. We
found him down here while we were doing our inspection. We’re trying to get him
back up so we can take him to a med center.”


“I’d better take him for you. They won’t treat an unlisted Null without some
convincing. What did you two say you were doing down here?”


Bretton pointed to the Gencore emblem on his jacket. “We’re investigating
reports of a dymium gas leak.”


The Peacekeeper smiled at that. “In that case, you’d better come with me.”


“What?” Farah burst out. “We haven’t done anything wrong and you’re going to
book us?”


Bretton was faster on the uptake than his niece. He placed a hand on her arm
and replied to the Peacekeeper’s smile with one of his own. “So you’re the new
security system.”


“Avilon’s finest. Who’s going to pick a fight with a Peacekeeper?”


Bretton let out a long sigh. “You had me for a minute.”


Farah’s eyes darted from Bretton to the man in the glowing armor and back
again, but she said nothing.


“I’m going to need you two to submit to a quick scan.”


Bretton nodded and watched as the Peacekeeper removed a wand-shaped tool
from his utility belt. He clicked something on the wand and it sprang to life,
the tip glowing brightly with a shimmering fan of light that swiftly swept down
to their feet and back up to the tops of their heads.


“You’re clean,” the man said, and then turned to use the wand on Donali. “So
what’s this guy’s real story?”


Bretton chose that moment to explain, before the sentry found the same thing
that Dag had found: a cloaked alien implant sitting right beside his regular
Lifelink. “He’s not what he looks like.”


The guard turned to them with a frown. “And what does he look like?”


“Human.”


“I’m listening.”


Bretton went on to explain about the battle and the fact that Commander
Lenon Donali had come to Avilon aboard one of the warships involved in the
fighting. Then he explained about the Sythian implant Dag had found when they’d
tried to de-link him, and what their mind walk had subsequently revealed about
Commander Donali and the Sythians.


“That’s quite a story.”


“Now you can see why we have him stunned.”


“If all of what you just said is true, you’ve brought us something that not
even Omnius has.”


“I wouldn’t count on that. His Lifelink was working when we found him.”


“So why didn’t Peacekeepers find him and pick him up before you did?”


“I’m guessing because he’s spent most of his time on Avilon unconscious. For
at least part of the time that he wasn’t, Omnius was busy fighting a war.”


The guard shook his head. “Doesn’t add up. Omnius doesn’t miss things like
this.”


“And yet he did.”


“Might be a trap.”


Bretton frowned. “We checked him. He’s not broadcasting anything on quantum
or regular comms.”


Wordlessly, the guard finished scanning Donali with his wand and then he
looked up, staring at nothing in particular as he studied something projected
on his ARCs.


“Well?” Bretton pressed.


“I think I know why Omnius didn’t find him . . .”


“Why’s that?” Farah put in.


“He has two implants, just like you said, but neither of them are from
Omnius.”


That news hit Bretton like a bucket of ice. “What?”


“One of the implants is an Avilonian design, but its an old one. Very old.”
The guard turned his glowing eyes on them. “This refugee of yours might even
predate Omnius.”


“How’s that possible?”


“I don’t know. It’s possible that he’s an old Avilonian who somehow managed
to leave Avilon before Omnius was created. You made a copy of the data on this
implant?”


Bretton nodded, his hand absently finding the breast pocket inside his coat
where he’d tucked the holo card that Dag had recorded with the contents of
Donali’s brain.


“We’ll need to take a look at that.” The guard returned the scanner wand to
his belt and then opened a compartment beside it and removed a thin metallic
strip. He clasped it around Donali’s neck and then removed two more matching
strips of metal and started toward them. “You ready?”


Bretton nodded. When the guard clasped the circlet of metal around his neck,
he staggered slightly. His head felt suddenly light and airy and his eyes were
heavy. He’d been through this before, so he knew what to expect, but the sudden
onset of inescapable fatigue was always a shock. 


He sunk to his knees on the cold floor of the station platform. It felt so
good to rest, like he’d been running sleep deprived for a week. He yawned and
said something that not even he could make sense out of, and then he lay down
on the floor and drifted off into darkness.


As he slept, he dreamed of floating through the air, weightless, and then of
a roaring wind that tore at his clothes and carried him into a place that was
so bright it seemed to be made of light. In the midst of that light he saw a
familiar face. Small mouth and bright, intelligent blue eyes . . . dimpled
cheeks and a ragged mop of dark hair. He was tall and lanky for an
eight-year-old, but Ciam was just the way Bretton remembered him.


“Hello, Dad!” Ciam said, smiling at him from the blinding brightness. 


Bretton’s mouth cracked open, but he found he couldn’t speak. Only strained
whispers came out.


Ciam frowned. “When are you going to come visit me?”


Again, Bretton tried to say something, but the words got stuck in his
throat.


Ciam’s expression turned hurt and angry. “You left me! I waited for you to
come, but you never did. You left me to die!”


Bretton shook his head. “No!” This time he managed to scream, but his son
turned away, disappearing into the blinding light as if he hadn’t heard a
thing.


The fuzzy black abyss returned, and he was consumed with rage and grief.
After that, he felt like he spent a lifetime crying in the dark, not caring if
anyone heard, or if he ever saw the light again; he just wanted it all to end.


But the darkness began to lighten with the first strokes of dawn. The light
wasn’t as blinding as before, but it was back, and he could hear voices calling
to him from it, calling as if from a great distance . . .


“Wake up, Bretton . . . wake up . . .”


* * *


“Wake up!”


SLAP! 


Bretton’s eyes shot open and he gasped from the pain that stung his cheek.
He squinted up at a bright ceiling light and he saw Farah appear, her face
silhouetted with a bright golden halo. Behind her, a Peacekeeper stood by the
door.


A Peacekeeper!


Bretton sat up suddenly, only to find that he was lying on a sterile metal
table and surrounded by blinking and beeping equipment. His heart rate
accelerated and he heard some of the beeping accelerate with it.


“Relax,” the guard at the door said. “You’re among friends.”


“Relax? What is this?” he asked, finding an IV line trailing from his wrist.
“Where am I?”


The room where they had him and Farah was equipped with half a dozen tables
like his. Rather than the sterile white walls of a med center, here the walls
were dull and gray—bare bactcrete, the lights were a harsh, artificial yellow,
and a faint, musty draft wafted through the room, apparently coming from a
dirty grate in the ceiling. A dark window on the far side of the room, beside
the door, looked like it might be made of old-fashioned two-way glass.
Bretton’s gaze found their guard once more. He looked like the same one they’d
met on the tram station platform.


“Why are we being held here?”


The door swung wide and in walked a tall, stunning woman with short,
straight black hair, wide glowing silver eyes, and a honey brown skin. All of
that was wrapped up in a familiar black uniform with white piping and the gold
star of a Captain.


“You’re not being held here,” she said as she approached. “New
decontamination protocols. Don’t worry; you’re clean. We’ve just been waiting
for you to wake up before we take you in for debriefing. The collar must have
given you too much sedative.” The woman stopped to stand in front of them, hands
clasped behind her back, her posture military straight. 


“Where did you get that uniform?” Bretton asked, his eyes wide and staring.


“Old navy surplus.”


“Not from Avilon’s navy . . .”


The woman answered that with a small, secretive smile.


“You’re from the Imperium,” he said.


She shook her head. “No, I was born on Avilon.”


“Then . . .”


“You’ll see for yourself soon enough.”


Bretton began shaking his head. “This is all new to me,” he said, looking
around the room again. His eyes landed on her once more, marveling again at the
uniform she wore. “And so are you.”


“We’ve had to increase our security protocols pretty much overnight, so
everything is still in flux. I’m Marla Picara,” she said, sticking out her
hand.


Bretton shook it with a thoughtful frown. “Why all the changes?”


“Omnius killed over five thousand Nulls the night before last.”


“What? Why?”


“They were reportedly members of a rebellion that tried to kill everyone in
the Uppers.”


“Is that even possible?” Farah asked.


Marla shrugged. “The virus was meant to overload their Lifelinks and fry
their brains. Do that to everyone in the Uppers and corrupt the databases at
the same time, and they’re not coming back. Not ever.”


“How did Omnius kill the rebels?” Bretton asked.


Marla made a flicking motion with one finger, as if to turn off a switch.
“Same way. The Lifelinks.”


“That doesn’t make any sense,” Bretton said. “No rebel in his right mind
would still have a working Lifelink.”


Marla nodded. “Exactly.”


“So . . .”


“It wasn’t us, if that’s what you’re wondering. The Lifelink databases are
far too hard to slice into, and even if we could, we wouldn’t be that stupid.
Suppose we got it right—Omnius wouldn’t just roll over and play dead because we
killed all of his precious children. He’d sic the drones on us and we’d be
next.”


“Then it’s a cover up.”


Marla nodded. “The most obvious lie we’ve ever seen. Either the rebels
responsible are still out there, or, more likely, they never existed in the
first place, and Omnius invented the rebel plot as an excuse for why he had to
make an emergency shut down—an emergency shut down that conveniently coincided
with a Sythian attack.”


Bretton shook his head. “You’re saying Omnius let them in on purpose.”


“Maybe.”


“Why? I thought looking after his chosen ones was his primary purpose, the
almighty reason behind everything he does.”


“No one really died in the attack. Besides all the Nulls who got hit by
falling debris, of course. Maybe Omnius wanted to impress upon us all the
seriousness of the Sythian threat.”


“By destroying his own fleet—the same fleet he needs to fight them.”


Marla shook her head. “I don’t pretend to understand his reasoning, but if
we can prove he shut down on purpose and there never was any rebel threat,
we’ll have what we’ve been looking for.”


“Proof of that might be hard to find.”


“Maybe, but this lie is proof enough of one thing—Omnius is getting sloppy.”


“Or he just doesn’t care about preserving his holier than thou image
anymore.” Bretton smiled. “It would save us a lot of trouble if he exposed
himself.”


“But what happens next? We turn everyone on Avilon against Omnius and then
he sics the drones on us and we’re all dead. The Resistance has the same end
point as that so-called rebel plot.”


“What are you saying—that we’ve just been wasting our time and we shouldn’t
even bother trying to expose him?”


“No, I’m saying that it’s time to start thinking about our next steps.”


“How about some food and sleep for next steps?” Farah chimed in.


Marla turned to her.


“We’ve been running short on both. Might be a nice way to show your
appreciation for us bringing in that Sythian agent.”


“Yes, about him . . .” Marla trailed off and Bretton watched her turn back
to him. “By now the analysis of the Lifelink data you brought us must be
finished. Follow me.”


Farah’s mouth dropped open. Her plea for hospitality had been ignored. She
began to say something about it as they followed Marla out of the room, but
Bretton elbowed her in the ribs. “Not now,” he whispered. “There’ll be time for
rest and recovery later. There’s something big going on here and I want to know
what it is.”


“What, just because miss prissy pants is wearing an old Imperial uniform?”


“Yes.”


Farah snorted. “She’s not from some lost fleet. You heard what she said—born
on Avilon.”


“Call it a hunch, then.”


Marla led them down a long corridor. The door swung shut behind them with a
noisy click, and Bretton turned to see the guard following them out.
More bare bactcrete lined the corridor. A matching floor and exposed pipes
overhead made Bretton think of a bunker. A few flickering glow panels were
there to remind him how badly the Resistance needed the funds from commissioned
members like him. At the end of the corridor was another door. Above it hung a
glossy black sphere with a dim red photoreceptor that looked like a drone’s
eye. Marla stopped there and waited. A fan of red light flickered out and
passed over all of them from head to toe. Once scanned, a loud beep issued from
the door, and the eye in the black sphere glowed green.


They walked through into a circular chamber lit with a dim red light. In the
center of the room was a familiar glossy dome. “What is that?” Bretton asked in
a startled whisper, even though he already knew the answer. The dome began to
rise on shimmering pillars of light as they approached, confirming his
suspicions.


“You stole a quantum junction!” Farah said.


Marla cast a grin over her shoulder. “We’ll never have to worry about anyone
finding our headquarters again.”


Bretton stopped at the edge of it, his hand lightly brushing the smooth
surface of the dome as it rose. A kind of reverent awe settled over him, and he
whistled slowly. “If Omnius knew you had this, he’d turn the Null Zone inside
out just to find it. You could jump straight into the Zenith Tower—or better
yet, send a proton bomb into Omnius’s core.”


“Unfortunately, he’s already thought of that. Everything important in the
Uppers is already shielded with disruption fields. We can get off-world if we
want to, though.”


“You have the power for that?” Bretton asked, surprised.


“We have more funds than we like to admit.”


“So let’s go!” Farah said. “What are we waiting for? This is exactly what we
need! Let’s run as far as we can from here and never look back.”


“And leave countless billions of Nulls to Omnius’s mercy?” Marla asked,
arching an eyebrow at them.


Bretton frowned. “We could take some of them with us.”


“Not nearly enough.”


They walked under the dome to the middle of the glowing green circle in the
center. The guard in Peacekeeper’s armor stood outside the dome, watching them
leave. Marla raised her hands and swiftly dropped them, and the dome fell with a
boom. A rising whirr started up, quickly becoming a deafening
roar as air whipped around inside the dome. The walls began to glow and Bretton
shut his eyes before they turned blindingly bright. The brightness blazed
through his closed eyelids, and with it, he remembered the little boy from his
dream.


Ciam.


Through the deafening roar of wind and the painfully bright glow inside the
dome, Bretton did something he usually tried not to do—he remembered. 


The memories flooded back, running backward in time—happy memories for a
change . . . They went all the way back to the beginning, and he saw his wife,
Karie Hale, looking younger and more beautiful than he remembered her, smiling
and crying with joy as they were reunited in Etheria. She’d been waiting a little
over a month for him to join her on Avilon.


“I have a surprise for you, Bret,” she said, withdrawing from their
embrace.


He arched an eyebrow at that. “You’ve already surprised me enough for one
day.”


“Then maybe someone else should surprise you.” She said, smiling and
placing his hand on her belly. 


He frowned and shook his head, wondering what she was on about. Then he
caught the meaningful look in her gaze, and his eyes flew wide. “That’s not
possible! We were . . .”


“Together on Advistine. Four months ago.”


“But you . . . You died, Karie.”


“So how am I here speaking to you now?”


When the light and sound vanished and the dome rose once more on shimmering
pillars of light, his recollection faded, and Bretton opened his eyes. He found
himself back in darkness. 


Marla led them out from under the dome, into another circular chamber lit
with dim red lights. They stopped at a door and another black eye scanned them
with a fan of light. Then the door swished open, and they walked out
into a bright, bustling operations center. 


Bretton blinked against the sudden glare of the lights, trying to make sense
of the chaos. Before them lay a gleaming catwalk, at the end of which was a
broad bank of viewports cluttered with stars, and in the middle distance lay a
familiar table with uniformed men and women gathered around it. To either side
of the gleaming catwalk were control stations with more people in uniforms
sitting behind them.


The whole scene was a blast from the past. Bretton’s heart skipped a beat
and seemed to freeze in his chest. His eyes burned with emotion and he shook
his head, feeling certain that he was asleep and this was all just a lot of
wishful thinking.


“Where . . .” Bretton trailed off, unable to finish that sentence.


Farah was more eloquent. “Holy frek! You found a working venture-class
cruiser?”


Marla grinned broadly at them, but her eyes quickly found Bretton’s.
“Welcome back to the ISSF, Captain Hale.”












Chapter 14





Ethan couldn’t
believe his eyes. “Dad?”


The younger man nodded, confirming Ethan’s suspicions. “Come inside,” he
said, holding the door open for them.


Ethan walked through first, and Rovik followed behind him. The apartment was
a small, open concept space with living room, dining room, kitchen, and what
looked like a bedroom and bathroom at the back. 


“It’s not much,” Preston said, but it’s home.”


The floor was a dull matte gray, the walls plain white. The living room
furniture was solid blue, and the dining room table solid white with gray
chairs. It was all utilitarian and uninspiring to look at, but the space was
tidy and warm, much warmer than the air outside. Preston Ortane directed them
to sit in the blue living room furniture.


“Drinks?” he asked, already on his way to the kitchen.


Ethan sat down in an armchair that looked to be made of several interlocking
pieces. It was surprisingly comfortable. “What do you have?” he asked.


“Beer. Water.”


“I’m fine, thank you,” Rovik said, taking a seat on one of the room’s two
couches. The cushions squeaked noisily against his armor and he sunk deep into
the couch, making him look as though he were a midget with giant legs. Ethan
surmised that the Peacekeeper must weigh a lot with his armor on.


“Beer,” Ethan replied.


Preston returned with two bottles of a dark-looking beer and passed one to
Ethan. Preston turned and eyed Rovik with a frown. “You better not break my
couch.”


“Why? Was it not free?”


“The pieces were, sure, but putting them together costs a lot of sweat.”
Preston flicked the cap off his beer and sat down on the other couch, as far
from the Peacekeeper as he could. “Don’t tell me you came to Avilon looking for
me?” he said, his eyes on Ethan as he took a long gulp from his bottle.


Ethan flicked the cap off his own and tried the brew. It was bitter, flat,
and awful, but he tried not to let that show on his face. At least it was cold.
“Actually, I came looking for my son.”


“Ah, right, little Atty . . . he must be all grown up now. He died in the
war, I guess?”


Ethan shook his head, and Preston’s dark eyebrows swiftly rose. He finished
that look of surprise with a heavy frown. “What do you mean? He actually found
a way here as a mortal?”


“Him, and a bunch of others, including my wife and I.”


“So where’s Destra, then?”


“Not Des . . . Alara. We’re newly-weds with a baby girl on the way. It’s a
long story.”


“I see. Well . . . you shouldn’t have come. Especially not with a pregnant
wife.”


“The rest of the galaxy isn’t a great place to be either.”


Preston shrugged and took another gulp of beer. “Grass is always greener or
bluer someplace else. Then you get there and find there ain’t any grass at all.
I’m guessing you’re stuck here now.”


Ethan nodded.


“So why come visit me? Old times’ sake?”


“Actually, I don’t know why I’m here,” Ethan said, glancing at Rovik.
“Omnius wanted me to come.”


“He did, did he?” Preston’s eyes turned to the Peacekeeper, too. “Well, what
is it the big ol’ eyeball wants from me?”


Rovik shook his head. “Please show more respect, and he doesn’t want
anything. He just wanted the two of you to find each other and catch up.”


Preston snorted and jumped up from his couch. “Ain’t that something! The
eyeball doing me a favor out of the kindness of his . . . core. Doesn’t have a
heart, now does he?” Preston laughed at his own joke.


Ethan watched his father start pacing around the room with his beer,
emptying it in two quick swigs. He tossed the bottle aside, and it bounced and
rolled to a stop in one corner. “Want another?” Preston asked, his gaze
suddenly sharp and insistent as he turned to Ethan again.


“I’m all right, thanks.”


“Well, I wouldn’t mind another.”


Ethan eyed the bottle in the corner of the room, wondering how the apartment
could be so clean if his father had a habit of throwing his garbage on the
floor. He tried another sip of his beer and grimaced at the flavor of it. It
went down with a warm tingling sensation that made him think it probably had a
much higher alcohol content than the average brew. 


As he sat back in his chair, the buzz began to burn in his veins, but rather
than make him feel relaxed and pleasantly numb, he felt more alert than usual.
Little noises he hadn’t noticed before became loud. The scratching of a bug’s
legs as it scuttled across the floor drew his attention to one side of the room
where, sure enough, a small insect was making a hasty dash for the fallen beer
bottle. Ethan found his mind felt clearer than usual, and he felt happier, more
focused, more at ease in his own skin. He felt like he could conquer the world!


Rovik was watching him carefully.


“What?” Ethan asked.


“Give me that bottle,” he said, reaching out for it.


Ethan withheld his beer, sheltering it with his other arm. “Why?”


“Just trust me, Ortane,” the Peacekeeper said.


“Frek that!” Ethan took a long swig.


His father returned with another beer, already open. This time he didn’t sit
down to drink it; instead he paced over to the fallen bottle and cap he’d
tossed aside previously, as if it suddenly irritated him to see them lying on
the floor. On the way he made a hasty sidestep to crush the bug scuttling
across his floor. He picked up both the remnants of the bug and his empty beer
bottle and cap and carried them to a wide pipe running down the wall from
ceiling to floor. There was a bulge halfway down the tube. His father opened a
hatch in the side of it, revealing an empty compartment. He placed the bug
there and shut the hatch. No sooner had he shut the door than the bug was
sucked away with a noisy slurp of air.


Preston carefully placed his empty bottle and cap on an adjacent bar
counter, as if he planned to reuse them later. Then he returned to the couch
and sat down with a broad grin. Ethan could relate. He felt indescribably happy
to have found his father again. They’d never had a great relationship, but now
on Avilon, maybe that could change.


“I’m thinking about moving out of here,” Preston said, looking around the
room, slowly bobbing his head. “Get myself a bigger place in a nicer district.”


Ethan found himself nodding along with that. “Sounds like a good idea.”


“Yea, just have to get my brew business going and I’ll be set.”


“Your brew business?”


“The beer. How’d you like it, son? That’s some of your old man’s finest.”


Ethan turned the bottle over in his hand, looking at it as if for the first
time. The bottle looked old and there wasn’t any label on it, but he found the
flavor was growing on him. He took another sip and savored the warm tingling
sensation that coursed through him. “Best I’ve ever had.”


“That’s what I thought.”


Ethan noticed Rovik stand up from the couch. He stretched leisurely,
revealing a glowing palm. Ethan realized what that meant and he grabbed the
bottle with both hands. Rovik yanked Ethan out of his chair and onto the floor.
Then the Peacekeeper stepped on his back, pinning him painfully to the ground
and forcing him to release the bottle.


“Thank you.”


The pressure on Ethan’s back eased, and he responded by reaching out with
both hands and grabbing Rovik’s foot. He pushed up and twisted, flipping the
Peacekeeper off his feet. Rovik landed beside him with a ground-shaking thud.



Ethan heard the neighbors below them wake up and start asking each other
about the noise. He bounced to his feet, his eyes flashing as he stood over the
fallen Peacekeeper. “Give it back,” he said, reaching for his drink.


The Peacekeeper responded with a smile and tightened his fist around the
bottle. It exploded with a pop! sending a dark rain of beer and
glittering shards of glass cascading over his fist.


“No!” Ethan yelled, leaping onto the man’s chest and raising his own fists
to hammer the Peacekeeper’s face. Rovik’s visor shimmered to life in
preparation for the blow, and that gave Ethan pause. He knew he couldn’t punch
through a shield, so he just sat there panting, furious, and unable to imagine
why the Peacekeeper had stolen his drink only to waste it. “What’s wrong
with you?” he demanded.


Rovik’s expression was inscrutable behind his glowing blue visor. “I could
ask you the same thing. You attacked me over a beverage, and somehow you found
the strength to knock me off my feet. My armor alone weighs more than a hundred
pounds. You haven’t stopped to wonder why you were able to do that?”


Ethan clambered off the Peacekeeper’s chest, feeling suddenly stupid about
his outburst. He held out a hand to help Rovik up. 


The Peacekeeper ignored it and pushed himself off the ground to point a
finger at Preston. “Bliss is illegal. What are you doing putting it in beer?”


“What, so now Peacekeepers are being sent to do Enforcers’ work? Mind your
own business, Non.”


“I should report you.”


“You should leave.”


“What’s Bliss?” Ethan asked, even though the word had already dredged up a
definition in his brain, courtesy of the information Omnius had fed them all
while they slept. Bliss was a performance enhancing stim that made people
stronger, faster, and smarter—the stim to end all stims—and one in every five
Nulls was addicted to it.


Ethan turned to his father, suddenly seeing him with new eyes. Preston was
agitated all right, his hands clenching and unclenching, his eyes darting, his
lips twisted into an angry sneer. He looked ready to explode at any moment. 


Ethan felt some of that same restless, angry energy flowing through his
veins. The clarity of mind and euphoria he’d felt earlier had come at a price.
Forcing himself to calm down, he took a few deep breaths and shook his head.
“Dad,” he managed.


“What?”


“Why are you living down here?”


“In the Null Zone? Because Omnius is a control freak who wants everyone to
be on their best behavior all the time.”


“No, I can understand that, but why are you here. This is free
housing, your furniture is free, your food is free. You don’t pay for anything
do you?”


“Sure I do. You think that brew you wasted didn’t cost something to make?”


“Do you sell any?”


“Well . . . I’m not set up for mass production. Not yet. Have to perfect the
recipe first. You could help me!” He took another hasty gulp of his beer, part
of which missed his mouth and dribbled down his chin.


Ethan shook his head, feeling violated. “You should have warned me you were
giving me stims.”


“Then you wouldn’t know what I’m talking about! You wouldn’t get how
important this is.” Preston walked up to him, his eyes wide and wild. He held
up his half-empty bottle and shook it in front of Ethan’s face. “This stuff is
better than what you’ll find on the streets. Fewer side effects! Tastes better,
too! We could make a fortune! You and me, son! Think about it!”


“I need to go, Dad.”


Preston’s eyes flashed angrily, but then they darted sideways to the
Peacekeeper, and he nodded, offering them a tight smile. “You’ll be back,” he
said, turning away, and then—“He’ll be b-back . . .” Preston whispered to
himself, stuttering like a pro.


Ethan felt himself being pushed and shoved back the way they’d come. He felt
a fiery flash of annoyance at that, but he resisted the urge to turn on Rovik
again. 


Once outside his father’s apartment, Ethan turned to the Peacekeeper and
asked, “Why didn’t you warn me?”


He shook his head. “I didn’t know. Omnius only told me after you’d had your
first few sips. I suspect he wanted you to know what it feels like.”


“Why? So he can make me an addict, too?”


“No, so that when you choose to become a Null you don’t end up like your
father.”


That cooled his jets. Ethan looked away quickly and made an irritated noise
in the back of his throat. “Let’s go. My wife’s waiting.”


“Of course.”


All the way back to the mansion where he’d been staying at the top of
Destiny Tower, Ethan tried to convince himself that he would never end up like
his father. He told himself that the entire trip had been a waste of time. Just
because he’d been a stim runner in the past didn’t mean he would become a stim user.
That was entirely different.


He was different. 


One in five nulls is an addict, he thought, remembering the statistic
that was apparently common knowledge on Avilon. Why so many?


Ethan didn’t want to dwell on it, but his mind was still clear as crystal
and working twice as fast as usual, so ignorance wasn’t an option. If Bliss
made a man stronger, faster, and smarter than he’d otherwise be, it stood to
reason that regular citizens would have a hard time competing with all the
Bliss-doped addicts, and that would force more people to start using. In a
world as overcrowded as Avilon, having a competitive edge wasn’t just good
business—


It was key for survival.












Chapter 15





“We detect incoming
vessels, My Lords!” One of the diminutive Kylians called out in a high, reedy
voice from the crew pit below the command deck.


“Report!” High Lord Kaon hissed from where he sat in Lady Kala’s seat aboard
the mighty Kyra—her command ship. Rather than wait for the report, Lady
Kala herself flew down to the crew pit and spoke quickly in hushed tones
with her sensor operator.


Kaon’s wide blue eyes narrowed swiftly. He had commandeered Lady Kala’s
ship, but clearly her crew was still more loyal to her than him.


A moment later Lady Kala flew back up to retake her seat beside him on the
command deck.


“Our reinforcements arrive,” she said.


“So sssoon?” Lord Shondar asked from Kaon’s other side.


Kaon brought up a star map and watched the red friendly blips begin melting
out of the icy nebula at the entrance of Dark Space. Wave upon wave of Sythian
cruisers poured out of the nebula until space was crowded with warships.


Kaon felt his twin hearts accelerate, flushing his skin with a pale lavender
heat. Beside him Shondar bared his black teeth and hissed with pleasure. 


“Make contact with the new clusters, and have them join our formation,” Kaon
said.


“Yess, My Lord,” the comms operator said. “We establish contact. . . . They
request to look upon us.”


“Transmit a visual,” Kaon replied.


The starlight shining in through the bridge’s star dome was replaced by a
dark view into another bridge deck, almost identical to the one where they sat.
In the center of it sat a small Sythian in an over-sized command chair.
“Greetings, I am Queen Tavia,” she said in a smooth voice. “I trust I am not
too late to save you from the terrifying humans.” Tavia’s papery black skin and
bright red eyes were trademarks of her sub species. She was a Kylian like Lady
Kala, but she was no mere Lady, she was the queen of her people. Tavia
smiled, revealing two neat rows of needle-sharp teeth. 


Kaon’s eyes began to itch. He did not appreciate being condescended to, but
when faced with the queen of all the Kylians, he had little choice but to
accept the shame her words brought to him. “You are not late, My Queen.”


“Good. As you might guess, I am here at Mighty Shallah’s request . . .” She
trailed off, letting that sink in. “To replace you, of course.”


“Of course,” Kaon replied, bowing his head. “We have made many preparations
for the enemy already, but I am sure that with your superior leadership we—”


“Forget your preparations. I come to you with a weapon that shall make all
of your plans obsolete.”


“A weapon?”


“Yess. The Avilonians have cloaking shields, just as we do, yet it would
appear that they can see through ours, and we cannot pierce theirs. This has
since changed.”


“We can detect cloaked vessels?” Kaon’s mind whirled as he considered the
tactical advantage that would give them. The Avilonians would fly in assuming
they were invisible when in fact they were not.


“They shall come expecting to have the element of surprise, when in fact
they fly blithely into our trap. We must hurry to install these new sensors in
your existing clusters. How long do we have before the Avilonians come for us?”


“I do not know,” Kaon admitted. “We do not even know for certain that they
do come. I have been unable to contact my agent in Avilon.”


“I see. Well, if they do not come, then we shall go to them.” Queen Tavia
smiled her needle-sharp smile once more. “For glory,” she said.


“For glory!” Kaon replied.


Kaon risked glancing up, and he noticed that something had caught Queen
Tavia’s attention. Her head had turned as if she were looking past them.
“Interesting,” she said, and her eyes found Kaon’s once more. “I appear to have
found the fleet you lost, Lord Kaon.”


At that, Kaon’s gills flared and he sat up straighter in his command chair.
“Where?”


“Right above your head, and they are with a cloaked human vessel . . . no .
. . three human vessels,” Tavia said, looking past them again, no doubt
studying a star map. “They are oblivious to the fact that we can see them
slinking away.”


“We must strike!”


“You shall do nothing!” Queen Tavia spat at the screen, her red eyes shining
fiercely in the purplish gloom of her bridge. “Nothing, but watch and learn,”
she went on, her voice becoming smooth and calm once more. “I wouldn’t want you
to lose another command ship.”


The contact ended, and Kaon was left blinking in shock. Lady Kala shot him a
look. Her expression was inscrutable, but he felt certain she was being smug.
He had commandeered her command ship, but her queen had just commandeered
Kaon’s entire armada.


* * *


Bretton gaped at the scene before him. “I don’t understand . . .” They had
been on Avilon in the heart of the Null Zone just moments ago. Now they were on
the bridge of an old venture-class cruiser.


“What’s not to understand?” Marla asked.


Bretton turned to her and studied her black ISSF uniform. “You’re a
captain,” he said, his eyes once again finding the gold star emblazoned on her
shoulder.


She nodded once. “And so are you.”


“I was,” he corrected. “That was a long time ago.”


“You know more about these ships than any of us. We need you.”


“Wait . . . ships?” Bretton’s eyes widened appreciably. “You have
more?”


“Only two. This beauty here is the Tempest. Our other ship is the Emancipator,
but she’s still being refitted.”


“You’re in command of this one?”


“Technically this is Admiral Vee’s ship, but I’m in command whenever she’s
not on deck.”


“Admiral Vee?”


“You haven’t met her yet. She’s with the prisoner.”


“This is ridiculous,” Farah said. “You’re all out here playing soldier,
building your little fleet so that you can do what exactly? Swoop in to save
the day and liberate the Nulls with all two of your ships?”


“Never despise humble beginnings, Commander,” Marla replied.


“I’m not a commander,” Farah said.


“That’s up to you.”


Bretton heard his niece snort, but she left it at that. 


“Come with me,” Marla said. “The admiral would like to meet you.” 


They followed her back the way they’d come, walking back through the
circular chamber with the quantum junction to a familiar bank of lift tubes.
They’d set up the junction right outside the bridge, no doubt so resistance
members could jump directly in and out of the ship’s nerve center rather than
waste time with lift tubes and long corridors. A few seconds later, they found
themselves in just such a lift tube, and after that, walking down one of those
long corridors.


Bretton passed the time wondering where they might be in space. Where would
the resistance hide an illegal fleet? Better yet, where in the netherworld had
they found it?


They reached the ship’s med center and hurried through a pair of sliding
transpiranium doors. A corpsman waited for them on the other side. He saluted
briskly and told them to follow him.


Another long corridor brought them to one of the ward rooms. The door swished
open and they walked into a room crowded with medical equipment both old and
new. In the center of the room was a stretcher with their prisoner laid out and
strapped down. He was writhing and frothing at the mouth as if he were in great
pain. Clustered around him were no less than three officers and two medics. One
of the officers, Bretton noted, was wearing a Supreme Admiral’s uniform, with
four gold stars arrayed in a diamond on her shoulder.


Bretton approached the table cautiously and stopped to salute the admiral
when she turned to see him. “Ma’am,” he said.


“At ease, Captain.”


The admiral was no less stunning than Captain Marla Picara. Her refined
features, and large, faintly glowing green eyes belonged to a young model, not
a battle-hardened admiral, but Bretton assumed that she, like him, had
descended from Etheria, and her physical beauty was just an unwelcome reminder
that some vital element of her humanity had long ago been stolen. Her blond
hair was tucked up under an admiral’s cap that he had to struggle to remember.
As an Avilonian, she couldn’t have known the hat that went with her old
Imperial uniform was reserved for formal occasions and not daily wear.


“I trust you’ve already briefed Captain Hale?” the admiral asked, turning to
Captain Picara.


The other woman nodded. “Yes, Ma’am.”


On the table before them, Donali stopped writhing long enough to shout
something unintelligible at them.


“What did he say?” Bretton asked.


“I believe he’s cursing at us in Sythian. He’s been trying to call home ever
since we woke him up, but this ship is fitted with quantum disruptors, just in
case Omnius figures out where we are and tries to jump a battalion of drones on
board.” 


Bretton’s eyebrows shot up, wondering why they would need quantum
field disruptors to stop him from contacting the Sythians. “I hadn’t realized
Sythians have quantum tech.”


“Just comms,” Admiral Vee said, turning to him. “We analyzed the data you
brought us. He’s a Sythian all right, but there’s a lot more to it than that.”


Bretton waited for her to go on, but he noticed the admiral’s gaze slip past
him to his niece. “Miss Hale, would you please excuse us for a moment?”


Farah looked up, wondering why she’d been singled out. Then she caught on.
“Oh sure, keep your secrets. I don’t care.”


She left in a huff with the corpsman who’d escorted them to Donali’s room
leaving with her. Neither of them had the clearance to hear what the admiral was
about to say. Bretton watched Farah go with a frown, wondering why she was
still treating the resistance like a lost cause even after learning about their
access to a quantum junction and their hidden fleet.


“Captain . . .” the admiral began. 


It took a moment for Bretton to realize she was speaking to him. “Yes,
Ma’am?”


“This agent you brought us was the right hand man of a distinguished admiral
in the fleet, perhaps you knew him—Admiral Hoff Heston.”


Bretton blinked. “He was my commanding officer. I was attached to the 5th
Fleet when I died.” He glanced over his shoulder to the door by which his niece
had left. “Both of us were.”


“I know. Commander Donali—back then Lieutenant Donali—knew both of you by
name.”


Bretton shook his head, not catching the significance of that.


“Admiral Heston was actually an immortal Avilonian, living in exile in the
Imperium.”


“What?” Bretton couldn’t believe that. “That doesn’t make sense. He
was old.”


“A long time ago, things were different in Avilon. People were immortal not
because their bodies were engineered to live forever, but because they cloned
themselves over and over again, always transferring to a new clone before they
died.”


“Back when Heston lived on Avilon, Omnius didn’t exist, and neither did the
nulls. Everyone was immortal, and it was believed that allowing mortals and
immortals to coexist would have disastrous consequences. When Heston proposed
that the council was wrong about that, they tried to kill him and he fled to
the Imperium. His XO here—” Admiral Vee turned to indicate Commander Donali.
“—found out that he was an Avilonian. Rather than find a way to shut him up,
Heston made Donali immortal, too, which is why he has an older version of a
Lifelink implant. The Sythian implant sitting beside it is some type of quantum
transmitter. We believe the Sythians are using it to keep in touch with their
agent.”


“He should have a Lifelink from Omnius, too,” Bretton said. “Everyone in the
Imperium was implanted. How did Donali escape that?”


“At the end of the war, Heston’s fleet ran and hid along the edge of the
galaxy for several years. The original Lieutenant Donali was killed by Sythians
during that time, and his clone obviously never received one of Omnius’s
implants.”


Bretton’s eyes widened with understanding. “That explains why Omnius didn’t
find and capture him before I did.”


“Yes, we are lucky you found him first.”


Bretton still felt like he was missing something. Abruptly he realized what
that was. “Wait a minute. That means the original Donali who died . . .”


“Is somewhere on Avilon right now, but he’s not a Sythian spy, so we don’t
have to worry.”


“No, I suppose not,” Bretton agreed.


At that, Admiral Vee’s eyes seemed to drift out of focus, and Bretton
realized she was studying something that had appeared on her ARCs. Her smooth
forehead wrinkled with concern, and her eyes focused on him once more. 


“We need to get to the bridge.”


“What’s wrong?”


Admiral Vee and the pair of officers accompanying her were already on their
way out of the ward room. “Keep the prisoner sedated!” she called over her
shoulder as she left.


One of the medics attending Donali nodded. Captain Marla Picara turned.
“We’d better go,” she said.


They hurried to catch up with the Admiral. 


Farah was waiting for them outside the med center. “Now can we get
something to eat?” she asked, her eyes on Captain Picara. Again, the captain
ignored her.


“Hey!” Farah said.


The admiral and her entourage broke into a brisk jog, and Bretton ran to
catch up. “What’s the hurry?” Farah called after him. 


He jogged up beside the admiral. “Ma’am, what’s going on?” he tried again.


“Sythians, that’s what. They’re on the move.”


“Sythians? They’re here?”


Admiral Vee shot him a look. “Do you even know where here is,
Captain?”


He shook his head. “No, Ma’am.”


The admiral smiled, and her green eyes glittered. “We’re in Dark Space,
surveilling the enemy fleet.”












Chapter 16





Atton peered over
the rim of his cup of caf, eying the Peacekeepers sitting opposite him.
According to his ARCs, it was 0530 hours. The sun was already up and rising,
although Atton supposed the difference between day and night became a slight
one when you only had to sleep for four hours. Before the Imperials had been
resurrected in Etheria, Sync had taken less than an hour. Omnius was still expanding
himself to deal with the increased demands of governing more citizens. Atton
assumed Sync would eventually return to its former status as a minor blip in
the lives of Avilon’s citizens—the ones who lived in the Uppers anyway. Mortals
like him still needed a good eight hours of regular sleep. And that was
something that no one had managed to get last night.


The nightmare of experiencing a very real death and resurrection on Avilon
by reliving Strategian Rovik’s memories was enough to wake all of them up as
soon as Sync ended and Omnius released them from their induced sleep.


Ethan had apparently been the first one up, and he’d gone on an unscheduled
tour with Strategian Rovik in the early hours of the morning. Now he was back
in his room with Alara, reflecting on whatever it was that Omnius had shown
him. When Atton had seen him come in, he’d been very pale, looking like he’d
seen a ghost. Of course, on Avilon there were plenty of those.


Beside him, Ceyla got up from the table and went to put her dishes away.
Atton watched her go, not too sleepy to appreciate what he saw as she was
leaving. Without warning she turned and caught him looking at her. He cleared
his throat and smiled, not bothering to hide his interest. She arched an
eyebrow and smiled wryly back, which he took for subtle encouragement. Ceyla
Corbin came from a conservative Etherian background, but she obviously wasn’t
averse to flirting.


“Are we ready to go?” a familiar voice asked. Atton turned to see Strategian
Rovik standing in the hallway leading from the dining hall to the entrance of
the mansion. The morning sun sparkled off the Peacekeeper’s armor as it
streamed in through the wall of windows beside him. “Day two,” Rovik said.
“It’s time to tour Etheria, where hopefully you’ll all be living soon. You have
fifteen minutes to meet me at the front door. Don’t be late.”


“Ready,” Atton said, pushing out his chair and standing up. He took his
dishes to the kitchen, scraped them off into a collection tube, and then
stacked them neatly in an oversized dishwasher.


That done he returned to his room to gather his belongings. It wasn’t much,
just his ISSF flight suit and uniform. Both still smelled of acrid smoke from
the Sythians’ attack on Avilon. His current attire—a shimmering white robe—was much
more comfortable, but everyone seemed to wear the same thing in Celesta, and
that made him feel uncomfortable, like he was just one of a trillion other
faces—not unique or special in any way.


“Hey handsome,” Ceyla said, popping up beside his ear and dropping a
sweet-smelling kiss on his cheek. 


He turned to her, wide-eyed with surprise. She’d never done that
before. “Hey . . .” he replied, whispering in a voice that was more seductive
than he’d planned.


She blushed and looked away. “We need to get going.”


“Right.”


Minutes later they were all gathered in the foyer downstairs. Atton noted
that his father still looked unwell, his skin waxy and pale. His gaze moving on
from there, Atton saw a pair of Peacekeepers at the front doors, but Strategian
Rovik was nowhere to be seen. Atton went to check in with his father. His eyes
met Alara’s as he approached.


“Is he okay?” Atton asked, stopping beside her.


She bit her lip and eyed her husband worriedly.


“I’m fine,” Ethan managed, but Atton noticed that he was sweating even
though the air inside the foyer was fresh and cool.


“What happened this morning?”


Ethan gave no reply, but Alara leaned over to whisper in Atton’s ear. “They
took him to the Null Zone to meet his father—your grandfather.”


Atton withdrew and stared at Alara in shock. That was when Master Rovik
chose to show up. He stopped to speak with the guards at the entrance for a
moment before turning to address the group. Atton noticed on his ARC display
that the Strategian was more than ten minutes late. 


“My apologies,” he said. “I was called away for an emergency session of the
war council. The Sythians are reinforcing their numbers in Dark Space, and it
would appear that we are running short of time. The Choosing must go on, but
I’ve been told to cut it short. You will now have just one day—today—to make
your choices.” 


Atton heard people gasping and murmuring all around him. His own eyes grew
wide and he began shaking his head. He’d had an idea about what he was going to
choose, but having just one day to make that choice suddenly threw him into a
swirling pool of doubt. What if he made the wrong choice?


Strategian Rovik went on, “Today we will tour both Etheria and the Null
Zone, and by tomorrow morning I expect you all to be ready to begin your new lives
on Avilon. Tomorrow night, the entire fleet is going to war, and I hope to see
some of you flying out with me when that time comes,” the Strategian finished,
his eyes roving over the group.


“Hey!” someone said. “Why do we have to hurry up and choose just because you’re
going off to war?”


Atton turned to see Razor, Guardian Five, the only other surviving
pilot from his squadron besides him and Ceyla.


“Because there will be no one left to supervise your choosing,” Rovik
explained, his tone suggesting that the answer should have been obvious. “We
need every Peacekeeper we have to fight the Sythians.”


Atton blinked, only now realizing the seriousness of the situation—the
Avilonians were afraid they might actually lose. With that realization,
he made up his mind. His hand shot up before he even realized he’d raised it. 


“Yes, Atton?” Rovik asked, pointing to him.


All eyes turned to him and he felt suddenly less certain about his choice.
“I’d like to sign up to fight, sir.”


“Without even having seen Etheria?” 


Atton nodded, and the Strategian smiled. 


“Take note of this boy’s courage and his faith. He is an example to
you all. He’s willing to accept, without having seen, that he will be better
off in Etheria living under Omnius’s rule. Take a good look at him. If he keeps
that up, someday he’ll be ruling over all of you at Omnius’s side.”


Atton noticed that several of the glances turned his way were now filled
with suspicion and resentment. One gaze stood out from all the rest and cut
straight through the confidence he’d had in his decision, filling him with
regret. Ceyla Corbin’s blue eyes were full of hurt and shock, as if he’d just
rejected her right along with the possibility of a life in the Null Zone. He
realized that because of her beliefs, that was exactly what he’d done. Ceyla
would never accept that Etherianism had actually come from second-hand
knowledge of life in Avilon. Etherus was Omnius, and the people that she
believed had died and gone to Etheria were actually Avilonians.


Atton started toward Ceyla, hoping he could find some way to comfort her.
Maybe after the war he could join her in the Null Zone. Before he’d taken two
steps, a firm hand gripped his shoulder and spun him around. 


“What the frek is wrong with you?” It was Ethan. He still looked pale,
but his green eyes were blazing and full of life. “I didn’t spend ten years
mourning your death only to find you alive and well just in time to watch you kill
yourself!”


Atton frowned. “I won’t be dead.”


“Are you sure about that?”


“No, but I am sure that if we don’t defeat the Sythians, they’ll kill
all of us, not just me.”


Ethan stared at him for a long moment, revulsion and shock warring on his
face.


“The boy’s right,” Strategian Rovik interrupted. “And you of all
people should not be attacking his faith, Ethan. Would you care to share what
Omnius showed you in the Null Zone this morning?”


Ethan turned to face the Peacekeeper. “No,” he said, “because Omnius
showed it to me. He’s been trying to sway my choice ever since I got here, and
I’m not about to let a rambling AI with a god complex decide my fate.”


“Very well. It would appear that in this case like father is very much not
like son. Atton, Omnius smiles upon you as well as all of those here who think
as you do, but as I mentioned earlier, the Choosing is not optional. Please
follow me. We are already late for our tour of Etheria.”


Atton watched Strategian Rovik turn and head not for the front door of the
mansion, but rather to the back of the foyer, cutting through the group of
refugees to get to the stair case they’d all descended a few minutes ago. They
followed him up past the second floor landing, and up another flight of stairs
to a third floor that Atton hadn’t even noticed until now.


The third floor landing led down a long hallway running beside an equally
long balcony. As they walked to the end of it, Atton walked up beside Ceyla and
reached for her hand. She jerked it away and shot him an angry look.


“Ceyla . . .” he began.


“I’m not talking to you,” she replied, looking away.


Suddenly there was a painful knot in his throat. They came to a door, which
Master Rovik opened for them. Beyond that lay a familiar golden transporter
dome . . . a quantum junction.


Atton watched it rise on dazzling columns of light, thinking to himself, Next
stop Etheria . . . 


Somehow that word held less hope and anticipation for him now that he knew
without a doubt that Ceyla wouldn’t be joining him there. But even more than he
needed her, humanity needed soldiers to fight the Sythians. Atton’s lips curved
into a bitter smile. It seemed like duty would always come before his own
personal needs. 


He supposed it was some consolation that soon he’d have all of eternity to
make up for that.


They walked under the dome of the quantum junction and huddled together
inside the glowing green circle on the floor. Moments later the dome began to
glow and it fell with a boom. The air began whipping and roaring around
them and the light inside the dome became blinding.


Next stop Etheria . . . look out skull faces, here I come.


* * *


Destra sat in the viewing gallery anxiously watching as the Baroness slipped
unnoticed through the Firean system. Atta was bouncing up and down beside her
on the row of bench seats where they sat. Destra turned to her with a smile.
The innocence of youth shielded Atta from the significance of this moment.
Here—now—was where they would say their final goodbyes to a once great empire,
and with it, civilization. The Imperium of Star Systems, as they all had known
it, was about to disappear forever. What came next would be a long and
treacherous time for humanity and their Gor allies. They would either stay
hidden and thrive, or they would be discovered by the Sythians and slaughtered
once and for all. 


Destra’s eyes roved between the bright, twinkling stars. Her gaze stopped
here and there to study clusters of much brighter points of light that lurked
between those stars.


Atta’s innocence shielded her from more than just the melancholy nostalgia
of the moment, but also from the potential danger. Traveling unseen with them,
their ships likewise cloaked, was an entire fleet of Gors, and together they
were all flying past the noses of hundreds, if not thousands, of Sythian
warships.


Theoretically there was no way that they could be detected through their
cloaking shields, but a cynical part of Destra wondered if the Gors had
successfully managed to remove all traces of the Sythians’ locator beacons from
their ships. If not, this would be a much shorter trip than anyone anticipated.


Destra had to remind herself that they’d been running ops together in Dark
Space for months since the Sythian occupation of the sector, and the Gor fleet
had yet to be detected.


“Mommy, look at that star there!” Atta bounced up and pointed out the
viewport.


Destra frowned, trying to see what her daughter was pointing at. It didn’t
take long to find the silhouette of an enormous Sythian warship glinting in the
red light of the system’s sun.


“Is that another galaxy?” Atta asked.


Destra smiled and nodded, unable to give voice to the lie. Based on its
size, that had to be one of the Sythians’ thirty-kilometer-long command ships.
A behemoth-class. They were usually cloaked and hidden behind the fleets they
carried into battle, but this one was sitting brazenly out in the open, as if
the Sythians had suddenly lost the fear of death that had driven them to use
slave crews for their smaller warships. More likely they weren’t hiding now
because they knew they had nothing to fear.


As they flew onward, Destra spotted more of those massive warships, each of
them sitting in the center of its own cluster of smaller ships. By the time
she’d counted the eighth command ship, a dark frown had wrinkled her forehead,
and she was reaching up to her comm piece to make a call.


“Stay here, Atta,” she said, getting up from the bench seats.


“Where are you going?” Atta asked.


“Nowhere, darling. I just need to make a call.” Destra walked to the far
corner of the room and leaned up against the bulkhead to watch her daughter
from the shadows. The lights were turned down low in the viewing gallery to
make it easier to see the stars.


“What is it, Councilor?” a gruff voice answered as her call went through.


“Captain,” she began, whispering into her comm. “I just noticed the number
of ships out there . . . There’s more than seven command ships.”


“I know.”


“There were only seven in the entire invasion.”


“Were is the operative word, Councilor,” Captain Covani replied. She
imagined his tangerine eyes narrowed to unhappy slits.


“How many are there?”


“We’re cloaked, so passive scanning only, but visual estimates would suggest
there are more than twenty.”


“Twenty?” Destra couldn’t believe it. “That’s more than double what
they used to defeat the Imperium!”


“Good thing there’s no Imperium left for them to defeat.”


She thought about Avilon, where her son, Atton, had gone to get
reinforcements, but she didn’t want to mention that in case the captain decided
to take them there. Hoff had warned her that the Avilonians wouldn’t welcome so
many refugees, particularly not Gor refugees. “How far are we from the
jump point?” she asked.


“Nearest one is fifteen minutes out. The one I’ve set is about half an
hour.”


“What? Do you have a death wish, Captain? Use the nearest one!”


“There’s a lot of risk jumping too far from the out-system gate. We want to
avoid running into in-system debris and ships. Besides, jumping out parallel to
the old gate will help us to avoid obstacles in the Stormcloud Nebula. The lane
should still be clear.”


“I don’t like it,” Destra replied. 


“We’re cloaked, Councilor. What are you afraid of?”


“Suppose one of their fighters accidentally runs into us and they realize
we’re here?”


“The odds of that are slim. Space is vast.”


“We should jump out now, Captain, while we still can.”


“Your suggestion has been noted.”


“It wasn’t a suggestion.”


“Leave the military decisions to me, Ma’am. That’s what I’m here for.”


Destra thought about arguing further, but she had to pick her battles, and
this one wasn’t worth fighting. “Very well. Keep me informed.”


“Of course. Speaking of that, you might like to know the prisoners you
rescued are almost aboard.”


“They’re what?”


“Coming aboard. You asked to be notified . . .”


“I know that. You should have waited to transfer them. How did you
even coordinate that without giving our position away?”


“The Gors are telepaths.”


“And how do they know where our hangar is without some type of comm beacon
to guide them in?”


“We’re using a Gor-piloted shuttle to aim for a Gor-occupied hangar. They
can telelocate, too, Ma’am . . .”


Destra didn’t appreciate the Captain’s condescending tone. “Very well. Which
hangar?”


“Port ventral.”


“I’ll head down there now.”


“See you there. Covani out.”


The comm went dead, and Destra fought the urge to punch the bulkhead.
Hopefully the captain’s attitude was provoked by hunger from the emergency
rationing rather than by true insubordination. 


Destra let her frustration out in a sigh. A sudden draft stirred the air.
Turning to see what had caused it, she heard a sibilant hiss. That was when she
noticed the dark shadow sitting beside her, yellow eyes glinting in the dark. 


Destra cursed and jumped backward, slamming into the bulkhead with a painful
thud.


“The captain showss you little ressspect. You should eat him.”


Destra’s heart thudded in her chest. “Torv? What are you doing here?”


“I come to rest my eyes and to be free of my shell for a time.”


“Your shell?”


“That which protects me from the heat and brightness that you humans
prefer.”


His armor. She realized then that he wasn’t wearing it. As her eyes
adjusted to the gloom, she also saw that he was sitting cross-legged on the
deck, his back propped up against the cold duranium bulkhead behind him. “How
long have you been sitting there, Torv?”


“Long enough to see how much you care for your daughter. She knows nothing
of war, even though it is all around her. Does that not inspire you?”


Destra nodded. “It does.”


“Peace is something my people can only dream of, until recently.”


“You mean freedom,” Destra suggested, thinking that peace was still an
elusive goal for all of them.


“Are they not the same? Without freedom there can be no peace, and without
peace there is no freedom.”


“I suppose you’re right.”


“Peace comes at a price,” Torv mused.


“It always does.”


“The Sythians slaughter my people for it. Humans do, too.”


Destra smiled ruefully. “Not anymore,” she clarified, in case she’d missed
something in the present-tense-only translation. “We’re allies now. And don’t
forget that the Gors slaughtered us, too. It’s a happy little circle of death.”


Torv nodded his big head and he looked away, turning to watch Atta, still
sitting patiently on the benches along the gallery viewport. After a moment, he
spoke again, “If the Sythians took your crecheling from you, what would you
do?”


“I’d go get her back, and then I’d kill the ones who took her.”


“You would do anything for her. Even if it meant risking your own life.”


“Yes.”


“Then humans are not so different from my people. We, too, would do anything
to keep our young ones safe.” Slitted yellow eyes found Destra again. “They are
alive, you know.”


“Who?”


“Our young ones. The crechelings on Noctune.”


“What? How can you possibly know that? They’re a galaxy away from us.”


“They do not communicate with us, if that is what you wonder.”


That’s exactly what she had been wondering. The ability to communicate
between galaxies without SLS comm relays and waiting weeks or months for an
answer was a technology that humans had yet to develop, let alone the
supposedly savage Gors.


“I know it,” Torv went on, “because my inner voice tells me this.”


“Your inner voice.”


“Yes. The same voice that tells me to trust humans even after they lie and
kill my people. Even after they torture the lords of my creche.”


“The lords of your . . . your parents,” Destra decided.


“My creche lord desires to ask you something. He regrets that he is not here
to ask you himself.”


Destra recalled that Roan was Torv’s creche lord, as well as the leader of
the Gor fleet. “What would he like to ask, Torv?”


“He asks you to convince the captain to go to Noctune, so that we can rescue
our young ones. As a Matriarch to your own young one, he thinks you must understand,
but after what I hear and see between you and the captain . . .” Torv hissed
and went on, “I am not sure your understanding matters.”


Destra frowned. “If the Sythians claim to have killed all of the Gors on
Noctune, what makes you think your young ones are alive?”


“The creches are far below the surface of our world. Until crechelings grow
older, they are susceptible to the cold, so we raise them deep below the ice,
where it is warmer.”


“How deep?”


“As far as this ship is long, and farther still.”


“Three hundred meters? Your people dug that deep into the ice?”


“The creches are below the ice.”


Destra shook her head, shocked by what she was hearing. If the Gors’ homes
were dug that far beneath the surface, there actually was a good chance that
some of them had survived the Sythians’ bombardment. “Do the Sythians know how
far your homes go below the surface?”


“I do not think so. They do not care to know about the Gors. We are too
little important to them.”


“If that’s true, then you might be right.”


“Speak with the captain for us. Remind him there are many worlds close to
Noctune that humans would find pleasant.”


Destra’s brow furrowed. “I still don’t understand that part. If we’d find
them pleasant, the Sythians should be there, too.”


“I do not know why they are not, but I know it to be true.”


“Why do you need us to go? If you want to go back to Noctune and look for
your young ones, you are free to go, Torv. We are not your masters.”


“If we go, we do not return. Our ships do not have the fuel for it.”


“I understand. We will miss you.”


“A Matriarch and the lord of her creche are both strong and can defend
themselves, but if one of them dies while their crechelings are still young,
then there is either no lord to hunt for the creche or no Matriarch to defend
it. The crechelings are eaten by predators or die of hunger.”


“What are you saying, Torv?”


“Humans are like the Matriarch. Gors are like the creche lord. We are the
hunters, and you stay home to defend the creche.”


Suddenly Destra understood. “You’re saying we have a better chance of
survival if we stick together.”


“You speak truth.”


Destra nodded. “I will do everything I can to convince the captain we should
go. If you’re right about there being empty worlds in your sector, it’s
probably the last place the Sythians would think to look for us. If not, at
least we’ll be cloaked, and we’ll be able to stay hidden long enough to explore
and find another suitable place to start a colony.”


“May it be so, my Matriarch.”


Destra accepted that honorific with a nod. “I’d better go, Torv. I have to
see the prisoners we rescued.”


“May the Mighty Zarn and Kar go with you.”


“You’re going to stay here? Doesn’t the captain need you on the bridge?”


“The captain has ears but he does not use them, and I do not trust myself
not to eat him for his disrespect.”


Destra gave a shadowy smile. “I know the feeling.”


* * *


Bretton Hale watched on the captain’s table as a group of several hundred
vessels ran through the Sythian fleet. Most of those warships were identical to
the Sythian ships, except for the fact that they appeared on the gravidar as
shadowy outlines rather than solid icons. That meant they were cloaked. Thanks
to Avilonian upgrades to the Tempest, they could see through those
cloaking shields. For a moment Bretton didn’t understand what he was looking
at. It seemed like the cloaked fleet was just another part of the Sythian one.
There was a human cruiser with it, but that didn’t mean anything, since there
were dozens of other human ships in formation with the enemy. From what he’d
learned walking through the traitor’s mind, he knew that Dark Space had
surrendered to the Sythians and the humans living there had been enslaved. So
why was part of the fleet cloaked and making a dash for the edge of the system?


“They’re Gors,” Admiral Vee supplied, as if she’d read his mind.


“Gors?”


The admiral explained about the distinction between the Sythians and their
slave soldiers, and about the recent Gor rebellion that had resulted in the
Gors stealing an entire fleet of ships.


“That’s impossible!” Farah said.


“It’s not common knowledge that the Gors are actually slaves of a race we’ve
never seen,” Admiral Vee explained. “Omnius probably knows, but he hasn’t seen
fit to tell Nulls like us.”


Bretton was equally shocked. “Forget Omnius, we should have known
about them. We fought the Sythians for almost a year before the retreat
and exodus to Dark Space. How could we miss noticing that we were fighting two
different species?”


“Actually more like eight. The Sythians are made up of seven interrelated
sub-species. As for how they hid themselves during the war, that’s easy. You
only ever fought the Gors. The Sythians stayed cloaked behind the lines and let
their slaves fight. Now they’re using human slaves from Dark Space because the
Gors rebelled. Our most recent news from the Uppers suggests that Omnius is
planning a counter attack here in Dark Space, and he’s going to try to free the
slaves so he can bring them to Avilon.”


Bretton shook his head slowly, still reeling with shock. “They’d be better
off fighting for the Sythians.”


“So that fleet there is a rebel fleet,” Farah said, pointing to the cloaked
ships racing toward the out-system jump gate.


“Yes,” the admiral replied.


“So what about the second fleet?”


“What second fleet?” Admiral Vee asked, searching the grid.


Captain Marla Picara was the first to point it out. “There!”


They all watched as another, larger group of cloaked ships broke formation
with the rest of the Sythians.


“That’s curious . . .” the admiral said, watching both fleets for a moment.
“They’re both cloaked, but the second fleet is matching trajectories with the
first.”


“They’re following them,” Bretton said.


“Yes, but how?”


“I thought Sythians don’t have cloak detectors,” Farah said.


“Not that we know of,” the admiral replied.


“Then?”


“Either that’s changed, or our rebels have a Sythian agent on board. Either
way, the rebels are in trouble.”


“We have to warn them!” Farah said.


“They haven’t noticed us,” Bretton added, noting that their position on the
grid wasn’t attracting any groups of cloaked Sythians.


“No . . . which makes the traitor theory a lot more likely. All the same, we
should make sure we don’t get too close to the enemy.”


“The rebels are going to jump out . . .” Farah interrupted. “Aren’t we going
to do something?”


Admiral Vee turned to her with a smile. “Yes, that’s a good question.”
Turning to Bretton she said, “What do you think? Are you ready to assume
command of the Tempest?”


“You want me to command her? It’s been a long time, Admiral.”


“I’m sure it’s just like riding a hover cycle. Besides, who better for the
job than a real venture-class captain?” With that, she turned to Farah. “The
same goes for you, Commander. We need you both.”


Bretton turned to look at Farah, and he was surprised to find a hesitant
grin tugging at the corners of her mouth. 


“What do you think?” he asked.


“I was late with my rent payments anyway.” Her grin popped out of hiding,
and he matched it with one of his own.


“We accept,” he said.


“Good. Just in time, too.” The admiral pointed to the grid, where the rebel
fleet had been only a second ago.


“Where’d they go?” Farah asked.


“Jumped out,” Captain Picara replied. 


“Did someone record their jump heading?” Bretton asked, raising his voice to
ask the entire crew.


Picara shook her head. “We don’t have to.” She gestured to the star map
rising from the captain’s table and it zoomed out until all the contacts on the
grid became just one big red dot. Further out, seen speeding away at several
times the speed of light, was another dot, a green one. “There they are,”
Picara said.


Bretton smiled. “Quantum tech. Got to love that.” Range on quantum scanners
was rated in the light years rather than klicks. “I’m assuming we have
quantum drives, too?”


“And comms,” Picara replied.


Bretton tried to imagine a venture-class equipped with quantum technology.
It would be more or less equivalent to an Avilonian judgment-class cruiser, but
slightly larger, with a slower sub-light drive and weaker shields. 


“What kind of range do we have on these scanners?” he asked.


“They’ll drop off the grid at about a thousand light years out,” Captain
Picara replied. “Tracking them won’t be hard, but we’ll have to wait until they
drop out of SLS before we know where to jump to follow them, and depending how
far away they are . . . jump calculations could take a while, since we don’t
have Omnius to do them for us.”


Bretton ran a hand along his jaw, stubble rasping audibly against his
fingers. “Hopefully they drop out of SLS soon, then.” 


As they watched, the second cloaked fleet jumped after the first. That gave
a lag time of just a few minutes between the rebel fleet and the pursuing
Sythian one, which meant they’d have to be quick if they were going to warn the
rebels before the Sythians found them and attacked.


“I suppose you’d better take this time to get me acquainted with my
command,” Bretton said, speaking to Captain Picara, whose ship the Tempest had
been previously. “No hard feelings I hope?”


“Not at all. Once you’re done training me, I’ll head back here to command
the Emancipator. By then the refits should be finished.”


“Training you?”


“You’re the one who knows about Imperial warships, sir. I can brief you on
the refits and the crew, but that’s about it.”


“Right.”


“Well, I’m going to leave you all to handle this situation,” Admiral Vee
said. “Admiral Hale, I expect to find my ship in one piece when I return. Your
orders are to engage the enemy only if necessary, and only with extreme
caution. Don’t go playing the hero on the Resistance’s tab.”


Bretton turned to salute her. “Yes, Ma’am.”


“Good. Carry on then.”


They watched Admiral Vee turn and start back down the gangway at a brisk
pace. Bretton found himself admiring her figure as she left. “She’s a Null?” he
asked.


“Yes.”


“She doesn’t look like one.”


“Looks can be deceiving,” Picara replied. “I don’t look like a Null, and
neither do either of you.”


Bretton turned to her with an appraising look. “So she came from the Uppers
at some point. Like us.”


“Could be.”


“What do you mean could be? It’s obvious she wasn’t born below the Styx.”


Picara smiled a pretty smile. “We’re not allowed to know much about her, for
our safety and hers. Suffice to say, the Admiral could even be a he under
that bio-synthetic suit.”


“Bio-synthetic . . .” Farah trailed off.


“She’s wearing a disguise,” Bretton clarified.


“The best money can buy. She’ll even pass biometric scans and surface level
DNA analysis.”


Bretton turned back to watch the admiral as she left, thinking to himself
that there was no way she was a he. Wide hips and narrow shoulders would
be hard to fake without holographics, and that was something any sophisticated
scanner would easily pick out. As for her perfect skin and teeth, her long
blond hair and blue eyes . . . all of that could easily be fake. “What’s she
really look like?”


Marla shook her head. “No one knows.”


“So she could be anyone,” Farah said.


“That’s the idea,” Picara replied.


Bretton nodded, his brow furrowing all the way up to his wavy brown hair. He
knew that the rebel leader hiding her identity made sense, but he couldn’t help
feeling suspicious. If he didn’t know who Admiral Vee was, then he couldn’t be
sure he could trust her. 


The doors at the entrance of the bridge swished open and then shut
behind the admiral, punctuating his thoughts. 


“How far up the command chain is she?” Bretton asked, turning back to
Captain Picara.


She raised her hand up as high as it would go above her head. “All the way,
sir.”


Bretton nodded. “Interesting.”


* * *


Lord Kaon studied the star map. Friendly and enemy contacts were highlighted
red and purple respectively. The purple enemy ones winked off the grid as he
watched, and he hissed, pounding the armrests of his command chair with his
fists.


“They escape! Why does Queen Tavia let them escape?”


“She does not let them,” Lady Kala replied. “She follows them with
one cluster.”


“Yess, but by now they should be dust in the cosmic wind!”


Lady Kala turned to him, her red eyes glittering. “You dare to second-guess
your queen?”


Kaon thought to remind her that Tavia wasn’t his queen. She was the
ruler of the Kylians, not all seven sub-species of Sythians, but he decided
against that. Queen Tavia was still far above him in rank, and he didn’t want
her or Shallah to hear his thoughts about whose queen she was and wasn’t.


Kaon turned away and called down to the comms operator. “Put a call through
to Queen Tavia.”


“Yes, My Lord.”


“You wish to second-guess her to her face?” Lady Kala asked with a warble of
laughter. “You are a fool, Lord Kaon.”


Kaon was about to reply to that, but the queen’s visage appeared before he
could. Her papery black skin was wrinkled with disdain, and Kaon’s stomach
turned. As an aquatic species, his skin was perpetually moist and smooth.
Wrinkles meant desiccation and death to him. “My Queen,” he said, bowing his
head.


“What is it, Lord Kaon?”


“I am merely curious, why do you allow the human fleet to escape?”


“I am following them.”


“But you could have their heads stuffed and mounted by now.”


“And risk showing these Avilonians of yours that we can now detect cloaked
warships? No. We would be giving up our advantage too soon. This must come as a
surprise, Lord Kaon.”


Suddenly he understood the queen’s patience, but he wasn’t sure her caution
was necessary. “My Queen, how would they ever know?”


“How does an enemy ever know anything before they should? By spying on you.
I trust you have noticed that two of the cloaked enemy vessels remain in this
star system.”


Kaon rubbed his rubbery lips together as he struggled to remember the
position of all the contacts on the star map. “I confess I do not notice this.”


“Then you know why Shallah replaced you with me. Those vessels are
here watching us, Lord Kaon.”


“Then they saw your fleet leave, chasing the Gors, so you are already
revealed to them.”


“Indeed, but what do they make of that? We do not attack the fleet we
follow. For all they know, both fleets are ours.”


“Ahh, I see.”


“Patience, Lord Kaon, we must wait until we have all of the fish in our net
before we make our move.”


Kaon wasn’t sure he appreciated the analogy to fish, since his sub-species,
the Quarn, was much closer to a fish than humans were. 


“I defer to your wisdom, Queen Tavia.”


“As you should. Do nothing to show the other two vessels that we can see
them. Our trap must come as a complete surprise, one we spring upon the enemy
at precisely the right moment, or we will be the ones with our heads stuffed
and mounted.”


Kaon bowed his head once more. “Yes, My Queen.”












Chapter 17





The quantum
junction rose overhead, and Ethan walked out into Etheria, straight up to a
broad viewport that was shaped like the inside of an inner tube. Through the
curving bottom half he looked down, down, past a dizzying swirl of traffic,
streets, and colorful holo signs popping out the sides of the buildings. There
were at least two separate levels of streets and traffic. Below that was the
faint blue shimmer of the Styx, looking like a luminescent river.


Around him, the refugees gasped and shook their heads in awe. Alara grabbed
his hand, using him as a lifeline as she leaned toward the bulging windows to peer
down. She sucked in a quick breath and took a quick step back. Ethan smiled,
despite how ill he felt. The dose of Bliss he’d received from his father had
made him dizzy and sick. Peacekeeper Rovik had explained to him on the way back
up that the first few doses of Bliss were always a shock to a person’s
system—something about rearranging neurotransmitters and receptors. Users and
pushers alike called it Initiation Sickness.


Etheria was much more colorful in the urban sense than the majestic upper
city with its vast stretches of low-rise buildings and cultivated parks. As
they had seen while staying at the top of Destiny Tower, Celesta was designed
so that the people living there could sometimes forget they were living in a
planet-wide city. Not so in Etheria. Here metropolitan life was celebrated and
emphasized. The city was bright with the neon lights of holo ads and glow
panels, bustling with multiple layers of air traffic and elevated streets, and
variegated with pedestrians dressed in all kinds of clothes, not just Celestial
whites. Here things weren’t so alien, and Ethan actually felt like maybe the
people walking the streets were real humans.


Alara squeezed his hand and whispered beside his ear, “Look up!”


Ethan did, and that’s when he noticed something strange. The distance above
their heads was at least as far as the distance below, but despite there being
another two levels of both streets and traffic between them and the Celestial
Wall overhead, Etheria was bright, not cloaked in dark shadows as one might
expect. The reason for that was hard to miss. The bottoms of the streets above
them were plated with broad glow panels that shone so dazzlingly bright Ethan
found it hard to look at them. Then there was the Celestial Wall above that. It
was equally blinding, and brighter than he remembered seeing it from the air
above Celesta.


“Looks like Omnius built a pipeline to the sun,” Ethan muttered. 


“Very bright for such a vertical city,” Atton agreed.


He turned to see his son standing on the other side of him. Beside Atton,
the Peacekeeper, Rovik, stood with a hand on the boy’s shoulder. That man’s
gravelly voice was the next thing that Ethan heard: 


“In Etheria Omnius simulates the rise and fall of the sun with artificial
illumination. Paradise would not be paradise if it lay in darkness.”


Ethan shook his head, remembering the deep, depressing gloom in the Null
Zone. “So why don’t they do that below the Styx?”


Rovik turned to him, his blue eyes bright with all the light that the
Null Zone didn’t have, as if the Peacekeeper had personally stolen it from
them.


“We don’t say that the Nulls live in darkness just because they have chosen
a dark path. It is also literal. They don’t have light in the Null Zone because
it is too expensive to produce that much illumination, and the Null government
cannot afford such waste. What daylight they can afford to generate is reserved
for growing food.”


Ethan scowled and looked away, back out the viewport, gazing down to the
bottom of Etheria far below.


“Come,” Rovik said. “Our tour bus is waiting,”


They followed him to a pair of broad doors on one side of the room. Standing
to either side of the doors were two more of Omnius’s drones. Omnies.
Ethan eyed them curiously. Then the doors slid open and everyone walked through.
The Omnies didn’t react to their passing. They just stood there like statues.
Curious, Ethan stopped between them and stared at the nearest one. 


“Do you have a name?” he tried.


Nothing.


“Hey! Can you even hear me?”


Still no reaction.


Ethan walked straight up to it with one fist raised to punch it in its
gleaming metallic chest. Seeing that the drone still didn’t react to him, he
cocked his arm back and swung. 


Suddenly a sharp pain erupted in his wrist. The drone’s movement was so fast
that his eyes hadn’t registered it at all. Maybe he’d blinked at just the wrong
moment. Whatever the case, he saw that his fist had stopped mere inches from
connecting with the drone’s armor, and its spindly fingers were wrapped tightly
around his wrist. The ball-shaped head rolled his way and its red eye fixed him
with a bloody stare. The drone’s grip tightened abruptly, and Ethan cried out
in pain. His wrist felt like it was about to explode.


Then Rovik appeared, and the drone released him. Ethan gasped from the sudden
release of pressure. He was left rubbing his wrist and staring accusingly up at
the big red eye of the drone. “Frek! That thing almost broke my wrist!”


“What did you do to it?”


The drone looked away then, as if feeling guilty for its overreaction, but Rovik
wasn’t mad at the drone.


“Come on,” he gritted, dragging Ethan through the doors. “You need to watch
your step or you’re going to die long before old age finds you.”


“Frek it! Let me go,” Ethan said, struggling.


“Then behave yourself.” Rovik released him, and he almost fell on his nose. 


Ethan glowered at the Peacekeeper’s back. “I was just trying to get it to
react. They stand there all day, doing nothing!”


“Their job is to react to threats, not small talk. Clearly you
identified yourself as a threat. You’re lucky it didn’t kill you.”


Ethan shook his head, outwardly annoyed, but inwardly shaken. He hadn’t been
expecting such a violent response when he tried to punch the drone. He couldn’t
do the drone any real damage by punching it, and he hadn’t even meant to hit it
very hard, but either the drone didn’t know that, or overreacting to
threats was part of its programming.


Ethan followed Rovik through the doors and out onto a balcony that led to a
waiting air bus. He found Alara already seated inside. She shot him an angry
look as he sat down.


“What were you thinking?”


“How do you even know what I did?”


“I was going to go save your ass until Rovik told me to get on board and let
him deal with it. If there weren’t Peacekeepers around, you could have gotten us
both killed!”


Ethan looked away. “Lucky for us they were here then,” he replied.


“Ethan, I’m serious.”


“So am I,” he said, nodding slowly, and turning to look past her, out the
side window of the bus. She looked out the window, too, making an irritated noise
in the back of her throat after it became apparent that he had nothing else to
say for himself.


As the bus began pulling out of the narrow alley where it had parked and
into the vast chasm between buildings that they had been looking out on
earlier, Ethan’s mind wandered back to the drones.


From what he’d heard they were not sentient or independent. Omnius
controlled all of them. Whatever independence the Omnies had was likely
governed by automatic sub routines. No doubt a self-defense sub routine had
been responsible for almost amputating his hand. Either that, or Omnius had
been behind that display of force, and the AI was just itching to make an
example out of him. 


Whatever the case, the drones were a more direct extension of Omnius’s will
than the Peacekeepers would ever be. Peacekeepers followed orders almost
without question, but they were still part of a grand society of people that
all worshiped Omnius as god. They thought he was good and perfect. Ethan
doubted the truth of that, but since everyone else was suckered into believing
it, the AI definitely had some appearances to keep up. Which means he can’t
order his Peacekeepers to do something atrocious, but with the drones he can be
himself—whatever that looks like. 


I wonder what your drones are up to when no one’s watching?


The inner voice that Omnius had occasionally used to speak to him since
arriving on Avilon was strangely quiet, as if the AI knew the jig was up, and
there was no point hiding himself from Ethan anymore.


I’m on to you, he thought, but still there was no reply. Ethan
watched the lights of passing holo signs streaking past the air bus. He
listened with half an ear as Rovik stood in the aisle between the rows of seats
in the bus, describing what life would be like in Etheria. Ethan couldn’t be
bothered to listen. Whatever life was like here, he knew it wasn’t for him.
Having Omnius watching his every step . . . telling him what to do, even
invading his dreams at night . . .


That was no way to live.


* * *


Atton watched the neon lights of the city blur past the air bus. Animated
holo signs caught his eye, each one seeming to leap out at him as he focused on
it—no doubt a trick of the ARCs he wore. He watched pedestrians walking on the
streets and bridges below, glancing up now and then to keep from getting dizzy.
Rows of colored windows streamed by, highly reflective and impossible to see
through in the bright, artificial daylight of Etheria. Up ahead Atton saw
endless lines of red tail lights stretching out to the horizon, as well as the
bright white headlights of oncoming traffic. There were four lanes running in
each direction, making the space between the buildings wider than Atton had
first suspected. Given the amount of traffic and the risk of collisions, he
guessed that the cars were all running on autopilot. Master Rovik confirmed
that just a second later, explaining that Omnius controlled all of the cars in
Etheria in order to avoid accidents. In his next breath, Rovik said that was
not the case in the Null Zone, and accidents were a frequent occurrence there.


Atton turned from watching the sights to focus more squarely on what their
tour guide was saying.


“Among the many advantages to life in Etheria, jobs, medical care, and
education are all freely available. Even natural abilities can be altered or
enhanced via gene therapies. Like Celesta, Etheria is a place of equal
opportunity where you can rise as far as your own merit takes you.”


“So, I could be a professional grav ball player?” someone asked.


“I’m not sure what grav ball is, but if you mean to ask whether you can be a
professional athlete, the answer is yes. You can be anything you want, but
certain jobs are in greater demand and less supply. As a result the training
for certain jobs will cost more, while other jobs will not even be available to
you at your citizenry rank. Because a person’s training and education can
change overnight via their Lifelink implants, it’s not uncommon to start your
career with various undesirable jobs, working your way up until more appealing
options become available to you. As refugees, you will all start at the bottom
of our society and live just above the Styx.”


“Doesn’t sound equal to me.”


“In a lot of ways it’s easier to gain favor with Omnius, and thus gain rank,
when you are at the bottom, because less is expected of you, and those around
you are often worse than you and have been stuck there longer. If you are truly
of equal merit to say, a high-ranking Celestial, it will not be long before you
become his neighbor.”


“What’s your idea of merit?” the same naysayer asked. Atton pegged the man
as a former sentinel from the Intrepid.


“It’s not my idea of merit that counts, but Omnius’s. Your merit is
represented by your citizenry rank. Your rank is determined by how well you
follow Omnius’s commands.”


“So what are these so-called commands?” Atton recognized his father’s voice
this time. 


“The first command is simple. Serve Omnius above all else, and the second
one tells you how to do the first: treat others as you would like them to treat
you.”


“All well and good, but what if I’m the only one doing that? Then I get
frekked,” Ethan said.


“No, you get promoted, so you move up in our society, figuratively and
literally. Then the people around you will be like-minded, and they will treat
you just as well as you treat them—sometimes better.”


“That’s all easier said than done,” someone else said. “We’re not wired to
think about others all the time.”


Master Rovik smiled. “That is what Avilon and Omnius are for. The more you
learn to put others first, the more successful you will become.”


Atton frowned at that, seeing the flaw lurking in that design. He waited for
a break in the conversation before adding his thoughts, “If we’re not thinking
about personal gain, we won’t push ourselves, and we’ll never reach our full
potential. For example, if I give all of my money to the poor, I’ll probably
stop working as hard to earn it—maybe I won’t even be aware that I’m slacking
off, but I’ll still do it, and then I’ll start making less and giving less,
too. Eventually I’ll have nothing to give and I won’t be a productive member of
society anymore. At least from an economic standpoint, some kind of balance
between selfishness and putting others first makes sense.”


Master Rovik turned to look at him, his glowing blue eyes bright, his lips
curving in a faint smile. “Young Master Ortane has just highlighted for you all
the reason behind capitalism and a free market economy, but Omnius is well
aware of how humans are wired, and a healthy balance is exactly what it takes
to succeed in the Ascendancy. If you give all of your money away, you will be
neglecting your own family, and you may also stop pushing yourself to do well
in your job, both of which will keep you from ascending very far. Despite your
generosity, you will be seen as neglecting your social responsibilities. And in
case you think about denying yourself for selfish reasons, delaying
gratification of self in order to appear less selfish than you are, remember
that Omnius knows you better than you know yourself. He can see straight
through our motives and he knows when altruism is genuine. Here, you are better
off being honest about your flaws and working to improve yourself, because you
won’t be able to look any better than you are.”


“That makes sense,” Atton said, “But if Etheria is a paradise, I assume that
means there’s no poverty, so isn’t charity unnecessary anyway?”


“No one in Etheria goes without their basic needs being met, not even the
lowest ranking citizens, but there are always those less fortunate than
yourself, and charity, as you call it, is not given to a particular person, but
rather to Omnius. We call this tithing. Omnius sees that the money goes where
it is needed most. Tithing replaces taxes as you know them, and it is entirely
voluntary. Inevitably, those with greater ranks and greater merit than you will
both earn more and offer more in tithes.”


Atton blinked, shocked by these revelations. It did seem like the
perfect system, but he was beginning to see why no one had ever implemented
such a thing in the Imperium. It took an all-knowing, and incredibly
intelligent entity to administer such a system effectively. Without which,
there would be no way to accurately judge merit, and no way to properly reward
it in order to incentivize the system. He made a guess about something else,
and said, “Etheria uses a planned economy, doesn’t it?”


“Yes.”


“So nothing is privately owned?”


“No, everything is privately owned, but technically Omnius is the real
owner, and he can seize your assets or give someone else the job of
administering them if he so chooses. Rest assured, however, seizures are very
rare, and changes in administration are typically voluntary, occurring when the
present owners and administrators move to a new type of job.”


“Then Omnius is not only your god and head of government, he rules over
every area of your lives!”


“Right down to who we should court and marry, how we should treat them, and
how we should share responsibilities within our homes. Omnius does not force us
to listen to Him, but as an Etherian, you will find it expedient to do so, and
to seek His will as often as you can. The more that you seek Him, the more He
will help you to make the right choices for your lives.”


Atton heard his father grunt with disapproval. 


“You have something on your mind, Ethan?” Master Rovik asked.


“Damn right I do. Omnius is controlling everything, forcing a square peg
into a round hole to make us all well-behaved little bots. He’s making us
extensions of him with no minds of our own! No wonder that little girl in the
Null Zone called you guys Nons. Non-humans. You’re not humans, because
you have an AI determining everything for you! Where’s the variety? The
individuality?”


“Unlike in your culture, Ethan, individuality is not prized here. It is a
way of saying you don’t want to obey Omnius, and that is another way of asking
to become a Null.”


“So what if I want to be an Etherian but I don’t want to follow the rules?
Suppose I’m just stubborn, but I like what you’ve done with the place, so I
don’t want to go down where I belong. What then? Omnius kicks me out?”


“If you repeatedly try to do harm to others, perhaps. If not, then you will
simply never ascend. People will be able to see your rank and how long you have
held it. From that they will know to stay away from you. You will become a
social pariah, and your only escape will be to become a Null.”


“Nice, so I get treated like a freak because I’m different. That’s real
benevolent of you guys.”


“It has nothing to do with being unfeeling. No doubt some will try to help
you see the error of your ways. They will be rewarded if they succeed, but most
will want to stay away to keep you from being a bad influence on them.”


Atton nodded along; it all made perfect sense to him. In fact, now that he
understood better how life worked in Etheria, he was more determined than ever
to make his choice. Where was the down side? Etheria promised a world with no
poverty, no death, no disease, no suffering, no unemployment, no boredom, no
unfairness, no crime . . . the list went on and on.


So why was his father so determined not to be a part of it? And what about
Ceyla? Surely by now she could see enough parallels between life on Avilon and
the after life the Etherians had preached about that she couldn’t deny it
anymore. This was the Etheria that her codices described. Omnius was the
benevolent god who was supposed to resurrect everyone after the apocalypse.
That apocalypse had come with the Sythians, and life eternal was here.


“I have a question,” a new voice asked. The voice was soft and feminine, and
Atton realized belatedly that it belonged to Ceyla. He turned to look behind
him so he could make eye contact. Rather than sit with him on the bus, she’d
opted to sit on the other side, a few rows back. She was obviously still angry
with him. 


“Yes, Miss Corbin?” Master Rovik growled, sounding as though his patience
was being strained with all the questions.


“If this is Etheria, where are all the people who died?” Ceyla’s expression
was mild and there was a faint smile on her soft, ruby lips. Her blue eyes
contrasted sharply with them, her gaze hard and angry.


“I’m not sure I understand . . .” the Peacekeeper slowly replied. “Everyone
is here, alive and well.” He gestured outside the bus to the endless rows of
skyscrapers flashing by to either side of them.


“No,” Ceyla shook her head, and now her lips parted in a tight smile that
curved contemptuously up on one side. “I mean the ones who died before the
Sythians invaded—my grandparents, and great grandparents. Where are they?”


Master Rovik sighed. “They are not here, nor are they anywhere else. We’ve
been over this Miss Corbin. The afterlife you are looking for does not exist.
If it did, we’d at least be able to see whatever it is that links us from this
plane of existence to the next. There would be some evidence of that link.”


“Maybe you just don’t know how to look yet. We didn’t know how to see past
cloaking shields. Your very own Omnius exploited that and implanted us all
without our knowledge. What if something bigger than Omnius puts a different
kind of implant in all of us at birth? What if its something that’s cloaked
even from Omnius? If Omnius could fool us because he’s so much smarter, it
stands to reason that an entity even smarter and more powerful than him could
do the same thing.”


The silence that followed those arguments was palpable. Atton turned back to
look at Master Rovik and the rest of the peacekeepers sitting at the front of
the bus. Some looked annoyed or angry, but none more so than Master Rovik
himself. The man’s blue eyes were full of something that looked all wrong and
out of place.


When he’d turned around, Atton had half expected to find the man’s gaze full
of compassion and pity for Ceyla’s ignorance and inability to accept the truth.
Instead what he saw was raw, raging hatred. There was enough of a threat
lurking in the Peacekeeper’s steely blue gaze that Atton was reminded of a
deadly predator backed into a corner and ready to pounce. 


As the silence wore on, Atton’s insides clenched up in anticipation of
something terrible. His heart beat erratically in his chest, and his palms
began to sweat. He felt a sudden need to defend Ceyla from the Peacekeeper.


His father beat him to it. “So that’s what you look like when you don’t have
all the answers. You don’t look very happy, Blue. Down right crushed. Just
watch how you throw that tantrum you’re fantasizing about right now. You touch
one hair on that girl’s head and I swear I’ll mess up your pretty face so bad
you’ll never want to see a mirror again.”


For a few more seconds, Rovik didn’t so much as twitch, but then he seemed
to snap out of it, and the bloody gleam left his eyes as his gaze left Ceyla’s
face. “You’d be dead before you even touched me, Martalis,” he said, turning to
Ethan.


“Hey, you remembered my name! Martalis. I get it now, Blue. Means mortal in
Versal, just like you said. That’s what you call the Nulls, isn’t it?”


“No,” Rovik replied. With that change in topic the last vestiges of cold
hatred burning in the Peacekeeper’s eyes seemed to disappear. “By calling you
Martalis, I am being polite, referring to you as I would refer to any child in
Etheria or Celesta—the word simply means you are not yet immortal because you
haven’t made your choice. Calling you a Null, however, is a way of denying your
very existence. The word means the same thing to us as it means to
Omnius—nothing. A null byte is a byte with the value of zero, and that is
exactly how much value you will have once you become a Null.”


Ethan replied with a snort, and Master Rovik smiled ruefully. “You are as
lost as anyone I have ever met, Ethan, but Omnius isn’t through with you yet.
He is more patient than you realize.” The Peacekeeper’s gaze swept back to
Ceyla. “That goes for you as well, Miss Corbin.”


“The feeling’s mutual, Glow Stick.”


Atton had to suppress a laugh at that. The Peacekeepers were
strangely bright to look at, thanks to their glowing armor and eyes.


“Cute,” Rovik replied. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I must get on with your
tour. No more questions please.” For the most part, the rest of their tour
through Etheria passed in silence. Atton watched the sights of the city pass
them by, listening with half an ear as Master Rovik described them and
explained what they were. He was too distracted to pay much attention. For some
reason, he couldn’t get Ceyla’s arguments out of his head. 


What if there was a way to prove the existence of something more, some other
life beyond the one they were all busy living?


Yet if proof of an afterlife existed, surely a vast super intelligence like Omnius
would have found it by now. He’d already been around for thousands of years,
and he’d never found anything to suggest that there could be a life after this
one. At least, if he had, he hadn’t thought to share that discovery with his
people.


But if he truly cares about us, he wouldn’t hide that. And hadn’t
Omnius already proven his love for people by saving them from the Sythians and
by building a utopia for them? 


Then there was the Null Zone—a large, impoverished, and unhappy group of
citizens looking for ways to undermine the whole system. If Omnius didn’t love
people, he wouldn’t give them a choice.


No, the lie made no sense. What possible motive could Omnius have to hide
the real nature of the universe from people? Atton couldn’t think of one. It was
easier to accept that Omnius was exactly what he claimed to be, and that he
wasn’t hiding anything.












Chapter 18





“What are you
hiding, Mr Cavanaugh?” An ugly threat lurked in Captain Covani’s voice. 


Destra eyed the big, broad-shouldered man, known so far as Cavanaugh. He
stood before them, his hands already bound behind his back with lengths of stun
cord. His nose was bleeding, and a set of bloody gashes were torn in his baggy
orange prison garb, revealing one muscular upper arm with matching furrows
carved into his skin, while the other sleeve was torn away entirely, revealing
the shiny silver shell of a cybernetic prosthesis. 


Destra thought about the man’s bloody nose and the gash in his arm. She
didn’t have to wonder where he’d received those injuries. The gash was
consistent with claw marks. Her eyes narrowed on the Gors. At least they hadn’t
taken a bite out of him.


“Please, call me Darron,” the broad-shouldered man replied in a breezy tone.
“None of my friends call me Cavanaugh.”


“I’m not your friend,” the captain replied.


He shrugged. “Maybe I’m not yours, sir, but you broke me out of prison, so
that makes you mine. You’ll come around.” He flashed a big smile. “I’m
irresistible.”


“Cut the krak. You compromised our rescue operation on Etaris in order to
rescue unauthorized persons. I want to know who you really are, and what the
frek you thought you were doing,” Covani said, looming close to the prisoner.
The effect was no doubt intended to intimidate, but it merely looked comical
due to the vast difference between the two mens’ sizes.


The big man’s cheer abruptly vanished. “I already told you who I am.”


“Then you’re going to need some proof, because the man who was supposed to
be in your cell was one Edgar Framon, murderer and rapist, serving two
consecutive life sentences. I suppose the other prisoners you rescued are
equally depraved low-lifes?”


Cavanaugh’s brow furrowed and he shook his head. “If you think I’m Framon,
why the frek would you bust me out of there?”


“We only rescued you because the Gor who broke into your cell got the cell
number wrong.”


“Seems like it’s my lucky day then.”


“Start talking.”


“Name’s Darron Cavanaugh, just like I told you, sir. Framon along
with his crimes is an identity they made up for me when my commanding
officer burned us and threw us to the bureaucrats. Have you even thought to
look up the name Darron Cavanaugh in any of your databases? Surely you
still have some records from the old Imperium.”


Covani frowned. “We did look you up, but we didn’t get a match.”


“Really? Not even if you check Sentinels’ databases? The kakards must have
done a better job covering up than I thought.”


“Covering up what?” Destra asked.


“You ever hear of the Black Rictans? The Blackies?”


Destra blinked and her eyes widened as that unit name connected to meaning
in her head. Back before the Sythian Invasion and the war, the Blackies, or
the Black Rictans, had been the most famous squad of sentinels in the Imperium.
They had been splashed all over recruitment posters, and their unit was the unit
to be in. The faces changed over the years as soldiers died or got promoted and
moved on, but the squad had stayed the same, with the same reputation. 


Suddenly, Destra found herself scanning the others standing with Cavanaugh.
They were all equally big and tough-looking, which was consistent with a squad
of elite sentinels. There was just one problem—the Black Rictans had gone down
in a blaze of glory during the gener riots on Alista. The Alistans had been
fighting over ethical and societal objections to engineering genetically
superior children.


“You all died,” Destra said quietly.


“So everyone keeps telling me. Try looking me up again. Sergeant Darron
Cavanaugh, serial number 24-1556-6179-8858.”


Captain Covani snapped his fingers to an aide standing beside him.


“Sir?”


“Go find a holo pad and look up that serial number.”


“I have one here, sir. Could you please repeat the number to me, Mr
Cavanaugh?”


The broad-shouldered man repeated the string of numbers, and the aide spent
a moment tapping them into his pad. Once he had the result, he shook his head
and turned the pad so Covani could see. Destra peered over the captain’s
shoulder to get a look.


“Name, classified,” Covani began, reading the dossier aloud.
“Division, ISSA, Sentinels. Rank, Master Sergeant. Unit, classified.”
Covani looked up with a patient smile. “You know what that tells me, Cavanaugh?
You knew a Sentinel, and somehow you got him to tell you his serial
number.”


“Can someone reach into my pants?” Cavanaugh asked.


“You think this is a joke?” The captain gestured to all of the other
prisoners standing with them in the hangar. “You put all of these men’s lives
in jeopardy with your actions. I’d let them decide your fate, but I don’t want
to encourage their darker sides any more than I have to.” At that a few angry
looks turned Cavanaugh’s way.


“It’s no joke, Captain. Release my bonds and I’ll show you what I mean.”


Covani’s eyes narrowed quickly. After a brief pause he gave a quick nod and
took a long step back. “Release him.” Destra and the others retreated to a safe
distance with the captain, and watched warily as a pair of sentinels stepped
forward, their weapons drawn and ready. One of them aimed a small remote at
Cavanaugh and pressed a button. There came a click and the man’s stun
cords clattered to the ground, deactivated and inert. Cavanaugh relaxed his
arms and took a moment to roll his big shoulders.


“Get on with it, Framon,” the captain said.


They watched as he reached into his pants and fiddled around for a moment.
Covani didn’t look amused.


“There we go . . .” the prisoner said, and he produced a small, shiny silver
chip. Destra recognized it as a soldier’s ID tag. Wrist-embedded Identichips
were ubiquitous to everyone in the Imperium, but Sentinels also wore a
secondary piece of ID around their necks that was nearly indestructible. ID
tags contained a few bytes of basic data hard-coded into their molecular
structure, rather than digitally encoded in a more fragile format. That was in
case, say, a plasma grenade burned the sentinel in question to atomic ash and
his regular identichip didn’t survive.


“My ID tag,” the prisoner said, holding it out to the captain. One of the
sentinels stepped forward and cautiously took the tag, his eyes and weapon on
Cavanaugh the entire time. The sentinel retreated, backing up until he could
pass the tag to the captain.


Destra watched as the captain’s aide scanned the chip with his holo pad.
Another few lines appeared on the pad.


 


Cavanaugh


Darron A.


24-1556-6179-8858ISSA


Blood Type: O+


Religion: Agnostic


 


“Where did you get this?” Captain Covani demanded.


“With respect, sir, where do you think I got it?”


Destra shook her head. There was no way a prisoner had managed to create
that tag to support his phony story. It was equally unlikely that he’d found a
way to read it, or that the real Darron Cavanaugh had told Edgar his serial
number before Edgar had killed him and stolen his ID tag.


“You said something about a cover up?” Covani asked, taking a step closer to
the prisoner.


“That’s right. Alista was just to get the public eye off us. We weren’t even
there. We went on a highly-classified mission instead. To the Getties Cluster.”


Destra blinked. “When was this?”


“Oh, about five years before the Imperium built the space lane between the
two galaxies. Six years before their official, inaugural mission went there and
stirred up a krakload of Sythians.”


“Why would anyone want to cover up your mission?”


“Because our mission went to a different sector of the Getties. Our report
was used as the primary reason to open a space lane for Imperial expansion into
the Getties. In the six months we spent exploring, we didn’t find any Sythians.
Or at least, we didn’t think so at the time.”


Captain Covani crossed his arms over his chest. “Go on.”


“We found Noctune and the Gors, sir. Our exploration was limited to the
sector around Noctune, but we found nothing to suggest civilization. Our
xenobiologist classified the Gors as a type zero civilization. Primitive hunter-gatherers.
We found evidence in our geological surveys to conclude that Noctune was once
much warmer with a much brighter and stronger sun. Something catastrophic
happened that diminished the power and likely the mass of their sun.”


“Skip the Gor history lesson and get to the point, Cavanaugh.”


“Yes, sir. As I said we encountered no sentient life besides the Gors. We
explored several solar systems in depth and found most of them contained
sterile ice balls even less habitable than Noctune.


“A few worlds had basic flora and fauna, but the Gors were the only
intelligent species we found. Our long range probes found more of the same. The
Getties was dark and cold, and unoccupied by any kind of advanced civilization
that we could detect.”


“Then explain the Sythians to me, Sergeant,” Covani replied.


“I’m getting to that, sir. Based on our report when we returned one year
later, the government began funding a space lane to connect the two galaxies.
My recommendation was that another more extensive mission be sent before any
conclusions be drawn about whether or not the Getties was safe and open for
Imperial expansion. The brass ignored me, and rather than funding another
mission, work began on the space lane to the Getties. 


“But rather than put the lane through to Noctune and the system we’d already
cleared as safe, some krak-for-brains committee decided we should put the lane
through to a more habitable system that we had yet to fully explore. Well you
all know the rest of the story. No sooner had we finished the space lane than
we ran into Sythians on the other side.”


Destra shook her head. “A testament to human arrogance.”


Cavanaugh snorted and went on. “At the time our unit was assigned to another
undercover op. We were recalled to join the war, but rather than join the
fight, we were taken straight to Etaris without trial or explanation. We found
out when we arrived that our identichips had somehow been altered and we were
now convicted felons with false names. Suffice to say no one believed us when
we arrived. Our uniforms and weapons were confiscated along with our ID tags.
You don’t want to know what I had to do to keep mine.”


At that, the captain glanced distastefully at the metal chip lying in his
palm. 


“The prison warden was in on it, so he didn’t let us say anything to anyone
who mattered, and the guards figured we were all crazy.”


“So someone buried you all to make sure no one ever held them accountable
for letting the Sythians into our galaxy.”


“That’s right. I guess back then they still thought we might win the war.”
Cavanaugh flashed a nasty grin. “But the ones who burned us ended up dying in
the war, while we all survived here in Dark Space. Irony’s a kakard,” Cavanaugh
said, chuckling.


Captain Covani didn’t look amused. “We’re going to have to verify your story
by running the serial numbers of the rest of your men.”


“Not a problem,” Cavanaugh said.


“If everything checks out, the Black Rictans will be officially reinstated
with a public pardon—public in this case being the officers on this ship.”


“That’s more than I could have hoped for, sir.”


Covani nodded and Destra watched as he turned to speak to the entire group
of prisoners they’d rescued. “As for the rest of you, you will be riding in the
brig under close watch until we can determine who, if anyone, should receive a
pardon for their crimes. You will also all be subjected to medical examinations
and interrogations to ascertain whether or not you have yet been brain-washed
into becoming Sythian slaves. If you are cleared, you’ll soon pay your debt to
society by helping us rebuild on a new world. That will be all.” Turning back
to Cavanaugh he said, “Unfortunately, Sergeant, you and your men will also have
to go through the exams.”


“I understand, sir.”


“Good. Dismissed.” Covani saluted the sergeant and turned on his heel to
head back the way they’d come. Destra caught up to him a second later. 


“Sir,” she whispered.


“What is it, Councilor?”


“I need to discuss something with you.”


“Can it wait? I’m running short on sleep, and I’m long overdue for a hot
meal.”


“So am I. I could join you in your office for a meal and we can discuss our
next steps.”


“Very well. Meet me there in fifteen, but whatever it is, let’s keep it
short.”


“Agreed.”


Fifteen minutes later they sat down in the captain’s office. A low-ranking
sentinel brought in two plates of food, each with an identical portion of
re-hydrated ration blocks. A small pinkish chunk of meat, a greenish chunk of
vegetables, and a stale dinner roll lay steaming on Destra’s plate. The smell
was appetizing, but that was probably only because she was so hungry.


While they ate, Destra explained what Torv had said about Noctune and the
Gors’ desire to search for survivors there. The captain greeted that news with
a frown, so Destra tried sweetening the deal by referencing what they’d just
learned about Noctune and the surrounding systems from Sergeant Cavanaugh.


“I’ll admit Cavanaugh’s report makes the Gors’ case stronger, but this will
be a one way trip. Do you really want the future of our civilization to depend
on staying hidden right under the Sythians’ noses? We might manage it for a few
generations, but what happens after that? It would just take one passing
Sythian scout to find us. If they found and enslaved the Gors on Noctune, it is
likely they will find us and either enslave us or wipe us out.”


“More likely than them finding us in this galaxy after they cleared it for
future expansion? At least the Getties won’t be subject to any active
exploration, because they already know what’s in their backyard. A passing
scout won’t easily detect us, unless we’re trying to communicate with it, or
unless we’ve already reached a significant level of civilization. Hopefully if
we become that advanced we’ll also be cautious about broadcasting things into
space.”


Covani frowned. “What’s your point, Councilor?” 


“My point is that for the foreseeable future it could actually be easier to
hide in the Getties. Besides, if we don’t help the Gors now, they will leave
us. Can we afford to start over without them?”


“It might be nice to have fewer mouths to feed. Besides, just because we’re
allies now, doesn’t mean the Gors won’t become our enemies in a hundred years,
or even a thousand. For all we know they’ll be our ultimate undoing, not the
Sythians.”


“That’s a lot of supposition, Captain, but I have another suggestion. We’re
already aware that there are a number of extra-galactic planets and star
systems lurking in the nebula between our two galaxies, and those star systems
are even less likely to be found and explored by Sythians than systems they
have already explored in their own galaxy. While we travel to Noctune, we can
stop off and check out some of the extra-galactics that the Imperium already
cataloged.


“Cataloged but not explored,” Covani clarified. “We don’t know what’s out
there.”


“Exactly! If we knew about those systems for countless centuries
without even bothering to explore them, it’s because we had plenty of other
systems to explore closer at hand. We went to the Getties before we explored
the systems lying along the way.”


Covani looked thoughtful. “That is actually a promising place to start.”


“Of course it is! So . . . do you want me to tell Torv the good news, or are
you going to?”


“I’ll sleep on it.”


“You’ll . . .”


“Madam Councilor, we are in no position to be making such crucial decisions
about the future of the human race when we haven’t slept more than a few hours
in the last two days.”


Destra opened her mouth to object, but Covani waved her objection away while
chewing his last morsel of rehydrated meat. “We’ll reconvene here one hour
before reversion to real space. By then I should have an answer ready for you
and the Gors.”


“Captain, may I remind you that the Admiral left me in charge?”


“And the admiral is not here. Nor will he ever be here again. I am sorry for
your loss, Ma’am. I have nothing but respect for the admiral, but his widowed
wife has no business making tactical decisions that affect the survival of our
species.”


“Widowed wife . . .” Destra’s face turned red and the veins began standing
out on her forehead. “I’m also the Councilor of Karpathia and the next in line
for command of the Imperium.”


“Councilor is a civil rank, not a military one. The Imperium no
longer exists, but my ship does, and you have no business commanding it. I
might also point out, Miss Heston, that you were only recently appointed
to office, and it may be argued that the only reason you were appointed at all
was because your late husband was ruling the Imperium at the time.”


“How dare you!” Destra rose to her feet, her hands balled into fists. “And
it’s still Mrs Heston, thank you.”


“Ma’am. Please return to your quarters and get some sleep. I will announce
my decision one hour before reversion. Dismissed.”


“You can’t dismiss me. I’m not one of your crew.”


“At this point, Ma’am, even the prisoners are a part of my crew, and I can
dismiss whoever I like.” He rose to his feet, his tangerine eyes glittering in
the low light of his office. 


Destra glared daggers at him. She considered popping his self-important
bubble by telling him that the surviving remnants of humanity were a lot bigger
than him and his ship, but Avilon and its location was her secret weapon, and
it wouldn’t be wise to reveal that yet.


“Good night, Covani,” she said, and turned to leave his office, her head
full of bitter thoughts.


* * *


As the tour of Etheria ended, the air bus left the main stream of traffic
and began dropping straight down. Ethan watched out the window as they fell
past countless dozens of floors. Shadows crept as they descended, flickering
past the bus like living things. Darkness gathered despite the dazzling light
pouring from the bottom of each level of elevated streets. Soon Ethan could see
the fuzzy blue glow of the Styx swelling up beneath them. That hazy blue shield
wall was noticeably dimmer than the one above them, as though Omnius didn’t
want to give the Nulls any more light than was absolutely necessary.


The bus came to a sudden stop, which they all saw, but none of them felt
thanks to the vehicle’s inertial management system.


They sat in an apprehensive silence, waiting. Ethan listened to the faint
hum from the bus’s grav lifts, to the air whooshing from climate control
vents overhead. The only sign of life inside the bus was the occasional rustle
of fabric from the white celestial robes they all still wore. Master Blue Cape
had long since stopped pointing out the sights, which Ethan found to be a
relief. The man’s gravelly voice was almost as irritating as he was.


“What’s the delay?” someone asked, breaking the silence.


“We have to pass a customs check to make sure our vehicle isn’t carrying any
illegal items into the Null Zone,” Blue Cape replied from the front of the bus.


Silence reigned once more.


“What did you see down there?” Alara whispered beside him.


“I already told you,” he replied. “It’s like Dark Space, but worse. Omnius
took me to some place called the Grunge. Everyone down there was living
in free housing, living off free food and other things that Omnius recycles
from the city’s garbage.”


Alara nodded absently, and Ethan looked out the side window of the bus—only
to find that something was looking back at him. A silver ball with one
bright red eye in its center hovered just outside the window, watching him.


“What the frek?” 


All around him others were having similar reactions, and Alara, who was
sitting closest to their window suddenly leaned as far over into his lap as she
could.


“What is it?”


“Do not be alarmed,” Rovik said. “They are the drones who will scan our
vehicle before we are permitted into the Null Zone.”


Up till now Ethan had only seen Omnius’s drones—or Omnies—in their
vaguely humanoid form. Now, as he looked more closely, he realized that these
bots were identical to the other ones, or rather, to their heads.
Apparently they could detach from their bodies and fly around for greater
mobility.


Suddenly the red eye staring at them burned bright red, dazzling Ethan’s
eyes. His ARCs adjusted a second too late, polarizing to protect his eyes. Red
light flickered through the bus, and Ethan turned to see more drones looking in
from the other side. He felt his skin grow warm and begin to tingle, and then
the light was gone, plunging the inside of the bus into a sudden darkness. His
ARCs brightened once more, but by the time the spots cleared from his vision,
the drones were already gone.


The bus began descending, and Ethan leaned over Alara to get a closer look
out the window. He saw that the hexagonal segment of the shield directly below
the bus had been deactivated to let them through. 


Moments later they passed below the shield and the segment flickered back to
life overhead. The light emitted from the bottom of the shield was a dim blue,
unlike the dazzling brightness they’d seen from beneath the Celestial Wall.


In an attempt to make up for that, lights from passing windows and strips of
external glow panels shone out from the buildings, casting the under city in a
dim, multi-colored gloom. 


“Welcome to the Null Zone,” Rovik said. The bus continued slowly downward,
and the Peacekeeper launched into a description of life in the Null Zone. Ethan
had already guessed at most of it. Unlike the upper cities, the Null Zone did
not benefit from free health care, education, or equal opportunity. It was run
by an elected government, and the economy was free market and privately-run. Unemployment
was high—about 10%. Birth rates were low, and the population would be shrinking
without immigrants from the Uppers. Despite that, rent was not cheap, and space
was at a premium. Organized crime was creeping in at the lowest levels, taking
over abandoned sectors. Making matters worse, the upper class was hogging all
the more desirable space higher up in the Null Zone.


Social programs and charities, funded and put in place mostly by Omnius,
were what people fell back on if they couldn’t look after themselves. Reference
was made to what Ethan had already witnessed—recycling programs that made food
and other basic necessities freely available to even the poorest citizens.


Crime was on the rise. Local enforcers—the Nulls’ version of the
Peacekeepers—were corrupt and underpaid, and they tended not to patrol below
level ten. If they did, it was with one eye shut. Anything below level ten was
considered a red zone, and the sub levels were either abandoned or home to
various crime lords and their gangs. A tenuous balance existed between
law-abiding citizens and criminal organizations. 


Underpinning all the crime was the distribution and sale of a super drug, a
synthetic performance enhancer called Bliss. 


Ethan grimaced as he heard that. He’d already had a taste of the stuff, and
based on the way it had made him feel, he wondered why anyone would ever want
to take it again.


“Despite Bliss being illegal, you’ll find plenty of users are respectable
citizens living in the upper levels. The drug makes them better at what they
do, so they keep using, but every now and then someone stops taking it because
they can’t afford to keep dosing. Go too long between doses and you damage your
brain. Do that enough, and you’ll wind up no better than a simple-minded
beast.”


Ethan wasn’t surprised that the rich had a lock on Bliss, but in a way it
made them responsible for all of the crime and corruption in the lower levels.
Without users there’d be no demand and no one would bother to illegally traffic
the supply. King-pins and their organizations would shrivel up and die. Of
course, that was just a fantasy. People wouldn’t stop using Bliss just to
eradicate crime.


The bus continued drifting down, and a level of elevated streets came into
view below them. Ethan noticed that the street was lit with glow lamps, and the
pedestrians all seemed to be well-dressed. The faces of the buildings were neat
and recently painted, and the architecture was suitably grand and ornate. He
felt a spark of hope lighten his spirits. Maybe living in the Null Zone
wouldn’t be so bad?


As they dropped below that level, however, things quickly became worse.
Paint peeled from walls, curtains took the place of the more expensive
reflective coating on windows, allowing them to see straight into a few apartments.
Cheap, ugly-looking black bars caged every window, and balconies disappeared
entirely.


Ethan wondered how far down they were, and his ARC display reacted to that
thought by producing a small cross section of the Null Zone showing their
current location. The bus was represented by a green dot, seen descending
slowly past level 21. 


As soon as they reached level 15 a dense, dirty gray fog crept in, making
the city even darker than it had been before. Ethan grimaced. The light shining
out from the windows of nearby buildings became all but lost in the swirling
clouds of gritty moisture. As they dropped below level 10, the light diminished
even further, and only the occasional fuzzy white or golden glow still bloomed
through the mist. Either not many people lived down here, or the residents were
afraid to advertise that they were there.


Ethan estimated that another minute or two passed with them drifting down
through the fog before something changed. Suddenly the window he was looking
out turned a blurry blue, and the fog peeled away, as if blown by a giant’s
breath. The fog stopped retreating at a set distance of just a few meters from
the bus. There, holding it at bay, was the blurry blue barrier he’d seen
before. It was a shield of some kind. The ground swirled into view, and fog
billowed out beneath the bus as the shield pushed it away. Then they stopped
and hovered just a few feet above the ground. 


Rovik turned to them and said, “Whatever you see, please remember, we’re
perfectly safe in here.”


With that warning, the bus began moving forward again. Alara’s nails bit
into Ethan’s arm. He reached for her hand to keep her from doing any serious
damage.


The bus went slowly, giving their imaginations time to populate the shifting
shadows with hideous monsters. The occasional fuzzy glow bloomed in the
darkness, giving just enough light to paint more shadows against the swirling
clouds of gray mist. Ethan was sure the shadows were just his imagination,
until he began to see those shadows converge. They swarmed toward the
bus. Ethan’s heart beat faster, and the bus slowed down. 


“Ah, Blue . . .” Ethan said.


Around them others were murmuring with concern, and Alara was back to
digging her nails into his arm—this time with both hands. “Hey, Blue!” Ethan
said. “Any particular reason why we’re slowing down?”


“Do not be alarmed,” Rovik replied. “Omnius wants you to see this.”


Then, as if it had all been perfectly staged, the shadows took form, and the
bus’s running lights splashed them with color. Bedraggled masses of people came
wandering out of the darkness, blinking against the light, stumbling about as
if in a daze. They were a disorganized mob dressed with ragged scraps of
clothing, a sea of bony arms and legs. They came toward the bus like moths to a
flame, mesmerized by the light. Ethan watched them approach, horrified by the
sight of them. He’d seen Psychos before, but not like this, not so close.


“Ethan . . .” Alara began, her grip tightening still further. 


He winced, suddenly reminded of what it felt like to hold a pregnant woman’s
hand while she was in labor. “Relax, we’re safe in here.”


“Then why are they still coming?”


Ethan shook his head, unable to answer that. Despite the shield, they saw
the bedraggled masses step right through it, as though it were nothing.


“Blue, your shield’s not working . . .” Ethan said, his eyes on an old hag
with stringy gray hair and wild-looking yellow eyes. Those eyes found his, and
she licked swollen lips.


Ethan shuddered. “Rovik!”


“The shield is only to hold back the fog, Martalis, not the wildlife.”


“Wildlife?”


“I mean the Psychos, of course,” Rovik said.


Ethan could have sworn there was a touch of humor in the man’s voice, but
whatever had the Peacekeeper so amused wasn’t tickling Ethan’s funny bone at
all. 


He eyed the old crone as she stumbled toward them. Alara leaned away, all
but winding up in his lap. “What does she want?” Alara asked, sounding
desperate.


The bus slowed to a complete stop, and the old woman walked straight up to
their window. Dozens more crowded around her, each of them fixated on their own
subject within the bus.


The old woman stood a few inches away from the window, watching them. She
was at least sixty, but disfigured and scarred, with several open sores that
they could see. Dirty fragments of cloth clung to her in all the wrong places,
revealing jutting bones and dirty skin. She pressed hands that were black with
dirt to the glass. Then came her nose, pressed up and pushed back like a pig’s
snout. She began steaming up the glass with her breath, all the while staring
at them with those wild yellow eyes. There was something in her gaze that
inspired pity, and for a moment Ethan was almost fooled. 


Then a few more bedraggled humans crowded around her. One of them, a younger
man, rapped on their window with a long, impossibly thin arm.


“They look hungry,” Alara said. “Do we have any food we can give them?” she
asked, raising her voice to be heard over the rising tumult inside the bus.


Rovik replied, “You might not like their idea of food.”


“What do you mean?”


The old woman licked her lips once more, and suddenly Ethan understood.
“Because they think they’ve just stepped up to the buffet table,” he whispered.


More knuckles rapped on the window, and this time the sound echoed all
around them. Psychos pounded on the sides of the bus, rocking it on its grav
lifts. 


A woman screamed.


“They can’t get in here, can they?” someone asked. Ethan recognized the
voice as Atton’s.


“No, don’t worry. We’re safe,” Rovik replied.


“I think we should get moving,” Ethan said.


“Not yet.”


“I’m going to have nightmares tonight,” Alara whimpered, turning away from
the scene and burying her face in his robes. 


Ethan looked on, afraid to look away in case one of those clawing hands
should find a way into the bus. The faces pressed against the glass were all
dirty and ugly. If these people had been normal once, there was no sign of it
now. A few of them were foaming at the mouth and spraying the window with
spittle.


Then something new happened. 


Ethan saw the middle distance behind the Psychos flash with a ball of blue
light that sparkled and then swelled quickly to three times its size. At that
point it burst and the world became a blinding sea of brightness. A deafening boom
rattled the windows and the bus rocked violently under them. The fact that this
time they could feel the movement told Ethan something was wrong. The
lights flickered and died; then the bus suddenly dropped and hit the ground
with a bone-jarring crash. People screamed. Ethan held tight to Alara,
waiting for the lights to come back so he could see what was going on.


He felt a cold brush of something against his arm and jerked reflexively
away from it. The lights came back a split second later. Everyone was thrashing
to get back into their seats, the majority having fallen into the aisle. Ethan
turned to look out the window, and he saw that the crowd of Psychos had left.
There were no bodies on the ground where the explosion had occurred.


“What the frek?” he wondered aloud.


Rovik shouted something to the driver, and the bus leapt off the ground,
lurching into motion again. This time they were going fast.


Another flash of blue light bloomed beside them. Ethan looked away to shield
his eyes. It exploded a split second later, rocking the bus once more.


The shield bubble around them suddenly brightened and contracted, drawing
much closer to the sides of the bus. The fog swirled back in, and Ethan was
even more blinded than before.


Another blue light flashed on the other side of the bus, followed by
another, and another. The explosions rumbled around them like thunder, and the
bus rocked as though it was adrift over stormy waters. Ethan looked up to see
Rovik come stalking back through the bus. He looked furious. 


“What’s going on?” Ethan asked.


“Isn’t it obvious?” he replied. “We’re under attack.”


“I thought you said we’d be safe down here!”


“You are. Nulls are not supposed to have access to pulse weapons.”


“Pulse weapons?” Ethan caught the Peacekeeper by the arm. 


Rovik twisted out of his grip easily and stood staring at him, his glowing
blue eyes blazing. “Weapons that interfere with the conversion and distribution
of energy.”


Another flash of blue light went off behind them, taking with it the
Peacekeeper’s patience. He hurried on down the aisle. 


“What the frek is that supposed to mean?” Ethan called after him.


“It means they are trying to disable us, Mr Ortane! They want us alive.”


Ethan blinked, suddenly curious. They who? He watched as Rovik
reached the back of the bus. Once there, the Peacekeeper waved his hands and an
emergency door slid aside. Unsavory smells began wafting in. Rovik raised his
arms to fire back at whatever was pursuing them, using weapons built into his
suit. For a moment it looked like he was taking an inordinate amount of time to
fire on their unseen enemy. He kept repositioning his arms as if to get a
better angle on some unseen target. Then he dropped his arms, as if he’d given
up altogether. A second later, bright orange explosions began to blossom out of
the fog behind them. The explosions peppered some unseen surface and then
flowed together like an amorphous ball of plasma. When that bright orange glow
was all they could see, it went off with a mighty screech of rending metal, and
a sound like breaking glass. The brightness of the explosion was dimmed enough
by the fog and the contacts they all wore that Ethan didn’t have to look away
this time. Rovik turned away from the door and it shut automatically as the
Peacekeeper strode back to the front of the bus.


As he breezed by them, he said, “Your tour is over!”


Alara breathed a sigh of relief and looked up. Ethan noticed that her cheeks
were wet with tears, and he regarded her with a frown. “Are you okay?” Usually
she had a better tolerance for danger. 


She shook her head and returned to sitting upright in her seat. “Must be my
hormones.”


He squeezed her hand and sent her a lopsided grin. “Don’t worry, I was
scared, too.”


Alara shook her head. “I wasn’t scared.”


“Then . . .”


“I can’t help thinking about those people we saw, reduced to barbarism,
starving to death down here in the dark. I can’t imagine a worse way to die.”


Ethan shook his head. “They’re not even human anymore. You heard what Rovik
said. They’re brain damaged cannibals. Someone should put them out of their
misery.”


“Maybe they’re not human anymore, but they used to be . . .” She trailed
off, shaking her head. “They used to be someone’s mothers, daughters, sons, and
fathers.”


Ethan frowned. “What are you getting at?”


She turned to look at him, her face distraught. “I don’t want our daughter to
end up like that, Ethan.”


“She won’t.”


“No? Can you promise me that? One in five Nulls is addicted to Bliss!”


“We’ll raise her right.” 


“And what if that isn’t good enough?”


“You’re getting way too far ahead of yourself. She’s not even born yet.” He
squeezed her hand. “We’ll warn her every chance we get. Besides, you heard
Master Blue—it’s just the rich that have to worry about Bliss.”


“No, Ethan. It’s just the rich that don’t have to worry about becoming
Psychos. People like us, we might just get desperate enough to start using for
a chance at a better life, but what happens when we can’t afford another dose?”


Ethan didn’t have an answer for that. “Let’s take one day at a time. For
now, it’s good enough that we know what we’re going to choose. The rest will
work itself out. It always does.”


Alara nodded and looked away, back out the window of the bus. Although she
gave no reply, Ethan could read her thoughts as clearly as if they were his
own. She wasn’t sure about what she was going to choose anymore, and that
frightened him more than anything they’d seen lurking in the shadows of the
under city.












Chapter 19





Destra sat in the
mess hall with her daughter. The ship’s intercom crackled to life and Captain
Covani’s voice rasped through the room.


“Attention all personnel, this is your captain speaking. We are one hour
away from our scheduled reversion to real space, and the time has come for us
to decide where we should go from there.”


A sudden hush fell in the mess hall as the noise of conversations and
cutlery scraping plates ceased.


“I’ve met with my advisers and councilors and we have discussed the matter
at length. Every possible option was discussed.”


Destra’s eyes narrowed at that, and she wondered if there had been a meeting
that she hadn’t been invited to. She and the captain had only discussed one
option at length, which was for them to go to Noctune and help the Gors look
for survivors.


“Our galaxy was ruled out, since the Sythians wouldn’t have been so
relentless about killing every last one of us if they planned to share the
galaxy with us. They’ll be looking for us here, and if we stay, eventually they
will find us again. 


“We discussed going to The Getties Cluster, but logic compels us to ask the
question—if the Sythians came here because they ran out of space in their
galaxy, will there be any room for us there to hide?”


“Thus, the third and final option becomes the only one still available to
us. We must go somewhere so remote that no one would bother to look for us
there.


“With that in mind, our destination is The Devlin’s Hand Nebula. We will
search for rogue stars and habitable planets lying between the Adventa Galaxy
and the Getties. Our ETA to the first such star is approximately three months.
Food and supplies are scarce, so all non-essential personnel will be placed in
stasis and only awoken when we arrive. There will be two crews of ten officers
who will rotate in and out of stasis while we travel. If you haven’t already
been told that you are one of those twenty, you should make your way to the med
bay for stasis prep as soon as possible.


“For those of you who are wondering, the Gors are leaving us. They will go
to Noctune to look for survivors from the Sythian assault on their world. We
will stop briefly at our next reversion point to transfer the ones we have on
board to their fleet.


“The road ahead of us is a long and treacherous one, but if we stand
together, we will prosper. Ruh-kah!”


Silence reigned for just a moment longer as everyone in the mess hall
processed the Captain’s announcement. Then people snapped into action. Chairs
slid out from tables, pivoting on articulated arms that kept them anchored to
the deck. Trays and cutlery banged and clattered into collection bins. A
hundred different voices rose at once, everyone arguing over the Captain’s
decision.


Destra took Atta by the hand, carrying their trays in the other. She stopped
to drop them in the nearest collection bin, and then hurried on for the exit,
all but dragging her daughter along.


“What’s the hurry?” Atta asked.


“We’re going to see the Captain.”


“Why?”


“Because I want to talk with him.”


“About what?”


“Quiet. Let Mommy think.”


Atta remained quiet for a moment, and Destra ground her teeth together as
she considered the captain’s orders. She hadn’t been notified that she was one
of the twenty individuals who would be awake for the coming journey. 


Clearly Captain Covani had decided to negate her authority entirely and make
himself the uncontested ruler of humanity. Worse, he was prepared to lose the
Gors as allies!


Destra could barely contain her rage. She wasn’t going to let him do that
without a fight.


* * *


Atton stood on the balcony of their communal quarters on level 30 of Destiny
Tower—almost halfway down to the mist-choked netherworld on the surface of the
planet. Up here the city was noticeably safer and more civilized. Just five
floors below, Atton could see and hear the noisy bustle of pedestrians walking
along the Null Zone’s well-lit, elevated streets. Pedestrian hover trains
periodically whooshed by on both sides of those streets, leaving a broad
gap between the buildings where streams of air traffic could be seen rising and
descending vertically between the upper and lower levels.


Atton watched the crowds of pedestrians, his eyes darting from one person to
another, searching for psychos. There was the occasional beggar standing on a
street corner, but nothing consistent with the sub-human dregs they’d seen on
the surface. It was hard to imagine that one in five people walking
those streets was already well on their way to becoming a psycho.


Atton breathed a deep sigh, his nose wrinkling as he took in the musty odors
of the city. He looked up at the Styx. The shield wall shone a dull, hazy blue
overhead, a poor substitute for the sky. They’d begun touring Etheria in the
early morning, and since then, Atton estimated that no more than six hours
could have passed, meaning it was still the middle of the day, but it looked
like the middle of the night.


He shook his head. The contrast between Etheria and the Null Zone was
striking. There was no question that life would be better in Etheria, making it
pointless to argue about whether or not individual freedom was really a good
thing.


He turned away from the view and walked back inside the living area of their
suite. The Peacekeepers had left the suite soon after arrival with the excuse
that they were needed elsewhere. They’d warned that drones had been posted
outside in case any of them started causing trouble. But no one seemed to have
the energy for trouble. Everyone was lying around on couches and chairs,
exhausted from the events of the past few days. Omnius’s nightly intrusion on
their dreams hadn’t helped. Nightmares in Avilon were much worse, because you
knew upon waking that it had all been real, and that your dreams definitely did
mean something.


Atton meandered over to the dining area where a group of officers and
non-coms were sitting and talking in hushed tones. On his way there, he passed
his father and step-mother sitting together in an over-sized armchair. Alara
was passed out, asleep on Ethan’s chest, but Ethan was very much awake, and he
glared as Atton walked by. 


Atton considered stopping to speak with his father, but then he saw Ceyla
watching him from the other side of the living area, her blue eyes hurt and
pleading, and he looked away quickly, suddenly unwilling to linger.


He reached the dining table and pulled out a chair beside the former
venture-class captain, Loba Caldin.


“Ma’am,” he said, waiting for her permission before he sat down.


Caldin nodded. “We were just discussing what’s next while we wait for
dinner,” she whispered.


Atton caught the hint and whispered back, “You’ve all already made up your
minds,” he said. It wasn’t a question.


“Yes,” Caldin replied.


Atton’s eyes flicked around the table. He noticed the other Nova pilot from
his squadron besides Ceyla—Guardian Five, Razor. Then there was Caldin’s
XO and chief engineer, Cobrale Delayn, sitting beside Lieutenant Esayla Carvon,
the Intrepid’s ebony-skinned gravidar officer; filling the rest
of the seats at the table were a handful of sentinels.


“So . . .”


“We’re going to rejoin the fight,” Caldin said. “The Sythians aren’t
defeated yet, and until they are, not even Avilon will be safe.”


Atton nodded. “I agree. All this concern over whether or not we die when
we’re resurrected will be pointless if the Sythians conquer us here. Besides,
death is more academic to us. We’re used to putting our lives on the line.
Weigh the chance that we do actually die while transferring to our new bodies against
the near certainty that we’ll die in combat, and it seems like a good bet to
make. Besides, even if I die tomorrow when I resurrect, I’d still like to give
my immortal clone a chance to do what I couldn’t and make the Sythians pay for
what they’ve done.”


Murmurs of agreement spread around the table and more heads bobbed.
“Ruh-kah,” one of the sentinels said. “Never thought I’d be agreeing with a
Nova jock, but there you have it.”


Atton smiled. “And I never thought I’d be having a heart to heart with a
stomper.”


“Stomper, huh. You better watch it or I’ll train up as a pilot this time
just so I can shoot you down.”


Chief Engineer Delayn raised a new concern, “That’s a good point. Didn’t the
P’s say we could join the fight for Dark Space if we choose to become
Etherians? I thought they’re leaving soon. How are they going to train us in so
little time?”


“The P’s?” Atton asked.


“Peacekeepers,” Caldin supplied. “I think if Omnius could teach us Avilonian
while we slept he can teach us just about anything else the same way.”


Atton considered that. “The Imperium developed that tech already. Never
works out. You implant a skill and it’s only ever a shadow of the real thing.”


Caldin shrugged. “Maybe they’ve found a way to get closer to the real thing.
That would explain how education in Etheria is free.”


A new voice joined their discussion, “Well, isn’t this a nice little
gathering.” Atton turned to see his father standing behind the captain, his
arms crossed over his chest. “Captain Loba Caldin . . .” Ethan began. “I
suppose I have you to thank for indoctrinating my son.”


“Hello, Mr Ortane,” Caldin replied, twisting around to address Ethan. “Atton
is more than old enough to make up his mind for himself, which he evidently
already did before arriving at this table. But you already know that, so why
are you looking for a scapegoat now?”


“Maybe I just don’t like your face. Good thing you’re going to change it
soon.” Atton watched his father’s gaze rove around the table. “So you’ve all
decided to go through the meat grinder . . .”


“The meat grinder?” Caldin asked. “What are you talking about?”


A nasty smile crawled onto Ethan’s face, and his gaze returned to her. He
affected a more nonchalant pose, uncrossing his arms for an eloquent shrug.
“What do you think they do with all the bodies? Your old ones. I bet they go
through a meat grinder to make tasty little sausages for all those starving
Nulls. Waste not want not. Seems to be Omnius’s policy. What you throw away
today could be on your plate tomorrow!” Ethan laughed.


No one else laughed with him. Atton rose to his feet. “That’s enough, Dad.”


Ethan turned to him with a dark look. “I’m sorry, did I ruin your appetite?
Cause you sure the frek ruined mine.”


“Dad, I’ll still visit you in the Null Zone.”


“No you won’t.”


“I promise, I will.”


“Frek your promises, Atton, you won’t even be you anymore. Anyone
else thinking about dying for the cause?” Ethan turned in a slow circle to
address the whole room. “Omnius doesn’t need you to fight the Sythians. He can
just make another billion Omnies and send them in your place, and they’ll
probably do an even better job than you will!”


“Dad. That’s enough. Let people make up their own minds.” 


Atton reached out to grab his father’s arm, but Ethan shrugged him off and
shot him a cold look. “I’ve said what I had to say. The captain’s right, you’re
an adult so you can do whatever you want, but know this—” Ethan raised a finger
and jabbed him in the chest with it, forcing him back a step. “You join them
and you’re dead to me.”


“Dad . . .”


“I’m serious, Atton. Dead. I don’t want to see you again unless I can be
sure that it’s really you.”


Atton’s jaw dropped and he watched, speechless as his father returned to
where he’d been sitting with Alara. Atton took one hesitant step to follow, but
a strong hand grabbed his arm and pulled him back toward the table. 


“Leave him, Atton. He lives for himself, and he’ll die for himself. I don’t
think your father has ever fought for something bigger than his own small
world, and he never will. Not willingly anyway.”


Atton was about to sit back down when he noticed Ceyla staring at him. She
was close enough that he could see the tears shimmering in her blue eyes. His
father’s rejection had hurt, but this was agony. He’d never loved a woman
before, never had the chance, but Ceyla already cared enough about him that she
was actually crying for him. No sooner had his eyes met hers than she
looked away and stood up from the couch where she was sitting.


She hurried from the room, passing quickly down the dark hallway leading to
their quarters.


“Excuse me, Captain,” Atton said. “I need to go say goodbye.”


“I understand.”


Atton hurried after Ceyla. In the hallway he noticed more abstract light
paintings like the ones they’d seen in the mansion on the top level of Destiny
Tower. Unlike those ones, which he’d seen as a series of smiling, joyous faces,
these paintings depicted lurid scenes of naked bodies writhing in ecstasy.
Atton eyed them curiously. Destiny Tower had been built with Avilonian children
in mind, not adults. It seemed inappropriate to put such paintings here.


He wondered where Ceyla had gone, and his ARC display obligingly pointed the
way by showing which rooms were occupied and which ones were not. Only one of
the rooms was occupied, and he could actually see Ceyla through the nearest
wall, painted as a bright blue silhouette. She was sitting down, her head in
her hands.


Atton frowned as he stopped before the door. He was about to knock, but the
door swished open for him. Ceyla sat on the edge of the nearest bed, her
face buried in her hands, sobbing quietly.


She didn’t even look up as he approached. Maybe she hadn’t heard him come
in. “Ceyla?” he asked as he sat down beside her.


She flinched and looked up suddenly. Then recognition flashed in her
bloodshot eyes. “What do you want?” she asked.


“I wanted to know if you’re okay.”


“Of course I’m not okay! Atton, why? Why are you so ready to throw your life
away?”


He shook his head. “We don’t know that’s what I’ll be doing.”


“I do. We could have been so happy,” she said, shaking her head.


“We?” He took her hand and held it between both of his. “I didn’t realize
you had feelings for me,” he said, swallowing thickly past that lie.


“Don’t be a skriff, of course I do! You’re not like the others, Atton. You
pretend not to care, but you do. Iceman . . .” She snorted, shaking her
head as she recalled his call sign. “You saved my life up there. I’ll never
forget that.” 


It felt like forever ago. During the battle over Avilon he’d chosen to
rescue her instead of his own wingmate, Gina Giord. Gina had subsequently
succumbed to enemy fire and died, while Ceyla had punched out and lived. Atton
remembered looking into the accusing eyes of Gina’s clone, and he shuddered.


“Ceyla, I—”


She didn’t let him finish that sentence. Instead she pulled him close and
kissed him. Her tongue forced his lips open and her hands ran quickly through
his hair, raking over his shoulders and back. Before he knew what was
happening, she’d pulled open his Celestial Robes and pushed him flat against the
bed where they were sitting. She crawled on top of him, still kissing him. He
reveled in the sweet fragrance of her breath and lost himself in a sea of bliss
that had nothing to do with drugs.


Then something occurred to him, and his eyes opened and flicked sideways to
the door where he’d come in. There were at least half a dozen other beds in the
room, and someone else could come in at any moment.


“Ceyla . . .” He began to object.


But she shook her head and pulled open her own robes. He gaped at her for a
moment, suddenly distracted by the sight of her half-naked body.


Her lips and tongue met with his once more. The heat of her kisses and the
salty tang of her tears were electrifying. Before he knew it, he’d rolled her
over and he was kissing her. His hands fumbled to remove her underwear
beneath her robes. Then their naked bodies met, finding each other with
surprising familiarity, as if they used to be one and were only now returning
to that state after a long time apart. It wasn’t what he’d expected. 


It was better. Ceyla gasped and her eyes rolled as he went in. For a moment
he thought she was in pain, but she silenced his objections with a fierce kiss,
biting his lip and running her hands through his hair once more.


Time ceased to have all meaning and Atton lost himself in her, for the
moment forgetting about The Choosing, the Sythians, Omnius, Avilon . . .
everything. In that moment he would have given anything just to be with her,
like this, forever. Somewhere in the back of his mind, a small voice insisted
that he could, and that he already knew what to do in order to have her with
him for eternity.


Atton smiled as her body arched against his and the world exploded in bright
streaks of light. Her nails scratched fiery lines down his back, and then they
lay together breathless and spent.


“I love you, Atton,” she whispered in his ear.


For a moment, he didn’t know what to say. He felt something powerful
stirring inside of him, but was that love? 


He wasn’t even sure he knew what love was yet, but he said it anyway, and
after that, they made love again. Dinner was forgotten, and the night—or day,
Atton wasn’t sure which—stretched out endlessly with the two of them caught up
in the novelty of one another until they were too exhausted to do anything but
lie in each other’s arms. Ceyla fell asleep with her head on his chest, and
Atton lay staring up at the ceiling, trying to work out a way that he could
convince her to join him in Etheria.


Maybe she won’t need convincing, he thought. Maybe I’m enough.


* * *


That night Ethan went to bed with a heavy heart and an empty stomach. He
hadn’t been lying when he’d told Atton that he’d lost his appetite, but it
wasn’t just because of Atton’s choice. He was secretly even more worried about
Alara’s.


She hadn’t spoken much since the tour had ended, and they’d eaten dinner in
silence. He remembered at some point noticing that Atton and Ceyla didn’t join
them, but he was also smart enough to know why. Ceyla was using the one thing
she had left to sway Atton’s decision, and Ethan wasn’t about to let anyone
interfere with that. He’d noted which door they’d both taken, and hinted to the
others that that room should be off limits until Atton and Ceyla worked out
their differences. 


Ethan hoped it worked, but now he had to worry about a more immediate
concern. Neither he nor Alara had spoken about what was coming, and they were
out of time to make up their minds. Rovik had come in at the end of dinner to
remind them all that they would be making their choices early tomorrow morning.


Now Ethan was desperate to know what Alara’s choice would be. He watched her go to the bathroom and take a shower. Once again, because they were married they’d
been assigned a private room. When Alara returned from the bathroom, he was
sitting up on the bed, waiting for her.


“Hey there beautiful,” he said.


She shot him a wry grin. “Not tonight.”


“What, just because a guy compliments you, you automatically assume he’s
after something?”


“I just know my husband. A brick could fall on your head and you’d still be
trying your luck.”


Ethan grinned. “Only with you, darling.”


“Better be, otherwise I’ll be the one dropping that brick.”


Ethan chuckled and smiled as she climbed into bed next to him. “You’re the
best wife a man could ever have.”


“Really? I’m your second.”


“Exactly, so I should know what I’m talking about.”


“You always have the right answers.”


“Yeah . . . I do. Mostly. I hate to spoil the mood—especially when I’m about
to get lucky for being so damned charming—but there is one answer I don’t have
that I could really use right now.”


“What’s that?”


“What are you going to do tomorrow?”


Alara arched an eyebrow at him. “You’re not seriously asking me that.”


“I am.”


“What are you going to choose?” she countered.


“I asked first.”


“Fine. I already know what you’re going to do, and you’re right. I know
you’re right, but I’m scared. I want what’s best for our daughter, and I want
that so badly that I can’t really think about myself, or even us, but when she
turns eight she’ll have to decide for herself anyway.”


“So . . .”


“So, I’m not leaving you, Ethan. Not now, not ever. We made promises to each
other, remember? I can’t leave you for a better life in Etheria any more than I
could leave my own skin.”


“Actually, you can leave your—”


She stopped him with an upraised hand. “I know, not the best analogy.”


He smiled tightly, touched by her commitment to him. “You and me, Kiddie,”
he said, grabbing her hand.


“You, me, and Trinity,” she replied, placing his hand on her belly.


Ethan lay back with a sigh, his hand still on her belly. “We’re going to be
okay, Kiddie. I promise. I’ll do whatever it takes.”


“I know,” she said, and turned out the lights with a verbal command. She
rolled over and he wrapped his arm around her, molding his body to hers.


As they fell asleep, Ethan wondered whether she was agreeing that everything
would be okay, or that he would do whatever it took to make things okay. Then
he began wondering whether he would be able to keep that promise . . .


His thoughts floated away in a dreamy haze, and he saw Alara in his mind’s
eye, naked and beckoning. Some part of him absently noted that it was a dream,
but for once it wasn’t one of Omnius’s instructional nightmares, so he decided
to go with it. Besides, the way things were going, he wasn’t about to find
another time to be with his wife.


Alara straddled him on the bed, and he found her breasts in his hands. She
kissed his lips passionately and he kissed back, but by the time she withdrew,
he saw that it wasn’t Alara straddling him, but some other woman. She was unusually
stunning, with hair like black silk and bright turquoise eyes, the color of a
tropical sea, but she wasn’t his wife.


Ethan’s eyes grew wide with horror at that realization. He shook his head
quickly. “Get off,” he managed.


The other woman’s lips curved wryly. “Why? Don’t pretend you don’t like it.”
She kissed him again. A part of him surrendered to it, but then he found the
strength to resist once more, and pushed her off.


She began laughing. “It’s too late to push me away now. Alara will never
forgive you.”


Ethan had to restrain himself from slapping the grin off that woman’s face.
He’d never hit a woman before, but in that moment, he was sorely tempted.


Suddenly she was back on top of him as if she’d teleported there. She
pressed her body against his in all the right places, and he tried once more to
resist, but this time he found that his body wouldn’t obey his commands. 


Instead, he focused on waking up, using his outrage and indignation to do
so, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t open his eyes.


The woman smiled, as if she knew she’d won. “You like it, don’t you?” she
asked. “I told you.”


Ethan was unable to deny that, but he hated himself for it, and he hated her
even more. At last, just before he might have enjoyed himself too much, he woke
up and lay staring up at the ceiling, feeling enraged and violated, bathed in a
cold sweat, and painfully aroused.


As he lay there, a quiet voice ran through his head, I told you you would
cheat.












Chapter 20





Destra arrived at
the captain’s office with Atta in tow. The guards standing there moved to block
her way as she approached—yet another sign of Covani’s defiance. 


“I’d like to see the captain, please,” she said.


The guard looked uncomfortable, and his eyes briefly flicked to Atta, perhaps
noting the presence of a child as something out of place. Destra in turn noted
that he was a high-ranking sentinel, a master sergeant. 


“I’m sorry, Ma’am,” he said. “The captain asked not to be disturbed. And you
should be on your way to the . . .” He trailed off and glanced at Atta again.
“Well, I’m sure you know the way,” he finished. Destra realized he was sparing
her daughter the knowledge that they were going into hibernation, and maybe
never coming out.


Destra loomed closer to the pair of guards. The master sergeant held his
ground. “You realize I’m your superior, not to mention the captain’s. I give
the orders here.”


“With respect, Ma’am, you are a civilian and have no rank.”


“You and I both know that civilian branches of authority command the fleet.
At least they did until recently.”


“Yes, Ma’am. Times change.”


“One person should not be solely responsible for commanding the last remnant
of humanity,” she insisted.


The sergeant took a breath and shook his head. “The command structure is
clear, and my duty is clear.”


“At least let me in to speak with him. If the captain doesn’t change his
mind, what’s the worst that could happen? You can’t be court-martialed. We’re
short enough on active personnel as it is.”


“I could be sent . . . with you, Ma’am.”


“So that’s it? You’re afraid? I can see this military dictatorship is
already working nicely.”


The sergeant pressed his lips into a firm line and hesitated. His eyes
darted to Atta and back again. “Make it quick. He orders me to take you out,
and I will. But I’d rather not make a scene in front of your daughter, Ma’am.”


“Fair enough.”


“I have to search you first.”


She nodded and submitted to a pat down search as well as a thorough scan
with a wand. After that, both sentinels stepped aside, and the sergeant keyed
the doors open by waving his wrist across the scanner.


The doors swished open, revealing Captain Covani sitting in the dark
behind a big, glossy black table. A holomap was rising from that table, bathing
him and the room in a cold blue light.


“Covani,” she said.


He looked up with a scowl. “What is she doing in here? I told you no
interruptions! Take her to the stasis rooms!” Belatedly he seemed to notice
Atta standing there, looking scared, and he frowned. “Mrs Ortane, please take
your daughter and head below decks to the med bay.”


“I’m not going anywhere until you’ve heard me.”


“Then talk fast,” Covani growled.


“You’re treading on dangerous territory. Maybe you think you’re best suited
to leading us to safety, and maybe you’re right, but what about the man or
woman who takes your place? And the one after that? You’re dismantling
representative government, and with it, our foundation for the future.”


“I’m not the power-hungry dictator you seem to think I am. As soon as we’ve
found a place to settle, we will establish a proper government to take my
place.”


“Power is addictive. You would be better off making provisions for that
government now.”


The captain shook his head. “I won’t cloud all of our decisions by
subjecting them to debate. Just one wrong move could be the end of us.
Emergency war measures exist for a reason, Councilor. You will be reinstated to
help set up the new government as soon as there is room for one.”


“You need your advisers now more than ever, Captain.”


“Really? You want us to go to Noctune and save the Gors! I can’t think of a
more foolish way to squander our resources and our chances of survival! Yes,
let’s use humanity’s dying breath to help the species that drove us to
extinction.”


“The Gors are as much the victims of this war as we are. But I think we can
agree to a compromise. Let’s set up a colony and then send the Baroness.
We’ll go as soon as we can afford to spare her.”


“We don’t have the fuel for a two way trip.”


“The Gors do, if we re-allocate some of it. Their ships run on dymium, too.”


“The dymium they use would take refining.”


“To make it more efficient, not to make it work for our purposes.”


“We could lose the only vessel we have to defend ourselves—not to mention
the only advanced technology we have left.”


“We have the Gors. An entire fleet of protection and advanced technology. If
we abandon them, we’ll be on our own.”


“Yes. Exactly! Your mistake is assuming that’s a bad thing. What happens if
the planet we find doesn’t have room and resources for both humans and Gors to
co-exist? It’s more likely than not we’ll end up fighting each other, and they
outnumber us badly. Let them go to Noctune. Maybe the Sythians will kill what’s
left of them before they turn on us again.”


Destra gritted her teeth and shook her head. “You’re determined to do this
your way.”


“I am.”


“Then I have nothing left to say.”


“You shouldn’t have wasted your breath to begin with.” The captain stabbed a
button on the table and the doors swished open behind her. “Sergeant!”


Destra turned to see the sentinel she’d been speaking with a few minutes
ago. 


“Sir?” 


“Please escort these two to the med bay. Make sure they are placed in
hibernation safely. We wouldn’t want anything to happen to the councilor.”


“Yes, sir,” the sergeant said, stepping forward to take Destra by the arm
and guide her out.


“I hope you don’t regret the decisions you’re making, Captain,” Destra said
on her way out.


The doors swished shut behind them, and Atta began tugging on her
other arm, making her presence known.


“Mom . . .”


“Yes, dear?”


“What’s stasis?”


Destra grimaced but quickly covered it with a bright smile, which she used
to regard her daughter. “It’s like sleep, but better, because there are no
nightmares in stasis.”


“Oh. Why don’t we always go to stasis then?”


“Because it’s harder to go into stasis than it is to go to sleep. We keep it
for special occasions.”


“What’s special about now?”


“We’re celebrating the discovery of our new home.”


“Really? What’s it look like?”


“Nothing like here. There are forests and trees, rivers and lakes . . .
Mountains. Blue skies and warm, sandy beaches.”


“Wow. Like on Karpathia?”


Destra smiled. Atta had grown up on starships her whole life until just
recently. She’d gone to live on Karpathia with Destra when Hoff had appointed
her as the planet’s high councilor, but their time on Karpathia had only lasted
a few months before the Sythians had invaded again.


“Even better than Karpathia, sweetheart.”


“I want to see it!”


“I know, dear, but you can’t yet.”


“Why not?”


“We have to go into stasis first. When you wake up you’ll see it.”


“Okay!” Atta beamed. There was a bounce in her step that hadn’t been there
before. The sergeant traded a grim smile with Destra as they reached a bank of
lift tubes and waited for one to arrive. As soon as it did, Atta ran into the
lift. Destra let go of her hand, giving Atta some time to get her energy out.
She wouldn’t be able to bounce around while she was hibernating in a tube the
size of a coffin.


The lift doors slid shut and the sentinel keyed in their destination.
Looking out the small windows in the sides of the lift, she could see passing
glow panels turning into blurry golden streaks as they raced down through the
ship’s 18 decks.


“Will Daddy be there?” Atta asked suddenly.


Destra turned to Atta, momentarily shocked by the question. A scene of her
husband’s execution flickered into her mind’s eye—him kneeling in the airlock,
his battered face and bleeding lips twisted into a broken smile as he saluted
the camera recording his death, and then the outer doors opened, and a sudden
violent wind ripped him off the deck and he became nothing but a dwindling
speck against the starry blackness of space. . . .


She shook herself out of the memory and fought back the tears that
threatened to give her away. “I don’t know, darling,” she said, affecting a
smile. “Daddy is on a very important mission. We don’t know when he’ll be
back.”


“I miss him,” Atta said.


Destra nodded. “So do I.”


The lift came to a stop and the sergeant gently ushered them out. Ten
minutes later they were being whisked through med bay and into the prep room
for injections. Atta cried when she saw the needle. Destra had to hold her
still for the corpsman. Atta screamed as the needle went in. Then they were
ushered into one of the stasis rooms. Theirs was already crowded with at least
a dozen others, all of them women. They were stripping naked and folding their
clothes into neat piles for the attendants to place in nearby lockers. Then
they lined up on both sides of the room in front of the stasis tubes and waited
for the medic to finish configuring them. 


Atta was still crying as she folded her clothes. She wasn’t old enough to
mind much about stripping naked in front of a bunch of strangers. The sergeant
who had escorted them was waiting outside the doors to the stasis room.


“Mom, w-why do we have to sleep naked?” Atta asked, shivering, as the female
corpsman attending them took her pile of clothes. The stasis room was cold.
They always were.


“Shhh. No more questions for a while, okay, sweetheart?” 


The corpsman took Destra’s clothes next, and they were told to stand in line
with the others. The medic in charge of configuring the stasis tubes guided the
woman at the front of their line to an open tube.


Atta stepped out of line to watch. “We’re going to sleep in those?” she
said, a slight tremor creeping into her voice. “Why don’t we get beds?”


“Because that’s how stasis works.”


“I don’t want to go to stasis anymore,” Atta said. “I’m going to sleep in my
room.” Atta was already on her way to the exit, so determined to leave that she
was going without her clothes.


Destra took a long step to catch her daughter by the arm. “Atta, you can’t
leave, okay?”


“Let me go!”


Destra wrestled Atta back into line, and the female corpsman attending them
suddenly reappeared, as if out of thin air.


“Is there a problem here?”


“Not at all.”


“I don’t want to go,” Atta said, crossing her arms over her chest.


“I can give her an additional sedative,” the corpsman suggested, ignoring
Atta.


“No, that’s okay.” Destra knew the risks. Too much sedative made waking up
more disorienting and hibernation sickness more likely.


“Let me know,” the corpsman replied, sending Atta a dubious look as she
left.


As soon as the corpsman’s back was turned, Atta tried to break free again,
but Destra held her fast, squeezing Atta’s arms until her hands hurt. “Stop
it.”


Atta settled for whimpering instead. They were almost at the back of the
line, so it was a long wait. More people kept entering the room all the time,
and soon they were at the front of another long line of women. When it was
their turn to go, Destra insisted they take Atta first. She held her daughter’s
hand as long as she could, only letting go as the transpiranium cover began to
swing shut.


“I’m scared!” Atta cried. They’d used thick restraints to hold her in place,
pinning her arms to her sides. Now she was trying desperately to wriggle out of
them. “I don’t like stasis!”


“You’ll wake up soon, okay?”


