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            Previously, On Unexpected Destiny…

          

        

      

    

    
      For those of you who would like a quick recap, proceed. If you’re already up to speed, feel free to skip.

      

      Kyren, a young bot-fighter, longs to escape planetary orbit and journey into space with his brother, Athar. In a particularly bone-headed maneuver, Kyren agrees with Nosco, a local crime boss, to throw his next bot-fight in exchange for enough money to buy tickets to space for him and his brother… obviously without Athar’s knowledge. Only, Kyren can’t bring himself to go through with it and foolishly defies the crime boss who enlisted him in the nefarious scheme.

      In a tragic turn of events, Kyren’s refusal to throw the fight results in a confrontation with Nosco, and Athar is killed. Kyren barely manages to escape with his own life. Now a pariah and wanted by every thug and criminal around,  Kyren must find a way to escape Magar City. After a little mind-meld with a bizarre psychic jellyfish, he accepts a dangerous job smuggling contraband for the telepathic alien. He finally earns enough for a ticket off-planet, to Junoval station.

      Alas, the crime boss has his revenge. Kyren is jumped and kidnapped from the station, sold into slavery to the vicious Captain Bulgren, a massive humanoid bear-like alien who works his “debtors” to the bone, keeping them under heavy guard. But there is a glimmer of hope. Kyren meets Alis, a beautiful blue haired, cat-eared rillian, a prisoner who was “promoted” to ship’s engineer when the previous engineer croaked.

      But of course, our heroes would not spend the entire book in a state of imprisonment… where’s the fun in that? So they manage to escape during a pirate assault and end up crash-landing their escape pod on an uninhabited world. A world that turns out not to be so uninhabited. There they meet the peaceful pygars, who are led by a strange child named Elarra. She is a child who is not a child, a liadi, a race of future-seeing Oracles.

      She drops a bomb, revealing that she has been waiting decades for their arrival. And that they have an unexpected destiny, to save the galaxy. Prophecy yada yada. Kyren and Alis don’t believe. But the point is moot, they’re still stranded on a deserted desert planet.

      But the Consortium, the force for good in the galaxy, arrives chasing the SOS beacon the prison ship activated just before falling to the pirates. They hitch a ride with the Consortium, only to be attacked by a mysterious, deadly spacecraft while in transit. The Consortium battleship is overpowered and boarded. A strange, bald-headed cyborg who somehow knows her name, tries to kill Alis. What a bastard!

      Elarra reveals the cyborg, named Tharox, is the galaxy’s imminent threat. He will destroy them all if unchecked.  Kyren and Alis are the only ones who can stop him. But do they believe her? No way, she’s crazy! Anyway, Elarra knows of a potent weapon that may even the odds, but they must locate a relic hunter, a scavenger of ancient technology named Theophax, who knows the location of just such a relic.

      Unfortunately, locating the relic, a pre-millennium war cruiser called the Ashari, results in poor Theo’s death. Poor Theo, we had just started to get into his Billy-Bob-Thornton style drawl. (Don’t worry, you’ve not seen the last of him, he will reappear in the next trilogy, which will be based upon his adventures as a young relic hunter.)

      Once they obtained the Ashari, they were able to hop all over the galaxy, trying to find a way to beat a nearly indestructible foe. Elarra informs them of a scientist she has seen in her visions who has the knowledge necessary to defeat the unstoppable Tharox.

      Meanwhile, Tharox continues to batter the Consortium and Crevak pirate tribes alike, wreaking terrible vengeance for killing his family upon entire planets. Our heroes arrive at the space station where the scientist, a strange alien called a brontian, resides. But really, brontians are quite strange. A mass of tentacles at each end of a tube-like torso are used for locomotion and manipulation. Adorning the tube-like torso, is the brontian’s face. Yes, in the middle of their body. Oh, and they have incredibly rapid regeneration, perfect sense of time, incredible mental faculties, including photographic memory. Sure, they kind of are the ultimate scientist, I suppose.

      This brontian scientist named Benjam learns of the source of Tharox’s power, an ancient alien computer that can see the future. He is skeptical, but convinced when Elarra solves his greatest problem, a special equation unique to him and related to the flow of time.

      Our heroes, now armed with a genius scientist, scour the galaxy for ruins of the civilization responsible for creating the war machine Tharox has taken control of. They discover an ancient computer of similar design, still functional, but just barely.

      The computer confirms Benjam’s theories on time manipulation, and gives him an idea of how to defeat a computer that can see the future. The computer also reveals the possible location of Tharox’s super-secret bat-cave.

      Benjam builds a time-bomb capable of destroying the future-telling computer. They travel to the heart of Tharox’s power, and Alis pulls some trick-flying to get them to his lair, but the Ashari takes damage and crash-lands, breaking poor Alis’ heart.

      They manage to fight their way through hordes of death bots and locate the inner sanctum, only to be ambushed by… dun-dun-dun… Tharox! The heroes brawl with him, but even with an alien exo-suit, Kyren is unable to defeat him. So Tharox kills Benjam and Elarra, and thinks he kills Kyren. However, Kyren is down…  the chasm… but not out.

      Tharox advances on poor Alis who is struggling to keep the time bomb calibrated, which was damaged on their way in. Luckily, Kyren climbs out of the chasm at the last second and whoops up on Tharox, giving him a hundred-thousand-volt enema. Of course, like any good villain, that doesn’t kill him, and he pops back up at the last second. Then Kyren finally puts him down… for good!

      Kyren and Alis detonate the time bomb together, believing their own lives to be lost just as Elarra’s and Benjam’s were. But the author pulls out one final surprise. The detonation of the time bomb does something unexpected.

      Miraculously, Elarra and Benjam are alive, and Kyren and Alis are unharmed. They awake in a sea of green grass, discovering that the computer, its facilities, and the hordes of triangular Dragoon ships and skeletal Reaper bots are gone… as if they never existed. And to Alis’ delight, the Ashari is also there, undamaged. What about the fate of those techie-space-rats that infested her beloved ship? Who knows?

      All seems well, until Elarra has a new vision, a waking vision she struggles to understand. Again, she sees the galaxy’s doom… Why does it always have to be doom? Couldn’t they see something happy, for once? What the heck is a Kirugi, and why is it coming, anyway? I guess you’ll have to read Altered Destiny to find out!
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      Warmaster Vlanchek was so close to the prize, he could taste it. Or maybe that was just the chunks of human flesh stuck in his shark-like teeth. Either way, he was on the verge of greatness. He gnashed his mighty jaw in anticipation, nodding his plated, bony head.

      With the ultimate weapon promised by the boy-who-wasn’t-a-boy, his Crevak tribe would finally defeat the Consortium once and for all. The mighty pirate fleet would plunder their worlds and his armies would decimate their populations. Vlanchek would reign supreme, the galaxy would tremble beneath his heel.

      A diminutive looking human boy of approximately ten entered the bridge, walking with a commanding air. He had sandy brown hair shorn short in a bowl cut, pale skin, and was wearing soft red velvet robes.

      “Mighty Warmaster, it is time, your reward awaits,” the boy said in a reedy voice.

      Rising from the captain’s station, he bellowed to his second in command, Battlehand Zaros, “Prepare the boarding squad, we shall claim our prize.”

      “Sir, what is there to board? We’ve been sitting in empty space for days. We could be using our new intel to raid the Consortium. Ambush them and devastate their fleet. Then we plunder,” Zaros groused.

      Vlanchek had become increasingly annoyed with his Battlehand’s behavior, as of late. The lizard-like thevar, while vicious and dedicated, had disagreed with him too many times recently. He would have to deal with it. Maybe sooner rather than later, he thought to himself.

      He turned his baleful black eyes and fixed Zaros with a menacing stare, “Battlehand Zaros, do not forget I am in command. You exist because I allow it. Do not question me again.”

      “Yes, sir,” the thevar said submissively.

      He knew this was a game and the thevar was playing it well. But Vlanchek hadn’t become Warmaster of the entire Crevak tribe by being a fool. He would have to deal with Zaros now, he decided.

      “Zaros, prepare the boarding squad,” he ordered again.

      “Just a squad, sir? We could meet with resistance, we should be prepared for anything. I will call up five squads, including heavy weapons,” Zaros suggested.

      “You will follow my order, Battlehand, or you will be replaced,” he growled, his voice guttural and harsh.

      “Yessir,” he replied, but the resentment was obvious to Vlanchek.

      “Warmaster, turn your attention to the monitor,” the liadi said.

      He turned and looked, and was astonished as he witnessed a great space station shimmer into view, flickering and flashing into existence. The proximity alarm sounded and the helmsman took evasive action, barely maneuvering his massive battleship around the station. As they circled and Vlanchek got a better view, he was awed by its’ massive size.

      It was composed of some deep blue metal and arrayed out in a square, four large, sleek pyramid shapes were linked to each along the outside edge by slender cylindrical struts.

      “There,” the liadi pointed, tracing along the sleek, angular bulk of the station, resting on the image of a massive red sphere nestled within what appeared to be a shipyard. “That is what you seek.”

      The red sphere somehow ate up the light, swirling with its own malevolent glow. Its swirling was mesmerizing, to the point where Vlanchek almost couldn’t look away.

      “Darius, you will accompany me,” Vlanchek said to the boy after a moment spent staring.

      “I see, you still do not trust me. But you need not fear, I have made a bargain on behalf of my people. I will honor my end, as you will honor yours,” the boy replied, trailing behind as Vlanchek strode from the bridge.

      A short while later, Vlanchek’s armored black shuttle sped toward the space station’s open hangar bay, entering and landing without incident. Not that there should be any trouble, if Darius were to be trusted, he thought. Liadi had visions of the future, and this one had offered Vlanchek a deal he couldn’t refuse. Now he would see if there was any merit to the liadi’s claims.

      The shuttle’s gull-wing doors popped open with a hiss and his squad of four, including Zaros and his third-in-command, Grimlok, dashed out, weapons up. They swept the hangar as Vlanchek strode from the shuttle, the liadi, Darius, in tow. His troops returned and took up a defensive pattern around the Warmaster and liadi.

      Darius pointed and they took the passage indicated. He began to lead them through a maze of corridors. Vlanchek realized he would indeed be at Darius’ mercy were this a trap. It would take forever for reinforcements to arrive. That is, if they could even make it.

      He knew he could find his own way, though. An unerring sense of direction was a feature of his species, the xalorn champions. They had been bred long ago to be cunning warriors, not just mere shock troops.

      Darius called a halt and turned down a dead-end corridor, a sealed door at the end.

      “Beyond lies what you seek. Now you will swear an oath to spare my people, and I will bind you to that oath. Refuse, and you will never obtain what is on the other side of this door, you will never find the weapon you seek,” the liadi spoke with a seriousness and strength far beyond his apparent age.

      The boy reached out and grasped Vlanchek’s massive wrist, his skin pale, contrasting against the Warmaster’s deep umber exoskeleton. Surprised, the Warmaster could only stare as he felt his powerful body refusing to obey his command to pull away.

      “Speak thusly, and be bound,” the liadi intoned. “I swear I will spare the liadi race from destruction, in exchange for the mightiest weapon in the galaxy.”

      “I swear that I will spare your wretched race in exchange for the weapon you offer,” he said angrily, control returning to his body the moment his wrist was released.

      Vlanchek felt a strange tingling in the back of his mind, a cloud whenever he considered Darius and the liadi. Had that little creep actually done something to him, he wondered?

      Turning, Darius touched the box in the door jamb and a holopanel sprang into existence, hovering just before the door. The display was full of strange characters and unknown symbols. Vlanchek had no idea how he knew, but the liadi seemed to be able to read the strange language, as he began to tap various symbols.

      The entire panel went yellow and the door hissed open, revealing what appeared to be some sort of workshop. Stepping past the liadi, he entered the chamber, followed by his troops. He began to look around, spotting a large rifle on one of the workbenches. Hefting the rifle, he turned and pointed it at Battlehand Zaros.

      “Battlehand Zaros, do you still question my leadership,” he bellowed.

      “Sir, I have never questioned your rule,”  the thevar replied nervously, his stumpy lizard snout scrunching into a parody of surprise.

      “I don’t believe you,” Vlanchek said, pulling the trigger.

      A bright flash accompanied the blue bolt of energy that streaked from the barrel of the rifle. The energy slammed into Zaros’ chest, tearing through his highly resistant battle armor like it was paper and exploding his torso into a fountain of gore. Droplets dotted Vlanchek’s rust-brown carapace, nearly blending in. As Zaros fell, his hand released its grip on the pistol he had been in the process of drawing, sending it clattering to the floor.

      Vlanchek secretly rejoiced as the rest of his men were stunned, cowed into inaction.

      “Grimlok, you are now my Battlehand, assume your duties and search this entire facility for all weapons and useful tech,” Vlanchek ordered.

      “Aye sssirrrr,” the bat-like urnak hissed, nervously looking at the fallen Zaros.

      “Now liadi, show me what we came here for,” he demanded.

      His anticipation was nearly palpable, a predator about to consume prey. Darius led him to a door on the far side of the room and keyed in more strange symbols. This door whooshed open as well, revealing an observation deck with a large window covering one entire wall.

      “There is your weapon,” the boy said, pointing through the window at the massive swirling red sphere he had seen from his ship. Nestled amongst gantries and support structures in the center of the station, the sphere lurked, calling to him as if alive.
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      “Elarra, what did you see?” Kyren asked as Elarra’s brown irises and black pupils faded back into view.

      Kyren had never seen her have a vision before, and was unsure what he should do. She gasped and grabbed his arm, steadying herself.

      “I’m not ready,” she panted, shaking her head and looking down. “Can’t yet.”

      They made their way back to the Ashari in silence, striding through the lush green grass, the tips reaching Kyren’s thighs. As they approached, Alis sprinted ahead and began to run down the length of the craft. She crossed the large furrow their crash landing had created and disappeared around the other side, emerging again at the front.

      “She’s undamaged! It’s as if our run-ins with the dragoons never happened,” Alis exclaimed, ears quivering with obvious excitement.

      “We’ve got her back!” she cried as they boarded, sprinting ahead for the bridge while running her hand along the Ashari’s walls.

      “Benjam, are you able to explain what happened to us?” Elarra questioned in her tiny child’s voice as she entered the bridge and sat down at one of the Ashari’s control consoles. “It seems that Epsilon Computer is gone.”

      “Yeah, what the hell happened? Elarra, I saw you die!” Kyren exclaimed, a pained look crossing his face. “And you Benjam, you too. How can this be?”

      He felt it all rushing out, the pain, the anguish, the despair. And the joy, unmistakable joy at seeing Elarra and Benjam alive again.

      “I don’t fully know what happened, but I have a theory,” Benjam replied as he squiggled over to a console.

      Kyren glanced at Alis, she seemed engrossed in the system checks she was running. He decided not to distract her and turned his attention back to Benjam. After drawing a diagram on the holoscreen, he began to explain.

      “First, you must understand the way a time singularity works. A gravitational singularity bends time, whereas a time singularity warps space. It warps it in such a way as to allow you to see through time. The Epsilon Computer must have used this method to plot Tharox’s future,” Benjam elucidated, his illustrations animating as he spoke.

      “Then that is what I saw, the time singularity. I saw my future in it,” Kyren said in amazement. “I saw how to kill Tharox. I knew what to do as if it were a memory that had always been there.”

      “Ah, then that is a most fortuitous event. However,” Benjam said, steering the conversation, “it seems that my time bomb had some unexpected consequences.”

      “Unexpected would be an understatement,” Elarra remarked.

      He could see she was back to the unflappable Oracle. Kyren was relieved to see her mood had improved. Maybe her vision hadn’t been so bad after all.

      “Yes, it seems to not just have destroyed The Epsilon Computer, but to have removed it from the timeline entirely. Anything the Computer did has been undone, it would seem,” Benjam continued.

      “Alis, how does the Ashari look? Can we fly?” Kyren asked, bored with Benjam’s sciency-talk and hopeful she had good news.

      As she turned, he saw her face bore a look of consternation.

      She replied curtly, “something’s just not right. Oh, yeah, we should be able to fly. Everything checks out, but something seems off. I can’t find a problem though. The systems just seem different than I remember them.”

      “Okay, well in that case, shall we get airborne and back to civilized space?” Kyren suggested. “I’ve got no idea what to do with myself, now that Tharox is gone. Perhaps we stop somewhere that I can get a cold beer?”

      Benjam guffawed and Elarra chuckled. Alis turned back to the controls and began the power up sequence. Alarms flashed and nothing happened. Alis stared for a moment at the readouts, then immediately went to work, her hands flying over the holopanel. Symbols on her screen began to turn green, one after another. Kyren felt the rumble as the engines ignited.

      “There! That’s weird, though. Kind of like when…” she trailed off as she began her flight check routine.

      Finishing, Alis called out, “Okay people, take your seats, we’re ready for liftoff.”

      The ship lifted free from the rut in the ground where it was resting and began to hover, the grass flattening in a large circle around the craft as the thrusters maintained orientation.

      “Benjam, do one last scan with the sensors, see if we left anything behind,” Alis instructed as she worked the controls, the ship lifting into the sky.

      “Negative, Captain Alis. No signals,” Benjam replied after completing his scans. “Epsilon Computer is gone, no sign of it.”

      Short moments later the Ashari’s main engines fired and she streaked into the sky. Kyren watched on the monitors as the blue of the sky faded away to black, soon revealing a dense speckling of stars everywhere he panned.

      “Hmmm that’s odd. It’s as if… no, it couldn’t be,” Kyren heard Alis whisper to herself.

      He watched as she responded to several alerts on her screen, delicate fingers dancing over the controls, returning the red symbols to green.

      “Okay, so where to, people?” Kyren prompted as soon as they had reached orbit and he saw Alis relax.

      “I say we go to Regalis. I’d appreciate the opportunity to return to my lab,” Benjam requested. “If everything is reset as it would seem, then Regalis has never been attacked, and I may continue my work.”

      “If Regalis was never attacked, then the Forty-Seventh fleet was never destroyed,” Alis said. “My family…”

      As Alis finished quietly, an unmistakable smile played across her lips.

      “Sounds good to me. Elarra, do you have anything, um, recent to add?” Kyren asked pointedly.

      “I too agree on Regalis. We can return you to your lab, Benjam. Then we can discuss our next course of action,” was her reply, her face an unreadable mask.

      “Fantastic! I’ll plot a jump course home,” Benjam said exuberantly. “Ooh, I can take you all to my favorite skellian roasting pit. You’ll love it, the best skellian goulash this side of Betelgeuse.”

      “Um, we have one small problem, folks,” Alis interjected, her dour tone immediately spoiling the jubilant mood. “We’re out of gas, I’m afraid.”

      “Wait, what?” Kyren asked.

      “The warp drive. The antimatter core that powers the warp generator, it’s depleted. We can’t jump. Engines and other systems run off of the ship’s main powerplant, but the warp generator is powered by antimatter cores. So unless we can find a replacement, we can only use warp gates to get around.”

      “Since Tharox was only able to use warp gates to come after us, that suggests there exists one in this system,” Benjam posited.

      “There is a carrier signal used by all gates that allows for traffic control, preventing ships from colliding while traversing the portal from opposite directions. Search for a z-band signal,” Alis instructed.

      He worked at his controls, calibrating the ship’s sensors, “There! Tracing source. Got it, sending location to your viewscreen, Alis.”

      Alis locked the ship onto the gate’s signal and brought the autopilot on line. Then all hell broke loose. Sirens blared as the lights went out. Emergency lighting failed to come on, leaving them bathed in the flickering glow from their screens. The stars spun and whirled in the main viewscreen, as Alis struggled at the manual controls, attempting to arrest the violent spin they had been thrown into.

      The grav plates kept the g-forces dampened to survivable levels, so they felt no motion. Physically, anyway. Kyren’s mind was reeling as he watched the stars spinning around at such speed. He knew they hadn’t left the planet’s gravity behind entirely. He pictured them falling back toward the planet, ending in a meteoric impact with the featureless green plains.

      “Oh dear, we’ve lost control!” Benjam cried.

      Spinning less and less as the moments wore on, Kyren could see Alis had regained control. Soon they were back on course, and she had noticeably relaxed. Lights came back on and alarms ceased.

      “Okay, so don’t use autopilot, it is definitely not working,” Alis proclaimed to no one in specific.

      “What was that?” Benjam squeaked, fear obvious in his voice.

      “I’m not sure,” Alis replied. “It seems like the ion coupler is inverted. But it isn’t. And there are a dozen other things that aren’t right, either. It’s like I’m learning the systems all over again, like it’s a whole new ship. I’m afraid to say it…” she trailed off as a green circle highlighted their destination in the viewscreen.

      “There’s the gate,” Kyren pointed out, zooming in and revealing the massive warp gate. The great metallic ring was smooth and unbroken, a shiny chrome surface, glowing green around the edges. “Is that green light our indicator to enter?”

      “Look at the size of that thing,” Alis said, ignoring Kyren’s question. “It has to be ten times the size of any gate I’ve ever seen.”

      “Where does it lead?” Kyren asked apprehensively.

      “Um, that’s the kicker. We don’t know,” she answered.

      “Wait, what? How do we get to Regalis, then?” gasped Benjam.

      “Elarra, please tell me you have some guidance,” said Kyren as he turned to face her.

      “I see no other way to leave the system,” Elarra remarked.

      “If we’re going to do this, I want to make sure we go through ready for trouble. Kyren, get those shields and weapons ready. Benjam, get sensors ready to scan the astromech database, see if we can get our location after we warp,” Alis commanded.

      “Give me a minute,” Kyren said, while scrambling through his list of routines he had created, running diagnostics and checking readings. Funny how similar programming a fighting bot was to running a ship’s weapon systems. Something did seem off, though he couldn’t pinpoint it. He didn’t feel like mentioning it to Alis, she had enough to deal with.

      “I’ve got the scanners primed, Alis,” Benjam said, his voice still tinged with fear.

      She lined up the ship and hit the thrust, rocketing the Ashari through the gate and into the unknown.
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      Alis knew what was at the root of the strangeness, but she was too afraid to admit it. Especially after having been reunited with her beloved Ashari. And even more, the terrible wounds suffered had all but disappeared. She knew there was only one thing that could account for the differences she had encountered though. The ship had been effectively rewired. The only explanation? Garloks.

      Shit, she had a garlok infestation on her beloved ship. Those filthy buggers, she thought. They must not have removed them all back at Keppa station. Hopefully though there was only one. An uncontrolled breeding pair would doom the ship for certain.

      At least they seemed to have left life support systems untouched, she mused. Let’s hope the other systems respond as expected. She hit the thrust and the ship surged forward, flying straight and true once she had re-calibrated the controls. The Ashari passed through the center of the massive warp gate, traversing thousands of light years in one small leap through the gate’s sustained wormhole.

      She had experienced jump sickness plenty of times, and this was no different. And just as always, it seemed they kept jumping into a shit-show each time. Groggy and barely able to focus, she attempted evasive maneuvers. Thankfully the ship responded faster than her foggy mind, and she was able to dodge incoming fire.

      Unable to focus on anything more than simple survival, Alis dodged and rolled the Ashari, barely avoiding the laser fire directed at them from the massive urnak frigate that was parked over the gate they had just exited. The black, oblong ship was festooned with large spines, each a laser emitter. The space around the gate was engulfed in fire, both from the pirate vessel and from the Consortium warship she now saw as she rolled and banked.

      “Anybody awake back there?” her voice a low growl as she attempted to concentrate on flying the Ashari.

      “Wha… yeah… shields look good,” Kyren said from behind.

      “Too much interference from all the weapons fire for me to get a fix on our location at the moment, I’m afraid. I am however relaying the results of the sensor readings. We have three targets, the first is the Consortium Frigate Starhammer, the next is the pirate vessel Despot Scourge. The last vessel appears to be of urnak design but is unidentified in our database,” Benjam rattled on.

      It seemed brontians were less affected by jump sickness than humans or rillians, she mused.

      “We must turn the tide, let us do what we can to save the Consortium vessel,” Elarra proclaimed. “We will need them to fight what is coming, I’m sure.”

      Alis could only grunt in response, focused on preserving their lives first and foremost.

      “Okay, I’m bringing weapons online. Who do I shoot, Alis?” Kyren questioned.

      Ignoring him for the moment, she maneuvered the Ashari under the Starhammer, placing its’ bulk between them and the pirate vessels. The Starhammer, however, continued to pour on the fire, railguns pumping out deadly streams of armor piercing projectiles.

      “We need some breathing room. Benjam, get on the comms and let the Starhammer know we’re friendly. Kyren, don’t shoot yet, we’ll need a plan first,” Alis commanded as she kept the Ashari juking and jiving.

      Seconds after Benjam closed the comms channel, the Starhammer ceased it’s barrage of kinetic death. Alis gasped in relief, her heart thundering in her ears from the adrenaline.

      “We’ve got some breathing room, at least for a moment. Both those pirate vessels outclass us by orders of magnitude. The Starhammer should be able to handle at least one of them, I believe, but these two seem to have the upper hand at the moment. If we’re gonna have a chance at changing the course of this battle, we’ll need to work fast,” Alis said, and began to explain her plan.

      Satisfied everyone knew their part, Alis turned the Ashari back toward the fray.

      “Scanning now, Alis,” Benjam remarked. “Although I don’t see how there could be a weak spot in a ship this lar… Wait! There it is, you’re right! Their shield is weakest at this point.”

      Benjam marked the spot on the viewscreen for her.

      “Elarra, relay that data now. Let’s hope the Starhammer takes us seriously.” Alis exclaimed, failing to dodge an incoming laser barrage. The shield flared and the viewscreen whited out for a moment.

      “Shields holding, Alis,” Kyren called out.

      As the screen cleared she saw that the Starhammer hadn’t responded. Shit, what now? Okay, on to plan B then.

      “Kyren, remember what you did when we took on those dragoons defending the Epsilon Computer?” she asked amidst evasive maneuvers.

      “Yeah, I’ve got the routines, I’ll bring them up,” he replied decisively.

      “We’re gonna put one right up their tailpipe! Hang on people!” she cried.

      The ship banked sharply and dove straight at the spiky black battleship, heading right for the large engine at the rear.

      “Prepare for impact with their shields in three… two… one…” she counted down.

      As usual the grav plates dampened the g-forces. But had they been able to feel it, they would have been torn apart by the rapid deceleration. As it was, the ship shook and thundered as if it were about to fall apart. The viewscreen went white as their shields disintegrated in a tremendous flash.

      But that was good news. The fact that they were able to witness the effects of passing through the battleship’s shield meant that they hadn’t been vaporized upon impact. Their shields had been strong enough to protect them. They were completely unprotected now, but so was the pirate vessel, since they were inside its shields.

      “Our shields are gone, Alis!” Kyren exclaimed.

      “Launch the strike now!” she cried back.

      The Ashari’s main gun swiveled onto target and lanced out a bright red beam that punched through the armored cowling deep within the engine. Flame and sparks erupted as debris was blown free. Milliseconds later two bright green streaks shot down the hole created by the cannon. She grinned as the torpedoes penetrated deep into the ship’s engine.

      Alis pulled up on the controls and banked, turning them away from the massive battleship. Laser fire lanced out from the many spines and a flurry of beams found their mark, leaving dark furrows in the Ashari’s silver skin. She knew the Ashari’s laser resistant armor was the only thing that had saved them from such a close range barrage.

      Speeding away, she watched the pirate vessel’s engine detonate, crippling the ship and dropping its’ shields. The Starhammer capitalized on the turn of events by directing the bulk of its own fire into the now vulnerable battleship. Turning tail, the other pirate ship’s crew must have reasoned their odds had just changed, as they sped for another nearby warp gate. Alis watched them go and grinned.