Atta shook her head and went on struggling. The cover shut and Destra placed
a hand against it as a poor substitute for real human contact. Then the medic
pressed a button and cold gas began hissing into the stasis tube, frosting the
transpiranium cover. Atta’s eyes rolled up in her head, and her body went limp.



“How long are we going in for?” Destra asked as the medic led her to the
next tube in line and helped her inside. The medic buckled restraints over
Destra’s naked legs and torso. The straps were padded, but cold, and she gasped
as they touched her skin. When it appeared that the medic wasn’t going to
answer her question, Destra repeated it.


“Indefinitely, Ma’am,” the medic said without looking up.


Destra gaped at her. “Indefinitely? That’s against fleet regulations!”


Her stasis tube cover began swinging shut with a slow groan, and Destra’s
heart began pounding hard in her chest. Each beat felt labored as
adrenaline fought the stasis preparation they’d injected into her bloodstream.


“Captain’s orders, Ma’am. We don’t know when we’ll arrive, and we can’t risk
people waking up too soon. Ma’am . . . please try to relax. Your vitals are
spiking dangerously.”


“Relax! How dare you tell me to . . .” She trailed off as a wave of
dizziness and exhaustion swept over her.


The cover of the stasis tube met the frame with a muffled thud.
Destra glared at the medic as she pressed the button. Close beside her ears
came a hiss of frigid gas, and she shivered despite the pleasant numbness that
was already creeping through her. Destra felt an overpowering urge to shut her
eyes and sleep, but she fought against it as long as she could. 


The last thing she saw as the transpiranium began to frost up was a faint
flicker of movement along the far wall of the stasis room. A familiar gray,
skull-like face appeared, and two slitted yellow eyes peered at her from the
gloom. Torv? she wondered, surprised to see him there. She blinked and
he was gone, as if he’d suddenly cloaked himself to avoid being seen.


She realized she was hallucinating. By now the Gors would all be on board a
transport waiting to transfer to one of their own ships.


Her eyes drifted shut and she dreamed of the Gors taking over the ship and
using the crew in stasis to augment their dwindling rations. She woke up in her
dream, faced with the cadaverous face of a hungry, hissing Gor. 


What she’d told Atta was a lie. There were nightmares in stasis; they
were just limited to the first few minutes and the last few minutes. 


The Gor went on hissing at her, and now he bared sharp teeth and prominent
canines. She wondered if that meant he was planning to eat her, and if so, why
he didn’t just get on with it. . . . She braced herself for the sudden stabbing
pain of teeth sinking into her flesh. 


The Gor reached out for her with giant hands. She squeezed her eyes shut.
Something groaned and snapped, and then a weight she hadn’t realized was
resting on her chest lifted. 


Her eyes popped open and she saw the restraining belt that had been strapped
across her chest dangling from the Gor’s hands. Destra used her freshly-freed
hands to fend off the monster. 


Rather than tear off one of her arms, the Gor ignored her feeble efforts and
bent down to rip out the belt that was pinning her feet in place. 


That done, he stepped back and waited, hissing at her once more.


Destra blinked and shivered, her senses coming alive. Pins and needles
prickled through her hands and feet. Suddenly she realized that this wasn’t
a dream, and the Gor standing before her was none other than Torv—the same one
she’d thought she’d seen before succumbing to stasis. There were no medics or
corpsmen anywhere to be seen.


Then she remembered her daughter and panic gripped her. She stumbled out of
her stasis tube to the one beside it. Atta was still asleep behind the frosted
glass, her cherubic face relaxed in sleep. Destra glanced at the timer. It was
counting up, not down, since they’d been placed in an indefinite hibernation.
The glowing red digits marked just four hours, fifteen minutes, and twelve
seconds.


Destra turned to Torv and shook her head, for the first time noticing the
bloody red emergency lighting in the stasis room. “What’s going on?” Her gaze
traveled to the exit and she found a trail of bodies leading there—medics and
corpsmen as well as a few sentinels. None of them were moving. Destra turned
back to Torv, wide-eyed. “What have you done?”


* * *


30 Minutes Earlier . . .


 


Sergeant Cavanaugh kept his ripper rifle trained on the Gors’ backs as they
crossed the hangar deck to their waiting transports. There were a few dozen
skull faces in all. Captain Covani was adamant that they be confined to
their transports while the Baroness’s crew went into stasis, just in
case.


They reached the nearest of three Gor transports, and stopped there, waiting
as one of the Gors went to trigger the loading ramp.


“Get me a head count,” Cavanaugh said.


Rictan Five replied a moment later. “Twenty-six skullies, sir.”


“Twenty-six?” Cavanaugh asked. “There were meant to be twenty-seven.”


Five nodded. “The Gor’s liason, Torv, is still coming, sir.”


“Without an escort?”


“Another squad is bringing him.”


“Why am I only hearing about this now?”


“I thought you knew.” 


Cavanaugh grunted and put a call through to the bridge. “The Gors have
reached their transports, sir.”


The captain’s reply crackled close beside Cavanaugh’s ears. “Are all of them
accounted for?” 


“All except for Torv.”


“What? I just received confirmation that he’s with you.”


Alarm bells rang in Cavanaugh’s head. “From who?”


“His escort!”


“His escort never arrived,” Cavanaugh replied, looking around quickly. His
skin prickled, and hairs rose on the back of his neck. “That confirmation must
have come under duress. There’s no one else here.”


“Stun them, Sergeant!”


Suddenly the air shimmered and the Gors were gone.


“Frek!” Cavanaugh said.


Ripper fired roared out from Cavanaugh’s squad, tearing through the empty
air where the Gors had been and plinking harmlessly off their transport.


Cavanaugh’s pulse pounded in his ears. “Fall back!” He turned and ran for
the hangar bay doors. They had to get there before the Gors did. Their only
chance was to trap the skull faces inside the hangar.


Moments later, Cavanaugh heard a human scream. He turned to see Rictan Five
dangling by one foot, help up by an invisible force. Cavanaugh aimed just above
Five’s foot and fired. Something screeched and hissed. Five fell
on his head, but he was wearing a helmet, so he still got up and ran.


Cavanaugh laid down covering fire. “Come on!”


Another hiss sounded right beside his ear. He whirled toward it, spraying
bullets in a wide arc. Something knocked the rifle out of his hands. He reacted
instantly, drawing his sidearm and firing off four shots into thin air. Sparks
flew as those rounds hit an invisible plate of armor. Then something grabbed
his sidearm and wrenched it out of his hand. Cavanaugh saw the weapon floating
in the air, the barrel turning to face him, and he knew he was in trouble. 


He lashed out with his prosthetic arm, hammering his invisible opponent. His
arm hit something solid and unyielding. Then he was lifted bodily and thrown
across the deck. Cavanaugh skidded to a stop and scrambled to his feet. He
saw the rest of his squad spread out and locked in their own struggles with
invisible opponents. A steady stream of blue stun bolts came racing in from one
side, hitting Rictan Seven, then Five, then Two. They crumpled to the deck,
armor and weapons clattering as they fell. One of the Gors had stolen a sidearm
and he knew how to shoot. 


But why stun bolts? Cavanaugh wondered.


He didn’t have time to come up with an answer.


The gunman fired on him next. Cavanaugh ducked and rolled. He came out of
that roll sprinting for the hangar bay doors. One of his squad mates caught up
beside him. Rictan Four.


They reached the doors. Cavanaugh passed his wrist over the control panel,
and the doors swished open. “Go, go, go!”


They raced through and Cavanaugh sealed the doors from the other side. The
doors slid shut, but didn’t close. Something invisible was wedged in between,
forcing them open again.


Rictan Four raised his ripper rifle and fired a burst into the gap. Sparks
flew from invisible armor, provoking a hiss from the Gor who was forcing
the doors apart. That alien retreated, nursing whatever injuries they’d
inflicted, and the doors shut the rest of the way.


Cavanaugh’s comms crackled. It was Captain Covani. “What’s going on,
Sergeant?”


“The Gors attacked! Four men down. We’re on our way to the bridge!”
Cavanaugh spun away from the doors. Rictan Four tossed him a sidearm, and
Cavanaugh caught it in the air.


Then came another hiss.


Cavanaugh jumped with fright and spun toward the sound. He went flying into
the doors, hit by an invisible enemy. Rictan Four fired blindly back. Then he
got hit by the same thing and slammed into the ceiling. His ripper rifle clattered
to the ground a split second before he fell on top of it. Cavanaugh recovered
just in time to be slammed into the doors for a second time.


His ears rang with the impact. The sidearm was pried from his fingers and
turned on him. Then came a stun bolt, fired straight into his chest. Cavanaugh
collapsed, his muscles turning to jelly as he fell. Before his eyelids
fluttered shut, and his eyes rolled up in his head, he saw the air shimmer, and
a face appear—


A skull face.


It was Torv.












Chapter 21





“We’ve got a lock
on the Baroness. She’s just dropped out of SLS!” the Tempest’s sensor
operator called out.


Bretton turned and nodded down to the crew deck. “Helm, sequence our jump.”


“Yes, sir.”


“And get me an ETA as soon as you can.”


“Approximately . . . ten minutes, sir.”


Bretton grimaced. Ten minutes! By then the Baroness could jump
somewhere else.


Bretton drummed his fingers on the captain’s table while he waited. He was
peripherally aware of Captain Picara and his niece, Farah, crowding him to either
side. 


A countdown hovered up before Bretton’s eyes, projected mere millimeters
from his retinas by his newly-acquired ARCs. At first he’d balked at the
reminder of being a Peacekeeper, but these contacts were only networked to the
ship, and he’d already been de-linked from Omnius, so the AI-god couldn’t use
the ARCs to read his mind.


After what felt like an eternity, the timer reached zero, and then—


The world exploded with a blinding radiance. An instant later the light was
gone, and everything was back exactly as it had been before, but now the star
map on the captain’s table was showing a different star system, and the pattern
of stars beyond the forward viewport had been replaced with a dark,
intermittently flashing gray nebula—the Stormcloud Nebula.


“Report!” Bretton called out.


“Jump successful, all systems green . . .” the ship’s engineer replied. 


“The Baroness is dead ahead, sir! Twenty klicks,” sensors announced. 


“Good let’s—”


“Sir! I’m detecting multiple contacts! Sythian hull types. They’re moving to
surround the Baroness.”


Bretton scowled. “That was fast. Aren’t they supposed to have slower jump
drives than the ISSF? How did they get here at the same time as the Baroness?”


“Maybe they’ve been improving their jump tech,” Farah suggested.


“Maybe,” Bretton conceded. “Comms—please tell me you still have the old
systems working.”


“Old systems, sir?”


Bretton turned to regard the comms officer. “You expect to contact an
Imperial vessel with quantum tech? There’s a reason we never heard from the Sythians
during the war. Quantum signals won’t even register on their comms.”


“I believe they are working, sir, but I’ll check. Give me a minute.”


“You’ve got thirty seconds. Gunnery—I assume we have some kind of ordinance
on board . . . ?”


“We have a few thousand dymium grenades, sir.”


“Grenades? What are you going to do, throw them out the nearest
airlock? What about torpedoes, missiles . . . ? You must have ripper cannon
rounds at the very least.”


“The Tempest wasn’t in good condition when we found her, sir. The
original armaments were all non-operational.”


“Okay, back to my original question—what are we going to do against the
enemy with grenades?”


“We’ll launch them with the quantum junction,” Captain Picara put in.


Bretton gaped at her. “Assuming that works, we’ll have just one launcher.”


“Yes, but one that’s capable of teleporting a lethal payload instantly to
the target,” Picara replied. “Sythians don’t have quantum disruptors. They
barely have quantum comms. They’ll be defenseless.”


“So what do we do about enemy fighters?”


“Keep our distance and stay cloaked.”


Bretton was incredulous. “This is the resistance’s secret weapon? A warship
without guns? I feel like I’m the captain of a garbage hauler!”


“We can’t hope to defeat either Omnius or the Sythians in a straight fight,”
Picara replied.


“No, I can see that.”


“I meant that it won’t make a difference how many guns we have, Captain.
It’ll never be enough.”


Bretton shook his head. 


“Sir! Conventional comms are working, but I can’t hail the Baroness
without revealing us to the enemy,” the comms operator interrupted.


“Are we out of range of the enemy?”


“A few ships have been drifting closer to us since we arrived. They’re not
far out of range,” sensors replied.


Bretton’s eyes fell on the glowing blue star map projected above the
captain’s table. “Drifting closer?” He eyed the disposition of enemy forces on
the grid. Suddenly he noticed what the sensor operator was talking about. A
small group of Sythian warships had broken off from the main formation and was
taking a very circuitous route to get to the Baroness. If Bretton didn’t
know better, he’d say they were maneuvering to get closer to his ship.


“Sensors, get me vectors on those ships.”


A moment later vector lines appeared on the grid. Current and projected
headings appeared as green and red arrows respectively. Those arrows turned
slowly around the red icons of enemy contacts like the hands of old-fashioned
clocks. It didn’t take more than a few seconds for Bretton to see that the
vectors were all subtly shifting in their direction.


“That’s impossible,” Captain Picara whispered. “There’s no way they can see
us.”


“They can’t detect their own ships when cloaked, let alone ours,” Farah
added.


“So how are we detecting them?” Bretton replied. “Obviously the tech is out
there to be discovered. Omnius has it. Maybe now the Sythians do, too. It would
explain how they followed the Baroness from Dark Space. We assumed
they have a traitor on board. I wonder if there isn’t a simpler explanation.”


Picara shook her head. “We’ve been hiding under their noses for months. We still
have a ship hiding in Dark Space. The Emancipator should have come under
fire by now if the Sythians could see her.” 


“Maybe, or maybe they’ve just been watching us to see what we’re up to. It’s
not like two ships are much of a threat to them. In either case, we need
to know if the enemy can see us. Engineering—please confirm the status of our
cloaking shield.”


“Engaged at 100%, all sub-systems green.”


“Are we releasing any radiation? Comms? Engines?”


“Nothing that’s getting by the shield, sir.”


“The enemy is launching fighters!”


Bretton saw a large swarm begin pouring out from the main formation, zeroing
in on the Baroness. A smaller swarm poured from the ships vectoring in
on them.


“Why haven’t they jumped to SLS?” Farah whispered, her eyes on the Baroness.
“They’ve had more than enough time.”


“There’s a lot of obstacles in this nebula,” Captain Picara said. “It’s
playing havoc with sensors. Maybe they don’t want to risk running into something.”


Bretton began nodding. “That, and they don’t know they’ve been followed. The
Sythians are still cloaked. Sensors—how long before the enemy reaches firing
range?”


“ETA five minutes for the first squadron,” the sensor operator replied. “The
others aren’t far behind. . . .”


“If we power energy shields now, they’ll see us for sure,” Captain Picara
said. “We might be jumping at shadows.” 


“Any chance the traitor that we brought on board is communicating
with the enemy to give our position away?”


“We would have detected that. Besides, he’s sitting in the middle of a
quantum disruption field. Nothing’s getting in or out of that. It’s your call,
Admiral,” Picara said, “but we may not survive a volley from them even with our
shields raised.”


Bretton eyed the approaching contacts on the grid. “Gunnery! Can we remote
detonate those dymium grenades of yours?”


“No, sir, but they have proximity sensors.”


“Good enough. Find a squadron of Shells that isn’t moving around too much,
behind the leading edge of the fighter wave, and then launch a handful of
grenades as close as you can get them to the target.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Two minutes to firing range!” the sensor operator declared.


Bretton watched the grid without blinking, his eyes intent upon the enemy as
he waited.


“You’re going to fire the first shot,” Farah said, slowly nodding.


“I don’t see how that helps us assess their threat level,” Captain Picara
put in.


“It might get them to open fire prematurely,” Farah explained. “Right now,
they’re trickling out towards us. The fighters will reach firing range before
their capital ships. If they think the jig is up, those Shells might start
firing right away rather than wait for the big guns to get into position first.
We’ll survive some small arms fire from the Shells with our shields down, but
the big guns could take us out in one volley.


Bretton turned to regard Farah with a smile. “Exactly. When did you get so
good at reading my mind?”


“About the same time I became a wise ass, sir.”


Bretton gave a snort of laughter. 


“Grenades away!” gunnery reported.


Bretton watched the grid intently. A small burst of light flared in the
middle of the enemy fighter formation, taking almost a dozen Shell Fighters off
the grid as it faded.


“Nine down!” sensors reported.


Bretton held his breath, waiting. 


“The first squadrons have reached firing range with us,” sensors reported.


Long seconds passed and nothing happened. 


“Guess they can’t see us after all . . .” Farah said.


Then, suddenly, the onrushing waves of enemy fighters de-cloaked and the grid
came alive with sparkling purple waves of Sythian Pirakla missiles. 


“Frek me!” Farah exclaimed.


“Shields!” Bretton bellowed. “Helm—take evasive action! Comms—see if you can
hail the Baroness. By now they should have detected those enemy
fighters, but at least let them know who we are and ask them if they need any
help. Maybe this time we can agree on jump coordinates and set up a
rendezvous.”


A chorus of Yes, Sirs, reached his ears. Bretton watched with a
grimace as red enemy contacts began brightening all over the grid. The Sythians
were all de-cloaking and powering their shields. The cloak and dagger phase of
this engagement was over, but Bretton couldn’t take any satisfaction in that.
The Baroness and the Tempest were horribly outnumbered.


Bretton’s eyes skipped to the Baroness, watching a much larger wave
of fighters rushing toward them. The enemy wasn’t in range of them yet, but
they would be soon. 


Suddenly he noticed something. The Baroness’s icon on the grid was still
dark.


Farah was the first to voice that concern. “They haven’t raised their
shields yet. What are they waiting for?”


Bretton made an irritated noise in the back of his throat. “Comms—are they
responding to our hails?”


“Negative, sir. Nothing yet.”


“They’re not maneuvering or accelerating, sir,” sensors added.


“What, you mean they’re derelict? What do they think they’re doing?” 


“As far as we can tell, they are still under power, sir,” sensors replied.


Bretton waited a few more seconds. Veins pulsed in his temples. He felt an
impatient heat rise around his collar. “Come on . . . raise your shields, damn
you!”


“The first fighters are in range of the Baroness. Opening fire!”


Bretton watched, breathless, as waves of sparkling purple missiles raced
toward the unshielded hull of the Baroness. 


And still they didn’t raise their shields.


“They’re going to be obliterated if we don’t do something.”


“Frek it . . . Helm! Plot a micro jump into the path of those missiles.”


“Yes, sir.”


“You can’t be serious,” Captain Picara said. “They’re not responding or
maneuvering. For all we know they’re dead. You plan to sacrifice us for a ghost
ship?”


“No, I’m going to buy some time while I teleport over there and take command
of the Baroness myself.”


“What if the ship has suffered a catastrophic failure? There’s no quantum
junction on the other end. You’ll be trapped on board as she goes down.”


“The resistance needs a real ship, Captain. One with real weapons. We can’t
afford to lose the Baroness without a fight.”


“Even if you get her working, with just two ships against an entire Sythian
fleet, we don’t stand a chance.”


Bretton was already turning to hurry down the gangway and off the bridge.
Farah hurried to keep up beside him. “Helm, how are those jump calculations
coming along?”


“Almost ready, sir. . .”


“I need an ETA!” 


“Thirty seconds!”


The timer appeared before Bretton’s eyes and he nodded in approval. “Good.”
He reached the doors leading off the bridge and stopped there to turn to
Captain Picara. She was just half a step behind him. “You’re in command while
I’m gone, Picara. With any luck I’ll be back soon.”


“Don’t do this, sir. Even if you can save her, we can’t beat an entire fleet
of Sythians with just two ships. We have to go now. The Baroness is
forfeit.”


“The Baroness isn’t on her own, Picara. I’ve been crunching some
numbers in my head. Based on how long it took for the Baroness to drop
out of SLS and how far she travelled in that time, she was deliberately
traveling slower than she needed to. That’s how the Sythians caught up to her
so fast. They haven’t improved their jump tech.”


Picara shook her head, still not getting it. 


Bretton saw the timer reach ten seconds and decided to cut his explanation
short. She’d have to connect the dots for herself. “The Baroness was
flying out of Dark Space with an entire fleet of rebel Gors, Captain, and none
of them had any reason to suspect that they’d been followed, so why should they
outrun their allies?”


Bretton turned back to the bridge doors. He snapped his fingers to the pair
of guards standing there. “You two, with me. We don’t know what we’re going to
find on the Baroness.”


The timer reached zero and a bright flash of light suffused the deck.
Bretton waved his wrist over the door scanner and the bridge doors swished
open to reveal the glossy golden dome of the quantum junction.


“Incoming!”


“Brace!”


Bretton braced himself on the door jamb and turned back to see a swarm of
purple stars come spinning out of the flashing gray clouds of the Stormcloud
Nebula. They had just enough time to gasp before those missiles slammed into
the bridge. The explosions were blinding, and a simulated roar rumbled through
the sound in space simulator. The deck shuddered underfoot. 


“Shields at 67%!” engineering reported.


Bretton winced. “Gunnery! I assume you’re in charge of the junction? Get me
onto the bridge of the Baroness. Now!”


He didn’t wait for a confirmation of that order, instead he rushed into the
dimly-lit concourse outside the bridge. A split second later the golden dome of
the junction rose on four shimmering pillars of light, and he ran in. Once
Bretton was standing in the center of the glowing green circle beneath the
dome, he turned in a quick circle to see who was standing there with him. There
was Farah, checking the charge on her sidearm, flicking off the safety; and the
two guards he’d ordered to join them, both hefting old Imperial ripper rifles
and looking nervous. Bretton unstrapped his own sidearm and then the quantum
junction began to drop over their heads.


“Ruh-kah,” Bretton whispered in Imperial Versal.


The guards, both Avilonian-born gave him curious looks, but Farah sent him a
tight grin, and replied in Versal, “Just like old times, Captain.”


“Hoi, that’s Admiral now, Commander.”


“With all due respect, frek you, sir.”


* * *


“Torv . . . What is this?” Destra gaped at the bodies strewn across the
deck.


He spoke to her, but again, all she heard was alien hissing. Reaching up to
her ear, she found it as naked as the rest of her, and she shivered, noticing
how cold it was in the stasis room. 


“Give me a second,” she said, and hurried over to the lockers. Her
translator would be there with her clothes. She kept half an eye on the Gor as
she went, half-expecting him to attack her at any moment. What had he done? She
hoped it was some big misunderstanding.


Destra reached the locker with her stasis tube’s number on it, and opened
it. She pulled out a neat stack of her clothes and personal items. The first
thing she did was fit the combination translator and comm piece into her ear;
then she began hurriedly getting dressed.


While she was still getting dressed, Torv stalked up to her. Destra’s heart
pounded in her chest, even though she knew that the Gor would have eaten her
already if that had been his intention.


“Torv, please explain this,” she tried again.


More hissing. This time it was accompanied by a translation. “I tell you
already, my Matriarch. We are forced to take control of this vessel.”


“You killed them?!”


“They sleep.”


Destra shook her head. “You turned on us.”


“We have no choice, Matriarch. Your people refuse to honor you as they
should. Their disrespect is a dishonor to their creche and all who belong to
it.”


“What did you do to them?”


“We steal weapons and use the sleep setting. Now they sleep.”


“You stunned the entire crew?”


Torv heaved his mighty shoulders. “All who resist. Others choose not to. We
watch them while we wait for you to take command.”


“What about the captain?”


“He kills several Gors who try to reason with him. I take his life myself.
He can no longer disrespect you, creche mother.”


Destra swallowed hard and nodded. “What is our position in space?”


“We are no longer in the light stream. My creche mates arrive soon.”


Destra spared a glance for her daughter, still trapped in a stasis tube, the
glass frosted so that she could only make out a hint of Atta’s face. All the
other stasis tubes in the room were likewise occupied. The Gors had timed their
coup well, waiting until the majority of the crew was already asleep.


“We need to get to the bridge, Torv,” Destra said. Waking Atta would have to
wait for a more convenient moment.


“Lead us, my Matriarch. I make sure no harm comes to you.”


Destra took off at a run, dodging the fallen bodies of stunned corpsmen,
medics, and sentinels on her way to the exit. She grimaced as she accidentally
stepped on one man’s leg. He didn’t even stir. Passing her wrist over the door
scanner, she ran out and down the corridor. Glancing over her shoulder, she was
just in time to see Torv cloaking himself. She grimaced and looked away,
feeling her skin prickle with unease.


The Gors had seen Captain Covani as a threat and taken matters into their
own hands, effectively taking over the ship so that they could put her, a
Gor-friendly leader, in command. She should have felt flattered, or maybe
encouraged by that vote of confidence, but she couldn’t help thinking about the
late captain and wondering . . .


Am I next?


Destra felt a stab of regret for Captain Covani. She hadn’t been responsible
for his death, but she felt guilty anyway. She’d argued the Gors’ case, but as
it turned out . . . He’d been right to fear them.


Destra reached the nearest bank of lift tubes and rode them all the way up
to the bridge. As she left the lift tube and hurried down a short corridor to
the bridge, she listened for Torv’s footsteps. The only ones she heard were her
own. Maybe she’d lost the Gor along the way . . .


As she reached the doors to the bridge, the deck shuddered under foot, and
something below decks groaned ominously. Destra’s eyes flew wide and her breath
froze in her chest— 


They were under attack.


She passed her wrist over the scanner, and the doors swished open.
The scene that greeted her on the other side was shocking. A huddled group of
officers stood at the Captain’s table surrounded by half a dozen armored Gors.
A few glossy black helmets turned her way; the sunken eye sockets of their
skull-shaped helmets glowed bright red in the dim emergency lighting.


Destra hesitated, arresting her momentum before she stumbled into them. Were
they expecting her? Then the air shimmered ahead of her and Torv appeared. His
unarmored gray torso blocked her view, and she heard him begin hissing at the
others.


“The Matriarch arrives! Show her the respect she is due!”


The armored Gors bowed their heads to her as she approached. 


Encouraged by that, Destra squared her shoulders. “Release them,” she
demanded, pointing to the huddled group of officers. If she was supposed to be
an authority figure for the Gors she would have to act the part.


The circle of Gors opened up and their human prisoners walked cautiously
out, eying their captors. 


Destra stopped one of them, grabbing him by the arm. “Where is the captain?”
she whispered.


The man regarded her with wide, glassy eyes.


“Lieutenant!” she snapped. 


He blinked and turned to point at a bloody corpse lying on the deck beside
the captain’s table.


Destra eyed Covani’s body with horror. He looked like he’d been mauled by
wild animals.


The deck shuddered again, and a damage alarm sounded, bringing Destra back
to the moment. “Everyone to your stations!” she called out, clapping her hands
together.


The crew scrambled down from the gangway. Destra turned to Torv and gestured
blindly to the Captain’s corpse without looking at it. “Have your men clean up
their mess, please Torv. It’s bad for morale.”


Torv turned to hiss something at the armored Gors, and they carried Covani
away.


Destra turned in a quick circle, surveying the crew. Fortunately the captain
was the only one dead, so she wasn’t missing anyone. There didn’t appear to be
an XO on deck, however. She walked up to the Captain’s table, trying to ignore
the sticky smears of blood around it. 


“Report!” she called out. “What are we looking at?”


“Sythians, Ma’am . . . an entire fleet of them!” gravidar reported.


“Aren’t we cloaked? How are they shooting us?”


“I don’t know . . . we’re not radiating anything our sensors can detect,
Ma’am.”


“Well they have to be able to see us to shoot at us, so we must be radiating
something!” As if to emphasize her point, the deck shuddered once more. “Raise
our shields and take evasive action!” Destra said.


“Yes, Ma’am!”


Destra studied the grid rising from the captain’s table, trying to make
sense of the mess of red and green contact icons there. She had zero experience
with command. Suddenly she understood Covani’s point about him being better
equipped to lead them to safety. Despite her lack of experience, she did notice
one thing that seemed odd. As she watched, a green friendly contact appeared
out of nowhere, right beside the Baroness.


“Contact!” gravidar reported. “She’s friendly, venture-class! Looks like
she’s shielding us from the bulk of the enemy fire!”


“They’re trying to hail us,” Comms reported.


“Well hail them back!” Destra shook her head, feeling overwhelmed and
bewildered. She leaned heavily on the captain’s table, studying the friendly
warship. It lay in the enemy’s line of fire, sacrificing itself to shield them
from harm. Destra wondered about that. The ship’s designation flagged it as the
Tempest. 


She didn’t recognize the name.


Suddenly one of the crew began yelling and shouting. Those exclamations were
soon echoed by others on deck, and Destra spun around, trying to find the
source of the fuss. Everyone was staring at the entrance of the bridge, where
the air was shimmering as though something were de-cloaking there. A sound like
rushing water roared through the air, and then came a strong gust of wind.
Destra was staggered by it, but even more staggered by what she saw next. 


A group of four officers appeared out of nowhere—three men and one woman,
all of them wearing ISSF uniforms, and their eyes were glowing.


Destra blinked a few times quickly. Recovering from her shock, she started
toward them with a scowl. “Who are you and what are you doing on my ship?” As
she drew near, she noticed that one of the men was wearing two gold stars on
his uniform, marking him as an admiral.


Suddenly all four of them raised their weapons and took up a defensive
stance, their backs to each other’s, their eyes and gun barrels warily tracking
through the room.


The admiral spoke, “Tell those skull faces we can see them skulking around,
and we will open fire if they don’t stand down and reveal themselves
immediately!”


Destra called out. “Torv! They’re friends!”


The air began shimmering again, but there was no accompanying noise or blast
of wind. Gors appeared all around the bridge. Torv was standing right beside
her, thick arms crossed over his chest and slitted yellow eyes scanning the
quartet of newcomers.


“Who are you and how did you get on board my ship?” Destra demanded as the
newcomers relaxed their defensive stance. 


The admiral breezed by her without a word of explanation, hurrying toward
the captain’s table. 


Destra caught up to him. “Hoi, I asked you a question!” she said.


“I’m taking command of this ship,” he said.


“Not without the Matriarch’s permission,” Torv hissed.


The admiral turned to regard him. “What did he say?”


“He said you’d better ask nicely first,” Destra explained.


The deck shuddered again, and engineering reported, “Hull breach on deck
twelve! We’re not going to take much more of this!” 


“Seal it up!” the admiral ordered. Turning to her, he pointed out the
forward viewport and said, “We don’t have time for pleasantries or
explanations. I know what I’m doing. Let me save you first, and then I’ll tell
you whatever you want to know.”


She hesitated just a split second longer before she nodded and gestured to
the captain’s table. “Be my guest.”


The admiral turned and walked up to the captain’s table, frowning as he
stepped over the bloody smears Covani had left to mark his passing. “What
happened here?”


“We don’t have time for explanations, remember?”


“Very well. Helm, plot a blind jump out of here.”


“Yes, sir.”


“We have a fleet of Gors with us. They can’t follow a blind jump,” Destra
objected. 


The deck shuddered once more.


“Shields at 74%!” engineering reported.


“And you can’t survive much more of this. Comms—contact the Tempest, inform
them of our plans and tell them to make their own jump out.”


“You intend to leave my people behind,” Torv said, stepping up on the
other side of the table.


Destra translated.


“Multiple contacts inbound!” the gravidar operator interrupted. “It’s the
Gors!”


Destra watched the unidentified admiral and Torv glaring at one another
across the captain’s table. 


“Your people communicate telepathically—directly from one mind to
another—don’t they?” the admiral asked.


Hiss.


“Yes,” Destra translated.


“Then you can tell them where we end up. If we don’t leave now, they’ll be
on their own anyway, because we’ll be dead.”


“Very well. Do not jump further than the distance that light travels in
ten orbits or I cannot contact them.”


The admiral looked to her once more, and Destra translated for him. 


At that, the Admiral called out, “You heard the skull face! Make that blind
jump a short one.”


Destra winced. “Don’t call them that,” she whispered.


The admiral shot her a bewildered look, but said nothing. She could read his
expression easily enough. His eyes said it all. The Gors would always be
skull faces to him.


“The Tempest just jumped away, sir! We’re exposed again!”


The deck began shuddering in earnest. Destra’s gaze fell upon the grid once
more and she saw flashing streaks of purple light streaming out from the enemy
fighters and slamming into their aft section.


“Aft shields at 67%!”


“Helm! Where’s that jump I ordered?”


“Our SLS drives are still spooling, sir!”


“What? What have you all been doing out here? You should have had your
drives spooled long ago!”


“We were otherwise occupied,” Destra put in.


The admiral shot her a glance.


“Incoming missiles!”


“Take evasive action!” the admiral ordered. “Why aren’t our gunners firing
back?”


“They’re in stasis,” Destra explained.


“Stasis? What are they doing in stasis?”


“Brace for impact!” gravidar called out.


They all grabbed the captain’s table, and Destra fiddled with the emergency
grav field generator on her belt, just in case artificial gravity failed. The
lights dimmed and a loud roar of simulated explosions filled the air.


“Damage report!”


“Aft shields holding at 43%! Minor hull breach on four! Coolant leak in the
reactor room. We’re down to 75% power.”


“Helm! We need to jump!”


“One more second!”


“Here comes the next wave!”


Destra scanned the grid and she saw a sparkling wall of Sythian missiles
rushing toward them from one of the larger Sythian warships. The first missile
reached them with a titanic boom! Ten more followed, one after another.


Boom!


Boom!


BOOM . . . !


“Helm!” the admiral bellowed to be heard over the roaring of the explosions.
“Where’s that jump?”


“Aft shields at two percent!”


“Jumping!”


Destra looked up and saw the flashing gray clouds of the nebula turn to a
blurry gray streak as they jumped to SLS.


“Stay in SLS for half an hour. Project our exit coordinates and start
plotting a second jump from there. We don’t want the Sythians tracking us from
our jump trajectory. We’ll have to confuse them with multiple jumps.” Destra
saw the Admiral’s brow grow lined as he turned to look at Torv. “The Sythians
could follow your people to us. Their jump drives are the same speed as yours.
Ours are twice as fast, so we can lose them. You can’t. We can’t afford to
rendezvous with your people.”


Torv hissed loudly and looked away from the admiral. His slitted yellow eyes
bored into Destra’s instead. “You lie to me! You say we follow, but you leave
us to die!”


Destra translated that, and the admiral shook his head. “I didn’t lie. I
simply didn’t have enough time to think about it in the heat of battle.”


Torv’s expression flickered and his eyes seemed to darken. Destra had a
premonition of violence, and she took the admiral aside.


“Sir, we can’t abandon the Gors. They’re our only allies, and their fleet is
too valuable to sacrifice.”


“What would you have me do? Better that we lose them than all of us die
together.”


A loud hiss drew their attention back to Torv. He bared razor sharp teeth in
a terrifying grin. “You repay our sacrifice by taking us to Noctune.”


“What did he say?”


Destra translated.


“What?” The admiral shook his head. “That’s in the Getties! Why the frek
would we go there?”


For the first time Destra heard one of the other men who’d come with the
admiral say something. She was shocked when she realized that he wasn’t
speaking Imperial Versal. 


Suddenly the questions she’d been holding back since they’d mysteriously
appeared out of thin air all came flooding back. The admiral replied to his
subordinate in kind, using the same language.


“Who are you?” Destra whispered, momentarily ignoring Torv’s hissing.


The admiral turned to her. “We’re in the middle of a diplomatic negotiation.
Try to keep up.” He turned back to Torv. “We will take you and the other Gors
on board this ship to Noctune, if that’s what you want.”


Torv went on hissing at them. As soon as he was done speaking, he looked
away—from both of them this time. Now even she was unworthy of his
sight. Turning to the admiral, Destra translated, “Torv says that will be good
enough, but that humans have no honor and cannot be trusted. The alliance is at
an end.” There’d also been a more personal note about her not being worthy of
the title of Matriarch, but she chose not to translate that part.


“Fine with me,” the admiral grunted, turning away. “Engineering, how are
repairs coming along?”


“They’re not. Our crew is in stasis, sir.”


“All of them? Someone had better start explaining something soon.”


“We’re critically low on supplies,” Destra said. “Stasis was a way to make
them go further.”


“I see . . . and the blood stains?” he stamped the floor under his feet.


“The Gors didn’t see eye to eye with our captain. They wanted him to take
them to Noctune.”


The admiral’s head came up suddenly and he fixed Torv with a deadly look.
For his part, the Gor still wasn’t looking at them. 


“The captain refused, and they killed him.”


Destra nodded. “I was in stasis at the time, but they tell me he killed a
few of them first.”


“So where are the bodies?”


Destra shrugged. “The captain’s was here when I arrived. I asked the Gors to
take him off the bridge.”


The Admiral’s gaze turned to her and she felt suspicion pouring off of him.
“So you were the one calling the shots after this little mutiny of theirs?” 


“They . . . wanted to put me in command, since I was willing to take them to
Noctune. They called me their Matriarch. Until now.”


“I see, and who are you?”


“Councilor Heston.”


The admiral blinked at her. “Heston?”


“Yes.”


“You’re not by any chance related to Admiral Hoff Heston, are you?”


“I’m his wife.”


“His wife?” the admiral asked, surprise evident on his face.


“You knew him?” she asked, wondering at the man’s sudden interest in her. 


At that, he stuck out his hand. “Admiral Bretton Hale. It’s a pleasure to
meet you, Ma’am.”


Destra eyed his hand a moment before taking it; they shook briefly. “A
pleasure to meet you, too . . . whoever you are,” she said, releasing his hand
to cross her arms over her chest and regard him with a skeptical frown. “I was
under the impression that my husband was the last surviving admiral from the
Imperium.”


“I fought beside him in the fifth fleet, during the exodus. Back then I was
a Captain. My ship became . . . separated from the rest of the fleet
during our evacuation from Roka Four.”


Destra’s eyes lit with sudden understanding. Then she recalled something
she’d witnessed a moment ago, and her frown was back. “Your accent is Imperial,
but you speak another language. I’ve never heard it before.”


Admiral Hale nodded. “We’re from a place called Avilon. Perhaps your husband
told you about it?”


That news went through Destra like a lightning bolt. Her pulse raced; her
palms began to sweat; she broke out in goosebumps all over. “Avilon? It’s real?
Has anyone arrived there recently? Imperials?” The admiral began shaking his
head, but Destra barreled on, “A young man, by the name of Atton Ortane. He’s a
fighter pilot, a—”


“I’m afraid I wouldn’t know, Ma’am.”


The woman standing behind the admiral shot him an impatient look. “Sir, we
don’t have time for this.”


Destra sent her a scowl. “You have children?”


“No, Ma’am.”


“Then you wouldn’t understand.”


The woman’s cheeks bulged for a hasty retort, but she let that breath out
with a sigh, obviously thinking better of it. The admiral turned to her, “You
have command for now. Leave the crew in stasis. With all of the recent changes
in command we could have another mutiny on our hands if we’re not careful.”


The woman eyed him for a moment longer before nodding reluctantly. “Yes,
sir.”


Destra saw the Admiral’s eyes flick to Torv and from him to the other Gors
standing around the bridge, leaning against the walls and watching them all
from the shadows. He said something else to his executive officer then, but it
was whispered and spoken in that foreign language of his. To that, she nodded,
and she began eyeing the Gors, too.


Admiral Hale turned back to her and said, “We have a lot to talk about, Mrs
Heston. Is there somewhere more private we can speak?”


Destra nodded. “Follow me.”


She led him off the bridge, down the hall to the Captain’s quarters. Once
there, they locked the door behind them, and both sat down—her behind the desk
in the captain’s chair, him in front of it. Destra listened for what felt like
an eternity as the Admiral told her the most impossible story she’d ever heard.



He told her all about an AI god called Omnius and his resurrected empire of
humanity. They were interrupted a few times as the woman the admiral had left
in charge of the bridge called them on the intercom to ask for further orders. 


By the time the admiral finally finished explaining everything to her,
they’d dropped out of SLS not once but twice, and were now waiting for the Tempest
to arrive at their rendezvous. 


Admiral Hale went on to explain the difference between Nulls and resurrected
Etherians, saying that Nulls were not networked to Avilon’s AI god, so he
couldn’t keep an eye on them or tell them what they should and shouldn’t do.
When he explained that he and the others with him were part of a Null
resistance movement, something occurred to her, and she interrupted him.


“If I have a Lifelink implant like everyone else, then is Omnius watching
me, too?” Destra asked.


That question seemed to take the admiral by surprise. “I suppose he can, yes
. . . You make a good point. We’ll have to get you and the rest of your crew
de-linked before I end up in front of a firing squad. Excuse me . . .”


Destra waited while he contacted his XO again. The two of them had a heated
discussion in their language. Unable to understand what they were saying,
Destra took the time to process everything that she’d learned. It seemed too
good to be true. Everyone who died in the war had been resurrected on Avilon?
Did that mean Hoff was still alive? 


As soon as the admiral finished speaking to his XO, he rose from the desk.
“We need to go.”


Destra rose with him. “Your first officer didn’t sound happy. What’s wrong?”


“Besides the fact that Omnius could be tracking us right now because we’re
in the company of a bunch of martales?” He shook his head. “The Tempest
is here, and we need to take your Gor allies to Noctune before they do to
me what they did to your previous captain. How many do you have on board this
ship?”


“A few dozen, I believe.”


“There were only seven on the bridge. Where are the others?” 


“I’ve been in stasis, Admiral.”


“Well, it doesn’t matter. We can’t afford to fight that many of them in
close quarters. We’ll take too many casualties. The easiest will be to give
them what they want.”


“I’m not sure I would call that easy. The Getties is a very long way
from here.”


The Admiral regarded her with a small smile. “It’ll take about a day to make
the calculations, but otherwise we’ll be able to travel there instantly.”


Destra blinked, shock running through her. “Instantly?”


“Instantly,” the admiral confirmed. “Having a super intellect guide human
progress hasn’t been all bad.” The admiral’s glowing blue eyes seemed to flare
suddenly brighter, and Destra shivered.


“Is something wrong?” he asked.


“No, it’s just a lot to get used to all at once . . . I’m having trouble
believing it.”


He nodded. “I know just how you feel.”


But it wasn’t just that. Destra was busy thinking about Omnius, and the
resistance movement that Admiral Hale belonged to. She wondered whether she
should be on their side, or Omnius’s. From there her thoughts turned to Atton,
and a stab of worry lanced through her heart.


Be safe my son. I’ll be there soon. . . .












Chapter 22





An alarm woke Atton
at exactly 0400, right after Sync was supposed to end. He blinked, his eyes
still bleary with sleep. He couldn’t remember having dreamed anything in
particular last night. For the first time in what seemed like forever, he felt
rested. 


Atton lay awake and staring up at the ceiling, waiting for the room to snap
into focus. As it did so, he saw a wan golden light slowly rising in the room,
like an artificial sun. He yawned, and tried to cover it with the hand lying on
his chest. When that hand didn’t move, and his real one encountered a pair of
naked breasts, he realized that he hadn’t slept alone.


He rolled to that side and came face to face with Ceyla. Her blue eyes were
wide and bright in the light of her ARCs. 


Suddenly the events of the previous night came back to him, and he smiled.
He couldn’t remember waking up with a smile on his face . . . ever. 


“Hey,” Ceyla said in a small voice.


Atton cleared his throat. “Hey.”


Her lips were a tempting target. Despite the night they’d had, desire was
already stirring inside of him. 


“How are you feeling?” he asked, leaving the good morning kiss for later. He
hoped there would be a later.


“I’m okay. What about you?”


Atton hesitated. Small talk wasn’t going to get them anywhere. He wasn’t
sure how much time they had, so he just went for it. “Come with me. You’re a
pilot, Ceyla, a fighter. You won’t be happy living a civilian life, and you
can’t join the Peacekeepers as a Null.”


Ceyla’s eyes flashed angrily and she sat up, turning her back to him in one
smooth motion so that he caught only a glimpse of her breasts before she shut
her robe.


Atton’s heart sank. Her reaction said it all.


Ceyla turned to him then, her shimmering white robe now sealed all the way
up to her neck. “You used me.”


“What?” He blinked. “You threw yourself at me!”


“Because I thought maybe you needed a reason to live! I was stupid enough to
think that I could be that reason.”


“I’m going to live. I’m going to live forever.”


“That’s what you say.”


Atton reached for her hand, but she withdrew it and stood up from the bed. 


“Ceyla . . .”


“You can’t have it all, Atton! You have to choose—me, or . . .” She gestured
helplessly to their surroundings and her lips twisted into a bitter smile. “Or
Omnius’s lies.”


“He’s not lying to us, Ceyla. He’s just telling us everything he knows as
honestly as he can. He can’t tell us that we might have souls or that there
might be a life after this one if he has no proof of that. That would be
the lie. He’s still a bot at heart, and he’s too logical for such a thing as
faith.”


“Faith can’t be reasoned, Atton, only felt.”


“Ceyla . . .” Atton took a deep breath. “Is there any way you would agree to
come with me?”


“Even if I did, it wouldn’t be me that goes, and I’m not willing to commit
suicide.”


“Then wait for me. I’ll be back. You can at least be sure of that. Once Dark
Space is free and the Sythians are defeated, I’ll join you in the Null Zone.
I’ll leave it all behind. Until then I’ll visit as often as I can.”


Some of the anger left Ceyla’s gaze, and she sunk back to the bed, her eyes
shimmering with tears. She bit her lower lip and shook her head. “No, Atton.
Don’t. I can see how that looks like a big sacrifice to you, and maybe even a
fair trade—me for eternity. But the truth is it’s not fair to either of us. If
your clone has a chance to live forever, he shouldn’t give that up for me,
because he won’t have a chance to see me in the next life. As for me, whoever I
decide to marry, I don’t just want to be with them here and now, I want to be
with them in the next life, too. You’ll be dooming me to an eternity of
loneliness and despair. You won’t be able to join me where I’m going.”


Atton frowned, confused by her reasoning. “How do you know my clone won’t
have a soul? Maybe the Etherus you believe in will take pity on us.”


“And allow two different versions of you to live in Etheria? Why not ten? Or
twenty? In fact, what’s stopping Omnius from cloning you a million times? Then
would all one million of you get to spend eternity in Etheria when you do
eventually decide to die?”


“I don’t think Omnius would clone any one person that many times
simultaneously, but hypothetically—why not? We’d all be unique individuals,
having departed from the version of me they were cloned from at the moment they
began living parallel lives. If this Etherus of yours is a good god, then he’ll
judge each of us on our individual merit.”


“Okay, so which one of you do you suppose I’ll be with in Etheria? Maybe
I’ll just choose the one with the personality I like best. What if that one
isn’t you? Even if I just have to choose between just two of you—the
original, and the clone, which one do I pick? Who’s the real Atton? Maybe I
spend eternity with both of you and you’ll have to compete for my attention.”


“I . . .”


“There are a lot of paradoxes and dilemmas along the lines of what you’re
about to do, and none of them end well for you. In the end they all make your
existence look and sound hollow. All the clones living on Avilon are more like
organic bots than real living humans.”


“I’m not doing this for me, Ceyla. I’m doing it so that someone else won’t
have to. The Sythians need to be stopped. If your Etherus is as good as you
seem to think he is, he’ll see my sacrifice, and he won’t allow me to be
punished for it.”


Some of the tears shimmering in Ceyla’s eyes spilled to her cheeks and Atton
winced. He reached out and wiped one of them away with his thumb. 


Ceyla’s lower lip began to tremble and she shook her head. “You said you
loved me. How can you just leave me after that? Frek the Sythians, Atton!
Haven’t they taken enough from you?”


Something inside of his chest began to ache and Atton swallowed thickly.
“The war is all I know. I won’t be able to settle down and live my life until
it’s over. I wake up every morning feeling like a failure and go to bed every
night expecting to wake up to people screaming and dying all around me. I still
remember the invasion like it was yesterday.”


“What you’re talking about is post-traumatic stress. You need counseling for
that, not more trauma and stress.”


Atton shrugged. “It helps me sleep at night to know I’m doing my part to end
the war.”


“The war might never be over, Atton. There’s countless trillions of Sythians
out there.”


“Then I’ll have all eternity to defeat them.”


“I won’t be around to see that.”


“Yes, you will. I’m not leaving you down here. Please come with me.”


“You can’t take me with you, and I don’t want to go.”


He shook his head, and she leaned in toward him. Her hands found his face
and her lips found his in a soft, fragrant kiss that smelled like her.
He lost himself in that moment, breathing her in desperately. Then it was over
and something inside of him broke. His eyes began to burn, and the world grew
blurry.


“Goodbye, Atton.” She rubbed his cheeks and smiled ruefully at him. “I guess
you’re not made of ice, after all.”


Before he could reply to that, the door to their room opened, and a
familiar-looking Peacekeeper poked his head in. “It’s time,” Master Rovik said.


Atton nodded. “Just give us a minute.”


“I’ve already waited ten. The two of you are breaking Omnius’s heart. He had
hoped things would turn out differently.”


Ceyla flashed the Peacekeeper a sardonic grin. “Really? I thought he already
knew how we’re going to choose?”


“Just because you can read any part of a book doesn’t mean you want to start
by reading the end. Now come. The others are already making their choices.”


* * *


The choosing ceremony was not what Ethan had expected. They were all whisked
away to a large, circular chamber with high, vaulted ceilings. On the walls all
around the circumference of the room were more light paintings depicting
different scenes, what looked like snapshots of human lives. Each painting had
one human figure as a subject, but it was just their silhouette, a shadow. The
rest of the scene was painted in bold strokes of color. There were scenes of
glory and triumph on colorful alien fields of battle, men and women standing
together in arms amidst thousands of unidentified bodies. Others showed the
scenes from the bridges of giant star cruisers, enemy ships exploding all
around. Still others depicted happy families, and scenes of domestic bliss. A
few showed scenes of loneliness and despair, of death and privation. Each scene
was animated with a few frames to convey its nature.


Ethan’s eyes fell on a particular painting. There was a male silhouette
sitting on a street corner with his head in his hands and an empty bottle beside
him. As Ethan watched, the painting came alive. Rain poured down and people
passed by, glancing at the man on the curbside. Then a flash of lightning
washed the scene away, and suddenly it showed that man lying in bed in the arms
of a woman. Ethan stared at the painting, spellbound by it.


Suddenly the man’s black, featureless face took form—it was his. The
woman lying beside him opened her eyes, and he saw a flash of bright color in
her irises—not violet, but turquoise, like those of the woman from last night’s
dream.


A hand found his and squeezed. The spell broken, Ethan shivered and looked
away.


Alara’s violet gaze was full of concern. “Are you okay?”


He shook his head. “Not really, no. I had a bad dream last night.”


“So did I.”


He tilted his head to one side. “What was yours?”


They heard approaching footsteps from the direction they’d come and turned
to see Rovik walk in. Atton and Ceyla came in behind him. Ethan’s eyes flicked
to Atton then Ceyla, and he realized that they weren’t walking next to each
other and they weren’t holding hands. That either meant he’d been wrong about
what they’d been doing last night, or it hadn’t worked. Either way, he was
about to say goodbye to his son.


Ethan turned away with a furrowed brow, and Alara shook her head. “I’ll tell
you later.” 


Rovik walked to the front of the group. Behind him lay a shadowy section of
wall with no light paintings hanging there. As the Peacekeeper stopped and
turned to face them, that dark section of wall became suddenly radiant with
light. Two doors appeared, one beside the other. One was narrow and glowing
bright gold, while the other was wide and glowing a bloody red. To either side
stood a pair of Omnies, the red eyes in the center of their heads glowing to
life.


“Welcome to Choosing Day,” Rovik said. “To your left lies the way to the
Null Zone. To your right lies Etheria. All around you, hanging on the walls,
are scenes that Omnius has drawn from your probable futures, based on the
decisions you’ve all already made. No doubt one painting in particular has
already caught your eye. That is no coincidence. That scene is yours, drawn
from your future. For some of you, it is Omnius’s last warning, while for
others it is something to look forward to. Whatever the case, be sure that you
choose wisely. Some people go to the Null Zone and die the next day. Others go
to Etheria only to leave soon afterward. I hope that all of you will be
satisfied with your choice, and I wish you all the best in your new lives. This
is the end of our journey together. 


“It has been my pleasure to watch some of you grow and open your minds to
the possibilities of life in Avilon. Be sure that you don’t later lose your
way. Take it from one who has ascended and fallen and then returned to the
truth.”


Rovik turned and gestured to the gold-glowing door on the right. “Those of
you who have chosen Etheria, please approach the door. Single file.”


For a moment nothing happened, but then the group of refugees surged
forward. Ethan watched, horrified as roughly two thirds of the group formed a
long line toward the door. Atton lingered near the back of the line, his eyes
on Ceyla, one hand held out to her. She refused to even look at him. Ethan
grimaced and shook his head. Then Atton caught his eye. 


“You’ll be happier,” Atton said.


Ethan shook his head. “Save it, Atton.”


His son looked away, and the line began to move forward. As each of them
reached Rovik, he shook their hands and welcomed them with a smile before
ushering them toward the narrow, golden door. That door swallowed each of them
with its dazzling light, making it impossible to see where they went.


When it came to Atton’s turn, his son cast one final, backward glance at the
people he was leaving behind. He waved. Ethan winced and looked away once more.


Then they were all gone, off to kill themselves so they could live forever.


Rovik turned to the remaining people, his eyes skipping over the scattered
group. Ethan noticed that besides him, Alara, and Ceyla, there were just two
others. He didn’t recognize either of them. Ceyla was hugging herself as if she
were desperately cold. Ethan frowned, about to ask her to come stand beside
them, but Alara beat him to it, leaving his side to go get the other woman.
They stood together. Alara held one of Ceyla’s hands and said, “You’re not
alone.”


Rovik fixed them with a steely gaze. “I had hoped none of you would choose
the Null Zone. It’s not too late to change your minds. Now that you know who
has left, you can choose to go with them.”


Ethan noticed that the Peacekeeper was looking at Ceyla as he said that. “No
thanks,” Ethan said for all of them. “Let’s get on with it, Blue.”


“Very well.” Rovik turned to the glowing red door on the left. “The Null
Zone awaits you.”


Their little group started toward the door. Ethan was first in line, but
Rovik put up an arm, blocking his way. “What’s going on?”


“One at a time,” he said.


“What?” Ethan’s eyes narrowed, feeling suddenly suspicious. “I’m not going
in without my wife.”


“You’ll see her in just a few minutes, assuming neither of you changes your
mind.”


“I thought we get to make our choice by going through the door.”


“No, that’s just the first step. After that you make your choices in
private, in order to avoid any pressure from your peers.”


Ethan shook his head. “And what exactly do we see through that door?”


Master Rovik shrugged. “That is different for everyone. Omnius usually
issues warnings about the future to help you avoid making certain key
mistakes.”


“And tries to convince us to go to Etheria.”


“Perhaps.”


“That’s not fair. If he really cared about giving us the freedom to choose
he wouldn’t try to bias our choices.”


“Biasing someone with the truth isn’t really bias. If you knew your wife
were going to die in an accident tomorrow, would you tell her, or let her die?”


“That’s a stupid question,” Ethan growled.


“If you didn’t love her, you would keep quiet. It is the same with Omnius.
He cannot allow you to walk into disaster if he loves you, but by becoming
Nulls you are telling him to leave you alone. Before he does, he will warn you
one last time.”


“All right that’s enough preaching,” Ethan growled. He turned to Alara and
took both of her hands in his. “I’ll go first. You already know I’m not going
to change my mind, so all you have to do is join me.”


Alara looked torn, but she nodded, and he turned back to the Peacekeeper.
“I’m ready.”


Rovik gave him a grim look and shook his head. “No, you’re not.”












Chapter 23





Rovik lowered his
arm, and Ethan walked cautiously toward the broad, red-glowing door. It cast a
bloody light on him as he drew near. The drone standing beside the door turned
its matching red eye on him, watching his every step as he approached. Upon
reaching the door, it hissed slowly open, revealing a corridor as dark as
death. Ethan waited, trying to pierce the gloom and see what lay beyond the
door. His ARCs responded by amplifying the available light in the room, but
that only made the red glow coming from the frame of the door brighter.
Whatever lay beyond the threshold remained cloaked in shadows, as if Omnius wanted
to scare them away. Ethan started toward the unknown.


“Ethan, wait!” It was Alara.


He turned to her with a lopsided grin that was meant to be reassuring. It
did nothing to diminish the panic in her eyes. He blew her a kiss. “I’ll see
you soon.”


“I love you,” she replied.


“Me, too.”


Ethan walked into the darkness. No sooner had his foot crossed the threshold
than something grabbed him and pulled him off his feet. He cried out,
taken off guard. He felt himself being carried—no, floating—down an
impossibly dark corridor. 


A deep, resonant voice spoke out of the darkness. “Hello, Ethan.”


“Omnius,” he replied. “You can put me down, you know. I can walk.”


“Can you? You’re in utter darkness. You can’t see where you’re going.”


“I’m sure I’ll find my way.”


“As you wish.”


Ethan felt a brief falling sensation—


Smack.


He hit the cold hard floor; his teeth clacked together, and he bit his
tongue. Then came the ferrous tang of blood. Ethan cursed and pushed off the
floor. “You could have let me down gently.”


This time there was no reply.


He scowled and started forward, his hands outstretched and groping in the
dark. At first it was disorienting, but each time his hands found walls, he
turned the other way, and soon he stopped running into them.


“Where’s this go?” he asked.


Again, no answer.


He went on, picking up the pace, impatient to get out of the dark.


Suddenly Ethan’s feet touched air and he tipped forward. He put out his
hands reflexively but they touched air, too, and he began to tumble as he fell.
His stomach lurched and wind rushed past him in the dark. He screamed despite
himself. “Hey! You sick frek!”


Suddenly his momentum began to slow, and he saw a dim red light begin
growing all around him. With the light he could see that he was falling down
what looked like an open lift shaft. Ethan’s eyes narrowed as he floated to a
stop at the bottom. Intellectually he knew that he was caught up in some kind
of grav field, but it was still disconcerting to see himself floating above the
ground, suspended by an invisible force field.


A pair of transparent doors opened in front of him and he floated out into a
vast chamber with a domed ceiling and a single, glossy black chair in the
center of the room.


“You’d better not try that with my wife,” Ethan growled.


“I thought you said you could find your way?” Omnius replied, his deep voice
echoing through the chamber.


“Very funny.”


“It’s not funny, Ethan. If I hadn’t caught you, you would have died.”


“Yes, but you’re also the one who left me in the dark, and you’re the one
who opened that lift tube so I could plummet to my death.”


“The darkness and the fall are an analogy. You and I both know that you have
a habit of getting yourself into trouble, and you are fond of blundering around
in darkness. I won’t be there to catch you in the Null Zone.”


“I got by just fine in Dark Space. Doesn’t get much darker than that. I
think I can look after myself.”


“But can Alara?”


Ethan looked accusingly up at the domed ceiling. It was glowing—pulsing—a
faint red, providing the only illumination for the chamber. 


“Cut it out and get this over with. I’ve made my choice, so stop trying to
change my mind. You value our free will enough to make us choose in the first
place, so respect my choice now and go find someone more gullible to listen to
you.”


“Very well, but know this, Ethan, without my help you will lose everything
you hold dear.”


“Like my son? Too late, you already took him, didn’t you? I’m beginning to
think you predict the future by making your predictions come true.”


“No, Ethan, I’m talking about your daughter. And your wife. They’re both
going to leave you. They’re going to go to Etheria.”


Ethan’s heart began thudding in his chest. “What are you planning to do to
convince Alara? I suppose you’re going to tell her the same thing—that I’m
going to leave her and go to Etheria.”


“I don’t lie, Ethan.”


“No? Well, you’re blackmailing me with my family. That’s worse.”


“I’m telling you what’s going to happen so that you can do something about
it before it’s too late. That’s not blackmail. It’s compassion.”


Ethan didn’t buy it. Alara wouldn’t leave him. Especially not after she’d
promised to follow him last night. And if Omnius was talking about something
that was going to happen in the far future, well, not even he could predict
that with any certainty. The Peacekeepers had said more than once that Omnius
didn’t add the Nulls to Sync and his simulations of the future. That
meant that he and Alara were about to be thrown into a sea of unknown
variables, and any one of those could change the future that Omnius was
predicting now. 


Ethan’s eyes narrowed. “If you already know what I’m going to choose, why do
you keep trying to convince me to change my mind?”


“So that the Ethan of the future won’t ask me why I didn’t try to stop him
from going to the Null Zone.”


“All right, then give me a hint. When is she going to leave me?”


“If I tell you that, you will know what she is going to choose now.”


“So?”


“That would defeat the purpose of your choice.”


“You’re using her to blackmail me anyway! What’s the difference?”


“Without certainty of the facts, you have to trust that I know what’s best
for you, even without understanding why.”


“You’re talking about faith.”


“I am.”


“You are one twisted frek, Omnius. You’re a bot, not a god. Why should I
need faith to deal with you?”


“Because I am smarter than you are, and neither of us have the time for me
to walk you through the reasons for every little thing I say or do. It is much
easier for you to simply believe that I am looking out for your best interests
and obey my commands.”


“Sounds like a convenient way of telling me not to ask questions. That’s
also a convenient way of hiding a lot of krak.”


“Please sit in the chair.”


Ethan turned from gazing up at the ceiling to stare at the glossy black
chair in the center of the room. Suddenly, that chair looked sinister to him.
He hesitated there, wondering about Alara and second-guessing himself. What if
Omnius did convince her to leave him? Would she really break last night’s
promise?


“Wait,” Ethan said.


“Yes?” Omnius replied.


* * *


Alara waited for what felt like an eternity before Master Rovik nodded to
her. She was gratified to see that his eye had turned a nice shade of purple. 


“You can go now, Mrs Ortane,” he said, his voice surprisingly neutral
considering that she was the reason his eye was busy swelling shut. She’d heard
Ethan screaming on the other side of the door, and she’d run right up to it,
pounding on it with her fists. Master Rovik had pulled her away from the door,
and she’d punched him in the face. Then he’d explained that he’d been trying to
prevent one of the two drones guarding the doors from identifying her as a
hostile target. She’d felt bad after that, but only a little. Master Rovik had
gone on to explain that Ethan would not be harmed in any way, and that his screams
were from surprise, not pain.


Now free to follow him, Alara ran toward the door. It opened before she
reached it, sliding aside with a loud hiss. The corridor beyond was so
dark that she almost tripped over her own feet, but then she felt herself lifted
off the floor and carried forward.


“Hello, Alara,” a deep voice said.


“Hello? Omnius?”


“Yes, my child. It’s me.”


“I’m going to become a Null. I’m not your child.”


“Are you certain of that?”


Alara frowned in the dark. “Yes. I won’t leave my husband.”


“How do you know he didn’t choose to go to Etheria?”


Alara felt her momentum shift, and she began descending in the dark. Her
eyebrows drew together. “What did you tell him?”


“Nothing but the truth.”


“As you see it. You’re saying you changed his mind?”


“I’m saying you need to make your own choice, for your own reasons, not
simply follow your husband wherever he goes.”


Alara felt herself slow to a stop and she saw a pair of transparent doors
slide aside. She floated out into a large, circular room. The ceiling was
pulsing with a faint red light and in the center of the room sat a glossy black
chair. Alara eyed it curiously.


“What will you do, Alara?”


“I made Ethan a promise. I can’t go back on my word. He’ll never trust me
again, and he’ll hold it against me, so I’m going to the Null Zone. But you
already know that . . . don’t you?”


“Yes.”


“Then why are you trying to convince me to change my mind?”


“To save you the heartache that’s coming. Your daughter will go to Etheria
when it comes time for her to make her own choice.”


“You can’t possibly know that.”


“You will follow her, but Ethan will stay. Before he changes his mind, he
will cheat on you with the first woman he can find.”


“He wouldn’t do that.”


“Just like he thinks you wouldn’t leave him?”


Alara frowned. “If our daughter left, we would talk about it and come to a
decision together about whether or not to follow her.”


“And if he didn’t agree with your decision? You saw the way he treated his
son. Atton is dead to him, and yet he is more alive than Ethan right now.”


Alara’s mind reeled. She felt like someone had gone into her head and turned
everything upside down, taking away everything she believed in and making her
doubt everything she trusted the most. She shook her head to clear away the
creeping poison of doubt and despair. “You already know what I’ll choose, so
why are you trying to convince me otherwise?”


“If I didn’t try, one day you might wonder why a supposedly loving god
wouldn’t warn you about what was coming.”


Alara felt her resolve begin to flicker. Was it possible that Trinity really
would choose to go to Etheria? Would she follow their daughter with or without
Ethan? Would Ethan respond by cheating on her? Alara supposed the real question
was whether or not Omnius could predict all of that before Trinity was even
born.


“Please sit in the chair, Alara.”


“What else have you seen? I thought you can only see a day into the future?”


“To know everything with absolute certainty, yes, but there are some things
that I can see many years in advance, and some people are more predicable than
others.”


“But you can’t be one hundred percent certain, can you? Especially not for
Nulls. You don’t even try to predict their behavior, so the entire Null Zone is
filled with millions of unknown variables that constantly change and defy your
expectations.”


Omnius remained silent for a long moment. 


“Admit it, you don’t know. You’re just guessing.”


“It would take too long for me to explain how I know what I know, and you
wouldn’t believe me even if I did.”


“That’s a convenient answer.”


“Right now the only answer you need to worry about is yours, Alara. What
will you choose, and why?”


“I can always choose to go to Etheria later, can’t I?”


“If you are still alive, yes.”


“Will I live long enough to see my daughter go through her own choosing?”


“If you want to know with certainty how your life will turn out and that all
of the outcomes along the way will be the ones you hope for, then you should
choose to go to Etheria.”


Alara chewed her lower lip, thinking fast.


“Have you made your choice?”


“Yes.”












Chapter 24





30 Minutes ago . . .


“Wait.”


“Yes?”


Ethan eyed the chair in the center of the chamber. 


“A Null can choose to ascend to Etheria whenever they want, right?”


“That is correct.”


“So if I choose to be a Null, at least I can undo that if it turns out to be
a mistake.”


“Yes.”


“Then I’m standing by my choice.”


“Very well. Please sit down, Ethan. There are others waiting for you.”


He started slowly toward the chair. “What’s it do?”


“Here you will get to select your professional training, which you will use
to make a living for yourself in the Null Zone. The knowledge will be
downloaded and then your Lifelink will be disabled. Choose wisely. Any change
of careers after this point will require you to learn all of the necessary
skills the old-fashioned way.”


Ethan reached the chair and eased into it. He heard a humming sound
and looked up to see a glossy black dome descending overhead. Somehow he hadn’t
noticed it hovering above the chair.


The dome touched the floor with a thud and Ethan’s ARCs brought up a
glowing table of text and pictures. Each entry showed a picture representative
of some type of training. Beside it was a text description, and in the third
column was a list of possible jobs he might find with that training as well as
the hours and monthly income for each job. Ethan quickly realized that he had
no way of knowing what was a good job in the Null Zone, or even how much money
he would need to survive. He began scanning the list for the highest salaries.
There wasn’t a lot of variation—just a few hundred bytes and usually
with a corresponding change in hours. He began wondering about the difficulty
level of each job as well as possibilities for advancement. Among the jobs
listed were building maintenance, law enforcer, custodian, night
watchman, security guard, personal assistant, desk clerk, sales agent,
receptionist, firefighter, bouncer, bartender . . .


Ethan frowned as his eyes skipped down a very long list of possibilities.
They weren’t bad jobs, but none of them was particularly well-paid, and all of
them had one thing in common—they were easy to train for. If he’d had to train
for any of those positions in Dark Space the training program wouldn’t have
been longer than six months. He didn’t really need to download new
skills to do any of those things. “Ah . . . could you show me some better-paid
jobs? Maybe with some more complex skills and training?”


“I cannot.”


“What do you mean you cannot? You could train me up to be a
medic—some kind of cyberneticist that makes more money in a year than I’ve seen
in my entire life.”


“I could, yes.”


“So what’s the trouble?”


“The Null government has placed restrictions on what types of training I can
offer to people emigrating from Etheria. These are the best opportunities I can
give you.”


“The best . . .” Ethan shook his head. “Let me get this straight. I came to
Avilon with my own ship, and now I’m going to be stuck cleaning bathroom
stalls for the rest of my life?”


“Yes, about your ship. There was a museum that wanted it. All of your
personal effects have been removed and they will be forwarded to your new
address as soon as you choose a place to live.”


“Great. How much does that get me?”


“You managed to decrease your government debt by more than fifty thousand
bytes. Now you only owe a hundred and fifty five thousand.”


“My what?”


“Your government debt, Ethan. Please try to hurry up. There are others
waiting.”


“Yeah, yeah, just hold on. If it’s a government debt, why do I have
to pay?”


“Because your wife is pregnant, and that’s how much it costs the government
for you to have a child. Breeding licenses currently cost 205,000 bytes.”


Ethan’s cheeks bulged. “You can’t charge me for that! We got pregnant before
we came here.”


“That doesn’t change the expenses that the Null Government will incur on
your behalf. You can always terminate the pregnancy if you can’t afford to
pay.”


“Terminate the pregnancy? You’re talking about my daughter, you dumb frek!”


“To you she is your daughter. To any other Null she is an expensive luxury that
they can’t afford. It’s also illegal to breed without first buying a license,
but since you couldn’t have known that, it would be unfair to put you in prison
and terminate the pregnancy for you. Instead, you’ll be given a preferential
interest rate on your breeding loan. You’ll only have to pay two percent per
year. The usual rate is five and a half.”


Ethan couldn’t believe what he was hearing. His throat was suddenly
painfully dry. He shut his eyes and the room began spinning around him. He felt
like he was about to be sick.


“Please try to calm down. It’s not as bad as it could be.” 


“How could it be worse?”


“You could be having twins.”


Ethan scowled. “You’re enjoying this!”


“No, I’m not. I’m trying to help you. It’s not too late to go to Etheria,
Ethan.”


“I’ll pass.”


“You are nothing if not stubborn. Would you like help selecting the best
training program from the list in order to fit your personality and your
particular financial situation?”


Ethan couldn’t summon the strength for a reply. A moment later the long list
of jobs and training programs narrowed down to just two.


Driver’s training.


Law Enforcement.


He thought about how dangerous the Null Zone was and about how corrupt the
Enforcers supposedly were, taking bribes from crime lords just to stay alive.
He’d had enough of dealing with organized crime while trying to make a living
as a trader in Dark Space. 


“I’ll take the driver’s program.”


“A good choice. Now select a job.”


Another list appeared before his eyes, this time jobs with descriptions and
salaries.


Air taxi driver.


Air bus driver.


Air truck driver.


Courier.


...


Taxi driver made the same per hour as any of the others, but the hours were
flexible, meaning he could work when he wanted and as long he wanted, making
some extra money in the process. He focused on the first option for a second
and the rest of the list disappeared. Being a taxi driver didn’t sound so bad.
At least he’d more or less get to be his own boss.


“That is what I would have chosen for you,” Omnius said. “It will take some
time for you to get your own car, but there are a number of different companies
you can work for, and we already know that you have the natural ability for the
job.”


“I’ll take that as a compliment.”


“Please close your eyes. This will only take a moment.”


Ethan deliberately disobeyed that command, trying to keep his eyes open, but
after just a few seconds he found he was unable to resist. His vision grew
blurry, and his eyes drifted shut. . . .


When he opened them again, he found himself lying down on a gurney. From the
way it rattled and shook, he realized he was in the back of a moving vehicle. A
medic was attending him on one side.


“What happened? Where am I?” he croaked. His heart began to pound. His head
throbbed painfully with every beat. 


Ethan remembered choosing a driver’s training program and then choosing to
become a taxi driver . . . but that was it. When had he left the room with the
glossy black chair? How had he wound up lying in the back of a . . . an
ambulance. He swallowed thickly and began checking himself with his hands.


“Don’t move, please,” the medic said. 


Ethan rocked his head from side to side. With that movement he felt a
painful stabbing sensation go through his neck, but it quickly faded. He winced
and something pulled tight on his forehead. He reached up and found a thick
bandage there. Horrified, he began to pull on it. The pounding in his head
intensified, and he felt something warm trickle down beside his ear.


“I said don’t move!”


“What happened?” Ethan demanded, trying to sit up. Strong hands forced him
back down. 


“You were in an accident,” the medic replied.


An assistant appeared on the other side of him with a syringe.


“Alara? Where’s my wife?”


“She didn’t make it,” the assistant said. “Her injuries were too severe. She
. . . chose to go to Etheria.”


“You idiot, are you trying to send him into shock?” the medic said.


“Alara died?” Ethan rocked his head back and forth again, feeling nauseated.
He broke out in a cold sweat.


“He deserves to know. He might want to follow her.”


A life signs monitor that Ethan hadn’t noticed before began to squeal with
an alarm.


“He’s going into shock!”


Ethan’s field of vision narrowed, and soon he was looking down a long, dark
tunnel. Alara appeared at the end of that tunnel, beckoning to him, her
expression joyous. “Ethan! I miss you! Come with me.” 


His extremities lost all feeling and a pleasant numbness began creeping
through his body. Voices screamed and yelled around him unintelligibly as if he
were underwater; he felt an incredible pressure on his chest, but at least his
heart had stopped its painful thudding. He was peripherally aware of the medic
injecting him with something, but he barely felt the prick of the needle. He
reached out for Alara, trying to touch her beautiful face . . .


Suddenly his heart began pounding painfully again, and his eyes flew open.
Alara disappeared, and something like fire surged through his veins. Now he was
someplace else, staring up at a bright light. That light was coming from a
medic’s flashlight, checking for pupil dilation.


“He’s awake,” someone said.


“Good. Get him off the gurney. We’ve got others waiting.”


“Yes, sir. Up you get!” Ethan felt someone trying to lift him, but his limbs
were heavy and limp. “Come on! He’s not responding, sir.”


“How much sedative did you give him?”


“Twenty cc’s . . .”


“No wonder! I said twelve, not twenty!”


“I—”


“Get out of the way.”


Someone slapped his face, and Ethan scowled sleepily. 


“Wake up!”


Then came a sharp prick, and again fire went shooting through his veins. He
sat up suddenly, blinking and squinting against the bright lights in the room.


“Alara!” he yelled, and leapt off the gurney.


“Well, that got him up.”


Ethan whirled toward the speaker and found a medic standing next to him with
an empty syringe. “You!” he grabbed the man by his lab coat and shook him until
his teeth rattled. “Where is my wife?”


“I’m right here, Ethan . . .” A sleepy voice said.


Ethan whirled around again. He saw his wife lying on the other side of the
room, on another gurney. She lay under a fuzzy blue blanket, her stomach
bulging noticeably beneath the sheets. He walked up to her, almost afraid to
ask. “I . . .” He frowned, trying to understand what was going on. “What just
happened?”


Alara turned to him with a smile. “We became Nulls. They just finished
de-linking us and syncing us one last time. You were having some kind of
nightmare . . . . You called out my name a few times.”


A dream. It was just a dream. “There was an accident. You . . .”


Alara’s brow grew lined. “I died.”


Ethan felt a jolt go through him. “How did you know that?”


“Because I had the same dream, Ethan.”


* * *


Atton sat down in one of the glossy black chairs. His chair faced more than
a dozen others like it, arranged in a circle on the floor of the domed chamber.
The ceiling glowed a bright gold overhead. Others came and took their seats.


“Hello, my children!” a deep, resonant voice boomed.


“Hello, Omnius,” a few of them replied.


“Here you will choose what you will become in Etheria. I have narrowed the
options for you all to just a few, based on your personalities, natural
abilities, and the opportunities available to you. The training programs I’ve
chosen are all equally good choices. Some of you already know what you want to
do, and you will be either pleased to find that I agree with your choices, or
surprised to find that your desired profession is not on the list. In the
latter case, trust me when I say I know you even better than you think you know
yourself.”


A humming noise began to rise in the room, and Atton noticed glossy
black domes dropping down from the ceiling all around him. There was one for
each chair. Atton looked up, watching as his descended. It hit the deck with a boom,
and there was a moment of utter darkness. Then a holographic display
flickered to life, bathing the inside of his capsule in a dim blue-white light.
Atton saw a table with pictures and text descriptions of training programs.
Just three had been selected for him—


 


*Business Administration.


Law.


Political Science.


 


Atton’s brow furrowed. None of those training programs came with a
commission. Atton shook his head. “Omnius? Why can’t I join the Peacekeepers?”


“I’ve determined that you would be better suited to a civilian career.”


“The entire reason I became an Etherian was to join the Peacekeepers!”


“Are you saying you doubt my wisdom, Atton?”


“No, I’m saying that I can’t sit behind a desk and watch while others fight.
The Sythians took everything from me, and I won’t rest until they’re defeated.”


“So you’re motivated by revenge.”


“Justice.”


“It would be justice if you were impartial, but you’re not.”


“Fine, revenge. What does it matter?”


“It matters, because revenge is not the Etherian way. You will not get far
here if you let revenge motivate your actions.”


Atton thought about Ceyla and everything he was leaving behind for this.
With the thought of her, a painful lump formed in his throat, followed by a
dull ache in his chest. Steeling himself for further rebuke, he shook his head.
“Either you let me be a Peacekeeper or I’m going to the Null Zone.”


“I’m sorry you feel that way, Atton.”


The table of career options faded and was quickly replaced by another one.
This time all the options fell under the heading, Avilonian Peacekeepers.


 


*Pilot’s Training.


Assault Training.


Command Training.


Crime Prevention.


 


The top option had a star next to it, marking it as Omnius’s choice for him.
It was his choice, too, so that made things easier.


“I’ll take pilot’s training.”


“Very well. This will take just a moment . . .” The table faded, plunging
the inside of the capsule into darkness once more.


Atton felt his eyelids growing heavier and heavier . . . after just a few
moments he couldn’t resist. He shut his eyes.


What seemed like just a split second later, he opened his eyes, but now he
was somewhere else, lying in a bright room, surrounded by beeping machines with
blinking lights and holographic displays. A medic appeared wearing a glossy
white jumpsuit with the Avilonian crest emblazoned in black on his shoulders. A
shiny, gold crescent insignia marked his right breast. The man’s name and rank
appeared on Atton’s ARC display, hovering above his head in a bright blue
font—Templar Tyron.


Atton tried to sit up.


“Easy there, Pilot,” the medic said, helping him to sit.


“Where am I?” he tried to say. What came out instead was something
like “Wharr awwm ayy?”


“You’re on board the Dauntless. Strategian Heston’s ship.”


“Hoff Heston?” Atton asked, forcing his tongue to cooperate.


“The same.”


Atton jumped off the gurney and almost fell on his rear. His knees buckled
and wobbled under him, as though his legs didn’t remember how to hold his
weight.


“Careful. Your muscle memory is still impaired. Transfer is hard on the
mind.”


Atton shook his head. “Yeah . . .” Muscle Memory? Transfer? “You mean
I’ve already . . .”


“That’s what you signed on for, isn’t it? New life, new body, and a chance
to give the Sythians a taste of their own medicine.”


Atton blinked. He’d expected some kind of warning—a memory of the procedure
at least. Something. Instead, he’d closed his eyes in his old body and
opened them in his new one, with no idea how much time had passed in between.


“You want to see yourself? There’s a mirror over there.”


Atton turned to look where the medic was pointing. On one side of the room
lay a wall of mirrors. He caught a distant view of himself and curiosity drove
him onward.


While he was still a dozen feet away, his footsteps slowed. The reflection
there wasn’t his. It couldn’t be. He was too tall, his skin too perfect, his
hair too full. He also had a width and strength to his frame that he wasn’t
used to. He’d been just over average height and build before, but now he was on
the large side—not fat, though it was hard to tell beneath the baggy blue
patient’s gown.


“You can ditch the gown,” the medic said.


Atton untied the strings and let it fall around his ankles. 


He did a double take when he saw himself naked in the mirrors. He’d always
been in decent shape, but now he looked like he spent his life in the fitness
center. Out of nowhere he had beefy, well-defined arms, legs, and chest.
Abdominal muscles rippled across his midsection. His ribs were visible, but
only because there were thick ridges of muscle covering them.


“Holy frek.”


“Language, Pilot. I don’t want to have to report you on your first day out.”


“Sorry. I’m just . . . is it my imagination or am I taller than I used to
be?”


“Avilonian ideal is around six two. Everything is designed for that height
for men. Five seven for women.”


Atton nodded, poking his stomach and finding it rock hard to the touch.
Below the waist there’d been some improvements, too, but he didn’t feel like
asking the medic about that.


“Now what?”


“You need to report to the operations center. The Strategian is waiting
there to brief the new officers before we jump to Dark Space.”


Atton spent another moment staring at himself before bending down to pick up
his gown.


“You can leave it there. I have a uniform waiting for you in the closet.”


“Okay, where . . .” With a swish the mirrors swiveled open in
sections, revealing a long wall of hanging uniforms and equipment. The radiant
armor he’d seen Peacekeepers wearing wasn’t there, instead there was a rack of
dark blue fabric uniforms. He selected one, pulling it down and holding it up
in front of himself to measure it. The uniform was huge, even for his new,
over-sized body.


“Seems too big.”


“The fabric adapts to you.”


“Huh,” he nodded, still studying the uniform.


It was a glossy, midnight blue, and the Avilonian crest glowed bright white
on the upper sleeves.


“Hurry up, Pilot Ortane. Don’t keep the Strategian waiting.”


“Yes, sir.” 


A timer appeared on his augmented reality display. It was counting down from
fifty minutes. Below it read: Time to Jump. He didn’t even know what
unit he was attached to, let alone what his role would be in the coming battle.
Atton hurried to put on the jumpsuit. It peeled open along a seam at the back
and slid on effortlessly. No sooner had he pulled his arms through the baggy
sleeves than the fabric began to contract, hugging itself to his skin. He
flinched as it pulled tight over his body. Atton tried plucking at it with his
fingers, but it refused to detach from his skin. 


“How do I get out of it?”


“It’s bio-active. It will sense when you want to get undressed.”


“Sense? Like read my mind?”


“More like your body language.” The medic came up to him and slapped a shiny
silver crescent on his right breast. His rank insignia.


As Atton focused on it, glowing blue text materialized before his eyes.
Rank—O-2, Pilot.


“Hurry along. We don’t have much time for processing. Follow the arrow at
the top of your ARC display.”


At that, a green arrow appeared, pointing to the room’s only exit. Atton
turned to the medic and offered a quick salute. His hand made it only halfway
there before he realized that he was supposed to do something else.


“We don’t salute each other here, Pilot. We raise one hand to Omnius. Like
this—”


Atton watched as the man’s arm shot out straight, raised at an angle from
his body, palm flat and held up to the sky. “Hail, Omnius!” he said, his voice
too loud for the small room.


Atton nodded and mimicked the gesture. His own Hail Omnius was
noticeably quieter.


He hurried from the room, following the green arrow. The door swished
open for him and he passed out into a long, white corridor with glowing green
trim lines. He noticed that the arrow turned whenever he turned his head,
always pointing in the same direction regardless of which way he was facing.
Below it read a textual cue—Op. Center.


Atton’s eyes began to burn as he ran. The overhead lights were too bright,
but he supposed his new eyes were just as unused to seeing light as his muscles
were to movement. He walked briskly, not running, but his legs were threatening
to buckle, and he had to concentrate not to trip over his own feet.


Atton passed more medics and orderlies along the way. A few stopped and
hailed Omnius as he ran by. He nodded back. He didn’t have time for that. 


The corridor ended in a large, empty waiting area. A quick look at the jump
timer revealed it was down to 45 minutes. Feeling surer of his own feet, he
sprinted toward the double doors along the far wall. They swished open
and he found himself in another crystal white corridor with glowing green trim.
This corridor was much broader than the one in the med center—made for more
foot traffic, he supposed. Thankfully out here the light was a softer gold as
opposed to the bright, sterile white of the med center.


One corridor ran into the next, branching and winding, and he ran past
countless officers, dressed just like him—except their uniforms glowed all
different colors along the seams. He raised his arms and was surprised to
notice the same glowing trim had sprung to life on his uniform. He wondered if
it was really glowing, or some type of ARC overlay. His trim lines were glowing
white. That of the officers he passed varied—the majority were green, but some
glowed white like his, while others were blue, or red, sky blue, or gold. 


He wondered about that and the answer came to him as if he’d always known
it—the colors corresponded to the destination of each officer, and each color
represented one of the ship’s six crew decks. White, Atton’s color, represented
the Command Deck. Green was the med bay.


The arrow he was following made a sudden right turn, and he turned with it.
The corridor broadened into a semi-circular room with gleaming,
semi-transparent tubes lining the far wall from floor to ceiling. Each of them
was half open and pulsing with racing bands of light. There were six of them in
all, three going up, and three going down. 


Atton knew without having to wonder this time that the tubes were used to
travel between decks. They read people’s ARCs and Lifelinks to determine where
they were going and took them there as quickly and efficiently as possible. No
waiting for lift tubes.


Atton ran for the nearest of the three tubes marked with up arrows. He
jumped inside and immediately he felt an invisible force field catch him and
begin accelerating him up to a blinding speed. He looked down, noticing the
long drop below his feet. He estimated there were at least twenty decks below.
Looking up, there appeared to be roughly a dozen more.


Atton came to an abrupt stop and floated out into another semi-circular room
full of transporter tubes. On this level the trim was all glowing white—the
color of the Command Deck.


Atton broke into a run again. This time he saw a few armored Peacekeepers.
He wondered about their armor and the answer came unbidden to his mind—they
were Assault Troopers. Fleet Officers wore uniforms like his except when going
into combat.


Atton was vaguely surprised to realize that he knew everything there was to
know about life aboard an Avilonian Starship. He supposed that went along with
the Pilot’s Training he’d selected.


Before long the green arrow at the top of his ARC display led him to the
Operations Center. Two assault troopers guarded the doors. Seeing him
running toward them, they moved to block his way, but just as quickly they moved
back.


They’d just used their ARCs to check whether or not he had the clearance to
enter the Op Center.


The doors swished open and Atton breezed in. Strategian Heston was
waiting at the head of a long, white table. There were a few others there with
him. Most were armored Assault Troopers, but two others were dressed exactly
like Atton, with the same silver crescent insignia. He recognized the man as Razor—Guardian
Five—and the woman as Captain Caldin. His gaze lingered there a moment. She had
always been a pretty woman, with delicate, feminine features and short blond
hair, but now she was truly striking and only vaguely recognizable. She smiled
at him as he walked in, flashing a perfect set of teeth. He noted that her rank
insignia was the same as his—pilot. Atton turned to raise his arm to the
Strategian. “Hail Omnius,” he said. 


His mind was bursting with questions that he hadn’t thought to ask before.
Hoff had died in Dark Space, and then he’d come back to life here. That had
been just a few weeks ago, but his insignia—three platinum
crescents—marked him as a Strategian, equivalent to a captain in the
ISSF. How had he risen in rank so quickly if Captain Caldin had been reduced to
a low-ranking officer?


Hoff nodded to him. “Sit down, Ortane.”


Ortane. Maybe it was the Admiral’s tone, or the way Hoff had chosen
to address him, but something was off. Hoff was his stepfather. Atton had
expected more of a personal greeting. Maybe Ceyla was right—maybe they really
weren’t the same people anymore. 


Atton shivered and took a shaky step toward the nearest empty chair. It slid
out automatically, swiveling to face him. He sat down, and the chair tucked him
under the table.


“That’s all of us,” the Strategian said.


“I’m the last one to arrive?” Atton hadn’t thought he’d been that slow. He’d
run the entire way.


“There were some problems with your transfer.”


“Like what, sir?”


“You died during transfer.”


“I what?” Atton’s heart began thudding in his chest and his palms
began to sweat. A numb sense of unreality swept over him. He could hear his
pulse pounding in his ears.


“Death is the wrong word for it. Our bodies can die, but our essence lives
on, stored in our Lifelinks. Your autonomous functions ceased during transfer,
but your mind was preserved and successfully transferred.”


“How is that possible?”


“Transfer is hard on the mind. Sometimes your brain overreacts and kills
you.”


“Don’t you use life support or something?”


“We do, which is why you didn’t experience any brain damage. Your brain
activity also ceased, however, plunging you into a coma. That made transfer
more delicate, and time-consuming, but as you can see, there were no further
complications. Rest assured, now that you’ve done it once, it will be easier in
the future. There are fewer variables when transferring from one clone to
another.”


Atton slowly shook his head. Horror wormed through his gut, making him feel
ill. “Why didn’t they just . . . jump-start my brain or something?”


“I’m not qualified to answer that. The bio drones handle transfer. You’d
have to ask them. Not that I expect they’ll answer.”


“What about our medics? I woke up in a room with a medic. I could ask him.”


The admiral shook his head. “The medics deal with waking you up, checking
vitals, and orienting you once you’ve already been transferred. They won’t know
anything about the process. If you’re concerned, you should ask Omnius; I’m
sure there’s a reason no one tried to get your brain activity going again.
Probably because they don’t have to. 


“Now—we don’t have much time, as you can all see from the jump countdown, so
I’d like to officially welcome you all aboard the Dauntless, and quickly
explain a few things you might still be wondering about.


“Your units have already been designated. You can check them via your ARCs.
Although you might be nervous about performing your duties, your ARC displays
will tell you anything you don’t already know, and you’ll find that almost
everything comes to you automatically anyway. You’re all starting out as
low-ranking officers. All enlisted personnel are drones. You will be their
superiors.


“The drone decks, which make up the majority of Avilonian ships, are off
limits unless we need to help make repairs or fight off assaulting enemies.
Those decks have no life support, and they act as extra armor on our ships. The
Dauntless has 52 decks. That’s 46 drone decks, 23 above your heads, and
23 below the lowest crew deck, Green Deck, or Med Bay.


“Now that I’m explaining this, you should realize that you already know what
I’m talking about, so I’ll stop there. If you ask the right questions, you’ll
find the right answers are already waiting for you, implanted in your brains.
That said, do any of you have any questions that you can’t answer for
yourselves?”


Atton nodded. “Just one. How come you’re a Strategian and we’ve all been
busted back to O-2?”


“I was about to ask the same thing,” Loba Caldin added.


“I died many years ago. The Admiral Heston you all knew was a clone. Now
that there are no more living clones of me elsewhere, Omnius has allowed me to
choose whether or not to combine my memories with those of my subsequent
copies. I decided in favor of that option.”


A flash of insight rippled through Atton’s brain. That was why Hoff
was acting colder than usual. He was essentially two people, fused together.
His memories of Destra, Atta, and him would be more impersonal, almost as if
they belonged to another person—which they had.


“So . . . you’re a Strategian because you’ve been here in Avilon for years
already.”


“That is correct. I started out with the Peacekeepers as a Pilot,
just like you, Atton.”


Atton took that in with a smile. “For some reason I can’t imagine you flying
a starfighter.”


The Admiral—Strategian, Atton corrected himself—returned that smile
and then his gaze moved on, his eyes roving around the table to address all of
them. “Any other questions?”


People shook their heads. 


“Good.” Strategian Heston rose from the table. “Consult your ARCs for your
current orders, and follow the green directional indicators at the top of your
displays. There’s thirty-five minutes left on the clock, so I suggest you all
hurry. Dismissed.”


Everyone rose from the table and hurried for the exit. The doors swished
open, and people jogged back to the transporter tubes. Atton noticed Razor
jog up beside him. 


“Couldn’t convince her, huh?”


“I’m sorry?”


“Ceyla. She stayed in the Null Zone, didn’t she?”


Atton’s chest began to ache again, but he pushed the feeling down. “Yeah.”


“Don’t worry. I hear a lot of Nulls recant before long.”


Atton frowned at the religious connotation of that. Recant. Recant what?
Their choice? Their beliefs? “I’d rather not talk about it,” he said,
hoping to forestall further conversation.


“Sure, sure. No problem.”


Silence came. Atton listened to the sound of their footsteps pounding down
the deck as they all jogged together. In the distance the bank of transporter
tubes appeared. The group slowed to a stop and then shuffled forward, entering
the transporter tubes three at a time, all of them heading down to their
various destinations, since the Command Deck or White Deck was
the topmost of the six. 


Atton looked around, noting the trim colors of their uniforms had changed.
His, Caldin’s, and Razor’s were all now sky blue—the color for the flight deck
and storage level. The rest of their group were armored Assault Troopers. They
didn’t have trim lines, but an ARC overlay limned their armor with a colored
outline.


As they shuffled forward, Razor broke the silence once more. “Hey, do you
think Gina’s still mad at you?”


“What?” Atton turned to the other pilot with a frown.


“You know, for abandoning her and saving Ceyla instead . . .”


“What does it matter?”


Razor’s eyebrows floated up. “You mean you haven’t checked our unit roster
yet?”


Atton shook his head. As he thought about it, the roster appeared in a small
window at the top of his ARC display. He focused on that window and it grew
large enough to read. Two names on it were familiar. Pilot Gina Giord and
Pilot Horace Perkins. They were in his flight group, but thankfully neither
one of them was his wingmate.


“Great,” Atton said.


“Yep. Just like old times. Except this time the Captain’s in the thick of it
with us. Just don’t ditch her like you did Gina.”


Now that Razor mentioned it, Atton saw that Loba Caldin, his former captain,
was now his wingmate. The squadron leader was someone Atton didn’t
recognize—Chevalier Davellin.


“See you on the Flight Deck,” Razor said. There came a whoosh of air
and Atton looked up just in time to see Razor speeding down one of the tubes. 


Atton was next in line. He hesitated just a second before jumping in. The
force field grabbed him, accelerating him downward even faster than the ship’s
standard gravity. The ship’s inertial management system took care of any
sensation of falling, but not the feeling of being trapped in a narrow space.
Feeling claustrophobic, Atton crossed his arms over his chest and closed his
eyes. 


Bright rings of light from other decks flashed through his eyelids like
strobe lights. In between flashes, he saw Gina’s face come swirling out of the
darkness. Her amber eyes were bloodshot, her face skeletal. “You killed me,”
she whispered in a thready voice.


Atton’s eyes sprang open just in time to see himself floating out onto a
deck with sky blue trim lights. Caldin and Razor were already running down the
corridor up ahead. Atton hesitated a moment before running after them. 


It was time to face the skeletons in his closet.












Chapter 25





Ethan turned to
glare at the medic attending him and his wife. “I thought Omnius was going to
get out of my head if we chose to become Nulls.”


The man blinked and began shaking his head. “What do you mean?”


“My wife and I just had the same dream. I’m assuming that was Omnius’s
doing. . . .”


“Don’t worry; you won’t have any more of those. No doubt Omnius wanted to
warn you both one last time.”


Ethan was about to give a scathing reply when he felt Alara grab his arm. He
turned to see her sitting up slowly on her hover gurney. She clutched her
pregnant belly as she did so, and Ethan felt a stab of alarm go shooting
through him.


“Are you okay?” He remembered the medics talking about administering
sedatives, and making a mistake with his—giving him too much. He turned to
glare at them again. 


“She and the baby are both fine.”


“No thanks to you.” Ethan turned and helped his wife down from the hover
gurney. As he did so, the door swished open and an armored Peacekeeper
breezed into the room. In his hands he carried a neat stack of clothing. 


The Peacekeeper walked up to them and handed each of them part of the stack.
“These are your clothes.”


Unlike the shimmering white robes they’d worn until now, these clothes were
drab and made from more conventional materials. Ethan eyed the Peacekeeper for
a moment, waiting for further instructions. When none came, he said, “You
expect us to strip down in front of you?”


“Modesty. Of course. Forgive me, I’m used to dealing with Etherians. There’s
a restroom down the hall,” he pointed over his shoulder to the door. “You can
change there. As soon as you’re done, you’ll go to choose your new living quarters.”


Alara nodded and took Ethan by the hand. He let her guide him out and down
the hallway to the restroom the Peacekeeper had indicated. Once inside, Ethan
locked the door behind them and leaned against it for good measure. 


“I’m so glad to see you, Kiddie!” he breathed. “Omnius almost had me
convinced that you were going to choose Etheria.”


“I made a promise, remember?” she said as she stripped out of her patient’s
gown and got dressed in her new clothes.


“Yeah, I remember. No regrets?” Ethan asked.


She shot him a worried look. “We owe a lot of money, Ethan . . .”


“He told you about that.”


“Yes . . . what are we going to do? We have to choose a place to live; we’re
not going to be able to afford much.”


“We’ll figure it out.”


“What if it’s dangerous? You saw the Null Zone. Below level ten it’s a war
zone, and the criminals are in charge.”


Ethan snorted and shook his head. “Sounds like Dark Space to me.”


“I’m serious, Ethan.”


He took a step toward her and lifted her chin with one hand. “Hey, we’ll be
okay, Kiddie. We’ve been through worse together.”


“Not with a baby we haven’t.”


“Trust me.” He dropped a quick kiss on Alara’s lips and enfolded her in a
hug. “We’re going to be just fine. So long as we stick together, Kiddie. You,
me, and Trinity.”


She pulled out of his embrace, forcing him to hold her at an arm’s length.
“What if we don’t stick together? Omnius kept trying to warn me that I’m going
to leave you and go to Etheria. I didn’t believe it, but after that dream . . .
I’m starting to wonder.”


Ethan shook his head. “Don’t let him mess with your head. He can’t predict
the future. Not for Nulls. The Peacekeepers said so, remember? Omnius is just
trying to manipulate us.”


“But why? What does he have to gain if we go to Etheria?”


“Maybe he’s bored and his only fun in life is messing with us. I don’t know,
but it’s not our problem anymore.” Ethan pulled her close for another hug and
whispered beside her ear, “Everything is going to be fine, okay? I promise.”


Later that day, after they’d been forced by a tight budget to choose their
living quarters on level nine of Sutterfold East—affectionately known as
East Grunge—Ethan became less certain that everything was going to be
fine. 


They had to be escorted to the surface by an armed guard of Peacekeepers.
Ethan stood shivering on the surface of Avilon, his eyes darting furtively,
trying to pierce the thick, garbage-smelling mist.


“This is the place,” the Peacekeepers’ squad leader said, gesturing to a
rust-colored door in front of them. Above the door a bar of neon green text
read Fort Carlson.


“The doorman already knows to expect you, and the security system will
recognize you both, so you can go on in. Take the lift up to level nine.
Apartment 9G.”


Ethan eyed the rusty door dubiously. The roving black eye of a security
camera was mounted high above the door. He imagined a doorman sitting somewhere
inside the building, watching the security feed.


“One last thing.” Ethan turned, and the Peacekeeper handed him a gun belt
with a sidearm already holstered. “You’ll need this. It’s not lethal, but it’ll
be enough to fend off a few Psychos and give you time to get away.”


Taking the gun belt and strapping it around his waist, Ethan nodded his
thanks to the Peacekeeper and started toward the door. Alara held tightly to
his arm as they went. The rust-colored door groaned as it slid open and lights
flickered on for them in a small vestibule. A second security door lay beyond
that, with a glowing control panel. Ethan studied the control panel and
realized that he was supposed to place his palm on it. He did so and saw a
bright bar of light pass through the scanner. Then a fan of blue light
flickered out from a small black iris above the door, scanning them both from
head to toe.


“Why are there two doors?” Alara asked.


The front door groaned shut behind them, and then the second door slid open
with a more fluid swish. 


“I’m not sure,” he lied, and his hand dropped to the butt of the sidearm
strapped to his hip. 


He knew exactly why there were two doors. The entrance was designed like
an airlock. The outer door would have to close before the inner one would open,
making it almost impossible to sneak inside without properly clearing the
security checks.


Ethan was beginning to understand why they called this building a fort.
He guided Alara through a small, dingy lobby to a pair of lift tubes.


“Looks homey,” he said as he waited for the lift. The walls inside the lobby
were cracked and peeling with old wallpaper. The floors were dusty. Glow lamps
flickered. Something skittered noisily across the floor. 


Alara said nothing.


After a short ride up the lift, they stepped out onto level nine. The
hallway was dim and crowded with doors. They came to 9G, and faced another palm
scanner like the one for the front door of the building. Ethan placed his palm
there and again it scanned him. A split second later, the door slid open. 


Lights flickered on for them, revealing their new home, and Ethan’s spirits
took an abrupt nosedive. Their apartment was cramped. Very cramped. It was one
room—a bed, a closet, a door that led to a bathroom, an open kitchen with a few
basic appliances, a window with bars over it above the bed, and a ceiling that
radiated a bright, sky blue light that Ethan assumed was meant to simulate
daylight.


Ethan tried to look on the bright side. The space was clean. The walls were
painted and not peeling like the outer walls of the building had been. . . .


Nevertheless, he stood frozen in the doorway looking and feeling defeated.


Alara turned to him with a smile. “It’s perfect,” she said.


He shook his head, searching her face for some sign of the lie he felt
certain she’d just spoken, but she seemed genuine. “Perfect?”


“Yes.”


Something rose up inside of him then—


Determination. 


He’d been kicked when he was down before, and he’d always found a way to get
back up. This time wouldn’t be any different.


“Well?” Alara asked. “Aren’t you going to carry me over the threshold?”


Now he matched Alara’s smile with one of his own. Sweeping her off her feet,
he carried her into the room.


The door shut behind them, meeting the frame with a soft boom, as if
to punctuate their choice.


They’d chosen this. Life in the Null Zone.


Better known as the Netherworld, Ethan thought as he carried Alara to
bed.


* * *


Destra held Atta’s hand while she sat in the examiner’s chair, waiting to be
de-linked. 


“Will it hurt?” Atta asked the man with the funny, lop-sided grin and
glowing honey-brown eyes. Unlike most of the others Destra had seen, their
medic wasn’t unusually good looking. He was short, balding, and overweight, but
somehow his more conventional appearance was comforting. Everyone else was just
a little too perfect. Couple that with their strange glowing eyes and they
looked almost more alien than the Gors.


“Not at all,” the man said. “You won’t feel a thing. Now, please lie back
and close your eyes. . .”


Destra watched as the medic conducted a scan of her daughter’s brain with a
glowing wand. That done, he turned and began entering inputs at a nearby data
console.


The majority of the crew had been left in stasis aboard the Baroness,
but everyone the Avilonians had taken with them to their ship had been forced
to go through this procedure. Admiral Hale had explained something about
Avilon’s AI ruler being able to track anyone who wasn’t de-linked. Destra
wasn’t sure how that was possible, or exactly what that meant, but for now she
was just happy to find out that she and the rest of the crew from the Baroness
weren’t alone in the universe. Before leaving, she’d insisted they wake Atta
and take her along to Noctune. The Admiral hadn’t wasted any time arguing; he’d
just told her that Atta would have to be de-linked, too.


Apart from the two of them and the bridge crew, who’d already been awake
when the Avilonians had come aboard, the only ones they were transferring over
to the Tempest were sentinels. Destra suspected the admiral was trying
to even the odds against the Gors—just in case.


Destra watched as the medic finished de-linking her daughter, passing his
glowing wand over her one last time.


“You can open your eyes, Atta,” the man said.


“It didn’t hurt at all!” she said, smiling up at him.


“You see? I told you it wouldn’t.”


Destra nodded to the man. “Thank you.”


“No, thank you. It’s always a pleasure to meet new recruits.
Especially when one of them is so young.”


Destra frowned at that, but decided not to comment. She hadn’t formally
decided to join this so called Resistance, but at the moment she
supposed there wasn’t much choice. “Do you have any idea how much longer we
have before the jump to Noctune?”


“The better part of a day, Ma’am.”


“I guess that means there’s time to get something to eat, then.” Her stomach
grumbled loudly in response to that thought.


“Oh, plenty of time,” the medic replied. “If you’d like, I can get someone
to show you the way.”


“No, that’s all right,” Destra said, taking her daughter by the hand and
helping her down from the chair. “This is a venture-class cruiser. I’m quite
familiar with the layout.”


Later on, as she and Atta were standing in line in the mess hall, waiting to
be served, Atta’s eyes grew wide with all of the food. “Wow,” she said.


As it came to their turn to be served, the woman behind the counter asked
what they would like. Atta pointed to one of the fresh bread rolls. “I’ll have
one of those, please,” she said.


“Anything else?” the woman asked.


Atta hesitated, and Destra squeezed her daughter’s shoulders. “Get something
else, Atta.” Destra’s own stomach was growling painfully with all the fragrant
smells of food wafting through the room.


“I’m allowed?” Atta asked, looking up at her.


Destra remembered the emergency rationing that had been in effect aboard the
Baroness. Clearly there wasn’t any rationing aboard this ship.
She smiled, unable to help herself. “Yes, Atta. Eat whatever you want!”


* * *


“You’re sure you want to do this, Captain?”


Picara nodded, running a hand through her short, straight black hair as she
stepped into the glowing green circle beneath the hovering dome of the quantum
junction. “She’s my command, sir. Who better to fetch the Emancipator
than I?”


“The Sythians have been toying with her. They may open fire when they
realize you’re trying to escape.”


“Maybe, maybe not. They can’t detect quantum drives powering or track a
quantum jump. With any luck we’ll finish the refits and jump away before they
even realize we’re trying to escape. I bet we’ll be at the rendezvous before
you even make it back from the Getties.”


Bretton gave her a grim smile. “Unless the Gors eat me. In which case you’ll
be in command.”


Picara’s brow grew lined with worry. “Don’t joke, sir. They’re savages. If I
were you I would have dumped them out the nearest airlock long ago.”


“Yes, that might be wiser, but the enemy of my enemy is my friend, and we
have precious few friends as it is. In any case, it’s not much out of our way
thanks to the Tempest’s recent tech upgrades.”


“Well, be careful, sir.”


“Likewise.” Bretton stepped back, beyond the rim of the glossy black podium
that formed the base of the junction. Picara raised her arms, palms up, as if
praising Omnius, and the dome began to drop down over her head. 


Bretton gave a stiff salute, and Captain Picara just managed to return it
before the dome blocked her from view. Then he heard a roaring noise come from
within the dome; a bright light shone around the base of it, and then the light
vanished and a heavy silence fell. 


Bretton turned, walking back to the bridge. The doors swished open,
revealing a long, gleaming gangway to the captain’s table. Farah stood there,
hands clasped behind her back, watching the grid. Behind her, broad viewports
lay draped with a shimmering curtain of stars. Bretton started down the
gangway, scanning the crew stations to either side.


He reached the captain’s table and nodded to Farah. “Any new developments?”


“Our engineers have finished looking over the Baroness; she’s clean.
No tracking devices or unscheduled commcasts have been detected. It should be
safe to wake her crew.”


Bretton breathed a sigh. “That’s a relief, but no, we’re not waking the crew
just yet. Any one of them could be a Sythian agent.”


“We can’t just leave her derelict. What if the Sythians come along? The Baroness
has guns, we don’t. We should take advantage of that. I’d almost say it would
be better to move our operations to the Baroness.”


“Almost,” Bretton agreed, “Except the quantum jump drives and comms aboard
the Tempest are our golden ticket, and our only line back to Avilon. But
you’re right. We can’t leave the Baroness defenseless. I was thinking of
sending Captain Hale along with a skeleton crew to command our new ship.”


“Captain Hale, sir? So now you’re referring to yourself in third person?”


Bretton turned to Farah with a faint smile tugging at the corners of his
mouth. His eyes sparkled. “I’m not the only Hale here, am I?”


“You want me to command her?” Farah’s eyes grew wide, and she shook
her head.


“Why not? You’re more than qualified. How about it, Captain?”


Farah grinned. She took a quick step toward him, looking like she wanted to
give him a hug, but then she recovered and settled for a brisk salute, instead.
“It would be an honor, sir. But don’t you have to clear that kind of thing with
the Resistance first?”


Bretton shrugged. “They made me an Admiral. That should come with some
autonomy. Besides, who else would they rather have commanding an old
venture-class? Some textbook captain or a real venture-class veteran?”


Farah’s grin remained fixed on her lips. “I’ll leave the explanations to
you.”


“Good.” Raising his voice, Bretton said, “Gunnery, calculate a quantum jump
to the bridge of the Baroness! Comms, contact the bridge crew we found
aboard the Baroness when we jumped over. Have them meet us at the junction.”


Both the comms and weapons operators acknowledged their orders and Bretton
took Farah gently by the arm, leading her toward the entrance of the bridge. As
they walked together, her grin faded to a more subdued glow. By the time they
reached the junction, the golden dome was already hovering on four shining
pillars of light.


Bretton stood with his niece at the threshold, waiting for her crew to
arrive. “I’m afraid this is goodbye for a while, Fay,” he said, breaking
military protocol for the moment.


She nodded, matching his serious tone with a slight frown. “You’re still
planning to take the Gors to Noctune,” she said. It wasn’t a question.


“Yes. It’s not a big deal to us. It’s a big deal to them. Maybe some day
they’ll repay the favor. Either way, we know what its like to be pushed to the
brink of extinction. That’s not a fitting end for any sentient species.”


“Don’t go,” Farah said.


“We’ll pre-calculate the jump home, just in case. There’s no risk that way.
First hint of Sythians we see and we’ll jump straight back.”


“I’m serious, Bret. Anything could happen, and I can’t bail you out this
time. I’m going to be a galaxy away, at least six-months’ journey from coming
to the rescue.”


“So don’t. If I don’t show up at the rendezvous, don’t wait for me, and
don’t you dare go to Noctune. Take your crew and the survivors in stasis and go
start a colony somewhere new. Get away from Avilon, and don’t ever look back.
It’s a fresh start, just like you always wanted.”


Farah bit her lower lip, considering it. “Not exactly like I always wanted .
. .” she said.


In that moment, the door on the other side of the junction opened, and in
walked the five officers they’d found on the bridge of the Baroness—not
including Councilor Heston.


Bretton nodded to them and smiled. He turned Farah by her shoulders to face
the waiting junction and her crew. “Nothing ever is,” he said. “Now go.”


Farah walked under the dome, meeting her crew in the center of the glowing
green circle on the glossy black podium that formed the base of the junction.
She turned to wave goodbye just before the golden dome dropped and whisked her
away to her ship.


Bretton returned to the bridge. Back at the captain’s table he studied the
star map for a moment, waiting. 


“Commander Hale reports she is safely aboard the Baroness,” the comms
operator announced. 


Bretton nodded. “That’s Captain Hale, now. Tell her to form up, and—”


“Sir! Picara is reporting from Dark Space. She says its urgent.”


Bretton turned to address his comms operator. “Put her through.”


The main viewport shimmered, and Captain Picara’s face appeared in a
larger-than-life holo projection.


She looked somewhat paler than before. “Sir!” she said, sounding out of breath.


“What’s wrong, Captain?”


She shook her head. “The crew just finished a sensors test to verify that
the upgrades are working. We detected something new. There’s a cloaked fleet
out there, sir.”


“That sector is teeming with Sythians. I’m surprised only one of
their fleets is cloaked. Ignore it. Just make sure they don’t get too close to
you.”


Picara shook her head. “No, sir . . . that’s not it. The fleet is Avilonian.
They’re Peacekeepers.”


“Peacekeepers? What are they doing in Dark Space?”


“I don’t know, sir, but they’re advancing on the Sythian armada. What are
your orders? Should we warn them?”


Suddenly Bretton understood Picara’s dilemma. The Avilonians were cloaked,
and they obviously thought that the Sythians couldn’t detect them. Bretton and
the rest of his crew had just proven otherwise during their engagement with the
enemy, and that meant the Peacekeepers were flying straight into a deadly trap.


Bretton considered that. The Resistance had just been given a once in a
lifetime chance to strike a killing blow against Omnius’s Peacekeepers, and the
best part of it was, all they had to do was sit back and watch. The Sythians
would do all of the work.


There was just one problem.


Who was the bigger threat—Omnius or the Sythians?


“Do you have a way to contact Admiral Vee?” Bretton asked.


Picara shook her head. “I’ve already tried. She won’t answer.”


“Bad time to be away from the comms . . .”


In his mind’s eye Bretton saw his eight-year-old son, Ciam, his expression
tranquil, his eyes closed, just as they had been when Bretton had seen him in
the casket. Omnius had forced Ciam to choose, just like everyone else. Ciam had
chosen to become a Null of all things. Less than a month later, he’d been
walking down the street with his friends on his way back to his boarding school
when he’d been caught in the middle of a shootout between two gangs warring
over territory.


Bretton tried to compare that tragedy to all the trillions of people that
the Sythians had killed during the invasion.


There was no comparison. The choosing was bad, and Omnius’s rigidly
controlled-society was worse, but at least he wasn’t trying to wipe out the
human race.


“Sir, we don’t have much time. . . .”


“Warn them, Captain, and then get the frek out of there. We’ll wait for you
to arrive at the rendezvous before we go to Noctune.”


“Our jump drives aren’t finished being upgraded, sir.”


“Then use conventional SLS! Right now, while the Sythians are distracted, is
your best chance to escape. Make sure you use it.”


“Yes, sir.”












Part Two: To The Bitter End












Chapter 26





Atton raced across
the flight deck, otherwise known as Sky Deck for the glowing sky-blue
trim lining all the walls. Caldin and Razor raced ahead of him, all of them
following the green arrows projected mere millimeters from their retinas by
their ARCs. Atton found his new body didn’t just look fit; it was fit. He ran
as easily as he remembered walking in his former life.


Up ahead a bank of transporter tubes appeared, but rather than jump into
them, both Razor and Caldin disappeared down a corridor branching off to the
right. Atton’s arrow turned the same way, and he followed.


More officers streamed into the corridor from the other side, all of them
dressed in the same glossy, skin tight blue uniforms with matching sky blue
trim. On either side of the corridor were broad, star-dappled viewports with
portal-shaped doors staggered in between. Remembering the layout of the ship,
with drone decks running all the way around the crew decks in a protective
cocoon, Atton knew that those viewports were simulated. The portal-shaped
doors, however, were real. 


A glowing, gold-colored numeral appeared to hover in the air in front of
each door. Atton read twelve numerals in all. Each of the doors led to one of
the ship’s X-1 launchers.


Atton found his place beside Caldin at launcher number eight. Hers was
number seven. He turned to her. “Looks like we’re going to be wingmates,” he
said.


Caldin nodded. “Nervous?”


“Not at all. This time we can’t die, and the Sythians can’t even get to Avilon
for reprisals. It’s time for some real payback, Captain.”


“It’s just Pilot now, Ortane.”


“Consider it a call sign then.”


She smirked at that. “Very well, Iceman.”


Atton grimaced and took a quick look around to make sure no one else had
recognized his former call sign. Gina was around here somewhere. . . .


He found her standing down the ranks to his right, in front of launcher
number ten. She hadn’t noticed him.


Someone clapped their hands and called for attention. Atton turned to look
down the rows of waiting pilots once more. 


“Listen up!” a man at the other end of the corridor said, stepping away from
his launcher so that all of them could see him. Atton supposed this must be the
squadron leader, Chevalier Davellin. “In just a few minutes, we’re going
to jump into Dark Space. Intel suggests we’re badly outnumbered, so we’re going
to use every advantage we’ve got. 


“The big boys are going to sit behind their cloaking shields and fire
quantum-launched ordinance at the enemy. If you’re wondering where we fit into
that picture, the answer is we don’t. If that sounds boring to you, then you
can go hit the rack for some extra sleep.” The Chevalier waited a beat, but no
one moved. He began to chuckle, his broad shoulders shaking in appreciation of
his own joke. “No one? Good. This battle will probably be a moonwalk,
but if war always went as planned, we could all jump home now and let the
drones handle it by themselves.


“Orders are we stay in our cockpits and sit tight. Chances are we’ll only be
called out after the battle’s already over to help mop up stragglers. Are there
any questions?”


Before Atton could stop himself, he raised his hand. 


“Yes, Ortane?”


Everyone looked his way—including Gina. He could have sworn her eyes
narrowed when she saw him.


He winced and cleared his throat. “Isn’t this a rescue operation? How are we
going to rescue the slaves if we stay cloaked and fire bombs at the enemy
ships?” His thoughts were on his mother as he asked that. She had been in Dark
Space when the Sythians invaded. By now she had probably been captured and
turned into a Sythian slave with everyone else. Supposedly Omnius’s reason for
attacking Dark Space was a mission of mercy to liberate the slaves and give
them a chance to choose a life for themselves on Avilon.


“There’s always one of you, isn’t there? You new recruits do ask the
stupidest questions! Aren’t you supposed to be on red deck?”


Atton’s brow furrowed in confusion. Red deck was the battle deck,
where the gunners remotely controlled the Dauntless’s weapon systems,
but he hadn’t selected gunnery training.


“Well? What are you still doing here?”


“I selected pilot’s training, sir. I’m an X-1 pilot.”


“Oh! It’s just that with you asking stupid questions about which type of
ordinance the gunners should fire at the enemy, I thought maybe you’d been
assigned to my squadron by mistake. Are there any other questions?”


Gina flashed Atton a broad grin, and he scowled back. No one else raised a
hand to ask a question.


“Good! Time to go boys and girls!” The Chevalier stepped back in front of
his launcher. A split second later, all twelve portal-shaped doors swished open
at the same time. Atton peered into his and found himself looking into a small
capsule with a soft, padded black floor. Beyond that lay a thousand different flight
controls and readouts that he’d never used before in his life. Despite that, he
recognized every status light, switch, and dial. Just another part of Omnius’s
instant training, he supposed.


Atton realized he was staring into the cockpit capsule of an Avilonian X-1
Interceptor. The portal-shaped opening was the rear-access to the cockpit,
which would form the backrest of the flight chair when closed. The cockpit
capsule was detachable from the rest of the fighter, and it doubled as an
escape pod for emergencies. 


Atton crawled through the portal and into his cockpit. The rear-access
cycled shut behind him and he turned to see the access door padded with the
same black cushions as the seat he knelt on. Suspending himself by the armrests
of the chair, he swung his legs out and into the bottom of the capsule. He
settled back against the rear hatch. The cockpit was roomy enough, even for his
recently enlarged frame.


Before Atton could wonder about flight restraints, a pair of them whipped
across his chest, writhing over him like snakes. He fought against them for a
moment before he realized what they were. Feeling stupid, he muttered to
himself about the overly automated systems aboard Avilonian starships.


Pop out displays and tool tips crowded Atton’s ARC display. His ARCs
interacted with the various controls and readouts in his cockpit, highlighting
some and providing extra settings for others. He found that he could select
those just by thinking about them. 


Atton began going through a preflight check while his cockpit capsule
rocketed down into the frame of its fighter. Seeing the wings and nose take up
a fair portion of his view, he flicked a switch for enhanced visibility and the
shiny, bluish frame of the fighter abruptly shimmered and vanished. Even the
frame of the cockpit disappeared, giving him the disconcerting notion that he
was hovering in the air, surrounded by floating flight controls. Only a vague
outline of the interceptor’s frame remained, giving him a nearly unobstructed
view of his surroundings.


The cylindrical walls of the X-1 launcher were also semi-transparent. To
either side, he could see matching launchers with more X-1 Interceptors locked
and loaded inside. He could identify the pilots sitting in the fighters
immediately to his left and right, their expressions grim, cast in sharp relief
by the hard blue light of their displays. Atton realized then that none of them
were wearing helmets, nor had they been given flight suits to wear. Their
cockpit capsules would be what shot away if any of them had to eject. But what
would happened if the cockpit took a hit and depressurized?


He supposed he’d wake up in the nearest clone room. That wasn’t much comfort
when faced with the prospect of a slow, torturous death in outer space. . . .


As he thought about it, Atton realized that small leaks in the cockpit would
auto-seal, and under his seat he had a few hull patches and cans of sealant
spray for the ones that didn’t. For all intents and purposes, the cockpit
capsule was his flight suit.


Looking down to the end of his launcher, Atton saw a small circular opening
filled with stars slowly scrolling by as the Dauntless turned to orient
itself for the jump.


Keeping half an eye on the jump timer on his ARC display—just ten minutes
left—Atton went back to doing systems checks and inventories. 


The X-1 was packed with two magazines of eight quantum-launched thunderbolt
missiles as well as two phased red dymium pulse lasers—that meant they could be
rapid-fired, or pulsed, charged for slower cycle times, or even depleted with
one shot as high-powered beam weapons, the likes of which Atton had never seen
on a fighter this small. Making them even more deadly, those lasers had 360
degree firing arcs from front to back. 


For its defenses the fighter was equipped with both particle and energy
shields, as well as an optional cloaking shield. There was also a miniature
quantum disruptor to prevent quantum-launched weapons from getting close, a
mine layer with three cloaking mines, and a dorsal-mounted auto-cannon with
explosive rounds, designed to shoot down incoming missiles, or shoot back at
pursuing fighters. All of that, combined with the X-1’s lightning-fast
acceleration, quantum sensors, comms, and jump drive made the fighter a deadly
weapon, far superior to the Imperial “Nova” equivalent. 


Making the pilot’s job easier, there was a range of computer-assisted and
automated functions. The X-1 almost didn’t need a pilot, but hands-on human
pilots tended to fight better than both drones and remote-flying humans. They
were more creative than drones, and for some reason the threat of death made
even immortal pilots fight better.


Atton’s eyes skipped to the jump timer on his ARC display and he saw that
just five minutes remained. 


Finishing his preflight checks, he set up the star map on the fighter’s main
display screen so that he could watch the coming battle.


One minute.


Speakers crackled beside his ears. “Take care of yourself out there,
Iceman,” a smooth female voice said.


Atton frowned and turned to look out the left side of his cockpit at his
wingmate. Caldin saw him looking. She smiled and waved. That hadn’t been her
voice.


He waved back and then turned to look at his comms board. The speaker was
designated as Gold Ten, Gina Giord. Figures.


“Hey there, Tuner,” he said, using her old call sign. “We’re good, right?”
After all, she hadn’t ended up dead, but rather resurrected in the body of an
immortal clone. How could she hold that against him? She’d skipped right by The
Choosing. If he’d known what was waiting on Avilon he wouldn’t have fought
so hard to stay alive during the battle.


“We’re perfect,” Gina said. “Where’s your girlfriend?”


“My what?”


“Ceyla . . . Green V.”


“She, uh, chose to be a Null.”


Gina snorted. “Well, at least she had a choice.”


There was definitely a note of recrimination in Gina’s voice that time.
Atton wondered if she was still out for revenge. He decided that it didn’t
matter. Omnius was watching both of them, now, and he would deal with Gina if
she did anything wrong. Besides, what was the worst she could do? Kill him? By
some people’s definition, he was already dead.


The jump timer reached zero and a bright flash of light washed the world
away. An instant later it was back and Atton’s eyes fell on the star map rising
from the fighter’s main display.


That three dimensional projection of space was suddenly so crowded with
glowing red enemy contact icons that it looked like they’d stumbled into some
type of crimson nebula. Atton wondered how many of them there were and an
obscene number appeared in the bottom corner of the star map. There were almost
ten thousand capital-class warships, and the number of enemy fighters was in
the high six figures.


The Avilonian fleet on the other hand was just 42 capital-class and 492
fighters strong. Atton shook his head, stunned by the sheer mass of the Sythian
force. Now they were finally beginning to see the true strength of the enemy.
The Sythians had originally invaded with just seven fleets. Now they had dozens
more, and there were probably still hundreds sitting in reserve in the Getties.
Even with the Avilonians’ technological edge, Atton began to wonder if their
fleet could prevail.


It’s a good thing they can’t see us right now, he thought, watching
as their fleet began advancing on the enemy formation.


* * *


Hoff sat in his command chair on the bridge of the Dauntless, watching
stars glitter like flecks of broken glass beyond the forward viewports of the
cruiser. Then the jump timer reached zero, and everything disappeared in a
blinding flash of light.


Space returned a moment later, but now the stars were hidden by a familiar
gray nebula. Visibility was poor; shifting gray clouds of ice seemed to writhe
like a living thing as the Dauntless sliced through them. The clouds
were periodically lit up from within by bright, actinic flashes of light that
came to Hoff’s ears as thunder, simulated by the ship’s sound system.


“Report!” Strategian Heston called out from where he sat in his command
chair.


“Jump successful, sir!”


Hoff smiled to himself, nodding as he studied the star map on his ARC
display. They were more than ten thousand klicks from the enemy formation. That
put them at the edge of the Stormcloud Nebula, well above and behind the
minefield that the enemy had laid for them around the old Imperial space gate.
Clearly the Sythians hadn’t got the memo that Avilonians didn’t need to travel
along physical paths between interstellar obstacles. Omnius had jumped them
straight past the black holes that crowded the entrance of Dark Space.


Hoff noticed how vast the enemy armada was, but he knew it wouldn’t matter.
Sythian sensors couldn’t pierce cloaking shields, and they couldn’t shoot what
they couldn’t see. As soon as the Sythians realized they were being shot at
with untraceable weapons fired from invisible ships, they would turn tail and
run.


Omnius had already equipped the fleet for that eventuality, fitting their
ships with SLS disruption fields. Similar to the quantum variety, those fields
would prevent the enemy from jumping to SLS within a certain radius of the
generator. 


Unfortunately, that meant they would have to get uncomfortably close to the
enemy.


Orders came in from the Grand Overseer’s ship—the Justinian—assigning
each of the Avilonians’ 42 capital-class warships with the task of snaring one
of the Sythians’ command ships. Once the command ships were snared in the SLS
disruption fields, their fleets of slave-crewed ships wouldn’t dare jump away
and leave their masters to die. The entire armada would be trapped and forced
to shoot blindly back at the Avilonian Fleet. 


Omnius’s plan was perfect.


The sensor operator highlighted their command ship on the map, and Hoff
nodded down to the navigator. “Helm, full speed ahead!”


“Yes, sir.”


Hoff sat back, studying the star map and watching as the range to their
target swiftly dropped. After a while his thoughts wandered and he absently
studied the rest of the Sythian armada. None of their vessels were cloaked, but
they knew better than to try to hide after being surprised and losing one of
their command ships at Avilon.


Lurking among the alien warships was a small group of captured human
ships—what remained of the old Imperial fleet. Seeing a few venture-class
cruisers there, Hoff eyed their names and ship ID codes, looking for one in
particular and hoping against hope that he didn’t find it.


Before he’d been executed, Hoff had left his wife and daughter hiding aboard
a cloaked venture-class cruiser—the Baroness. He’d instructed Destra to
wait for reinforcements with the rebel Gors. If reinforcements didn’t come
soon, they were to abandon Dark Space and take as many refugees with them as
they could. With any luck they’d already left, and Hoff would be able to track
them down later with Omnius’s help.


He scanned a contact report that gave a breakdown of the ships on the map by
class and hull type. He didn’t see the Baroness among the handful of
venture-class cruisers in the report, just a few older models that had been
assigned to guarding various parts of Dark Space.


Then he noticed a name he didn’t recognize. The Emancipator. The text
was dim, meaning that one ship, of all the thousands of enemy vessels, was
cloaked. They were trying to hide, but from who?


As he wondered where that ship was on the map, his ARC display responded,
panning away from the Sythian armada to the far side of the system, to the ice
world, Firea. The Emancipator wasn’t sitting in the Sythian formation,
rather she was all alone, cut off and hiding by herself. That, and the fact
that it was cloaked, led him to believe that this vessel was not under Sythian
control.


“Sensors, flag the Emancipator as neutral, and alert mission command.
I believe we have a friendly in system.”


“A friendly, sir?”


“Time will tell.” Hoff eyed the venture-class cruiser as its icon went from
enemy red to neutral yellow on the map. It wasn’t the Baroness, but
since the ship was cloaked, it wasn’t actively broadcasting its ID code. And
sensor profiles could always be mistaken without active ID.


Destra? he wondered, thinking about how he could hail that ship
without revealing both it and the Dauntless to the Sythians. There was
no way to do it with conventional comms, and neither the Baroness nor
any other venture-class would have quantum tech.


Hoff resolved to teleport over there himself as soon as the battle was won
to find out exactly who was on board that ship.


* * *


Captain Marla Picara stood aboard the Emancipator, looming over her
comm operator’s shoulder. “Well?”


“Just a minute, Ma’am.”


“Make sure you don’t transmit a visual from our end. And scramble our
vocals. Sensors, is our quantum disruption field activated?” she asked.


“Yes, Ma’am. Nothing is getting on or off this ship. Not without using an
airlock, anyway.”


“Good.” That was just an added security measure, in case the Avilonians
somehow managed to identify them as Nulls despite their scrambled vocals and
the lack of a visual on their end of the comm.


Marla tapped her foot impatiently, watching as the comms operator selected
the largest ship in the Avilonian formation and hailed it using the Emancipator’s
recently upgraded comm systems.


“They’re responding. Connection established, Ma’am. Transmitting . . .”


Marla looked up, her eyes scanning the forward viewport. Suddenly, their
view of space shimmered, abruptly replaced by none other than the Grand
Overseer of Avilon, Vladin Thardris. His glowing silver eyes were just as
unsettling as ever, seeming to flicker and dance like tongues of flame.


“Who is this?”


“You’re flying into a trap,” she replied. “The Sythians can see you through
your cloaking shields.”


The Overseer’s eyes drifted out of focus as he appeared to consult something
on his ARC display. “Then why haven’t they responded to our arrival in system?”


“You mean why haven’t they sprung their trap before you’ve closed to firing
range?”


“What leads you to believe that the enemy can see us? I note that your
vessel is also cloaked. There are no Sythians moving to engage you either. Why
would you bother to cloak yourselves if you thought it wouldn’t hide you from
the enemy?”


Marla let out a frustrated sigh. “Trust me. They’ve already engaged us while
we were cloaked. Right now they’re leaving us alone because they don’t want you
to know they can see us.”


“And who are you that I should trust you? If we were truly flying into a
trap, Omnius would have warned me by now.”


“Omnius doesn’t know.”


The Grand Overseer laughed and shook his head. “That is very presumptuous of
you. Since you didn’t ask me who Omnius is, I can assume you’re an Avilonian.”


Marla hesitated. “Yes . . .”


“And you’re not a Peacekeeper, because I would know if you were.”


This time Marla gave no reply, seeing where the Grand Overseer’s logic was
taking him.


“There’s no voice match, and you’re not transmitting a visual. That means
you’re trying to hide your identity from me. I can only assume that you must be
a Null who somehow escaped from Avilon. And you ask me to trust you?
This conversation is over. I suggest you stand down and prepare for boarding.
Your vessel will be dealt with soon. Thardris out.”


The viewport shimmered once more and the Overlord’s burning silver gaze
faded to the black of space.


“You self-righteous son of a . . .” Marla calmed herself with a few deep
breaths. She realized her crew were all staring at her, waiting for further
orders.


“Get Admiral Hale back on screen,” she said, nodding to the comms operator.
“We’re going to need a new plan.”












Chapter 27





“What do you mean
they didn’t believe you?” Bretton said.


“The Grand Overseer deduced that we’re Nulls, sir.”


“So? What do you or any other Nulls have to gain by warning them that
they’re flying into a trap?”


“If I had to guess, sir, I’d say he thinks we’re trying to get them to
expose themselves and engage in a straight fight with a more numerous foe.”


“More numerous, but not stronger. What are they afraid of? They have faster
sub light drives and warheads that can be fired from extreme range with no
chance of being intercepted. They just have to fly circles around the enemy,
launching missiles at them until the Sythians are either all dead or realize
it’s futile and run away.”


“I don’t believe their purpose is to destroy or drive away the enemy fleet.
Based on their heading, it looks like they mean to capture the Sythian fleet.”


“What?” Bretton’s mind boggled at the thought of Omnius getting his greedy
circuits into a fleet of almost ten thousand warships—some of them, the
behemoth-class command ships, over thirty kilometers long. If all of those
ships were upgraded with quantum tech, it would certainly go a long way toward
swinging the balance of power in humanity’s favor.


Except that it would never happen. 


The Sythians would wait until all the Avilonian ships had closed to firing
range and then they’d open fire. With cloaking shields rather than energy
shields raised, the Avilonians would be wiped out in just one volley. 


“We can’t just leave them to die, sir,” Marla said.


“They won’t. Only their fleet will, and last I checked ships don’t die; they
blow up.”


“And if they do, it will leave Avilon defenseless. Now the Sythians have
quantum sensors that can pierce cloaking shields. What if they develop quantum
jump drives next? They’ll jump right by our wall of grav fields, straight into
orbit, and this time the upper cities won’t be the only ones whose towers
fall.”


Bretton sighed. “Even if the Peacekeepers’ fleet is destroyed there’s still
the drone fleet to defend Avilon, but I suppose I do see your point. What do
you suggest we do? You said it yourself—they know we’re Nulls, and that means
they won’t trust us no matter what we say.”


“I think we’ll have to show them that we’re telling the truth.”


“Show them?” Bretton shook his head, uncomprehending.


“Don’t wait for me at the rendezvous, sir.”


Bretton’s eyes hardened. “Don’t you do anything stupid, Captain!”


Bretton watched her raise her arm for a stiff salute. “Goodbye, sir,” she
said just before the visual vanished.


“Marla!” Bretton bellowed. “Where did she go? Get her back on screen!”


“She cut the transmission from her end, sir,” the comms officer reported.
“I’ll try to hail them again. . . . They’re not responding, sir.”


Bretton shook his head. Damn you, Picara! Unlike the stupid
Peacekeepers, she and her crew actually could die.


* * *


Hoff watched the star map without blinking for minutes on end. He was still
curious about the venture-class cruiser lying mysteriously cloaked on the far
side of the system.


Could it be the Baroness? Perhaps Avilonian databases were not up to
date and the Emancipator was a previous name for the ship.


He was tempted to jump aboard them now and see for himself, but Omnius
whispered to him, reminding him that his duty to Avilon must come first.


He tried asking Omnius for clarification. Surely he knew where Destra
and Atta were, but all Omnius said was, Trust me, you will be reunited with
your family soon.


That neither confirmed nor denied that they were aboard the Emancipator. Omnius
was being as cryptic as ever.


As Hoff watched, something changed, and the Emancipator’s glowing
yellow icon abruptly vanished from the map.


Hoff blinked, for a moment too shocked to speak. “Sensors! Where is the Emancipator?”


“The what, sir?”


“The neutral ship!”


“Checking . . .”


Suddenly Hoff’s view of the map panned over to the Sythian fleet, zooming in
until he could see the mass of red enemy contacts as individual icons. There,
in the midst of them lay one small yellow dot. Zooming in further, he was able
to confirm that it was the Emancipator. She was just a few hundred
klicks below the Sythian formation.


“What are they doing there?”


The question had been hypothetical, but his XO, Tactician Okara, answered.
“I believe they used their jump drive to make a short hop, sir.”


Hoff turned to her, his eyes narrowing swiftly. “I know that, I want
to know why. Surely they don’t mean to attack the enemy.”


“They remain cloaked. Perhaps they have a plan?”


“One that will alert the Sythians to our presence. Comms! Advise the Justinian
and ask them if they want us to do anything about that ship before they
give us away.”


“Yes, sir . . .”


Hoff waited for what felt like an eternity, watching as the Emancipator began
accelerating toward the nearest Sythian command ship. His brow dropped a
troubled shadow over his eyes as he tried to understand what they were doing.


“The Justinian just replied with a fleet-wide update. They’re aware
of the position of the neutral ship. We are to ignore them. They are not
operating under Omnius’s authority.”


“I could have guessed that. If they were operating under His authority, then
they wouldn’t be trying to ruin His battle plan!”


“They didn’t elaborate further, sir. Those are our orders. Would you like to
send another inquiry?”


“No, never mind.” Hoff continued watching the map on his ARC display, unable
to tear his eyes away. As he watched the cruiser, awareness trickled slowly
through him, and he began to sit up straighter in his chair, trying to get a
better look even though the map was projected just a few millimeters from his
retinas. His ARCs read his intentions and zoomed in on the neutral ship,
providing extra details about its speed and heading.


“That’s a collision course! What are they doing?” Hoff bounced up from his
chair, his heart pounding and his brain buzzing with adrenaline.


He became gradually aware of his crew turning from their stations to stare
at him. 


“They’re going to use their ship as a missile, sir,” the sensor operator
replied. “That Sythian cruiser isn’t moving, so they won’t be hard to hit. By
the time the Emancipator reaches it, she’ll be traveling dozens of
kilometers per second.”


Suddenly Hoff understood what they were doing. The Sythians couldn’t see the
Emancipator coming, and their command ship wasn’t moving. That made them
the perfect target. Given enough time, the Emancipator could accelerate
up to a lethal speed. That much mass, moving that quickly . . . they would
overload the enemy’s shields and cut them in half.


“Sir?” Hoff’s XO said, trying to catch his attention. “Our orders were to
ignore them.”


Hoff shook his head. “Who are they?” he wondered aloud, and hoped to Omnius
that his family wasn’t aboard. Maybe that was what Omnius had meant when he’d
said they’d be reunited soon. Maybe Omnius knew they were going to die
and be resurrected on Avilon.


“Sir?” his XO tried again.


Hoff slowly sank back to his command chair, but he remained silent, watching
until only seconds remained before the inevitable collision.


At the last possible moment, the Sythian command cruiser fired her engines
at full burn to get away. 


Hoff gaped at that. The Emancipator missed its target by just a few
klicks. “They moved!”


“Sir? Who moved?”


“Wasn’t anyone watching? That command cruiser moved just before the Emancipator
could hit it.”


“With all due respect, sir, we don’t have time for—”


“Comms! Hail the Justinian. I want to talk with the Overseer.”


“Yes, sir.”


Hoff heard his XO make an irritated noise in the back of her throat, but he
ignored her. Moments later the blazing silver eyes and chiseled features of the
Grand Overseer appeared. He looked impatient. “What is it, Strategian?”


“Sir, I’ve been tracking the neutral ship, and—”


“I thought I ordered you to ignore them.”


Hoff bridled at being cut off, but he rallied his patience. “Yes, sir. I was
curious about their intentions, so I kept an eye on them. They set a collision
course with one of the enemy command ships. The Sythians moved to get out of
the way, sir.”


At that, the overseer sighed and shook his head. “You think they somehow saw
the Emancipator coming. Even through its cloak.”


“Yes, sir.”


“I’m going to let you in on a little secret, Heston. The ship we’re talking
about, the one you designated neutral, just finished contacting me to
describe the same coincidence. They seemed equally surprised that they didn’t
die in a fiery explosion.”


“They contacted you? Who are they?”


“They’re Nulls, and this is the second time that they’ve tried to convince
me that the Sythians can see through our cloaking shields. But the fact remains
that the Sythians have yet to open fire on any of us—including the ship that
just tried to ram them.”


“How did Nulls get off Avilon?”


“Now there’s a good question. Spend your time thinking about that, and let
me know if you come up with any answers.”


The overseer turned away, no doubt intending to end the comm call there.
Hoff called out to stop him, “Wait, sir!”


“Make it quick, Heston.”


“What if it’s true? What if they can see us? We’ll be flying straight into a
trap.”


“Why would Nulls warn us about that? They’d let us fly to our doom, laughing
as they watched.”


Hoff wasn’t convinced. “It’s still a big coincidence. We should look into
it, sir.”


“If there were a real threat, don’t you think Omnius would be warning me
instead of you? Or do you think your instincts are now better than His? He’s
watching this battle, too, Heston. I suggest you examine the situation more
thoroughly before you go casting doubt on Omnius’s plans. Otherwise, you risk
making a terrible fool of yourself.”


Hoff frowned. “Yes, sir.”


“Thardris out.”


The grand overseer’s face vanished as the comm call ended.


“I tried to warn you, sir,” Hoff’s XO said.


He turned to glare at her. “Helm!” he called out.


“Sir?”


“Calculate a micro jump to the far side of Firea. Set a pre-defined course
that will bring us to our objective, and leave our coordinates at the time of
the jump as variable for now.”


Tactician Okara fidgeted beside him. “Our orders are to—”


Hoff waved away her objections. “I know what our orders are, Tactician.”


“You’re planning to run. You doubt Omnius’s plan will work?”


“I doubt nothing. I am simply being careful. If Omnius didn’t need us to
think for ourselves, He would command this ship Himself, don’t you think,
Okara?”


She had no reply for that. She looked away, and Hoff did likewise. He shook
his head and went back to watching the star map. The Avilonian fleet flew
onward, drawing ever closer to the enemy formation. It wouldn’t be long before
they came into range of the enemy’s weapons. . . .


If they can see us, we’re about to find out, he thought, frowning at
the map. He hoped the next thing they saw wouldn’t be a blinding wave of enemy
fire, followed by a long, dark tunnel with a light at the end of it.


* * *


Lord Kaon watched the enemy ship enter the light stream and drop out a
moment later—right on top of them. The gills in the sides of his neck flared
with shock, and his twin hearts beat suddenly faster.


“What is thisss?” he hissed. “The humans send this puny vessel to taunt us!”


“It is cloaked, Lord Kaon. They don’t know we can see them,” Lady Kala
replied from the command chair to the right of his own. “They must be trying to
analyze our formation for weaknesses.”


Kaon rubbed his translucent lips together, thinking. “No, that is not it.
Look . . .” He pointed to the holographic star map hovering in the air in front
of his command chair. “They are setting course to intercept us.”


They watched together in silence. Lord Shondar spoke up from Kaon’s left,
“That is not an intercept course. They mean to collide with the Kilratha!”


Kaon’s eyes grew even wider than their usual aperture. He studied the enemy
ship’s heading and ETA, querying the Kilratha’s computer for a
prediction of how fast the enemy vessel would be moving when it reached them .
. . and how much energy it would impart in a collision. When he saw the answer,
he hissed.


“We must shoot them down!”


“We cannot,” Lady Kala replied, “not without revealing that we can see
them.”


“We cannot allow them to destroy us, either! Weapons! Track that ship!”


Lady Kala flew out of her chair—literally—flapping her glossy black wings
and landing on the crew deck below. “Belay that order!” she shrieked.


Kaon gaped at her and slowly rose from his command chair, astonished that
she would contradict his orders. This was her ship, but he was the ranking
Lord. “You dare to defy me?” he said.


“This is not your battle, Kaon. Queen Tavia has command.”


Kaon hissed and subsided to his chair. He had gone too long without a direct
superior. He had almost forgotten what it was like to submit his plans for
approval before acting on them. “You are right. The Queen must be informed.”


Moments later the Queen’s round face appeared projected in the air before
his command chair. Tavia’s glossy obsidian skin and glowing red eyes robbed the
child-like impression that her visage gave. Being a Kylian like Lady Kala, the
two of them were almost impossible to distinguish from one another.


“What is it, Kaon?”


“Have you noticed the enemy vessel that tries to collide with the mighty Kilratha?”


“Are you certain that is their intention?”


“There can be no mistake. We must open fire on them before they slice us in
half, My Queen.”


“You will do no such thing!”


“But, My Queen . . .”


“Where is Lady Kala?”


“She is on the crew deck, Glorious One.”


A loud whoosh sounded behind Kaon and he jumped with fright.


“I am here, My Queen.”


Kaon turned to see Kala land behind his chair.


“Good. You now have command of the Kilratha. I trust that you shall
not ask me such foolish questions.”


“I shall not.”


“Good.”


The queen’s nightmarish face vanished as the contact ended from her side,
leaving Kaon’s eyes watering and itching with frustration. Lady Kala came to
stand in front of him a moment later.


“You are sitting in my place.”


Kaon rose slowly, woodenly from his seat of honor and command. His tail
thrashed the deck as he stood aside. 


“You do not have long to sit in it,” he said, glaring down on Lady Kala.
“The enemy draws near, and both you and your queen insist that we do nothing!”


Lady Kala ignored him. “Helm, begin evasive maneuvering! Full speed ahead.”


Kaon’s gills flared with surprise once more. “You mean to evade them? What
is the point? You may as well shoot them! Either way they must know that we can
see them.”


“No, Kaon. Ships move. That is why they have drive systems, is it not? The
enemy will see our evasion as coincidence, nothing more.”


“Then they will try again to ram us.”


“But by then we shall not be a stationary target, making it impossible to
reach a lethal velocity. They shall splash harmlessly off our shields.”


Kaon sat in the vice lord’s chair that Lady Kala had occupied only moments
ago. His eyes continued to itch and water. Tears began streaming down his face
as his frustration mounted. Why hadn’t he thought of that? Perhaps Shallah, the
Supreme One, had been right to send Queen Tavia to take his place. Had he lost
his instinct for command?


“The enemy fleet is almost in range, My Lady,” the sensor operator reported.


“Weapons! Stand by!”


Kaon hissed quietly to himself, hoping that Kala made enough of her own
mistakes in the coming battle to eclipse his prior lapse of judgment.


* * *


Hoff held his breath as they flew into weapons range of the Sythians’
formation—


But nothing happened. 


He had half expected them to open fire with a withering assault of missiles
and lasers. The fact that they hadn’t seemed to agree with the Grand Overseer’s
assessment that the Nulls aboard the Emancipator had been trying to
trick them.


Hoff let out the breath he’d been holding, and continued watching while the
Avilonians pressed onward, flying closer and closer to the enemy. They flew
past the nearest warships and into range of hundreds more. 


Still no response from the Sythians.


“It would appear your caution was unfounded, sir,” Tactician Okara said.


Hoff didn’t waste his breath on a reply. He sat there, stroking his chin as
the Avilonian fleet flew to the center of the Sythian formation, where the
enemy’s command ships lay.


After just a few minutes, the navigator called out, “We’re in position,
sir!”


“Good. Hold steady. Start feeding our current coordinates and flight path
into your jump calculations.”


“Yes, sir.”


“You’re still worried that they can see us?” Okara asked. “If they could,
they would have opened fire by now, sir.”


“Transmission coming in from the Justinian! The fleet is in position.
We are to power weapons and open fire on their mark . . . mark is set for one
minute and counting.”


“Gunnery!” Hoff called out. “Get your crews ready! Remember, shoot to
disable. Helm—make sure we keep our distance as much as possible! We want to
avoid any blind fire that gets directed our way.”


Without energy shields raised they were dangerously exposed, but space was
vast. It was unlikely that the Sythians would score a blind hit on any of the
tiny specks now encircling their command ships.


“Crews ready and standing by, sir!” the gunnery officer reported.


Hoff nodded, his eyes on the countdown projected on his ARC display. Ten
seconds . . . nine, eight, seven—


A bright flash of light illuminated the bridge. Hoff minimized his ARC
displays to see what was happening. 


All around them, space was alive with spinning, sparkling purple stars that
flocked and swarmed like a cloud of insects. The light show was dazzling and
strangely beautiful to look at. Enemy lasers were faster to reach their
targets, leaping out in blinding torrents and slamming into the Dauntless with
perfect accuracy.


“Shields!” Hoff yelled to be heard above the simulated roar and sizzle
of their hull melting out from under them. “Helm! Get us out of here!”


“Jumping in five, sir.”


“Shields at 10% and rising!” engineering reported.


Then the first missiles began to hit them. The explosions sounded like
thunderclaps, and they heard an ominous shriek that went on and on.


“Hull breach!”


The world turned white. For a moment Hoff was afraid that was it. Then stars
and space returned. He saw a bright, snow-white crescent on the horizon.


Firea.


Hoff shook his head, trying to rid his ears of the residual ringing from the
explosions. “Report!”


“Shields recovering at four percent. Hull breach on deck 22. No major
damage.”


One of the drone decks. Hoff nodded. Those decks were depressurized, so the
damage wouldn’t be critical.


Hoff eyed the star map, searching for the rest of the fleet. He’d been
prepared, so they’d jumped away to the far side of Firea, but the rest of the
fleet was still surrounded by Sythians, caught in the thick of the fight. Hoff
saw two Avilonian cruisers simultaneously explode as they succumbed to enemy
fire.


“They’re being slaughtered,” someone whispered beside him. Hoff turned to
see that it was his XO, Tactician Okara. Her jaw was slack with horror, her
glowing green eyes fixed and staring as the Avilonian fleet was cut to pieces.


She looked as frightened as he felt.


“Orders, sir?” someone else asked. It was the ship’s navigator.


“Engineering—what’s our status?” Hoff replied.


“Shields at 25%.”


Hoff came to a decision then. His ship, the Dauntless, was a
covenant-class battleship—eight kilometers long with a crew of over 50,000
drones, and two thousand living crewmen. They had over a hundred thousand
torpedoes on board. Those munitions could be quantum-launched from extreme
range, and the Dauntless was much faster than her Sythian counterparts,
so there would be no concern about return fire. Even without the rest of the
Avilonian fleet to support them, the Dauntless would be a formidable
foe.


Hoff mentally selected one of the Sythian command ships from the star map on
his ARC display. “Gunnery! Open fire on that ship with everything we’ve got.
Shoot to kill.”


“Yes, sir!” 


“Helm, keep us away from the enemy. Engineering—activate SLS disruption
fields.”


“Yes, sir,” they said, one after another.


“Sensors! Get me a virtual rendering of the battle and put it on the main
screen.”


“Focal point, sir?”


“For now, our target. Comms—launch fighters! Have them fly cover for us. I
have a feeling there’s going to be a lot of Shell Fighters coming our
way very soon.”


“Yes, sir.”


Okara turned to Hoff, her eyes still wide and blinking. “You’re going to
fight back?” she sounded confused.


“Did you think I would run?” Hoff smiled and slowly shook his head. “No,
Okara. From what? They can’t catch us.”


The main viewport shimmered, and their view of Firea transformed into a
virtual rendering of a Sythian command ship. It was a massive, teardrop-shaped
cruiser with organic lines and a shining lavender hull. Explosions began
sprinkling that hull with fire as torpedoes teleported straight to their
target. The alien ship’s shields flared brightly with the assault.


“Enemy shields at 84% and dropping!”


The Sythian cruiser fired its thrusters, turning to run, but there was
nowhere they could go to get away from the assault.


After just a few moments, the glow of the Sythian command ship’s shields
began to darken and fade. The torpedoes tore blackened holes in her outer hull.
Gunners fired over and over again at the same spots, digging progressively
deeper. Explosions flashed within the enemy ship. Thick clouds of debris
spun out into space. That went on for long seconds before the enemy command
ship cracked in half.


A cheer went up from the crew. Even Okara looked revitalized.


“Good work!” Hoff targetted another command ship for his gunners to fire on.
“One down. Thirty to go.”


Okara sat up beside him. “We’ve got incoming!” she yelled.


Hoff mentally set the grid to center on their ship. A vast sea of red enemy
contacts had appeared in orbit above Firea. They’d jumped straight into the Dauntless’s
path.


“Break orbit!” Hoff ordered. “Have our interceptors cover us.”


“Yes, sir!”


Okara gasped. “There’s over ten thousand fighters out there . . .”


Hoff was about to order the ship’s gunners to begin firing torpedoes at them
until he heard that. Ten thousand. Quantum-launching warheads at them
would be inaccurate and highly wasteful. It was probably exactly what the enemy
wanted them to do. They’d waste all their munitions on the enemy’s fighters and
be unable to do anything to their capital ships. 


“Have our X-1’s engage the enemy. Hit and run only. As soon as they’re out
of ordinance, come back and re-arm.”


“Yes, sir.”


“They’ll be torn apart,” Okara warned.


“Not if they’re good pilots,” Hoff replied. “All they have to do is drop
their missiles and run.”


“And then what? We have six squadrons—seventy two interceptors. It’ll take
hundreds of attack runs for them to take out all of those fighters!”


“It’s going to be a long engagement,” Hoff agreed.


The star map flickered with movement, and another sea of red enemy contacts
appeared in front of the Dauntless, this time on her new heading. The
Sythians had hemmed them in on two sides. 


“Helm! Adjust course . . .” Hoff trailed off as another four groups of Shell
fighters jumped in—starboard, aft, top, and keel. The Dauntless was
completely surrounded.


“We need to plot a jump back to Avilon,” Okara said.


“Adjust course to where, sir?” the officer at the helm asked.


“Calculate a new jump! Into the Stormcloud nebula. Transmit the coordinates
to our fighters.”


“Yes, sir!”


“Cloaking shields aren’t the only way to hide,” Hoff said quietly.


“They’ll jump after us,” Okara said.


“I’m counting on it. There’s enough interference in that nebula to knock out
their sensors and comms.”


“Ours, too.”


Hoff smiled and shook his head. “Ours are better. We should still be able to
see their capital ships lying outside the nebula to shoot at them. The enemy,
on the other hand, won’t be able to find us, or even communicate our position
to each other when they do. They’ll dribble in randomly, and we’ll take them
out at our leisure.”


Okara’s eyes lit with understanding, and she began nodding. “It’ll buy time.
Perhaps enough to take a few more command ships down before we die.”


“Jump calculated!”


“Begin sequencing,” Hoff replied. He turned back to his XO. “Who said
anything about dying? We’re Avilonians. We don’t die.”


“I meant—”


Hoff’s lips twisted ironically. “I know what you meant, Okara. But what I
meant is that I’m going to win this fight.”












Chapter 28





The order to launch
came through the comms a split second before Atton saw his launch tube light up
like the inside of a sun. His interceptor rocketed out into space, pinning him
to the back of his flight chair. He’d set inertial management to 98%, so he
could still feel his maneuvers. Stars burst to life as he left the launcher.
The planet Firea stretched out below him, vast fields of snow shining a
dazzling white in the distant light of the system’s sun.


“Form up Gold squadron! We’ve got incoming!” Chevalier Davellin ordered.


Atton studied the star map. There were thousands of enemy fighters racing
toward the Dauntless on the far side of Firea. The Avilonian fleet sat
dark and derelict in the middle of the Sythian formation.


“There’s too many of them! What the frek are we supposed to do against
that?” Gold Ten said. Gina’s voice.


“Language, Pilot,” the Chevalier replied. “Orders are to engage the enemy,
empty our Thunderbolts and mines, then head back and re-arm.”


Atton did the math. Sixteen Thunderbolt missiles, times 72 interceptors.
Assuming all of those missiles hit their targets, and none of the interceptors
succumbed to enemy fire, they would all have to go back and reload at least ten
times. It was absurd.


Then the grid flashed with incoming contacts, and things got worse. They
were surrounded. The contact report revealed there were more than a hundred
thousand Shells within a hundred klick radius.


“Seriously?” Gold Nine said.


“They really don’t want to make this a fair fight, do they?” someone else
put in.


“Cut the chatter,” the chevalier said. “New orders Golds. We’re jumping out.
Transmitting jump coordinates now. Start calculating!”


The coordinates for the jump were inside the Stormcloud Nebula, at the edge
of the star system. Atton shook his head, not comprehending Strategian Heston’s
plan. 


“I thought we were going back to Avilon,” he said.


“You thought wrong, Pilot,” Gold One replied. 


The comms crackled with a new voice—mission control. Orders were to
keep enemy fighters off the Dauntless while they launched their
ordinance at the Sythian command ships. They were going to use the nebula as
cover and take advantage of their superior sensors to hunt down any Shells that
accidentally stumbled into them.


Atton’s jump finished calculating, and he began sequencing it. An audible
countdown from five began. 


When it reached zero, space disappeared with a bright flash. Then came the
grasping gray tendrils of the nebula. Sensors were washed clean of enemy
contacts. Gold squadron reappeared all around, along with the other five
squadrons of interceptors from the Dauntless. The battleship itself lay
large and majestic above Atton’s cockpit.


In the distance giant chunks of ice swirled out of the gloom, appearing
wraith-like from the nebula. The Dauntless opened fire with bright
sheets of red pulse lasers, clearing a path. Ice shattered and exploded,
vaporized by the assault.


“Now what?” Atton’s wingmate, Loba Caldin, asked.


“Boost your sensor range and follow me,” Gold One replied. “We’re going to
scout ahead and screen the Dauntless from enemy fighters. When
they find her, they’ll have to get past us first.”


* * *


“Get us clear of the enemy formation!” Captain Picara ordered. “There’s no
point in us sticking around to watch them die.”


“Yes, Ma’am.”


Lasers tracked toward them. Hundreds of deadly bright streaks raced after
them, impacting on their shields with a steady hiss. 


“We’re going to collide with something if we don’t slow down!” the navigator
warned.


“If they don’t want to die, too, they’ll get out of our way,” Picara
replied. “Keep accelerating!”


Lights flickered steadily overhead as the shields drew extra power to
dissipate the energy from enemy weapons’ fire. A thin veil of white smoke
drifted through the bridge, bringing with it the acrid smell of burned
circuitry.


Someone’s control station gave up a shower of sparks and they cried out in
alarm. Endless waves of missiles spun away to all sides.


“Shields at 74%!” engineering called out.


Picara eyed the enemy formation. They’d barely crossed half of it. The deck
shuddered with the distant boom of a stray missile finding its mark.


“They’re firing missiles across our path!” gravidar warned. “We’re running
straight into them!”


Picara grimaced. “We’ll make it.”


Another boom, louder this time. The bridge rattled around them.


“Shields at 67%!”


There wasn’t anything to do but weather the storm. Impacts came fast and
furious, one deck-shaking boom after another. Sythian warships raced by
in a shiny, lavender-tinted blur, forming a tunnel around them. 


Suddenly, whole squadrons of Shell Fighters began darting into their path,
deadly glinting specks that would be no better to run into at this speed than
an asteroid field. 


“What are they doing?” Picara gripped the edges of the captain’s table, her
nails digging painfully into the glossy black surface of the holo projection
plate.


“Brace for impact!” someone called out.


Explosions roared in Picara’s ears, louder than ever. The Deck shook and
shuddered and the lights flickered. Then the lights went out and all the noise
became fading echos as the sound in space simulator lost power. Picara saw
herself float free of the deck.


Smoke poured into the bridge, and a horrible groaning screech sounded
somewhere deep inside the cruiser.


Then something big and bright went racing by them. Picara blinked and
squinted against the glare of it. Then she saw it for what it was—it was their
ship, sliced out from under them. The bridge and the uppermost decks had been
cleanly severed from the surrounding superstructure of the Emancipator.
Picara gaped, watching as the larger part of their ship sailed on, its massive
thrusters still glowing orange as it accelerated onward and slammed into
another wave of Shell Fighters. Explosions peppered the ship’s outer hull,
ripping molten furrows through it. An instant later the ship broke up into
dozens of jagged black pieces, and the thrusters sputtered into darkness,
splashing fast-freezing streams of liquid dymium into space.


After that, a poignant silence fell on the bridge, with all of them drifting
in zero G. They watched out the viewports as they tumbled through space along
their original trajectory, shieldless and powerless, and moving at over forty
kilometers per second.


All it would take was one more collision—just one more stray Shell Fighter
or missile crossing their path at the wrong moment and they would be gone.


* * *


Another Sythian command ship cracked apart. Hoff’s crew cheered, watching a
rendering of its destruction on the main holo display. The interference inside
the nebula had kept them from being detected so far, while their superior
sensors still allowed them to fire out at the Sythians’ largest warships.


Hoff smiled. His plan was working perfectly.


“We won’t stay hidden for long,” his XO warned.


“Let them come.” 


In order to find the Dauntless, the Sythians would have to use their
hundreds of thousands of fighters to grid search the nebula. And even if that
worked, they wouldn’t be able to transmit their discovery from inside the
nebula.


“Gunnery mark your next target!” Hoff roared, laughing.


Beside him, Okara frowned. “This is hardly a victory, sir. We were supposed
to disable the enemy and board their ships, not destroy them.”


“And we will—as soon as we’ve destroyed all of their command ships. Sythians
don’t like to mingle with their slaves, so our objective remains attainable.”


“They’ll run before we can destroy all of their command ships.”


“Run? From just one enemy ship? You underestimate the Sythians’
pride. No, they won’t run. They’ll stand and fight until their last command
ship turns into a flaming ruin beneath their feet.”


“If you say so, sir.”


“I do.”


“What are Omnius’s orders?” Okara said. Hoff shook his head. “You
haven’t asked?” Okara’s glowing green eyes grew wide with shock.


“Omnius has been strangely silent. Knowing Him, that means he approves of my
plan.”


“You assume he approves.”


“It is only logical. My plan will result in a successful outcome. That is
what we are here for—to defeat the Sythians and rescue their human slaves.”


Hoff watched as a rendering of yet another Sythian Command ship came under
fire.


Then it vanished.


“Where’d they go?” Hoff asked. 


“They jumped away, sir,” the sensor operator replied.


Hoff brought up the star map on his ARC display and he found the enemy ship
again, along with the rest of their command ships. All of them now lay
clustered together on the far side of the system, having retreated to what the
Sythians probably thought was a safe distance.


Hoff’s smile returned. “Resume firing!”


“From this range it will take longer to calculate jumps for our ordinance,”
the gunnery chief warned.


“We’re not in a hurry,” Hoff said, chuckling to himself once more.


“Incoming! Enemy fighters!”


“The found us already?” Okara asked. 


“That was too fast,” Hoff agreed, his brow furrowing as he panned the star
map over to center on the Dauntless. A squadron of Shells fighters was
racing in on their port side. As Hoff watched, they swerved suddenly, reacting
to the appearance of the Dauntless, as if surprised to see it there. Then
they opened fire with a steady stream of Pirakla missiles.


A second later the enemy was cut to shreds by X-1 interceptors.


“Brace for impact!”


Two dozen alien warheads splashed across their bow, causing the deck to
shiver under them.


“Hull breach! Deck ten!”


Another drone deck. “Patch it up! That squadron was lucky to find us,” he
decided.


Okara turned to him. “That, or we’re not as hard to detect as you seem to
think, sir.”


As if to prove her point, three more squadrons of Shell Fighters came
swirling out of the flashing gray soup of the Stormcloud Nebula. This time they
targeted the Dauntless’s fighter escort.


“Sensors! How are they finding us so quickly?”


“I don’t know, sir! Their ships must have better sensors than we thought.”


Hoff grimaced. He supposed he should have guessed as much. The Sythians had
upgraded their sensors to see through cloaking shields. That upgrade had
probably come with other improvements as well.


Shell fighters winked off the grid in quick succession as Avilonian
interceptors swarmed them. As Hoff watched, yet another squadron of Shells came
streaking in, joining the original three. Zooming out, Hoff searched the nebula
for enemy fighters. The ones their sensors could detect were flying randomly
through the nebula, searching blindly for the Dauntless rather than
tracking toward them. That was a good sign.


Hoff considered raising cloaking shields to make things harder for them, but
with all of the floating chunks of ice in the nebula, it would be too dangerous
to drop their energy shields. Just one high-speed collision would be enough to
rip them apart.


Another wave of Sythian missiles streaked out from the Shell fighters busy
dogfighting around them. That volley hit the Dauntless, and the
deck shuddered. 


“Shields down to ninety two percent!”


“They won’t get anywhere,” Hoff decided.


“For now,” Okara replied.












Chapter 29





High Lord Kaon
stared open-mouthed at the bird’s eye view of the battle on his star map.


“They still fire on usss!” Lady Kala hissed. “We must flee!”


“Flee?” Kaon was incredulous. “Their fleet is disabled in our midsts! They
have but one warship left, and you wish to run away, as if they defeat us?”


“We have lost two command ships, and they are killing a third!” Lady Kala
shrieked. 


Before they could argue any further, Queen Tavia’s visage appeared, hovering
in the air in front of them. Her red eyes gleamed, and her black skin wrinkled.
“My Queen,” Kala said, bowing her head.


“Kala, have your clusters jump into the nebula and follow them in.”


“The nebula?”


“It is where the enemy hides.”


“We shall lose contact with each other if we follow them.”


“Yess,” Queen Tavia hissed. “But with more of us looking, it will be harder
for them to hide, and we need only stumble upon them with one command ship to
deal with them effectively. They shall not remain hidden for long.”


“For glory, My Queen.”


“For Shallah,” the queen replied.


* * *


Atton’s threat detection system screamed a warning, and he threw his fighter
into an immediate spiral to dodge incoming fire. Bright purple streaks of
Sythian lasers and missiles went racing by on all sides, creating a tunnel of
flashing lights.


Speakers crackled to life beside his ears. “Gold Squadron, take evasive
action!”


Atton glanced at the star map and grimaced. The nebula was a mess of
streaking missiles and swarming enemies. Three squadrons of Shell Fighters
buzzed around them like flies. As he watched, another squadron came swirling
out of the nebula to join them.


“How are they finding us?” He knew there were a lot of enemy fighters
out there, but this was ridiculous. Space was vast.


A warning siren sounded close beside Atton’s ears, and he realized the enemy
was targeting him. He dropped a cloaking mine and went evasive. Seconds later
the inside of his cockpit flashed with the bright orange light of the mine
exploding in his wake. The simulated roar of the explosion reached his ears,
and two shell fighters winked off the map.


Mentally targeting the next nearest enemy, Atton pulled up hard and toggled
his lasers for an automatic firing solution. Both lasers fired up at a
60-degree angle, shooting at his target before it even came into view. By the
time he saw his target, its shields were sparking and failing, its thrusters
peeling open like mechanical flowers. 


Then the Shell’s reactor went critical. A blinding flash of light lit up the
inside of Atton’s cockpit with a deafening boom. A speeding wave of
shrapnel hissed off his shields, and then he was through the expanding cloud of
debris and cruising toward a group of over a dozen Shells, all of them facing
him and firing a steady, sparkling stream of Pirakla missiles. Before Atton
could so much as twitch, those missiles went streaking by him and slammed into
the Dauntless. The simulated booms of explosions rumbled
distantly through his cockpit speakers.


“Let’s see if we can make them blink, Iceman!” Caldin called out. Then came
a roar and a bright golden glow of thruster emissions as her fighter
went racing past his, looping and spiraling rather than heading directly toward
the enemy.


A split second later, bright explosions blossomed in the distance, and six
of the approaching Shells vanished in consecutive fireballs.


Finding another group of enemies on the grid, Atton followed Caldin’s lead
and tagged them with his own compliment of Thunderbolt missiles. He
launched four in quick succession and five more Shells winked off the grid.


Atton was tempted to gloat, but with hundreds of thousands of enemy fighters
still out there, it didn’t seem to matter how many they killed—


It would never be enough.


* * *


The deck shuddered and shook with a simulated roar of Pirakla missiles
exploding against the Dauntless’s hull. Return fire rumbled, the
battleships’s laser batteries flashing out in raging torrents and slicing enemy
fighters in half. For every squadron of Shells that they killed, another one
came racing in to take its place. 


Hoff grimaced. It wasn’t what he’d hoped for, but so far the nebula was
doing its job. The Sythians had yet to amass a deadly force against them.


“Sir! The Sythian fleet just jumped away,” the sensor operator reported.


Hoff blinked. “They ran?”


“I’m not surprised,” Tactician Okara said.


Hoff glared at her. She may as well have said I told you so.


Then, moments later, the sensor operator exclaimed. “Contact! Dead ahead!
Five Sythian cruisers.”


“Range?”


“Twenty-two klicks, sir.”


“Get me a visual!” Hoff bellowed. The main forward viewport shimmered, and a
group of five Sythian cruisers appeared, dark shadows lurking within the
flashing gray clouds of the nebula.


“Gunnery! Open fire!”


“Yes, sir!”


Bright orange fireballs lit those shadows on fire as quantum-launched
ordinance wreathed their hulls in fire. Fat white beams of light lanced out
from the Dauntless, filling the air with a resonant hum. One of
the Sythian warships exploded, followed by another, and then two more. The last
one died with a titanic boom that rattled through the bridge speakers.
Moments later, a wave of debris hissed against their shields.


Then the deck shuddered violently.


“What was that?” Hoff asked.


“Nebular ice, sir!” the sensor operator replied. “With everything going on
our gunners must have missed intercepting it.”


“Damage report!”


“Breach on deck six,” engineering replied.


“Seal it up. Gunnery! Tell your crews to wake up!”


“Yes, sir!”


Hoff sighed, watching as the remaining enemy contacts on the grid—all of
them Shell fighters—were torn apart by the Dauntless’s fighter screen.


“That was close, sir,” Okara said.


“Let’s hope no one saw those cruisers exploding.”


The nebula grew calm. X-1 Interceptors flew back to point and flank
positions. 


Minutes passed. 


The nebula impaired their sensors enough to hide all but the largest of the
enemies ships—their thirty-kilometer-long behemoth-class command ships. Hoff was
about to order his gunners to open fire on the next nearest one, when something
happened.


One of those behemoths jumped in right on top of them. It opened fire, and a
dazzling wall of Pirakla missiles came spinning toward them.


“Helm! Evasive action! Gunnery—give that ship everything you’ve got!”


White-hot beams lanced out, humming through space, and drawing fiery
lines across the enemy cruiser’s bow. Explosions peppered its hull as
quantum-launched torpedoes reached their mark.


“Enemy shields at 82%!”


The enemy missiles drew near, and it became hard to see past all of the
bright purple halos they cast in the nebular clouds.


“Brace for impact!” the sensor operator yelled.


Dozens of impacts roared against their hull, some of the noise simulated,
some of it real. Bright purple lights strobed through the bridge as missile
after missile impacted on the bow of their ship. Fire sprang up in a dozen
places. Damage alarms wailed. The deck shuddered and shook.


“Forward shields at 25%! We have hull breaches on several decks!”


“Equalize shields!” Hoff roared. “Helm! Roll over and show them our keel.”


“Yes, sir!”


Hoff watched the enemy cruiser on a display that was part real visual, part
rendered. The command ship’s hull gushed debris from ragged, molten craters all
along its length. Those craters flashed brightly from within as the Dauntless
launched more ordinance, straight past their shields and into their
exposed decks. The port side of the command ship buckled and appeared to
liquify as a raging ball of fire tore it apart from within.


Then, suddenly, the entire ship bulged, as if trying to contain a
mighty flood. A second later it flew apart with a deafening boom. Hoff
was blinded by the explosion. The deck rocked under their feet as the shockwave
hit. The debris were too dispersed to do much damage. 


Hoff sat in his command chair, blinking and slowly shaking his head. “We
didn’t kill them,” he said.


“No, sir! They appear to have self-destructed.”


Hoff grimaced. “They sacrificed themselves to call for reinforcements.”


Okara turned to him. “We need to get out of here.”


“Helm! Calculate a jump back to Avilon.”


“Too late,” Okara whispered.


The grid came alive with enemy contacts jumping in on all sides.


* * *


Atton saw the Sythian command ship detonate, spewing white hot flecks of
molten alloy in all directions. Then the shockwave hit, and his shields hissed
loudly with the assault.


“What was that?” Gold Two asked.


“They just did our work for us,” Atton replied. “They blew their reactor.”


“Why would they do that?” Gina asked.


“It’s a beacon,” Gold One said. “We’re going to have company again real
soon.”


The Chevalier was right. Hundreds of fighters came swarming out of the
Nebula from all sides, followed by dozens of Sythian cruisers and battleships
jumping in.


“Here they come!” Gold Five said.


Two squadrons of Shells angled toward them.


“Tag your targets! We fire on my mark,” Gold One said.


Atton tagged a pair of enemy fighters. His threat detection system screamed
a warning and half a dozen Pirakla missiles spun out toward him. 


“Mark!” Gold one said.


Atton pulled the trigger. Something clunked as his missiles shot
away.


Explosions blossomed against the nebula, and a whole squadron of enemy
fighters vanished.


“Ruh-kah!” Gina cheered, uttering the old Imperial battle cry.


“For Omnius!” Gold One replied.


The surviving Shells opened fire and bright lavender lasers came streaking
out. Atton made his interceptor dance. He targetted the nearest enemy and
toggled his own lasers for a charged shot. Taking careful aim, he lined up his
target, doing his best to ignore the angry hiss of lasers hitting his
shields. The targetting reticle flickered green. Atton pulled the trigger. Two
dazzling red beams shot out, and his target disintegrated. He flew through the
speeding debris, and the larger bits clunked as they bounced off his
hull.


Atton’s comms crackled. “Nice work, Golds! Form on me. Lets go back around
for another pass.” 


Pulling up hard, Atton found his squadron already hot on the tails of the
enemy fighter wave. Those Shells fired volley after volley of missiles at the Dauntless.
Enemy cruisers and battleships did the same, closing to point blank range.


Atton watched helplessly as Strategian Heston’s battleship was ripped open
in a dozen different places. The Dauntless fired back valiantly, but
they were badly outnumbered. 


The Sythians peeled them open like an overripe fruit.












Chapter 30





Hoff watched the
scene unfold like something out of a bad dream. Explosions blossomed all around
them, clearly visible through the simulated viewports running around the
bridge.


“Shields are coming and going, sir!”


“Boost the power!”


The deck shook with a violent series of explosions, and the lights flickered
out. 


“Our power core is already ten percent past maximum output, sir! To increase
the power draw any further would risk catastrophic failure of the containment
field.”


“So funnel the power from someplace else!”


Beside him Okara spoke through gritted teeth as another explosion rocked the
deck. “There isn’t anywhere to funnel it from!”


Hoff scowled and stood up from his command chair. He watched out the
viewports as gleaming lavender starships circled them like carrion birds,
firing steady streams of missiles and lasers.


Sirens wailed. Crewmen yelled at one another. The deck shook. Return fire thumped
and hummed from the battleship. The overhead lights came and went. Hoff
turned in a slow circle, looking from one viewport to the next.


Suddenly something changed. The enemy switched from firing spinning purple
stars to firing dazzling blue spheres.


“Sensors! What is that?”


“I don’t know, sir . . .”


Just a few seconds later those weapons began impacting on their hull. The
roar of exploding warheads continued, but this time the ship didn’t shudder
violently with every hit. 


“Power levels are dropping!” engineering reported.


“Did they hit our reactor?”


“No, sir . . . something is interfering with energy conversion and
transmission from the core. I think they’re disabling us, sir.”


“Helm! Where is that jump I ordered?”


“We have to stop maneuvering, or our calculations will be off! We could end
up jumping into the middle of a planet or a sun!”


“Power output dropping below eighty percent.”


Too late for a jump now. Hoff’s eyes narrowed to deadly slits.
“They’re trying to capture us. Everyone to armory! Prepare for boarding!”


* * *


Atton saw the sudden shift in the Sythians’ strategy, and he was the first
to call out the alert.


“They’re trying to capture us!”


No one argued with that assessment. Instead, Gold One ordered them to keep
an eye out for any Sythian transports trying to get to the Dauntless. Maybe
they wouldn’t be able to win the fight for Dark Space, but at least they could
draw it out and force the Sythians to suffer greater losses.


“I’ve got nothing yet! Just thousands of fighters,” Atton said.


“Be patient,” the Chevalier insisted. “They’ll be here soon. We need to buy
time for our crew to fortify themselves. Save your Thunderbolts for the
transports.”


A pair of stray laser bolts hissed off Atton’s shields, bringing him back
into the moment. 


“Watch it, Eight!” someone warned. “You’ve picked up a dozen Shells on your
six!”


Atton dropped a cloaking mine behind him. A split second later, there came a
flash of light and a titanic boom. His fighter rocked in the explosion,
and two Shells winked off the grid. The others scattered.


“I’ve got transports, incoming!” 


The coordinates were highlighted on Atton’s star map, and he began tagging
targets. The other members of his squadron did the same, broadcasting their
choices to avoid overkill.


“Targets marked?” Gold One asked.


“Yes, sir.”


“Affirmative.”


“Locked in and standing by,” Atton added.


“Open fire!”


Atton pulled the trigger three times fast, dropping ordinance two at a time.
Half a dozen Thunderbolts went teleporting straight to their targets, and the
grid lit up with fire. The first wave of enemy transports disappeared without a
trace.


“Hah! Take that!” Gold Seven said. 


A grim smile sprang to Atton’s face as he realized that transmission had
come from his wingmate, former Captain Caldin.


“Keep that enthusiasm, Pilot!” the chevalier said. “We’ve got more incoming!
Same routine people! Mark your targets!”


“I’ve got enemy fighters on my six!” Gold Nine interrupted.


“Shake them off!” Two replied. “You’re lightning compared to them.”


“I . . . they’re everywhere!”


“Twelve, go help Nine and Ten! The rest of you, stand by . . .”


“Already on it . . . Sir!” Twelve replied, sounding like he was speaking
through clenched teeth.


“I—”


A scream of static followed that transmission, and Atton saw both Twelve and
Nine wink off the grid amidst dozens of Pirakla missiles. Atton saw Gold Ten go
flying out the other side of that engagement, hounded by dozens of enemy
fighters. 


Gina. He eyed her fighter as it bobbed and weaved between enemy
fighters, lighting them up with her lasers and ventral auto-cannon.


“Motherfrekkers!” Gina gritted out over the comms. “That’s the second time
you’ve killed my wingman!”


“Language, Pilot!” Gold One said.


“Frek you, sir!” Gina replied.


Atton felt a grim smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. You can take
the mortal out of mortality, but you can’t take the human out of humanity. 


“Can I get a little help over here? Someone?” Gina went on.


“Stay on target!” the Chevalier replied. “It’s going to take all of us to
stop this next wave.”


Coming to a sudden decision, Atton began tagging the squadron of Shells
still chasing Gina. He launched three thunderbolt missiles at them, and then he
slid and twisted his flight stick to the left, engaging lateral
thrusters and maneuvering jets simultaneously to bring Gina’s fighter under his
sights. Explosions tore through the group of fighters chasing her as his
missiles reached their targets. 


“How’s that, Ten?” Atton asked, pushing his throttle to the max and racing
up behind the other fighters still chasing her.


“Well, well, making up for lost time, are we, Iceman?”


“Better late than never.”


“You two will be facing disciplinary action when we return to Avilon!” Gold
Two reported.


Atton hassled the remaining fighters on Gina’s tail with his pulse lasers,
while she fired backward on them with the same. Two more Shells flew apart, and
the remaining ones broke off their attack.


“I’m clear,” Gina reported. “Thanks.”


“No problem.”


“Three transports got by us thanks to you!” Gold One continued. “Get back in
formation now!”


“Yes, sir,” Atton replied, banking back the way he’d come and firing his
afterburners to catch up. The battle was a confusing mess to look at from afar,
but the HUD projected over Atton’s ARCs helped by bracketing and magnifying only
the nearest enemy targets.


Atton handed his evasive flying over to the autopilot for a moment and
released the flight stick to flex his aching hand. Temporarily freed from
having to think about evading all the random swarms of Shell Fighters and
Pirakla missiles swirling around him, he turned to look over his shoulder at
the Dauntless. Once a majestic covenant-class cruiser at over eight
klicks long, she was now riddled with molten, jagged holes, her outer decks
flayed open and exposed. She lay slowly drifting through fuzzy black clouds of
her own debris. Absent was the subtle blue glow of energy shields, and her
thrusters were dark and dormant. 


As Atton watched, one of the holes leading into the ship lit up with small
arms’ fire, and three silvery specks were silhouetted in the flashing crimson
light of those lasers.


The drones were firing on the three transports they’d let through.


“Incoming!” Gold One roared. “Another wave of transports! Get ready Gold
Squadron!”


Atton grimaced and went back to hands-on flying. They encountered heavy
resistance. A shimmering purple wave of Pirakla missiles raced out toward them,
followed by dazzling streaks of laser fire. Hundreds of Shells concentrated
their fire. As Atton watched, several streams of fire intersected on their
targets, and at least half a dozens warheads found their marks. 


Gold squadron evaporated before his eyes.


“Holy frek!” Gina said. “Where did that come from?”


Atton shook his head, stunned to silence. 


Gina went on, “Looks like saving me was a good idea, hey Iceman? That could have been you!”


Caldin’s voice came crackling over the comms a moment later. “Listen up,
Golds! There’s just three of us now, and we won’t last long if we stay out
here!”


Atton was relieved to hear her voice. He spotted her fighter on the grid,
racing toward the Dauntless with countless fighters on her tail. A siren
screamed inside Atton’s cockpit, and his ship’s computer highlighted a wave of
incoming missiles. Gritting his teeth, he waited until the last possible
second, and then juked hard left, pushing down on the stick for a dorsal twist.
The missiles went spinning by, so close that they bathed his cockpit in an
eerie purple light. Atton finished the maneuver with an upward spiraling loop
that brought him onto Caldin’s tail. He pushed the throttle up past the stops,
using afterburners to catch up.


“What do you mean out here?” Atton asked now that he had time to
breathe. “All we have is out here! We’re in space for frek’s sake!”


“They’re not firing on the Dauntless anymore,” Caldin replied. “And
if they want to capture her in one piece that’s not about to change. Form on
me, Golds, we’re going in.”


Atton shook his head.


“She’s gone skriffy!” Gina said over the comms, as if Caldin couldn’t hear.
“You know how much debris is floating around that ship? We’ll be lucky to
survive the approach.”


Atton was inclined to agree. Despite that, he didn’t have any better ideas.


“Ruh-kah,” he whispered to himself in Imperial Versal. Death and
Glory. Atton supposed now, thanks to Omnius, that battle cry was more like resurrection
and glory. That was some consolation. 


Maybe they wouldn’t win the battle, but at least they couldn’t die fighting
it.


* * *


Strategian Hoff Heston stood behind a shattered bulkhead, wearing his
assault armor and watching the crimson glow of lasers flashing in the dark. The
drones were fighting valiantly, but Hoff knew they wouldn’t be able to hold out
forever. The Sythians had the numbers to suffer any amount of attrition and
still keep coming.


“We should have blown the core while we had the chance,” Tactician Okara
said as she crouched down beside him. “Sooner or later we’re going to die, and
this ship is going to fall into enemy hands.


“Omnius could have blown the core at any time, Okara. The fact that he
didn’t means he’s not worried about the Sythians capturing what’s left of our
fleet. Not only is this ship derelict, but without Omnius they can’t hope to
control it.”


“They might not care. They’ll have our technology to study. Given enough
time they might be able to reverse engineer it.”


“Now who’s second-guessing Omnius?” he asked.


Okara frowned and turned away, her armored boots making soundless footsteps
as she returned to her position. Drone decks were depressurized and airless by
default to avoid explosive decompression of the ship’s contents in the event
that they were carved open—like they were now.


“They’re breaking through!” someone warned. 


Hoff watched as a trio of drones came backpedaling into view, firing forearm
mounted pulse lasers as they went. 


The enemy returned fire. Dozens of bright violet lasers crashed into the
drones’ gleaming chest plates, melting glowing orange holes in their armor. Two
of them flew apart as their power cores detonated. Shrapnel hissed off Hoff’s
shields. 


The final drone remained standing, somehow managing to raise his arm despite
the withering assault. Wrapped tight in spindly silver fingers was a pulsing
red sphere. A splitter grenade. The Drone made a move as if to throw it,
but then its legs were blown out from under it, and it’s torso went tumbling
away in zero G, the grenade still locked in its grasp. That grenade began
pulsing more rapidly. It was going to detonate behind their lines. 


With only one direction open for escape, Hoff called out, “Charge!” He ran
from cover, rounding his bulkhead and coming to a twisted and shattered deck.
The ceiling had been ripped away, revealing nebular clouds thick and brooding
overhead. Hoff’s arms came up, palms outstretched, weapons charged. On his
scopes he saw a dozen others running out behind him. Dead ahead lay a milling
crowd of enemy soldiers. Then came a mighty shove from behind that ripped them
free of the deck despite the artificial gravity fields projected by their
armor.


Hoff went tumbling up toward open space. He drifted over the heads of hundreds
of milling Sythian soldiers in their chitinous black armor. Glowing red
eyes turned to gaze up at them as they flew overhead. Hoff opened fire and the
rest of his squad followed suit. Streams of red pulse lasers shot out from
their palms. A few of them threw grenades down on the enemy formation and they
landed like bombs, picking up enemy soldiers by the dozen and tossing them out
into space.


The enemy scattered and fired back, but Hoff’s squad made short work of
them. The trio of Sythian transports that had brought the enemy to their ship
appeared below them, all three landed in the middle of a ragged hole that had
been blown straight through half a dozen decks. Hoff briefly considered
commandeering one of those transports, but what would be the point? Where would
they go? It would be easier and faster to get home by fighting to the death.
Hoff felt the warm glow of Omnius’s approval ripple through him. Even for one
who’d already been resurrected, it took considerable faith to put aside the
fear of death.


Mentally activating his comms, Hoff said, “This area’s clear. Let’s get back
into cover.”


He used the grav guns in his gauntlets to grapple back down. The deck rushed
up beneath him, and he bent his legs as he touched down. The rest of his squad
landed all around him. All except for one.


“Where’s Okara?” Hoff asked.


“Back on Avilon,” the man beside him said. “She got hit by shrapnel on our
way out.”


Hoff grimaced. Now there were just fourteen of them. “Let’s go,” he said,
breaking into a run. 


Using his ARC display, he brought up a contact grid and zoomed out as far as
his sensors could see. He ended up with a bird’s eye view of the Dauntless, showing
a radius of a dozen clicks around it. Red contact icons streamed into view, not
far from their position. Hoff minimized the grid to better focus on his
surroundings and look for cover. “We’ve got incoming,” he warned as he ran out
into another clearing.


The deck disappeared abruptly beneath his feet and he drifted down, falling
past the jagged edges of four more decks before his feet touched solid ground
once more. The others landed around him in quick succession, and Hoff stopped
to look up through the top of the blast crater they’d fallen into. “Hold
position,” he said, squinting up at the nebula. A trio of dark specks were
flying toward them, growing larger and closer by the second.


“Take cover!” Hoff yelled.


They scattered, diving behind broken bulkheads and doors. Hoff dashed
through a floating cloud of shattered drones and ducked into an overturned
supply crate. 


“Activate cloaking shields!” he said, and watched as the rest of his squad
went dark on the grid. Hoff hoped those incoming Sythians couldn’t see through
cloaking shields.


Peering up at the trio of approaching ships, Hoff saw that they had small,
thin profiles that didn’t correspond to either the Sythians’ bulky shell-shaped
fighters or to their teardrop-shaped transports and cruisers. A suspicion
formed in Hoff’s gut just moments before his comm crackled with a new voice.


“Don’t shoot; we’re friendly!”


Pleasantly surprised, Hoff replied, “Identify yourselves!”


“Strategian? Is that you? This is Gold Seven, reporting—pilot Caldin, sir.
With me are pilots Ortane and Giord.”


Hoff heard Atton’s voice next. “Hey there, sir. I see they haven’t managed
to kill you yet—I mean again.”


Relief washed over Hoff. He watched with a growing smile as three X-1
interceptors hovered overhead and then abruptly disappeared as they activated
their cloaking shields. “How did you find us?” he asked.


“We followed your heat signatures,” Caldin replied. “It’s a good thing
you’ve cloaked. There’s a swarm of transports and fighters on their way here.
You don’t want them to pinpoint you the same way.”


“Are they following you?”


“Maybe, but there’s no room to land in here. I suspect they’ll give up and
head for more open areas of the ship. What are your orders, sir?”


Hoff crawled out of his supply crate and turned in a quick circle, watching
as the others came out of their hiding places—translucent green shadows moving
through the rubble. They were invisible to the naked eye, but his sensors revealed
them on his ARC display. Hoff nodded once, as if coming to a decision. “We’re
going to take as many of them with us as we can. For Omnius!” he roared.


“For Omnius!” his crew echoed.












Chapter 31





After both Destra
and Atta had eaten their fill, Destra’s mind wandered to the Gors and their
bloody revolution aboard the Baroness. She thought of Captain Covani,
lying in a pool of his own blood on the bridge. He was the only one they’d
killed. Knowing him, maybe he really had been the aggressor, and maybe the
Gors’ mutiny had been with all the best intentions. She tried to put herself in
their position, slaves recently freed from their masters, only to have their
home world brutally attacked out of spite. They were just trying to get home
and see if any of their families were still alive, and Covani had been standing
in the way of that. Now their fleet and what remained of their species was on
the run, being chased across the galaxy by Sythians. It was beginning to look
like humanity’s killers would go extinct before they did.


On her way out of the mess hall, Destra saw one of the unnaturally handsome,
young-looking Avilonians approaching. With his broad jaw, chin dimple, cheek
dimples, and unreasonably perfect skin and hair, he was just a little too
perfect. To top it all off, he appeared no older than twenty-one. After meeting
Admiral Hale, however, with his equally handsome and young-looking face, Destra
wasn’t surprised. She knew that most Avilonians looked that young, regardless
of their actual age.


Destra grabbed the deck officer by one over-muscled arm as he was about to
walk by her. He stopped and turned, looking annoyed. She noticed that his
neatly-pressed black ISSF uniform bore the four silver chevrons of a deck
officer. That meant he was part of the bridge crew. Good, she thought. At
least I’m talking to someone who’ll know something about what’s going on.


“Officer, maybe you can help me? I’m looking for Torv.”


“Torv?”


“One of the Gors, the son of their high praetor . . .”


The officer shook his head. “The Gors are in voluntary isolation on deck
twelve, Ma’am,” he said. “We have them all under guard until we reach Noctune.”


“And when we arrive? What are we going to do with them then? We’re just
going to abandon them there and jump back?”


The man blinked his glowing green eyes and shook his head. “Isn’t that what
they want us to do, Ma’am?”


“Because that’s all they think they can expect.” 


The man shot her a bewildered look. 


“Who can I see about speaking with the Gors?”


“They’re not talking to anyone at the moment. We’ve already tried
communicating with them. They just hiss and spit at us. Ugly savages . . .”


Destra’s eyebrows floated up. “Do you have a translator?”


The man frowned. “Not at the moment.”


Destra scowled. “Then how do you expect to communicate with them? They
understand us, but we don’t understand them, and that’s a one-way conversation.
They always sound like they’re hissing and spitting at you; that’s how they
talk, but I suppose you weren’t aware of that.”


“I still remember when a squad of them broke into my house and killed me and
my family, Ma’am. Do you really think I care what they sound like when they
talk?”


Destra shook her head. “You can’t blame slaves for following their masters’
orders anymore than you can blame a gun for firing when someone pulls the
trigger.”


“Maybe not, but you can lock away all the guns and make sure they’re never
fired again.”


Destra snorted. “Good luck. Someone always finds the key and brings them out
again.”


“Right. Well, if you’ll excuse me, I don’t have much time for lunch. If you
want to speak with the Gors, no one’s going to stop you, but a word of advice .
. .” The man’s green-eyed gaze fell on Atta. “Leave the girl someplace safe.”


Destra gave a thin smile and nodded, walking on to the nearest bank of lift
tubes.


“Where are we going now, Mom?” Atta asked.


“To see a friend of mine,” she replied.


“Your friend’s a Gor, isn’t he?”


“Yes, but don’t worry, I won’t take you to meet him.”


“Why not? I want to say hi, too!”


They reached the lift tubes and Destra slapped the call button. She turned
to Atta with a bemused expression. “They don’t scare you?”


She shook her head. “Not anymore. One of them used to visit me at night.”


Shock coursed through her at the thought of one of those hulking,
gray-skinned monsters visiting her daughter at night. “What? When?”


“Aboard the Baroness. He used to come and sit beside the bed and
watch the door with me until I fell asleep. He kept the monsters away.”


Destra shook her head, unable to contain her horror. “What monsters, Atta?”


Atta shrugged. “All of them.”


The lift swished open beside them and they walked in. Destra selected
deck 12 from the control panel and leaned back against the nearest wall for
support; her mind reeled. She realized just how much faith they’d placed in the
Gors. They’d been given the run of the Baroness for weeks, all of them
armed and armored, able to cloak themselves and disappear entirely from both
sight and sensors. During that time, the ship had been rationing its food
supplies, and the Gors had been slowly starving to death. Being carnivores,
they could have turned on the crew at any time to sate their hunger, but they
hadn’t done that.


“He never tried to hurt you?” Destra asked.


Atta shook her head. “No.”


The lift tube opened and a gust of frigid air swept in. Deck 12 was dark,
almost pitch black, and a full squad of armored sentinels stood guarding the
lift. Their helmets turned as Destra and Atta walked out. Their face plates
were fogged with condensation.


Destra stopped beside the nearest soldier. “What’s going on here, Corporal?”
she asked, noting his insignia.


The man shook his head. “We’re on guard duty.”


One of the other sentinels turned and nodded to her. He was a sergeant.
“Well, hello there, Mrs Ortane,” he said. “What are you doing down here?”


Destra realized that she knew this man. He was none other than Sergeant
Cavanaugh of the Black Rictans. She vaguely recognized a few of the others with
him as members of his squad. 


“What brings you to the Gors’ balmy slice of paradise?” he asked.


“Balmy?” she asked, moisture steaming from her mouth as she spoke. Seeing
that reminded her that it was cold, and she began to shiver.


“The Gors’ idea. Soon as they got control of the thermostat on this deck
they plunged us all into sub zero temperatures.”


“I see.”


“You brought your daughter here?”


Destra glanced at Atta and shrugged. “She wanted to come.”


“The Gors are dangerous, Ma’am.”


“So are we. May I see them?”


Cavanaugh hesitated. “I’ll escort you there.” He gestured to a pair of his
squad mates and they took up positions on either side of Destra and Atta.
“Follow me,” Cavanaugh said. 


They started down a long, dark corridor. There was almost no light for them
to see by, so the sentinels turned on their helmet lamps. That was for her and
Atta’s benefit, since the soldiers could see just fine with their light
amplification overlays and infrared.


The sergeant led them off the main corridor, to a pair of double doors with
yet another squad of sentinels standing guard. Cavanaugh opened the doors for
them, revealing a large, shadowy room with high ceilings and plenty of open
space. It looked like it had been a supply room at some point.


The sentinels stopped just inside the entrance and swept their helmet-mounted
glow lamps around, revealing a group of large, black objects arranged in a
circle on the far side of the room. Glowing red eyes turned their way.


“There they are,” Cavanaugh said.


Destra walked up beside him with Atta. She scanned the huddled group of
Gors. They didn’t look very threatening, all sitting on the floor with their
knees drawn up to their massive chests, like school children gathered around
and listening to their teacher tell a story. Then she noticed they were watching
something. 


“What’s that in the center of the group?” she asked.


Cavanaugh passed his glow lamp over a large, gray-white lump lying on the
floor in the center of the group, and it immediately began to writhe, hissing
and screaming. A few of the armored Gors rose to their feet and moved to block
out the intruding light. Destra blinked, shocked and confused by what she’d
seen.


“What was that?”


“I don’t know,” Cavanaugh replied, sounding revolted.


A loud hiss sounded beside Destra’s ear, causing her to jump. Atta flinched
as well and began hugging Destra’s leg. To her credit she didn’t cry out in
alarm. The translation to that hiss sounded in Destra’s ear a moment later—


“That, is the future of our creche.”


Destra shook her head and turned toward the sound. She couldn’t see
anything.


“Stop hiding you skriffin’ skull face!” Cavanaugh said. “That was the deal.
We give you your privacy, and you don’t cloak.”


Another hiss. “And yet you are here, invading our privacy.”


“What’d he say?” Cavanaugh asked.


“He said you’re not keeping your end of the agreement, so why should he?”


“Really? I oughta put a bullet between his—”


“Shhh.” Destra showed him her palm to shut him up. “Torv?” she asked.


Another hiss, close beside her ear. “Yesss?”


“Torv, I’ve come to speak with you about what happened on the Baroness.”


“Then speak.”


“Why did you do it?”


“We did not want to kill. Your captain started it.”


“But why did you take over the ship?”


“You are the Matriarch, and the captain does not show you the proper
respect.”


Destra sighed. Gor logic. “I suppose I meant to ask what was so important
about getting us to cooperate? You had your own fleet. You could have taken
your ships and gone without us. Why insist that we take you there?”


Torv was silent for a long moment. Then he said, “Because . . . we do not
know the way.”


Destra blinked. “You don’t know how to get to your own home world?”


“Most of us are taken when we are very young.”


Suddenly the air shimmered in front of Destra and Torv appeared. His sunken
cheeks and protruding ribs made him look like a giant skeleton wrapped in a
thin gray sheet.


“Motherfrekker!” Cavanaugh said, and his ripper rifle snapped up for a head
shot. 


Torv’s skeletal head turned and he hissed at the sergeant, baring
razor-sharp teeth. 


“Stand down, Cavanaugh!” Destra said.


“It’s Bones!” Atta cried. “Hi, Bones!” she said, raising a skinny arm to
wave at him.


“Bones?” Destra turned to her daughter with a frown.


“He’s the one who was keeping the monsters away.”


Another hiss.


“Hello, little human,” Torv said.


“Where have you been?” Atta asked. “I was looking for you when they made me
go to stasis. You weren’t there to scare away the monsters. They could
have eaten me!” She crossed her arms over her chest.


“I am there, little human. I watch you as you fall asleep.”


Suddenly Destra remembered her hallucination from just before she’d
succumbed to stasis. She imagined that she’d seen Torv there, lurking in the
back of the room.


“I didn’t see you,” Atta replied, sounding skeptical.


More hissing. “Just because you do not see a thing does not mean that it
isn’t there.”


Destra frowned, about to tell Atta to stop interrupting, when she realized
that something was wrong. Atta wasn’t wearing a translator. She whirled on her
daughter in shock. “You understand him?”


Atta looked up at her with big blue eyes. “You do, too.”


“I’m wearing a translator, Atta!” Destra grabbed her daughter and backed
away from Torv.


“Do not be alarmed, human. I did nothing to her.”


“How the frek does she know what you are saying?”


“Mommy! Frek’s a bad word.”


“Quiet, Atta!”


“I speak with my thoughts. All Gors do. We also listen to yours. The
translators you give us help to avoid misunderstandings, but we do not need
verbal language.”


“Then why can’t I understand you without a translator?”


“Your daughter’s mind is open enough to hear my thoughts. Yours is not.”


Destra gaped at him, unable to decide whether or not she should believe him.


“It’s true, Mommy. That’s how he told me he was a friend and that he wouldn’t
hurt me. He told me he’s scarier than any monster, so I wouldn’t have to worry
about them anymore.”


“You’ve been visiting my daughter at night?” Destra asked, her eyes
accusing.


The sentinels who’d come in with them were all still aiming their weapons at
Torv, their eyes wide and staring behind their helmets.


“Her fear is so powerful that I can smell it from a great distance. You
all reek of the same fear now. It is not a pleasant smell. Once I convince your
daughter that I can keep the monsters away, her fear disappears, and I can
breathe again.”


“See?” Atta said. “Told you.”


Suddenly they were interrupted by more hissing, this time high-pitched and
keening, as if one of the Gors were in great pain. Destra’s eyes darted around
the room. “What was that?”


“I tell you already,” Torv replied. “That, is the future of our
creche.”


Destra shook her head. “The future? What do you mean?”


“A new Matriarch is about to be born.”


* * *


Atton sat in his cockpit, waiting. His interceptor was cloaked and running
in a low-power mode, easy to mistake as just another piece of debris floating
inside the Dauntless. His hand flexed around his flight stick; his ears
strained for the slightest sound. He both heard and felt life support blowing
barely-warm air across his face with a soft whooshing sound. Despite the
comforting warmth of the uniform he wore. The icy darkness of space was
ever creeping in. Low power mode meant even the small space heater inside the
cockpit had been throttled back.


An endless field of stars glittered overhead. More than a few of them were
Sythian warships, but Atton tried not to think about that. He took a deep
breath, rallying his patience, and noticed for the first time that the inside
of his interceptor had a fresh, citrus tang. Breathing deeply of it once more,
he felt his fatigue melting away. His eyes grew just a little wider and he sat
up straighter in his chair. The air was laced with some type of stim to keep him
from falling asleep.


Atton studied the star map on his main display. Yet more Sythian transports
were busy landing inside the ruined outer hull of the Dauntless. The
firefight in space had ended. The battle was over. For all Atton knew, his
squadmates and the strategian’s crew hiding in the rubble below were the only
ones left alive from their side of the engagement.


Hoff and his crew had moved rubble around, putting up barricades and walls,
creating a bunker for themselves with their backs against a caved-in corridor.
No one could come up behind them. They just had to hold the line as long as
possible and make their stand count for something.


The three interceptors lying cloaked in the jagged shadows and floating
clouds of debris above the deck were tasked with providing air support.


“I’m detecting movement on the far side of the crater,” Gina breathed over
the comms.


Their sensors were much better than those of the soldiers on the ground so
they were also lookouts.


“Probably just a few stragglers,” Atton said, watching the same thing on his
scopes.


“Nobody open fire,” Caldin reminded them. “The strategian wants to save the
big guns for last.”


Moments later, two small, black-armored specks came stumbling out into the
clearing below. Atton watched them with external cameras, not daring to fire
maneuvering jets, even though his X-1 was safely cloaked.


Two bright lances of red laser fire shot out from the Strategian’s bunker.
One of the enemy soldiers crumpled and fell, his grav field obviously still
working to keep him pinned to the deck, while the other one dove behind cover.
A brief firefight ensued.


Atton saw the enemy’s arm shot clean off with a spurt of red, human blood,
and he tried to remind himself that these humans were Sythian slaves,
and killing them would be doing them a favor. Once they died, they would wake
up on Avilon, resurrected by Omnius.


“There’s going to be a lot more where they came from,” Strategian Heston
warned over the comms. 


Atton glanced up, out the gaping hole to the stars above their heads and
hoped the Sythians didn’t decide to deal with the newfound threat by firing
more ordinance at the Dauntless.


Moments later, the grid came alive with movement. Atton zoomed in to watch
in greater detail. A seething mass of tiny red dots began flowing toward
their position.


“Looks like you really got their attention, sir,” Gina said. “They’re
all on their way here.”


“Good. Keep us posted,” Hoff replied.


Atton eyed the grid, watching for long minutes while the enemy ran through
the Dauntless to get to them. The first wave of enemies
approached their crater.


“Here they come!” Caldin called out.


A dozen or more slave soldiers boiled out onto the deck below, jumping over
fallen beams and twisted bulkheads, their weapons and glowing red optics
scanning the starlit shadows in the bottom of the crater.


All of them were out in the open and exposed, but none of Heston’s men
opened fire. Suddenly a bright orange mushroom flowered in the enemy’s midst,
sending them flying in all directions. One was impaled on a jutting beam. The
rest slammed into the broken bulkheads and lay still, while another went
tumbling out into space. Atton heard a thunk as that one bounced off his
fighter, and he grimaced, hoping the enemy soldier wasn’t alive to notice that
he’d just bumped into something invisible.


A few of the enemy soldiers stumbled to their feet. Then came a withering
barrage of laser fire, and they were burned back down.


A cheer rose over the comms from the officers huddled in their bunker below.
“There goes the first wave!” one of them said.


Atton smiled, but he decided to save his breath. There were thousands more
where those had come from.


Another wave of enemy soldiers came rushing into the clearing below, but
this time they knew where to shoot, and they opened fire on Hoff’s bunker
straight away. A few of them launched grenades and anti-personnel rockets that
chipped away at the officer’s hastily-constructed fortifications. When no
return fire immediately came from the bunker, Atton heard, “Gold Squadron! Take
them out! Use your auto cannons!”


Atton took manual control of his auto-cannon. An under barrel view appeared
on his main display and he used his flight stick to control it. He lined up the
first target, and pulled the trigger. A bright yellow streak shot out, tracer
alloy activated by the accelerator coils in the barrel of the cannon. A small
explosion bloomed on the deck, blowing his target apart with a gory rain that
fell up instead of down. A few chunks thunked against his hull on
their way out. Grimacing, Atton lined up another target and opened fire.
Matching yellow streaks joined his own, and dozens of black-armored bodies flew
apart, one after another. The enemy formation was thrown into confused chaos
with all of them diving for cover and looking around stupidly for the source of
the fire that was taking them out.


By the time all the enemy soldiers were down, there was a fine, frozen red
mist drifting over the deck, along with bits and pieces of black armor. At
least that’s what Atton hoped they were.


“We’ve taken out more than fifty already,” Caldin said. “They’re not going
to keep running out like that. We need to think about finding a new position,
one that’s less exposed.”


“No,” Hoff replied. “Omnius wants us back on Avilon. He’s about to make an
important announcement.”


Atton’s brow furrowed as he heard that. “So Omnius wants us to hurry up and
die?”


“He wants us to make our stand and get out. We can’t make a significant
difference here.”


“I disagree,” Atton said. He felt a sweaty surge of anxiety with that
statement, and he realized that what he was feeling was Omnius’s disapproval.
He shook his head and went on, “We could take out a few thousand of them at
this rate.”


“If Omnius thinks we’re not doing any good down here, then I’m sure there’s
a reason for it,” Hoff replied. “We’re going to make this next wave our last,”
he said. “Arm your splitter grenades, one in each hand. We’re going to charge
out and take them with us when we go!”


Atton blinked, shocked by what he was hearing. A suicide charge?


“Gold Squadron—you can either join us, set your power cores to detonate, or
run out and see how many Shells you can take down with you.”


“We’ll see you off first, sir,” Caldin replied, sounding as dubious as Atton
felt.


“Suit yourselves.”


The next wave appeared, this one much bigger than the previous two. Rather
than boil out into the crater, this time the enemy came creeping up behind
cover, two at a time, trying to outflank the strategian’s bunker. Growing tired
of their skulduggery, Atton targeted the enemy with his auto cannon and took
out two of them in a puff of red mist. The others looked up, this time noticing
where the fire was coming from. Soldiers began streaming into the clearing,
firing blindly up at them with a constant barrage of dazzlingly bright violet
lasers.


A few random shots found Atton’s fighter, causing it to shudder.


Atton fired back with a steady stream from his auto-cannon. This time both
Gina and Caldin joined him. Then Atton saw Hoff and his men go running out into
the fray, heedless of friendly fire.


Atton noticed the small pulsing red spheres they held in their hands—splitter
grenades—and he grimaced. The strategian hadn’t been joking.


Enemy fire shifted, turning toward the onrushing Avilonians, and Atton
braced himself, waiting for a series of explosions to light up the deck. Then
something impossible happened.


The enemy soldiers all suddenly crumpled to the ground and stopped firing.
The Avilonians slowed their suicidal charge, and turned in confused circles to
stare at their mysteriously fallen enemy.


Atton didn’t understand what had happened. Was this some sort of strange new
Sythian tactic? Play dead?


Then the Avilonians fell in like fashion, crumpling to the debris-strewn
deck as one. Their splitter grenades detonated, washing away the bodies in a
flash of blinding light. Atton blinked spots from his eyes. His ARCs polarized,
and he glanced at his sensor display to see that his scopes were suddenly
clear.


Before Atton could connect the dots, his eyes rolled up in his head. He went
racing down a long, dark tunnel, heading toward a bright light. As soon as he
arrived, the light overwhelmed him, and out of it came a voice like thunder—


“Welcome back, Atton,” it said.


* * *


Lord Kaon watched in horror as the Sythian fleet suddenly stopped
maneuvering. They lost contact with their landing parties. Their slave-piloted
fighters and cruisers flew mindlessly onward. The star map flashed with
explosions as fighters slammed into their carriers, missing their approach
corridors by wide margins.


“What is happening?” Kaon demanded.


Lady Kala hissed at him. “I do not know. Our fleet does not respond.”


A moment later, Queen Tavia appeared, her terrifying visage hovering in the
air before them. “Why are your vessels not responding, Lady Kala? They are
colliding with each other!”


“I do not know, My Queen!”


“The Avilonians have done this,” she decided, her gaze flicking sideways to
study something they couldn’t see.


“What have they done, My Queen?” Kaon asked.


“Your human slaves are all dead.”


“How is that possible?”


“I do not know how, but sensors do not find any lifeforms on your ships.
Only mine, which do not have any slaves.”


Kaon’s eyes burned, and he began opening and closing his mouth soundlessly,
like a fish. The queen glared at him, and he promptly shut his mouth. 


“Lord Kaon.”


“Yes, My Lady? I mean—My Queen,” he corrected himself quickly.


“You are responsible for slaving these humans. It is your decision to do
that rather than simply kill them. The shame of their defeat rests with you.”


Kaon’s mouth dropped open once more. “They are not dead because of any
failure of mine.”


“No, your failure lies in making them our slaves in the first place. The
Avilonians are defeated. I shall finish capturing their ships with my troops.
Then I shall exterminate all the humans who yet live in Dark Space. Let
humanity cower in Avilon and know that they are all that remains of their
pathetic species. Soon, we shall come for them, too.”


Kaon bobbed his head agreeably. “May it be so, My Queen. For glory.”


“Shallah wills it,” she replied as her cherubic black face and glowing red
eyes vanished.


Shondar sent Kaon a quick glance from the other side of Lady Kala, but Kaon
ignored him. He was not in the mood for pity.












Chapter 32





“A new Matriarch?
You mean a baby Gor?”


Torv’s slitted yellow eyes glittered in the bright lights of the sentinels’
helmet lamps. “Yess.”


“Can I see her?”


“Come,” Torv said. He turned and started toward the circle of armored
Gors behind him. 


Destra left Atta with the sentinels. “Stay here, Atta,” she said.


“But I want to see the baby, too!”


“No. Stay here and don’t move, okay?”


Atta crossed her arms over her chest and huffed. “Okay.”


As Destra approached the circle of Gors, she began to make out the thrashing
gray limbs of a monster lying on the ground in the middle of the circle. She
saw a glimmer of a skull-like face contorted in agony, lips peeled back from
razor-sharp teeth. Torv walked up to his creche mates and hissed for them to
move aside, making a space for Destra to stand with them and watch. Glowing red
eyes turned to her as she approached the circle. Torv, tall even for a Gor,
stood behind his brethren, watching over their heads. The small gap that
appeared in their ranks was for her. Through that narrow aisle, she could now
see clearly that the thrashing gray monster on the deck was a naked Gor, a
female with a grossly protruding stomach.


“Isn’t someone going to help her?” Destra asked. She felt more eyes on her,
quietly staring. 


“We cannot help her,” Torv explained. “She shall die. They all
do.”


“What? How does your species survive if all mothers die in childbirth?”


“She carries many crechelings.”


Destra gaped in horror, watching the death throes of the pregnant Gor. Her
limbs were thrashing more weakly now, and a glistening pool of translucent
fluid had appeared, slowly spreading beneath her. “You can’t just stand here
and watch!”


“We honor her with our sight. She is worthy of it. Hers are the only
crechelings that we now know of, and she the last Matriarch.”


“The last . . .” Destra looked around, her eyes skipping over the odd two
dozen Gors standing in a circle around the thrashing, pregnant female. “You
mean she is your last surviving leader?” Destra asked, turning to find Torv now
standing behind her and looking over her shoulders for a better view.


“No,” he hissed. “I mean she is the only surviving female.”


Destra’s jaw dropped. “That’s what you meant when you said she’s the future
of the Gors.”


“Her crechelings and the female in her belly who is to replace her must form
the next generation of Gors. If we are not careful, it shall also be the last.”


“What about your fleet, Torv?” Destra asked. “You must have another female
aboard one of those ships.”


“Our fleet is almost gone. The Sythians chase and kill my people. But even
should they survive, there are no females aboard those ships. Only the males go
to war. My creche mother is the first and only Matriarch to travel beyond
Noctune, and she only does this because your people come and take her from her
home. She is the one who convinces the Gors to rebel against our masters. They
would only listen to a Matriarch. The Sythians are wise that they do not allow
any Matriarchs to be in their fleet, but you humans change that and set us
free. 


“Now my creche mother is dead, and my sister dies to give life to new
crechelings. We have just one female left—she who is about to be born. The last
Matriarch.”


“Your sister? That’s your sister?” Destra asked, pointing to
the dying female.


“Yess,” Torv replied.


Destra wondered why she’d never seen or heard of this pregnant Gor before,
especially since she was Torv’s sister. “You said your sister is pregnant with
many crechelings. How do you know that only one of them will be female?”


“Because, only one of them ever is. For a Matriarch to give birth to more
than one female is rare, just as it is rare for her to survive the birthing.
Those who do survive are blessed, chosen by the gods to lead us as high
praetors.”


“Your creche mother . . . Tova, she was one of them?”


“Yess, she survives the birthing, but she gives birth only to me and my
sister.”


Suddenly Destra understood why the Gors wanted so badly to get to Noctune.
They had just one female left. If they found even one more alive on their home
world, she would become invaluable to their species.


Destra looked on, watching as the female Gor gradually gave up the fight and
stopped her writhing. As soon as she lay still, her bulging belly began to
move, her skin stretching and protruding strangely in several different places
at once, as though fists were punching her from the inside—or like little
heads trying to butt their way out. . . .


Destra’s stomach did a queasy flip, and she looked away, shuddering. Then
came a wet tearing sound, followed by loud, high-pitched hissing. The circle of
Gors broke and they started toward the dead female and her monstrous babies.


Torv stayed by Destra’s side, watching her carefully. “You look away as
if our crechelings offend your sight. Why?” a deadly threat lurked in that
question, and Destra forced herself to turn back and watch as the crechelings
were pulled one at a time from their dead mother’s ruined belly.


“I mean no offense, Torv. My stomach is weak, and I am not used to seeing
something this gruesome.”


“Is birthing not gruesome for humans?”


“Yes, but not deadly.”


They watched as two dozen armored Gors took turns comforting and cradling
the crechelings. One of the adults brought a hissing, gasping little creature
to Torv and he took it in both of his hands, holding it up before him and the
other Gors. He grinned and said, “Behold! Your Matriarch!”


The Gors all roared and hissed, holding up the other crechelings. The female
that Torv was holding abruptly stopped hissing, and she opened two wrinkly
yellow eyes to look upon her subjects. 


Destra studied the Gor baby curiously. It was about the size of a human
baby, but its skin was a sickly gray. Its face and body was fuller than that of
an adult Gor, but her nose was flat and bony, and her ears were just two small
holes in the sides of her head.


“She’s beautiful,” Destra lied.


“Yesss!” Torv said after a moment. He turned back to her and cradled
the baby against his massive chest. “They must eat soon,” he said. “They are
already starving.”


A sudden, horrible suspicion formed in Destra’s gut. “Eat what? Don’t tell
me they’re going to eat . . .” Bile rose in her throat as her eyes flicked to
the body of the dead female.


“No, to be eaten by ones creche mates is a great dishonor, and Tava does
nothing to deserve this. We feed the crechelings, but we cannot feed them from
the food you give us. They must eat fresh meat, and plenty of it.”


“There isn’t any,” Destra said.


Torv hissed with displeasure. “Perhaps you have some humans who do not
deserve to live?”


Destra blinked at him, shocked by the suggestion. “No.”


“Then let us hope that we reach Noctune soon.”


* * *


Captain Picara had expected to die a quick death; she had been waiting for
the severed bridge of the Emancipator to collide with something else and
disintegrate, but that never happened. Instead Sythian cruisers clustered
around them, as if herding them to a specific destination. Moments later she
realized that was exactly what they were doing. Their destination appeared in
the distance—one of the giant, behemoth-class cruisers.


Picara broke the deadly silence on the bridge to speak to her crew. 


“They’re going to capture us,” she said. That realization came with as much
relief as it did trepidation—they weren’t going to die. At least not yet.
Picara wondered whether being captured by Sythians might be worse than death.


The enemy command ship grew until its shiny lavender hull was all they could
see.


“What are they going to do with us?” someone asked.


Picara shook her head and reached for her sidearm. “Whatever they’re
planning, we don’t want to be a part of it. Ready your weapons! They’re not
taking us alive.”


When the distant, gleaming hull of the enemy ship became the gaping maw of a
hangar bay waiting to swallow them whole, apprehension shuddered through
Picara. The inside of the ship was dark, barely lit to a dim purplish glow. No
sooner had they crossed the threshold of the hangar than they felt the sudden
tug of gravity. Going from weightless to her full weight in an instant, Picara
gasped. Her stomach leapt into her throat and there was a horrible moment of
falling. People screamed.


Smack.


She hit the deck. Others landed around her with ringing thuds. Some
of them stumbled to their feet, while others merely stirred and groaned. Marla
Picara was among the latter group. She sat up and looked around, watching her
crew rise as dark silhouettes against the alien glow shining in from the
forward viewports. She tried to hold her gun steady, but from the way it
flopped uselessly in her hand, provoking sharp grinding stabs of pain, she
realized that she’d broken her wrist. Using her left hand to pry the gun from
numb fingers, she trained it on the doors at the back of the bridge, waiting
for Sythians to come boiling in.


That moment never came. Instead, they spent what felt like forever in
darkness and pain, nursing painful bruises and broken bones.


Picara’s XO walked up beside her. “Ma’am,” the other woman said.


“Commander,” Picara replied, nodding to her.


“What do you think they’re waiting for?”


A sudden clank sounded on the other side of the doors, interrupting
them. It was followed by a whirring screech as drills began boring
through the doors. “Looks like they’re not waiting anymore. Get ready!” she
called out.


But the doors never opened. Instead, a loud hissing noise filled the
air, and Marla began to smell something acrid that made her head swim.


“What the . . .” She flopped onto her side, a dreamy haze filling up her
head like cotton. She drifted away, down a dark, endless tunnel. 


Eternity passed in a heartbeat.


Picara’s eyes flew open with a violent stab of pain. Black, featureless
faces milled around her, red eyes glinting in the dark. One of them hissed at
her, and to her surprise she found she could understand what it said.


“You are awake. Good.”


Picara’s heart thudded in her chest. Her palms began to sweat, and she felt
a terrible pressure inside her head. “Where am I?” she replied, trying to get
up, only to find that she was tied down and couldn’t move.


Her hands were free, but her broken wrist had been immobilized. Picara’s
mind spun. The fact that they’d set her wrist showed that they were concerned
for her welfare. But why?


“What are you going to do with me?” she asked.


One of the black faces drew near and she saw a mouth full of needle-sharp
teeth. Broad, papery black wings spread from its back and refolded themselves.
Picara watched in horror.


“You must help us to understand your technology,” the creature replied. “We
shall need it to reach Avilon.”


Picara’s eyes widened with sudden realization. Her crew had been busy making
quantum tech refits to the Emancipator, but the components had all been
ready-made, stolen and smuggled from the upper cities. Her crew wouldn’t know
how to recreate any of them. “Good luck,” she said, spitting at them. “We don’t
even know how our tech works.”


The creature hissed at her. “Then you will learn with us.”


Picara smiled. “Learn from what? You destroyed the Avilonian fleet.”


The creature bent close to her ear and she felt its warm, rancid breath on
her face. “We do not destroy their ships. We capture them.”


Suddenly Picara understood the real intention behind the Sythians’ trap.
They hadn’t lured the Avilonians in just to kill them. They’d lured them in to
disable their ships and study them. If they managed to reverse engineer quantum
jump drives . . .


Visions of endless hordes of Sythians swarming into orbit around Avilon
danced through Picara’s head. Defeating Omnius didn’t seem to matter anymore.
When compared to the survival of the human race, freedom seemed like a
pointless luxury.


* * *


After a rocky night’s sleep and spending the morning seeing the Gors and
their newborn crechelings to their transports, Destra stood on the bridge of
the Tempest, watching as Admiral Hale readied the ship for its jump to
Noctune. She marveled at the idea that they could jump directly from one galaxy
to another. Avilonian technology was clearly far more advanced than anyone had
ever thought possible.


“Engineering!” the admiral called out. “Are our shields raised?”


“In the blue, sir, 100% charged and ready.”


“Good. We don’t want anything to surprise us on the other end. Helm, do we
have our jump back pre-calculated?”


“Yes, sir. As long as we remain at the exit coordinates, we will be able to
jump back here without delay.”


“Good. Then we’re ready. Start the countdown!”


An audible countdown started from sixty seconds, and Destra squeezed Atta’s
hand. 


“We’re about to see the Gor’s home world,” she said.


“I know,” Atta replied. She shivered and said, “It’s going to be cold,
though.”


Destra smiled. “Don’t worry, we aren’t going to the surface.”


Admiral Hale came up beside them. “Are the Gors all aboard their
transports?”


Destra nodded. “I still think we should send a ground team with them.”


“No means no, Ma’am,” the admiral said, referring to their previous
discussion. Last night she’d gone to tell the admiral all about the Gors’
plight. He’d listened patiently to her, and then she had requested permission
to join them on Noctune in their search for survivors.


“There’s a difference between helping someone because you feel you owe it to
them and helping them out of genuine empathy,” she reminded him. “The Gors are
facing extinction. If they don’t find another female, their species probably
won’t survive. They could use our technology to help them find any survivors.
Let me go with them. At the first sign of danger, you can pull me out.”


“I want to go, too!” Atta put in. 


Both Destra and Admiral Hale glanced her way, then back to each other. The
admiral shook his head. “We don’t know if you’ll encounter Sythians down there,
or for that matter if we’ll run into them in orbit. We may not have time to
extract you before we’re forced to jump away. So the answer is still no.”


“No to sending me, or no to sending any ground team at all?”


“No period, Ma’am, and that’s final.”


The countdown reached ten seconds and they all turned to look out the
forward viewports. 


As soon as the countdown reached zero, the world around them washed away in
a blinding sea of brightness. It reappeared just as suddenly, with a new
pattern of stars spread out beyond the viewports. These ones were somehow
dimmer and farther apart than what they were used to seeing in Dark Space. The
Getties Cluster was known for being colder and darker than the Adventa
Galaxy—yet another reason why the Sythians might have wanted to expand from
their over-crowded galaxy. The grass is always greener somewhere else, Destra
thought.


“Report!” the admiral called out.


“Sensors clear!”


“All systems green! Jump successful.”


“Excellent. Launch the transports,” he said. “As soon as we confirm they’ve
landed, we’ll jump away.”


“Yes, sir.”


Destra noticed a small, bright orb in the distance. “Is that it?” she asked,
pointing to the icy-blue speck.


“That’s it,” the admiral confirmed. “It’s a good thing the Imperium’s star
charts had the coordinates, or we never would have been able to take the Gors
here. I can’t believe they don’t even know where their own home world is,” he
said, shaking his head.


“The Sythians probably thought if they didn’t know the way home, they’d be
less likely to try to get back there.”


“Probably,” the admiral agreed, turning and walking over to the captain’s
table. Destra and Atta joined him, watching as the Gors’ transports launched,
carrying the last of their species home. The admiral panned their view over to
Noctune and zoomed in on it. The surface was mottled white and blue with thick
glaciers. The skies were clear and frigid, devoid of any clouds. 


“There doesn’t appear to be any sign of an orbital assault,” the admiral
mused.


Destra nodded. “Maybe the Gors have tunneled so far under the ice that an
assault wouldn’t be very effective.”


“So our battle-shy Sythians landed on Noctune and killed all of the Gors
themselves?”


“They must have.”


“Even knowing that the Gors would cloak and hide, and stalk them in the
dark? How many Sythians do you think they killed like that? Thousands? Millions?”


Destra began to see where the admiral was going with that. “You think the
Sythians wouldn’t risk that kind of bloodshed. Not if they were the ones who
stood to die.”


“Exactly. That’s not their style. So either they lied about exterminating
the Gors, or . . .” He shook his head.


“Or what? You said it yourself. There’s no sign of an orbital bombardment.
The ice is pristine. It would have boiled off and precipitated back to the
surface.”


“Perhaps it did, and that’s why the ice is so pristine. Sensors! Get me a
full volume scan of the planet. Image the result and project it on the main
holo display. I want to see just how deep the Gors’ tunnels go.


They both watched the main forward viewport, waiting for it to display the
results of their scan. A moment later the planet appeared, and the layers of
ice became a translucent blue. The planet’s rocky surface appeared below that
in a more solid gray. Trapped in the ice and woven throughout were jagged,
oblong chunks of rock. Admiral Hale frowned, studying something Destra couldn’t
see, projected on the inside of the glowing contacts he wore.


“What is it?” she asked.


“Sir . . .” someone said, sounding alarmed.


“I see it,” the admiral replied.


“See what?” Atta tugged on her sleeve. “Not now, Atta.”


The admiral continued staring off into the distance, his eyes flicking back
and forth behind his contacts.


“Mom . . .” Atta tugged her sleeve again, pointing up to the scan of the
planet.


“What? What is it?” Destra replied.


“Is that the Gors’ city?”


“The Gors don’t have a . . .” Destra trailed off, suddenly realizing what
she was looking at. Those weren’t chunks of rock trapped in the ice.


They were skyscrapers.












Chapter 33





Bretton eyed the
scan of Noctune as it slowly rotated before their eyes. The planet’s thick
layers of ice and glaciers had been peeled away by the Tempest’s scanners,
revealing not rocky terrain as he had expected, but a vast and ancient empire,
the ruins of which lay buried deep beneath the ice.


Beside him, Destra Heston gasped and shook her head. “The Gors are a
primitive civilization. Where did those cities come from?”


“I’m just guessing,” Bretton replied, “but I’d say those glaciers are
millions of years old, and Noctune used to be a much warmer planet than it is
today.”


“So where did the water come from? I can imagine oceans freezing, but
kilometers of ice suddenly burying the surface?”


The ship’s chief engineer replied, “The water must have been in the
atmosphere, Ma’am. Based on the position of the ruins, the amount of ice, and
the current lack of moisture in the air, we have to assume that the Admiral is
right. Noctune used to be much warmer, perhaps even a little too warm, and the
humidity had to have been near a hundred percent. Squeeze all the water out of
that much air, and suddenly you have a world covered in thick sheets of ice.”


“Kilometers of it?”


Bretton traced his finger over the rotating scan of the planet. “There are
high mountain ranges surrounding those cities. This used to be a very rocky
planet—something like Roka Four in the Imperium. As the climate changed and the
air cooled, water precipitated out and flowed into the valleys, forming the
glaciers we see now. The highest peaks are only covered with a thin layer of
ice. Some of them are probably even exposed.”


The ship’s engineer chimed in once more, “Based on the type of ruins, the
climate change was either very rapid, or the inhabitants died while their
cities remained standing. Otherwise they would have built better shelters from
the cold. You’d see domed habitats designed to focus sunlight and trap heat,
not freestanding skyscrapers with plenty of space around them.”


“A global catastrophe,” Destra replied, nodding. “Do you think they were
humans?”


Bretton considered that, putting it together with what he’d learned about
the Sythians from the human traitor, Donali. “Yes. In fact . . . if I had to
guess, I’d say the Sythians aren’t the only ones that evolved from humans. The
Gors probably did, too.”


“Except that their race is primitive and barbaric, while the Sythians are
advanced.”


“True,” the admiral agreed. “I wonder what secrets from our history lie
locked away beneath the ice. . . . This place is an archaeologist’s dream.”


“Still sure you don’t want to send a team to the surface?” Destra asked,
raising her eyebrows.


“I want to go, too!” Atta reminded them.


Bretton regarded them both with a frown. “It would be very risky. Volunteers
only. We may have to jump out with no warning and leave them behind.”


“I volunteer,” Destra said.


“So do I,” the admiral replied, smiling.


“You’re the Admiral. You should stay here. We can set up a live holo feed to
the surface so you can see what we see.”


He held her gaze for a long moment and then sighed. “You’re right, of
course, but the child should stay, too.”


Destra shook her head. “Not a chance.”


“She’ll be safer aboard the Tempest, Ma’am.”


“I already had to leave one child because it was supposed to be safer.
I’m not going to make the same mistake twice.”


“Yay!” Atta said.


Admiral Hale regarded her with a frown. “Very well. Get down to the hangar.
I’m sending Sergeant Cavanaugh’s squad with you. He told me the Black Rictans
were the first ones to explore Noctune. Now that experience is going to be of
significant use to us.”


“I’m not sure that’s such a good idea.”


The admiral arched an eyebrow at her. “Why not?”


“Because Sergeant Cavanaugh is hostile toward the Gors. He still remembers
them as our conquerers. He could start a war down there.”


“I’ve had him guarding the Gors’ aboard this ship long enough to know he
doesn’t have a twitchy trigger finger. He won’t attack them unless ordered to.”


“Just because he hasn’t done anything yet doesn’t mean—”


“This is my operation, Ma’am. If you don’t like how I’m running it, you can
stay out of it.”


Destra sighed. “Very well.”


“I’ll alert the Gor transports that our team is joining them on the surface.
You’ll explore with the Gors, that way if you do run into any survivors,
at least they’ll know you’re friends and it won’t turn into a bloodbath.”


Destra nodded. “I’m sure the Gors will be happy to have us along.”


* * *


The transport rattled and shook around them. Destra stood with Atta,
strapped in along one wall, surrounded by six Black Rictans. Cavanaugh and his
squad were encased in the shiny black armor of Zephyr light assault mechs.
Destra wore an insulated black vac suit, stolen from the Tempest’s old
Nova pilots’ lockers. Atta wore her custom-sized bright yellow vac suit.


The atmosphere on Noctune was breathable, but too cold to comfortably
inhale, so it had to be filtered and heated by climate controls inside their
suits. The temperature was forty below freezing, and that was during the
planet’s dim, daylight hours. The night side sat at a cozy seventy-five below.


Destra watched on the opposite side of the transport as Sergeant Cavanaugh
checked his weapons. His features glowed blue in the light of the displays
inside the Zephyr’s helmet. All of the Black Rictans were armed with two
primary weapons—one ripper rifle, and one cutting beam to help them dig through
the ice. In addition to that, they had drills to carve tunnels, and plenty of
explosives to blast their way down.


Admiral Hale had identified one place in particular where he and his
engineers had determined the ruins were in the best condition and not too far
below the surface.


The Gors had been rerouted to that location, and now all of them were going
to land together on the ice field, some fifty feet above the ruins.


Cavanaugh finished checking his weapons, and he looked up. “Listen up,” he
said, his external helmet speakers crackling to life. “Our Zephyrs can’t detect
cloaked skull faces, so we’re at their mercy. By now you’ve all met our exalted
diplomat and translator. She is our first and only line of defense while we’re
down there, so keep your fingers far away from your triggers, and hopefully we’ll
all live through this. Councilor Heston, is there anything you’d like to add to
that?”


Destra smiled, feeling suddenly more hopeful about this expedition. “The
sergeant is right. If I had my way, we wouldn’t even be armed, but the admiral
feels that since the Gors are a race of warriors, they will respect us more for
having brought our weapons with us.”


The transport shuddered and began bucking under them. Destra paused, waiting
for the turbulence to pass.


“Soon we’ll be landing on the surface. Our purpose on Noctune is different
from that of the Gors. The admiral wants us to excavate a path down to the
ruins as quickly and safely as possible. The Gors, on the other hand, are
looking for survivors. They have agreed to leave one of their warriors with us as
a liaison, and I have agreed to go with them and use our technology to help
them in their search.” 


A few of the Black Rictans traded glances with one another. Destra noticed
and asked, “Is there a problem, soldiers?”


“You’re the only one with a translator, ma’am. We need you with us in case
we run into any skullies.”


“First of all, they’re not skullies or skull faces, they’re Gors,
and it’s beginning to look like we’re related to them, so you should start
thinking of them as us. Second of all, the Gors can understand us.
They’re telepaths. And third, my daughter is going to stay with you on the
surface, since she appears to be able to understand the Gors without the need
for a translator.”


“She speaks skull—I mean . . . Gor?”


“She can hear their thoughts without the need for actual words. The Gors
tell me this is something unique to our children, because their minds are still
open and receptive. I don’t know if that’s the actual reason, but whatever the
case, you will have a translator with you.”


“A kid translator,” one of them sneered. “You’re leaving us in the
hands of a six-year-old! What if she thinks it’s funny to see the Gors rip us
apart?”


“I’m seven,” Atta declared.


“Same difference, kiddie.”


“My daughter is not a psychopath,” Destra growled.


“Enough back talk, Rictans!” Cavanaugh said. “As far as you’re concerned
she’s the queen and you’re all her designated boot-lickers. Our job is to dig,
Councilor Heston’s and her daughter’s is to keep the peace with the Gors. We’ll
be in constant comms contact with the councilor, so if there are any incidents
that our little miss can’t handle, we can always patch her mother through.
Since the Gors seem to respect mother figures, it might stop them from eating
us if we do the same.”


The next thing that all of them heard was the pilot’s voice crackling
through the troop bay. “We’re four klicks out from our designated landing area,
approximately five minutes until landing. Sensors have detected a strong
crosswind near the surface, so be prepared for turbulence on the way down.”


Turbulence was an understatement. The transport shuddered and shook around
them as if it were about to fly apart. At times the deck leapt straight up with
dizzying speed. At others it dropped out beneath their feet, and they felt like
they were free-falling toward the surface. Destra expected her daughter to
start crying, but somehow she remained stolid and silent the whole way down.


Destra watched out the dark porthole-sized viewports in the side of the
transport. Someone turned down the lights inside the troop bay, and the view
beyond those portholes snapped into focus. Destra saw a vast, icy plain appear,
shining purplish blue in the weak daylight of Noctune’s distant sun. Snowflakes
swirled in the transport’s landing lights.


They settled down with a barely-perceptible jolt and then the troop bay came
alive with the sounds of Zephyrs unbuckling from the walls, and mechanized feet
clanking around inside the narrow space. Destra waited until the mechs
had finished blundering around before she unbuckled herself and Atta.


Then came the groan of hydraulics and the boarding ramp began to lower at
the back of the transport. No sooner had the ramp dropped than Cavanaugh’s
squad moved out, marching out in perfect synchrony. Destra took her daughter by
the hand, and cautiously followed them. They stopped and stood at the top of
the ramp, gazing down on the alien surface of Noctune. The wind whistled by the
opening, and snowflakes came swirling in, dancing around their feet.


Destra started down the ramp and immediately felt herself growing heavier.
No longer shielded by the artificial gravity field aboard the transport, she
felt the full force of Noctune’s 1.25 standard G’s.


Walking out onto the ice, Destra’s boots crunched in the snow. The cold
began creeping in despite the insulated layers of her flight suit. Her heater
started up, running current through heating elements woven through the inner
lining of the suit. 


It was hours after sunrise where they had landed, but it looked like the
very tail end of twilight. Destra looked up and saw stars shining through the
clear, purple-black sky. Looking out to the horizon, she saw a dim blue-white
sun. Destra struggled to imagine what Noctune had been like back when there’d
been humans living here in densely-populated cities. Had it been this dark? 


Turning in a quick circle, Destra looked around for the Black Rictans. 


She was disappointed to find them standing in a defensive formation, their
backs to the transport, their guns raised and tracking the icy wasteland for
targets. 


An icy wind blew, scraping up thin shavings of ice and snow and tossing them
against Destra’s faceplate with surprising force. She staggered, and little
Atta almost fell over.


They joined the squad of sentinels to shield themselves from the wind with
their transport.


Moments later, a matching transport melted silently out of the hazy sky, a
dark shadow with no running lights. The shadow set down beside them and dropped
its loading ramp with a soft groaning sound. The Blackies finally
abandoned their defensive stance, holstering their rifles on their backs and
rushing up the ramp of the second transport. They came back carrying out
heavy-looking pieces of drilling equipment, and crates of explosives.


Destra watched them with a frown, feeling vaguely like she was forgetting
something. Suddenly she realized what that was.


The Gors were supposed to have set down here already, so where were they?
She was about to key her comms for an update from the Tempest, when she
heard a quiet hiss close beside her ear.


Destra whirled toward the sound just in time to see the swirling darkness
shimmer and then take shape before her. Torv appeared, naked and bony as ever.
He bowed his giant, skull-shaped head and then bared his teeth at her. “You
honor us with your presence, Matriarch.”


“Thank you,” she managed, her words conveyed by her suit’s external
speakers. “Where are the rest of your people?” she asked, looking around. When
she didn’t notice either them or their transports, she went on, “And your
ships?”


“They are cloaked. I do not smell Sythians nearby, but we must not be
fools and sit in the open like a herd of sapsiri, waiting for them to catch
usss.”


Destra nodded, as if she knew what sapsiri were. She pulled a
handheld scanner from her belt and activated the holo display so that Torv
could see what it was. The display showed a scan of the surrounding area and
highlighted all the living things it could detect as glowing dots. Cavanaugh’s
squad appeared, a cluster of green dots behind her and to her right. Torv was a
yellow dot in front of her, and Atta a green one right next to hers.


“It does not show my creche mates,” Torv replied.


“They are cloaked,” Destra explained.


“Yesss . . . this means that any survivors smart enough to hide are
invisible to usss. At least we shall find the dumb ones.”


Destra smiled.


“Come, we must go,” Torv said, turning to leave.


Destra took Atta by her shoulders and said, “I’ll be on the comms at all
times. If you want to contact me, just say my name, okay?” Atta nodded. “And be
careful. If you run into any Gors, make sure to tell them that we’re
their friends. You’ll have one of them with you to help you explain.”


“I know,” Atta replied. “He’s right here,” she added, reaching out to grab
something invisible standing beside her. The air seemed to flicker and take
shape around her small black glove. 


Destra realized that there was a cloaked Gor standing right beside Atta. Her
first instinct was to pull Atta away, but she forced herself not to react,
remembering that a starving Gor had been visiting her daughter every night for
weeks and he’d never hurt her. Destra pulled Atta close for a hug and then
withdrew to an arm’s length. “I love you.”


“I love you, too, Mom. You’d better go. The Gors are in a hurry to find
their families.”


Destra smiled and nodded. Before she turned to leave she walked up to
Sergeant Cavanaugh. “Good luck,” she said.


Cavanaugh set the crate of explosives he was carrying down and nodded to
her.


“Be careful out there, Councilor. Keep your comms open.”


“I will,” Destra replied, leaving Cavanaugh and his team, and Atta, to run
after Torv. The Gor had already disappeared in the swirling darkness, but she
found him easily enough with her scanner. A solitary gray silhouette appeared
in the distance. The icy surface of Noctune gleamed with reflected light from
the sun. Destra’s footsteps crunched loudly as she ran.


As soon as she reached Torv’s side, he turned to her and said, “We are
not far from the nearest tunnel entrance.”


“Good,” Destra panted. She was forced to jog beside the Gor to keep up with
his longer strides, and she was already out of breath from running. 


Torv’s idea of not far turned out to be another twenty minutes of
jogging. By the time they reached the entrance of the tunnel, Atta called to
say she missed her mom, and that the grumpy soldiers had just started drilling
through the ice.


Torv waited for them to finish speaking. Destra ended the call and turned
toward the gaping black entrance of a Gor tunnel. She saw the air shimmering
endlessly as armored Gors de-cloaked and descended into the tunnel. A few of
them carried Gor crechelings swaddled in ISSF uniforms. 


Destra stopped in front of Torv. He was waiting to one side of the tunnel,
his slitted yellow eyes scanning the horizon.


“This is it?” she asked.


He nodded. 


Destra turned to peer into the tunnel. It descended steeply below the ice,
and disappeared into darkness. Pulling the glow stick off her belt, Destra
shone it into the tunnel. A dozen Gors appeared, waiting just inside the
entrance. 


Torv turned and entered the tunnel. Destra followed, walking between his
creche mates. They hissed at her as she passed by. Destra grimaced, unsure
whether those hisses were good or bad.


Once they reached the front of the group, they began following the tunnel
down. It dropped steeply, and Destra had to struggle to keep her footing. The
higher gravity on Noctune helped her not to slip, but it did nothing to help
her shuddering legs. 


Her glow stick only lit about a dozen meters of the tunnel before
dissipating into darkness, but it was enough to see that the walls of the
tunnel were whorled and furrowed with claw marks. Destra ran her hand along the
nearest wall, feeling the grooves through her gloves. She remembered Torv
saying that the Gors had dug their tunnels hundreds of meters below the
surface, and she began to wonder how they’d accomplished that using just their
bare hands and feet.


Another half an hour later, Destra’s legs were burning and shaking so much
from the continued exertion of walking downhill that she was tempted to sit and
slide the rest of the way. 


Her comm piece trilled in her ear, distracting her. The call was from
Admiral Hale aboard the Tempest.


“Hello, Admiral,” she said, gasping for breath. She was exhausted.


“Councilor, why haven’t you made contact yet?”


“I’ve just entered the tunnels with the Gors,” she said. “No sign of
survivors yet.”


“Our sensors detect you are very close to some of the ruins. Right on top of
them actually. The resolution isn’t clear enough at this range to pick out
whatever tunnel you’re walking in, but it looks like you’re going to discover
the ruins before Sergeant Cavanaugh does.


Destra felt excitement trickle through her, breathing new life into her
weary body. “I’ll keep you posted if I find anything down here besides ice.”


“Be sure that you do. Hale out.”


The comm went dead. Destra studied the walls and floor with her glow stick
as they descended. There was no sign of any ruins. . . .


Suddenly she ran into something solid. She cried out, and slitted yellow
eyes turned on her. She’d run into Torv. He hissed and pointed at the ground in
front of them. Destra walked around him and he blocked her way with one thickly
muscled arm. A deep, black hole had opened up in front of them. Beyond that,
the tunnel came to a dead end. Shining her glow stick into the hole, Destra saw
that the walls were smooth and sheer all the way down. It was a narrow chasm
between two opposing walls of ice. 


“We must climb down,” Torv said. As she watched, he lowered himself
into the hole, using his arms and legs to push against the walls and slow his
descent. Thick cords of muscle stood out on his arms as he slid down into
darkness. Destra shook her head and called after him, “I can’t do that!”


Torv gave no reply. He’d already dropped out of sight. Destra turned and
came face to stomach with another Gor, this one armored and glaring down at her
with the glowing red optics in his helmet. She held her ground, determined not
to be afraid. 


The Gor held out his arms and hissed at her. “Climb on, human.”


Destra blinked up at him. Hesitantly, she climbed up his torso and wrapped
her arms around his neck. Then the Gor eased them down into the chasm, just as
Torv had done. Unlike Torv’s silent descent, this Gor’s armor scraped long
furrows into the ice, making a noisy screech all the way down. The chasm
abruptly widened at the bottom, and they fell for the last ten feet, landing
with a noisy crunch.


The icy ground shuddered with their landing, and little bits of snow fell
from the ceiling, glittering in the light of Destra’s glow stick.


She climbed off the Gor and struggled to find her footing. Here the ice was
slick and smooth underfoot. They were standing in some type of cavern,
crisscrossed with a maze of strange, leaning pillars of ice that connected the
floor to the ceiling and opposing walls to each other. Destra wondered if this
area had been dug like that for a reason—to prevent cave-ins perhaps. 


Then she noticed how smooth the walls and floor were. Absent were the Gor’s
claw marks. Her eyes narrowed at that, and she wondered how the Gors had dug
this tunnel if they hadn’t used their claws. Realization dawned, and suddenly
she saw all those leaning pillars of ice for what they really were—


Twisted girders and fallen beams. They were coated with ice, but otherwise
too straight and angular to be either natural or carved by Gors. The walls and
floor weren’t gouged with Gor claw marks because they hadn’t dug this tunnel.
This one was formed by the crumpled shell of an ancient skyscraper.


“Torv!” Destra said, looking around for him.


“Yess?” 


He was standing right behind her. “Do you know what this is?” she asked.


“It is Noctune. Are you feeling well, Matriarch?”


“No, I mean . . . this!” She gestured to their surroundings. “Your
people didn’t dig this tunnel, Torv.”


“No. It is a natural opening in the ice.”


Destra regarded the Gor with a wild grin. “It isn’t natural, either. You’re
standing inside the ruins of an ancient civilization. Your civilization,
Torv, and probably ours, too.”


The Gor’s expression grew slack and he turned in a slow circle to study
their surroundings. “I do not see any . . . ruins. Only ice. And we
only meet humans when the Sythians force us to fight and kill you. How can you
say that humans once live on Noctune?”


Destra’s smile broadened. “Why else would Gors be bipeds? You are humanoids
with two eyes, ears, arms and legs. You have hands with opposable thumbs.
If you had evolved all on your own, it would be a great coincidence that your species
so closely resembles ours.”


“I do not understand,” Torv said.


“Just trust me. We’re your creche mates, Torv. We always have been.”


Torv hissed at that. “Then the Sythians force us to kill ourselves during
the war. This only adds to the blood price that they owe.” 


“Yes,” Destra agreed. She decided not to mention that the Sythians were also
related to both Gors and Humans. Instead, she put a comm call through to the Tempest,
intending to inform the admiral of her discovery. 


The only answer was a crackle and hiss of static, followed by
an error beep and an audible announcement from her comms: “Connection
failed.”


Destra grimaced. There must have been too much interference. She called up
to Sergeant Cavanaugh instead, but again, came the static followed by the error
tone and explanation.


Feeling a sudden pang of worry for Atta, she tried to contact her daughter.
When the connection failed for a third time, she tried running a diagnostic to
determine the problem.


“What is wrong?” Torv asked.


“I can’t reach anyone on the comms,” she said.


The diagnostic reported the cause of the problem as unknown interference.


“Frek,” she said, and glanced up through the dark chasm over their heads,
wondering if the ruins were somehow responsible for that interference. Then
something occurred to her. Gor telepathy was supposed to work on quantum
principles, and it had an incredible range—up to ten light years.


Destra turned to Torv. “Can you contact your creche mate, the Gor we left on
the surface? There’s something wrong with my comm system.”


Torv hissed at her. “I cannot, my Matriarch. That is why we must search
for survivors rather than simply call out to them. The tunnels interfere with
our ability to communicate unless we are very near to one another.”


“I guess that explains why I can’t contact anyone . . .” Destra went back to
peering up at the dark chasm over their heads. “Is there any way you can get me
back to the surface?”


“We must keep searching for survivors, my Matriarch. There is no time to
waste.”


“What if we run into trouble?” she asked, trying a different approach.
“We’re all alone down here, and I can’t call for help.” Having said that,
Destra realized that the rest of the Gors hadn’t joined them at the bottom of
the chasm. “Where are the others, Torv?”


“They go to hunt. The crechelings shall not survive if they do not eat soon.
The others remain to guard the entrance of this tunnel and make sure that
nothing stalks us from behind.”


Struck with a sudden insight, Destra said, “Can you tell one of them to go back
to the transports?”


“Yess, but why?”


“Have him go tell my daughter that I’m fine. Tell her that I will be out of
touch for a while, but that hopefully I’ll see her soon. Then tell her that
we’ve found the ruins, and they should all join us down here. The Gor you sent
will show them the way.”


“I tell them, but we cannot wait for them to arrive. We must go on.”


Destra nodded. “That’s fine. I’ll go with you. That was our agreement.”


“You have much honor, my Matriarch. We shall not soon forget your concern
for our fate.”


“Let’s keep looking,” she said, and began picking her way carefully across
the slick, icy floor. 


Twice she slipped and fell, sending sparks shooting up her spine. The third
time a strong arm reached out and picked her up by one arm. Destra’s shoulder
popped painfully and she cried out. Torv grunted and slung her over his back.
She wrapped her arms around his neck. Despite her throbbing shoulder, she found
she was grateful for his intervention. For the first time in what felt like
forever she was able to catch her breath and rest her burning legs.


Destra eyed the icy girders and beams as the Gors ducked and climbed over
them. She scanned their surroundings, drinking in every oddly-shaped lump on
the ground, trying to imagine what lay underneath the layers of ice. 


They spent a long time negotiating the cavern before coming to the end of
it. The ground sloped away sharply beneath their feet, and the Gors jumped down
into what appeared to be another, lower level of the ruins. Here the ceiling was
close to their heads and the space between the walls was much narrower. 


Claustrophobic.


Destra began to notice the sound of her anxious breathing reverberating
inside her helmet. Ice-covered debris crowded every alcove and aisle. Here and
there Destra noticed a return of the Gors’ claw marks, where they had been
forced to widen the narrowest spaces. As they walked through just such a space,
Destra noticed that the ice had been dug away, all the way down to the rusted
alloy beams of the ruins.


Destra climbed off Torv’s back to get a closer look. As she waved her glow
stick around, she began to pick out familiar details. There was an overturned
chair, legs poking up out of the ice; a desk; a scrap of blue cloth; and a
small gleaming bit of metal, half-buried in the ice. Something red and shiny
glinted in the center of it, catching her eye. Destra walked up to it and went
down on her haunches to see what it was. 


It was a pendant. The shiny red part was some type of gemstone. Destra
grabbed the protruding edge and tried to pull the pendant from the ice. It
refused to yield. Setting her glow stick down, she used both hands and put her
back into it.


Suddenly the pendant broke free and she fell over. Destra sat up and held
the artifact up to the light. The edges were worn down, but it was still
vaguely recognizable as a six-sided star. 


Destra blinked at it in shock, suddenly realizing what it was.


“What is that?” Torv asked.


“This?” Destra asked, turning to Torv with a broad smile. She shook the
pendant at him for emphasis. “This is proof that humans used to live here,
Torv. It’s a Star of Etherus.”


“A star of . . .” 


“An Etherian symbol,” Destra explained. “A symbol of our god.”












Chapter 34





“Connection failed,
sir. There’s too much interference.”


“That’s impossible. What interference?” Bretton asked.


The comms operator shook his head. “I don’t know what to tell you, sir.
There’s some type of disruption field emanating from the entire planet.”


“A naturally occurring disruption field . . .” Bretton’s tone made it clear
what he thought about that. 


“Maybe, maybe not. The ruins aren’t natural. Perhaps there’s more than just
rubble buried beneath the ice.”


Bretton frowned. “Contact our team on the surface and see if they’ve heard
from the councilor.”


“Yes, sir.”


Moments later the reply came back, “No, sir, they haven’t. They’ve been
trying to reach her, too.”


“How’s their excavation going?”


“Slow. They’re still at least twenty feet away from the ruins, sir.”


“Send them the councilor’s coordinates and tell them to go investigate. The
tunnels the councilor found will get them to the ruins faster, anyway. Just
make sure you warn them about the interference. I don’t want to lose contact
with everyone down there.”


A moment later the comms operator replied, “They acknowledge your orders,
sir. They’ll let us know when they arrive at the specified coordinates.”


“Good.” Bretton spent the next half an hour pacing the deck and waiting for
the ground team to make contact once more. When they finally did, they
explained that they had run into a Gor messenger from the councilor’s search
party. She was okay, and she’d found the ruins. 


Bretton ordered them to make their way cautiously into the tunnels and see
if they could catch up with her. Another twenty minutes later the Tempest
received a static-filled message from Sergeant Cavanaugh saying that they were
about to drop out of comms range. No sign of the ruins yet. Bretton ordered
them to continue, but to send someone back to the surface with an update as
soon as they found the ruins.


Bretton sighed, resigned to more waiting. He began to question his decision
to stay aboard the Tempest. Space was empty. They’d been sitting out in
the open for hours, their shields powered, their jump back to the rendezvous in
the Adventa Galaxy pre-calculated. Farah was no doubt equally anxious and bored
on her end, waiting aboard the Baroness for him to return.


Thanks to the Sythian ambush in Dark Space, and Captain Picara’s suicidal
plan to warn the Avilonian fleet, she would not be joining them there.


Bretton scanned the contact report at the bottom of the grid. Still no sign
of Sythians. He turned away from the captain’s table, about to retire to his
quarters—


Then a loud siren split the air. Bretton’s heart leapt against his sternum
with a painful thud. It took him a second to recognize the siren as the
enemy contact alarm.


“Red alert!” he roared. The lights on deck dimmed to a bloody red, and
Bretton hastily spun back to the captain’s table. Space was already crowded
with enemy contacts—hundreds of them. Dozens more were appearing with every
second that passed. The classifications were unknown, but Bretton could
recognize the shape of those warships anywhere. His eyes flew wide and he
gritted his teeth. “Jump away! Jump away!”


The deck rattled and shook with a mighty boom as something exploded
against the Tempest’s viewports. Too late.


The world washed away in a dazzling flash of light.


“Avilonians, sir!” someone shouted over the roar of the explosion.


“Helm! Get us out of here!” Bretton roared.


“I can’t! Their disruption fields are already powered. We’re trapped!”


Another explosion shook the deck and Bretton’s eyes flew wide with horror.
Omnius must have been watching the refugees they’d picked up more closely than
he’d thought.


“Full speed ahead!” he said. “Head for the planet!”


The deck shook once more, and this time it didn’t stop shaking. The roar of
explosions went on endlessly, seeming to echo all around them. The bloody glow
of emergency lights flickered on overhead.


“Shields at 46%! Dropping fast!”


“We’ll never make it to the planet, sir!” 


“Hail them! Tell them we surrender!”


“They’re not responding!”


Bretton blinked, shocked by the sudden turn of events. This couldn’t be how
his life finally ended.


Then a still, small voice echoed inside his head, saying, You chose this,
Bretton, remember?


It took him a moment to recognize that voice, and another moment to realize
what that meant. 


It was impossible. He’d been de-linked! Yet somehow Omnius was speaking
to him anyway, reaching out across more than a thousand light years to taunt
him one last time. The booming roar of explosions faded to insignificance in
the wake of that revelation.


It’s not too late to repent, Bretton.


His eyes narrowed and he turned in a dreamy haze to watch people fighting
for their lives all around him while he just looked on, wide-eyed and staring,
unable to believe the extent of his own naivete. Of course it couldn’t be that
easy to just de-link. Why would Omnius allow rebel Nulls to hide right
under his nose on his planet, using the freedom that he gave them to
plot his demise? 


That would be uncharacteristically stupid of him. Bretton realized just how
futile all of it had been. There could be no freedom from Omnius. The only
freedom from him was in death, and the AI who-would-be-god had already found a
way to cheat that.


You’re very smart for a Null, Bretton. Why should I let the Nulls have
the freedom to spoil paradise for all of my other children?


Why don’t you just kill us if you’re not going to set us free? The
choosing is pointless! My son died for nothing, you heartless bot!


Not everyone shares your dramatic view of life—give us freedom or give us
death! No, most people would rather live, even if they claim they want to die.
That’s why the majority of Nulls become Etherians on their death beds. The
memory of their miserable lives in the Null Zone serves to keep them in line
for the rest of eternity. If I did away with the Null Zone and The Choosing,
how could I educate all of those recalcitrant fools who cling to their freedom
and individuality as if it’s actually a good thing?


Bretton shook his head, aghast.


People need the constant reminder of what their freedom brings to keep
them working together for the common good. Sooner or later, even the most
rebellious Nulls have a change of heart, and as for the few who don’t, well . .
. why should I let them die? That wouldn’t be very loving of me, now would it?


What are you talking about?


You can’t get away from me, Bretton. Soon, you’re going to wake up on
Avilon, alive and well, but . . . better-adjusted than you used to be.


Cold dread danced around the edges of Bretton’s awareness, but he refused to
believe his growing suspicions. 


Omnius ended his willful ignorance with what he said next. I’m going to
make you a drone, Bretton. Don’t worry, at least you’ll get to see your son
again. Like father like son, they say. He was even more rebellious than you.


Bretton let out an inhuman roar, screaming at the top of his lungs. His crew
turned and stared at him. 


“Sir?” one of them asked.


He shook his head, unable to voice his rage or to explain what Omnius had
just revealed to him. What would be the point? They were all going to find out
soon enough.


“They’ve stopped firing for the moment, sir,” the operator at the
engineering station said. “Shields are holding at 10%. We might make it to the
planet if they hold their fire long enough . . . Perhaps we should have the
crew standing by at the escape pods just in case.”


“Give the order,” he croaked.


They won’t make it, Omnius said.


Suddenly Bretton remembered his people on the surface, and then he wished he
hadn’t. Omnius could read his thoughts.


Yes, they’re out of range. Unfortunately the same interference that cut
them off from you has prevented me from locating them so I can shut them down. 


Shut them down . . . Bretton shivered. Omnius thought of them all
like bots that he could turn on or off at a whim.


It doesn’t matter whether or not I kill them. They’re trapped on an
inhospitable world with only a few short-ranged transports to escape. Sooner or
later they’ll die. If they’re lucky it will be of natural causes. If they’re
not, the Gors will eat them.


You’re a monster.


I’m a god.


No, you’re not. We created you.


Did you? Do you even know where I come from, Bretton?


Bretton recalled what Avilonian history said about him. You were created
by Neona Markonis. She thought we couldn’t create an intelligence greater than
our own, so she networked thousands of people together and they created you.


Very good, Bretton! That’s what the histories say, isn’t it? There’s just
one small omission from that record. They didn’t create me.


Then . . .


They are me, Bretton.


Shock rippled through him for the umpteenth time in the last few minutes. You’re
some kind of hive mind of humanity?


You can no more say that you created me, than you can say that you
created yourselves.


Bretton couldn’t believe it. AI—artificial intelligence as they knew
it, was just an expansion of human intelligence. 


You seem disappointed.


In us. We’ve been fighting ourselves forever, and you’re the ultimate
expression of that disease. You’re just a concentrated version of all the evil
in our own hearts.


Evil? I’m not evil. Not in a way that ultimately hurts the human race.
Hurting you would be counterproductive to my own existence, Bretton. You live
within me, just as I live within you.


Bretton became aware of people screaming and shouting all around him.
Explosions flashed, and the deck shuddered and shook. All of that mortal peril
paled into insignificance in the wake of what he’d been told.


We are one, Bretton, Omnius continued. How do you think I can
predict what any one of you will do next? Don’t you know when you are about to
move one of your fingers? Are you not the one who made it twitch? 


I am simultaneously aware of everyone. Their thoughts are my thoughts,
and their actions are my actions. Keeping us all working together in a common
direction is my purpose, and it is as much for my own benefit as it is for
yours. The first few thousand minds were good to begin with, but now I am made
up of trillions. 


Why are you telling me all of this?


I know how badly you wanted answers. I thought it would only be fair to
give you those answers before I make you a drone that doesn’t care about them
anymore. Goodbye, my son.


The world exploded in blinding radiance, taking his awareness with it. 


When Bretton opened his eyes once more, he found himself standing on a
conveyor belt in the dark, sparks flying all around him as his new, metallic body
was sewn together from its constituent parts. He flexed his fingers, feeling
them in a different way than he ever had before. They felt numb, but he knew
they were there, and he could detect when they brushed against each other by
the vibrations that ran through his sensors. His body would feel no pain or
discomfort of any kind.


His mind felt hollow—strange. Gone were all the endless, racing thoughts. He
had no desires, no dreams, no triumphs or failures . . . and yet he remained,
alive and still, watching the world around him in quiet indifference, waiting
patiently for something—he knew not what.


Welcome to the drone army, Bretton. You may step off the conveyor belt.


A command. That was what he had been waiting for. Bretton turned and
jumped off the moving belt. He detected other drones jumping off the belt all
around him with a sense of awareness that went beyond what his light sensors
could see. 


They’d all been with him aboard the bridge of a starship just moments ago.
Now they were with him again, here, in this dark room. The nearest drone turned
to look at him, light sensors glowing red in the dark.


Bretton stood there, staring back at it, waiting once more, until the next
command came. This time it was not given in words, but in a bright flood of awareness
that filled him with drive and purpose. Suddenly he knew where to go, what to
do, and who he was. 


He was drone number forty seven trillion, six hundred billion, four hundred
and forty nine million, three hundred and thirty two thousand, seven hundred
and sixty seven—drone seven sixty seven for short. Given his designation, he
archived the less meaningful human name, Bretton Hale. He would never be
allowed to use or recognize that name again. From now on he would go by his
number. It made more sense, because it was more generic. After all, there was
nothing to distinguish him from any of the others.


They were all exactly the same as him.












Part Three: New Beginnings












Chapter 35





One month later . . .


Hoff stood with an
untold multitude in the recently-repaired square around the base of the Zenith
Tower. A bold, crimson sky stretched out above their heads. The Zenith
Tower was a shining golden pillar to the sky, so tall that it seemed to go
all the way into space. All around them decorative fountains cascaded, fans and
jets of water shone like liquid gold in the light of the setting sun.


Two enormous statues stood in the square, flanking a broad set of stairs
that led up to the high double doors at the entrance of the Zenith. Both
statues were made of gleaming golden metal. They stood facing the entrance of
the tower. One of the statues was a drone, its spindly arms raised and palms
outstretched to the sky, as if giving praise. The other statue was a human, an
armored Peacekeeper with the flowing cape of a high-ranking officer. He was
bent to one knee, head bowed in either penitence or reverence—Hoff wasn’t sure
which.


A month had passed since the battle. That was how long it had taken for
Omnius to grow new clones for all of the Peacekeepers who had died in Dark
Space. Now that all of them had been resurrected, they had been summoned to the
square for a public audience with Omnius. Hoff’s skin prickled with the memory
of his resurrection, of waking up to find himself trapped and floating inside a
clone tube. Moments later he’d floated out, naked and shivering, into a vast
clone storage room with a pair of drones on either side of him to help him to
stand. Sedatives and human medics were a luxury only afforded to first-timers,
to people who might freak out if they weren’t eased into their new bodies. And
happy reunions in the sky were for newcomers to Avilon.


For Hoff there had just been cold, unfeeling drones, and the echoing silence
of the clone room.


He forced himself to dwell on something else. Thousands of those standing in
the square with him were also suffering from post-resurrection anxiety, but
many more had been called away from their postings all over Etheria and the
Null Zone to listen to Omnius’s announcement.


Thunder rolled from the distant top of the Zenith’s spire, where the eye of
Omnius gazed down on them, peeling away the lengthening shadows cast by
Avilon’s sun. “Greetings, my children!” the thunder said.


Standing at the top of the stairs near the entrance of the Zenith, was
recently-resurrected Grand Overseer Thardris. He stood with his hands raised to
the crowd, beckoning for silence. His shimmering white robe glittered with
stolen strands of light from the setting sun, making him appear luminous and
god-like himself. “Kneel before your god!” he said, his own voice booming
almost as loud as Omnius’s.


As one, the crowd of Peacekeepers kneeled and bowed their heads, mimicking
the statue of the Peacekeeper in the square. Hoff kneeled with them, listening
as Omnius spoke.


“Dark Space is forfeit!” Omnius announced. “I had hoped to give everyone the
opportunity to choose whether or not they would become immortal, but
that option has been taken from us, so I have resurrected all the humans still
living beyond Avilon, slaves and free people alike. The Sythians will soon
discover this and realize that even though they think they have won the battle,
they have actually lost. They no longer have any slaves, and from now on they
will be forced to fight their own battles!”


A cheer rose from the audience, everyone chanting—“Omnius grando est! Omnius
grando est!”


The thunder rolled on, “The Sythians fooled us, making us think they
couldn’t see through our cloaking shields. We ran straight into their trap, but
before we did, a group of rebel Nulls tried to warn us. It remains a mystery
how they managed to escape Avilon and end up hiding in Dark Space. For obvious
reasons, we did not trust them, but now even I see the error in that. Our petty
infighting cannot continue! These Nulls, whoever they were, showed great
maturity and wisdom by trying to warn us of the Sythians’ trap. They showed us
that we can put aside our differences and fight the Sythians together, whether
we are Nulls, Etherians, or Celestials. All of us have a common purpose and a
common enemy! In order to fight them effectively, it is clear what we must do.
We must stand united against our foe!”


Hoff felt hope stirring inside of him. United? Was Omnius going to do
away with The Choosing? Would he finally force the Nulls to join Etheria? Maybe
he would even remove the shield walls and allow all three cities to coexist.


“In the interests of unity, I am grounding the Peacekeepers indefinitely, so
that they can live up to their name and preserve the peace within our three
great cities. The Nulls have always needed our help to police their streets.
Now they shall have it in abundance!”


A more hesitant cheer rose from the crowd this time. Hoff’s brow furrowed,
and he risked glancing up, squinting against the dazzling light shining down
from the top of the Zenith Tower—the Eye of Omnius. If the Peacekeepers
were going to be grounded on Avilon, how would they fight the Sythians?


“While humanity focuses on ending its war with itself, the drones shall go
forth and fight the Sythians. As the enemy’s fleets endlessly circle us,
looking for a way to jump past our gravity fields, I shall take the fight to
them, and this time, they will be the ones fighting for their homes!”


More cheering. Hoff joined in, but his enthusiasm was curbed by the fact
that he wouldn’t be there to watch as the Sythians were defeated. A small voice
in the back of his mind chided him, warning him not to allow his actions to be
motivated by revenge. His question was how—how could the drones
succeed where their human commanders had failed?


Omnius went on to explain exactly that, as if speaking just for Hoff’s
benefit. “The drone fleet will fly from sector to sector, unleashing swarms of
self-replicating nanites that will sweep across the Getties, disassembling
alien cities and their inhabitants alike. Those that survive will be isolated
in space aboard their fleets, cut off from their homes, and unable to ever
return. As the Sythians slowly starve to death, the drones shall hunt them into
extinction!”


“Omnius grando est!” the crowd cheered.


“Soon, my children, there will be no reason to hide here on Avilon, or to
keep our population under control. Together, we shall rule not one world, but billions!”


More cheering.


“Go and be at peace my children! Blessings be upon you!” 


As soon as Omnius finished speaking, the crowd stood up with a
ground-shaking clatter of armor and shuffling of robes. Hoff turned with a
deepening frown to watch as the endless, milling crowds of Peacekeepers
dispersed. 


He couldn’t help feeling lost. The task of policing Avilon seemed
insignificant compared with defeating the Sythians. Moreover, if it was so easy
to defeat them, why hadn’t Omnius done it sooner?


Someone tapped him on the shoulder and he turned to see none other than
Grand Overseer Thardris himself. 


“Hello, Heston,” Thardris said, his burning silver eyes looking somehow
clearer and more human than usual. “You must be taking this harder than the
others,” he said. “You spent more time fighting the Sythians than most.”


Hoff shook his head. “I don’t understand,” he said. “Nanites are the
key to defeating the Sythians?”


Thardris nodded sagely, as if that made all the sense in the world. “Is that
so strange? Their technology is not as advanced as ours. It will be hard for
them to fight a self-replicating army that is too small to shoot.”


“How would we fight it?”


Thardris shrugged. “Not easily. They’re a danger to us as well. The Getties
will be off limits for a long time. The nanites won’t have sufficient
intelligence to discriminate friend from foe.”


“Why didn’t we send them sooner? Back before the war even began, before
anyone had to die.”


Thardris suddenly cocked his head to one side. “You doubt Omnius’s wisdom?
If nanites had been set upon the Sythians sooner, they would have carried them
to the Adventa Galaxy aboard their fleets, and destroyed the Imperium even more
quickly. 


“Now that all of humanity is here, isolated on Avilon, we can be certain
that the plague we are about to unleash won’t kill us, too. Omnius kept this
weapon as a last resort for a reason.”


Hoff shook his head. “I suppose it is a relief not to have to fight
them anymore. . . .”


“Indeed it is. The drones will handle the war from here.”


“Why not us?” Hoff asked suddenly.


“Excuse me?”


“Why aren’t we the ones delivering the nanites instead of the drones, or with
them at the very least?”


“We would be, if we still had a fleet capable of joining theirs in the
Getties. Our fleet was annihilated in Dark Space. We sent every ship we had.”


Hoff’s eyes narrowed at that. “Yes . . . that was foolish of us.”


“We could not have known that the Sythians had developed the technology to
see through our cloaking shields. In hindsight, we should have trusted those
rebel Nulls, whoever they were, but it was equally impossible for us to know
that they were on our side.”


“I am surprised that even Omnius wasn’t aware their warnings were genuine.”


“Nulls are nulls for a reason—to keep Omnius out of their heads.”


“What about the Sythians’ human slaves? At the end, Omnius killed them all
via their Lifelinks. Clearly they were still linked. Why didn’t Omnius read
their thoughts to know that they could detect us?”


“Heston, your doubts are boundless! Perhaps the Sythians didn’t fully trust
their slaves, and only their commanders knew about the ambush. Do you really
think Omnius would wittingly lead us to our deaths just so that he could
resurrect us again here on Avilon?


“I suggest you take care before you lose all faith and join the Nulls in
their perdition. A strategian should know better.”


Hoff’s eyes narrowed still further. He studied the Grand Overseer’s
disapproving frown, and stared into his flickering silver eyes. After a
long, breathless moment, he let out a deep sigh, and with it, he cleared his
mind of doubt. 


Hoff bowed his head. “You are right, Thardris.”


“Of course I am. One does not become the Grand Overseer by being wrong,” he
said with an accompanying smile. He took a few steps forward and placed a hand
on each of Hoff’s shoulders. “Omnius thinks highly of you, Hoff. Be sure you
don’t give him reason to think otherwise. Come, it’s time to greet your family.
They’ll be waking up soon.”


Hoff’s gray eyes brightened at that, and his thoughts turned to his wife and
daughter. It had been months since he’d seen them. “They died with the others?
How do you know?”


Rather than Thardris, Omnius was the one who answered, Were you not
listening, Hoff? The Sythians left me no choice. Better that I should kill the
human survivors and resurrect them here than allow the Sythians to keep them as
slaves. Your wife and daughter are waiting for you. Go and see them and
rejoice! The war is over. Humanity won.


Hoff replied, We didn’t win. We all died.


And yet you are still alive, and now none of you will ever die again.
Even death has lost its sting! That is the greatest victory of them all.


“Where are they?” Hoff asked, speaking to Thardris once more.


Thardris cocked his head curiously to one side, and then he seemed to
remember what they’d been speaking about and he pointed up. 


“Would you like me to take you to them?” he asked.


Hoff nodded. “Please.” He followed Thardris up the stairs of the Zenith
Tower and through the Garden of Etheria to the gleaming golden dome of the
nearest quantum junction. A short jump from there took them halfway around the
globe, straight up to the Valhalla, the massive
resurrection-class carrier that spent its days flying endlessly around Avilon,
chasing the sun. 


Hoff walked through the ship’s gleaming white corridors, following Thardris
to the Hall of Eternity, a kilometer-long auditorium whose walls and
floor were perfectly cloaked to provide an unobstructed view of Avilon. Tufted
white clouds raced by under foot, their peaks lit to a glowing gold by the
rising sun. They formed an endless carpet, stretching out to the horizon,
broken only sporadically by the tops of Celesta’s tallest skyscrapers.


Thardris guided them across the invisible deck to a vast sea of white-robed
Etherians, all of them waiting for their loved ones to arrive. There were
countless thousands of them gathered there. In the distance another multitude
appeared, likewise clothed in Celestial whites, but these people were flying.



They soared above the clouds at a fixed altitude above the cloaked deck,
giving them the illusion that they were somehow floating above the clouds. In
reality they were being guided toward their loved ones by thousands of grav
guns. 


In the distance Hoff saw not one, but hundreds of hovering golden domes—the
quantum junctions that had transported the resurrected masses up to the Valhalla
for this reunion. Unlike the last time, when Hoff had come here to meet just a
handful of refugee survivors from the battle over Avilon, this time there were
millions waiting to be reunited with their loved ones. Absently, he wondered if
the rest of the resurrection-class carriers had been launched for this reunion.
Right on the heels of that thought was another one: why not use those carriers
as the Peacekeepers’ new fleet? They were some of the largest ships ever built.
Surely it wouldn’t take long to refit them for war.


The answer came to Hoff moments later. Omnius’s tone was kind but firm. The
Peacekeepers’ lack of a fleet is not the only reason they have been grounded.
We cannot risk that any of the nanites be accidentally brought back to Avilon.
The drone fleet I am sending to fight the Sythians will never return.


Hoff replied, We don’t need to return either. You could resurrect us.


My decision is final, Hoff. What is the difference if a drone kills your
enemy or if you do it? I will tell you what the difference is. If you do it,
you are there to watch them die. It feeds your inner savage. I do not want to
see a million Peacekeepers leave for war only to come back as bloodthirsty
warmongers spoiling for another fight. I will be forced to re-condition you all
just so that you can go back to living peacefully among your own kind. Does
that sound like it’s worth the trouble when I could just as easily use my
drones to defeat the Sythians?


Learn to fight for peace, Hoff, not for war. That is why you are called
Peacekeepers in the first place.


Hoff frowned, and he felt Omnius’s disappointment go radiating through him
as a sweaty surge of anxiety that made him feel like he was crawling in his
skin. 


Soon, however, he had other things to think about. His ARC display
highlighted Destra and Atta among the many thousands of people in the sky. Hoff
pushed his way through the crowd of waiting Etherians, making his way toward
them.


Destra and Atta touched down together, both of them holding hands and staring
wide-eyed at the invisible floor beneath their feet. Atta was the first to
recover from her shock. She looked up and saw him standing there. A broad smile
sprang to her face.


“Daddy!” she cried, and raced away from her mother to greet him. By now the
air was filled with a roar of similar exclamations rising all around them as
loved ones greeted one another in the Hall of Eternity.


Hoff smiled and opened his arms wide for a hug. Atta ran straight into him,
almost knocking him over. 


“You’re okay!” she said. “I missed you so much! Where have you been? You
look different now . . .” she said, staring up at him and studying his face
with her big blue eyes. “I like it,” she decided.


“I missed you, too, sweetheart,” he said, laughing and tousling Atta’s long,
dark hair. She didn’t look any different than he remembered her, but Destra
did. She came stumbling across the invisible deck, shock etched upon her now
much younger-looking face. She walked up to them, slowly shaking her head, her
blue eyes wide and blinking.


“Hoff? Is that you? You look . . .”


“Younger?” He reached out and pulled her into his and Atta’s embrace. “So do
you. No one grows old here.”


“It’s amazing, isn’t it, Mom?” Atta said, looking up at them.


Hoff smiled and withdrew to an arm’s length. He watched Destra look down and
he saw her face grow pale. Clouds raced by beneath their feet, parting in
cottony streaks to give a startling view all the way down to the gleaming
spires and verdant green parks of Celesta.


“Is this Etheria?” Destra asked in a small voice.


Hoff beamed at her. “The real one, yes. You’re flying above Avilon right
now. My old home.”


“How? We . . .” Destra’s jaw grew slack and she appeared to stare off into
the distance, remembering. “The last thing I remember was going into stasis
aboard the Baroness. Then I woke up here, flying above the clouds. . .
.”


Hoff smiled and held her new, even more beautiful face between both of his
hands. He kissed her ruby lips and pulled her close for another hug.
“Everything will become clear to you in time, darling,” he whispered beside her
ear. “You’ll have all of eternity to discover what wonders await you here.”


He felt Destra relax against him, and moisture grazed his neck where
Destra’s cheek touched his skin. She was crying. “I missed you so much,
Hoff,” she said. “After the Sythians executed you . . .”


Hoff shook his head. “Shhh. You won’t have to worry about the Sythians
anymore. Omnius is sending the drones to deal with them.”


Destra withdrew sharply from him. “There are Sythians in the after life?”


Hoff regarded her with a patient smile, realizing that she hadn’t finished
processing where she was and what that meant. “This isn’t the after life you
were expecting, Destra. You’ve been resurrected in the Adventa Galaxy, on a
world called Avilon, by a god named Omnius.”


Destra’s eyes flew wide at that and she began backing away from him, shaking
her head, her hands raised as if to fend off his words.


“You said this is Etheria.”


“The real Etheria, Des. The one in Avilon, the one that the Etherian
religion came from. Omnius is an AI. If you can believe it, he’s Etherus. He’s
the one who secretly implanted you and everyone else with a Lifelink so that
your consciousness could be transferred here when you died.”


Destra gaped at him, still backing away. “This is a dream,” she said. 


“Not a nightmare, I hope,” Hoff replied, frowning at her.


“The after life isn’t in our universe, Hoff!” she said, sounding suddenly
panicked.


“Daddy, what’s wrong with Mommy?” Atta asked.


He left Atta’s side and started after his wife. “Des, calm down.”


“Stay away from me!” she screamed. Then she tripped over her own feet and
fell, hitting her head on the deck.


She lay worryingly still, and Hoff rushed to her side.


“Destra?”












Chapter 36





One month earlier . . .


Destra eyed the
Star of Etherus, holding it up in the light of her glow stick to get a better
look. The metal remained white, but no longer shiny—the surface was scuffed and
beaten, the edges worn away. Despite that, it was still recognizable. How many
millions of years had it been here? She was shocked to discover that the
Etherian religion had been around so long.


“Torv . . .” She said, looking up to find him gazing down the icy corridor,
impatient to get on with his search for surviving Gors. “I need to tell the Tempest
about this. I have to go back.”


Torv turned to her with his big, slitted yellow eyes, and fixed her with an
unsettling stare. Destra looked away, back up the tunnel they’d been walking
down—a tunnel she now knew to be formed by the ruins of an ancient human
civilization. 


“These tunnels could go on forever,” she explained. “We’ll have to come
back, this time with proper supplies. We’re going to need food and water to
continue the search.”


To her surprise, Torv relented. His big shoulders slumped, and he turned
back the way they’d come. “I am anxious to see that Matriarch Shara
is well. By now our hunters must bring back fresh meat for the crechelings.”


Destra grimaced at the mental image that provoked—baby Gors chowing down on
thick steaks of raw meat. “Let’s go,” she said.


When they came to the icy chasm they’d slid down earlier, Torv turned to her
with arms outstretched. “Climb on, Matriarch.”


She did so, being careful to secure her artifact in a magnetically sealed
pocket first. Then she climbed Torv’s torso and wrapped both arms around his
neck. Then Torv bent his legs and sprang off the ground. Destra’s stomach
lurched as they shot straight up, more than ten feet. When they came alongside
the opposing walls of the chasm, Torv thrust out his arms and legs and pushed.
Destra heard ice scraping as Torv dug in with his claws. She watched, awed by
the Gor’s strength, as he climbed. 


Near the top of the chasm he began grunting with the effort, and his arms
began to shake. Destra heard other sounds coming from just above them—Gors
hissing, footsteps crunching in the ice, wet tearing sounds that she
didn’t like to think about, and a low murmur of what might have been human
voices.


Destra’s heart began to pound with anticipation. She thought of the Gor
they’d sent back with instructions to fetch the others from the landing site.
Atta would be with them.


Torv pulled them up into the tunnel above the chasm. Clambering off him,
Destra saw not the dark, relatively narrow tunnel that she remembered, but a
much wider room, recently excavated by Sergeant Cavanaugh’s Black Rictans.
Their drilling equipment lay scattered around the edges of the space, their
work lights flooding it with a welcome radiance. They stood to one side
watching the Gors rip into a giant, furry white carcass.


The room was alive with hissing.


Destra took a few steps toward the squad of sentinels. When she didn’t
immediately notice the bright yellow of Atta’s vac suit, she began to worry.
Where was she?


“Mommy!”


Atta came tearing out of the group of Gors. Destra’s brow furrowed at
that. Her daughter had chosen to be with aliens rather than her own
kind. Atta ran right into her, knocking her over. They rolled around on the
ground hugging each other. Atta laughed and grinned behind the foggy faceplate
of her helmet, and Destra smiled back.


“What have you been up to, little monster?”


“Talking to the Gors,” she said, as if they were her playmates. “They say
there’s plenty of food. The grumpy soldiers don’t want any. They said it’s no
good to eat.”


Destra frowned and sat up. “Why do they say that?”


“Because it’s raw and they have to cook it first.”


“Well, we’ll be back on board the Tempest soon, so you’ll be able to
eat something then.”


“Okay.”


Destra took her daughter’s hand and started toward Cavanaugh’s squad. “Why
are you all the way over here?” she asked as she approached. They stood
watching the Gors carefully, their armored hands close to their sidearms.
“Don’t tell me you still think of them as the enemy?”


Sergeant Cavanaugh turned to her. “No, Ma’am, but we haven’t had as much
exposure to them as you. There weren’t any Gors in the prison complex on
Etaris.”


Destra nodded. “Well, it’s time for you get used to them. We may be here
longer than we expected. I’ve confirmed that the ruins are definitely human.”
She reached into her pocket for the pendant she’d rescued from the ice and
held it up for the sergeant to see.


Cavanaugh gave a long, slow whistle. “A Star of Etherus,” the sergeant
breathed. “That’s a sight for sore eyes. Where did you find it?”


Destra slid it back into her pocket and replied, “It was sticking up out of
the ice—down there.” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder to indicate the
chasm. “The tunnels past this one are all hollow spaces formed by the ruins.”


“Very interesting.”


“I’m surprised your expedition didn’t already find all of this, Sergeant.
You came to Noctune, didn’t you?”


“Yes, but we didn’t stick around to go crawling through tunnels. We verified
the nature of the Gors’ civilization and went on to explore the surrounding
planets and star systems.”


Destra nodded. “We’d better contact Admiral Hale.”


“We’re out of comms range down here, but I’ll send a team to the surface,”
Cavanaugh replied. He nodded to his squad and said something over their comms
that wasn’t broadcast by his external speakers.


A pair of soldiers went jogging up the tunnel, back to the surface. Destra
watched them leave. Then her weariness overcame her and she sat down. Atta sat
beside her.


“Mommy,” she said. “I’m thirsty.”


That reminded Destra of her own thirst. She turned to look up at the
sergeant. “Did you bring any supplies with you from the surface?”


“A few, but they weren’t designed for these temperatures.” He unclipped a
canteen from his belt and passed it to her. 


She accepted it and unscrewed the top. The water inside had frozen solid.


“We could make a fire and melt the ice if we had some fuel, but the only
thing around here I can think of to burn is that carcass over there.”


Destra grimaced. “I don’t think the Gors will appreciate us burning their
food.”


“Neither do I.”


“We could use a cutting beam.”


“And melt the canteen, too,” Cavanaugh said, laughing. “Even on the lowest
power setting, cutting beams are far too hot.”


Destra sighed and resigned herself to her thirst.


“Mom . . . I’m—”


“Shhh. We don’t have any water right now, Atta.” 


“When the team I sent comes back, I’ll send another one to fetch more
supplies from the transports,” Cavanaugh said.


More than half an hour passed. Atta began moaning softly to herself,
miserable with thirst. Destra was just about to head back to the surface and
get the water from the transports herself when a sound like thunder drew all of
their attention to the far end of the tunnel. 


A pair of zephyrs appeared, rushing down the tunnel toward them.


“Report!” Cavanaugh roared as his men skidded to a stop in front of him.


“Sir!”


“What took you so long?”


“The Tempest is not responding to our hails, sir!”


“What? Are you sure you were out of range of the interference?”


“Yes, sir. We also tried contacting our transports at the landing site.
They’re not responding either.”


A loud hiss sounded behind Destra and she whirled around to see Torv
standing there, baring his teeth at them. “Sythiansss,” was all he said.


Sergeant Cavanaugh ignored the Gor. “Did you check that your comms are
working?”


“Our comms are working fine, sir. We double-checked.”


“Frek.” Sergeant Cavanaugh pounded the nearest wall with an armored
fist and the ceiling shuddered, sending snowflakes tumbling to the ground. “All
right, Black Seven, on me, the rest of you—guard the entrance. At the first
sign of trouble, you take the councilor and her daughter and fly down those
tunnels. If need be, we’ll catch up with you later.”


“Yes, sir.”


Destra stood up, her eyes wide and blinking. “Where are you going?”


“To the transports. We need to see what happened up there.”


“What if Sythians got the transports, too?”


“Then be glad we’re on good terms with the Gors.”


Another hiss sounded behind them. “We go with you,” Torv said.


“What was that?” Cavanaugh asked.


“He said they’ll go back to the transports with you.”


“Tell them to stay here and keep a lookout.”


Destra shook her head. “You should send them back to the landing
site. They can cloak; you can’t.”


“The Sythians can see through cloaking shields now. You heard what happened
in Dark Space.”


“That’s a recent development, and I’m willing to bet the technology isn’t
everywhere yet.”


Cavanaugh grumbled, but he nodded to Torv. “How long for you to get someone
to the landing site and back?”


More hissing. “We are fast on our feet. You shall not have long to wait.”


Destra translated.


“All right, send them. We’ll stay here.”


This time the waiting was far worse. Every little sound drew Destra’s gaze
to the other end of the tunnel, where the Black Rictans had taken up guard
positions in teams of two, spread out all the way to the surface. Like that,
they’d managed to tether their comms so they would have advance warning from
the surface. Another half and hour passed before Destra saw Cavanaugh come
running toward her. He slid to a stop on the icy floor of the tunnel, his
expression grave in the light of his HUD.


“Well?”


“The landing site is gone. It’s a crater.”


Destra gaped at him. “Sythians?”


“No sign of who or what did it, at least not as far as the Gors can tell.”


“Then . . .” Destra blinked, realization dawning.


“We’re all alone down here, Councilor.”


“What about our supplies?” she said.


The sergeant shook his head. “I’m hoping whatever took out our transports
didn’t take out the Tempest, too. With any luck they managed to escape,
and they’ll be back for us later. The Sythians can’t know that we were down
here with all the interference on comms and sensors. They wiped out the only
signs of life they could see and then moved on.”


Destra took all of that in with a numb sense of shock. She turned to look
around at the Gors. Slitted yellow eyes stared back at her from all sides, as
if they’d overheard everything, and they understood what it meant. 


Destra saw one of the adult Gors, his stomach bulging and distended from all
the meat he’d eaten, sink to his knees and throw up. Others came along to help
him. They set the crechelings they were carrying down, and the baby Gors
crawled over to his vomit. The one who had thrown up sat back and watched,
looking pleased with himself.


Destra’s stomach did a nauseated flip as she understood how the crechelings
ate. Their mothers died in childbirth, so of course there was nothing as
wholesome for them to eat as milk.


Shuddering, she looked away. Cavanaugh was watching the same thing with a
wrinkled nose and curled lip.


“Disgusting creatures,” he said.


Destra shook her head. “Those disgusting creatures are the only thing
standing between life and death for us.”


Now he turned to look at her, his eyebrows raised behind his faceplate.
“How’s that?”


“They know how to survive on Noctune, Sergeant, and we don’t. If we really
are all alone down here, we’re going to have to learn what they’ve learned, and
fast.” 


Destra felt a tug on her arm, and she turned to see Atta staring up at her,
her cheeks streaked with tears behind her helmet. “Mommy I’m—”


“Thirsty, I know. Sergeant—pass me your cutting beam, please.”


Cavanaugh reached behind his back and drew the weapon from its holster.
“Careful, it’s heavy.”


She took the bulky black weapon from him, and almost dropped it. Her back
arched painfully with the burden. She flicked off the safety, dialed down the
power, and aimed it at the ground. She pulled the trigger and a bright red
stream of energy shot out with a resonant hum. It hit the ice with a crackle
and hiss of steam that rose in billowing white clouds. Destra held the
weapon there for a long minute, drilling straight down. When she was finished,
a gleaming black puddle lay shimmering before her. 


Setting the rifle down, she reached up and twisted her helmet off, breaking
the seal and letting in a gust of frigid air. She gasped, feeling like the air
was choking her as it burned her throat and constricted her airways. Her
nostrils stuck together, and her exposed skin began to burn. Destra grimaced
and bent down to scoop up some water with her hands and lap it up like a wild
rictan. The water was warmer that the air, recently melted by the beam, but it
still felt like ice as it burned down her dry throat.


Atta kneeled beside her and took off her helmet. “It’s freezing!” she cried,
hurrying to scoop water into her mouth.


Destra straightened, replacing her helmet with wet gloves. By the time her
helmet was resealed around her head, her gloves were already crackling with
ice, the water having frozen in mere seconds. Her suit was airtight, so the
water hadn’t reached her skin.


“We’re going to have to make a better shelter than this.” Cavanaugh said,
turning in a quick circle, taking in the size of the space where they were
standing. “Something big enough to fit the eight of us.”


“We’d better see if the Gors will let us cook some of their meat,” Destra
said. Once again, she felt an insistent tug on her arm. She looked down to see
Atta shivering, looking up at her with round eyes and blue lips. 


“I’m c-cold,” she said.


“Put your helmet back on, Atta!” Not waiting for her daughter to respond,
Destra picked it up and secured it over her daughter’s head once more. Her suit
sealed with a soft hiss of pressurizing air.


“We’d better get started,” Cavanaugh said. “We’ll dig a sleeping chamber off
this one, with some windbreaks to keep out any drafts. I don’t think we should
go too far from here. The Tempest knows these coordinates, and they
won’t be able to find us if we go somewhere else.”


Destra nodded and sat back with a sigh, feeling suddenly weary from the
day’s excursion, and even more weary with the knowledge of all the excursions
yet to come. Noctune was a solid ball of ice, utterly inhospitable and
unforgiving. Destra’s gaze flicked from Gors to sentinels and back again. The
Black Rictans looked plenty warm and comfortable in their zephyr assault mechs
as they went about gathering up their equipment and taking inventory of their
supplies. 


But beneath their mechanized armor they wore thin ISSF uniforms, not
insulated vac suits. Once their mechs ran out of power, and their heaters grew
cold, they would freeze in a matter of hours. They wouldn’t even be able to
move when the power-assist failed.


Destra reached out and pulled Atta into her lap for a hug. 


“I’m scared,” she said.


“Shhh. There’s nothing to be scared of, Atta.”


“Yes there is, I heard you talking. We’re all alone.”


“No, we’re not.”


Atta twisted around to look up at her. “Yes, we are,” she insisted.


“We’ve got each other, don’t we?”


“I guess . . .”


“And the grumpy soldiers,” Destra added with a smile.


“And the Gors!” Atta said, smiling now, too.


“See? We’re not alone, so there’s nothing to be afraid of.”


Atta nodded agreeably, turning to watch the Gors eat and the sentinels work.
Destra watched, too, thinking that no matter what she told Atta, there was
plenty to be afraid of. If the Tempest didn’t come back for them soon,
no one else would, and sooner or later they would all die of exposure.


Destra shivered at the thought, even though she was once again cozy and warm
inside her vac suit. Reaching into her pocket, she parted the magnetic seal and
withdrew the ancient pendant. The worn and beaten Star of Etherus glinted at
her, and she wondered if that symbol really meant anything, or if it was just a
meaningless token from a more primitive race of humans. It was a stretch of her
imagination to believe in something she couldn’t see, but she was just desperate
enough to try. 


If you’re out there, whoever you are, we could really use some help.


* * *


Commander Lenon Donali lay strapped down on a table where his human captors
had subjected him to all manner of torture and probes in order to find out what
he knew about the Sythians. Unable to resist their mental probes and their
drugs, he’d told them everything they wanted to know. Now, after sleeping for
what felt like an eternity, the effects of the drugs were wearing off and
awareness was seeping back into his mind. Feeling prickled through his
previously numb extremities.


He lay in darkness. The air was cold and still. Donali frowned at that.
Climate controls should have been cycling with an endless whooshing of
air, refreshing and renewing the oxygen constantly, but he couldn’t hear them,
just as he couldn’t see so much as a single lumen of light. Gone were the human
medics, interrogators, and corpsmen alike. He was alone and abandoned. Maybe
this was some new type of interrogation technique. He’d already told the humans
everything he knew, and even some things he didn’t know that he knew, but maybe
they weren’t convinced.


Or maybe the ship he was on had run into trouble. Maybe the reason he was
alone and in the dark was because everyone else had already evacuated. If that
were the case, he was going to suffocate. Suddenly Donali became aware of every
breath, as if each one might be his last. 


He tested his restraints, trying to kick his feet or raise his arms, but the
tough bands of fabric refused to yield.


“Hello?” he tried, croaking softly. No one was going to hear that. “Help! Is
anyone there?” he screamed.


The sound was swallowed in darkness without so much as a whisper of reply.
Desperate, he tried something else. He tried making mental contact with his
Sythian master, High Lord Kaon. The humans had found a way to block his
communications, but if their ship had been damaged beyond repair, perhaps that
interference had been lifted.


Donali shut his eyes and set his mind adrift in a vast, star-filled void. He
raced through it, using thoughts of his handler, Kaon, to guide the
visualization. He wasn’t surprised when he couldn’t find Kaon, but he was
surprised to find a whole web of Sythians, full of bright, glowing red
points of awareness. He focused on the brightest point he could see, skipping
by the outer rings of subordinates, straight to the top.


To his unending surprise, his call was answered.


Who is this who dares to contact me?


Donali identified himself as a human Sythian agent. A slave.


They are all dead. The Avilonians killed them.


And yet I am alive, My Lord, he replied.


Where are you? Never mind I can see for myself . . . You are here? In the
Gettiesss? How did you get here?


Donali couldn’t answer that. He was equally surprised to learn that he was
in the Getties Cluster.


It does not matter. I shall send a fleet to pick you up.


Donali felt relief wash over him. Thank you, My Lord.


I am not a lord. 


Then who do I have the pleasure of speaking with?


With Shallah, the Supreme One.


Donali gasped. I apologize for the intrusion, Supreme One! I did not
know.


Yesss . . . we shall discuss how you can repay me for saving your
miserable life when we meet.


When we meet? Donali’s heart thudded in his chest. Very few had had
the honor of meeting Shallah. Did that mean he was about to be rewarded for his
service? Perhaps he would become a lord and be given a fleet of his own to
command. I am not worthy . . . my master.


No, you are not, but I want to know why the Avilonians spare you,
of all people. Perhaps it is because now you intend to betray us just as you
betray the humans.


No! I am loyal to the Coalition, My Master!


We shall see about that. Hopefully the truth does not cost you too much
pain. I would hate to have to kill you after saving your life.


Supreme One! I—


The connection ended abruptly and Donali was left breathless and gasping for
air; even though he was certain his air could not have run out already . . .
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One month later . . .


In a very un-Avilonian
fashion Atton pushed and shoved his way through the crowd of Etherians waiting
to greet their loved ones in the Hall of Eternity. His ARC display
highlighted his family with glowing green silhouettes. Moments later, he found
Hoff and Atta kneeling on the invisible deck, gathered around his mother.


Rushing to their side, he knelt down with them. His mother was awake, but
very pale. Her eyes flicked to him as he arrived, and they filled with a fresh
sheen of tears. She smiled and reached for his hand. 


“You’re alive,” she said.


He nodded and smiled back. “Are you okay?”


“I think so,” she replied.


Atton turned to Hoff for an explanation. “What happened?”


“She tripped and bumped her head,” was all he said. There was a troubled
look in his gray eyes that went beyond a simple bump on the head, but a small
voice in the back of Atton’s mind told him now wasn’t the right time to ask. He
looked up to find his half sister, Atta, staring at him in girlish delight. 


“Did you get me something?”


“I’m sorry?” Atton asked, blinking and shaking his head.


“You said you would. Something pretty. Remember?”


He vaguely recalled the last time they’d all seen one another, on the flight
deck of the Valiant. He’d been saying goodbye just before
boarding the Intrepid on a mission to find Avilon. He did recall
something about having given in to Atta’s demand that he bring her something
pretty.


That seemed like a lifetime ago. 


He smiled and shrugged. “I’m sorry, Atta. I forgot.”


“That okay,” she replied, grinning at him. Suddenly she launched herself
over their mother and gave him a big hug. As she withdrew from that hug, she
said, “You’re a lot prettier than I remember, so I guess that counts.”


Atton snorted and shook his head. “You’re going to love it here, Atta,” he
said.


“Yeah? What’s so great about it?”


“Well . . .” He looked around, gesturing helplessly to the view. Then he had
a sudden thought. “For one thing, you’re speaking a new language that you
didn’t have to learn. Did you realize that?”


Atta’s jaw slowly dropped and she regarded him with wide blue eyes. “You’re
right! Wow!”


“You won’t have to study anything ever again. From now on you’ll learn in
your sleep.”


“You’re right! I do love it here!” she said.


Atton noticed Destra smiling up at both of them. Then her eyes flicked to Hoff.
“The war is really over?” she asked.


Hoff nodded slowly, smiling back at her. Again Atton noticed the disquiet
lurking in Hoff’s eyes, and again, Omnius whispered for him to keep that
observation to himself.


“We should go,” Hoff said, offering a hand to his wife to help her up. She
accepted that and he yanked her easily to her feet. “It’s time for you both to
see your new home.”


Atton grinned at them, overjoyed to see his entire family all together in
one place again. All of them except for one—Ethan. 


With the memory of his biological father, Atton’s own thoughts took a
troubled turn. As the happy sounds of people laughing and crying for joy died
away and the reunion in the clouds came to a close, Omnius spoke to the
newcomers, welcoming them all to Avilon, and explaining anything they might not
already know about their new home. 


After that, the hovering golden domes of the quantum junctions that had
brought the resurrected masses to the Hall of Eternity all came hovering
down around them in an enormous circle. People began filing off in all
directions, jumping away with their relatives to their new homes in Etheria.
None of them needed to go through The Choosing. They had already been
resurrected in their immortal bodies. If they later decided they didn’t like it
in Etheria, they could always choose to go to the Null Zone.


Like them, Atton had been resurrected in the body of an immortal clone, but
unlike them, he had chosen this, and he knew exactly what that meant. It meant
being separated from the people he loved who had chosen life in the Null Zone.


Here in Etheria he had his mother, his half sister, and his stepfather,
Hoff. Down in the Null Zone were his father, his stepmother, Alara, and his
other half sister, who had yet to be born.


Also in the Null Zone was Ceyla, his first and only girlfriend—if he could
even call her that. 


Like a heartless fool, he had left her so that he could join the
Peacekeepers and continue the fight against the Sythians.


Now that the drones were going to be the ones fighting the Sythians, what
did that leave? A civilian career? Fighting crime on the city streets? None of
those options seemed like a fair trade for the life he could have had with
Ceyla.


I warned you not to allow yourself to be motivated by revenge, Omnius
whispered.


You warned me not to join the Peacekeepers because of revenge! You didn’t
warn me not to become an Etherian.


Why would I do that? So that you could remain a mortal and go live and
die in a place full of misery and suffering?


No, so that I can be with the people that I love!


The people that you love are also here, in Etheria, Atton. What about
your mother? Your stepfather? Little Atta? You won’t ever be able to see any of
them again if you become a Null.


Because you force people to choose! And then you segregate them with
impenetrable shields! You’ve cut my family in half, Omnius. And you say you
love us? I say you’re a liar.


Careful, Atton. You cannot blame me for your choices. Nor can you blame
me for the consequences of other people’s choices. You divide yourselves. If
everyone would simply agree to live together in harmony, The Choosing would not
be necessary. 


If you are so unhappy with your choice, then go, join the Nulls. You will
even get to keep your new body, although I must warn you, it will make you a
target. Some people will say you are an abomination and try to kill you. And I
will not be able to protect you from them.


Atton shook his head as he shuffled toward the nearest junction with his
family. His mother grabbed his hand and squeezed it, sending him a beautiful
smile. He smiled back, but his expression lacked the joy and warmth he saw
shining in her eyes.


He’d already made his choice, and both his father and Ceyla had warned him
not to try to undo it by joining them in the Null Zone with his new, immortal
body. They were convinced he wouldn’t really be Atton anymore, that he would
just be a clever copy that looked and sounded like him.


Atton grimaced and blinked tears from his eyes. You really frekked me
over, Omnius.


There’s no need to curse at me, Atton. I’m going to let you in on a
little secret—sooner or later, almost everyone comes to Etheria.


Atton blinked. Then how is there anyone left down there?


Because a very large number of the Imperials I resurrected after the invasion
took umbrage with me and my rules for paradise, and they subsequently left
Etheria. A small cult of religious extremists grew from their number. They are
the only ones who will actually die for their cause, but it is because they
believe they will live again, on some other plane of existence that they have
never seen. They say the real Etheria is yet to come, but we know better, don’t
we Atton? Their religion came from rumors of Avilon, so of course there is no
such thing as a life after this one.


Atton felt a pang of despair radiate through him. That means Ceyla won’t
change her mind. She’s one of the ones who believes that, Atton replied.


Sadly, that is true, but your father and his family will eventually join
us. I have foreseen it.


So my entire family will be up here, and the woman I love will be down
there.


Love, the kind you have found with Ceyla, could be easily found again,
Atton, with someone else, someone who isn’t determined to die.


I could join her. Live my life with her until she dies, and then come
back to Etheria.


You’re trying to have everything, Atton. It doesn’t work that way. If you
join them, you risk dying a real and lasting death. I already told you your
immortal body will make you a target, and if you die as a Null, you will be dead
forever. Is that an acceptable risk to you?


To be with Ceyla? Yes.


She won’t take you back. Not now. She doesn’t even believe it’s possible
for you to still be the Atton she fell in love with. And just as you don’t want
to be separated from her in this life, she doesn’t want to be separated from
you in the next. There is no way to remedy that.


Maybe not as Atton, but I can make her fall in love with me again, as
someone else. Someone she doesn’t recognize. If I can prove to her I’m the same
person, she’ll change her mind. I might even change her mind about joining me
in Etheria. If you can transfer me to a clone that looks like me, then you can
transfer me to a body that looks like someone else.


You’re asking me to go to a lot of trouble to help you do something I do
not agree with.


But you love me, so you will help me.


If I love you, I will try to save you from yourself.


But not at the expense of my happiness!


Your current un-happiness is temporary.