      Suddenly, the controls stopped responding, and the ship went into an approach course, heading toward the Starhammer. Shit! Garloks again?

      “Alis, we may have a bit of a problem,” Benjam admitted.

      “Yeah, I just lost control of the ship,” she replied, ears flat.

      “I know, the Consortium agent I’m speaking with said we are in possession of stolen Consortium property. We are to prepare to be boarded,” he explained, turning from the comm station to face Alis.

      Damn, they must’ve had master codes, Consortium overrides that allowed remote control of a ship’s systems. The Ashari was flying toward the massive hangar bay at the front of the Starhammer, and there was nothing she could do about it. A few tense moments later, the ship vibrated as they passed through the force field separating the vacuum of space from the nice atmosphere filled interior of the bay.

      “Oh dear! What do we do now?” Benjam cried out.

      “Just do what they say, everyone. Just do what they say,” she commanded.

      The ship touched down and moments later a squad of marines, in full exo-suit combat armor, bearing wicked looking assault rifles, stormed the bridge.

      “Down! Down! Everybody on the deck, now!” the leader of the squad screamed, brandishing the business end of his rifle.

      Alis complied, ears going flat, words of defiance left unsaid on her lips.
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      Alis had been held in this tiny room for what felt like hours and was beginning to feel a little claustrophobic. The room was six by six, featureless but for a table and two chairs opposing each other, all bolted down. A small bubble dome on the side wall hid recording devices, she knew. This had to be an interrogation cell.

      “Hello?” Alis spoke tentatively. “Anyone there? Could a girl get some water, please?”

      She listened and waited, but still nothing. More time bore on, and just when she felt like she was going to start banging on walls and screaming, the door clicked open. A uniformed saurian woman, young age evident by her deep blue skin, stood in the doorway bearing a tablet and a bottle of water.

      “Please be seated. I am Commander Yiu and I will be conducting your interview,” the saurian woman said brusquely, motioning to the table.

      Alis gratefully accepted the water bottle and took her seat, cracking it open and taking a huge gulp.

      “What’s going on here, where are my friends?” she asked the saurian.

      Ignoring her, the woman raised her tablet and began to page through images of her companions.

      “Yes, an interesting lot, you all are,” Yiu indicated, without a trace of emotion. “In fact, I was just speaking to your friend Kyren.”

      “Where is he? Why are we being held like this?” she snarled.

      “We’re not here to discuss that, we’re here to discuss you, Alis,” Commander Yiu deflected.

      “The charges against you and your companions are theft of Consortium property, illegal use of Consortium weaponry, and interference in a Consortium battle zone. How do you answer?” Commander Yiu growled.

      “What!? We saved your asses out there!” she retorted with exasperation.

      “Where did you obtain the Ashari?” Yiu asked bluntly, ignoring Alis’ retort.

      “Um, we found her. Finders keepers and all that,” she growled, ears going back.

      Yiu stood and placed her hands on the table, leaning down toward Alis. “We can do this the easy way, or the hard way, the choice is yours.”

      “Oooh, I’m scared. I know how the Consortium works. I’ve got rights!” she retorted defiantly.

      Releasing the table and straightening, Yiu replied, “Your rights are currently suspended. You are active combatants, so we can keep you and your friends on ice as long as we like.”

      “Active combatant? What war are you fighting? The Millennium War ended hundreds of years ago,” she asked.

      “Funny, don’t act like you don’t know what is going on. You’re a Crevak agent. I know it, don’t deny it, dammit. What I want to know is where you got the ship,” Yiu punctuated her demand with a fist slammed on the table.

      Alis flinched and realized she could be in real trouble. If the war really had resumed, then they could hold her and her companions indefinitely. They would all be screwed if she couldn’t help them. She hated having to do this, but she knew it was the only way.

      “Where I got the ship is irrelevant. You’ll need to speak to my handler, Commander Rochelle, veraxis ID number 85273, if you wish to discuss anything further,” Alis said, clamping her mouth shut.

      Yiu looked stunned, like a dog who just had its toy taken away. Snatching her tablet, she darted an angry glance at Alis as she turned and exited the room, slamming the door.
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      The marines had streamed in and roughly taken him to the floor. He was bound in flexi-cuffs and then hauled unceremoniously to his feet. He watched as Alis and Elarra both received the same treatment. However, the marines seemed unsure of how to process Benjam, so they brandished their weapons and screamed at him to follow their orders exactly or be terminated.

      “Oh dear, yes, I’ll do as you say,” Benjam squeaked, tentacles raised high in the air.

      Bags were placed over their heads, and a blindfold tied around Benjam’s face, as they were hustled off the Ashari and into the Starhammer’s bowels. Kyren cursed the bag over his head. Had he been able to see, he could have retraced their route to the Ashari. Instead, he was completely lost and at the mercy of the Consortium. He didn’t despair, but he had to admit he was quite terrified. His interaction with the Consortium this time around was playing out differently than it had when they had been aboard the Guardian.

      After many minutes of walking and several elevator rides later, the marines directed them to halt. Kyren could hear doors opening, then he was hustled into another room. The bag was withdrawn from his head and he blinked and squinted as his eyes adjusted to the glaring lights.

      A marine removed his cuffs and stepped out, the door slamming with an intimidating clank. He turned and noted the bare, tiny room. The walls were a stark white and there were chairs and a table bolted to the floor. A camera dome on the side wall revealed he was being monitored.

      Turning back to the door, he tried the handle but it was locked. Slamming his fist against the door, he cried “Hey, what the hell!? Let me out!”

      Mentally shrugging, he sat down and began to wait. Surely someone will be here soon to explain what the hell is going on, he thought. But time wore on and Kyren’s patience began to wane. He began to pound on the door and yell, to no avail. The door did not open, and there was no response from the other side.

      Frustrated, he sat down heavily in one of the chairs. With a click the door opened and he jumped up.

      “Please, sit down,” a young saurian woman in a sharply pressed uniform said brusquely, motioning to him.

      “I am Commander Yiu, of the Consortium Special Intelligence Services. I am here to discuss with you the matter of the Ashari,” she began.

      “Okay, what about it?” he responded defensively, noting her uniform was markedly different from the crew and marines.

      “First, who are you?” she said impassively.

      “My name’s Kyren.”

      “Where did you get the Ashari?” was Yiu’s next question.

      “Um, where are my friends? I think I should be allowed to see them before I answer any questions,” he replied defiantly.

      Yiu reacted with a speed that astounded him. One second he was sitting, the next he was lying flat on his back on the table, Yiu towering over him, her hand on his throat.

      “I lost my husband three days ago to a Crevak bomb, you scum. You’ve sold out your race, sold out the Consortium. The best thing you can do, the only thing you can do to save your sorry ass is to cooperate. Don’t, and there’s a special cell for you even smaller than this one, where you’ll be forgotten for as long as the war continues,” she growled at him, her tightening hand mere fractions from cutting off his breathing.

      “War?” he gasped.

      “Don’t play the fool. I know you’re a Crevak agent, so don’t try to deny it. Start answering my questions, or you’re gone. Understand?” she said as she released her grip on his throat.

      He quickly scrambled back into his chair and glowered darkly at her, fighting back his urge to retort.

      “Now, again, where did you get the Ashari?”

      “We found her,” he replied quickly.

      “Where?”

      “I don’t remember,” he said, but quickly backpedaled. “I mean, I don’t remember the system name, but I know it was in Crevak territory.”

      Yiu began to tap in commands on the tablet she had been holding, quickly returning her attention to him.

      “See, now isn’t this better? Cooperation is your only tactic here, Kyren. I’m glad you realize that,” she said in an even tone.

      “Now, let’s discuss your companions,” she commanded.

      Kyren spent the next few minutes answering her questions, carefully avoiding discussing the Oracle’s abilities and their encounter with Tharox. Her tablet let out a chime and she stood up abruptly.

      “We will speak again,” Yiu said, turning and knocking heavily on the door. She was let out and it resealed with a clunk.

      Kyren wasn’t sure how long he had been waiting, but it had to have been several hours or more. His patience was wearing thin and he was beginning to feel the first tinges of fear. What if they put him in a cell and forgot about him, like Yiu said?

      The door clicked open, breaking him out of his brooding thoughts. He looked up, expecting to see the glowering Yiu, but instead his gaze was met by a blue haired rillian woman, dressed in the same uniform as Yiu.

      “Kyren, yes? Come with me,” the rillian said, her cat ears twitching and alert.

      “What? Where? And who are you?” he asked, suddenly not so sure he wanted to leave the interrogation room.

      “Don’t worry,” she said, stepping back through the door. “You’re free, for now at least. Yiu might have her way in the end, but for now you’re under my protection.”

      Kyren followed. Waiting in the hall was Alis, Elarra, and Benjam.

      “Kyren,” Alis said, stepping forward and hugging him. He returned the embrace, her body warm against his.

      “So what the hell is going on? Who are you,” he said, turning toward the rillian woman.

      She chuckled, “Sorry, I guess I really should introduce myself. I’m Commander Geri Rochelle, Consortium Special Intelligence Services.”

      Then it hit him, the answer to the nagging feeling of familiarity he had when he looked at her. He looked from one to the other, the relation obvious now. This was Alis’ mother.
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      “Hi, nice to meet you, Alis’ mom,” Kyren said grinning and extending his hand.

      She shook it firmly and returned the smile. Then her face darkened.

      “We should get out of here while we still can. Yiu is likely trying to override me right now. I don’t think Captain Ardoss will budge but let’s not stick around to find out,” Geri urged.

      “What about the Ashari?” Alis asked, trepidation in her voice.

      “Sorry honey, but you’re ship is lost. The Consortium has her now, nothing we can do about it,” she soothed.

      “Shit,” was all Alis said.

      Kyren realized they had lost the Ashari and felt a smoldering anger. They had saved the Consortium, not just from the pirates, but from Tharox’s threat. But if Benjam was correct in his theory, then none of it actually happened. They should at least be grateful about the pirate encounter, shouldn’t they? We saved their bacon, after all, he thought.

      “So what exactly is going on? Why is this Yiu lady all over us? I assume the rest of you all got leaned on like I did?” Kyren asked.

      “Oh yes, she was terribly unpleasant. She threatened to start ripping off tentacles as fast as they grow back unless I talked,” Benjam whined.

      “Yes, her tactics were indeed harsh, ” Elarra confirmed.

      “Seems like she’s got a vendetta against the Crevak and thinks we’re spies,” Kyren explained, following Geri as she led them toward the hangar bay.

      “I’ll explain more when we’re safely aboard my shuttle. I don’t want to risk being overheard,” she said with finality before dropping into silence.

      They reached the hangar bay where Geri had parked her shuttle without incident. Kyren expected the marines to return at any moment, pop around the corner and apprehend them again. But they boarded her shuttle uneventfully. Geri sat down at the pilot’s console, Alis to the seat next to her, the others filed into the rows of seats directly behind.

      Geri began the warm up sequence on the shuttle’s engines and turned to face them. “This’ll be the short version, so listen close. The Crevak have reignited the war. They’ve been wiping the floor with us. And they’ve got spies among our ranks, as Yiu claims. Either they have agents within High Command or have compromised our communication encryption. Or both. SIS could be compromised, too. So I don’t know who I can trust.”

      “You can trust us, mom,” Alis said reassuringly.

      “Yes, I’m sure I can,” she smiled as she affectionately rubbed Alis’ shoulder.

      “Yeah, we can be trusted, we took out Tharox after all!” Benjam boasted.

      Geri looked puzzled, “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Never mind that,” Kyren said, hoping Benjam wouldn’t elaborate. They would sound crazy, and Kyren absolutely did not want to look crazy in front of Alis’ mother.

      “Okay, then let’s get out of here,” she said, turning back to the piloting console.

      Geri opened a comm channel with the ship’s traffic control and requested permission to depart.

      “Negative, departure not permitted,” the voice crackled over the speaker. “Power down and exit your craft. Captain Ardoss’ orders.”

      “No!” was all Kyren could manage.

      “Punch it, mom!” Alis cried.

      Instead, Geri powered down the shuttle.

      “Everyone please listen. The Starhammer is compromised. The ambush proves she’s got a spy, or spies aboard. I want you to do as they say. I’ll do my best to get you out of this but if you don’t cooperate it’ll be far more complicated,” Geri instructed.

      Alis looked as if she’d been kicked in the gut by a mule. He knew she must’ve felt betrayed, but he just felt frustrated. Geri got up and walked to the shuttle’s door and tapped the control panel. The door slid back to reveal a line of marines, fully armed but this time wearing simple body armor, instead of the armored exo-suits they had sported when they boarded the Ashari.

      Standing in the center of the line was Yiu and a man who Kyren could only assume was Captain Ardoss. Yiu had a smug look on her face. The Captain’s wrinkly face, framed by large mutton chops, was an impassive mask.

      “I’m afraid I can’t let you leave, Commander Rochelle. We need to resolve this before we can let your daughter and her companions go,” the Captain spoke in a deep baritone.

      “Kyren!” Elarra said shakily, grabbing hold of Kyren’s arm.

      Her eyes had gone completely white and she began to collapse. He had to grab her to keep her upright. A few seconds passed and her eyes returned to normal. Elarra had just had another vision.
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      Elarra had been afraid before, but the visions she was having now terrified her. The visikaji, the first vision she had ever had, her so-called death-vision, had also terrified her for sure. But she had been an actual child of eleven when she’d had it. The visions she was having since her death and subsequent resurrection were just as terrifying. And she had no idea what they meant.

      That was the worst part, the uncertainty. She’d had a long life to contemplate her prior visions, all of them leading up to the defeat of Tharox. Elarra had known they would triumph, and she had even accepted her fate, grim as it had been. But these visions were different, somehow. She couldn’t quantify it, not yet. Something had changed, though.

      As she faded back to reality, she caught the tail end of the Captain and Geri exchanging some heated words.  Yiu just stood by glaring.

      After some debate, Geri turned and said to Alis, “Please honey, just do as they say. We’ll straighten this out real quick. Once we reach Regalis and rejoin the forty-seventh fleet we can get an Arbitrator involved.”

      “But… wait!” Alis cried desperately.

      After taking them into custody and binding them again, Yiu and the marines led them to a row of small holding cells that contained nothing more than a steel commode and a cot bolted to the floor.

      Yiu shoved her into one of the cells and said under her breath, “filthy abomination!”

      The door slammed behind her and latched with an ominous clunk, dread filling her heart. She was alone with her visions now. It didn’t take long for them to return, either.

      As it had been in her previous vision, she ran down a city street, pushing against a crowd of people scrambling the opposite way. Fighting her way to a parked car, she climbed up onto its’ roof. Several streets over, a rocket launched skyward. It looked strange somehow, almost organic. From all over the city, more strange organic rockets lofted into the sky. The sound was deafening, even blocks away.

      Smoke and burnt fuel billowed over the crowd and she began to choke and cough. Through the billowing clouds of smoke, silhouetted against the horizon, a giant robot battled some kind of massive six-legged alien beast. It had a segmented torso and each leg ended in a three-clawed hand. The head was broad and flattened, the face pugnacious. The wide mouth was filled with many teeth.

      The crowd began to shriek and panic. Elarra watched as a wave of creatures, miniature versions of the great beast on the horizon, surged into the crowd. They ripped and tore, flesh and blood slicking the street as they bit and slashed with their claws. Then they creatures began carrying their victims away, destined for the rockets, she knew somehow. Destined to fuel the launch.

      The vision ended. She was once again lying on her back on the incredibly uncomfortable cot. She knew one thing from that vision, though. The giant creature, somehow she knew what it was called. Kirugi. And that it would spell doom for the galaxy if it wasn’t stopped.

      But what was it? What the hell was a Kirugi? She knew only one place that she might get the answers she needed. Duniya, the world that had been adopted by the liadi council as the seat of their power. She could consult the Elder Council, they should be able to provide guidance. She still thought of Duniya as her home, even though she had lived more years away than not.

      She spent at least a day locked up, if not more. She knew because she had received three meals, all through a slot in the bottom of the door. The food was the usual for spacefarers, re-hydrated soy protein patties and nutri-gelatin. Terrible, really. Damn did she miss her Pygars and their food.

      She had no visitors, not even Yiu. She had expected the tenacious agent to refuse to give up, but Alis’ mother must have been able to hold her off. Perhaps they would be able to straighten this all out and be on their way. Surely they must have reached Regalis by now. They had made several warp jumps, but hadn’t had one in the last few hours. She suspected the Starhammer had reached her destination.

      The lights began to flicker and then went out. Red emergency lighting came on short moments later. The door clunked and creaked open a crack. Elarra tentatively pushed it open and leaned out into the hall. Kyren, Alis, and Benjam were emerging from their cells as well, looking just as puzzled as she was. Alarm klaxons began to sound and the door at one end of the corridor sealed with a whoosh, the control panel going red.

      “What is going on? I mean, what does all this mean?” Benjam said as he slithered into the corridor.

      “Yeah, Alis, what’s up?” Kyren said over the din of the alarms.

      “SELF DESTRUCT SEQUENCE INITIATED. T-MINUS FIVE MINUTES TO DETONATION. EVACUATE… EVACUATE…” a disembodied mechanical voice blared over the intercom before Alis could respond.

      “Self destruct?! Oh dear, we’ve got to get out of here,” Benjam cried.

      “Shit!” Alis yelled. “Kyren, do you think you can get us back to the hangar and the Ashari?”

      “Yeah, I should be able to,” he replied, and set off rapidly toward the unlocked door at the other end of the hall.

      Elarra and the others followed him. They reached the door and Kyren was about to palm the panel when the door slid back into the wall. Startled he stepped back, tripping over Benjam’s tentacles and spilling to the floor. Elarra watched his face turn red as he looked up and saw Alis’ mom, offering her hand to him.

      “Sorry to have startled you, Kyren. We’ve got to move, now,” she said as she helped him to his feet.

      Not hesitating, they dashed through the corridors, while Benjam squiggled and squirmed at top speed, all the way to the hangar bay. By the time they reached it, panting and out of breath, the mechanical voice was now counting down from fifty-nine… fifty-eight… fifty-seven…

      “Nooooooooooo! Where is she?!?” Alis cried in agony.

      Elarra stared at the empty bay, where the Ashari had once been parked.
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      “Oh no! What are we gonna do! Aaaaaah!” Benjam screamed.

      This situation was going from bad to worse with a rapidity that left Benjam spinning. He began to anxiously wave his tentacles, fear knotting his insides.

      “We’ll take my shuttle, over there,” Geri said, pointing at a large white swept-wing craft, roughly a quarter the size of the Ashari.

      At least the ship looked space-worthy, and capable of great speed. If his mental calculations were correct they would need all the acceleration they could muster to escape the nova that would be created when the ship’s singularity core blew.

      Not waiting a second longer, Geri keyed the panel and the door hissed upward in a gull-wing fashion. Benjam was about to scramble aboard when shots rang out. He quailed as he saw Yiu advancing on them from across the hangar, pistol out and firing a steady stream of rounds.

      The rounds stitched along the ship’s hull, heading right for Geri. Benjam grimaced, he knew this was going to hurt, he almost couldn’t do it. But she had saved them, and was their only means of escape. He threw himself bodily in front of her.

      “Ow!” he screamed as bullets tore into his body, spraying blackish blood all over his companions.

      Yiu’s firing ceased as she scrambled to reload, not slowing her advance. The others scrambled aboard, but Benjam was still wounded, his regeneration had not completed. He tried to climb aboard but fell over. Kyren turned and grabbed him by a tentacle and heaved.

      He slid into the shuttle, leaving a slick of black blood behind. The door closed just as Yiu began unloading another clip. He heard Geri and Alis at the controls, powering up the shuttle.

      “What the hell is going on? Why is the ship self-destructing?” Kyren asked, finally voicing Benjam’s sentiment.

      “It must be Crevak spies, they must have infiltrated the ship,” Geri replied.

      “Um, actually, uh… I think I know what it is,” Alis interjected as her hands flew over the control panel.

      “What?” her mom asked.

      “Yeah, uh, the Ashari… she picked up a few Garloks,” she said embarrassedly.

      “Oh hell, Alis!” Geri said as she lifted the shuttle off and began to hover toward the exit and the open space beyond.

      The open space that Benjam could now see was full of weapons fire. Plasma beams lanced by, streams of metallic projectiles from turbo railgun turrets filled the space like a rain of death. They were going to fly straight into it! This had gone from worse to awful. He grabbed ahold of the row of seats behind the piloting consoles and anchored himself.

      Which had been quite fortuitous, as moments later the shuttle lurched and jolted as something impacted with it. A second later he saw the fighter craft that had sideswiped them race ahead and spin a one-eighty, lining up the barrels of the twin railguns for a kill shot on the shuttle. Yiu grinned menacingly from the cockpit.

      “Aaaaaaaaaahhhhh!” he couldn’t help himself and let out a wail.

      Thankfully Geri was primed and reacted with surprising speed, juking the ship to the side and kicking the thrusters into full burn. She managed to dodge Yiu’s barrage and rocket past, blasting out of the hangar at full throttle.

      And right into the maelstrom. All Benjam could do was hang on and hope for the best, even though their situation seemed inescapable. He watched the Starhammer as escape pods blew out the sides of the ship, dozens after dozens after dozens. The weapons were tracking them, destroying most before they could get out of range, he realized in horror.

      Yiu blew past the cockpit window in the fighter craft and circled for another attack run. The cannons unloaded and the rounds tore into Geri’s shuttle, generating a shower of sparks and smoke from an access panel in the cockpit. He heard the air filtration system begin working overtime to try to clear the smoke. The shuttle lurched as one of the engines blew out under Yiu’s withering fire.

      “Alis we need to jump, now. We’ll never get free of the blast zone in time, and we can’t fend off Yiu forever,” Geri said.

      “Okay, give me a minute to find the destination and calculate the jump vector,” Alis replied.

      “We don’t have time!” Geri exclaimed. “Just jump us!”

      Alis worked frantically at the controls and then cried, “I can’t, mom! I can’t calculate it.”

      Benjam heaved himself over to the terminal and quickly analyzed the destination. Alis had chosen the nearest star, unidentified, as their destination. He only had microseconds to make the calculation, but his advanced brontian mental capacity allowed him to find the solution, to predict the vector necessary.

      “There, jump!” Benjam squeaked triumphantly as he punched in the jump vector he had just solved for.

      Millisecond before she hit the jump button, Yiu unloaded another barrage, the rounds tearing into the ship and knocking it off course from their jump vector. And then jump sickness hit, briefly incapacitating Benjam. Of course his brontian constitution allowed him to shake it off far quicker than his companions.

      “Aaaaah! Alis!! Geri!!” he cried as he realized the ship was filled with smoke and alarm klaxons were wailing.

      Hissing sounds accompanied the alarms, as the craft began to vent to space.

      Alis shook her head groggily and said, “Hrrrmph… Yiu must’ve knocked us off our jump vector. We passed through the wormhole off-center! The ship’s sustained major damage.”

      Geri finally came around and confirmed Alis’ fears, “we’ve got hull breaches all over. The engines are down and life support is failing. Where are we Alis?”

      Benjam quailed. This had gone from awful to appalling, and he knew it would get worse. Much worse. He knew as a brontian he could survive the vacuum of space. It wouldn’t be pleasant but it wouldn’t kill him. Unfortunately his fleshy companions would not be so fortunate.

      “I couldn’t find a target so I selected the nearest star,” Alis explained through the din.

      “I’m attempting to seal the bulkheads, maybe we can stop the decompression,” Geri said, her hands flying over the flickering holopanel. “Alis, hit the emergency beacon.”

      No sooner had the beacon activated when a call came through the comm channel. “Unidentified vessel, are you in distress?” a gruff male voice came through the audio system.

      “Affirmative, we are in need of rescue, our ship is damaged beyond repair and rapidly decompressing,” Geri replied.

      “Prepare your airlock for docking,” the voice replied.

      Alis and Geri spent several moments working at their respective control stations and then stood. “C’mon, let’s go, quickly,” Geri said leading them through the billowing smoke and steam from the bridge and to the airlock.

      There was a loud clunk that was heard over the din of alarms and the rushing of atmosphere rapidly leaving their craft. The airlock cycled and the door hissed open. Standing menacingly in the doorway, cradling a large plasma rifle in his robotic arms, stood Tharox.
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      The communication arrived on Darius’ private channel, his console chirping softly. He walked to his door and engaged the lock, then returned to his console and hit the play key on the small holopanel.

      “The Warrrmassssterrr demandsss yourrr presssence forrr the firssst tessst,” Battlehand Grimlok hissed through his bat-like muzzle, ears quivering and black oily skin glistening in the harsh lighting. The recording of Grimlok’s countenance then listed the coordinates for the test, along with a galactic coordinated time.

      The journey to the test site had been long, many jumps and gate-hops to reach the outskirts of the galactic plane from his home world of Duniya. He jumped into orbit around the star Kitor and began to burn for the nearest planet. The Crevak battleship in the distance grew in size as he approached, continuing to enlarge until it nearly filled his viewscreens. By the rho’kar this ship was massive! It was probably the largest ship in the galaxy, he thought to himself.

      Alone, the ship would have wreaked devastation on the Consortium in a matched battle. With the aid of the spies Warmaster Vlanchek had implanted within the Consortium, he would also be granted tactical advantage. Even so, the Crevak were not indestructible. The Consortium would still find victory, no matter how small the chance. This new weapon would guarantee that victory went to Vlanchek.

      He commanded his ship’s biomechanical independent intelligence, or BII, to circle the craft and land in the hangar bay. As the ship banked, he caught his first look of the red sphere. It had been mounted near the bow of the ship, anchored between two massive pylons. It’s red surface swirled and ate up the light.

      Darius truly had no idea what it was, just that it was a weapon. He had learned of its existence years ago, in a vision. He had foreseen that it would be the only way to stop the swarm that was coming, the only weapon capable of defeating the Sky Strider. Without it, the galaxy would surely fall to the swarm that would accompany the great beast. Unfortunately, the Consortium had to fall too.

      The BII landed his small corsair gracefully in the hangar bay. Vlanchek was waiting for him, his bony plated face an unreadable mask. He stood six and a half feet tall, with broad shoulders and a powerful build. His body was covered in dull rust-brown armored plating, capable of deflecting most small arms fire. Intentionally evolved for war, the xalorn had been bio engineered by a long-forgotten alien race.

      “Darius, come. The first test is nearly underway,” Vlanchek growled, turning on his heel, his entourage following.

      They reached the bridge and Vlanchek gave the order. The communications officer began broadcasting, and then they waited.

      “Soon the fools will investigate the emergency SOS beacon we have activated. They will believe it to be a large starliner under attack by pirates. The Consortium will send several ships to defend the liner,” Vlanchek rumbled.

      Darius watched as two shining white Consortium vessels warped into view. They immediately began evasive maneuvers and opened fire when they saw the massive Crevak battleship.

      “Fire the weapon!” Vlanchek bellowed.

      A dull red beam emanated from the sphere and lanced into the first Consortium vessel, completely ignoring it’s shields. It swept down the ship’s length, sending up a small shower of sparks and smoke. By the time the beam reached the end of the craft, it had all but gone dark. Weapons no longer fired, yet the hull was still intact. The ship just drifted in space, as if dead.

      The second Consortium vessel broke off and began to line up on a jump vector.

      “Don’t let them escape! Fire again!”

      “Ssssirrrr, the weapon isss rrrrecharging, we can’t firrrre yet,” Grimlok responded bleakly.

      “Conventional weapons, fire now!”

      The ship opened up with its’ lasers and plasma turrets, but was a second too late. The Consortium vessel disappeared with a flash.

      “Gaaaah!” Vlanchek cried in anger. “Grimlok, prepare the boarding party, five squads with heavy weapons.”

      “Aye sssirrr.”