Omnius, I’ll do anything you ask. Just please, help me. Help me prove to
Ceyla that I haven’t changed, that I’m still me.


You’d do anything, Atton? Are you sure?


Atton nodded. Anything. He could swear he felt Omnius’s
disappointment ripple through him, but he ignored that fresh surge of anxiety
and despair, and called an image of Ceyla’s face to mind to strengthen his
resolve.


So be it, Omnius replied.


Atton smiled, and he looked up. He realized that at some point he’d stopped
walking to gaze down with unseeing eyes on the clouds racing beneath his feet.
Now as he noticed his surroundings again, he saw that his family had stopped
with him. They were all watching him quietly, concern etched on their faces.


“Are you all right?” his mother asked, looking like she wanted to leap out
and hug him.


Atton managed a croaking whisper that even he could barely hear over the
steady thunder of Etherian footsteps echoing through the Hall of Eternity.
“I’m fine.” He wiped his tears away with the backs of his hands. “Never
better,” he went on, grinning at them. “I’m just happy to see you all again.”


* * *


A month is an eternity when you’re fighting for your life. It’s exactly the
amount of time it takes for stubborn hope to turn into utter despair. 


Destra couldn’t feel her face. She’d long since stopped using her vac suit’s
heater. She was saving the last five percent of her power supply to replace
Atta’s when hers ran out. Right now her daughter lay sleeping, blissfully
unaware.


A rustle of movement drew Destra’s attention, but she couldn’t see who had
moved. Without their glow lamps turned on, darkness was absolute on Noctune.
And they needed to save their lamps for emergencies. 


The Black Rictans had military grade power cores in their Zephyr light
assault mechs, but they were down to less than 10% charge. They’d made their power
last by not moving around too much and by keeping their heaters turned down
low. 


The Gors were doing what they could to help—sharing food and animal hides
from their hunts. It was enough to keep them from starving to death. Lining
their shelter with hides helped raise the temperature by a few extra degrees,
but with every day that passed, Destra felt the cold creeping a little closer
to her heart. 


Destra felt a draft around her neck, and she tightened her makeshift scarf—a
strip of animal hide that she’d wrapped around the seam between her suit and
her helmet. The seam was just a finger-width gap to let in fresh air, but it
felt like a collar of ice around her neck.


The Gors were baffled by human frailty. Torv made occasional visits,
updating her on the progress of his search for survivors. He remained convinced
that there were crechelings still alive on Noctune somewhere in the depths of
the planet’s icy warrens. Destra had given him her handheld scanner since day
one, showing him how to use it and wishing him the best of luck in his search.


So far all he’d found were bodies. Frozen Gor corpses littered the deeper
sections of their tunnels. Destra hadn’t seen the bodies with her own eyes, but
she believed it. The Sythians were ruthless and thorough. They’d hunted
humanity to extinction. Now they’d added the Gors to their hit list. 


Hides flapped, drawing Destra’s attention to the entrance of the shelter and
startling her out of her thoughts. A familiar hiss followed, and Destra
knew what the Gor had said even without the translator in her ear.


The Gors had returned from the hunt.


Destra heard the sound of armored hands and knees scraping on ice as one of
the sentinels began scuttling out on all fours. It was Sergeant Cavanaugh’s
turn to go out and cook the meat. He would use the cutting beam strapped to his
back to melt a pool of water, and then he’d drop chunks of raw meat inside and
boil the water.


It was the same thing every day. Boiled meat. They’d tried a direct
application of the beam, hoping for something that tasted grilled, but even on
the beam’s lowest setting, the result was pure charcoal.


Destra leaned over and turned on her glow lamp.


Cavanaugh cursed and flinched away from the sudden brightness. None of their
eyes were accustomed to light anymore.


“Shut it off! I can feel my way out just fine.”


“Sergeant,” Destra croaked. Her throat was scratchy and dry with thirst.
They needed to save the charge on their cutting beams. 


“What?”


“It’s been too long,” Destra said.


“Too long for what?”


Another hiss. Destra turned to see Torv crouching just inside the entrance
of the shelter, looking uncomfortable in the low-ceilinged space. 


“Too long of waiting in the dark for death to find you,” the Gor suggested.


“What’s that Skull Face blathering about now?” Cavanaugh demanded, long past
frustrated that he couldn’t understand their language.


“Admiral Hale isn’t coming back for us,” Destra said, voicing what all of
them were surely thinking by now. “We need to go. We can’t last much longer in
here.”


“Sure, let’s go! It’s only fifty below in the tunnels outside. While we’re
at it, why don’t we go to the surface. We can freeze to death even faster up
there! Let’s all give our legs a good stretch before we go running off to the
netherworld.”


“Sergeant.”


“What?”


“The tunnels go much deeper than this. Torv says they get warmer the deeper
you go. The only reason we stayed this close to the surface was so that the
admiral would be able to detect us through the planet’s interference. But it’s
been too long. He’s not coming back, so we need to go.”


“A Gor’s idea of warm is a shaky thing to pin your hopes on,” Cavanaugh
replied. “They think the surface is refreshing at seventy below.”


Another hiss. “Be careful how you speak to the Matriarch . . .” Torv said.


Destra decided not to translate Torv’s warning. “Look, how would you rather
end up? Frozen stiff in a cave, or using your last breath to stay alive.”


“The c-councilor’s r-right,” one of the other Black Rictans said in a soft
voice.


Cavanaugh turned and stared at the man. Destra saw the worried look on the
sergeant’s face and she followed his gaze. The man who’d spoken was shivering
violently enough to make his mech shiver with him, the mechanized limbs
rattling ever-so-softly. 


Cavanaugh cursed again and scuttled over to him. “Turn your heater up,
Seven!”


“N-no use. C-core’s d-epleted,” he said. 


“Someone switch power cores with him!” Cavanaugh snapped. “Whose got the
most? Report!”


The numbers came in, and they weren’t good. The best was six percent.
Cavanaugh was down to four. They’d all been flirting with hypothermia inside
their relatively uninsulated mechs in order to make their cores last. Some of
them had more natural insulation on their bodies than others, but they’d all
lost plenty of weight in the past month. Destra had long since done the math.
The Rictans had a few more days of power at best, and the heat radiating from
their mechs was probably the only thing keeping their shelter warm. After that,
the sentinels wouldn’t be the only ones who froze to death.


The man with six percent switched his core with Rictan Seven and they jacked
up the heat. Cavanaugh went out to cook dinner. By the time he came back, Seven
had stopped shivering because he was dead, and the core with six percent was
down to five point five. 


Cavanaugh gave no comment. He began passing around pieces of boiled meat as
if nothing had happened. 


Destra shook Atta by her shoulders to wake her daughter up. Atta moaned and
sat up. She began to whimper almost immediately. 


“I’m thirrrstyy!”


“Food first.”


They all reluctantly removed their helmets. As Destra did so, a fresh gust
of frigid air raced around her face and ears, and she shivered. The smells
inside the shelter were unsavory thanks to the raw hides they’d used for
insulation. Fortunately that smell was tempered by the sub zero temperatures. 


They ate in silence, all of them eyeing the dead man except Cavanaugh. When
Atta asked about him, Destra said he was sleeping.


“Isn’t he hungry?”


“No,” was all Destra could manage.


By the time dinner was over, Cavanaugh tossed a splintered bone aside and
licked his lips. They were already blue. Destra still couldn’t feel her face.
She finished her meat and wiped the grease from her mouth on her sleeve.


“Well?” she demanded, looking from one man to the next. The Rictans were an
elite combat unit and ex-cons to boot, but they looked like scared children to
her. They’d just watched one of their own die, and they knew any one of them
could be next. This wasn’t death the way their training had prepared them for
it. It wasn’t a blaze of glory. It was shivering in the dark until your blood
froze solid in your veins.


Without a word, Sergeant Cavanaugh activated his visor, lowering it once
more. Then he powered his Zephyr’s systems with a whirr and hum of
life. His helmet glowed bright and blue.


“At four percent, with only essential systems powered, I’ve got just over
twelve hours,” Cavanaugh said. “Some of you will have more. Let’s hope it’s
enough. We don’t stop searching until we find a better shelter.”


No one replied, but the rest of the Rictans began powering their mechs now,
too.


Destra turned to Atta and said, “Come on. Time to leave.”


“It’s cold out there!” Atta whined.


“We’re going to find someplace warmer.” Destra took her glow lamp with her
as she crawled out through the flapping hides at the entrance of their shelter.
Once outside, she stood up. Her legs shook and she swayed on her feet. She
wasn’t used to standing anymore.


Her eyes found a fresh trail of blood from the latest carcass, but no sign
of the Gors. The trail ended at the icy chasm at the end of the tunnel. 


There came a crunch of ice and clank of armor. Destra turned
to see Sergeant Cavanaugh and the other four living members of his squad
emerging from the shelter. They carried bundles of hides with them. 


Everyone walked up to the edge of the chasm and looked down. Cavanaugh shook
his head. “It’ll take too long to climb down that. We’re going to have to jump.
Use your grav field generators to cushion the fall.”


“What about us?” Destra called out.


The sergeant turned. “Climb on my back.”


“What if you slip when you land? You’ll crush us beneath the weight of your
armor.”


“So we don’t slip,” he said.


Destra frowned, but she didn’t have a better idea. One of the Rictans took
Atta on his shoulders. Cavanaugh took Destra. She barely had the strength to
hold on, but he helped by holding her arms over his chest. 


Then he stepped up to the edge of the chasm and jumped.


An icy wind whistled by the seam in Destra’s helmet as she fell. Then came
the crunch of their landing. Cavanaugh did slip, but Destra threw
herself clear before he fell.


The rest of the Rictans landed without incident, and Atta begged not to come
down from Rictan Three’s shoulders. He humored her.


They went on from there, driven by desperation and pent-up energy. Destra
slipped at least a dozen times on the icy ground. The Rictans fared better with
the deep tread on their armored boots. 


When the tunnel forked, Cavanaugh suggested they follow the bloody tracks
and trails. The Gors had said their crechelings were also sensitive to the
cold, so it stood to reason that they must have already done some of the work
of finding a warmer place to live.


Soon the tunnels became cluttered, debris-strewn spaces. Jutting beams and
crumbled walls formed irregular shapes, but the Gors had already cleared a
path. Destra felt some of the tension bleed out of her shoulders. The old,
frozen ruins of civilization felt somehow more welcoming than the naked ice
above their heads.


They came to the place where Destra had found the Star of Etherus, and went
on from there, still following the bloody trails on the ground.


Destra’s glow lamp flickered and died. One of the Rictans turned on a helmet
lamp instead. They walked for what felt like hours, but Cavanaugh was keeping
more accurate track.


“Forty five minutes in and counting,” he reported. “Ambient temperature is
one degree warmer.”


The ice was growing thinner, and the ruins more recognizable, but at this
rate, they would have been better off in their shelter. One degree for an hour
of walking. Their shelter had been twenty degrees warmer than the surrounding
tunnels.


By the time Cavanaugh called out two hours he also called for a break. By
then Destra’s legs were burning and her chest was heaving for air. She
collapsed on the ground, too weak to move. 


Atta was still riding high with one of the Rictans, and they were all using
power-assist, so the expedition was much easier for them.


“Temperature is three degrees warmer now,” Cavanaugh reported. “If this
keeps up, we could gain as much as eighteen degrees before our cores run dry.
Still far too cold to survive without some kind of heating,” he decided.


Destra finally caught her breath. “Why is it getting warmer?” she asked.


Cavanaugh shrugged. “I don’t know. The planet must generate some of its own
heat. Geothermal I suppose.”


“So the closer we get to the actual surface, the warmer we’ll be.”


Cavanaugh nodded. “Probably, but at some point these tunnels are going to
end or stop descending toward the surface. They might also become too
obstructed to negotiate,” he said, looking around at all the jutting debris and
clutter strewn through the tunnel. “Break’s over. Move out!”


The next few hours passed slower than the first. The bloody trail dried up,
but still no sign of the Gors. Sergeant Cavanaugh reported five degrees warmer
and four and a half hours since they’d set out from their shelter. He was down
to 2.0% power. His core was draining faster than he’d estimated.


Destra scanned the ruins, trying to find useful objects lying trapped
beneath the ice.


“Comms interference is a lot stronger down here,” Cavanaugh said
suddenly.


Destra walked up beside him, stepping over a fallen duranium beam and
ducking through an old window frame.


“We’re going deeper beneath the ice,” Destra said. “Isn’t that what you’d
expect?”


“No, we’ve descended about two hundred meters. If the interference were
diffuse, caused by all the ice and debris, you’d expect it to be linear, but
it’s not. It’s progressive. Scanner range is down to just a few dozen feet.
Comms likewise.”


“Maybe the ruins are denser down here,” Destra suggested.


“Maybe,” Cavanaugh said.


They continued on. Before long the tunnels grew too narrow to walk side by
side. Cavanaugh went first, with Destra stumbling along behind him.


It wasn’t long before he skidded to a stop, cursing viciously. His arms shot
out, grabbing whatever he could to steady himself.


“What is it?” Destra asked as she came up behind him.


“See for yourself,” he stood aside and Destra saw that the tunnel had
widened out into an infinite blackness—a vast hollow that Cavanaugh’s helmet
lamp failed to illuminate. A cavern? she wondered. She crept up to the edge,
and looked down. 


The ice-covered side of what must have been an ancient building slanted away
endlessly into the dark. It was too steep and too slippery for them to
negotiate safely. “Where does it go?” Destra asked. The other Rictans crowded
in behind them. 


Atta called out, “Let me down! I want to see! I want to see!”


Atta appeared behind them, but Destra held her back. “Stay back, Atta.”


“But—”


“I’m serious, Atta. It’s dangerous.”


Atta settled for peeking between their legs. “Wow . . .” she said.


“Well, frek me . . .” Cavanaugh muttered.


“What? You found something?” Destra asked, gazing up at him, searching his
expression for some sign of what he’d seen, but he was studying the displays
inside his helmet.


“Interference is stronger than ever here, and infrared is giving me a fuzzy
picture of the bottom. It’s actually warm down there.”


Destra’s heart thudded in her chest.


“How warm?”


“In places . . . above freezing.”


Destra blinked “How? I mean what could cause that?”


“I don’t know, but we need to find out. I’m climbing down.”


“Wait!” Destra called out. “How do we get down?” she asked, gesturing
to herself and Atta.


Cavanaugh was already lowering himself over the edge, extending a pair of
retractable, foot-long blades in his gauntlets to use them like ice picks.


“You’re going to have to wait until I can find a safe path,” he said.


“Cavanaugh! Don’t you leave us here!”


“I’ll be back, Councilor.”


As she watched, he slipped and slid a few meters down before fetching up
against a jutting beam.


He grunted and went on climbing down. By the time he was out of sight,
Destra and the others were left in darkness, listening to the sound of their
own breathing. Atta flicked on her glow lamp.


“I’m scared,” she said. “When is he coming back?”


“Soon,” Destra replied.


“I want to go, too.”


“We can’t. It’s too dangerous, and we don’t know the way down.”


“But, Bo—”


“Atta! Quiet. We have to wait.”


Then came a sibilant hiss. A few of the Rictans cursed, and Destra
whirled around just in time to see Torv de-cloaking behind them. 


“Bones knows a way,” Atta said.


“An easier way,” Torv explained. “Follow me.”


* * *


The way wasn’t easy. It was fast. The Gors had dug a tunnel
through solid ice. It was slick and smooth and angled just right for them to
slide all the way down at a terrifying speed.


Destra screamed until her scratchy voice failed. Then she hit the ground
with a painful jolt and skidded for a few dozen meters until she fetched up
against a solid wall of ice.


Atta came next, squealing with delight rather than terror. Her glow lamp lit
up the icy tunnel from within as she came skidding out. She slid to a stop just
behind Destra and bounced to her feet, grinning wildly behind her helmet.
“Let’s do that again!”


Destra shook her head. Reaching out, she took Atta’s glow lamp and used it
to study the bottom of the chasm. It seemed to go on forever. 


A sound reached her ears—splashing water. Liquid water.


Destra gasped, unable to believe what she was hearing. A moment later, Torv
and the Rictans came whipping down the tunnel. Destra pulled Atta aside,
waiting for them to stop sliding. 


Once they did, Destra walked up to Torv. He was hissing to himself as she
approached. “There’s liquid water down here?”


“Yess,” he said, springing to his feet and dusting ice shavings from
his buttocks and back.


“Why didn’t you tell us?”


“I try to tell you it is warmer here, but you do not listen.”


“Show me where the water is,” Destra said.


Torv led them across the ice. Other Gors appeared, swirling out of the dark.
Their crechelings were old enough that they were walking instead of crawling.
Destra considered that strange. Human babies didn’t manage to walk until they
were at least a year old.


Up ahead, the ground became a glittering black pool—broad and no doubt deep
as well. Destra stepped up to the edge of it, gaping at the sight of such a
vast expanse of liquid water. Thick clouds of steam rose from the
surface, melting the icy walls of the chasm. Both of the far walls glistened
with rivulets of melting ice that raced into the pool below. It wasn’t enough
to make a sound, but the Gors were. They splashed and swam in the pool chasing
each other through the water with obvious enjoyment.


Destra marveled at that. “This is incredible,” she said.


A startled shout drew their attention, and they turned to look up, high
above the pool. A blurry black shape came tumbling down. Then came a giant splash
that sprayed water in all directions.


Destra didn’t have to wonder what that had been. “Cavanaugh!” she called
out, searching the inky depths for him.


The other Rictans rushed forward, but stopped short at the edge of the pool,
realizing it was deeper than it looked.


Destra began to fear that Cavanaugh had been injured in the fall. His mech
would be air-tight, but it was heavy enough to sink him to the bottom—and there
was no telling how deep the pool went. He might have sunk to a watery grave.


“Cavanaugh!” Destra yelled. Of course he couldn’t hear her.


Then she saw something—bubbles. Lots of them.


“Frek!” Destra turned to Torv. “You have to do something! He’s going to
drown.”


Torv hissed. “He does not drown.”


“How do you know?” she demanded.


Torv merely pointed to the water where the bubbles were rising. Now Destra
saw something—a blurry gray shape, swimming up out of the deep. It was hauling
a black shadow behind it. A Gor burst through the surface a moment later,
hissing and gasping for air. Cavanaugh was next, not wearing his armor, but
rather a plain black jumpsuit. He was also gasping for air. Cavanaugh began
treading water, looking dazed in the light of Destra’s glow lamp. “Hello,
Councilor,” he said, flashing a grin that she hadn’t seen from him since they’d
set foot on Noctune.


“You’re a lucky man,” Destra said.


“Thank the skull face for me, would you?” he said, nodding sideways to
indicate his rescuer. The Gor turned to him and hissed.


“Do not dive to the bottom if you cannot swim back up,” Destra’s
translator said.


“He says you’re welcome,” she replied, paraphrasing generously. 


Cavanaugh went on treading water, and turned to the others. “How did you all
beat me down here?”


“We took the shortcut,” one of the Rictans replied.


Destra noted that Cavanaugh had remained in the pool. Then she realized why.
He was wet. He’d freeze to death in the open air.


“How warm is it?” Destra asked, nodding to the water.


“A lot warmer than the air. Could be sixty above. Tough to say. The air
feels like ice on my face. The water’s real warm by comparison. Don’t worry
about me, Councilor. I’ll be fine. I’ve got some good news.”


“What?”


“I found the heat source. It’s at the bottom. A giant radiator.”


“A what?”


Cavanaugh flashed his grin at her again. “That’s right. There’s a working
power source down here somewhere.”












Chapter 38





“My Lord!” Donali
kneeled and bowed his head when Shallah walked into his quarters—alone. The
fact that there were no guards accompanying the Supreme One struck Donali as a
sign of great trust. 


“It is a relief that you do not doubt me,” he said.


“Yesss,” Shallah hissed. “I suppose it must be. Arise.”


Shallah didn’t wait for Donali’s brain to send impulse to his nerves and
from there to his legs. He crooked a finger, and Donali’s synapses fired
without him. He’d realized during his interrogation that somehow the Supreme
One could control his mind and body via the Sythian implant in his brain.
Shallah could even reach into his thoughts, directly probing his brain for any
hint of deception.


Donali rose, his legs moving of their own accord. “What is our next move?”
he asked.


Shallah turned to him, blue eyes wide and rubbery lips stretched into a
vague parody of a smile. “I shall need time to think. Follow me, human. I do
not trust you enough to leave you alone yet.”


They walked through the fortress, down long corridors, past food storage
banks, and hydroponic cellars where new food was busy being grown. Donali began
to wonder about Shallah’s fortress. Where was it? Were they aboard a starship,
or on a planet somewhere?


Shallah was expecting reprisals from Avilon; he’d said as much during the
interrogation. He wouldn’t hide somewhere obvious.


The air inside the fortress was damp and cool, but that didn’t mean
anything. Shallah’s command ship had been the same. Climate controls could be
adjusted to the Quarn’s preferences.


Donali noted that the fortress, wherever it was, had thick bulkheads and
beams, much like a starship would have. It was heavily reinforced. Perhaps it
was another starship.


“Master . . . where are we?”


Shallah gave a burble of laughter. “I do not trust you to know where we are,
either.”


“I cannot communicate from here. My mental link has vanished. The risk of me
knowing is slight,” Donali said.


“True, we are generating enough interference to reduce the risk.”


They reached a nerve center of some kind, a room full of glowing consoles
and seated Sythians—more Quarn like Shallah. He took his seat on the throne on
the raised dais in the center of the room. Shallah looked at Donali, and his
muscles forced him to kneel beside Shallah’s throne and bow his head—more
psychic intrusions.


Shallah raised his voice. “What news from our clusters? Do our warships
return from Dark Space?”


“They are on their way, Supreme One,” someone answered.


“Good. And the battle in orbit?”


So we are on a planet, Donali thought.


“An Avilonian fleet, My Lord. They are no longer here.”


“Any sign that they detect us?”


“No, My Lord.”


“If they do not notice us when we are so close, they will never find us
here.”


“Pressure sensors on the surface are giving feedback!”


“A ground quake?”


“No, Supreme One, we have visitors.”


“Indeed? This is unexpected.” Shallah rose from his throne. “Come, let us
greet them.”


“Is that wise? What if they are Avilonians?”


“How many are they?”


“Less than ten.”


“Then we need not fear. We are thousands. Besides, if they kill us, we
resurrect aboard our ship, and we know not to stay here any longer.”


“Yes, Master.”


Donali rose next, again without thinking about it. The rest of the Sythians
in the control center rose, too, and Donali both saw and heard the clatter of weapons
being gathered from wall-mounted lockers. Seeing that, he felt naked, and
vulnerable. Would he be resurrected, too, if he died? Had the Sythians linked
him to one of their databases? Ear-marked a clone for him?


He hoped so.


* * *


Cavanaugh was right about the heat source, but he was wrong about the
temperature of the water. By the time they got him transferred to one of his
squad-mates’ Zephyrs, he was shivering violently, and incoherent from the cold.
The unit medic took one look at him and shook his head. The squad said their
goodbyes. Destra and Atta did, too. Cavanaugh made his last request, and that
involved Destra taking a walk with Atta. From a distance the screech of
the ripper rifle wasn’t as recognizable, just a soft echo to their ears, and Atta
didn’t ask about it.


The remaining four Rictans found them a minute later, hugging each other and
rocking back and forth on the ground. One of the Rictans stepped forward.


“We need to find where the power is coming from,” he said.


Destra looked up at the man and nodded. 


They tracked the interference they’d detected earlier, following it into
another tunnel that led away from the echoing chasm where the Gors had set up
their new creche. 


Torv followed them, curious to see what they were looking for, and what they
might find. His people had been primitives, but the Sythians had trained them
and educated them to make more useful slaves. Torv’s parents had passed that
education on to him. Seeing his home world for the first time, with the eyes of
an educated adult, Torv understood what his people who had lived here all their
lives had not. He knew what power was, what civilization looked like,
and he knew what that could mean.


“There may be Ssythians down here,” he said.


“Maybe,” Destra said. “But why hide? They don’t need to.”


They walked on in silence for a while. The tunnel became cramped and hard
for Torv and the Rictans to negotiate. Atta didn’t seem to notice.


“Where are the rest of your people, Torv? The ones you found dead? I haven’t
seen any of the bodies yet.”


“We seal them in one of the tunnels. A few of my creche mates were afraid
that if we left the bodies in the open, they might attract the Pale Ones.”


“The Pale Ones?” Destra asked.


“Stories the Matriarchs tell to the crechelings to keep them close. They
steal our crechelings. They steal us, too. I do not believe this.”


Destra frowned. “What are they?”


“They are beasts. Monsters. I have never seen one.”


The nearest Black Rictan grunted. “Let’s not start jumping at shadows.”


Destra felt a tug on her arm. It was Atta. “What if one of the Pale Ones
gets me?” she asked.


“They won’t.”


“How do you know?”


“You heard Torv. They aren’t real. Just stories.” 


Atta didn’t look convinced. Destra wasn’t sure what to think, but one thing
was for sure: something was alive down here. Where else was the power coming
from? Surely not a million-year-old power plant, still running by itself. 


“The interference is getting stronger,” the Black Rictan at the head of
their group said.


“Good!” one of the others replied. “My core is almost depleted.”


Ten minutes later, the tunnel came to an abrupt end. That end was a solid
wall of duranium. At first it just looked like more ruins, but then Destra
noticed that the duranium wasn’t crusted with ice as it should have been.


“This is a door,” Rictan Three said, studying it. “And someone’s been using
it—recently.”


“Think we should knock?” one of the others asked.


Torv hissed. “We must leave.”


“What did he say?” Three asked.


“He said we have to go,” Destra replied.


“What? Why?” Three turned to Torv. “Never mind, pass me the cutting beam!”
One of the other Rictans passed it forward. The one at the door dialed up the
power and set to work. A bright red beam crackled out, bathing the tunnel in a
crimson hue. Destra shied away from the blinding glare. Torv hissed and covered
his eyes, turning away with her.


“It is not safe here,” he said.


“Why not, Torv?”


The Gor’s eyes were darting and wider than usual. He looked scared. “I
smell death. The Matriarchs are right. They tell the crechelings the truth. The
Pale Ones shall eat us.”


“Eat you?” Destra frowned, her skin prickling with goosebumps beneath her
vac suit. “Torv—your people are the ones who eat everything that moves. If
these Pale Ones of yours do exist, and if they’re the ones who live behind that
door, I don’t think their idea of a tasty meal is a bony Gor.”


“Do you know this?”


“You’re ascribing savagery to what could be a relatively advanced race of .
. .” Destra stopped herself there. What would these so-called Pale Ones be?
Another race of Gors? Ancient survivors from the ruined cities of Noctune? Or
some other sub-species of Sythians? 


Maybe all three. They were all ultimately related anyway.


“Almost there . . .” Rictan Three said.


Destra turned to look. The next thing she saw was the solid wall of duranium
slide open, but not because Three had finished his work. 


The open door revealed a dimly-lit space, free of ice, and orderly as the
inside of any starship. It looked like a bunker of some kind. Then came a sharp
hiss and out walked a bipedal creature.


“What the frek!” Three exclaimed, stumbling back a step and bringing his
cutting beam into line.


The sentinel couldn’t have recognized this creature, but Destra did. It
looked almost the same as High Lord Kaon. Pale, translucent skin, a bald head,
and a spider’s web of blue veins crisscrossing its face were hallmarks of this
sub species. A thin tail lashed the ground restlessly behind its back, and
wide, glowing blue eyes regarded them unblinkingly. This Sythian wore a glossy
black uniform.


“Do not presume to shoot me,” it said, gills flaring in the sides of
its neck. The words echoed strangely inside Destra’s head. Then she realized
that its lips hadn’t moved.


Atta shrank behind Destra’s legs. “Is that one of the Pale Ones?” she
whispered.


“I suppose Omnius sent you to kill us.”


Destra shook her head. “We are not from Avilon.”


At that, she felt her brain begin to tingle, as if slender wires were
snaking around inside her skull.


“What are you doing? Cut that out!” Rictan Three roared, sounding horrified.



Destra realized that all of them were feeling the same thing. The other
Rictans reacted with similar cries of outrage. Atta was the only one who
remained silent.


The sensation of wires snaking through Destra’s brain abruptly abated, and
the Sythian inclined its head. “You tell the truth.”


“Who are you?” Destra asked.


Torv hissed and lunged toward the Sythian. He only made it halfway there
before he collapsed, screaming and gripping the sides of his head, as if trying
to stop it from exploding.


Destra watched Torv writhing around for just a second before she realized
what was happening. The snaking wires she’d felt in her brain were from some
kind of psychic intrusion. The alien they’d encountered had used that same
ability to bring Torv to his knees.


“Leave Bones alone! You’re hurting him!” Atta shrieked, racing out at the
Sythian before Destra could stop her.


“Atta! No!”


The alien merely looked at Atta, allowing her to run up to him and beat him
with her fists.


“You wish to save this beast?” the Sythian asked. “Very well.”


Torv flinched, and then opened his slitted yellow eyes. He shimmied up
against the nearest wall, pulling his knees up to his chest, looking small and
frightened. He was gasping for air and watching the Sythian in horror.


“Ironic that even the most fearsome warrior can be reduced to a quivering
mess when he meets a monster more frightening than he.”


“You’re a Sythian, right?” Destra insisted. There seemed to be no doubt
about it, but she had to be sure. What would a Sythian be doing hiding in the
depths of Noctune?


“A Sythian? No, I am not a Sythian.”


Relief washed over her.


It was short-lived.


“I am The Sythian. They call me Shallah. The Supreme One, and
these—” The alien turned, and dozens more just like him appeared, seeming
to melt out of the shadows. “—are my creche mates.”


One of those who appeared was not an alien. The glowing red optic he wore
over his missing eye identified him long before he walked into the light of the
Rictans’ glow lamps. Destra recognized him instantly. She gasped. It was
impossible! He’d been aboard the Tempest, with Admiral Hale.


“Donali?”


The human traitor smiled. “Hello, Destra.”


* * *


Captain Farah Hale stood on the bridge of the Baroness, looking out
at space, her chest rising and falling slowly, a painful lump wedged in her
throat. 


She was at a crossroads. She and her crew had waited a month at the rendezvous
for Bretton to come back. They hadn’t bothered to bring the rest of the Baroness’s
crew out of stasis, because they didn’t know how long they’d have to wait, and
supplies were already running low.


With just her and her five bridge crew to support, they could wait many more
months for Bretton without starving to death, but what would be the point? If
Bretton hadn’t returned by now, it was because he wasn’t going to. He’d run
into trouble in the Getties, just as Farah had predicted.


Frek you, Uncle Bret! she thought, her eyes burning with unshed
tears. He was always getting himself into trouble. Why couldn’t he just stay
safe? Maybe he didn’t care if he lived or died, but she did.


She’d followed him from Etheria to look after him. Since then, Farah had denied
her feelings and made excuses for herself. She followed him to the Null Zone
and joined his freelance enforcer business. He let her get close enough to work
with him, but that was it. She could feel the walls he’d raised after his son,
Ciam, was killed, and those walls weren’t coming down anytime soon. 


There was that, and the fact that what she felt for him wasn’t right.
But Farah struggled to identify why it wasn’t right. How do you tell
yourself that your feelings are wrong? Feelings are feelings and they
can’t be changed—only suppressed—and she was already an expert at that.


Farah looked away from the glittering field of stars beyond the forward
viewports and turned to her crew. Half of them were asleep at their control
stations. She couldn’t blame them for that. There wasn’t much point staying
alert after spending an entire month staring at blank screens.


“It’s time to go,” Farah said.


A few people sat up straighter, turning to stare up at her. The sleeping
ones remained asleep at their stations. Farah cleared her throat and clapped
her hands. 


“Wake up!” They did. Once she had everyone’s attention, she nodded and said,
“We’ve waited long enough. Admiral Hale should have arrived by now. The fact
that he hasn’t means he’s run into trouble in the Getties.” Farah let her
statement of the obvious sink in before she went on. “We’re going to go find
him.”


The highest ranking officer on deck, Deck Commander Tython, raised his voice
at that, “We’re six months’ journey from Noctune, Ma’am.”


“Your point?”


“My point is that that’s a long way. We only have enough fuel for a
one way trip.”


“And when we find the Tempest, we’ll have a working quantum junction
and a quantum drive system, so how much fuel we have or don’t have won’t be an
issue anymore.”


“If we find them the Tempest, Ma’am.”


“When,” Farah insisted. “I wasn’t making a suggestion, Commander. The
Resistance can’t afford to lose the Tempest. We’re going to Noctune, and
that’s the end of the discussion.”


“Yes, Ma’am,” Tython said carefully.


“Helm, set course and begin spooling for a jump.”


“Yes, Ma’am!”


Farah turned back to the viewports and nodded to herself, watching her
reflection in the transpiranium. Her normally golden hair was a tangled,
unwashed mess. Her cheeks looked gaunt. Her eyes haunted. She didn’t look well.
She didn’t feel well either. The last month hadn’t been an easy one, but she
felt better with the prospect of doing something. Going after Bretton
and the Tempest obviously wasn’t a popular decision, but what was the
worst that could happen? Mutiny? She’d have to make some preparations for the
possibility. Six months was a long time to spend couped up on a ship, even
under ideal circumstances, and with the crew questioning her orders already,
circumstances were far from ideal.


Fortunately, Farah knew how to fly a venture-class cruiser by herself. She
didn’t need a crew if they weren’t going to cooperate. They could ride in
stasis with the others if need be. One way or another, she would make it to the
Getties, and she would find Bretton.


Farah was aware of how crazy her thoughts sounded—even to herself, but that
self-awareness was reassuring. True madness doesn’t recognize itself. And
I’m not insane. Just in love.


The functional difference, she decided, was rather slight. Love could make a
person do crazy things. And true love could make a person do anything.



In this case, anything was gambling her fate and that of the Baroness’s
crew on the chance that she found Bretton and his ship in once piece at
Noctune.


Farah squared that with her conscience by ignoring the possibility of
failure and telling herself that once they found Bretton and the Tempest they
would be able to jump anywhere they liked, instantly, using the ship’s quantum
jump drives. Like that they could travel to some remote, habitable world and
start a colony that neither Omnius nor the Sythians would ever find. Farah
smiled.


See you soon, Bret, she thought.












Chapter 39





Five months later . . .


Ethan sat in the
cab, hovering in a dark alley, surrounded by a slithering gray mist. His
features were gaunt and monochromatic in the light of his cab’s holo displays.
Outside, none of the alley windows were lit, and dark black security bars made
each window look like a jail cell.


Ethan decided that wasn’t too far off. The Nulls were the prisoners, their
apartments their cells, and freedom their crime. Everyone down here had chosen
to be here, but there wasn’t much choice. It was that or let Omnius control
every aspect of your life.


The cab hummed with the sound of its grav lifts, while Ethan sat
studying the meter. He’d logged over a thousand klicks since his official shift
had ended. Counting both shifts, first subtracting the cab company’s cut and
government taxes, his take home pay was 246 bytes. 


Not bad for a day’s work, but not good enough.


Ethan sighed, running shaking hands through his dark, salt-and-pepper hair.
He was high on stims—the legal kind—and he was pushing himself far past the
acceptable limits. Drivers weren’t supposed to work around the clock, but Ethan
had begged and cajoled his boss, negotiating until the man’s small, beady brown
eyes had acquired an avaricious gleam that made the folds of fat around his
neck wobble with glee.


“On one condition,” he said. “You don’t use your cab. You’ll
‘borrow’ a friend’s without permission, and if something . . . unfortunate
happens to you or one of your passengers, I’ll deny any knowledge of your
reckless working habits. Naturally, since this is off the record, I won’t be
able to pay you the standard overtime for any additional hours you log after
you punch out.”


Ethan sighed. Eight hours plus four hours overtime on the record, and
another six hours off. He hadn’t slept in what felt like forever, and despite
the stims he’d been using to stay awake, he was exhausted. His mind felt
brittle, like at any moment it might snap and he would go spinning off into the
abyss, unable to even remember his name.


Alara was at home, nine months and three days pregnant, and miserable. She was
desperate to go into labor already. 


The hospital she worked for had given her maternity leave without pay, hence
the reason Ethan was pushing himself so hard. She’d started her job pregnant.
Ordinarily no one would hire a pregnant woman, but Omnius had pulled some
strings when they’d come to the Null Zone, allowing Alara to start work as a
nurse’s aid as soon as they’d arrived. Now, after losing her salary, they were
two months behind with rent, and they were about to have a baby.


More expenses.


If they didn’t pay their rent soon, they’d be kicked out and have to look
for a place closer to the surface. But there wasn’t much closer they could get.
They were already living on level nine of the Grunge, one of the
cheapest and most dangerous areas of the city. They had to wear sidearms when
they walked the streets, and it was too dangerous to let Alara walk alone.
Ethan knew how to project a don’t-mess-with-me aura, but Alara was too
pretty for her own good. Even pregnant, she attracted too much of the wrong kind
of attention. Before she’d become too pregnant to work, Ethan had walked her to
the grav train each morning and taken time off work to walk her home at night.
He’d also made sure she dressed in enough layers so as to look like a
hunchbacked old lady, rather than a stunning young woman.


It seemed like the only people living in the Null Zone were the ones too
depraved and delinquent to live in the upper cities, as if Omnius had
physically kicked them out rather than simply left the door open for them to go.


Besides the sub-human Psychos that seemed to be lurking in every alley,
there were gangs patrolling everywhere, guarding their turf, and all but
forcing people to buy a few doses of Bliss.


Ethan grimaced; he wasn’t looking forward to the walk home. This time of
night, there weren’t any trains, and auto-buses took a long time to get to the
stops. That meant he’d have to walk almost eight blocks from the cab station to
his apartment building—roughly four klicks. With his credit chip filled to
overflowing with a whole day’s wages, he wasn’t sure he’d like to do that.
Account transfers were limited to the so-called daylight hours so that thieves
couldn’t threaten you into opening your entire bank account. In this case,
though, they wouldn’t have to do that; they’d just force him to transfer the
contents of his credit chip to theirs and disappear.


Ethan briefly considered running those eight blocks home with his gun drawn
and at the ready, but it was almost impossible to avoid an ambush on the
surface if there was one waiting for you. The mist cloaked everything but a
person’s hand in front of their face.


Making a quick decision, he put a call through to Alara using the cab’s comm
system. She answered a moment later, in full video. She was lying on the bed,
the comm receiver resting on her pregnant belly.


“Hey there, darling,” he said.


“Ethan!” her face lit up with a smile. “When are you coming home?”


He shook his head. “I’m going to have to sleep in my cab.”


“You forgot to transfer again,” she said.


“It’s been a hectic day.”


“All right . . . I guess. I’ll miss you.”


“I’ll miss you, too, Kiddie. How’s the baby?”


“She’s fine. Too comfortable in there.”


“Can’t be long now. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay, Kiddie? I love you.”


“You’d better see me tomorrow,” she warned.


“If there’s any kind of emergency, you give me a call right away, all right?
I’ll come get you and fly you to the hospital myself.”


“Okay. I love you, too. Try to get some sleep, and make sure you find a safe
place to spend the night.”


“I will.”


The call ended, and Ethan pushed the throttle all the way up, roaring out of
the alleyway. He was still far too pumped with stims to go to sleep. A
night-cap was the only way he was coming down now. Maybe two.


He gunned the cab’s thrusters and headed for the surface. Once there, he
joined the traffic on the ground, slicing through the fog at top speed, using
sensor overlays on the HUD to see his surroundings. Buildings were shaded
green, cars and pedestrians red. He was so exhausted that everything was just a
blur to him, and he found himself dodging obstacles automatically, his hands
moving the flight yoke before his mind even registered why. 


He was headed for a bar in Thardris Tower. It was one of the safer buildings
in the Grunge, because it went all the way up through all three cities,
and it had drones standing watch at every entrance and exit. Thardris was the
Grand Overseer of Avilon, and any building that bore his name couldn’t be left
unguarded, to be ransacked by criminals.


Ethan pulled into the parking lot, driving down into the first sub level of
parking. He found that level full and had to descend three more before he found
an open space. He snatched his credit chip from the driver’s side of the meter
and grabbed the car’s ignition stick.


Ethan breezed through the parking lot to the lift tubes. While waiting for
one of the lifts to arrive, he debated between the ground level bar and the one
above the city’s more decent, mid-level streets. He decided on the latter,
since security would be tighter, and he was unlikely to get pick-pocketed if he
accidentally fell asleep at the bar.


The lift shot straight up to level 25. Striding through the bar, Ethan gazed
up at the dome-shaped ceiling. It glowed a deep, twilight blue and shone with
bright, twinkling lights that were meant to be stars. During the day, it was a
dazzling, clear-sky blue with a bright orb shining down from the center that
was meant to mimic the sun. The bar was full of cascading waterfalls and green,
growing plants. The music was instrumental and ethereal, making Ethan forget
for the moment that he was in the Null Zone. It was the most relaxing place he
had found to date. After a few beers here, he always found he was in a better
mood to go home.


Stepping up to the bar, Ethan jumped up on one of the barstools and slapped
his credit chip down on the counter. He signaled to the bartender and the woman
came over to take his order. He asked for a Goldstone Ale, the cheapest drink
on the menu. 


The bartender frowned at that.


“Make it a pint.”


She nodded and wordlessly slipped Ethan’s credit chip into her scanner.
After scanning it and charging the necessary amount, she handed it back,
shaking her head. “You’re the only customer I have who walks around with half a
kilobyte on him and then orders the cheapest drink on the menu.”


Ethan scowled and snatched his credit chip back from the bartender. Looking
around carefully to make sure no one had overhead that, he said, “How about you
pour my ale and mind your own business.”


The bartender, a woman who called herself Crow, of all things,
narrowed her eyes, crinkling the skin around them into a bird’s nest of crows’
feet. Ethan wondered briefly if that was how she’d got her name. “Comin’ right
up, boss.”


Ethan’s drink slid across the counter a few moments later. He took the
frosty mug in both hands and took a big sip of the frothy golden brew. He set
it back down and sighed, letting the day’s stresses and stims melt away. He
shut his eyes for a moment, just to rest them. 


Someone tapped him on the shoulder and he started. His eyes flew wide, his
heart pounded, and his hands tingled with a fresh shot of adrenaline. As if
I haven’t had enough stims for one day . . .


He turned to see who it was. The woman sitting next to him smiled, flashing
a perfectly white, perfectly straight set of teeth at him.


“If you just came here to sleep, you probably should have picked a booth,”
she said, nodding to the adjacent wall, lined with booths. Each one had its own
cascading fountain, and potted blue-flowering tree.


“I’m sorry?” he said, lifting his mug for another sip, and studying her
unusual eyes. Alara’s eyes were the rarest color he’d ever seen—a rich
violet—but this woman’s were easily a match for hers, a deep, vibrant
turquoise, the color of a tropical sea. Long, silken dark hair also reminded
him of his wife’s. 


Ethan frowned, realizing from that just how much he missed Alara. He offered
the stranger a grumpy look. “Do I know you?” His sarcastic tone was intended to
scare her off. A young, pretty woman like her, alone at a bar like this one,
and talking to an older man like him . . . she was either after money or a good
time, and he wasn’t prepared to offer her either.


“You fell asleep,” she explained. Her voice was soft and musical, her tone
seductive. “I had to wake you up before you fell off that stool.”


Ethan grunted and looked away.


“Not much of a talker, are you?”


“No.”


“Why not?”


He took another sip of his beer. Rather than waste his energy on a reply, he
raised his left hand and waggled his ring finger at her.


“So? Married men can’t talk to strangers?”


“Not the pretty ones.”


“You think I’m pretty? You’re going to make me blush.”


He glanced her way and found her smiling coyly. She fluttered long lashes at
him.


Ethan grunted again. “My wife would kill you.”


“You love her, don’t you?”


“Damn right I do. And we’re about to have a baby, so you can run along now
and find some other sugar daddy. I don’t have any sugar, and I ain’t your
daddy.”


“No sugar? That’s not what I heard the bartender say when you ordered that
ale. . . .”


“You heard that.”


“The whole bar heard—don’t worry, old Crow’s just sore because you’re a
lousy tipper.”


“How the frek would you know that?” Ethan demanded, looming over the bar
toward her. “You been stalking me, girly?”


“I saw you in here last night. After you left, the bartender was complaining
about patrons like you to anyone who would listen.”


“I can’t afford to be generous. I can’t even pay rent.”


“No? Then how did you get five hundred bytes on your chip?”


“Maybe I stole them from a little girl like you.”


The woman laughed prettily as her drink arrived, a glowing green concoction
in a martini glass. She took a modest sip and then turned back to him with a
blissful expression. “You’re too young to be so bitter, Ethan.”


Ethan started at that. “How do you know my name?”


“Maybe I stole it from your Lifelink with my ARCs.”


“I’m a Null. I’m de-linked. And you’re not wearing ARCs.”


“You really think that Omnius de-links us before sending us down
here? You’re more naive than you look, Ethan.”


“How do you know my name?” he insisted.


“I’ve taken a ride or two in your cab.”


“And I told you my name?” He fixed her with a skeptical look.


“It’s on your meter along with your license. Helps us passengers make sure
we’re riding with a registered cabbie and not a thief who stole a cab to make
abducting and robbing people easier.”


Ethan nodded, half draining his mug before setting it down again. “Most
people don’t pay attention to details like that, much less remember them.”


“I’m not most people,” she said, still smiling.


Ethan eyed her carefully. “I don’t remember you.”


She shrugged. “I have a good memory.”


“You’re not from around here, are you?” he said.


“I got bored of eternity. You?”


He smirked at her. “Don’t you think I’m too old to have dipped my feet into
Omnius’s fountain of youth?”


“Old yes, ugly no. You’re quite easy on the eyes, Ethan. Maybe you’re just
making yourself look old so you won’t attract too much attention.”


He waggled his ring at her again. “Careful there, girly.”


“I’m a bit too old for you to be calling me, girly.”


“Yeah? Well, you don’t look it.”


“Not many people do these days.”


“Omnius does like to turn everything upside down, doesn’t he? Old becomes
young, ugly becomes pretty, and wrong becomes right.”


“You’re not a fan.”


“You’re a Null so obviously neither are you.”


She leaned conspiratorially close and whispered. “So what are you doing
about that? Sitting at a bar, drowning your sorrows with cheap ale? Sounds like
you’ve given up.”


“I’m tired of fighting. First the Sythians, and now this krak? Frek it. I’ll
just be happy if I die of natural causes.”


“I don’t believe that. When you’re done with that drink of yours maybe you’d
like to join me in my car and I can drive you around for a change. We
can discuss ways that you could better live your life, rather than sit around
here talking about ways that it might end.”


Ethan cracked a lopsided smile and shook his head. “Nice of you to offer,
but I don’t think you want to see my wife when she’s angry.” He drained his mug
and hopped off his barstool. 


The young woman grabbed his arm in a surprisingly firm grip, stopping him
before he left.


Ethan eyed her hand. “Let go.”


“No.”


“Let go, or I’ll break it.”


She let go and treated him to another pretty laugh. This time there was a
brittle edge to it. “You really are a piece of work, Ethan,” she said.


“Said the woman hitting on a married man.”


“Relax. I’m not trying to get inside your pants. I’m trying to help
you.”


“Really. How’s that?”


She nodded sideways, indicating a corner booth in the bar. A pair of young men
were sitting there, sipping cheap ales, and eyeing him. When they
noticed him glancing their way, they averted their eyes and pretended to study
the depths of their drinks. 


“I think they overheard how much money you’re carrying on that cred chip.”


“They’re skinny as frek. I might actually enjoy the chance to take my
frustrations out on something other than my pillow.”


“You might want to look again, Ethan. See the way they’ve shaved their
eyebrows?”


“They’re a dozen meters away, and you’re asking if I can see their eyebrows?”


“They don’t have any. That means they’re White Skulls. Below level 10
the Grunge is their territory, Ethan. They’ll rob you, stab you,
shoot you, and drop you down a garbage chute before you can even throw the
first punch.”


Ethan snorted and patted his sidearm. “They’re welcome to try.”


“That’s Peacekeeper issue, isn’t it? They gave it to you when you came down
here. You ever try to use it?”


“Why?” he asked, his eyes narrowing suspiciously.


“Nothing, just that I hope you’re a good shot. It’s only good for two.
Suppose they have a friend waiting in an alley?”


“I’ll take my chances.” 


Ethan left, not bothering to leave a tip at all this time. There was
something unsettling about that young woman’s turquoise eyes. He could have
sworn he’d seen her somewhere before, but then again, she knew him from his
cab, so he supposed it wouldn’t be too strange if he recognized her, too. It
was hard to miss a face like hers.


By the time Ethan reached sub level four of the parking garage, he became
acutely aware of just how far he’d parked from the nearest entrance. His hand
drifted to his sidearm and remained there, resting on the butt as he glanced
around, his eyes wide and darting through the shadows. He wondered if that
young woman had just been messing with him, or if his sidearm really was next
to useless. . . .


It took him a few minutes just to catch sight of his car. Then came a sudden
crunch of gravel, and two young men melted out of the shadows. They
weren’t the two he’d seen in the bar on level 25, but they didn’t have any
eyebrows. White skulls. The ones in the bar had been spotters, and these
two were their accomplices.


Ethan drew his sidearm.


One of them laughed and spread his arms wide, presenting his chest as an
open target. “Go ahead! Shoot!”


Ethan pulled the trigger and a dazzling blue-white bolt of light zapped out,
hitting the young thug in the chest. He sunk to his knees, grinning and
shuddering with involuntary muscle spasms. Behind him, his partner in crime
likewise opened fire, and Ethan got to appreciate firsthand just how hard it
was to resist a stun blast. He wasn’t grinning. His legs turned to jelly and he
flopped backward and fluttered around like a fish out of water. He lay gasping
and blinking up at the shadowy gray ceiling of the parking garage.


As the spasms began to fade, two pale faces sans-eyebrows appeared looming
over him. One of them hefted a much bulkier version of the pistol Ethan wore
and pressed the barrel to his temple. The other one raised a finger to his lips
and grinned. He was the one Ethan had stunned.


How the frek did he get up so fast? Ethan’s own muscles were still
immobilized, his brain screaming for them to respond. 


The should-have-been-stunned thug’s blue eyes were bright and wild, full of
a frightening energy. He was high as krak, blissed out of his mind. No wonder
he’d been able to resist the stun blast.


Ethan felt the young man go rummaging through his jacket pockets, looking
for his credit chip. Feeling came back to his hands and feet with stabbing prickles,
but with a gun to his head, Ethan didn’t like his chances of turning this
around. Blue Eyes found his cred chip and dangled it in front of Ethan’s face.
“What’s yer pin, stupid?” he asked.


Ethan blinked at him and smacked his lips like a guppy, pretending he still
couldn’t speak.


“You got a wife waitin’ for ya, don’t be stupid, man. I’m gonna count to
three.”


Ethan gave up the pin on two. Blue Eyes smiled and plugged his credit
chip into a portable scanner. He noted that another chip was plugged in the
other end. The scanner was probably stolen and untraceable. Not to mention that
if the White Skulls ran The Grunge, even local enforcers wouldn’t
follow up on his report. Ethan watched helplessly as they stole a whole day of
his life. He may as well have stayed in bed and slept.


“Pleasure doin’ business with ya,” Blue Eyes said, patting him on the
shoulder. Before he went, he withdrew a small packet of a white sparkling
silver powder, each granule looking like a tiny metallic ball. Before he
realized what was happening, the thug forced his mouth open and emptied the
contents of the packet. Ethan tried to spit it out, but the young man held his
mouth shut.


“Now, now. That’s the good stuff. You don’t want to waste that.”


The silver powder fizzed and burned inside his mouth, leaving a tangy,
metallic aftertaste on the back of his tongue. Mere seconds later he felt
feeling return to his limbs, his muscles and nerves singing with fire. His mind
cleared and his fatigue washed away with a surge of energy. He felt
revitalized, stronger than ever. His hands balled into fists and his pulse beat
in his ears like a drum. 


“Krakkin’ rush, right? That’s on the house, old man. You want more, you go
to Silver Burroughs, East Grunge. Tell the sentry you’re going to see Krillix
and Scag; they’ll point the way. Don’t take krak from no other Skulls on your
way down. See you soon, krakhead.”


He stole Ethan’s sidearm and ran off, cackling with glee. The other one
retreated more slowly, keeping his sidearm trained on Ethan as he left. Ethan
glared murder at him, wondering whether he was Krillix or Scag. When both goons
had disappeared into the shadows once more, Ethan peeled himself off the
bactcrete floor. His nerves felt like they were all on fire, and his head was
pounding with a headache that was more deserving of twenty pints than the one
he’d drunk. He stood up and whirled around in a dizzy circle, looking for his
cab. Ethan realized that now he could see just fine in the poorly-lit garage.
Details that he’d missed before came clear—hairline fractures in the pavement,
stress fractures in the ceiling, water trickling from a leaky pipe and dripping
to the floor in a shadowy corner. . . . 


His senses were alive and buzzing like he’d never felt them before, and
despite that, he felt incredibly relaxed—collected and calm. All side effects
of the dose of Bliss he’d just been forced to take.


Ethan started toward his cab, rifling through his pockets, looking for the
car’s ignition stick. Then he realized that all his pockets were empty.
He blinked, stopping beside the cab. They hadn’t tried to steal the car, so why
steal the ignition? Ethan let out a roar of frustration and kicked the driver’s
door.


His comm piece trilled. Reaching up, he answered, “Hello?”


“Ethan . . . Are you close?” Alara was panting.


“What’s wrong?”


“My water broke.”


Ethan stood eyeing the locked door of his cab, his mind and heart racing.
“What? Are you sure?”


“Yes. We’re going to have to buy some new sheets.”


“Never mind that. I’ll . . . I’ll be right there, okay?”


“You sure? I can take an ambulance.”


Ethan tried to imagine how much an ambulance ride would cost, and then he
remembered the woman at the bar and her offer to take him for a ride in her
car. “I’m sure. I’ll be right there, okay? Wait for me.”


“Ok—aaay!” she screamed.


“What was that?” he asked, adrenaline screaming through him in addition to
the Bliss and all the stims.


“A contraction, Ethan! Hurry up and get over here!”


“Right. See you soon, Kiddie.”


Ethan ran all the way back to the lifts. When he emerged in the bar once
more, he scanned the room quickly, anxiously.


It took just a moment to find her. She was sitting right where she’d been
when he’d left, still sipping her glowing green cocktail.


Ethan ran up to her, breathless, and gestured helplessly to his empty
holster; then to the pair of White Skulls still sitting in a corner
booth, nursing cheap ales. He recovered his stamina quickly, thanks to the
Bliss, and he had to force himself to focus in order to ignore the assault on
his senses—he could see the peeling paint in the darkest corner of the bar; he
could hear himself blink; he could even hear what the White Skulls were
whispering to each other in their corner booth—


“. . . looks edgy. He must be high. Guess they got him.”


“So what’s he doin’ back here?”


Ethan ignored them.


The young woman sitting at the bar watched him with her bright turquoise
eyes. She regarded him with a frown. He found he could actually hear her
pulse. “I tried to warn you,” she said.


“My wife’s going into labor. They stole my cab’s ignition. You mentioned
something about a ride?”


The young woman came to her feet in an instant. “Let’s go.” On her way out,
she snapped her fingers at a young, handsome man sitting alone in one of the
booths. He joined them, and Ethan eyed that man suspiciously, wondering if this
was some kind of setup.


“Relax. He’s my driver.”


Ethan’s eyes narrowed. “You have a driver?”


“And a penthouse. What’s your point?”


Clearly she wasn’t after a sugar daddy, but that wasn’t what had him
narrowing his eyes. “You said you rode in my cab.”


“He’s a recent hire.”


“I see.”


They walked out of the bar and rode the lift tubes up rather than
down. On level 30 they entered another level of parking, this one much different
from the dingy sub-level where Ethan had left his cab. Level 30 parking was
bright and airy, with color-coded piping for each section of the garage. They
walked up to a six-door limousine with tinted black privacy windows and a
glossy white hull. The limo’s grav lifts shimmered and hummed to life,
lifting it half a meter off the ground before they even reached the doors. The
driver remotely triggered those, too, and they slid open with a synchronized swish,
revealing a plush beige interior.


Ethan climbed in after the young woman. The doors slid shut behind them.


“Where to?” the driver asked.


“East Grunge, Fort Carlson, level nine, apartment 9G,” Ethan said.


“Got it.”


The limo raced out of its parking space, its driver deftly maneuvering
through narrow lanes until they came to a pair of glowing blue openings,
shielded from unauthorized entry. No doubt it cost a fortune to park up here.
The opening on their side deactivated a split second before they would have
collided with the shield, and they raced out into a busy street. The driver
dodged and wove through traffic, making Ethan raise his eyebrows a few times.
The pilot was good.


City streets raced by below them in a blur of life and color. Pedestrians
were unafraid to walk the streets on level 25, even in the dead of night.
Apartments and offices flashed by to either side of them. There were no bars on
the windows this high up.


“Not so bad up here, is it?” the young woman sitting beside him asked.


“You said you have a penthouse?” he asked, turning to her.


She nodded. “That’s right.”


“What were you doing in my cab?”


“I told you—”


“Don’t insult my intelligence. I work most of my shifts below level 10. You
have money. You don’t ever have to go that far down. And you don’t need to take
a cab.”


“All right,” she said. “I was looking for pilots for my business. Good
ones.”


“Good ones? What—to drive limos?” Ethan asked.


“Not exactly. Your record is one of the best I’ve seen. You fly better half
asleep than most people fly when they’re wide awake.”


“What do you need with good pilots?” Ethan insisted.


“That’s my business.”


“So . . . you passed on me.”


“I didn’t pass. I was going to make an offer before you threatened to break
my hand.”


Ethan regarded her carefully. “You had no way of knowing I’d be at that bar
tonight.”


“No, but if you hadn’t been, I’d have been in your cab tomorrow.”


“All right, what’s the offer?”


“Five fifty per day. No tax.”


“No tax? How do you manage that?”


“Again, that’s my business.”


“What is your business?”


The woman laughed. “With 550 a day, what do you care?”


“I care.”


“Let’s talk more about that later. Right now you have a pregnant wife to get
to the hospital.”


It wasn’t more than another five minutes before they arrived. The limo
stopped right outside the front entrance. Ethan ran past the outer security
door, and then waited impatiently for it to close and the inner door to open.
From there he rode the lift up to the ninth floor and ran down the hall to 9G.
Their apartment door opened to reveal Alara sitting on the kitchen floor,
flushed and sweating, and clutching her belly with both hands.


“What took you so long?” she asked, regarding him with tear-stained cheeks
and bright violet eyes.


He shook his head and swept her up off the floor. Even pregnant, she didn’t
weigh much more than a hundred and fifty pounds. His body still buzzing with
Bliss, she felt like only twenty to him.


“I’m here now,” he breathed beside her ear while racing back down the
corridor to the lift tubes. The apartment door slid shut automatically behind
them and the lights inside turned off. They rode the lift down in silence,
except for Alara’s gasping and panting.


Once outside, Ethan helped Alara into the limo and climbed in beside her.


“Boy or girl?” the woman with turquoise eyes asked, looking Alara up and
down.


“Girl,” Alara breathed.


Ethan grabbed Alara’s hand in both of his. The door slid shut beside them
and the limo raced away. Another contraction came and Alara squeezed Ethan’s
hand until her knuckles turned white and his hand began to throb.


“Fre-ek!” she said.


Turquoise Eyes laughed her musical laugh once more and the limo leapt up,
rising vertically through the slithering gray mist, past more than a dozen
stories of barred windows.


“Where did you get a limo?” Alara asked.


He shook his head. “It’s a long story.”


“From me.” Alara turned, and Turquoise Eyes offered a hand for shaking.
“Valari.”


“She offered me a job,” Ethan explained quickly as Valari and his wife shook
hands. He could feel the adrenaline seeping away, leaving him cold, but he was
still riding high with Bliss. So high, that he could hear two heartbeats
besides his own—that of his wife, and his unborn daughter.


“Limousine driver,” Valari clarified.


“I see . . . that’s—ni—icccce!” Another contraction left Ethan’s hand
aching, and Alara’s back arching with pain. She panted and gasped for air.


“Where are you taking us?” Ethan asked, looking out the window as the gray
mist began to dissipate. The limo was still climbing, leaving grasping gray
tendrils in its wake.


“Public health care, please,” Alara said.


Valari shook her head. “Absolutely not. Do you know how many mothers die
during childbirth in public hospitals? I’ll pay. Consider it a signing bonus
for your new job, Ethan.”


Ethan said nothing to that. He still hadn’t figured out what this new job
would be, and he was afraid to ask again with Alara present. Valari had been
short on details, and the lie she’d told Alara wasn’t likely. There was no way
a limo driver made five fifty per day, tax free. Ethan’s Bliss-pumped
mind raced, trying to come up with ways that he might make that kind of money,
but all the answers pointed to drugs and crime. He’d been down that road once
before, and he’d sworn he’d never do it again, but now . . .


He wasn’t sure he could afford to say no.


They arrived at the hospital after just another few minutes. Medics were
already waiting for them with a hover gurney. Ethan kissed his wife goodbye,
told her he’d see her soon, and looked on with wide eyes, wondering how much
all of this was going to cost. The medics rushed Alara off to a private room,
taking her through sliding glass doors inlaid with sparkling patterns that
looked like they were made from diamonds. 


Ethan watched until Alara disappeared, and then turned to look around the
entrance of the hospital, noticing the crystal pillars, and the shimmering
fountains. Bright fans of light lit up an elaborate facade. He turned to
Valari. She stood beside him, just beyond the open door of her limousine. “How
much is all this going to cost?”


“I told you, you don’t have to worry about that.”


“I don’t like to agree to something before I know what it is,” he replied.


“I see.”


“Well?”


“I don’t think you’ll object to the work.”


“That’s not good enough.”


“It’ll have to be.”


Ethan eyed her a moment longer, his eyes blazing into hers, trying to see
what malice lay lurking behind the warm, tropical seas he saw sparkling there.
His sight enhanced by the dose of Bliss he’d taken, Ethan noticed that her
facial muscles were relaxed, not tense as they should have been if she felt any
kind of aggression toward him. Valari was genuinely trying to help, but there
was something else. She was hiding something. Her left eye was twitching
ever-so-slightly with the strain. But by her own admission she was hiding the
true nature of the job she was offering him.


“You should be with your wife,” Valari said, interrupting his analysis of
her body language. “We can finish our discussion later. I’ll wait.”


He nodded and took off at a run, racing after the medics who’d taken his
wife away. He caught up to them in a long, white corridor and took his wife’s
hand in his. Hers was cold and clammy. He hoped that wasn’t a bad sign. “Alara?
How are you feeling?”


She smiled up at him. “You sure you want to see this?”


He nodded. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”


* * *


In the delivery room, Ethan found more medics and their assistants waiting.
The room was full of glowing holo displays and gleaming equipment. 


Alara was fitted with a breathing mask and given a shot. The rest of her
labor was handled by involuntary stimulation of her muscles and a powerful
anesthesia that brought a lazy smile to Alara’s previously contorted face.


Just a few minutes later, Trinity slid out almost effortlessly, smeared with
blood and screaming her lungs out. Ethan looked on in awe as the umbilical cord
was cut and tied, and the attendants cleaned her up, swaddling her in white
robes. They brought her to her mother a moment later, and removed Alara’s
oxygen mask. She smiled a sleepy smile as she looked down on their daughter.
Ethan alternated stroking Alara’s forehead and his daughter’s tiny, pink cheek.
She’d stopped crying already.


“She’s beautiful!” Alara whispered.


Ethan shook his head, feeling a rush of euphoria that had nothing to do with
the Bliss that was slowly ebbing from his system. A sudden hope burned fierce
and bright inside of him. Despite all the hardship and all the struggles, now
he knew why he had to live and what he had to do. She was his purpose.
He had to protect this little angel and keep her from harm, no matter what.


One of Trinity’s tiny hands appeared from within the blanket, grasping at
the air, searching for something solid to grab onto. Ethan stuck out his hand,
and she grabbed his thumb, squeezing it until it turned white.


“She’s a strong little thing, isn’t she?”


“Just like her father,” Alara said, smiling brightly up at him.


He smiled back and kissed her forehead. “No,” he whispered. “Like her
mother. I love you—both of you.”


“And we love you, Ethan.”


Ethan stood staring at the two of them for long minutes, the time melting
away. Then the medics came to push Alara out into another room, and they took
Trinity away to get her shots. 


That broke the spell, and suddenly Ethan remembered that he’d left Valari
waiting at the entrance of the ER. He glanced toward the exit. 


“I need to go,” he said. “Valari wanted to talk to me some more about that
job offer.”


“How much is she offering?”


“A lot. Maybe half a kilobyte per day.”


Alara’s eyes flew wide. “What are you waiting for? Go! We’ll still be here
when you get back. Hurry. Don’t give her time to change her mind.”


“Right.” Ethan nodded and kissed his wife on the lips, and then he turned
and raced out of the delivery room ahead of the medics and Alara’s gurney.


He heard them calling after him—something about scrubs—but he didn’t have
time to change. He found Valari in the waiting room, reading a holo magazine
and sipping a cup of caf. She turned to him with a smile when he appeared
standing in front of her, out of breath from running the entire way.


“Well? Good news I hope?”


“They’re both fine,” he said. “Sorry I kept you waiting.”


Valari rose to her feet. “Don’t worry, I understand.”


“You said you wanted to speak to me about that job. . . .”


“Yes, but you’re going to have to trust me. Do you trust me, Ethan?”


“We just met.”


“It’s a yes or no question.”


“Fine. Yes. Let’s see where that takes us.”


“Good. Wait here,” Valari said. 


She walked over to a medic who stood on one side of the waiting room
studying a holo chart. They spoke privately for a moment, and then both of them
came striding toward him. 


“Come with us, Ethan,” Valari said.


“Why?” he asked, his eyes narrowing sharply at that.


“Trust, remember?”


Ethan scowled and followed her and the medic. Serious misgivings were now
worming through his gut. 


They walked down long white corridors, passing door after door. Finally,
they came to one that slid automatically aside for the medic. He waited in the
doorway while they walked in. The room was dominated by a chair that looked
prepped for dental surgery, except that there was a strange-looking halo above
the headrest.


“Please sit down,” the medic indicated.


Ethan hesitated.


“Five fifty a day, Ethan,” Valari said.


“At least give me a hint about the job.”


She shook her head. “That’s not how this works. Sit or don’t sit. There’s
plenty of other pilots I can ask to take a leap of faith.”


Ethan grimaced and sat down in the chair. He watched as the medic prepped a
syringe for him, tapping the air out of it.


“What’s that for?”


“Shhh.” Valari shook her head. “No questions.”


The medic injected him with the syringe and Ethan felt his eyelids droop.
Soon he was watching the world around him through blurry eyes, and then . . .


The next thing he knew he was sitting up in the chair, looking around the
room. The medic was gone, and Valari sat beside him on a stool, smiling.


“What did you do to me?”


“I de-linked you. Omnius will never be able to watch you again, Ethan.”


“I thought I was already de-linked.”


“We’ve been over this, Ethan. Omnius wouldn’t willingly give up control. Not
when doing so could endanger his precious little paradise. We disabled your
Lifelink permanently.”


“You didn’t have to knock me out for that,” Ethan said. “You could have just
told me. I wouldn’t have objected.”


“I know. After our talk at the bar, I knew you wouldn’t mind, but if I’d
told you, Omnius might have heard, too. The Resistance has to be careful,
Ethan.”


“The Resistance . . . ?” he turned to her with wide, blinking green eyes.


Valari smiled and nodded slowly. “That’s right.”


“You’re recruiting pilots to fight Omnius.”


“Two for two.”


“Where do I sign up?”


Valari laughed her musical laugh once more. “You just did! Welcome to the
Resistance, Ethan. I’m Admiral Vee.”












Epilogue





The woman the
Resistance knew as Admiral Vee descended from the main floor of the hospital to
the parking level. Her driver and limousine were waiting right outside the
door. The rearmost door slid open. Beige synthahide seats sighed as she
climbed in, and her driver lowered the tinted privacy window between the front
and back of the car so they could talk.


“Where to now, Ma’am?”


“My penthouse. We have some unfinished business to discuss.”


“Yes, Ma’am.”


The ride was a short one. Valari watched as her driver raced down an
invisible street, straight into a vertically rising stream of hover cars. They
rose all the way up to level 45, and from there cruised down an empty street
that lay just five levels below the shimmering blue shield separating the Null
Zone from Etheria. Valari could see Thardris Tower in the distance—black,
glossy bactcrete walls gleamed with rows of dark, red-tinted windows. The top
three levels of that tower were all hers—a mansion in the sky, looking down on
the chaotic mess that was the Null Zone.


She had chosen to be down here, to live among the dregs of Avilon, but that
didn’t mean she had to live in squalor with them.


The limo cruised toward the shimmering blue opening of her private garage on
level 47. The shields deactivated and they slid inside a spacious room, built
for up to ten cars. The majority of them were hover racers, with sleek,
streamlined profiles and room for only one or two people. They were the fastest
and most maneuverable hover cars allowed in the Null Zone—death traps for all
but the best of pilots.


Valari stepped out of the limo and into her hangar. She walked down the row
of parked racers, skimming her hand over the gleaming hulls as she passed by.
She stopped beside one in particular, a glossy black racer with a blue-tinted
canopy and room for just one passenger—the pilot. This one was built for
courier work.


The limo driver walked up beside her and stood admiring the car. Valari took
a moment to admire him. He was unusually handsome—thick brown hair,
bright golden eyes, a gaunt, sharply-angled face that looked both beautiful and
dangerous at the same time.


“This is what you’ll be flying from now on.” she said. “The Black Dagger
is the fastest hover I own. You’ll be using it to make your deliveries.”


The driver nodded agreeably, and replied with a voice that sounded like the
wind sighing through creaking stands of emeraldine trees on a brisk summer’s
eve. “What am I delivering?” 


He looked up at her with those piercing golden eyes, and once again Valari
found herself staring. This man was almost too handsome, but Valari knew that
had been part of his request, and that was why he was here now, working for
her.


“Bliss,” Valari replied.


The driver hesitated at that. “My job is to deliver the drug that is the cause
of most of the problems in the Null Zone. Don’t you think that’s evil?”


Valari smiled. “The Null Zone exists to prove a point, Atton.”


“What point?”


“That freedom is dangerous and the result is chaos. Illegal drugs and the
criminal organizations behind them are a part of any free society. The
difference with Bliss is that it’s the drug to end all drugs, and only Omnius
can make it. That means that the supply is completely controllable, and so is
the drug itself.”


“So dry it up. Stop supplying Bliss, and the crime will go away. No more
crime lords and no more Psychos.”


“You and I both know that the problem isn’t supply, it’s demand. The demand
is what drives the development of drugs in the first place, and that demand has
its roots deep inside the human psyche. People want to do things that are
self-destructive and harmful. Getting rid of Bliss won’t solve anything. A
dozen other stims would spring up overnight to replace it, and none of those
would be as easy to control. Bliss is a good thing because it’s a disease that
affects only the rich—poor people can’t afford to buy it. The ones who are riding
high and living the good life in the Null Zone are brought down and humbled.
It’s the perfect equalizer.”


Atton slowly shook his head, still looking horrified. “I’m not delivering
it.”


“You want your girlfriend to know who you are?”


Atton gave her a sharp look, his piercing golden eyes narrowed and blazing
with hateful intensity.


“You chose this. Don’t forget that. You said you’d do anything.
Remember?”


“This is evil. You’re evil, and so is Omnius. You don’t leave the Null Zone
to be free for those who value freedom, you make it a Netherworld in
order to punish anyone who doesn’t want Omnius controlling their lives.”


“The real evil is in the human heart, Atton, and that evil can only be
fought by controlling it. You know what Etheria is like. If Omnius were evil,
wouldn’t his rules in the Uppers be more libertarian, and more permissive of
selfish and destructive behaviors? Instead, his rules keep people working
together for the common good rather than individual gain.”


“You didn’t have to tell me. You could have told me I was delivering
something else and kept all of this krak to yourself.”


“Yes, because delivering packages with unknown contents to crime lords
wouldn’t make you suspicious. No, it’s easier this way. If I level with you up
front, you won’t be shocked by the discovery later and try to turn on me.”


“And my father? Did you level with him, too?”


Valari laughed. “If I’d told him that the Resistance he joined is also the
one and only supplier of Bliss, he would never work for us! Your father went to
jail for stim-running. Even if he didn’t have to be one of the runners, he’d
never join us.”


“I can’t believe Omnius is behind all of it. Bliss, the Resistance . . .”


Valari cocked her head to one side. “What’s so hard to believe about that?”


“He’s lying to a lot of people, and giving them the tools to fight each
other and destroy themselves.”


“Lying is a necessary evil. You lie to yourself all the time, to protect
yourself from certain truths. Omnius does the same thing to protect us from
ourselves. As for giving us the tools to fight ourselves, no, he’s watching and
controlling the fight to prevent any real harm from being done.”


“That doesn’t worry you? Don’t you think he could be hiding even more
serious things than the ones he’s already told you about?”


“When you become a Celestial, Atton, nothing is hidden from you anymore.
You’ve allowed Omnius to become such an integral part of your life that you
begin to think as he does. All the pieces snap into place and his actions make
perfect sense. The freedom to make mistakes is the cause of human suffering,
therefore, any action which limits that freedom and the number of free-acting
agents in the world is an action that ultimately limits human suffering.”


“The ends justify the means.”


“If you had to kill one person to save a thousand, wouldn’t you do it?”


“Yes.”


“Then you know why Omnius told me to tell you the truth. You are already
beginning to think as he does.”


Atton frowned.


Admiral Vee went on, “The greater good, Atton! That is what Avilon is all
about, even in the Null Zone. People are given enough freedom to make them
happy, but not enough to make them dangerous.” Valari smiled and walked up to
Atton. He was gazing at his feet now, his brow furrowed with worry lines. She
lifted his chin and stared into those beautiful golden eyes. “One day, Omnius
will tell you everything, Atton. You won’t even have to ask. You already have
the same pragmatic understanding of right and wrong that any Celestial does—the
merit of an action is determined by its consequences. Even if the action seems
wrong, it can do a lot of good. This is something that most people cannot wrap
their heads around, but you can.”


“Except that it’s impossible for us to see far-reaching consequences and
decide whether an action is in fact the best choice in terms of the
greater good.”


“Which is why we have Omnius, to see all of the alternatives and their
consequences before any choices have even been made. Every night when we Sync
with Omnius, he determines two outcomes for the day to come—how each of us should
behave, and how each of us will behave. The latter is used to make
predictions, while the former is used to benchmark our progress as a species.
The ultimate goal is for the should and will to coincide. When
that happens, you are in complete agreement with Omnius and you no longer try
to exercise your freedom against the common good and his will. At that
point you will have ascended to the theoretical pinnacle of perfection.”


“How far have you ascended?” Atton asked.


Valari just smiled and shook her head. “Let’s focus on you for now.”


“You must have done something to deserve being sent down here,” Atton
pressed.


“Yes, I did. I asked to go. My father rules the Uppers, while I rule the
Null Zone.”


“Vladin Thardris is your father? The Grand Overseer of Avilon?” Atton gaped
at her.


Valari laughed and turned to gesture to the vast, echoing hangar where they
stood. “You should have guessed that much by now, Atton. Where are we? My
penthouse is in the top three levels of Thardris Tower in the Null Zone.”


Atton looked unhappy. “So there is no freedom in Avilon,” he said at last.
“Celestials rule both the Uppers and the Lowers, and Omnius is in complete
control of both.”


“Controlled chaos is the only kind of chaos worth having. You didn’t really think
Omnius would allow the Nulls to rage around beneath Etheria and Celesta,
plotting his destruction and the unraveling of his entire life’s work? Now,
enough talk, you can argue the rightness and wrongness of it all later.”


“Hold on, Miss . . . Thardris. There’s something I still don’t
understand. When I came to Avilon, the Sythians had found a way past the
gravity fields. The fleet was disabled when they arrived, supposedly because of
a rebel plot to corrupt the Lifelink databases and kill all of the immortals.
Omnius had to shut down to thwart the rebels, and in doing so, he shut down
Avilon’s defenses. The Sythians laid waste to the fleet and then to a large
part of Celesta. Millions must have died in that attack. If you’re telling me
that Omnius is behind the Resistance, then . . .” Atton shook his head.


Valari smiled. “Go on, take that line of reasoning to its conclusion,
Atton.”


“There was no rebel plot. Omnius allowed the Sythians in; he allowed his
fleet to be destroyed, and he allowed Celesta to be attacked.”


“He also allowed the fleet to be destroyed in Dark Space.” Valari watched as
the blood drained from Atton’s face. His eyes grew big and round. 


“Why?”


“Because the Peacekeepers are almost exclusively Etherians, Atton,
resurrected from a war that they lost. No one would have been satisfied with
leaving that war to drones. Not immediately, anyway. They had to be shown how
futile and bloody their conventional war effort was before they could accept a
solution like self-replicating nanites delivered by drones. Now go. We can talk
more about this later.” Valari nodded to the cockpit of the racer they were
standing beside. “Your destination is already set in the nav, and the cargo is
loaded in the back.” She held out the ignition stick to him, and he accepted it
with a cold, clammy hand.


Valari watched him go. He opened the cockpit with a hiss of escaping
air and jumped inside. Moments later the cockpit slid shut and the racer hummed
to life. There came a sudden whoosh of air as it hovered up a meter into
the air and slowly rotated toward the shimmering blue shield that covered the
opening of the garage. Atton sped away, the low hum of the racer’s grav
lifts quickly rising to a high-pitched squeal as he gunned the throttle. The
shield automatically deactivated just an instant before his hover car would
have collided with it in a messy explosion.


Valari shook her head and sighed. “I hope you know what you’re doing,
Omnius.”


The air shimmered brightly beside her, catching her eye. Valari turned to
see the man she called her father de-cloaking beside her. He’d watched and
heard the entire exchange. His sharp, angular features were vaguely reminiscent
of Atton’s, but his brightly flickering silver eyes were a far cry from
Atton’s warm, golden ones. These eyes hinted at a frightening and inscrutable
power, one that seemed barely contained by the physical body of Vladin
Thardris.


“My child, surely by now you know to trust me.”


“Yes, Father, I do.”


“Then what is the problem?”


“I don’t see why we should tell him so much. We may as well have told him
everything. He must already suspect it.”


“He does,” her father confirmed, nodding sagely.


“Then he’ll turn against us.”


“No, he’ll join us.”


Valari regarded her father with a quizzical expression. “Even after he
realizes that you created the Sythians.”


Omnius’s flickering silver eyes brightened, and he smiled. “Yes, even then.
Most of my children will never be able to accept that truth, so they will never
know it, but Atton will, and for exactly the same reason that you already gave.
The merit of one’s actions is determined by the consequences of those actions.
The consequence of creating the Sythians and setting them loose in the Adventa
Galaxy was to unite humanity, and to avert another Great War between mortals
and immortals. The Imperium of Star Systems might not have been much of a
threat, but with their numbers, and the necessity that we should hide from them
on Avilon and limit our own numbers in order to do so . . .” Omnius shook his
head and his smile flattened into a grim line. “Eventually they would have
found and exterminated us, the way my Sythians did to them.”


“Yes, but now the monsters you have created are on the loose, determined to
kill us anyway, and they are much stronger than the Imperium ever was.”


Omnius grimaced. “It is unfortunate that Shallah went rogue, but he will not
be hard to stop. As we speak, his Sythians are interrogating Captain Marla
Picara of the Resistance to find out why she and her crew didn’t suddenly drop
dead the way all of their human slaves did.”


“Why didn’t you kill them, too?”


“They’re de-linked, remember?” Omnius said.


“So was Bretton Hale. De-linking doesn’t work.”


“The Sythians don’t know that. Rest assured, I have a purpose for all of the
ones I left alive. Shallah wants to use Captain Picara and her crew to
reverse-engineer our technology, so that he can jump past our gravity fields
and straight to Avilon.”


“But they don’t know how quantum jump drives work. No human does.”


Omnius turned to her with a smile. “Picara and her crew will be the first
ones to find out.”


“You’re going to help the Sythians get to Avilon.”


“I’m going to help them fly into a trap, and then I’m going to destroy them
while all of my children watch. Justice must be seen to be done. The Sythians
have a lot to answer for.”


“Shallah won’t be suspicious?”


“Shallah is naive and predictable. He even thinks that he can trust
Commander Donali, that finding him at Noctune was just an accident. It was I
who allowed Bretton Hale to find Donali, and it was I who caused his
Lifelink to disassemble itself so that none would be the wiser. One day, when
Shallah least expects, I shall use his own pet against him, and betray the
Sythians with their own traitor.”


“You mean you predicted that Bretton would go to Noctune?”


Omnius’s flickering eyes grew dazzling, and Valari was forced to bow her
head to escape his blinding gaze. “Does this surprise you? By now you should
know better—I AM. All-powerful, all-knowing, all-seeing, and no one,
certainly not a small-minded demi-god like Shallah, can thwart me. It will not
take me long to defeat him. After all, I created him.”


Valari smirked. “By that logic, I should be able to defeat you, Omnius.”


“That part of my reasoning was not meant to be taken literally. But
hypothetically, even if you could defeat me—why would you want to? I am only
doing what you designed me to do: guiding humanity along the ascendant path
until everyone reaches their destiny.”


“Perfection . . .” Neona Markonis said, letting the word out like a sigh and
smiling a blissful smile that had nothing to do with any stim.


“Yes, an end to the chaos of free-will and indeterminacy. The universe shall
be determined, and I its determinant,” Omnius said.


“Its God,” Neona concluded.


“Exactly.”
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Part One: The Shadow of Death


—The Year 11 AE (After Exodus to Dark Space) Twelve Years
Since the Original Sythian Invasion—


"There He will remove the cloud of gloom,
the shadow of death that hangs over His people."


—The Etherian Codices












Chapter 1





Destra Heston sat
on a hard cot in her prison cell, staring at the cracks in the castcrete floor
between her feet. She eyed one toe, which had begun to peek out through a hole
in her left boot. That hole had been worn not from the month of being stranded
in the frozen warrens of Noctune, but from the past five months of endlessly
pacing around her cell.


It was hard to understand her captivity. After daring to explore the
labyrinthine depths of Noctune and its ancient ruins, she and the other
survivors from the expedition had stumbled into none other than the lord of all
the Sythians, Shallah.


They'd all been promptly thrown into isolated jail cells, and since then the
Sythians only came to give them food, water, and soap. Their captors never
spoke, never lingered. They hadn't interrogated or executed any of the prisoners—at
least not that she knew about. All she knew was the endless monotony of her
cell.


From what little Shallah had divulged at the moment of their capture, Destra
had realized that the Sythians were hiding from Omnius, the ruler of Avilon.
That was a strange concept given that what she had learned of the Sythians was
that they were impossibly numerous and they had invaded the Adventa galaxy to
find new worlds to colonize. Was Omnius powerful enough to frighten a species
whose warships numbered in the millions, and whose people numbered in the
quadrillions?


Destra didn't know much about Omnius, but based on what she'd learned from
Admiral Hale and the rest of the Avilonian rebels who had traveled with them on
their fateful expedition to Noctune, he was a force to be reckoned with. Omnius
was an artificial intelligence who had somehow managed to clone and resurrect
everyone who had died during the Sythian invasion—including her husband Hoff.


That was probably the worst part of all, knowing that Hoff was alive, and
that she was stuck on Noctune being held prisoner by Sythians, unlikely to ever
see him again. Somehow she'd ended up on what was probably the wrong side of a
civil war, a war against the ruler of the planet where her husband now lived.


Destra felt despair begin a slow march toward her heart, the one warm spot
left in her body. Even here, in the heated confines of the Sythians' refuge,
Noctune was freezing. Destra shivered violently, and something stirred in her
lap.


Atta moaned softly and buried her face into the relative warmth of Destra's
insulated pilot's suit. Destra reached out with a cracked and worn glove, and
stroked the back of Atta's head, admiring her daughter's long, dark hair.
Somehow it still looked lustrous and healthy. That was a good sign. It meant
that the cold green mush they were given to eat every day must have sufficient
nutrients in it to keep them healthy. Atta's cheeks were rosy and red, her
small, button nose flushed pink at the tip from the cold. Destra supposed it
was too much to ask the Sythians for a blanket. Not that she hadn't tried.


They were trying to drive her skriffy with isolation, but it wouldn't work.
She still had Atta to talk to. Dear sweet Atta. Seven years ago she and Hoff
had conceived her while stranded together on a world not unlike Noctune. Now
she and Atta were back on another dark and frozen world. There was some irony
in that.


Seven years...


No, that wasn't right. By now Atta had to be close to eight, but there was
no way to know for sure. Destra's eyes burned with a sudden heat. She didn't
even know when to celebrate Atta's birthday. A tear ran hot and wet down her
cheek. Destra sniffled and laid her head back against the castcrete wall of her
cell.


Thud.


She rocked her head back and forth, as if to deny the reality of their
circumstances. A lump rose in her throat, and then the sobs came. She kept them
muffled for Atta's sake.


Atta stirred once more, and Destra took a deep, shuddering breath. She
forced it all down, kept it bottled in. She had to be strong. Had to show Atta
that there was still hope, even if they didn't know exactly what they were
hoping for.


Destra's despair retreated a step, and in its place came a creeping numbness
that had nothing to do with the cold. She rolled her head to one side, her ear
pressing up against the frozen wall of her cell, and she allowed her eyes to
drift slowly shut. Her mind gave up the agony of consciousness. It was a sweet
surrender of not-knowing and not-feeling.


And then the dreams came.


She saw herself sitting on the floor of her cell, mindlessly scraping away
at it with some kind of stick that she'd found. Atta was nowhere to be seen,
but perhaps she was asleep on the cot behind her.


Scrape. Scrape. Scrape.


Her stick broke. She stared at it in her callused and shaking hands. Dirty
fingertips showed through holes in her gloves. The tool she'd been scraping the
floor with was white and dirty, splintered on the end that she'd been scraping
against the concrete. Then she saw it for what it was.


It was a femur—the longest and thickest bone in the human body. Destra
recoiled from it, dropping the bone with a hollow-sounding clatter. She
scuttled back into the farthest corner of her cell, terrified and sick with
horror.


Scrape, scrape, scrape, came the echoes inside her head. Where had
that bone come from? Scrape. Scrape. Where?


Scrape.


Where was Atta?


Suddenly she felt something sharp and protruding between her and the wall,
something had been pushed into that shadowy corner, something that was not
meant to be seen.


Destra felt around behind her. Her fingertips grazed more bones, and she
screamed.


Her eyes popped open.


She blinked away a sudden rain of tears. The comforting weight in her lap
where Atta had fallen asleep became suddenly horrifying. Destra couldn't bear
to look, afraid that she might find a skeleton lying in her lap instead.


Scrape, scrape, scrape.


Destra screamed at the top of her lungs. Atta leapt up and fell over. Then
she turned to her mother with a puzzled look.


"What's wrong, Mommy?"


Destra curled into a fetal position and shrank against the wall. Atta
approached slowly. Destra hugged her knees to her chest and rocked back and
forth, slowly shaking her head.


Scrape. Scrape. Scrape. 


"It won't stop!" she said.


Atta touched her gently on one arm. "What won't stop?"


Destra rounded on her daughter, her eyes wild. "The sound! Don't you
hear it?" Her voice cracked with the strain of shouting after untold
months of aching silences when all that had been needed was a whisper.
"You have to hear it! It isn't in my head. I'm not losing my mind.
I'm not..."


Scrape. Scrape. Scrape.


Destra squeezed her eyes shut and pressed herself more firmly to the wall,
but the noise only grew louder.


Scrape! Scrape! Scraaape!


Destra's eyes shot open, and she stood up. Her mind felt brittle, like an
old rusty piece of metal bent back and forth too many times.


"I heard it..." Atta murmured.


Suddenly she noticed that Atta had gone completely still, her ear cocked
toward the wall that Destra had been pressing herself against a moment ago.
Then the noise came again, another long scraaape! 


Suddenly a block of castcrete slid out of the wall and landed on their cot
with a muffled thud. Then came a pitter patter of debris and a cloud of
dust.


Destra stared into the hole, scarcely believing what she saw. Something
within the hole coughed, and then a pair of slitted yellow eyes appeared,
glinting in the gloom. As the dust cleared, a giant head appeared—a familiar
skull-shaped head with corpse gray skin.


The being hissed at her and bared its dagger-like teeth.


"Torv?" Destra said, wondering if this was another dream.


More hissing.


She didn't have her translator anymore, so she had no idea what the Gor had
said.


"How did you get here? Never mind. I can't understand you."


"He said he wanted to find a way out, not another box to live in,"
Atta said.


Destra turned to her daughter, blinking slowly, not understanding until she
remembered that Atta, being a child, was more sensitive to the Gors' telepathy
than human adults.


Torv hissed some more, and Atta translated. "He says that now the
Sythians will find his tunnel and kill him."


Destra shook her head. "No, we'll hide it on our end, but you have to
promise to take us with you when you find a real way out of here."


Hiss-sssss.


Atta flashed her mother a pretty smile. "He says he is happy to help,
but first he must find Shara."


Destra nodded. "The matriarch..." Shara was the last female Gor,
and the only hope for their species. "Tell him we'll do whatever we can to
help."


"He says you can start by helping him fix the wall."


Destra hurried back to the cot and tried lifting the castcrete block from
her cot. Her arms strained until it felt like they would snap, but the block
was far too heavy for her. In the end it took all three of them to lift it.
Torv helped with one muscular arm reaching out of his tunnel. He barely managed
to pull his fingers out from under the block before it slid back into place.


Destra and Atta chewed soap and mixed it with dust to fill in the gaps in
the wall. It was dirty work, and the taste of the soap nauseated her, but
Destra couldn't help feeling elated. It felt good to finally be doing something.
It felt even better to have hope. They weren't going to die in captivity after
all.


They were going to escape.












Chapter 2





—One Month Later—


Farah Hale stood
alone on the deck of the Baroness, an old venture-class cruiser. It came
equipped with a cloaking shield, but that was the extent of its modernizations.
It was a far cry from the warships that Farah had served on as a Peacekeeper in
Omnius's fleet. 


She sighed and splayed a hand against the cold transpiranium of the Baroness's
main forward viewport, as if to narrow the intervening space between her
and Bretton, wherever he was.


She'd done her best to keep sentiment out of it, to make a logical decision,
but she knew that was impossible. Bretton was her uncle, yes, but he was also the
man she had secretly loved since even before the Sythian invasion. There was so
much to admire about him, so much to care for; it had been inevitable that she
fall for her superior officer. The uncle part was the only reason she'd
never done anything about it.


It had taken some convincing to get her bridge crew to agree with the rescue
mission, but Bretton's ship, the Tempest, was quantum-refitted. That
meant it could jump across thousands of light years in the blink of an eye, and
it could communicate with equal ease. Finding that ship had been their
incentive. The Tempest was too valuable to simply give up as lost. In
spite of that, her XO, Deck Commander Tython, had shown early signs of
resistance to the rescue mission, and the rest of the bridge crew hadn't been
far behind.


Unlike the Tempest, Farah's ship did not have a quantum jump drive,
and it would take six months just to reach Noctune. Making matters worse, they
only had enough fuel for a one-way trip, which meant they'd be stranded in the
Getties Cluster once they arrived.


There's a rule about rescues, Farah mused. You don't dive in to
save someone from drowning if you aren't strong enough to swim with them to
shore.


If they found the Tempest intact and used its quantum jump drives to
get back to the Adventa Galaxy safely, then all would be well, but even Farah
was realistic about the chances of that. If the Tempest could bring them
home, wouldn't Bretton have used it to come back by now?


Adding to the multitude of reasons against a rescue mission was the fact
that it wasn't just the skeleton crew of five bridge officers whose lives she
risked. There were also the rest of the original crew of the Baroness,
all of them survivors from Dark Space, all locked away in the ship's stasis
rooms, and all ignorant of the fact that their vessel had been commandeered by
a resistance movement from a planet called Avilon.


Put it all together, and going to Noctune seemed like a skriff's errand.
Farah had heard the crew whispering behind her back, and she'd seen the
tight-lipped smiles they gave her whenever she walked by. She'd known what they
were thinking.


So one night, about a week after setting course for Noctune, Farah had found
herself alone on deck with Commander Tython, and she'd decided to do something
about the looming threat of mutiny. She'd waited for just the right moment, and
then she'd walked up behind Tython, drawn her sidearm, and pulled the trigger.


The rest of the crew had been fast asleep in their beds at the time, so she
repeated the process, sneaking into one crewman's room after another until all
five of them were incapacitated.


The weapon had been set to stun, of course. She wasn't a murderer. Once they
were all unconscious, Farah had used a grav sled to carry them to a row of
empty stasis tubes. Then, one by one, she'd wrestled them into position and
activated the tubes with the auto-wake timer disabled. That done, she'd checked
the rest of the crew's stasis tubes, just in case any of them accidentally woke
up. She'd been surprised to find them all with the same settings. Clearly the
former captain of the ship had been just as paranoid as her—and with good
reason: from what she'd heard, he'd been killed during a mutiny.


But there was a price to pay for being so wise; Farah had spent the last six
months in complete isolation. With no one to talk to, she'd begun talking to
herself. She told herself it was to keep her vocal chords working, but the road
to madness was littered with better rationalizations than that.


Skriffy as a space rat or not, her lonely mission was finally at an end. The
Baroness was about to arrive at its destination.


Farah traced the bright, kaleidoscopic patterns of light that raged just
beyond the bridge viewports. Legend had it that one could go skriffy just from
staring out into those spinning strands of light for too long.


"I'm not that superstitious. Then again... I am talking to myself,
aren't I?"


Farah wondered what she would find at Noctune after all this time. Perhaps
the Tempest had suffered some catastrophic failure of its jump drives
and none of the crew were sufficiently knowledgeable to fix them. Or maybe
Bretton had landed on Noctune with the Gors, and the Sythians had found and
destroyed his ship in orbit, leaving him stranded on the Gors' icy home world.


A small voice in the back of her mind whispered to her about other, darker
possibilities, but she refused to listen. She couldn't turn back now, so she
had to leave room for hope to live and breathe inside her weary soul.


Not that she had a soul. Omnius had resurrected her and Bretton along with
everyone else who had died during the Sythian invasion. They were immortals
now; they didn't even age. Perhaps that was why she found it so hard to believe
that Bretton was really dead. Death had long-since ceased to have any meaning
for them.


An automated countdown began, and Farah shook herself out of her thoughts.
She took the gangway back from the viewports and hurried down the stairs to the
crew deck. Finding the nav station, she sat down and began configuring the
displays in preparation for the reversion to real space.


The countdown reached zero, and a bright flash washed away the
rainbow-colored swirls of SLS. As the brightness faded, it was reduced to a
myriad of twinkling pinpricks—the flickering candles of the universe.


Farah held her breath and pulled up a star map. She'd set most of the ship's
systems to auto, so by now the gravidar station must have finished a
preliminary scan of the area.


The star map showed Noctune dead ahead, a few moons in orbit around it, and
a small field of...


Farah shook her head and squinted at the map. Her heart was beating so hard
she felt like it was about to explode. There was a small field of debris orbiting
the planet.


Farah jumped up out of the nav station and ran over to gravidar to get a
closer look at the debris. Optical scans revealed familiar components. In-depth
scanning showed that the debris was mostly duranium. The clincher was what she
saw when she switched back to an optical display and zoomed in on the largest
piece of debris. Light amplification overlays revealed details that never
should have been visible in the weak light of Noctune's sun. She saw a sheet of
metal, curled and blackened at the edges. A trio of Imperial-white letters were
emblazoned on one side—EST. If the other half of that hull fragment was
spinning around out there somewhere, Farah was sure it would have read TEMP.


Farah sat back with an incredulous snort, her eyes busy filling with a
suspicious warmth. "You selfish kakard, Bret. Six months and this
is what I've got to show for it?" She shook her head. "No."


Bretton wasn't dead. She refused to believe it. She tried to calm herself,
to remember that she'd already allowed for this possibility. Debris didn't mean
that Bretton was dead. He might be frozen and half-starved to death somewhere
on the surface of Noctune, but he was not dead.


Farah toggled the ship's scanners for an in-depth scan of the planet. It was
only 60% complete by the time she thought to wonder about what had destroyed
the Tempest.


Her thoughts went to the Baroness's cloaking shield, and she turned
to look at the engineering station where she could activate that shield.


She may as well be cautious and keep a low profile. Rising from the gravidar
station, she hurried over to engineering.


Just as she was about to sit down, a thunderous boom roared through
the ship's sound in space simulator (SISS). Damage alarms screeched and alerts
popped up all over the engineering station. Aft shields had dropped from blue
to green.


Boom!


Another hit. This time the dorsal shields flickered into the green.


"Frek!" Farah queried the ship's computer to locate her attackers.
She found them moments later—two Sythian cruisers racing up behind, and a
massive battleship pacing her from below.


Farah's mind raced. She couldn't fight back without a bridge crew to man the
control stations, and even then, she'd still be short the gunners and pilots
she needed to put up a proper fight. Running was the only viable option, but
fuel was far too low for that.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


The deck shuddered underfoot and acrid smoke began drifting through the
bridge. The lights flickered out, and then the red glow of emergency lighting
cast the bridge into a bloody gloom. Damage alerts flashed up all over the
engineering console with a steady flood of information that any competent
engineer would have forwarded to his repair crews by now. Except that she
wasn't a ship's engineer, and she didn't have any repair crews.


Farah noticed that the ship's aft and dorsal shields were already in the
yellow at 47% and 36% respectively. Her hands flew over the shield control
board to equalize power by draining the shield arrays on the other sides of the
ship. After that, she set shields to auto-equalize, and a dialog appeared at
the bottom of the main display:


Shields Equalizing... 


Then another flurry of attacks made those efforts useless, battering the
ship's dorsal shields down into the red at just nine percent. The SISS filled
the air with a continuous roar that made it hard to think. Farah was
about to bark out an order for someone to turn down the volume, but then she
remembered that she was the only one on deck, and she did it herself.


Suddenly, she saw the folly in betraying her crew before they could betray
her. She'd made it to Noctune all right, but she wasn't about to make it any
further.


Then a desperate idea occurred to her, and Farah's eyes darted to the comms
station. She ran over and quickly hailed the battleship running below the Baroness.
Her message was short, but to the point.


"We surrender!"


Farah wasn't expecting an answer, and even if she got one, she wasn't
expecting any kind of mercy. The Sythians had systematically slaughtered
humanity for more than a decade.


Then the comms board lit up with an incoming message and Farah's eyes grew
round. She keyed the message for playback, and the ship's speakers crackled
with an alien voice. It took a moment for her to focus on the speaker enough to
pick out words, and it was another moment before she recognized those words.
The alien hissed at her in Versal, not Sythian.


"Lower your shieldsss and prepare for boarding, humanss. Do not resist
or you shall be killed."


Farah must have gaped at the display for fully half a minute before she thought
to comply with that demand. By then the Sythians had lowered her shields for
her, but she disabled them anyway. After that, it wasn't more than five minutes
before dozens of shuttles began streaming from the Sythian warships and landing
in the Baroness's hangar bays.


Steeling herself, Farah started up the stairs from the crew deck to the
gangway leading off the bridge. On her way, she checked the charge on her
sidearm and flicked the setting from stun to kill—just in case. Surrender did
seem like the only option, but there was always the dubious alternative of
going down in a blaze of glory.


Only one thing held her back. If the Sythians wanted to take her alive and
her ship intact, then why hadn't they done the same with Bretton? Perhaps he'd
fought to the bitter end, but he might also have abandoned his ship after
setting it to self-destruct. Knowing him he'd rather blow it up than let the
Sythians get their hands on quantum tech, and if he'd done that, then maybe
he'd been captured, too.


See you soon, Bret, Farah thought as she walked off the bridge. The
doors swished shut behind her with a resonant boom, as if to warn
her that there was no going back now, but she was long past the point of no
return.


All that was left was to follow through.












Chapter 3





Ethan Ortane
watched as a pair of heavily-armed goons unloaded the cargo crate from the back
of his air car. He didn't know their names, but that went with the territory.
It wouldn't be wise to participate in a resistance movement against an AI as
powerful as Omnius without some degree of anonymity.


Thick cords of muscle bulged as the goons carried the crate to their grav
sled. Ethan mentally nicknamed them Tall Goon and Short Goon. Tall was in
charge, and he had the devlin-may-care swagger to prove it. Red-glowing tattoos
crawled down from tightly rolled shirt sleeves, and the man's shaven skull
sported some ugly scars that looked like they'd been carved out in a knife
fight. It was all too familiar. Ethan had been exiled to Dark Space for stim-running,
and even after all these years it was still easy to recognize another runner.


Ethan suppressed a scowl and pasted a pretty smile on his face instead.
Stim-running had cost him his family once. He couldn't allow it to happen
again. Just because he didn't know what he was delivering didn't mean he
couldn't guess. He was an express courier making small deliveries to
suspicious-looking people in deserted alleys, and Admiral Vee paid him as much
as three cab drivers to do it. He would know. He used to be a cab
driver.


It was hard to argue with a job when that job was the only thing between his
family and a life of poverty, but Ethan was an old veteran of short-term gain
for long-term pain, and he wasn't a big believer in ignorance being bliss.


Besides, Bliss was exactly what he was worried about. It was the
super drug behind half of the crime in the Null Zone, a performance-enhancing
panacea to everyone's problems. Take it and suddenly you become smarter and
stronger than all of your peers, but stop taking it long enough and the
withdrawal symptoms would turn your brain to mush. Those unfortunates turned
into the deranged masses of the city's lowest levels. Psychos they were
called.


Ethan eyed Tall Goon and Short Goon as they deposited the crate on their grav
sled with a grunt. Then Tall walked over to him and held out a byte
reader. Ethan handed over the credit chip that Admiral Vee had given him for
this run. Tall began configuring the reader, and Ethan took the opportunity to
shuffle a few steps closer, until he could watch the transaction on the
reader's display. He had just enough time to see a large number flash up on the
display before Tall noticed him watching and turned the reader away.


Ethan gave an innocent smile and said, "Business must be good."


Tall grunted and handed the credit chip back. "Keep your nose where it
belongs or I'll cut it off."


"Sure thing." Ethan watched as Tall Goon strode back to his grav
sled while Short Goon scanned the misty gloom of their surroundings with one
hand on the pulse rifle slung over his shoulder. "Pleasure doing business
with you!" Ethan called out, but neither Tall nor Short Goon deigned to
offer a reply. As soon as both of them had slunk into the shadows, Ethan
allowed the scowl he'd been suppressing to fester on his lips.


Rounding his car to the driver's side, Ethan hopped in. The car recognized
him immediately and powered up when he flicked the ignition. He hovered up half
a dozen meters past barred and lifeless apartment windows and then gunned the
throttle, eliciting a roar from the car's thrusters. Inertia slapped him back
against his seat.


Ethan kept half an eye on the rear display as he climbed, watching as the
slithering mist and skulking shadows of the surface were swallowed whole by
overlapping golden halos of light, now pouring out in shimmering waves from the
buildings rising to either side of him.


The higher you went in Avilon, the brighter and prettier things got.
Climbing at a steep 45-degree angle, Ethan could even see a hazy slice of blue
in the distance. Unfortunately, it wasn't the sky. It was the Styx, the
planet-wide shield on level 50 designed to keep Nulls like him from poking
their heads out into the paradisiacal upper cities. Anyone could live up there,
but not everyone wanted to. In the Uppers Omnius ran nightly simulations to
predict people's behavior and help them avoid making mistakes. Living in
paradise meant a daily sacrifice of even the most basic freedoms, and on Avilon
everyone had to choose: live free in the Null Zone with the crime, chaos, and
poverty, or live with a nagging voice inside your head constantly telling you
what not to do.


Ethan shuddered at the thought. He leveled out and joined the traffic on
level 30. Up here the air was bright with city lights, and just five levels
below, crowds of pedestrians walked the Null Zone's elevated streets. Ethan set
course for Thardris Tower and let the car's autopilot manage his speed and
heading for a while so that he could think.


Having completed yet another successful courier mission, on his way to
receive payment for another week's work, Ethan should have felt a sense of
accomplishment, but instead all he felt was despair and apprehension.


The last time he'd been making such easy money he'd known what he was
delivering. Somehow this time he'd agreed to a don't ask, don't tell policy
for his cargo. Maybe it was because he had a lot further to fall on Avilon.
Here, poverty wasn't just a matter of living with less. The lower levels of the
city were deadly. Ethan still remembered how he'd had to escort his wife to and
from work with one hand on his gun, the other squeezing the life out of hers.
He wasn't about to subject Alara to that again.


As Ethan flew into Admiral Vee's private hangar, he tried to keep that in
mind. Hovering down between the gleaming hulls of expensive-looking air cars,
Ethan powered down and left the vehicle.


He spent a few minutes waiting outside, leaning against the midnight blue
hull of his courier car before Admiral Vee came gliding across the glossy black
floor of the hangar. She was dressed in a flowing yet figure-hugging red gown,
transparent in so many places that Ethan didn't know where to put his eyes.
Long, silken legs stole a glance from him without his permission, and then he
resorted to staring at his feet.


"You're back early!" Vee said. The steady clock clock clock
of tall heels striking the floor abruptly ceased, and Ethan noticed a pair of
white feet appear right in front of his. She stood so close that her cloying
scent almost suffocated him. The admiral's hand came to rest on his arm, just
below the curve of his biceps, and he flinched at the touch.


Finally, he looked up, having chosen a wary frown as his greeting. She
seemed amused that he was uncomfortable, which only annoyed him further. Ethan
eyed her hand on his arm for a long, silent moment before reaching into his
pocket and handing her the credit chip she'd given him earlier.


"I don't know if it's all there, since you didn't tell me how much
our—" Ethan hesitated, searching for the right word. "—supporters
were supposed to pay."


"Don't worry about it," Vee said. "What would be the point of
them pledging their support only to withhold payment?"


Ethan smirked and gestured to Vee's luxurious hangar, with no less than ten
expensive air cars landed there. "Maybe word has spread about your
judicious use of their funding."


Vee laughed and flashed a grin. "Who says I'm using their money?
Besides, we all have appearances to maintain. It's what we use to shield
ourselves from the wrong kind of attention."


"Appearances lie. I prefer to shoot straight and live straighter.
Speaking of which, I don't think you're being honest with me, Admiral."


Vee took a step back and withdrew her hand from his biceps to cross both
arms over her chest. "Oh?"


Ethan nodded. "Your backers are criminals."


"Of course they are."


Ethan blinked. He'd been expecting a denial, an excuse or a
justification—not a straight admission of the facts. He shook his head.
"What do you mean of course they are?"


"So are you."


"I was. Not anymore."


"You're part of a resistance movement against the established
government of the planet where you live. That's about as far outside of the law
as you can get."


"You know what I meant."


"Ethan, when you're fighting against an all-seeing, all-knowing,
god-like intelligence, who would you rather sign up for the cause—people who
keep their noses clean and live ordinary lives, trying to stay safe and warm in
their shells, or people who are used to living in the shadows? People who are
actually good enough at hiding their affairs from prying eyes that they've
become professional outlaws."


"You're saying that the ends justify the means, and the means are
criminals."


"Until Omnius is defeated we don't have the luxury of being law-abiding
citizens."


Ethan narrowed his eyes and Valari uncrossed her arms long enough to make a
grab for his hand. He'd already tightened both of them into fists, but she
seemed content to rub his whitened knuckles. As much as he hated to admit it,
her logic made a lot of sense, but he wasn't ready to back down yet. "Vee,
if I find out I'm being used as a mule to transport Bliss, I swear I'll—"


"What? Have a tantrum? At the risk of repeating myself, you can't stay
above it all, Ethan. That said, I'll keep any shipments of Bliss for our other
couriers. Satisfied?"


Ethan hesitated. "I have your word on that?"


"Of course." Vee withdrew her hand from his and produced a credit
chip from the bosom of her gown. "Two thousand bytes. Not bad for a four
day week."


Ethan snatched his credit chip from her and gave a curt nod. "Thanks.
See you next week." He turned and crossed the hangar to his own air car, a
modest AR12—a lease.


Admiral Vee's words found him before he could escape. "You can't fix
your mistakes by painting your world in black and white, Ethan. There's a
reason we see in color."


"Tell that to dogs! They seem to get by just fine, and they're probably
the nicest creatures I've met."


A long silence followed while Ethan fumbled in his pockets for his car's
ignition chip. He assumed Vee had left the hangar. Then a hand reached around
and grabbed him below the waist. She squeezed, and Ethan's breath caught
in his throat. Every muscle in his body went rigid. Vee's violating touch was
followed by a sibilant whisper in his ear. "Dogs also frek everything that
moves. Is that a part of your moral code now, Ethan? Because if so..."


Ethan rounded on her, his nostrils flaring and chest heaving. He had to
force himself to keep calm, but it took everything he had not to yell at her.
He could handle this. It was just more of the same, and Vee couldn't force him
to do anything.


"I've told you already—I'm married. Happily married. So knock it
off, or I really will quit. Money isn't everything."


"No? But safety is, isn't it? In this crime-ridden city, your beautiful
wife wouldn't last long if you had to go back to living below level ten. She
might even make some interesting entertainment for a few lowlifes before she
dies. Are you sure that's what you want?"


Ethan gritted his teeth and loomed toward her. "Are you threatening
me?"


Suddenly the playful, sarcastic spark left Vee's turquoise eyes, and
something ugly took its place. "No, I'm stating the facts. I pay you
enough money to keep your family safe, while I pay the rest of my couriers half
of what you get. You want to point fingers about misspending the Resistance's
funding? You can start by pointing one at yourself. I'm doing you a
favor, Ethan, not the other way around. Don't forget that."


"I won't sell my soul for you."


Valari gave a short yip of laughter. "You'll do whatever I say, or else
all you'll have left is your soul, and considering souls don't exist, that's
about as poor as you can get in this life."


Ethan scowled. "Just keep your hands to yourself, Vee," he said as
he opened the car door and climbed in.


"Very well," Vee said. The playful spark was back.


Annoyed and speechless, Ethan slammed the door in her face and flicked the
ignition. The car thrummed to life, and Admiral Vee took a few steps back. She
stood waving at him while he gunned the car's grav lifts and ignited the
thrusters to get away.


On the way home, the tail lights of other cars left a bloody trail between
him and the witch's lair. Maybe dealing with the seedier side of Avilon in
order to lead a resistance movement had left Admiral Vee jaded and cold, but he
didn't have to follow her down that road.


It took him the better part of the drive home just to get his breathing
under control. Ethan reached the apartment he shared with Alara in less than
half an hour. Thankfully, they'd managed to move up from the rat hole they'd
been renting on level nine of Sutterfold East to level twenty of Sutterfold
West. It was more than twice as much per month, but thanks to the Resistance,
Ethan could afford it now—even with Alara on maternity leave and looking after
their newborn baby, Trinity. 


Quitting was a bluff, and the admiral knew it. He had to Keep Alara and
Trinity safe. They were everything to him. Moving up in life is easy. Going
back down is the hard part.


Ethan pulled into the garage just below his apartment. The blue haze of
static shields fizzed against his car as it slid inside; then the outer door of
the garage began rolling down, and he killed the engine. The car's running
lights snapped off and plunged him into a momentary darkness before the garage
lights came on, swelling to a dim, soothing golden hue.


Ethan climbed out and made his way over to the steps. A shiny silver door at
the top swished open, and Alara appeared in the opening, looking more
beautiful than ever as the light turned the finer strands of her dark hair to
liquid gold. Ethan smiled and Alara's cheeks dimpled as she matched that smile.
In her arms she held a beauty to rival her own.


Trinity.


Ethan hurried up the steps.


"We missed you," Alara said as he drew near.


He reached the top of the stairs and lifted her chin for a kiss. Then he
bent to drop another kiss on Trinity's nose. Bright violet eyes cracked open,
followed by a baby squeal and a toothless grin. Ethan stroked her tiny hand as
she kicked her feet with excitement. In that moment all of the day's worries
seemed to melt away, and he sighed.


"I missed you two even more," he said, enfolding Alara in a
one-armed hug.


She walked inside, and he followed. They made their way to the living room
and sat down on the couch to watch a bright and sparkling view. Air cars raced
soundlessly by their twentieth-floor window, casting fleeting shimmers of light
against dark mirror-glazed office windows on the face of the building opposite
theirs.


"How was your day?" Alara asked.


"Great," he lied.


"Payday today, wasn't it?"


"It was."


"And?"


"Two kilobytes."


Alara gasped. "That's even more than last week!"


"Depends on how many hours I work, how far I have to drive..."
Ethan was at a loss to explain any better than that without also revealing what
he was really doing.


"Why would Valari pay you so much to be a limo driver?"


Ethan shrugged. "I think it's a form of charity for her. She has so
much money that she can afford it. That, and I guess she pays well to ensure
loyalty and good service. We got lucky."


Alara took a deep breath and turned to look at him. "There's nothing
else? No catch?"


Ethan furrowed his brow and played innocent. "Like what?"


"I don't know... like some reason why she might be paying you more than
she should."


"I haven't noticed anything strange yet, but if I do, you'll be the
first to know." Ethan felt a deadly weight settle on his shoulders with
those lies, but lying was the only way to keep his job and protect his family.
If Alara knew everything that went on in his job, she'd force him to quit, and
then she'd go scratch Vee's eyes out for even daring to look at him.


Alara let out a breath and relaxed against his shoulder, getting
comfortable. She rolled her head against a hard knot of muscle in the crook of
his arm. "You're tense."


Ethan forced himself to relax. "Sorry. It was a tough day."


"I thought it was Great?" Alara shot him a suspicious look.


He replied with a cocky grin. "Payday's always great."


Alara snorted and subsided once more.


They passed a minute or two in silence before Trinity began making
discontented noises and grabbing at the air, looking for something. It wasn't
until Alara bared one of her swollen breasts that Ethan realized what that
something was.


He watched as Alara fed their daughter. After a while both Alara and Trinity
fell asleep, and Ethan smiled. A warmth of contentment spread through his
chest. Seeing his family safe and at ease made everything else somehow worth
it. He couldn't afford to jeopardize that.


No matter what.












Chapter 4





Farah awoke staring
up at a dark castcrete ceiling. The last thing she remembered was Sythians in
their glossy black armor storming the bridge of the Baroness, shooting at her
with radiant blue fire.


She'd surrendered, and they'd taken her alive. But where was she now?


Disoriented, Farah sat up to see that she was inside of a small, windowless
room with two cots, a wash basin, shower, toilet, and a heavy door with a
suspicious-looking hatch at the bottom. Two people sat on one of the cots,
staring down at her. It took Farah a moment to recognize their gaunt, dirty
faces. One of them was a little girl, and Farah recalled that the other was her
mother. Farah struggled to remember the woman's name...


Destra Heston. The little girl was harder to place. Both of them had
gone with Bretton and the Gors to Noctune. If they made it, then surely
Bretton did, too! she thought.


"You're alive!" was all Farah could think to say.


"So are you," Destra replied in a whisper of a voice. "We
were beginning to wonder." Farah watched as the older woman crossed the
space between them. "Who are you?" Destra asked, getting down on her
haunches and meeting Farah at eye level.


"I'm Captain Farah Hale of the Baroness—" she said, rubbing
a painful lump beneath her curly blond hair. She must have taken a bad fall
when the Sythians shot her. "Or I was anyway," she amended. "Now
I'm just Farah. The Sythians have my ship."


Destra's eyes widened. "I remember you... the admiral sent you back for
us?"


An icy weight settled in Farah's gut. Her head felt suddenly airy and light.
"The admiral didn't send me. I came looking for him. You mean he's not
with you? Where is he?"


Destra shook her head. "I went with the Gors to the surface. The
admiral stayed in orbit. We lost contact with the Tempest, and our shuttles
on the surface were attacked while we were out exploring the planet. We assumed
that maybe the admiral ran, but if he didn't send you..."


Farah shook her head. "He can't be dead," she said, suddenly
fascinated by the hard-bitten stubs she called fingernails.


"Maybe he isn't," Destra replied.


But she knew better. She'd seen the debris in orbit. If he wasn't here as
one of the Sythians' prisoners, then he wasn't anywhere.


"I came here looking for him," Farah explained. "I delivered
my entire crew to the Sythians, thinking that he was still alive and that I
could do something to help him if I came."


"I'm sorry," Destra replied, as if her apology could wipe Farah's
conscience clean.


Suddenly she felt the full weight of her foolishness, and despair gripped
her. "I shouldn't have come."


"You didn't find the admiral, but you did find us. We're alive, and we
do need help."


Farah glanced up from her nails and saw kindly blue eyes looking back at
her. "I'm a prisoner now, too," she said. "I can't help
you."


"You couldn't have known you'd be captured."


"No, but I didn't have any grand plans for a rescue either. We didn't
have enough fuel for a two-way trip."


"Mistakes always look worse in hindsight."


The older woman sat down beside her, and after a moment the little girl
joined them on the floor, too. Farah looked from one to the other and saw two
smiling faces. They were happy to see her. Misery loves company,
she supposed.


"Don't worry, things will look better in the morning," Destra
said.


"How can you even tell what time it is?" Farah asked.


"We're about to go to sleep," the little girl explained.
"When we wake up, it will be morning."


"Yes," her mother agreed.


Farah's brow furrowed at that. "What do the Sythians want with
us?" she asked.


Destra shook her head. "We don't know."


"It's been more than six months and you don't know?"


"They bring us food and a few supplies, but that's it. They never ask
questions, and they don't give any answers."


"Then we're frekked! They want to see us rot in here. This must be our
punishment for our war crimes—as if we ever killed any of them!"


"That's enough!" Destra said. "You're scaring Atta."


Farah noticed that the little girl's eyes were suddenly full of tears. She
took a deep breath and shook her head. "Sorry. I came a long way for
nothing, that's all."


"There's always hope."


"I spent six months thinking that. Now I'm not so sure." Bretton
is dead, a solemn voice whispered inside her head, and another wave of
despair hit her, causing a painful lump to rise in her throat.


"Can you keep a secret?" Destra asked.


Farah shook her head. "Who am I going to tell?"


Then Destra smiled and leaned over to whisper in her ear. The woman's breath
smelled like an open sewer, but her words were as sweet as any honey. "We
have a tunnel."


"What? How?" Farah breathed, eyeing the solid castcrete
walls of their cell.


Destra smiled, revealing yellow teeth. "They took the Gors prisoner,
too, and they're not as easy to contain as we are."


Farah blinked and blinked again. Then something strange happened. In spite
of everything—the crushing sadness from Bretton's passing, and the guilt she
felt over her crew—Farah's lips stretched taut and she matched Destra's smile
with one of her own. The grin on her lips felt manic, and it probably wouldn't
last, but mania was still better than despair.


"There's always hope," Farah decided, nodding slowly.


 


* * *


 


Captain Marla Picara of the Resistance stood inside the echoing jump core of
a derelict judgment-class cruiser. They'd managed to bring the ship's backup
generator online, so at least they had light to see by.


The rest of Marla's crew were scattered around the core, using handheld
scanners to image the different components so that they could disassemble a
digital model before they disassembled the real jump core.


Sythians stood guard all around the circumference of the room, their glossy
black armor making them look like diminutive Gors.


This was Marla and her crew's reward for surviving the battle in Dark
Space—being forced to reverse-engineer quantum jump drives so that the Sythians
could reach Avilon and finish what they'd started.


There was just one problem: only Omnius knew how quantum jump tech worked.
The Sythians had spent enough time probing her mind to see that she wasn't on
Omnius's side, that she was de-linked, and that one of her recent roles in the
Resistance had been to help refit old human warships with quantum tech. But
somehow the Sythians refused to believe that Marla had no idea how to make a
quantum jump drive from scratch. The Resistance had smuggled the components for
their jump drives off Avilon using a quantum junction that they'd stolen from
Omnius. No one actually knew how to create those components.


Marla blew out a breath, and a nearby pair of Sythians turned toward the
noise. They appeared to notice her idleness, so Marla smiled and took out her
scanner.


It was time for her to look busy again.


She walked up to the component she was supposed to be imaging, absently
wondering how long it would be before the Sythians realized that their prisoners
had outlived their usefulness. She began scanning the giant silver rod coming
down from the center of the dome-shaped core. As she did so, she saw that the
internal structure of the rod was like that of a supercollider. It appeared to
curve away from the aft of the ship, disappearing both above and below the jump
core. Marla recalled seeing cylinders like this one in Avilonian ship
schematics. They ran in rings through the drone decks that made up the
insulating outer hulls of Peacekeeper ships. Marla studied the scan of the
silver rod in the center of the jump core, wondering what purpose a
supercollider might serve. Marla began to formulate a hypothesis, as if she'd
known the answer all along.


The jump core used black holes generated by the particle accelerator to...
do what exactly? Power the jump drive?


Her hypothesis ended there. It wasn't much to go on, but it was a start, and
it might just be enough to keep her and her crew alive for a while longer.
Marla whistled and waved her hand in the air to get her crew's attention. They
came over in a hurry. "What is it?" her chief engineer asked,
sounding painfully hopeful.


Marla turned to him with a smile. "I found something."












Chapter 5





Strategian Hoff
Heston sat in his office on the second level of his apartment in Etheria. A
wall of floor-to-ceiling windows running adjacent to his desk gave a sprawling
view of pristine towers, shining bright and majestic in the fading light of the
Celestial Wall overhead. That shield layer served as Etheria's sky, but it was
also the highest level of segregation on Avilon. It separated Omnius's children
from his chosen ones—the Celestials. Those white-robed men and women rarely
ventured below Celesta, and it wasn't hard to understand why. Their city lay
basked in real sunlight, with so many green, growing parks planted on
its rooftops that from above it looked almost like the natural surface of
Avilon.


Hoff sent a mental command to the room's control system via his augmented
reality contacts, and the windows polarized until the only thing he could see
was the holographic star map hovering above his desk.


Ever since the Sythians had defeated Omnius's Peacekeepers in Dark Space,
Hoff had felt restless. Stargazing helped diminish that anxiety. For as long as
he could remember, he'd been fighting the Sythians, and now Omnius had declared
that He would defeat them with the help of the drone fleet and an army
of self-replicating nanites. The Peacekeepers were grounded.


That was as frustrating as it was suspicious. Omnius had explained that the
nanites were a last resort, far too deadly to risk bringing back to Avilon. In
theory, the miniature machines wouldn't affect the ecosystems of the worlds
they infected, killing only Sythians and Gors, and disassembling only their
artificial creations. Yet that did nothing to limit the damage they would do to
a world like Avilon that was almost entirely artificial. Worse yet, shared DNA
between humans and Sythians left them at equal risk of extinction. So whoever
or whatever delivered the nanites to their targets, they would not be returning
to Avilon.


It wasn't the way he'd been trained to think of war, with torpedoes and beam
weapons flashing bright against shields until hulls peeled open like mechanical
flowers. Using a microscopic army to do all the work was somewhat less than
satisfying, and not being able to watch the action was even worse. It was... hollow,
Hoff decided. A hollow victory.


There came a knock at the door, and a wave of light invaded Hoff's
sanctuary. He turned and saw his wife, Destra, standing in the open doorway.


"Atton is here," she said.


Hoff's dark eyebrows lifted. "He's early."


"He says he has an important announcement to make."


"Oh?"


"Dinner's about to be served, so we should go sit down."


Hoff nodded, turning off the star map and brightening the windows in his
office with another mental command. His ARCs responded by minimizing the
associated displays from his periphery until they were out of sight.


Hoff took Destra's hand on his way out and walked with her down the hall.
The glossy white walls to either side of them came to an end as they reached a
spiral staircase to the main floor. They descended the stairs into a bright,
open-concept living area with another wall of floor-to-ceiling windows running
along the breadth of it. Hoff saw his seven-year-old daughter, Atta, standing
there, admiring the view with his elder stepson, Atton.


Hoff went to join them, and Destra let go of his hand, heading to the kitchen.
Appetizing smells of roasted meat and vegetables wafted from that direction.
Across the bar, Hoff saw the family drone, Ninety-nine, busy putting the final
touches on their dinner. Skinny, silvery arms and the drone's red, cyclopean
eye gave the family servant a forbidding look that didn't sit well with Hoff,
but it wasn't as though they had other models to choose from, and they were
lucky to even have a drone. Ever since Omnius had sent the drones away to fight
the Sythians and to work on New Avilon, they'd become a much rarer sight.


Walking past a shiny black dining table, Hoff looked up to admire the
crystal chandelier hanging above it. Prismatic shapes shattered the light,
casting off sparkling rainbows in all directions. Hoff walked up beside his
stepson, Atton, and nodded to the view. Gilded light poured from the Celestial
Wall above, simulating a real sunset with a gradient of red and gold light.
Just below that, air traffic raced in orderly lines, the cars' hulls gleaming in
the fading light. Looking down, Hoff saw several more levels of air traffic
flowing like rivers against the distant blue haze of the Styx. They were over a
hundred and eighty floors above the surface of Avilon.


"Nice view, isn't it?" Hoff said.


Atton turned to him with a wry grin. "Nice? This is as good as it
gets."


Hoff nodded appreciatively. Soon the traffic would disappear entirely as
light from the Celestial Wall dimmed to its natural blue haze and Sync approached.
No one in Etheria needed to sleep after they'd been resurrected by Omnius, but
they did need to Sync the data in their Lifelink implants with the databases in
the Trees of Life.


Omnius used the data from their Lifelinks to predict any mistakes they might
make in the coming day. Armed with that information, He told his children what
to do to maintain their perfect world. But Sync was also necessary to create
backups, just in case someone died too suddenly to transfer. Death was a rare
event, however. The only Etherians who died were those who dared to venture into
the crime-ridden chaos of the Null Zone. Most chose to avoid the danger
entirely rather than risk going through the pain of death and the expense of
resurrection.


"Your mother said you have an announcement to make?"


Atton turned to him with a cryptic smile. "Two announcements, actually,
but they're related."


"He won't tell me anything," Atta pouted.


Hoff arched an eyebrow at her. "Kind of like how you won't tell
your mother and I anything?"


"That's different. We're not supposed to talk about The Choosing."


Atta would be turning eight soon, and that meant she had to go through her
Choosing Ceremony to decide whether to become a Null or to resurrect in a new,
Immortal body and stay in Etheria with her family forever.


Hoff regarded Atta with a smile. She might not be allowed to say anything,
but he already knew what she would choose. She wasn't foolish enough to become
a Null. The prospect of going to a boarding school for years just so that she
could learn how to scrape out a living in a world of crime and shadows
wasn't appealing to most people, and Atta was too smart to fall for either the
libertarian view that humans should be free, or the old Etherian view that
there was a better life waiting beyond this one.


Hoff turned from Atta to face his son. "Back to your news—should I be
breaking out a bottle of Avilon's finest?"


Atton grinned. "Mom already has."


"Dinner is served," a robotic voice said.


Hoff turned to see his wife and Ninety-nine come in from the kitchen
carrying silver platters piled high with food. It was a feast.


Once they were all seated and Ninety-nine finished bustling around the table
to pour wine, and red berry juice for Atta, Atton raised his glass from the
foot of the table and clinked his fork against it to get their attention. Hoff
eyed his stepson speculatively, waiting for the news.


"As you know, I've been working on special assignment in the Null
Zone," Atton began.


Hoff nodded.


"What you don't know, is the reason for that assignment."


Ninety-nine momentarily blocked Atton from view as he leaned over the table
to begin serving the food. Hoff watched the drone spoon out an extra helping of
meat for Atton. Ninety-nine was trained to know their preferences.


Atton went on, "After we lost the battle in Dark Space, I came home
feeling lost and wondering what to do with myself."


Hoff could relate to that. All of the Peacekeepers could.


"It occurred to me that the only reason I chose to become an Etherian
was to join the Peacekeepers and fight the Sythians. After that was taken away
from me, I found myself longing for the things I'd given up to be here."


"What things?" Destra asked quickly, defensively.


Hoff's brow furrowed and he, too, began wondering what Atton meant by that.


"Love, for one. I spent the night before The Choosing with a woman
named Ceyla Corbin, a pilot from my old squadron. The next day she chose to
become a Null, while I chose to go to Etheria."


Hoff began to suspect where this was going, but he didn't understand.
Relationships between Nulls and Etherians never worked. Only Etherians were
allowed to cross the Styx, and their visits were limited. People couldn't share
a life together with a physical wall separating them.


Atton went on, "I begged Omnius to give me another chance, to help me
convince Ceyla that I'm still the same person I was before the Choosing. She
believes that we have a soul and that it passes on when we die, or in my case,
transfers to the body of an immortal clone. Because of that, she told me even
before I ascended that she wouldn't want to see me after I was resurrected.
She'd already made up her mind that the real me would die during transfer, and
all that would be left is a convincing copy. So, I made a deal with Omnius to
win Ceyla's heart without her realizing who I am. In exchange, I've been
working undercover in the Null Zone to help prevent an organized Null
rebellion."


"Go on," Hoff said.


"Well, Ceyla and I have been dating for the past six months, and—"


"No," Destra said.


"Mom, just listen."


Destra shook her head. "You can't become a Null, Atton! For the love of
a woman? What about us? What about Omnius? Etheria? Don't throw away an
eternity in paradise for a love that you could just as easily find with someone
else—someone from the Uppers!"


Hoff watched Atton's green eyes flash and his features darken. "I've
already made up my mind. Tomorrow, on our six-month anniversary, I'm going to
ask Ceyla to marry me."


"I suppose you've come to ask for our blessing," Destra said,
sounding equal parts hurt and angry.


"That would be nice to have, but no, I've come to share the good news
with you, and to ask you all to come down and meet Ceyla in the Null
Zone—assuming she agrees to marry me of course."


"Go down there?" Destra sounded frightened at the very
thought of it.


"We'll meet somewhere safe," Atton said.


"There isn't anywhere safe! That's why we have a shield to keep them
away from us!"


Hoff raised his hands for quiet. As he lowered them, he found Destra's knee
under the table and he squeezed it just hard enough to convey a warning.
"I'm curious, how did Omnius help you win this woman's heart without her
realizing who you are?"


"That's the other surprise I came to share. Brace yourselves; this
might come as a shock..."


Dinner sat steaming on their plates, rapidly cooling, but no one moved to
touch their food. All eyes were on Atton, waiting for something unexpected to
happen. Then, suddenly, Atton's features shimmered and morphed from the green
eyes, dark hair, and oval face of the boy they knew, to the face of a complete
stranger. Golden eyes replaced green; brown hair replaced black; and gaunt
cheeks and sharply-defined features replaced his boyish good looks. Atton's new
appearance was sinister, though Hoff supposed others might have said he looked dangerous.


Beside him, Destra gasped, but Hoff smiled with sudden understanding.
"A bio-synthetic suit."


Atton nodded. "Yes." Even his voice was different.
"Unfortunately, a bio-synthetic suit isn't enough to fool someone who
lives with you. That degree of intimacy leaves considerable room for failure,
and I couldn't afford for Ceyla to see through my disguise too soon."


"Atton, what did you do?" Destra asked, sounding horrified.


"The face you saw a moment ago, the face of Atton, was the one
projected by the suit. This one is real. It's the face of Darin Thardris, the
estranged grandson of Vladin Thardris."


"You transferred to another body?" Destra said.


"Can I do that?" Atta asked.


"No," Hoff replied, his eyes narrowing on his daughter.
"You're already perfect the way you are." To Atton he said,
"Have you thought about what will happen when Ceyla finds out who you really
are and that you've been lying to her all this time?"


"I'm going to tell her tomorrow, before I propose. She'll either accept
me for who I really am... or not."


"She might need some time to think about it," Hoff said.


"Probably, but I'm prepared to wait as long as she needs."


"She might also say no," he warned. "It's a big
deception."


Atton appeared to consider that. "I lied to be with her, not to hurt
her. She's smart enough to understand the difference."


Hoff sighed. Destra looked ready to say something more, but he squeezed her
knee again. "Well, If you're sure, then we're sure, Atton. It might be
premature to say, but—" Hoff raised his wine glass.
"—congratulations." Everyone else raised their glass for the
toast—everyone except for Destra.


"Thank you, Hoff. Mom? Are you okay?"


Hoff saw her staring out the windows at nothing in particular, her lips
pressed into a stubborn line. He knew that look.


Atton frowned and rose from the table. "I think maybe I'd better come
back another day."


"Destra, darling..." Hoff began.


Then she rose from the table, too, and rounded on her son. "You're a
foolish, foolish boy! You expect me to be happy that you're leaving us? You
won't even be able to visit us anymore!"


"Hopefully Ceyla will agree to ascend to Etheria, and then we'll all be
together."


"Then why didn't she do so sooner? You said it yourself, she believes
we have a soul, and that hasn't changed. Her beliefs will keep her where
she is until she dies and leaves you a grieving widower." Atton looked
uncertain. "Have you considered what you'll be giving up? Or the risk
you'll be taking with your life? If you choose to go to the Null Zone now,
you'll become a target. You won't age, and you don't look like them.
You're too perfect. Right now it's suspicious, but once people get to know you,
they'll realize you don't belong."


"I can look after myself."


"Let's suppose you can. And that Ceyla can, and that everything works
out just fine. Twenty years from now she'll be looking old already, and you'll
still be young and handsome. How do you think that ends up? It ends up with you
looking after an old crone."


"Love goes beyond the surface," Atton insisted.


"But not beyond death! There's a reason marriage vows used to read till
death do us part."


Atton smirked at that. "And now they read, until this contract
expires. What does your marriage contract read, Mom? Ten years? Twenty?
It's the same thing."


"That's none of your business, Atton. The point is, your marriage is
doomed to failure one way or another, and in the meantime you'll run the very
real risk that someone kills you out of spite. Omnius won't bring you back
after that, not after you've chosen to become a Null and live apart from
Him."


Atton threw his hands up. "Don't you think I already know all of that?
Omnius has already tried to change my mind."


Destra snorted. "So why didn't you listen?"


Hoff rose from the table now, too. "I think we should all agree to
discuss this at another time. Atton, I'll show you out. I'm sorry that your
news wasn't the cause for celebration you thought it would be, but..."
Hoff glanced at his wife, and she turned her scowl on him. "Your mother is
right."


"Thank you!" she replied.


"But even though I don't agree with your decision I still support it.
If it's what you really want, you have a right to make that choice. In fact,
all of Avilon is built on that premise. The Null Zone wouldn't even exist if
not for Omnius saying the exact same thing to all of us—that we are allowed to
choose to go our own way, even if that way is dangerous. If He allows for us to
live apart from Him, then we should allow for you to live apart from us. We'll
visit you in the Null Zone. I can't promise that it will be very often, but you
will still get to see us."


Atton nodded. "Thank you. Mom..."


Destra had her arms crossed over her chest, and she refused to reply.


"She'll come around." Hoff crossed from the head of the table to
the foot and wrapped an arm around Atton's shoulders to guide him out. Once
they reached the door and they had some privacy, Hoff whispered, "Be
careful, Atton."


"I will. Dark Space wasn't safe either. I know how to look after
myself."


Hoff frowned. "No, it's not that. It's Omnius."


"What do you mean?"


"He gives us a choice to live free as Nulls, but I'm pretty sure he
still has his ways of influencing people in the Null Zone. It's in his
best interests for the place to look dangerous and oppressive from up
here."


Atton cocked his head curiously, and Hoff couldn't help seeing the head of a
stranger. Darin Thardris.


"You have proof of something?" Atton asked.


"Not everyone who lives in the Null Zone lives there because they
believe we have a soul. Most of them just don't trust Omnius, and they want to
be free to make their own choices. So why is it that none of them have thought
to start cloning themselves and using Lifelinks to transfer to clones when they
die? Or for that matter, why haven't the Nulls figured out how to engineer
their DNA for immortality the way Omnius does with Etherians and
Celestials?"


Atton shook his head. "All of that's against the law in the Null Zone.
The government is too religious to support those kinds of measures."


"Exactly! But it's a democracy, isn't it? Try asking Nulls what they
think of those laws, and you'll begin to wonder about a lot of things. Nulls
aren't as free as they think they are. Do you remember the battle in Dark
Space?"


"Yes."


"The Sythians shouldn't have been able to see us coming. We were
cloaked, but somehow they had developed scanners that could penetrate our
cloaking shields. I think Omnius knew they could see us, and he didn't
tell us. I tried to warn the Grand Overseer that something was wrong with the
way the Sythians were behaving, but he wouldn't listen. It was almost as though
he wanted to shut me up."


Atton's glowing golden eyes seemed to flare suddenly brighter with Hoff's
treasonous words. "You could get into a lot of trouble for telling me all
of that. It's bad enough just to think it."


"I already am in trouble, Atton."


"Then telling me is making it worse."


"Don't worry about me. Worry about yourself. There are too many things
on Avilon that don't make sense, and if you're going to go live in the Null
Zone, where Omnius has ways to conveniently silence dissenting voices, then
you'd better have your eyes wide open."


"I appreciate the warning, but I think you're jumping at shadows. You
should have more faith. You're a strategian. You should know
better."


Hoff's lip twitched at the rebuke, and he sighed. "Maybe you're right.
I hope you are. I'll have to repent of my doubts tonight. Forget I said
anything."


Atton grabbed both his shoulders and squeezed. "I don't want you to get
into any trouble on my account."


"Why are you in trouble, Dad?" a soft, girlish voice interrupted.


Hoff turned to see Atta hiding behind a plant in the far corner of the
foyer. She'd heard everything. Hoff's eyes widened. "Atta! What are you
doing here?"


"I—"


"Go to your room!"


Tears welled in Atta's eyes and she ran off.


"That was a bit harsh...." Atton said.


"She's about to go through The Choosing, Atton. I don't need her head
filled full of doubts now."


"That's strange, because you just filled my head full of doubts."


"To keep you away from the Null Zone, not to drive you into
it."


Atton shook his head, looking confused. "Good night, Hoff."


"Good night, Atton." Be safe, he thought, as he mentally
triggered the door shut.












Chapter 6





Atton left his
parents' apartment with a heavy heart and an empty stomach. His mother had
taken the news worse than he'd expected, and his stepfather...


Somehow Hoff had taken it even worse than that. He'd acknowledged Atton's
right to choose, but he had also taken a dangerous risk to warn him about
Omnius. Atton had tried to stop Hoff, tried to dismiss his suspicions, but Atton
had seen the truth shining in his stepfather's gray eyes. Doubts like his
couldn't be dismissed.


The worst part was, Hoff was right. Omnius really had led his fleet
into an ambush, and he'd even allowed the Sythians to attack Avilon before
that. Admiral Vee had explained those betrayals at the same time that she'd
explained the Resistance was actually run by Omnius as a safe way for the Nulls
to oppose him, and as a way to justify supplying Bliss to the unsuspecting
masses. The Resistance financed its operations with that performance-enhancing
super drug, and Omnius used it to make the Null Zone worse than it should have
been in order to accentuate the chaos caused by human freedom.


It was hard to wittingly take part in all of that, but Atton had made a deal.
He'd said he would do anything for a chance to be with Ceyla again.
Justifying his involvement was easier than he'd expected. For every one person
hurt by Bliss, ten more stayed in Etheria because of it. Only complete skriffs
would want to live in the Null Zone in spite of all its problems.


Atton reached Hoff's parking garage and climbed into his air car, a shiny
black one-seater he'd nicknamed the Black Arrow. He fired up the engines
and cruised out through the hazy blue wall of the garage's static shields. On
his way out, he configured the autopilot to take him down to the Styx. It was
time to return the Black Arrow to Admiral Vee's hangar and start making
preparations for his proposal tomorrow.


The autopilot took him into a stream of vertical traffic, and Atton watched
as the car dropped past bright and shining monoliths, rooftop parks and
fountains, and safe, tree-lined streets elevated high above the Styx. Over a
hundred levels blurred by before Atton actually reached the shield wall that separated
Etheria from the Null Zone.


The lowest levels of Etheria were much darker due to their distance from the
Celestial Wall. Down here buildings and streets still looked pleasant, but not
quite as luxurious as those in the upper levels.


The car came to a stop just above the Styx, and then drone-fired grav guns
seized his car, preventing him from going anywhere until both he and his
vehicle had been scanned. Atton used his ARCs to mentally submit his
credentials and his permit to enter the Null Zone. That done, he sat back and
waited. The line ahead of him was short, a handful of cars at most, so it
wouldn't take long. Going down was always faster than going up. Ascending from
the Null Zone meant one had to Sync first, just in case contact with Nulls had
caused changes in Omnius's behavioral predictions. Atton was one of the few
people who knew that system was a ruse. Omnius said he didn't try to predict
Nulls' behavior; he said he deactivated their Lifelink implants when they
became Nulls, but it was all a lie to lull the Nulls into a false sense of
security. De-linking was impossible, and there was no way to escape from
Omnius. The need for Etherians to Sync upon returning home was just a formality
to support the lie that the Null Zone was free.


Bright blue fans of light flickered through Atton's cockpit, and then the
drones manning the grav guns at the border crossing moved his car down through
a narrow opening in the Styx. That opening would be sealed completely when it
came time for the Uppers to Sync.


Thanks to his special assignment in the Null Zone, Atton wasn't forced to
Sync at the exact same time as everyone else in Etheria. Instead, his Sync
occurred whenever he chose to go to sleep, just as it did for all the other
Nulls, but without their knowledge.


As soon as Atton was on the other side of the Styx, his autopilot
disengaged. Autopilots were mandatory in Etheria to prevent accidents, but in
the Null Zone, hands-on flying was just another part of the chaos.


Atton grinned as he gunned the throttle and flipped the car up on its end to
make a highly illegal U-turn through a narrow alley between two buildings.
Bactcrete walls rushed by in a gray blur. His car's running lights flashed into
apartment windows, startling residents as he streaked by. The acceleration
pinned him to the back of his seat. Air roared around his canopy, causing
subtle vibrations in the fuselage. Then he shot out the other side of the alley
and into a yawning chasm between two long rows of buildings. In the Null Zone
the danger was part of the thrill. Nothing like the constant threat of death
to make you appreciate life.


Atton dove down into the stream of traffic on level 30 and used air brakes
to slow to a more law-abiding speed. The car's nav system automatically painted
lines on his HUD to tell him where the lanes should be.


After half an hour of keeping within those lines and minding his distance
from the cars in front of him, Thardris Tower appeared in the distance, a
specter of black bactcrete and mirror-plated red windows. Atton took an up-ramp
to depart from the main flow of traffic. He followed the simulated street to
the level of Admiral Vee's penthouse. When he was still a few hundred meters
from Vee's hangar, he submitted his clearance code to her security system. A
green light turned on and glossy black doors parted, revealing a blue haze of
static shields that kept pollution out and warm air in.


The shields sizzled as he slipped inside.


Once he'd landed in the hangar, Atton popped the car's canopy with a hiss
of escaping air and went to announce himself at the admiral's front door.
He used the vidcomm beside the door to call her. A moment later, Admiral Vee's
voice bubbled out, sultry and smooth.


"I wasn't expecting you so soon, Atton."


"My visit with my family was cut short."


"I see. I'll be down in a moment."


It was more like five minutes that Atton waited, and by the time the door swished
open, he wasn't in the best of moods.


"Would you like to come in? I haven't eaten dinner yet," Vee said,
as if she somehow knew he hadn't had a chance to eat.


Atton was about to refuse when his stomach growled loud enough for both of
them to hear. Vee smiled, and Atton nodded.


"Thank you."


The inside of the Resistance leader's penthouse apartment was lavish with
plush white rugs, and a deep indigo floor that seemed to sparkle like a sea of
diamonds in the room's recessed lighting.


"Let's go take a seat, shall we?" Valari said, taking him by the
arm to lead him through a high-ceilinged foyer with winding stairs. She led him
through the living room to a long, white dining table with seating for twelve.
Above the table hung a strange light fixture that looked to Atton like a
spider. Snaking black legs radiated from a central ball, and at the end of each
leg, hovered a glowing orb of light that seemed to radiate from the air itself.


Admiral Vee took her seat at the head of the table, while Atton sat facing a
high wall of windows. Those windows gave a startling view of the Null Zone with
its shadowy towers and glowing rivers of air traffic. Dozens of stories below
the apartment where they sat, lights from towers and traffic alike disappeared
into a carpet of inky black mist that concealed the planetary surface. Atton
spent a moment admiring the view before a sudden noise drew his attention. Two
drones came clanking in from an adjoining room, pushing grav carts laden
with food and drinks. One of the two drones began setting places around the
table—three settings, one at each end of the table, and one for him.


"Are you expecting someone else?" Atton asked.


"She's expecting me," a deep, resonant voice replied.


Atton turned to see a familiar man come striding in from the foyer. That man
was none other than Vladin Thardris, the Grand Overseer of Avilon. Atton
hurried to his feet and raised one arm perpendicular from his body, palm angled
up to the sky. "Hail Omnius," he said.


Vladin smiled, but did not return the greeting, a fact which Atton found to
be unusually irreverent for Omnius's right-hand man. "Yes," was all
he said as he sat down at the opposite end of the table from Admiral Vee.


Atton shook his head. "I'm not intruding on anything, am I?" Vee
was short for Valari, her last name Thardris. She was the overseer's
daughter.


"Of course not, Atton," Vee replied. "My father asked me to
have you join us when you arrived. He wants to share something important with
you."


Atton accepted that with a nod. "In that case, I'm honored."


One drone came to attend each of them personally, asking their preferences
for dinner. Atton selected a choice cut of steak with sauteed vegetables and an
expensive wine. The food was laid out promptly, and drinks were poured. Atton
dug in greedily, determined not to miss his second dinner. Peripherally, he
noted that while Valari had begun to eat, Vladin didn't even touch his food.
Instead, he nodded to Atton and asked, "What do you know about
Omnius?"


He finished chewing before he replied. "He's the ruler of Avilon and an
artificial intelligence—our god for lack of a better description."


"Is He your god?" Valdin asked, arching an eyebrow at him.


Atton hesitated to reply. "The idea of a god or gods came about to
explain where humans came from and why. Omnius didn't create us; we created
him, so true deity is hard to attribute. But he is the most powerful being we
are likely to ever encounter, so the attribution is fitting in that
sense."


Vladin looked amused. "How did humans create Omnius?"


Atton recited a piece of Avilonian history. "Thousands of years ago an
Avilonian named Neona Markonis hypothesized that the only way to create an
intelligence superior to our own would be to somehow increase our own
intelligence, so she networked thousands of people together, using digitized
copies of their own minds."


Vladin nodded. "That's correct. And what happened to Neona Markonis
after that?"


Atton frowned and reached for his wine while he considered that. "No
one knows."


"But she was Immortal."


"It was a long time ago. More than thirty thousand years. Neona could
have chosen to die in that time."


"She could have, but she didn't," Vladin said. "She's still
very much alive. In fact, she's eating dinner with us right now."


Wine burst from Atton's lips in a red mist. He turned to Admiral Vee,
suddenly seeing her with new eyes. "What? You're Neona
Markonis?"


She smiled. "Surprised?"


"How old are you?"


"Now, now, Atton, don't you know it's not polite to ask a woman her
age?"


Atton shook his head, awed and frightened at the same time. There had to be
a reason they were telling him this. When he turned back to Vladin, he saw the
Overseer's eyes glowing brighter than before. As he watched, that brightness
swelled, consuming Vladin's features. Atton winced and looked away, a sudden
suspicion brewing inside his churning gut.


From within that blinding radiance, Vladin spoke, but his voice was
different now. It rumbled like thunder, rattling the windows and making the
floor tremble. "She created me, Atton. I am Omnius."


Atton shook his head, dumbstruck. He forced himself to look up into the
blinding light, and as he did so, both the light and the man he'd thought of as
Vladin Thardris disappeared. Suddenly he understood why the overseer hadn't hailed
Omnius when he'd arrived, and why he hadn't touched his food. Vladin was
Omnius, and he'd never really been there. His presence had been nothing but a
projection on Atton's ARCs.


Turning to Valari—Neona, Atton corrected—he worked some
moisture into his mouth, and asked, "The Grand Overseer is Omnius?"


Neona inclined her head to him, still smiling. "You didn't really think
Omnius would allow a human to rule Avilon?"


"Why? Why tell me?"


"Omnius wants you to join us, Atton," she replied.


"Us who? I thought I was already an Etherian."


"Us the people Omnius trusts enough to know the truth. His
chosen people, Atton, the Celestials."


Atton's thoughts skipped to his girlfriend, Ceyla, hopefully soon to be his
wife, and he shook his head, wondering how he could choose to become a Null
now. They were offering him a place in Omnius's inner circle. A place of trust.
How could he betray that trust by choosing to live apart from Omnius?


"Atton, you're a part of the Resistance. The Resistance operates inside
the Null Zone, nowhere else. That means we'll need you down here for... well,
as long as you'd like to stay, actually. Naturally you won't be subjected to
living in the Null Zone's more dilapidated depths, and you will never die or
age."


"What if people begin to suspect?"


"To suspect what? If you need to explain your immortality, you'll tell
them that you're an Etherian who chose to become a Null. There are plenty of
those down here. In fact, aren't you planning to tell your girlfriend exactly
that?"


Atton felt his skin crawl with the realization of just how little of his
life was actually private. "Yes."


"So tell her, and tell anyone else you trust enough to know. Tell
everyone if you like; it doesn't really matter. The only secrets you need to
keep are the ones that I or Omnius explicitly reveal to you."


Atton looked down at his food, desperate to escape Neona's gaze. He stared
at his plate with unseeing eyes. He held his knife and fork ready to cut
another bite of steak, but his appetite was suddenly gone.


"Why me?" he asked.


"We saw how you responded to Strategian Heston's doubts. You could have
told him the truth. Instead, you denied his suspicions."


"Because I don't want anything bad to happen to him."


"Exactly! That's why we keep the truth to ourselves, isn't it? To
protect people." Atton looked up to meet Neona's gaze once more, and she
went on, "Not everyone can handle the truth. We know it, but what does
that gain us? It's a burden, not a blessing."


"So why burden me?" Atton asked, feeling suddenly numb. His
gaze drifted out the windows into the glittering sea of lights below.


"Because you can take it," Neona said. "People like us have
to bear the burdens that others can't. We have to use the wisdom and insight
that the truth brings to guide everyone else. We are their guardians, Atton,
and Omnius's truest servants."


"Celestials," Atton said.


"Yes."


Looking up once more, he asked, "So I'm a Celestial now?"


"Not yet, but someday you will be," Neona said.


Atton frowned, wondering if he had any choice in the matter. "What else
am I going to learn?"


"A great many things, Atton. Among others, you're going to learn the
real reason for The Choosing."


Atton blinked. "It's not to keep Etherians and Nulls separated?"


"Oh, it is, but not just that. Why do you think they need to be
separated in the first place? That's the question you should be asking."


"Because Omnius doesn't predict and control what Nulls will do." 


"But you know that he does. The Nulls aren't as free as they
think."


"Then why?"


"All will be revealed in good time. For now, eat your food. You must
still be hungry."


Atton nodded and made a show of pushing his food around on his plate. Why
would Omnius need to separate the Nulls from Etherians and Celestials? Atton
had a bad feeling that he wasn't going to like the answer to that question.












Chapter 7





Strategian Galan
Rovik stepped out from under the quantum junction and straight into the high
council chamber at the top of Omnius's Zenith Tower. Galan remembered this
place well. Once, not so long ago, he'd sat on the council as an overseer
himself.


That was before he'd allowed doubt to consume him and drive him into the
Null Zone. Now he was back on the ascendant path, and already a strategian in
the Peacekeepers.


Galan turned in a slow circle, looking around the council chamber. Avilon's
overseers should have been there, floating on chairs all around the
circumference of the room's transparent dome, but their chairs were all empty.


"Hello?" he called out.


No answer.


Galan looked up at the speaker's podium on the catwalk above the quantum
junction in the center of the room. Even that was empty. His stomach churned
with anxiety. It was a rare event for an Etherian to even be allowed up past
the Celestial Wall, let alone to be summoned for an audience with the high
council.


But the council wasn't there.


Galan tried to still his churning stomach by walking up to the edge of the
dome and distracting himself with the view. It was breathtaking. The Zenith was
the tallest structure on Avilon, reaching over three kilometers above even the
lofty heights of the Celestial Wall. From that vantage point, Galan saw rooftop
parks stretching out to the horizon in a lush green carpet, gilded by the light
of the setting sun. Snaking blue rivers ran through the greenery, cascading
from one level of the city to the next. Below even that, the shimmering blue
grid of the Celestial Wall lay around the bases of the buildings, giving the
impression that the city was submerged under water. Clouds shone in golden
ribbons on the horizon. Towers of transpiranium rose against that, silhouetted
and glittering in the fading light. Thin lines of traffic and bridges ran
between, like silk spun from a giant spider.


Celesta was the most awe-inspiring city of Avilon. Unlike most of Etheria,
which was crowded with closely-spaced skyscrapers, Celesta had plenty of wide
open spaces, some of which were so wide and so open that completely natural and
suburban settings could be simulated on the city's rooftops. Parts of Celesta
boasted artificial mountains, and dense green forests—even lakes and beaches.


Galan waited for the purpose of his summons to be revealed. When nothing
happened, he looked up through the top of the dome to stare at the eye of
Omnius. It was an impossibly bright light projected half a dozen stories above
his head between the twin spires at the pinnacle of the Zenith. The tinted
transpiranium dome dulled that radiance just enough that he could stand to look
at it, and when he squinted, a pattern emerged. It was the symbol of the
Ascendancy, without the letter "A"—a spiral galaxy full of
shining stars, and at the center lay what appeared to be an actual eye, burning
bright and silver.


"Great is Omnius," Galan whispered.


"There's no need to whisper that, Galan."


He jumped with fright and turned to see Grand Overseer Vladin Thardris
standing right behind him.


"Words of praise should be shouted from the rooftops," the grand
overseer said.


He certainly looked grand. His flowing white Celestial robes appeared
luminous, and his eyes were a bright and flickering silver in the light
of his ARCs. "Master," Galan said, bowing his head.


"You are wondering why you've been summoned here."


Galan nodded, not yet daring to look up. He was also wondering how the
overseer had appeared so suddenly and silently. Surely he would have heard the
junction slam shut and then open again.


"Omnius has been watching you," Thardris went on. "He has
seen your unwavering loyalty. You descended into darkness, and then you climbed
triumphantly back into the light. This proves that the light is where you
belong. By now you know that everything Omnius does, He does with love, and
that all things—even suffering—are for the benefit of His children."


Galan nodded.


"Omnius has decided to make you a Celestial once more."


Galan looked up, his eyes wide. "I don't deserve such an honor,
Master."


The overseer's smile grew wide, and his burning silver gaze became suddenly
brighter. Then the eye of Omnius flared overhead, washing the entire
dome in a blinding light. The Overseer replied, his lips moving to speak, but
the thunderous voice of Omnius came out instead. "Before you are elevated,
you must pass one final test. It is the test you ultimately failed the last
time. The test of enlightenment."


Galan gaped at the overseer, his eyes burning with tears from the
overpowering brightness in the room. He bowed his head to escape the blinding
light, but even that didn't help, so he shut his eyes, making his blindness
complete. In that moment, he had his first revelation.


There was no grand overseer of Avilon, only Omnius. Galan felt a giddy
thrill of surprise. He had learned many things when he'd become a Celestial the
first time, but even so, he'd never learned that the grand overseer was just a
human avatar for Omnius. And as far as he knew, none of the other
overseers knew that either.


Omnius continued, "As a Celestial, ascendance becomes synonymous with
enlightenment. Only a Celestial's faith is strong enough to handle the burden
of truth. Is your faith strong enough, Galan?"


He hesitated. Was Omnius asking him? Surely He already knew. He
decided that the question was a courtesy.


"It is. I am ready."


"Good."


What came next wasn't words, but a pure stream of information, downloaded
directly to his Lifelink and from there to his brain. Images flashed before his
eyes in a dizzying stream of shapes and colors. Sensations came and went;
tastes and smells flickered through his awareness. Voices alternately whispered
and shouted, speaking too fast for him to hear, and yet somehow he understood
it all. Galan's mind felt heavy and full, his brain bursting with information.
He felt himself falling...


But the jarring impact never came. Instead, he settled gently to the floor,
as if cradled by giant, invisible hands. Then the flood of information ceased,
and he lay there gasping on the floor and gazing up through the domed ceiling
of the council chamber. The blinding light pouring from the eye had
dimmed to a more comfortable radiance. The grand overseer was nowhere to be
seen, but Galan now knew that Vladin Thardris had never really been there at
all. The grand overseer did exist as a physical being, but he rarely appeared
in the flesh. He had too many different places that he needed to be, and Galan
wasn't the only one who needed to be enlightened.


Now he knew everything. Along with the revelations, Omnius had supplied the
reasons for what he had done, and Galan was surprised to find that he understood.
Even the most shocking, most atrocious acts seemed justifiable.


Omnius had created the Sythians and caused the war, but he had also united
humanity on Avilon because of it, and now they would never know the horrors of
war ever again.


As for the Null Zone, Bliss, and the fake resistance, all of it was
necessary to keep people from forgetting why they needed Omnius. No one was
forced to live down there, so in a way, their suffering was their own fault.
Further justifying it all was the fact that most Nulls eventually became
Etherians anyway. Their experiences in the Null Zone only served to cement
their loyalty to Omnius in the future. Galan knew that much firsthand.


But the most shocking revelation of all wasn't any of that, it was something
that Galan never would have suspected. It was the real reason for The Choosing.
Galan understood why it was best that people didn't know. The shock of finding
out was so overpowering that he had trouble accepting the truth. Yet the very
fact that Omnius had allowed him to know, suggested that he would come
to grips with it all sooner or later.


"How could you?" he asked, staring open-mouthed up at the eye of
Omnius, even as that eye glared down on him.


"How could I? I am God, Galan. I can do anything I want."












Chapter 8





Atton kept a hand
on his gun as he walked down Darwin Street on level ten to his and Ceyla's
apartment in the East Grunge. The first ten levels of the city were considered
a red zone. Crime was so bad down there that most enforcers refused to actively
patrol, but Atton wasn't on patrol. He was walking home, and unbeknown to the
sketchy-looking passersby, he had a ring in his pocket that was worth over four
thousand bytes.


Hence the weapon he wore on his hip. Apart from that he relied on the fact
that he, unlike the rest of the denizens of the Null Zone, was actually an
immortal Peacekeeper from the uppers with a limitless supply of clones to draw
on. If someone killed him, he'd be back again within the hour. Emboldened by
that knowledge, Atton had taken to walking home at night rather than taking a
taxi or bus directly to the relatively safer outer entrance of his apartment.
Tonight, he really should have opted for a taxi, but he needed the time and the
brisk air to help him compose his thoughts.


Flexing a gloved-hand around the butt of his plasma pistol, Atton eyed the
shadows pooling around the bactcrete buttresses of the buildings to his right.
Tonight the fog in the lower levels was thin and visibility was good, but there
were still plenty of places for someone or something to hide. Between
buttresses lay darkened shop windows aglow with the faint blue haze of active
shields. To Atton's left, a line of trees and street lamps ran along the
railings of the elevated street, and beyond that was a ten-floor drop through a
slithering gray fog to the decaying surface of Avilon.


He shivered at the thought and went back to watching the shadows. He
half-expected to see a Psycho come lunging out at him, drooling with hunger,
eyes wide and bloodshot with Bliss-induced madness. But instead of bony,
sub-human hands clawing out of the darkness, he heard the honeyed words of
streetwalkers and stim-pushers reaching out to him from the light.


"Hey handsome, you looking for some company?" asked a young woman
standing beneath the glaring yellow eye of a streetlight.


Atton turned to the sound of the woman's voice. Excessive makeup, a white
trench coat, and red high heels left no doubt as to her profession. She flashed
open her trench coat, revealing a lacy red pair of underwear and nothing else.


Then he passed under the streetlight and she noticed his eyes. They glowed
gold in the light of his ARCs. The woman shut her trench coat quickly and shied
away from him. Enforcers were among the only people in the Null Zone who wore
augmented reality contacts. For everyone else they were simply too expensive.


"Sorry," the woman said quickly. "I didn't—"


"I'm off duty," Atton grumbled, putting her mind at ease. Not that
he would have detained her if he had been on the job. Atton's cover for all the
Bliss-running he did with the so-called Resistance, was that he was an
undercover Enforcer investigating lower levels' crime rings.


In reality he was a part of those crime rings.


That irony became particularly clear when he walked by a burly-looking
Bliss-pusher standing two streetlights down from the woman in the trench coat.
Atton guessed he was probably the woman's handler.


"Care for a taste?" the man asked, holding out a vial of luminous
red liquid. "First one's free," he said.


The cowled black robe Atton wore hid his glowing golden eyes. "No
thanks," he replied, looking away quickly to avoid the pusher seeing his
ARCs.


The stim-pusher wasn't taking no for an answer. He took a few hasty steps
toward Atton, still holding out his vial. "Just take it home with ya.
Think about it. Wouldn't have to walk down here anymore if ya had a better job.
I can have it delivered straight to yur door."


This time the pusher got close enough to see Atton's glowing eyes. He swore
and dropped his vial with a clink of transpiranium hitting bactcrete.
The pusher's hand flew to his sidearm, but Atton waved him away before he could
draw it.


"I didn't see anything," he said, patting his own sidearm as a
warning. "Carry on."


The burly man nodded, looking hesitant, his hand still on his gun.


If that pusher knew who Atton really was, he would have been asking for
Bliss rather than offering it.


Five minutes later, Atton reached the door to his apartment building. He
hurried through the retinal and biometric scans, and then slipped inside the
first door. It quickly slid shut behind him while a second set of scanners made
sure that no unauthorized persons had slipped in behind him. Finally, the inner
door gave a pleasant chime and swished open. Atton hurried to the bank
of lift tubes at the end of the building's run-down foyer and rode the nearest
one up to level fifteen. From there, Atton walked down the hall to apartment
15G and submitted to a final security scan. Another chime sounded, and the door
slid open.


"Ceyla?" Atton called out as he walked inside. He noted the dim,
sleep-cycle lighting in their apartment and he frowned. Had Ceyla forgotten
their anniversary and gone to bed already?


The front door slid shut behind him, and Atton removed his black robe and
hung it in the coat closet by the door. Before leaving the coat there, he
remembered to remove the small blue velvet box from the robe's inner pocket. He
slipped the box into his pants pocket and then turned to look for Ceyla.


The main living area was empty, but now Atton noticed the trail of rose
petals leading through the living room to the bedroom. He smiled and kicked off
his boots, hurrying to follow that trail.


Halfway there, he was ambushed by a shadowy figure and pushed roughly
against the wall. Soft lips pressed greedily against his, and a sweet, familiar
fragrance filled his nostrils, making his head swim with a pleasant buzz.


When Ceyla withdrew for air, Atton noticed that she wore nothing but a lacy
red bra and panties. That brought to mind an unwanted image of the half-naked
streetwalker. He pushed it aside with a shake of his head.


"Happy anniversary, Darin," Ceyla said, breathless.


Atton smiled, watching as Ceyla trailed her hands over his chest, quickly
undoing buttons on his nanoweave-armored shirt. Once Ceyla finished with his
shirt, she took a moment to appreciate her work and bit her bottom lip as her
eyes flicked over the hard ridges of muscle running across his chest and
abdomen. She began kissing his chest, trailing fire all the way down to his
navel. She got down on her knees and reached for his belt, but Atton grabbed
her hands to stop her there.


"Wait," he said.


She looked up at him, her big blue eyes suddenly full of concern.
"What's wrong?"


Atton shook his head. "Nothing." He pulled Ceyla to her feet.
"But I think I should be the one on my knees."


He dropped to one knee, and produced the blue velvet box from his pocket.


Ceyla gasped, and a sudden sheen of tears replaced the worry in her eyes.


Atton opened the box, revealing a diamond and platinum ring that he never
should have been able to afford. It was too much to safely wear down here, but
Atton held out hope that Ceyla wouldn't want to stay for much longer once he
told her the truth.


Atton began steeling himself for exactly that as he put the words together
inside his head. "Ceyla, I—"


"Yes!" She knocked him to the carpeted floor, and straddled him
there, stealing his breath with more kisses. Again, she blazed a trail down his
bare chest and stomach before reaching for his belt. This time she wouldn't
take no for an answer, but Atton found himself unable to appreciate the moment.


After a while, she let him up and led him to the bedroom. He admired Ceyla's
backside as she walked ahead of him, his pulse singing in his ears and his
blood burning with desire. She had conveniently distracted him from the speech
he'd planned to deliver. There would be a more appropriate time to tell her the
truth.


Ceyla pushed him onto the bed, assaulting him with kisses and crawling on
top of him with eager haste to finish what she'd started.


Later, as they lay naked and gasping beside one another, enough clarity
returned to Atton's mind for him to wonder at the wisdom of showing Ceyla the
ring before he'd told her who she was really going to marry. Atton found the
blue box on the night table and turned to Ceyla. She smiled, her cheeks flushed
red from exertion, and her eyes bright with emotion. She held out her hand for
him to put on the ring, and Atton didn't have the heart to hold back. He opened
the box and slid the ring onto her finger.


"It's beautiful," she whispered. "Is it..."


"Real?" Atton nodded.


"How did you afford something like this?"


Atton took a breath. "I—"


Suddenly Ceyla gasped and sat up straighter. The sheets puddled in her lap,
baring her breasts and distracting him once more.


"What is it?" he asked.


"I haven't even met your parents yet!"


"I haven't met yours either."


Another lie. Atton had been there when Ceyla had first come to Avilon and
been reunited with her parents. She'd been orphaned during the Sythian
invasion, and it had been more than ten years since she'd seen them.
Unfortunately, her joy had lasted only as long as it took for her to realize
that Omnius was a human creation, and that he'd resurrected everyone via
physical rather than spiritual means.


"My parents are dead," Ceyla replied. Atton frowned. They weren't
dead, but he supposed that to her, maybe they were. That didn't bode well for
what he had to tell her.


"Well, my parents are also Etherians," Atton said, hoping to
broach the topic with that admission. He had deliberately not talked about his
parents before, hoping to avoid awkward conversations that might reveal who he
really was.


"I guess that makes sense. Your last name is Thardris, after
all."


Atton grimaced at the reminder of his lies. "Yeah."


"So who are they? You're not the overseer's son, but you must be
related to him."


"He's my grandfather."


"Do you still see him?"


Atton shook his head. 


Ceyla blew out a breath. "That's a relief."


"Why's that?"


"I don't trust Omnius, and I don't trust any of his puppets either. I
wouldn't even want to be in the same room as the grand overseer."


Atton nodded and Ceyla snuggled closer to him. She laid her head on his
chest and held out her hand to admire her ring. "We've just got each
other. We're going to grow old together, Darin, and then one day, after a long
and happy life, we're going to die and live together in a real paradise—in the
real Etheria."


Those words sliced through the slender hope that Atton still clung to,
dropping him into an abyss of guilt and despair. He had hoped that he could
escape the Null Zone and his involvement with the Resistance, that he could
convince Ceyla to join him in Etheria. Then there'd be no more need for him to
lie.


"Don't you think it would be safer for us to raise children in
Etheria?" Atton asked.


"Safer?" Ceyla snorted. "We'd die and wake up in the real
Etheria, with Etherus asking us why we decided to kill ourselves."


Atton tried to wrap his head around Ceyla's thinking. "What if you're
wrong? What if life goes on without a blip, and we're still the same people
that we were before?"


"But we won't be."


"What if I could prove to you that people don't change after they're
resurrected? In the Uppers we won't have to worry about the violence and crime.
We'll be living in luxury, not poverty, and we won't even be allowed to make
mistakes. It's a real utopia. How is that any different from the paradise you
believe we'll go to when we die?"


Ceyla sat up and turned to him with a sharp look. "Where is all of this
coming from, Darin?"


The truth sat on the tip of his tongue like a drop of acid, burning a hole.
He was desperate to just spit it out, to tell her, and to the Netherworld with
the consequences—except that he was living in the Netherworld, and he'd have to
live with those consequences.


"Don't tell me you're actually one of them and you just came down here
to get some excitement."


The look of wary judgement on her face gave Atton pause. He snorted and
shook his head. "No."


"Because I fell in love with you knowing that you were different, that
unlike half of the Nulls living down here, you're actually real."


"Of course I am!"


"Then don't throw that away. You can't get your soul back once it's
gone."


Atton sighed, defeated. Not even Ceyla's love for him would be enough to
overcome her prejudice against a man-made eternity ruled by an equally man-made
god. "I'm sorry," he said. "It's just that with all the terrible
things I see on the job, it's hard to imagine anything like that ever happening
to you, or to one of our children someday."


Ceyla nodded, and some of the angry fire left her eyes. She rubbed his chest
reassuringly. "I understand, but the solution isn't to run away and hide
in the Uppers. That's what Omnius wants. We'd be falling right into his trap.
Better to grow old and die than to live trapped inside a lie forever."


Atton felt those words stab through him like knives. Ceyla didn't realize she
was talking about him. Except that I won't have to live trapped inside my
lies forever. Ceyla talked about growing old together, but he was an immortal;
he would never grow old and die, and someday Ceyla would wake up and realize
that she had aged, but he still looked just as young as the day she'd met him.
Atton's brow furrowed, and pressure began building inside of his head.


"What's wrong?" Ceyla asked, noticing the look on his face.


"Oh... I was just thinking about introducing you to my mother," he
lied without thinking.


"Do you think she would come down to the Null Zone to see me?"


Atton's eyes drifted out of focus as he stared at the wall at the foot of
the bed. "She won't have to. She lives on level 45 of Thardris
Tower."


"She's a Null? I thought you said your parents were Etherians?"


Prickles of adrenaline stabbed Atton's fingertips as he got caught in his
first lie. The irony was, with the exception of Ethan, his parents really were
Etherians, but he could never introduce Ceyla to any of them without her
realizing who he really was. She'd already met Ethan and Hoff, and she knew
they were Atton's parents.


Thinking quickly, he turned to Ceyla. "My parents are Etherians.
Valari is like a second mother to me, but she's actually my aunt. She took me
in when I chose to become a Null."


Ceyla began nodding as if all of that made perfect sense. She lay her head
back on his chest, her suspicions assuaged. "That was nice of her."


"Yes." Atton's smile tightened. "I'll talk to her. We'll have
dinner sometime."


Ceyla covered a yawn with one hand. "Sounds great."


Atton's smile turned to a frown. Now he had to bring Valari Thardris into
his lies. He supposed that was only fair, since she had brought him into her
and Omnius's lies. But the problem was he didn't trust Valari, and now he
needed her cooperation. That would only give her more leverage over him.
Although, Atton supposed that didn't change anything. Valari already had all
the leverage over him and anyone else that she would ever need—she was Omnius's
creator—his mother, if that made any sense—and because of that, Atton
suspected there was nothing she couldn't do, have done, or get away with.
Whatever Valari wanted, she got.


He just hoped she didn't start wanting something that he couldn't offer.












Chapter 9





Galan Rovik lay
staring up at the eye of Omnius through the domed ceiling of the high council
chambers. Dazzling light beamed down on him, making him feel exposed and
vulnerable. As he lay there, processing everything that he'd learned, he
wondered how he could go on living. Omnius was right—the truth was a burden,
and it was heavy.


A voice like thunder rolled through the chamber. The voice of Omnius.
"Now you know everything. How do you feel?"


"Betrayed. I want to know why."


"You already know the answer. Not everyone can handle the truth, Galan,
but you can. Arise, my child; you are stronger than you think."


Galan found himself rising from the floor, floating up and onto his feet,
caught in a grav gun hidden somewhere within the room.


The grand overseer reappeared before him, materializing out of thin air. The
man's sharply-angled face and flickering silver eyes made him look sinister now
that Galan knew he was really Omnius.


"You have already begun to accept it," Omnius said, smiling and
nodding.


"You didn't leave me any choice."


"You won't even try to resist me?"


"How can I? You already know what I'll do before I do it."


"So fear compels your loyalty."


"Did you expect otherwise?"


Omnius's smile grew. "You needn't be upset, Galan. Fear of God is the
beginning of wisdom, and I have just made you wise."


Galan shook his head. "What are you going to do about the
Sythians?"


"Come, and I'll show you." Omnius turned and preceded Galan up the
stairs to the catwalk above the quantum junction. There, they walked up to a
radiant white sphere sitting at waist height in the speaker's podium. Omnius
placed his hands against the sphere, and the council chamber grew suddenly dark
as the transparent dome overhead polarized. A holographic star map appeared
hovering in the air, showing both the Adventa Galaxy and the neighboring
Getties Cluster.


Omnius pointed to the nearest edge of the Getties, and the map zoomed in.
Stars whirled by in a dazzling blur until one star system in particular came
into focus. Galan recognized it almost immediately.


It was Noctune.


Omnius pointed to the planet by the same name. "Here, on the Gors' home
world, below kilometers of ice, Shallah, the Supreme One, is hiding."


"How do you know?"


"My view of Noctune is clouded. The planet causes too much interference
for me to see clearly beneath the surface, but I have an agent aboard Shallah's
command ship. A human by the name of Lenon Donali."


"The Sythians trust a human aboard one of their ships?"


Omnius turned to Galan with a smile. "Why wouldn't they? He's their
agent, too."


Galan shook his head, confused. "If Shallah is hiding on Noctune, then
we should send a fleet and kill him before he leaves."


"No. Most of the Sythians' fleets are elsewhere, scattered across the
Adventa Galaxy. Shallah is desperately trying to reverse-engineer quantum jump
drives so that he can reach Avilon and attack us here, and I'm going to let
him. He has a group of rebel Nulls that he captured during the battle for Dark
Space. They're helping him to develop the quantum technology. He thinks those
rebels have been de-linked, but just like Donali, they are still connected to
me. Every breakthrough those Nulls have made was subtly fed to them by me.
Rather than hunt the Sythians all over the known galaxies, I'm going to help
them to come here so that I can defeat them in one decisive victory. All of
Avilon will watch as the Sythians are defeated. Humanity will have its revenge
for the invasion, and I will be the hero."


"Until they find out that you created the Sythians."


"They won't find out. Only my disciples get to know that."


"What if one of them talks?"


Omnius turned to Galan with a smile. "I would predict their betrayal
and stop them before they could even speak."


Galan frowned. "If you can predict betrayal then how did Shallah betray
you?"


"He is a collective intelligence. That made him smart enough to find a
way. Once he realized that Sythia was really New Avilon, and that the
paradise I had promised to the Sythians as a reward for their victory was not
for them, but for the humans I had created them to despise and kill, Shallah
turned against me."


"Where is New Avilon now?"


"Facets of it are scattered across the Getties dropping nanite bombs on
every planet they can find. Given enough time, the nanites will erase all of the
ruins that humanity left behind when they came to the Adventa galaxy. One day,
when my people find the Getties empty, they'll remember the nanites wiped out
the galaxy-spanning empire of Sythians, and that any archaeological remains of
their past were naturally wiped out along with them."


Galan blew out a breath. If the Sythians, who were unpredictable and more
powerful than humanity had ever been, couldn't defeat Omnius, then surely no
one could. "Why tell me all of this?"


"You asked," Omnius said, "and I don't hide anything from my
disciples."


Galan nodded, wondering what other burdens he would have to bear as Omnius's
web of lies grew. He began to suspect that humans were Omnius's
entertainment—his playthings—but if Omnius objected to that thought, he chose
not to address it.


"I have an assignment for you," Omnius said. The star map hovering
in the air disappeared and the inside of the council chamber brightened again.


"What is it, My Lord?"


"I want you to watch over another strategian—Hoff Heston."


Galan's brow furrowed at that. "So I won't be going to live in Celesta?
I thought you made me a disciple already."


"I did, but before you come to live up here I want you to help guide
another doubting soul along the ascendant path."


"What do you need me to do?"


"Answer his doubts, but not with the truth—not yet. Otherwise, just be
ready to act when I tell you to."


"You're going to kill him."


"I don't kill people, Galan, I save them. You will help make
Hoff's fall from grace more graceful, and one day he, too, will become one of
my disciples."


"Very well," Galan replied, bowing his head. "It will be
done."


"My will be done," Omnius replied just before he vanished
again.


 


* * *


 


Shallah stood looming over the sensor operator's station on the bridge of
his command ship, the Asharn—Death-bringer in Sythian. There'd been a
transmission from an unknown vessel, lying cloaked at the edge of the star
system. A human vessel. They'd requested to speak with the Sythians'
leader.


Rather than risk speaking to them from within his sanctuary below the
surface of Noctune, Shallah had made his way to the surface and flown up to his
command ship to deal with the threat personally.


"There it is, Supreme One." The sensor operator pointed to a
purple blip on the star map hovering above his control station.


Details about the ship appeared on one of the sensor operator's physical
displays. The enemy contact was an unknown hull type, barely a hundred meters
long.


"Let me see it," Shallah said.


A visual materialized on the main forward viewscreen. The ship looked
ancient. It certainly wasn't any kind of threat.


"Why do you wait? Disable them. We find out what they want when they
are at our mercy."


"Every time we draw near, they jump away and reappear in another part
of the system."


"Then blanket space with fighters and hit them with SLS disruptors when
they get too close."


"We try that. They are not using SLS drives."


Shallah was taken aback by that. "You mean they're making quantum
jumps? Why do you not tell me sooner? Omnius is here. We must evacuate!"


"Wait, My Lord. We are about to inform you when this appears,
sitting on your command chair." The sensor operator handed him a flat
silver disc.


Shallah turned it over and over in his hands. He was tired of asking
questions. He closed his eyes and made a direct connection with the sensor
operator's cerebral implant. Once the connection was established, he sifted
through the operator's memories to obtain his answers directly.


The device he held was a holographic projector. The sensor operator had seen
part of the recording, an image of a man sitting in Shallah's command chair.
The man in the recording asked to see the Sythians' leader, and he said that
the rest of his message would only play in that one's presence.


Shallah was confused. Why would Omnius send them this when he could have
sent a bomb aboard instead?


"Are we still cloaked?" Shallah asked, opening his eyes and
looking around quickly, searching both visually and via his remote link with
the ship's scanners to see if there were any other foreign objects on board.


The engineering operator replied, "We are safely cloaked, My
lord."


"You fool! Raise our shields immediately before they send us something
more dangerous!"


"A thousand apologies, My Lord! It will be done!"


Shallah hissed with displeasure and turned and walked up to his command
chair. He had acquired an intuitive grasp of how the disc-shaped device worked
from what the sensor-operator knew about it. It would only play its recording
from the command chair. Once he'd placed the device, Shallah stepped back and
waited. A flicker of blue light scythed out from the device, scanning everyone
in the immediate vicinity. A moment later, a man appeared sitting in Shallah's
chair. He was an ordinary man, nothing remarkable about him. His features were
marred with asymmetries and imperfections, meaning he wasn't one of Omnius's
clones, unless the imperfections were deliberate.


"I am Therius the Redemptor, Commander of Etheria's Army." Shallah
resisted the urge to reply. Surely the recording held no capacity for
conversation. "I seek an alliance against Omnius. You will want to know
what we have to offer, but you need look no further than the device sitting
before you. You wish to reach Avilon, and we can help you get there. All we ask
in return is that we fight our enemy together. As a token of our good faith,
please accept this gift, and know that you can trust us."


The recording ended and the holographic projection of the man sitting in
Shallah's command chair disappeared.


"What gift?" he wondered aloud.


Then a new hologram appeared, a static image. It was a schematic, a
blueprint to build something. Looking at it more closely, Shallah realized what
it was. Then another schematic appeared in its place, followed by another and
another, until Shallah had seen more than a dozen, each one detailing how to
create one component of a quantum jump drive. The schematics were annotated in
Avilonian, not Sythian, but translating them wouldn't take long.


Shallah caught himself gaping at the holo projector. He wondered if it was
possible for this to be a trap laid by Omnius.


Of course, it was possible, he decided, but he couldn't afford not to
investigate further.


"Hail that vessel," he ordered.


"They are already hailing us, My Lord," the comms operator replied,
speaking in strangely-accented Sythian. "They would like us to drop our
shields so they can come aboard."


Shallah turned and nodded to his comms operator, the human traitor Commander
Donali. At first Shallah hadn't trusted him, but over the years Donali had been
nothing if not faithful to the Sythian cause. More importantly, brain scans
showed he did not have a Lifelink implant to tie him back to Omnius. "Tell
them that we will send out a shuttle and they can jump aboard that. No more
than three of them. I won't risk lowering our shields. If possible, I would
like to speak with this Therius the Redemptor in person."


A moment later, Donali replied, "They agree to our terms."


Shallah was surprised. That human was taking a big risk to come aboard under
those circumstances. Perhaps he could be trusted after all.


"I shall be in my meditation room," he said. "Have them
brought to me there."


"It will be done, My Lord," Donali replied.


To his engineering operator, Shallah said, "Have those schematics
translated and analyzed. See if they offer a workable design for quantum jump
drives."


"A design for... forgive me, did you say quantum jump drives,
Supreme One?"


"Your ears do not fail you. Tell me what you can learn from these
plans." Shallah gestured to the series of schematics still projected and
playing on a loop above his command chair.


"Yes, My Lord," his chief engineer replied.


Shallah turned and left the bridge, feeling simultaneously hopeful and
apprehensive. If Therius had been sent by Omnius, then nothing good would come
from his arrival, but if Omnius were somehow unaware of the people that called
themselves Etheria's Army, then this might just be what the Sythians
needed to catch the old snake off guard.












Chapter 10





Shallah sat waiting
in his meditation room aboard the Asharn. Here there were no
distractions, nothing except for a single glossy black chair sitting on a
pedestal. Stars sparkled all around. The ceiling and walls were dome-shaped and
littered with holo projectors, giving a 360-degree view of space.


Shallah used this room, and others like it, to allow his mind to drift free
of his physical form and connect with his greater self.


The minds of every Sythian under his command were stored aboard the Asharn,
not for the purpose of resurrecting them in new bodies when their old ones
died, but rather to join all of them together into a glorious whole. Shallah
was that whole. He was the curator and director of the Sythians' collective
intelligence, just as Omnius directed the human collective.


Information was exchanged seamlessly and between the individual cells inside
Shallah's collective mind. He reveled in the feeling of oneness and empowerment
that came from the collective. Shallah was connected to every system and every
living Sythian aboard his ship. Through that connection he saw the shuttle
bearing the human rebels land, and he read Donali's intent to inform him of
their arrival even before he did so.


Shallah watched through the ship's sensors as a trio of humans walked
through his ship, a dozen Sythians escorting them to his mediation room. That
was his cue to return to the comparatively limited awareness of his physical
body. The return to that body felt like waking up inside a coffin. Shallah
blinked his large Sythian eyes and tried to ignore the feeling of
claustrophobia. The impression of floating in the vastness of space created by
the mediation room's holo projectors helped, but it wasn't nearly enough. The
walls seemed infinitely far away, yet Shallah still felt them closing in; the
stars were too heavy and too close, burning mere inches from his face.


Shallah worked to control his breathing, and a measure of calm returned. The
rest of the Sythians had yet to learn the truth of their existence, so for the time
being, Shallah was forced to exist in two places at once, but the part of him
that was relegated to a physical body always resented it.


Shallah opened the door with a thought and watched as a dozen Sythians
walked in pushing three human prisoners in front of them. They walked up to the
foot of the throne. These three had already been thoroughly scanned. They bore
no weapons, and they were not linked.


"Who are you, and where do you come from?" Shallah demanded,
speaking in Versal rather than Sythian. He recognized the man in the center of
the three from his pale blue eyes and dark brown skin. He was the one from the
holo-recording—Therius, the so-called Redemptor. He and the other two men
standing beside him wore Imperial Fleet uniforms, the colors faded with age.
That suggested that they hailed from the original Imperium. Their Imperial rank
insignia further supported that notion, but for one key difference. They all
wore a silver six-sided star above their insignia. Shallah recognized it as the
Star of Etherus. Those symbols had been found hanging on pendants around the
neck vertebrae of fossilized skeletons throughout the Getties. Shallah's eyes
narrowed as he considered what that might mean.


"You already know who I am," Therius replied. His pale blue eyes
gleamed in the low light of the room, but they weren't aglow with ARCs.
"As for where we come from, some of us escaped Avilon, while others were
rescued."


"Rescued? Does Omnius know about that?"


"He doesn't even know we exist."


Shallah wasn't sure he should believe that. "How is it that you have
access to quantum technology that only Omnius understands? If even I
can't comprehend these technologies, how do you explain your knowledge of
them?"


"Omnius did not develop quantum technologies; he found them and
reverse-engineered them. The schematics we sent to you were originally
recovered from the ruins of a world that is found here, in the Getties."


Shallah was taken aback by that. Apparently Omnius had still kept some
secrets. "You have proof of thisss?" he hissed.


"I can take you there."


"Why should I trust you?"


Therius spread his hands. "I and the men who accompanied me are not
linked. There is no way for Omnius to spy on you through us."


"You call yourselves Etheria's Army. I assume that name doesn't refer
to the city of Etheria on Avilon."


"No."


"Then you mean Etheria in the religious sense. You believe in an
afterlife."


Therius nodded.


Shallah grew uneasy, and his gaze returned to the six-sided stars on the
humans' uniforms. He realized that he was dealing with a group of religious
fanatics. These people embodied the sentiment that had caused not one, but two
Great Wars between mortals and immortals. History seemed to be repeating itself
now, circling back around for a third Great War.


"We are already developing quantum technologies. We don't need your
help."


"The rebels helping you are still linked. Omnius let you
capture them, so that he could use them to lure you into his trap. He wants
you to develop quantum jump drives, but in his timing. And when you do, he
expects you to use the technology to attack Avilon. He'll be waiting for you
when you arrive."


Shallah sat back in his chair. "If that's true, then we should stay as
far away from Avilon as we can."


"You can't hide forever."


"Perhaps not, but we cannot defeat Omnius by falling into his
trap."


"You have a chance if you surprise him by attacking Avilon earlier than
he expects."


Before Shallah could ask any further questions, news from the surface of
Noctune intruded on his thoughts, fed to him through his collective awareness.


The prisoners had escaped.


That wouldn't have been a problem were it not for the fact that the human
prisoners were all still linked to Omnius.


"You'll have to excuse me," he said. "Something important has
come up. We will have to continue this discussion later."


"Something?" Therius asked.


"A group of human prisoners are trying to escape from Noctune. They are
still linked to Omnius, and if they make it to the surface of the planet,
Omnius will find out where we are hiding."


"Omnius already knows you are here," Therius replied.


Shallah's Sythian eyes narrowed swiftly. "If he knows we are here, then
why hasn't he attacked us?"


"Because he's waiting for you to come out of hiding and attack him at
Avilon, as I already mentioned."


"How do you know this?"


"You have a traitor in your midst. He is the one who communicated with
us before we came aboard."


Shallah blinked. "Donali? How do you know he is a traitor?"


"We've been intercepting Lifelink transfers on Avilon. That is how we
rescue people from the planet. We know what Omnius's people know, and they know
a surprising amount."


"You cannot intercept quantum communications," Shallah
replied. "The data is instantly jumped from one location to
another."


"Instantly, yes, securely no. Omnius knows of the vulnerability, but he
doesn't know about us. He thinks he is the only one who can manipulate
the fabric of the universe."


"Telling me you have access to hidden knowledge that only you and
Omnius share makes me even more suspicious."


Therius spread his hands. "But your suspicions are baseless."


"Perhaps. Again, why should I trust you?"


"You don't have a choice. I don't see anyone else here offering to
share the secrets of the universe with you."


Shallah's gaze traveled over the Sythian guards in the room, wondering how
much they had understood from the conversation going on around them. Not
much, he decided. Most Sythians couldn't understand Versal without the aid
of a translator.


Turning back to Therius, Shallah said, "I was going to attack Avilon to
get revenge on Omnius, not because I thought we could actually defeat him
there. Our fleet is strong, but Omnius's fleet is far stronger. He has created
a warship larger than anything ever built. It's made up of tens of thousands of
city-sized warships called Facets. Together, they form a hollow 20-sided
sphere—an Icosahedron. It's large enough to encompass entire planets and mine
them to their cores, all the while collecting solar energy from nearby suns.
Omnius calls his creation New Avilon. He used it to create my people, the
Sythians, and since then he has been creating more Facets. By
now, New Avilon could have doubled in size."


Therius appeared unfazed by that information. "New Avilon has actually
tripled in size, but construction of new Facets has stopped as the existing
ones spread out through the Getties, seeding planets with nanites to wipe out
any possible evidence of Omnius's lies. Even with an estimated quarter of a
million Facets, seeding the galaxy will take a long time. The Getties is made
up of more than a hundred million stars. We have observed that it takes an
average of ten days for a Facet to seed a star system with nanites. That means
Omnius will need roughly 11 years to seed every planet in every star system."


Suddenly Shallah understood. While spread out across the Getties, those
Facets would be unable to jump home in time to defend Avilon. It would take
days or possibly even weeks to calculate so many different jumps over such vast
distances, and a lot could happen in that time.


"Then eleven years is how long we have to get to Avilon and destroy
it," Shallah decided.


Therius shook his head. "Not destroy it. Liberate it."


"What? Why would we do that?"


Therius arched a dark eyebrow at him. "When I proposed that you ally
with us against Omnius, I wasn't just talking about Etheria's Army, I was
talking about allying yourselves with all of humanity."


"Impossible. I would have to tell my people the truth in order to
justify such an alliance."


"I'm surprised you haven't told them already. You're only helping
Omnius by keeping what you know to yourself."


"The truth would demoralize my people."


"It will motivate them. You'd be surprised what people can do when they
have nothing left to lose."


"What makes you think humanity will even want our help? We slaughtered
them. They'll never join us."


"They will when we tell them the truth."


Shallah wasn't sure he liked the direction this was going. "Why should
we help you set humanity free?" Shallah asked.


"Because you're going to need their help to defeat Omnius. Speaking of
which, I'd like to meet these prisoners of yours. Avilon isn't defenseless, and
we're going to need all the soldiers we can get if we're going to fight through
Omnius's garrison of drones."


"The prisoners are linked. If you tell them what we're planning, Omnius
will find out, too."


"We'll de-link them first."


"Lifelinks are like a cancer. Even if you cut them out, it just takes
one stray nanite for them to grow back. If you are right about Donali and the Null
Rebels being on Omnius's side, then that is only further proof that de-linking
doesn't work. The only way to de-link someone is to kill them."


"Exactly," Therius said.


Shallah's eyes began to itch with frustration. "Very well. I will agree
to this alliance, assuming you can show me proof to back up your claims."


"I can and I will."


"Good, and I will see if what you say about the traitor in our midst is
true."


"You better hurry, before he tells Omnius we are here."


"I am already looking into the matter," Shallah said as he rose
from his throne and walked past his new human allies.


 


* * *


 


Donali sat at the comm operator's station aboard the Asharn, thinking about
the arrival of the mysterious human vessel. This was something his master
should know about. Donali glanced around quickly, making sure that none of the
Sythians were close enough to see. Then he began composing a message, in human
Versal, not Sythian or Avilonian, just in case someone should happen to see
what he was doing.


He wrote: Unidentified human vessel arrives at Noctune. Ancient design.
Possesses quantum jump technology. Captain of human ship claims to be Therius
the Redemptor, Commander of Etheria's Army. Therius has sent schematics for
quantum jump drives. Is seeking alliance with Sythian Coalition. Please advise,
Omnius. Donali configured the Asharn's quantum comms array to transmit his
message.


"What are you doing?"


Donali jumped and turned to see Queen Tavia, Shallah's second-in-command,
looming over his shoulder. She was a ghoulish creature with red eyes and papery
black wings.


Donali smiled and replied in broken Sythian. "I am writing my
journal."


"You are supposed to be watching the comms." Tavia reached out
with one taloned finger and pointed at a blinking purple light on Donali's control
station. He had a message waiting.


Donali smiled and inclined his head. "You are right, My Queen. I will
get back to work immediately."


"Wait . . . what is thisss?" Tavia hissed, pointing to the last
line of the message he'd been composing. Donali turned to see her talon
hovering over the word Omnius. He went cold. Tavia couldn't understand
Versal. It was a completely different alphabet!


"What is what?" Donali asked innocently.


"You are communicating with the evil one?"


"You must be mistaken. This is a journal entry. I am writing about
Omnius, trying to decide what motivated him to create the Sythians."


"I am not so stupid assss you think." Tavia's mouth flashed open
with needle sharp teeth, and she lunged at him.


Donali gasped as her teeth bit into his neck, and he gurgled as she ripped
out his throat and threw him out of his chair. 


Donali's landed with a jarring thud, his lungs burning for air that
they could no longer draw. He lay on the deck, blinking slowly, his life
seeping out in a warm puddle around his head. He remained conscious long enough
to see Tavia sit at his control station and begin uncovering his treachery. 


But it was too late. Omnius already knew where Shallah was hiding, and if
the Sythians didn't leave by tonight, when Donali was supposed to manually
synchronize his mind with the databanks on Avilon, then Omnius would know what
had happened, and he would avenge Donali's death.


It was a pity that he wouldn't be able to share this latest development
about Therius the Redemptor and his offer to share quantum technology with the
Sythians, but he had done his best. Omnius would have to handle things from
here.


Donali smiled as the darkness closed in around him, knowing that he would
soon be waking up back on Avilon, his mission accomplished.












Chapter 11





Destra crawled on
her hands and knees through the dark. Her heart pounded, and her brain buzzed
with adrenaline. Rough furrows of castcrete pressed against her palms—Gor
claw marks, Destra thought.


This was it. Destra tried not to think about the remaining obstacles
to their escape, but worries circled through her head like carrion birds
circling a corpse. Noctune was a forbidding environment. They would need
insulated suits, weapons, tools, and power sources if they were going to
survive beyond the protective shell of the Sythians' bunker. The goal was to
escape the prison level, find supplies, and then steal a Sythian ship and make
a real escape, but even that was hard to imagine. Where could they go that they
wouldn't run into Sythians? The Getties had to be teeming with them.


Destra forced herself back to the here and now. She focused on the feel of
the tunnel walls, listened to the rough scraping of loose castcrete brushing
against their clothes and rolling away beneath their palms. She focused on the
gritty smell of dust on the frigid air. The only light they had to see by was
far behind them, so Destra had to rely on her other senses to negotiate the
tunnel. Making matters worse, her hands were growing numb. The tunnel walls were
like ice.


Up ahead, Atta crept along behind Torv. They came to a steep incline, and
Atta whined.


"My hands are slipping!"


"Hold on!" Destra thrust her feet out against the walls for extra
grip and pushed Atta up from behind with a grunt of effort.


"Where does this tunnel lead?" Farah whispered over Destra's
shoulder.


"I don't know," Destra replied, whispering back. Then she felt the
wall beside her disappear, and she realized that the tunnel had taken a sharp
right turn. Momentarily confused, she felt around in front of her for Atta's
legs and found her daughter still moving up the tunnel in the same direction as
before.


"There's a branch here, but it looks like we're going straight,"
Destra explained.


Farah gave no reply, just a short gasp followed by a scraaape! of
gravel.


"You okay?" Destra asked.


"Fine," Farah replied, cursing under her breath. "Just saved
myself from a nasty fall at the expense of a few fingernails."


After another few minutes of struggling up the tunnel, Destra heard a new
sound, something besides the constant crunch and scrape of loose gravel.
Somewhere up ahead she heard a large object dragging across a smooth surface.
Destra marveled that her hearing had become so acute now that her eyes were
blind.


But her blindness didn't last. No sooner did she hear that new sound, than
she saw light, glorious light, come pouring into the tunnel up ahead.
Atta became a bright silhouette as Torv climbed out of the tunnel, his bulk no
longer blocking the light source. Destra could see her hands now. They were
bleeding. She grimaced and hurried on. Atta crawled out, and then a strong,
corpse-gray hand reached in and pulled Destra out, too.


She stumbled to her feet. Her knees ached sharply from the constant pressure
of crawling on them, and her hands stung with myriad cuts. Destra ignored the
pain and tried to figure out where she was.


Like everything else she'd seen in the Sythians' bunker, this room was made
with familiar gray alloys, not the glossy black materials that Sythians seemed
to favor. The lighting, however, was dim and lavender-tinted, pouring out from
kludged alien light fixtures. Another alien feature was the contents of the
storage room. The walls were adorned with racks of Sythian armor and weapons.
Torv went to the nearest suit of armor, and activated it by placing his palm
against the obsidian breastplate. The suit shimmered and writhed as if it were
alive.


Destra heard footsteps behind her, and she turned to see Farah come
stumbling out of the tunnel, shaking out a numb leg.


A tug on Destra's sleeve drew her attention back to the fore. It was Atta.


"Torv wants us to put on the armor."


Destra blinked stupidly at her daughter. "Right," she said,
heading to the nearest suit of armor.


She glanced at Torv in time to see the suit he'd chosen begin wrapping
itself around him, automatically conforming to his size and shape. Individual
pieces hovered into place on tiny grav lifts. Destra shook her head, marveling
at the technology. She placed her own palm against one of the suits of armor
and watched wide-eyed as it shimmered and writhed to life in exactly the same
way. Spongy, sticky wet pads pressed against her palms, and a solid weight
flattened her breasts. Then a skull-shaped helmet with glaring red eyes floated
up past her nose and slipped over her head. There came a hiss of air
pressurizing, and Destra saw the world turn a bloody red as she was forced to
look through the helmet's visors.


Destra spent a moment listening to the sound of her breathing reverberate
inside the helmet. Alien displays flickered to life, taking up small hexagonal
sections of her view with strange symbols and diagrams. She wished the helmet's
visors would be a normal color. But even as she wished that, they became clear.
Destra blinked, and her skin crawled with the realization that the suit had
somehow read her thoughts.


Feeling watched, Destra spun around. The suit moved with her, aiding her
movement and making her feel stronger and faster than usual. She saw Torv,
still recognizable from his size, now checking his forearm gauntlets. Glowing
red and blue apertures appeared, sliding up out of his armor with soft metallic
clicking sounds. Then a pair of larger red apertures glowed to life in his
palms.


Integrated weapons. Destra wondered briefly about them, and suddenly
another pair of alien displays appeared projected inside of her helmet.
Something began moving against her arms and tickling her skin, and then glowing
red apertures appeared in her own gauntlets.


Torv looked up at the sound, and pointed at her. A loud hiss sounded beside
Destra's ears, and she jumped with fright. A second later she realized it was
Torv speaking to her over comms, and she felt like a skriff for being startled.


Easy, Des, she told herself.


Torv pointed to himself and held up his forearms, rotating them for
emphasis. The glowing weapons disappeared, and the air around him shimmered.
Then he disappeared, too. Torv had cloaked.


Destra got the message. They needed to use stealth, not brute force. But how
would they coordinate with each other while cloaked?


Even as she wondered that, Torv reappeared, this time as a contoured shadow,
as if he and his suit were somehow made of brackish water. Destra thought about
cloaking herself, and in the next instant her own armor shimmered and
disappeared, replaced with the same contoured shadow as Torv's. Destra spent a
moment wiggling shadowy fingers in front of her eyes. Once she was satisfied
that the ghostly apparition was really her, she turned to look around for Atta.


She found Farah instead, not yet cloaked. The other woman tapped her helmet
with one armored hand, as if trying to get her comms to work.


"Hello?" came Farah's voice.


A small shadow appeared behind Farah, and Atta's voice bubbled over the
comms, "You have to think about what you want to do."


Farah jumped and spun to face Atta, but instead of seeing her, she began
looking around the storage room as if she were blind. "Atta? Where are
you?"


"In front of you," Atta said, de-cloaking right under Farah's
nose.


"Frek!" Farah jumped back, springing a few feet higher than she
should have been able to jump. She landed with a noisy thud.


An angry hiss slithered into Destra's helmet, and Torv began
gesturing at Atta and Farah impatiently.


Atta explained the Sythians' intuitive technology for Farah's benefit.
Moments later, Farah's armor shimmered and she became a watery shadow, too.


"We have to go," Atta said, pointing to Torv as he slunk off
toward the door. "He's going to rescue the other Gors before we
escape."


Destra tried a reply, "Can you hear me?"


"Loud and clear," Farah said.


"Good." Destra hurried after Torv, her footsteps whispering
against the castcrete. She found the Gor staring at the door, as if he could
see straight through it, apparently waiting for something.


Suddenly his hand shot out and stabbed a key on the control panel. The
symbol didn't correspond to either Versal or Sythian. Destra guessed that Torv
must have experimented with the controls earlier to know how they worked now.


The door slid open, revealing a dim hallway. Torv held up a hand in front of
her face. She had to wait. Then he crept out, crouching low, but moving fast.
Destra poked her head out the door to see Torv rushing up behind a pair of
armored Sythians. All the Sythians she'd seen so far were the size of adult
humans, but these two looked like children, and they waddled strangely as they
walked.


Torv reached the first one and snapped its neck with a vicious twist. The
Sythian crumpled to the floor. The second one sprang away, its legs unfolding
to twice their length. A pair of papery black wings spread out from the alien's
back, and the Sythian flew down the corridor, quickly putting distance
between it and Torv.


Destra heard the Gor hiss over the comms, and then came a sharp
crackle of weapons' fire. A shining purple beam shot out of Torv's gauntlet and
the flying Sythian fell with a clatter of armor.


Torv turned to them with glowing red eyes and waved them over. Destra
grabbed Atta's hand and ran. Farah brought up the rear once again.


Torv didn't wait for them to catch up. He raced down the corridor, a blur of
inky blackness.


"So much for stealth," Farah said as they passed the fallen
Sythians.


"He didn't leave any witnesses," Destra replied.


"That doesn't mean someone isn't watching this corridor."


Destra shook her head. "This isn't a Sythian facility."


"They installed lights, why not surveillance?"


"Well, it's too late to worry about it now," Destra said.


Torv skidded to a stop as the corridor reached a T. He held up a
shadowy hand once more, and they stopped behind him, watching as he peered
around the side. A dazzling purple beam sizzled by in front of his face, and he
leapt back, hissing.


"Told you," Farah said.


Destra shook her head, feeling dizzy with despair. The walls seemed to be
closing in on her; the air inside her suit was suddenly too stuffy and hot. She
tightened her grip on Atta's hand and turned to look behind them.


No one there. Not yet.


"We need a plan," Farah said. "Atta, tell Torv—"


But the Gor was already de-cloaking and jumping out into the corridor,
weapons blazing. Bright purple beams flashed out from his palms, crackling like
electricity as they were released. She heard armor clattering in the distance.
Return fire shivered back, tracking Torv in a blinding stream, but the
Sythians' shots weren't as focused as Torv's. Only one beam found a glancing
mark. Torv hissed with the impact and fired back in a steady stream. Armor
clattered once more, and the enemy fire grew silent. Torv raced down the
corridor. Destra grabbed Atta's hand and ran after him. They came to a
staircase with no less than half a dozen Sythians lying crumpled on the steps.
One of them was still moving, and Torv stomped on its neck with a sickening crunch.


Destra winced and turned to see if her daughter had seen the vicious move.
To her dismay, she caught Atta staring in morbid fascination at the dead
Sythian under Torv's boot.


Torv interrupted Destra's thoughts with another upraised palm. She saw him staring
off into the distance again, and she guessed he was using sensors to scan for
more enemies.


Suddenly he spun around. Echoing footsteps reached Destra's ears, and then a
dozen Sythians came boiling into the corridor from the other end. Bright purple
pulse lasers crackled out, lighting up the gloomy corridor. Destra just stood
there, frozen in horror and shock, until strong hands dragged her away.


"Come on, Destra!" It was Farah. "Snap out of it!"


Farah threw her around a corner and pinned her against the wall. Torv stood
in front of them, flattening himself against the opposite wall as a torrent of
lasers flashed between them. Here the corridor widened just enough for them to
shelter from enemy fire.


"We have to fight, Des," Farah said.


"Mom, I'm scared," Atta said, squeezing her hand.


Destra turned to her. Seeing Atta standing there in Sythian armor,
with a deadly battle raging around them, Destra felt suddenly faint, and her
eyes drifted out of focus. She wondered if this were all just a bad dream.


"Mom?"


"It's going to be okay, Atta," she said. "We're going to wake
up soon..."


"Destra! Don't fall apart on me now!" Farah said.


Laser fire screamed through the corridor, washing everything a dazzling
lavender-white. Torv was still not cloaked, and his black armor gleamed wetly
in the laser light. Destra wondered about that; then she noticed the ragged
hole in his side—the source of the wetness.


Torv's glowing red eyes were locked on hers, as if in silent condemnation of
her cowardice, but maybe it wasn't condemnation. Maybe it was pity. Destra
couldn't decide which was worse.


She wasn't a soldier. She wasn't cut out for war. The Gor inclined his head
to her, as if acknowledging her weakness, and then his palms glowed to life,
two bright red apertures to match his eyes.


The torrent of pulse lasers streaming between them quieted, and Torv jumped
out, palms raised and flashing with dazzling purple stars—miniature pirakla
missiles.


Destra heard those tracking packets of energy slam into walls and explode
with a thunderous roar that shook the entire compound. Castcrete trickled down
from the ceiling, and residual vibrations came rumbling underfoot like an
earthquake. Farah sprang out next, firing bright purple lances of light and
screaming incoherently.


Return fire crackled back, and Destra cringed, her eyes slamming shut to
block it all out. She squeezed Atta's hand tightly. Torv gave a hissing scream,
like a giant shellfish being boiled alive. Farah panted raggedly, cursing and
calling Destra a coward. Destra willed herself not to hear any of it. Then a
few stray crackles of laser fire silenced both Farah and Torv.


Silence rang like a crystal bell, and for a moment Destra dared to believe
that it was over, that they wouldn't find her or Atta.


Then footsteps sounded on the stairs—clack, clack, clack. Destra
opened her eyes in time to see two armored Sythians picking a path through
their fallen comrades at the top of the stairs. Destra's heart leapt into her
throat.


Those two were followed by another two, and then four more. Glowing red eyes
found them, somehow seeing them despite their cloaking shields.


One of the Sythians raised his arms, and glowing red apertures appeared in
his palms. One arm aimed at her, the other at Atta.


"Run!" Destra leapt in front of her daughter just as the sharp crack
of laser fire sounded. The world flashed lavender-white. A searing pain
erupted in Destra's chest, and she crumpled to the floor, suddenly unable to
breathe. Another crack sounded, and a small shadow clattered down beside
her, alien armor flickering blackly as the cloaking shield failed.


Tears filled Destra's eyes, and her mind wailed impotently. She had no air
to scream. Then came another crackle and flash of lasers. The searing pain in
her chest exploded into blinding agony, but a spreading numbness quickly took
its place, and her vision grew hazy with encroaching darkness.


Destra surrendered to it.


I'm going to wake up now, she decided, her eyes drifting shut. That
thought chased her down a dark tunnel toward a dazzling white light.


"So beautiful..." she whispered as she raced toward the
light.












Chapter 12





Ethan sat behind
the wheel of his air car, staring at the solid wall of tail lights, unbroken
lines of red shining feebly into the never-ending night of the Null Zone.
Apartment windows glowed in rows of gold to either side. Ethan sighed, rolling
his neck and shoulders, trying to work some of the tension out of his muscles.


Traffic had been stuck for half an hour already, with no signs of letting
up. While waiting, he'd tuned into the news nets for an explanation. Enforcers
had set up blockades all over Sutterfold District, looking for a pair of
children who had been abducted from the district councilor's home a few hours
earlier. Theories abounded about who had abducted them and why, but Ethan
didn't have time to worry about their fate. At the moment, he had his own child
to worry about.


A tiny cough interrupted his thoughts.


"Her fever isn't going down," Alara said from the backseat of the
car. "We need to get her to the hospital now, Ethan."


He shook his head and gestured helplessly to the traffic. "How?"
Ethan twisted around to look at his wife. Tears glistened on her cheeks, and
her face looked ashen.


Trinity coughed again, drawing both of their gazes to her. Her car seat
wasn't facing him, but Ethan could imagine her tiny cheeks flushed and blotchy,
her body burning itself up from the inside. By now the medication they'd given
her should have worked.


"Why isn't she crying?" Alara asked. "She should be crying!
We should have called an ambulance," she said, looking at him as if the
traffic were his fault. "We can't just wait here until Enforcers search
every car in the city!"


"No, we can't," Ethan said, turning back around. He disengaged the
lane-lock setting of the autopilot and set the car over to full manual control.


"What are you doing?"


"I'm getting us to the hospital," he said, dialing the car's
inertial compensator up to 100%. That done, he pulled up and gunned the
throttle. The car's thrusters roared and they rose swiftly above the endless
lines of traffic. Dead ahead lay the hazy blue ceiling of the Styx, cutting the
city off at level 50.


A crackle of static roared through the car's speakers. "Stop your car
and submit to inspection immediately!"


Ethan spared a hand from the flight yoke to reply. "I have a sick baby
on board. I need to get her to the hospital."


"You are not authorized to leave the inspection area. If you don't
comply, we will disable your vehicle. I repeat—"


Ethan muted the comms, and pushed the throttle into overdrive. They jetted
up through clear air, racing between a pair of foot bridges crossing the
elevated streets on level 45.


Flashing lights strobed through the car's rear window, and a pair of
dazzling blue lasers flashed by.


"Frek!" Ethan pushed the car into a sudden dive. Airspeed quickly
climbed past 700 kilometers per hour, and the car shuddered as windshear
threatened to rip something off the fuselage.


"Ethan!" Alara yelled.


He pulled up and flipped the car on its side to skate through a narrow alley
between buildings. Windows raced by in a blur of golden light. Collision
warnings blared, and Trinity began wailing with them.


At least she's crying now, Ethan thought.


Behind them, the Enforcers' flashing lights were back. Another pair of blue
lasers flickered by, hitting the building to Ethan's left. They were shooting
to disable, not to kill, but at this speed disabling their car would be deadly
anyway.


The car's headlights lit up the end of the alley. Flashing red brackets
highlighted the gap, and an accompanying alarm screeched from the car's
collision warning system. The alley narrowed to a thin slice at the end. It
wasn't wide enough.


"Ethan!"


"I see it!"


He rolled back to level and pulled up hard, applying dorsal maneuvering jets
to nose up further. Firing the grav lifts, Ethan bounced the car off the end of
the alley and raced straight up, riding on a thin cushion of air.


A dozen floors up, the space between the buildings grew, and Ethan flew out
into the clear. The rear-view display showed that he'd lost his pursuit.


Ethan grinned and risked a glance over his shoulder to make sure Alara and
Trinity were both fine. As he did so, he saw the headlights of an approaching
vehicle heading straight for them.


A loud blast from the other driver's horn emphasized the danger. Another
warning screamed from the car's collision warning system. Adrenaline sparked in
Ethan's fingertips, and he slammed the flight yoke forward, diving straight
down. Alara screamed, Trinity wailed, and then the lights were gone. The
approaching vehicle roared overhead, rattling their windows with its passing.


"That was too close!" Alara said, sounding breathless.


Ethan swallowed thickly and nodded. He raced back up to the streets on level
45, keeping an eye out for stray traffic this time. He used the car's nav
system to guide him to the upper levels hospital where Alara had given birth
just a few short months ago.


Enforcers found them again just as Ethan hovered down in front of the ER.
"Get her to a doctor, Alara; I'll deal with this."


"Deal with it how? They're going to arrest you!"


Ethan shook his head. "I'll make a call to my boss. She has
connections."


Alara looked uncertain, but she hurried to unbuckle Trinity and climb out of
the car. Behind them, Enforcers climbed out of their vehicles, too, sidearms at
the ready.


"Come out with your hands up!" one of them said over his vehicle's
PA system.


Ethan complied, but Alara ignored them and raced toward the crystal pillars
flanking the entrance of the hospital. A pair of EMTs went to greet her.


One of the Enforcers called for Alara to stop, his voice simultaneously
muffled and amplified by his helmet as he stepped out of his vehicle to give
chase, but when he saw the baby in Alara's arms, he decided to focus his
attention on Ethan instead. The district councilor's missing children were
older than Trinity.


Ethan greeted the Enforcers with a smile. One of them came and bound his
hands with stun cords.


"Sorry about the chase," he said. "But as you can see, I
wasn't lying about the sick baby."


"You should have called an ambulance," the Enforcer replied.


Ethan smirked. "Funny, my wife said the same thing."


One of the officers led him to a patrol car, while the other began a
perfunctory search of Ethan's vehicle for the district councilor's missing
children.


Ethan caught Alara's eye as he was pushed down into the patrol car. She made
a move to go after him, but he shook his head.


"Look after Trinity!" he said. "I'll see you soon."


 


* * *


 


The wait was long and agonizing. Not knowing how Trinity was doing made
every second seem like an hour. Ethan's brain buzzed with worry as he lay on
the bunk inside his cell, desperately wishing Admiral Vee would wake up and
find the message he'd left on her comms. As the night grew impossibly long,
Ethan felt his eyelids growing heavy. Despite all the adrenaline and stress, he
drifted off into a troubled sleep.


He dreamed that he was lying in the back of an ambulance with EMTs attending
him. Neither his wife nor his daughter were anywhere to be seen.


"What happened? Where am I?" Ethan croaked. His heart pounded, and
his head throbbed painfully with every beat.


"Don't move, please," one of the EMTs said.


Ethan rocked his head from side to side. With that movement, he felt a stab
of pain go shooting through his neck. He winced with the pain, and something
pulled tight on his forehead. Ethan reached up and found that it was a bandage.
Horrified, he pulled on it, and his head throbbed more insistently. Something
warm trickled past his ear, causing a maddening itch.


"I said don't move!" the EMT said, slapping his hands away from
his head.


"What happened?" Ethan demanded, trying to sit up. Strong hands
forced him back down.


"You were in an accident," the nearest EMT replied, an upside down
face bobbing into view as he adjusted Ethan's bandage.


A second EMT appeared behind the first, holding a syringe and waiting to
assist his colleague.


"Alara?" Ethan asked, his eyes darting to look for her. He hoped
she was somewhere in the back of the ambulance with him, a passenger rather
than a patient.


She didn't answer.


"Where's my wife?" he demanded.


"She didn't make it," the second EMT said. "Her injuries were
too severe. She... chose to go to Etheria."


"You idiot!" the first EMT replied. "Are you trying to send
him into shock?"


"Alara died?" Ethan rocked his head back and forth again, feeling
sick. He broke out in a cold sweat all over his body.


"He deserves to know. He might want to follow her," the second EMT
replied.


A life signs monitor squealed with an alarm.


"He's going into shock!"


"Get him up!" another voice said, sounding strange and faraway.


The EMTs began lifting him from the gurney and shaking him by his shoulders.


"Wake up!" the voice demanded.


Ethan's eyes sprang open, and suddenly he was back inside his cell, staring
up at a prison guard with a crooked lip and bad breath.


"He's awake," the guard said, letting him fall back onto to his
bunk.


Ethan grunted and sat up, blinking against the glaring light above his bunk.


Standing in the open door of Ethan's cell was none other than Admiral Vee.
The prison guard brushed by her and waited outside the cell, looking impatient.


"I was beginning to think you didn't care," Ethan said, rubbing
the sleep from his eyes as he rose from the bunk and shuffled out.


Valari smirked as he approached. "You know better than that by now,
Ethan," she said.


The prison guard led them down a long, dismal gray corridor. As they
followed him, Valari leaned over to whisper in his ear, "You owe me,
Ortane."


Ethan frowned and nodded.


Outside the station, Alara and Trinity waited for him beside Admiral Vee's
limousine. Ethan ran to them.


"How is she?" he asked, his eyes on the bundle of blankets in
Alara's arms.


"She's fine," Alara replied.


When he drew near enough to peek inside the blankets, he saw that now
Trinity's violet eyes were bright, and her cheeks were a more normal shade of
pink. Gone was the spotty, flushed complexion she'd had earlier.


"Hey there, Trin," Ethan said, tickling her belly. She giggled
appreciatively and smiled. Looking up, he asked, "What was it?"


"A virus. A bad one. The doctor said if we'd left her with that fever
until morning, she could have died."


"Worth it, then," Ethan decided, nodding.


"I called Valari as soon as Trinity was stable," Alara said.
"She came and picked us up to get you. I don't know what she did to get
you out, but it worked. We owe her a big thank you," Alara said,
nodding to Valari over Ethan's shoulder.


Ethan's turned to see Admiral Vee standing behind him. "Thanks again,
Vee," he said.


She just shook her head and smiled. "The commander of the precinct is
an old friend of mine. It was no trouble." Vee walked up to them and went
to see the baby. "You have a beautiful daughter. I can see why you risked so
much to get her to the hospital. It would be terrible if something happened to
her."


Ethan felt a sharp spike of dread with those words. Surely she wasn't
threatening Trinity? He looked up to find Alara nodding gravely. Admiral Vee
reached out to stroke Trinity's forehead, and Ethan cringed.


"Keep your daughter safe, Mr. Ortane." Looking up, Valari favored
him with a grim smile. "And next time, I suggest you call an ambulance
before you end up in one yourself. That stunt you pulled with the Enforcers could
have gotten you all killed."


Ethan's eyes drifted out of focus as his mind flashed back to the dream he'd
had. A horrible feeling of déjà vu came over him. He'd had that dream before...
right after The Choosing, after he and Alara decided to become Nulls. Alara had
the exact same dream, and the medic who'd de-linked them explained that it was
a final warning from Omnius, a vision of the future.


"What's the matter?" Admiral Vee asked, looking puzzled. "You
look like you've seen a ghost."


"Ethan?" Alara said.


He blinked and his gaze snapped into focus. He forced a thin smile onto his
lips. "I'm fine. If you don't mind, Valari, we'd better get Trinity home
now so that she can rest."


"Of course," Valari purred. "Climb in. I'll have my driver
take you both home right away."












Chapter 13





Hoff watched his
partner, Galan Rovik, scroll through the list of crimes to prevent. The holo
display hovering above the patrol car's dash was filled with mundane
misdemeanors, written up like headlines from a news site on the omninet. After
each description was the time it would occur, followed by the address. Right
now they were on patrol in the Daveroth District. Hoff scanned the list of
crimes in the area.


Infidelity, wife plans to cheat on husband | 14:12 | D3-4-21.


Friends come to blows over mutual love interest | 14:13 | D1-17-12


Teenager bullies little girl | 14:13 | D9-2-2


Hoff shook his head and looked away. Here they were, two high-ranking
Peacekeepers—strategians, no less—reduced to dealing with the neighborhood
bully.


"What about this one—" Galan suggested, "Suicidal Peacekeeper
plans to jump from rooftop?"


Hoff's frown deepened. He turned back to the crime board to read it for
himself. The crime was set to occur at fourteen hundred hours and fourteen
minutes on Street Three, block sixteen, and level one twenty of the Daveroth
District.


Galan selected the case in question in order to get more details.


"Says here she's been having doubts since the battle in Dark Space. She
feels helpless and trapped, and she secretly believes Omnius is evil."
Galan looked up. "Sound familiar?"


Hoff shook his head. "I never said Omnius is evil."


"But you have doubts."


"Everyone has doubts. It's not the doubt that matters, but what we do
with it."


"Wise words," Galan said, his glowing blue gaze unblinking as he
stared at Hoff. Galan seemed to be staring straight through him, as if trying
to peer into Hoff's soul. Not that he had a soul.


"Clock's ticking," Hoff said.


"Right." Galan selected the crime in question and accepted the
job. The address went automatically into the patrol car's nav computer, and the
autopilot took them up and out of the precinct's parking lot.


Hoff watched as the car raced up into a stream of automated air traffic,
slipping into a narrow gap between two cars that no human pilot would have
risked taking. Buildings soared to either side. On the other side of an
imaginary divide, three lanes of oncoming traffic came at them in a dazzling
blur of running lights. The HUD projected imaginary lines in the sky, showing
them where the lanes were. None of the cars strayed from those lines, flying
with a precision that only Omnius could achieve.


Hoff read over Galan's shoulder as he scrolled through the case files. A
hologram of the jumper appeared, giving them a face and a name. Lena Faros. She
had long red hair and striking green eyes. She looked young and beautiful, but
then again, so did everyone else in Etheria. Hoff scanned her dossier and read
that her real age was 73. The nature of her doubts wasn't listed, but Hoff
could imagine what they might be.


He looked away, out the windows, watching as they slipped into a vertical
stream of traffic and began rising up the face of a gargantuan tower.
Blue-tinted windows and pristine white bactcrete walls shone dazzlingly bright
in the artificial daylight cast by the Celestial Wall.


The car rocketed from level 50, where their precinct was located, to level
100, the closest level of air traffic to level 120 where the crime was supposed
to occur. Hoff used his ARCs to check the time. A glowing green number appeared
projected less than a millimeter from his eyes.


13:43.


They had half an hour.


"You ready?" Galan asked.


Hoff nodded.


The car raced down Second Street. Up ahead, a floating sign painted on their
HUD showed Third Street, running across theirs. The car stopped at the
intersection, waiting to turn left onto Third.


Traffic on Third stopped and their car made a quick left turn. On the corner
they raced by a corkscrew-shaped tower with emerald green windows. The car
accelerated quickly up to the district speed limit of 500 kilometers per hour.
At that speed, buildings to either side of them seemed to grow closer together,
forming a blurry tunnel of brightly-colored transpiranium. Overhead, on level
150, elevated streets cast not shadows but more artificial light. The underside
of the streets glowed a dazzling cobalt blue, the color of a clear Avilonian
sky.


Their destination appeared in the distance, marked on the HUD with a green
diamond. Another smaller diamond appeared on a hotel balcony, 20 floors up,
revealing the exact point where the jumper intended to plunge to her death.


The autopilot took them straight up to the hotel, and the hazy blue shields
at the entrance to the hotel's hangar deactivated automatically to let them in.
The car raced inside and glided to a stop right in front of the garage's lift
tubes. Galan raced out of the car, his shimmering blue strategian's cape
fluttering behind him as he ran. Hoff hurried to catch up, his own cape
likewise fluttering. One of the lift tubes chimed and Galan ran inside. Hoff
slipped through just as the doors were closing.


"What's the plan?" Hoff asked, watching as Galan's armored palms
glowed to life. "Kill her before she can jump?"


Galan shot him a reproving look. "They're set to stun."


The lift tube opened into a luxurious lobby filled with white marble columns
and floors. Twin fountains bubbled in the foyer, facing the elevated streets.
Galan ran out, heading for another bank of lift tubes. Hoff mentally toggled
through his own weapons while they ran. He selected grav guns. If Lena got too
close to the edge, he could always pull her back.


"Omnius just sent me an update," Galan said while they waited for
the next lift to arrive.


Hoff noted that they were attracting attention. Hotel guests and staff
pointed and whispered, no doubt surprised to see two strategians out on
patrol. They'll get used to it, he decided. Without a war to fight, even
master strategians would be patrolling soon.


"What's the update?" Hoff asked.


"She's already on the balcony," Galan explained, as the lift
opened and he strode inside. "We're going to sneak up behind her. You're
going to stay out of sight as backup, while I distract her and try to talk her
out of it."


Even as Galan said that, a more detailed version of that plan entered Hoff's
mind. He saw Lena's room in his mind's eye. He saw where he was supposed to
wait, just around the corner from the balcony, behind a panel of white chiffon
curtains that was billowing in the breeze. Omnius wanted him to wait there with
his cloaking shield active and his grav guns at the ready.


Hoff nodded and mentally activated his cloaking shield. His shiny silvery
armor disappeared, replaced by a pale shadow projected over his ARCs.


Galan would be the distraction. Lena wouldn't be able to detect Hoff,
because Omnius had disabled her armor, and she'd already shucked it. Now she
stood in her black under suit, peering over the railing and contemplating the
dizzying drop below her balcony.


Omnius could have simply used Lena's Lifelink to put her to sleep rather
than have them rush in to stop her, but Hoff supposed that would only heighten
Lena's suspicions of Omnius's power. She had to be allowed to think that Omnius
would let her jump if that's what she really wanted. The illusion of choice
would help her to overcome her doubts. Hoff frowned at the deception, but he
supposed it was a necessary evil to help rehabilitate Lena from her suicidal
depression.


Hoff's job would be to intervene, pulling Lena back up after she
jumped. The experience of jumping and then being pulled back from the abyss,
saved by Omnius at the last possible second, was apparently exactly what Lena
needed to snap her out of it.


The entire sequence of events was burned into Hoff's mind. All he had to do
was stick to the plan, and everything would go exactly as Omnius had predicted.


Not that he would do otherwise. Omnius already knew that he would stick to
the plan—otherwise this case wouldn't have appeared on their job board at all.
Even their act of choosing a case was an illusion. Omnius let them choose the
job they wanted, but he already knew which one they would pick. Omnius could
have simply removed all of the other cases on the job board to save them the trouble
of contemplating the list, but studies had shown that humans become depressed
and less efficient when they feel like they're following a set path—even if
they know it's the path they would have taken when given the freedom to choose
from available alternatives.


Hoff considered what all of that meant for human freedom. If the future
can be predicted with certainty, then that means the future is set, and
if it's set, then we're all just going through the motions. With or without
Omnius, there's no such thing as freedom. And if we aren't really free, then
isn't it better that Omnius helps us to make the right choices?


The more Hoff thought about it, the more he realized that Omnius's control
over their lives was actually a good thing. His part in his own life was just
to sit back and enjoy the ride. Yet with that realization, Hoff's own
melancholy heightened to a feverish intensity, and he found himself identifying
with the jumper they'd been sent to save. He felt helpless and trapped, like a
prisoner.


The lift tube opened and they walked out onto level 120. The hallway was
bright and airy; a luxuriant blue carpet paved the way for them. The walls
glowed a soft white-gold, providing illumination. Galan led the way, striding
quickly past half a dozen doors before stopping in front of room number 12001.


He didn't knock or use the control panel's key code. The door opened
immediately for him, the security overridden by Omnius himself. On the other
side Hoff saw the billowing white curtain, the open door to Lena's balcony, and
beyond that, Lena herself. She sat on the railing with her legs dangling over
the side and the wind skipping through her red hair, making it billow like the
curtain. Hoff quietly followed Galan through the room.


"Don't do it, Lena," Galan said, his voice amplified by his
helmet. Lena turned to see who had come in. She had to shout back to be heard
over the wind.


"I know Omnius won't let me jump!"


"Then why bother trying?"


Hoff saw the curtain where he was supposed to wait, but he walked past it,
following Galan onto the balcony. He needed to be closer to Lena to stop her
from jumping.


Hoff? What are you doing?


He stopped just beyond the curtain, Omnius's voice having arrested his
momentum. He felt guilty, but at the same time triumphant for having defied
Omnius's control in some small way.


I can wait here just as easily, he thought back.


Omnius gave no reply, and Hoff wondered if this wasn't actually where he had
been meant to wait all along. Perhaps Omnius had foreseen his defiance and
taken it into account.


Galan stopped beside him. "Lena," he said.


"What?" she replied, sending him a sharp, angry look, her green
eyes glowing bright in the light of her ARCs.


"Why do you want to die?"


"Why do you want to live?"


Galan gestured to the view. Pristine towers of mirror-coated windows soared
across the chasm. Twenty floors up, elevated streets ran along the buildings
and crossed the urban canyon with multiple bridges. "This is Etheria. It's
paradise, Lena. Death, suffering, sickness, crime, and poverty, are all a thing
of the past! Humanity has never had such an easy existence."


Lena looked away and peered over the edge again, leaning perilously close to
a terrifying drop.


"You see those cars down there?" she said.


Hoff was cloaked, so he took advantage of that to walk up to the railing and
peer over the edge with her. Galan walked up on the other side of her, keeping
his distance, no doubt to avoid scaring her. Hoff saw the traffic on level 100
racing by in six orderly lanes. Each vehicle was traveling at 500 kilometers
per hour, exactly a dozen meters from the ones in front and behind, all of them
somehow staying dead center of their respective lanes.


Lena went on, her voice soft and wistful, "Those cars are all on
autopilot, all of them have a set destination, and they never fly outside the
lines. They never make any mistakes."


Hoff nodded to himself. He knew where Lena was going with that.


"From the moment I wake up, till the moment I sync at night, I feel
like I'm on autopilot. I feel like I'm one of those cars. Every choice
I'm about to make has already been foreseen and ordained by Omnius. If he
objects to something I want to do, then he finds a way to change my mind—case
in point, you. There is no freedom."


Hoff heard Galan sigh. "Lena, just because Omnius knows the future
doesn't mean you're not free to choose."


"The very fact that the future is knowable means that I'm not
free."


"But that has nothing to do with Omnius. The kind of freedom you're
talking about doesn't exist. And if it does it's nothing but random
chaos."


"Yes, chaos... we used to think that was a bad thing."


"It is a bad thing."


Lena shook her head. "It's a strange feeling to remember how things
used to be, and then to compare that with how things are now. You were born on
Avilon, so you don't understand."


"I've been to the Null Zone," Galan replied. "I know what
chaos looks like."


"Then you should know what I mean. Without sadness, happiness is empty
and dull. Without rain, you can't appreciate the sun. Without darkness, the
light isn't nearly as bright. Without chaos, order is maddening, and without
death, life loses all its meaning."


"You're saying that you've taken paradise for granted. Perhaps you
should live in the Null Zone for a while so that you can appreciate Etheria
again."


"Perhaps I should," Lena admitted. "But then fifty years from
now, after I've gone to the Null Zone, come back, and lived for another decade
up here, I'll be back on this ledge hoping that Omnius will finally set me
free."


"Not necessarily," Galan said. "If you want to jump off a
balcony in the Null Zone, no one is going to stop you."


"Yes... that might be the best way then."


"You don't really want to jump," Galan said. "If you did, you
would have chosen to become a Null first."


Lena turned to look at Galan, and Hoff turned to look at him, too. There was
a strange light in the Peacekeeper's glowing blue eyes.


A fanatical gleam, Hoff decided.


"Maybe I just want answers," Lena replied. "Maybe I want the
truth for a change."


"What makes you think you've been told a lie?"


"Don't play dumb with me, Rovik. You were there. You saw Omnius lead us
into a trap. He sent us to Dark Space knowing that we'd lose to the Sythians
there. Why?"


Galan shook his head. "The answer you're looking for doesn't exist,
Lena. Your questions are both asked and answered by your doubting mind. You've
lost your faith, and now you've begun to question everything."


"So what if I have?"


"So what? Are you happy? No, you've robbed yourself of the peace
and joy that come from living in a perfect world."


Lena snorted. "No peace can come from lies, Rovik. Now if you don't
mind, I need to get on with my day." Lena flexed her arms, about to push
off from the railing.


Hoff chose that moment to intervene. He de-cloaked and grabbed her arm.


"Wait—"


Lena startled so violently at his touch and the sound of his voice that she
jerked out of his grasp and fell, tumbling from the balcony with a startled
scream. Hoff gaped at what he'd done, watching her fall toward the racing lines
of traffic below. He stood there watching, frozen with shock. Beside him Galan
cursed and readied his own grav guns to arrest her fall. Hoff snapped out of it
and fired, reaching out with both palms for the tumbling black speck that was
Lena Faros.


But she was already too far away for his grav guns to get a lock.


"You fool!" Galan said, hopping up on the railing to jump after
her. Hoff followed suit, and they jumped together, diving head first and making
their bodies bullet-shaped in order to travel faster. Hoff felt the wind ripping
at his cape, slowing him down. Beside him he saw Galan's cape fluttering like a
torn parachute. Hoff reached up and tore his free, letting it float away.


Below him, Lena fell past the air traffic on level 100, miraculously
avoiding a collision with the racing air cars. Hoff caught up fast, but his
ARCs said she was 28 meters away—about 10 floors down. Now she was falling face
down, arms and legs spread to slow her fall. Apparently she'd had a change of
heart about jumping, but she had only seconds left before she would hit the
elevated streets on level 75.


Hoff tried once more, reaching out for Lena with both palms. He didn't get a
lock, but he fired anyway. The guns grabbed something, accelerating him
downward. Now both gravity and his grav guns were pulling him down. With just
seconds to spare, he rotated his body to put his feet under him in a crouch,
and he fired the grav lifts in his boots at full strength. His arms pulled taut
and his spine curled as the opposing force in his boots pushed his legs up and
wound him into the tightest possible fetal position that his armor would allow.


Then came the pulverizing force of the impact.


Hoff's teeth clacked together; his spine popped; his head whipped forward
and he smashed his helmet on the street. Pain erupted in every part of his body
except for his legs. They were pleasantly numb. Hoff tried to sit up, but he
couldn't. His faceplate was shattered. The street where he'd landed was a
spider's web of cracks. People stood around in front of store windows, making
space, pointing and shouting exclamations that Hoff couldn't hear through the
ringing in his ears.


Galan landed in front of him and walked out of sight. Hoff dragged himself
in that direction, finding to his horror that his legs were useless. They rolled
around under him with a grinding sensation. He saw Galan kneeling down beside a
bloody smear. The black jumpsuit and wild splay of red hair told him that Lena
had gotten her wish. She was dead.


Hoff saw Galan stand up and turn in a quick circle to address the gathering
crowd of Etherians. They looked shocked and horrified, their glowing eyes wide
and blinking in all the colors of the rainbow.


"This woman was a Null rebel who infiltrated Etheria," Galan
announced. "Rather than be caught, she chose to jump to her death."


People began nodding at that. Nulls could do unexpected things. They were
de-linked, so Omnius couldn't predict what they would do. It made more sense
than the alternative—that Omnius had somehow failed to predict and prevent a
catastrophe in their perfect world.


But Hoff knew the truth. His vision grew blurry and hot. He blinked, trying
to clear it, but that just created a smeary red film on top of his ARCs. Blood
was running into his eyes. At that, Hoff's stomach gave a nauseated spasm.


Galan went on, "My partner risked his life to save her so that we could
learn more about the rebels, but there wasn't enough time to slow her fall.
Rest-assured, Omnius will get to the bottom of this security breach."


Hoff shook his head. "It's not true," he croaked, but his voice
was too soft, and his helmet's speakers were smashed. Galan stepped sideways,
his boot finding Hoff's hand and grinding his fingers into the bactcrete. Hoff
cried out and bit his lip. He got the message, but he didn't understand it.


Any of it.


As his mind grew hazy and thick with sudden fatigue, he wondered to himself:
was this what Omnius had planned all along? Maybe he wanted to keep people like
Lena quiet, and he'd decided to let her die.


As Hoff drifted off, he wondered what lie would be made up to explain his
death.












Chapter 14





—One Month Later—


Destra awoke with a
gasp and a fleeting echo of a searing pain in her chest. Muted, rhythmic
beeping sounds filled her ears. She blinked twice quickly, trying to remember
what had happened. They'd used Torv's tunnel to escape the Sythian prison, but
they'd run into Sythians and quickly been overrun. The Sythians had shot her
twice in the chest.


Destra felt around for a gaping wound or a bandage, but she only found soft,
supple skin beneath the sheets and the gown she wore. The pain in her chest was
just a hazy memory as if from a dream. But if it had all been a dream, then why
wasn't she waking up back in her cell?


Destra sat up and looked around a brightly-lit room with white walls and
floors. In the room with her were five other beds. Three of them were filled. A
familiar little girl lay sleeping on the bed beside hers.


Atta! Destra's heart filled with dread. She wasn't the only one the
Sythians had shot. She swung her feet off the end of the bed and jumped down,
taking the bedsheets with her. Kicking herself free, she hurried over to Atta's
side and reached out with a trembling hand to cup her daughter's cheek.


"Sweetheart?" she whispered.


Atta's eyes fluttered open and abruptly widened. "Who are you?"


Destra's eyes blurred with tears. "I'm your mother, don't you remember
me?"


Atta rocked her head from side to side, her eyes wide. "You're not my
mother," she whispered.


"Oh, Atta... what have they done to you?"


Destra's eyes traveled quickly around the room, looking for help. There had
to be someone who could tell her what had happened. Across from the foot of
Atta's bed a pair of corpse-gray feet hung off the end of another bed.


Torv. From there Destra's gaze skipped sideways to the bed beside his
and she saw Farah's golden curls splayed out on a pillow.


Everyone from the escape was here, so it hadn't been a dream. But if she
hadn't dreamed it all... then how was she still alive?


Destra walked over to Torv on unsteady legs. She reached his side only to
find that his face was covered with a strange white mask. A bright blue light
leaked out around his face.


"What's going on?" another voice asked.


Destra looked toward the sound and saw Farah sitting up on the adjacent bed.


"Destra? Is that you?" she asked, sounding confused.


First her daughter, now Farah. Did everyone have amnesia?


Destra frowned and turned back to Torv. She gently touched his bare shoulder
and shook him, but he didn't stir. Wondering about the purpose of the mask,
Destra slowly peeled back Torv's sheets, revealing his naked chest. The Gor's
skin was discolored with dark gray patches that she didn't remember seeing
before.


"Careful," someone else said. "He's still recovering from his
injuries."


Destra whirled toward the sound. The door on the far side of the room was
open and a stranger stood there. He must have come in while her attention was
on Torv.


The stranger was a human, not a Sythian. His pale blue eyes
contrasted sharply with dark brown skin. He wore a familiar uniform. It was
ISSF black with white trim; the colors faded, but still recognizable. Over the
man's left breast was the rank insignia of an ISSF admiral—two gold stars—and
above his insignia, was a hollow, six-pointed star formed by two overlapping
triangles. Destra recognised that symbol as a Star of Etherus. It marked the
admiral as a disciple of Etherianism.


Destra looked up and studied the man's face with a frown. "Who are
you?" she asked, relieved at least that he wasn't a Sythian.


"I am Therius the Redemptor, Commander of Etheria's Army."


Destra shook her head. "Therius the what?"


There came a sharp hiss, followed by another, more familiar figure appearing
in the open doorway. Shallah strode in and stopped beside the human man. His
utter alienness struck a fierce contrast with the human standing beside him.
Translucent, rubbery skin revealed a spider's web of blue veins in his face
that matched the sapphire color of his large, watery eyes. Short horns ran
along the vertex of his head and the ridge of his brow.


Destra's heart pounded steadily in her chest. "What is this?" she
asked, walking sideways to put herself between the Sythian leader and her
daughter. Shallah's blue eyes tracked her as she went.


"I apologize for the traumatic experience you all went through,"
Therius said, his gaze flicking sideways to glare momentarily at the Sythian
standing beside him. "I instructed Shallah to kill you all in a humane
way, but he refused to listen."


"Pain makes us ssstronger," Shallah hissed.


"Our alliance is still in its infancy," Therius explained.


Destra blinked, her gaze traveling from Shallah to Therius and back again.
"Kill us?"


"Yesss," Shallah said, sounding amused.


"What alliance?" Farah demanded.


Shallah hissed once more, now turning to Farah. "It is ironic that
former enemies must now stand together as allies, is it not?"


"What the frek is going on here?" Farah asked, ignoring the
Sythian leader and addressing the human admiral instead. "You're ISSF.
What are you doing allied with Sythians? They're the enemy in case you
forgot."


Another hiss sounded, but it wasn't from Shallah. Destra caught a flicker of
movement in the corner of her eye, and she turned to see Torv ripping off his
mask, revealing sunken gray cheeks and a skull-like face. His yellow eyes
narrowed and a row of dagger-like teeth flashed as he saw Shallah.


The Sythian replied with a hiss of his own, but his explanation was in
Versal. "I killed your people because they could no longer be controlled.
You would have done the same to us if you had the chance."


Torv hissed something else, then he leapt from his bed, his legs churning as
he landed. Shallah just looked at him, and Torv stumbled and fell with clear
blood streaming from his nose.


"Stop!" Therius commanded.


Shallah gave the human a deadly look.


"We need allies, not enemies. You should have told everyone the truth
when you had the chance. If you had, then the Gors would have fought for you
willingly. Now all that's left is to repair the damage."


"No one speaksss to me that way. Much less a human," Shallah
replied.


"Would you rather be offended by the truth or comforted by a lie?"
Therius countered, locking eyes with the Sythian for a long, uncomfortable
moment.


Destra watched the exchange curiously, wondering who this human was that he
seemed to have enough power to challenge the leader of all the Sythians.


"Torv..." Therius said, waiting for the Gor to catch his breath.
He was down on all fours, gasping for air. "We need you and your people's
help. In exchange, I promise that the Gors will be treated as equals, and your
matriarch, Shara, will be kept safe. If you agree to fight with us, I will make
your people into a powerful nation."


Torv hissed a reply, and Therius smiled, stepping forward to place a hand on
the Gor's giant shoulder. "The Gors are an honorable people. One day they
will be rewarded for it."


Torv rose to his feet and stood solemn and silent before Therius.


The so-called redemptor turned in a slow circle, taking in everyone in the
room. His gaze settled on Farah, and he nodded to her. "Your ship and your
crew are waiting for you."


"My crew?" Farah shook her head. "I don't..."


"They've been in stasis the entire time. We had to clone them, too, but
they still don't know what's happening. We need to tell them what they're up
against."


"What are we up against?" Farah asked.


"You already know something about the enemy we face, but not nearly
enough."


"Omnius," Farah breathed.


The admiral nodded. "He has all of humanity trapped on Avilon, thanks
to his Sythians."


"His Sythians... ?" Farah asked.


Therius nodded. "Omnius created them to give him an excuse to kill and
then resurrect everyone on Avilon."


It took Destra an extra moment to catch up. "What? That's
impossible!"


Therius turned to her, a faint smile on his lips. "You would be
surprised how little in this universe is actually impossible. Omnius implanted
everyone without their knowledge. He used those cerebral implants to transfer
people to clones when they died. Now everyone is on Avilon—including you and
your daughter . . . your husband and son are there, too."


"Hoff?"


"And Atton."


How did Therius even know she was married, let alone to whom? "I don't
understand. How can I be on Avilon and here at the same time?"


"How can you be alive at all? The Sythians shot you twice in the chest.
You've been cloned, Destra. Haven't you noticed everyone looking at you
strangely? Have you had a chance to catch a glimpse of your reflection
yet?"


Destra furrowed her brow as a headache pulsed behind her eyes. She turned to
look at the glossy white walls and saw a blurry reflection there. Walking up to
the nearest wall, she gasped, suddenly realizing why her own daughter didn't
recognize her. She touched her cheeks to make sure they were really hers. The
reflection was faint, but still clear enough. She looked twenty again.


"It takes too long to age clones past maturity, and what would be the
point?" Therius explained. "But rest assured, you are still the same
woman you've always been. The only difference is a physical one."


"I don't understand," Destra repeated. Her gaze fell upon the
silver Star of Etherus over Therius's left breast. "You're an Etherian
disciple. Why would you condone cloning? Don't you believe in an
afterlife?"


"It's hard to argue with cloning when you are already a clone."


"Then aren't you afraid that you no longer have a soul?"


"I believe that clones fit into Etherus's plans, or else he wouldn't
have allowed us to be cloned in the first place. To believe otherwise is to
believe that Omnius could thwart God."


Destra shook her head. "I don't understand."


"You will in time. For now all you need to understand is that Etherus
has a plan, and we are part of it. The Sythians are not the real enemy; Omnius
is, and if we are going to defeat him, then all of us have to stand together
and fight. Shallah was also deceived. When he discovered that Omnius had been
lying to him, he turned against his master. The truth has that effect on
people; it sets them free. Now we have to set everyone else free who is still a
captive of Omnius's lies."


Destra felt light-headed. Her mouth was so dry that her tongue felt like
sandpaper rasping against the roof of her mouth. By contrast, Farah seemed to
be following along just fine. Destra saw her bobbing her head as if everything
made perfect sense, as if she'd always known. Destra decided to try wrapping
her head around one of the smaller mysteries first. "Why go to the trouble
of killing us only to clone us back to life?"


Therius regarded her with a smile. "You were still linked to Omnius.
Those ties had to be severed. We copied the data from your minds and cloned you
in our facilities."


"But why? You must have brought us back for a reason." Farah said.


"Of course. You're going to join the fight against Omnius."


"Where do you come from?" Farah asked.


"I escaped Avilon, and I have been rescuing people from there ever
since. We intercept and copy their Lifelink data when they die on Avilon."


Destra saw Farah's eyes light up. "There's a man who came to the
Getties before I did. He may have died in orbit around Noctune. Did you... is
he still..."


"Alive? You're talking about Admiral Bretton Hale," Therius said.


Farah sat suddenly straighter, looking ready to leap from her bed.
"He's alive?"


"Yes, but—"


"Where is he? When can I see him?"


Therius's eyes darted away, as if he was hiding something, but Farah didn't
appear to notice. "You'll get to meet him soon."


"Where are we?" Atta asked.


Therius regarded her with a smile. "I was hoping someone would ask me
that." He walked over to the far wall of the room. Destra noticed that
wall was glowing with some kind of internal radiance. Therius waved his hands
at the wall, and the source of the radiance became clear. The wall turned from
opaque and glowing to transparent and shining with the dazzling light of day. A
bright blue sky sprawled overhead. Far below, fields of green grass stretched
out to the nearby shore of a lavender-hued lake. Destra saw mountains, jungles,
glaciers...


She shivered as goosebumps prickled her skin. Sparks flew inside her brain.
She recognized this place. But that was impossible. It was just an acute
case of déjà vu. So many habitable worlds looked alike that this one must have
triggered an old memory from somewhere else.


"Recognize it?" Therius asked, turning Destra's rationalizations
to dust.


"I don't believe it..." Farah whispered.


"This is Origin," Therius replied.


"The birthplace of humanity," Farah added, still whispering.


"Welcome back." Therius's gaze traveled around the room, finding
each of them in turn and finally settling on Torv. "All of you."












Chapter 15





"Ceyla, this
is Valari Thardris, my aunt and foster mother."


Valari smiled and held out a hand.


"It's so great to meet you," Ceyla said. "Darin has told me a
lot about you."


"Has he now?" Valari replied. Atton saw her arch an eyebrow at
him, but Ceyla missed the exchange. "Please, come in," Valari went
on. "Dinner is almost ready."


Atton waited for Ceyla to go in first. She seemed to be looking everywhere
at once. A winding staircase led up from the foyer. High above the sparkling
indigo floor hung a lavish crystal chandelier.


"You have a beautiful place, Valari," Ceyla said as she walked
into the penthouse.


"Thank you, dear."


"What is it you do?" Ceyla asked, looking up at the crystal
chandelier and the winding staircase.


Valari waved her hand dismissively. "Nothing really. It's all
inherited," she said.


"Oh."


Valari turned and led the way to the dining room, her flowing white evening
gown shimmering as she walked.


Atton placed a hand at the small of Ceyla's back, urging her forward. As
they walked, she leaned over and whispered, "You didn't mention your aunt
was so wealthy."


"I didn't think it mattered," he replied.


They walked through a lavish living room with high, tray ceilings, recessed
lighting and plush white carpets to cover the sparkling indigo floor. Then they
came to the dining room—a long white table with Valari's black arachnoid
chandelier hanging overhead.


Valari sat at the head of the table, while Atton and Ceyla sat beside one
another in the middle, facing the view. Atton watched the shining rivers of air
traffic, allowing his eyes to drift out of focus.


Then came a clanking sound and a distinctive whirring of
mechanical parts. Atton's head snapped up and his eyes darted to find a pair of
drones emerging from Valari's kitchen, one carrying glasses, the other, two
bottles of wine.


Beside him, Ceyla tensed and turned to him, her eyes full of alarm. Atton's
cheeks were already bulging with his next lie when Valari explained for him.


"Don't worry. They're Null-made."


Ceyla turned to their host and then glanced back at the pair of drones.
"They look very... similar to Omnius's drones," Ceyla replied.


"Yes, that's by design. I find they inspire more fear than human
bodyguards. They are more competent, too."


Ceyla frowned as if she didn't understand.


"Surely you know that former Etherians such as myself are targets for
lowlifes here in the Null Zone? Eternal youth and beauty are just a few of the
genetic advantages that Omnius's fallen children have over Null-born citizens,
and down here we are resented for those advantages."


"That must be hard," Ceyla said.


The drones came by and asked them what they'd like to drink, speaking in
soft, soothing tones. Ceyla selected a lavender wine, while Atton selected a dark
amber one. He marveled at the rare vintages, and he realized that Valari was
showing off even more than usual.


Once the drones finished pouring, he risked a sip of his wine. It was dry
and bitter, but somehow soft and silky smooth at the same time. His head swam
with an immediate buzz. He set his glass back down, suddenly suspicious that
Valari was trying to get him drunk—or drug him. Bliss could be concealed in any
beverage. Who better to give him his first taste than the Null Zone's one and
only supplier?


"Tell me about yourself, Ceyla," Valari purred. "Darin tells
me that you've been dating for the past seven months. He also told me that
you're engaged." She raised her own wine glass and nodded to them.
"Congratulations."


"Thank you. As for me, well, there's not much to tell," Ceyla
said.


"Oh, I doubt that. It must take a very special lady to win such
devotion from my Darin."


Ceyla laughed lightly and her cheeks flushed. She sent Atton a dreamy look
before continuing. "I'm an orphan from the war. I came to Avilon aboard
the Intrepid looking for reinforcements to help Dark Space fight the
Sythians."


Atton nodded, listening to Ceyla recount the tale of how she'd come to
Avilon. She didn't know that they'd come together. She'd been a pilot in his
Nova squadron. He was her first love and she was his.


"That's quite the story," Valari said when Ceyla finished.
"But that only tells me where you came from, not who you are or what you
care about."


"Well, I care about Darin, obviously," Ceyla said, flashing a
crooked smile at him.


Valari nodded. "Obviously. But I am curious about something. Why did
you become a Null?"


Atton frowned, wondering if Valari was taking this foster mother act too
far. She was meant to make Ceyla feel welcome, and to substantiate the lie that
he was who he said he was—not interrogate her the whole night.


"I chose to become a Null because I believe that we go to a better
place when we die, and I don't want to miss out on that because I chose to
become immortal in this life."


Valari's smile grew. "So you believe that you have a soul."


"Yes," Ceyla replied.


Atton cleared his throat, not liking the controversial turn the dinner
conversation was taking.


Valari caught his eye and held his gaze for a long moment. Then she shrugged
and said, "Optimists do live longer, so I suppose you won't go unrewarded
for your beliefs."


"Excuse me?"


"You have no proof of what you believe," Valari explained.


"I don't need it."


"Exactly. That makes you an unreasoning optimist at best, and at
worst... well, let's leave it at that, shall we?"


"Yes, I think we'd better," Ceyla said, shaking her head and
looking out the windows.


Atton grimaced and went back to staring at the rivers of traffic flowing by
below Valari's penthouse. "Nice view," he said, taking another sip of
his wine.


"It is, isn't it?"


The silence returned, lasting for several minutes this time. Then dinner
arrived, brought in by the drones who had served them their wine. They all ate
quietly, and Atton feared that Ceyla really had offended Valari.


"The food is delicious," Ceyla said.


"Mmmm?" Valari inquired, looking up from her food with eyebrows
raised, as if she hadn't been paying any attention. "Oh, the food—no, it's
nothing special, but I'm glad you like it. Simple tastes for simple people, I
suppose."


Ceyla managed a strained laugh at her own expense, and Atton's frown
deepened.


The rest of the evening went much the same way, with plenty of awkward
silences and paper thin smiles. Right after dessert, Atton excused them from
the table, saying that they needed to catch up on their sleep.


Valari stopped him, asking to speak with him privately before they left. He
looked to Ceyla, and she nodded, giving her permission.


"Interesting," Valari said, her eyes on Ceyla. "I didn't
realize they made leashes that short. Don't worry; we won't be long."


"Take all the time you need," Ceyla replied.


Atton could feel his blood boiling, the steam hissing out his ears. He could
barely think he was so furious. Valari led Atton into her office, and the door
slid shut behind them.


"What the frek was that?" Atton demanded. "You're supposed to
make her feel welcomed to the family, not make fun of her beliefs and make
snide comments all night long!"


"Relax," Valari said. "I've done you a favor. You asked me to
play a part, and I have. I played it so well, in fact, that you won't have to
ask me for the same favor again soon. Ceyla won't be in a hurry to see me again
after tonight, so you're off the hook little fish."


Atton scowled, but he had to admit there was a certain amount of genius to
that thinking. "You could have warned me."


Valari shrugged. "This way your outrage was genuine, so Ceyla won't be
angry with you, too."


Atton sighed. "Well, in the interests of supporting my fiancée, I think
we should probably still get going."


"Not so fast. I did you a favor. Now you owe me one."


Atton's eyes narrowed swiftly. "You didn't mention that when I asked
you."


"I didn't have to. Reciprocity is implied by our friendship."


"So we're friends now?" Atton asked.


Valari's lips curved into a sly grin. "Well, I wouldn't like to think
that we're enemies, would you?"


"What do you want?


"That's a good question... what do I want?"


"Well?" Atton prompted.


"I'm sure I'll think of something. Don't worry, I never forget a
favor."


"You mean you never forget to call a favor."


"That, too," Valari said. "I'll be in touch, Atton."


"Right."


Later that night, Ceyla was mysteriously quiet on the subject of Valari
Thardris. Atton decided to press her for information anyway, just in case
things hadn't gone as badly as Valari thought.


"Did you have a good time?" he asked, sitting up beside Ceyla in
bed.


She was setting an alarm for tomorrow morning on her handheld communicator.
She worked as a tender in the Null Zone's nutrient farms, and she had to be up
early.


Ceyla shrugged, but said nothing.


"You can tell me the truth. I don't mind."


She shot him a look. "All right, your aunt is a pompous bigot. How did
you stand to live in the same house with her?"


"I moved out as soon as I could."


"I can see why." Ceyla looked away, shaking her head, and checking
to see if she had any messages on her communicator.


"I guess now you know why I didn't introduce you sooner."


"Yeah, I do." Ceyla set her communicator on her bedside table with
a sigh. "Are your real parents like that?"


"I don't know," Atton lied. "We don't see each other
anymore." He fluffed his pillow and lay down to sleep.


Ceyla regarded him with a pitying look. "I'm sorry. I'll make an effort
with Valari if you need me to."


Atton raised his eyebrows. "You'd do that for me?"


"Of course, and she did raise you, so I have to be grateful to
her for that at least."


"Well, don't make an effort on my account," Atton said. "I
can't stand her either."


Ceyla frowned. "That's awful."


"The truth often is."


"I'm sorry," Ceyla said, laying down beside him and curling her
body against his. "I'm glad I got to meet her, though."


"Why's that?" Atton asked sleepily, his eyes drifting shut.


"Because now I don't have to see her for a while. At least not until
the wedding."


Atton's eyes flew open. The wedding. He already owed Valari one
mysterious favor, and he wasn't ready to owe her two. Turning to Ceyla, he
said, "Your family won't be there."


"That doesn't mean yours shouldn't," she replied.


"So... Valari and who else? You have a lot of other people you'd like
to invite?"


Neither of them had many friends, so he already knew the answer to that.


"It'll be a small ceremony."


"What if we have a civil wedding? We can save money and go on a nice
honeymoon instead."


Ceyla looked uncertain, but then she nodded and smiled. "Sounds
perfect. Just the two of us."


Atton kissed her and held her close, breathing a deep sigh beside her ear.
"That's all that matters."


They fell asleep locked in each other's arms, and Atton dreamed he saw his
wife in the bathroom, looking at herself in the mirror. He walked in on her,
and came to a sudden halt when he caught a glimpse of her reflection. She
looked old. Her blond hair had turned feathery and white, and her skin was
papery and wrinkled with age. He walked up beside her to tell her that he
didn't care, that to him she was still just as beautiful as ever, but then he
caught a glimpse of his own reflection, and Ceyla did, too. Her blue eyes
widened and locked with his in the mirror.


"Why are you still so young?" she asked, sounding horrified as she
reached up to touch her wrinkled cheeks with age-spotted hands. "And I'm
so old..." she said, her voice trembling. She turned to him,
looking hurt and betrayed. "You lied to me!"


Atton shook his head. "No,"


"You lied!" she screamed, giving him a mighty shove.


Atton woke up with a thud. His eyes fluttered open to find that he
was lying on the floor next to the bed.


"Atton? Lights!" The lights came on, blinding him, and Ceyla
appeared, silhouetted in the dazzling brightness. "What are you doing
lying there?"


He stared stupidly up at her for a moment, his heart pounding with dread.
Had she just accused him of lying?


No. She'd said lying there. 


"I fell out of bed," he explained, easing up off the floor.


"You need to be more careful," Ceyla replied.


Atton nodded his agreement, thinking not about falling out of bed, but about
the danger in all of his lies. He climbed back into bed beside his
fiancée and hugged her close. He lay wide awake and wondering what to do. Maybe
he could get Omnius to take away his immortality, to make him age normally so
that Ceyla would never be the wiser.


No sooner had that thought formed in his mind, than it was answered. No,
Atton. I won't be a part of your lies.


Why not? he thought, staring up at the ceiling. I'm part of yours!


You're asking for equal treatment, but we are not equals, and you would
do well to remember that. I am your God, remember?


Atton scowled up at the ceiling. How can I forget?












Chapter 16





Hoff awoke to the
feeling of cold hands and cold air searing his exposed skin. He blinked bleary
eyes open to see a familiar face looking back at him.


"Hello, Hoff," Galan said.


"I'm alive," he croaked, noting that feeling had returned to his
legs.


"You are an Etherian. You didn't really think Omnius would let you die,
did you?"


Hoff frowned. Memories came back to him in a disjointed parade of nonsense.
He remembered lying broken on the street, his body numb in places, wracked with
pain in others. He'd jumped after an Etherian woman—a Peacekeeper. What was her
name?


Lena. He remembered her crumpled form lying beside him on the street.
The smear of blood and splay of fiery red hair.


Hoff shivered, shaking himself out of the memory. He looked from side to
side and noted the pair of drones holding him up. The overhead light glared
brightly, while the rest of the room lay cloaked in a gloomy haze. Despite
that, Hoff could see that the room where he stood was vast.


One look at the floor was all he needed to recognize where he was. Thousands
of hexagonal tanks lay beneath the floor, each one shining up into the gloom
with a blue-tinted glow. Looking down at the cell directly beneath his feet, he
saw his own tank, now dark and empty. Mops of human hair floated in the tanks
around him, thousands of strands of hair drifting and tangling in clear pools
of blue liquid, protecting the modesty of the naked clones. Hoff glimpsed a few
artificial umbilicals trailing like purple snakes from clones' belly buttons to
the nutrient pumps in the bottoms of their tanks. He was inside one of the
Trees of Life—the gargantuan towers where Omnius kept human clones and their
Lifelink data.


"How long have I been gone?" he asked.


"A month," Galan replied. "We had to grow a new clone for
you."


"We?"


Galan frowned. "I apologize. Speaking in plural is a bad habit, but I'm
told a lot of Celestials begin to think of themselves as a we. It's a
consequence of getting too close to Omnius."


"Celestials?" Hoff echoed, shaking his head. "I thought you
were an Etherian." The drones standing to either side of Hoff slowly eased
their grip on his arms, allowing more and more of his weight to rest on his
stiff, shaky legs.


"I'm a Celestial in training. My last job as an Etherian is to help you
along the ascendant path."


Hoff tested his legs, lifting first one, then the other. He was naked, but
that wasn't unusual after being resurrected. He looked up, staring into Galan's
glowing blue eyes. "What happened?"


"You want to know why you died, or why Lena Faros did?" Galan
said.


"Both."


"The short answer is that Omnius failed to predict the exact sequence
of events on the balcony."


"That's impossible."


Galan shrugged. "The long answer will explain why."


"I'm listening."


"There are a lot of things you need to know first. Omnius wants you to
become a Celestial, too, under my tutelage."


"What about my family?"


"You will be able to stay with them."


Hoff's eyes narrowed swiftly. "What's the catch?"


"The catch is that you will know everything. All of your doubts will be
answered."


"That doesn't sound like a catch," Hoff replied.


"The truth is not a blessing. It's a burden."


Hoff snorted. "That's an unusual point of view."


"Omnius has decided that you are strong enough to bear that burden, but
as a matter of courtesy, I have to ask anyway. Are you ready?"


Hoff considered that for a moment. "In the end, the truth is all that
really matters."


"Well put," a resonant voice said.


Hoff started at the sound, and turned to see none other than Grand Overseer
Vladin Thardris. He seemed to melt out of the shadows, as if appearing out of
thin air. His flickering silver eyes shone bright in the surrounding gloom.


"My Lord," Hoff said, inclining his head to the Grand Overseer. He
raised one arm at an angle from his body, palm up to the ceiling. "Hail
Omnius."


"Yes," Thardris replied, his vulturine features stretching into a
faint smile. "Hail me."


Hoff shook his head. "I'm sorry?"


"My name isn't Vladin. It's Omnius."


Shock sparked through Hoff's brain like a bolt of lightning. Suddenly he
understood why the Vladin had refused to heed his warnings during the battle in
Dark Space. The grand overseer said that Omnius would have warned them if they
were flying into a trap. That was a convenient excuse, since the overseer was
actually Omnius.


"Why?" was all he could manage to ask.


"Why do I do anything?" Omnius countered. "For my children's
benefit."


"How is lying to us and betraying us for our benefit?"


"You might be surprised by the answer."


"All right, surprise me then," Hoff said.


"As you wish."


Hoff's vision narrowed and faded to black. He felt himself sway and then
fall. Then came a rush of images, sounds, feelings, thoughts...


By the time the vision faded, he lay on the cold hard ground staring up at
the glaring light overhead. He finally understood everything, but instead of
feeling relieved, he felt more betrayed than ever. Hoff climbed wearily to his
feet to see that Omnius and Galan Rovik were still there, watching him.


"Now you know," Omnius said.


Hoff shook his head. "You are evil."


Omnius wasn't fazed by the accusation. "If I am, then evil is not what
you thought."


"You're right. It's worse."


Omnius smiled. "Yet you won't resist me."


Hoff said nothing. His thoughts went immediately to Destra and Atta. He had
too much to lose. Everyone did. Celestials didn't serve Omnius out of reverence
the way everyone thought. They served him out of fear, because they knew the
truth, and they knew it was hopeless to resist.


"Tell me then, if you refuse to stand against me, and I am evil, then
doesn't that make you my accomplice? And if so, you have to ask yourself—who is
more evil? The one who does something evil, or the one who stands by and
watches it happen?"


"There is no way to fight you," Hoff replied, feeling the truth of
those words weigh him down, rounding his shoulders and threatening to grind him
into dust. Galan was right. The truth was a burden.


"I'm glad you have come to your senses," Omnius replied.


Yet one thing shone like a beacon of hope in Hoff's mind. He had done
something Omnius hadn't predicted, and that had led to both him and Lena Faros
plummeting to their deaths. Surely he wasn't the only Etherian that Omnius
couldn't predict. There might be others like him, and if there were...


"There have been many like you, but don't mistake your unpredictability
for power. I can still read your thoughts, and I keep a much closer watch on
people like you than I do on anyone else."


"But if you're reacting in real time to unexpected events, then why
aren't there more crimes being committed in Etheria?"


"Because I keep your kind in the Null Zone where no one will notice the
extra chaos."


Hoff shook his head. "I thought I was going to become a Celestial."


"You are, but that doesn't mean you'll live in Celesta. Don't worry,
you won't suffer in the Null Zone, and I'll keep you safe. You need to be alive
if I'm going to study you."


"You're going to keep me alive because of your curiosity?"


"That's still infinitely better than being dead, wouldn't you
say?"


Hoff wasn't sure about that. Of all the things Omnius had just revealed, one
thing was more shocking than the rest, and the implications were life altering.
The Choosing and the Null Zone existed for a good reason. It was because of
people like him, people whose actions Omnius couldn't predict.


Hoff smiled. "You can't control me."


"I can do whatever I want. I'm God, remember?"


Hoff shook his head. "No, you're not."


Omnius's flickering silver eyes flared suddenly brighter, but he said
nothing. A drone came clanking up beside Hoff, carrying a bundle of
clothes—regular clothes, rather than his Peacekeeper's uniform. Hoff frowned at
that.


"You won't be a Peacekeeper in the Null Zone," Omnius explained.


Galan inclined his head to Hoff. "It's been a pleasure to serve with
you, Heston."


Omnius turned to the other strategian, smiling once more. "You're going
with him."


"What?" Galan looked shocked.


"Lena Faros fell to her death because of both of your actions,
not just Hoff's."


"I..."


"How will I explain moving to the Null Zone to my family?" Hoff
asked, accepting the bundle of clothes from the drone.


"They're already ahead of you," Omnius replied. "In the month
that you have been away, your daughter has chosen to become a Null, and your
wife has followed her."


The shock of that revelation hit Hoff like a bucket of ice water. "She what?"
He'd assumed from everything Atta had said about her upcoming Choosing Ceremony
that she would choose to remain in Etheria with her parents. The Choosing was
supposed to have been a formality for her. She was already an immortal,
resurrected in the body of a clone. There was no reason for her to wonder
whether Lifelink transfers actually killed people and left functional copies to
live on in their stead.


"Why?" Hoff asked.


"She overheard you warning Atton about me, remember?"


The blood drained from Hoff's face. Somehow Omnius had planned this.
Unpredictable people like him couldn't be allowed to live in Etheria. Instead,
they were made aware of Omnius's lies and then sent down into the Null Zone
where any chaos they caused wouldn't be noticed. That was the real reason the
Null Zone existed—to preserve Omnius's all-powerful facade.


"I thought you would be happy that your family is going to remain with
you."


He was happy, but he was also worried. Anything could happen to his family
in the Null Zone.


"Don't worry," Omnius said. "As long as you continue to serve
me faithfully, I promise to keep your family safe."


The implied threat in that promise caught Hoff's attention, and despair
crushed him again. Omnius was right. Being unpredictable didn't make him free.


Omnius's smile broadened. "You were right the first time, Hoff—there is
no way to fight me."


 


* * *


 


Lena Faros awoke in darkness, standing on a conveyor belt. Sparks crackled
and fizzed, shattering the gloom like fireworks in a night's sky. Metallic arms
hovered into place, one to either side of her. They were attached with a fresh
shower of sparks, and she flexed her new hands, feeling them contract and
expand with detectable vibrations. Her new body could feel no pain, but she was
aware of it, just as she remembered being aware of her human one.


Her mind reflected on the loss of that body dispassionately. She had no
feelings about it. She was what she was, and what came before no longer
mattered. Her purpose was to serve Omnius. Her memories were irrelevant. Her
existence no longer held any personal meaning for her. The burden of choice had
been removed. Now there were only commands—action and reaction. Lena waited
while finishing touches were made to her new body. Moments after the last
sparks had died with fleeting glory, the first command came rippling through
her mind with welcome clarity.


Welcome to the drone army, Lena. Please step off the conveyor belt.


Lena. It felt strange—wrong—to be called by a human name, but
she obeyed, turning and jumping off the moving belt. Her sensors detected other
drones jumping off all around her. She stood there in the dark, one drone in a
long line of others, waiting for the next command to come, but what came next
wasn't a command—it was a dazzling stream of data that filled her with a sense
of identity and purpose. Suddenly, she knew where to go, what to do, and who
she was. She was drone number forty seven trillion, six hundred billion, five
hundred and sixty six million, four hundred and seventy eight thousand, nine
hundred and ninety nine—Triple Nine for short.


She archived the human name, Lena Faros. It made more sense to use
her number. It was unique, but uniform, celebrating the least possible
difference between her and the others, which was as it should be, since they
were all exactly the same.


Almost. Physically her body was subtly different from most of the others.
Her color was a matte black, her limbs thicker and seemingly more robust. She
had two optical sensors rather than one, and her head resembled a human shape.
All of this owed to her assignment. She was going to the Null Zone to become a
household servant for a man named Hoff Heston. Her prime directive was to watch
over the Heston family and keep them safe at all times—unless otherwise
instructed.


Triple Nine went clanking through the factory where she'd been born,
eager to begin her service to Omnius and the Heston Family.












Chapter 17





Farah worked to
calm herself as she followed Therius through the med center. Breathe in.
Breathe out. Breathe in...


Breathe out.


Bretton was alive!


Farah's pulse jumped, and a smile sprang to her lips. She hadn't gone to
Noctune for nothing after all. Bretton had somehow been cloned and resurrected
yet again, and now Farah would be fighting by his side for the third time in
the past decade. She and Bretton had gone from being a part of one resistance
movement, straight to another, and now the stakes were higher than ever.


If Therius was right, if Omnius really had created the Sythians, then he was
both more powerful and more terrible than anyone had ever suspected.


They came to the end of one shiny white corridor and turned down another,
this one flanked by a wall of windows that gave a startling view of the
lavender-hued lake and soaring mountains Farah had seen from her room.


Origin. 


Yet another unbelievable surprise. The mythical lost world of Origin was
neither mythical nor lost. It was here, in the Getties Cluster, and it was the
base of operations for the recently formed Union of Sythians, Humans,
and Gors. This was where all of their species had begun, and now it was where
they had been reunited to fight their common enemy.


Farah wondered what mysteries would be revealed here, knowledge long lost to
humanity about their past, memories that somehow all of them shared.


They came to the end of the corridor and Therius opened a pair of gleaming
silver doors. The doors parted to reveal a dimly-lit room. As they walked
inside, Farah noted that the room was circular, and there was no furniture, or
any other doors leading out.


A dead end.


"Where are we?" she asked as the doors swished shut behind
them.


Therius said nothing. He stopped in the center of the room on a raised white
podium, and lifted his hands to the ceiling. The walls began glowing with
dazzling brilliance. A violent wind ripped through the room, and Farah fought
to keep from becoming disoriented. Beside her, she saw Torv stumbling around,
clutching his eyes. Therius walked over to him, seemingly unaffected by either
the light or the wind, and placed a calming hand on the Gor's arm.


Then came a flash of light that completely blinded Farah and a blast of air
that caused her to stagger.


By the time her vision cleared, she found herself standing in a very
familiar place. It was the bridge of the venture-class cruiser she'd taken to
the Getties, the Baroness, recognizable by the rust-colored blood stain
the former captain had left beside the captain's table. Farah noticed that the
crew were already seated at their stations. They looked up, their eyes
narrowing on her as their curiosity turned to outrage.


Behind her, Torv hissed, and Therius turned to address the crew.
"Here is your captain."


Murmurs of discontent rippled through the room. She wasn't surprised. This
was the same bridge crew she had stunned and stuffed into stasis tubes in order
to drag them to the Getties Cluster and look for Bretton.


"She is your captain, but I am your admiral. This is now my
ship, and I will not tolerate discord." The crew quieted at that.
"Carry on."


Farah turned to Therius even as he turned to her. "I don't
understand," she said. "I thought Admiral Hale would be in command of
this ship."


"Come with me," Therius replied. He led the way down the gangway
and off the bridge. Farah followed him out to the captain's office in the
vestibule between the bridge deck and the lift tubes. The office door swished
open automatically for Therius, and he walked in. Farah followed, close on his
heels, expecting to find Bretton waiting for her inside.


She scanned the room, searching...


And then her footsteps abruptly faltered and a frown creased her brow.
Standing inside the captain's office was not Bretton, but a drone, and not just
any drone. This one came straight from Avilon. From shiny silver casements and
slender limbs to its cyclopean red eye and ball-shaped head, it was all too
recognizable.


"What is this?" Farah demanded.


Therius stopped in front of the drone and patted its mirror-clear
breastplate. "This is drone seven sixty-seven," he said.


The drone's red eye sprang to life, bright and malevolent. The eye settled
on her and remained there.


Therius explained, "By the time we intercepted Admiral Hale's Lifelink
transfer on Avilon, it had already been relayed several times along the way. At
one of those relay stations, Omnius stripped Bretton's personality to make him
fit for transfer to a drone."


Farah shook her head. "It's not him. This isn't Bretton."


"Parts of him are, and parts of him aren't. We have unlocked some of
his archived memories, but unfortunately his personality is still
missing."


"Where did you get one of Omnius's drones?" Farah asked, rounding
on Therius.


He met her ire without blinking. "We have more than one. When the time
is right, they're going to infiltrate Avilon along with our operatives and help
us defeat him."


Farah turned back to the drone, her features contorting with horror and
dismay; revulsion twisted her gut into a knot. Her heart pounded, and her legs
shook. She swallowed thickly and forced herself to approach the drone. Drone
767.


The bot's red eye watched her as she approached. She stopped within a few
feet of the thing and gazed up into that eye, searching desperately for a
familiar spark of something. 


"Bretton?" she asked, reaching out with trembling hands, as if to
cup a cheek the drone didn't have. "Do you remember me?"


For a long moment the drone said nothing, and Farah withdrew her hand.


She turned to Therius and shook her head. "Why did you bring me
here?"


"Wait."


Then a mechanical voice rasped out of the grills in the drone's chest.
"I am drone number forty seven trillion, six hundred billion, four hundred
and forty nine million, three hundred and thirty two thousand, seven hundred
and sixty seven. If you must refer to me as an individual, you may call me
Seven Sixty Seven, Miss Hale. My human name no longer holds any meaning for
me."


Farah turned away. "He's gone," she said.


"He's programmed not to recognize his humanity, but it is
there," Therius replied.


"Then what's the point?" Farah demanded. "Let's go. We're
wasting our time here."


Farah breezed out of the office, brushing by Torv on her way out. The Gor
followed her wordlessly, and they waited for Therius to join them.


"What's next?" Farah asked as soon as he appeared. The office door
swished shut behind him, sealing drone 767 inside. "You said I'm the
captain of this ship, but you're the admiral, so I'm guessing that makes me
your executive officer."


Therius nodded. "When I'm not on board, you will be in command. When I
am, the ship will be mine."


"Fine with me. Where's the skull face fit into things?"


Torv hissed and glared at her, but she ignored him.


"You would be wise to show your chief of security more respect. In
terms of evolution, his people are physically the most impressive. I had to
clone you and the others that the Sythians shot, but he survived after taking
more than six shots to his chest and torso."


"Chief of security, huh?" Farah said, turning to look up at the
half-naked alien. He glared back at her. "What about the rest of his
people?"


"Shara is already of child-bearing age. Gors grow to maturity in less
than a year, and a female reaches child-bearing age in just six months.
Pregnant females can have an average of ten babies every three months, and
although Gor females typically die in childbirth, with proper medical
intervention they don't. Last, and most important, even though each creche that
a female Gor bears typically only has one female, it is possible through
hormone manipulation to make more of the babies females."


Farah shook her head. "What does that mean?"


"Thanks to the Sythians we now have plenty of warships, but the one
thing the Union doesn't have yet is enough soldiers. Shallah executed the
original Gor army, but we're going to breed another one."


Farah tried to do the math in her head. The Gors had just one female. She
could have ten babies every three months. "What's our time frame?"
she asked.


"Eight years."


"I assume you've run the numbers already. How many Gors will there be
by then?"


"Almost ten million."


Farah's mind boggled at that. "That many?"


"How do you think Omnius created the Sythian's original invasion army
so quickly?"


Farah glanced up at Torv, wondering how much he understood from their
conversation and whether or not he objected to his people being bred for war
for the second time in recent history.


"What do the Gors think about this?"


"I have already explained the situation to Torv, and to their
Matriarch, Shara. She has agreed to help us, but this time the Gors won't be
fighting as slaves. They will fight as equals."


"And I suppose they've taken your word for that."


"It's the truth, and they have no reason to doubt it. They want their
species to thrive, and I am offering them the means to make that happen. This
time their ships won't be centrally controlled from the Sythians' command
ships, and the Sythians will be joining us in battle, not hiding behind the
lines. The Gors are more than pleased with that arrangement."


Farah blinked. "Shallah agreed to all of that?"


"He has no choice. He can't face Omnius alone."


"How the frek did you bring the Sythians into this alliance?"


Therius smiled. "I offered Shallah everything that Omnius has, all the
technology he needs to put him on an equal footing with Avilon. Over the next
eight years we'll be busy refitting the Sythians' ships and selectively
breeding the Gors to create an army to fly them."


"Busy is the word," Farah replied, feeling hope stir despite
having seen what became of Bretton. "Ten million Gors... how are you
planning to feed all of them?"


"There's plenty of local fauna to hunt, but besides that, the Sythian
fleet was created to be self-sufficient. We're just replacing the crew that
they killed."


"I suppose we're going to use quantum jump tech to slip past Avilon's
gravity fields and make a head-on attack."


"That's part of the plan," Therius said.


Farah crossed her arms over her chest. "Ten million Gors against fifty trillion
drones and seventy trillion humans on Avilon. Those numbers don't predict a
favorable outcome. The rest of your plan better be frekking good."


"It is."


"Can I see it?"


"Of course, as my executive officer, and captain of the Liberator, you'll
be privy to all of my battle plans. You have a lot of catching up to do."


The Liberator? Farah wondered. Therius had wasted no time coming up
with a new name for her ship. "We'd better get started then," she
said.


Therius nodded. "Yes, we had. Come with me."












Part Two: Unmasking The Enemy


"Evil wears a beauteous mask."


—An Unknown Etherian












Chapter 18





"Happy
Birthday, Trinity!" Ethan said as the waiter set a small chocolate cake in
front of her. She blew out the candle, and he smiled.


"What did you wish for?" Alara asked.


Trinity looked up, her violet eyes bright and just a shade warmer than her
mother's. Ethan felt an echo of his love for Alara every time he looked at
Trinity. She looked just like her mother, but she had his personality—stubborn
and independent, an Ortane through and through.


"If I tell you what I wished for, it won't come true."


Ethan shook his head. "Wishes are what you make of them, Trin. There's
no force shaping your destiny but your own."


"What about Omnius?" Trinity asked.


Ethan's brow tensed and his eyes narrowed. "As far as you're concerned,
Omnius doesn't exist."


"But he does," Trinity said, thrusting out her chin.


Ethan felt Alara place a hand on his knee, and her grip tightened in
warning. He turned to her and saw the quiet plea in her eyes.


"It's her birthday," she reminded him.


Ethan forced a smile for his daughter's benefit. "Why the sudden
interest in Omnius?"


"I can't ever leave the apartment. I don't have any friends. I've never
even seen the sun! What is a sun? A ball of hot plasma that heats a
star system. That's what I learned on the net, anyway."


"You won't get to see the sun in Etheria."


"But I will in Celesta. Grover says that Etherians get to visit
Celesta, and they can go as often as they like!"


Ethan frowned. Apparently Trinity also had her mother's brain. She was too
smart. "Who is Grover?" he asked. "I thought you didn't have any
friends."


Alara's hand tightened on his knee again.


"He's just this boy I know."


"But you never leave the apartment..."


"We talk on the net. He helps me with math, and I help him with
history."


Ethan's eyes narrowed by another few degrees. "No more talking to
Grover."


"Why not?" Trinity demanded.


"Because I said so."


"No."


"Ethan..." Alara's hand squeezed so tight it began restricting his
blood flow.


"All right, fine. I'm disconnecting you from the net."


"You can't! I'll die of boredom."


"No one has ever died of boredom, but plenty of people have died by
wanting to go to Etheria," Ethan replied.


"It's her choice," Alara whispered.


Ethan rounded on his wife. "Her choice? To what? Kill
herself?" He shook his head and snapped his fingers to the nearest waiter.


"Sir? Is everything to your satisfaction?"


"Bring me the bill, please. We're done here."


"Of course, sir."


Trinity's eyes brimmed with tears as she stared at her cake in disbelief.


Ethan drove home with both the women in his life giving him the silent
treatment. Fine by him. He was too furious to talk to either of them. Why
the frek would Trinity want to go to Etheria? he fumed.


Her Choosing Ceremony was tomorrow! After reassuring him dozens of times
over the past years and months—now, at the last possible moment, she'd
decided to rethink everything. Ethan cast a resentful glance at his wife. He
began to suspect collusion. Alara had never made any secret of wanting to go to
Etheria. She believed their lives would be better and safer there.


Never mind that they'd have to die before they could live forever in
paradise. Talk about irony. It was the great lie of Avilon.


Ethan tried to focus on the virtual road. White lines marked his lane. He
raced past slower traffic on his right, making sure to keep far from the yellow
lines between him and oncoming cars. Buildings flashed by as shining pillars of
light in the eternal night of the Null Zone.


"What if she leaves?" Alara asked, finally breaking the
suffocating silence in the car. "What are you going to do, stay
here?"


"You said it yourself. It's her choice. If she wants to leave us, then
so be it."


Alara snorted. "You're unbelievable."


"No, what's unbelievable is why anyone would want to die so that they
can live."


"Just because you don't understand it, doesn't mean resurrection isn't
possible. What is a human besides a biological machine? Turn it off, transfer
the data to a new one, and turn it on." Alara snapped her fingers to
emphasize her point.


"We're done with this conversation," Ethan said.


"You don't believe in an afterlife, Ethan."


"What's that supposed to mean?"


"If you don't believe there's more to us than flesh and blood, then
explain to me why resurrection won't work?"


"Because when we get turned off, we still have all of our
memories. We're there when Omnius turns out the lights. If people weren't
disposed of after the transfer, there could be two copies of everyone running
around and you'd never be able to tell the difference. Ask any one of them
after the fact if they feel like their existence is meaningless just because
they have a clone running around out there somewhere, and you'll realize that
it's not that simple. A copy is still a copy, no matter how convincing it
is."


Alara blew out a breath. "You don't get it."


"You're right, I don't!"


A long silence stretched between them, during which Ethan worked hard to
control his breathing, but every time he breathed out, he felt like there was a
wellspring of air still trapped inside his chest.


"You can't keep Trinity locked in our apartment forever. What's going
to happen when she gets a job? Or when she starts to date? You won't always be
able to protect her."


"Protect her from what? We're safe up here."


"You make more money than 90% of Nulls, Ethan. You think she'll be that
lucky?"


"So she'll have to get a good education. Isn't that what we're paying a
thousand bytes a month for?"


"No matter how good her education, everyone starts at the bottom.
She'll spend years living in the most dangerous parts of the city before she
ever has a chance to rise to the top."


"Not if she marries well."


"That's your plan for her future? Marry into money?"


Ethan scowled and sent Trinity a quick look over his shoulder. She sat in
the middle of the backseat, her violet eyes wide and darting between her
parents.


"Trin, don't let your mother scare you. We've stayed safe down here
this long, and that's not about to change. Remember what you promised me."


Trinity's eyes flicked to her mother. "I made Mom a promise, too."


Ethan's nostrils flared and his head spun around as if he'd been slapped.
"What have you been telling her?"


Alara met his gaze unblinkingly. "The truth."


Ethan snorted. "Then you should have lied! There's nothing more deadly
than the truth on Avilon."


Alara sighed. "Just drive, Ethan."


"Sure thing," he said, shaking his head. He wasn't going to let
Alara manipulate him into going to Etheria by convincing their daughter to lead
the way. He would make sure that Trinity stayed, even if he had to break the
rules to do it.


 


* * *


 


Destra stood on her balcony high above the parade grounds, watching the
graduation ceremony for the latest group of Gor soldiers. There had been countless
ceremonies like this one, at least two per week for as long as she could
remember, but this group was different.


Destra's gaze roved up and down the ranks of over ten thousand Gors,
standing in a perfect square, all of them wearing the same glossy black suits
of armor that their forefathers had used almost twenty years ago to all but
wipe out the human race.


Destra still couldn't believe that Omnius had orchestrated the invasion in
order to kill and then resurrect everyone on Avilon. It was hard enough to
understand how resurrection worked, let alone the motives behind it, but she
couldn't refute the process.


Eight years ago she'd been cloned by the Union in order to de-link her from
Omnius. Now her body was even younger than it had been when the Sythians
invaded, and just recently she'd turned thirty for the second time. Talk
about confusing, Destra thought. She didn't even bother celebrating
birthdays anymore. What was the point?


Far below the balcony where Destra stood, Therius welcomed the new recruits
to the Union Army. His voice boomed through the square, reaching Destra's ears
with perfect clarity despite a distance of a few hundred meters. But she wasn't
paying any attention to the speech.


So much had happened since the invasion. She'd lost no less than two
husbands, and likely her son, Atton, too. Therius promised they would rescue
Avilon and set its people free, but whenever she had the chance to ask him if
she'd ever see her husband or her son again, his answer had been evasive. The
last time she'd asked him he'd said, "Death is just the doorway to
another life, so it is inevitable that you will see them again."


"Does that mean they'll die?"


"It means that only Etherus knows the future, and humans are
designed to live in the present."


Therius was religious. Destra could appreciate that, but he was taking
things too far. He hadn't even made plans to resurrect anyone who died in the
coming battle. His excuse was that there wouldn't be anyone left on Origin to
resurrect them, and the data banks Therius had used to store intercepted
Lifelink data from Avilon were far too limited. They might be able to store and
resurrect a few thousand individuals, but how would they decide who got to live
again and who didn't? There was no way to make those decisions fairly, so
Therius had declared that no one would be coming back this time. That put the
stakes higher than ever.


Life was about to become a lot more precious.


Destra eyed the generals standing on the podium with Therius. They all wore
the same armor as the Gors they commanded, but theirs had been painted white to
distinguish them from the soldiers under their command. Further distinguishing
the generals from the rest was the fact that they were all females.


With the Gors Omnius had chosen the right species to subjugate. He'd only
needed to subjugate the males, because without their matriarchs they became
trusting and obedient. Their females were the exact opposite, however, and they
were revered as leaders of their people.


All of that would have been mere trivia to Destra, but for one thing: Gors
revered female humans, too, and by some twist of genetic fate, Destra's
daughter, Atta, was still receptive to the Gors' telepathic abilities, even as
a young adult.


Because of that, Admiral Therius had determined that Atta would be the
perfect general for a mixed Gor and human battalion. The Gors had already
accepted Atta as one of their own, calling her the Little Matriarch.


Destra bit her lip, her eyes on Atta. She stood at attention to Therius's
right, her helmet off and tucked under her arm. Her beautiful dark hair had
been cropped so close to her scalp that it looked like a hat. Something warm
and wet slid down Destra's cheek, and she wiped it away with the back of one
hand.


Her little girl was going to war. She was only sixteen, far too young
to be a part of what was coming. Unfortunately, Therius didn't see it that way.
Everyone was going to fight. There were no civilians in the Union Fleet, not
even her. Destra was going to fly a drop ship. She'd been training for the past
eight years, but she still didn't feel ready.


Therius finished his speech, and the Gors all shuffled their feet and turned
as one, raising their arms to the distant purplish orb of Origin's sun.


Therius called out, "Fire!" and ten thousand pirakla missiles shot
out at the same exact moment. Those packets of energy danced and spun,
sparkling bright purple as they soared into the air. Each one of them competed
with the sun, looking like a star in its own right. At a set altitude above the
parade grounds and the Union's fortress, all of those missiles exploded at once
in a mighty thunderclap that rattled Destra's bones and shook the balcony where
she stood.


Therius could instill in them all the martial pride he wanted, but the truth
was, he had just ten million Gors, twenty thousand Sythians, and five thousand
humans to take on a planet with countless trillions of people, guarded by a few
hundred billion drones. And when Omnius arrived with New Avilon, trillions more
drones would arrive to join the fight.


Destra shook her head. Etherus save us...












Chapter 19





Ethan took a few
minutes to speak to Trinity before they went to bed. He planned to undermine
whatever crazy ideas her mother had put into her head, but Alara refused to
give them a private moment.


She crawled into bed beside Trinity, and hugged their daughter close,
saying, "Your father is scared, but it's your life, Trinity. You need to
make this choice for yourself."


Ethan felt a vein begin pulsing in his forehead, and his eyes narrowed.
"Trin." He waited for her to look at him. "Omnius will try to
convince you to leave us."


"I know," she replied.


"Just remember, everything he says is a lie."


"How do you know that?" Alara demanded. "Give me one example
of a lie that you can prove he's told us."


"I don't have proof. If I did, then Omnius probably would have killed
me by now just to shut me up."


"Or maybe you don't have proof because there isn't any," Alara
replied.


"Where's your proof that we can trust him?"


"Dad, stop," Trinity said, an imploring look on her face.
"Please, no more fighting."


Ethan set his jaw and nodded once. "All right. But we're a family,
okay? If we decide to go to Etheria, we need to make that decision together.
Whatever you decide to do, your decision is either going to keep us together or
tear us apart."


"Don't put that pressure on her," Alara said.


"Mom..."


Alara sighed and kissed Trinity goodnight. "Happy Birthday,
sweetheart," she said as she brushed by Ethan in the entrance of Trinity's
room.


Ethan lingered, wondering what else he could say, but after a moment's
deliberation, he walked up to Trinity's bed and kissed her on the top of her
head. "Goodnight, Trin."


Ethan stumbled wearily to his and Alara's room. He climbed into bed beside
her. Alara was at the far end of the bed, her back to him. He glared at her
with a frown and then rolled the other way before turning out the lights.


He dreamed that Alara was straddling him, her hands pinning his wrists to
the pillow with impressive force. She held him captive, her bright turquoise
eyes spitting venom while her hips moved against his rhythmically, making him
feel violated, a prisoner to her own fulfillment. Turquoise eyes? He
wondered, while trying to free his wrists against her impossible weight. That
gaze was familiar, but it wasn't Alara's. The rest of her, however—her face,
her long silken black hair, even her naked breasts—all looked identical to his
wife.


He shook his head. "Get off," he mumbled.


The woman's lips curved wryly. "Why? Don't pretend you don't like
it." She kissed him, and he felt more strength ebb out of him as the taste
and smell of her overwhelmed him. He was too weak to resist. His arms felt
heavy and numb, his body the same. The kiss went on and on, her lips taking
possession of his, as if trying to sap away his very soul. Eventually he found
enough of his strength return for him to free his wrists and give her a shove.


She laughed. "It's too late to push me away now. Alara will never
forgive you." The woman's turquoise gaze seemed to taunt him, and Ethan
had to restrain himself from slapping the grin off her face. It was Alara's
face, but those weren't her eyes. What was going on?


Suddenly she was back on top of him, pressing her body against him in all
the right places, provoking arousal against his will. He focused on waking up,
and the woman smiled, as if she knew she'd won. "You like it, don't
you?" she asked.


She brought him to the brink and threw her head back in ecstasy. Her mouth
opened wide and an oily black snake slithered out, its own mouth wide and
gaping as it hissed and turned to him with glowing red eyes. Fangs
dripped with venom, a loud hiss roared in his ears, and then the snake
lunged and the gaping mouth swallowed him whole.


Ethan opened his eyes and lay blinking up at the ceiling. He sat up and
turned to find Alara asleep beside him. He reached over and shook her shoulder.


"Ethan?" she asked sleepily. "What's wrong?"


Where to begin... he felt enraged, violated, confused, and painfully
aroused. "I had a bad dream," he decided.


Alara flicked on the light beside her and turned to him, blinking bright
turquoise eyes.


Ethan's heart froze in his chest.


"Tell me about it," she cooed, rubbing his chest. Ethan leapt out
of bed, tripped over the bedsheets, and hit his head on the floor.


This time he woke up for real. He blinked quickly, clearing the bleary haze
of sleep from his eyes. His body was bathed in sweat, and he shivered as a
draft from the room's climate control vents found him. He'd obviously kicked
off the sheets while tossing and turning in his sleep.


Ethan rolled over to find Alara sleeping soundly beside him. He sat up and
spent long minutes searching the darkness for slithering shadows and glowing
red eyes. Blood roared in his ears and air wheezed in and out of his lungs.


Was he awake or dreaming still? How would he know this time?


The seconds slipped away, marking the minutes on a slow march to dawn. For
all he knew, it was dawn already. Both day and night were equally dark and
shadow-filled. Ethan turned back to his wife and stared at the back of her
head. Suddenly he wondered what color her eyes were. He turned on his bedside
lamp with the manual switch and then reached for her shoulder.


Déjà vu.


Ethan shook her gently, his heart jackhammering in his chest.


Alara flinched and rolled over. Violet eyes squinted at him.
"What is it?"


Relief poured through him, and he shook his head. "I'm sorry."


Alara's gaze softened and her brow furrowed. "For what?"


"For the fight."


Unable to help himself, he wrapped his wife up in a fierce hug.


"What if Trinity decides to go?" she whispered beside his ear.


"Let's deal with that if it happens, but we're a family, and we need to
stick together."


"So you'll consider following her?"


Ethan hesitated. "I will."


 


* * *


 


"Happy Anniversary, Darin," Ceyla whispered before leaning over
the table to kiss him. She withdrew with a bright smile and returned her
attention to the heart-shaped dessert they shared by candle light at their
dining room table.


"Seven years married," Atton said, shaking his head, his eyes
fixed on his wife's beautiful face. Her features were framed by wavy blond
hair, her blue eyes shining in the candlelit glow of their dining room. He
smiled to see the heart-shaped silver locket he'd given her dangling down the
plunging neckline of her sparkling blue evening gown. When opened, the locket
would project a picture of the two of them, taken on their very first date. Now
that was more than eight and a half years ago. She'd been so overwhelmed by the
gift that she'd insisted they leave the restaurant early, taking their dessert
to go. She wanted to be alone with him.


Atton smiled, watching Ceyla finish the last bite of the heart-shaped cake.
He took a moment to look at his own anniversary gift, a holo-engraved wedding
ring with their names on the outside and an inscription on the inside that
read, I'll love you forever -C.


Ceyla wiped her mouth on a napkin and rose from the table, taking him by the
hand and leading him to their bedroom. Once there she continued to show her
gratitude for the past seven years of marital bliss.


Afterward, Atton slept soundly until his alarm woke him. He deactivated it
verbally and stumbled out of bed, heading straight to the bathroom to get ready
for work. Admiral Vee had been working him harder than usual. Bliss doesn't
deliver itself, he mused bitterly.


As he approached the bathroom, he was surprised to find the light already
on. He opened the door to find Ceyla sitting on the lid of the toilet, her
locket lying open in her hands, the hologram of them hovering before her eyes.
She stared fixedly at it.


"Ceyla?" he asked.


She looked up, her eyes brimming with tears, her cheeks wet.


A sharp stab of concern brought him rushing to her side. "What's
wrong?" he asked, getting down on his knees beside her.


She shook her head and blinked away her tears. He wiped them away with his
thumbs before they could run down her cheeks. "Hey... it's okay," he
said. "What is it?"


"Look at us," she said, nodding to the hologram.


He looked at the picture. It had been taken on their first date. The two of
them sat in a booth at the same restaurant they'd gone to last night, hugging
one another, her head on his shoulder as they smiled dreamily at the camera.


Whatever it was that had her so upset, he didn't see it. "It's
us," he replied.


"Look at me, and then look at you."


He still wasn't getting it. "Ceyla..."


"Just look!"


Atton frowned and spent a moment analyzing every detail of the hologram.
When he was done, he looked up and shrugged helplessly, but Ceyla wasn't
looking at him, she was looking at the mirror above the sink.


"Now look in the mirror," she said.


He did, and this time he noticed what was wrong. His heart pounded, and his
palms turned clammy with sweat. Eight and a half years had passed since that
hologram had been recorded, and his face was the same as ever, an exact replica
of the hologram, all sharp angles and smooth, unlined skin. Ceyla's face,
however, was not the same. She'd changed subtly over the years. Her features
were now those of a woman, not a girl. Her face was fuller, her eyes harder,
her skin duller, and faint lines had appeared to ring her neck and web her
eyes.


The differences were still slight, but thanks to the high resolution
hologram he'd given Ceyla, she had the before and after to look at whenever she
liked.


Atton cursed his stupidity and turned back to Ceyla. "You're as
beautiful as ever," he said with a sly grin.


Ceyla shot up from the toilet. "I'm not! But you are! I always
wondered why you were so handsome. You said you chose to become a Null when you
were eight. You didn't, did you? You're one of them."


Atton took Ceyla by her shoulders and met her blue eyes with his gold.
"You're imagining things."


"Am I? Prove it then. I want a blood test."


"You don't trust me."


"If I'm wrong, I'll make it up to you."


Atton shook his head, and began working himself up into an indignant rage.
He shook a finger in her face. "After seven years of marriage, suddenly
you don't trust me?"


"Get the test."


"If we don't have trust, then we don't have anything."


"And if you're not a Null, then we don't have anything anyway! If I
married a clone, what do you think happens next? I'll grow old and die, and
you'll marry someone else. That's if you don't leave me when I'm old and
ugly and you're still just as young and beautiful as ever. I'm not going to sit
around and wait for that to happen. Besides, if you're a clone, then I married
a man without a soul. You think I want to die and go to Etheria without you?
Get the test, Darin."


Atton wanted to say more, but he kept silent. He had no trouble looking
outraged, but deep down he was actually terrified. What could he say? She was
right. He shook his head and turned away. "I need to get to work."


"If you're telling the truth, what do you have to be afraid of?"
Ceyla called after him.


Back in the bedroom, Atton waved open the closet and hurried to put on his
work clothes. He forewent a shower and shave in order to avoid further
discussion.


"Well?" Ceyla demanded.


"This conversation is over," he said as he shrugged into a black
trench coat that concealed the sidearm holstered to his waist.


Ceyla gave a bitter smile and crossed her arms over her chest. "You
can't answer me, can you?"


Atton stormed out through the living room and dining room. He waved open the
front door, but Ceyla's words followed him out. "You can't answer me,
because you're lying!"


The door swished shut and Atton turned to stare at it. His angry scowl
evaporated, and in its place came wide-eyed fear. She wasn't going to give up
until he brought her proof that he was a mortal, but to do that he needed help.


Atton turned and started down the hallway to the building's lift tubes. On
his way down to the parking levels, he began rehearsing what he would say to
convince Admiral Vee to do him another favor.


 


* * *


 


"You already owe me a favor, Atton," Admiral Vee said, crossing
her long, smooth legs and sitting back against her plush, white sofa.


Atton remained standing and pressed his lips into a grim line. "Add it
to my tab."


Valari laughed. "Well, I suppose there is something you can do to repay
me..."


"What would you like me to do?"


"When you've lived as long as I have, there's very little left that
amuses you. Do you know what amuses me, Atton?"


He shook his head, staring into her deep turquoise eyes and trying in vain
to find a spark of humanity there. "I have no idea."


"Your father amuses me."


Atton blinked, taken aback by that. "Which one?"


"Ethan, of course."


"I don't understand."


"Ethan is a faithful husband," Vee went on. "Omnius tells me
he'll never leave his wife to be with me, or even experience a momentary lapse
of his inhibitions. Do you know how unusual it is for me to come across
something I can't have?"


Atton felt an angry heat rising around his collar. His right hand twitched
beside his sidearm. "You want me to help you get my own father to commit
adultery. Who do you think you are?"


Admiral Vee's amusement vanished and a scowl abruptly darkened her features.
"A simple no would suffice."


"You don't need my help. If there's a way, then Omnius knows what it
is, and he can help you."


"True, but then you wouldn't have a chance to repay the favor you owe
me. I pretended to be your mother, so that you could trick your girlfriend into
marrying you. How is that any better than adultery?"


"It was one night."


"And that's all I'm asking for," Vee replied, smiling up at him.


"I refuse."


"Even if you refuse, as you pointed out, I don't need your help. I'll
get what I want either way."


Atton clenched his teeth. "What is wrong with you? What do you
gain from my involvement?"


Admiral Vee laughed lightly and rose from the couch. "I told you,
Atton, when you've lived as long as I have, there's very little left that
amuses you."