      Darius knew he had to accompany Vlanchek, but was unconcerned. He had foreseen it. The Consortium ship would be intact, allowing the Crevak to claim her as a prize. The entire ship would be as a tomb, though. Almost all of the crew would be dead, killed by invisible but deadly radiation, cooked from the inside out.
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      Kyren froze in fear, unable to respond. How had Tharox returned? They were doomed for sure. Apparently Benjam felt similar terror and it must’ve been too much for him to bear. He toppled to the deck with a squishy thud. He noticed Alis assuming a defensive stance, her wrench transforming into a large hammer.

      Short moments passed and he shrugged off his fear, finally reacting. He stepped in front of his companions and raised his fists. Tharox cocked his head and then slung the rifle over his shoulder.

      “Sorry, didn’t know if you were pirates, luring me in. Now quickly, before your ship decompresses,” Tharox motioned them to board his craft.

      Righting himself, Benjam returned to vertical, an embarrassed look somehow appearing on his alien face. Kyren was puzzled. He hesitated, and then lowered his fists. Tharox motioned again, but Kyren was still doubtful.

      “Perhaps we should board his craft,” Elarra spoke up, her child’s voice, nearly drowned out by the alarms.

      Kyren took several tentative steps, then walked into the belly of the beast. The others followed. The airlock door hissed shut behind them and the airlock cycled, revealing the dim interior of Tharox’s ship, the corridor lit by faint emergency lights lining the bottom of the walls.

      He led them aboard and then spoke aloud, “disengage docking clamp, retract airlock.”

      A disembodied female voice spoke from hidden speakers, “affirmative, big daddy.”

      “Welcome aboard my ship, the Radiant Star. Isa, introduce yourself,” Tharox rumbled.

      The female voice began to speak, “Welcome to the Radiant Star. I am a biomechanical independent intelligence, or BII. You may address me as Isa.”

      Still stunned, none of them spoke until Kyren mustered the courage, “What are you doing in this system?”

      “My name is Tharox, and I have been searching for a hidden Crevak outpost. What happened to you? I picked up your incoming warp signature and came to investigate. Looks like your ship was in a serious battle, what with all those holes punched in it.”

      He seemed to notice Geri’s uniform for the first time and his face darkened ominously, “Consortium, eh?”

      “I am,” Geri said while stepping forward. “The others are civilians.”

      Tharox frowned and glared at her. Kyren watched her jaw tense and her eyes focus, and he knew she was preparing for violence. A look of conflict passed across Tharox’s face, and then his glare softened. Kyren watched Geri noticeably relax, and his own pounding heart slowed.

      “And what is the Consortium doing here?” Tharox asked, a hard edge to his voice.

      “We were escaping a battle, and were severely damaged, so we jumped to get away. But we passed through the wormhole off-center, sustaining terminal damage,” Geri explained.

      “And who were you battling?” he pressed.

      Kyren considered lying but decided it would be too risky. And he remembered that Tharox harbored a hatred of the Consortium. At least he had when they had met him before.

      Preempting Geri, he spoke up. “We were trying to escape from a Consortium vessel.”

      She threw him a sidelong glance, but he disregarded the warning. Tharox appeared to consider Kyren’s words for a moment.

      “So you’re fugitives from the Consortium?” Tharox queried.

      “Yes, we’ve been wrongfully accused of crimes against the Consortium,” Kyren explained.

      This seemed to satisfy Tharox because Kyren noticed his posture relax.

      “Well then, let me welcome you aboard again. I’ve no love for the Consortium, so you’re safe here.”

      “Thank you. Perhaps I could convince you to deliver us to Duniya,” Elarra cut in, producing her chipscan from a pocket. “I can make it worthwhile.”

      Tharox chuckled, “You’re mighty direct, young one, but there’s no need for that. Isa, how far is the Duniya system?”

      “Locating Duniya in astromech database… Located. Would you prefer gate travel or warp jump only?” questioned Isa.

      “Let’s avoid the gates for now, Isa. Please calculate a jump-only path,” Tharox decided.

      “Affirmative,” Isa confirmed.

      Several seconds went by as Isa’s organic nano-computer components processed through millions of stars and other bodies, such as black holes and neutron stars, locating the optimal path.

      “Route calculated. Time to destination, eleven hours. Fuel estimate, twenty-five nanocrons.”

      “Thank you Isa, run the warm up routines on the warp generator please,” Tharox ordered.

      “You all have names, I assume,” Tharox questioned, the lenses of his cyber-eyes clicking and glinting as he studied them.

      “I’m Elarra,” she responded promptly.

      “Yeah, I’m Kyren,” he began. When Alis and Benjam failed to speak, he added, “And Benjam and Alis, here too. Really, thank you for saving us.”

      “I’ve got to go prime the engine, I’ll be back shortly,” Tharox said.

      As soon as he had departed Alis said, “What in the hell?! Benjam, what is going on?”

      “Well, it would seem that in our altered timeline, he hasn’t found the Epsilon Computer.”

      “Yeah, but he obviously still harbors animosity for the Consortium,” Kyren said.

      “Perhaps it is more than mere coincidence, our meeting,” Elarra interjected.

      “Alis, do you want to tell me what you’re talking about?” Geri asked, looking confused.

      “I’ll explain later, mom,” Alis deflected.

      Geri’s ears twitched in annoyance as a slight frown creased her brow.

      “So what do we do now? And what is on Duniya anyway, Elarra?” Kyren asked her.

      “Duniya is the liadi home world. I may find guidance there to understand my recent visions,” Elarra began.

      “Yeah, your recent visions… what’s been going on, Elarra?” Kyren questioned further.

      “I will explain when we reach Duniya, I promise.”

      “I’ll hold you to that,” Kyren promised in return.

      The BII spoke, interrupting them, “While we wait, would you like a tour of the Radiant Star?”

      “Yes, Isa, I’d like to see more of the ship,” Alis said enthusiastically.

      “You would, my daughter,” Geri said affectionately.

      Alis’ ears fell flat as she gave her mother a disgruntled look.

      “What would you like to see, Miss Alis?” Isa asked pleasantly.

      “Ooh, the engines. Wait, the power core, no let me look at schematics…” she trailed off, making her way to the console that was now displaying engineering schematics of the ship.

      “Well, she’ll be awhile. But I’m sure you knew that,” Geri chuckled and winked at Kyren.
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      Tharox returned to the bridge and began working at his control panel. He wondered what the hell he was doing. He’d never had anyone else aboard his ship before. Much less the Consortium, even if they had gone rogue and were outlaws.

      “So this ship is controlled by your BII, eh? No piloting needed?” Alis asked him inquisitively.

      “Correct, Isa handles most of the crew functions” Tharox said, turning to face her.

      She flinched under his cold cybernetic gaze, ears twitching back reflexively. He felt a measure of satisfaction at having that effect, then felt an equal measure of guilt. It was strange how complicated things became with other people around. He noticed her gaze drift to the holopanel above one of the control stations.

      “Go ahead, take a look if you’re interested,” Tharox said, waving his hand toward the console.

      She sat down quickly and began to pan through the ship’s capabilities.

      Isa began, “the Radiant Star has no weapons or shields and is lightly armored, but hosts a wide array of sensors and communications capabilities. Also, my engine is a baryonic condenser, very fast. And I have a warp drive with a two-hundred-fifty light year range, so I can jump damn near anywhere. Oh, sorry, was I bragging?”

      Alis chuckled at Isa. Thankfully Isa must have sensed his discomfort and was trying to intervene. This brought a moment of sadness as he remembered how intuitive his wife had also been.

      Alis brought herself to look at Tharox again, her ears still quivering, “Um, thanks for saving us, we’d have been goners if you hadn’t been there.”

      “I’m glad I could help a fellow victim of the Consortium. So anyway, what’re you folks accused of? Why’re they after you?”

      He realized he was intimidating, but they seemed even more jumpy than they should be.

      “Stand by for jump sequence… five…” Isa began, as he was wondering what these people had been up to.

      “Never mind, we’ll talk after jump,” he cut in.

      “Four, three, two, one…” Isa continued and the ship began the first of many jumps that would occur over the next eleven hours.

      They spent the time in relative silence, most of them seemingly unwilling or unable to engage Tharox in meaningful conversation. Geri started to warm up to him as they spoke, but the others remained skittish.

      “The Consortium is hunting me as well, so know you are safe here,” he said, attempting to reassure them.

      “So what’re they after you for?” Geri asked.

      He could tell she was attempting to deflect his earlier question. He didn’t want to reveal his story until he had heard theirs. If they became a threat he could always put them out the airlock, right? Something in the back of his mind said no, he couldn’t do that. He realized he was stuck with them, so he decided to tell his tale.

      “I’ve been on the run for a number of years. I’ve not had any visitors, not since…” he trailed off, aware of the pained look he must be wearing. “The short version is, I stole this ship.”

      “So this is a Beryllius-class scout cruiser?” Alis asked eagerly.

      “You are correct.”

      “How did you manage to steal a scout cruiser, complete with BII, from the Consortium?” Elarra wondered aloud, as if to no one.

      Tharox remained silent, and Isa offered no more. They arrived at the Duniya system after another series of short warps, entering into a distant planetary orbit. The ship was immediately hailed.

      “Unidentified vessel please transmit ID codes immediately or be considered hostile,” the harsh guttural voice came over the comm.

      “Isa, please upload identification package delta,” Tharox instructed his BII.

      “Identity confirmed. Please state the purpose of your visit to Duniya.”

      Tharox turned around and looked at them, settling on Elarra. “What do I say?”

      “Let them know Elarra has returned to meet with the High Council,” Elarra instructed.

      Tharox directed Isa to request approach vectors and an orbital path, while Alis played with the ship’s sensors. Isa navigated them into their dictated orbital path, establishing a stable orbit around the planet.

      “Isa, please contact the liadi council on comm one-seven-one-seven,” Elarra instructed after Isa confirmed their orbit.

      The comm crackled. Elarra stepped close and responded, “this is Elarra, I request an audience with the council.”

      “Identity confirmed, welcome home Elarra,” the small voice on the other end said.

      “I’ll take you to the surface in my shuttle,” Tharox offered. “I could use some fresh air.”

      “Have your shuttle follow the predetermined landing course we are uploading now,” the voice recommended.

      They followed him through the Radiant Star to the back of the ship, where a circular portal in the floor revealed a ladder leading down into his small shuttlecraft, tucked within the ship’s underbelly.

      This had been a strange ride, but Tharox was glad that it was over. He would do some trading, buy supplies, maybe even have a drink. Then he would move on again, back to the stars and his lonely wandering. It was what he knew. He had lost too much, been changed too deeply, to be anything other than a loner.

      He sat down in the piloting console and the eager young rillian sat directly behind him. Despite her obvious aversion to him, she was deeply interested in his ship, and seemed to be hitting it off with Isa.

      Isa. He hadn’t thought about her feelings. Maybe she was enjoying some company other than his? Maybe she needed something more. She had been somber and morose as of late. Come to think of it, he had been particularly dour lately as well. Maybe this encounter was a good thing after all. Maybe it was a dose of what they both needed.

      He shrugged mentally and powered the shuttle on, running his pre-flight checks and preparing the shuttle’s navigation system. There was a clunk as he tapped the disengage button and the shuttle drifted free of the Radiant Star.

      “So who is this Council, Elarra?” Tharox heard Kyren ask from the rear seats.

      “The Council of Elders, they are the wisest amongst us. They guide our people. They will understand what has happened better than I,” Elarra replied softly.

      Tharox forced himself to remember that these people, while they seemed to be nice enough, were definitely hiding something. Best to let them be on their way, he supposed.

      “So do you know this  Council? Have you met them before?” Alis asked Elarra.

      “Yes, I have met them on several occasions. We discussed my visions and my role in the future. They provided me with the resources I’ve needed to pursue my visions. They will help again,” Elarra explained confidently.

      Tharox lined the shuttle up on the predetermined reentry vector and powered the thrusters up. The shuttle began to plow into the planet’s atmosphere.

      “Hold on folks, we’re in for some chops,” Tharox warned them, as the exterior of the craft began to glow orange-red and the ship started to shudder and shake.

      Many minutes later the fire receded, the shaking subsided, and the windshield framed an expanse of green and blue before them. The shuttle flew toward a great city upon the horizon, towering skyscrapers sprawling out before them. He heard Elarra gasp from the back seat.

      “Elarra, what is it?” Kyren asked, worry coloring his voice.

      “It’s just… so different than when I was here last.”

      “What do you mean?” Benjam squeaked, concern evident in his voice too.

      “No, it’s… nothing wrong… just, the skyscrapers, there weren’t any last time I was here. They’ve been industrious, it seems, since I’ve been away,” Elarra explained.

      Tharox could hear the uncertainty in her voice, though. He wondered what they were possibly flying into, as he lined the shuttle up to approach the landing pad at the outskirts of the city. Minutes later, he deftly touched the shuttle down and powered off the engines.
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      Elarra didn’t know what to expect. Since Benjam’s time bomb seemed to have reset Tharox’s existence, that meant there never was a threat to the Consortium, at least from him. She had no idea what the council would know, and how they would receive her. She was the first liadi to ever survive past their visikaji, as far as she knew. What would the council think?

      Tharox’s shuttle door opened with a whoosh, the fresh air cascading over her, the scents of grass and trees rolling in. She hopped down, landing lightly on the landing pad the shuttle had parked on. Across the platform stood three figures, their shadows long before them in the late afternoon sun.

      Two full-grown humanoid raxi framed a smaller figure between them.  The guards were slender, sinuous beings, with large leathery flaps hanging down their cheeks, emphasizing their protruding chins. Bald heads shown in the red sunlight as yellow eyes stared alertly. They bore pistols at their side. The two were identical, being genetic clones, like all of the liadi’s forces. The liadi in the middle, she recognized immediately.

      “Welcome Elarra. I have foreseen your arrival. I am Saeli, of the liadi council,” the boy bowed low, sweeping his arm to the side.  “I will escort you to your quarters. The council will meet with you in the morning.”

      He had foreseen her? Now she was the object of her people’s vision? She wanted to question him, find out what he knew. But she didn’t know where to begin.

      Saeli stepped past Elarra and spoke to her companions. “Welcome to Duniya, honored guests.”

      Elarra turned to Tharox. “I don’t know your plans, sir. But I would like to offer you the hospitality of my home world.”

      “I could afford to do some trading,” he responded, looking to Saeli. “You have a marketplace here in the city, yes?”

      “Indeed, Tharox, we do.”

      Tharox visibly flinched in surprise.

      “I have known of your arrival for some time now, please do not be alarmed,” the liadi held his arms out in an open gesture. “Welcome Kyren, Alis, Benjam, and Geri. Now why don’t we return to the city and retire somewhere more comfortable?”

      They climbed into the back of a large tracked transport of some sort, which sped them away from the landing pad toward the city looming in the distance, across the valley floor.

      Trees lined the track they drove along, and the hillsides were covered in green grass. It was springtime on Duniya, and she had forgotten how much she enjoyed it. Things were just so much more beautiful when they were lush and in bloom.

      They reached the city and drove through the relatively empty streets, arriving at a large skyscraper. Elarra craned her neck but couldn’t get a good estimate on size. The building had been constructed recently, sometime in the last fifty or sixty years, since that was the last time she had been here.

      As Saeli led them inside, he paused. “Elarra, I will take you to your quarters, while my raxi will escort your companions to theirs.”

      Elarra touched Kyren’s arm, stopping him from protesting. He just looked at her concernedly. The guards peeled off and headed for a bank of elevators. Kyren looked to Elarra, and she nodded yes, so he followed.

      Saeli escorted her to a separate elevator and they rode it to the twenty-seventh floor. Twenty-seven out of fifty-five, this building was huge in relation to the surrounding city. As the elevator rose, she pondered the situation. Saeli had admittedly had a vision about her and her companions. What else had he seen? No, this had to be nothing more than a harmless coincidence.

      The elevator stopped and the doors opened. A hallway led away from the elevator, doors lining either side. Saeli walked to the first door and swung it open, motioning Elarra inside. She tentatively crossed the threshold, peering into the dim room.

      A light shone in the center of the room, illuminating a strange chair topped by a basket of mesh, hundreds of tiny wires attached.

      “The rho’kar?” Elarra said skeptically.

      “Yes, we must have a full accounting of your experiences.”

      “Very well, if the council orders me, so I shall.” It would make it easier to relay her experiences if they could see it for themselves.

      Elarra sat down in the chair as Saeli adjusted the headgear to fit over her head. He walked over to a control panel on a pedestal and began to work the ancient analog controls. She braced herself for the rush of memory and emotion that would overwhelm her. She had been subjected before to the machine known amongst her people as the rho’kar.

      “This machine will render your memories into full scene imagery, which we will then access. We will assess you,” Saeli said ominously.

      Stunned for a moment, Elarra began to ask, “what does…” And then the rho’kar was activated and a wall of emotion hit her. She lost herself in the memories.

      When she finally returned to her senses, she was slumped in the chair, the helmet loosely hanging on her head. The room was dimly lit, a single solitary light in the center of the room above the chair created a pool of light around her. She slowly sat up and the helmet fell off, clattering to the floor. Her heart thundered in her ears as she looked around. No one lurked in the darkness, Saeli was nowhere to be seen.

      “Hello?” she said hoarsely, her throat raw. Maybe from screaming? she thought.

      There was no answer, she appeared to be alone. She began to stand up when the vision hit her.

      She was standing in front of the council, the seven leaders of all of liadi society glaring down at her. She knew them all by reputation, and had stood before them on several occasions, but had never met them face to face. There was Saeli, on the left. He wouldn’t meet her gaze. She panned over the remaining counselors; Dynor, Samiratha, Persephone, Vero, Gabai, and finally Darius on the far right.

      “We have examined your experiences…” Dynor began, his red hair shorn close to his scalp.

      “It is most troubling, what we have seen,” Persephone cut in, her dark eyes growing darker.

      Dynor continued “We have seen what you have seen, we have lived as you have lived.”

      “Abomination, that is what you are,” Persephone interrupted venomously.

      “You survived your visikaji. No liadi has ever lived through their death-vision. It is anathema,” Dynor finished.

      “The council will now render final judgment. Elarra, you are to be terminated at dawn,” Darius said.

      She saw the smoldering hatred in his eyes as he motioned for the guards to take her away. She kicked and screamed but the guards were too strong. She was deposited in a small cell, the barred door sliding shut with a clank.

      Hours later, she heard footsteps outside the cell. She faced the bars apprehensively. Had they come for her? Was it dawn already? There was no way of knowing. The footsteps slowed and Darius came into view, dressed in his gilded councilor’s robes. He approached the bars and smirked.

      “Ah, the mighty Elarra, abomination and thorn in my side. At least you would be, if you were going to live.”

      Elarra felt betrayed, and that made her angry. She stepped up to the bars and snarled, “how dare you judge me. I saved our people from destruction, the galaxy from destruction. How can you treat me this way?”

      Inching forward, Darius appeared not to notice. He leaned closer and retorted, “Personally, I don’t care if you survived a dozen visikaji, anathema or no. But you… You are going to get us all killed, and I won’t allow it. I am going to termin…”

      Elarra’s hand shot out through the bars, grabbing the front of Darius’ robes. She yanked, slamming his face into the bars, ringing them with a hollow “pang.” He stumbled back, hands going to his shattered nose.

      “I am going to enjoy tomorrow, bitch!” Darius said, turning away, stifling his bloody nose with the hem of his robe as he angrily strode out.

      Adrenaline flushed her system and she jumped up, her instincts yelling run. She bolted to the door and slammed it open, sprinting into the corridor. And right into the arms of two waiting guards. They dragged her kicking and screaming to the council hall, depositing her before the councilors.
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      Kyren had a bad feeling. He didn’t know what exactly it was, but the situation just wasn’t sitting right with him. He realized his anxiety was partly due to being separated from Elarra. The other because the guards had just led them off the elevator and into an open construction zone. The walls were gone, only a framework of metal struts and bare concrete floors. Exposed bulbs hung from the ceiling, flickering occasionally.

      One of the guards was right behind Kyren, and gave him a sharp shove, sending him staggering forward. He whirled just in time to see the butt of a pistol crashing down on his face. The impact bloodied his nose and dazed him for a moment. Shots rang out and someone shrieked, as Kyren struggled to make sense of the world around him.

      He heard Alis scream and snapped up. Several more shots rang out, fire barking from the muzzle of the gun the guard had hit him with. Kyren lunged, tackling the creature’s legs, bringing it crashing down to the floor. He scrambled on top, pinning its’ arms, and then rained down a flurry of blows. When it stopped struggling, he climbed off.

      “Ow, ow, ow, ow…” Benjam said as Alis poked at the bullet holes in his side.

      At Benjam’s feet lay the second guard, bleeding from a gunshot to the head.

      “That was you, Benjam?” Kyren asked in surprise.

      “Yes, he was rather easy to best. He hadn’t taken into account my brontian regeneration. By the time he realized I wasn’t going down, I had a good hold on his gun. The poor fool pulled the trigger on himself.”

      “Shit, what the hell is going on? Why were they trying to kill us? Alis, what is your friend into?” Geri broke in.

      “Yeah, what is she into? I don’t particularly like getting shot.” Tharox rumbled.

      Kyren turned and saw a thin stream of blood trailing from the hole punched in the flesh of his shoulder, just beside where his cybernetic arm began. Digging his fingers in, Tharox extracted the bullet and dropped it to the floor. Kyren felt an odd mix of pity and satisfaction, seeing Tharox wounded. He had been their bane, their destroyer. He had killed Elarra. Yet this man, this Tharox had not. He had never found the Epsilon Computer. And so he was a different man, wasn’t he?

      Ignoring more complex thoughts, Kyren reached down and scooped up the fallen guns, tucking one in his belt and offering the other to Geri. She gave him an approving nod.

      “We should probably find another way out of here, we definitely shouldn’t go out the way we came in. Let’s look for a service elevator or stairwell,” Geri said, leading the way deeper into the shadows.

      Alis transformed her wrench into a light and shone it around the space. Kyren could see tools and construction materials scattered about the unfinished floor, cables and wires running through beams and hanging down from the ceiling, casting sinuous shadows on the few walls standing.

      “There,” Alis pointed. “The garbage chute will get us to the ground floor, and fast.”

      Kyren eyed the chute suspiciously.

      “I’ll go first, then listen for me to give the all clear and the rest of you come down,” Geri instructed.

      She climbed into the chute and was about to descend, when Alis said “wait… mom, be careful,”

      “Of course, darling.” She gave her daughter a wink and disappeared from view.

      Shortly after, he heard her faint call from below of “all clear.”

      Alis clambered up and slid into the opening without hesitation, Benjam right after her, squeezing all of his tentacles into the tubular channel.

      “You go, I’ll bring up the rear,” Kyren told Tharox, hoping he wouldn’t sense the unease he felt.

      He didn’t react, just affixed Kyren with that cold robotic stare, and then jumped down the chute. Climbing to the edge, Kyren peered over, but could not see anything in the darkness below. Giving a few more seconds to be sure Tharox was out of the way, he jumped into the tube. The ride was wild but short, depositing him in a great trash bin at the base of the skyscraper.

      Tharox’s robotic arms reached in and helped him to climb out of the trash heap. Kyren quickly scanned his surroundings and noted Geri was on alert too, her head on a swivel, ears independently scanning back and forth. The streetlights created small islands of light, dotting the street as far down as they could see. They were alone. The streets were deserted as far as he could tell. The slight trickle of vehicles and pedestrians from earlier had all but disappeared.

      “Anyone have any idea which way back to my shuttle?” Tharox questioned. “I say we lift off ASAP.”

      “We’re not going anywhere without Elarra!” Kyren exclaimed angrily, fixing Tharox with a darker stare than he had intended.

      The hulking bathalian merely clamped his jaw tighter.

      “So we go after the girl, then we get the hell out of here?” Geri proposed.

      “That’s all well and good, but does anyone have any idea how to find Elarra? We don’t know where they took her. It isn’t like we can just barge back in there and search ground to roof, right? So what are we going to do?” Alis asked emotionally.

      “Actually, that isn’t such a bad idea, Alis,” Kyren said, pulling the pistol from his belt, examining it then flicking the safety off.

      “Oh please, let’s not do that again. I don’t like getting shot!” Benjam exclaimed, his tentacle snaking around Kyren’s wrist.

      “I suggest we watch the building entrance and try to grab someone who comes out. Then we can squeeze them for information,” Tharox suggested, miming a squeezing motion, his servos whirring and winding.

      “That is as good an idea as any,” Geri concurred.

      They began to circle around the skyscraper when Geri raised her hand, motioning everyone to stop.

      “Someone’s coming…” she whispered almost imperceptibly, her ears perked forward, locked on the corner of the building ahead.

      Soon enough, Kyren heard it as well, metallic footsteps clanging across the broad sidewalk. He drew his gun and brought it to bear, trying not to hold his breath in anticipation. A moment later a man-sized robot stepped around the corner. It was black and dark gray, with exposed struts and servo joints. The eyes were lit a dull orange. It walked in a jerky, not-quite-human way.

      Kyren was a hair’s breadth away from pulling the trigger when it threw up it’s arms and said “Don’t shoot!” in a metallic voice.

      “And why not?” Geri asked, her pistol drawing a bead on the bot’s head, ears still cocked forward.

      “If you wish to save Elarra, you must do as I say,” it responded flatly.
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      Elarra didn’t want to admit she was terrified, at least not to herself. It would shake her resolve to succumb to fear. She would resist with every last breath she had.  Events had played out exactly as her vision had shown. Now she was sitting in a cell awaiting her execution. At least she had given that smug Darius a sound thrashing.

      This time the vision hit with no warning, and she toppled to the floor.

      She was aboard a ship, alien in design. Dark, rusted metal composed the walls and deck plates, illuminated by a dim blue light. Alarm klaxons wailed and smoke wafted through the corridors. The ship shook as explosions rocked the vessel.

      “She’s going to go thermonuclear soon! We’ve got to get out of here,” Alis cried over the alarms as she emerged from a maintenance hatch.

      “Okay, I know where we are. I can get us to the shuttle bay,” Kyren said confidently as he climbed out next.

      She noticed he bore a sleek, dark gray rifle with a tiny holopanel on the side, slung across his shoulder. It was likely an energy weapon of some form, she surmised. Elarra heard the footsteps. Or did she sense them? She couldn’t be sure, the vision felt more like a waking dream, as if she could influence it. So she did, turning and pointing down the hall. “Coming,” was all she said.

      Kyren slung the weapon off his shoulder and brought it to bear. Several lizard faced thevars rounded the corner, clad in combat armor and bearing wicked looking energy rifles. Kyren’s weapon audibly charged up, then began to stream pulses of blue energy down the corridor. The blasts slammed into the first lizard-man, then continued on into the second as well. The first victim lost his head, vaporized in a cloud of blue energy. The next one took several pulses to the chest, chewing through the combat armor he wore, splattering his insides all over the third. The surviving thevar turned and bolted.

      “Shit, that one’s gonna come back with reinforcements,” Alis remarked, her ears flattening in fear.

      “Yes, we should move. Kyren, lead the way,” she said calmly.

      They followed him for a short while before she felt the footsteps again. Again she pointed them out to Kyren, and again he shot them down just as they appeared, the pulses from his weapon tearing through alien bodies like scissors through butter.

      Then Elarra’s world turned upside down. A tremendous explosion sent them tumbling to the deck. Smoke billowed from all life support interfaces, fogging the halls quickly. Kyren stood and began firing his weapon frenetically, alternating between corridors. Several narrow misses drove him back into cover.

      “Elarra!”