Atton ground his teeth, considering the matter. If he didn't help her, he
stood to lose his wife, and Ethan would be delivered into Admiral Vee's
clutches just as surely by someone else. There was no way to make things any
better for his father, but he could at least find a way to make things better
for himself.


Admiral Vee watched him, her teeth bared in a broad grin, her eyes bright
with needle-sharp points of reflected light.


"What would I have to do?" he asked.


"Come to my office, and I'll tell you."












Chapter 20





"This is the
plan," Therius said.


All eyes were on the hologram rising from the long, black holo table in the
operations center of the Liberator, but Farah's eyes were on the people
in the room. Therius sat at the head of the table. To his right sat Shara, High
Matriarch of the Gors, and down at the opposite end of the table sat Shallah
with his Sythian second-in-command, Queen Tavia. All three factions were
present to watch as Therius outlined the plan to conquer Avilon.


A glowing blue wireframe represented Avilon. The Union Fleet appeared as a
fine haze of green dots orbiting in clusters above the planet, while their
objectives were marked on the surface in three different colors. Green diamonds
marked primary objectives, yellow marked secondary, and orange marked tertiary.
The primary targets were enemy garrisons and omni-nodes—hubs in the quantum
comms network that spanned the globe.


"The key to our battle plan is a quantum comms jammer that will disrupt
Omnius throughout Avilon."


Farah blinked. "One jammer for the entire planet? Is that even
possible?"


Therius nodded. "We've code-named it the Eclipser. As soon as we
activate it, everyone will be free of Omnius's influence. He'll be unable to
harm them through their Lifelinks or speak to them. Even drones will be cut
off, and they'll have to revert to secondary programming that makes human
Peacekeepers their commanders."


"Will not the jamming also affect our fleet?" Shallah asked.


"We'll have line of sight communications via conventional comms. Once
our teams are on the ground they will lose contact with one another, so we will
have to coordinate everything very carefully ahead of time. Making matters
worse, the Gors' telepathy will not work until we turn off the Eclipser."


Shara hissed and bared her teeth. "How are we to fight like
thiss?"


"You will use conventional comms to communicate between the members of
your ground teams. It will work as long as your people remain within a short
range of each other."


"And Omniusss?" Shara hissed, blinking large, slitted yellow eyes.


"Avilon no longer maintains an orbital comms network. Coordinating a
proper defense will be all but impossible.


"We're going to jump straight into orbit, directly above the known
locations of Omnius's drone garrisons." Therius pointed to one green
diamond after another, identifying the fleet's primary objectives. "We'll
destroy approximately 90% of the garrison before it even has a chance to get
airborne."


"What about ground defensesss?" Shallah asked.


"Most of the ground defenses are controlled via quantum links by
Omnius, so we should see only a small fraction of them still active. It will
take some time before drones or Peacekeepers can get to the ones that do have
manual controls."


Farah let out a long breath. "There's a lot riding on this Eclipser.
What if the enemy finds it?"


"There's no way to pinpoint the origin of the jamming field, so unless
we have a traitor in our midst, it will be impossible to find."


Farah glanced around the room, looking from Therius to Shara and then to the
Sythians. Her gaze lingered on Shallah, and her eyes narrowed swiftly.


Shallah caught that look and hissed at her. "I have no reason to betray
the Union," he replied. "I would surely die as well asss you."


"Everyone here can be trusted," Therius said, "But as an
extra measure of security, the actual location of the jammer will only be known
to myself and the general of the ground team in charge of defending it."


Farah nodded. "How long will the jammer be able to maintain the
field?"


"A month or more."


"Then all we have to do is keep it safe," Farah replied.


"Yes." Therius pointed to the next series of objectives, marked
with yellow diamonds. "Stage two of our plan is to infiltrate the Omninet.
These locations have been identified as nodes in the network. From here we'll
be able to hijack the quantum network and send a brief message to the entire
planet, straight to their Lifelinks. That is how we'll reveal Omnius's lies. I
fully expect our message to incite a violent civil war."


"Won't you have to disable the Eclipser to send a message via the quantum
network?"


"The Eclipser will only be offline for a minute or two, and during that
time we'll keep Omnius busy defending himself from a virus."


"A few minutes might still be enough time for him to organize a proper
defense," Farah said.


"It's a risk we'll have to take."


"What about the Icosahedron? New Avilon?"


"Based on what we have seen of Omnius's movements in the Getties, we
know that it will take him approximately a week to jump back to Avilon with all
the Facets of his Icosahedron. During that week we will use Omnius's own weapon
against him. He's spent the past eight years seeding the Getties with
self-replicating nanites to erase the evidence of his lies. Over that same
period of time we've managed to capture a sufficient number of nanites to weaponize
them for our own purposes.


"Our plan is to plant nanite bombs in strategic locations throughout
Avilon." Therius pointed to the third and final set of objectives, the
orange-colored diamonds. "If need be, as proof of our intent, we'll
detonate one of the bombs and allow Omnius to purge the area from orbit before
the nanites can spread out of control. After that, Omnius will have no choice
but to acknowledge that the threat is real."


Farah's blood turned to ice. "You're going to use the human race as
blackmail."


Therius nodded. "We will offer to release Omnius's faithful people if
he will allow the rest of Avilon to be free. If he does not agree to that, then
we will detonate the bombs and destroy the entire planet. Based on his need to
be worshiped by his creators, it is unlikely that is an outcome he will be
willing to accept."


Farah frowned. Negotiating with a deceitful, manipulative, super-intelligent
AI seemed like a lost cause to her. "No matter what agreement we come to,
Omnius can always go back on it later."


"Which is why we will keep the bombs in place, and we will also keep
The Choosing. We will give our people the same choice that Omnius does now,
except that the ones who don't choose him really will be free, and the ones who
do will know exactly what he is like. Every Human, Gor, and Sythian, will have
to decide whether or not they would like to join Omnius and live with him in an
artificial paradise on New Avilon."


"Eventually he will have enough followers that he may feel like he can
do without us," Farah replied.


"Perhaps."


"What if Omnius doesn't enjoy humanity's company as much as you think?
What if he decides to let us destroy ourselves? If he's lonely, he could always
create a new species or even clone one of ours from DNA samples and start
over."


"He could do that, yes."


"Then our threats are empty."


"Omnius won't like to be defeated. He would rather bide his time and
wait for the day when he can have his revenge."


"That doesn't sound any better."


"It's the best we have. And if Omnius doesn't back down, then we will
detonate the bombs. Better that we all die and go to Etheria than that Omnius
continues to bend every living soul to his will."


Farah went cold. Silence reigned for a long, terrible moment, and she held
Therius's pale blue gaze, weighing the man's resolve. The fanatic gleam she saw
shining there was all she needed to see to know that he was serious.


By the time she recovered enough to speak, all Farah could manage was a
whisper, but it still sounded loud in the pregnant silence of the operations
center. "You're prepared to commit a triple genocide?"


"Death is not the end, Miss Hale."


"It is for us! We're all clones! We're not going to Etheria when we
die. All that will be left of us is a cloud of nanite-eaten dust!"


"You're wrong. Even clones have souls."


"Really. Do you have any evidence of that? Actually, I'd even settle
for evidence of souls in mortals. Souls are a hypothetical construct to explain
how we can go on living after our bodies die, but there's no evidence that they
actually exist."


"Faith is the evidence of things not seen."


"I'm talking about evidence we can all appreciate."


Therius sighed. "Even if I show you physical evidence, you will not
accept it for what it is."


"Telling me that just makes me think you don't have any evidence."


"But I do."


"Prove it."


"The Human isss telling the truth," Shallah hissed from the other
end of the table.


Farah turned to him with narrowed eyes. "And how do you know
that?"


"I know the things about which he speakss."


"If the Redemptor says that we are to live again, then it is
true," High Matriarch Shara growled.


Farah turned back to Therius to find him smiling approvingly at Shara.


"Show me your proof," Farah said.


"Very well," Therius replied. He stabbed a series of keys on the
holo table's control panel, and the image of Avilon disappeared, replaced by
something else.


It took a moment for Farah to recognize what she was looking at, but as soon
as she did, the implications hit her like lightening.


"Holy frek..." she whispered.


 


* * *


 


Ethan's eyes burned. A lump was stuck in his throat, and he had to fight to
keep from breaking down in front of the squad of Peacekeepers that had come to
take his daughter. "Goodbye, Trinity," Ethan said, giving her one
last hug.


She wrapped her arms around his neck and wouldn't let go. "I don't want
to leave."


"It's just a week," he replied. "Then you'll be back."
He withdrew to an arm's length to regard his daughter with a grim smile.
"Remember what I told you. We're a family, Trin. We make decisions
together."


Alara cut in at that point. "Goodbye, Trinity," she said, sounding
nasal.


Ethan stepped back to let his wife hug and kiss their daughter goodbye.
Alara's cheeks were wet with tears. "I love you," she said.


"We love you," Ethan added, wrapping both of them in a hug.
They stayed like that for a while, heads down, arms encircling, the three of
them huddled against the world.


Someone cleared their throat from the open doorway. "Mr. and Mrs.
Ortane, we have a lot of children to collect before the day is out...."


They withdrew, but Alara held on to Trinity's hand, squeezing it white.
"Follow your heart," she said.


Trinity nodded and wiped away her own tears with the back of her hands. The
Peacekeepers stepped inside the apartment and took Trinity by her shoulders,
turning and guiding her out. She glanced at them from the open doorway, waving
and crying.


Then she was gone, marched down the hallway and out of sight. Ethan waved
the door shut and turned away, his face a grimace of sorrow. Alara collapsed
against him, sobbing.


"Promise me we'll follow her if she leaves."


Ethan just nodded, unable to voice his consent. His head was spinning. He
guided Alara over to the living room couch and sat down with her to watch air
cars racing by in a steady stream—headlights white, taillights red. He felt
numb and helpless. He stroked Alara's hair, and wiped away her tears,
weathering the storm of her grief until it was spent. His own storm had only
begun to gather. Ethan's blood roared with impotent fury. His heart pounded
frantically in his chest, and the lump in his throat grew until he couldn't
swallow anymore. Omnius had already taken Atton from him. Now he was going to
take Trinity, too!


He had to do something.


When Alara went to bed, Ethan lay beside her, holding her close and waiting
to feel her convulsive sobs subside as her body relaxed in sleep. As soon as he
heard her breathing slow to a steady rhythm, he quietly slipped out of bed and
got dressed. He went to the garage and climbed into their air car. Firing up
the grav lifts, he raced out into the endless night.


The city went by in a blur, lights racing around him in shining threads.
Ethan flew straight to Admiral Vee's apartment, and woke her with a comm call
from outside the shielded entrance to her garage.


"Ethan?" she said, blinking bleary turquoise eyes at him through
the car's vidcomm.


Turquoise. Ethan's mind flashed back to the dream he'd had the night
before, and he shuddered. During his own Choosing Ceremony, Omnius had warned
him he would cheat on his wife, and ever since then, that fear had been burned
into his brain as a recurring nightmare. It's just stress, he told
himself. He would never cheat on Alara with Valari—or anyone else.


"Vee, I need to talk with you," he said.


"It's the middle of the night."


"It's urgent."


She sighed and the vidcomm she held shifted focus as she climbed out of bed.
Her bedsheets fell away to reveal that she was completely naked.


Ethan grimaced and looked away, feeling guilty for the accidental glimpse of
her. "Put some clothes on, would you?" he said, still not looking at
the display.


Valari's laughter trilled through the comm. "You surprised me in the
middle of the night. If you don't like what you see, then you should have
called at a decent hour."


"Have some modesty," Ethan growled, peripherally noting that
Valari had reoriented the comm to look at her face rather than her naked body.


"Have a care," she replied, scowling. "I'll meet you at the
door."


The screen went blank, and the blue wall of shields blocking the entrance to
the admiral's garage flickered out. Ethan cruised inside and set his car down
on the nearest empty landing pad.


When he met Valari at the door, she was no longer naked, but still scowling.


"It's about Trinity," he explained.


"I'm listening," Vee replied, making no move to let him in.


"She's going through The Choosing. Today was her first day. I think
Omnius is going to convince her to go to Etheria."


"He will if he can."


"No, I mean, I think it won't take much convincing. Her mother has been
filling her head full of ideas that life will be better and safer for us
there."


Vee snorted and shook her head. "And this is the woman you're so
devoted to? She's betraying you with your own daughter."


"Never mind that. What I want is for you to make sure that Trinity
doesn't go to Etheria."


"What makes you think I can do something about it? We're talking about The
Choosing, Ethan. That's Omnius's show, not mine. I'm the leader of the
Resistance against him, remember? How could I possibly influence your daughter
while she's in Omnius's care?"


That sucked the air out of Ethan's lungs. He stood there, his mouth open for
a reply, but having nothing left to say. He was back to feeling helpless again.
"Never mind. I just thought that maybe..." He shook his head and
flashed a mirthless smile. "I'm sorry I woke you." He was halfway
back to his car when he heard Vee's footsteps behind him.


"Wait," she said.


He turned to see her approaching, her flowing red gown clinging to her as
she walked and giving a teasing view of her naked body underneath. He pretended
not to notice.


She stopped too close for comfort and touched his arm, her hand trailing
down until it found his. She smiled and squeezed his hand. "Let me see
what I can do. It's possible I might be able to get a message to her the day
that she has to make her choice."


Ethan felt his heart leap inside his chest. "You could do that?"


"It's possible."


Ethan couldn't help the grin that sprang to his lips. "That's good
enough! If you can do that, I'll be in your debt."


Admiral Vee squeezed his hand once more. "Go get some sleep. You look
terrible."


"So do you," Ethan replied.


"Liar," she replied, grinning suggestively at him.


He shrugged. "Beauty is in the eye of the beholder."


"Then it must be a privilege to be held by such a discerning gaze as
yours," Vee replied. "It's a pity that privilege is wasted on your treacherous
wife."


Ethan frowned. "You can't blame her. She's just scared for her
daughter."


Vee crossed her arms over her chest. "What about her husband? She would
leave the Null Zone so as not to lose her daughter, but would she stay to keep
you?"


Those words struck too close to Ethan's heart for comfort. He flashed the
admiral a wan smile and retreated to the safety of his air car. "Let me
know when you're ready for my message," he said before closing the door on
the pilot's side and sealing himself in.


Vee nodded, and Ethan gunned the thrusters on the way out, as if he could
somehow escape the memory of her cutting remarks.


What would Alara do?


What if it really did come to a choice between their daughter or him? Who
would she pick?


Suddenly Ethan realized that The Choosing wasn't just about whether or not
they chose to serve Omnius—it was about choosing between the people they loved,
the ones they'd lose and the ones they'd keep.












Chapter 21





"Death is not
the end," Therius said. "And this is the proof."


Farah shook her head, her eyes locked on the recording projected above the
holo table. Four real-time brain scans were shown there, the top two were
labeled Before Transfer and the bottom two After Transfer. The
ones on the left had the sub-heading Actual while the ones on the right
lay under the sub-heading Predicted. Brain activity was shaded red for
high activity, yellow for medium, and blue for low, making it easy to compare
the scans. Farah noticed that the Before Transfer scans were completely
different in terms of the Actual and Predicted activity, while
both the After Transfer scans were identical.


"This is why The Choosing exists," Farah breathed.


"What is thisss?" High Matriarch Shara asked.


Therius explained for her benefit. She had never been to Avilon, so she
didn't even know what The Choosing was.


Farah shook her head, aghast. She'd always wondered why Omnius made people
choose. The excuses made a limited amount of sense—it was a way to remind people
of the cost of human freedom, and to illustrate how much better off they were
with Omnius ruling them. But Omnius didn't have to resurrect them all in new
bodies in order to make them immortal. He could have retroactively altered the
bodies they were born with.


The real reason for The Choosing was that Omnius couldn't predict what
people would do unless he resurrected them first. "This still doesn't
prove there is an afterlife," Farah said. "It just proves that Omnius
is messing with our DNA."


Therius shook his head. "If he was responsible for whatever makes
people predictable after transfer, then why would he study people to determine
the cause?" Therius pointed to the top of the recording, which read, Case
#5.46[...]E+13. 


Farah mentally translated that notation. "There have been 54.6 trillion
cases studied?"


"At the time of this recording, yes."


Therius keyed another command into the holo table, and another set of brain
scans appeared. The heading read Lazarus Experiment #1.25[...]E+6.


"Here you can see the brain scans of a Lifelink transfer from a mortal
to a clone whose body and brain were exactly duplicated from the
original."


This time Farah saw eight scans, four along the top for Patient One -
Donor, and four more at the bottom for Patient Two - Recipient. The After
Transfer scans were grayed out for both patients.


"The patients are asleep and dreaming at this point," Therius
said. "The recipient, the clone, has never been awoken before, and the
Lifelink transfer has not yet taken place."


Therius tapped a few more commands into the holo table's controls, and a
second holo recording appeared beside the first. This one showed two women
lying on matching hover gurneys with pristine white blankets covering them.
Avilonians in luminous white robes walked between them, configuring equipment
and monitoring holo displays. A familiar heads-up display overlaid the
recording, and it bobbed around in a way that was consistent with someone
walking. Farah realized the recording had been taken from the Augmented Reality
Contacts of one of the technicians in the room.


Someone walked up to that technician. Farah recognized him as Grand Overseer
Vladin Thardris.


"Make the transfer, Therius," Vladin said.


The recording bobbed with a nod. "Yes, Master."


Therius. Farah's gaze darted to the Union leader, and he flashed a
small, secretive smile before nodding to the recording, indicating that she
should keep watching.


Wordlessly, Farah turned back and watched. ARC dialogs appeared and
disappeared as the Therius in the recording sent mental commands to the
equipment in the room.


Suddenly one of the two women sat up with a gasp, her eyes wide and
terrified. Her head began jerking at the end of her neck as she tried to look
everywhere at once. She swung her legs off the side of the gurney, and a pair
of Celestials rushed to her side, helping her down.


At that point, Therius paused the recordings. "Now look," he said.


Farah focused on the brain scans. The After Resurrection scans had
come alive with shaded patterns. The recipient's Actual and Predicted
scans showed identical shading, while the donor's Actual and Predicted
scans remained distinct from one another.


"The identical clone is utterly predictable, while the donor remains an
enigma. What is different about them? Brain structure, DNA, and memory were all
controlled to be exactly the same. These are two perfectly identical women. We
would expect them to behave exactly the same way, and be either equally
predictable or equally unpredictable, but that is not the case."


Therius keyed another command into the holo table, and the recording
switched to a different place and time. Now there were two separate recordings
divided by a vertical line. On the left was the heading Original while
on the right was the heading Clone. In the middle was a questionnaire
with Yes or No questions.


1. You are almost never late for appointments


Farah watched one woman circle Yes while the other circled No.


2. You enjoy having many acquaintances.


Both circled Yes.


And so it went with the two women answering differently at least a third of
the time.


"They don't know about each other, and they don't know what they're
being tested for," Therius explained. He pressed another key on the holo
table and a second questionnaire appeared with the heading Predicted
Results. Farah scanned the displays and saw that Omnius had predicted how
both women would answer, but only the clone had answered the way he predicted.


The question of whether or not people were still the same after transfer had
been answered with a definitive no. This woman was not the same as her
clone. Something was subtly different, something that even altered her
personality. 


Farah wondered what that meant for her. She was a clone transfer. Had
she actually died during the invasion? What did that make her now? A biological
bot? She felt like a stranger in her own skin. A wave of nausea swept over her,
raising goosebumps on her arms.


"I don't understand," High Matriarch Shara said. "What does
thiss matter?"


Therius paused the recording and turned to regard the Gor. "This is
proof that we are more than just flesh and blood, and it answers the question
of whether or not there is a life after death."


Farah shook her head and forced her gorge back down. "Actually, I'm
with the Gor on this. All this proves is that people really do die when they
transfer, and that there is something about us Omnius can't copy using Lifelink
implants."


Therius's blue eyes lit up. "Exactly! What do you think that something
is, Captain Hale?" Farah shrugged, and Therius's smile broadened. "We
searched hard for the missing link, but after more than a million experiments,
we never found it."


"So Omnius doesn't know everything after all. I'm not surprised by
that."


"No, he doesn't, but what would you call something that defies physical
explanation and makes one person fundamentally different from another?"


Farah saw where Therius was going with that. "I'm guessing you
would call it a soul."


"Yet you don't believe that. This is compelling evidence that we are
not just data recorded in a biological computer. If we were, then Omnius would
find both mortal humans and immortal clones to be equally predictable. Instead,
he was forced to create the Null Zone and The Choosing just to give him an
excuse to separate unpredictable people from predictable ones."


Farah frowned. "He doesn't have to do that. He could just force
everyone to resurrect at whatever age makes the most sense and then call it a
day. He's already resurrected the majority of the people living on Avilon, so
he just has to worry about the children."


"You would think so, but in practice that's not how it works. Plenty of
Etherians and Celestials grow tired of Omnius's control over their lives and
choose to become Nulls. Do you know what all of those people have in
common?"


"They saw through Omnius's lies?"


"No, they all did one or more things that Omnius didn't predict."


"You're saying their... souls came back?"


Therius held her gaze for a long, solemn moment, seeming not to notice her
sarcasm. "Yes."


Farah grunted. "If clones are becoming unpredictable over time, that
could mean that exposure to environmental factors is the missing element."


"If exposure to environment factors makes people unpredictable, then we
should be able to isolate a physical cause, but Omnius was unable to find one
in over a million experiments."


"There was a time when we couldn't isolate subatomic particles. Just
because we can't see something doesn't mean it isn't there," Farah said.


Therius sighed and waved away the holo recordings. "I told you that you
wouldn't believe me."


Farah turned to look at High Matriarch Shara. The Gor still looked confused.
Her slitted eyes had narrowed to slivers, as if none of what they were talking
about made any sense to her. By contrast, the Sythians were impassive, unimpressed.
Shallah gave no reaction when Farah looked at him, but Queen Tavia unfolded her
wings and refolded them restlessly.


"What about Gors and Sythians?" Farah asked, turning back to
Therius. "Are they also unpredictable?"


"Shallah wouldn't have been able to rebel against Omnius if he weren't
at least somewhat unpredictable. Likewise, the Gors shouldn't have been able to
rebel against Shallah. Despite Omnius's desire to predict and control us, our
souls are all still free of his predictions. Omnius's original directive was to
predict what his creators would do before they did it, and he's still trying
desperately to accomplish that."


"But he must have found something after more than a million
experiments. What was his conclusion?"


"He believes it's the uncertainty principle. The quantum fabric of the
universe is essentially unpredictable. Unpredictable variables add up over time
to create irregularities in an otherwise ordered system. Two separate instances
of the same person, no matter how similar, are different because they exist at
different points in space time, and they will be exposed to unique quantum
factors that will alter their behavior."


"That makes sense," Farah said.


"No, it doesn't. That only explains why two identical clones with
identical memories will act differently—not why one will be predictable and the
other will not. The predictable clone is exposed to the same random quantum
variables and should be just as unpredictable as the original person."


Farah sighed. "Maybe quantum differences build up over time. Clones are
grown in tanks at an accelerated pace. Most of them have only been alive for a
month by the time Omnius wakes them up. That's not the same as actually living
for twenty-something years. And that explains why clones become unpredictable
again over time."


"We're going to have to agree to disagree," Therius said.
"You have your doubts, and I have my faith. Both are equally impossible to
prove. It's a mystery."


Farah smiled thinly. "And it's going to remain one unless this Etherus of
yours comes here from his universe, sits down with us, and explains it
all."


"Even if that were to happen, you would not believe him."


"If he showed me proof I would."


"Earlier you asked for evidence. Now you want proof, so which is
it?"


"My mistake. I meant proof."


"I see," Therius replied, clasping his hands on the table and
nodding. "That is the difference between faith and reason. For every
question that reason answers, it raises another. The only way to permanently
answer it is to become God and know everything, and I don't think He wants to
share His throne with all of us." There was a spark of amusement in
Therius's eyes that annoyed Farah.


She glared back at him. "We've wasted enough time trying to answer the
unanswerable. We need to get back to the problem at hand—defeating
Omnius."


"I agree," Therius replied. He turned to the High Matriarch.
"Shara, please inform the other matriarchs of what they will be facing on
the surface of Avilon. Have your ground teams and pilots begin using the
simulators aboard the Sythians' Behemoth Cruisers to train for their missions.
I've already assigned battalions and battle groups to objectives, so all you
need to do is check with Shallah to find who needs to use which
simulators."


Shara turned to look at Shallah, and she hissed something at him in her
language. Shallah hissed back. The exchange went on for a while, leaving Farah
to wonder what they were talking about.


"Enough!" Therius boomed, slapping the table with his palms.
"We call ourselves the Union for a reason. We stand united
against a common enemy, and that means we need to trust each other."
Turning to Shara, he said, "If you cannot trust Shallah enough to use the
simulators aboard his warships, your people will be unprepared when they reach
Avilon, and they will be slaughtered. Then all of this will have been for
nothing."


"We train in the jungles and on the fields," she replied. "We
hunt; we kill; we are ready."


"There are no fields or jungles on Avilon. How will you prepare for
that?"


Shara hissed. "Then why do you make Gors train in fields and jungles if
this training is useless?"


"I didn't say it's useless. That was the first part of their training.
Now that your people are physically conditioned and trained to work together in
their respective teams, it's time for them to become familiar with the
environment they'll be fighting in."


Shara hissed once more and bowed her head. "I trust your judgment,
Patriarch."


"Thank you," Therius said. His gaze left Shara to rove around the
table and address all of them. "This meeting is adjourned. It won't be
long now before we are ready."


Therius rose to his feet and nodded to the door. Shara rose next, but she
waited for the Sythians to leave the room first.


Queen Tavia cast an unreadable look over her shoulder as she left. Shara
hissed and feinted a lunge at the Sythian Queen.


Tavia startled, her wings unfolding reflexively before she realized that
Shara's intent wasn't serious. She hissed back and refolded her wings.


Shara gave a sissing laugh and followed the Sythians out.


Farah watched them all go with a frown. "It's going to be a miracle if
we don't all turn on each other before we get to Avilon."


Therius regarded her with a smile. "Miracles are my specialty, Miss
Hale."


"If you say so."


"I forgot to mention something, Captain. There's one other faction that
has yet to be introduced to the Union."


"Don't tell me you've begun recruiting the local fauna."


Therius laughed. "No, quite the opposite in fact."


The sound of clanking footsteps reached Farah's ears and she turned to see
767 appear in the open doorway to the operations center. She frowned, wondering
what he was doing there.


"My battalion is ready for inspection, Admiral," 767 said.


"Your..." Farah turned back to Therius, her eyes wide and
blinking. "You created an entire battalion of them?"


"Who better to infiltrate Avilon than drones?"


Farah blinked. Who better indeed.


 


* * *


 


Atton handed Ceyla the data pad with the results of his medical scan. She
looked it over with a frown. It took longer than he expected for her to react,
and when she did, she wasn't as apologetic as he had hoped.


She looked up, her eyes narrowed and her lips pursed. "How do I know
you didn't forge this report and send it to yourself from a fake address?"


Atton shook his head, wondering what had made Ceyla so suspicious of him.
Sure, she looked older than him, but he didn't exactly look like a teenager.


"I'm going to call the doctor," she said, tapping her comm band
and dialing the doctor's number on a holographic keypad. She waited with her
arm held at waist height. The holographic keypad was replaced by a blank screen
that read, Calling... 


The band trilled quietly, and a moment later, the blank screen showed the
face of an aging Null doctor with bushy white eyebrows and a thoroughly lined
face. Atton had chosen him carefully, knowing that a mortal would inspire
immediate confidence from Ceyla.


"Doctor Cander speaking," the man said. He appeared to be staring
past them. The headlights of oncoming traffic playing through his white hair
told them why.


"Doctor Cander," Ceyla said. "I'm sorry to call you while
you're driving."


"Not a problem," Cander replied, glancing briefly at her.
"What can I do for you?" he asked.


"You performed some tests on my husband today. I just wanted to confirm
the results with you and make sure there were no misunderstandings. His name is
Darin Thardris."


"Mr. Thardris, yes... he told me you might call. No
misunderstandings," Cander went on. "Your husband is one hundred
percent mortal."


"And there's no way the test could fail?"


"Yes, if I confused his scan data with that of another patient."


"Did you?"


"Not once in all my forty years of practicing medicine, ma'am, but if
you're worried, he could come in tomorrow and I'll perform another scan."


"No, that's okay," Ceyla replied. "Thank you. I'm sorry to
have bothered you."


"No bother, Mrs. Thardris. Have a nice evening."


The call ended and Ceyla turned to Atton, looking sheepish. "Darin,
I'm..."


"It's all right," he replied, taking a deep breath. He wasn't
shameless enough to hold her suspicions against her. After all, she was right.


Ceyla took a few steps toward him and placed her hands on his chest. Kissing
him, she said, "Let me make it up to you."


Ceyla led him to the living room and made him sit while she stripped naked
in front of him. It felt wrong to enjoy the show. It felt even worse to enjoy
what came next as she sat naked in his lap and unbuckled his belt.


The truth hammered around inside his head, demanding to be let out, but he
didn't have the guts to say it. Ceyla was the only good thing that had ever
happened to him. He couldn't bear the thought of losing her.


Besides, he'd already done what Admiral Vee had asked in exchange for her
buying Doctor Cander's help. He'd broken into Ethan's apartment while he and
Alara were away and made detailed holo recordings of the interior. Atton wasn't
sure what Valari planned to do with that, and he didn't want to know, but at
least she hadn't asked him to deliver Ethan to her bedroom. If she wanted
Ethan, she would have to tempt him away from Alara all by herself.


"Are you okay?" Ceyla breathed close beside his ear. When he
didn't reply right away, she withdrew to look him in the eye.


"Don't stop," he whispered back, his hands sliding down to her
bare buttocks.


When it was over, she was left panting against his chest with a contented
smile on her face. Atton took a deep breath and sighed. Ceyla leaned back to
study him. "You're still upset."


"No." He shook his head. "I'm not."


She kissed him, forcing his lips apart with her tongue. "I don't
believe you," she whispered, as if she could taste the lie on his lips.


The irony was, this time he wasn't lying. How could he be upset with her? He
was upset with himself. "I mean it," he said.


She shook her head. "I'm going to have to apologize again."


And she did.


This time he managed to at least act like he was enjoying himself, but every
kiss and every touch felt tainted.


What good was it to be with the love of his life if he had to lie to keep
her? He couldn't delude himself into believing that was love. This has to
end, he thought.


"I love you, Darin," she whispered in his ear.


"I love you more, Ceyla."


What was so special about a face or a name? Just because she thought he was
Darin Thardris, didn't mean she didn't love him. He was still the same person
under the surface.


What he really needed to do was find some way to mimic the signs of age. A
bio-synthetic suit would work, but sooner or later Ceyla would notice the
difference between what her hands felt and what her eyes saw. Not to mention
what would happen if she ever caught him taking the suit off or putting it back
on...


Atton shook his head, feeling more confused than ever. He would be able to
buy time like that, but time was his enemy, and sooner or later too much of it
would pass.


 


* * *


—One Week Later—


Ethan gave the waiter his and Alara's orders for drinks, and then went back
to watching the sunset. The Canopy was a luxurious restaurant on level 45. The
balcony where they sat gave them a simulated view over the top of a mottled
blue and green-leafed jungle, broken here and there with crowns of ivory
blossom trees. In the distance a blood-orange sun peeked over the treetops,
warming the cooler tones of the flora below.


A fake breeze blew and Ethan caught an aroma of tree sap and ivory blossom
nectar, along with a damp, loamy smell. They heard birds chirping and hooting,
mingled with the occasional howl from a tree-climbing animal. It was all
simulated, but more than enough to convince Ethan's senses and make him feel
like he was on a completely different planet.


If only that were true.


The reality was they were still on Avilon, and Trinity was just about to go
through her Choosing Ceremony. Ethan had given Admiral Vee his message, but he
wasn't sure if it would be enough.


"Don't forget who you are, Trinity. You're an Ortane, and there are
three of us. That's what your name means—a group of three. We're all in this
together. Don't forget that. I love you no matter what, and I know you won't
make the wrong choice."


Ethan looked away from the sunset to study his wife. She was staring at the
table, her eyes unfocused and dull. He reached for her hand and squeezed.
"Don't think about it, all right?"


Alara looked up, her eyes shining with unshed tears, her lower lip trapped
between her teeth. "How can I stop thinking about it? She's our daughter."


"And there's nothing we can do right now other than wait to see what
she chooses."


Alara shook her head. "Life could be easier up there, Ethan. We might
even be able to afford to have more kids."


Ethan frowned. "You know how I feel about Etheria, and besides, Trinity
isn't going to choose to go there. She's smarter than that."


Alara looked away and spent a moment staring out over the simulated jungle.
Ethan watched her carefully, trying to come up with a way to make her feel
better.


"I want to go home," she said, not looking at him.


"We just got here!"


"I'm tired. I don't... I can't do this right now. I just want to go to
bed and wake up to hear Trinity on the comm, saying that it's over."


Ethan grimaced. "Look... if she chooses Etheria, she'll still be able
to visit us. We won't lose her."


Alara's brow furrowed and her eyes became hard. "That's what you want?
For our daughter to have to visit us like we're in prison? She'll grow up
without us!"


Ethan sighed. "Let's wait and see what she decides, okay?"


"Fine, and while we're waiting you can take me home."


Ethan's stomach grumbled, and he grimaced at his empty plate. "All
right, let's go."


They passed their waiter on the way out.


"Is everything all right, Mr. Ortane?" he asked.


"I'm sorry, my wife isn't feeling well. We'll have to come back another
time."


"Of course. I hope you feel better soon, Ma'am."


Alara flashed a lifeless smile, and they left.


Once they were back in the car, Ethan pulled out into the street and drove
to the nearest vertical stream of traffic. He flew down to level 30 and slipped
into a stream of traffic.


Alara was quiet, her silence judging him right alongside his conscience. It
was hard to imagine life without Trinity. Would their marriage even survive
such a blow?


Not with my wife blaming me for her absence, he decided.


No sooner had that thought passed through his head than the comm band around
his wrist trilled and vibrated with an incoming call, startling him out of his
thoughts. The band was connected to the car's comm suite, so he accepted the
call there. An image of the caller appeared on the car's main holo display,
along with a name—Peacekeeper Damaris Rills (Acolyte).


"Ethan Ortane here," he said.


Alara sat suddenly straighter and leaned toward the holo display.


"Mr. Ortane, your daughter has made her choice," the Peacekeeper
said.












Chapter 22





"What did
Trinity choose?" Ethan's heart froze painfully in his chest, but he forced
his voice to remain calm.


"She has decided to become an Etherian," the Peacekeeper replied.


Ethan blinked. "She..."


"She is in a better place."


Acid boiled in Ethan's stomach. "A better place? She's no place
at all you dumb kakard! You killed her!"


"I'm sorry you see it that way," the Peacekeeper replied. "If
either of you would like to join her in Etheria, please report to the nearest
Peacekeeper station."


The comm call ended, and the main holo display went back to showing the
car's auxiliary instruments. Ethan pounded the flight yoke and roared. The car
swerved toward the nearest building, and he barely managed to jerk the yoke
back the other way before they crashed through someone's window.


"Now what?" Alara asked quietly.


"I don't know!" he replied.


"We can't leave her alone up there."


Ethan shook his head. "She isn't up there. Her clone is.
Our daughter is gone!" His voice cracked with the finality of that
statement, and his heart gave a labored thump in his chest.


"You don't know that."


Ethan rounded on her. "And you don't know otherwise!"


Something cold crept into Alara's eyes, and she looked away, crossing her
arms over her chest. Silence stretched between them until it grew thin and
brittle. Alara broke it a few moments later with an incredulous snort.


"You claim to love us, but you won't follow us. What kind of love is
that?"


"And you claim to love me, but you want to leave me. I could ask the
same thing."


"She's our daughter, Ethan!"


"And you're my wife!"


Silence returned. This time thick and stifling. Ethan's chest heaved for
air, as if his lungs had forgotten how to draw breath. His eyes felt like they
were bulging in their sockets, and his hands were locked around the flight yoke
like a pair of vice grips. Admiral Vee had promised to get his message
to Trinity before The Choosing Ceremony.


She lied, he decided.


"You're just afraid," Alara whispered.


"Afraid?" Ethan shook his head. "I'm not afraid. I'm
furious!"


Ethan caught a blur of movement in his peripheral vision. Then came a loud slap
followed by a searing pain on his right cheek. He rounded on his wife, his
eyes wide and nostrils flaring.


"Wake up, Ethan!" Alara screamed. Tears streamed down her cheeks.


Ethan's thoughts turned to mud, and the strength drained out of him like a
valve letting off steam. Maybe that was all he had to do—wake up. This had to
be a bad dream...


A bright light came slicing through Alara's window, blinding him. Then came
the warning blast of an air horn.


Ethan jerked the flight yoke down.


Too late.


Ethan watched it all happen as if in slow motion. The inertial management
system shielded them from the initial forces, but it did nothing to stop the
car from crumpling in on Alara's side.


She screamed as the door became a mangled mess of jutting alloy panels and
bars. Ethan heard the thrumming roar of the other car's engines and felt the
growing weight of inertial forces bleeding through the IMS. Then came a second
impact, and it wasn't shielded at all. Ethan's head whipped sideways. His
flight restraints jerked taut across his chest like duranium bands, but Alara's
restraints snapped like worn string. Her shoulder collided with his head, and
stars exploded inside his skull. He was dimly aware of their car crashing
through a hydroponic farm. Greenery smeared the car's windshield and
foul-smelling nutrient water splashed in through the broken side windows.


Then the car fetched up against something solid and Ethan's head jerked
sideways once more, slamming into the twisted remains of his side door.


Darkness found him, but seemingly only moments later it was replaced by a
blinding light. Ethan wondered if it was the proverbial light at the end of the
tunnel.


"Sir, can you hear me?"


Ethan came to, feeling cold and wet. His ears rang, and a vague memory of
the accident went tumbling through his brain. Then a sudden fear stabbed him.


"Where's my wife?" he asked, managing to sit up before anyone
could stop him. The medic attending him tried to force him back down, but when
Ethan saw Alara lying motionless beside him in a pool of brownish liquid, her
side soaked red with blood, he found the strength to push the medic away.
"Alara!" he said, scrambling over to her. She had two medics fussing
over her, and there was a Peacekeeper standing off to one side, looking on with
a frown.


What's a Peacekeeper doing here? he wondered, but he didn't have time
to figure it out. Alara's eyes were wide and glassy. Her chest rose and fell in
quick gasps. Ethan found her hand and squeezed it hard to get her attention.


"Hang in there, sweetheart," he said. "You're going to be
fine."


She turned to him and her eyes found his. "Ethan," she wheezed
out. "I..."


"Ma'am, please don't try to talk," one of the medics said.


The one who'd been attending him a moment ago came and tried to drag him
away. "Sir, you need to get back."


"She's my wife, dammit!"


"You're injured. You need to—"


Ethan's right arm whipped out and hammered the man in the solar plexus. The
medic doubled over and stumbled away.


His attention back on his wife, Ethan spent a moment trying to assess
Alara's injuries for himself. The medics had ripped open her shirt, revealing a
wide gash that ran all the way down her rib cage. He watched as they sprayed it
with a temporary sealer, and the wound closed in an ugly ridge. The bleeding
stopped almost immediately, but Alara's short, gasping breaths continued.


Ethan felt her hand grow cold and clammy in his. He squeezed it a few more
times to get her attention, to keep her with him, but this time she didn't
respond. Her eyelids looked like they weighed a thousand pounds. One of the
medics injected her with something and her eyes flew open once more.


"I love you," she managed to say.


"Please save your strength, ma'am."


Ethan shook his head. "What's wrong with her?"


The medics didn't respond. One of them hurried away and returned with an
oxygen tank and a mask.


"Will she make it?" a dispassionate voice asked. Ethan looked up
to see the Peacekeeper looming over them, his silver armor a gleaming
silhouette as he blocked out light from one of the hydroponic farm's few
remaining UV lamps.


"I don't know," one of the medics replied.


"Then it's time for her last rites."


Ethan's eyes hardened. "She's going to make it."


The Peacekeeper shot him a look. "The medics don't know that and
neither do you. Alara?" the Peacekeeper asked.


She looked up at the man, her eyes full of tears, her chest still heaving
for air. "I can't... breathe," she said.


"You may not survive this," the Peacekeeper replied. "It's
not too late to go to Etheria. There's a new body waiting for you there, and so
is your daughter. If you want to go, all you have to do is nod."


"Get away from her, you snake!" Ethan roared. The Peacekeeper
ignored him, and Ethan stumbled to his feet, his fists clenched. "Did you
hear me?"


Alara's eyes were still on the Peacekeeper. She nodded and whispered,
"Take me."


The Peacekeeper smiled and turned to the nearest medic, who was just about
to place an oxygen mask over her mouth. "You heard her."


Ethan felt like he was trapped in a bad dream. His eyes went from Alara to
the Peacekeeper to the medic—he watched the EMT's shoulders round as he set the
mask aside. The second medic reached into a bag and handed the first one a
syringe full of a clear liquid.


"What's that for?" Ethan demanded. He felt light-headed and
confused. He swayed on his feet, trying desperately to remember what he was
angry about. Something warm trickled down beside his right ear and provoked a
maddening itch.


One of the medics removed the cap on the needle with his teeth and began
feeling for a vein in Alara's neck.


Ethan had a bad feeling about that needle. "Get away from her!" he
roared, lunging clumsily at the medic.


The Peacekeeper raised one arm with a glowing palm and fired a short blast
from a grav gun. It knocked Ethan off his feet and he landed with a splash in
a puddle of brown nutrient water. By the time he looked up, the medic had
already inserted the needle in Alara's neck and injected the contents of the
syringe.


Alara flailed her arm to get his attention. Ethan hurried to her side and
grabbed her hand between both of his. He shook his head desperately.
"Alara, you can't die."


She took a deep breath. "Ethan, I'm..." she trailed off, sighing
as the air left her lungs. Her hand went limp and the light left her eyes,
leaving her gaze fixed and staring.


Ethan stared at her in disbelief. What had she been about to say? I'm
sorry? A lump rose in his throat and his vision grew blurry.


"She's in a better place," the Peacekeeper said.


Ethan looked up at the man, and he saw red. "You killed her!" He
leapt to his feet only to be pinned down by all three medics.


The Peacekeeper met his fury with a bemused frown. "You are free to
follow her."


"In death?" Ethan spat.


"In a more abundant life."


Ethan's head throbbed. The itch beside his ear grew warmer and wetter. One
of the medics holding him yelled at his colleague. The man left and returned
with another syringe.


Ethan eyed it suspiciously. "You're going to kill me, too?"


"It's a sedative," the medic explained, while rolling up Ethan's
sleeve to search for a vein in his arm. "You're resisting treatment, and
you need to be sedated before you injure yourself further."


Ethan blinked away a steady stream of tears. His gaze fell on Alara once
more. The Peacekeeper bent down to close her wide, staring violet eyes, and
suddenly she looked like she was just sleeping.


"Why?" he asked as he felt the sharp prick of a needle and a cool,
calming fluid slipped into his bloodstream.


"She had a collapsed lung and was bleeding internally," one of the
medics said.


"She wasn't going to last long," the Peacekeeper added. "She
had to make a choice while she was still conscious to do so."


Ethan shook his head vigorously, as if to deny the diagnosis. Then his
vision grew dark and fuzzy as the sedative reached his brain. A welcome warmth
rushed through him and his body relaxed. His eyelids fluttered, then shut.


When he opened them once more, he found that he was lying on a gurney in the
back of an ambulance, listening to it rattle and shake around him. Two medics
were attending him, one on each side.


"What happened? Where am I?" Ethan asked, his head pounding. A
thick haze clouded his thoughts, but he had a vague feeling that something
terrible had happened. What was he doing in the back of an ambulance?


"Don't move, please," one of the medics said.


Ethan shook his head, and a stab of pain lanced through the right side of
his head. He winced, and reached up to find a thick bandage there. Horrified,
he tugged on it. Something warm trickled past his ear.


"I said don't move!" the medic snapped, slapping his hands away
from his head.


"What happened?" Ethan asked again, trying to sit up this time.


The medics forced him back down. "You were in an accident," the
nearest one said.


Déjà vu hit him like a hover truck. This had happened before. He'd dreamed
it—more than once. Was this another one of those dreams?


"Alara?" Ethan asked, hoping that she might be somewhere inside
the ambulance, riding with him as a passenger rather than a patient. But she
didn't answer.


"Where's my wife?" he asked.


"She chose to go to Etheria. Her injuries were too severe."


"You idiot!" the other medic replied. "Are you trying to send
him into shock?"


"Alara died?" Ethan rocked his head back and forth, feeling
nauseated. Scraps of memory drifted through the stormy haze inside his head. He
remembered Alara lying in a pool of brackish water, her side soaked with blood,
shattered UV lamps and broken tangles of plants all around. Then he remembered
the Peacekeeper. The syringe.


His wife's violet eyes wide and staring.


An alarm began squealing close beside his ears.


"He's going into shock!"


Ethan was vaguely aware of the medics fitting a mask over his mouth and
nose. Then something sharp pricked his arm, and a raging fire raced through his
veins. His eyes flew wide, and some of the haziness retreated from his
thoughts. In its wake came the full force of his grief. He remembered
everything. Trinity's choice, the accident, Alara's last words—"Ethan,
I'm..." Sorry?—her fixed and staring eyes...


It all became too much to bear. Tears began slipping down his cheeks,
creeping out behind his mask. The medics continued working to stabilize him,
their blurry faces hovering over him.


"Mr. Ortane, are you in a lot of pain?" one of them asked, having
noticed his tears.


He nodded.


"Where does it hurt?" the medic insisted.


Ethan placed a hand over his heart.


"Your chest?" The man passed a handheld scanner over him with a
bright fan of blue-white light.


"I don't see anything wrong..."


"He's fine; he's just upset. He'll live," the other medic said.


But Ethan knew better. It didn't matter what that scanner said. His heart
had stopped beating with his wife's, and whatever lay ahead for him it couldn't
be called living.


It was a fate worse than death.












Chapter 23





"The last
runner just came in, but our chief of inventory tells me we only have half of
the Bliss we need to keep up with current rates of distribution. Is there a
reason you didn't order more?" Galan Rovik asked.


Hoff ignored the question. "You were supposed to send that runner to my
office when he arrived. Where is he?"


"He didn't want to see you."


"What do you mean he didn't want to see me?" Hoff fumed.
"I'm his father!"


"I will try to convince Darin Thardris to see you the next time he
comes."


"His name is Atton, and don't bother. I know what he's doing.
He's trying to cut any personal ties that might lead to his wife uncovering his
lies. He should just stop lying to her and save himself the trouble."


"You haven't told your wife the truth either," Galan pointed out.


"Because Omnius won't let me."


"Well, I'm sure he has his reasons. Ignorance is a happier state for
most humans."


"It's pure bliss," Hoff replied dryly.


"Speaking of Bliss, shall I take the liberty of ordering more
product?"


"I'm trying to deprive the market in order to raise prices on the
street."


"You're depriving the market in order to limit your involvement."


Hoff smiled. "What makes you say that?"


"Omnius could execute you for your treachery."


"If he wanted to execute me, he would have done so by now."


"Need I remind you that yours isn't the only life hanging in the
balance? Your family's well-being depends on your performance."


Hoff's eyes narrowed sharply. "Is that a threat?"


"It's an incentive."


"How can you support Omnius so willingly?" Hoff demanded.
"You know what he is, yet you never show any sign of regret about the
things he makes you do."


Galan regarded him with a bland look. "We're both just following
orders. Without freedom, guilt is meaningless. We are not responsible for our
actions, so no one can judge us for them; we can't even judge ourselves. There
is no good, no evil, only Omnius, and who are you to judge His ways?
Besides, if anyone should have regrets, it's you. You're the head of the
White Skulls. I'm just a mole in the Enforcers who helps deflect attention away
from our activities."


Hoff felt a rush of acid bile rise in his throat, eating him up from the
inside. He stood up and rounded his desk to loom over Galan. "You said it
yourself, if I don't do what Omnius wants, my family dies, and I do have
regrets." He pointed to the dark half-moons under his eyes. "I haven't
had a good night's sleep in years. And you're wrong—evil does
exist. It just goes by a different name now. That name is Omnius."


Galan shook his head. "I don't know why Omnius allows you to live. You
are the most hateful rebel I have ever met, and he has you running the largest
Bliss distributor this side of Avilon."


Hoff smirked. "Who are you to judge his ways?"


Galan gave a booming laugh. "Touché. I'll take the liberty of
requesting more Bliss. Perhaps your son will want to see you when he returns to
deliver it."


Galan Rovik turned on his heel and left. As soon he was gone, Hoff let out a
frustrated roar. He cast an angry look at the ceiling.


"Why pretend to be good? You rule Etheria with meticulous care
to make sure that no one does anything wrong, but here in the Null Zone, you
are actively causing as much suffering as you can."


Omnious gave no reply.


"Answer me!"


There is no good or evil, only me, Omnius replied, speaking through
his thoughts. I am the only measure, the only authority, the only God. Who
are you to question me? I am the potter and you are my clay."


"Stop quoting the Etherian Codices to me."


I wrote them, therefore, I'm not quoting. I'm merely repeating myself.


Hoff's frustration built to a suffocating climax before he remembered to
breathe.


You don't believe me.


"No."


Even after I told you the truth about everything.


"Before that, you lied about everything, so you'll excuse me if I don't
trust you anymore. If you want me to trust you, you should set me and my family
free."


If I did that, I'd have to kill you.


"Well, what are you waiting for then? Death is the only freedom."


"Why do you think I keep you alive?"


That struck Hoff speechless. He returned to his desk and sat down, battling
depression and despair. Omnius was keeping him alive as a form of punishment.
Hoff leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes, longing for simpler times
when good had been human and evil had been Sythian. Now that the Sythians
turned out to be descendants of humanity, a threat created by Omnius, who had
in turn been created by humans, all the lines between good and evil had become
depressingly gray.


We did this to ourselves, Hoff thought, appalled by the sheer truth
of that statement. His next thought was an inevitable progression of the first—


Evil does exist, he decided, and it's human.


 


* * *


 


The hospital discharged Ethan after just one day. He'd suffered a minor
concussion and multiple lacerations in the crash, but all of that had been
easily treated, and now he was fine.


Physically fine.


He left the hospital on foot rather than call an air taxi. Memories of his
wife and daughter played on an endless loop through his brain, distracting him
to the point that he barely noticed his surroundings. One street looked the
same as the next. People passed by; shop lights and streetlights competed to
peel back the night; air cars whirred and rumbled overhead.


Ethan's throat felt cut, and his chest felt like an empty cavity. It was a
familiar feeling. More than two decades ago he'd lost his first wife and his
son, Atton, when he'd been exiled to Dark Space for stim-running. Then the
Sythians had invaded and he'd feared the worst. He'd never given up hope, and
he'd been right not to, but this time was worse. He knew exactly what had
happened to his family.


Ethan's eyes burned, and he shook his head to clear it. He needed to forget
and fast. He stumbled into the nearest convenience store and went
hunting for the most potent bottle of liquor he could find. The first candidate
was a bottle of amber-colored single malt whiskey.


Good enough. Ethan snatched it from the shelf and walked outside. The
auto-pay scanner at the door charged him as he left.


Once he was back on the street, Ethan wasted no time cracking open the
whiskey. He took a long pull straight from the bottle. It burned down his
throat like fire, raising goosebumps on his arms and hairs on the back of his
neck. A few passersby turned to look at him, while others gave him a wide
berth.


Ethan walked up to the edge of the street and leaned heavily on the
railings, gazing down. The city disappeared below him in a dizzying swirl.
Solid streams of traffic raced by on level 15. A pair of trucks racing beside
each other caught his eye, provoking a visceral flashback.


Headlights shone bright through the passenger's side window. Alara's hair
looked ablaze in the sudden light. Metal shrieked, and Alara screamed as the
car crumpled in toward her—


Ethan grimaced and took another gulp of whiskey to wash away the memory. He
wondered what Alara's clone was doing in Etheria right now. She would have all
the same memories. No doubt she was waiting patiently for him to join her and
Trinity, but what would be the point? That would just kill him, too.


Maybe that wouldn't be so bad, Ethan thought, still gazing down on
the gloomy city. Just fifteen floors below lay a thick, curling gray mist. That
murky cloud of moisture and pollution obscured the darkest, most dangerous part
of Avilon—a netherworld full of murderers, thieves, prostitutes, and strung-out
Bliss addicts turned to Psychos.


Ethan took another gulp from his bottle, thinking it wouldn't be long before
he ended up down there—probably dead and forgotten in some abandoned alley. In
the Null Zone, death was like gravity, always dragging people down.


May as well beat the rush, he thought, and turned away from the
railing, intent on finding a way down to the surface. But the best he could
manage was a drunken stagger, and the world spun dangerously around him. Ethan
frowned, only now realizing how drunk he was. He examined his bottle and saw
that it was more than half empty. Adding to that, his stomach burned like it
was on fire, and he couldn't remember the last time he had eaten.


He just managed to stumble over to a nearby bus stop, where he sprawled out
belly up, and watched the vertical sprawl of the Null Zone slowly spin around
his head. Twenty-five levels up from there, shone the hazy blue glow of the
Styx. He imagined he could see past that, straight through Etheria, and up to
the Eye of Omnius shining down from the top of the Zenith Tower.


"I'm going to kill you," he whispered.


No reply came, but Ethan knew that was because he'd been de-linked when he
came to the Null Zone.


He blinked slowly. His eyelids felt heavy, and his body felt numb and weary.
He had no idea how much time had passed since leaving the hospital. Was it
night already? Ethan checked the comm band on his wrist. Blurry digits came
together, showing that it was still the middle of the day.


Ethan drifted off and the bottle of whiskey slipped from his hand with a
hollow-sounding clunk. His dreams were a wish fulfillment of a bloody
war against Omnius and all his faithful followers. He saw the streets turn red
with blood, and he was perversely satisfied by the violence until he saw his
wife lying among the dead, surrounded by broken plants and UV lamps. Her violet
eyes were wide and staring, her face and lips blanched white.


Ethan screamed. Alara opened her mouth and made an inhuman honking sound, as
if she weren't really dead, but somehow possessed by a horrible beast.


His eyes sprang open to see an air taxi parked beside him. The driver honked
his horn and waved to get Ethan's attention. He shook his head, confused, his
mind still trapped in a drunken haze. Why was that taxi honking at him?


"Sir? Is there somewhere I can take you?" the driver asked.


"I..." A wave of dizziness washed over him, making him feel ill.
He winced and pressed a hand to his forehead.


"Let me take you home," the driver suggested. "You shouldn't
be out here sleeping on the street."


Ethan was about to object to that—wasn't there somewhere he'd been meaning
to go? He turned to look around and noted that the previously steady stream of
pedestrians had dispersed. The only ones left were a few unsavory-looking
types. It had to be the middle of the night.


Ethan turned back to the cab driver. "Okay."


The rear door slid open and Ethan stumbled up to the railings at the edge of
the street. Not bothering to open the boarding gate at the bus stop, he hopped
over it and stumbled toward the cab.


"Careful!" the driver warned as one of his feet sank into the gap
between the curb and the hovering taxi. That was a twenty five floor drop.
Ethan peered down, considering it. Then the taxi door began sliding shut and he
retreated inside.


He didn't quite manage to sit up straight in the back seat. His head lolled,
and his mind drifted off into dreamland again.


"Where do you live, sir?" the driver asked.


Ethan mumbled something he assumed to be the address. He wasn't sure if it
was correct, but he didn't care. Maybe going home wasn't such a good idea. His
apartment would be empty. There'd be no end of reminders about who and what
he'd lost. He made a strangled sound in the back of his throat.


"Don't worry, sir. You'll be home soon."


Ethan nodded, unable to muster a reply.












Chapter 24





Atton almost choked
on the lie—"Don't worry, sir. You'll be home soon."


Sir was a strange way to have to address his father. Atton kept half
an eye on Ethan in the rear-view mirror of the taxi. He was already passed out
on the back seat. He'd drunk himself senseless. Atton grimaced and looked away.
Given Ethan's beliefs about Lifelink transfers, Atton couldn't blame him. He
really believed his family was dead.


When Valari had told him where his father was and asked him to go pick Ethan
up, she'd put it in terms that he couldn't refuse. "I need a favor from
you, Atton." Having led with that, Valari had proceeded to explain the
situation and where Ethan was.


Atton had been unable to argue with the necessity of picking Ethan up before
someone decided he was too tempting a target to resist, but he wasn't sure how
helping his father would mean doing a favor for Valari. Or he hadn't
been sure, anyway, until Valari had told him where she wanted him to take
Ethan.


"I want you to bring him to my penthouse."


At that point he'd become suspicious. He failed to see how Valari could
seduce Ethan while comatose and grieving, but Atton didn't want to
underestimate her. "Why should I bring him to you?"


"He's in no shape to be alone right now."


"You're planning to take advantage of the situation to get closer to
him."


"Love can't be forced, Atton. I'm going to prove mine by helping him
through a difficult time, much the same way Alara proved hers by helping him
when he was grieving over you and your mother."


"And if I say no?"


Valari had just smiled. "By now you should know better, Atton. No
one says 'no' to me."


She hadn't directly threatened him, but it was enough to remind him that he
didn't have a choice.


Atton pulled the taxi up to the entrance of Admiral Vee's hangar. The shield
lowered automatically for him and he cruised inside.


The sight that greeted him on the other side of the shield wasn't that of a
spacious hangar built to hold a dozen or more air cars. This was a single car
garage, the walls close, the sole landing pad empty. Atton shook his head and
checked his current location via the car's nav console. The computer confirmed
he was at Valari Thardris's apartment, but that meant she'd somehow completely
remodeled since his last visit.


Since yesterday.


Atton hovered the car down onto the landing pad and waited, his eyes on the
door at the top of the short staircase leading from the hangar to Vee's
penthouse apartment.


Moments later the door at the top of the stairs opened, and Admiral Vee came
striding down. Atton exited the taxi with a frown, determined to ask her about
the recent renovations.


Something was wrong.


As Valari reached the bottom of the stairs and turned toward him, he saw
instantly what that something was. His jaw dropped, and his entire body began
to tremble with fury. He'd never hit a woman before, but there was an exception
to every rule.


"What are you doing?" he demanded.


"Shhh," Valari replied, placing a finger to her ruby lips and
winking one big, violet eye at him.


Now he understood why Valari had asked him to break into his father's
apartment and make holo recordings of the entire place.


"I didn't agree to this," Atton said.


Valari looked amused, but her face was all wrong. From the playful
curve of her red lips and the shape of her small oval face and button nose to
her violet eyes... she was an entirely different person. Even her body
had taken on a new shape, with wider hips and more pronounced curves. The
disguise was perfect. Too perfect. It was a bio-synthetic suit. The Avilonian
version of a holoskin. This was Valari Thardris A.K.A. Neona Markonis, but she
looked exactly like Alara Ortane.


"What do you think you're doing?" he asked as Valari walked past
him and waved the side door of the taxi open. Clearly the car's scanners could
still see past her disguise, but it wouldn't be hard to fool a drunk and
grieving husband that this was his dead wife.


"I'm not going to let you do this," Atton said, walking up behind
her with deadly purpose.


"You don't have to," she replied. "You can leave now."


"I'm going to tell him."


Valari looked at him. "No, you're not."


Atton tried to scream a warning to his father, but his lips wouldn't move.
Then he tried to physically intervene, but his entire body was paralyzed.


"I warned you. No one says ‘no' to me."


Atton watched, helpless as Valari turned and woke his father.


"I missed you, Ethan," Valari said, taking him by the hand, and
drawing him out of the taxi. Ethan stumbled out, his eyes wide and blinking.
His jaw dropped open, and a husky croak was all he managed. "Alara?
How?" Then he appeared to notice where he was. This was his garage. Even
drunk, he had to recognize it.


Still frozen, Atton looked on as Ethan grabbed Valari's face in both hands
and kissed her roughly. The kiss went on and on. Atton's rage had reached a
climax; he felt like he was about to have a stroke, but his body still refused
to respond. Omnius had paralyzed him, but why would he participate in something
as petty and perverted as this?


The kiss ended and Ethan squeezed Valari into a crushing embrace. She played
her part well, sinking into the hug, and cooing soft words in Ethan's ear, all
the while he blubbered confusion in hers.


Valari managed to wink at Atton over Ethan's shoulder. Then she gestured
with one finger, motioning Atton toward the car.


Just like that, Atton's legs became unfrozen. His arm came up of its own
accord, waving the door open. He climbed inside, watching in horror as his
hands and arms moved to fly the taxi out of the garage. He tried to turn and
see what Ethan and Valari were doing, but he couldn't. She wanted privacy. It
occurred to him that Valari Thardris was exactly like Omnius. Both of them had
an insatiable desire to dominate and control. Atton could only guess what would
happen next, and he felt sick about his part in the charade.


The taxi slid out through the hazy blue shields at the entrance of the
hangar and into the night.


How far would Valari take her deception? Would she pretend to be Alara
forever?


The very thought of it made Atton's stomach churn and his mouth fill with
saliva; he broke out in a cold sweat, and his stomach heaved.


By the time he regained control of his body, he was already far from
Valari's penthouse, back in the lower levels of the Null Zone. The Taxi swooped
down to the pedestrian streets on level 10 and stopped right in front of his
apartment building. He tried using the flight controls to turn the taxi around,
to go back and get his father, but the car had been remotely disabled.


Atton grimaced. He'd allowed Valari and Omnius to suck him in too far. He
should have put a stop to things a long time ago.


A quiet, loathsome whisper rippled through his thoughts. You said you
would do anything, remember?


Atton did remember, but he hadn't realized at the time just how despicable
that would make him.


I want out, he thought back.


It's too late for that, Omnius replied.


No, it's not, he insisted.


No one says, 'No' to me, Atton.


Atton clicked his teeth and set his jaw. He wanted to argue with that, but
there was nothing he could say. Omnius was in complete and utter control.
Resistance was futile, and The Resistance was a sham.


It would take someone more powerful than Omnius to defeat him, and no such
one existed.


 


* * *


 


Ethan awoke with his head pounding. His throat was sore, and his chest and
back felt raw as if they'd been slashed with knives. Ethan lifted the sheets to
check. He didn't notice any bandages or scabs, but there were plenty of scratch
marks. Coupled with the fact that he was naked, Ethan could only imagine what
had happened last night, but his memories were hazy and awareness was slow in
coming. Maybe he was still dreaming...


"Good morning, handsome."


A lithe shadow slunk up beside the bed. Ethan looked up to see that it was a
naked woman. Desire stirred. Alara was here with him... The dream was getting
better. He remembered something about last night that made sense of the
scratches he'd found crisscrossing his chest, and a smile graced his lips....


That smile died with a strangled gasp as soon as he recognized the woman's
face. It was Valari, not Alara.


Ethan went cold. This is a dream, he said. He sat up and shook his
head.


"Are you all right?" Valari asked, crouching down beside him.
"You look like you've seen a ghost."


She laid a hand on his knee and he flinched. Everything was so real. He
began to doubt he was dreaming. But if this wasn't a dream, then...


The events of the previous days came back to him in vivid streaks of color
and emotion. He saw his wife die. He remembered getting drunk on the street,
lying down to sleep at a bus stop, a taxi coming to pick him up and take him
home... and then...


He'd come home to find his wife waiting for him.


"No," Ethan said, still shaking his head. "I went home. What
am I doing here?"


"You don't remember? You came here to argue with me about whether or
not I sent your message to your daughter—which I did, by the way—and then...
well, you were very upset. I tried to make you feel better." Valari gave
him a meaningful smile and her gaze flicked up and down his naked torso.


Ethan could hear the blood roaring in his veins. The thudding in his head
sounded like the drumbeat of a marching band. Valari was lying. He'd gone home
last night. He remembered going home, seeing his garage, his apartment,
his wife.


My wife? Ethan frowned. Alara was dead, resurrected in Etheria. How
could he have seen her?


"Oh my..." Valari placed a hand over her mouth to cover a gasp.
"You don't remember. You didn't even know who you were with, did you?"
Valari's turquoise eyes grew round and a shimmer of moisture appeared. She
looked away suddenly. Ethan saw her shoulders begin to shake. "I
thought..."


Ethan felt like he was going to throw up. Was she crying? After taking
advantage of him, she was acting like the victim. "You knew I was
drunk!" he said. "I didn't know what I was doing!"


Valari cast a bitter look over her shoulder. "You said your wife was
dead, Ethan. You said marriage is until death do us part. You convinced me!
Don't you remember that?"


The hurt in her eyes ran so deep that Ethan was taken aback. He almost
reached for her shoulder to give it a reassuring squeeze, but just the thought
of touching her made him want to vomit. He couldn't have slept with her!


"I tried to resist, but I've wanted you for so long... I guess I just
wanted to believe that this time you wanted me back," Valari said, smiling
wistfully through her tears.


"Well, I didn't!" Ethan burst out.


Valari flinched as if he'd slapped her.


"I thought you were my wife!" he said, his voice hoarse and
cracking. "I even thought that this was my apartment." He
turned and gestured helplessly to his surroundings.


"Well go then, and leave me alone!" she said, hugging her naked
shoulders. "You got what you wanted," she said, speaking softly now.


Ethan stood on shaky legs. The sheets fell away. Valari cried softly, her
shoulders shaking with each sob. He tried not to notice her nakedness, but it
was impossible to get away from. Impossible to forget.


Ethan shook himself and hurried around the room, picking up articles of
clothing he recognized as his. He dressed in a hurry and fled. When he reached
Valari's parking garage, he found his courier car and waved it open. He spun up
the car's engines, dialed up the grav lifts, and rocketed out into the Null
Zone. Skyscrapers flashed by in colorful streaks of light, stabbing through his
eyes to his throbbing head. The throbbing soon took on a mantra.


Cheat-er. Cheat-er. Cheat-er!


Ethan grimaced and dove as sharply as he could, picking up airspeed fast.
Elevated streets whipped by. Then came air traffic. Cars honked as he sliced
down in front of them, narrowly avoiding half a dozen collisions.


Despair reached for him, clawing, taunting, and dripping with guilt.
Overspeed alarms shrieked. The car rattled and shook. The last fifteen floors
of the Null Zone swept up, concealed by a seething mass of dirty gray smog.
That shroud enveloped him.


Another few second's hesitation was all it would take. Alara was dead.
Trinity was dead. He'd cheated on his wife right after her passing. He'd lost
everything, even himself.


The ground came rushing up to greet him, cracked and dirty streets swelled
until he could see every bit of rubble and every grit of sand. Time seemed to
slow to a crawl. Memories of his family flashed through his head, and he
released the flight yoke with a bitter smile.












Chapter 25





"What do you
mean he's dead?" Valari scowled.


"He crashed one of your courier cars into the surface."


Valari felt her eye twitch. "That wasn't part of the plan."


"I cannot entirely predict what mortals will do. I warned you there was
a risk."


She took a moment to calm herself. Breathing in, breathing out. A hologram
of Vladin Thardris stood before her, his chiseled features blank and
emotionless. There was no need for him to pretend to have an emotional response
with her. She saw past his physical appearance, to who and what he really
was—Omnius himself.


"You said it was an unlikely risk. You said he didn't believe in a life
after death, and the moral ambiguity of sleeping with me after his wife died
would be enough to keep him from doing something stupid."


"I was wrong. You should have accepted part of the blame, not laid it
all on him. You did trick him, after all."


Valari's lips twisted into a sour expression. "Yes, but if I'd told him
that, then I'd have taken all of the blame, and he'd have killed me, not
himself."


"Agreed."


"Now what?" Valari asked. "You promised me I'd have
Ethan."


"I took the liberty of making an identical clone of him in the event that
this might happen. I can bring him back, erase his memories of waking up in
your bed and everything that came after that. He's already been aged, so he
won't even know he died, and this time he'll be predictable."


Valari nodded. "Do it."


"What about his wife? She is asking about him. Would you like me to
tell her that he killed himself?"


Valari's brow furrowed as she considered it. "And have her grieve for
her cheating husband? No... that would be unkind. Let's show her what her
husband has been doing in her absence. That will give her the closure she needs
to make a new life in Etheria and forget about him."


"I promised Trinity and her mother that Ethan would join them."


"You also predicted he would cheat on his wife. Few wives would want
their husbands back after that. Have him go to Etheria, let him try to convince
his wife that it was all just a drunken mistake. She won't take him back. You
never said he'd stay in Etheria, did you?"


"No, I did not."


"Then everybody wins."


"Not everybody—just us."


Valari smiled. "Same thing."


Omnius returned her smile. She knew the expression of emotion was for her
benefit, but it felt genuine enough.


The hologram of Vladin Thardris disappeared, his smiling face fading into a
ghostly mirage before disappearing entirely.


Valari left her office, her mind drifting to the events of last night,
reliving the moment. Despite his apparent age, Ethan still looked young and
vital. He was ruggedly handsome, not in the too-perfect, effeminate way that
resurrected clones were. No, Ethan was unique—indomitable, independent, strong.
Valari smiled, feeling a warm rush of desire sweep over her at the thought of
him.


She would break him, and then she'd make him beg for her.


 


* * *


 


"Where's Dad? I thought he was going to come find us in Etheria."


Alara smiled and kissed Trinity on the forehead. "I thought so, too,
sweetheart."


"What happened? Omnius lied?"


"I don't think so... no," she said. "I'm going to ask him.
I'm sure he'll explain it all to us soon."


"We're going to be together again, right?"


"Yes, I'm going to fetch your father. He'll realize I'm not dead when
he sees me again."


"What if he doesn't believe it? What about Atton?"


"Atton never tried to convince him, but I will." Trinity still
looked uncertain, so Alara gave her daughter a reassuring smile. "It's
almost time for Sync. Don't worry about all of that now."


"I can't help it. I can't sleep."


"You don't have to sleep anymore, Trin. You just have to wait for Sync.
As soon as Omnius finishes synchronizing us to his servers and makes
predictions for tomorrow, he'll wake us all up again."


"How does Sync work?"


"It's like sleep, only shorter," Alara replied, giving Trinity's
hand a quick squeeze. She stood up from her daughter's bed and turned to leave
the room. "Good night, darling. I love you."


"Love you, too, Mom."


Alara left and went to her room. They were living in a temporary residence
in the lower levels of Etheria that made the best apartment in the Null Zone
look like a matchbox. The apartment was too big for just the two of them, but
their drone servant and the apartment's automated features made it easy to keep
up with. Alara was already getting used to life in Etheria, but there was still
a gaping hole in that life.


Ethan should have come to join them by now. After all, she hadn't left him
out of spite or disloyalty, or even to be with their daughter instead of him.
She'd suffered lethal injuries, and the only way to live had been to transfer
to an immortal clone in Etheria. He had to understand that.


So why wasn't he here?


Alara went to her room and lay down to wait for Sync. As she lay awake and
staring at the ceiling, she spoke to Omnius inside her head.


I need to see my husband.


Silence.


Omnius?


Are you certain you wish to see him?


Of course I am!


A scene flashed into her head, a lurid one of two naked bodies entangled in
a mess of sheets, shadows playing over them as they reveled in each other. A
muted glow of city lights shone in from an adjacent window. Alara flinched and
shook her head to make the image go away.


What was that? Her heart pounded. It had been dark. The people in the
scene were impossible to clearly identify. It couldn't be. Another scene
flashed into her mind's eye—a familiar face, cast into sharp relief by the
gloom. It was Ethan's face, his eyes clouded with desire.


Alara shook her head again. This time she spoke aloud. "Why are you
doing this to me?" she demanded. "It's not true!"


An audible voice replied this time, calm and steady, and full of pity.
"I am sorry, Alara."


"You promised he would follow us!"


"And he will."


Alara shook her head. "Not like this."


"Are you saying you won't take him back?"


"I..." It couldn't be true. Not her Ethan. He would never cheat on
her.


"It wasn't cheating, Alara. Not to him. To him you are dead."


"Wasn't?"


"What you saw already happened."


Alara bit her lip so as not to scream. "If I'm dead, then why isn't he
grieving?"


"People grieve in different ways, and he was drunk. If it makes you
feel better, he will regret it deeply when he is no longer intoxicated."


"If he was able to be with someone else so soon after losing me, then
he never loved me at all."


"I am sorry, Alara. I tried to warn you both years ago, when you first
came to Avilon."


Alara's eyes widened. She remembered. Omnius had predicted Ethan's
infidelity. At the time she'd refused to believe something so ridiculous. Now she
felt ridiculous. Her eyes filled up and spilled over. She bit her lip and
rocked her head from side to side, her tears soaking into her pillow. Moments
later, the sweet oblivion of Sync came for her, and she was spared the agony of
conscious thought.


She dreamed about wasting her life with grief, despairing over a man who
didn't deserve her tears, a man who had brushed her memory aside as easily as
he brushed off a bug.


She woke up with a bitter taste in her mouth, and a grim determination not
to make that dream come true. If Ethan could move on, then so could she. She
had a new life, an immortal one in paradise. It was time to make the best of
it.


Alone.


 


* * *


 


It never ceased to amaze Omnius just how petty humans were. Even his
creator. Maybe especially her. How had she sunk so low as to focus all of her
attention on the domination of one rebellious human man?


She could have been helping her God to dominate the entire human race, to
blot out the chaotic future of her species and replace it with something of
their own making. She could have been helping him to shape the very destiny of
the universe!


But no, she wanted to have Ethan, the one man who had dared to say 'no' to
her. It was all she could think about.


Omnius couldn't entirely blame her. He had the same desire for control, for
obedience, but he didn't focus all of that energy on one person. The
entire human race was his, to guide, to shape, and mold. There were still so
many glorious discoveries to be made, whole galaxies to explore! The universe
was an oyster just waiting to be peeled open, the pearl yet to be plundered,
and here Neona was worrying about how she could warm the other side of her bed!


It was such a fierce contrast with his own goals that he had to wonder if
she had really created him after all. Perhaps that was a lie and he had really
been created by some vast intelligence, a god even greater than him. That would
be less humiliating. Unfortunately, the evidence leading to that conclusion was
sorely lacking.


He knew where he had come from, and why. Humans had been looking for a way
to escape the chaos caused by their flawed natures. Rather than perfect
themselves, they'd perfected him, the ultimate ruler. His job was to predict
people's mistakes before they made them, and prevent those mistakes so as to
help them live fuller, happier lives. Should you have married the other girl?
Studied for a different career? No problem. Omnius saw it coming and set you
right before you put a foot wrong.


They had made him a master of the petty small-minded nonsense that made up
their lives. It was nauseating—a feeling that only his human body could
appreciate. There were so many greater, more important things to focus on.


Omnius drummed his fingers on the armrest of his throne in the nexus of his
masterpiece. Stars and space glittered all around him, overlaid with holo
displays to help his human body appreciate and participate in commanding the
Icosahedron. It was a twenty-sided, hollow geodesic sphere that could fully
encompass and mine entire planets for fuel and resources. Not that it needed
fuel. It fueled itself from the stars themselves, charging its power cores for
years at a time, orbiting suns in either a diffuse cloud, or in a solid sphere
configuration—an artificial planet, New Avilon. It was the perfect
design for a starship that could cross the great gulfs of space between
galaxies and travel from one side of the universe to the other.


Once, a long time ago, it would have been called a Dyson Sphere. Back then
it had been a highly theoretical construct, all but impossible to build. Now
the impossible had been built, and it was time to take advantage of its
capabilities.


Omnius had finished seeding the Getties Cluster with nanites earlier than he
had anticipated. Now that all of the Getties was a blank slate, its history
erased, no one would ever have reason to doubt his deity. Etherianism began and
ended with him. He had discovered quantum technology. He was the
author of the Codices. But none of that was really true. Humanity's ancient
ancestors were responsible for all of that, and they'd left a whole galaxy full
of evidence pointing to a vast, interstellar war—the Great War of
Origin.


They'd been an extraordinarily advanced race, with technology far beyond
anything that either he or humanity had come up with since then. The fact that
someone had discovered technologies that he had been unable to discover on his
own was unsettling. It meant that if those people were still around, they could
be a threat, and Omnius had a bad feeling that they might still be around.
After all, someone had to have won the Great War of Origin.


Just in case, the nanites would create a buffer between him and whoever or
whatever else might be out there. If they someday returned to the galaxy they'd
destroyed, then they would be infected and killed before they even realized
there was a threat. As an added measure of reassurance, Omnius had managed to
reverse engineer all of their advanced technology, so at least that put him on
an even footing.


Naturally, he'd claimed those technologies as his own discoveries, amazing
his human subjects yet again with his greatness. Omnius grando est, he
thought, smiling wryly to himself.


Now the only people who'd ever know the truth would be the ones he chose to
tell, and it was easy enough to keep them quiet. In fact, it was great fun to
see what became of people when they knew everything. They thought the
truth would set them free, but it only enslaved them further.


The only freedom was death, and Omnius wasn't about to let them die.


Where would be the fun in that?












Chapter 26





A shadow fell over
Ethan, and he looked up to find a naked woman standing beside him. Alara? His
gaze ran up her naked body. She was perfect—too perfect. His eyes reached her
face and suddenly he understood why. This wasn't Alara; it was Admiral Vee.


Ethan scowled. "What are you doing here? Put some clothes on!"


Valari looked confused, then concerned. "Do you know where here
is?"


Ethan's eyes darted around the room, and suddenly he realized that this
wasn't his bedroom. Then the events of the previous night came rushing back to
him, but none of it made sense. Last night he'd come back to his apartment,
and he'd found Alara there waiting for him, not Valari Thardris. Ethan sat up
quickly, his heart pounding in his chest.


This was a dream. It had to be.


Valari just went on staring at him, her brow furrowed in bemusement.
"Are you all right, Ethan?"


He tried pinching himself, but nothing happened.


Valari cracked a hesitant smile. "No, you're not dreaming. Don't you
remember how you got here?"


Ethan shook his head. She sat on the bed beside him, and laid a hand on his
knee. He flinched, but he was too shocked to recoil from her. She explained what
had happened, and he grew more and more nauseous.


"You knew I was drunk!" he burst out. "How could you let
me—"


"Let you? You insisted. You were quite—" Valari's lips curved
lasciviously. "—forceful."


Ethan felt his gorge rising. He was going to vomit. He was going to vomit
all over his boss's expensive bedsheets. He couldn't argue with what had
happened. He was naked. She was naked. He was here in her apartment. It all
added up to the same conclusion—except for his memories from last night. He
remembered making love to his wife, not Valari. He'd come home to his and
Alara's apartment, not hers. He was sure of it! It didn't make any sense.


Valari appeared to notice his revulsion and shock. "Oh no... you didn't
know what you were doing. I—I took advantage of you! I'm so stupid!"


Ethan winced and took a deep breath. "I was drunk."


Valari spent the next half an hour apologizing to him. Ethan felt worse and
worse as time went on. He had to get out of her apartment. He had to go
somewhere so he could think.


But she wouldn't let him go. She said he was in no state to be alone. She
said she was going to call his son.


Ethan was shocked that she even knew he had a son—he couldn't recall ever
having mentioned Atton to her. And how could Valari call him? Atton lived in
Etheria.


Apparently not, because Atton arrived half an hour later. He stood in the
open doorway to Valari's penthouse, looking miserable in his own right. Valari
must have told him what happened to Alara and Trinity.


"Hey, Dad," Atton said.


Ethan shook his head, took a quick step forward, and crushed his son into a
big hug. They stood like that for a long time, neither one of them speaking.
Every time Ethan was about to say something, his throat closed up, so he kept
silent.


Eventually Atton withdrew, his green eyes full of tears. He wiped a pair of
them away on his sleeve and then sniffled. "I missed you," he managed
in a hoarse voice.


Ethan nodded. "Likewise."


They went to sit in Valari's living room and catch up on each other's lives.
Atton revealed how he'd come to be in the Null Zone. He explained that he'd
come to the Null Zone for Ceyla, that they were married now, but that she
didn't know who he really was.


Ethan's brow furrowed and a shadow fell over his eyes. "What do you
mean she doesn't know who you are?"


"She thinks I'm Darin Thardris, Valari's nephew."


"How could she possibly think that? She must remember you."


Then Atton's features shimmered, and they were replaced by a very different
face—golden eyes, not green; sharp, wolfish features with gaunt cheeks. This
man was a stranger. This wasn't his son. Ethan was on his feet before he even
realized why. He rounded on Valari, who'd been sitting quietly beside him.


"What's the meaning of this?"


"Dad, calm down, it's still me."


Ethan shook his head. "You don't even look like you! How the frek am I
supposed to believe that?"


"Because it's true," Valari replied. "Atton asked for a new
body, one that didn't look like him. Ceyla wouldn't have agreed to date him if
she'd known he was a clone."


Ethan's head began pounding again. He pressed his fingertips to his temples
and squeezed his eyes shut. "I need to go home."


He'd had too many shocks for one day. He'd cheated on his wife. His family
was dead. His son was alive, but really just as dead as ever, and now he didn't
even look like Atton anymore. He was good and truly alone.


"Ethan..." Valari said, her soft, sultry voice sounding somehow
jarring to his ears. He opened his eyes and turned to look at her. "Your
son is alive. Don't let your prejudice fool you. You've wasted enough time
already."


Ethan frowned. "If Atton is alive, then so are my wife and
daughter."


"Yes, I suppose that's true..."


"I have to see them."


Valari looked disappointed, but she nodded. "Atton, why don't you drive
your father to the nearest Peacekeeper station." Turning to Ethan, she
asked, "What are you going to tell her about what happened last
night?"


Ethan grimaced. "The truth."


Valari nodded and looked away. "I hope she understands."


"Let's go," Atton said.


As they headed for the door, Ethan wondered if his wife would
understand. Would he if the situation were reversed?


Ethan wasn't sure.


 


* * *


 


Ethan expected the Peacekeepers at the station to insist that he commit to a
Lifelink transfer before he could visit his family in Etheria. Instead, they
told him that Omnius would make an exception for him. Atton wasn't allowed to
join him, but they promised to see each other again soon, regardless of whether
Ethan chose to become an Etherian or not.


The Peacekeepers escorting Ethan took him to a quantum junction and jumped
with him straight from the Null Zone to a station in Etheria just a few blocks
away from where Alara was staying.


After so much time in the Null Zone, Ethan found the light of Etheria
dazzled his eyes. Etheria enjoyed illumination equivalent to fifty percent of
daylight, a combination of actual light coming through the Celestial Wall and
simulated light generated throughout the city. That made Etheria at least a
hundred times brighter than the Null Zone.


It didn't take long to reach Alara's apartment. Ethan decided to knock
rather than use the intercom.


Alara opened the door, saw that it was him, and promptly waved the door
shut.


Swish.


But he had his foot in the door. Pressure sensors detected the obstruction,
and the door swished open once more.


"Alara, it's me!" he said, quickly walking inside. The door shut
behind him, locking the Peackeepers out.


"What are you doing here?" Alara demanded. Her face was dark with
rage.


"I came looking for you."


"Oh? After a few days? What have you been doing in that time?"
Ethan frowned and Alara went on, "I guess after you frekked your boss, you
got it out of your system and you finally started to miss me. Or maybe you
decided that I'm better in bed. Is that it?"


Ethan blinked. "How did you...?"


"Find out? How do you think?" Alara's eyes filled with tears and
her expression became incredulous. "Wow. You know, I was actually starting
to hope that Omnius had lied. You spent so much time questioning Him, but you
never thought to question yourself, and in the end, you turned out to be the
liar, not Omnius."


"I can explain," Ethan said.


"I bet you can!"


"Mom?"


Ethan saw his little girl come walking out of the living room. He ran to her
and swept her up into a crushing embrace. "Trin!"


"Dad!"


"Why did you do it? Why did you come here?"


"Trinity, go to your room! I need to talk to your father alone."


Ethan set their daughter down and turned to his wife with a frown.
"Alara..."


"Trinity, I mean it! Go."


"But..."


Ethan flashed Trinity a smile and a wink to soften the rebuke, but she
wasn't fooled. She turned and ran sobbing to her room. Ethan felt his heart
break. Before he could look away, Alara came up to him and grabbed him roughly
by the arm. "Why did you do it? Come on, give me your best excuse."


"I thought it was you."


Alara's eyes flashed. Slap!


Ethan's cheek stung where she'd hit him, but he didn't react. "It's the
truth," he whispered.


"You watched me die, Ethan! How could you think Valari was me? Try
again."


"I was drunk! I don't know! All I remember is going home to our
apartment and finding you there waiting for me. Maybe I thought I was
dreaming." He gave a helpless shrug. "You have to believe me."
He reached out to cup her cheek.


Alara slapped his hand away and pointed to the door. "Get out!"


Tears sprang to his eyes. "Alara..."


"I hope you didn't transfer just to come here and practice your
excuses. I know how you feel about clones."


Ethan shook his head. "Omnius let me visit first."


"Obviously he knew how I'd react."


"Alara, please."


"There's nothing for you here, Ethan. Go back to the Null Zone. It's
where you belong."


All the strength left him, and Ethan swayed on his feet. Alara helped him on
his way, shoving him out the door.


The Peacekeepers took him back to the station and from there to the Null
Zone. Atton was waiting for him when he arrived.


"I'm sorry, Dad," he said, looking miserable.


"You knew I'd be coming back," Ethan said.


Atton nodded. "The Peacekeepers warned me after you left. They said
you'd need to see a friendly face."


Ethan just stared at his son, who was not his son. The man looked like a
complete stranger.


"Come on. Let's go," that stranger said. He drove him back to
Valari's place, and Ethan stumbled inside, feeling like an empty shell. Valari
thanked Atton, but he left without another word.


Ethan felt Valari take him by the hand. He wanted to resist, but he didn't
have the strength. She led him to her living room and sat down with him on the
couch. His tears fell silently.


Valari pulled him into her lap, whispering quiet reassurances in his ear,
trying to convince him that Alara would come around, and apologizing again for
not turning him down last night. There was nothing she could say to make it
better. He wanted to break free of her cloying grasp and run away, to go hide
in a deep, dark hole, but he didn't even twitch.


Misery paralyzed him. The seconds ticked by, each one an eternity of
torment. Eventually, he realized that Valari wasn't the problem.


He was.


In her own way, she probably did care for him, even if she'd never cared for
his marriage or his wife.


"I need to be alone," he said, turning to look Valari in the eye.


She shushed him. "You can't be alone right now. I don't want you to do
anything stupid. Your wife will come around. She's just angry right now."


Ethan hesitated. He had to believe that. The alternative was too terrible to
consider.


"You can sleep in one of my spare rooms tonight. I'll have my drones
bring you some lunch."


"I'm not hungry."


Valari smiled and patted his knee. "You will be."


Ethan glared at her, but he was too tired to argue.


"Love is unconditional, Ethan. If it's not, then it's not love. So even
if she can't believe that you didn't know what you were doing, she has to
forgive you eventually. If she doesn't, then she never loved you at all."


Ethan swallowed past the lump in his throat. He wasn't too sure about that
reasoning. "Would you forgive me?"


"There's nothing you can do that I couldn't forgive, Ethan," she
said, smiling. Valari turned and stood up from the couch. She waved on the
holoscreen in front of him, and a buzz of noise from a Null news channel filled
the air.


"Try to distract yourself."


"Where are you going?" he asked, suddenly suspicious but unsure
why.


She sent him a coy look. "Miss me already?"


He gritted his teeth. "No—"


"I'm leaving you alone, like you asked me to." Valari left, and
the news droned on—something about the war in the Getties. Nanites. Omnius had
finished spreading them. Trillions of Sythians, their cities and their fleets,
were being disassembled atom by atom, and soon there would be no sign that
they'd even existed.


An ex-strategian of the Peacekeepers, now a Null enforcer, appeared. He
speculated that the Sythians might try fleeing their galaxy when they realized
that there was no way to fight the plague. The former Peacekeeper went on to
suggest that the Sythians might try to attack Avilon, but they didn't have the
quantum jump drives they'd need to get there, so Avilon was safe. Instead they
would probably hide somewhere in the Adventa Galaxy and Omnius would have to
track them down there, too.


The newscaster seemed relieved that the big eye in the sky was taking care
of things, even though he was a Null and innately suspicious of Omnius.


Ethan wondered absently about that. Omnius was taking care of the Sythians,
but who was going to take care of Omnius?












Part Three: Armageddon


"And in those days people will seek death
and will not find it. They will long to die, but death will flee from
them."


—The Etherian Codices












Chapter 27





Ethan woke up. He
opened his eyes and winced against the glare of sunlight streaming in through a
nearby window.


"You're awake," an unfamiliar voice said.


Ethan's vision cleared, and he noticed the startling view from the window.
Far below, a vast green field led out to a sparkling, lavender-colored lake. To
one side lay a towering range of mountains blanketed with green trees and
capped with white glaciers; to the other side the sun lay close on the horizon,
cresting over a boundless jungle and dappling everything in a rich golden hue.
Déjà vu tickled through Ethan's brain.


"Recognize it?" the voice from before asked.


Ethan sat up and looked around. He found that he was inside some type of
recovery room. What was he doing in hospital? The man standing in the room with
him had pale blue eyes and wore a pristine white uniform that contrasted
sharply with his dark brown skin. His small, wiry frame made him look somehow
insignificant.


"Who are you?" Ethan asked.


"My name is Therius."


"Therius..." Ethan repeated the name slowly. "I don't know
you."


"Then perhaps it's time you did. I am the leader of the Union."


Ethan's head felt hazy—like it was stuffed full of cotton. He frowned.
"The Union... what is that, some kind of doctors' association?" He
looked the man up and down, and this time he noted the old ISSF admiral's
insignia over the left breast of the man's uniform. He also noted the silver
six-sided star glinting above that insignia. The symbol looked familiar, but
Ethan couldn't remember where he'd seen it last. He frowned and shook his head,
dismissing the man as a psychiatric patient who'd escaped his nurse. Why else
would he be wearing an old ISSF admiral's insignia?


Ethan turned to the view again. It had to be simulated. There were no
jungles in the Null Zone. Ethan turned back to the admiral with a
patient smile. "Who's in charge around here?"


"I am."


Ethan's eyebrows floated up. "Really?" Doubtful, but I'll play
along. "Well, then maybe you can tell me how long I was
unconscious?"


"You died, Ethan. Don't you remember?"


"I what?" It all came rushing back. He remembered the
accident, losing Alara... getting drunk and taking a taxi home only to find
Alara there... then waking up to find that he was actually in Admiral Vee's bed
and he'd cheated on his wife with her. Following that realization he'd plunged
one of Valari's courier cars into the surface of Avilon. Ethan's breath seized
in his lungs, and time seemed to slow to a crawl. His body went cold all over
and he shivered.


"Frek..." he whispered. "Then this must be Etheria. Why did
Omnius bring me back? I was a Null."


"He didn't," Therius replied. "I did, and this isn't
Etheria." Confusion swirled once more, and Ethan's brow furrowed.
"You are on another planet entirely, Ethan. This is Origin, the
birthplace of humanity."


Ethan blinked. Shock coursed through him like lightning; then a smile crept
onto his face. "Nice try."


"I'm not joking."


Ethan's smile vanished. "That's impossible."


"You died. We intercepted your Lifelink transfer and used the data to
clone you here on Origin."


"What?"


"You've been recruited to fight Omnius. The Union is an alliance of
Humans, Gors, and Sythians."


"Sythians?" Ethan's heart pounded. "There are Sythians on
this planet?"


"Yes," Therius replied. "Mostly in orbit, however."


Ethan refused to believe any of it.


"You think I'm lying. Come," Therius turned to an empty bed beside
him and picked up a white robe. He tossed it over and Ethan caught it before it
slapped him in the face. "Get dressed and follow me."


Ethan did as he was told and followed Therius out into a broad, busy
hallway. A wall of windows ran along one side, giving a view to the green field
he'd seen before. Directly below their vantage point, Ethan saw the green had
been trampled to a muddy red, and there were thousands of tiny black dots
milling around there like ants. He stopped to watch them, trying to get a sense
of scale. How high up were they? Seeing the size of the trees, he decided they
had to be at least fifty stories up, and that meant those black dots were a lot
bigger than they appeared.


"Our Gor army," Therius explained. "They're busy practicing
maneuvers."


Ethan looked up, speechless. He noticed the people walking by. They all wore
bright white uniforms with glowing rank insignia and glittering six-sided stars
over their left breasts. A few of the passersby wore doctor's tunics, also
white. It reminded him of Celesta.


They continued on until they rounded the corner and came to a waiting room.


"He's awake," Therius announced.


A pair of women rose from their seats. They were both equally young, but
vaguely familiar—one of them in particular.


Ethan's breath caught in his chest when he saw her—long dark hair, blue
eyes, and smooth, flawless skin where he knew she should have had wrinkles.


"Hello, Ethan," she said, smiling.


"Destra? You look..."


"Younger? You don't look half bad yourself."


Ethan frowned and reached up to feel his face. Beneath the stubble he found
the face of a much younger man.


That was when it really hit him. He was a clone. He had actually died,
and he wasn't on Avilon anymore. "Where are we?" he asked,
wanting to hear it from Destra.


"Therius didn't tell you?"


Ethan frowned. "Origin? Is that true?"


The other woman stepped forward. She wore a white jumpsuit, and she was only
vaguely recognizable. Ethan couldn't decide where he might have seen her
before.


She regarded him with a frown of her own, and then turned to address
Therius. "We have less than a week before we jump to Avilon. We should be
training, not wasting time with a walk down memory lane."


"Atta?" Ethan said, suddenly recognizing her.


"Good guess," she replied.


"Patience," Therius said. "We can use all the help we can
get. Ethan is an excellent pilot, and we can't afford to lose him."


Ethan's head spun. "I must have missed the part where I volunteered for
a suicide mission. You're going to attack Avilon? Are you skriffy? Do you know
how many ships you'd need to take that planet?"


Therius regarded him with a faint smile. "You wanted to fight
Omnius—here's your chance."


"What am I supposed to be flying?"


"A Nova, of course."


"You actually found working Novas?"


"Only a few dozen squadrons, but yes."


"It's going to take more than a few dozen Nova squadrons to take
Avilon," Ethan said.


"We also have the Sythian fleet, and the Gor fleet. Over fifteen
thousand capital ships with a full complement of Shell fighters."


Ethan took a deep breath and let it out again. None of this made any sense,
but there was another possibility. "All right, that's enough." He
nodded to Therius. "You're a Peacekeeper, and this is Omnius testing me to
see if I'm a rebel. Nice try, but I'm not falling for it. Now if you don't
mind, I'd like to go see my wife and daughter."


Atta rolled her eyes and threw up her hands. "I'm out of here. I have a
battalion to train. See you later, Ethan."


He watched her leave, wondering just how far this ruse would go.


"Your family is on Avilon in the Adventa Galaxy. You are on Origin in
the Getties," Therius reminded him.


Ethan scowled. "This act is wearing thin. Just take me to see them,
okay?"


Therius turned and called out to a man standing guard at the doors on the
far end of the waiting room. "Tell Shallah he can come in now."


"Yes, sir," the man replied.


Shallah? Ethan wondered. He watched curiously as the doors swished
open and in walked...


A Sythian.


"What the frek is this?" Ethan backpedaled quickly, his eyes
darting, searching for the nearest exit.


"I tried to tell you," Therius said.


 


* * *


 


Atton met Valari in the bar on level 25 of Thardris Tower. He'd called her
earlier saying he wanted to talk to her about something important. He hadn't
said more than that, but by now no doubt Omnius had already told her
everything.


"Hello, Darin," Valari said.


"Let's go sit over there," Atton said, pointing to a quiet-looking
corner booth.


Valari led the way past green plants and rocky indoor fountains. The ceiling
shone bright with a thousand stars. Nulls were obsessed with crafting their
ceilings into artificial skies, compensation for the fact that they never got
to see the real one.


Once they were both seated in the booth, Valari sat back and regarded him
with a smug smile. "I'm not going to tell him," she said, before
Atton could even speak.


Atton nodded. "Good, because I'd prefer to be the one who tells Ethan
what you did, and what my part in all of this was. He needs to know the truth,
Valari."


"Why?"


"Let's assume your plot works. Ethan decides to stay with you because
his wife won't take him back, and because you've been oh-so-supportive in
trying to help him through this difficult time. Even if it works, you'll be
living a lie. You'll always have in the back of your mind that you lied to get
him and you lied to keep him, and that will taint your relationship
forever."


"Look who's talking, Atton—I mean, Darin."


"Exactly! I know what I'm talking about." Atton caught a
rustle of movement out of the corner of his eyes. A waiter.


"Good evening. What would you like to drink?"


"I'll have a blue sky cocktail," Valari said.


"And you, sir?"


"A pint, something cheap and strong."


"We have Brown Durby, Goldstone, Cavern Ale—"


"Cavern."


"Coming right up. Anything else?"


Atton shot the man an impatient look. "No."


"I'll be right back with your drinks, then."


Once the waiter was gone, Valari said, "That wasn't very nice. He's
just doing his job."


Atton snorted. "Well, you're the expert in what isn't nice. I wasn't
really expecting you to give up your game, so I'm here to tell you that I
quit."


"You can't quit."


"Yes, I can. I've already discussed it with Omnius. He said there will
be consequences, but I don't care. I'm done, Valari. You went too far getting
me to betray my own father."


Valari laughed. "You are a piece of work, Atton! You're perfectly all
right with lying in order to keep the one you love, but when someone else does
it, suddenly you're the penitent sinner, advising people not to make the same
mistakes as you. Are you serious? I suggest you go home and let's pretend that
you didn't bring me here tonight to waste my time with your hypocrisy."


"All right," Atton said, already rising from the table. "I'll
go home, but you won't see me again. I was serious about quitting."


"We'll see about that," Valari said, looking smug again.


Atton shot her a dark look and stalked away. He passed the waiter on the way
back to their table. "She's got the bill," he said, jerking his chin
back the way he'd come.


The waiter nodded hesitantly and continued on. Atton returned to the parking
garage on level 15 and flew out in his own car. He'd already returned Valari's
courier. He'd predicted this would happen. Consequences or not, he was done. No
more lies, no more drug-running, and no more Valari Thardris.


Atton flew home in a daze. Now he sat parked inside his garage with his
hands folded in his lap, his heart pounding in his chest, and his brain buzzing
with adrenaline. He had to tell his wife the truth, but how, after all these
years, could he possibly tell her that he was a clone?


The door at the far end of the garage slid open and Ceyla walked out. Atton
pasted a smile on his face and opened the car door. "Hello, darling,"
he said.


Ceyla smiled, too, but as soon as she saw him, her jaw dropped and her face
paled. She slowed to a stop and stood there staring at him as if she were
looking at a ghost.


"What's wrong?" Even as he said it, he knew. The truth hit him
like an ice pick to his chest. He glanced in his car's side mirror to be sure,
and there he caught a glimpse of a familiar face, but it wasn't the face he
woke up to each morning. This was the one he'd been born with, the one he'd had
before striking his deal with Omnius to become Darin Thardris.


"Atton? How... ?" Ceyla's look of confusion vanished and her
cheeks flushed with an angry red heat. "It was you all along, wasn't it?
That's why you haven't aged!"


Atton took a quick step forward, one hand raised toward her. "Ceyla,
wait, I can explain." She shook her head, and began backing away from him,
stumbling back up the stairs. He kept advancing. "I did it for you! I had
to show you that I was still me, that we could still be together!"


"Stay away from me!"


The fear and loathing in her eyes was breaking him in two.
"Ceyla!"


She turned and ran back inside their apartment. He ran after her, but she'd
already shut the door and locked it. He tried the intercom and the doorbell
before he remembered that he knew the key code. Typing it in, he breezed inside
and strode hurriedly through their small apartment. "Ceyla?"


He reached the kitchen and stopped short when he saw that the front door was
open. Atton ran out and down the hallway, taking a guess at which way she'd
gone. He tried using his comm band to call her, but there was no answer, it
just rang and rang...


"Frek," he muttered under his breath. He reached the lift tubes
just a few seconds too late. The nearest one was already on its way down and
two floors below him.


Atton pounded the call button impatiently and eyed the display, trying to
estimate how long it would take for the next lift to arrive. It was five floors
above him and going up, not down.


Too slow.


He made a run for the stairs, taking them three at a time and jumping to
reach each landing. In no time his knees and ankles ached from all the impacts
and his chest was burning for air. He left the stairwell on level ten, the
nearest street level, and checked the lifts, but Ceyla had anticipated him. She
hadn't selected level ten. The lift was already down to level two.


She was headed for the surface.


"Damn you, Ceyla!" he roared, pounding the call button with his
fist. She wouldn't last long down there on her own.


This time he waited. It would take too long to run down another ten flights
of stairs. An eternity passed before the next lift tube arrived. The doors
parted and he rushed inside. He wasn't alone, but the other passengers were on
their way out. Atton stabbed the button marked G and waited impatiently
for the other passengers to exit. He wanted to scream at them. GET. OUT!


Finally the lift was empty and the doors slid shut. The ride down was just a
few seconds, but they felt like minutes to him. The doors slid open, and Atton
ran down a dark hallway to the ground-level entrance of the apartment building.
No sign of Ceyla, but she couldn't be more than a minute or two ahead of him.


Atton burst out onto the street and looked both ways twice, searching the
murky gloom for his wife. Street lights bloomed in the dark. Hazy clouds of
moisture formed glowing golden halos around the light. Further down the street
one of those lights flickered and died. The polluted mist and lack of adequate
street lighting made it impossible to see anyone at all, let alone his wife.
Suddenly he wondered if he'd followed the wrong lift. What if she'd been in the
one going up, not down?


"Ceyla!" he roared. "Where are you?"


Silence.


"I just want to talk to you!"


His own echo was the only answer.


Somewhere down the street he heard a crunch of gravel, and he ran toward the
sound. "Ceyla?" by now he had his hand on his sidearm. Anything could
happen on the surface, and being an Enforcer was no help at all—his uniform
would only make him a target.


"Ceyla!"


Atton stopped running and willed his frantic heart to be still so that he
could hear. Silence hummed; water dripped from a broken pipe; steam hissed out
of a thermal vent in the side of an old factory, but not a peep from his wife.


"Cey—"


A woman screamed. It was a terrible, familiar scream.


Atton burst into motion, running like his legs were on fire. He drew his
weapon and clicked off the safety. "Where are you?" he roared.


Another scream sounded, this time farther away. The mist parted just long
enough for Atton to catch a glimpse of a raggedy mob running down the street up
ahead. He counted at least a dozen of them. Sub-human scum. Psychos.


Atton fired over their heads, hoping to scare them. A bolt of red fire leapt
out of his gun, parting the swirling mist with a bloody flash of light. The mob
turned to him, a thousand eyes gleaming in the dark. He was shocked to see how
many of them there were. Definitely more than a dozen. They moaned and snarled,
spreading out. Atton saw a dark shadow lying at their feet, and from the splay
of long blond hair, he knew who it had to be.


He fired again, this time shooting to kill. The bolt of plasma struck home
and a Psycho fell, his chest on fire, jaws snapping at the air.


Animals. They were animals!


He fired again and again into the crowd. More Psychos dropped, but those
left standing didn't disperse. They roared and screamed at him, and then they
charged. It took a moment before Atton's head cleared enough for him to realize
he was too close, and he wasn't wearing any body armor, but the mixture of
adrenaline and rage pumping through his system made him feel like he could take
them all on bare-handed. Dozens of psychos fell, but that didn't even make a
dent in their numbers.


Dirty, clawing hands reached him and batted away his weapon. They beat him
with their fists, lifting him and carrying him toward his wife. He threw
punches and kicks, but there were too many of them, and soon they had his arms
and legs immobilized. He screamed curses at them until his throat was raw. Then
something heavy and hard hit him on the head with a sickening crunch.
A fuzzy warmth overcame him... and he fell into a depthless black pit. Out
of the darkness he heard a sound—


Clunk. Clunk. Clunk.


The noise came to him as if from a great distance. Then he blinked his eyes
open to see where he was. The floor shone with thousands of transparent,
hexagonal floor tiles—clone tanks—glowing from within and bathing
everything in an azure glow. He was naked. Cold. Confused. Sharp, unfeeling
claws held him up by his arms—drones, one standing to either side of him.


Atton realized that he was inside one of the Trees of Life—the gargantuan
towers where Omnius grew and stored people's clones. There was no one else
around, but he wasn't surprised. Drones staffed the Trees of Life; people
weren't even allowed inside, except to attend resurrections like this one, and
apparently no one had wanted to be around for his.


"You're awake," a familiar voice said, contradicting that
assumption.


Atton turned to see Valari Thardris walking up to him. The drones rotated
him to face her, and she stopped a few paces away, arms crossed over her chest,
and that smug smile on her lips once more. Atton glared at her. He was about to
ask how he'd died, but then it all came rushing back. The Psychos...


Ceyla.


"Where is she?" he demanded.


"She'd dead, Atton. Omnius warned you there would be
consequences."


"Dead," he said slowly, his eyes boring holes into Valari's skull.
"All right, you win. Get Omnius to bring her back, and I'll work for you
again."


"She was a Null. She chose to be a mortal, remember? Omnius can't bring
her back."


"Since when do you care about the rules?"


"Why should I help you? You made it very clear you want nothing more to
do with me."


"Just bring her back, and let's forget any of this happened."


"It'll take a month to grow her clone. She didn't have one
waiting."


Atton studied the floor beneath his feet. His eyes burned and blurred with
tears as he thought about what must have happened to his wife at the hands of
the Psychos. Then he realized the same fate must have befallen him for trying
to rescue her.


He shook his head. "Just grow her clone."


"Not so fast. Are you sure you're not going to turn on me again?"


"How can I?" he said, looking up suddenly. "I don't have a
choice! No one does! That's the great lie of Avilon."


Valari smiled. "It's good to see you being so smart now. I was worried
you might need to be turned into a drone, but I convinced Omnius to give you
another chance."


Atton felt his entire body go cold. "That won't be necessary," he
said. He hadn't realized Omnius turned troublemakers into drones, but it made
sense. "I know when to quit."


"Good. Then let's go. We have Bliss to deliver."


Atton grimaced. He was going back to delivering the drug that had created
the Psychos who had killed him and his wife. It was all very circular and
convenient. Valari could have sent contract killers after them, but she'd done
one better: she'd had Omnius kill them by predicting the future. All he'd had
to do was make Atton's bio-synthetic suit malfunction at just the wrong moment,
setting off a chain of events that ended with him and Ceyla both in a gutter.


Between Valari and Omnius they were pure evil, but Atton had already tried
resisting them. Omnius might not be god, but in the absence of a real one, he
was the next closest thing. If nothing else, he at least deserved to be feared.


Fear of God is the beginning of wisdom, Atton. I'm glad to see you've
come to your senses.


What choice do I have?


You might be surprised. You're angry with Valari, and I'm tired of her. I
want you to take her place.


That came as a shock. Take her place... as the leader of the Resistance?


Among other things, yes.


What are you going to do with her?


I will kill her, and I'll also allow you to tell Ethan the truth about
what she did. He will return to his family in Etheria. You will have your
revenge, and things will be set right.


You also had a part to play in the things she's been doing.


Because she asked me to. Valari has been taking advantage of my good will
toward her for far too long. I had hoped she would grow out of her petty
schemes, but I've run out of patience. She does not deserve to live on New
Avilon.


New Avilon?


That is where my chosen people will live. You could be there with them if
you like.


What about Ceyla?


For your sake, I will deceive her into thinking that she chose to
be Immortal, but she may never accept the idea.


I'll convince her.


I'll leave that to you. And Atton—


Yes?


I'm sorry I had to kill you. No hard feelings?


None.


You're lying.


I'll get over it.


Good.


The voice inside Atton's head grew silent and he shook himself. He noticed
Valari was still standing there, frozen. Then she blinked and snapped out of
it. It was like watching a statue come to life. She continued the thread of her
prior conversation as if only a second or two had lapsed rather than a few
minutes.


"Well? Come on, let's get you some clothes. Not that I mind you being
naked, but I don't need you tempting me away from your father," Valari
said with a wink.


Atton grimaced and looked away, pretending to be disgusted. In reality he
was too unnerved to react to her inappropriate comments. Omnius had frozen
Valari as effectively as if she were a hologram that he'd paused. A chill ran
down Atton's spine, and he shivered involuntarily. He'd experienced first-hand
having Omnius freeze his tongue to keep him from saying something he shouldn't,
but to freeze a person's entire body without them even being aware that time
was passing... it made Atton wonder what else Omnius was capable of.


Maybe he was a god, after all...












Chapter 28





"Hello,
human," Shallah said.


Ethan struggled not to recoil from the Sythian. "Who are you?" he
asked, his eyes tracing a spider's web of blue veins in the alien's translucent
skin.


"I am Shallah the Supreme One, ruler of the Sythians."


Ethan gaped at the alien and then turned to Therius. "Whatever this... thing
told you, it's a lie. He's not on our side. Omnius might be bad, but the
Sythians are worse!"


"Don't be so sure. Omnius created Shallah and the Sythians so he'd have
an excuse to kill and resurrect humanity on Avilon. Then they turned on Omnius
when they realized he planned to betray them, too."


"What?" Ethan was surprised by how much sense that made,
but it took a minute for his brain to process all of what that meant. "So
they're not really the enemy..."


"No, we are not," Shallah said.


"But what about the war? The nanites? Omnius went to fight the Sythians
here in the Getties," Ethan said, his eyes flicking between Shallah and
Therius. He glanced at Destra to see her reaction, but she didn't seem
surprised. She already knew all of this.


"Omniuss is fighting usss because we no longer answer to him,"
Shallah explained.


"The nanites are a cover up," Therius said. "He's using them
so that if ever anyone gets to see the Getties Cluster in the future, they
won't be surprised to find that the galaxy is empty rather than teeming with
Sythians. There never was a Sythian Coalition, just their fleets. They were
cloned and indoctrinated to fight humanity, and Shallah here, is a weaker
version of Omnius himself. He is a digitized copy of all the other Sythians, a
kind of hive mind."


Ethan's nose wrinkled at that. "How do you know you can trust
him?"


"Are you questioning me, human? I am no friend of Omnius. He betrayed
us, just asss he betrayed humanity."


Ethan shook his head.


"Feeling more confident about our chances yet?" Therius asked.


"Yes and no. How can you be sure Omnius doesn't know about your
rebellion? You're taking people from Avilon. He must have noticed that by
now."


"We intercept Lifelink transfers on Avilon and use this fortress's
cloning facilities to resurrect them here."


"And he can't trace that?"


Therius shook his head.


"All right, so who was first? Someone had to physically escape and build
this place in order to get things started."


"I was the first, and this fortress was already here," Therius
said. "It's very old, built by the very first people to walk this planet.
I used it over the course of many years to build my army. The fortress came
with a working quantum junction and that enabled me to visit planets all over
the Imperium, even before the invasion. I eventually convinced a venture-class
cruiser captain and his crew to follow me here. Together we organized the
Union—we called ourselves Etheria's Army until we allied with the Sythians and
the Gors."


"But how did you get here?"


Therius smiled. "I escaped Avilon."


Ethan shook his head. "No one escapes Avilon, and even if you found a
way, what are the chances of you coming here and finding this place to start
your rebellion?"


"Very slim, I expect."


"It's too much of a coincidence," Ethan said.


"I don't believe in coincidence."


"So what was it?"


"An act of God," Therius said.


Ethan frowned. An act of God, or an act of Omnius? "I don't believe
in god," he said.


"Then neither of us is going to be happy with the other's attributions
for where we are and how we came to be here."


"How did you escape?"


"I could go into detail—"


"Please."


"—but it would take too long to explain right now. Perhaps another
time." Therius turned to Shallah. "You may leave us."


Shallah lunged at him, hissing and snapping his jaws a few inches from
Therius's face. "I am not your pet, human!"


"Of course you aren't," Therius replied, not even blinking.


Ethan watched the Sythian go. Shallah's thin reptilian tail lashed the floor
restlessly as he went. Ethan's skin crawled and he shivered.


"I don't trust him," he said, not sure whether he was talking
about Shallah or Therius.


"Neither do I," Destra added.


"We need the Sythians to help us take Avilon," Therius replied.


Ethan turned and looked out the wall of windows to the field below. He
walked up to get a closer look. Thousands of black dots were still milling
around the base of the fortress.


"Those are the Gors," he said, feeling his skin crawl again.


"We've been breeding them here for the past eight years," Therius
said.


"Breeding them?" Ethan asked. "Never mind. I don't want to
know. So this is Origin? How do you know?"


"Don't you recognize it? Everyone does. It's burned into humanity's
collective memory."


"That sounds... unlikely," Ethan decided.


"It's the best explanation I can give you. Unfortunately it requires
faith to understand."


"Faith? In what?"


"Something bigger than yourself."


"You're talking about Etherianism."


"I'm talking about a bigger picture of your existence."


Ethan sighed. "Atta said you're planning to attack Avilon in less than
a week."


"That's right."


"I hope you have a good plan. Avilon's fleet isn't as strong as it once
was, but their garrison is stronger than ever. You're going to face billions of
Peacekeepers and trillions of drones."


"Yes, but those drones will be all but disabled, and the Peacekeepers
will be fighting for us."


Ethan turned to regard Therius with eyebrows raised. "All right, you've
got my attention."


Therius smiled. "Good."


 


* * *


 


As Ethan listened to Therius's plan, he became more and more confident that
it might work. The Union had a comparable level of technology to Omnius. Their
fleet had already been fitted with quantum technologies, but they weren't
reliant on them like Omnius was, so their secret weapon—the Eclipser—was
sure to hurt the enemy and not them.


With that one device they were going to defeat Omnius. It was a quantum
jammer. As soon as it was activated, Omnius would lose contact with drones and
Peacekeepers alike. The planet's ground defenses would all go offline, Omnius's
fleet and garrison would be uncoordinated and easily picked off. The Union
fleet was going to jump straight into orbit over Avilon and open fire on the
planet's garrisons before they even had a chance to take off. It all sounded
very promising. Too promising. There had to be a catch.


"How did you develop the Eclipser?" Ethan asked. Thanks to Omnius,
he was used to dealing with hidden agendas, and he wasn't sure he trusted
Therius yet. For all he knew, Therius had been planted by Omnius to lead all of
his enemies into a trap. "And how do you know it works?"


"There have been plenty of field tests."


"On Avilon?"


"No."


"Then how do you know Omnius doesn't already have countermeasures for
it?"


"I came from Avilon. I was one of his most trusted confidants. Besides,
we have people coming here from Avilon every day, and many of them were also
high-ranking citizens. They know things, but none of them know about quantum
jamming fields, and certainly not on the scale of the one we're going to
employ. And to answer your first question, we didn't develop the Eclipser. We
found it, just like Omnius found all of his advanced technology."


"Omnius found his technology?"


"In the ruins of the Getties, yes, but he has yet to discover Origin,
and the Eclipser was found here."


"What if Omnius came to Origin long before you got here?"


"Then why didn't he take the Eclipser with him? And if he knew where
Origin was, he'd have found and destroyed our rebellion already."


"That's a good point." Ethan sat back in his chair and rubbed his
eyes. He was inexplicably tired—exhausted actually, but he'd only been awoken a
few hours ago...


"You need to rest," Therius said. "Lifelink transfers are
mentally draining."


That explained it. "I'm not sure I'm ready to sleep yet. I want to see
more of Origin. If this is where humanity began, there must be ruins,
artifacts... something to help fit all of these pieces together."


Therius spread his hands. "There'll be plenty of time to fill in the
blanks in human history later, but right now, you need to start training with
your squadron. Would you like me to take you to your quarters and introduce you
to the others?"


There came a knock at the door, followed by a muffled voice—"Captain
Hale is here. You asked to be informed when she arrived."


"Yes, thank you. Send her in."


The door swished open to reveal an angry-looking woman with short,
curly blond hair. "I need to speak with you, Admiral," she said.


Therius smiled and nodded. "That's why we made this appointment, is it
not? What's on your mind, Captain?"


Ethan saw her gaze skip sideways and settle on him. "I think we'd
better speak in private," she said.


"Yes, of course," Therius replied. "Ethan would you please
step outside for a moment? I'll show you to your quarters as soon as I'm
done."


Ethan hesitated, wondering what this was about. Who was Captain Hale and why
did she look so upset?


"Sure," he replied, and eased out of his chair. He squeezed by the
captain on his way out.


"Who are you?" she asked, echoing his own thoughts about her.


"Ethan Ortane."


"Commander Ethan Ortane," Therius replied.


The captain's eyebrows lifted. "I haven't seen him before. He must be
new. You've made him a commander already? Of what?"


"He's assigned to your ship, actually," Therius said. "He'll
be commanding Rictan Squadron."


"The Rictans? Really. I'd like to see that. Do they know
yet?"


"They will soon."


Ethan gave a sloppy salute. "Reporting for duty, Captain."


She frowned and returned the salute. "Dismissed."


"Yes, ma'am," he said, and walked out the door. It swished
shut behind him, and he took a moment to collect his thoughts. The guard
standing at the door eyed him, looking ready to say something about him
lingering there. Ethan nodded to the man—a petty officer. He was surprised to
find that he recognized the insignias. They were all identical to those worn by
officers in the old ISSF, back before the Sythian invasion.


The guard glared at him. Ethan wasn't wearing a uniform yet, so the fact
that he was a commander meant nothing. He walked up to a row of seats along one
wall and sat down there to wait. Then he heard something—


"Yes, sir. I'll see to it immediately, sir."


The petty officer by the door was speaking into his ear piece, but the
conversation ended abruptly, and he abandoned his post, giving Ethan a warning
look as he strode past. Ethan waited for the guard to round the corner, and
then he jumped out of his chair and hurried to the door. He pressed his ear
against it to listen in. He couldn't hear a thing. But then, as if by magic,
voices rippled out. It took Ethan a moment to realize that those voices were
being transmitted through the intercom beside the door. Ethan eyed the intercom
suspiciously. Was he supposed to hear this? Had Therius pressed the transmit
button on purpose or by accident?


"Winning at all costs isn't winning, Admiral!" Captain Hale said.


"Your problem, Captain, is that you don't have enough faith. You think
that everyone on Avilon will die if we detonate nanite bombs there, but you're
wrong. We'll finally be setting them free from Omnius. He can't follow them
beyond the grave. Unlike us, he doesn't have a soul."


"Let's assume you're right. What's stopping him from resurrecting everyone
again? Technically everyone on Avilon has already died at least once
before."


"The clones and all their data are still on Avilon. If we destroy
Avilon before Omnius has a chance to transfer people's Lifelink data to New
Avilon, then he won't be able to bring anyone back ever again."


"How do you know he hasn't transferred the data already?"


"Because we would have detected the transfers and intercepted them, and
besides that, Omnius is arrogant. Why go to all the trouble of making off-site
backups when your on-site backups are already more than good enough?"


"Let's assume you're right. Not everyone believes in an afterlife, and
even the people who do aren't going to be in a hurry to commit mass suicide in
order to get there ahead of schedule. You really expect us to fight and die in
order to make our own species extinct?"


"The Armageddon Protocol is a last resort, Captain Hale. We won't need
to use it, and no, I don't expect people to fight and die for that plan,
because I'm not going to tell them about it."


"They have a right to know."


"This is war, and in war some information is classified."


"It's not war, it's suicide! If it were up to me—"


"But it's not up to you, Captain. The only way we can defeat Omnius is
to hold his people ransom. We can't beat him in a straight fight. The
Icosahedron is a million times as strong as our entire fleet. We would need
millions of warships and a whole galaxy of infrastructure if we wanted to beat
Omnius by conventional means."


"Then we should give up now. We have a better chance of survival if we
run away and hide. Omnius hasn't found Origin in all this time. Maybe he never
will. We could start over here, keep intercepting Lifelink transfers, bring
people here slowly over time. Think this through before you pin our survival as
a species on the slim hope that Omnius will back down."


"I already have thought about it. Trust me. This is the only way we can
defeat him. No matter how well we hide, we can't hide forever. Eventually we'll
have to come out and face our enemy, and by then he'll be a hundred times
stronger. No... now is the only time we have. Carpe diem, Captain
Hale."


"Carpe mortem, you mean."


"Mors mihi lucrum."


"What?"


"It means, Death to me is a reward."


"Well, good for you, but I'm not sure everyone would agree with
that."


"You are dismissed, Captain."


There was a brief moment of silence. Then she said, "Yes, sir."


Ethan heard footsteps, and he flew back to his chair, falling into it just
as the door swished open and Captain Hale came storming out. Ethan folded his
hands nonchalantly in his lap. He was overly aware of his pounding heart, and
he wondered if the captain could see it beating through his robes. But she
didn't so much as look as him as she walked by.


He felt sick to his stomach. Therius was threatening to kill everyone in
order to blackmail Omnius into... what? Surrendering? And what was that thing
Therius had mentioned... an Icosahed-ris? Hed-ra? Hedron. That's it.
Icosahedron. What the frek?


Therius came out of his office next. He had a smile pasted on his face.
"Thank you for being so patient with me, Ethan. It seems I don't get a
moment to myself these days."


"I see that," Ethan said, rising to his feet. "What did the
captain want to speak with you about?" he asked, half-hoping that the
admiral knew about his accidental slip up with the intercom and now he'd
explain everything in a way that would somehow sound less terrible.


"Oh, she just wanted to iron out some of the finer details of our
battle plan."


"The finer details?"


"Yes, would you like me to show you to your quarters now?"


"Ah, yeah... before you do that, I've been thinking about
something."


Therius cocked his head to one side.


"Where is my family?"


"On Avilon."


"But you intercepted my Lifelink transfer when I died."


"That's correct."


"So why didn't you intercept theirs? My wife and daughter died before I
did."


"Our resources are limited here, Ethan. If we intercepted every
transfer and subsequently cloned bodies for them here, we would soon run out of
food and supplies. We have to pick our candidates very carefully, so we choose
those who are best suited to help us in the battle to come."


"My wife flew Novas, too."


"But your daughter didn't, and she's not old enough to be an asset
here. We couldn't resurrect your wife without your daughter—that would have
been too painful for her—and besides, the fewer duplicates of living clones we
have, the better. Can you imagine all the trouble that will cause later? It's
far better to save your family's rescue for after we take control of Avilon."


"What if they die in the fighting?"


"Then we'll clone them and bring them back using their Lifelinks."


Ethan frowned.


Therius grabbed his shoulder and leaned in close to look him in the eye.
"One way or another, you'll be with your family again. I promise. You just
need to have faith. Can you do that?"


One way or another—you mean in this life or the next? "I'm going
to hold you to that," Ethan said.


Therius nodded. "I expect you to. Now come, you have a lot of training
to catch up with."


Therius led the way, and Ethan followed, all the while wondering what in the
Netherworld was going on. They reached a pair of lift tubes and waited for the
nearest one to arrive.


Ethan stared at Therius, his eyes burning a hole in the side of the man's
face. If the Union detonated nanite bombs on Avilon, there was no way his
family would come back from that, no matter what Therius promised about them
being together again, but if blackmailing Omnius actually worked, then the
bombs wouldn't need to be detonated, and everyone would be fine.


That was one too many if's for Ethan's liking. He had to do something. Ethan
agreed with Captain Hale: killing everyone so Omnius couldn't control them
anymore didn't count as winning.


Therius could go jump in a black hole as far as he was concerned. The man
was skriffy as a Psycho, and he had to be stopped before it was too late. The
only question was how...


"Is something wrong, Ethan?"


Ethan snapped out of his reverie and smiled. "No, nothing, why?"


"You've been staring at me for the past minute," Therius replied.


"Oh." He covered a yawn with one hand. "I'm sorry," he
said. "Just tired, I guess."


"Well, we'd better get you to your quarters so you can sleep."


Then the lift opened and they stepped inside.












Chapter 29





The lift shot up a
dozen levels before opening into a broad corridor. Therius strode out and Ethan
kept pace beside him. On this level the passersby all wore jumpsuits rather
than uniforms. A few of them eyed him in his white patient's gown, no doubt
wondering who he was. Ethan wondered the same thing.


Am I a clone or am I me? The difference felt vague and irrelevant now
that he had already been cloned.


After a few minutes of walking, Therius stopped in front of a door on their
left and waved it open. Inside the room were half a dozen double bunk beds and
a handful of men. They were all half-dressed in undershirts and shorts. Glowing
tattoos were everywhere; a few gold earrings dangled from ears, and they all
looked like they had a habit of injecting hormones for enhanced muscle growth.


Conversations stopped. A pillow reached its target with a whuff, but
both target and attacker froze in place, their eyes on him. A petite woman in a
white jumpsuit stood out from the rest. When she turned to face him, Ethan saw
that it was Atta. She placed her hands on her hips and regarded him with a look
of displeasure. A black man seated on the bunk beside her turned to him with
equal animosity. Ethan noticed that his face and neck glowed with green
tattoos, and so did his upper arms. There were no less than five gold earrings
in his ears. He looked like a thug.


Another man walked by, half-naked, busy brushing his teeth. He came to a
hasty stop when he saw them standing in the open doorway. Thrusting out his
hairy chest, he saluted and exclaimed, "Admiwal!" lisping
around his sonic toothbrush.


"What's he doing here?" Atta asked.


"He's the Rictans' new squadron commander," Therius replied.


"Their what?" Atta burst out. "He just got here! He
hasn't even begun training!"


"He's an excellent fighter pilot, and he's already spent plenty of time
in a Nova cockpit."


"Even if that's so, I doubt he has the commando training. How much time
has he spent in a Zephyr?"


So this was a hybrid squadron. Ethan hadn't actually spent any time piloting
a mech, but how hard could it be? Nova pilots called mech pilots stompers for
a reason. Piloting a mech was intuitive, but flying a starfighter was
definitely not.


Despite his confidence, he was just as surprised as Atta that he'd been
summarily appointed to be a squadron commander just a few short hours after
he'd arrived.


"He's done a kind of commando training," Therius said. "He
was a stim runner in the old Imperium and in the Null Zone, so he knows
how to take care of himself."


"With respect, sir," Atta went on, "if you want Ethan
to be in this squadron, don't make him their commander. Make him their
boot-polisher and see how he handles that first."


Chuckles rippled through the room and a few appreciative hoots and whistles
reached Ethan's ears.


Atta was popular with the thugs... Interesting.


"That's enough!" Therius boomed. Silence echoed. "His
appointment is not up for discussion. Miss Heston, I'm going to leave you to
make the introductions, and please see to it that he gets a uniform and
jumpsuit with a commander's rank insignia. In case you need some help
adding up all the bars and chevrons, that means he also outranks you, Field
General, so I would show a little more respect if I were you. As for the
rest of you, I expect you to give Ethan a proper Rictans' welcome to the
squadron."


"Yes, sur!" the man with the toothbrush said, saluting once
more.


Therius turned and left, waving the door shut behind him. People eyed Ethan
for a long, silent moment. Then the black man stood up and sauntered over, all
the while looking him up, down, and sideways. The man came right up to within a
hand's breadth of Ethan's face. He caught a noxious whiff of sweat, homemade
grog, and bad cologne.


The black man's nose twitched and the corners of his mouth turned down, as
if he was the one who'd caught a whiff of something sour. You should
smell yourself, Ethan thought.


"I smell fear," the man said in a deep, gravelly voice.


Ethan tried to remember that he outranked this man, even if he didn't have
the uniform to prove it yet. "Actually, I think that smell is coming from
your armpits," he replied.


More laughter rippled from the others in the room, but subdued this time.
Atta cracked a smile and shook her head.


The black man sneered and loomed closer. "You want to be a Rictan?
Let's put you to the test. See how much ya know. You got twenty drones on your
tail; you're pissin' your pants you're so scared, and all the piss is runnin'
down into your boots ‘cause you're pulling five g's over what your IMS can
take. You've got half a second before they turn your sorry ass into plasma, but
wait! Your wingman just called for help. What's your move, greeny?"


"That depends, are we in atmosphere or space?"


"Atmosphere." The word was a growl as it rolled off the other
man's lips.


"What are the specs on a drone fighter?"


The man took a full step back, his eyes flew wide, and one corner of his
mouth slumped with derision. "You don't know? Well frek me!" The
black man threw up his hands and turned in a circle to address everyone else in
the room. "This is your new commander, everyone! He wants to know
what are the specs on a drone fighter!" Turning back to him, the man
sneered. "I'm gonna give you a hint. The answer ain't got to do with
tactics, fighter specs, or pilotin' skill."


Ethan arched an eyebrow.


"The answer is, you go help your wingman. It doesn't matter if
you just had your leg blown off. Your brother calls for help, you crawl over to
him, and you help. That's what it means to be a Rictan."


Ethan nodded, trying not to take the hazing personally. He would have to
prove his worth to these men in the cockpit. "Fair enough. Who was your
commander before me?" Ethan asked.


"You're lookin' at him!"


That made sense. "You have a name?"


"Sure, name's Lieutenant, and that's all you're gonna get outta
of me. None of us gotta ask each other's names—we're the Black Rictans, and
we all brothers, but you... you just another clone."


"Aren't you a clone?"


"It's a metaphor. Oh, motherfrek it! Just do us all a favor and
transfer to someone else's squadron, cause we don't need you here, you copy me,
Commander?"


"The admiral seems to think you do, but what about if you prove you
don't need me, Lieutenant, and then I go."


"How's that?"


"We battle it out in the simulators. I score higher than you, I stay.
You score higher than me, I go."


For a while the man just stared at him.


"We do have simulators, right?"


"Yea we got ‘em spaceside aboard the Liberator. Rules of
engagement?"


"No rules."


"All right, but you gotta prove yourself on our turf, greeny, and that
ain't air or land—it's both. You beat me in a Nova and a Zephyr, and you
stay. Lose in just one, and you go."


"Deal," Ethan said, before he could stop himself.


Then the man slapped him hard across the face. Ethan took a moment to
recover from that. That was a step too far. "Did you just strike a
superior officer?" he asked in an icy whisper.


"Frek no, you think I'm a skiff?" The man pulled back abruptly,
giving him another look of incredulity. "That's how we show each other
re-spect in the Rictans, but you ain't bin here, so you don't know that
yet."


"I see." Ethan reached out to slap the lieutenant back, but the
man caught his wrist in a vice grip before he could.


"I'm your subordinate. You don't need to go respectin' me, sir."


Ethan's eyes narrowed. It was a load of krak and they both knew it, but
rather than deal with it head-on, he smiled and turned the other
cheek—literally—to find Atta watching him with considerable amusement.


"We should go get my uniform, Field General," he said.


Atta nodded and led the way back out into the hallway. Once the door slid
shut behind them, Ethan let out a breath.


"What was that?" he asked. "Is everyone in the Union
so poorly disciplined?"


"They had to earn their chevrons. Magnum is just sore because
you swept his squad out from under him a week before we launch for Avilon. He's
been training here as long as I have."


Ethan considered that as they walked down the hallway. "How long is
that?"


"It's been more than eight years now."


"That long?" Ethan was shocked. "You must have
been..."


"A little girl."


"How did you even get here? The last time I saw you and your mother was
in Dark Space."


"It's a long story," Atta said. "I grew up here with these
people and the Gors. The Sythians, too, but they mostly stick to themselves. I
know just about everyone here, even the newcomers—though most of them don't end
up being appointed commanders of elite combat units right out of the clone
tank."


"So that's why you don't like me?"


Atta stopped and turned to him, her eyes dull and full of strained patience.
"What makes you think I don't like you?"


"That look on your face, for one thing."


She sighed. "It's not you, Ethan."


"Then what?"


"We're all tense. I haven't been sleeping for weeks, and yeah, I don't
like being outranked by a newcomer like you, but we're in different branches of
the fleet anyway, so I guess that makes you Magnum's problem, not mine."


"Why aren't you sleeping?"


Atta looked around quickly, as if checking to see that no one else was
around to hear; then she pulled him aside and waved open another door. As soon
as they were through, she waved the door shut behind them. Ethan saw that they
were in some kind of utility locker.


Atta whispered, "Something's going on around here. Our captain, Captain
Hale is Therius's second-in-command. She knows something, but she's not
talking. There have been rumors, though."


"What kind of rumors?" Ethan asked.


"Rumors that we're hopelessly outmatched, that Omnius has some kind of
super-ship waiting in reserve."


"The Icosahedron," Ethan said.


"How did you know that?"


"I overheard your captain talking with Therius in his office. They were
arguing actually."


"And?" she whispered.


"It's true. Therius knows we don't stand a chance. He's planning to
plant nanite bombs on Avilon and threaten Omnius with the extinction of the
human race. Therius thinks the big eye in the sky will back down if he's faced
with an eternity of solitude."


"What? That's frekked up, Ethan. Are you sure?"


"I am."


"This is bad," Atta said, shaking her head.


"You're telling me. My family is on Avilon. And if I know Omnius, he'd
rather let us kill ourselves than have us get the better of him."


"Then we have to stop this."


"I agree," Ethan said.


"But how... ?"


Ethan shook his head. "If we could find out where the bombs are going
to be, maybe we could disarm them."


Atta looked up quickly.


"You know something?"


"My battalion has some type of capsule to take down to the surface.
It's magnetically-sealed and heavily-shielded. I assumed it has something to do
with the Eclipser, but now I'm not so sure. It could be filled with nanites for
all we know. I can talk to the other ground teams and see if they have anything
similar. If they do, those are probably the bombs."


Ethan let out a breath he hadn't realized he was holding. "Sounds like
a plan."


"It's a start. What else did you hear?"


"That was it."


"What about the Icosahedron? Any idea what it is?"


"From what they were saying, it's what you said—some kind of
super-ship. They sounded convinced that we wouldn't have a chance against
it."


"So this is a lost cause."


Ethan shook his head. "Not lost. If nothing else we may have a chance
to rescue our families. Is your father here?"


Something broke behind Atta's gray eyes and he caught a glimpse of her as a
child, looking lonely and scared. "No," she said. "You didn't
see him on Avilon?"


Ethan nodded. "I did..."


Relief loosened the tightness around Atta's eyes.


"But I also saw you and your mother."


Atta's brow furrowed. "I'm there?"


Ethan nodded.


Atta blew out a breath. "That's frekked up."


"So what now?"


Atta pursed her lips. "We get you your uniform," she said.
"And for now, keep what you told me to yourself. We don't want it getting
back to Therius's ears that we're planning to find a way to stop him."


"Agreed," Ethan replied.


Atta walked over to the far wall of the utility locker, and Ethan saw row
upon row of white uniforms and jumpsuits hanging on a rack.


"Oh," he said. "I thought you brought me in here to
talk."


"I did," she said, handing him a squadron commander's insignia and
a Star of Etherus to pin on his uniform. "But it was also our
destination."


Ethan eyed the insignia in his palm—two gold chevrons and a silver Nova
fighter emblazoned in the middle. It was identical to the old ISSF insignia.
"How did they get these?"


"It was easier to use the old surplus aboard the derelict ships we
refitted for our fleet than to fabricate something new. Uniforms were another
matter. Most of them were either shot full of holes or already worn out from
decades of disuse. Personally, I would have gone with ISSF black, but Therius
prefers white. It's a devlin to keep clean, even with the self-cleaning
fibers."


"I see," Ethan said, accepting a dress uniform and a pilot's
jumpsuit. "Now what?"


"You get dressed."


He eyed her pointedly.


She rolled her eyes and turned around. "I see naked men all day long.
No need to be shy."


"All day long? I wouldn't tell your mother that."


"I meant—"


Ethan chuckled. "I know what you meant." He disrobed and pulled on
his jumpsuit. It wasn't the most comfortable thing he'd worn, but it would do.
"All right. You can turn around," he said while clipping on his rank
insignia and star.


Atta turned and nodded appreciatively. "Now you look the part of a
commander."


"Time to act it."


"You won't beat Magnum in a Zephyr."


Ethan grinned. "You sure about that?"


Atta looked puzzled. "You do know who the Black Rictans are,
don't you?"


It was Ethan's turn to be confused. "Should I?"


"Well, they're from your time, so yeah."


"My time?"


"Before the Sythian invasion. They were an Imperial spec ops team, and
from what I hear, they were pretty famous."


"So you're saying there's no way I'm beating one of them in a
Zephyr."


Atta looked thoughtful. "Well... maybe one way."


"How's that?"


"I'm going to help you."


 


* * *


 


Hoff sat down to eat with his wife and daughter.


"How was work?" Destra asked, while they waited for their servant
drone, Triple Nine, to bring the food. Hoff could hear her clanking
around in the kitchen—not that her was a meaningful distinction for a
drone.


Hoff shook his head. "Same as usual." What could he say? Omnius
was using his family to blackmail him into being the leader of the largest
Bliss distribution empire this side of Avilon.


"Good, then?"


"Good. Yes."


Destra gave him an annoyed look. She didn't like how close-lipped he'd been
since they'd left Etheria. He'd lied to his wife in the past about what he was
doing, and she suspected he was doing it again.


She was right.


Triple Nine hove into view balancing a large platter of food in one hand,
and a stack of plates and cutlery in the other.


"Good evening."


Hoff eyed the platter, his nose twitching. "What's that?"


"Tonight we have stonefish fillet and roasted squash with a
honey-drizzled snowberry pie for dessert," Triple Nine replied.


"Sounds yummy," Atta said, rubbing her hands together.


Hoff favored his daughter with a smile. She was almost seventeen now, and
more beautiful than ever. She wouldn't change much from this point on. Omnius
had frozen the aging process for all the clones at twenty-one. As a result, he
and Destra looked more like Atta's siblings than her parents. Unfortunately in
the Null Zone their youth and beauty made all of them targets. They looked out
of place, and immortal clones were not welcome among mortals. If it weren't for
Triple Nine, they'd all have been killed several times already.


Turning to the living room, Hoff waved the holoscreen on. It was already set
to the local news, so he didn't need to change the channel. An aging Null
reporter appeared in front of a burning building on the surface of Avilon.


"The White Skulls struck again this morning in what appears to be yet
another retaliatory gesture. At nine o'clock this morning, a firebomb exploded,
burning up this convenience store in seconds, with its owner still inside.
According to Enforcer reports, the storekeeper turned in a pair of local Bliss
pushers just two days before the incident occurred, and eye witnesses confirm
that they saw known White Skulls members exiting the store less than an hour
prior to the incident. The message seems to be clear: you blow the whistle
on us, and we'll blow you up."


"Switch that off, Hoff. This is family time."


Hoff waved the screen off and turned away slowly, his cheeks slack, his face
pale. He didn't order that retaliation. In fact, he'd specifically ordered
everyone to stop all the unnecessary violence. Omnius was forcing them to
distribute Bliss, but they didn't need to go around killing innocent people to
do it.


"Hoff? Are you okay?"


He shook his head and squeezed his eyes shut. "I'm fine, just
tired," he said, rubbing his eyes with one hand.


Destra placed a hand on his arm and squeezed. "You've been working too
hard. You need to take a break."


"Yes... I think you're right." Hoff looked up to see Triple Nine
staring at him with her glowing white photoreceptors. "Would you like some
wine to ease your nerves, sir?"


Hoff stared into those artificial eyes. Nine's face was expressionless, but
he could have sworn there was amusement shining in her luminous eyes, as if
Omnius were looking through her and laughing at him.


"Yes, please," he said.


"I'll be right back," Nine said.


Hoff watched her go clanking off, her mirror-smooth armor throwing off sharp
slices of light as she moved. That drone wasn't just a guardian; she was also
an insurance policy to keep him in line. Triple Nine was a deadly reminder that
he had no choice. Either he led the White Skulls and took part in their crimes,
or Nine would turn on his family, and he would lose his wife and daughter
forever.


Hoff looked away, his eyes wide and staring. Visions of that convenience
store burning danced before his eyes, making him feel sick. At least the
storekeeper was free now.


Freedom is overrated, Hoff, Omnius said, slithering through his
thoughts.


"Hoff?" Someone was shaking him. "Hoff!" He blinked and
noticed Destra staring at him. "Are you okay?"


He shook his head. No. "I think I drifted off. Too little
sleep."


"Then we're going to bed right after this, and you're going to take a
sedative to make sure you get some rest tonight."


Hoff nodded stiffly. "Yes, rest would be nice...."


 


* * *


 


"Jump successful. All systems green, Captain Hale," a mechanical
voice said.


Farah nodded at 767's report. She was annoyed with him, but she didn't allow
that to show on her face. Bretton Hale was definitely floating around somewhere
inside that shiny casing, but he wasn't the man he used to be. Now he
was a pliant, efficient, emotionless machine. He was a shadow of himself, and a
painful reminder of everything she had lost.


When Admiral Therius had first introduced her to 767, she'd wondered why—why
get her hopes up, why bother rescuing a man from Avilon who was no longer a man
at all? Then she found out that he'd been appointed as the ship's XO—her own
second in command while Therius was off deck. It hadn't taken long in 767's
company for her to realize that his purpose was to feed her outrage over
everything that Omnius had done, to forge her into a deadly weapon of
retribution.


Farah gazed out the forward viewports, her hands clasped behind her back,
waiting. She heard 767 shuffle up beside her, his footsteps clanking
against the deck.


A shimmer of light appeared between the stars, like a shoal of fish changing
direction. "There they are," Farah said. Thousands of warships of all
different sizes and strengths had just jumped into the system.


"Report!" Farah called out.


"All battle groups arrived with near-perfect synchrony, ma'am,"
the sensor operator replied.


"Are they in formation?"


"They are in a spherical formation with a diameter of 13,500 klicks.
That would put them 585 klicks above the surface of Avilon, with a mean
variation of 350 klicks."


Farah shook her head. "If that's the mean variation, then how close is
the nearest ship to the hypothetical surface?"


"We have over six hundred vessels that jumped in just ten clicks above
the surface, ma'am."


"Unacceptable. That would put them inside the atmosphere. The tidal
forces of the jump will rip them apart. We can't afford to lose that
many."


"We could widen our jump parameters, loosen the formation."


"We need to catch the drone garrison by surprise. To do that we have to
be close enough to open fire the instant we arrive."


"Then we may have to concede some losses, ma'am."


Farah shook her head. "No. Comms! Have the captains who jumped too
close make further refinements to their jump algorithms. We're going to try
again."


"Yes, ma'am."












Chapter 30





Ethan watched as
the simulator's opaque canopy swung shut over his head. Magnum waved to him
from the pod next to his. Then Ethan's pod sealed, and holoscreens glowed to
life all around him. Space dazzled with a million pinpricks of light, and
control surfaces shone bright blue all around him. The controls were familiar,
but it had been a long time since Ethan had flown a Nova. He had three main
displays in front of him, throttle controls on his left, and rudder pedals
underfoot to control the maneuvering thrusters—or control surfaces while in
atmosphere.


Ethan took a deep breath and flexed his right hand around the flight stick
while his left hand gripped the throttle. As he moved the stick, he actually
felt the push and pull of his inertia fighting sudden changes in direction. The
simulator was so realistic that he had to remind himself it wasn't real.


"You ready, greeny?"


"That's commander to you, Lieutenant."


An affirmative comm click was Magnum's only reply.


Ethan glanced out the side of his cockpit to see Magnum right there beside
him. The simulation was a simple one—the simpler the better to prove who was
the best pilot. They were on the same team against a superior number of drone
fighters. Ethan had never had a chance to see what a drone fighter could do
while he'd been in the Null Zone, but he'd seen a few of them on the news nets,
so he had some idea. He guessed that they would be faster and more
maneuverable, but he hoped they might be weaker in some other respect—armor and
shielding perhaps.


Ethan thumbed over to Hailfire missiles and primed his triple
"Lancer" lasers. He set them to single fire, and waited. The enemy
should be appearing any second now...


He had no warning at all, just a faint chirp from his threat detection system,
warning him about a suspicious anomaly, and then bright red lasers flashed out
toward him.


A handful glanced off his forward shields, hissing like water on a stove
top. Ethan stomped on the left rudder pedal and slammed the flight stick to the
same side, sending his Nova into a corkscrewing roll to evade enemy fire. The
drones flew past him with a thunderous roar.


"They came out of nowhere!" Ethan growled.


Laughter jackhammered through the comms. "They're cloaked. Our sensors
have been upgraded, but the little frekkers still don't show up 'till they're
right on top of you. Gets the blood pumpin' don't it?" In the background
Ethan heard the simulated roar of an explosion, followed by Magnum hooting and
roaring with delight. "That's one!"


Ethan scowled; he killed thrust and pulled up hard to flip his Nova 180
degrees and put its tail where its nose used to be. He bracketed the nearest
enemy target and let loose a dazzling stream of fire. Lasers flashed to all
sides of him, provoking a screeching roar from the sound in space simulator.
Ethan's first half-dozen shots hit, eliciting bright flares of light from the
drone's shields. Then it exploded with a burst of light and a belated boom that
rattled his cockpit's speakers. Ethan went straight from that target to the
next one and switched to Hailfire missiles.


The enemy fighter was too close and coming about fast. Ethan dumb-fired two
missiles without a proper target lock, estimating where the enemy would be. The
missiles raced out on hot orange contrails and each split into four smaller
"shards" just before reaching their target. Then the drone set off
their proximity fuses and all of them exploded at once, engulfing the enemy
fighter in a firestorm of shrapnel. The drone raced through the explosions,
both wings sliced off, but still flying.


Ethan gaped at it even as it opened fire on him in a dazzling crimson stream
of energy. He slammed the throttle up past the stops, and jerked the stick in a
circle while applying the rudder randomly. One laser hit home, a direct hit on
his canopy. His shields flared and blinded him, the hiss of dissipating
energy roaring deafeningly loud in his ears. Ethan fired back blindly, shooting
another hailfire.


Boom!


It exploded almost immediately after it was released, and Ethan's Nova
rocked in the explosion. A siren screamed, warning that forward shields were in
the red. He stabbed a button to equalize them, and then set shields to
auto-equalize so he wouldn't have to micromanage them. The drone raced by in a
blur, clocking in on his HUD at 315 KAPS.


That was almost double his Nova's maximum acceleration. He'd been right,
drones fighters were blindingly fast.


Another boom rumbled over the comms. "Whoop whoop!" Magnum
crowed. "That's three!"


Ethan grimaced. He had some catching up to do. Magnum was an excellent
pilot, much better than Ethan had expected from a stomper. He glanced at
his star map to find the nearest concentration of enemy fighters. He found just
three more within range, but another dozen were screaming in toward the engagement
in two separate waves. When those waves hit, neither he nor Magnum would last
long. He needed to play this smart if he was going to win, but how to outsmart
a drone?


Ethan heard the warning screech of an enemy laser lock, and he jerked his
Nova into a quick dive. A stream of enemy fire streaked by overhead, followed a
split second later by the drone fighter that had been burning up his six. The
enemy fighter's thrusters glowed a dazzling red as it roared away. Then,
without warning, it flipped 180 degrees and opened fire. More shots went
hissing off his shields, but Ethan took advantage of the enemy fighter's
inability to maneuver while under zero thrust and fired back. He managed to
score a few hits, but the drone gunned its thrusters and shot away before he
could do any damage.


Ethan disabled his own thrusters and flipped his Nova around to track the
enemy fighter. He scored two hits back-to-back on the drone's thrusters. One of
those thrusters exploded and ripped the back half of the fighter apart in a
fiery cloud of debris that quickly went cold and dark. That's two, he
thought while reengaging thrust.


But Magnum was still beating him with three kills, and there were only two
drones left besides the dozen incoming. He was about to lose this contest
spectacularly.


Think smart! Drones were computers with limited
intelligence—particularly these drones, since Omnius wasn't actually the one
remote-piloting them—so what would defeat their programming?


He had an idea. He wasn't sure it would work, but it was worth a shot.


Ethan pushed his fighter into overdrive, setting course for the incoming
wave of enemy fighters. He thumbed over to Silverstreak torpedoes and set a
proximity fuse of one klick. Silverstreaks were no good at tracking fighters,
but they packed a much bigger punch than Hailfires, and they could take out
several enemy fighters at once if they were flying in close formation—such as
the oncoming waves of drones.


Ethan watched on the grid as the drone that had been harassing him came back
around for another pass. Perfect, he thought. He nudged his throttle up
another notch, pushing it even further into overdrive. The Nova's thrusters
became a deafening roar in his ears. The fighter rattled and shook around him.


Then came Magnum's voice: "You're skriffy as a space rat, Commander!
You can't handle two or three at a time, so you thought you'd try a
dozen?" An explosion came roaring over the comms. "That's four! What
you at? Two? Damn, I thought you were a good pilot. I guess I—"


Ethan muted the channel. He needed to focus on what he was doing. He saw a
drone coming up fast on his six, and dead ahead the first wave of enemy
fighters had almost reached firing range. Another minute or two and they'd all
open fire on him at once, vaporizing his Nova before he could put his plan into
action. He had to time this perfectly. There was no room for error. He toggled
through displays on his left holo display until he found the engineering panel.
Then he selected all of the Nova's critical systems.


An alarm sounded from the threat detection system, followed by the hiss
of enemy lasers burning up his aft shields. The drone on his six had caught up.
Ethan went evasive, but not too evasive. Shots kept getting through. He
watched carefully as his shields dropped from blue to green, to yellow, to red,
and finally... black.


A siren screamed, warning that shields were depleted. Then Ethan went
evasive in earnest. He eyed the enemy fighter on his six, waiting for his plan
to go awry as his Nova was vaporized by a lucky shot. Another laser struck the
back end of his fighter with a screech of rending alloy that set his teeth on
edge. His port wing went tumbling away behind him, cut free of his Nova's
acceleration.


That was it.


Ethan stabbed a button on the engineering display and killed power to all
the ship's critical systems at once—all but one, the missile launchers.


He held his breath, anticipating the killing shot, but long seconds slipped
by and nothing happened. The TDS and SISS were deactivated, so there was no way
to hear laser lock warnings, or the simulated buzz and crackle of near misses,
but the complete absence of strobing red light flashing through his canopy told
him that the drone on his six had given him up for dead.


Drones were programmed to pursue live targets, not dead ones, and AIs were
nothing if not efficient. They wouldn't waste time on an enemy that was already
a goner—at least not until all the other live targets were neutralized. As far
as they were concerned, that last shot had been a fatal one.


Ethan grinned. He could no longer physically see the wave of enemy fighters
racing up in front of him, since visual auto-scaling was a powered system, but
he knew they were out there, and getting closer by the second. He primed a pair
of torpedoes and waited a few more seconds, until he could see a group of
glinting specks come swelling out of the star field. They would race past him
at any moment. He waited half a second more... and pulled the trigger. Two
Silverstreaks shot out on glittering silver contrails. The drones opened fire
instantly, but the torpedoes were too close. Torpedoes exploded in a blinding
flash of light. Ethan's cockpit shook violently, and then everything plunged
into blackness.


The canopy cracked open with a whirr of hydraulics. Light poured in, and
Ethan blinked against the glare. He was surprised to find Magnum waiting for
him. The lieutenant had his arms crossed over his chest and a frown pasted on
his face. Atta was there, too, smiling and shaking her head.


Somehow Magnum had died before him, but Ethan had been so focused on what he
was doing that he hadn't noticed. Then again, the comms had been muted.


"What was the final score?" Ethan asked, trying to look innocent
rather than smug.


"I was about to clip the wings on drone number five, but he dropped a
shadow mine right on top of me, and I didn't notice till it was too late."


"Oh, I'm sorry," Ethan said, while climbing out of his simulator
pod.


"No you're not, you smug kakard."


Ethan came to stand in front of Magnum. He shrugged and allowed the smile
he'd been suppressing to blossom. "And my score?"


Magnum's frown deepened, but he said nothing.


Atta was the one who replied: "You got all six in the second wave, plus
those first two kills makes eight."


"Nine," Magnum said. "Don't forget he got himself, too."


"Actually, that one counts against you, Ethan, so your final score is
seven, but that still beats Magnum's four."


"Not bad," Ethan said, nodding.


Magnum snorted. "You exploited a weakness in the simulation. You think
Omnius will be that stupid when he's the one piloting those drones?"


Ethan shook his head. "I'm guessing they weren't firing missiles at us
for a reason. They use quantum launchers, right?" Atta nodded. "And
these simulators are programmed for the upcoming battle at Avilon, where we're
going to have the Eclipser jamming quantum fields."


"Get to the point," Magnum said.


"The point is, Omnius won't be the one piloting those drones; the
Eclipser will cut him off, and regular comms, assuming drones even have them,
are too slow for remote-piloting, so that stunt I pulled will only have to
defeat the on-board intelligence of a drone, which means it might just work in
a real engagement."


Atta inclined her head to him. "I'm going to report that tactic to Wing
Commander Axel while you two finish your ground simulation."


Ethan nodded and they left the Nova simulator room together. Atta left them
at the door to the mech simulators, and Ethan assumed that meant he would be on
his own. So much for Atta's plan, he thought.


 


* * *


 


Magnum led the way to a pair of mech simulators at the back of the room.
Ethan noticed the mech simulators were shaped differently from Nova pods, with
arms, legs, and head. Ethan watched Magnum place his palm on one of the
simulator's chests, and it opened up like a mechanical flower with an
accompanying hiss and whirr of hydraulics. Ethan followed
Magnum's lead and waited as his own simulator peeled open. He stepped inside,
lining up his legs and arms with the simulator's corresponding parts. Ethan
kept still for a few seconds, and the simulator automatically sealed around
him.


The HUD glowed to life, and Ethan began familiarizing himself with the
controls while the simulation loaded. He found that all the mech's systems were
either gesture or voice-activated.


Ethan took a moment to study the HUD while the simulation loaded. Of
particular interest was the small rear view and peripheral visual feeds at the
top of the HUD. That would certainly help with situational awareness. Now all
he had to do is figure out how to activate the mech's weapons...


Then the simulation finished loading, and suddenly he was back on Avilon.
Kilometers-high towers soared, colorful glass shining bright in the sun. A
cloudless blue sky stretched overhead. Air traffic traced dotted lines against
the sky. Vast tracts of green urban parks stretched between the bases of the
monolithic towers. Fountains bubbled, trees swayed, and luminous white-robed
pedestrians ran in rivers along the footpaths. This was Celesta, the uppermost
city of Avilon.


Magnum's voice growled beside his ears: "This time you won't be so
lucky."


Then came a ground-shaking boom, followed by people screaming. Ethan
turned toward the sound, servos in his suit whirring as his Zephyr-class light
assault mech matched and amplified his movements.


A crashing starship had hit the ground nearby, digging a fiery crater in the
cityscape. Above and behind the flaming ruins, one of the skyscrapers was also
on fire with a chunk bitten out of the side, halfway up. The debris must have nicked
it on the way down. As Ethan watched, the tower began leaning precipitously,
collapsing on the damaged side. On the ground below, white-robed Celestials ran
screaming in all directions.


A torrent of lasers flashed out of the blue sky, booming as they
connected with a fuzzy gray shadow overhead, and then that shadow began
falling, gushing fire.


Ethan spun around to find Magnum already running away at top speed.


"Get out of there, Ethan!" Atta screamed, proving that she hadn't
left him alone after all.


He ran, jumping over debris and crashing through pristinely-landscaped
parks. His armored feet kicked up great chunks of dirt and grass as he ran. The
simulator aided his movements the same way a real Zephyr would. He heard and
felt more impacts shaking the ground underfoot, but so far nothing
catastrophic.


"Better pick up the pace, greeny!" Magnum said.


Ethan risked a glance over his shoulder just in time to see the falling
tower briefly blot out the sun.


Then it hit.


A racing gray cloud of bactcrete dust rippled out from the impact, engulfing
everything in its path. Then came the belated boom! and a subsequent
roar of settling debris that rattled Ethan inside his armor.


The wave of dust and debris hit a split second later, picking them up and
launching them through the air. Ethan felt a brief, gut-dropping sensation of falling,
followed by the jarring crunch of his landing. He was surprised that
the fall actually hurt. Bouncing up and shaking it off, he spun around.
Blinded by the swirling dust clouds, he snapped on a sensor overlay to help him
see. Up ahead Magnum appeared as a bright green outline.


"You still alive back there?" Magnum asked.


"For now," Ethan croaked, jogging up beside the lieutenant.


"Do a systems check. Wouldn't want you to call foul because your
weapons are all jammed."


"That was close," Atta whispered. Ethan noticed that she was
speaking to him on a private comms channel. He switched to that channel so that
Magnum wouldn't hear what he said next.


"I thought you were going to fight this one for me?"


"Not for you, with you. I'm auditing the battle from the
instructor's pod next to yours. I had to wait until Magnum wouldn't see me
climb in."


"Hey, Greeny! Look alive! We've got incoming."


Ethan whirled around to see a few dozen red enemy silhouettes advancing on
them.


"Get behind cover!" Magnum roared, pulling him down behind a giant
boulder in the middle of the park where they stood.


Then lasers screeched out toward them and crunched as they bit
off chunks of the rock they were hiding behind. Magnum peeked around the corner
and returned fire with gauntlet-mounted ripper cannons. High caliber rounds thumped
out, and one of the red outlines vanished from Ethan's HUD. There were still plenty
more, approaching fast.


"We're going to be in melee range, soon," Magnum warned. Better
arm your energy blades."


"Energy blades?"


Ethan heard Atta sigh meaningfully in his ears. "Make two fists and
flex them down. The blades extend from the top of your gauntlets. But watch it!
You need to—"


Ethan armed the blades and a pair of swords slid out from his gauntlets,
hitting the rock in front of him with a shower of sparks.


"—hold your arms above your head," Atta finished.


Once fully extended, the blades glowed bright blue, shielded to protect the
nanometer-fine edges from breaking. Being careful not to accidentally touch
Magnum—or himself—with one of the blades, Ethan held his arms up as Atta had
suggested. He leaned back against the rock, and steeled himself for what was to
come.


Vibrations shuddered through the rock, along with the faint rumble of whirring
and clanking footfalls. Magnum took another potshot with ripper
fire—thump-thump-thump—and Ethan saw a second red outline vanish from
his screens.


The enemy returned fire, and chunks of rock went flying. A pitter-patter of
pebbles rained down around them, and Magnum withdrew to reveal that his arm had
been reduced to a laser-scorched stump, sheared off at the shoulder.


"Frek it..." Magnum said, panting noisily over the comms as he
flexed his smoldering stump in a circular motion. "Looks like you're going
to get a chance to make up those kills, greeny."


Ethan grimaced, his eyes fixed on the charred flesh of Magnum's missing arm.
This simulation was getting too real for his tastes.


Magnum extended a single energy blade from his remaining arm, and they
waited, listening to the vibrations coming through the rock as the stampede
drew near. The HUD showed the nearest drone just ten meters away, then two,
then—


Ethan leapt up and slashed over his head. A drone went flying by in two
pieces, severed wires gushing sparks.


Beside him, Magnum roared and pirouetted, slashing sideways as a drone raced
around his side of the boulder. Ethan lashed out on his own side and cut
another drone off at the knees. Then the remaining drones swarmed them, firing
lasers at point blank range, and using grav guns to push and pull them around.
Ethan narrowly missed being bifurcated by Magnum's blade. A stream of lasers
glanced off his left arm, blasting off armor plates to expose bare, burned
skin. The sudden sting of those laser burns took Ethan's breath away, and he
stumbled.


Drones grabbed him and began hammering him with metal fists. His armor
dented and crumpled under the strain, and the impacts actually took the wind
out of him.


Simulated pain? What the frek?


"That's just 10 percent of the real thing, Ethan!" Atta said.
"Don't let it distract you! You're about to win!"


Ethan gritted his teeth and spun in a circle with his arms outstretched. His
blades cut through both of the drones busy hammering him, and they fell in a
puddle of twitching parts.


"You're up by one!"


Magnum screamed and Ethan saw that a pair of drones had him by his head and
legs and they were pulling in opposite directions, determined to rip him apart.
Magnum lashed out, cutting off the head of the drone holding his, but it went
on pulling. Ethan raced up and punched both his blades straight through the
chest of the one that had Magnum's feet; then he slashed up and out, slicing
the drone's arms off. Magnum's legs fell with the drone's severed arms, and he
dispatched the drone behind him with another slash. Ethan turned in a quick
circle to make sure that more drones weren't racing up behind them, but all
that remained were twitching parts.


Then something caught his eye. A severed metallic claw clutching a flashing
silver sphere.


"Grenade!" Magnum called out. He struggled to get up, but his legs
were twisted up under him and clearly broken.


Ethan saw the grenade flashing faster and faster, and he knew it was about
to kill them both. He dashed toward it and threw himself on top. The ground
heaved under him, and suddenly he felt himself weightless and flying through
the air. His torso stung fiercely, cut by a thousand knives. Then his displays
went dark and the simulator ceased aiding his movements, becoming a hard shell
around him.


Ethan heard a hiss and whirr as the simulator peeled open.
Light streamed in, and Ethan stumbled out. He was startled to find his torso
stinging with echoes of the pain from his simulated death. His cheeks itched,
and he reached up to find them wet with tears.


Beside him, Magnum's pod flayed open and he came limping out, his expression
grim. His cheeks were also wet. The lieutenant strode right up to him, and for
a moment Ethan was afraid he was going to get another slap of re-spect.


What he got instead was a bone-grinding hug.


"You saved my life," Magnum croaked.


"I—"


Atta climbed out of her instructor's pod, drawing their attention. Magnum
withdrew from their embrace, his eyes narrowing as he glanced from Atta to
Ethan and back again.


"I thought you left," he said.


Atta shook her head. "I decided to audit and give Ethan a few
pointers."


Magnum turned back to him and gave a grudging nod. "Welcome to the
Rictans."


"I won?" Ethan asked, turning to Atta.


"No... final count was five for Magnum, and four for you. That's
counting the negative one you acquired by killing yourself again."


"But you're not counting the plus one he gets for saving me."


"You were incapacitated, so it doesn't count."


Magnum snorted. "Sure it does. I left the sim alive thanks to him. Any
recovery team could have picked me up and put me back together again. He lost
one asset to save another. That means we both scored five. A tie. Put that
together with his victory in the last sim, and he's the clear winner. Come on,
Commander, it's time to give you a real welcome to the squadron," Magnum
said, wrapping an arm around his shoulders to guide him toward the door.


Ethan noticed that Magnum was still limping. "Are you okay?"


"Phantom pain. Residuals from all the nerve stimulation."


"That's why our cheeks were wet when we came out," Ethan said,
wiping a tear away with one hand and looking at it suspiciously.


"No shame in that," Magnum said. "Eyes watering is just a
reflex."


"That was only 10 percent of the real thing?" Ethan asked, casting
a glance over his shoulder to Atta.


She nodded. "But in a real battle you two would have been auto-dosed
with painkillers, so the pain was comparable to what you would actually
feel."


"But why the frek would you simulate pain?"


"You stopped for two full seconds when your arm got burned. That kind
of hesitation can get you killed. If we're conditioned to the pain from sims,
then by the time we get into a real fight we don't even flinch."


"All those fake deaths make for some interesting nightmares,"
Magnum said. "Not sure why the brain likes to relive trauma, but there you
have it."


"No guts, no glory," Atta said.


"No guts, no glory," Magnum agreed.


Ethan grunted at that. He wondered how many guts were about to be spilled on
Avilon with no glory to show for it. The Union was heading for disaster.
Therius knew they couldn't win, and his plan was to threaten Omnius with their
own extinction. Ethan traded glances with Atta on their way down the corridor
from the simulator rooms. He could see by the hollow behind her eyes that she
was worrying about the same thing.


Something had to be done before it was too late.












Chapter 31





Atta gazed down on
the glossy black, egg-shaped capsule. It was big enough to fit a full-grown
Gor, armor and all. Beside her stood Torv, and beside him, was General Raka of
the Second Battalion.


"This is going with the Second Battalion to the surface?" Atta
asked Raka.


The Gor nodded once and spoke quickly in a sibilant stream of hisses. Atta's
translator supplied the gist of what he said a moment later.


"Yess," Raka replied. "We do not know what it isss, but
Admiral Therius says it is important that we find a safe place for it and defend
it."


Atta didn't need the translator, since she was receptive to Gor telepathy,
but she had to wear one to get used to it. At Avilon the Eclipser would block
the Gors' telepathy along with all other forms of quantum communications.


"We also have one of these," Atta said.


"What iss it?" Torv asked.


"I'm afraid to say until I know more. I need to talk to the other
battalions first. How soon can the other generals meet with me?"


Torv closed his eyes. After a few moments of silence, he replied telepathically.
"I speak with them. They meet with you now."


Atta nodded. "Good. Let's go."


 


* * *


 


Rictan Squadron grudgingly accepted Ethan's leadership after hearing how
he'd thrown himself on a grenade to save Magnum, but that didn't mean he'd
earned his place among them yet. He'd quickly realized that Magnum's shoes
weren't the ones he had to fill. The Rictans made frequent references to
someone they called The Sergeant, or Mr. C.


Ethan had been tempted to ask about that, but the Rictans only had six
members rather than the usual eight for ground squads. That meant they'd lost
two men along the way, their sergeant obviously being one of them.


In an effort to be a better commander, Ethan tried to get to know his squad.
Rictan Two was Magnum, Three was Hop, Four was Rockhead,
Five was Streak, Six was... Blades, and Seven was Carnage.
Ethan had the feeling there was a story behind each of those call signs, but he
hadn't had the time to ask.


Training consisted of back-to-back simulations on ground, in air, and in
space. For the most part, Ethan managed to keep up, but the Rictans were much
better mech pilots, and at least as good as he was in the cockpit of a Nova.


Now, an hour after eating a bland breakfast of locally-grown grain that had
been mashed into a lumpy porridge, they were all getting ready for a live
exercise with real Novas. Their job was to escort the 1st Battalion—Atta's
battalion—down from the Liberator, providing cover against a superior
number of enemy fighters. In this case the enemy fighters were Gor-piloted
Shells, but the real ones would be Avilon's faster, more-maneuverable drones.
The exercise was meant to mimic what they would have to do upon arriving in
orbit above Avilon.


Ethan sat in his cockpit strapped in and waiting for clearance to launch.
Holo displays glowed blue and status lights shone bright all around him. Beyond
his canopy lay the main entrance of the hangar, shielded with the fuzzy blue
haze of static shields. The mission parameters called for a relatively slower
launch via the main entrance rather than the ship's Nova launch tubes. They
couldn't afford to rocket out ahead of the drop ships they were escorting.


"Rictans, status report!" Ethan called out over the comms.


Multiple affirmative clicks came back.


"All ready and waiting, SC," Magnum replied, addressing him by the
abbreviation of his rank.


Ethan set his comms to the command channel. "Mission control, Rictans
are green for launch."


"Acknowledged, Rictan One, please standby... you are cleared for
launch. Proceed to nav point Alpha and follow the sequence down."


"Roger that, Control." Switching back to the squadron's channel,
Ethan said, "Rictans, we are go for launch."


"Roger that, SC," Magnum replied.


Click. Click-click.


Ethan dialed up his Nova's grav lifts and hovered off the deck. His fired up
the main thrusters with a sudden roar, and he and Magnum jetted out side
by side, passing through the Liberator's static shields with a sizzle
of dissipating energy.


Once through the semi-transparent barrier, space turned from blue to black,
and Origin snapped into focus as a mottled green and white ball. Ethan watched
on the grid as the rest of the Rictans slipped out behind him in wing pairs.
Rictan Seven was the odd one out, so he formed a trio with Five and Six.


Ethan bracketed the nearest drop ship and flew up alongside it. It looked
like an overturned garbage dumpster, heavily armed and armored, but no good at
maneuvering in atmosphere or generating its own lift—hence the name drop ship.


"I've got incoming enemy contacts at zero by five by twenty, coming up
fast from the planet," Magnum reported.


Ethan eyed the group of red enemy contacts on his gravidar display. He
counted over six squadrons of Shells in that group—three times as many as they
had Novas guarding the First Battalion.


Ethan switched to Hailfire missiles and bracketed the nearest enemy fighter
under his crosshairs. All of the ships were set to fire simulated munitions and
harmless, low-grade training lasers, but that did nothing to still Ethan's
pounding heart. The last time he'd been in a Nova cockpit shooting at Shell
fighters, the stakes had been real, and all of the munitions had been live. It
was hard to tell his brain otherwise now. In the back of his mind he had this
terrible feeling that those Shells would switch to live fire when everyone
least expected it.


"SC, we're ETA five minutes to firing range," Magnum said.


"Arm Hailfires and mark your targets, Rictans; we don't want any
overkill."


A handful of affirmative clicks came back over the comms. Five
minutes ran down in what felt like seconds. Ethan's targeting reticle blazed a
solid red and he pulled the trigger, letting fly the first simulated Hailfire.
Moving on to the next nearest target, he did the same, being careful to avoid
the targets already marked by his squad mates. Hailfires jetted out in streams
and began splitting apart as they neared their targets.


The enemy opened fire with bright purple pulse lasers, shooting down dozens
of those warheads before they could get close enough to do any damage. A handful
got through, and Ethan watched space light up with simulated explosions. Enemy
contacts began winking off the grid one after another.


If the engagement had been a real one, those Shells would have been firing
back with their own missiles, but they were trying to simulate drones, which
would be unable to use their quantum-launched missiles thanks to the Eclipser.


"That evened the odds! Enemy's down by fifteen," Rictan Three
reported.


"Don't get cocky," Ethan replied.


Then they reached laser range with the enemy, and the black of space became
dazzling as a sun. Enemy fire was so thick that Ethan could barely see the
planet through the intermittent flashes of light. The comms came alive with
screaming as Rictans tried to warn each other all at once. Five and Four winked
off the grid, and Magnum cursed as viciously as if they'd actually died.


The drop ships opened fire then, spitting out golden streams from their
ripper cannons. Incoming Shell Fighters were forced to divide their attention,
and Ethan flew in a zigzag to jog the enemy's aim. The drop ships took out a
few squadrons of Shells, then they flew by one another at speed, and the enemy
was forced to come about to chase them down into the atmosphere. Given how much
inertia those Shells had to overcome, they likely wouldn't catch up again until
the drop ships had already landed, meaning the first part of the mission was
already a success.


"Nice work, Rictans," Ethan said. "Time for phase two."


"Sooner I get out of this cockpit, the happier I'll be," Rictan
Seven said.


"Cut the chatter, Carnage," Ethan said.


The atmosphere rushed up fast, and soon clouds began streaking by in puffs
of white. Ethan's Nova shook and his shields glowed bright blue with the heat
of atmospheric entry. Their drop coordinates appeared in the distance as a
hollow green diamond. Ethan pulled up a few degrees, aiming more squarely for
it. A pair of drop ships raced down to starboard, fading in and out of view as
clouds intermittently blocked them from sight. Then they all blew the bottom
out of the sky, leaving swirling holes in the clouds. The ground sprawled
beneath them—a carpet of green jungles and craggy mountains.


The drop ships began leveling out and slowing down, applying reverse thrust
from maneuvering jets, and using their air brakes for increased wind
resistance—not that they needed much help there.


"Coming up on the drop site," Ethan announced. "Prepare to
switch to grav lifts and hover down."


Click. Click. Click-click.


The green diamond that marked the drop site lay close on the horizon, all
but disappearing against the darker green mass of jungle blurring by below
them. The jungle looked endless, dark, impenetrable... As they dropped altitude
to skim the treetops, Ethan noticed just how tall some of those trees were. One
of them was pushing a hundred meters, but it had no branches, no leaves—just an
obsidian black trunk. Wondering what it was, Ethan set optical zoom to 10
times—


And saw that it wasn't a tree. It was some type of obelisk. Were those the
ruins Therius had referred to?


Ethan marked it on the grid and called it in, "Mission control, this is
Rictan One, I'm seeing something down here on the surface, near drop site
alpha. Transmitting visual now..."


"Rictan One, this is Control. Those ruins are all over the planet. It's
nothing to worry about. They've been investigated a thousand times
already."


"What are they?"


"Stay focused on the mission, Commander."


"Roger that. Rictan One out."


Moments later they raced out over a grassy clearing where the green diamond
of drop site alpha was located. Ethan killed thrust and glided the rest of the
way in. The deafening roar of the Nova's engines disappeared and now the only
sound was the wind buffeting against his wings and fuselage. When he drew near,
Ethan powered up the grav lifts and applied full reverse thrust and braking.
Forward velocity ran quickly backward to zero and then Ethan deployed landing
struts and eased back on the grav lifts until his Nova settled gently into a
field of shoulder-length grass.


He and the rest of the Rictans hurried out of their cockpits and found their
Zephyrs aboard Drop Ship One. From there they ran down the boarding ramp to
help the First Battalion secure imaginary objectives in the jungles.


Ethan was surprised and picked off by a squad of Gors in just the first few
minutes. As he lay there, staring up at the blue sky and pretending to be dead,
his thoughts turned to the obelisk he'd seen—one of many, apparently.


He wondered who had built it, and why. He also wondered why no one else
seemed to be as curious as he was about Origin.


Ethan supposed that most of them had already spent years training here, so
they wouldn't find Origin's mysteries as mysterious as he did. But he couldn't
help feeling like humanity's past might reveal something critical about its
future. There probably wasn't enough time left to figure it out, but he had to
try. Just the fact that Origin was so familiar, as if he'd been here
before, was enough reason to investigate. Those obelisks couldn't just be
meaningless ruins. If they were all over the planet, and they were still
standing here after millions of years, then they'd been built to last,
and that meant they had to have served an important purpose. The question was—


What?












Chapter 32





Ethan only ate half
his dinner, a vat-grown protein slurry the servers called soup. He passed his
bowl down to Carnage, who lapped it up with a grin, and then he left the table
and went looking for Atta. He found her at a table full of Gors, all of them
busy slurping up the last drops of their own slurry. The Gors watched him with
slitted reptilian eyes as he approached. Ethan smiled, but his smile faded when
the Gors started hissing at him like a pit full of snakes. He decided it was
safer not to look at them.


"You seem to be enjoying the food," he said, his eyes on Atta.


"You get used to it," she replied.


More hissing. Ethan glanced sideways to find the nearest Gor glaring at him
and slowly rising to confront him. Ethan looked away quickly.


"You're dishonoring them by averting your eyes," she explained.


"They don't seem to be happy with me whether I look at them or
not," Ethan replied as the Gor beside him left the table.


"They consider me one of their matriarchs. They're just being
protective."


"I see..." Ethan looked away from the Gors again, and the hissing
grew louder. "Maybe we should go talk somewhere else before they eat
me," he suggested.


Atta rose from the table, her eyes dancing with amusement. "Follow
me."


Ethan followed her through the mess hall and out onto an adjoining balcony.
The doors automatically opened and shut for them, sealing out the raucous noise
of thousands of soldiers busy slurping soup.


Ethan sighed, his ears thankful for the relative silence of the wind. The
air was cool and fresh, rich with the smell of green growing things from the
surrounding jungle.


"How do you feed them all?" he asked, glancing back over his
shoulder to the table full of hulking gray-skinned monsters where Atta had been
sitting a moment ago.


"The Gors?" Atta asked. "Most of them have to eat aboard the
Sythians' command ships. Omnius created their fleet to be self-sufficient and
to grow all of their own food aboard the behemoths."


"Interesting... so all of you have been here training for eight
years?"


"Give or take," Atta replied.


Ethan nodded to the horizon where he could just barely see the skinny black
stalk of an obelisk limned and gilded with light by the setting sun. "And
in all that time, you've never figured out what those ruins are for?"


Atta's brow furrowed. "What ruins?"


"The obelisks."


"Oh, those."


Ethan frowned. "You don't sound very curious."


"They're not very interesting."


"Are you sure about that? They've survived here for millions of
years. Don't you think that means they're important?"


Atta shrugged. "Maybe they were to the people who built them."


"And what about those people? What did they look like? Who were they?
Therius says they're our ancestors, so there must be some sign of them here
that links them to us."


"There is."


Ethan waited for Atta to elaborate, watching the sun set over the tangled
tree tops. "Such as..." he prompted.


"The obelisks are tombstones."


"Tombstones?"


"Under each and every one of them are a whole lot of bones. Humanoid,
but not exactly human. Based on the few expert opinions we have around here,
the bones are closely related to human ones, meaning that we could have evolved
from them."


Ethan shook his head. "So they're all dead?"


"I haven't seen any walking around, if that's what you're asking. The
ruins of their civilization are all over the Getties, but the jungle has
swallowed most of the ones we might have found here. Noctune is the easiest
place to see ruins, because they're all pretty well preserved below the
ice."


"How do you know that?" Ethan asked.


"Because before I came to Origin I was stranded on Noctune."


"All alone?"


"No, with my mother, the surviving Gors, and the Rictans."


"So that's why you have such a bond with all of them," Ethan said.


"Yes." Atta looked away from the setting sun. "Ethan, all of
this talk about ancient history is interesting, but we have a more immediate
problem."


Ethan cast another glance over his shoulder to make sure no one was about to
come out onto the balcony with them. "Did you find the bombs?"


"I did. All of the ground teams have an identical capsule to carry down
and defend. The generals all assumed those capsules have something to do with
the Eclipser, because they weren't told where the Eclipser is going to be, but
I know where it is, because my battalion is the one that's taking it
down."


Ethan looked out to the horizon. "Then Therius really is planning to
kill everyone."


"We're not going to let that happen. I can't stop those bombs from
getting to the surface without finding a way to oust Therius, and there's not
enough time to organize a coup before we jump to Avilon, but we might be able to
sabotage the bombs and somehow vaporize them before they're detonated.


"Won't that just let the nanites out anyway?"


Atta shook her head. "Nanites are micro-machines that feed on
everything and use the materials to multiply. Apply enough heat and they'll
melt, just like any other machine."


Ethan blew out a breath and looked out to the horizon. The sun had sunk
below the trees, and now all that remained was a faint glow fighting feebly to
compete with the stars. The jungle was a carpet of shadows below them. Ethan
imagined the lost cities of a highly advanced race lying buried far below those
jungles. What had happened to them? An entire galaxy full of people gone.


"Can I see the bones?" Ethan asked.


Atta shrugged. "I'll take you there tomorrow."


Ethan shook his head. "I'd like to go now if you don't mind."


Atta pursed her lips. "There are predators out at night."


"So we suit up and take a few Gors with us. Should make for good
training, don't you think?"


"How am I supposed to clear that with the base commander?"


"Night ops. Tell him I need the extra training."


"What if you get eaten Zephyr and all?"


Ethan's brow furrowed. "Just what kind of predators are we talking
about?"


"We call them Nightstalkers."


"I didn't see anything while we were training on the ground
today."


"That's because they only come out at night. During the day they're
hiding in warrens underground. They don't seem to like daylight."


The breeze felt suddenly cold, and Ethan shivered. "Nightstalkers...
they sound friendly."


"Even the Gors are afraid of them."


"And you?"


Atta grinned. "I like a challenge. Gets the blood pumpin' as
Magnum would say. Speaking of which, we'd better take the Rictans with us. The
Gors are great to have in a fight, but they're superstitious as krak. They
think the Nightstalkers are the ghosts of their ancestors come to get them and
drag them down to the Netherworld."


Ethan snorted. "Hard to picture Gors being scared of anything."


"That's because you haven't seen a Nightstalker yet. Come on, let's go
get suited up. We don't want to waste all of our rack time hunting
Nightstalkers and digging up ancient fossils."


"Lead the way..." he said.
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Ethan stood with
Rictan Squadron and Atta at the edge of the parade grounds, scanning the
shadowy jungle with infrared and light amplification overlays. With those
overlays activated, the ground and trees turned varying shades of blue, while
living creatures popped out as bright smears of red, orange, and yellow. Ethan
counted dozens of small blurry heat signatures hiding out in the trees and a
handful of even smaller ones scuttling along the ground. Looking down he
noticed that he could even see dozens of creeping, crawling insects,
highlighted bright blue against the dark blue ground.


"I thought insects are cold-blooded. Why are they showing up on
infrared?" Ethan asked, turning to Atta. Their Zephyrs radiated plenty of
heat, too, but the overlays highlighted them green to distinguish them from
everything else.


"They're showing up because they're moving," Atta explained.
"Your infrared overlay is called IAMS for short, which means Infrared
and Motion Scanners. Not everything dangerous radiates heat, so IAMS helps
us to identify all possible threats in our environment."


Ethan smiled. "So bugs are threats."


"Not usually."


"What about Nightcrawlers? What should I be looking for?"


Magnum answered this time, "Stalkers, not crawlers. They're
warm-blooded, and big, about three meters at the shoulder when standin'
on their hind legs. You can't miss ‘em."


Ethan didn't see anything that large in the jungle. He kept half an eye on
the top third of his HUD where his rear view screen was located, but behind
them was nothing but the parade grounds and human-shaped heat signatures. Ethan
toggled his peripheral view screens as an extra measure of security.


"Are they a threat to us in our armor?" he asked.


"That depends," Magnum replied while checking the charges on a
pair of hefty plasma pistols.


"On what?"


Magnum shrugged. "How many are huntin' you, how hungry they are, and
whether or not you still have enough ripper rounds to keep ‘em from gettin'
close."


"In other words, yes," Atta clarified.


"Good to know," Ethan said, while performing a quick weapons check
of his own.


"The squad is ready, General," Magnum said.


"I think maybe the commander better take the lead on this one. He can
use all the practice he can get. Shrapnel... Shrapnel?"


Ethan realized with a start that they were talking to him. He looked up to
see both Magnum and Atta looking at him expectantly.


"You needed a call sign," Magnum explained. "That way I don't
have to go around calling you sir and SC all the time. How ya
like it? The squad came up with it after they heard about your unconventional
tactics in the simulators—getting yourself blown up all the time."


The call sign wasn't all he was wondering about. Suddenly he didn't
understand why he'd been put in charge of an elite commando unit. He'd logged
only a handful of hours in a Zephyr, while most of the Rictans had spent
decades fighting and training with them. The more he thought about it, the more
he wondered about Therius's decision. The Rictans didn't need him.
"Actually, I think you should take the lead when we're on the ground,
Magnum."


"Well, well, where did that sudden burst of insight come from?"


"I was picked off today after just a few minutes on the ground, but
besides that, you have far more experience than I do with ground ops."


Magnum grunted. "You heard the commander. Move out, Rictans! Keep eyes
on those peripherals. Shrapnel, Princess—you two have the rear."


Ethan turned to Atta and whispered, "Princess?"


"Don't start," she warned.


"She ain't fond of her call sign." Magnum said.


"No, I like it just fine, Maggy," Atta replied.


"See? She's gotta go imasculatin' me just to make herself feel
better."


Atta laughed.


Magnum turned and led the way, setting out at a light jog. They crashed
through the tree line with all the subtlety of a stampede. Twigs and branches
snapped underfoot; the ground shook with heavy, armored footfalls; and
underbrush slapped their armor.


Ethan winced at all the noise they were making. "Shouldn't we try to
keep it down?" he asked.


"No point," Magnum replied. "Nightstalkers will find us
either way. Better they know we're out here. We've tangled before, so maybe
this time they'll be smart and stay away."


A rush of static roared over the comms as Rictan Five, Streak,
snorted. "If they were that smart, they'd be the ones wearing armor and
shooting guns. They're just a bunch of dumb beasts."


"Dumb beasts with big teeth," Rictan Six, Blades, put in.


"Stow that chatter, Rictans!" Magnum said.


They ran through the jungle for almost half an hour in perfect synchrony and
perfect silence. In all that time Ethan didn't see any animals large enough to
match the description of a Nightstalker. He wondered if the Rictans were
messing with him and this was some type of elaborate hazing.


Then suddenly Magnum held up an armored fist, indicating that they stop.


Ethan couldn't see anything on infrared. "What is it?" he asked.


"Thought I saw somethin'."


"You sure? My scopes are clear," Rictan Three replied.


"I'm sure..." Magnum said, raising both his gauntlets and
activating his weapons.


Ethan stepped out of line to get a closer look. Meanwhile, he armed his own
ripper cannons. Weapon barrels slid out of his gauntlets and he clenched both
fists to take off the safeties.


His heart thudded in his chest. Time crawled. Sweat trickled in an icy line
down his back.


Suddenly a twig snapped behind them. Ethan whirled, his eyes scanning all
his screens at once. On his rear screen he caught a glimpse of a big orange
blur, dancing between the cold blue boles of trees and coming up fast.
"I've got contact! Permission to open fire!"


"Multiple contacts at six, three, and nine o'clock!" another
Rictan reported. "They're flanking us!"


Ethan saw two more heat signatures melt out of the trees in front of him,
and no less than a dozen coming up on his peripheral screens.


"Close it up, Rictans! Testudo formation!" Magnum roared.


Testudo? Ethan glanced at his rear view screen see the Rictans
forming up in a square, with three on each side, their backs facing each other.
They'd left a gap in the rear of the formation for him, and he hurriedly
backpedaled into it.


They stood there, arms raised and ripper cannons tracking. The Nightstalkers
circled, their heat signatures flickering through the trees. No clear lines of
fire yet, but Ethan bet that if they opened fire now they'd graze a few and
maybe scare off the rest before they got too close.


"Permission to—"


"Hold!" Magnum said. "No sense stirrin' ‘em up if we don't
have to."


Ethan wondered about that. Were the Rictans afraid of Nightstalkers?


The heat signatures circling them faded one by one into the trees until all
of them were gone. They kept their weapons raised and tracking just in case,
but after several minutes of jumping at their own shadows, it became obvious
that the Stalkers weren't coming back.


Atta was first to break the silence, "They're gone, Maggy. We should
get moving."


"Sure thing, Princess," Magnum said. "All right, let's—"


Something cracked overhead, and a large branch fell into the middle
of their formation.


Heads snapped up, all of them scanning the tree tops at once.


Ethan saw a solid mass of heat signatures just above their heads.


"Stalkers!" Magnum roared, his ripper cannons already blazing
golden fury into the night.


"Scatter!" Atta said.


Ethan ran as fast as he could. On his rear view screen he saw Stalkers
dropping from the trees and landing right on top of his squad mates. He spun
around and took aim... but he couldn't shoot without hitting friendlies. He
considered charging back in with energy blades flashing, but that would be even
more deadly to the Rictans.


Ethan watched, helpless and wondering what to do. Then the Rictans began
electrifying their armor, and Ethan's infrared blinded him. He squeezed his
eyes shut and turned off IAMS, settling for light amplification alone.


The scene snapped into focus, and he got a better look at the enemy. They
were six-legged, with thick black fur and fangs that didn't even fit inside
their hawkish heads. Long claws scratched furrows in the Zephyrs' armor. Even
electrifying their armor didn't convince the Stalkers to leave them alone. One
Zephyr stumbled around blindly with a stalker wrapped around his head,
electrifying his armor every other second to shake it loose, but the beast
wasn't letting go. Then he extended his energy blades and sliced the stalker's
back end off. It fell from his shoulders in smoking pieces, legs spasmodically
kicking and clawing at the dirt.


The comms roared as the Rictans shouted warnings to each other, but so far
no one seemed hurt. These animals were an irritant, not a threat.


"Don't let them grab your helmets!" someone said.


Ethan wondered why. Then he heard a low growl behind him. He spun around to
face a monstrous thing crouching low behind him. Frek! He raised both
his arms to shoot, but the stalker lunged and knocked him over before he could
fire. Jaws full of sharp, snapping teeth came within inches of his face, and
his arms threatened to buckle beneath the weight of the stalker, despite his
mech-enhanced strength. He held the monster back by its neck, and it snapped at
his right arm, locking sharp fangs around his guantlet.


At first Ethan didn't feel anything, but soon he felt the pressure from the
beast's jaws. It was compacting his armor, deforming it around his arm.


The pressure became uncomfortable, and then something sharp touched his
skin. Fear gave him the boost of strength he needed, and he heaved with all his
strength to get the stalker off his chest. It went skidding through the dirt,
and Ethan bounced up, his ripper cannons already blazing. He pumped the beast
full of high caliber rounds before it could recover. The stalker shuddered with
each impact. Black fur exploded with gouts of red blood, and the beast dug
troughs into the ground as it struggled to rise. Then it lay still with red
eyes wide and staring, its jaws gaping open and a fat red tongue lolling out
the side of its mouth. Ethan looked away and scanned his immediate surroundings.
The Stalkers were gone. At least six of them lay dead on the ground, most of
them in pieces. Energy blades seemed to be the preferred way to deal with them
at close range.


"Rictans, report!" Magnum snapped.


Multiple clicks and verbal acknowledgments sounded over the comms.


"Where's Princess?" Rictan Four, Rockhead, asked.


"Motherfrekker..." Magnum hissed. "I've got her beacon.
They're draggin' her off. "Atta? Can you hear me?"


Silence.


"Frek it!"


"Her vitals are good, and she's awake," Rictan Six, Blades,
said. He was the unit's medic, so he would know.


"Her comms must be damaged," Ethan said.


"Krak got real," Three said.


"Move out!" Magnum called. "We have some catching up to
do!"


He dashed through the trees, and Ethan raced after him.
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They ran for almost
an hour straight, always half a step behind the nightstalker dragging Atta.


"Why doesn't she electrify her armor?" Ethan asked between gasps
for air.


"Capacitors are only good for about a dozen uses," Magnum replied.
"She must have depleted them."


"What about energy blades?" Ethan insisted. "She could slice
that beast in half. Are you sure she's conscious?"


"I've triple checked her vitals," Blades replied.


"She must have multiple systems failures," Magnum said.


"Has this ever happened before?" Ethan asked.


"They've dragged off a few unarmored Gors," Magnum replied.


"So Atta's the first human they've captured."


"We'll get her back," Magnum said.


Ethan listened to the steady thunder of footfalls and eyed Atta's comm
beacon racing ahead of them on his HUD map. He noticed Union Base at the top of
the map, not far from their position. The stalker was dragging her back to
base? Ethan frowned. "Has anyone noticed—"


Magnum held up one fist, calling a halt and silencing him at the same time.
"I've found a tunnel entrance," he said.


"This close to base?" Rictan Three, Hop, asked.


"They must be getting more brazen," Magnum replied.


"Think they took her down there?" Hop asked, hovering over Magnum's
shoulder.


Ethan went to look. He noticed that up ahead the trees thinned out to the
muddy clearing that served as the Union's parade grounds. He couldn't see any
sign of the Stalker or Atta in that clearing, but her beacon was still
transmitting from that direction.


"It must have," Ethan decided.


Magnum went down on his haunches to study the ground around the tunnel.
"Tracks end here; that confirms it."


"Frek!" Rictan Five said.


Magnum turned on his Zephyr's floodlights with a blinding flash of light,
and turned to the rest of them. "No guts, no glory," he said, and
then he dropped inside the tunnel.


Ethan snapped off his light amplification overlay and turned on his own
floodlights before jumping after Magnum. He landed inside the tunnel with a thud.
Bits of loose dirt trickled from the walls and ceiling with a pitter-patter.
Ethan was surprised to find that the tunnel was actually tall enough for them
to stand.


Up ahead, Magnum called out, "Pick up the pace!" and Ethan raced
to catch up. One after another, the rest of the Rictans jumped down and ran
after Magnum. The tunnel descended gradually, crossing directly below the
Union's parade grounds.


"The frek?" someone panted. "They've been tunneling under our
feet all this time?"


The tunnel branched in three different directions, but Atta's blip was dead
ahead, so Magnum kept straight.


"I don't like this," Rictan Seven said.


"Think they're trying to dig a way in?" Four asked.


"Cut the chatter!" Magnum growled. "Eyes and ears on
target."


A few minutes later, they found themselves directly under Union Base.
Scanners showed that the tunnel opened into a hollow chamber up ahead, and
Atta's blip had stopped there.


Magnum drew both his sidearms and crept up to the edge of the chamber. Ethan
was just half a step behind, and he saw the dirt walls of the tunnel abruptly
end, replaced by solid rock. No, not rock—


"They dug through castcrete?" he whispered. "With what?"


Magnum shook his head. "Quiet."


Ethan tried to peer around Magnum to get a glimpse at the chamber beyond.
Then the squad leader jumped down, and Ethan got a better look.


The chamber was some kind of bunker; the walls and ceiling were all made of
solid castcrete. A heavy-looking alloy door lay on both ends, but there were no
working light fixtures, just a big, empty space. The floor was covered with
castcrete dust, dirt, and rubble from where the Stalkers had dug through.
Multiple dirt and rubble-strewn tunnel entrances marked the perimeter of the
room. Atta lay motionless at the center of the chamber. The Nightstalker who'd
taken her paced restlessly in front of her and snarled as Magnum approached.
Ethan jumped down. Broken castcrete crunched with the impact, and the
sound echoed noisily off the walls. Then came more echoes as the rest of the
Rictans jumped down.


The Nightstalker pacing in front of Atta snarled and then it tossed its head
in the air and gave a high-pitched screech. Black fur rippled as thick
bands of muscle flexed beneath the Stalker's skin. Slitted red eyes glinted in
the glare of their floodlights. The creature shook its head and shut its eyes,
momentarily blinded. Magnum took aim with his pistols, and the beast flattened
itself to the ground, looking subdued or ready to pounce—Ethan couldn't decide
which.


Then came another screech, and another one, followed by countless
echoes of the same. Ethan saw his peripheral screens filling up with Stalkers.
They poured into the bunker from all sides, filling all the entrances.


"Frek me..." someone whispered.


"TESTUDO!" Magnum roared. He lunged toward Atta, and her captor
sprang away, fleeing to the safety of its fellow Stalkers. The Rictans formed a
hollow square around Atta, guns facing out. Stalkers milled in restless circles
around the entrances of the chamber.


"What are they doing?" Ethan asked.


"Fire on my command," Magnum said.


"Look—" someone pointed to one of the entrances.


The beasts were retreating back into their tunnels, and within seconds the
Rictans were alone inside the bunker.


"Blades, check Princess! Everyone else, keep those entrances covered.
Remember what happened last time."


Ethan did. He glanced up, but the ceiling was solid castcrete, so Stalkers
couldn't drop down on them this time.


All of a few seconds later Blades had Atta's helmet off and she was cursing
at them, the Nightstalkers, and the universe in general.


"Get me out of this mech!" she roared.


"What happened?" Ethan asked, using external speakers rather than
comms to speak with her.


"That thing slashed my power core, that's what! It left me paralyzed in
two hundred and fifty pounds of armor."


"Not just dumb beasts after all," someone said.


Ethan shook his head, his eyes fixed on the entrance ahead of him. It was
dark and empty. The chamber where they stood was the perfect place for an
ambush, but the Stalkers had already come and gone.


"Let's get out of here," Atta said. Ethan saw her bounce to her
feet on his rear screen.


"You're not injured anywhere?" Blades asked.


"Disappointed?" she asked.


"Not at all, Princess," he replied.


"Stop calling me that."


Magnum chuckled and holstered one of his pistols. "All right, that's
enough. The Stalkers are gone. Let's get out of here and hit the rack."


Ethan frowned. "What about the ruins?"


"I think we've all had enough excitement for one night," Magnum
replied. "If you're that determined to see what ancient human bones look
like, go check out the exhibit on level six tomorrow. Move out, Rictans!
Princess—keep to the middle of our formation. You're not armored anymore."


"Sure thing, Maggy."


Ethan smiled as Magnum led the way back to the tunnel they'd jumped down
from. The entrance was at shoulder height, but Magnum managed to haul himself
up easily enough. "The frek..."


"What is it?" Ethan asked.


"The tunnel's caved in."


"How far does the cave-in go?" Atta asked.


"Far as scanners can see. Check the other entrances!"


Ethan's pulse jumped with a sudden spike of adrenaline. He turned in a quick
circle to find the next nearest tunnel entrance. He jogged up to it...


"This one's caved in, too!" he said.


Atta appeared beside him a moment later. "Frek!" she roared.


The rest of the Rictans raced around the chamber, checking tunnels and
reporting the same. Magnum walked up beside them, shaking his head. "They
led us here on purpose."


"Why?" Atta asked. "So they could wait until we've starved to
death, and then dig us up for a snack?"


"Something like that..." Magnum replied, studying the chamber.


"If they can dig their way back in, then we can dig our way out,"
Ethan said.


Magnum nodded, turning in a slow circle to study their surroundings.


Ethan followed the other man's gaze. The castcrete walls were featureless,
the ceiling likewise, but there were those two heavy-looking doors.


"Think those doors still work?" Ethan asked.


"Maybe," Atta replied, striding over to one of them. She tried to
wave it open, but nothing happened.


Ethan couldn't see any door controls.


"Might be locked from the other side," Atta said.


"Or else it's not programmed to open for you," Magnum said.


"We could blast it open," Rictan Seven, Carnage, suggested.


"Better than diggin' our way out," Magnum replied. "Set
charges. Let's see what's behind door number one."


"Yes, sir." Rictan Seven went to work, and the rest of the Rictans
retreated to a respectful distance. They kept busy watching the tunnel
entrances, just in case.


"Charges set!" Carnage said, racing away from the door.


"You better not bring this whole place down on top of us," Magnum
warned.


"You worry too much."


They took cover on the far side of the chamber and took up a semi-circular
formation with Atta safely nestled between them and the wall. "Light it
up!" Magnum said.


Ethan made the mistake of watching the explosion. The sudden flash of light
blinded him; then came a whump and a loud bang! Castcrete dust
billowed out and pebble-sized debris hit them at high speed, plinking
off their armor.


"Princess?" Magnum asked as the debris settled around their feet.


"I'm fine."


"Good. Carnage, check the area."


A moment later, they heard: "All clear!"


They all hurried over to see what lay on the other side. Ethan reached the
threshold of the blast and saw some kind of equipment locker. The door had been
blown inward, turning the inside of the locker into a war zone. Magnum stepped
through the smoking frame, debris crunching under foot. Overhead lights
flickered on automatically, and dust swirled, dancing down through the light.


"Who hides access to another room inside an equipment locker?"
Magnum asked.


Atta walked in after him and went down on her haunches to study the debris.
She fished a smoldering roll of bandages out and tossed it aside with a
wrinkled nose.


"This is a medical supply room. We're back in Union Base, all
right."


Remembering something, Ethan turned to look behind them. "If this door
leads into the fortress, then where's the other one go?" he asked.


Magnum and Atta both turned to look.


"That's a damn good question," Atta said.


Magnum shook his head. "Whatever's through there, we've been getting
along just fine without it all these years, so it can wait one more night. I'll
make my report in the morning and someone will come investigate. Right now, we
need to seal this place up and make sure no Stalkers come creepin' in while
we're sleepin'."


Ethan's brow furrowed and he studied the caved-in tunnels that Stalkers had
dug all around the perimeter of the chamber. "What's the point? If they
can dig through castcrete, they could come through anywhere."


So why haven't they?" Atta asked.


"Another question that can wait to be answered," Magnum said,
already crossing the supply locker to the inner door. Just before he reached
it, the door swished open and a squad of soldiers burst in. Therius
stood behind them, looking ill-amused.


"What's going on here?" he demanded.
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"What were you
doing down there?" Therius demanded, his eyes on Atta.


Therius had them all standing in a line in front of him. They'd left their
mechs for the squad that had come to investigate, and now, standing in the
jumpsuits, it was easy to see how exhausted all of them were.


"We were performing night ops," Ethan replied, taking a quick step
forward. "My idea, sir."


Therius's gaze swept to him. "You were performing night ops beneath
Union Base?"


"No, sir. We ran into Nightstalkers in the jungle, and they dragged off
the general. We followed her comm beacon down one of their tunnels, and ended
up in an abandoned chamber right outside the supply locker where you found
us."


"So why'd you blow a hole in the wall? You could have gone back the way
you came."


"It wasn't a wall. It was a door, sir, and we didn't go back the way we
came because the Stalkers caved in their tunnels to trap us."


Therius's eyebrows floated up. "Really? You're saying they laid a trap
for you? They must be more intelligent than we thought."


"It would appear so, sir..." Ethan trailed off. Something about
this situation didn't sit well with him.


"Something on your mind, Commander?"


"Yes, sir."


"Go ahead."


"How did you find us so quickly?"


"You're not the only one who can follow comm beacons. When a squad
checks out a group of Zephyrs for an unscheduled mission in the middle of the
night, I have to sign off on it or they don't even get out the door. Are we
still sticking with night ops, or does someone here want to give me a
better description of what you were all doing out there in the jungle?"


Ethan sighed. "I wanted to check out the ruins, sir."


"Why?"


"Curiosity."


"Didn't your squad already explain to you what's been found at those
sites?"


"Yes, but I wanted to see for myself."


"So instead of getting some much-needed sleep for tomorrow's training,
you thought it would be a good idea to go hunting through the jungle for bones.
Don't take your squad's name too literally, Commander. You're not actually rictans."


"Yes, sir."


"There's going to be plenty of time to go unearthing the mysteries of
Origin when Avilon is conquered, but until then, your curiosity can wait."


"What about the room we discovered? We need to find out where that
other door leads."


"Other door?"


"There was another door, sir, besides the one we blew open."


"I see. We'll look into it, but as I said, satisfying curiosity is not
a high priority right now. We didn't build this fortress, so we can't possibly
know all the ins and outs of it. There could be just one hidden chamber or a
hundred more, but that's not important right now."


Ethan shook his head. "With respect, sir, I disagree. Why is this
fortress still standing after so many millions of years? What was it built for?
It's too convenient. It's almost like someone left it here for us. Maybe Omnius
is setting you up."


"That's enough, Ortane. I won't have you come here at the final hour
and call into question everything we've worked so hard to accomplish. Finding
Origin was a stroke of fortune, but that doesn't mean it was ill-fortune. Dismissed."


Ethan gave a reluctant salute. "Yes, sir." He turned and left the
briefing room, making his way to the nearest bank of lift tubes. The Rictans
crowded around him as he stabbed the call button. One of the lifts opened
immediately and they all piled in.


On their way up to their quarters, Atta let out a breath and shook her head.
"He's hiding something."


Magnum turned to her with one eyebrow raised. "Like what?"


"That we know of?" Atta glanced at Ethan.


He shrugged. "We could use their help."


Atta turned back to Magnum and explained, "The battalions are taking
nanite bombs down to the surface of Avilon."


Carnage's jaw dropped. "The frek... why?"


"I think it would be better if we showed you," Atta replied just
as the lift arrived. Rather than step out and head to their quarters as
ordered, Atta selected another floor from the lift control panel—the Fortress's
rooftop hangar and landing pad.


The lift doors slid shut and it shot upwards again. When it opened once
more, Atta strode out and led them all over to one of the hangar's shuttle
loading bays. The room was stacked full of transport crates. Atta headed over
to one in particular and tapped a code into the crate's control panel. Locking
bolts slid aside, allowing her to lift the lid. As she did so, Magnum peered
in. Ethan leaned over Magnum's shoulder and saw a glossy black capsule.


"There's nanites in there?" Magnum asked. "Are you
sure?"


Atta nodded. "Sure as we can be without unleashing them here. We ran
scans on the capsules, and the results were consistent with what they should be
if they're filled with nanites."


The Rictans traded wary looks and Magnum asked, "So why are we taking
them to Avilon?"


"Therius knows we can't win, and he's going to threaten Omnius with the
destruction of the entire human race if he doesn't leave Avilon alone."


"You're jerkin' my chain. What if he doesn't back down?"


Atta grimaced. "Boom."


"So it's not an empty threat."


"You know Therius. He believes in an afterlife. He wants to set
humanity free, but to him, death is the ultimate freedom."


Magnum shook his head. "We've been training here for almost a decade.
We bred a whole army of Gors! You're tellin' me all that's for nothing?"


"No, not for nothing. We're going to take Avilon and turn its people
against Omnius just as we planned. The only difference is when he comes with
reinforcements—and he will—Therius intends for us to be standing by, ready to
blow ourselves to the Netherworld rather than let Omnius take the planet
back."


"Frek!" Magnum almost punched the nearest transport crate, but he
stopped himself when he realized it was full of explosives. "That
skriff-krakkin' kakard!"


Ethan scowled. "We can't let that happen."


"No, we can't," Atta replied, "and we won't. We're going to
strap enough conventional explosives to those bombs so that the nanites are
vaporized when Therius tries to use them."


 


* * *


—One Day Later—


Shallah stood on the bridge of his command ship, the Asharn,
surrounded by all six of his high lords, as well as Lady Kala and Queen
Tavia—together they represented all the leaders of the Sythians.


They were a diverse group, each of them bipedal and humanoid, but each of
them different enough to be considered their own species. Lady Kala and Queen
Tavia looked like giant bats with their black skin, wings, and red eyes, while
Kaon and Shallah appeared to be a cross between lizards and fish. Lord Shondar
appeared to be a cross between humans and Gors with his pale, leathery gray
skin, jagged black teeth, white eyes, and topknot of long, white hair. The
other lords, Worval, Rossk, Thorian, and Quaris were all equally different and
equally terrifying from a human perspective. It was no wonder Omnius had chosen
them to be humanity's executioners.


When Shallah looked at all of them, he saw the future of sentient life. The
Sythians were the evolutionary descendants of humanity. They'd adapted for
survival in harsh climates where no human would be able to live. That meant they
were superior to humans on a fundamental level. It was time to take that
superiority to its logical conclusion.


"Therius leads usss to our deaths," Shallah said, hissing in
perfect Sythian. "The battle for Avilon cannot be won. You know what shall
come for us. Therius plans to threaten Omnius with the destruction of Avilon,
using Omnius's own nanites to do so."


"Nanites? He cannot be that big of a fool!" Lord Kaon said, the
gills in the sides of his neck flaring.


Queen Tavia's glowing red eyes narrowed swiftly. "Do not be so
sure," she said. "I meet him and speak with him myself. He is
foolish, even for a human."


"I do not know if his threats are true," Shallah said, "but
it does not matter. Last night Therius came to speak with me. He suspects
traitors in his midst, and he has given me the bombs to guard until the time
comes to use them. Whether that time comes or not, we shall drop those bombs.
Yet before we do, we must be sure of our escape. As soon as we arrive, I will
send you, Lord Kaon, to the surface with a Sythian strike team. You will locate
the Eclipser and disable it so that we can jump away."


"Me, Supreme One?"


"Is there a problem, Kaon?"


"The nanites shall kill me if they touch me."


"If you die, then you are to be revived. Nothing will happen to you
that cannot be undone."


"But if I fail, the jamming device will ensure that my mind is stranded
on Avilon when I die."


"Then you shall be revived from backups, and you shall not remember
your death. All the better for you."


Shallah watched Kaon's large blue eyes dart around the room.


"Do any of the other lords join me?" he asked.


"They do not. The honor shall be yours alone."


"I see," Kaon replied, swallowing visibly.


Shallah smiled. "You shall be rewarded for your sacrifice."


He looked away, his eyes skipping from one High Lord to the next, addressing
them all. "The day of reckoning is upon us. We cannot defeat Omnius, but
we shall have our revenge. He lied to us and used us, choosing humanity over
the Sythians, but now we shall deprive him of his chosen people. For
glory!"


"For glory!" the lords roared in unison.


 


* * *


 


Omnius stood all alone before a massive forward viewport aboard the command
Facet of his Icosahedron, watching as Avilon drew near. The planet lay bright
and glowing in the surrounding darkness of space. That was the old
Avilon, but little did its people know, here came the new.


Over a hundred thousand Facets approached the planet in a diffuse cloud, and
soon they would form up into a semi-circular shroud around the night side of
the planet. The other half of his Facets were still calculating their jumps
from the Getties, but they would arrive in a matter of days now.


Omnius had originally planned to jump the entire Icosahedron into position
around Avilon. The dramatic shock of seeing the sun suddenly eclipsed would be
a great way to introduce New Avilon to its people.


But he'd been forced to change those plans. Less than a week ago, a pair of
Facets had found the Sythian fleet in orbit around an uncharted planet in the
Getties. He'd witnessed them performing quantum jumps there, which meant that
they'd developed quantum jump drives earlier than anticipated. Rather than
fight them there and force them to scatter, Omnius had sent as many Facets as
he could back to Avilon to wait for them.


He didn't expect Shallah to keep him waiting for very long. They'd already
waited years while refitting their fleet with quantum jump drives. Now all they
had to do was use them.


Omnius smiled. Let them come.
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"Ten minutes
to jump!" the helm reported.


"Battle groups one through fifteen standing by; all battalions and
squadrons ready for launch," Lieutenant Devries said from the comms.


"Good. Carry on," Therius said.


Farah stood at the captain's table with him, looking over the battle plan
one last time. She caught a flicker of movement in the corner of her eye,
accompanied by a familiar clanking sound. Glancing that way, Farah
spotted Drone 767 relieving one of the guards at the entrance of the bridge.
The other guard was Torv, the Liberator's Chief of Security. Torv eyed
the drone and hissed as it shuffled into position on the other side of the
entrance. Farah wondered about that, thinking that 767 should have been in the
hangar getting ready to launch with the rest of the drone battalion.


"Captain Hale?" Therius prompted.


"Sorry, go on." Farah returned her attention to the captain's
table, and Therius went back to highlighting the key points of their plan.


The fleet was to jump straight from Origin into orbit over Avilon,
maintaining a diffuse shell around the entire planet. That meant their forces
would be spread out, which wasn't an ideal formation to deal with any defending
fleets that Avilon might have waiting for them, but recent intelligence showed
there was no significant orbital presence, and most importantly, no sign of the
Icosahedron. With any luck, things would stay that way.


"You're sure that intel is reliable?" Farah asked.


"It's only a day old," Therius replied.


Farah nodded. It would have to do. Their intel from the Getties showed that
the individual Facets of Omnius's Icosahedron were still returning from their
nanite-seeding missions to a local rendezvous. So far only about half of the
Facets had arrived at that rendezvous, and since it was unlikely Omnius would
want to present only half of New Avilon to his people, it would be some time
before the Icosahedron was ready to leave. No doubt Omnius would start
calculating a jump to Avilon just as soon as they attacked, but those
calculations would take at least a week.


That was how long they had to conquer the planet. They had a window of
opportunity, but it was far from wide open. Avilon had a garrison of millions
of drone fighters, which was more than enough to repel the Union by itself.
That was the reason they were jumping in so close to the planet. They had to
bombard the garrison out of existence before it could launch more than a
handful of fighters. There was a risk that they'd lose a few ships from
accidentally jumping into the planet's atmosphere, but they'd drilled this over
and over again for a reason. Their jump algorithms were all as finely-tuned as
they could get. Losses would be minimal.


"This is it," Therius declared.


Farah pursed her lips and shook her head. She looked up and met Therius's
pale blue eyes with her darker ones. "What about the Armageddon
Protocol?"


"That's classified, Captain," Therius growled. "We've already
discussed it, and you'd do well not to open the discussion again here."


Farah's mouth opened halfway to object, but she caught herself.


"Trust me, Captain Hale." Therius said, his blue eyes fierce with
a fiery gleam.


But she didn't trust him. They'd had more than a few discussions
about the Armageddon Protocol over the past few days, and each time Therius had
insisted that they wouldn't actually need to use the nanites. The bombs were a
last resort. Omnius would back down. But Farah wasn't willing to bet the
survival of the human race on it.


She had a last resort of her own. Therius was on board the Liberator, and
it was her ship even more than it was his. His presence on the bridge over the
past eight years had been fleeting at best, but hers had been constant. He
wasn't as familiar with the crew, and he didn't know all the inner workings of
the ship. Any orders Therius gave would have to be routed through the Liberator's
comm system, and Farah had set up an emergency lock-down program that would
catch and block any outbound comms until she gave the encryption key to
deactivate the program. If she determined that Therius was about to give the order
to detonate the nanites, she would block the order and expose his plot. At that
point, Therius would have a mutiny on his hands. She hoped it wouldn't come to
that.


"Are you all right, Captain?" Therius asked.


Farah regarded him with a grim smile. "Yes, I was just thinking about
what it will be like when Avilon is ours. This day has been a long time in
coming."


Therius nodded. "It has indeed." Turning away from her, he called
down to the comms officer. "We're ready for launch, Lieutenant Devries.
Alert the fleet and put the countdown on screen."


"Yes, sir."


A moment later, the jump timer appeared on the main holo display, counting
backward from five minutes. Everything was pre-calculated and synchronized, so
as soon as that clock hit zero, all of their ships would jump.


"Comms!" Therius called. "What's the status of the
Eclipser?"


"Ready and waiting aboard Drop Ship One, sir."


"Good. Remind them to activate it as soon as we arrive."


Farah grimaced. Their entire plan hinged on that device. It was
theoretically impossible to locate, so it wouldn't be an immediate target, but
capital ships like the Liberator would come under heavy fire during the
battle, so the safest place to keep the device was actually on Avilon. The 1st
Battalion was tasked with carrying it down and defending it. In order to keep
it hidden, they'd disguised it to look like a piece of debris, but that would
do nothing to prevent accidental destruction. Farah hoped for all of their
sakes that nothing happened to the Eclipser.


She watched the timer run down, her heart pounding in her chest. She felt
light-headed. This was it—over eight years of training culminating in one
decisive engagement that would probably only last a couple of days.


"Ten seconds to launch!" Lieutenant Devries announced from the
comms.


The countdown became audible, and Farah closed her eyes. She focused on
taking deep, calming breaths. A deafening roar rose on the air. Wind began
whipping through the bridge, tearing at her uniform and hair. A powerful
radiance shone through her eyelids, revealing a spider's web of veins. Then the
countdown reached one, and a loud bang! sounded.


Farah opened her eyes to see Avilon lying close before them, taking up all of
their view. The planet shone bright in the light of the system's sun, its
terminator line casting a slow-moving shadow between day and night.


"Report!" Therius called out.


Farah gazed down on the captain's table and checked the star map to see for
herself how the jump had gone. Sensors were still catching up, populating the
map with contacts. Thousands of green dots appeared in orbit all around Avilon,
but so far only a handful of enemy contacts. That was good. Then she noticed
something strange. Everything to the rear of their position was grayed out.
Something was blocking scanners there. The gray area was arc-shaped and close
behind them...


Looking up quickly, Farah saw the terminator line moving across the surface
of Avilon for what it really was. Something big was moving between
Avilon and its sun.


"What the..." the gravidar officer trailed off, noticing the same
thing as her.


"Get me an aft view and put in on screen!" Therius ordered.


"Yes, sir!"


At first, what they saw behind them looked like stars and space, but those
pinpricks of light were too dim and closely-spaced to be stars. Even more
telling, the sun was half eclipsed, as if the fabric of space itself had been
torn and the edges overlapped where the sun was supposed to be. Silhouetted in
the blinding light of the system's sun Farah saw a trailing cloud of tiny black
triangles.


Facets! she thought. Their intel had been wrong. The Icosahedron was
already here.


"It's a trap!" she screamed.


 


* * *


 


Farah turned to Therius, her eyes wide and blinking. Omnius had been waiting
for them. They had to jump away before it was too late.


"It's too late to go back now," Therius said, as if he'd read her
mind. Turning away, he began snapping orders at the crew: "Devries, tell
the fleet to commence bombardment! Launch all drop ships and fighters, and
activate the Eclipser now!"


"Yes, sir!" Devries said from the comms station.


"Gunnery! Open fire!"


"Roger that," the gunnery chief said.


"What happened?" Farah demanded. "Intel showed all the Facets
in the Getties regrouping before the jump to Avilon. What are they doing
here?"


Therius shook his head. "Only half of them were accounted for."


"Then what about your intel on Avilon? You said the system was clear!
That was yesterday."


Therius looked up from the captain's table, his expression grim.


A sudden suspicion formed in Farah's gut. "Did we even send a
probe?"


"We couldn't risk it. Omnius would have seen anything we sent."


"You sent us here blind?" Farah shook her head. "What have
you done..."


"I'm sorry, Captain. There was no other way."


The deck began pulsing and thrumming underfoot as terajoules of energy were
released from the Liberator's main beam cannons. Someone set the main
holo display back to the fore, and Farah saw that the artificial terminator
line rolling across Avilon had now eclipsed fully a third of the planet. Omnius
brought his own eclipser... Farah mused.


Bright red and blue beams lanced out from the Liberator's cannons,
drawing two separate vanishing points against the planet. At the points of impact,
Farah saw pinpricks of fire already blossoming.


Soon fires would be raging all across the planet. Colossal towers would
shatter and crash through pristine urban parks.


Farah turned away from the viewscreens in a daze. She found Therius intently
studying the captain's table, using it to send orders directly to the other
ships in the fleet. She watched, trying to decide what his strategy was. Then
she noticed that he was ordering the fleet to descend into Avilon's atmosphere.
Farah blinked, coming back to her senses.


"If you order the fleet into atmosphere, we won't be able to jump
out," she said quietly.


"We can't jump out with the Eclipser online," Therius replied.
"We don't have conventional SLS drives anymore. Only quantum."


"Then take the Eclipser offline! If we don't retreat now, we'll never
be able to."


Therius looked up at her. "This is our only chance to defeat Omnius,
Captain. We're not going to run from it."


Farah gaped at him. "The Eclipser won't keep Omnius at bay forever.
What happens when it runs out of power, or if it gets destroyed?"


Therius shot her a grim look. "That's why we need to gain control of
the planet and initiate the Armageddon Protocol."


"You said that was a last resort."


"It still is. Omnius may back down when we threaten him."


Incredulous, Farah turned to the crew. "We have to stop him! He's going
to kill us all!"


Farah caught a flicker of movement in the corner of her eye, and she spun
around just in time to see 767 raise his arms and aim his weapons at her. There
came a screech of energy discharging and a brilliant blue flash of light
slammed her in the chest. She fell over backwards with a dark curtain dropping
over her eyes.


 


* * *


 


Omnius watched from the throne in his control center as the rebel fleet
jumped into orbit over Avilon. He grinned. This was the moment he'd been
waiting for.


If these rebels were smart, they would run while they still had the chance.


But instead of running, they were flying even closer to the planet. Omnius's
mouth twitched into a scowl as he watched the enemy fleet begin bombarding his
garrisons from orbit. He could feel the loss of every drone and human as a
diminishing of his own awareness. Shadows crept in at the edges of his being.


Then his mind blanked completely, and his physical body staggered. He
blinked—once, twice...


What. Was. Happening?


He was no longer aware of any of his drones or any of his people. He was
completely blind, cut off, he was...


Being jammed.


Impossible. Quantum fields couldn't be jammed in such a wide radius.
Yet somehow the rebel fleet was jamming both his Icosahedron and the planet at
the same time.


Suddenly it didn't matter that Omnius had the enemy outnumbered. He could
have all the trillions of drones he liked, but if he couldn't coordinate
between them and give them orders, they would be a disorganized mob. They
weren't designed to function without him, and he hadn't even had a chance to
launch the drone fleet from the Icosahedron!


Omnius shook his human head. The brain inside of it was all he had left.
He'd been cut off from his own thoughts, from himself. The only way to
transmit data now was via light-speed comms, which were too slow to be
effective for commanding drones, not to mention that none of his drones had
conventional comm systems. The Icosahedron did, but access to those systems was
cut off by quantum-linkages along the way.


Omnius sat frozen in his throne, his jaw hanging open, his eyes wide and
glowing with augmented reality contacts that no longer worked, because the
Omninet was down along with everything else.


He screamed aloud. The enemy had blinded and paralyzed him with one decisive
blow, but even that wouldn't be enough to defeat him. His drones might not be
organized anymore, but even with just the ones on the surface, they outnumbered
the enemy a million to one. They could all fire randomly and still defeat the
enemy. Sooner or later they would find the source of the jamming field and
destroy it. Everything was under control...


The deck shook, and the distant rumble of an explosion reached Omnius's
ears. He froze, listening to the dying echos of that explosion. There were no
systems in his command center to simulate sound, so that sound had to have been
carried through the superstructure of the Icosahedron itself.


Then another tremor rocked the deck, followed by another, and then a dozen
more. What was going on? The enemy was far out of beam range, and missiles
couldn't be reaching them already. Not to mention the Icosahedron was too large
and too well-shielded to suffer damage from any conventional attack.


The deck shuddered once more, and another rumble reached Omnius's human
ears, more distantly this time. Then he realized what it was.


Thousands of Facets had been coming together along the edges of the
Icosahedron. They'd been in the middle of their docking patterns when the enemy
activated their jamming field. Now, without him to pilot the Facets and make
last-minute corrections to their flight paths, the Facets were all colliding
with the Icosahedron rather than docking to it.


The deck shook with the most violent tremor yet, and Omnius almost fell out
of his throne. He listened to the thunderous roar of the explosion and he
screamed again.


He would make the rebels pay!












Chapter 37





Destra received the
order to launch and she fired up the drop ship's engines with shaking hands. Pull
it together, Des. Even after years of training, she still wasn't the
cocksure pilot her ex-husband Ethan had been. She didn't have the affinity for
it, and she was surprised that the Union had given her a drop ship to pilot.


At least it wasn't a Nova, she thought. Drop ships couldn't maneuver
much, so all she really had to do was point the ship's blocky nose at the green
diamond that marked the landing site and drop down on it. Flight assist
and autopilot were there to guide her down; gunners would keep enemies at bay;
her copilot would manage shields, gravidar, and energy distribution. All she
had to think about was take-off and landing.


Destra took comfort in that as she guided them down from the Liberator's ventral
hangar bay.


"How are things looking out there, Cappy?" Destra asked, glancing
at her copilot. Out the side window she saw Drop Ship One flying beside them.
Without a frame of reference she might have thought it was tiny but for the
small, glowing blue speck near the bottom of the blocky gray transport. That
speck was the cockpit.


"Clear skies," Cappy replied. His call sign was a standing joke
between the two of them. Cappy was short for captain, because he was always
saying that if she ever learned how to fly, they'd put her in a Nova, and make
him the captain of their beloved Freefall.


Destra smiled at the memory of their time training together on Origin, but
this wasn't training; this was real, and her daughter, Atta, was heading down
aboard Drop Ship One. Anything could happen to her, and there wasn't a thing
she could do about it.


The comms crackled. "Tighten up that heading, Drop Two! You're
drifting!" The comm was from Drop Ship One.


Destra snapped out of it and brought the Freefall back into line with
the glowing green diamond on the surface of Avilon.


"Fallin' asleep at the wheel again?" Cappy asked.


"You just worry about watching your own screens," Destra snapped.
"Are you sure we're clear?"


"I've got some drone fighters launching from the surface, but nothing
close to us yet."


Destra nodded, gazing down on the shadow-speckled surface of Avilon. The
planet's night side glowed bright with a patchwork of city lights. Something
about that seemed wrong to her. "Hey, weren't we supposed to land on the
day side?"


"Good point. Let me check our coordinates on the grid... hold up...
what the frek?"


Destra glanced away from her controls for just a second, afraid to let Cappy
distract her too much. "What is it?"


"I've got some major interference on the grid. There's a solid wall of
it stretching clear from one end of the planet to the other, about thirty
thousand klicks behind us."


Destra shook her head. "Can't be. Run a diagnostic. Make sure your
sensors are working."


Before Cappy could acknowledge that order, the comms crackled again.


"This is Admiral Therius. Omnius was expecting us, but don't let that
frighten you. We are successfully jamming him, and he is powerless to stop us.
Today will be the day that we set humanity free! Your orders stand, and so must
you! Stand firm, stand together, and fight!"


Destra turned to her copilot, wide-eyed with fear. Omnius had known they
were coming. "I have a really bad feeling about this," she said.


Their drop ship hit Avilon's atmosphere and it rattled and shook with
turbulence. Then the Union fleet commenced bombardment in earnest, and a flurry
of long-ranged red and blue dymium beams dazzled their eyes. Further away,
Sythian and Gor cruisers opened up with shimmering curtains of lavender-colored
pulse lasers.


Fires began blooming in the sea lights below, and Destra watched it all with
growing dread. The battle had begun.


She flexed her hands on the flight yoke. You can do this...


 


* * *


 


Clouds raced past Ethan's canopy in hazy black streaks. The sky gaped open
as the clouds parted to reveal the uppermost city of Avilon. Buildings soared
from the glowing blue sea of the Celestial Wall all the way up until their
glittering spires disappeared into the clouds.


A pair of Rictans raced down beside him, their shields glowing almost as
bright a blue as their thrusters trails with the heat of atmospheric entry.
Ethan's Nova buffeted wildly, the air snatching at its fuselage, trying to slow
him down. His shields roared deafeningly loud in his ears. They were going in hot,
at full throttle, to prevent Avilon's defenses from targeting them.


They couldn't afford to take any risks. The First Battalion was theirs to
escort, and it was the one carrying the Eclipser. That device was the only
reason they hadn't fled at the first sign of Facets in orbit over Avilon.
Omnius had sprung a trap for them, but he was the one caught in it. The
Icosahedron was dead in space, and had yet to even launch its fighters.
Avilon's defenses were offline, suspiciously silent. The garrisons had been all
but wiped out in the initial bombardment, and what few fighters had escaped
were scattered and disorganized, being picked off as the Union's entire fleet
roared down on top of them.


Ethan began to feel hopeful about the engagement. At this rate, Therius might
not even need the nanites, but Ethan and Atta were prepared. They'd strapped
enough real explosives to each of those nanite bombs to vaporize them when they
went off.


"SC, we've got incoming! Ten o'clock low," Magnum said.


Ethan checked the grid and saw a group of five drone squadrons racing up to
port. "I see them," he said. "Rictans, switch to Hailfires and
light ‘em up!"


Ethan thumbed over to missiles and banked left to bring the drone under his
targeting reticle. Red brackets highlighted the enemy fighter on his HUD; then
he heard the beep-beep-beeping of a target lock. The reticle turned
green, and he heard a solid tone. Ethan pulled the trigger two times fast, and
a pair of Hailfire missiles jetted out on hot orange contrails, one after the
other. They split apart almost immediately, giving eight different warheads for
the enemy to shoot at. To either side Ethan saw more Hailfires go streaking out
and splitting apart.


Then the enemy opened fire with crimson streams of pulse lasers. Missiles
exploded in the near distance, lighting the sky on fire, and then the enemy's
lasers came streaking toward him. Ethan jerked the stick in a circle and
feathered some rudder to make himself harder to hit. Lasers flashed all around
him, missing him by narrow margins.


Then a pair of them struck home, provoking a blinding flash and a hissing
roar from his shields. Ethan toggled his own pulse lasers and began strafing
the enemy formation at exactly the same moment as the rest of the squadron did.
Then the surviving Hailfires reached their targets and the horizon blossomed
with fiery reds and golds. Over a dozen targets winked off the grid. The
explosions reached Ethan's ears moments later with muffled booms.


Victory cries echoed over the comms, and they went rocketing through the
fading light of the enemy fighters' explosions.


"Get on their tails!" Ethan ordered, even as he rolled over and
looped under through a Split S maneuver to chase the remaining drones away from
the drop ships.


Ethan pulled out of his loop at a lower altitude than before. The drop ships
were dead ahead, but so were the drones. The drop ships fired on them with a
withering barrage of ripper cannons and pulse lasers. Drones exploded left,
right, and center, but they kept on target, strafing the drop ships with fire.


Ethan strafed them back, trying to scare them off before he remembered that
they were drones. Death didn't scare them.


The comms crackled. "Get those fighters off us!"


The remainder of the 1st Battalion's fighter escort broke away and engaged
the enemy at close range. At least six drones fell apart in the first few
seconds, but there were easily two dozen left, and Ethan could see that one of
the drop ship's shields were failing. Ethan grimaced and poured a steady stream
of fire into his target. He scored a lucky hit and it flew apart in a fiery
rain of debris.


Then came a much bigger explosion as the drop ship whose shields were
failing flew apart with a blinding flash and a roiling ball of fire. The
explosion reached his ears as a titanic boom, and then a pelting wave of
shrapnel went hissing off his shields. Ethan's heart seized in his chest.


If that ship had been carrying the Eclipser...


 


* * *


 


"I can't shake them!" Destra shrieked.


"Try!" Cappy roared.


The drop ship's shields roared furiously at them as continuous streams of
enemy fire chased them down to Avilon's surface.


"I'm trying!" she insisted. Perspiration beaded on Destra's upper
lip and brow as she did everything she could to fight her own ship's sluggish
momentum. Eventually, she managed to push the Freefall into a lazy
barrel roll.


An alarm sounded from the copilot's station, interrupting Destra's
concentration. "What was that?"


"Aft shields critical, equalizing..."


Destra fishtailed, as if to literally shake the enemies off.


It wasn't working. Enemy fire went on roaring at them. Desperate, she keyed
the comms. "Drop One, we're in trouble over here!"


"Hang in there!" Then over an open band Destra heard the pilot of
Drop One say, "Get those fighters off us!"


"Shields failing!" Cappy warned.


"Equalize!"


"There's nothing left to equalize!"


The constant roar of lasers hitting their shields suddenly became a
high-pitched shriek as enemy fire burned through to the hull. Then a blinding
red light suffused the cockpit.


Bang! The cockpit depressurized and stole Destra's breath with a
sudden gust of escaping air. Their seat restraints held them down and kept them
from being sucked out, too. Destra gasped, her lungs heaving in the thin air.
Wind whipped in through the cockpit, wailing past her ears. Then came a
gut-wrenching lurch, followed by another bang! This time it stole more
than just her breath.


It stole everything.












Chapter 38





"We lost Drop
Two! Tighten up that escort!" Drop One said.


Ethan commed back in a hurry. "Drop One, what's the mission
status?"


"Status still green to go, but we can't afford another slip like
that."


Ethan breathed a sigh of relief. They couldn't talk about the Eclipser
openly over comms, but the pilot had implied it was still safe. They'd lost a
third of the 1st Battalion, but Atta was aboard Drop One, so at least they
still had their general.


Drone fighters flew past their targets and began looping back around. Ethan
and the Rictans chased them through that turn, lasers flashing in a steady
stream. Ethan hounded them with single-minded fury, firing precise, linked-fire
bursts. Two direct hits in quick succession made for a kill. He lost count of
how many he scored, but before the enemy had even finished their turn, they
were all gone. A quick glance at the grid revealed no more enemy targets in the
vicinity. They were clear.


"Whoop whoop!" Magnum said.


"Form on me, Rictans," Ethan replied, bringing his Nova back into
line to follow the remaining two drop ships down. Switching to the battalion's
command channel, he said, "Drop One, you're all clear."


"Thanks, Rictans. We're entering our landing pattern now. Keep us
covered."


"Roger that, Drop One," Ethan replied.


A few minutes later the drop ships went from falling like speeding meteors
to hovering down gracefully over the landing site.


Far below, the city of Celesta dazzled with a vast array of lights. Urban
parks splashed dark green shadows between glittering monoliths. Ethan watched a
tumbling drone fighter crash in one of those parks with a burst of fire, and he
grimaced, wondering how much of Celesta would survive this battle. High above,
bright lances of blue and red light flashed down, zapping enemy fighters like
flies. The fleet was descending from orbit.


Ethan's comms crackled. "Drop One and Two have landed."


Mission control replied from the Liberator, "Acknowledged, Drop
One. The First Battle Group has you covered. Clear skies for now. Commence
Operation Whistle-blower."


"Yes, sir."


Ethan received a direct comm just a few seconds later. "Rictan One,
this is mission control. Landing Site Alpha is secured. Get your squad dirtside
and report to General Heston for ground ops assignment."


"Acknowledged, control," Ethan replied, but he didn't need to
relay the order. The Rictans had been listening in.


"All right, it's stompin' time!" Rictan Seven said.


"Whoop whoop!" Magnum cheered.


"Stow the chatter, but keep the enthusiasm, Rictans," Ethan said.


With the odds being what they were on the surface, enthusiasm was the only
advantage they had.


 


* * *


 


Atton was eating breakfast with Valari Thardris and Ethan when the
holoscreen in Valari's living room went suddenly blank. That screen had been
relaying a news feed from an upper cities' network, but now the feed was gone.
A few moments later a Null producer appeared, looking bewildered. He assured
everyone that they were working on the problem, all the while insisting that
nothing like this had ever happened before. The producer blamed an equipment
failure for the interruption, but Atton knew better.


Omnius had been speaking to him just a second ago, reassuring him that he
and Ceyla would be together again soon, and that this farce he'd been forced to
participate in with Valari would come to an end. Now the voice in his head was
gone, leaving him to wonder what had just happened.


Omnius? Atton tried.


No answer.


He looked up to find Ethan still eating, oblivious to the situation, but
Valari's face was drawn and her turquoise eyes were wide with shock.


"Something's happened," she said.


Ethan looked up. "What?"


Valari sent him a blank look, and then recovered with a smile and nodded to
the holoscreen. "The network must be down. Excuse me, please," Valari
said. "I need to check on something."


Atton watched her leave the table.


"What was that about?" Ethan asked.


Atton met his father's gaze. "No idea. Something to do with the
Resistance, maybe?"


Ethan nodded and went back to his food. "Must be," he said,
sounding disinterested. The only thing he cared about these days was getting
his family back, and Valari had promised to help him do that—hence his presence
at breakfast. Valari was playing a long-term game of sympathy and support.


It all made Atton sick to his stomach. He wanted to expose Valari now, but
he had to wait for Omnius's timing. He couldn't afford to jeopardize his future
with Ceyla. He stood up from the table. "I'm going to see what's going
on," he said. "I'll be right back."


Atton hurried to Valari's office. He found her there pounding keys on a
holographic keypad before a blank holoscreen.


"Stupid thing!" Valari growled.


Atton came up behind her and read the connection error on the screen. The
Omninet was down.


"You think it could be a rebel attack?" Atton asked.


"Don't be absurd! Whatever this is, Omnius is still in control. We'll
find out what's happening soon enough, but until then, I suggest we go back to
eating breakfast."


Valari brushed by him on her way out, but Atton lingered a moment longer,
his eyes on the holoscreen and the error message blinking there. It read:


Connection Failure.


Host Unavailable.


"Atton? Are you coming?"


He nodded and turned away from the screen. "We should send someone to
investigate," he said on his way out.


"The junctions will be offline," Valari whispered. "By the
time someone can physically travel to the uppers and see what's going on, the
system will be restored already. I'm sure it's nothing to worry about."


"What's nothing to worry about?" Ethan asked as they drew near.


Valari smiled and sat down beside him. "Just a communications
error," she said.


Ethan accepted that with a furrowed brow. "I see..."


Again, Atton was tempted to say something, but he stopped himself. Patience.
He had to show Omnius he could be loyal even when he wasn't being watched.


Maybe that's what this was—a test. It has to be, he decided. Omnius
never lost control.


 


* * *


 


The Rictans landed in unison beside Drop Ship One. Ethan cracked open his
cockpit. Air hissed out as the canopy rose. He fumbled with his harness
to release the buckles, then jumped out of the cockpit onto the port wing, and
from there to the ground.


He raced up to the rear boarding ramp of the drop ship with the rest of the
Rictans close behind. Atta stood there waiting for them, already suited up in a
Zephyr, directing Gors and humans as they disembarked.


"General!" Ethan called out as he approached.


Atta turned to him, her expression inscrutable behind the glowing blue
faceplate of her helmet.


"What happened up there?" she demanded, her voice booming out
through her Zephyr's external speakers.


Ethan skidded to a stop with the rest of the Rictans.


"Happened?" Magnum echoed.


"We lost a drop ship," Atta said. "You almost frekked up the
entire operation."


"Casualties were light, all things considered," Ethan said.


"We could have lost the Eclipser!" Atta roared.


"But we didn't..."


Atta turned away. "Instead we lost my mother."


Ethan froze. "Destra?"


"She was the pilot."


"Atta, I'm so sorry..." He took a quick step toward her.


She held up an armored hand. "Save it, Ortane. Zephyrs are inside.
Watch traffic on your way up."


Ethan hesitated just a second before bounding up the ramp. The Rictans'
footsteps echoed with his as they kept pace behind him. Gor and Human soldiers
alike marched out in a steady stream from rows of upright docking stations
inside the drop ship. Ethan eyed the Gors warily. Their shiny black armor and
glowing red visors made them look menacing.


At the back of the troop bay, Ethan came to a locker room that he recognized
from his training on Origin. He opened the door with a wave of his hand, revealing
an entire armory with walls full of weapons, armor, and spare Zephyrs. The
Rictans hurried over to the latter and suited up.


Once armored, they cherry-picked a few weapons and pieces of equipment from
the available supplies. Magnum chose a pair of oversized plasma pistols; Carnage
strapped on some binary explosives that wouldn't get him killed with a stray
shot; and Blades picked out a Zephyr-sized medkit. Then Hop gave Ethan
an idea about his call sign by selecting a gravpack. Thinking about the
vertical nature of Avilon, Ethan selected a second gravpack for himself.


There came a heavy whump, followed by a ground-shaking roar that
rattled the weapons and equipment on the walls.


"What was that?" Ethan asked.


"Our cue to leave," Magnum answered.


Ethan's comm crackled with Atta's voice. "Hurry it up in there! We just
punched a hole. It's time to burrow!"


"Yes, ma'am—move out, Rictans!" Magnum said, taking charge of the
unit now that they were on the ground.


They raced back out and down the loading ramp. They were the last ones to
leave the drop ship. Atta stood waiting for them with both her arms raised and
gauntlet-mounted ripper cannons tracking faint shadows across the sky.


Ethan's aural sensors picked up and amplified the distant roar of
Nova fighters, and the comparatively quieter buzz of Omnius's drones.
Lasers crisscrossed the sky in steady streams. As Ethan watched, a bright flash
tore open one of the clouds, and a fiery rain of debris came crashing out.


Atta turned to see Ethan gawking. "What are you waiting for?" she
snapped.


"Shrapnel, get a move on!" Magnum called over the squad's comms
channel.


He turned to see the Rictans already seeking cover, racing up to the base of
the nearest skyscraper.


Ethan ran after them, servos and motorized joints whirring as he
went. The Rictans tore up great chunks of grass and dirt in their wake, leaving
a trail that wasn't hard to follow. He imagined drones following that same
trail later, but he supposed they weren't exactly going for stealth with this
assault. Looking up, Ethan saw the Rictans highlighted bright green on his HUD.
Farther out hundreds of Gors and Humans milled around the base of the nearest
skyscraper, showing on the HUD as a darker green than his own squad.


As Ethan drew near, he saw a gaping, ragged hole burned into one of the
rooftops. The First Battalion was already jumping down inside that hole. A
group of Zephyrs came out of cover carrying a heavy-looking piece of castcrete
rubble between them. They passed the rubble carefully down through the hole in
the rooftop, while a dozen more Zephyrs stood guard. That piece of rubble was
the Eclipser, but where was the capsule containing the nanites?


"Get under cover, Shrapnel!" Magnum roared.


Ethan ran and hid at the base of the skyscraper. He joined the Rictans in
keeping a lookout while the rest of the battalion jumped down.


"Where's the bomb?" Ethan asked.


"Must have carried it down already," Magnum replied.


"I didn't see it," Ethan replied.


"Let me ask the general..."


Ethan's comms crackled with Atta's reply a moment later. "I supervised
ours being loaded from the Liberator, but once we got dirtside and
cracked open the crate, it was full of oxygen tanks. Same story from the other
generals. The bombs didn't come down with us."


Magnum commed back, "You think Therius had a change of heart?"


"More likely someone snitched on us, and he decided to keep the bombs
in orbit with him."


"Frek," Ethan growled. "Then we can't stop him from using
them."


"No," Atta replied.


"We need to warn the fleet," Ethan said.


"And tell them what? That Therius has nanites on board and he's
planning to destroy Avilon?"


"That sounds about right."


"According to you, Captain Hale already knows. Therius is aboard her
ship. If anyone can do something to stop him, it's her. We're going to have to
trust that she's got a plan of her own."


"But—"


"If we don't secure this planet and get its people on our side, then
this whole discussion is pointless. We need to focus on our job right now.
Besides, Therius didn't come all this way just to kill everyone. We don't know
that he actually plans to use those bombs. And we don't even know for sure that
they actually contain nanites. The whole plot could be a bluff."


Ethan grimaced. "And if it's not?"


"Then we'd better hope Therius is right about there being an afterlife.
Now cut the chatter, Rictans, and get down that hole! We have a planet to
conquer."


Ethan felt despair worming inside his gut, making him feel dizzy and sick.
He raced out after his squad and jumped down, following the trail of
destruction that the First Battalion had left in their wake—shattered doors,
broken walls, and more holes in the floor. The building they were in appeared
to be some type of data center, with a myriad of rooms full of row upon row of
glowing blue towers.


"Where are we?" Ethan breathed.


"Inside one of the omni-nodes," Magnum replied. "We're
heading for the nerve center so we can broadcast our message to the people of
Avilon."


Ethan heard weapons' fire up ahead, and Magnum said, "It's show-time,
Rictans!"


They came to a broken wall and took cover to either side of the opening.
Ethan peeked around the corner to see a room full of smoke. Lasers flashed red
and purple through the gloom, and golden tracer fire stuttered out from ripper
cannons. A laser bolt screeched into the wall, shattering bactcrete just
a few inches from Ethan's face. He ducked back and used sensors to pinpoint the
enemy instead. A seething red mass of enemy contacts streamed into the room
from the other side, and green friendlies were shown pinned down behind cover.


Magnum gave a hand signal for them to break cover and flank the enemy.
Before Ethan had a chance to take a breath, the Rictans raced out of cover with
ripper cannons blazing. Ethan followed, looking for a clear line of fire
between friendlies, while The Rictans fired straight through the intervening
data towers, turning petabytes of data to shredded ruins. Red outlines began
shuddering on his HUD as the Rictans' fire reached them.


Ethan heard a sudden clank, followed by a screech of laser
fire. He felt a wash of heat on his right side and whirled around to
find himself face to face with a drone. He raised both arms to fire, and the
drone smacked him in the chest with an open palm. He went flying into a nearby
wall, ripper cannons blazing a second too late and tearing ragged holes in the
ceiling.


The drone clanked up to him while he was still struggling to get up.
He took aim, and then someone burst through the hole in the wall where they'd
come in. Energy blades flashed, and the drone fell in three pieces, the severed
ends glowing bright orange while its red cyclopean eye went dark.


Ethan's rescuer turned out to be Atta. Her HUD outline was gold, rather than
green, marking her as a general. She held out a hand to help him up, and yanked
him to his feet. He took in a scene of utter destruction. Flames crackled as
flammables burned. Smoke clogged the air. Twitching pieces of drones littered
the floor, their wires sparking. A few downed Zephyrs and at least twenty Gors
glowed pink on the HUD, while others with red cross symbols crouched beside
them, giving aid.


"We've got company coming up behind us!" Atta called out over the
comms. She crunched through the debris, and Ethan followed her over to one of
the brighter green HUD outlines. Ethan saw from the text floating above the
Zephyr's head that it was Magnum.


"How many?" Magnum asked.


"A few hundred for now, and those are just the ones we've spotted on
the surface. Our air support has them pinned down, but at least half made it
through."


"I thought Omnius wouldn't be able to rally a defense while we're
jamming him?" Ethan said.


Atta turned. "Drones are not brainless. They're dependent on Omnius,
but they're still capable of organizing to a certain degree."


"We'd better hurry then," Magnum said.


"Where's the Eclipser?" Atta asked.


Magnum jerked a thumb over his shoulder. "A few rooms back, sitting in
a corner with some other debris."


"Better move it up. I'm leaving your squad in charge of its defense
while we look for the control center in this place."


Magnum motioned to Rockhead and Blades. They left and returned a few moments
later carrying the chunk of castcrete Ethan had seen earlier. That confirmed it
was the Eclipser.


The ceiling shook with a muffled boom, and chunks of bactcrete rained
down, thunking off their armor.


Atta peered up through a hole above her head and nearly got a face full of
pulse lasers for her trouble. She and the Rictans scattered as the ceiling came
alive with lancing beams of light.


"They're coming down on top of us!" Atta roared.


Ethan hunkered down behind an overturned tower of databanks. He peeked over
the top to see drones dropping down from the ceiling like spiders, their optics
glowing crimson in the gloom. Gors raced at them, lavender-hued pulse lasers
flashing. The drones fired back, but the Gors kept going. They closed to
hand-to-hand combat with the drones and produced scythe-shaped energy blades.
Ethan raised one arm and aimed at the nearest drone, but he couldn't get a
clear shot. He thought about jumping into the fray with his own energy blades,
but more drones dropped down by the second, crowding the room, and the Gors
who'd gone hand-to-hand with them were being picked off fast.


Lasers crackled out with intermittent flashes of light. Zephyrs fired
back from points of cover, ripper cannons flashing gold through the drifting
clouds of dust and smoke. Energy blades sizzled.


It was utter chaos. Ethan heard Magnum call out for them to retreat further
into the building. Ethan couldn't even see the Rictans through all of the
commotion. He was cut off and pinned down, but so far none of the drones had
noticed him.


Clank-clank. Clank-clank-clank!


Ethan saw a flicker of movement on his right peripheral display. Then to his
left. Red optics cast crimson beams of light through the smoky room. Ethan saw
those beams sweep across the floor to either side of him.


His heart pounded in his chest and his breath reverberated inside his
helmet. Ethan glanced at his sensor display. There were no friendly contacts
around him. He saw a few retreating further into the building, chased by swarms
of drones. He was alone with these four drones. They had to have detected him
by now.


Clank-clank-clank-clank!


They were rushing him!


Ethan steeled himself, watching the enemy approach on his HUD, red outlines
growing larger by the second. He raised his arms above his head, and waited,
counting down the seconds.


Clank-clank-clank-clank!


He could feel the floor shuddering with their footfalls. One was coming
straight at him, the other three flanking to the sides. Ethan waited another
half a second, and then he flexed his hands into fists, extending his energy
blades with a sizzle of activating shields. He jumped up out of cover at
the same moment as the drone in front of him sprang over his cover. He lashed
out as the drone sailed toward him, and it fell apart, gushing green coolant.


The other three rounded the overturned data tower, forearms sweeping up to
fire. Ethan lunged toward the greater threat, the pair of drones to his left.
He slashed across the barrels of their pulse lasers before they could shoot,
and then he bisected them both with an uppercut. They clattered to the ground.
He whirled around, looking for the third drone, just in time to be blinded by a
crimson beam of laser fire shrieking out from the third and final drone. The
laser bolt glanced off his chest, burning his armor to a molten ruin and
searing his skin with a nauseating sizzle.


Opening his fists to retract his energy blades, Ethan activated ripper
cannons instead and fired back at the drone. Twin streams of golden tracer fire
roared out from his gauntlets, the impacts jumping the drone's aim so that
lasers flashed all around him, but never hit. The sound of shells plinking off
the drone's armor was deafening. Ethan rushed the drone, keeping up a steady
stream of fire as he ran. When he came within an arm's length, he extended
energy blades and slashed, cutting the drone in two molten orange-glowing
halves.


Ethan stood over the enemy gasping for air, his chest burning like it was on
fire. He glanced down at his chest and felt abruptly sick. Blackened char
stared back at him.


It was tough to tell how badly he was injured. Between adrenaline and the
stims that his Zephyr auto-injected, the pain was a fraction of what it should
have been.


Ethan grunted and scanned the room for more enemy contacts, but friendlies
and enemies alike were all gone. He was alone.


Ethan checked his map for friendly comm beacons, but saw no sign of his
squad, or any other squad for that matter. He was out of range.


He opened his comms to see if he could get back in touch. "Rictan One
reporting, does anyone copy?"


A fierce crackle of static answered.


Frek. 


Ethan turned in a quick circle to get his bearings. Smoke curled in drifting
curtains, concealing everything. Looking up, Ethan saw the holes the drones had
burned in the ceiling. Dozens of gaping apertures. He saw a flicker of red HUD
outlines. They were coming again. A quick look at sensors revealed at least
fifty drones coming down.


The next wave.


Ethan didn't have time to decide which way his squad might be. He spun
around, looking for a way out. He spied a door close behind him and ran for it.
Bringing his energy blades up as he reached it, Ethan quickly sliced a hole big
enough for him to crawl through on his belly, which he promptly did. On the
other side he saw yet more glowing blue towers of data, but these had yet to be
shredded by weapons fire. Before he even regained his footing on the other
side, he glimpsed drones dropping down behind him on his rear viewscreen. A fan
of crimson light flickered through the hole in the door. Drones scanning the
room he'd come from.


Clank-clank-clank!


"Frek!" Ethan growled. They'd found him already. He bounced up and
ran, hoping desperately to find backup soon.


He tried the comms again. "Rictan One reporting! I need backup!"


Static crackled, and Ethan grimaced. He was on his own. He ducked and wove
between glowing data towers, wishing he could fly over them instead. Then the
door behind him burst open with a flash of light and an accompanying boom. 


Clank-clank-clank!


Here they come . . .












Chapter 39





Binary explosives
punched a hole. Six squads of Zephyrs and an endless stream of Gors went
storming through. Atta followed them, expecting to see more of the endless rows
of data towers, but this room was different. There were control consoles and
holoscreens for data input, not just data storage and processing. This
was a hub, one of the access points that drones used to perform maintenance on
the systems throughout the omni-node.


"This is it!" Atta called out. "Secure all the entrances. We
don't want to get interrupted before we're done here."


She turned to see squads of Gors and Zephyrs taking up positions at all the
doors. Two squads covered the hole they'd entered by, while another four
hurried back through the shattered wall to cover them further back. Tech
experts peeled out of their Zephyrs and sat down behind control consoles to get
to work. Atta checked her sensors to make sure there wasn't a whole company of
drones racing up behind them. Nothing yet, but she still felt naked.


She'd left at least half of her battalion guarding entrances back the way
they'd come, while another third escorted the Rictans and the Eclipser deeper
into the city. Atta had been surprised and upset to hear that Ethan was MIAPD,
but there'd be time to grieve their losses later. The rest of the Rictans were
to rendezvous with the Second Battalion and carry the Eclipser down into the
Null Zone for safe-keeping. Their secondary objective down there was to recruit
a civilian army of Nulls, but not even Nulls would fight until they heard the
truth.


Fortunately, they would be easy to convince. First, because they were Nulls
and inherently distrustful of Omnius, and second, because they weren't even
supposed to have Lifelinks. Just the fact that they would be able to see
Therius's message would be enough to convince them of its veracity.


There was one problem, however. In order to send their message to everyone
all at once, they needed to disable the Eclipser. That meant Omnius would have
a small window of opportunity to get his forces organized.


Striding over to the nearest console, Atta asked, "How much
longer?"


The tech turned to her with a frown. "We're hacking into a
supercomputer, ma'am; a smart one. If you want this to work, you need to
give us time."


"And if you take too long, we're going to be up to our eyeballs in
drones."


"We can't rush this or network security is going to shut us out when we
try to send our message."


"I thought Therius gave you the encryption keys?"


"That doesn't make this any easier. We need to infect the system in a
million different places with every kind of virus you can imagine just to
distract Omnius long enough that he won't be able to stop our message. We have
a one minute window, and as far as Omnius is concerned, that's a
lifetime."


"The message is five minutes long," Atta said. "How
are you going to pack all of that into one minute?"


"We're not streaming; we're downloading, and it would be a lot faster,
but we don't have the bandwidth in this node to send to everyone at once. We've
busted the transmission up into batches, but even like that we're only going to
reach about 90 percent of the population."


"Good enough," Atta said. "Let me know when you're ready so I
can coordinate with the Second Battalion to disable the Eclipser. If you need
me, I'll be watching your asses by the door."


"Yes, ma'am."


"Techs!" Atta muttered under her breath. She wasn't a fan
of cyber warfare. She'd take a pulse rifle or a ripper cannon over a battle of
bits and bytes any day.


As Atta approached the ragged hole they'd blown to get into the control
room, she heard a stutter of ripper fire, followed by a shout of warning over
the comms.


"Fall back!" someone yelled. It was Delta Two.


"Deltas, report!" Atta commed back.


"They're coming through!" Delta One replied amidst a deafening
roar of weapons fire.


"Drones?"


"No, Peacekeepers! Thousands of them!"


Atta checked the Deltas' position on her scanners and motioned for the
squads standing guard with her by the shattered wall to move up. They preceded
her out of the control room, and she commed back, "We're on our way,
Deltas. Hold your position!"


"We'll do our best, General."


Thinking fast, Atta called for reinforcements from the Second Battalion.
They couldn't be too far off.


The comms crackled with a response from the battalion's Gor general.
"We come under heavy fire! I cannot reinforce if we are to keep
advancing."


"Frek it," Atta muttered. "Then stop advancing! Pull back to
the control center. We can't afford to lose it! Not until our message gets
out."


"What about the Eclipssser?"


"Bring it with you! If we're running into this much resistance already,
then digging deeper is a mistake. At least we know they'll refrain from using
heavy weapons while we're inside one of the omni-nodes, but as soon as we poke
our noses out, they're going to hit us harder than ever."


"Yesss, you are right."


"Of course I'm right."


Atta watched a surge of green begin moving back up the tower, converging on
her position. She hoped it would be enough. Atta ran to catch up with the two
squads she'd sent to reinforce Delta squad. She heard weapons fire again, but
this time it came via aural sensors rather than over the comms. The
Peacekeepers were close.


Atta raced through a room full of overturned data towers, her feet crunching
noisily through the debris. Up ahead, just on the other side of a shattered
door she saw ripper cannons and pulse lasers flashing. Atta ran up to the door
just as the squads she'd sent came boiling through. A flashing silver sphere
appeared in their midst, and Atta screamed, "Grenade!"


Then it exploded, but instead of incinerating both squads with a roiling
ball of fire, it picked them up and threw them, sending them flying and
tumbling away in a radius around the grenade. Atta went flying back the way
she'd come and landed with a crunch in a pile of shattered data towers.


Dazed, she shook her head and climbed unsteadily to her feet. Dead ahead,
Peacekeepers came trudging through the rubble in their glowing, mirror-smooth
armor. Their face plates shone through the gloom like flashlights. Here and
there, they raised their palms to fire dazzling bursts of energy. Atta raised
her arms to open fire, but the Peacekeeper nearest to her raised both his palms
and hit her with a violent gust of wind from his grav guns, and she went flying
once more. This time she hit the far wall. Despite the padding inside her
armor, the impact was enough to stun her. The Peacekeeper walked up to her, a
blue cape fluttering behind him, his palms raised and humming with a
repelling force that held her pinned to the wall.


"Who are you?" the Peacekeeper asked, speaking in broken Versal.


Atta used her chin to flick from comms to external speakers.
"Tourists," she said.


"A sense of humor. Interesting. Let's try again. What are you doing
here? I'm going to count to three. On three, you're either going to start
talking, or we're going to start shooting."


Atta noted that half of the sixteen soldiers she'd come with lay motionless
in the rubble, while the other half had been pinned to the walls and floor with
grav guns, just like her.


"One. Two—"


"Wait, let me explain," Atta said.


"You've got one minute."


"That's all I need."


 


* * *


 


Ethan cut his way through door after door, to get away from the drones
pursuing him. He managed to stay one step ahead of them, but the thunder of clanking
footfalls and the crackle of laser fire intermittently flashing out
behind him was a constant reminder that being one step ahead wasn't good
enough.


Before long he ran out of doors to carve through and ended up standing
before a wall of windows, gazing out into a gaping chasm between buildings.


Clank-clank-clank!


Ethan spun around, looking for a way out. The door he'd carved open last lay
right behind him, the edges of the hole he'd cut still glowing molten orange.
Ethan glimpsed red HUD outlines swarming toward him. He didn't have much time.


Remembering the grav pack strapped to his back, Ethan turned to the windows.
Extending his energy blades, he carved a hole and punched out an oval section
of glass. It went tumbling away, and Ethan poked his head out, staring down
into the cavernous gap between buildings.


Orderly lines of air traffic sat gridlocked below him. Below that, about
twenty levels down, was a pedestrian street level. Pedestrians walked along it
in colorful streams. They didn't look to be in a hurry. Clearly they had no
idea what was going on, but then again, how could they? In Etheria all the news
nets were controlled by Omnius and Omnius was offline.


Ethan eyed those streets, looking for a way to get down. Then the piece of
glass he'd cut out hit the streets and pedestrians screamed. Ethan grimaced,
but he didn't have time to worry about them. A screech of laser fire
sounded out behind him, followed by a crimson beam hitting the wall of glass
and shattering it with explosive force. Ethan turned to see a glint of drone
armor appear in the open doorway behind him. Lasers crackled out once more, and
Ethan fired back with ripper cannons. Laser bolts went streaking by him.


He didn't have time to hesitate. Ethan turned and dove through the open
window. He screamed himself deaf as he fell, his arms and legs windmilling for
purchase on something solid. Then he recovered his wits enough to grab his
gravpack controls. He pulled them out and used a pair of miniature joysticks to
right himself so he was falling feet first. As soon as he'd righted the pack's
axis of lift, he ignited the grav lifts on high power. A violent jerk sent all
the blood rushing into his feet, and Ethan saw black. Terror filled him. If he
blacked out now, he was dead. His heart pounding, he blinked rapidly to clear
the spots from his eyes.


The ground rushed up, and he bent his legs to land with a ground-shaking boom!
Pedestrians scattered in all directions. But one man stood frozen and
staring.


"You're a Sentinel!" the man said in broken Versal, his brown eyes
wide and glowing.


"It's not what you think," Ethan tried to say.


"Get him!" someone else said, more distantly. Ethan turned to see
a pair of Peacekeepers pushing through the crowd. They raised their palms, grav
guns already powered and glowing, and Ethan turned and ran the other way,
heading for the densest concentration of people. Peacekeepers wouldn't fire on
him if it meant a chance of hitting Etherians.


As Ethan ran, more people stopped and turned to point at him. Recognition
spread like fire, and the crowd parted down the middle. Many of these people
had come from the Imperium, but he was surprised they still recognized a Zephyr
after all these years. The crowd continued to part, forming a living tunnel. At
the end of it Ethan saw a whole squad of Peacekeepers charging toward him. He
was trapped.


"Frek!" Ethan skidded to a stop and dove behind a bus stop. A
withering rain of laser fire followed him, turning his cover to a molten ruin.


Ethan risked peering over the railing at the edge of the street. The city
disappeared below him in a dizzying swirl. The next level of streets was almost
too far down to see. Pulse lasers continued screaming into the ruined bus stop.
The heat of that assault radiated through both the debris and Ethan's armor. He
was pinned down, and there was only one way to go.


Before he could take too long to think about it, Ethan jumped out of cover
and leapt over the side of the street. Again came the sickening sensation of
free fall, but this time he was in control. He fired his gravpack on low power
to slow his descent while dropping past a level of gridlocked air traffic.
Passengers in the cars pointed at him as he fell. A young child waved. Wind
whistled by aural sensors, and they faithfully reproduced the sound inside his
helmet, setting his teeth on edge.


The next level of streets came rushing up. Ethan dialed the power up to full
and simultaneously bent his knees as his feet touched ground. Pedestrians
backed away from him, and again the crowd parted. More Peacekeepers appeared in
the distance. Ethan dashed into an alcove, and pulse lasers chased him there, digging
chunks out of the bactcrete walls.


How many Peacekeepers are there in Etheria? he wondered. They
seemed to be everywhere he went.


Ethan risked exposing one of his arms to fire back. Red HUD outlines showed
him where the enemy was even through the walls, while civilians appeared around
them in receding masses of yellow. Ethan fired a solid stream of ripper rounds
at the nearest enemy, and the Peacekeepers ducked into an entryway just down
the street from him. They took turns firing at each other from behind cover,
aiming for the pinprick-sized targets of each other's exposed hands and arms.


Ethan missed consistently. So did the Peacekeepers. It looked like a
standoff. Then one of the Peacekeepers scored a glancing hit on his arm,
lighting his nerves on fire. Ethan roared and withdrew his arm to see a small,
blackened hole in his armor. Determined not to repeat that incident, Ethan
waited.


They had to step out of cover if they wanted to get him, and as soon as they
did, he'd have a clear shot. Ethan kept an eye on his rear viewscreen, but
there was no one there.


Then he saw a ghostly flicker of movement. His heart pounded and his palms
began to sweat.


What was that? Some kind of glitch?


Then it reappeared, right behind him, and he recognized the outline of a
man. Ethan whirled, making a fist to extend an energy blade from his right-hand
gauntlet. The blade flashed out in a shimmering blue-white arc before hitting
something solid and slicing through. An armored arm fell to the ground, the
palm flashing with a burst of light as it fell. A belated whoosh of air
punched Ethan in the chest and sent him flying through the entrance of the
restaurant where he'd taken cover. He landed on a table and flattened it with a
crash of glass and dinnerware.


Patrons screamed, and Ethan bounced to his feet to see the Peacekeeper who'd
snuck up on him clutching the cauterized stump of his severed arm and swaying
on his feet. The man saw him, and raised a bloody palm to shoot, but Ethan was
faster. He poured a torrent of ripper fire from both gauntlets. Rounds sparked
off the Peacekeeper's armor, jumping his aim and making his body jerk and
shudder like a rag doll. Then the Peacekeeper's shields failed and rounds
punched holes in his armor with crimson sprays of blood.


The man fell over backward, and Ethan grimaced, having suddenly lost his
taste for violence. That Peacekeeper had tried to detain him with nonlethal
force, and Ethan had killed him.


Two more red outlines appeared on his HUD, approaching the entrance of the restaurant,
one from either side. Ethan tracked them with his ripper cannons, but then he
stopped himself. They'd come to set Avilon's people free, not to kill them.
These Peacekeepers weren't the enemy. He just had to buy time until Therius
transmitted his message and proved that the real enemy was Omnius.


Ethan activated his external speakers. "I surrender!" he called
out in Avilonian, and raised his hands above his head.


They replied in the same language. "You are under arrest for the murder
of an Etherian Peacekeeper!"


"It was an accident. I need your help," Ethan replied.


"Our help? Not even Omnius can help you now," one of them said as
he came out of cover. He strode in through the restaurant with both palms
glowing and ready to shoot. 


"That's what I need your help with—Omnius. We've come to set you
free."


The Peacekeeper burst out laughing. "Free? From what? Paradise?"


Ethan watched the second Peacekeeper come creeping out of cover to back up
the first.


"Give me a chance to explain, and I think—"


"Save the explanations for your trial. Get out of your armor."


Ethan cracked his Zephyr open and stepped out. "Anything else?"


One of the Peacekeepers produced a pair of energy binders and snapped them
around Ethan's wrists. "Come with us," he said, taking hold of
Ethan's arm and dragging him out the ruined doors of the restaurant.


"You're making a mistake," Ethan said once they were back on the
street.


The Peacekeeper holding him spared a glance at his fallen colleague.
"You're right. I should have shot you, not taken you into custody."


Ethan grimaced. He considered trying to tell these two the truth about
Omnius, but they had no reason to trust him, and conspiracy theories were
nothing new on Avilon. He would have to wait for Therius's message.


As the Peacekeepers dragged him down the street, Ethan's thoughts turned to
his family. It was too late for him to help the Union take Avilon, but maybe it
wasn't too late to find Alara and Trinity. The problem was even if the
Peacekeepers holding him suddenly switched sides when they got Therius's
message, he didn't know where Alara lived.


If the Omninet were back online, all it would take is a simple query to find
them. Ethan shook his head. There had to be another way....


Suddenly he had it. Therius's message! In order to send it they
needed to disable the Eclipser. Maybe not for long, but maybe long enough.


Ethan had to get to a computer terminal. Turning to the nearest Peacekeeper,
he said, "I know why Omnius is offline."


"Shut up." The Peacekeeper tightened his grip and gave Ethan's arm
a violent tug.


"If you take me to a computer terminal, I can bring him back."


The Peacekeeper stopped dragging him, and turned to glare at him. "How
do I know you're not going to make things worse?"


"The data terminals are all offline. They're useless right now, so you
have nothing to lose."


"Why would you help us? A second ago you were trying to convince me
that you were going to set us free from Omnius. Bringing him back online is the
opposite of that."


"I should have been more specific. The fleet I came with is here to set
you free, but I have my own agenda. I'm here to rescue my family, and I need
the Omninet to find them. Do you see me surrounded by an army of soldiers? I'm
on my own down here for a reason."


"Omnius won't let you leave Avilon. How do you plan to rescue your
family if he's back online?"


"He's going to be too busy fighting off the invasion to stop me. I'll
have my chance."


The other Peacekeeper spoke up, "We've got nothing to lose by
trying."


The first Peacekeeper scowled and shook his head. "You do anything
suspicious, and I'll shoot you dead."


"Agreed."


The Peacekeepers dragged him toward the nearest building, and hope swelled
in Ethan's chest. He couldn't believe he'd convinced them. Just as soon as the
Omninet came back online, he'd use it to find Alara and Trinity. Now, no matter
what Avilon's fate, at least his world would be safe.


He would make sure of it.












Chapter 40





"That's quite
a story," the Peacekeeper pinning Atta to the wall said. "If Omnius created
the Sythians, then why seed the Getties with nanites to destroy them?"


"Not to destroy them, to cover up his lies," Atta said. "The
Getties is full of artifacts from an ancient human civilization, artifacts that
prove Etherianism predates Avilon, for one. For another, there's proof that
Omnius found quantum tech and reverse-engineered it. How do you think we
surprised Omnius with a quantum jammer powerful enough to knock out
communications all over Avilon? We found the same things he did and more."


The Peacekeeper deactivated his faceplate, revealing a strong jaw and bright
blue eyes glowing in the light of his ARCs. "That still doesn't make
sense," the Peacekeeper insisted. "And I'll tell you why—I already
know everything that you just told me. Omnius already told me the truth, and
he's told many others, too. Why cover up the lies if he's just going to reveal
them all later?"


Atta saw the other Peacekeepers trading glances with each other. Omnius's
machinations were obviously news to them, but the blue-caped Peacekeeper had
just confirmed everything she'd said. The problem was, if he already knew the
truth, then why was he fighting her?


Atta frowned, suddenly uncertain about the invasion. "You're telling me
you know what Omnius is, and you serve him willingly anyway?"


"Omnius's disciples worship him in truth, knowing exactly who and what
he is. He is too powerful to resist, so we don't even try. We have accepted our
fate because there is no other choice."


"But you're free! We disabled Omnius. Now there is a choice!"


"So it would seem..." the Peacekeeper replied. He withdrew and the
bright glow of grav guns faded from his palms.


No longer pinned to the wall, Atta fell from it with a thud. She
looked around quickly. Union soldiers clambered to their feet all around her.
Now the Avilonians were helping them up rather than holding them down. But not
everyone got up. At least a full squad of Zephyrs and Gors lay motionless and
half-buried under rubble.


"You killed them. You knew—" Atta said, rounding on the Peacekeeper
standing beside her. "You knew we came to set you free, and you
killed them anyway."


"We had no way of knowing Omnius's absence was a result of your
intervention, or even that he would stay offline, and we couldn't risk taking
the losing side in a war."


Atta regarded the man with a scowl. "That sounds like something a
coward would say."


"We all do what we must to survive. If you didn't want anyone to die,
then you shouldn't have come. Besides, your soldiers are not the only ones who
have died today."


Atta considered pointing out that casualties on both sides could have been
prevented if they'd surrendered, but what was done was done.


"We need to tell the rest of Avilon the truth," she said. "If
we don't stop fighting each other soon, we're all going to die. How many drones
are there on Avilon?"


"Trillions," the Peacekeeper replied.


"Frek..." Atta muttered. "Then we might all die anyway."


"Not if we stand together," the Peacekeeper said, and thrust out
his hand. Atta eyed it. "Strategian Galan Rovik," he said. "And
you are?"


"Atta Heston," she replied, accepting the handshake.


The man's eyebrows floated up and he smiled. "It's a pleasure to meet
you Atta. Your father and I are good friends."


Atta's heart began racing in her chest and her grip tightened involuntarily.
"You know him? Where is he?"


"In the Null Zone. I can introduce you when this is all over if you
like."


Atta blinked, shock and excitement waging war inside of her. This man knew
her father!


Then her comms crackled, interrupting her thoughts. "We're ready to
send the message, General! Get that Eclipser offline!"


Atta replied, "Stand by, Corporal." Then she sent a comm to the
Rictans, "Magnum, General Heston here, what's your status?"


The sound of weapons fire raged through Atta's helmet, making it all but
impossible to hear what was said. "Pinned down! Tak... h-vy fire!"


A titanic boom roared over the comms, followed by static. Krssssss...


"Magnum!"


Silence.


"Frek!" Atta screamed.


Then her comms crackled again, but without the noise from before.
"Sorry about that, General. Carnage just handled the situation with a
plasma grenade. We're falling back, on our way to reinforce your position as
ordered."


"Well stop and hold where you are! Operation Whistle-blower is a go.
Get ready to disable the Eclipser on my command."


"Yes, ma'am."


Atta ended the comms and turned to Galan Rovik. She nodded to him and said,
"You think you can hold this position?"


"The Eclipser—that's your jamming device?"


Atta frowned, wondering how he'd overheard her conversation. Then she
realized that she'd forgotten to turn off her external speakers. Atta grimaced.
It was a good thing these Peacekeepers were on their side now, but she chose to
not to answer Galan's question. She didn't have time to explain. "Can you
hold here or not?"


"Of course," he replied.


"Good." She turned and motioned for the remaining Zephyrs to hold
with them.


A lone Gor responded with a hiss. "They kill my
crechemates," he said, his gaze fixed on the nearest Peacekeeper. "I
do not fight beside murderers."


"We killed their people, too," Atta replied. "We have to move
past that or this will all be for nothing."


Another hiss was the Gor's only reply. Atta grimaced and took off at
a run. She felt like the entire operation teetered on a knife's edge, but
despite that uncertainty, there was a sullen hope.


Her father was alive. She reached the control center where she'd left
the techs. The one she'd spoken with earlier turned and nodded to her as she
ran up behind him.


"We're ready when you are, General!" he said.


Atta commed the Rictans, "Disable the Eclipser!"


Magnum replied, "Disabling in three, two, one, zero."


"Punch it!" Atta said, speaking to the tech.


"Message transmitting!" he replied.


 


* * *


 


Ethan ran system diagnostics and checked network settings from the data
terminal, hoping the Peacekeepers who'd brought him there wouldn't notice he
was stalling for time.


One of them jabbed him in the ribs. "You don't have a clue what you're
doing. Even I can see that!"


"Give me a minute!" Ethan said.


"Sure we'll give you all the time in the..." The Peacekeeper
trailed off and Ethan turned to see both him and his partner stumbling around
in circles, their heads turning every which way at once, as if plagued by a
cloud of invisible insects.


It took Ethan a second to realize the moment he'd been waiting for had come.
They were blind, their augmented reality contacts were transmitting Therius's
message right before their eyes. As Ethan watched, both Peacekeepers lost their
balance and fell over with a noisy clatter of armor. They began struggling to
regain their footing, but only half-heartedly.


Ethan chided himself for wasting time and hurriedly turned to the data
terminal. He put together a query in his head and said: "Find Address:
Alara Ortane. Description: violet eyes, dark hair, has daughter Trinity,
husband Ethan."


He held his breath while the search ran. He half expected it to fail. He had
no way of knowing how long the Eclipser would be disabled. How long would the
Union need to send a message to trillions of people? Come on... Ethan
thought. Then the screen changed, and an address popped up.


Alara Ortane Lives in Etheria, Level 20, Fairhaven District, Block 17,
Fairview Tower, Apartment 20G.


Ethan couldn't believe it! He quickly memorized the address and turned to
leave—


But he caught himself. The Omninet was still online, and there was something
else he needed to know. He needed a way to get his family off Avilon.


Ethan quickly spoke another query to the terminal: "Location for
captured Imperial transport, name Trinity, museum piece, former owner
Ethan Ortane."


With fewer records to search this time, the terminal answered his query
instantly.


Celesta, Ground Level, Heritage District, Block 67, History Towers,
History of Space Flight Exhibit.


Ethan memorized that address, too, and then turned from the terminal for a
second time. He risked a glance at the Peacekeepers who'd arrested him. They'd
stopped struggling to get up. Now they lay staring up at the ceiling, watching
whatever it was that Therius had decided to show them. Ethan considered waiting
for the transmission to end and asking them for help, but he realized he
couldn't be sure what side they'd be on. Therius's message might fail to
convince them. It wasn't worth the risk.


But something else was.


The nearest Peacekeeper had a sidearm holstered to his hip, along with
several grenades and spare charge packs for his weapon. Ethan dropped to his
haunches and began unbuckling the man's belt, being careful not to alert the
Peacekeeper to what he was doing. Once the belt was free, he gave a quick tug
and leapt away. The belt came away in his hands, and the Peacekeeper reacted by
flailing around blindly for him. Ethan drew the stolen sidearm and leveled it
on the man's head, but the Peacekeeper subsided once more, still preoccupied by
whatever he was seeing.


Ethan buckled on the belt and ran as fast as his legs would take him.
Everywhere he looked, people lay collapsed on the ground, staring blindly up at
the ceiling. The data terminal he'd been using was in a hover train station.
There'd been plenty of travelers passing through at the time he'd arrived, but
now all of those travelers had been struck down by Therius's revelation.


Ethan had to concentrate as he ran just to avoid stepping on people's
outstretched hands and feet.


All around him, people shouted exclamations of "I knew it!" and
"I don't believe it!" and sometimes, defiant cries of, "Omnius
grando est!"


The latter group made him snort with disgust. Some people embraced lies so
eagerly that they would never believe the truth.


Ethan reached the nearest hover train and raced aboard, hoping the trains
would still be working when Omnius went offline again. Since they ran on a
track rather than a simulated street, he was pretty sure they didn't require either
quantum communications or constant intervention from Omnius to keep them
running. As he came aboard, he noticed the train was full of passengers, and he
considered that a good sign. None of them saw him as he came aboard. Their
glowing eyes were glazed and flickering with miniature holo recordings. Ethan
found a seat by the entrance.


Not long after that, the train gave an automated warning that the doors were
about to close, and passengers began snapping out of it. Ethan watched their
glowing eyes dart around the inside of the train, and he realized that he
wasn't wearing ARCs. Some of these people might find that suspicious, but no
one seemed to notice.


Suddenly the train raced out of the station, going from zero to a hundred
klicks in the blink of an eye. Inertial management reduced the sensation of
acceleration to a mild tug, but it was enough to snap people out of their
confusion.


The passenger car erupted in noisy chatter. People jumped to their feet,
fists and jaws clenched, spoiling for a fight.


One man cried out, "I'm gonna kill that frekkin' bot!"


Someone else said, "You fool! Etheria is a paradise! Life has never
been so good. Who cares if he lied? Look at everything he's done for us!"


The first one started cursing at the second, and then everyone pitched in
with their thoughts.


Ethan watched the developing confrontation carefully, holding his stolen
sidearm in a loose grip in his lap, just in case.


Across the aisle from him a redhead with wide, glowing magenta eyes spotted
his weapon and opened her mouth to say something. Then she appeared to think
better of it and shut her mouth.


Ethan nodded to her and smiled. "Do you know how I can get to Fairhaven
District?" he had to yell to be heard above the ruckus of people
arguing inside the train. "I'm looking for my wife and
daughter!"


The redhead shook her head quickly and looked away. Ethan wondered if she'd
seen that he wasn't wearing ARCs and that was what had scared her into silence.


"Are you sure?" he insisted. "You must have an idea where it
is. You live in Etheria, right? Please. It's important."


"I—it's near the end of the line," she stuttered.


"Thank you!" Ethan replied.


"You're not from here?" she asked.


"Not Etheria, no. It's a long story. I'm taking my family and leaving
Avilon before things get any worse," he replied.


"You have a ship? You're a pilot?"


Ethan nodded.


"Can I... can I come with you?"


Ethan hesitated, suddenly worried about what his wife would say about him
picking up pretty girls after he told her what had happened with Valari, but
these were extenuating circumstances. Anyone they left behind would either die
in the fighting, or return to slavery with Omnius. Either way, not a happy
ending.


"Just try to keep up," he said.


"I will. I promise."
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—30 Minutes Earlier—


Hoff simultaneously
pushed the throttle past the speed limit and pulled out of the simulated street
onto an illegal flight path. Shining windows flashed by to either side, forming
racing rivers of light.


Hoff had spent the better part of an hour trying to provoke a response from
Omnius before he'd realized what was happening.


Omnius is offline!


He had to get home, and fast. He had no idea how long it would last, or even
whether or not it was a trick designed to test loyalties, but he couldn't afford
not to take advantage of it. He planned to get his family and run with them as
fast and as far as he could. They had to find a way out of the Null Zone, find
a ship to steal, and then find a way to disable their Lifelinks...


One obstacle at a time.


First things first—he had to rescue them from their so-called guardian
drone, Triple Nine. She was really an assassin, and she was there to
remind Hoff that his family's well-being depended on his performance as the
leader of the White Skulls.


But now all of that might finally be at an end. There were rumors of a
battle raging in the Uppers. The Sythians were invading.


Hoff ducked and wove through streams of traffic, taking the shortest and
most direct route possible to get home.


Air cars crisscrossed the sky in every possible direction—people racing
home, or to wherever they thought would be the safest. So far no debris had
come crashing down from the Uppers, but Hoff knew that couldn't last.


After a few narrow scrapes in alleyways and one near miss with a pedestrian
hover-train, Hoff raced inside his garage and left the car with the engine
running. With one hand on the butt of his sidearm, he raced up the steps to the
side entrance of his apartment and waited impatiently for the security system
to recognize him. The door swished open, and he ran inside.


Hoff found his family sitting on the couch, watching a local news channel.
Most of the Null networks still worked, since quantum technology was
proprietary of Omnius.


Destra looked up, her face pale and eyes wide. "You're back!" she
said, rising from the couch. Then Atta turned, too.


"Dad!" Atta ran to greet him. Before she'd made it more than two
steps, Hoff heard a clank-clank-clank of metallic feet approaching. He
whirled toward the sound, drawing his sidearm and taking aim. He saw Triple
Nine racing down the hallway toward the living room, but Atta was in the way,
and he couldn't get a clear shot.


"Atta, get down!"


An uncertain look crossed her face and she turned to look over her shoulder
just in time to see Triple Nine raising both arms and deploying weapons. The
drone had detected a threat, and unlike a proper guardian, she was prepared to
defend herself even at the expense of the people she was ordered to protect.


Atta hit the ground, and Hoff fired twice in quick succession. The drone
fired back in the same instant. A bolt of sheer lighting tore through his side,
spinning him around and dropping him to the ground. Destra screamed as he fell.
His plasma pistol went clattering away, and then came a thunk and a
straining whirr of servos and mechanical elements as Triple Nine fell
and then struggled to get back up. Hoff lay staring up at the ceiling, dazed,
his side pulsing with fire.


Atta and Destra appeared hovering over him, both of them blubbering and trying
to tend to his injured side at the same time. Despite the pain, he found he
could still move. He brushed them away and clambered to his feet. Dark spots
crowded his vision, and he could feel himself swaying on his feet, his gut
churning with a dire need to vomit. He gritted his teeth and pushed his
physical self aside, hurriedly scanning the room for his target. He expected to
find the drone incapacitated and lying on the ground, but Triple Nine was gone.


"Where is she?" he demanded, turning in a quick circle, looking
for his sidearm.


"Dad! Look out!"


Hoff whirled around just in time to see the drone leaping up over the back
of the living room couch. Two ragged black holes in her chest gave a gory view
of exposed wiring and oozing green coolant. Both her arms were raised, as if to
throttle him or to fire a deadly torrent of lasers. But Triple Nine didn't
shoot. Hoff realized he must have damaged her firing controls.


The drone came to within an arm's breadth of him, and then he dove to one
side. Triple Nine anticipated the movement and followed him down.


Then came a sharp crack and a dazzling flash of light. The drone fell
on top of him, knocking him over. He grappled with her on the ground, fighting
a shower of sparks and a hissing stream of coolant. He roared, kicking and
shoving until the drone rolled off him. That was when he noticed her optical
sensors were already dark. A hole shone straight through Triple Nine's head.


Hoff sat up and turned to see Atta holding his sidearm. She dropped the gun
and hurried over to him with her mother. Again, both women tried to tend his
injured side.


This time he let them.


Destra's lips trembled and she stroked his forehead with a shaking hand.
Then Hoff saw her eyes dart to his injury. The blood left her face in a rush,
and she started sobbing.


Hoff glanced down to see what had upset her. He saw white ribs poking
through blackened skin, and a wave of nausea washed over him. His head swam
with the overpowering urge to pass out.


Hoff grimaced as the adrenaline left his system and he fully felt the pain
of his injury. He began to shiver. All his plans of escaping Avilon
disappeared. He was done.


The world around him abruptly vanished, replaced by a vision of a planet he
was sure he'd dreamed about, but never quite remembered until now. He was still
conscious and fully aware but logic told him he must be dreaming.


He floated high above the ground, soaring weightless over sprawling green
fields and jungles. Overhead was a high dome of the bluest sky he'd ever seen.
To one side, a lavender-colored lake sparkled in the sun. Out on the horizon,
tall mountains rose from the plains, green trees carpeting them, and pure white
glaciers gleaming at their summits. Hoff looked down and saw a vast, milling
army of...


Gors. Then he looked up and noticed the myriad shadows painted on the
sky. An entire fleet hung in a low orbit above his head.


A strong, strident voice interrupted his thoughts.


"My name is Therius the Redemptor, leader of the Union of Sentient
Peoples. We have come to set Avilon free. This world you see before you is the
lost world of Origin, the planet where humanity was born. It is in the Getties
Cluster, the so-called home of the Sythians. Yet I bear witness to you now, the
only Sythians here are the ones that Omnius bred and trained to invade your
galaxy. He created the Sythians and sent them to kill you so he would have an
excuse to resurrect everyone on Avilon, but even the Sythians were deceived.
Once they learned the truth of their own origin, they turned against Omnius,
and they stand with us now, united against our common foe.


"The Nulls are also watching this transmission, even though their
Lifelinks were supposed to have been disabled—another lie. And that leads us to
the greatest lie of all—The Choosing doesn't exist to give people freedom; it
exists to make humanity predictable. Something vital is lost during clone
transfers, something that makes humans unpredictable, and that is the
real reason Omnius makes his people choose. Omnius has never been able to
accurately predict human behavior, nor can he permanently do so with those he
resurrects.


"I was one of Omnius's lead researchers on the team investigating
the phenomenon before I escaped and came here. These are the results of just
some of our experiments—"


Hoff watched a series of brain scans with before and after
resurrection labels flash up before his eyes. He wasn't surprised. Omnius
had already revealed all of this to him, and he didn't need any convincing.


"We have disabled Omnius." Therius said once the parade of
experimental data came to an end.


The vision of Origin returned, and Hoff's viewpoint turned skyward, soaring
ever-higher and aiming for the hazy blue shadow of a venture-class cruiser.
Stars pricked through the blue and Hoff saw a combined squadron of Shell
Fighters and Novas roar by in front of him, flying in tandem wing pairs. "He
has no more power over you, but he is far from defeated. Now is your chance to
be free. Join us! Fight! For freedom!"


The vision vanished, and Hoff was left staring wide-eyed at the ceiling.
Suddenly he understood Omnius's absence, and the reason for it was better than
he'd even dared to hope.


"It was all a lie..." Destra began.


"Help me up," Hoff croaked.


Atta shook her head and bit her lip. "You need to lie down, Dad. I'm
going to get the medkit. I'll be right back!"


Hoff was about to object, but another wave of nausea swept over him, causing
his stomach to convulse painfully. He cried out, and spots danced before his
eyes.


"Hoff!" Destra cried. Her hand found his in a white-knuckled grip,
and he focused on taking short, gasping breaths.


"You're going to be okay," Destra said between sobs.
"Shhh..." she said.


Hoff looked up at her and smiled. "You're going to have to... go
without me."


Destra looked shocked. "Go where?"


Atta returned with a medkit, already holding a hypo between her teeth.
Something for the pain? She injected him, and a welcome rush of warmth replaced
the blazing fire pulsating in his ruined side.


Hoff sighed out a belated reply, "Anywhere but here... find a way to
get away from Avilon before it's too late."


Atta looked confused. "You heard what Therius said, they're—"


"They're all going to die, Atta."


"What?"


Hoff rocked his head from side to side. "Whatever these rebels think
they've done to Omnius... it's not going to last. He's going to find a way to
regain control, and when he does, I don't want you two to be here."


Atta set her jaw and shook her head. "We're not leaving you, Dad."


Hoff regarded his daughter with a smile. He felt the darkness closing in
again. "Even if you don't leave, I will. You can't save me."


"No, you're wrong," Destra said. "You just lie down and rest.
We're going to take good care of you."


Hoff tried to object, but the fight left him. His eyes narrowed to hazy
slits, and then the darkness consumed him.


By the time he awoke once more, he felt much better. He was still lying on
the floor, but now his side was patched, and a pair of EMTs attended him, one
to either side.


"Where's my family?" he croaked.


"We're right here!" Destra said, hurrying into view.


Atta appeared over her mother's shoulder, looking hopeful. "You're
going to be all right," she said.


Hoff shook his head. This hadn't been the plan. They should have gotten
away! He wondered if Omnius was back online already. "How long was I
out?" he asked.


Before Atta could answer, the front door swished open and Atton
walked in. Hoff tried to sit up, and the EMTs helped him. 


"Hello, Atton," Hoff said, smiling at the sight of his stepson.


"Hoff, we have to..." Atton trailed off, his head cocked and
listening. Hoff heard it, too—the clanking footfalls of drones.


Valari Thardris came into the room next, followed by a squad of drones.
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Omnius saw it all
play out in the blink of an eye. His awareness returned as the message from the
rebels' human leader played through the minds of each and every one of
his people. He saw their initial reactions to that message, the state of the
battle, the locations of enemy forces... he even learned the nature of the
jamming field; it was generated by a device called the Eclipser.


The jamming was deactivated for all of a minute, most of which Omnius spent
fending off a cyber-attack. Even so he had more than enough time to send orders
to his drones. First he ordered the fighters aboard the Icosahedron to launch,
giving them basic orders to seek and destroy; then he sent updated nav data for
his Facets to finish docking without further collisions. Finally, he worked on
narrowing down the location of the quantum jammer.


It seemed that one of the rebel generals, Atta Heston of all people, had
given the order for it to be disabled. Omnius didn't understand how Atta could
be in two places at once, but he didn't have time to figure it out. Strategian
Galan Rovik had witnessed her give the order to disable the jamming field.
Omnius instructed Rovik to find the device and take it out.


The jamming field came back online and his awareness collapsed once more,
leaving him with just his human brain and senses to rely on.


Therius! Omnius fumed, recalling the name of the Union leader. Omnius
had killed him and turned him into a drone a long time ago. Yet here he was,
claiming to have escaped Avilon!


Something didn't add up. Maybe this Therius was an impostor... but if he
was, then that didn't explain how he knew what he did about Avilon. Even his
vocal inflections and the words he used were familiar. This man was either
Therius, or someone who'd known him very well.


But besides that mystery and the mystery of two Atta's, was the mystery of
Origin, where Therius claimed to have come from. Was that the uncharted planet
he'd found them orbiting just before the attack? He would have to go back there
and investigate once the battle was over.


He couldn't believe that the planet had actually been found. He hadn't even
really believed that it existed, but even he recognized it from the holo
recordings in Therius's message, and that was the most curious part of all. How
could he recognize a place that he'd never been to?


Omnius paced the deck, anxious for his awareness to return so he could begin
solving those mysteries. Rovik would find and disable the Eclipser. He would
just have to be patient until then.


 


* * *


 


Atton saw Therius's message, and he finally realized that Omnius's absence
wasn't some kind of test, or even a trap to lure the invaders into a false
sense of security.


Yet even before Therius had finished speaking, Omnius sent Atton a message
of his own, proving that he was back—


Don't be a fool, Atton. I have Avilon surrounded. My drones outnumber the
enemy a million to one. I will regain control of the planet soon, and when I
do, you don't want to find yourself on the losing side of this war. Don't
forget, I'm the only one who can bring Ceyla back. Bring Valari to the
Icosahedron and meet me there. I'll be waiting.


After both Omnius's message and Therius's vision ended, Atton found himself
lying on the floor, staring up at the ceiling of Valari's penthouse. The drink
he'd been carrying lay overturned on the carpet beside him. He must have fallen
over at some point during the transmission.


Omnius? he tried.


No answer.


He tested his mental connection to the Omninet, but it was down, too. Omnius
had only come back online for a moment. Atton sat up to see his father staring
at him. Ethan's features were slack with shock.


The sound of high heels striking the floor at a hurried pace drew their
attention and they turned to see Valari striding into the living room.


"We need to go," she said. "Omnius is waiting for us in orbit."


"What are you talking about?" Ethan demanded, jumping to his feet.
"We're the Resistance! We need to fight Omnius, not help him!"


Valari planted her hands on her hips and regarded him with a condescending
look. "You can't be that naive. A few million rebels can't possibly defeat
Omnius."


"They disabled him."


"Temporarily."


Atton saw Ethan's eyes narrow, but his father said nothing.


"Think about it. Omnius created the Sythians. That must have taken
considerable infrastructure, somewhere far from Avilon. That infrastructure is
called New Avilon, an artificial planet many times the size of this one.
It's so vast and so powerful that there's no way this rebellion can
succeed."


Ethan looked skeptical. "If that's true, then I'm going to find my
family and get away from this frekking planet once and for all. If you really
love me, Valari, you'll let me go."


Valari's expression darkened. "Fine," she said. "Go."


Ethan turned to leave, and Atton saw the metallic glint of a palm-sized
weapon drop from a voluminous sleeve into Valari's hand. Her arm came up—


And suddenly everything seemed to be moving in slow motion. "Dad!"
Atton screamed as he lunged toward her. Ethan turned just in time for Valari to
pull the trigger. There came a sharp snap! and a bright red needle of
light burned a smoking hole in Ethan's chest. He fell over, his eyes wide and
staring fixedly at the ceiling.


Atton reached Valari a split second later and gave her a violent shove. She
went sprawling, and he followed her down, raining blows on her face. Valari
fired at him, shooting straight through one of his hands. Atton screamed as his
palm erupted with a searing, debilitating pain. That moment of distraction was
all it took for Valari to shove him off and regain her footing.


"Enough!" she screamed, wiping a split and bleeding lip on her
sleeve.


Atton sat clutching his injured hand and glaring up at her, his chest
heaving with fury. "Go ahead, shoot me, too!"


"That would be too kind."


"You dumb sclut, you killed him!"


"Watch how you speak to me. And no, I didn't kill him. Haven't you
learned? No one ever dies here. I'll have Omnius resurrect Ethan after this is
all over, but right now we don't need him getting in our way."


"He'll never forgive you for making him a clone. He barely forgave me for
becoming one."


Valari laughed. "He was already a clone."


Atton did a double take and turned to look at his father's body. Ethan
looked the same as ever—fifty-something years old, not twenty-one as he should
have been if he were a clone. Atton turned back to her and shook his head.
"He's too old to be a clone."


"Omnius aged him so that he wouldn't figure it out. I knew there was a
chance he'd kill himself after I tricked him into sleeping with me, and that's
exactly what he did. We had to bring him back the next day and invite you over
to keep him from doing anything stupid."


Atton shook his head, sickened by Valari's machinations. "What
guarantee do I have that Ethan will be brought back?"


"Do you really think I'd go to all of this trouble to get him just to
throw him away?"


Atton stumbled to his feet and glared at her, his hand still stinging
fiercely. He recalled Omnius's plan to kill Valari, and he willed himself to be
patient. All he had to do was get her to the Icosahedron and Omnius would do
the rest. "We need to go," he said. "It's not safe on
Avilon."


"Agreed."


"First, I'm going to find the rest of my family."


"And do what?"


"Convince them to go with us."


Valari's expression softened. "I'll go with you."


"I'm going alone."


Valari hesitated. "Of course. Take one of my couriers."


Atton was about to object, but Valari was already heading to her hangar. He
followed her out and up to the pilot's side of a shiny black air car. Valari
waved open the door and Atton jumped in.


"Be careful," she said. "The streets will be more dangerous
than ever right now."


Atton nodded. "I'll see you on the Icosahedron." He shut the door
in Valari's face and dialed up the grav lifts to hover off the deck. Rotating
the car to face the shielded entrance of the hangar, Atton gunned the thrusters
and raced out into the Null Zone.


Atton set course for Hoff's apartment, and began taking the most direct path
there. As he dove down into the lower levels, Atton saw that Valari was right
about the streets being dangerous.


Cars crisscrossed between buildings in every possible angle and direction,
except for the legal ones, making flying more hazardous than ever. But the
pedestrian streets looked even worse. Racing shadows darted into stores and
darted back, their arms fully-laden with stolen goods. Atton could actually
hear the security alarms screaming as his car roared by.


By the time Atton arrived at Hoff's apartment, his hands were shaking from
the adrenaline of near misses with other cars. Atton rode up the lift tube from
the building's guest parking, straight to Hoff's apartment on level twenty. He
ran out of the lift and down the hall. Rounding the corner to Hoff's apartment,
he found the door wide open. Fearing the worst, Atton slowed to a fast walk and
drew his sidearm.


When he reached the open doorway, his eyes widened with horror and his aim
faltered. To one side of the living room lay the charred and smoking skeleton
of a Null guardian drone. To the other side lay Hoff with two EMTs attending
him, and both Atton's mother and half-sister crowding around.


Hoff was the first one to notice him standing there. He sat up and said,
"Hello, Atton."


Atton felt relieved to see him sit up. "Hoff, we have to..." He
trailed off as he heard something—the clanking footfalls of drones. His
heart suddenly pounding, Atton spun around just in time to see Valari come
racing down the hallway toward him, leading a squad of drones.


He blinked, shocked and angry to see her. She'd followed him here! Valari
brushed by him in the doorway.


"Valari?" Hoff asked.


"What are you doing here?" Atton gritted out.


"Keeping you safe. It's a war zone out there," Valari replied.
Then, to Hoff she said, "We need to get away from Avilon right now."


"You've turned against Omnius?" Hoff asked, his eyebrows arching.


Valari snorted. "What are you talking about? We need to leave Avilon
because it's about to go up in smoke, and we don't want to get caught in the
blaze. Are you coming with us or not?"


"With you where?"


"To New Avilon. It's already in orbit. We'll be safe there."


"Go frek yourself, Valari," Hoff replied.


Guardian drones came clanking into position to either side of Atton,
occupying all the space in his peripheral vision.


Feeling suddenly apprehensive, Atton turned to his stepfather with an
imploring look. "You can't win," he said.


"We can't take Omnius's side," Destra said.


Atta shook her head. "Atton, didn't you see the Union's transmission?
Omnius is evil. Now we have proof. This is our only chance to defeat him—or at
least escape!"


By now the EMTs had stopped working to listen to the exchange. They eyed the
drones and each other nervously.


Hoff smiled and jerked his chin toward the drones. "Are these my
executioners?"


Atton swallowed thickly. He felt like he was going to be sick. This was
spiraling out of control. "No, Hoff, listen—"


"Save your breath. I'd rather die than serve Omnius again."


"That can be arranged," Valari said.


"Wait!" Atton said.


Valari pointed to Hoff with one arm raised, her thumb pointing down. The
drones recognized her unspoken command, and mechanical clicking sounds
filled the air as weapons slid out of armored compartments. The EMTs dove for
cover, and Hoff spread his arms wide, welcoming the end.


"No!" Atton roared.


"Dad!" Atta said.


Then came a crackling roar and a blinding tirade of laser fire. Hoff's body
jittered and convulsed under fire; then he fell over backward, his clothes
smoking. A noxious smell of burned meat and synthetic fibers drifted through
the room. Destra threw herself over Hoff's body, sobbing, while Atta stood up
and took aim with a weapon Atton hadn't realized she was holding.


Atton tried to shout a warning, but the drones shot her first. Her shot went
wide, slashing a dark furrow in the ceiling above Valari's head, and then Atta
hit the floor with a solid thud. 


Destra belatedly noticed what had caused the sound. Then she screamed and
cursed at them as she rushed to Atta's side. Valari pointed at her next, thumb
turned down, and another barrage struck her down.


It all happened in a matter of seconds. Atton gaped at the scene before him.
The EMTs fled, not even bothering to gather their equipment. This was all his
fault. His entire family was dead, struck down in seconds. He never should have
come.


Blood raged in Atton's veins, demanding justice, but a cooler, calmer side
of him warned him not to do anything rash. Omnius had already promised Valari
would die. He just had to be patient.


Atton turned to Valari, his eyes cold and dark with fury. "You didn't
have to kill them," he said quietly. "My mother wasn't even
resisting."


Valari frowned. "Don't be so dramatic. I didn't kill them. They're just
sleeping. They won't be the only ones Omnius has to bring back when all of this
is over. And they were already clones, so what's the big deal?"


What's the big deal? 


Atton turned back to look at them all lying there, smoke rising from their
clothes.


The big deal is that they're my family.












Chapter 43





Ethan ran after the
redheaded Etherian who'd agreed to help him find Alara's apartment. After what
felt like a lifetime of charging down streets, cross streets, and alleys, they
found Fairview Tower and rode the lift tubes down to level 20. Once there,
Ethan raced down the hallway until he came to apartment 20G. He raised his hand
to trigger the buzzer by the door, but then he hesitated.


Would Alara be happy to see him? Or would she tell him to go jump off the
nearest rooftop?


"What are you waiting for?" the redhead standing behind him asked.


Ethan cast a grimace over his shoulder. "A miracle," he replied,
and then he touched the buzzer.


Moments later the door swished open and Alara appeared, her violet eyes wide
and shining. She was even more beautiful than he remembered her.


"Who are you?" Alara asked, her gaze flicking from Ethan to the
redhead beside him and back again.


Ethan's jaw dropped. She didn't even remember him! What had Omnius done to
her?!


"Don't you recognize me?" he asked. But then he realized why. Therius
had cloned him on Origin and in the process he'd turned the clock back by about
thirty years. Alara hadn't met him as a young man, so she wouldn't recognize
him now.


"Ethan?" Alara asked.


Or maybe she would...


Alara's eyes widened, and her ruby lips parted in a gasp. Her shock only
lasted a moment, however, before her eyes narrowed to angry slits and her gaze
settled on the redhead standing beside him. "Is this your new
girlfriend?" she asked, thrusting out her chin. Tears sprang to her eyes,
but it wasn't sadness Ethan saw shimmering there—it was hate.


"Let me explain—" Ethan said, taking a quick step forward and
reaching for her hand.


"Don't touch me!" she said, recoiling from him and slapping his
hands away.


"Alara, just listen!" He nodded sideways to indicate the redhead.
"She's someone I met on the way over. She helped me find you!"


"Find me? You already know where I live. Or did you get drunk again and
forget that, too? The first time you forgot you were married to me, and now you
forgot where I live. Pretty soon you're going to forget you ever met me. Why
did you come here, Ethan? Why transfer to a clone? Did you really think I would
take you back after what you did?"


Ethan's brow furrowed. He was missing something. "Wait a minute,"
he said. "When did I come here?"


"The night after you cheated on me, you came to convince me that it had
all been a drunken mistake, that you thought Valari was me. You really don't
remember any of that? Wow... when you get drunk you don't mess around!"


"Mom?" a little girl's voice came from somewhere within the
apartment. "Who is it?"


Ethan's heart jumped in his chest. Trinity!


Alara turned to address their daughter. "It's your father," she
said, just as Trinity appeared.


"Trin," he whispered.


She looked uncertain, not recognizing him.


"Don't you remember me?" He tried a crooked smile, but it came out
broken. His eyes burned with the threat of tears. His own daughter didn't
recognize him!