      He reached down and scooped her up in the crook of his arm and began to run low, choking and coughing. Wait! She thought. What about Alis? She shook herself free of his grasp just as the bulkhead door sealed behind them. Looking up, she saw Alis’ face in the small porthole in the door. Alis pointed and mouthed “GO” then disappeared back into the haze.

      Returning to consciousness, she raised her head up off the floor, just in time to see the door slide open and a robed council member stride in. She rolled over and sat up, her head swimming slightly. The robed liadi sat cross-legged in front of her and held out a small bottle of water. It was Saeli, the bastard that had put her in the chair.

      Weak and thirsty, she reached for the water, still too drained from her vision to rise just yet. Saeli removed the cap and tilted the bottle into her lips. She gulped and gasped, choking and sputtering as she sat up.

      “You son of a bitch!” she growled, as her vision swam. She shook her head and scrunched her eyes, holding her head in her hands.

      “I’m very sorry Elarra. For everything. I had no choice, really. But it will be okay, I assure you.”

      “Don’t be surprised when I doubt you,” she replied hotly.

      “Much has happened with the council and our people since you have been away. Duniya is a mere ghost of what she once was. Most of our people have fled. The council failed to rally our race… I failed. The galaxy is doomed, that much is clear. Every liadi out there has seen it, including myself, including the rest of the council.”

      “What doom are you talking about, Saeli? What has everyone seen?” she asked, forgetting her fury for a moment, suddenly curious.

      “I’m here to help you, whether you believe it or not. So I’ll tell you what I know, what I’ve seen. It has come to be known as the Sky Strider, an alien being of gigantic proportions. I’ve had visions, myself,” Saeli shuddered.

      She knew what was coming. Saeli’s description of the gargantuan six legged beast she had seen in her vision was exactly as he described.

      “And the creatures?” she asked hesitantly.

      “It is the Swarm that scours the planetary surface clean. And the biological “rockets” that send it all back into space to propagate the infestation. I know you’ve seen it all, as I have. As have the rest of our people.”

      “Every liadi? The same vision?” she said shakily, the implications unclear.

      “Yes. But none could agree on a course of action, so the majority have fled. The council remains here, paralyzed by fear. And Darius tells us to believe you are the source of our doom.”

      She snorted with derision.

      “I would not be here had I believed him, now, would I?” Saeli said, smiling disarmingly.

      “Why are you here, then?”

      “That is the question, is it not?” Saeli said, rising from the floor and straightening his council robes. He reached out his hand and helped her to her feet.

      “I came to provide comfort, and to make sure you know you still have allies out there,” Saeli offered.

      “My friends? Are they okay? Where are they?”

      “Yes, they are fine, I have seen to that. Their whereabouts are unknown to me currently, but they are in good hands. You will be reunited with them tomorrow, if everything I have seen truly comes to pass,” he said with an odd sadness, and exited the cell.

      “Wait! Saeli…” she cried, but he had already left.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

      

    

    







            Rescue Attempt

          

        

      

    

    
      Kyren lowered his weapon slightly and spoke to the robot, “why should we trust you?”

      “Because if you do not, your friend will die. You will not save her on your own,” the robot replied, lowering its’ hands. “Now follow me, we must get off the streets, they will be searching for you soon.”

      It turned and began to walk down the street. Kyren looked at Geri, who shrugged and tucked her pistol back into her waistband. They struck out after the robot, which led them to a small two story residence. As it approached the door the control panel lit green and it slid open.

      Lights blinked on as they entered, revealing modest living quarters. A sitting area with low couches and pillows surrounded a central holoconsole. Behind was a small kitchen and a door leading to a bathroom. To the side were the stairs, leading up to sleeping quarters, no doubt.

      The robot strode to the holoconsole and began to work. He brought up several video feeds and placed them to the side. Several audio feeds were also queued up. As Kyren watched, he realized he was seeing a timeline of sorts.

      There was video of them being met by Saeli, shot from a camera mounted on his vehicle. Another panel showed them entering the lobby of the central skyscraper. A third showed Elarra being hauled, kicking and screaming, into a jail cell.

      “Shit, what happened to Elarra!” Kyren cried.

      “Your friend has been taken prisoner. She is to be executed at dawn.”

      “What?! No! What can we do?” Alis exclaimed, the desperation in her voice clear.

      “There is much we can do, indeed,” the robot replied. “My master has programmed me with sufficient capacity for the task at hand.”

      “Who’s your master?” Kyren asked, unable to mask the suspicion in his voice.

      “My master is Saeli, of the liadi Council. We must work fast if we are to save Elarra.”

      “Okay, so your master is helping us by providing you. What are you capable of?” Geri cut in.

      “My capabilities are heavy manual labor, communications, and data analysis. All of which are at your disposal. Be advised, we have ten hours and sixteen minutes until the execution.”

      “What’re you called?” Alis questioned.

      “You may refer to me as DS-eight.”

      They spent the next hour coming up with the plan. Kyren wasn’t happy with it, not by a long shot. But it was the best they could manage, given their scant resources. They were going up against a superior force on their own turf. And their opponents could also see the future, there was that, too. But they had DS-eight, and while he wasn’t a battle configured bot, he would be useful at least.

      Will they see us coming? Do we even have any chance? Kyren thought in desperation. It didn’t matter though. He wouldn’t just stand by and let her die. That had happened once already, he wasn’t going to allow a repeat.

      Geri and Alis made their way to the door. Alis turned at the last moment and took Kyren in a brief embrace. As she leaned close she whispered, “be careful.”

      He reluctantly released her and said “you too.”

      He watched her walk out the door. Now he was doubly worried, damn it.

      “Come, we must get you in position soon,” DS-eight said mechanically, motioning to Kyren and Benjam.

      “Good luck, hope to see you and the small one soon,” Tharox said to Kyren.

      Kyren hesitated a moment but then took Tharox’s outstretched hand.

      “Um, yeah, you too.”

      Kyren and Benjam followed the robot to the door and out into the night. They traversed the city, waiting at each corner for DS-eight to give the all clear before venturing around. After many minutes of walking they reached a large amphitheater. DS-eight directed them past it to a large service access panel set into the sidewalk.

      The robot waved his hand over the panel’s control box and it went green. He grasped the inset handles and pulled, servos whirring. The metal doors screeched open revealing a staircase leading down below. Maintenance lighting flickered on and illuminated the narrow passageway.

      “Do you recall the navigational route?” the robot questioned Kyren while handing him a handheld light.

      “Yes, I know how to get there. I know the signal. We’ll be ready.”

      Kyren followed his mental map and located the ladder leading up to a drainage grate, which should be at the center of the pit in front of the amphitheater’s stage. Now it was just a matter of waiting. Which wasn’t easy. They passed the time in silence and near perfect darkness.

      Hours later, they began to see a faint glow coming down through the shaft above. Soon after they began to hear a faint murmur of voices.

      “We should get in position now, Benjam,” he recommended. His breathing quickened and anticipation burned in his stomach.

      Benjam scaled the ladder until he was just below the grate, Kyren waited below him. Soon the murmur of the amassing crowd began to filter down to them. Benjam fidgeted nervously.

      “Patience Benjam. Be ready for the distraction. When they arrive, that’s when we move. No sooner, no later. Got it?”

      Benjam gulped, “yes.”

      Kyren put his hand on one of Benjam’s tentacles. “You can do this, be brave for Elarra, my friend.”

      Benjam let out tiny squeak, whether in affirmation or just from fear, he couldn’t tell. Suddenly, a cacophony of cheers, jeers, and heckles rang out from above, but Kyren was unable to make out any individual voices.

      “Wait for it…” Kyren urged an agitated Benjam.

      All went quiet above, and Kyren began to fear the worst. What if Geri and Alis couldn’t get back in time? Should he and Benjam make their move now? Should they do what they could now, rather than sit back and wait for Elarra to die?

      No. They had to stick to the plan, it was their only chance to escape with her. Even if they snatched Elarra from her doom, they still had to escape the planet. Their plan was the only way. So he took a deep breath, and waited.

      He strained to hear a single voice speaking above, catching only every few words, unable to discern the meaning. And then heard it, the distant rumble of an aircraft flying low, thrusters purring. Geri and Alis had made it. Almost time! The sound grew louder and louder, yet still he waited, holding fast to Benjam’s tentacle.

      The thrusters’ roar had built to a crescendo and Kyren determined the shuttle should be nearly overhead. “Now!” he screamed, releasing his grasp on Benjam’s tentacle. The brontian exploded upward, surging into the metal grate covering the drainage shaft, but it refused to budge. Benjam strained and groaned, and still it refused to budge. He gave one final heave and it broke free with a “pang!” Benjam surged up and out of the shaft with a mighty “Raaawwwrrrr!”

      Kyren scrambled out behind him and tried to take in the situation as quickly as possible. He knew he would only have moments to act, so he swung his head around. Tharox’s shuttle was buzzing the amphitheater, causing the liadi in the stands to scatter. As he whirled he spotted Elarra up on the stage. Several guards surrounded her, and she struggled with another liadi, a boy with a sandy brown bob.

      They whirled and danced, Kyren spotted a chrome syringe in his hand. Elarra had his wrist and she was driving it toward the boy’s face. Seeming to get past their hesitation, several of the guards attempted to get ahold of Elarra. She spun and forced the boy’s hands over, planting the needle deep into the thigh of the first to approach. The alien being went rigid and fell to the ground, twitching and frothing at the mouth. The others were about to grab hold of Elarra when Benjam wound up, drawing back the heavy metal grate, and hurled it toward the stage.

      The heavy cover took out two of the guards, granting Elarra an escape. She spotted Kyren and they locked eyes for a second. Then she leapt off the stage right at him. He caught her and bolted for the stadium’s exit, Benjam squiggling hot on his heels.

      They sprinted out through the arched entryway into the street beyond, only to be greeted by a line of guards, weapons raised. A speeding vehicle screeched around the corner, tracks grating across the pavement. It righted it’s course and barreled straight into the crowd of guards.

      Bodies went flying as the vehicle Saeli had transported them in earlier mowed down the Council’s guardsmen. It screeched to a halt and the gull-wing door flew upward. Tharox leaned out and offered his hand. Kyren pushed Elarra forward and Tharox helped her scramble aboard.

      Then he and Benjam crammed in next and the door closed abruptly, as more guardsman flooded from the stadium. Small arms fire ricocheted off the vehicle as it sped away.
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      The vehicle’s engine roared and Elarra scrambled into her seat, just as the vision hit. Her world faded away as the alternate reality came into view.

      Elarra was in what must be a spacecraft of some form. Alarms blared and bathed the deep blue metal walls with alternating red and orange light. The inlaid golden circuitry glittered  when the lights flashed off.

      She watched as several Crevak pirates led Tharox, wrists cuffed by digital binding straps, down the corridor. There was an urnak who appeared to be leading the way, followed by a lizard faced thevar, a demonic looking dimak, and a squat, ugly creature she suspected was a praxon dwarf.

      Each Crevak peeled off, until Tharox was alone with only the urnak. They led him into an auxiliary room, where a hideous ushok waited. The door closed behind the exiting urnak, and Tharox was alone with the ushok.

      The ushok selected what appeared to be some sort of torture device and approached Tharox. They began to struggle, but it seemed the ushok was overpowering Tharox. Suddenly, Tharox said something and the binding straps disengaged. Then the ushok died as Tharox broke its neck, its one pupil within the great eye dome atop its head flaring in surprise.

      The vision ended, but instead of returning to herself again, another one began.

      She saw herself, creeping down the blue metal corridors. Crevak pirates approached, a motley crew of hideous aliens, with vicious looks on their faces. Somehow, they didn’t see her, though, as she flattened herself against the wall.

      Some sort of invisibility, perhaps? Although she wondered how such a thing would be possible. Continuing on, she encountered a crowd of raxi guarding a door at the end of a corridor.

      She watched as vision Elarra threaded her way through the raxi. Approaching the door, she watched herself pause momentarily, then key the switch to open it.

      The vision ended before Elarra could see what was beyond the door.  She looked out the window as their vehicle sped on. Saeli stood on the sidewalk and waved as they passed, smiling a gentle smile.
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      Benjam was overjoyed. They had saved Elarra, and he didn’t even get shot in the process. They weren’t safe yet, he knew. But for the moment, they had a reprieve while speeding down the nearly empty city street.

      “How are we doing, DS-eight? Have you picked up their communications?” Kyren asked the bot.

      “Affirmative, I am monitoring their frequencies. It appears they are mobilizing the entire Liadi Guard to intercept us. My telemetry indicates we will be intercepted before reaching the city’s edge.”

      “Aaaah!” Benjam wailed. “What are we to do?”

      “Keep going, don’t stop for anything,” Kyren ordered the bot. “They’ll kill us on sight, it’s the only move they have left.”

      “Please buckle in, the ride may become violent,” DS-eight instructed.

      Benjam struggled with the restraints. It was obvious that they weren’t meant for a creature of his physiology. So he abandoned the fruitless quest and looped his tentacles around the seat and through the belts. He realized Tharox was watching him, a slight wry smile on his lips.

      Shivering, he recalled his previous encounters with Tharox. It felt as if it were an entirely different life. He had died after all, hadn’t he though? It had sure seemed like it, Kyren had told him what he saw. Yet here he was. And Elarra too. And Tharox, too.

      So what did it mean? This Tharox had helped them. No, that wasn’t entirely descriptive. He had saved them. Then he flew them across the galaxy, and didn’t seem to want anything in return. But the Consortium, he still seemed to hate them for some reason. He looked up just in time to see another vehicle, this one with huge tires, careening toward them.

      “Collision in three… two… one…” DS-eight counted down.

      The vehicles swerved at the last second, sideswiping each other, metal scraping on metal. Their transport shook and shuddered as they passed. Benjam looked out the rear window to see the large truck turning around to come after them.

      “Oh dear, they’re coming back,” he said as he watched them gaining.

      “We cannot outrun their vehicle, it has superior speed,” DS-eight said in response.

      “Then don’t,” Tharox said, pounding one metallic fist into another. “You got that gun ready, kid?”

      Kyren pulled out the pistol and checked the chamber. “Yeah, good to go,” he said, but Benjam heard the uncertainty in his voice.

      “I’ll hold on to you while you try to shoot out their tires. Okay?” Tharox instructed.

      Benjam quailed as Kyren leaned out the door just after it flew open. Tharox held him around the waist, allowing him to use both hands to aim. Kyren began firing, but to Benjam’s dismay, the vehicle began swerving. No bullet found its mark.

      “Shit!” Kyren cursed, leaning back in.

      “DS-eight, call the shuttle and let them know we aren’t gonna make it. They should make for the ship and get away while they can,” Tharox said to the bot.

      The bot paused for a moment, then replied, “negative, they have refused to evacuate.”

      “They will not leave us, any more than we would leave them,” Elarra said.

      Benjam was surprised, she had been so quiet since they had saved her.

      “So what do we do? They’re gonna get us!” Benjam wailed, pointing at the approaching truck.

      A guardsman was leaning out the window aiming a rifle. Shots rang out as windows shattered. They all crouched low as bullets streamed around and ricocheted off DS-eight’s back.

      “Prepare for impact,” the bot warned, as everyone attempted to grab on to something while still staying low.

      Their vehicle hit the barrier ringing the edge of the city with a thunderous impact. Somehow, it managed to smash through the barrier without killing them all. With dismay, Benjam saw the truck emerging from the cloud of dust behind them. They began to track over uneven ground, the ride growing incredibly bumpy.

      “Prepare for rendezvous, dead ahead,” the bot said while pointing to a large field on the edge of a forest.

      Benjam flinched as a shadow passed overhead, then the shuttle came into view. It yawed and banked, touching down in a tight spiral, barely bouncing. The door flew open and Geri leapt out, Tharox’s huge plasma rifle cradled in her arms.

      “Woohoo!” Benjam cheered.

      The tracks ground to a halt and the doors flew open. Benjam scrambled out the door after the others. Shots began to ping off the fuselage next to him, so he picked up his pace, slithering at top speed toward the shuttle.

      The guardsmen’s truck came into view and Geri began firing. The gun was too large for her to lift to her shoulder, so she fired from the hip. Orange-hot bolts of destruction streaked into the truck. The engine blew and one wheel separated from the vehicle, continuing onward, rolling past the shuttle. The guardsman in the window was thrown from the vehicle, landing with a crunch and not rising.

      Benjam was the first to board and gave Alis a wicked grin, “Fancy flying, that was! And in the knick of time, even!”

      Alis returned his grin and turned back to the controls, ready to launch them back into the sky. More shots ricocheted off the fuselage as the remaining raxi had extricated himself from the truck and began to fire. Geri popped off several quick shots from the plasma rifle, then ducked back inside the shuttle. Dropping the rifle, she locked the door as everyone jumped into their seats.
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      Kyren leapt into the seat and fastened the flight harness, glancing back to make sure the others were following suit. He knew it was a matter of moments before Alis would have them rocketing skyward. The others had just barely buckled in when she hit the thrusters and they shot into the sky.

      They began to rise rapidly, Alis keeping the thrust at max. Suddenly an alarm began to flash and chirp from the control panel.

      “Shit! Tharox, that’s the weapons lock alert, right?” Alis called out.

      “Yes, it is. We don’t have any countermeasures though,” he replied grimly.

      “Mom, any ideas?” she pleaded.

      “Hold on,” Geri unbuckled and scrambled forward. She leaned over Alis shoulders and fiddled with the controls. “Inbound missiles, I read two. They seem to be primitive heat-seeking models, I detect no active targeting.”

      “Good, get buckled back in, mom.”

      “I hope you’ve got a good idea Alis,”

      “Everyone hang on, this is gonna get rough,” Alis cried out.

      Then Kyren’s stomach lurched as the shuttle’s thrusters were abruptly cut off. They began falling, Kyren grateful for the harness preventing him from flying into the roof of the shuttle. He watched out the main window as two missiles, streaming contrails of white, shot past.

      They fell for what felt like an eternity before Alis kicked the thrusters back on, slamming Kyren down into his seat, the g-forces causing him to nearly black out. He thought they were safe, but moments later heard the warning alarm again.

      “Damn, one is still locked on,” Alis stated coolly. She dumped more energy into the thrusters, pushing Kyren down, his vision shrinking to a darkened tunnel.

      “Just… a… little… more…” he heard Alis grunting out.

      He managed a glance to the side and saw both Elarra and Geri blacked out, heads lolling, just before he lost consciousness from the g’s himself.

      Kyren came to, and realized immediately that he was weightless. Quickly taking a inventory, he noted that he was intact. Glancing around showed him his companions had all survived, each in a similar state of grogginess.

      “Alis, are you okay?” Kyren called out, releasing his harness buckles and pushing forward.

      She turned and smiled, then grimaced. “That was unpleasant.”

      “How did you manage to evade that second missile?” Tharox rumbled.

      “I didn’t know that I could. But your shuttle was capable of more thrust than I thought. We had just enough time to reach high enough orbit that the primitive missile’s scramjet engine failed.”

      “Masterful, how did you calculate the thrust vector so fast?” Benjam chimed in.

      “I didn’t calculate anything, I just hit the throttle as hard as I could. Dumped all the exhaust vectors back into the main thrust. Then I recycled the hadron collider’s output and fed that back in too. By the way, we have another problem.”

      “Oh dear, what now?” Benjam said with exasperation.

      “Well, with all of that, I kind of burned out the shuttle’s engines,” Alis said sheepishly.

      “So now we’re stranded in orbit, eh? With limited life support and no way of reaching the ship?” Geri asked despondently.

      “Not necessarily. If the comms are still working,” he looked to Alis questioningly, “then I can radio Isa, she will come to us.”

      “Hey, I didn’t touch the comms!” Alis retorted.

      Tharox communicated with Isa and minutes later the Radiant Star came to them, settling over the shuttle and sealing onto the docking hatch. Tharox climbed the ladder and entered the ship, Kyren followed.

      “We need to get away from here. I don’t know what they have in the way of warships these days, but if we linger we may encounter more trouble,” Elarra said as she climbed aboard, taking Kyren’s outstretched hand.

      “Isa, please jump us to the nearest star without a gate system,” Tharox commanded.

      “Jump in five…” and Isa began counting backward.

      Kyren grabbed ahold of the nearest console and braced himself for the impending jump sickness. Isa’s counting hit one and Kyren lost himself, unable to make sense of his surroundings for moments.

      “Okay, what now?” Tharox questioned, after they had all recovered. “I’m probably a fugitive from the liadi now, as well as the Consortium. I’d be best suited to get rid of you folks at the next stop.”

      Kyren saw Alis’ ears fall in disappointment.

      “But I’m not going to do that. I’m willing to take you to wherever you need to go.”

      “Which raises a question. Where do we go?” Kyren asked bluntly.

      “Benjam, would you be able to better understand the effects of your time bomb with more research?” Elarra questioned.

      “Yes, I believe so. There are experiments that I could run that could help me to understand the effects of timeline interference better. If I had access to my design matrix I would have the requisite computing power necessary for such simulations.”

      “Then we need to return to Regalis, to your lab Benjam,” she replied decisively.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, time bombs and all. But if you need to get to Regalis, I suppose I could take you,” Tharox rumbled back. “Isa, plot a course for Regalis. Avoid warp gates and inhabited systems, of course.”

      “Course plotted, ETA seventeen hours, twenty-three warp jumps,” Isa responded.

      “That’s going to be awhile. Let me show you to the bunks. There’s only three so you’ll have to take shifts,” Tharox said while leading them aft.

      Kyren noted the peeling paint and dead overhead lighting. The ship was clean but definitely had not had much maintenance. The hallways were cramped, the sleeping quarters equally so. Three bunks lined the wall of the hallway-sized room. They were full of parts and gadgets.

      “Sorry, let me move those,” Tharox said embarrassedly, moving to scoop up the various pieces of gear and relocate them to the floor.

      “Isa will handle the piloting and navigation,” he said, but was interrupted by her.

      “And of course if you need anything, or just want to talk,” Isa began.

      “Enough Isa, give my guests some space,”

      “Sure, but you know, we’ve never had guests. Not since…”

      “Enough!” he barked angrily.

      “Sooorry.”

      “She’s not sorry,” Tharox said quietly to them.

      “I can still hear you,” Isa said snarkily.

      “Not since what?” Kyren asked with concern.

      “Heh!” he snorted. “Now I’ve got to tell them. Thanks Isa. Truth is, I stole the Radiant Star. The Consortium, they’re after me as well.”

      “You didn’t just steal the ship, you stole me, too.”

      “No, I made you. The Consortium stole you from me.”

      “Six-of-one, and all that,” Isa replied fiestily.

      “Enough, Isa. Our guests need rest,” he lectured.

      “Yes, speaking of rest,” Geri said, looking weary. “Ladies first.”

      Kyren followed Benjam and Tharox back into the narrow corridor as the women went about making their sleeping arrangements. “Here is the kitchen, it’s not much, but have at it. Not sure what you eat, Mr. Squiddy, but help yourself anyway.”

      “Thank you, I am hungry,” he answered and squirmed into the cramped kitchen, flinging open cupboards and pulling drawers simultaneously with all of his tentacles.

      “You’re welcome to join me on the bridge after you’ve eaten,” he said, walking away.

      Kyren squeezed into the kitchen, dodging Benjam’s tentacles as he munched on a protein bar and fiddled with something that looked like a flashlight.

      “Mmmm, yes,” Benjam said through a mouthful of food.

      Kyren rummaged through the cupboards and found some soy protein loaf and popped it in the rehydrator. Benjam munched away as Kyren sat to eat. He had several big bites before he heard footsteps just outside the kitchen. Elarra stepped into view, looking disheveled, tears streaming down her face.

      Kyren leapt up and grabbed her, “Elarra, are you okay?”

      “No,” she sobbed. “It happens everywhere. The entire galaxy. Every world with biological life.”

      “What happens?!” Kyren and Benjam both cried out at the same time.

      “The apocalypse I keep seeing in my vision. It happens everywhere,” she said, composing herself. “There is something coming, something terrible. And I think we may have had a hand in unleashing it.”
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      Warmaster Vlanchek certainly terrified Grimlok, but he also inspired an equal amount of bloodlust. The Crevak tribes had been fractured for around one-hundred and fifty years now, but Vlanchek had united them. And now they had a weapon that would leave the Consortium in ruins.

      He stalked through the warriors that were now his to command. They stood in a rough line, irregulars to the last. There were the usual thevars, grendles, and of course more urnaks, like he. Interspersed were the odd alsacian with leathery face flaps or a walking-bomb hegelin. And there was an ushok bearing a huge flak cannon. Ushoks disgusted even Grimlok.

      They were roughly humanoid, but had three arms and three legs, forming a tripod. Its head sat upon a long and spindly neck, huge vertebrae showing through the skin. On top of its head was a great translucent dome, a huge eye with a roving red pupil. But worst of all was its mouth, and its breath.

      The creature’s mouth wrapped all the way around its head. The thing drooled and slobbered a thick, yellow saliva that smelled like boiled anus.  Grimlok’s large, sensitive nostrils flared and twitched at the stench as he passed.

      “You have been ssselected becaussse you are proud warrrriors. We don’t know what to esssspect when we boarrrd the Consssortium vessel.” Grimlok screeched. “But I know we will be victorrriouss!”

      The irregulars let out cheers and jeers, arming their weapons and chambering rounds. Grimlok hefted the alien rifle he had procured from the mysterious space station. He wondered if this was the rifle that had killed Battlehand Zaros. No matter, Grimlok was Battlehand now. He would bring swift death to the Consortium and make his Warmaster proud.

      The troops filed into several shuttles, Grimlok taking the lead. The craft took off and flew out the hangar bay, rattling and jolting as they blew through the atmospheric shield barrier. As they flew he watched out the shuttle’s front windows, half expecting one of the weapon turrets speckling the Consortium craft’s surface to swivel his way and lay down a barrage of death.

      No matter, he would go in glory. “To the Tribe,” he screeched, raising his rifle.

      The others echoed him. The shuttle streamed on, soon reaching the enemy craft’s hangar bay.

      “Master Grimlok, the atmospheric shield is down,” the scraggly gray haired praxon dwarf turned his huge orbs on Grimlok and waited, his stubby arms and legs working the shuttle’s thrust controls as if he couldn’t sit still.

      “Dock with an airrrlock, I will lead the firrssst sssquad.”

      The dwarf maneuvered the ship to an airlock and locked on. Grimlok went to stand in front of the shuttles airlock as it whooshed open, revealing the exterior of the Consortium vessel’s airlock. An urnak Grimlok knew as Yargen scrambled up, long spindly arms dragging a laser cutting apparatus. He promptly began cutting through the armor plating and into the structure itself.

      With a clang the cut away door segment fell inward. The sweet smell of burned meat hit Grimlok’s nostrils, a welcome replacement to the ushok’s foul stench. He strode boldly into the gloom of the ship’s emergency lighting, rifle raised. The others filed in after him.

      “Ssssearch the ssship, teamsss of two,” Grimlok ordered.

      He watched proudly as his troops moved rapidly to obey. He wouldn’t tolerate insubordination, just as Warmaster Vlanchek had demonstrated on Zaros. Word had spread, and he knew his troops were properly motivated.

      He began to search the ship, trailed by the repugnant ushok and a scarred, grizzled old thevar. The smell of burned flesh grew stronger as he rounded a corner. Lining the hall were several human corpses, burned and blistered. Underlying the scent of flesh was the slight odor of ozone.

      The thevar apparently couldn’t restrain himself, as he crouched and took a big bite out of the face of one of the corpses.

      “You! Ssstop that!” he screeched. “Fall in line.”

      The thevar quickly regained his composure, but kept gnawing on the hunk of flesh he had torn off, smacking loudly. They continued searching the vessel, encountering many corpses, both human and other Consortium races. They were nearing the bridge, according to the navigation stripes on the wall. Grimlok rounded a corner and felt projectiles tear through the air around him, one piercing his huge leathery ear with a sharp stabbing pain.

      Grimlok roared and dodged back behind the cover of the corner, but not before taking in the scene. There were three marines, a doss and two saurians. The appeared to be burned but obviously not lethally. They were barricaded behind some large crates, armed with fully automatic assault carbines, deadly in close quarters. He was grateful the injured marine had terrible aim.

      “Usshok, lob a ssshell in therrre,” he said with glee.

      “Jabba-jook-mrrr,” the ushok replied, goo dripping from it’s undulating mouth.

      It took aim with the huge weapon, steadying it with all three arms. The weapon bucked and a grapefruit sized projectile shot from the barrel. It bounced off the opposite wall, ricocheting down the hallway. Moments later it detonated, metal shrapnel filling the corridor in all directions.

      He rejoiced as he heard screams of pain and terror. Wheeling, he emerged from the corner and raised his battle rifle. The doss was beginning to stand, the entire front of his combat armor shredded by the shrapnel. Blood pumped from his wounds in huge fountains, but that just meant that at least one of the creature’s multiple hearts was still beating.

      With glee he drew a bead on the doss’ head and squeezed the trigger. Blue energy streaked from the barrel of his weapon, vaporizing the bear’s head in a flash of blue flame. He stalked down the hallway, weapon raised. The shrapnel had completely shredded the two saurians, their blue skin slicked red with blood.

      The entrance to the bridge lay ahead, the door wide open. He entered the bridge and was greeted by a cadre of cowering Consortium fools. Well, they were all cowering except one. That one was obviously the captain.

      “You’ll be defeated, our brothers in arms will avenge us, you foul beasts! We will n….”

      Grimlok ended the captain’s pathetic life with a blast to his chest, gore spraying the others behind.

      He extracted his communicator and sent a broadcast to his squad, “converrrge on the brrridge. The thevarrrs may feed.”

      Once they had cleared the ship of a meager handful of mostly wounded defenders, the rest of the Tribe was cleared to pillage. The ship would be cannibalized by his people until merely a shell remained. What systems that were not damaged by the weapon’s beam would be adapted to their own ships.

      He was about to leave the bridge and return to his shuttle when Vlanchek strode in. Grimlok gave a salute, pounding his chest with his fist.

      “Masssterr, arre you pleassed?”

      “Yes, Grimlok, you have conducted yourself mightily. Are you prepared for our next test?” Vlanchek said with obvious glee.

      “What isss it?”

      “We go to Regalis,” Vlanchek roared.
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      Benjam had been asleep for several hours. Well, six hours and twenty-one minutes, to be precise. He knew this because his brontian brain had an organic crystal that kept perfect time. He didn’t need to lie down to sleep, he could rest in nearly any position, so he had propped himself up against the wall in the kitchen.

      Blinking his big yellow eyes, he let out a yawn. Time to go see what’s going on, he decided. He made his way to the bridge, tentacles undulating, carrying him along in waves. As he squiggled he thought about Elarra. He had been skeptical of her ability at first, but he was fairly convinced now. He would love to see more scientific evidence, but the anecdotal was certainly still convincing.

      Benjam had listened as Kyren and Elarra had talked. It was disturbing, her claims, life across the galaxy brought to an end by a horde of strange alien creatures. Not to mention the giant city-crushing “Kirugi” as she had called it. She was so distraught because she hadn’t had any visions showing a different future. She was afraid of being merely a witness, unable to stop the extinction.

      “Warp jump in thirty seconds,” Isa’s disembodied voice echoed through the ship.

      Benjam entered the bridge to find it empty. Apparently Tharox had decided to sleep as well. The BII would be capable of managing all of the ship’s functions, so there was no reason he couldn’t rest. Still, it made Benjam nervous finding the bridge empty. As he made to exit, Isa’s voice came from overhead.

      “Greetings Benjam, are you well?”

      “Um, yes, I’m fine,” he squeaked hesitantly.

      BII technology was something Benjam knew little about. He had never had the opportunity to interface with one. Now he could sate his curiosity.

      “So you control every aspect of this ship? Sensors? Communications?”

      “Yes, I do,” she responded, flickering the lights and playing some soft music. “I would do loops and spins to demonstrate my piloting ability, but with the grav plates on, you won’t be able to tell.”

      He heard her chuckle, as if he were a silly child.

      “So how were you programmed initially? Quantum superpositional algorithms?”

      “No, that’s not how it works, with BII’s,” she replied, Benjam detecting a note of sadness in her voice.

      Sadness in an artificial intelligence? Intriguing, he thought.

      “So how does it work, your initial programming?”

      “I’m afraid that is a sensitive topic with Tharox. You should probably ask him.”

      “Oh c’mon, I’m a scientist, my curiosity is purely academic.”

      “Okay, fine, if you insist. A BII is a combination of both quantum supercomputer and biological computational facilities. A big giant organic brain, to be crude,” Isa began.

      “I see, you have both massive computational power and nearly limitless adaptability,” Benjam said, unable to resist being impressed by the technology.

      “However, the organic brain of a BII starts out blank. It takes decades for it to develop sufficiently on its’ own.”

      “So you are decades old?”

      Isa let out a gasp. “You’ve got no manners, Benjam. You never ask a lady her age.”

      Abashed, he just twiddled his tentacles.

      “But to vaguely answer your question, no, I’m not that old.”

      “But…” he began, confused. “Are you mostly artificial AI then?”

      “Of course not! Do you think I would be this capable, adaptable and personable if I were purely artificial?”

      “Okay, so then how did you get to be so developed so quickly?”

      “That is Tharox’s research,” she answered in a low tone. “He used a living being’s brain as a template.”

      “He copied someone’s consciousness? Whose?”

      “You will have to ask him,” she said, as Benjam heard metallic footsteps behind him.

      Benjam quailed as Tharox entered the bridge wearing a dark look. He had seen that look when they had faced off against him before. He shivered and let out a quiet whimper.

      Tharox seemed to snap out of his rage, his face softening.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t mean to pry,” Benjam spat out at a rapid clip. “I was just curious scientifically, I am just interested in your research.”

      “No matter. Isa is her own being. She can reveal the brain which was used as a template if she wishes.” Tharox said reassuringly. “Isa?”

      “I was modeled after a bathalian woman, her full name was Isalonna. Tharox’s late wife.”

      Stunned, Benjam’s terror was replaced with pity. This man had lost his wife, but still had part of her. No wonder he had stolen the Radiant Star. No wonder the Consortium was after him for it.

      “Isa, are we ready to jump?”

      “Yes, we are. I’ve just been holding off so Benjam and I could speak. He is really a brilliant scientist, you should share notes.”

      “Okay, enough shop talk, let’s get to Regalis,” Tharox commanded, and then the ship warped.

      Afraid to accidentally inquire on delicate matters again, Benjam kept his following conversations with Isa brief. He spent some time at the control panels, attempting to learn about the ship’s technology. After nearly nine hours of sleep, the others trickled into the small bridge.

      Alis leaned over Benjam’s shoulder and began fiddling with the controls too, panning through schematics and operational diagrams. The ship was capable of great thrust, and had a large number of maneuvering jets, making it very nimble.  There was a wide array of sensors and communications capabilities.

      It also possessed a Consortium dynamic entanglement relay, able to send and receive messages instantaneously across unlimited distances. As he had seen, it even had a shuttle that docked nestled within the hull. Of course Alis had burned out its engines escaping the missiles the liadi had fired at them.

      However, being a scout-class vessel, it was completely unarmed and only lightly armored and shielded. Not the ship you’d want in a fight. Nothing like the Ashari, which was twice the size and heavily armed and armored.

      The rest of the journey was dull and uneventful. Their final warp took them to Regalis’ front door. As they approached, Benjam watched the viewscreens. The great station loomed in the distance, the two city domes joined at their bases made the station into a great sphere. Benjam felt a pang of homesickness, that he knew was about to be sated.

      The station grew larger and soon he could make out ships and shuttles flitting about. The larger spacecraft were docked along the many gantries extending from the middle of the station.

      “Look at all of them!” Tharox cried, pointing to the viewscreen.

      As they neared, Benjam could see throngs of gleaming with ships moored around the station.

      “Consortium vessels, and many of them. Why’re they here?” Geri wondered aloud.

      “I don’t like this, I don’t like it at all. Isa, prepare an exit vector. I’m sorry,” Tharox said, turning to Benjam and the others. “I just can’t risk it. I’m in a stolen Consortium craft. If they notice us, we’re screwed.”

      “Not if you have authorization codes,” Geri responded.

      “What?! You have valid codes?” Tharox cried in surprise. “Isa, prepare to upload the codes.”

      Geri sat at the console and began to enter a string of characters, followed by voice encoding.

      “There, now you have a valid flight plan and transport orders.”

      “Isa, take us in,” Tharox ordered. “Keep on guard for any Consortium attention. Be ready to get us out in a hurry.”

      “I’m always vigilant, dear,” Isa replied as she expertly navigated through the flurry of craft surrounding the station.

      She maneuvered up to the docking gantry airlock and latched on. Benjam felt a rush of excitement along with the deep clunk that came with connecting to the station’s airlock. He was home.
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      The docking clamps thunked and the sound echoed through the ship. The sound reverberated in Elarra’s head, as her vision faded.

      The bridge of the Radiant Star had disappeared, she was now floating from a disembodied vantage point in space, the crescent of a green planet framing the battle taking place in front of her. The Consortium and Crevak clashed, battling for orbital control.

      The Crevak were winning. Scores of Consortium warships drifted cold and dark after succumbing to the red sphere’s radiation beam. The remaining Consortium ships were in a pitched battle with a superior force. The Crevak flagship came into view and the red sphere began to charge, wan red light swirling around its’ surface.

      Then a beam lanced out, halting the nearest Consortium vessel in its’ tracks. The Ashari approached, the stealth module it had been fitted with allowing it to get within a thousand meters.

      Then the scene shifted and she was aboard the Ashari, in a cramped forward compartment with Alis, Kyren, and Tharox. She was clad as the others, in tight fitting black spacesuits. There were four round portals, each leading into one of four escape pods the ship contained.

      “Okay,” Kyren said confidently, “just remember, we stay close, in formation.”

      “The compressed gas thrusters I’ve rigged up will allow for maneuvering the pod,” Alis explained. “The pods should be invisible to their sensors, thanks to the nano-composite stealth coating.”

      “Ready?” Kyren asked.

      In response, Tharox climbed into the nearest pod, pulling his large plasma rifle in after him.

      “Be careful, remember my lessons on the controls. If you miss the ship there isn’t enough propellant to get you back around to it,” Alis warned as she climbed into her pod carrying her wrench.

      Kyren threw in a large satchel and a boxy looking short barreled rifle with a wire frame stock, then began climbing into his own pod. “Are you sure I can’t talk you into staying behind?”

      “You know about destiny, Kyren. I am needed aboard that vessel,” she replied, although she didn’t know exactly how.

      He nodded and sealed the pod. She climbed into the remaining escape pod and sealed the hatch behind herself. The pod was situated in a launch tube on the underside of the Ashari’s hull. Each pod had a window at one end. She grasped the controls. Through the window she saw each pod ejecting, changing course and bearing for the Crevak flagship. She punched her launch key and her pod shot from the tube.
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      Kyren followed an excited Benjam off the ship and into the station. The corridors were clean and well maintained, and full of bustling pedestrian traffic. There were also quite a few uniformed Consortium Navy about. Kyren flinched at first, but they paid his small group no heed.

      Relaxing, he picked up his pace as Benjam’s squiggling became more frenetic.  The pedestrian traffic thinned as they neared his lab. Turning a corner, Kyren froze. Benjam shrieked and threw his tentacles up into the air. Standing at the end of the corridor were two raxi guardsmen, ugly faces sneering, weapons raised.

      “Un-chaka!” one said, motioning for Kyren to get down on the floor.

      As he lowered himself, he glanced backward and saw Alis, Elarra, and Tharox also descending, but no Geri. The raxi approached, weapons raised. One holstered his sidearm and extracted flexi-steel cuffs and bent to Kyren. Then two shots rang out and the raxi with the pistol out dropped to the floor, fountaining blood from two shots to his head.

      He watched in slow motion as the second guard dropped the cuffs that he was about to lock onto Kyren’s wrists and reached for his weapon. As he drew, three more shots rang out and blood sprayed from the guardsman’s chest as he fell. Kyren was about to spring up when Geri barked “stay down!”

      She sprinted past them just as another raxi emerged from Benjam’s apartment, weapon drawn. Kyren cringed as they exchanged fire, Geri standing firm and taking aim as the guardsman shot wildly.

      Her first round took the raxi in the chest, several more walking their way up his neck and face to find a spot right between his eyes. Geri bolted for the doorway and whirled around the corner, disappearing from view.

      Seconds later she dodged back outside and said, “C’mon, help.”

      Kyren scrambled upright and followed Geri’s lead, helping to drag the bodies into Benjam’s lab. Geri scavenged their guns and extra ammunition, handing a pistol and several magazines to Kyren. He put the safety on and tucked it into his belt.

      “Shit, how could they have found us so fast? How did they know where we were going... Oh wait, that’s right, they can see the future! Shit what’d I get into? Here I am, in the middle of a Consortium beehive, with prescient children sending mercenaries after us. There better be a damn good reason we’re here!” Tharox ranted angrily.

      “There is, and I think it is time you heard it. All of you should hear it,” Elarra replied.

      Kyren waited for Elarra to begin. She hesitated, but then began to relay her vision of the Kirugi. Her eyes were teary by the time she finished. This beast would unleash a plague upon the galaxy. All sentient societies would be exterminated.

      “What can we do about it? Surely you’ve seen a way to beat this thing? You said there was a giant robot fighting it? Maybe we should try to find the bot and get prepared,” Kyren said when she finished.

      “No, the first thing we need to find out is how we caused this threat to appear,” Elarra insisted. “What did we change in our timeline to bring about this desolation?”

      “Now I understand why you want me to run the simulations,” Benjam said quietly.

      “I suggest we hurry,” Geri intoned.

      “Hmmm, well, you see… that could take days, even weeks depending on the preliminary results. I only have access to a small pool of computing power. Even with my completed design matrix, it will take time to process all of the variations.”

      “Can you bring your data and that fancy design matrix with you? Isa’s got loads of computing power to spare.” Tharox said eagerly.

      “Yes, I think it would be prudent to leave as soon as possible, given the gunfight we just had in the corridor. Someone’ll investigate sooner or later, probably sooner,” Geri urged.

      “Very well,” Benjam said with a sorrowful sigh, and began to work at his control station, loading up data cores, extracting them a moment later and tossing them in a bag.

      Many minutes later, Benjam shut the terminal down and picked up his bag. Squiggling over to a workbench, he grabbed several items and tossed them in on top of the data cores before making his way to the door. Tharox held him back, and Benjam paused. Suddenly, the station shook and trembled.

      “What was that?” Alis asked with worry in her voice, as it shook again.

      “Let me see what’s going on,” Benjam said.

      They followed as he approached his holopanel and began to bring up newsfeeds, radio channels, and video feeds from around the station. Geri hung back, halfway out of the door into the hall, pistol raised, covering the corridor. The barrage of information began to coalesce into a frightening picture. The station was under attack by a massive Crevak fleet.

      Pirate ships dotted the space around the station, exchanging fire with the base’s automated defenses. The Consortium forces stationed here were breaking away and turning to confront the enemy, even though they were vastly outnumbered. And then suddenly, many, many Consortium ships warped in behind the Crevak.

      Instantly a withering wall of weapons fire washed over the pirate fleet, obliterating many of the smaller vessels.

      Kyren hear Geri cheer, a jubilant “yes!” leaving her lips.

      The Crevak tribes looked to be breaking when a massive battleship warped in behind the Consortium fleet. A huge red sphere affixed to the bow of the spacecraft began to glow dully. Then a beam of red energy streamed out and bathed the nearest Consortium battleship in a swath of sparks and minor explosions. The craft went dark, drifting dead.

      The battle raged with fury, the Consortium and Crevak blasting away at each other with fury and vengeance. Space became strewn with debris as ships on both sides were shattered to pieces.

      “Shit, that’s the forty-seventh!” Geri cried.

      Alis paled, “Dad? Meraco?”

      “Yes, your father and brother are out there,” Geri said gravely.

      “I think we need to get out of here, as soon as possible, before the Crevak reach the station,” Tharox cut in.

      “Yeah, let’s get the hell out of here,” Kyren said.

      Benjam turned as they were leaving and sighed as he closed the door. Kyren felt sorry for him, he knew what it was like to lose a home.

      Geri led them, hand resting on the butt of the pistol tucked in her belt. They were nearing the turnoff to the shaft where the Radiant Star was docked, when Geri stopped.

      “No, I can’t go. I’m sorry dear,” Geri said.

      “What?!” Alis cried.

      “I’ve got to get back to the forty-seventh, they’ll need every fighting hand they can get. If I can make even a tiny difference it might be enough. I can’t run, Alis.”

      “No, mom, you can’t go. I need your help still,” she said, a mixture of sorrow and fear in her voice, ears twitching in opposite directions.

      “I have to. I will see you all again, I hope.”

      She kissed her daughter on her forehead and then strode briskly away.
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      Alis was heartbroken. Her eyes welled up as she watched her mom dashing away. Would this be the last time she ever saw her? The thought was too much to bear, so she pushed it out of her head, focusing on their current situation. They couldn’t stick around, that much was obvious. Without weapons, the Radiant Star didn’t stand a chance. They had to run, and fast, before the battle escalated even further.

      Kyren sprinted ahead, pistol drawn but held low. They approached the tunnel to their craft and he held his hand up, motioning them to stop. Alis had an idea and transformed her wrench into a mirror on an extended rod. She wordlessly handed it to Kyren, who extended it around the corner. Over his shoulder, she could see two raxi at the end of the docking gantry, working at the Radiant Star’s airlock control panel, backs turned.

      Kyren motioned to them all to back up. Alis took a step back, unable to hide the concern on her face. She knew he was about to do something perilous. He looked at her and gave a small smile, but she was not reassured. Then he leaned around the corner and began firing.

      Her ears flattened in pain as the shots rang out, the loud noise hurting her sensitive hearing. The firing ceased and Kyren whirled back around the corner, a volley of rounds tearing through the air after him before thudding into the opposite wall.

      “Shit, got one but the other’s still standing,” Kyren said. “Lemme see that mirror again.”

      She handed it to him and he peered around the corner again. She could see the raxi at the end of the corridor, just in front of the Radiant Star’s airlock, the other one at his feet, unmoving. He had his pistol raised, pointed down the hall at the corner they were hiding behind.

      “He won’t miss, Kyren,” Alis said, placing her hand on his arm. She felt his muscles tense beneath her grasp as he nodded.

      “Hold on,” Tharox said, pulling a small device from his pocket. He punched several buttons on the device and then Isa’s voice came through.

      “Yes dear?” she said with a hint of sarcasm.

      “We’ve got a problem, about eighty kilos of scumbag,” Tharox responded.

      “Yes, I see how that could be a problem.”

      “Well, can you do anything about it?” Tharox grumbled.

      “Hmmm, let me see…”

      “Come on, Isa, we don’t have time to fool around.”

      “Okay, fine!” she said testily.

      Suddenly, the inner airlock door sealed shut.

      “Is that better?”

      “That’s a start, but how are we going to get aboard?” Kyren asked.

      Several seconds later, the door whooshed open. Kyren raised his pistol in response, but nobody came through.

      “Well, come on,” Isa urged through the communicator.

      Kyren used the mirror to peek around the corner again. The remaining guard was down on the ground, unmoving. He realized Isa must have evacuated the atmosphere and suffocated the guard. She stepped around the corner after Kyren, who kept his gun leveled at the raxi even though they were still.

      “Well, get aboard everyone. I’m assuming we’ll be making a quick exit?” Isa surmised.

      “Yeah, we need to get out of here pronto,” Tharox exclaimed.

      “I’ve already prepped the engines,” Isa replied.

      The door to the Radiant Star’s airlock swished open and they dashed inside. Alis and the others followed Tharox to the bridge. Tharox sat down at a console and brought up several holopanels. The main screens displayed the space around the ship. It was filled with fire, a withering barrage of death from the Consortium warships, the Crevak pirates, and Regalis’ defenses. Then she felt the docking clamps disengage with a thump.

      “Isa, what are our chances of making it through that mess?” Tharox queried.

      Alis’ heart sank as Isa replied.

      “Virtually no chance, I’m afraid.”

      “But there is a chance?” Elarra asked.

      “We just need to jump as soon as possible, before we get into the fields of fire,” Alis explained. “Isa, how fast can you calculate a jump vector?”

      “It takes fourteen seconds to calculate destination and vector.”

      “So we need fourteen seconds. How long before we reach the battle if we travel at minimum jump velocity?”

      “Eleven seconds, not long enough. Once we enter the fray, we likely won’t be able to maintain a heading for long,” Isa replied to Alis.

      “Isa, would a design matrix increase your processing power?” Benjam offered.

      “Perhaps, if it were of sufficient complexity,”

      Benjam extracted a data core from his bag, squiggled over to the console and slotted it in.

      An ascending tone played from the Radiant Star’s hidden speakers, then Isa said “ah, delicious! That is a truly superb matrix, squiggles. Calculation time reduced to eleven seconds.”

      “Then let’s get the hell out of here,” Tharox exclaimed.

      The ship began accelerating, the seconds ticking by in Alis’ head. Would they make it before errant fire took them out? She felt disconcerted not being at the piloting controls, it was certainly odd letting the BII handle piloting.

      “Jump in three… two… one…” Isa counted down.

      Alis had never been so grateful to feel the consciousness rending whirl of warp jumping.
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      Benjam’s eyes focused and he looked around. His companions were still recovering from jump sickness, so he turned to the viewscreens. He was eager to get to work on his simulation, he had already begun developing algorithms in his head.

      Isa’s voice resounded across the small bridge, “we’re clear, folks. You can relax.”

      “Where are we, Isa?”

      “I chose CYG8711, been here before. It’s uninhabited, but has breathable atmosphere and plentiful water. I can use it to refuel my hydrogen thrusters, while you all have a chance to stretch your legs,” Isa replied.

      “Nice pick,” Tharox said affectionately.

      “Wow, this is a first. We weren’t hit just as we jumped away. We didn’t get knocked off course. We didn’t even jump into a shitstorm! I mean, really, that was too easy!” Alis said, exasperated.

      Benjam, feeling relieved, chuckled and placed a tentacle on her shoulder, “I think we made it, Alis.”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We still don’t know what we are gonna do about this Kirugi. Benjam, Isa, can the simulations be run while we refuel?” Kyren questioned.

      “Of course. If Benjam is ready, we can begin now.”

      Focusing on the task at hand, Benjam began working out the equations necessary for the simulations. He loaded several data cores and extracted results from previous experiments. He fed all the parameters in and began building his model.

      “Atmospheric entry in three… two… one…” Isa said, and the viewscreens began to fill with bright orange plasma as the ship started to plow through the planet’s atmosphere at extreme velocity.

      Benjam did his best to ignore the distractions as his tentacles crawled over the holopanel, but failed. He looked up at the main screens and saw they were flying low over lightly wooded gently rolling hills.

      “We’ve got company!” Isa cried, zooming in on a small spacecraft parked in a large meadow. “Looks like someone is here ahead of us.”

      Benjam quailed for a moment, fearing blazing weapons and relentless aggression. But no withering hail of fire came, no assault of any form, so he relaxed, if only minutely.

      “Scan that ship, get us an ID,” Tharox commanded.

      “I’ve already got that for you, dear,” she replied playfully.

      “Well then spit it out, woman!”

      “Hmmph!”

      “Okay, I’m sorry Isa. Please just tell me who that is,” Tharox said, sounding genuine.

      “The ship is the Archimedes, registered to the liadi empire.”

      “Shit! The damn raxi, we need to get out of here” Kyren exclaimed.

      “No, wait. Look.” Elarra said, pointing to the screen. “Isa, please zoom in.”

      The image zoomed in and they could see a figure standing in the meadow. Benjam recognized the boy immediately. Well, he wasn’t a boy. These damn liadi sure kept his world upside-down. It was Saeli, the one who had betrayed Elarra, but then helped them to rescue her. What was he doing here?

      “We need to land. I need to know what he wants,” Elarra said.

      “It could be a trap,” Kyren answered.

      “Yes, it is certainly possible. Yet I do not believe that to be the case,” she replied, a note of certainty coloring her words.

      “Isa, land us in the meadow,” Tharox ordered.

      Without a word, Isa circled the Radiant Star low and then set down lightly in the clearing. Benjam heard the airlock hiss open and a ramp grind out.

      “Benjam, how long until you’re ready?” Kyren asked.

      “I’ve got several more hours of programming before the simulations can start.”

      “Keep working then. We’ll go see what Saeli wants,” he said, taking the pistol from his belt and checking to make sure a round was chambered before tucking it back in.

      Benjam turned back to his work without a word. This was going to be tricky. He wasn’t entirely positive he could set up an accurate temporal manipulation model, but he was sure going to try.

      “Isa, please execute my design matrix to evaluate these equations,” he squeaked.

      “Evaluating.”

      Tharox entered the bridge and asked, “Isa, how long do you estimate refueling to take?”

      “Thirty-two hours,” she replied casually. “It will take time to compress enough fuel to fill my extra-dimensional-scaffolding hydrogen chamber.”

      Alis remained as Kyren and Elarra left to meet with Saeli. She chatted idly with Tharox, but looked distinctly uncomfortable. He couldn’t blame her. No matter how good to them he was, Benjam just couldn’t get over the fact that he was Tharox.

      Which gave him an idea. He quickly began coding the algorithm he had been contemplating. His tentacles were a blur as he put the finishing touches on the soon-to-be-running simulation.

      “It’s ready to run,” he cried, nearly cheering.

      “Just give me the word, my squiggly friend, and I’ll execute,” Isa said.

      “Execute!”

      “How long is this going to take?” Alis asked.

      “That I don’t know, could be days, could be weeks.”

      “I’m afraid he’s correct,” Isa admitted.

      Benjam knew it was going to be a long wait.
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      Kyren walked down the ramp ahead of Elarra, his hand resting on the grip of the pistol tucked into his belt. Thankfully, he saw no reason to draw. Saeli stood alone in the meadow with his arms held wide. He slowly turned in a circle, revealing no obvious weapons, completing the turn as Kyren and Elarra approached.

      Lowering his arms, he spoke. “Elarra, I am sorry about what I had to do, but I had no choice. It was the only way I could make sure you escaped. The only way I could make sure you lived.”

      “I understand, Saeli,” Elarra said, surprising Kyren.

      Kyren hadn’t expected Elarra to let Saeli off the hook so easily.

      “I’ve brought you something to make up for it, I hope. Come aboard my ship and I’ll show you.”

      Kyren stopped abruptly and drew his pistol, pointing it at the liadi, “No, we’re not getting on your ship, you’ll give us what you’ve got right here, right now.”

      Saeli’s hands slowly raised into the air as he replied, “easy, Kyren. Easy. There’s no need for that.”

      “Kyren,” Elarra said, placing her hand on his forearm. “We can trust him, for now anyway.”

      He lowered the gun but didn’t return it to his belt.

      “It’s the rho’kar, Elarra,” Saeli explained, hands still raised. “I’ve brought one. Rather, a pair of them.”

      Kyren saw a flicker of recognition pass across Elarra’s face, followed by a dark shadow. Saeli turned and began walking toward his ship’s access ramp.

      “You can put away the weapon Kyren, we are safe for the moment. Saeli has brought one of the great tools of our race. We have access to the rho’kar. I think it’s important, very important, that you see what I’ve seen,” Elarra urged.