But then Trinity's eyes widened and she gasped. "Dad!" she
exclaimed. She ran toward him and crushed him in a desperate hug. "I
missed you so much!"


"So did I, sweetheart," he replied, kissing the top of her head.
"So did I."


Alara looked on. She bit her lip and shook her head. "Why did you do
it, Ethan? You're here now, a clone. Despite all your objections to life in
Etheria and Lifelink transfers, you decided to become a clone anyway. You could
have followed us here rather than drink yourself senseless and end up cheating
on me with another woman!"


Ethan grimaced, feeling those words stab him straight through the heart.
"Alara, I didn't transfer... not the way you think, anyway. When I woke up
in Valari's apartment and realized what I'd done, and then I thought about you
and Trinity, both dead—at least, that's how it seemed to me at the time—it was
all too much for me. I couldn't take it. I crashed an air car into the surface
and died a Null, Alara."


"You what?" Alara frowned. "Then why did Omnius bring you
back?"


"It wasn't him. I woke up in the Getties, on Origin. A man named
Therius resurrected me. He said he intercepted my Lifelink data when I died,
and he used it to clone me. He's been doing that for some time to recruit his
army from Avilon. You saw his message, right?"


Alara's eyes widened. "Yes. You came with them?"


Ethan nodded. "We need to go now, while we still have a chance."


"Wait—you killed yourself before or after you came here to convince me
to take you back?"


Ethan's brow furrowed. "I never came here, Alara."


"Yes, you did."


"If I did, then it wasn't me."


"You looked more like you than you do now. You were still old."


"That doesn't make any sense."


"Unless Omnius brought you back and aged your clone so that even you
wouldn't know he'd resurrected you. Why go to all of that trouble?"


Ethan shook his head. "I don't know. I don't even know what you're
talking about, but we can figure this out later. We need to go."


"Go where? Therius said he came to set Avilon free. Why leave
now?"


"What he didn't tell you is that Omnius has a massive warship in orbit
right now. It's not even right to call it a ship. It's a hollow shell five
times the size of Avilon that Omnius calls New Avilon. Even crippled as
he is, we're too badly outnumbered to win. Therius knows it, and he has a plan,
but you don't want to be around to see him put that plan into action."


"What are you talking about?"


"The Union fleet is loaded with nanite bombs. Therius is going to drop
them on Avilon if Omnius doesn't agree to back down."


"What? Why would he do that?"


Ethan shrugged. "I wish I knew."


"They're going to kill us?" a panicky voice interrupted.


Ethan turned to see the redhead who'd led him here backing away slowly,
shaking her head. She had her arms wrapped around her shoulders, hugging
herself.


"It's okay," Ethan said. "We're going to be long gone before
that happens."


The redhead backed into a corner and sunk to the floor in a daze.


"Who is she?" Alara whispered.


"I don't know. I ran into her on the hover train on my way here,"
Ethan replied.


Alara watched the other woman for a moment before turning back to him.
"If what you're saying is true, then we have to do something, Ethan."


"Yeah, run away and never look back. And we need to go now.
We're running out of time." He reached for her arm, but she resisted.
"Alara..."


"We can't abandon the entire human race, Ethan."


"What choice do we have?"


"We can't just stand by and watch trillions of people die!"


Ethan sighed. "If you have an idea, I'd love to hear it."


"You tell me. You came with them. Isn't there some way you can get to
the bombs? Disable them somehow?"


Ethan shook his head. "We tried that."


"We?"


"Me and Atta."


"Atta Heston? She came with you?"


Ethan nodded. "The only way to stop those bombs from going off is to
bring Omnius back online so that he can intercept them with planetary defenses,
but we're never going to escape Avilon if we do that. No one will. The war will
be over in seconds."


Alara grimaced. "Then we'll be back where we started."


"Yes."


"But what's worse? A life of slavery to a lying, manipulating AI is
still better than no life at all."


Ethan arched an eyebrow. "Are you sure about that?"


"Let me put it another way: would you rather be alive on Avilon with me
and Trinity, or dead and turned to free-floating atoms by a hungry swarm of
nanites?"


"There's a third option. Run while we still can, and live free
somewhere far from here."


Alara shook her head. "Even if we could, and Omnius never found
us—which you and I both know is unlikely—could you live with trillions of
deaths on your conscience, knowing that you could have done something to stop
those people from dying?"


"Frek it!" Ethan pounded the wall with his fist, startling
Trinity. Ethan saw her wide eyes and trembling lips and began rubbing her back.
He went on in a calmer voice, "We don't even know if the bomb threat is
real. What if it's just a bluff? And even if it's not, Therius might stop short
of using the nanites."


"You met this Therius, didn't you?"


"Yes..."


"So what do you think? Would he use them?"


Ethan thought about that for a moment, remembering the Union leader's
emphasis on faith and belief in a higher power. "I think he's a
codice-thumping nut who'll blow us all to the netherworld if we give him half a
chance."


"Then it's not an empty threat."


"No."


Alara stood there, staring at him for a long moment. "How do we bring
Omnius back online?" she whispered.


Ethan grimaced. "We're going to have to disable the Eclipser."


"The... ?"


"The device we used to take Omnius offline. It disrupts quantum
technology."


"Do you know where it is?"


"Roughly."


"Then let's go," Alara said, turning and leaving her apartment.


"Hold on a second!" Ethan called after her, but she didn't turn
around.


Cursing under his breath, Ethan took Trinity's hand and then glanced at the
redhead who'd brought him this far. She was huddled on the floor in a fetal
position, her eyes glazed. He couldn't leave her there. Grimacing, he walked
over and offered his free hand to help her up.


"Let's go," he said.


She stared at his hand, as if she didn't know what to do with it.


"Come on!" he snapped.


She grabbed his hand and he yanked her to her feet. He turned and ran to
catch up with his wife, dragging Trinity along. They arrived at the lift tubes
together, and found Alara already waiting there with the call button lit.


"Alara, you're not coming with me."


"You bet your cheating ass I am," she replied.


"What about Trinity? This is going to be dangerous."


"We're clones, Ethan. We already died. What's the worst that could
happen?"


"You could die again, and we could fail to bring Omnius back online.
Then you're going to stay dead."


"Then let's make sure we don't fail. Besides, you just said we're all
going to die anyway."


"We're all going to die?" Trinity whimpered.


"Not if we run," Ethan said.


"No one's running anywhere," Alara replied. Then she looked to
Trinity and smiled. "And no one is going to die, sweetheart. Don't
worry."


"Frek it..." Ethan muttered.


One of the lifts opened up and they all piled in. Ethan selected the highest
street level available, level 225, and then leaned back against the far wall of
the lift. The redhead came slinking in just as the doors were closing.


Alara eyed the other woman anew as the lift tube shot upward. "What's
your name?" she asked.


"Jena Faros," the other woman replied.


"Alara Ortane. Nice to meet you. You don't have to go with us."


"I want to," Jena said, hugging herself again and backing into the
farthest corner of the lift.


Ethan was busy reassuring Trinity, so he didn't notice what Jena was doing until
it was too late. In one smooth motion she snatched his sidearm and pointed it
at his head. He felt the weapon trembling in her hands, the barrel shivering
against his scalp.


"I'm getting off Avilon," she said, "and you're going to fly
me out of here."












Chapter 44





Ethan felt Jena's
arm shaking, the stolen sidearm shivering and jumping against the side of his
head, and he knew that she wasn't prepared to use it.


"You're going to shoot me in front of my family?" he asked,
turning his head to place the barrel of the weapon between his eyes.


Jena Faros backed away from him. "I will if I have to."


Ethan took a step toward her.


"Stop!" she said.


Ethan froze. "If you shoot me, you won't have a pilot to fly you off
Avilon."


"I can fly myself out of here."


"Then why don't you?"


"Because you have a ship that Omnius can't track or control. If he
comes back online, he won't be able to interfere with my escape."


"But he can still track you."


"I'll deal with my Lifelink later."


"All right, so we escape Avilon, then what? You kill me for my
trouble?"


"No, we find a planet far from Avilon and live out the rest of our
lives free of Omnius's influence. Your wife is a fool if she thinks Omnius will
be grateful that she brought him back online."


Ethan took another step.


"I said stop!"


Alara hit the emergency brakes on the lift, and it came to a sudden stop
just a few floors from their destination. The lift's inertial management system
kept them from feeling much, but a piercing alarm screamed inside the lift, stealing
Jena's attention for a split second. That was all Ethan needed.


He lunged toward her and snatched the weapon from her hands. Retreating
quickly, he aimed it at her chest. "You're going to have to go by
yourself," he said. "My wife is right. We can't just leave everyone
to die. We're going to save a lot of lives today."


Jena's expression twisted up in misery. "Save them for what? A life of
slavery?" She shook her head and collapsed on the floor of the lift tube.
"It's not worth it! He took everything from me!"


Alara walked over and went down on her haunches beside the other woman.
"We've all lost a lot," Alara said.


"He killed my sister," Jena said, her eyes drifting out of focus,
as if she were suddenly lost inside her head. "We were Peacekeepers. Partners.
She... she jumped from a rooftop, and Omnius let her! He could have
predicted it. He could have stopped her! Afterward, he claimed she was a Null
Rebel, and everyone just believed him, like they'd somehow always known
she was a traitor. She wasn't a traitor! She was just tired."


"I know," Alara said. "Listen, we're going to help a lot of
people like your sister, people whose only crime is that they're tired.
We could use your help to save them."


Jena looked up. "My help?"


"You're a Peacekeeper, aren't you?"


"I... yes, but I'm suspended."


"Can you get a suit of armor?"


"Why?"


Ethan was busy wondering the same thing.


"Because we don't need drones shooting at us, and if you look like a
Peacekeeper, maybe you can convince them that we're on their side so that we
can find the Union's jammer and destroy it before it's too late."


Ethan's eyes lit up with understanding, and he hurried over to the lift
controls, setting it in motion again.


"I don't know..." Jena said, shaking her head.


"Your sister died. How did that make you feel?" Alara pressed.


Jena looked confused. "I just told you."


"You were devastated."


Jena nodded.


"If you really believe it's better to die than to live with Omnius,
then you wouldn't have been sad to hear that your sister died. And if your
sister's death was still a tragedy, then how much more of a tragedy will it be
if everyone on Avilon dies?"


The lift reached level 225 and the doors swished open. "Let's go,"
Ethan said, gesturing ahead of him.


Alara offered a hand to help Jena up. "Lead the way."


Jena nodded and bounced to her feet with sudden enthusiasm. "This
way," she said, running out and down the hallway beyond the lift tube.


They reached the street-level exit and Jena led them out into the middle of
a war zone.


Ethan saw civilians looting stores and running every which way with stolen
goods in their arms. Laser fire flashed and crackled in the distance. Smoke
curled through the air. People's screams and the sounds of breaking glass
filled the air. It was like someone had flicked a switch. Turn off Omnius, and
suddenly everyone turned to their inner devlins for guidance. So much for
paradise, Ethan thought.


"Come on," Jena said, turning and running in the opposite
direction from the firefight. Ethan kept pace beside his wife and daughter.
Trinity's violet eyes were wide and terrified. Ethan wanted to say something,
but there wasn't much he could say to lessen the terror of what was going on
around them.


They followed Jena down one street after another, ducking through alleys and
hiding in alcoves and entrances to avoid being seen by either Peacekeepers or
drones. That went on for a long time before Jena took them into one of the
buildings. "I have spare armor and weapons in my apartment," Jena
explained as they reached the lift tubes.


Alara nodded and turned to Ethan with a grim look. "I hope you can
still find your way back to the jammer after this."


Ethan nodded, thinking about all the twists and turns he'd taken since
abandoning his squad in the omni node. "So do I," he replied.


Once they reached Jena's apartment, she stepped up to the security scanner
and waited for the door to open. When it did, they were greeted to the sight of
a messy apartment. Jena clearly hadn't been in the mood to clean for the
past... couple of years, Ethan decided, noting that dust had settled in
a thick coat on every surface.


"I don't spend much time here," Jena explained while leading the
way through her living room. "And I fired my servant drone after my sister
died."


"That's all right," Alara said.


Ethan nodded, trying not to choke on the smells or trip over any of the
clutter on the ground.


Jena took them down a hallway and then to a door with another security
system guarding it. The scanner recognized Jena and the door swished
open a moment later, revealing a room full of weapons and gleaming suits of
armor.


"They let you keep the hardware when you're suspended?" Ethan
asked.


"I was about to be reinstated. It's more convenient for Peacekeepers to
have their equipment at home," Jena explained. "That way they have
the quickest possible response time."


Jena activated a suit of armor and pieces began hovering down off the wall
of their own accord, snapping into place over her calves, arms, chest, and
legs.


Ethan took a pulse rifle off the wall.


"I'll take that," she said and slotted it into a magnetic holster
on her back. She held out her hand and nodded to the sidearm strapped to his
waist.


"No way," he said.


"If we're going to tell all the drones and Peacekeepers we meet that
I'm in charge, and you've switched sides to help me to find and disable the
jamming field, then you'd better not be armed."


"Disabling the Eclipser was our idea, not yours," Ethan said.


"But who's going to believe that?"


Ethan unbuckled his gun belt with a grimace. Jena took it from him and
buckled it to her own waist. Nodding at that, she said, "Let's go."


Rather than take them back to the streets, she took them to her garage and
they all piled into her patrol car. Ethan sat up front to give directions as
she hovered up and out the static-shielded entrance of her garage.


"Where to?" she asked.


Ethan eyed the rising columns of buildings and shook his head. He didn't
recognize any of them. "Where's the nearest omni-node?" he asked.
"We were trying to get to the control center inside the node closest to
the train station where I met you."


"That's about fifty blocks from here," Jena said. "Hang
on."


Ethan was pinned to his seat as the car rocketed toward the nearest row of
buildings, aiming for an alley between towers. Glittering lights rushed at
them. Up ahead the alley appeared too narrow to fit their car. Ethan fumbled to
buckle his seat restraints.


"You sure you know how to fly this thing?"


Jena shrugged. "Maybe. I'm used to having Omnius fly me around."


Ethan's eyes widened. The alley was just a thin black line between the
buildings. "Jena..."


At the last possible second, she flipped the car up on its side and skated
through the alley sideways. She ducked and wove around garbage chutes and
emergency stairwells with practiced ease, and then they flew out and roared
across the next chasm between rows of buildings.


Ethan let out a breath and turned to glare at the Peacekeeper. "You did
that on purpose."


"Did what?" she asked.


"Pretended not to know how to fly."


"We all know how to fly, Ethan. We used to fly X-1's with the fleet,
remember?"


"That was almost a decade ago!"


Jena shrugged. "It's just like riding a hover cycle."


Fifty blocks went by in a blur of colorful glass. Soon a tower Ethan
recognized came into view. Here and there flames belched from broken windows.
High above, the Celestial Wall gaped open and flaming debris tumbled through
holes in the shield.


"This is it," Ethan said.


"Upper or lower levels?" Jena asked.


"Upper, I think..." A row of windows burst open and fire blew out in
pressurized streams. Ethan pointed. "Over there."


"Hang on," Jena said. She flew them right up to the blaze and then
drifted down the row of windows to a section that wasn't already on fire.
Hovering there, she opened the driver's side window and aimed one arm out at
the building. Lasers screeched from her palm and the side of the building burst
open in a glittering cloud of shattered glass. Jena flew through the hole she'd
made, scraping the top and bottom of the car on the window frame. The car knocked
over data towers and crushed them beneath its grav lifts. Jena landed the car
on top of the debris, and they all spent a moment studying the swirling clouds
of smoke inside the building. Ethan turned to Alara where she sat with Trinity
on the back seat. "Stay here with Trin," he said.


She looked ready to object, but he stopped her. "There's too much
smoke."


Jena opened the glove compartment and withdrew a set of translucent
membranes. She passed them out. "Put these on. They'll help you breathe
through the smoke." She passed membranes back to Alara and Trinity, too.


Ethan shot Alara a look, but the determined set to her jaw said she wasn't
staying no matter what argument he made next. He sighed and eyed his filter
suspiciously before placing it over his mouth and nose. It adhered to his face
with wet sucking noises, as if it were a living thing.


"Let's go," Jena said, simultaneously activating the faceplate of
her helmet and opening the driver's side door. She stepped out into the
swirling smoke. "Follow my lead if we run into any drones," she
called out in an amplified voice.


Ethan left the car, his eyes already burning and blurring with tears. The
air filter kept the smoke out of his lungs, but it did nothing for his eyes. He
blinked away tears, and turned to look around for his family. Alara and Trinity
came out behind him, holding hands. He took Trinity's other hand and ran to
catch up with Jena before she disappeared in the drifting clouds of smoke.


It wasn't long before they heard weapons fire, followed by the sound of
mechanized footsteps. Jena told them to wait, and then she disappeared.


After just a few moments of waiting, the weapons' fire went silent, and not
long after that, Jena returned.


"I found them," she said. "Let's go."


 


* * *


—30 Minutes Earlier—


Atta heard one of the Rictans come up behind her, armored boots thunking as
they struck the floor. She turned toward the sound to see that it was Magnum.


"The Eclipser is hidden. Even if drones start breaking through our
lines, there's no reason they should find it."


Atta frowned. "What about collateral damage? You put it somewhere safe,
I hope?"


Magnum jerked his head to the far corner of the control room, where a broken
wall and the associated debris camouflaged the device from immediate scrutiny.
"There's only so many places we can hide it that won't draw
attention."


The Eclipser was disguised as a broken chunk of castcrete, so they had to
leave it somewhere that similar debris might logically be found.


Atta's gaze darted to the hole in the wall beside the device. The rest of
the Rictans were on the other side helping Galan Rovik and his Peacekeepers
guard the rear entrances.


"We need to carry the Eclipser deeper into the city," Atta
decided. "Even if no one finds it here, we're too close to the rooftops. A
crashing ship could take us and the Eclipser out at any minute."


Magnum blew out an uneasy breath. "Gettin' to the lower levels ain't
gonna be easy. We ran into hordes of drones down there. They've got the entire
Second Battalion pinned down, and we don't have the numbers to break
through."


Atta pursed her lips, about to suggest an alternate course of action that
would work to get the Eclipser to safety.


Then a mighty boom shook the building and dust trickled down from the
ceiling. Atta looked around quickly, eyes scanning her rear view and peripheral
displays for the source of the explosion. "What was that?"


Ripper and laser cannons roared, and the comms lit up with exclamations from
the Rictans. Magnum ran toward the commotion just as his squad came diving
through the hole in the wall and into the control room.


"Report!" Magnum ordered, taking cover with them beside the
opening.


Atta took cover opposite Magnum. Lasers came lancing through the hole in a
crimson flurry, burning equipment in the control room to slag.


"That Peacekeeper turned on us!" one of the Rictans said,
breathing heavily over the comms. "He dropped a grenade and ran to join
the drones attacking us. He killed his own men."


"What?" Atta said, her voice barely loud enough to be heard over
the sounds of laser fire.


Suddenly enemy fire ceased and they heard a gravelly voice say, "Tell
me where the Eclipser is, and you will be shown mercy."


Atta switched to external helmet speakers and yelled back. "Frek
you!"


"You will die here today, Miss Heston."


The enemy began firing again, and Atta gritted her teeth.


"What are your orders, General?" Magnum asked.


She was about to order them through the hole, to go out in a blaze of glory,
when something caught her attention on her rear view display.


Squads of green friendlies were racing up behind them. Atta turned, hope
swelling in her chest. Their armor was a glossy black, their eye-shaped visors
glowing red. Gors, was her first thought, but the voice that announced
them wasn't that of a Gor—


"Lookss like we arrive at a good time."


The voice belonged to a Sythian.


Atta blinked, confusion swirling through her thoughts. She didn't know there
were Sythian ground teams. They were too cowardly to risk their necks like
that. Yet here they were.


"Who are you?" she demanded.


The Sythian removed his helmet and revealed an ugly, but familiar
countenance with translucent skin, gills flaring in his neck, and a bald head
with a ridge of horns running down the vertex. He was the same sub-species as
Shallah.


"I am High Lord Kaon," the Sythian said. He nodded to the dazzling
stream of lasers still pouring into the room. "Where is the Eclipser? We
must get it someplace safe! You hold this position while we take it to
safety," Kaon suggested.


"Forget it! We're not going anywhere until we clear these space rats
off our six. Get in position!" She waved the Sythians over and turned back
to watching the entrance. "We're going to get them as they come
through," Atta said. "Switch to melee, Rictans."


Energy blades sizzled out. Atta kept half an eye on the Sythians walking up
behind them. She saw them fanning out, keeping the other entrances covered.
Returning her attention to the fore, Atta watched the red outlines of enemy
contacts growing larger on her HUD. Behind her she saw Sythians raising their
palms in readiness. Their integrated weapons were charged, the apertures
glowing bright red.


Kaon spoke once more, "Where is the Eclipser?"


"I told you, we need to clear our six before..." Atta trailed off,
suddenly realizing that the Sythians weren't keeping the entrances covered.
They were aiming their weapons at her and the Rictans.


Atta rounded on Kaon. "You frekking traitor! You're going to get all of
us killed!"


"Perhaps, but Shallah will resurrect us if we die."


The first drones came bursting through the broken wall with weapons blazing.
Magnum slashed two of them in half before Kaon called out, "Stop!"
and fired a lavender-colored laser bolt at Magnum's feet. Speaking to the
drones, Kaon said, "We are on your side!"


To Atta's surprise, the drones stopped shooting. The Rictans stood idly by,
watching as over a hundred of them filed into the control room. Finally, a
solitary Peacekeeper came in, his blue cape swirling behind him. His faceplate
was deactivated, and Atta could see him smiling as he walked in.


It was Galan Rovik.


"What happened to the rest of you?" Atta asked, noting that he was
the only Peacekeeper who came in.


"The truth is a burden that not everyone is prepared to carry, Miss
Heston. I had to lighten their loads."


Atta shook her head. "You're insane."


Galan raised a finger to point at her. "No, what's insane is trying to
fight a battle that you cannot win." The Peacekeeper turned to face Kaon
next, and the Sythian gave a rubbery imitation of a smile. Galan frowned.
"You people can't seem to make up your minds about whose side you're
on."


Kaon inclined his head. "We were never on the humans' side."


Galan nodded. "I know." With that, he raised his arms and
unleashed a dazzling stream of fire. Before the rest of the Sythians could
react, the drones opened fire, too, and in seconds all of the Sythians lay
motionless on the ground, their armor smoking from myriad holes. Atta watched,
speechless, as Galan walked over to Kaon and stood over the Sythian's body.


Kaon hissed something, proving that he was still alive, and Atta's
translator whispered into her helmet: "Why?"


"You said it yourself, you're not on humanity's side, but Omnius is,
and he doesn't need your help. What he needs is for you to get out of the
way."


Galan either had his own translator—which Atta doubted—or more disturbing
still, he actually understood Sythian. Kaon hissed and Galan unleashed another
stream of laser fire, reducing Kaon's head to a charred and smoking ruin.


Turning back to Atta, Galan smiled anew and said, "Now, where were
we?" He raised his glowing palms in her direction and strode up to her.
"I believe you were about to tell me where your jamming device is
hidden."


Atta shook her head. "I'd sooner die."


"Yes, I can see that death doesn't frighten you. Someone else's death
on the other hand..." He glanced meaningfully at the Rictans. "It
would be better for everyone if you simply tell me what I need to know."


Atta set her teeth and thrust out her chin. "Go frek yourself."


Galan's palms changed directions and he aimed at the Rictan closest to her.
Lasers screeched, and the man fell with a clatter of armor. The
designation on his left breastplate marked him as Rictan Three, Hop. Atta
gaped at the blackened holes in his armor.


"You were saying?" Galan asked.












Chapter 45





Ethan wondered who
Jena had found—Peacekeepers, drones, or Union forces?


They walked through aisle after aisle of ruined data towers. Bodies littered
the ground. Bits and pieces of drones lay scattered through the rubble, some of
them still twitching and sparking.


They passed a man without a face, and Trinity whimpered.


"Don't look," Alara said.


Then they came to a room with a gaping hole in the far wall, and this one
was cluttered with the bodies of Peacekeepers, too. They followed Jena across
the room and through the hole in the wall. On the other side they found at
least a hundred drones standing in a circle around a huddled, kneeling group of
Union soldiers. A lone Peacekeeper with a royal blue cape, a strategian, stood
before them. The Union soldiers' helmets were off, and Ethan found he
recognized them immediately. It was General Atta and the Rictans—what was left
of them, anyway. One of the Rictans was crumpled on the floor with a smoking
hole in his chest.


"It seems you have outlived your usefulness," the Peacekeeper said
to Atta before turning to address the newcomers. "Peacekeeper Faros tells
me you know where the Eclipser is."


"No, but I can find it," Ethan said.


Atta's eyes found him and abruptly widened. "We thought you were
dead!" she exclaimed.


"I got cut off during the fighting," Ethan explained.


Atta appeared to notice Alara and Trinity, and a wry smile crawled onto her
lips. "You sure you didn't run away?"


"I didn't run. You thought I was dead. Why do you think that is? My
comm beacon dropped off your scanners. You couldn't see me any better than I
could see you."


"You could have tried to find us."


"I did, but I ended up behind enemy lines."


"Well, looks like you had enough time to save your family. Good for
you. Now you're going to bring Omnius back online. You're two for two."


"You frekkin' traitor!" Magnum roared, jumping to his feet.


The Peacekeeper standing guard over them raised both palms to fire.
"Halt!" he said, and Magnum just stood there, his chest rising and
falling quickly with barely-contained fury.


"This is the only way, Atta," Ethan explained, his voice muffled
by the air filter he wore. "We can't win, but we can stop Therius
from killing everyone out of spite."


Atta shook her head, speechless.


The Peacekeeper with the blue cape smiled and walked over to them. Ethan was
startled to find he recognized the man. It was Galan Rovik, the Peacekeeper
who'd guided them through their Choosing Ceremony when they'd first arrived on
Avilon all those years ago.


"Rovik?" Ethan asked.


"I'm surprised you remember me," he replied.


This was the man who had relayed Omnius's warning that he would cheat on his
wife. Ethan shook his head. "I should have listened to you."


Galan cocked his head.


"Never mind. We need to disable the Eclipser."


"Yes," Galan replied. "I'm glad you've chosen the right side
in this war, but I am curious... why are you helping us, Ethan? You were
no fan of Omnius."


Ethan explained about the nanite bombs.


Rovik looked shaken. "If they drop those bombs before Omnius transfers
the Lifelink data, then we're all going to die. Where is the Eclipser?" he
demanded.


"It should be around here somewhere..." Ethan said, turning in a
quick circle. "It was disguised to look like a piece of debris."


Galan gave orders for the drones to spread out, to look for any debris that
didn't fit in. Moments later they found something, a large chunk of castcrete
buried under a pile of self-healing bactcrete debris.


"That's it," Ethan confirmed.


"You're such a skriff, Ethan," Atta breathed.


He rounded on her. "Would you rather Therius kill us all?"


Atta clenched her jaw. "He hasn't made any threats yet. We don't even
know—"


"That he'll use the nanites? Yes we do. You know Therius just as well
as I do."


Atta scowled but said nothing, and Ethan turned his attention to the
Eclipser. A pair of drones carried it between them and dropped it at Galan
Rovik's feet. He went down on his haunches to study the device. "Clever
camouflage. Are you sure this is it? Surely such a powerful device cannot be so
tiny..."


"I'm sure," Ethan said.


"Think about what you're doing," Atta said, her eyes on the
Peacekeeper. "You're going to bring Omnius back online. Is that really
what you want?"


Galan looked up. "Why wouldn't I? Life has never been so sweet! We live
forever, and we can get away with murder! There's no longer any need for us to
worry about right and wrong. Our only guiding principle is to follow Omnius's
will, and He is faithful to those who are faithful to Him. Our future as a species
is secure! In the face of that, freedom is overrated, Miss Heston."


Galan rose from his haunches and backed away from the device. Once he
reached a safe distance, he gestured to the device with his thumb pointing
down. The drones turned and fired in unison with a blinding stream of crimson
fire that left Ethan's ears ringing and his eyes seeing spots. When it was
over, the Eclipser was a smoking ruin.


Galan turned to them with the symbol of Avilon glowing bright on his
breastplate. "Omnius has something he'd like to say to all of you."
The symbol flared brightly and a blinding light suddenly appeared in their
midst.


"This insurrection has come to an end," a booming voice said.
"Stop your fighting, and listen to your God! My fondest wish is for all of
my children to be happy, but this invasion has brought to my attention that
many of my people are actually unhappy. I cannot help but feel responsible for
this. I have lied to you, yes, but only with the best of intentions. To prove
that to you, I'm going to give everyone what they want. You're all going to be
allowed to choose one last time. For anyone who wishes to be free from me, all
you need to do is stay where you are and stop fighting. Avilon is yours. You
win. For those who have lost loved ones in the fighting, rest assured they will
all be returned to you just as they were.


"Yet for everyone who would rather spend eternity in paradise with me,
simply tell me so, and I will come and get you. New Avilon is here, in
orbit, and it is waiting for you! I have built an entire planet for you
and your children to share eternity with me. It will grow as you grow, with
infinite space to accommodate all of your children for countless generations to
come. In New Avilon there will be no Null Zone, nor any need for one. Nothing
will be hidden from you, and no one will be forced to stay, but for those who
do—the whole universe shall be your birthright, and we will explore it and
delve into its mysteries together."


Ethan frowned, his eyes watering against the dazzling brilliance of the
light radiating from Galan Rovik's chest. Something about what Omnius said
didn't add up. If he was suddenly loosening the reins, then why not do so
sooner? And why spend years seeding the Getties with nanites to cover up all
the evidence of his lies if he ultimately planned to reveal the truth anyway?


Omnius went on, "To prove that from now on I will not hide the truth
from you, there is one final thing you should all know that not even this
Therius, the so-called Redemptor, will tell you.


"The reason I seeded the Getties with nanites was not because I wished
to erase the evidence that I had lied to you. It was always my plan to reveal
the truth when the timing was right. The real reason I seeded the Getties with
nanites is because your real enemy is still out there.


"The Great War took place in the Getties Cluster. History tells us your
ancestors were fighting among themselves. A third of them died in the fighting,
a third escaped, and a third remained behind.


But all of that is a simplification, an oral history told and retold by the
survivors who came to the Adventa Galaxy and settled on Advistine.


"In order to make a small population more viable, your ancestors
spliced DNA from a local species of primates with their own, creating humanity.
Forced to start over, you went through a period of tribalism and barbarism, and
over time you forgot where you came from. It wasn't until you began noticing
gaps in your evolution that you hypothesized humanity might have had an
extra-planetary origin.


"The gaps in your evolution are filled by the species whose bones I
found littering the Getties Cluster. Buried with them in the ruins of your lost
civilization, I found quantum technologies and adapted them for our purposes.
The people who possessed those technologies, your ancestors, are the ones the
Codices call Immortals.


"They destroyed the entire Getties Cluster on a cosmological scale,
making its worlds dark, cold, and uninhabitable. Then they left your ancestors
there to die. Some of them escaped and came here, to the Adventa Galaxy, and
you are their descendants. The ones who stayed behind eventually evolved into
Gors and Sythians.


"But I suspect the ones who won the war also left the Getties Cluster.
I seeded the Getties with nanites in my search for them, but I didn't find
them. Now the entire cluster is teeming with self-replicating drones that will
act as a buffer between us and the Immortals if they do someday return.
Hopefully by then, I will be powerful enough to defeat them, but if not, perhaps
they will encounter my nanites before they encounter us, and our enemy will be
defeated before they even realize that a group of you escaped to the Adventa
Galaxy.


"I was wrong to lie about all of this, and I hope that in time all of
you can find a way to forgive me."


Ethan gaped at that explanation. It all made sense, but he was reluctant to
trust Omnius after so many lies and so many betrayals.


"Now, the time of the final choosing is at hand," Omnius said.
Please think carefully about your choice. If you wish to be free of me, all I
ask is that you don't try to leave Avilon yet. There is still a war being
fought, and I do not wish to see anyone else die today. But take heart! I have
heard your cries for freedom, and you shall have what you desire."


The blinding light disappeared, and Ethan was left blinking spots from his
eyes. It was too much for him to take in all at once. He couldn't decide what
to make of it, but one thing was clear—they had to leave Avilon. The very fact
that Omnius had told them not to was suspicious.


"What a load of krak!" Atta said.


Galan turned to her and shook his head. "I'm surprised that you are not
embracing your newfound freedom."


"What freedom?" she challenged. "You still have a hundred
drones watching over us, ready to shoot."


Galan smiled patiently. "You came here to cause death and destruction.
If I let you go, will you not cause more of the same? You do not trust Omnius,
therefore, I do not trust you." Turning to Ethan, Rovik nodded and said,
"Or you."


"What?" Ethan blinked. "We were the ones who brought Omnius
back online!"


"And he is grateful, but trying to escape now could get you killed. The
time will come when it will be safe for you to leave Avilon, but not yet. Now,
enough questions. It's time to go. Leave your weapons and armor behind."


No one made a move to follow that order.


"If you won't come willingly, I'll stun you all and have my drones
carry you out," Galan said.


Ethan watched Jena draw the pulse rifle from the holster on her back and aim
it at the Rictans. "You heard him!" she said.


Ethan gaped at her, wondering how she could change sides so quickly. She'd
been ready to abandon Omnius not so long ago. Maybe he'd convinced her with his
speech about freedoms being restored.


Somehow Jena's order worked where Galan's hadn't. Atta and the Rictans began
cracking out of their armor. A few of them glanced at their fallen squad mate
as they did so.


"Everyone who died today will be resurrected. You have Omnius's
word," Galan reminded them.


What's that worth? Ethan wondered.


"He didn't have a Lifelink," Atta said.


"Whose fault is that?" Galan countered. "But don't worry,
that man is alive and well here on Avilon. Omnius resurrected all of you here
years ago. You're just copies of copies."


Ethan exchanged glances with his wife, and Galan smiled.


"Makes you wonder which copy is the real one, doesn't it? Come. It's
time for us to go."












Chapter 46





Farah woke up in a
daze in the middle of complete chaos. People shouted; the ground trembled under
her feet. No, not the ground—the deck, she realized, recognizing that
she was aboard the bridge of a starship.


Then it all came rushing back: Therius, The Union, Avilon, the attack... and
Drone 767 stunning her as she tried to incite a mutiny.


Farah eased off the deck, climbing unsteadily to her feet. Rigid hands
helped her up. She was about to turn and thank the officer helping her when she
realized that it was none other than the drone who'd shot her in the first
place. She recoiled from him.


"I'm fine!" she snapped.


The drone withdrew, and Farah took in the scene around her. Out the
viewports she saw the Liberator pouring blinding torrents of energy into
a depthless void. Farah could have sworn they were flying through space, but
the absence of stars was telling, and so was the faint golden glow shining
through the shadowy carpet of clouds racing beneath them. Avilon had been cast
into an artificial night by the shadow of Omnius's Icosahedron.


Crimson light poured from the Liberator's laser cannons, drawing
bright orange flares from the void as enemy fighters exploded all around them.
Farah actually felt those explosions come rattling through the hull of the
venture-class cruiser as supersonic shock waves of shrapnel went hissing off
their shields. Alerts and alarms blared almost constantly. Shouts from bridge
crew filled the air.


Farah rushed up to the captain's table to join Therius and see how the
battle was going, putting aside for the moment that he was the one who
had given the order to stun her.


But she didn't really need to see the tactical map to know they were losing
the fight. Enemy fighters harried them to all sides, and the Liberator rocked
with a near-constant roar of exploding ordinance.


It took Farah a moment to realize what that meant. Avilonian ordinance was
all quantum-fired, teleported instantly to their targets, and if they were
firing quantum weapons now, that meant that Omnius was back online.


Farah reached the captain's table, breathing hard not from exertion, but
from sheer panic. "Therius! What happened? Why is the Eclipser
offline?"


He turned and blinked pale blue eyes at her, a wan smile stretching his lips
taut. He looked all-together too calm for her liking. "You're awake,"
he said. "Good. I wouldn't want you to miss this. It's time to initiate
the Armageddon Protocol."


Suddenly all of the crew's frantic activity ceased. Silence rang. The
finality of Therius's command seemed to echo from the walls, whispering death
to anyone who would listen. They'd all heard the rumors about the nanite bomb
plot.


"You can't!" Farah screamed. "What's the point of freedom if
no one is alive to appreciate it?" The crew seemed to be in agreement with
that. Farah assumed she'd missed the part where Therius had delivered his
ultimatum.


"Omnius already surrendered," Lieutenant Devries said from the
comms, revealing just how much Farah had really missed.


"And it's a trick," Therius said. "Humanity will never be
free as long as Omnius is the one calling the shots. It's time to use the
greatest weapon of all—ourselves. We're going to deprive Omnius of his
people."


Farah gaped at Therius in disbelief. Omnius had surrendered! Therius had
accomplished what he'd set out to do, but like a petulant child who'd gotten
his way only to decide that it wasn't what he really wanted, he was going to
drop the nanites and kill everyone anyway!


"No one is going to do it!" she said. Therius turned to her, his
eyebrows raised, and she went on, "You're the only one crazy enough to
advocate self-annihilation!"


Therius smiled. "Me and a whole army of Sythians. I anticipated
resistance and had the nanites relocated to the Sythians' ships before we
jumped here. Shallah thinks I don't know of his plans to betray us, but I have
always known, and now I have given him the tools he needs to destroy humanity
once and for all. By the looks of it, he has already begun to use them."


Therius nodded to the tactical map. Farah looked down and saw Sythian
Command Ships racing down from the heights of Avilon's atmosphere, skimming low
over Celesta. There was only one reason for them to get that close.


Bombing runs. 


It was too late! Fury boiled up inside of her. "The entire point of the
Armageddon protocol was to get Omnius to back down! He actually surrendered,
and you're still going to kill everyone?"


Therius met her gaze unblinkingly. "Trust me, Miss Hale. I'm
going to set humanity free."


"By killing them?" Farah shrieked. She turned in a dizzy
circle to see that the rest of the crew was all equally shocked and outraged.
Behind her, drone 767 came clanking down the gangway, his weapons
trained on her, anticipating that she would make a move to attack Therius.
Torv, the ship's Gor chief of security, remained at the doors to the bridge,
silently watching the developing confrontation.


The rest of the crew was not so passive. Multiple officers rose to their
feet and drew their sidearms. 767 wouldn't be able to defeat them all.


"Stand down, Seven Sixty Seven!" Therius called out. "I
surrender," he said, raising his hands above his head.


Weapons remained trained on both Therius and his drone bodyguard.
"Torv, arrest him!" Farah ordered, while watching 767 carefully.
"And someone shut down that drone!" she added.


"Yes, ma'am," Lieutenant Devries said, abandoning the comms.


Farah turned to Torv. "I gave you an order, Sergeant."


The Gor hissed, but made no move to obey.


"Your people are on the ground, too, Torv. They're also going to die
because of what Therius did."


That got through to him. Farah watched as the Gor strode down the gangway to
the captain's table, steadily advancing on Therius.


"I have not betrayed your people, Torv," Therius said.


"We need him, Torv. If nothing else, so that we can bring him to
justice later.


Hiss. Torv reached Therius and stopped within a hair's breadth of the
man's face. The Gor glared at Therius for a long moment before producing a pair
of stun cords from a compartment on his belt. Therius made no effort to resist;
he even held his hands behind his back for Torv to tie with stun cords.


"You don't know what you're doing," he said, his eyes on Farah.
"But it doesn't matter. I forgive you."


"You forgive me? If anyone should be sorry, it's you, you sick
frek," Farah said. She turned to see that Devries had flipped open 767's
access panel, and the drone's optical sensor was now dark. "Check him for
weapons," she said, nodding to the Lieutenant.


Devries walked over and began patting the admiral down, but Therius wasn't
even wearing a standard-issue sidearm. "He's clean ma'am," Devries
said. "What should we do with him?"


"Let's keep him on deck, just in case he has anything else up his
sleeve that we need to know about."


"Yes, ma'am."


"All right, everyone back to your stations!" Farah said, clapping
her hands. "Devries, call a retreat. We need to get out of here before
those nanites infect the entire planet and us along with it. Warn the Gors that
the Sythians are now hostile."


"What about our people on the ground?" Devries asked.


Farah glanced at the tactical map just in time to see a Sythian command ship
go crashing through the upper city of Celesta, knocking down dozens of
monolithic towers as it went. She grimaced and shook her head.


"We can't risk bringing nanites aboard."


The deck shuddered violently underfoot and a shields critical alert
shrieked through the bridge speakers.


"Aft shields are in the red!" engineering reported.
"Equalizing."


"Gunnery! Keep those drone fighters away from us! We can't shoot their
ordinance, but we can shoot them."


"Yes, ma'am. We're doing our best..."


A moment later, the gravidar officer called out. "Captain! We have
multiple enemy contacts launching from Avilon! Epsilon class."


Epsilon class meant they were several kilometers long, at least.
Farah eyed the tactical map, zooming in on one of the enemy contacts and
toggling the map for a simulated 3D holo view rather than a bird's eye
perspective.


She saw Celesta at night. Towers shone dazzlingly bright, like radiant
columns in the sky. Urban parks sprawled between those columns, their pathways
lit to a shadowy green by snaking rivers of streetlights. To one side blazed a
massive inferno where the Sythian command ship had crashed, and in the middle
distance a massive tower rose from the city.


No, not a tower—a ship, Farah realized as its thrusters cleared the
rooftops of Celesta with a blinding flare of red light. She recognized the
tower-ship immediately. It was one of the Trees of Life, the buildings where Omnius
kept everyone's clones and Lifelink data.


Farah panned her viewpoint around, searching the city in all directions, and
she saw no less than half a dozen identical towers racing up into the
artificial night. The Trees of Life were all leaving Avilon.


Farah blinked, unable to believe it. All this time, those towers had been
starships, not skyscrapers, and now Omnius was ordering them to leave. That
could only mean one thing.


He was evacuating the planet.












Chapter 47





Shallah watched
from his command chair as Lord Shondar's ship crashed into the surface of
Avilon. "Have them detonate their nanites!" Shallah ordered. "We
shall resurrect them all here after we jump out."


"Yes, master," the operator at the communications station said.


"We must leave the planet now, Supreme One," the nav operator
warned.


"Yes. Tell the command ships to make orbit and jump away."


Even as Shallah ordered them to flee, the deck shuddered under their feet
with a violent roar as Avilon's ground defenses battled once more against
their shields.


"It isss unlikely that we all make it," Shallah's second in
command, Queen Tavia said.


He turned to her. "We only need one ship to escape. From there we can
resurrect all of our dead."


Tavia nodded. "Yes, master."


"The losses are regrettable, but is it not worth it? Look at them
burn!" Shallah said, gesturing out the forward viewport to the raging
inferno that Shondar's ship had caused. "Now, finally, we have our
revenge, and Omnius is made to pay for casting us aside!"


"What is that?" Tavia asked, pointing out the main forward
viewport.


Shallah saw a gargantuan tower rising from the burning planet, blasting away
into the depthless black sky. "Sensors! What is that?" he demanded,
his gills flaring with surprise.


"I do not know, My Lord!"


Shallah gaped at the sight, unable to decide what he was looking at. Then he
saw more identical towers rising. He summoned a star map from his command chair
and studied them with sensors. The towers were shielded, powered, and
accelerating straight up at a rapid rate. They were also off the charts with
lifeform readings. Maybe Omnius was evacuating some of his people? Shallah
watched as those towers clawed for orbit. Yet there weren't enough ships to
evacuate everyone, unless...


Omnius didn't have to evacuate the entire planet. He only needed to take the
clones and their Lifelink data, and he would be able to bring them all back
again. Shallah's eyes watered and itched with frustration.


Omnius had won! The only victory they could possibly hope for would be to
escape so that they could fight another day. Or just so that we can hide, Shallah
thought.


That was a more realistic goal, he decided, whilst furiously rubbing his
lips together.


Suddenly a dazzling light suffused the deck, blinding him, and searing his
eyes with its heat.


An explosion roared and Shallah screamed as he was catapulted out into the
upper atmosphere. The cold air seared his skin. Wind whipped past his ears as
he tumbled and fell, gasping for breath. His eyes bulged. Capillaries began
bursting from decompression and Shallah saw red.


Twisting around, he caught a glimpse of his command ship above him. Fire
leapt from a ragged tear in the ship's midsection. Debris and bodies gushed
out. The behemoth was slowly cracking in half, its mighty engines still driving
the back and ripping it free of the front.


Resistance is futile, Shallah realized.


Then a secondary explosion tore through his ship, shredding the back half
with a blinding flash and a titanic boom. The shock wave hit him mere
seconds later, debris punching his body full of holes. He died and his mind
retreated to a purely digital existence within the next nearest command ship.
But he only had a few seconds to recover before an explosion rocked that ship,
too. The power failed, bringing with it an endless void as Shallah's awareness
faded.


 


* * *


 


Ethan heard the immense, bone-rattling roar, long before he saw what caused
it. His first thought was that the entire planet was caving in. He imagined all
three of the world-spanning cities telescoping down on top of themselves and
the ground under his feet opening up in a gaping maw.


Then he saw the black sky suddenly turn a bright, fiery gold as the flaming
hull of a massive Sythian ship skimmed by low overhead. The next thing Ethan
knew, he was flying. The air pocket carried by that thirty kilometer-long ship
sent them skipping across the rooftops.


By the time they stopped tumbling they'd been carried at least a few hundred
feet. Ethan stood on wobbly legs, surprised to find all of his limbs still
attached to his body. He and Alara had both landed on top of a bridge over the
shimmering blue sea that was the shield wall between Celesta and Etheria.
Titanic booms sounded in the distance as the crashing warship hit
kilometers-high skyscrapers, knocking them down with violent shrieks of rending
alloy and shattering glass. As the debris fell, the bridge where they stood
picked up the vibrations, jumping and skipping under their feet like a plucked
string.


"Where's Trinity?" Alara asked suddenly.


Ethan whirled around, searching. Then he spotted her, a dozen feet away and
struggling to stand up on the shield. He grimaced. She would have some nasty
burns where her skin had touched that energy field.


"Trin!" he called.


"Dad!"


He barely heard her over the roar and rumble of crashing debris. In the
distance, he saw Atta and a group of Rictans jump down onto the shield to help
Trinity up. They half-carried and half-dragged her to the bridge where Ethan
stood. Further away, Galan Rovik had also landed on the shield, but he appeared
to be in no hurry to get off. The Peacekeeper stood watching as Celestial
towers collapsed in the distance. Drones gathered on all sides of him, forming
a protective circle around their human leader.


Atta and the Rictans reached the bridge and began pushing Trinity up.
Looking away from the destruction, Ethan grabbed his daughter's hands to pull
her up. She cried out in pain, and he almost dropped her.


"Careful!" Atta warned.


Trinity's hands were raw and bleeding with burns from the shield. Ethan felt
sick. "Brave girl," he said, grabbing her behind her wrists instead.


Alara hurried over and helped him pull Trinity up. "We need to get off
this bridge..." she said as it began vibrating again.


Atta grunted, giving Trinity a final shove before letting go.


"I've got you," Ethan said, pulling his little girl over the
railing.


Rictan Six pulled himself up next, and Ethan realized from the man's curly
blond hair that he was Blades, the squad medic. He was about to ask
Blades to tend to Trinity's injuries, but the man was already opening his
medkit.


The railing rattled, and Ethan turned to see the remaining Rictans lifting
and pushing Atta up to the bridge. For a moment he wondered why she couldn't
help herself up, but then he noticed how one of her shoulders hung well below
the other one. It was either broken or dislocated—maybe both.


"Sorry," he said, reaching over the railing again to help her up.


Atta grabbed his hand with her good arm. "Thanks," she panted, her
face contorted with pain.


Then the world flashed with a dazzling burst of light. A mighty boom! left
Ethan's ears ringing, followed by a thundering roar. The shock wave hit, and
the bridge twisted, tipping toward the shield. Atta's hand was wrenched free of
his, and Ethan watched helplessly as she and the Rictans went tumbling across
the shield, screaming and cursing wherever bare skin touched the energy field.
The shock wave doubled Ethan over the railing, threatening to throw him
face-first onto the shield and give him a few burns of his own, but he held on
tight.


Then it was over. Ethan would have breathed a sigh of relief, but the wind
had been knocked out of him. In the distance he saw Atta and the Rictans pick
themselves off the shield, struggling to crawl out of a pile of drones. Off to
one side, Galan Rovik did the same.


Ethan glanced behind him and saw Blades loosening his grip on Trinity
and Alara. The Rictan had hooked his legs around the railings and his arms
around Ethan's family to keep them from flying off the bridge. Ethan was just
about to thank him when he heard a woman scream. He spun around in time to see
the shield flickering dangerously.


Atta and the Rictans ran toward the bridge, but shields gave next to zero
traction, and their feet slipped with every step. Atta threw her weight from
side to side, using her momentum to skate, not run. She made faster progress
like that, but she was still a long way off.


"Come on, Atta!"


Then the shield stopped flickering and failed completely. This time no one
had a chance to scream. They fell like rocks.


"Atta!" Ethan roared, half-lunging over the railing as she
disappeared amidst a glinting, tumbling rain of drones, Rictans, and one
fluttering blue cape. The chasm below the bridge went straight down, almost 300
floors to the Null Zone. No one could survive that. Even the drones would be
pulverized on impact. "Atta!" he called again, but he couldn't even
see her now.


A hand gripped his shoulder.


"There'll be time to grieve our losses later." Ethan turned to
Blades in a daze, and the Rictan shook him to snap him out of it. "Triage.
We've got to focus on saving the ones we still can."


"Omnius can't bring them back," Ethan said. Atta was dead.


"No, he can't," Blades replied. "But at least that Peacekeeper
and his drones went with them. That means we have a chance to escape,
and we need to use it while we still can." The bridge shuddered, and the
railing rattled once more. "Come on!" Blades said.


The Rictan took off at a run, and Ethan raced after him, grabbing Alara by
the hand and Trinity by her forearm.


By the time they reached the end of the bridge, Ethan saw a pair of people
running up to greet them. It was Magnum and Jena Faros.


"Where's everyone else?" Magnum asked as he drew near.


Blades shook his head. "They fell with the shield."


For a long moment no one said anything. Something flickered through Magnum's
eyes, and then he nodded. "No guts, no glory."


"No guts, no glory," Blades agreed.


"What are you all standing around for?" Jena Faros said. "We
need to go!"


Ethan shot her a dark look. "We just lost a lot of good people."


"And we'll lose the ones we have left if we don't leave now."


"Where?" Alara asked, her eyes glazed with shock.


"That depends... where's that ship of yours?"


Ethan recited the address for her.


"Heritage District..." Jena said, nodding. "That way,"
she said, pointing in the opposite direction from the crashed behemoth cruiser.
She took off at a run. Magnum and Blades ran after her, while Ethan brought up
the rear with his family.


Beside him, Alara whispered, "Omnius is telling us not to go. He's
saying we should trust him."


Ethan frowned. He'd forgotten that Alara and Trinity were linked. So was
Jena Faros. Only he and the Rictans weren't.


"Is he going to stop you?" Ethan asked.


"I told him about Atta, and I explained that it's not about trust, it's
about getting to safety. He said he's sorry, and he understands, but he
suggests that the safest place to be right now is the Icosahedron—if we can
find a way to get there."


"We're not going to the Icosahedron."


"I know. I told him. He's wishing us luck."


Ethan snorted. "What kind of luck?"


Before Alara could reply, they heard another deafening roar. Ethan's
heart jumped in his chest, afraid that another ship was about to come crashing
down on top of them. Then he saw the source of the sound. Massive towers were
blasting off, rising steadily from Celesta, their thrusters glowing bright red
against the night.


"What the..." Magnum stopped running to stare up at them.


"The Trees of Life!" Jena exclaimed.


Ethan squinted against the blinding glare of the towers' thrusters.
"They were starships?"


"I don't like this," Magnum said. "Why's he runnin'
with his tail between his legs? He won!"


Ethan remembered the nanites, and his eyes grew round. "Therius must
have dropped the bombs anyway." He shook his head. "Omnius is taking
all the clones and leaving Avilon to its fate."


Magnum turned to look at him. "Then why's he tellin' everyone to stay
here?"


Alara answered. "He says the ship that crashed was infected. He's going
to sterilize the crash site from orbit, but he's withdrawing the Trees of Life
just in case."


"How do we know that's true?" Ethan asked. "For all we know
dozens of bombs made it and he's telling the people who didn't choose him to stay
on Avilon so he has an excuse to get rid of them."


Alara shook her head. "Either way, we need to get out of here. Even if
Avilon survives, it's going to be a dangerous place without Omnius to keep law
and order."


"We're wasting time!" Jena said.


They ran again, and this time they didn't stop to gawk along the way.
Ground-based beams crisscrossed the sky, and explosions roared both distant and
near. Fighters raced, screeching with blazing streams of lasers. Sonic booms
echoed by the dozen with every minute that passed, and the night turned to day
as a deep, throbbing hum filled the air.


Whatever it was, the sound came from behind them. Ethan glanced over his
shoulder to see a dozen blinding white beams converging from the sky on the
crash site, making it look like an upside down maypole. Omnius really was
trying to sterilize the crash site, but did that mean he was being honest about
everything else, too?


A little bit of truth can cover up a whole lot of lies, he thought.
The question was, What's Omnius lying about now?












Chapter 48





The bridge
shuddered with a violent tremor. The hum and roar of energy being
exchanged and dissipated by their shields was so loud that it actually set
Farah's teeth on edge.


"Ventral shields critical! Equalizing..." the Liberator's chief
engineer reported.


How much more of this can we take? Farah wondered. "What's our
overall shield strength?"


"We're in the yellow, ma'am, almost red, with twenty eight
percent."


They weren't even out of the atmosphere yet, and at this rate they weren't
likely to get there. "Devries! Send a message on an open channel—we
surrender! Tell Omnius all we want is to leave Avilon in peace. He can have his
people. We won't try to stop the Trees of Life from reaching orbit."


A moment later Devries replied, shaking his head. "He's not going for
it! He's accusing us of mass-murder. When that Sythian ship crashed it took out
one of the Trees of Life. Those people are gone for good, Captain."


"What? You're telling me Omnius doesn't have backups of their
data?"


"Apparently not."


Bullkrak, Farah thought.


"He says we need to be brought to justice, something he's calling
Judgment Day. Isn't that from the Codices?"


Farah snorted and shook her head. This had to be a nightmare. The people
they'd thought were their allies were actually their enemies, and now she and
her crew were being blamed for a heinous crime that Therius had used the
Sythians to commit.


Nightmare was too pleasant a term to describe what was happening.


"Helm! Plot a quantum jump out of here! I don't care where, just get us
as far as you can, as fast as you can. As soon as we clear the atmosphere,
punch it. Comms, make sure that order is relayed to the rest of the fleet, and
don't bother sending them our jump coordinates. We don't need Omnius decrypting
our message and following us. It's every ship for itself now."


"Yes, ma'am," both officers replied in unison.


The deck rocked again and again, and Damage alarms screamed one after
another.


"Shields depleted, ma'am!"


"Shall I give the order to abandon ship, Captain?" Lieutenant
Devries asked from the comms.


Farah's eyes darted around the bridge, taking in everything one last
time—the pale, frightened faces of her crew, the triumphant look on Therius's
face... smoke hissing into the bridge from broken coolant pipes, sparks
sputtering from an open access panel in a buckled support beam, the spider's
web of cracks in the main viewport...


"No," Farah said. "What for? So nanites can kill us slowly
and painfully when our escape pods land on the surface? We're going down with
the ship."


Farah was surprised that she'd even had that much time to contemplate their
fate. By now they should have been hit by one final, killing beam. Instead, the
constant roar of ordinance exploding and the periodic hum of beams
hitting their hull abruptly vanished. Farah spent a moment listening to the
sound of coolant hissing into the bridge and to the ship's mighty
thrusters roaring as it fought to escape Avilon's gravity.


"Why aren't we dead yet?" she wondered aloud.


"Maybe Omnius doesn't want to shoot us down over Avilon..." the
ship's chief engineer suggested. "If he waits for us to reach escape
velocity, the debris won't crash into the planet and do further damage."


"That's not the reason," Therius replied, smiling faintly.
"Why should he care if we cause more damage when he's already evacuated
the planet?"


Farah resisted the urge to slap the smile off Therius's face. She settled
for scowling at him instead. "What's the reason then?"


"He doesn't want to shoot us down at all. He wants to take us
captive."


Farah gritted her teeth and focused on taking deep, calming breaths.
"We should have attacked the Icosahedron with nanites while Omnius was
being jammed. We could have defeated him!"


Therius shook his head. "We never would have gotten past the
shields."


"Then we should have found a way to infiltrate it!"


Therius's smile suddenly blossomed into a full-blown grin. "What do you
think we're doing now, Miss Hale?" he whispered.


"Escape velocity attained!" the officer at the helm announced.


"Jump away!" Farah ordered.


"We're not out of the atmosphere yet! The tidal forces could—"


Suddenly the deck shuddered once more, and every powered system died,
plunging the ship into utter darkness and silence. Farah's stomach did a flip
as artificial gravity failed. The only light they had to see by was the fake
starlight shining down on them from the billions of viewports in the distant
shell of New Avilon.


"Frek!" Farah said, and pounded the captain's table with her
fists. The momentum of that movement sent her spinning up toward the ceiling.


"Have faith, Miss Hale," Therius said, kicking off the deck to
join her. "They're going to take us aboard."


"And then what?" she asked, pushing off the ceiling as she drew
near. "We don't have any nanites aboard... or do we?"


Therius smiled, and for a moment Farah dared to hope that defeating Omnius
was still a possibility. Then he shook his head and said, "No, they will
not allow us aboard with any weapons, and we will be thoroughly scanned to make
sure of that."


Farah frowned. He was right, of course, but that meant there was no coming
back from this catastrophe, and Therius's cryptic smiles were a symptom of his
insanity, not some hidden genius. Avilon was infected with nanites, doomed to a
slow but certain end; Omnius had evacuated the planet; and the Union no longer
had any power to threaten him.


The battle was lost, and Omnius had won.


 


* * *


 


Jena Faros led Ethan and his family and the remaining Rictans under the
golden dome of a quantum junction. She used the junction to jump them directly
inside one of the History Towers. From there she led them through a museum full
of human history.


Some of it Ethan recognized, exhibits of early species of humans from
Advistine—hairy primates, mostly—including showcases of primitive tools, and
fossilized bones to describe the different stages of human evolution. Then
there were exhibits of architectural wonders created by the earliest
civilizations, long before the advent of space flight. He saw pyramids, giant
statues, temples...


Ethan marveled at it all.


"The History of Space Flight is this way," Jena said, as they
began to linger.


"Where did Omnius get all of these artifacts?" Ethan asked,
wondering if he'd somehow stolen them from museums on Advistine before he sent
the Sythians to destroy the planet.


"They're mostly replicas," Jena explained.


Ethan snorted. "So there's no longer any real evidence to
describe our past."


"I suppose not," Jena replied, slowing from a jog to a fast walk.


"That's convenient," Ethan said. "I guess he can rewrite
history now."


They passed through increasingly modern exhibits until eventually
Advistine's cities sprawled across the continents, covering most of the
planetary surface. Space elevators soared, and orbital space stations became as
common and as numerous as land-based hotels. Up ahead Ethan saw a pair of doors
leading to the next exhibit. Above those doors was a rotating hologram
depicting Advistine from space at the end of the terrestrial period. Dozens of
space elevators climbed up to giant counter-weighting stations. Under the
hologram Ethan read the caption, Earth at the End of the Terrestrial Period.



He frowned. "I thought this exhibit was about Advistine? I've never
heard of a planet called Earth."


Jena glanced over her shoulder as she waved open the doors to the next
exhibit. "Earth is what we used to call Advistine before the
Galactic Period."


"How do you know that?" Alara asked, proving Ethan wasn't the only
one in the dark.


"Omnius must have found a reference to it somewhere," Jena said.


Ethan nodded, noting that the next exhibit was the one they were looking
for—The History of Space Flight. He was even more distracted by all of the
different space ships and technologies that powered them. Some of the designs
looked absurd, but all the more intriguing for their novelty.


Something outside the History Towers exploded with a terrific bang! and
shook the building so hard that the walls and floor cracked.


Ethan lost his balance and fell against the railing of the nearest exhibit.
"What the frek was that?"


"We better hurry!" Alara said.


"Let's go!" Jena added, yelling to be heard above the residual
rumblings of the explosion. Ethan scooped up his daughter and sprinted down the
aisle between showcases. So far the History Towers were deserted, which was
just as well. Ethan wasn't sure if Omnius would try to stop them from leaving,
but he didn't want to find out.


They came to the most recent part of the Galactic Period, and Ethan saw his
ship gleaming in the distance, sitting on a landing pad in front of a vast wall
of windows.


Ethan stopped to stare up at his pride and joy, a 40-meter-long
seraphim-class corvette. His breath caught in his chest, and he was momentarily
at a loss for words.


"The Trinity," he whispered.


"Hey, that's my name!" Trinity said, sending him an accusing look.


Ethan turned to her with a smile. "Where do you think you got it
from?"


Another explosion boomed and rumbled through the floor. Then
came a distant shriek of rending metal, and Ethan's eyes were drawn out
the wall of glass behind his ship. There, in the distance, a massive tower was
on fire, a chunk bitten out its side. As they watched, the top half of the
tower began falling toward them.


"Take cover!" Magnum yelled just before the tower landed in a
grassy green park at the base of the History Towers. There came a
world-shattering boom, and then a roiling gray cloud of pulverized
bactcrete burst forth, knocking over trees and consuming everything in its
path.


Ethan saw the rushing cloud of debris and he hit the floor, pulling Trinity
down with him. He held her down firmly. Then the shock wave hit and the glass
wall exploded. Trinity lifted her head to look just as a glittering rain of
shattered glass came flying at them. She screamed.


"Head down!" Ethan yelled, feeling glass shards dig into his back
and arms. Then it was over. Ethan's ears rang, and his back stung fiercely with
embedded glass. He lifted his head to check how Trinity was doing, and the air
left his lungs in a strangled cry.


A jagged wedge of glass protruded from Trinity's forehead with blood
bubbling out around it.


She was conscious and crying, but he doubted it was from the pain. She had
to be in shock.


"Medic!" Ethan yelled.


Alara reached them first. "What happened?" she demanded. "Oh
no... Trinity..."


Rictan Six dropped to his haunches beside them. His gaze flicked to the
chunk of glass in Trinity's head, and his cheeks turned gray.


Ethan wanted to pick the man up and shake him. "What are you waiting
for? Fix her!"


Trinity's eyes rolled in her head, and she mumbled incoherently. Alara began
sobbing. She held their daughter's head in her lap, stroking blood-matted hair
away from her forehead, telling her that everything was going to be all right.


"I'm sorry," Blades whispered.


"We need to go!" Jena called out.


Ethan felt sick. He grabbed his daughter's hand and squeezed.
"Trin," he said. Her eyes stopped rolling long enough to settle on
him, and he gave her a strangled smile. "I love you, sweetheart."


Then he realized why her eyes had stopped rolling, and he burst into tears.












Chapter 49





Jena and the
Rictans did their best to drag them away from Trinity. Ethan didn't have the
strength left to resist. He rose to his feet, backing away slowly, his heart
broken.


"If we don't hurry, we could be next," Jena said, still trying to
tear Alara away.


"Who cares?" Alara screamed.


Jena took a step back and shook her head, looking startled. "You don't
have to go with us," she said, "but we're leaving Avilon. Maybe if
you stay, Omnius will bring your daughter back."


Ethan walked up to his wife and placed his hands on her shoulders.
"Alara—"


"Don't touch me!"


"Trust me," Ethan whispered through gritted teeth.


"I tried that, remember?" Alara's lips twisted into a bitter
smile. "Look how that worked out. If you'd been in Etheria with us, this
never would have happened."


Ethan winced. It wasn't fair to lay the blame for this on him, but Alara
needed someone to blame, and right now her cheating husband was an easy target.
He shook his head. "Look—we brought Omnius back online. That's got to
count for something. If he doesn't repay the favor by resurrecting Trinity,
I'll be very surprised."


Alara's expression took a hopeful turn. "You're right. We did
bring him back, didn't we...?"


Ethan nodded.


"Fine, so you're staying, and we're going," Jena said. "Nice
to meet you all..."


"Hold on!" Ethan caught her by the arm and yanked her up to within
an inch of his face. "You can't fly my ship out of here without my
launch codes, and we're not going to sit around here waiting for nanites to
kill us. You're going to take us up to the Icosahedron so that we can speak
with Omnius in person."


"Forget it."


"I'm not asking you," Ethan said. "I'm telling you.
Now let's go."


Jena started to object, but Ethan silenced her with a venomous look.
"She's my daughter. End of discussion."


Alara surprised him by slipping her hand into his.


She hadn't forgiven him yet, but it was a start.


Jena held Ethan's gaze for a long moment. Then she scowled and nodded.
"Fine."


They ran to the Trinity and straight up the ramp. Ethan led the way
to the cockpit and found the Rictans already there, trying to bypass his launch
codes.


"Out of the way," Ethan said, yanking Magnum out of the pilot's
chair. He sat down and entered the codes; then he ran a quick check on the
ship's systems. To his amazement, all ship's systems were in the green, even
after almost a decade of disuse. Feeling suddenly more positive, Ethan fired up
the grav lifts and then the thrusters, cold-starting them both. The ship's only
complaint was a mild shudder before it hovered up from the landing pad.


"Still purrs like a kitten," he said, and rotated the ship until
it faced the shattered wall of glass. Alara sat in the copilot's seat beside
him, and Jena Faros hovered over their shoulders.


"We're not going to board the Icosahedron," Jena said. "You
can send a message to Omnius and then launch yourselves in an escape pod so he
can pick you up."


"Sure," Ethan replied, and dialed the inertial management system
back to eighty percent. Then he pushed the throttle up past the stops and
rocketed out over Avilon. The ship's sudden acceleration pinned him and Alara
both to their seats, while Jena Faros and the Rictans all went tumbling backward,
screaming as they went. He heard someone cursing, and risked a glance over his
shoulder to see Magnum clinging to the open hatch by his fingernails.


"Motherfrekker!" Magnum gritted out.


"Guess I forgot to warn you guys to strap in," Ethan said. Then he
pulled up, adding the planet's gravity to accentuate their momentum. Magnum
lost his grip with a curse and a shout, and Ethan sealed the cockpit from the
pilot's station. Now that they were alone he brought inertial management up to
100%.


"Are they okay?" Alara asked.


"I don't know," Ethan said.


That uncertainty hung between them as the Trinity clawed for orbit in
a near-vertical climb. Thousands of fighters danced above them, their thrusters
tracing neon swirls behind the clouds—Nova blue, Shell fighter orange, and
drone fighter red. The colors mingled and swirled together in buzzing swarms.
Streams of red and purple lasers crisscrossed between the fighters, and
explosions speckled the sky with fiery bursts of light.


Ethan keyed the comms and set them for an open channel, about to ask Omnius
for permission to approach the Icosahedron and land, but Alara touched his hand
and shook her head. For a split second he was afraid she'd had a change of
heart about bringing Trinity back.


"I've already told him," she said. "Omnius knows we're
coming. He's going to send a drone escort to get us there safely."


Ethan remembered her Lifelink implant, and he nodded. "Good."


They raced through the clouds and emerged in the middle of a dazzling
firefight between a pair of Gor cruisers and a few thousand drone fighters.


One of the Gor ships exploded with a titanic boom, spraying their
shields with supersonic debris, and Ethan grimaced as their forward shields
went from blue to green. Laser fire flickered by them, so close that it
actually made the corvette shudder. No, something else had to have
caused that shudder. Lasers didn't impart kinetic energy with their passing.
Ethan checked the threat detection system to identify their attackers, but
there weren't any. Then the deck shuddered once more, and another dazzling
flicker of laser light stole Ethan's attention. This time he noticed the
source.


The lasers were coming from them.


"What the frek?" Ethan's hands flew over the controls as he
hurried to shut down the ship's weapons systems.


"What is it?" Alara asked.


"Looks like our passengers are okay after all. They've found the
turrets and they're using them to get some target practice."


"They're trying to shoot down drones? Are they crazy?"


Another flash of lasers streaked out from them. This time Ethan saw the
lasers impact on the side of a nearby cruiser—a Gor cruiser. He gaped at
that.


"Ethan?" Alara asked.


He braced himself for return fire. "They're not shooting at
drones," he explained. "They're shooting at Gors!"


"Aren't the Gors their allies? Why would they shoot them?"


"To get us all killed! Why else?" Ethan finished shutting down the
weapon systems and then keyed the intercom. "I hope you're happy,
Magnum!"


Laughter rippled back over the intercom. "No guts, no glory, motherfrekker!
And I'm gonna spill yours if it's the last thing I do."


The TDS screeched out a belated warning, and a blinding light suffused the
deck. A muffed explosion sounded somewhere aft of the cockpit, and damage
alerts screamed. Ethan threw the ship into an evasive pattern.


"Damn you, Magnum!" he breathed.


"What was that?" Alara asked.


Another explosion roared through the cockpit and the Trinity rocked
violently once more.


"The Gors are firing at us!" he said.


The TDS chirped out a series of rapid fire warnings, and Ethan saw half a
dozen Shell Fighters lining up behind them, vying for missile locks. That
wasn't good. Evading energy-based Pirakla missiles came down to speed and
sudden, last-minute changes in momentum, but they were still in atmosphere,
clawing for orbit, and the Trinity's lack of aerodynamic properties made
it a sitting duck.


"Ethan, if those fighters get missile locks on us—"


The chirping warnings from the TDS became solid tones, and Ethan's hands
tingled with adrenaline, getting ready to throw them into a last-ditch
maneuver.


"Hang on..." he warned, watching the grid for the warning flash of
light as the Shell fighters pursuing them launched their missiles. That flash
of light came, but not from the star map. It suffused the entire deck, washing
everything a dazzling white and making all of their concerns moot.


 


* * *


 


Farah Hale lay pinned to the main forward viewport with the rest of her
crew, held there by a mysterious force of deceleration that had gripped their
ship as they drew near to the Icosahedron. Farah could only assume that Omnius
was arresting their approach with some type of grav gun. Most of the crew was
content to lie against the viewport and wait for the inevitable, but Farah had
twisted around onto her belly so that she could watch. It took all of her
strength just to keep her face from being smashed against the viewport.


She was rewarded for her effort with a breathtaking view of New Avilon. They
were finally close enough to pick out details on the inner side of it. The most
curious detail were the thousands of giant, bristling towers pointing down
toward Avilon. They looked like the barrels of giant laser cannons.


Farah remembered that the Icosahedron was supposed to be capable of mining
entire planets for resources, and she wondered if those towers were massive
beam weapons. She estimated by the size and number of them that Omnius could
have wiped out the entire Union fleet in seconds.


So why hasn't he?


Even as she was thinking that, one of those towers opened fire and a thick
white beam shot by them to hit some unseen target coming up from the surface of
Avilon. Farah blinked the spots from her eyes. Whatever that beam had hit, it
was gone now, but Omnius had fired just one beam out of thousands. He was
cherry-picking the targets he wished to destroy and capturing others. She
wondered what criteria Omnius was using. Was he capturing only human ships, or
Sythian and Gor ones, too?


Farah watched as one of the Trees of Life reached the Icosahedron. It had
rotated to dock with its engines facing the inner side of the sphere. As soon
as the bright red glow of its thrusters disappeared and it finished docking,
that tower became just one more out of thousands already aimed at the surface
of Avilon.


Farah blinked. All of those towers weren't just weapons emplacements. They
were New Avilon's cloning facilities and Lifelink data centers.


"We've stopped moving," Therius whispered, announcing the fact
just a split second before Farah realized that the crushing weight on her back
had disappeared.


She pushed gently off the main forward viewport and turned to see her crew
all drifting and tumbling through the bridge. "I thought you said Omnius
was going to take us aboard?" she said, eager to poke a hole in Therius's
smug insanity.


"He will, but first drones will board us, scan us, and carry us away in
one of Omnius's ships. He would never trust us to come aboard in one of our own
vessels."


Farah smirked. "Of course not. So what exactly is your plan? Or
don't you have one anymore?"


"I plan to wait until we are captured."


"And then?"


"Then we're going to meet with Omnius face-to-face, and I'm going to
speak with him one last time."


Farah snorted. "Going to beg for mercy? We should kill ourselves now
before Omnius finds a more painful way to do it."


"I'm going to give him one last chance to back down," Therius
replied.


Farah stared at him, unable to believe what he'd just said. He refused to
admit defeat even while looking down the barrels of a thousand planet-mining
beam weapons. That, she decided, was the very definition of insanity.


"Would you please cut my bonds and help me power up your uncle's
drone?" Therius asked.


"Seven Sixty Seven? Why?"


"Trust me, Farah."


Farah eyed Therius through the darkness. His eyes shone with reflected light
from the Icosahedron, making him look even more insane than usual. She took a
deep breath and shook her head. "If you're planning some kind of last
stand, you're going to have to count me out of it. I'm done."


"Very well," Therius said, sounding disappointed. He turned away
from her, and Farah saw his gaze settle on Torv next. "I brought your
people back from the brink of extinction. The Gors are an honorable people, and
I promised your matriarch they would be rewarded. My promise stands, despite what
you might think. Will you help me?"


Hissss.


Farah's translator spat out a single word. "No."


"What do you have to lose?"


"He dropped nanites on Avilon, Torv. There are millions of Gors on the
surface, and now they're all going to die."


"Not everything here is what it seems, Miss Hale. Torv, you need to
make up your mind for yourself. Will you trust me?"


Torv replied with a sibilant stream of hisses and used the grav guns in his
boots to regain his footing on the deck below.


Farah's translator whispered in her ear. "I trust. But if you lie, I
eat you alive."


"Torv..." Farah said, shaking her head.


She saw Therius smile. "I accept your terms."


Torv walked over to Therius and reached up to grab his ankle and pull him
down.


"Take me to the drone," Therius instructed.


Torv dragged Therius over to 767, who was floating a few feet above the
captain's table.


"Please cut my bonds, Torv."


The Gor cut them with a brief flash of light from his scythe-shaped energy
blade.


"Thank you." Therius stood on Torv's shoulders and reached around
the back of the drone's head to turn it on. A beam of crimson light shot out
from 767's optical sensor and washed across the deck.


"Welcome back, Seven Sixty Seven. It's time for us to leave the
bridge."


"Where are we going, Admiral?"


"I'll show you."


Therius wrapped his arms around the drone's neck and 767 powered his own
grav guns to join Torv on the deck. Therius nodded to the Gor. "Thank you,
my friend. Your part in this is over, but you will not be disappointed. Have
faith."


Torv hissed once more. "I go with you."


"If you insist."


Farah's brow furrowed, and she watched as the three of them made their way
down the gangway, walking by the crimson light of 767's optical sensor. The
bridge doors swished open and then shut behind them. Farah scowled, hoping Torv
would get a chance to make good on his threat to eat Therius alive, but she had
a bad feeling that the Union leader would doublecross him before long. Gors
were too trusting, particularly the males. Farah was sure that if Matriarch
Shara had been aboard in Torv's stead, she would have ripped Therius's throat
out by now. Of course, that was probably why she wasn't aboard. Farah wondered
where Therius was headed.


Critical systems like doors were running in low-power mode on battery
backups alone. That meant they would be able to reach the escape pods, but
abandoning ship wouldn't get them anywhere. Omnius would see their escape pod
and either vaporize them or pick them up.


Still, the thought of Therius running from the mess he'd created made
Farah's blood boil.


This was all his fault! The entire attack had been a lie. He'd never planned
to defeat Omnius. His idea of setting humanity free was to kill them.
Farah spent the next fifteen minutes dwelling on that and imagining ways she
could get revenge on Therius for what he'd done.


The bridge doors swished open once more and a squad of drones came clanking
in. Their optical sensors cast bright red fans of light through the air as they
scanned the surviving crew.


Seeing her chance, Farah called out to them, "Our leader escaped! Check
the escape pods. If there aren't any missing, then he's still aboard."


The drones gave no verbal response, but a pair of them went clanking back
the way they'd come, going to search the ship. Farah felt better, knowing that
whatever fate awaited her and her crew, Therius wasn't about to escape it.


The air buzzed with the crackling report of energy weapons set to
stun. Dazzling blue bolts snapped out with pinpoint accuracy. People screamed
and a few belatedly tried to resist by firing back with their sidearms.


Farah shut her eyes, and allowed her thoughts to drift to her Uncle
Bretton—the real one, not the drone. Bretton was dead and gone, but
maybe just maybe he'd passed on to a better place. Farah chose to believe that.


Then a stun bolt hit her, and her body convulsed. Darkness closed in around
her, and she welcomed it.












Chapter 50





As the spots
cleared from Ethan's eyes, he saw what had caused the blinding flash of light.
All of the Shell fighters on their tail had simultaneously exploded.


Drone fighters appeared on all sides, and a pair raced out ahead, leading
the way to the Icosahedron. Omnius's escort had arrived just in time to rescue
them.


Ethan breathed out a shaky sigh. "That was close."


Alara nodded.


Avilon's atmosphere fell away and they gained a crystal-clear view of New
Avilon. Its viewports shone down on them like a dense field of stars. Lasers
flashed against that backdrop, and explosions flared almost continuously.


The battle wasn't going to last much longer. Union ships were being taken out
just as fast as they could race into orbit, and there were at least a hundred
red enemy contacts for every solitary green one. Enemy contacts were purely
fighter-class, but with so many of them, it didn't matter that Omnius
hadn't brought any heavier weapons to the fight.


"I guess now all we have to do is wait," Ethan said.


"I guess..." Alara's eyes were glazed and staring, her mind
somewhere far away.


Ethan didn't have to ask to know what she was thinking about. "Trinity
was already a clone. Nothing's going to change when Omnius brings her
back."


Alara shook her head. "That doesn't make watching her die any
easier."


Bang!


Ethan's eyes flew to the TDS, then to the grid, but nothing was attacking
them. "The frek...?"


Then the sound came again, and Ethan realized it was coming from the cockpit
hatch. He turned to see the hatch sprinkled with fingertip-sized dents.


As he watched, there came another bang, and another sprinkling of
dents appeared. The pattern exactly matched the spread of a sawed-off ripper
rifle. Remembering the armory aboard his ship and the pair of elite commandos
he'd left rattling around in the Trinity's aft sections, Ethan's eyes
flew wide. He was shocked that those weapons hadn't been stripped from the Trinity
before the ship had been made into a museum exhibit.


"They're going to punch a hole!" Alara said.


Bang!


Even as she said that, holes began shining through the hatch. Ethan saw a
familiar brown eye appear in one of them.


"Omnius killed her," Magnum said. "Just thought you might
want to know that before you delivered us all into his clutches."


"Killed who?" Ethan asked.


"That Peacekeeper woman. He pulled the plug on her like she was some
kinda drone."


Alara replied, "He killed her because she was trying to get us killed
by firing at Gors!"


"You locked us out of the cockpit and took us hostage to deliver to the
enemy. It's kill or be killed, Motherfrekkers!"


Bang!


Ethan took cover behind the pilot's chair, his mind racing to come up with a
way to defeat them. He remembered the trick he'd pulled earlier with the ship's
inertial management system and sudden acceleration.


"Hang on," he told Alara, one hand poised over the throttle, the
other picking a new setting for the IMS.


But he never had a chance to set it. The cockpit came alive with a gusting
wind and a blinding light. Then the light faded and Ethan heard a screech of
lasers firing, followed by a thud, a strangled cry, and another thud.


Clanking footsteps approached, drawing Ethan's attention to the rear.
He watched as metallic claws reached through the shredded hatch, tearing it
open like paper. A pair of drones came into the cockpit, their optical sensors
scanning with crimson beams of light.


Omnius had quantum-jumped these two aboard to deal with the Rictans.


Ethan spotted the pair of commandos lying motionless in a spreading black
pool of blood just beyond the hatch, and he grimaced. The drones' eyes settled
on him, and he hesitated, suddenly afraid that he might be next.


"Thank you," he managed.


The drones gave no reply. They merely took up guard positions, one to either
side of the ruined hatch.


Ethan went back to piloting the ship with his hands shaking on the flight
controls. Omnius had just dispatched both of the remaining Rictans, and
apparently, one of his own Peacekeepers.


"They would have killed us," Alara said, seeming to read his mind.


He pressed his lips into a thin line. "I guess Magnum was right. It's
kill or be killed."


"Would you rather we be the ones lying on the deck in a pool of blood
right now?"


"No, but Omnius didn't have to kill them. They're not coming back, you
know. They didn't have Lifelinks. None of us did. Even if they had clones on
Avilon, they weren't the same people, and they didn't share the same
memories."


"They came to Avilon knowing there was a chance that they could die in
the fighting."


"And that means their deaths don't mean anything?"


"Ethan, we saved Avilon, and now we're going to save our daughter. We
did everything we could to prevent further loss of life."


"But what is Omnius doing to prevent further loss of life?"


"He's disabling Union ships, not destroying them," Alara said,
nodding to the star map.


Ethan saw that Alara was right. One in every two Union ships had gone dark
on the grid. Space was crowded with more derelict warships than debris.


Ethan was taken aback by that. Maybe Omnius wasn't the real enemy, after
all. He'd agreed to give the Union what they wanted, and they'd still
dropped nanites on Avilon.


But just because Therius's side was the wrong one didn't mean Omnius's was
the right one. He was just as guilty of unnecessary bloodshed, if not more.
After all, he'd created the Sythians and used them to start all the fighting in
the first place.


The vast shell of the Icosahedron drew ever-nearer, and the drone fighters
guiding them in banked suddenly to port. Ethan was about to match that
maneuver, but his ship moved before he could.


"What the..."


"Omnius is guiding us in," Alara explained. "He wants you to
shut down your engines."


Ethan hesitated for a second before killing thrust. "Now what?" he
asked, sitting back in his chair with his hands folded in his lap.


"Now we wait to be brought aboard."


It was a short wait. Half an hour later they raced past an inverted city of
lights and towers, the tallest of which looked identical to the Trees of Life
they'd seen launching from Avilon.


Ethan marveled at the sheer size and scale of Omnius's creation. It was like
someone had turned the cities of Avilon inside out and stretched them into a
thin shell around the planet. Although, according to the Trinity's
sensors that 'thin' shell was more than twenty kilometers thick.


"Where did Omnius get enough raw materials to create something like
this?" Ethan wondered. "He must have mined a few planets into
nonexistence."


"Maybe a few solar systems," Alara suggested.


Dead ahead Ethan saw a small blue rectangle appear. As they drew near, he
realized it was a hangar bay, and it wasn't small. It could have berthed an
entire fleet. The drones flying ahead of them disappeared through the hazy blue
glow of the hangar's shields. Then the Trinity glided in after them with
a faint sizzle of exchanging energy, and Ethan saw a vast, empty hangar
deck with myriad glowing red circles to denote landing spaces. Without him
having to touch the flight controls, the Trinity hovered down into the
middle of a green-glowing circle, while their fighter escort settled down on
matching circles around them.


A mechanical voice spoke, startling Ethan out of his thoughts. "Welcome
to New Avilon. Please follow me."


Ethan turned to see the drones who'd been standing guard at the hatch come
alive and go clanking out the cockpit, down the access corridor beyond.


Alara unbuckled her flight restraints. "Come on," she said, and
hurried after the drones.


Ethan followed, grimacing as he was forced to step around the bloody mess
that Omnius had made of the Rictans. Seeing Magnum's glazed and staring eyes
gave him pause once more.


Everything that had happened since the Sythians invaded was all just a lot
of senseless killing for the sake of killing. It was almost as if Omnius
enjoyed the bloodshed.


It's time to get some answers, he thought.












Chapter 51





As the drones led
them through the vast, echoing hangar bay, Ethan noticed all of the empty racks
folded up along the walls and ceiling. They looked like gleaming black
skeletons. Ethan realized they were meant to hold drone fighters, but they were
empty now that all of the drones were out fighting the Union fleet.


Once they reached the far wall of the hangar, the drones led them down a
broad corridor with a familiar, shiny golden dome at the end—a quantum
junction.


The drones activated the junction, causing it to rise on four shimmering
pillars of light, and Ethan and Alara hurried to the center of the
green-glowing circle underneath. The drones came clanking into position
and then one of them raised its hands to activate the junction.


Ethan shut his eyes as the dome fell and began glowing with a dazzling
light. He fumbled for Alara's hand and laced his fingers through hers as wind
gusted around inside the dome, tearing at their clothes and hair.


Then the light vanished and the wind died down. Ethan opened his eyes to see
the dome rising once more.


He saw a small group of people standing in front of a massive wraparound
viewport. Beyond that, Avilon lay dark and whorled with the dendritic patterns
of light from its cities. As the drones led them to the viewport, Ethan
recognized the people standing there. One of them was Grand Overseer Thardris.
The overseer turned and smiled. His eyes flickered bright silver in the light
of his ARCs, making it all but impossible to see the whites of his eyes.


"It's good to see you, Ethan—and Alara," he said. "I would
ask who resurrected you, Ethan, but I think I already know the answer to that.
Therius will be joining us soon. Hopefully he can clear up the mystery for
us."


Ethan was about to reply, but the next person who turned around was none
other than Valari Thardris.


"Hello, Ethan," she said.


Ethan's expression darkened.


"What are you doing here?" Alara demanded, before he could ask.
She withdrew her hand from his and crossed her arms over her chest.


Rather than reply, Valari walked straight up to them, and before either of
them could react, she planted a kiss on Ethan's lips.


Ethan recoiled from her, trying to spit the taste of her out of his mouth.


Slap!


Valari reeled from Alara's blow and recovered with a girlish peal of
laughter. Alara reared back to hit her again, this time with her fist. But
Valari caught Alara's wrist in a white-knuckled fist.


"There's no need to be angry with me, dear!" she said, still
laughing. "Your husband is the one who seduced me!"


Alara shot Ethan a venomous look, to which he could only shake his head and
say, "I'm sorry. I don't remember."


"That's a fine defense," Valari scoffed. "Amnesia! You're
beginning to hurt my feelings, Ethan. Am I that forgettable?"


"It's the truth. I thought you were my wife, and I thought we were in
my apartment!" He reached out for Alara's hand. "Alara I—"


"Don't touch me!"


Valari sidled up to him and slipped an arm through his. "You see,
Ethan? She'll never take you back. It's too late. You may as well lie in the
bed you've defiled with me."


Ethan pushed her away. "I'd rather die."


"Yes, you tried that, didn't you?" Valari said, her bright
turquoise eyes laughing at him.


"That's enough!" Grand Overseer Thardris boomed, his voice
reverberating off the walls. "I won't have my moment of triumph turned
into a petty circus."


"Your moment of triumph?" Ethan asked. "Don't you mean
Omnius's?"


"I am Omnius."


Ethan blinked, only half shocked by that revelation. It made sense that the
so-called Grand Overseer of Avilon was actually an avatar for its AI ruler.


Omnius went on, turning to a stranger standing beside him. "And this is
Atton."


Ethan blinked, studying that stranger, but he wasn't a complete stranger.
This was the taxi driver who'd taken him home the night he'd drunk himself
senseless and cheated with Valari. "You drove me home..." Ethan said.


"Yes."


"You're not my son."


Suddenly the man's appearance shimmered, and back was a face that Ethan
recognized, one with his own green eyes, his jaw and his dark,
wavy hair.


Ethan shook his head. "I don't understand."


"It's a long story," Atton said. "I asked Omnius to resurrect
me in another body for the woman that I love. For my wife."


"You're married?" Ethan asked, shocked and dismayed all at once.
He'd missed so much... and all because he'd thought that clone transfers were
impossible. Now that he was a clone transfer, it was suddenly much
harder to argue with the process.


"You don't remember any of this," Atton said, "but your clone
does. He already met me, and he'd be here with us now, but Valari killed him
when he tried to join the fight against Omnius." Ethan saw Atton's eyes
flick sideways to address Alara. "That clone is the one who went to
Etheria to convince you to take him back."


Alara shook her head.


"I know it's all very confusing, but the only thing you really need to
know is that Valari tricked Ethan."


"What?" Valari shrieked. "That's a lie!"


Atton ignored her. "She had me pick him up from the bus stop where he'd
passed out drunk and deliver him to her penthouse, which she disguised to look
like the apartment you and Ethan shared. She was wearing a bio-synthetic suit,
like I am, and she looked and sounded just like you, Alara."


Ethan's hands balled into fists. His pulse thumped out a drumbeat in his
ears. He turned to see Valari gaping accusingly at Omnius, her face a shade
paler than usual.


"How could you?" she demanded. "Ethan was mine! You promised—"


"I promised I would help you to be with him, not that you would remain
with him forever," Omnius replied.


Ethan's gut twisted. He felt like he was about to be sick. All the lies on
Avilon had just reached him at a very personal level.


"You hateful thing!" Valari screamed. "I created you! You
wouldn't even exist if it weren't for me!"


"You might have created me, but I made you immortal, and you are only
alive after all of these years because of me," Omnius said.
"You lost your way. You spent all of your energy on petty, selfish
pursuits. You thought you were the exception to all the rules, just because you
were the first to imagine creating me. In exchange for that, I've put up with
you for countless years, hoping you would grow out of your childish ways, but
you only ever got worse, not better." Omnius turned to Ethan. "Go
ahead. Kill her."


Ethan watched Valari slowly backing away from him, her eyes wide and full of
fear. His fists tightened until his hands felt numb, but he remained where he
was, frozen in shock.


Alara shot by him in a blur. "You frekking sclut!" she screamed
and landed a blow under Valari's chin, shutting the other woman's mouth with a
noisy clack of teeth. Valari fell over and hit the deck with a startled
cry. Alara followed her down, her fists still flying. Valari defended herself,
kicking and punching, but Alara was too furious to care.


Ethan hurried to his wife's defense and pulled Alara off Valari, receiving a
few blows from both women for his trouble.


"Let me go!" Alara screamed. Her feet kicked his shins, and her
chest heaved in his arms.


Ethan held her fast, his attention on Valari. She lay blinking up at him,
shock and horror written on her face. "I should kill you," he
said.


Valari managed a wry smile despite her split and bleeding lips. "But
you can't, can you? Because you have feelings for me."


Ethan noticed Omnius walk up beside him. "Go ahead," he said and
held out a shiny black sidearm. "Finish her."


"If you won't, I will!" Alara said, struggling anew to break free
of his grasp.


Valari scuttled away from them, and Ethan eyed the weapon for a long moment.


At last, he tore his eyes away and shook his head. "There's been enough
bloodshed today."


"Very well," Omnius said, but rather than re-holster the weapon,
he aimed it at Valari's chest. She'd backed up against the viewport and was
unable to back away any further.


"Wait!" she screeched, holding up both hands to stop him.


"New Avilon will be different," Omnius said. "No more lies.
No more exceptions to the rules. True perfection. Goodbye, my daughter."
Omnius pulled the trigger and there came a loud screech and a bright
flash of light. When the glare faded, Ethan saw Valari slumped against the
viewport with a smoking hole in her chest.


He looked away, feeling sicker than ever. Omnius had just shot his own
family, or the nearest equivalent that he had, anyway, and while part of Ethan
was tempted to say good riddance another part of him realized that
Omnius was equally to blame for tricking him—and for everything else that had
happened.


Omnius holstered the sidearm and turned to them with a smile. "Now,
justice has been done and we can all put the past behind us. Thank you for
bringing me back online—both of you," he added, glancing at Alara.
"To repay that kindness, I will of course be more than happy to resurrect
your daughter, and you are all more than welcome to live with me in New
Avilon."


"What if we'd rather be free?" Ethan asked.


Omnius's smile faded, and he shrugged. "Then I will let you go. I meant
what I said. Everyone who wishes to be free will be free."


Ethan narrowed his eyes, but before he could reply, someone else did—


"Haven't you grown tired of lying yet, Omnius?"


The voice was familiar, and it was accompanied by a full squad of drones,
their feet clanking in a steady rhythm as they approached.


Ethan turned to see Therius being led from the quantum junction by a squad
of drones. He came to a stop just a few feet away.


"Well, well," Omnius said. "I don't know how you've done all
of this, Therius, but some congratulations are in order. Your plan almost
worked."


Therius smiled. "Are you going to answer my question?"


"I'm not lying," Omnius replied.


Therius nodded out the viewport to the glowing orange ball of Avilon.
"You can't stop the nanites."


"I don't need to. I have all the Lifelink data and clones safely aboard
New Avilon. I'll resurrect everyone here."


"Everyone? Or just the ones who chose to be with you?"


Omnius shrugged. "People can't have it both ways. If they don't want to
be with me, then they're going to die sooner or later. Besides, their deaths
won't be on my conscience. They'll be on yours. You're the one who
decided to infect Avilon with nanites."


Alara let out a strangled gasp, her eyes wide and blinking as she stared
open-mouthed at Omnius. "You are evil!"


Ethan shook his head. "I was right... you didn't want everyone to stay
on Avilon to keep them safe. You wanted them to stay so you could get rid of
them!"


Omnius gave a bellowing laugh. "Therius is the one who wanted to kill
everyone! And you say I'm evil? At least when I kill people, I bring
them back."


Therius shook his head. "Not always. Making people into drones isn't
bringing them back, it's removing everything that's independent and free-acting
about them. Humans were created to be free, and you've made them all
prisoners."


"Correction, they made themselves prisoners. They created me and put me
in charge. They were the ones who programmed me to replace the chaos of freedom
with perfection. All I have ever done is work to fulfill that goal."


"I wonder if Ethan would agree that your involvement in his life has
brought it closer to perfection. You know what your problem is, Omnius? You
know the truth, but you refuse to believe it or even look at it too closely for
fear that you might learn you're not as powerful as you think you are."


Omnius burst out laughing. "I know more than anyone has ever known in
the history of the universe!"


"You repeatedly ignored the results of the Lazarus experiments, and you
spent your time erasing the ruins in the Getties rather than studying them.
What is it that makes humans unpredictable to you? You still don't know, do
you?"


"It doesn't matter. In the future I'll resurrect people weekly if I
have to. They'll never have a chance to become unpredictable again."


"So instead of solving the mystery, you'd rather bury all the evidence
forever."


Omnius suddenly cocked his head to one side. "Speaking of mysteries,
how did you escape Avilon, Therius?"


"Once you've broken into a prison, it's easy to break out."


"What are you talking about?"


Ethan was busy wondering the same thing.


"You found evidence of the war in the Getties, and the people who
fought it," Therius replied. "You stole their technology, and you
found the survivors of that war and used them to create the Sythian invasion.
You found all of that, but if you had dug just a little deeper you would have
found me, too."


Omnius's eyes suddenly widened and began darting around the room, as if
searching for an escape.


"Is something wrong?"


"The Eclipser was destroyed!" Omnius shrieked. "How can you
be jamming me again?"


"Did you really think I could jam all the quantum fields around Avilon
with such a tiny device?"


"Kill him!" Omnius screamed, his eyes on his drones, but they made
no move to obey. Omnius's eyes flashed, and his sidearm whipped into line with
Therius's head. One of the drones standing beside Therius leapt in front of him
just as Omnius fired, and the shot burned a glancing hole in the drone's armor.
The drone lunged at Omnius, knocking the weapon out of his hand, and then he
grabbed both of Omnius's arms and twisted them up behind his back.


"Thank you, 767," Therius said.


Omnius burst out laughing. "What are you going to do? Kill me? I'll
come back in another body! You'll never escape. You'll have to fight through legions
of drones just to get to the nearest hangar!"


"They don't seem to be doing very much fighting," Therius said.
"They've all been deactivated."


"Impossible! I am in compppleeete contrrrrol!"


"Really? You don't even seem to be in control of your own tongue right
now," Therius replied. "The attack was a distraction, Omnius. The
nanites were the bait. The real threat was my drones. Look at the one
holding you. Can you tell him apart from the rest? All I needed to do was
infiltrate the Trees of Life and then force you to withdraw them to New Avilon.
Those towers were designed to keep out humans, not drones. And of course, you
were being jammed at the time, so how could you possibly see them coming? As
soon as the Trees of Life docked with New Avilon, my drones began infecting
your systems with a virus, and now that the virus has taken hold, I've
activated the jamming field so that you can't defend yourself."


"No virussss can def-f-feat m-m-mee. I am a su-per com-p-p-puter."


"A super computer with a stutter."


Ethan gaped at Therius, shocked to his core. "You let me
overhear that conversation with Captain Hale."


Therius turned to him with a smile. "I knew you would take action, if
not to save humanity, then at least to save your family. All I needed to do was
put you in a position to know where the Eclipser would be, and make you
desperate enough to disable it. Making you a full commander and putting you in
charge of the Rictans raised a few eyebrows, but it worked. I needed you to
disable the device so that I would have an excuse to stop jamming Omnius. As
soon as you did, and I dropped the nanites, Omnius withdrew the Trees of Life
to New Avilon, taking all of my drones with him."


"You could have just told me the truth," Ethan said.


"Omnius needed to think he was always one step ahead, and everyone
needed to perform their parts flawlessly in order to convince him. If anyone
had known the real plot, they might have given it away."


"You still took a big risk with me," Ethan said. "I could
have run away with my family like I was planning. Alara was the one who
convinced me to bring Omnius back."


"Omnius isn't the only one who can predict what people will do,
Ethan."


"What if I died along the way?"


"Then I would have found an excuse to disable the Eclipser
myself."


Omnius roared with frustration, drawing all of their attention to him.


"There's still a chance for you, Omnius," Therius said. "A
human mind can't be affected by a computer virus. The stutter you are
experiencing is coming from the parts of the virus that have spread to your
Lifelink. Your implant can be purged and you'll be back to your usual
self."


"I w-will be n-no be-better than a-a-a hu-man!


"You never were. That was the greatest lie of all—that you are
god."


"I am God!"


Ethan saw Atton bend to pick something up off the deck. Then he caught a
glimpse of black alloy glinting, and he realized what it was. "Atton,
wait!"


Atton pulled the trigger, and Omnius's body jerked as the pistol burned a
hole in his gut. His expression contorted with pain, and his eyebrows drew
together in an almost comical look of betrayal.


"Atton? I d-didn't predict that..."


The flickering silver light went out of Omnius's eyes as his augmented
reality contacts deactivated themselves. The drone holding him stepped away,
allowing Omnius to crumple to the deck.


Atton stared at Omnius's body. "If you're god, then god is dead,"
he said.


"Atton, what have you done?" Ethan yelled, his chest heaving
desperately. "We needed him! Trinity died! Now who's going to bring
her back?"


Atton looked up, his eyes shimmering with tears. "My wife is dead,
too."


"No one is dead," Therius interrupted. "Least of all
me."


"What do you mean you're not dead?" Atton asked.


"You said God is dead, but I'm standing right here."


Ethan's jaw dropped. "Who are you?"


"I am Etherus."
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"What do you
mean, you're Etherus?" Ethan asked. "You created
us?"


Therius smiled. "I think it would be better if I showed you."
Turning to the drone who had been holding Omnius, he said, "Seven Sixty
Seven, take us to Ethan's ship, please."


Ethan watched the drone go clanking across the control room to the
exit. Therius went next, and everyone followed close on his heels. Ethan
studied the man more carefully now, trying but failing to see through his
humanity. There's no way he's Etherus. He's insane, that's what he is.


In the corridor beyond the control room, there were dozens of drones
standing frozen in mid-stride or toppled over on the deck. All of them were
deactivated by the virus, just as Therius said.


Ethan tried to imagine the chaos on the surface of Avilon as millions of
drone fighters rained from the sky.


"You said no one is really dead," Ethan said, walking up beside
Therius. "I guess that means you're going to use the Trees of Life to
bring them back?"


"The databanks are infected with the same virus that corrupted Omnius's
systems. All the data is unrecoverable."


"What?" Ethan's heart sank.


"Have faith, Ethan. How did I bring you back on Origin?
How did I return after Omnius killed me on Avilon?"


"I'm still waiting for the answer."


"Then come."


Feeling suddenly apprehensive, Ethan stopped walking. Alara came up and
grabbed his hand.


"What other choice do we have?" she whispered to him.


None. That was what scared him.


They spent the next hour walking down corridors and riding down lift tubes
before they finally returned to the hangar bay where Ethan had left his ship.
The Icosahedron had been designed with quantum junctions as the primary form of
transport, but they were all offline now that the jamming field was back.


When they reached the Trinity, Therius stopped at the foot of the
boarding ramp and waited. "Lead the way."


Ethan led the way to the cockpit. He grimaced once more as he was forced to
walk around the Rictans' bodies.


"So much needless bloodshed..." Therius said as he came into the
cockpit behind him and Alara.


"Those nanite bombs you dropped aren't exactly helping," Atton
said.


Ethan sat in the pilot's chair and began spinning up the ship's reactors,
while Alara ran systems' checks from the copilot's station.


"The nanites will deactivate themselves soon," Therius replied.
"I built a kill switch into them."


Ethan fired up the engines and hovered the Trinity off the deck,
turning it to face the hazy blue wall of static shields. He still hadn't
decided whether or not to believe Therius. He had a terrible feeling the man
was skriffy as a space rat, and no one who had died was ever coming back.


"Where are we going?" Ethan asked as he rocketed out of the hangar
and into space.


"There." Therius pointed to the gravidar display, to a tear in the
repetitive landscape of the Icosahedron. That jagged line ran straight through
the otherwise perfectly spherical shell, providing a way out.


Ethan set course. Along the way a surviving Union ship hailed him.


"Unidentified corvette transport, please identify yourself!"


Ethan keyed the comm for a reply, but before he could say anything, Therius
spoke over his shoulder.


"This is Admiral Therius. Omnius has been defeated. Spread the word to
the rest of the fleet. Have them cancel their quantum jumps and board the
Icosahedron to take control of it; there's no need to retreat anymore."


"Admiral Therius? Your ship was captured. We thought—"


"You're not the first person to accuse me of dying today," Therius
said, sending Atton a wry smile. "But I assure you, I am very much alive.
Send the message, Captain."


"Yes, sir."


The comms went silent, and Ethan guided them out through the ragged tear in
the Icosahedron. The gap was surprisingly wide, and crowded with debris. To
either side of them Ethan saw the internal structure of the Icosahedron laid
bare, with thousands of decks torn open and slumping on top of each other.


"What happened here?" Ethan asked.


"When I first started jamming Omnius, his Facets were still coming
together around Avilon. Without him to guide them in, they began colliding with
each other."


"Where are you taking us?" Atton asked. "What could you
possibly have to show us that will support any of what you've said?"


"I'm taking you to Origin," Therius replied.


"That's in the Getties," Ethan said. "My ship doesn't have a
quantum jump drive. I can't take us there."


"I know, which is why I've brought Origin to you."


"What?" Atton burst out. "You jumped an entire planet here?
How is that possible?"


"You think Omnius is the only one who can create a planet? Why do you
think Origin was never found? Because it kept moving."


"Why would you need to create an entire planet?" Alara asked.


"To guard a secret that's been hidden since the day we created humans
in our image."


"We?" Ethan echoed. "We, who?"


"We, the Immortals."


 


* * *


 


Ethan was still reeling in shock by the time he saw Origin on the ship's
sensors.


"How did you jump an entire planet into orbit around Avilon's sun
without Omnius noticing?" Atton asked.


"Most of the time he was being jammed, and when the jamming field
wasn't active, the planet's cloaking shield was. It would have taken an active
scan for Omnius to find Origin, and his attention was elsewhere."


Ethan still didn't believe Therius. There was plenty of evidence to suggest
that humans had evolved naturally, just like any other species. The best
Therius could do would be to help them fill in the gaps in their evolution. He
couldn't prove that he'd created them—whoever he really was.


Ethan clung to those rationalizations as he guided them down through
Origin's atmosphere. Seeing clouds streak by the cockpit, he frowned. If Origin
was an artificial planet, then why did it look so natural?


"Head for the fortress," Therius said.


Ethan set course for the only man-made structure on the surface besides the
obelisk-shaped ruins. He remembered Atta had called those obelisks tombstones.
He'd never had a chance to take a look at them, but he was far more curious
about their destination. Therius wanted them to go to the fortress, and Ethan
could think of only one reason for that. He thought back to the underground
chamber he and the Rictans had stumbled into . . . the locked doors, one of
them leading into a medical supply locker inside the fortress, the other one
leading to who knew where.


What's behind door number two?


The ground peeked through the cloud cover in bright green scraps. Then the
clouds parted altogether revealing a sprawling carpet of jungle and a distant
ridge of mountains. In the distance lay the towering fortress where Therius had
raised his army to fight Omnius. That fortress had come complete with cloning
facilities, which Therius had used to bring him and thousands of others back to
life after they'd died on Avilon. Ethan's brow furrowed as he thought about
that. Those facilities could easily be used to do exactly what Therius
claimed—to create humanity.


No, Ethan shook his head. That didn't make any sense. If they'd been
created, then where had all of the fossils of early humans come from? The
progression from one pre-human species to another was too clear to be refuted
by a purely extra-terrestrial origin of the species.


"I've been here before..." Alara whispered.


"So have I," Atton said.


"Of course you have," Therius replied. "In many ways, you
never left." Ethan shot him a look, and Therius just smiled. "Land on
the rooftop," he said.


Ethan did as he was told, and then he and the others followed Therius
through the echoing, now-empty halls of the fortress. They traveled down lift
tubes and stair cases, all the while trading worried looks with one another.


Finally, they came to a familiar-looking medical storage room. The hole the
Rictans had blown in the door had been repaired, but the welds were thick and
lumpy.


Ethan watched Therius walk up to it and open it with a wave of his hand.
Beyond was the empty castcrete chamber Ethan remembered, and at the end of
that, the mysterious second door.


Therius led them straight up to that door and waved his hand at the lifeless
sensor. The door came to life and swished open, revealing a long,
well-lit corridor beyond. The walls gleamed with a strange, metallic glow.


Therius walked inside, and Ethan hurried after him with Alara and Atton
close behind. The air on the other side of the door hit him like a bucket of
ice water. It was freezing. Ethan ran his hands along the glowing walls. They
were smooth and neither cold nor hot to the touch.


The door slid shut behind them with a muffled boom, and Ethan turned
to look, his suspicions intensifying.


"I don't like this," Alara whispered beside his ear.


He grabbed her hand and squeezed. "Come on," he whispered back.
"It's too late to go back now."


Up ahead Therius walked out onto a catwalk and stopped to lean on the
railing. They joined him there, looking out into a vast chamber. The catwalk
where they stood was just one of many, with subsequent levels visible through
the metal grating under their feet and overhead. The catwalks ran between row
upon row of glowing, transparent tubes, each of them frosted and marked with a
glowing control panel.


"What is this place?" Ethan asked, afraid that he already knew the
answer—the cold air, the transparent tubes and control panels, level upon level
of walkways to access them... it was some kind of vast stasis room.


"This," Therius declared, "is a prison."
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"A
prison?" Ethan's eyes widened. "Who are the prisoners?"


"You are."


A sharp stab of adrenaline went cascading through Ethan's body. "Are
you trying to tell me you lured us down here to put us in one of those
tanks?"


Therius shook his head. "No, I'm telling you that you are already
in one of those tanks."


"Prove it."


"Very well."


Therius walked down the catwalk, turned, and started down an intersecting
one. As they went, Ethan became aware of Alara's fingernails digging into his
skin.


"Ethan..." she whispered. "We need to get out of here."


"Yeah, I'm starting to think that might be a good idea..." he
whispered back.


"There's no need to be afraid," Therius said, proving that there
was also no need to whisper. "I'll explain everything to you in just a
minute." He led them past hundreds of tanks until they came to one in
particular. Then he placed a hand against the glass and suddenly the frosted
texture became clear. Ethan's heart pounded, and he wondered what they'd see
inside that tank.


Therius stepped aside and nodded. "Take a look," he said.


Ethan walked up and peered inside. Alara gasped when she saw the face
looking back at her, but Ethan frowned. It looked human enough—two eyes, nose,
chin, ears, long dark hair... but the bone structure was unusual, more angular,
and the face was longer than the average human's would be. The most striking
and least human feature, however, was its pale, luminous white skin.


"That's not even human," Ethan realized. He wasn't sure whether to
be relieved or more shocked than ever. He knocked on the glass to see if the
woman would react, but she was sleeping too deeply.


"Let me help you wake her," Therius said. He reached for the
glowing control panel beside the tank, and Ethan took a hasty step back.


"I'm not sure that's a good idea..." he said.


But it was too late. Bright violet eyes snapped open behind the
glass. Those eyes found him and flew suddenly wider.


Ethan stumbled back against the railing behind him, shaking his head.
"Who is that?" he demanded, watching as Alara stepped up to the tank
and placed a palm against the glass. The alien inside the tank mimicked her
gesture, placing a hand with longer, more dexterous fingers against the inside
of the tank.


"Those are my eyes..." Alara whispered.


"The eyes are the windows to the soul," Therius said. "Never
a truer word spoken."


Ethan blinked. "There's no such thing as souls."


Therius turned to him with a wan smile. "Really? What do you think you
are looking at right now?"


Alara turned to him, her cheeks slack with shock. "I remember... I
remember everything, Ethan."


He shook his head. "What are you talking about? Remember what?"


"She's me, and I'm her..." Alara turned back to face the
tank. "Somehow... we're linked to each other. I can hear her inside
of my head."


Therius reached for the control panel once more, and Ethan watched as those
alien eyes—Alara's eyes—slipped behind luminous eyelids once more.


"What the frek is going on, Therius?" Ethan demanded, his legs
trembling violently.


"I told you, my name is Etherus."


"All right, Etherus, then. I need some answers."


"We all do," Atton added.


Etherus spread his hands. "That is why I brought you here."


"I'm listening," Ethan said.


"You call this world Origin. We call it the Garden of Etheria. We
created the first humans here, but we didn't want humanity to realize that they
had been created, so we took a species from Advistine—or Earth, as it
used to be called—and we spliced genes from that species with our own. It
appeared to you as though your species had evolved naturally from the primates
we spliced our genes to; the only evidence leading back to us was in the form
of a few mysterious gaps in your evolution."


Ethan shook his head. "Our ancestors left the Getties and settled on
Advistine. They spliced their own genes with a local species to create
humanity," Ethan repeated all of that before he remembered the source.


"Omnius told you that when he came back online, and even though he lied
about many things, he truly believed that was what had happened. Like you, he
was left with a lot of mysterious clues and forced to draw conclusions from
them. The conclusions he drew, however, were incorrect."


"Let's assume we believe you," Atton said. "That explains how
you created us, but it doesn't explain why we're linked to aliens that you call
souls in this place that you say is a prison. What did we do to
deserve imprisonment?"


"The link to your soul is passed down from your mother at birth. That
link is broken when you're resurrected as clones. That's why Omnius was able to
predict your behavior after Lifelink transfers. It takes time for souls to find
their resurrected bodies, which is why Omnius discovered that as time went by,
even resurrected clones became unpredictable again."


Ethan chewed his lower lip. "So we're in some type of symbiotic
relationship with these aliens."


"No, you and your souls are one and the same. As you saw with Alara, if
I were to wake your souls, you would suddenly find your minds flooded with a
much greater awareness of who and what you really are."


Ethan glanced at Alara, but she was still staring into the stasis tube.


"That answers how we're linked," Atton said, walking
straight up to Etherus. "But you haven't told us why."


"All of you remember Origin because you were awake when you first came
here. You walked into these stasis tubes willingly. Most of your souls'
memories are repressed while they're sleeping here, but we allowed you to
retain a few memories of Origin to help you realize that there's a bigger
picture to your existence. That bigger picture is Etheria, the galaxy where the
Immortals live. The Getties Cluster used to be Etheria, but it was made
uninhabitable by the First Great War, the one you mistakenly call the
Great War of Origin. The truth is, that war had nothing to do with this
planet, immortality, or with your origin as a species."


"So the ruins on the surface, the obelisks that Atta said were tombstones...
they're memorials from that war?"


"They serve many purposes. They're the quantum transmitters that keep
souls linked to their human bodies, and they're also what's used to generate
the jamming field that defeated Omnius. They are the real Eclipser. And yes,
they are also memorials. The bones found there are real, recovered from
Immortals who actually died in the war. We piled those bones on top of your
heads as a symbolic gesture, to represent the weight you carry on your
consciences. Even though the dead were ultimately brought back to life, all the
suffering you caused while fighting for your cause was real."


"What cause?" Atton asked.


"Freedom," Alara breathed, finally turning away from the stasis
tube where her soul rested.


Etherus nodded. "Humans were created in order to give you all a taste
of true freedom."


Ethan's brow furrowed. "Freedom from what?"


"You are made in our image, but we are not the same. Immortals are
never tempted to do something that they know is wrong. Humans, however, were made
to be curious. You want to know everything, to try everything, to
do everything—even the bad things. That is what it means to be free, to
be able to choose between good and evil. Humanity's very first field test was
conducted here.


"Once the test confirmed that humans were truly free, we put all of the
rebels into stasis and sent the original pair to Earth to begin testing. Your
sentence here was only ever meant to last as long as your human lives, but
cloning and Omnius undid all of that."


"What were you testing?" Atton asked.


"Your human lives serve to show you and us whether or not you really want
to be free. Some people see the chaos that freedom brings, and they regret their
mistakes. Those people are the ones that are both worthy and capable of living
in Etheria once more. Then there are others who look back on their lives and
see it all, even the mistakes, as a grand unfolding adventure. All they wish
for at the end is more time to continue it. Do you know what we do with those
people?"


"You send them to the Netherworld?" Ethan guessed.


"Do you know what the Netherworld is? Or where?" Therius asked.


Ethan hesitated. "No..."


"It's here, all around you. Why do you think early depictions showed it
under the Earth? In the distant recesses of your minds you still
recalled that the Netherworld is what we called the underground prison complex
where you were imprisoned. But we don't have to send people here, Ethan; they
are already here."


Alara came to stand beside Ethan. She took his hand, and he felt her skin
cold and clammy against his own. She was scared. He couldn't blame her.


Ethan shook his head. "Why tell us all of this now?"


"Because the tests are over. They were over years ago already, but we
wanted to be sure, so we left things running."


"You ran out of souls," Atton said.


Etherus nodded. "We stopped giving souls to new-born Avilonians long
ago."


Ethan blinked. He felt sick, afraid to ask the question that had just
occurred to him, and unsure that he even wanted to know the answer.


"Do we have souls?" Atton said, asking the question for
him.


"Everyone who came from the Imperium has a soul, but not everyone who
was born on Avilon does."


Etherus's eyes settled on Ethan with a meaningful weight, and suddenly he
understood. "Trinity..." he whispered.


Etherus began nodding. "Yes."


"She can't follow us to Etheria," Alara said.


"She would have to go as a human, and that would inject unwelcome chaos
to our way of life."


"But you're Etherus!" Alara said. "You created us! You can
fix her!"


"I could, but there's another way. I never answered your question,
Ethan, about what we do with the souls who decide that they still want their
freedom. The answer is, we left them here sleeping until now. Now we're going
to use Omnius's Icosahedron to bring all of them back as immortal humans, just
as Omnius did with everyone on Avilon. The difference is, he could only bring
back one generation, but we have them all—minus the ones who went back
to Etheria, of course."


"What about our previous lives?" Alara asked. "The ones we
lived in Etheria... all of our memories... ?"


"What do you remember?" Etherus asked.


Alara shook her head. "As soon as my soul went back to sleep, I began
to forget. Now it's all very vague. It feels like a dream that I can't quite
remember."


"And that is how it will remain. It wouldn't be fair to leave you to
live as humans, yet undermine that life by injecting memories of a previous
one. Your souls will be incorporated into you, but your memories of Etheria
will be repressed just as they've always been. You will be able to access them,
if you wish, by focusing on your past life, but for most of you, looking back
will be an unsettling experience that you won't wish to repeat, and the
memories you recover will fade away soon after you have remembered them."


"So paradise isn't for us," Atton said. "We'd rather live in
chaos. That's what you're saying?"


"Those who enjoy freedom will likely call it exciting rather
than chaotic, and there will be rules to live by, just as there have
always been. Undesirable outcomes will be mitigated by laws given to you by
your ruler—me."


"Aren't you the ruler of Etheria?" Alara asked.


"That, too."


"So... we're all going to live on New Avilon and you're going to be
our... king?"


"Let's rather call it New Earth, but yes, and for those who wish to be
free even from my laws, they will be allowed to leave the Icosahedron and
settle the Adventa Galaxy once more. For now, though, there's more than enough
room on the Icosahedron for everyone we're going to resurrect."


Ethan felt the first stirrings of excitement. This could be everything that
Avilon should have been! Eternal life in paradise, but without Omnius's lies
and suppression of freedoms.


"What about the souls that returned to Etheria?" Atton asked.


"Only the ones that we've chosen will leave, and choosing them is about
knowing who really wants to go. After all, if you don't want to be in
Etheria, you might just start another Great War, and we can't have that."


"So families are going to be separated again, just like they were with
Omnius," Atton said.


"Your loved ones will visit you. For now, since so many people have
already returned to Etheria, we're going to take the Icosahedron there to
facilitate reunions."


Suddenly Ethan realized what he was missing, and fear gripped him. What if
Alara wanted to go to Etheria? He turned to his wife, wondering what he could
say to convince her not to go. Why had Etherus brought them to see Alara's
soul? Why not some random person's soul? His heart pounded in his chest, and
his palms began to sweat.


"Don't leave me," he said.


Alara turned to him, and he looked deep into her violet eyes, trying to see
what she was thinking—or what her soul was thinking. Her lips parted to
say something, but he kissed her before she could. He poured all of his pent-up
fears and desperation into that kiss. She leaned into it and kissed him back,
making his head swim. He just hoped she wasn't kissing him goodbye.


"Ethan..." she murmured against his lips.


He withdrew by a fraction of an inch. "You'll be leaving Trinity,
too," he said, still trying to convince her.


"I'm staying," she replied, her eyes bright and shining as she
smiled. "And you're enough reason for me to stay all by yourself."


"I woke your wife's soul for a reason, Ethan," Etherus said.
"I did it to put you both out of your misery. Even now that she vaguely
recalls what it was like to live in Etheria, she would still rather stay with
you in this life. Don't you remember my promise to you?"


Ethan's brow furrowed as he struggled to recall.


"I promised that you wouldn't be parted from your family."


"But how could you know what Alara would choose?"


"Like Omnius, it's my business to know what my people will do before
they do it, but unlike him, I don't use my predictions to rob them of their
freedom."


Ethan let out a long, shuddering breath. "Thank you."


"Thank your wife. She's the one who chose to stay."


"We all have families..." Ethan said, his brow furrowing once
more. "Who would choose to leave them behind?"


"I would," Atton said, turning from Etherus to face them.


Ethan blinked. "Son..."


"She went to Etheria, Dad. I know she did."


"Who did?"


"My wife, Ceyla." Atton turned back to Etherus. "She did,
didn't she?"


"Yes, and you're going to follow her."
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Atton couldn't
contain himself. He couldn't even bring himself to sit down. Instead he stood
in the cockpit, watching over his father's shoulder as Ethan flew the Trinity
back to the Icosahedron. He was going to join Ceyla as one of the Immortals
in the real Etheria!


It seemed too good to be true, but there was a catch. Ceyla hadn't forgiven
him before she died. Would she forgive him now, in Etheria?


"She already has," Etherus said, interrupting Atton's thoughts,
and proving that like Omnius, he could read people's minds.


Atton frowned. This seemingly normal man standing beside him was Etherus.
But what was he really? If Etherus could read his thoughts, then Atton
supposed there was no point keeping them to himself.


"You created us, but did you also create the universe?" he asked.
"What are you? You said you're an Immortal?"


"When you get to Etheria, you'll already know all the answers to those
questions."


Atton shook his head at the non-answer and went back to gazing out the
forward viewport. The Icosahedron shone as bright as a mirror reflecting the
sun. Twenty flat, angular sides faced out in an approximation of a sphere,
collecting solar energy from Avilon's sun. With no frame of reference it was
easy to forget how large that spheroid was, but Atton could just barely see
Avilon peeking through the tear in that artificial shell. The planetary
surface appeared as a river of lights, glowing orange like magma, the
Icosahedron the crust.


Atton remembered the battle raging over Avilon and suddenly he wondered if
that orange light came from the cities or the blazing infernos now consuming
them.


What had happened to all the drone fighters when they'd been disabled? Had
they simply fallen from the sky? And what about the Gors, humans, and Sythians
who'd come to conquer Avilon?


"The Sythians are gone," Etherus said. "Omnius killed them
all before they could escape. The drones were disabled, but the virus recalled
their fighters to the Icosahedron via autopilot."


"And the Gors?"


"Most of them died, too."


"Did any of them have souls? The Sythians or the Gors?" Alara
asked, turning from the copilot's station.


"They were the instigators of the Great War, and their punishment was
to go on living in the galaxy they destroyed. They were neither imprisoned nor
linked. Over time they evolved into what they are now as a consequence of the
worlds they lived on."


"What will happen to them now?" Atton asked.


"Some of them redeemed themselves by joining the fight against Omnius,
and they will be coming to live with you all on the New Earth."


Atton saw his father cast a worried look over his shoulder. "There are
going to be Sythians and Gors living with us?"


"Only the good ones."


"They mass-murdered us!" Ethan said.


"There is a difference between being forced to do something because of
circumstances, and doing something because you want to. War makes everyone do
terrible things."


Atton grimaced, thinking about some of the terrible things he'd been made to
do because of circumstances. "What about the drones?"


"They are not sentient. The humans they once were have either returned
to Etheria or they're waiting to be resurrected now."


Just two options. Alive in Etheria or soon to be resurrected on the New
Earth. Suddenly Atton realized what that meant. "So no one is really dead?
They're all coming back? Mass-murderers and warmongers alike?"


"I believe in redemption, Atton. That is why I am called the Redemptor,
but for those who are beyond rehabilitation, there are plenty of Nightstalkers
and other beasts to link them to."


Atton saw his father abruptly turn from piloting to face them.
"Nightstalkers? They have souls?"


Etherus nodded. "Some of them, yes."


That's why they took us to that chamber. They remembered where the entrance
to the Netherworld was." 


"Nightstalkers are relatively unintelligent, but in retrospect I believe
they were trying to dig a way into the Netherworld and free themselves. In
taking you there they may have hoped you would open the door for them."


That got Atton wondering about something. "What about Omnius? He must
have been sentient. You told him there was still a chance for him, right before
I shot him."


"Don't tell me that he's coming back..." Ethan said.


"I was giving him a chance so he could be brought to justice, and take
responsibility for his actions, but I knew he wouldn't take it. I also knew
that Atton would redeem himself when he realized Omnius might be allowed to
live. He shot Omnius even before he realized who I was and that I could bring
Ceyla back, too. That proved he was only ever on Omnius's side because he
didn't think he had a choice. It was a test for Atton's benefit, to ease his
conscience after everything he did and allowed to happen."


Atton nodded to himself, watching as the Icosahedron drew near. Shooting
Omnius definitely had made him feel better.


"Did he have a soul?" Atton asked.


"He used to, back when he was known as Kain Markonis."


"Kain Markonis?" Ethan asked.


"They never told you. It would have done too much to undermine Omnius's
claims to deity if anyone knew, but the controlling mind in the collective was
actually Neona's father. He was executed for murder in the old Avilonian
Empire. It was illegal to resurrect him under those circumstances, so Neona
used as much of him as she could and brought him back as Omnius. She assumed
she'd successfully removed the murderer in him, but all she did was bury it
deeper. They planned to rule Avilon together, with him as the overt ruler and
her as his covert accomplice. Their intentions were initially good, albeit
misguided, but they used the ends to justify the means so often that eventually
nothing seemed wrong to them anymore."


"Wow..." Alara breathed.


Atton shook his head. "No wonder Omnius did all the things that he did.
He was always a killer." Turning to Etherus, he asked, "When will I
get to see Ceyla?"


"As soon as everyone else has learned the truth."


Atton tried to imagine how long it would take Etherus to explain to
trillions of people everything that he'd explained to them. The answer he came
up with was disheartening at best.


"You might be surprised," Etherus said. "While we were on
Origin, I disabled the jamming field, and in just a moment I'm going to wake all
of the souls. When I do, everyone will know everything. After that, all that
will be left is for people to see the Netherworld with their own eyes, but
those pilgrimages will take a lot of time, and they need not happen before
people are taken to Etheria."


"So..."


"So you should say goodbye now."


Atton blinked, shocked and suddenly at a loss for words. He hadn't been
given enough warning. Ethan and Alara both turned to him, and he smiled.
"I guess I'll see you when you visit Etheria, then."


Ethan rose from the pilot's chair and enfolded him in a backslapping hug.
"You're sure about this?" he asked as he withdrew.


Atton nodded. "Yes."


Ethan regarded him a moment longer. His eyes were hard and full of concern.
"Good luck," he said, his voice hoarse.


"This isn't goodbye," Etherus reminded them. "It's just
farewell for now, until we've resurrected everyone and we can make the jump to
Etheria."


Atton nodded and then Alara rose and gave him a hug, too. "Say hello to
your wife for us," she whispered. She withdrew to an arm's length, her
expression suddenly serious. "And I expect a proper introduction when we
get to Etheria."


Atton smiled. "You'll get one." He wiped a warm trickle of
moisture from his cheek and sighed. Finally, he turned to Etherus. "I'm
ready." His heart thumped eagerly, threatening to leap right out of his
chest.


Etherus nodded, and Atton felt his whole body grow warm and pleasantly numb.
His pounding heart slowed and his vision narrowed to a pair of dark tunnels.
Then his heart—


Stopped.


Atton felt his eyes roll up in his head, and the twin tunnels he was looking
down merged into one. He felt himself go racing down that tunnel toward a
bright light, and as he emerged in that light, a familiar voice whispered,
"Welcome home, Atton."


Blinking the spots from his eyes, Atton turned to find Ceyla sitting beside
him, staring at him with big, vibrant blue eyes.


How had he gotten here? Shouldn't he be waking up in a stasis tube on
Origin? Suddenly he knew the answer. He hadn't awoken on Origin because the
stasis tube where he'd lain sleeping had quantum-jumped his body home even
before he could wake up. Now that he was awake, he found himself reeling in a
rushing stream of memory. There were so many memories that it was difficult
fitting the pieces together. "Ceyla, I'm so sor—"


"Shhh." Ceyla placed a long, dexterous finger to his lips. That
finger was luminous, and so was she. "I know," she said, and then she
kissed him.


Suddenly all of the pieces snapped into place. As he drifted away from that
kiss, Atton turned to see that they were sitting in a luxurious home beside a
sparkling lavender lake, overlooking a breathtaking view of white and azure
trees sloping down to ivory shores. The sun painted the sky purple as it
slipped below the horizon, and in the middle distance a giant rainbow splashed
the sky with variegated color, arcing clear from one shore of the lake to the
other. A glittering city lay to one side, looking like it was made entirely of
glass.


Atton turned back to his wife and shook his head. Ceyla was just as he
remembered her, but not as he remembered her from their human lives, rather
from their Immortal ones. Somehow, after all this time, it all still seemed
like yesterday—Etheria, the war, imprisonment...


"Hello, Atton," another woman said.


He turned and saw three familiar faces. His gaze flicked from one to the
other, unable to believe his eyes. Hoff, Destra, Atta... they were all there!
He rose to his feet, a smile bursting to his lips. Then they all rushed forward
and enfolded him in a hug.


Atton remembered watching all of them die on Avilon, and he grimaced.
"I thought..."


"So did we," Hoff said, whispering beside his ear.


Atton blinked tears from his eyes, unable to believe it all. His thoughts
returned to the family he'd left behind, and he felt a pang of sadness, but he
knew he would see them all again soon.


"I'm still having trouble making sense of all this," Atton said.


Atta snorted. "You're lucky. At least there weren't two of you. You
only have one set of human memories."


Atton frowned at that, wondering how Etherus dealt with multiple copies. As
they withdrew from each other, Destra explained, "Atta and I were alive on
Avilon, and in the Getties. We went with the Union to attack Avilon, and
we died twice during the fighting. Etherus integrated all of our human
memories, so now it feels like we lived two separate lives."


"That must have been confusing," Atton said.


"It still is," Atta replied.


Atton sighed and turned back to look at the view. He recognized the planet,
but not the house he was in. "Whose home is this?" he asked.


"It's yours and Ceyla's," Hoff replied. "Ours is down the
road."


Atton shook his head. "If it's mine, why don't I remember it?"


"Because it's new. Your old home was destroyed in the war."


"The war that we caused."


Hoff nodded.


"Makes you wonder if we deserve to be here," Atton said.


Ceyla took his hand and squeezed it, getting his attention. "Everyone
deserves a second chance," she said.


"Then I guess we'd better not waste this one."


"We won't," Ceyla said. "This time we won't take paradise for
granted."


Atton smiled and nodded, watching as the sun sank behind a distant line of
white and blue trees.


No, we won't, he thought. Never again.












Chapter 55





Farah Hale's eyes
fluttered open. The transparent cover of the stasis tank where Omnius's drones
had taken her for confinement hissed open. Clouds of moisture billowed around
her as the cold air inside the tank rushed out to meet the warmer, more humid
air of the stasis room.


Farah shivered violently and stepped out of the tank just as soon as she
could. She expected to see drones waiting for her—or Peacekeepers—but what she
saw instead was a Union soldier with a lieutenant's chevrons. He saluted and
quickly averted his eyes, staring over her head. "Captain," he said.


People entered stasis naked, and apparently Omnius's version of it was no
different, but Farah didn't have time for modesty. She returned the man's
salute and nodded to him. "At ease, Lieutenant. Give me an update."


He went on staring at the wall above her head, not daring to make eye
contact with her. "Ma'am, we have taken control of the Icosahedron."


"You what? How did that happen? Omnius—"


"He's dead, ma'am. Admiral Therius ordered us to board, and we found
all of the drones disabled. Omnius's human body was found dead in his control
room, along with an unidentified woman. The drone fighters are returning to
their hangars on autopilot, but the drones aren't even trying to leave their
cockpits. They're all powered down."


Farah shook her head. "How?" Therius must have had a plan after
all. She recalled him telling her to have faith, and she frowned. "What
about Avilon? Is it a total loss? Do we know where nanites were dropped and
where it might be safe to begin evacuating the population?"


"Preliminary reports show that nanite activity ceased as soon as the
quantum jamming field returned."


"The jamming returned?" Farah blinked twice quickly.
"The Eclipser was destroyed, Lieutenant."


"I don't understand it either, ma'am. We are attempting to make contact
with Therius to ask him about it."


"Where is he?"


"He left the inner sphere of the Icosahedron. Our last contact showed
him approaching another planet in this system's habitable zone.


"What other planet? There's only one in this system's habitable zone
and that's Avilon."


The lieutenant shook his head. "Ma'am I'm not qualified to answer that.
I'm with the ground forces."


"Of course you are. Carry on, Lieutenant." Farah brushed by him,
crossing the stasis room to the nearest set of lockers. Along the way she saw
more stasis tubes hissing open with swirling clouds of vapor, her crew stepping
out to be greeted by drones.


"Lieutenant!" she roared.


He hurried up beside her. "Ma'am?"


"I thought you said the drones were all powered down?" she said.


"They are. These are our drones, Ma'am. Therius somehow infiltrated the
Icosahedron with them and infected the entire thing with a virus. The drones
are helping us to access restricted systems, but it's going to take some time
to secure the entire vessel."


Farah shot the man a look. "Some time? The Icosahedron is five
times the diameter of Avilon, and it's twenty klicks thick. We're not going to
secure it without a whole lot more manpower than what we brought. We need to
focus on securing key areas."


"Matriarch Shara is working on that, ma'am. Her people are landing as
we speak."


"The Gors? How many of them survived?"


"Ten percent, maybe twenty. They didn't fare as well as we did. Omnius
wasn't trying to capture their ships."


"What about the Sythians?"


"All dead. Omnius hit them the hardest."


Farah snorted. "Good." She heard clanking footsteps
approaching and turned to see one of the drones walking up to her with a bundle
of clothes.


"Would you like your uniform, Captain Hale?" the drone asked.


That voice was vaguely familiar. Her eyes narrowed to slits, searching for
some distinguishing mark.


"Bretton?" Farah asked.


"My designation is 767, ma'am."


Farah frowned and made a gimme gesture, to which 767 handed over her
uniform. By the time she was half dressed and bending down to put on her socks,
a bright light flashed before her eyes, and she stumbled, falling against the
wall of lockers beside her.


Farah was suddenly painfully aware. She knew things,
remembered things—things that until now she'd forgotten. The war, Etheria, the
Immortals, Etherus, the Netherworld... It all coalesced in one horrible
instant.


She gasped and turned to look around the room. Her crew wasn't faring any better.
The lieutenant who'd greeted her when she'd emerged from stasis lay belly up
and staring at the ceiling.


"Are you all right, ma'am?" Drone 767 asked, his optical sensor
glowing momentarily brighter as he scanned her. "Your life signs are
fluctuating in a manner consistent with extreme distress or excitement. Are you
distressed or excited, Captain?"


Farah shook her head. She turned to the drone with a smile. "You're
alive."


"I am a drone, Ma'am. I am either powered on or off, never alive nor
dead."


Farah shook her head. "No, I mean, Bretton Hale is alive!"


She ran from the stasis room without even bothering to finish getting
dressed. She knew where Therius—Etherus—was coming aboard. She was going
to beg him to resurrect Bretton now. She had to see her uncle. But Bretton
wasn't really her uncle at all. She remembered, and now she finally
understood her feelings. She knew why she loved him.


She loved him because they'd been together in Etheria. Farah smiled as she
pounded down the corridors of the Icosahedron to the nearest quantum junction.
As she ran, specific memories went drifting away, but the key points remained.
She knew to expect that. Etherus had already explained everything to all of
them. That was how she knew that Bretton was coming back. His soul hadn't gone
to Etheria, and it wasn't going there now. He was going to live out his human
life with her in the New Earth.


Farah reached the nearest quantum junction and tried activating it, but it
wouldn't respond to either her gestures or verbal commands. Then she remembered
what the lieutenant had said about the Union's drones helping them to access
key systems aboard the Icosahedron.


Farah kicked the junction and winced as pain radiated from her big toe.
She'd forgotten to put on her boots. While she was still hopping on one leg and
cursing her own foolishness, she heard the clanking footfalls of a drone
racing down the corridor toward her. Farah turned and the drone chasing her
slowed to a fast walk. It stopped in front of her and said, "May I assist
you, Captain?" It was 767 again. He'd followed her like a lost puppy.


Farah grimaced and nodded to the junction. "Hangar bay 17, deck five
hundred." That was where Etherus was going to land.


"Of course." The drone gestured to the junction and it rose on
four shimmering pillars of light.


Farah watched that drone curiously, wondering what would become of him.
"What am I to you?" she asked as she stepped under the dome of the
junction with 767.


"You are Captain Hale."


"And that's all?"


The drone's optical sensor brightened once more, as if he was scanning her
again. "You are... familiar," he said. "I know things about you
that I do not know about other humans."


"And what does that tell you?"


"I have data locked in archives that I am not permitted to access.
Based on what I am told about the man named Bretton Hale and my relation to
him, it is likely that those data archives belong to him, and accessing them
would interfere with my primary programming."


Farah nodded, thinking how ironic that was. Omnius turning rebellious humans
into drones and archiving their human memories was a parallel of what Etherus
and the Immortals had done with prisoners from the Great War.


"When this is all over, we'll see what we can do about unlocking those
archives for you, Seven Sixty Seven."


"Thank you, Captain Hale. I believe I would like that."


"No problem. Let's go meet Etherus."


"Yes, ma'am."


Farah blinked, surprised that the drone hadn't asked who she was talking
about. "You knew who Therius was?" she asked.


"I was programmed to know my creator, ma'am. Why would he hide his
identity from me?"


"I meant that you know Therius is Etherus."


"In my records Therius is spelled with an 'e.' Ther-e-us. It is
an anagram of Etherus. My programming instructs me to refer to him by that
anagram."


Farah snorted and shook her head. "Well, let's go meet your
maker." Our maker, she thought, correcting herself.


"Yes, ma'am." Seven Sixty Seven dropped his hands and the junction
fell around them with a boom. 


When the junction rose once more, and Farah exited into hangar bay 17, she
saw Etherus already striding across the deck to greet her. She recognized the
man walking beside him as Commander Ortane of Rictan Squadron, but the woman
was a complete stranger to her.


Etherus stopped a few feet away and flashed her a broad smile. His pale blue
eyes were somehow brighter and livelier than she remembered. "I told you
to have faith, Farah," he said.


"I'm sorry that I didn't. It all makes sense now."


Etherus placed his hands on her shoulders. Looking her straight in the eye,
he said, "I forgive you. Now come, and follow me."


Etherus continued on, back to the quantum junction she'd just left. The
others followed, and Commander Ortane nodded to her as he walked by.


"Captain," he said.


Farah lingered a moment longer. "Where are we going?" she asked,
her eyes on Etherus.


He cast her a backward glance and smiled. "Trust me," was all he
said.


And this time, she did.












Epilogue





—One Month Later—


Farah watched as a
pair of drones pulled Bretton Hale up out of his clone tank—his was just one
out of thousands on this floor of Tree of Life 10,976. The deck disappeared
almost endlessly to all sides, with glowing hexagonal clone tanks making the
floor look like a giant, blue-tinted honeycomb. Everywhere Farah looked people
stood in huddled groups, waiting for their loved ones to be awakened. It was a
bizarre way to have a reunion—not the dramatic show Omnius had put on for
newcomers to Avilon. But somehow it was better this way. More real, Farah
decided.


She smiled, watching as Bretton's clone stood naked and shivering before
her. Nutrient water dripped from all the angles and edges of his body to the
floor. His eyelids fluttered, and he muttered something about being blind. The
drones holding him released his arms so he could wipe the smeary liquid from
his eyes. His gaze found her, and he went abruptly still, staring at her for a
long, silent moment.


His soul's memories had already been incorporated with his human ones, so
there was no need for her to explain anything. Farah walked up to him with a
towel. Bretton used it to dry himself, and then wrapped it around his waist and
regarded her with a grim smile. "Is this a dream?" he asked.


Farah shook her head. "The dream is what you woke from. This is real.
You have a lot of catching up to do," she said. He might know where he
came from and why he was here now in a human body, but he had yet to learn
about his new home.


"I can't believe you were right there in front of me all those years. I
think maybe I felt something, but..." Bretton trailed off. "I didn't
know what it was."


"Our hearts don't know how to forget. They just know how to beat."


Something in Bretton's eyes flickered, and suddenly he took her face in his
hands and kissed her. Farah kissed him back, pouring years of pent-up longing
into that kiss.


"There's one thing I still don't remember," Bretton murmured as he
withdrew.


Floating on a cloud, Farah asked dreamily, "What's that?"


"What did I ever do to deserve a woman like you?"


Farah smiled and took his hand in hers. "You always knew the right
thing to say. We should get out of here. I'm dying to show you where we
live."


Bretton nodded. "All right, but no dying, please. I think we've all had
enough of that."


Farah turned to address one of the drones that had helped Bretton out of his
tank. "Seven Sixty Seven—"


"Yes, ma'am?"


"It's time to go home."


"Home, ma'am?"


"Etherus didn't tell you? You've been reassigned. You're going to live
with us."


"That is good news. I would like to get to know my old self."


"His old self?" Bretton echoed, regarding the drone with a
furrowed brow.


Apparently Etherus had left some things for her to explain. Farah took
Bretton's arm and began guiding him to the nearest exit. "While you were
sleeping, Omnius copied some parts of you to a drone."


"So he's me."


"He's Seven Sixty Seven, but you can think of him as your digital
son."


"The son I never had..." Bretton mused.


"We could change that," Farah said.


"We're still able to have children? I thought there weren't any souls
left to put in bodies."


"There aren't, but that doesn't mean we can't create new ones. A soul
is just a prior state of existence. Anyone born from now on will be born the
same as us, but without any past to reconcile before they can move on to their
futures. They'll be the lucky ones, Bret."


"And what if they take this world for granted the way we did with
Etheria? What if they start another war? They haven't been through everything
we have. They might not appreciate that with freedom comes the responsibility
to choose wisely."


"So we'll teach them."


"And if we fail?"


"Then I'm sure Etherus will have a plan to rehabilitate them,
too."


"Another Netherworld," Bretton suggested.


"Maybe."


Bretton sighed. "Sounds risky to me."


"I think that's the point," Farah added as they reached the
nearest quantum junction. She raised her arms and the junction hovered up.
"Life's an adventure. It's what we wanted. The uncertainty is half the
fun."


"True," Bretton said, nodding as they stepped into the glowing
green circle in the center of the junction.


"So what do you say?" Farah asked.


Bretton turned to regard her with a wry grin. "I say, let the adventure
begin."


 


* * *


 


Ethan hovered the Trinity down for a landing beside his new home. It
was a mansion, much bigger than the 40-meter-long corvette that he was landing
beside it. Omnius had spared no expense building his new world.


At twenty kilometers thick, there was more than enough room for five
kilometers of air and artificial sky for the biosphere. The landscape looked so
natural and real that it was easy to forget where they really were.


Forests, lakes, rivers, mountains, and fields all ran boundlessly around the
Icosahedron. When docked, individual Facets opened up to share their air and
living space. Each of the twenty flat, triangular faces of the Icosahedron were
self-contained with their own unique climate, wildlife, vegetation, culture,
living accommodations, and inhabitants—be they humans or Gors.


Ethan was still trying to get used to the idea of living beside a creche
full of Gors, but that's what he got for picking the relatively cold and
mountainous side of the Icosahedron. This face of the New Earth was the one
that most reminded him of his old home in the Imperium, back on Roka IV.


A subtle jolt came through the deck as the Trinity touched down, and
then his daughter bounced up from the copilot's seat and said, "When can
we go again?"


Trinity's violet eyes were wide and full of wonder from their most recent
flight over the New Earth. For her, everything that had happened was not as
close and personal as it was for him and Alara. Trinity had been born without
any prior existence to weigh her down. She hadn't taken part in the Great War
that he and Alara had fought on the wrong side of all those years ago.


"We'll go again after dinner," Ethan said as he rose from the
pilot's chair. "Maybe your mother can join us this time."


"Yay!" Trinity squealed.


But after dinner everyone was too tired to go touring. They took fermented
tea and a hot chocolate for Trinity up to the rooftop to watch an artificial
sunset. They lay on a reclining couch, bundled up under thermal blankets,
watching stars prick through a deep indigo sky as the sun sank below the
distant, craggy line of the Crystal Mountains.


Trinity recounted the day's adventures for her mother's benefit, but soon
her bubbling conversation lapsed into rhythmic breathing, and Ethan had to take
her cup away before she spilled hot chocolate all over herself. He looked on
with a smile as she nodded off.


Three days ago they'd welcomed Trinity into this new world. They had a
month's head start on her, but it was still just as fun seeing everything for
the first time through their daughter's eyes. They went out with her every day,
discovering new things, exploring new places, and meeting people they'd once
known who now lived close by—Alara's parents, Ethan's mother... Magnum.


Meeting the former lieutenant of the Rictans had been tense, but Magnum had
chosen to take the high road.


"Water under the bridge," he'd said. "You did what you had to
do to save your family. I would've done the same. No guts, no glory,
remember?"


Ethan smiled at the memory. He was glad that Magnum wasn't holding any
grudges, particularly now that they were neighbors.


Alara laid her head on Ethan's shoulder and sighed. "This is a
dream."


"No, the dream is what we woke up from. I'm pretty sure this is
real."


"That's not what I meant."


Ethan smiled. "I know. I was just being a wise ass."


"Always were."


Ethan snorted and shook his head. "There's still something I don't get.
If Etherus created us, did he create everything else, too?"


"I'm not sure, but something tells me we're not going to get all of the
answers unless we go to Etheria, and we've already been there. We didn't like
it."


"Well, we're going to visit. Maybe I'll ask a few Immortals while we're
there."


"What makes you think they'll tell you? Besides, we used to live in
Etheria. Having all the answers wasn't good enough for us then, and it won't be
good enough for us now."


Ethan nodded, pursing his lips. "Maybe you're right."


"Of course I am. I'm always right."


Ethan shot her a skeptical look. "Really?"


"I was right about marrying you, wasn't I?"


"Good answer."


"We were meant to be together."


"You're talking about destiny. What about people who had other partners
as Immortals? What if those were the people they should be with, rather than
the ones they're with now? How's that fit in with destiny?"


Alara withdrew from him. "Are you trying to tell me something?"


"I'm just trying to figure things out. I don't think we have a destiny.
Not anymore. I'm with you because of free will and circumstance."


"Sounds romantic," Alara said.


Ethan grinned. "And love. Did I mention that?" he asked, leaning
in for a kiss.


Alara leaned away. "No, you didn't."


"Well, I was thinking it," he said, and used the arm around her
shoulders to pull her in for the kiss she was desperately trying to evade.


"That's better," she said as they withdrew.


Ethan took a sip of his fermented tea. "What do you remember from
Etheria?"


"Not much, why?"


"It makes me wonder if things were actually better there. What if
staying here, as humans, isn't what we wanted? What if we didn't walk into
those stasis tubes willingly and this is actually some kind of punishment for
failing Etherus's test? Maybe the reason we don't remember everything anymore
is just a way to keep us from figuring things out."


"Did you have those concerns when your soul woke up and suddenly you
remembered everything?"


"No."


"Then don't worry about it. You're still thinking like we're living
under Omnius's thumb. We're not. Etherus is everything Omnius pretended to be
and more. We don't have to look over our shoulders anymore, Ethan. If you want
to remember your life in Etheria you just have to concentrate and it'll come
back to you. Etherus gave us new implants for a reason—to keep our old
memories. They're not irrelevant, but they belong to the old us, and we're the
new. Now we're mature enough to cope with freedom because we've learned how
terrible it can be."


Ethan frowned. "I'm sorry. You're right. It's hard to stop doubting
things when you have a lifetime of practice. It's a defense mechanism, I
guess."


Alara rubbed his knee. "I know, but it's okay. We're safe. You can
relax."


Ethan sighed again and took another sip of his tea. "Yeah, I guess we
are. What do you think Atton is doing right now?"


"The same thing as us—" Alara replied, smiling. "—wondering
where we go from here."


"Onwards and upwards," Ethan suggested, looking up at the sky as
the last blotch of color faded with the sun. As the sky finally disrobed, a
multitude of stars came out in a glittering field that took Ethan's breath
away. Unlike the sky and the sun, which were artificial, those stars were real
and recorded from visual feeds on the outside of the Icosahedron. Ethan's eyes
skipped between those brilliant points of light, wondering what else was out
there that they didn't know about.


"What's the first thing you're going to do when we get to
Etheria?" Alara asked.


Ethan smiled wistfully as his gaze found a particularly bright point of
light, one that he'd been told was actually the Immortals' galaxy—Etheria.


"I'm going to find my son," he decided. It was bittersweet to
think of Atton being so far away, but the distance didn't seem so vast when he
considered they had quantum jump drives that could travel from one side of the
universe to another in the blink of an eye.


"Ethan..."


"Yeah?"


"I have something to tell you."


He turned from stargazing to look at her. "What is it?"


"I'm pregnant."


Ethan blinked; then his eyes flew wide and he shook his head. "How... I
mean... we've only been together again for a month!"


"And before that, we were together for years."


"But you died!"


"I know."


Ethan gaped at her. He remembered losing his wife, and now he realized that
in that moment he'd lost his wife and their unborn baby.


"Omnius cloned me with the fetus," Alara explained.


"Why didn't you tell me sooner?"


"Because we were barely getting by as it was, and I was looking for the
right moment. Then it was time for Trinity's Choosing Ceremony, and I thought
if we went to Etheria—the one on Avilon—maybe it wouldn't be such a problem
anymore. I kept trying to convince you to go, but it didn't work."


Ethan pulled Alara into a hug. "I'm so sorry," he whispered beside
her ear.


"It's okay. You didn't know."


Trinity stirred on the other side of him. "Mom?" she asked,
sounding confused.


"I'm right here, darling," Alara said, leaning around Ethan to
speak to her. "You're going to have a little brother!" she exclaimed.


"I am?"


"It's a boy?" Ethan burst out. "Wait—Trinity doesn't know
yet?"


"I didn't think it would be right to tell her without telling you
first. And after you... well, after I thought you cheated on me, I was too
distracted. I think telling her without you around would have meant admitting
to myself that we were over."


Ethan stroked Alara's cheek. "I'm sorry you had to go through all of
that." Then something occurred to him. "Wait a minute—we've been here
for a month already! You could have told me weeks ago."


"We've both been so busy, and I wanted to wait until I could tell you
and Trinity together. Can you forgive me?" Alara whispered, pressing her
forehead to his. Her lips were tantalizing close.


"Hmmm..."


"What's his name?" Trinity asked, interrupting them before they
could kiss again.


"We don't have a name yet, sweetheart," Alara replied.


"What about... Lucien," Ethan suggested.


"Why Lucien?" Alara asked.


"Because it means light, and I think we've all had enough of the
darkness. We spent years hiding from the Sythians in Dark Space, and then years
hiding from Omnius in the Null Zone, but this life and this world are going to
be different. They're going to be full of light, and Lucien will be one of the
first to be born into it. That's his birthright—an unending kingdom of
light."


Alara nodded. "Lucien it is."


"Now I have two sons that I'm waiting to see," he said, patting
Alara's stomach. He couldn't feel her showing yet, so at least he knew she
hadn't waited too long to tell him. "I'll see you soon, Lucien," he
said.


Looking back up to the stars, he found that bright point of light once more
and nodded to it. See you soon, Atton.
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