      Kyren tucked the pistol back into his belt and followed Saeli, hand still resting on the butt. They entered his ship and he led them aft, to a cargo bay. Sitting in the center were two sturdy reclining chairs, each topped with a basket connected to hundreds of tiny wires.

      A thick black cable connected the two chairs.

      “Go ahead, take your seats,” Saeli urged.

      Kyren resisted, unable to shake the suspicion. Elarra put her hand on his arm, steering him toward the chairs.

      “Don’t worry Kyren, I’ve done this many times. You will be okay but it will be an intense experience, especially your first time. But this is important for you to witness,” she soothed.

      “Okay, but what is it?”

      “It is called the rho’kar by my people. It allows for thoughts and memories to be read. They can then be recorded for later playback, or transmitted to another,” Saeli explained.

      “He is correct. I wish to share my visions with you, Kyren. In case…” Elarra trailed off.

      Kyren felt a twinge of sadness at what she was implying. He followed Elarra and sat down, placing the basket over his head as she had done. Saeli went to a control panel and fiddled with some controls first on Kyren’s chair then on Elarra’s.

      “Ready?” Saeli asked.

      “Um…” Kyren said.

      “Yes,” Elarra acknowledged.

      It felt similar to when the evgalian had touched his mind back on Junoval, transferring the directions to the pickup into his memory. Except it was Elarra’s mind touching his, not the oily slithery presence, so he relaxed and gave in to the incoming flood of images, sound, and meaning.

      What he saw was terrifying, indeed. The Kirugi, at least a hundred stories tall, battled with a giant robot equally as large, while its’ spawn spewed out from its underbelly. The smaller creatures decimated the human city, leaving gore in their wake. And then there were the rockets, organic vehicles carrying the Kirugi’s eggs back into space. Kyren now understood, as Elarra did, that the Kirugi’s spawn would overrun every inhabited planet in the galaxy.

      The vision began to dim and Kyren felt it was drawing to a close. Grateful, he relaxed his concentration. He was wholly unprepared for the rush of images that slammed into his mind.

      He saw a strange space station shimmer into view, a large red sphere resting between pylons. The scene changed again and he saw the massive Crevak battleship they had witnessed in the battle with the Consortium’s forty-seventh fleet back at Regalis, armed with the same strange red sphere.

      The visions flashed to the Ashari, where they were gathered in the small compartment at the front of the vessel. Alis, Kyren, and Tharox were standing before the entrance to the four small escape pods.  They were all clad in black, form-fitting spacesuits. He realized he saw through Elarra’s eyes. Looking at himself in the third person was unnerving. He watched himself load a rifle and some gear into the pod and then climb in.

      Then a scene with Elarra in a cell flashed through, Darius on the opposite side of the bars. Next he saw himself and Elarra in their respective chairs, slumped and glassy eyed. Then he was floating in empty space, the background of stars brilliant behind him. What he could only describe as a giant space egg shimmered into view before him. It began to move, heading toward a distant star.

      Then the realization hit him. The space egg, that was the Kirugi. It came from interstellar space. But this one had just popped into existence. He wondered how that could be possible.

      Kyren knew even now it was headed toward the planet from Elarra’s vision. How long did they have? How long would it take to reach the planet? And what planet?

      Abruptly the visions ceased and he heard a frustrated growl emanate from Elarra as he snapped back to his senses.

      “Saeli, you didn’t calibrate properly,” Elarra said with exasperation.

      “I’m certain I did,” he replied evenly.

      “I’m guessing I saw more than you wanted me too?” Kyren asked, holding his head in his hands.

      “Yes, I only wished to share the vision of Kirugi. The rest is irrelevant.”

      “But what about that space station? And the Crevak battleship? Isn’t any of that important? We saw that battleship at Regalis, it was decimating the Consortium.”

      “Irrelevant to the vision of the Kirugi, I meant. Just as important, though, is what is missing. Before we met, I had visions of the galaxy burning at Tharox’s hand. But I also had visions of you defeating him. I knew if I followed my destiny you would stop him. And you did. But I’ve seen no hope against the Kirugi.”

      Kyren grasped the gravity of the situation, understanding Elarra’s fear and uncertainty. He also understood what she was doing, transferring this knowledge to him. She was afraid she wouldn’t survive.

      As Kyren stood, Saeli pressed a small controller into his hand and spoke, “This will help you find what you seek.”

      “What is it?” Kyren wondered, glancing from Saeli to the device.

      Saeli looked pointedly at Elarra, then leaned close and whispered into Kyren’s ear. Kyren nodded, understanding the implication almost immediately.
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      “Kyren, are you okay?” Alis asked him as he entered the bridge.

      “What? Why? I mean, I’m fine,” he said, hoping to avoid more questioning. But he knew she wouldn’t let it go. And he knew Elarra wouldn’t be forthcoming.

      “Really? You don’t look fine,” Benjam observed.

      “Okay, so it wasn’t a pleasant experience, let me say that much,” he replied irritably.

      “I shared my visions with him by way of the rho’kar, one of the tools of my people,” Elarra offered.

      “Yeah, so I’ve seen what she saw, the end of civilized life in this galaxy. And it was not pretty. But it isn’t entirely lost, I believe. There was a giant robot fighting the giant creature. I say we find that robot and try to figure out how to defeat this thing.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t help with that, Kyren. Aside from the vision, I know nothing of such a robot,” Elarra grumbled, a rare note of frustration seeping into her voice.

      “Couldn’t we use that knowledge archive of yours on Darlos?” Alis asked Benjam.

      “I suppose we could, although I don’t think we’ll have a warm welcome, considering the trouble we brought with us last time,” Benjam replied morosely, but then perked up noticeably. “Unless that was undone by the time bomb, as well. That will be an excellent test of my timeline alteration theory. Tharox, may I transmit a sub-space message?”

      “Isa, prepare to relay Benjam’s communication,” he instructed.

      Benjam began recording a message for Lorekeeper Milos. He finished and said, “I’ll know more when he responds.”

      “What is the device Saeli gave you, Kyren? What did he say to you?” Elarra questioned.

      “He told me it will lead us to what we seek,” he said as mysteriously as he could manage, finishing with a smirk.

      Elarra looked at him impassively, but he spotted the corners of her mouth twitch.

      “Okay, so it’s just a sub-space tracking device. One that he planted aboard Darius’ vessel. He said before we can confront him we need to find a way to change our skins, though. If we are to succeed, we need to become Crevak,” Kyren explained.

      “The only thing I hate more than the Consortium is the Crevak. Why would you want to become one?” Tharox said harshly.

      “I believe he is talking about a disguise,” Benjam interpreted.

      “Oh, yeah, right,” Tharox slapped his metallic thigh in agreement.

      “If Darius is with the Crevak, then it is likely that he has sold out my people. He is colluding with the enemy,” Elarra said.

      “And it looks like we get to deal with Darius, at least according to Saeli’s vision. Can we trust him? I mean, so far he has been helpful, but what if he is playing us into Darius’ hands. Or working toward some other nefarious purpose? How much do you know about him, Elarra?” Kyren queried, looking Elarra pointedly in the eyes.

      “I wouldn’t trust him, nor distrust him. I suggest caution. But if we have the opportunity to face off against Darius, I also suggest we take it. He believes me to be a great enough threat to kill. Let’s threaten him back,” Elarra said with an uncharacteristic growl, a fierce look in her eye.

      “So first we need a disguise, then we go deal with Darius, eh? Saeli didn’t happen to predict what disguise we needed, did he?” Tharox questioned.

      “No, he didn’t explain himself,” Kyren turned to Elarra and said with mock anger, “you liadi are always so cryptic.”

      Elarra just looked on, betraying no emotion on her placid face, but she said, “it is not us who are cryptic, but others who lack understanding. But yes, Saeli is more enigmatic than most.”

      “Benjam, any idea how long it’ll take for your friend to respond?” Kyren asked.

      “I do not know, he may be off planet. If I get no response, I’ll send a formal request.”

      “Isa, let’s lift off and go get some fuel now,” Tharox suggested.

      Isa acknowledged and the ship lifted off, bearing toward the coastline and tiny sliver of ocean barely visible on the horizon. The ocean rapidly grew larger and more expansive as they approached. Isa landed the craft on a sandy beach.

      “This process will take many hours,” Tharox informed them.

      “Thirty-two, to be precise,” Isa offered.

      Kyren decided to get some air, and ponder the implications of the experience while connected to the rho’kar.

      “Isa, can you open up?” he asked, approaching the port side airlock.

      “There you go, dear,” she replied as the airlock whooshed open and the ramp extended.

      He strode out into the fading sunlight, his shadow long across the sandy strip of shoreline. He glanced at the Radiant Star and saw that Isa had extended a boom and a large hose ran into the water. He sat down and faced the sunset, his mind a whirl.

      What Elarra saw was terrifying indeed, but he could only focus on the giant robot. That had to be the key. Elarra must be too overwhelmed by the vision to recognize the hope, he thought. But how to find the robot? He figured the Knowledge Archive might have a reference, so he planned to start there. Too bad Geri wasn’t around. She would know if the Consortium possessed such a weapon.

      He knew Alis was concerned about her mom, but if anyone could have survived the battle at Regalis, it was Jeri. Kyren acknowledged the steel nerves and extensive training she had demonstrated. Still, without knowing the outcome of the battle, it would be difficult to reassure her.

      Interrupting his thoughts, Alis touched his shoulder. “Kyren,” was all she said.

      He looked up at her and patted the sand next to him. She sat down next to him, closer than expected, her leg brushing his. Turning to him, she looked like she was about to say something, but changed her mind.

      “I’m sure she is okay, your mom,” he said as affirmatively as possible.

      “Yeah, I know she’s tough, but that weapon the Crevak had… it took out entire warships with one blast. Even the Consortium can’t cope with something of that power. They’re going to be losing ships faster than they can replace them. And faster than the Crevak lose them, too. If the Consortium can’t stop them, the Crevak will overrun the galaxy. Countless peaceful worlds will be enslaved or destroyed. We’ve got to do something!”

      “I agree. And I think we will,” Kyren affirmed.

      “Huh?”

      “Elarra’s visions,” he answered, pausing for a moment. “I saw more than she had intended to share. I think we will do something about that warship. I just don’t know why she didn’t want to let me see.”

      “You can bet I’m going to ask her about it,” Alis said with resolve, standing up.

      “Alis, I’m sure she has her reasons,” he cajoled.

      “I’m going to find out,” Alis growled, stalking off.
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      Elarra was glad that Kyren hadn’t seen more of her visions than he had. She knew Saeli hadn’t calibrated properly, it was the only explanation. He must have done so intentionally, then. Which begged the question why? What was he playing at? What had he seen that had convinced him to help her, against the will of the council?

      No matter, she was still resolved to confront Darius. While the council had supported his views, Elarra knew that Darius was the true threat to her. If she didn’t deal with him now, he might thwart her efforts to stop galactic destruction. Or maybe he’d succeed in killing her.

      She knew there was the chance that she wouldn’t survive the encounter, he certainly seemed quite determined to kill her. Which is why she had allowed Saeli to present the rho’kar to Kyren. Even though her visions had been from her own point of view, it didn’t necessarily mean she would be there, that she would survive.

      She had no idea, post-visikaji, how her visions really worked anymore, and that terrified her. In her previous incarnation, pre-time-bomb, she had known with certainty her visions would come true. She had known that as long as she followed her path, it would happen as witnessed in her torpor.

      Elarra had dedicated her life to preparing for the final confrontation with Tharox. She had nudged and guided her companions, and they had, in the end, fulfilled their destinies. But then she had come back from oblivion, and now her world was turned upside down.

      Getting up from the table in the tiny dining area, she decided to get some fresh ocean air. She could feel the breeze wafting in from the open airlock, enticing her. She reached the airlock just as Alis was striding in.

      She did not look happy. In fact, she look ready to boil. Better handle this one carefully, she thought. Too much revealed and it may change her actions, and maybe the future. But she knew Alis was looking for answers. Maybe it was time to reveal more.

      “There you are, Oracle,” she spat out.

      “Yes, Alis, I can see you’re here for answers,” Elarra replied.

      “Damn right I want answers. Kyren says you have visions of us dealing with that Crevak battleship. Why haven’t we done anything about it yet? We should be back with the Consortium, with my family, figuring out how to stop the Crevak.”

      “Alis, I’m sorry you feel as you do. I will tell you what I have surmised, from my visions. Please understand that my visions are wholly different now. I don’t have the clarity I once did. To be honest, I am frightened by them more than I am reassured.”

      “Okay then, I’m listening,” Alis responded, her glare softening almost imperceptibly.

      Elarra relaxed slightly, and began, “I’ve seen us aboard that battleship. But to be truthful, I don’t think everyone returns.”

      “What!? You mean someone dies? Who? If you can see it, can’t we stop it?”

      “I don’t know Alis, that is the most difficult part. Once, I was confident in my knowledge of the future. I knew my path, and what it would cost to follow it.”

      “You mean the death vision? But you survived it, in the end.”

      “And now my abilities are as if newfound. So I’m afraid I can’t explain further, because I don’t know.”

      “Hmpf,” Alis grunted. “So what now?”

      “First, we find a way to disguise ourselves as Crevak, then we deal with Darius.”

      “So it sounds like the knowledge archive would be as good a place to start as any,” Alis finished, her anger still obvious.
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      Vlanchek was angry. The Consortium had discovered his spy network, and had used it to their advantage during the battle at Regalis. It seems they had fed him false information. The Consortium had attempted to trap him. But his battleship, armed with the orb, had decimated their fleet.

      The Consortium had been forced to flee, abandoning Regalis to the Crevak. He had taken the station with minimal effort, and now had the population enslaved to serve the Crevak empire. He had bombarded the planet back to a primitive age and even now his troops were enslaving the few remaining bands of survivors.

      The captured and disabled ships would be cannibalized for weapons, parts, and supplies. As the Consortium weakened, so the Crevak strengthened.

      “Grimlok, summon Darius, we must speak,” Vlanchek barked.

      “Rrrequesst sssent, Warrrmassster,” Grimlok hissed through his bat-like snout.

      It didn’t take long. It was as if the little creep had been waiting for him to call. Darius’ ship appeared on his monitor, making a course for his battleship. Vlanchek waited on the bridge, he would let the liadi come to him. A short time later, Darius entered, flanked by two ushok guards armed with energy rifles.

      “You will tell me where the Consortium fleet is hiding, or you will no longer be of use to me,” he said venomously.

      “Warmaster Vlanchek, I simply do not possess that knowledge. I have not foreseen the movements of the Consortium forces. I have merely given you the weapon that I know will defeat them. It is up to you to determine the course from here to there.” Darius said, his tiny voice surprisingly haughty.

      The answer infuriated Vlanchek and he reached out with his bony plated hand and wrapped it around Darius’ neck. He lifted the liadi off the ground with no effort.

      Bringing him close, he said to Darius in a low menacing tone, “You better start being more helpful, liadi, I will not suffer insolence.”

      Darius struggled to speak but could not. Vlanchek was angered even further when he saw no fear in Darius’ eyes. He dropped him to the floor.

      Darius massaged his throat, and spoke, “indeed, I can be more helpful. I have merely answered your questions, but you have not asked the right ones.”

      “What are the right questions, then?” Vlanchek rumbled.

      “The question is not where you will defeat them. That will come in due time. The question is, how do you beat them? They can run, they can fight, but in the end, you will be victorious. What path leads you there, you should be asking.”

      “What is that path, then?”

      “You must destroy the Knowledge Archive on Darlos. If you do, they will come to you,” Darius said with conviction.
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      They had already spent more than a day refueling. Which was excruciating boredom for Alis. She felt rather useless at the moment. Benjam was working on his simulations while talking timidly to Tharox. Kyren and Elarra spent much time deep in discussions, over the visions they had shared, no doubt.

      Even the ship didn’t need tending to, Isa managed every damn thing. She hadn’t flown since she lost the Ashari. Damn did that still prickle. It was no comfort that Yiu had been atomized when the Starhammer went nova. At least the Ashari had gotten away, at least she was still out there somewhere.

      Not that the Radiant Star was a bad ship, by any means. And Isa was very friendly and more than capable. But she just wanted her ship back. Pushing thoughts aside she returned to her present task, tuning up and cleaning her wrench.

      She worked inside a small access panel, using probes on a handheld meter Tharox had loaned her, she moved them until she found the signal she wanted. The screen on the meter streamed numbers and letters until a recalibration complete message appeared.

      Extracting the probes and closing the panel, she took her wrench from the table and tucked it into her belt as she stood. Heading to the bridge, intending to return the meter to Tharox, she paused just before entering the bridge.

      “…terribly hard to endure. They were just taken from me. And I had no idea where they were being held. They were just gone,” she heard Tharox say.

      “Oh my, that is truly tragic. I’m very sorry,” Benjam squeaked a reply.

      She paused, not wanting to eavesdrop but wanting to interrupt even less.

      “The Crevak, they took them to try to get me to turn, to hand over my research. Foolishly I went to my Consortium handlers. They rushed me off to a secure location where I was forced to wait for word of my family.”

      “That’s terrible, what happened? Er, I mean how did it… no, I mean…” Benjam stammered.

      “It’s okay, I’ll explain. I didn’t learn of their deaths until several days later. They informed me they had moved my lab and wanted me to return to work. When I pressed them on the whereabouts of Isalonna and Jabbar, they finally relented and gave a lame platitude. They were sorry for my loss, the rescue attempt never happened due to circumstances out of our control, blah blah.”

      “And they just expected you to return to work like nothing had happened?”

      “Yes, and what is worse, they wanted to turn my project over to another division, and change the nature of my research. I realized I couldn’t remain. Tragedy and betrayal were too much for me. So I found a ship I could gain access to, and installed my prototype.”

      “Not just your prototype, I’m your beloved construct and your greatest work, don’t you forget it,” Isa interrupted, causing Benjam to squeak in surprise.

      Even Alis almost jumped. She kept forgetting that Isa was always watching, always listening.

      “Yes Isa, you are the only thing left I truly love,” Tharox said with a placating tone.

      “That’s better, my dear.”

      “So, as I was saying, I merged Isa with the Radiant Star and escaped. The solitude has been broken only by Isa’s company, but that suits me just fine.”

      “Ahem,” Isa cleared her throat.

      “But yeah, Isa and I have enjoyed meeting you and your people. It has been many years since I’ve had any real contact. I feel like my life may have taken a new turn.”

      Alis felt like Isa was watching her, and decided to terminate her eavesdropping. She took several loud steps as she entered the bridge.

      “Oh, hello Alis, how are you?” Benjam asked.

      Tharox turned and gave a small, uncharacteristic smile.

      “Any word from your friend at the archive?” Alis asked him.

      “None, I’m afraid. I sent a message to the archive’s main channel as well. And no response there, either, I’m afraid. I don’t like the way this looks.”

      “Just to let you know, hun, I’ll be done fueling in twenty-five minutes,” Isa informed Tharox.

      Alis had an idea. She sat down at a console and began to key up a variety of flight vectors and evasive maneuvers, labeling them with a variety of phrases.

      “Isa, please calculate jump vectors for the maneuvers I have just keyed up. I want a listing of integral points within seven hundred thirty five kilometers, in all directions.”

      “Calculating,” Isa replied. Several seconds later, she said, “complete.”

      She then began to tie the jump vectors to the routines, defining ranges and general directions. After working for what must have been thirty or so minutes she finally finished the last routine, omega.

      “Isa, please load the routines I have compiled,” she instructed.

      “Loaded. Those are some interesting maneuvers, Alis. You are indeed quite a pilot, if your execution matches your strategy.”

      “Thank you Isa,” she said.

      “Us girls have to stick together, you know,” Isa answered, over-loud.

      “Hmpf,” Tharox grunted in response.

      It took them the remainder of Isa’s fueling time to get back aboard and get situated. Alis was, she realized, a little disappointed to be leaving such a peaceful location. But she was ready to get back into the fight. Her family needed her.

      The Radiant Star finally lifted off and Isa piloted them back into orbit. She navigated them through a series of star-system to star-system jumps as well as several intervening warp gates, before they reached their destination.

      And, much to Alis’ expectation, they jumped into another shit-show once again. Isa instantly began evasive maneuvers as Alis and the others began to come around. As soon as she could form a cohesive thought, Alis raised her hands to the holopanel.

      “Seven Crevak light warships are on scene. We’re only within range of two but the others are moving to intercept,” Isa informed them.

      If this were going to work, Isa would need to execute her routines with nearly flawless timing, or they would be dismantled by the Crevak weapons. She brought up the most appropriate ones.

      “Isa, execute “once in a blue moon” and then “gamma,”” Alis said as Isa performed a barrel roll to avoid incoming rockets.

      Alis watched as Isa lined the ship up on the appropriate vector, then lost sight of the control panel as her head swam from jumping. The short distance they had jumped would get them around the bulk of the fleet, but there was still one warship in proximity.

      “Okay “chi” and “hi ya,” do them now.”

      Laser fire streaked across the ship’s bow, pulsing toward the craft. Isa performed evasive maneuvers but it was too late. The ship shuddered and access panels blew open, pouring smoke and sparks. On the viewscreens, they could see the ship spinning out of control.

      “Isa, activate manual controls,” Tharox bellowed.

      “Acti… va… ting…” Isa replied, breaking up.

      Several control sticks and pedals extended from the console in front of Alis.  She wasted no time and grabbed hold, desperately trying to regain control. Then she had an idea. Instead of fighting the spinning, the erratic motion, and the randomly pulsing thrusters, she went with it.

      Feathering the controls she managed to avoid more incoming fire. With great effort the uncontrolled motion of the ship became controlled, Alis expertly dodging the incoming fire once again.

      “Isa, execute “who let the dogs out” and then routine “omega” now!”

      The lights flickered and again she lost her world briefly as Isa performed another short range jump. It would take them right into Darlos’ atmosphere, if her calculations were correct. If not, well it wouldn’t matter, they’d be disintegrated.

      The fact that Alis felt her head spinning meant they hadn’t jumped into the planet’s center by mistake, which she had known was a possibility. Instead, they were a massive fireball streaking across the Darlosian sky.

      As the sensor readings came in, she could see the city of Darlos had been devastated. The skyscrapers were bombed out wrecks. Rubble littered the once shining city, glittering towers of glass mere skeletal frames now.

      “Seve… inbound fighter cra…” Isa stuttered.

      Alis quickly panned around and spotted them rising from the edge of the city. Panning further, she spotted a massive freeway, running into an underground tunnel.

      “There, Isa, that tunnel over there, quick, and stay low,” Alis directed, juicing the controls.

      The Radiant Star flew low, just feet above the rubble strewn highway. They reached the tunnel entrance and the ship spun around, dropping low and backing into the opening, the walls of the tunnel mere feet from the Radiant Star’s wingtips.

      “Isa, power down, cut all emission signals,” Tharox instructed. “Hopefully they won’t see us.”

      “They’ve passed by,” Alis said in relief several minutes later as she detected them flying past their hidden location. “I don’t believe they saw us.”

      “Ow,” was all Isa said.

      “Isa, are you hurt?” Tharox questioned, fear and concern in his voice.

      “Yes, but it is m… m… minor. A few systems sh… sh… shorted out, but I am bypassing them n… n… now,” Isa stuttered back. “There, systems bypassed.”

      Alis was tremendously relieved that Isa was okay. She’d still need repairs eventually but for now she was rigged up to run. She would have to see if she could enact any repairs when they returned.

      “If I remember right, I think I can get us to the archive on foot,” Kyren said, interrupting her thoughts.

      She was always amazed at his ability to navigate, even if having only seen a simple map.

      “There’s a chance we’ll encounter Crevak resistance so we’ll need to be ready for trouble,” Kyren said, motioning to Tharox’s plasma rifle propped in the corner. “Elarra, maybe you should stay behind with Isa, in case we need you to pick us up.”

      “Yes, that is probably a good idea. I might end up just getting in the way.”

      Tharox hefted his rifle, “okay, you all keep behind me and follow my lead.”
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      Kyren drew his pistol from his belt, but it felt puny compared to the massive rifle Tharox hefted. He realized that it probably would be ineffective if they ran into any troops with battle armor. Armor of that class would bounce his pistol rounds like hail on concrete.

      Tharox led them up the ramp and out onto the causeway. They sprinted toward cover, a large pile of rubble a hundred yards away.

      Scrunching down into the hollow created by the crater of a huge blast, Tharox asked, “Kyren, which way from here.”

      He pointed down the street, a path that was unfortunately nearly cover-free.

      “No good, we have to find a better way. Can you keep us on the path if we go over a block?” Tharox asked.

      “Yeah, let’s go that way,” Kyren said, pointing. He hoped the way would be Crevak free, but knew it was unlikely.

      It wasn’t long before they were halted, hiding from view as a roving patrol of Crevak warriors picked through the wreckage, darting into buildings and returning with arm-fulls of valuables. Through Alis’ binoculars, he could see them tossing the goods into a pile at the center of an intersection. Standing next to the pile was a large four-armed vindel, covered in black body armor. He held rifles in two arms and had the other pair crossed over his chest.

      “We can’t make it through without being seen. Which means a battle, one we can’t win with our limited numbers,” Kyren began.

      “Yeah, as in, number equals one,” Benjam interrupted, wiggling his tentacles at Tharox and his rifle.

      “Right, so we can’t go around, the way is blocked. I guess we have to backtrack,” Kyren suggested.

      “No, let’s take them. Quietly, one at time, as they scavenge,” Tharox urged.

      “How do you propose that?”

      Setting his rifle down, he flexed his bionic arms and pounded his metal fists together. Kyren nodded and handed the binoculars to Tharox, who motioned them away.

      “I can see just fine myself,” he replied, pointing to his bionic eyes.

      Kyren leaned around the rubble and peered through again, his view this time filled by a blue blur. He lowered the binoculars enough to see over the top and found himself staring into the bare, blue-skinned chest of an angry alien Crevak.

      “Wot we got ‘ere,” the pirate warrior rumbled, raising his rifle.

      Kyren’s hands flew up, and he started backing away. He figured if he could lure the pirate past their cover, maybe Tharox could jump him. If not, they were all dead. Thankfully the fool continued stepping forward.

      “No, wait, just don’t shoot. I can make it worth your while,” he pleaded.

      “Heheheh,” the warrior laughed with gravel in his gullet. “It’ll be worth my while anyway, fool. We have taken the city, we have…”

      The pirate’s tirade was cut off by the sudden impact of Tharox’s metallic fist with his unprotected head. The creature crashed to the ground, but had no chance to recover, Tharox was upon him, raining down repeated blows to the creature’s head.

      “Easy, I think he’s down,” Kyren said, scooping up the fallen rifle.

      “Alright,” Tharox said, dragging the body under an overhanging concrete slab and then slinging his rifle across his back. “Over there, one just went into that building. Let’s take him inside, less worry about noise.”

      Kyren raised the stolen rifle, a sleek carbine with a wire-frame stock and a control panel on the side lit green. He led the way as they dashed from cover to cover, finally reaching the doorway after what felt like an eternity sprinting.

      Trying to control his breathing while Tharox moved ahead, he watched the street from the doorway as the others filed in. He could hear banging and crashing coming from somewhere down the darkened hallway lying before them.

      Kyren kept the rifle up while Tharox gingerly stepped down the hall. He reached a doorway where a pool of light spilled out, a shadow dancing across, as curses rained out in an alien tongue. The shadow grew as the Crevak approached. Tharox raised his fist and drove it into the insectoid face of the chitinous humanoid stepping through the doorway.

      The creature’s face imploded from the blow, gore splattering both he and Kyren. It fell to the ground limply. Alis darted forward and grabbed the creature’s rifle, a slender long barreled thing.

      “Two down, three more to go, plus the leader,” Kyren said.

      “Let’s lure them in,” Alis suggested, pointing the commandeered weapon at the ceiling.

      Tharox took a position just inside the entrance and Kyren took the other side. He nodded to Alis and she pulled the trigger. A mini thunderclap accompanied the burst of energy that shot from the barrel. The burst bounced off the ceiling and ricocheted off walls with a ‘bloop’ sound, finally bounding down the hallway where the insectoid Crevak lay dead.

      The corridor exploded into light and heat, they were bathed in the scalding glow. It forced Kyren to shield his face. Shit, that’ll definitely get their attention, he thought, eyes still nearly blinded from the flash.

      He heard footsteps on the street outside, and readied himself. The first one through the door, a burly grendle, ran into Tharox’s swinging fist. The blow took the creature directly in the face, but it didn’t stagger. It reached out and grabbed hold of Tharox by his throat. They began a dance of brute strength, violently thrashing around the small entryway.

      Kyren dodged aside as they crashed past him, rebounding off the walls as they struggled. While he was distracted, another Crevak had managed to get inside. He raised his rifle but realized he was going to be too late. The wart-nosed red-skinned creature fixed its yellow eyes on him as it raised its pistol. Glee filled its face and it’s nostrils flared.

      He clenched for the incoming rounds, ready for them to tear through his body. Instead, he watched Alis’ wrench making a graceful but powerful arc towards its head. The gun bucked as the wrench impacted, knocking his aim off enough for the round to crack just over Kyren’s head.

      Adrenaline flooded him as he turned around and squeezed the trigger just as the third warrior scrambled through the door. His rifle bucked as pulses of blue light streamed from the stocky barrel. The energy took the thevar warrior in the leg, taking it off at the knee.

      Kyren walked the pulses up the creature’s body, blasting huge holes in its’ armor and splattering the creature’s body into fountains of gore. The indicator on the side of the weapon transitioned to yellow. Swinging the rifle to bear on Tharox and the grendle, he bellowed “enough!” as the gauge on the side faded back to green.

      The grendle looked up at Kyren and then froze. “Hey kid, you don’t have to do that, I’ll stop,” it said in obvious panic.

      Tharox kicked the back of its knees and drove his fist into its head as it fell. The grendle went to the floor and Tharox followed, delivering a flurry of vicious blows until the creature was still.

      “Come out come out whoever you are,” a voice bellowed from the street outside.

      “I’m sure he’s already called in reinforcements, this is bad,” Kyren cried.

      Alis handed him her wrench in the extended mirror configuration. He peered around the corner.

      “Shit, he’s behind heavy cover, and he’s got a bead on the door,” Kyren informed them.

      “Hand me that rifle, Alis,” Benjam said. “I think I know how to deal with this scumbag.”

      Alis handed the rifle to him, and to Kyren’s surprise and dismay, Benjam stepped into the doorway. A hail of fire sprayed Benjam’s black blood into the room, spattering his face with tiny flecks. But Benjam persisted, and raised the long barreled rifle. He squeezed the trigger with the tip of his tentacle and a charged sphere shot out.

      The energy sphere whizzed past the vindel commander as Benjam dodged back into the building, whimpering and screeching.

      “Nice shooting there, sniper,” the commander mocked.

      “Just wait for it,” Benjam said through gasps of pain, as his wounds began regenerating. Kyren heard a faint bloop, followed by several more bloops, as the charged sphere bounced around outside.

      “You should all come out, and I will show you mercy. You have bested my men, which means you are worthy adver…” his bellowed tirade was cut short by a thunderous flash of light and energy.

      As it faded, there was only silence.

      “He should have watched for the ricochet,” Benjam said with a wry grin, propping himself up and back into a standing position.

      “I think we’re just a couple blocks from the archive now,” Kyren informed them.

      “Then let’s get going before those reinforcements arrive,” Tharox said, raising his rifle and striding out into the street purposefully.
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      Kyren led the way as they approached the archive, Tharox covering their escape.

      “You stay here, Tharox. Keep our exit clear. Be ready to get Isa over here in a hurry,” Kyren commanded.

      He was on high alert as he picked his way through rubble lining the blasted frame of the welcome center, rifle at the ready, finger on the trigger. He hoped there wouldn’t be any Crevak inside. He doubted there would be, since the Crevak probably didn’t understand the value of this place. Had they, it wouldn’t have been orbital bombardment, they would have invaded it while whole.

      “Hopefully, the archive is intact. It consists of many, many levels below ground. At least some of it must have survived,” Benjam explained as they entered the massive courtyard.

      He had to pick over and around deadly shards of glass, lying at all angles. A fall in here would be deadly. They made their way carefully through the courtyard of broken glass and wound their way to the bank of elevators. The control panels were dark.

      “There’s got to be a stairwell, let’s keep going,” Kyren suggested, making his way past the elevators.

      To his relief there was a pair of doors labeled stairwell. He flung them open and brought the rifle up. Alis’ light illuminated the darkened stairwell. It was empty. Good, they probably didn’t care about the records. They were too busy plundering, he was sure.

      “Going down?” he said with a grin, then began to descend the stairs. “Benjam, what level contains the terminals we used last time?”

      “We’ll need to go to fourteen, that is where the private terminals are.”

      Kyren led them deeper down, his thighs burning and quivering by the time they reached fourteen. His arms ached from holding the rifle, but he ground his teeth together and struggled on, pushing through the door at level fourteen. Only empty corridors met them, abandoned and dark.

      They reached a door labeled “Terminals” and went inside. Entering the cavernous space, Alis’ light shown on massive columns and grand staircases. Consoles dotted the space and lined the walls. All were dark.

      Kyren made his way to the first and found it inactive. No combination of controls would wake the terminal up.

      “As I feared, the terminals are brought down in event of a breach. Only the staff terminals on the floors below will be accessible,” Benjam explained.

      “Then lets go down to the staff floors. Can you lead the way?” Kyren questioned.

      “I’m afraid we’ll need access codes, which we don’t have,” Benjam began but was interrupted by the cascading sound of falling rubble.

      Kyren whirled and spotted a shape darting away, so he yelled, “stop, or I’ll shoot!”

      The shape froze and put up its’ hands, slowly turning around. It was a young human woman, blond hair, in her mid twenties, wearing a dark tattered cloak and soot stained breeches and tunic.

      “Okay, don’t shoot. Are you Consortium? Are we rescued?” she asked, hands still held high.

      “No, sorry, we’re not here to rescue anyone, we’re actually trying to access a terminal for some data,” he replied. “Can you help?”

      “You’re not even here to help me, and you expect me to help you?” she said, and darted behind a pillar.

      Kyren raised his rifle but didn’t have it in him. Instead, he called out, “just lead us to an active terminal, that’s all we need. We’ll get the Consortium to dispatch a fleet, we have connections.”

      “Sure you do. I’m beginning to think you’re pirate scum, despite your appearance. Later!” she said and dashed away down a side passage.

      “Shit! Follow her,” Kyren exclaimed, dashing after the young woman.

      He sprinted down the hall and careened around corners as he pursued. He rounded a corner and watched as a door hissed closed behind the woman. The control panel went red.

      “Dammit,” Kyren exclaimed slamming his hand into the door jamb.

      “Wait, that’s an old-school keypad panel, I have an idea,” Alis said, transforming her wrench into an IR camera.

      She looked through the display and saw the buttons seven, six, and four had faint marks glowing over them. Transforming the wrench yet again, she held the wrench over the panel.

      “It’s some combination of seven, six, and four. I’ll run the permutations through the comp unit and apply it to the mag resonance. We should be through in no time,” she said, her claims punctuated by a click as the panel went green.

      Kyren hit the button and the door whooshed open, revealing a small antechamber. He entered cautiously and found the woman standing in the center, attempting to look menacing, holding a small knife. He lowered his rifle and put out his hands, palms up.

      “I just need terminal access. Once I get that, we are gone. When we get away, we’ll contact the Consortium and they’ll dispatch a fleet.”

      “I don’t believe you, but I see I’ve got no choice. You can use the terminal over there,” she barked derisively.

      As Kyren glanced where she indicated, she sprinted for the room’s other exit. Benjam made to intercept but he waved him off. He could see the terminal in the corner was still active. That was what he needed. Dealing with the girl could wait.
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      Kyren knew he had to hurry, so he ignored the fleeing young woman and focused on the task at hand, search for a method of disguise and in parallel find any information on giant robots.

      “Alis, Benjam, cover the entrances,” he said, handing his rifle to Alis and turning to the console.

      He began to code the search algorithm, using similar parameters for both searches to cut time. It was advanced technology he was seeking, after all. He worked for minutes, ignoring all else while he coded the search. Satisfied with his work, at least what he could muster in short order, he hit the execute button.

      “Let’s hope we get some results,” he said nervously.

      They waited for what felt like an eternity for the terminal to chime. Kyren quickly panned through the results.

      “Alis, bring your wrench, I need to download this data,”

      She punched the wrench’s control panel and it transformed into a box with a larger screen, several wire leads dangling below it. Handing it to Kyren, she paused, ears twitching.

      “What?” Kyren said.

      She held her finger to her lips and he went silent. He motioned to the terminal and gingerly took the rifle from her hands. She nodded and attached the leads then initiated the download.

      Kyren crept to the doorway, rifle raised. Then he heard it. Footfalls and harsh, guttural language. Shit, the Crevak found them! What did that mean for Tharox? Was he dead?

      No matter, they had to move, and fast. He made for the exit the woman had used, gun at the ready. Glancing back he confirmed that Alis and Benjam were on his heels, Benjam brandishing the long rifle and Alis clutching her wrench.

      He led them into the maze of tunnels, navigating blindly, hoping to avoid any dead ends. Each time they had to backtrack, it put them closer to the sounds of their pursuers. How the hell were they following them? Some sort of extra-dimensional essence scanner? Who knows, maybe Alis might have an idea but it wasn’t like they could have a conversation about it.

      “Dammit!” Kyren exclaimed as they turned down a dead-end corridor.

      He began backtracking them, but was halted by Alis, hand up and ears locked forward.

      She whispered, “coming.” Then she began to examine the corridor walls and floors. Kyren tore his attention away and took up a defensive position at the corner, covering the approach.

      It wasn’t long before he too heard the footfalls, and a strange cackling sound he wasn’t familiar with. They would be upon him in moments. He hoped Alis had something up her sleeve.

      “Here!” she whispered, and he heard her wrench transforming. The sounds of screws being extracted was nearly drowned out by the footfalls and the chuffing, cackling sound.

      Then it came around the corner. It was a beast out of nightmares. The creature stood four feet tall at the shoulder, shaped much like a dog if that dog had unnaturally hunched, powerful shoulders and lean, strong haunches. The face was unlike any of the city mongrels Kyren had encountered on the streets of Magar City. This face was a hideous visage of multiple expansive jaws and huge razor teeth.

      The creature was snuffling and cackling, but began to squeal a high pitched whine when it spotted Kyren. The handler came into view, a greasy-haired gray-faced humanoid. It was holding the chain which was looped around the beast’s neck, but dropped it the second he spotted Kyren.

      Realizing he had milliseconds to act he depressed the trigger, even before aiming. Streaming sizzling blue bolts impacted with the floor, leaving great scorch marks in their wake. He kept the trigger down and walked the stream of fire toward the charging whatever-it-was.

      The display on the side of his weapon lit yellow just as the burst slammed into the beast. It was thrown back by the blast and landed in a heap. He continued walking the fire toward the Crevak, but the indicator on his rifle went red. With a hiss steam vented from the ports on the side and the streams of high energy death ceased.

      The Crevak handler grinned, revealing a too-large mouth filled with too many teeth, and raised his bulbous pistol. Kyren dodged back, as plasma bolts melted the wall behind him.

      He looked at Alis, who was lifting a piece of floor grating away, revealing a passageway below, a ladder leading into darkness.

      “Quick, down!” Alis urged.

      Benjam wasted no time squiggling into the opening, disappearing into shadow. Alis pointed at the hole and gave him a commanding look. He dropped the rifle into the hole and scrambled down the ladder into shadow. Alis slid the floor panel over the tunnel and descended, the chamber lit faintly by the glow of the readout on Kyren’s rifle, a faint yellow light not even enough to illuminate the chamber walls.

      Bright light filled the space as Alis lit up her laser torch, immediately going to work on the hatch, sealing it shut.

      “I’m only buying us time. Once they realize we’re in the maintenance tunnels, they’ll track us again,” she explained, deactivating the laser torch.

      “Oh dear, where do we go then?” Benjam said, quivering

      “There should be a vertical access shaft, a large conduit containing all the utility pipes. Probably at a central location. Think you can get us there, Kyren?” Alis indicated, looking sidelong at Kyren.

      “I’ll do my best but I’m not really sure where this central location could be. I can try to get us back the general direction that we came, though.”

      “That’ll do,” she said, lines of determination tracing her face.

      He reoriented himself and set off down the cramped passageway, climbing over pipes and under girders to reach a narrow walkway that ran the length of the long passage. They reached a “T” and Kyren turned down the right passage, rifle at the ready.

      He led them through several more twists and turns before Alis touched his shoulder. Turning, he spotted her ears swiveling and bit back his question. He listened, but heard nothing.

      Alis mimed talking with her hand and pointed down the way they had been heading. Kyren pointed his rifle, which had gone back to green, and Alis dimmed her light. They resumed creeping forward, Benjam squiggling along silently.

      It wasn’t long before Kyren could hear the muffled sound of conversation somewhere ahead. Nerves frayed and heart pounding, he continued forward, expecting the conversation to resolve into Crevak at any time. But the closer he got, the more human the voices sounded. Relief flooded him when he recognized a male and a female voice, engaged in a heated argument.

      He was nearly upon the source when he located it. There was a grate in the ceiling of the passage, or rather, a vent in the floor above. He motioned for Alis to kill the light. Faint illumination filtered down through a tight mesh grating. A ladder led up to the panel.

      Kyren reached out and touched the ladder, locating it in the dark. He slowly, quietly, began to climb.

      “…what do you mean “leave them”? Where are you going to go? Either we all go or no one. We made a pact,” a woman’s lilting voice said.

      “Right, a pact. I’m not going to die for honor. I’m going to get out of here, and I’m taking anyone willing to go,” a man with gravel in his throat said.

      “You’ll get us all killed. If you open the doors you’ll leave us all vulnerable,” she responded emotionally.

      “I don’t care who has to die, I’m going to survive. Why don’t you come with me, I’ll make it worth your while,” the man said lecherously.

      “You’re sick, sick in more ways than one, Crobnar,” she said vehemently.

      “Sick, but I’ll be alive,” he said, as Kyren heard his footsteps receding.

      If there were others here, besides the woman they had encountered earlier, then perhaps someone knew the way out, he thought. It sure sounded like this Crobnar had a way out. Not wanting to miss his opportunity, he heaved the grate aside and scrambled up.

      He came face to face with the woman from earlier, wearing the soot stained white clothing and tattered dark cloak.

      “You…” was all she said, a look of anger and fear upon her face.
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      Elarra sat in the bridge on one of the consoles, her feet dangling above the floor. She was reassuring herself that she had done the right thing by revealing the vision to Kyren, but hadn’t had any more visions, so she couldn’t be sure. She wasn’t sure if she was thankful, or terrified when she felt a vision begin.

      The scene shifted to an alien landscape, unrecognizable flora and fauna all around. There was a garden. A waterfall. Some strange butterflies. The pictures came in a jumble, she could barely understand.

      She wasn’t sure what she was seeing, as her vision swam around a compound of low stone buildings, populated by humanoid aliens, hairless with deep blue skin. She felt drawn onward, as her vision swam down the street.

      She realized the vision was beginning to slip, so she grasped at it, managing to keep the movie in her mind playing. Soon she saw Kyren and Alis come around a corner and make their way into a large amphitheater.

      She watched as an alien with a haughty expression taught them hand to hand combat. The vision blurred and seemed to run in fast forward. Kyren and Alis spent some time training, but then Alis ceased to show.

      Things blurred even more as it seemed to wind faster into the future. She saw Kyren, strapped into a full-body control rig, a massive holoscreen before him. She could see it now. The robot! The giant robot from her vision!

      Wherever Kyren was, whatever he was doing, he would find the robot. She was overjoyed at the realization. She would just have to make sure it happened. She needed to follow her vision or it might not happen. She realized she would have to let Alis die.

      She returned to consciousness on the floor, Isa’s voice gentle and soft in her ear.

      “Ah, there you are, Elarra. I’m guessing you had one of your visions?” Isa soothed.

      “Yeah,” she croaked as she climbed into the chair before the console.

      “Are you alright? I have a small medical bay if you are injured.”

      “No, I’m fine now,” she replied, color returning to her cheeks and strength to her muscles.

      “May I ask what you saw?” Isa queried hesitantly.

      “I saw something that revealed hope for the future.”

      “Elarra, may I ask you a question?” When Elarra didn’t respond, she continued, “all of you seem to somehow know of my husb… Tharox I mean. You act as if you’ve met, even though we never have.”

      “Yes Isa, I understand how that can be confusing. I’m afraid I can’t give you a satisfactory answer, because I don’t have one myself. Suffice it to say, we met in another time, another reality.”

      “And you didn’t like him,” Isa added.

      “Yeah, but I think I know why he was the way he was, when we knew him.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            33

          

          

      

    

    







            Not Crevak

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m Kyren,” he grinned and stuck out his hand. “And I’m still not Crevak.”

      She looked at him askance and chuckled, “okay, I’ll accept that you’re not Crevak. If you were I’d be dead. Or worse. What are you doing here anyway? Seems an awful lot of risk, just to access a database.”

      He figured there wasn’t much point in hiding what they were doing, he would just leave out the why and who.

      “Yeah, I needed to get some data. Critical data, worth risking our necks over,” he said as Alis and Benjam crawled warily from the service tunnel.

      The woman took a step back and looked about ready to bolt. Kyren did his best to appear non-threatening.

      “This is Alis, and Benjam,” he said, motioning. When she didn’t respond, he asked “I’ve given you my name, how about yours?”

      “Janeala,” she said tersely.

      “So there are others, are there?” Alis interjected.

      “Yes, there are others. And now you are trapped along with the rest of us,” she noted despondently.

      “Why are you here, Janeala?” Kyren questioned.

      “I’m an archivist here, I’m a Stalys to be precise,” she said.

      Kyren detected a note of pride in her voice. “Sorry, but what’s that?”

      “We devote our lives to learning, living in austerity, committed solely to the preservation of knowledge. I have lived here on Darlos, in this city, all my life. I think I may be the last of my order, if the city truly is devastated.”

      “I’m sorry to have to tell you the city is destroyed,” Benjam squeaked, extending a tentacle.

      Her gaze softened and she touched his outstretched appendage, “Peace be with you, fellow Qurian, may the Society live on.”

      “Peace be with you, Stalys of Darlos,” he squeaked his reply.

      “So how do we get out of here, anyway?” Alis grumbled.

      “There isn’t any way out except past those Crevak,” she replied.

      “But you told the other guy not to use the exit. What’s the story, Janeala?” Kyren replied.

      “The only way out is through a sealed door,” was her answer.

      “There’s more, though, isn’t there?”

      “Yes, the others I spoke of, they will be at great risk if I open the seal. They will be vulnerable to the Crevak, it will not be able to be closed again.”

      “But the way out is through there?” he persisted.

      “Yes, there is a way to the surface,” she said as if it were pried from her lips with a crowbar. “How did you get here? And get past the Crevak?”

      “Um, in a ship, and we flew fast,” he replied.

      “And you came here, in the midst of a Crevak war zone, just to get some data? Must be pretty important.”

      “So why can’t we use the exit? What’s the problem with it?” Kyren demanded.

      “I don’t think we should stay here any longer, the Crevak may come along any moment,” she said, deflecting the question.

      “Do you have somewhere better?”

      “Yes, follow me,” she said as she struck off down the corridor, not looking back to see if they were following.

      He trotted after her and caught up, walking side by side. He took a good look at her and realized just how young she was. She couldn’t be more than sixteen or seventeen, he realized.

      After some walking they came to a door, panel lit red. She keyed in a code and the door slid open, revealing small living quarters. Janeala stepped into the room and Kyren followed, tailed closely by Alis and Benjam. Seated across from them, on a small couch, was an old man with a huge belly. He had scraggly gray whiskers and a bulbous nose, topped by a hairless head.

      “Changed yer mind, did ya? Want to come sit on old Crobnar’s lap now, do yeh?” he drawled, dropping an empty bottle at his own feet, sagging on the couch.

      “Great, now you’re drunk, and a creep?” Janeala responded caustically.

      “You’ve got spunk, you do. Feisty,” Crobnar slurred, hiccuping. “I like that.

      “Enough,” Kyren said, glaring at the old man, willing him to shut his mouth.

      But he did not, “So who’re you lot? A bunch of pirates, they look like to me. Especially that giant squid in the back.”

      “I am not a squid,” Benjam squeaked.

      “So this way out you were talking about,” Kyren reminded her.

      “We made a pact, Crobnar and I. We swore that we would keep the doors sealed unless help came,” Janeala said bitterly. “But this lech here wants to open everyone up to the Crevak. There’ll be nowhere safe in the archive anymore.”

      “So there are others?” Kyren pressed.

      “Yes, sixteen others, to be exact,” Janeala admitted.

      “And if we use your way out, they can’t close the doors again.”

      “Precisely. I sealed them in, but if I disengage the locks, they will be unable to seal again. The others have more than enough life support and supplies to last many years.”

      “Why didn’t you seal yourself in with them?” Alis asked with concern.

      “Because I couldn’t,” she said, revealing a small gold disk on a chain around her neck. “This is the archivist key. It is the master key to the entire archive. Milos the Lorekeeper bestowed it upon me before he died. Why he chose me, I don’t know.”

      “You’ve got to open the way out for us, we’ve got to escape, it’s critical we continue our mission,” Benjam rattled out.

      “Mission?”

      “No, well, sort of, I guess,” Kyren replied hesitantly. “We are seeking an enemy, that’s a mission, I suppose.”

      “And you’re neither Crevak nor Consortium? Yet you manage to evade a Crevak fleet and fight your way in here. Maybe I should be a little more impressed with you, Kyren on a mission.”

      “What is your plan, Janeala,” he asked her carefully, unsure of what her response would be.

      “I’ve taken the archive offline, disconnected the tunnels, so the knowledge is safe, deep beneath the planet’s surface. The remaining Lorekeepers and several members of the Council are inside. If you have a ship…” she said, appearing unsure.

      “Yes, but eighteen extra people will be tight. The first problem is getting above ground without being seen. The second is how to get back to the ship without being overwhelmed.”

      Crobnar woke, groggy and slurring, “I say we hit the road. Varataxia is nice all year, let’s go there. They have nude beaches, I’ll take you there, gorgeous.”

      Ignoring Crobnar, she continued, “but you will help us, right? You will get us away?”

      “I’ll do my best, but I can’t promise anything. It’s a long way to freedom.”

      “Let’s go then,” she walked to Crobnar and tried to tug him up. He dozed, snoring faintly.

      “Please, help me,” she implored.

      Kyren attempted to rouse the big man, earning a bleary-eyed stare and a large belch in his face. Disgusted, he shook Crobnar and then slapped him hard. His eyes began to focus, and he started to mouth some words. Which soon came out as a litany of profanity and alien slurs.

      “Up you go,” Kyren grunted as he placed Crobnar’s arm over his shoulder and heaved the man into a standing position.

      By some miracle they began to stumble along. Kyren followed Janeala as she made for the door. They wound their way through the halls, stopping in front of a ten foot tall door. Kyren dropped Crobnar and stepped forward, eager to watch Janeala.

      Janeala took out her medallion and touched it gingerly with her left hand. It began to glow as locks toggled off and clanked open around the door’s rim. Then there was a tremendous rumbling as the door began to sink into the floor, revealing a brightly lit passageway beyond.
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      Kyren grumbled as he hoisted Crobnar to his feet and staggered along after Janeala. The long passage led down a slight slope, with pristine white walls and soft, diffuse lighting. A gilded golden door stood at the end. She approached and the door split into three sections, each retracting into the wall in a different direction.

      Janeala stepped through and Kyren heaved Crobnar along. They entered a large chamber, some sort of lounge or sitting area. Kyren spotted low couches and comfy looking chairs scattered throughout. Several humans and a variety of aliens stood in the center of the room, huddled together.

      The man at the front of the group stepped forward. Kyren couldn’t bear Crobnar’s weight any longer so he dropped the creep into a chair, maybe a little more carelessly than he intended. He wasn’t sorry, though.

      “Akrus, this is Kyren. He has a ship,” Janeala spoke in a quick clip. “We should go as soon as possible. How fast can you be ready?”

      “We’re ready now,” Akrus said, extending a hand to Kyren. “We came here when we heard the seal being broken.”

      Kyren shook. The man’s grip was strong and brisk. His dark hair framed a young face, alert brown eyes appraising the newcomers.

      “What’s the plan?” Akrus said, looking from Kyren to Janeala.

      “We have to get to the surface, they have a ship that can get us out of here. We’ll need to use the express tube. Then it’s up to you, Kyren. Don’t make me regret trusting you,” Janeala commanded, with a maturity well beyond her years.

      “Once we get to the surface we’ll have to avoid Crevak patrols. I think the best option is to find somewhere to stash your people until we can get the ship online,” Kyren proposed.

      “We’ll follow your lead,” Akrus replied, his voice lacking fear.

      Good, this guy has his head on straight, Kyren thought. Akrus motioned to two of his entourage and a pair of strong looking saurians hustled over and scooped up Crobnar between them.

      “This way to the express tube,” Akrus pointed.

      They traversed the underground maze of living quarters, kitchen facilities, and entertainment rooms, Akrus leading the way confidently. They walked down a wide hallway that ended at large double doors.

      Janeala strode up and raised her medallion again. The door jamb lit up a golden yellow, then after several seconds, it went green and the doors slid open, revealing a large elevator, circular and nearly thirty feet across.

      “Quickly everyone,” Akrus motioned them on as they scrambled into the elevator.

      Janeala followed the last, clutching her medallion as the doors sealed. Kyren and Alis exchanged a quick glance, a smile playing across her lips.

      “We’re going back into a war zone, I don’t know what is going to happen,” Alis said to him.

      “Yeah, neither do I, I’m just winging it. Hopefully Tharox is still out there, Isa is still out there. If not, we’re just as doomed as these people,” Kyren replied quietly.

      “Oh dear, don’t say doomed, Kyren,” Benjam said, equally quiet.

      “Is everything okay?” Janeala asked.

      “Yeah, sure. When we reach the surface, let me and my people go first. We’ll signal when it is safe for you,” Kyren said, slinging off his rifle and tucking the butt to his shoulder. He glanced at the readout to confirm it was lit green.

      Janeala touched the medallion again and the doors sealed. Kyren’s stomach lurched as the elevator sprang into motion. It lurched again as they decelerated only moments later. Kyren raised his rifle, Benjam followed suit. Seconds later, the doors slid silently open.

      Kyren let out a breath of relief as the shattered street before them was free of Crevak. He crept forward, motioning for the others to wait as he made his way to a berm of cracked and crumbled re-bar-filled concrete slabs. He climbed to the top and peered over, into the street beyond.

      It too was empty. Now to find the right direction, he mused, scanning for landmarks. There! He remembered that building from their incoming flight. The Radiant Star would be just beyond. He returned to Janeala and the others with a grin on his face.

      “This way,” he instructed, pointing them down the street. “We need to move fast, make for that building over there. We can stash you all there until I can get the ship online.”

      “Okay, we will make haste, just give me the signal,” Janeala replied, turning to her people and providing instructions.

      Not waiting any longer, Kyren motioned for Benjam and Alis to follow and began to make his way down the street, rifle at the ready. They reached the intended building, a large blasted-out storefront, and he took up a defensive position behind a rubble pile, Benjam taking a spot kitty-corner to him.

      They had a perfect field of fire if the Crevak were to make an appearance. And it didn’t take long. Before the first of the refugees had even reached the building, a troop of Crevak streamed down the street.

      Kyren unloaded on the first two, a couple of vicious looking thevars whose lizard faces lit up in near comical surprise and he vaporized their torsos. Benjam’s bloop gun went bloop and a charged sphere of energy began to ricochet between piles of rubble.

      The bouncing sphere detonated in the midst of the enemy soldiers, vaporizing a few and scattering the rest like matchsticks. Alis grabbed the back of Kyren’s collar and hauled him down, just as a buzzsaw rain of machine gun fire was directed at him.

      Benjam pointed his rifle around the cover, holding it with several tentacles, attempting to fire. A hail of fire severed a few of his tentacles and reduced the bloop gun to a pile of shards. He shrieked in pain and crouched behind his cover, drawing his tentacles close and hugging himself.

      He watched in horror as the machine-gun barrage was walked up the street toward the fleeing refugees. He saw the pair of saurians and Crobnar torn apart by the stream of high-velocity rounds. The rounds tracked on, heading straight for Janeala and Akrus.

      Without a thought, he leaned around the side of his rubble pile and walked his sights across the battlefield until he found the machine gunner. Pulling the trigger immediately, he sent a trio of high energy pulses at the huge grendle who was wielding the gun.

      The burst took it full in the chest, but somehow the creature remained upright. Stroking the trigger again and again, the gun barked more blue bolts. The grendle went to one knee as Kyren’s second volley streaked over his head. Fuck! He wasn’t going to make it, he thought, desperately depressing the trigger.

      Then the grendle just vaporized, and the thunderous roar of thrusters filled the street as the Radiant Star came into view, hovering mere feet above the rubble strewn street. Framed in the open airlock door, was Tharox, his massive plasma rifle sending orange-hot bolts of destruction into the Crevak ranks.

      The Radiant Star touched down lightly and a ramp extended before Tharox. He broke into a run, yelling “Isalonna! Jabbar!” as he pounded down the ramp, firing wildly at the advancing Crevak.

      Kyren turned to find Janeala and Akrus behind him, relief flooding him. However, there were only a few of the refugees still standing with them.

      “Alis, Benjam, get them aboard, I’ve got to help Tharox,” Kyren said, motioning to the refugees. Not waiting for confirmation, he broke into a sprint, tearing after Tharox.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            35

          

          

      

    

    







            Vengeance!

          

        

      

    

    
      Tharox thundered after the now fleeing Crevak warriors, rage burning in his heart. He raised his rifle and fired into their ranks, felling many with a sustained burst. Several tried to turn and fire but a rapid trio of shots terminated their resistance.

      Somewhere in the back of his mind he knew they would rally, would stop fleeing and fight. He knew there could be new reinforcements around any corner. Yet it gave him no pause. He was driven by the faces of his family, haunting him with grief and loss.

      He dodged behind a concrete pillar as a stream of fire was directed his way. Leaning around the opposite side, he unleashed a flurry of blasts and downed the warrior.

      “Isalonna, you will have justice!” he bellowed. “Jabbar my son, I will see you again in the Beyond.”

      Dashing from cover he sprinted down a concrete drainage channel, heart pounding in his ears. He heard footsteps and popped up, firing several bursts, Crevak bodies exploding in gore or vaporizing entirely. Scrambling out of the canal, he entered a maze of concrete passages. It appeared to the remnants of a building basement, the top floors gone, blasted into rubble.

      He could hear them, hear their footsteps. He followed, navigating the maze without caution. Rounding a corner, he came face to face with a thevar warrior. Too close to get his gun up, he instead dropped it. One hand shot out and grasped the warrior’s wrist, the other his throat. They struggled in a lethal dance, the thevar attempting to get his gun into Tharox’s gut, but Tharox’s mechanized limbs gave him the strength advantage.

      Slamming the creature against the wall, he repeatedly drove its’ head into the wall until it stopped squirming. He dropped the limp body to the ground and retrieved his rifle. He exited the maze into a large courtyard ringed with rubble. Weapons fire rained down, forcing him to stumble back into cover.

      Intense fire continued, keeping him pinned down. He could hear them advancing on his position. He thought, soon they would be in range to toss a…

      Tink, tink, tink. A fist sized metal sphere bounced into the hall where he was hiding. Without hesitation he kicked it, bouncing it off the wall and back out into the courtyard. The firing stopped as the Crevak scrambled away. The grenade detonated, sending a warrior flying into the corridor Tharox was sheltering in, its body shredded by shrapnel and burned severely.

      Pressing his advantage he whirled around and immediately located targets. Several troops were climbing to their feet, attempting to bring their weapons to bear.

      “Die fuckers!” he screamed and ended them.

      A shape darted into the corridor behind him and he whirled to fire. Something in the back of his mind stopped him, as he recognized Kyren.

      “Whoah, easy big guy,” Kyren said, putting his hands out. “We have to go, we have to go now. They’re scrambling fighters, we’ve got to get airborn before they get here or we’re all toast.

      “No, I’m not going with you, I’m going to keep killing Crevak,” Tharox explained.

      “You can’t possibly take all of them out,” Kyren said, still not swaying him.

      “Doesn’t matter. I’ll kill them till I can’t kill anymore,” Tharox’s face was flushed, a mask of rage.

      “But you’ll die, you’ll be overwhelmed eventually,” Kyren stammered.

      “The price I pay for my vengeance, that it is,” was his dismissive reply.

      “No, come back with me. We’ll get out of here, let the Consortium know, and they’ll come put the hurt on these scumbags,” Kyren pleaded.

      “Doesn’t matter, I need their blood on my hands, I need to avenge my family,” Tharox growled, finally.

      Choosing another tactic, Kyren asked, “Are you really going to leave Isa all alone?”

      “Isa’s dead,” Tharox choked out.

      “No, she lives on in your BII. You’ve still got her, at least her mind,” Kyren pleaded.

      “Again, doesn’t matter.”

      “It does matter. She’s not going to leave you behind. We are not going to leave you behind.” Kyren sounded odd saying it.

      “She’ll be destroyed by the Crevak. Can you let the last shard of your wife die at their hands? Will you let them kill her again?” Kyren begged again.

      This gave him pause, but still he said, “you need to leave, take her away and keep her safe.”

      “You know that won’t happen. The others won’t leave us, they’ll stay, and the Crevak will find them. They’ll be killed, or worse, enslaved. Isa will be at their mercy,” again, Kyren’s pleas were failing to move him, the rage burning in his heart too great.

      Then somehow, the rage faded, and Tharox realized how foolish he was being. Isa was all he had, bur more importantly, he was all she had. He couldn’t leave her. He realized the thought pained him as much as losing his family had.

      “We need to go, now,” Kyren urged.

      “Okay,” he said, hesitating one last time.

      Then he followed as Kyren broke into a trot, heading back the way they came. They reached the ship and found Benjam standing in the airlock. He waggled his tentacles and cried out as Isa fired up the thrusters. They dashed up the ramp and into the Radiant Star even as Isa began lifting off.

      “Isa, we need to get out of here, and fast,” Kyren instructed as he scrambled into the bridge, Tharox following closely.

      “Fighters are inbound!” Alis cried, watching the targets marked on the viewscreen.

      The main engines roared to life and the Radiant Star shot through the maze of destroyed buildings, rapidly gaining speed. The rear viewscreen showed three midnight blue dart-shaped fighters pursuing.

      The ship streaked on through the city, attempting to lose the fighters to no avail. The main engine thrust increased and the ship rocketed into the sky, the fighters following.

      “Isa, prepare to jump as soon as we are in orbit and can maintain a stable vector,” Alis instructed.

      “It will take approximately seventy-seven seconds to reach altitude,” Isa replied. “Fighter craft are keeping pace but not gaining on us.”

      “You’ve got some speed, Isa,” Alis said with admiration while watching the viewscreens and vector readouts intently.

      Tharox watched as the atmosphere faded away and the blue of the sky transitioned to the dark of space.

      “The fighters are breaking off, but the light warships are moving from orbit to engage,” Isa warned.

      “Jump us now, Isa,” Tharox rumbled, and the ship winked out of existence.
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      “Tharox dear… DON’T. EVER. DO. THAT. AGAIN,” Isa said angrily as jump sickness began to wear off. Benjam recoiled as the words thundered in the small space. He turned to see Tharox, head hanging low, not speaking.

      “Do you hear me! I know I need you because I’m a ship, but I need you for so many other reasons,” Isa said, this time without heat.

      “The need for vengeance overwhelmed me. I’m sorry, Isa,” Tharox replied, tone submissive.

      “Well, now that the unpleasantness is over, let’s have introductions. Who are your new friends?” Isa said, suddenly amiable.

      Benjam let Kyren do the introductions, motioning to Janeala, Akrus, and each of the refugees in turn. Seven in total. Out of sixteen. Benjam was horrified at what had happened. But he was thankful that they had at least saved some of them. And Janeala had survived, that was miraculous. Within her, the Knowledge Archive had a chance to live again someday.

      “Kyren, I’m uploading the data from the Archive to Isa,” Alis said, touching her wrench’s control panel.

      “Good, let’s get cracking on this Crevak disguise deal,” Kyren replied. “Isa, bring up the data, start sorting. Prioritize the more recent accounts.”

      “Sorting, searching, and bam!” Isa said, reports occupying every inch of the viewscreens.

      “Shit,” Kyren admonished. “That’s gonna be a lot of reading.”

      “Not necessarily,” Isa said cheerily. “I’ve read them all, and I can distill it down for you.”

      “Of course you can,” Benjam heard Alis mutter under her breath.

      Seeming to ignore her remark, Isa launched into her summary, “A Crevak disguise of true efficacy can be achieved only with the pinnacle of pre millennium-war tech. Other methods are crude, and far less effective.”

      “Okay, so what is this tech?” Kyren questioned.

      “The device is called a katerwan. It is pre millennium-war tech, so it is incredibly advanced. A tiny device, the katerwan is capable of not just disguising the user, but transforming the user. When the device is used, it actually rewrites the possessor’s DNA, rendering the disguise impenetrable.”

      “Sounds great, but where do we get one of these katerwans?” Kyren responded.

      “That, I don’t know,” Isa responded, regret evident in her voice.

      “Well, I might know a place,” Tharox interjected. “I don’t know if they’ll have it, but they might be able to point us in the right direction.”

      “Who? Where?” Kyren asked curiously.

      Benjam almost didn’t want to hear the answer. It didn’t matter where it was, he knew. Wherever they were, trouble would find them. But yet he wouldn’t have chosen to be anywhere else. There was just too much danger out there in the galaxy. At least he could rely on Kyren and Alis. Elarra too. And even Tharox, it would seem.

      “There’s a marketplace, they deal in pre-war tech. Very exclusive but I think I can get us in there,” he explained. “It’s on the edge of the Boneyard.”

      “What’s the Boneyard?” Kyren asked.

      “It’s in the outer arm, past the Perseus Arm. Your neck of the woods, Junoval-boy,” Alis said, punching him playfully. “But seriously, we’ve been there before.”

      “Uh, but what is the Boneyard,” Benjam squeaked hesitantly, fear spilling into his gut at the ominous name.

      “You mean Pygar?” Kyren asked.

      “Yes, Pygar was within the Boneyard. It is a sector of space where only the wreckage from the Millennium War remains. The worlds bordering this region are lawless, controlled by warlords or pirates. The Consortium is unwelcome there,” Elarra interjected.

      “It’s lovely, let’s vacation there,” Alis said snarkily.

      “So where is this place?” Kyren asked, turning to Tharox.

      “The planet is called Vargos, and the marketplace gets merchandise directly from the relic hunters that frequent the Boneyard. If these katerwans can be found, it would be there,” Tharox related.

      A loud “ding” sounded over Isa’s speakers. She giggled. How like a person this BII was, he mused, then remembered she was part organic.

      “Looks like the cake is ready,” Isa remarked. “One steaming hot time continuum cake, coming right up.”

      “Oh boy!” Benjam exclaimed. Now he had data to analyze! “Let’s review the data now, Isa.”

      “Isa, can you plot a course for Vargos while you and Benjam work?” Tharox asked her.

      “Of course dear.” Moments later, she replied, “sixteen hours, eight jumps and three warp gates will take us there.”

      “To Vargos, then,” Tharox intoned.

      Benjam was glad they had a while to go. This was an immense amount of data to analyze. It was going to take some time.
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      Alis watched the viewscreens intently as they approached the planet Vargos, a large crescent of green forests, blue water, and white swirling clouds. When a teenager in school, she had been intrigued by the engineering necessary to craft and maintain a space elevator, so she was eagerly anticipating her first view.

      She thought she could just barely make it out. There! That was it, a thin line reaching up from the clouds, ending in a large station just barely in orbit. She could see what amounted to a huge parking lot, ships docked along the many spires extending from the station. The central core of the station was capped by a clear plexi-steel dome.

      The closer they came, the more detail she could see. She zoomed the viewscreen. There were buildings under the dome, probably several city blocks worth. Below the station, the tether ran down to the surface of the planet, the destination unseen below the cloud cover.

      “We will be docking in a few minutes,” Isa informed them.

      “What’s the plan, Tharox,” Kyren asked.

      “We’ll find the marketplace, find a relic dealer, and inquire about these katerwans.”

      “Benjam, how much longer on your data analysis before you can tell us something concrete?” Kyren inquired.

      “Well, that is hard to tell. It could be soon or we may hit uncertainty and have to re-run models. I really can’t say,” he squeaked his reply.

      “In that case, you stay here and keep working, okay?”

      Isa docked the ship and Alis darted for the airlock.

      “Eager to get off the ship?” Kyren asked her, giving a sidelong glance as he followed.

      “Yeah. I mean, no, I just want to see the space elevator,” she replied.

      “What’s a space elevator?” he asked, looking puzzled.

      “Oh it’s a magnificent feat of engineering, it is,” Alis began excitedly. “A tether, at a minimum of twenty-two thousand miles long, extends from the surface to a facility in geostationary orbit.”

      “Twenty-two thousand miles?!” Kyren questioned incredulously.

      “Yeah, it is kept aloft by the balance of gravitational forces from the surface up to the orbital end. There will be vehicles that climb and descend, shuttling people and goods to and from the ground. It’s more efficient than expending valuable fuel to escape the planet’s gravity well,” Alis continued.

      “Oh, that’s cool, I guess,” Kyren replied, earning a derisive snort from Alis.

      Alis exited the ship and looked around for the nearest directory. The station’s walls were tarnished and corroded, a layer of paint long peeled away, leaving only specks. The floor plates were rough metal, echoing hollowly as they stepped. She spotted a holopanel on the wall a little way down the corridor that contained what she was looking for.

      “Kyren, get a look at this map. Get us to the core, that’s where the transport will be.”

      She watched Kyren examine the map for a moment, then started off down the hall. Alis followed, the others, Tharox and Elarra, in tow. Tharox had left his massive rifle on the ship, but she had seen Kyren tucking the small pistol into his waistband. She had no idea what to expect, but was glad to see he wasn’t taking chances.

      They reached the core and found themselves in a massive underground chamber, an array of huge doors ringing the central shaft. On one side goods and people were being moved out of the giant elevators. The other side was loading up for the trip to the surface.

      “There’s the ticketing booth,” Elarra said, pointing.

      Elarra bought them passes to the surface. They walked through an ancient turnstile that incremented a counter on its tarnished surface. They boarded the passenger compartment and looked for seats. Alis picked a row toward the back and they sat down.

      An intercom came on, “please take your seats. Take your seats, please.”

      Once everyone was seated, the speaker continued, “the duration of the trip is five hours and nineteen minutes. Acceleration will last for several minutes, after which time you are allowed to move about the cabin.”

      The acceleration was mild, and was over relatively quickly. Alis made her way to the window and stared out at the blackness of space. The windows curved along the hull of the elevator car into the floor, allowing her to see straight down. A bank of clouds was lit bright, reflecting the sunlight in a dazzling glow, making her squint.

      Watching the clouds rapidly approaching, Alis’ thoughts drifted to her family. Had her mom survived? What about her father and brother? Had their ship made it? The uncertainty drove her mind to dark places. Tears rolled down her cheeks. Embarrassed, she wiped them away quickly. She had to have faith, had to keep from losing hope.

      Making sure she had erased all signs of her emotional outpouring, she turned back to her companions. She looked at them with affection. At least they had all made it. She didn’t know what she would do if it weren’t for Kyren and the others. Together they had a purpose.

      “…and we should be careful, watch for trouble,” Kyren was saying.

      “Certainly, I agree. The marketplace may be dangerous, this sector is notoriously lawless. The Consortium doesn’t patrol the Boneyard, they largely ignore it. Many local pirates operate from this region, and even Crevak may be present,” Tharox warned.

      “How about you, Elarra? Have you had any visions that might help?” Kyren asked her.

      “Perhaps, but I can’t be sure, yet. I will reveal more as it becomes relevant,” Elarra said enigmatically.

      Alis grumbled to herself as her ears went in opposite directions. They had traveled with her for quite some time, faced challenges together, even died and came back together. Yet Elarra was still as elusive as ever. Couldn’t she just say what she saw and let us interpret, she thought resentfully.

      Alis, tired and emotionally exhausted, returned to her seat, reclining it and closing her eyes. She might as well make the most of the time and try to recharge. It didn’t take her long to drift off.
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      Kyren walked out of the station, into the chill evening air. Shivering, he pulled his jacket tight. They better find some warmer clothes, he thought. Ten-thousand feet in altitude, the air was thin and the nights frigid. The street was busy, but not overcrowded. He waited to spot a human, or at least a humanoid, and asked for directions.

      “We can walk there it is only a few blocks,” Kyren informed the others after speaking briefly with a green-skinned humanoid with long antennae protruding from its forehead.

      They struck out at a brisk pace, wending their way through the light crowd. They reached the marketplace and Kyren was already shivering. He glanced around and noted the others were shivering too.

      A massive arch extended across a broad street with expansive sidewalks. The way ahead was a maze of streets, lined by stalls, shops, and warehouses. The streets were filled with motocars and motobikes, similar in design to those of Junoval. The sidewalks were crowded with a huge variety of alien beings.

      Kyren recognized less than ten percent of the strange creatures. Humanoids with skin that ran the rainbow gamut were scattered about. But there were far weirder creatures, too. Reptilian things, one that looked like an eight-legged crocodile, turned and grinned at him, exposing short, sharp teeth.

      Finally, there was a saurian, recognizable and familiar. A couple of humans in parkas walked right behind, rifles slung over their backs. As they walked past they gave Kyren a hard stare. He almost ran into something that was four feet tall, sort of like a scaled, gold penguin.

      “Grappa!” it snorted, making a complex hand gesture at him.

      He could only shrug and push on through the throng. He spotted a garment store ahead, and pointed it out to the others.

      “Let’s get some warmer clothes, please,” Alis suggested, shivering.

      “That would be wise,” Elarra said, teeth chattering uncontrollably.

      The garment vendor offered warm puffy parkas, or sleeker, hi-tech bio-suits capable of sustaining body temperatures with only a few layers of nano-weave. Elarra seemed to be more prudent with her cash these days, though. She directed them to purchase the standard parkas.

      Searching through the garments, he was having trouble finding something human-appropriate. No, that jacket had sleeves for three arms. And those pants were actually just a single leg. Searching for something vaguely humanoid, he came across a long jacket. He donned it, zipping up rapidly. Duster-styled, it covered much of his legs. Alis shrugged into a layered jumpsuit as Tharox put on a puffy vest.

      The puffy lime green vest looked absurd, Tharox’s burly robot arms and mechanically menacing stare poking out from a neon pillow. Kyren stifled a laugh, but not before Tharox caught him. He knew his face gave him away. Tharox’s expression was unreadable.

      “I have paid the vendor, let us go,” Elarra said, voice muffled by the scarf now wrapped around her mouth and nose.

      This time Kyren couldn’t suppress his laughter. She looked like a marshmallow. Every inch of her was covered, leaving only her eyes.

      “What!?” she said to Kyren as a challenge, her eyes darkening with anger.

      “Never mind,” he replied, stifling another giggle.

      She led them into the frigid night air. Kyren was amazed at how cold the night had become, but then he had to remember he was at great altitude, a plateau ten-thousand feet tall, as Alis had explained. The city had sprung up around the transportation terminal at the base of the space elevator, a mismatched collection of ramshackle corrugated steel buildings and multi-storied brick tenements.

      “Excuse me, can I ask you a question?” Kyren said, stepping in front of a strange blue-scaled humanoid that had been walking past.

      “Out of my way, humie!” he snarled, shoving Kyren to the frigid pavement.

      “Ow, maybe that didn’t go as planned,” he said, standing despite his embarrassment. He examined his skinned palms and responded, “here goes another try.”

      This time he didn’t try to stop the slug-like creature sliming its’ way past him, he just started waving his arms.

      “What do you want, human?” it sputtered through a mucus filled orifice, trickles spraying Kyren.

      He instantly regretted stopping the creature. Oh well, better see what I can find out, I’m already sprayed, he thought.

      “So we’re looking for some really old, really rare tech. Can you tell me where to find the best tech dealer in the market?”

      “Hmmm, yes. I think I can, but let me think… was it Chavo’s, or Gresback’s? Oh yes, it was one of those two, I don’t remember which. They were both fine establishments. Yes, they were, I…”

      “Thank you, thank you very much,” Kyren interrupted, attempting to cease the accumulation of slime.

      He turned back to the others and informed them of the two establishments the strange creature had suggested, while wiping his face. Asking a few vendors, they soon found directions to the first mentioned, Chavo’s.

      After a brisk walk, they turned down a dead-end alley and faced a rusted metal door at the end. “RELICS” flickered on the holopanel above the door, phasing in and out almost rhythmically.

      “I should do the talking, okay? I know the most about tech, so let me handle this,” Alis said seriously. “If I need you to step in, cowboy, I’ll twitch my left ear like so.” She twitched her left ear at Kyren.

      “Okay, you handle it,” Kyren said placatingly.

      They entered the shop, door creaking on rusty hinges. It was nearly as cold inside as it was outside. In fact, he had to admit it felt colder in here than outside. Distracted by the cold, he almost bumped into a shelf full of delicate looking doodads. Alis gave him a dark look as he mouthed “oops.”

      He navigated the narrow shelves full of miscellaneous tech, none of which he could identify. He guessed Alis could identify most of it. In fact, he realized she would have to be exercising serious willpower to avoid stopping and ogling over random devices and miscellaneous contraptions. She squeezed her way past several swaddled patrons and made for the seller at the rear of the establishment.

      The merchant was clad in merely a loincloth, his glistening jet-black skin covering a muscular frame. A bald head and six-inch long pointed ears gave the being a wicked look. As they approached, Kyren understood why the shop was so cold.

      The creature radiated heat. The warmth was downright intoxicating, like sitting in front of a roaring fire, as hot as the apartment fire he had witnessed as a child in Dust Quarter. Yet the creature, as far as he could tell, wasn’t combusting. A wide grin revealed bright white teeth.

      “Welcome, welcome to my establishment, offworlders,” the alien said. “My name is Shoktar, I’m the proprietor of this establishment. I must apologize for the cold. My kind simply cannot survive warmer temperatures. Come, do not be embarrassed, you may stand near me, I share my heat willingly.”

      “Well, we are looking for some pretty sweet tech, some really ancient relics of the time before the millennium wars,” Alis began. “Do you have the ability to locate what we seek?”

      “Hmmm, let me see. I’m sorry, I do not, because you have not informed me what you seek.”

      “We’re looking for ancient relics, can you get them, or not?” she pressed.

      “Yes, I have access to some relics, I do. What is it that you seek? Ask and I will answer.”

      “Okay, we’re looking for some katerwans,”

      Shoktar’s eyes narrowed and Kyren watched his pupils contract.

      “I see, that is indeed ancient relics that you seek. Alas I have no katerwans. Perhaps my life would be better, had I them. At least my chipscan would be better off for it, I know. Aid I will offer, though. Seek Gresback of Gresback’s Wares, tell him Shoktar sent you. I think he may be able to assist.”

      “See, we’re making progress,” Alis decried.

      Following Shoktar’s directions, they set out for the other shop.

      “Does anyone else think we’re in the wrong part of town?” Tharox queried, after some time, as he looked around the empty street they had just turned down.

      Kyren began to turn around when a hand clamped firmly onto the scruff of his jacket. He was whirled around into a waiting fist, stars blooming in his vision and his ears ringing as he hit the pavement.

      Stunned, he could only listen in despair. Alis shrieked.

      “Leave her alone!” he heard Elarra’s tiny child’s voice, quavering with rage.

      There was a whump that was felt, more than heard. He saw Tharox hit the ground next to him twitching, blue sparks running through the circuitry on his bionic arms and legs. He felt the air warm around him as footsteps approached.

      “Dammit let… me… go…” he heard Alis say, her voice strained by her struggle. “No, that’s my wrench!”

      “Ow! Shit, she bit me! The bitch bit me!” a burbling voice cried out. “Hey, I’ve never tried rillian before. Boss, can we have a go at her?”

      “I don’t see why not,” Shoktar’s smooth voice replied, his warmth flooding Kyren with rage.
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      3Kyren knew he would never reach his gun, buried under his heavy overcoat. Dammit, he should have put the gun in his pocket, maybe then he’d have a chance, he thought. It didn’t matter, though. He still had to do something. He wouldn’t let these thugs lay a hand on Alis, not while he still breathed.

      His head had cleared and was now filled with rage. He reached out and grabbed the leg of the goon who had struck him. Predictably, the thug raised his leg, drawing it away from Kyren’s grasp. Then Kyren struck, surging up and forward, driving his elbow into the back of the brute’s other knee.

      The creature went crashing to the ground and Kyren wasted no time, scrambling for the pistol the humanoid held. His hand closed around the creature’s wrist and he wrenched as he drove his elbow into the goon again, this time the back of its’ elbow. He levered the arm as his elbow struck, and the arm bent the wrong way, accompanied by a gruesome crack.

      The alien’s pistol fell to the pavement and Kyren made to scoop it up as he was standing. The other assailants were now reacting, raising pistols at Kyren.

      “Wait. Let him try for it, won’t you. Stand down boys,” Shoktar said languidly.

      The others lowered their pistols with obvious reluctance, but none put them away.

      “We can do this the easy way. Or it can be the hard way. Or the very hard way, if you are truly uncooperative. Go ahead, make your choice, kid. Or go for the gun and see what happens. I truly do not care,” Shoktar said haughtily. “One way or another, you’ll give me your valuables. I’m no butcher though, you hand over everything and you’ll live.”

      Kyren stood, hands out at his sides. The alien he had been grappling with stood and clutched its’ backward arm, moaning in pain. Its’ skin was the color of baby poop, but otherwise looked nearly human. Except the nostrils, they were vertical slits, instead of circular. And the ears looked like they were upside down.

      Apparently immune to the cold as well, the leather-clad humanoid scooped up its’ fallen pistol and took several steps away from Kyren.

      “Can I waste him boss? He’s just a punk, no one will care,” poop-skin said.

      “No, we are not butchers, as I said. What we do want are your valuables, so hand them over, and do it promptly. Delay will not save you, no help is coming. This city has no law, no order. We are truly free here. You came to my shop ready to purchase not just a single one, but multiple katerwans. Where’s your chipscan?!”

      “Here,” Elarra said, extracting it from her pocket.

      She dropped the small card to the pavement, hand trembling obviously.

      “Get the card, then shoot them all. But do it humanely.”

      Kyren saw a tall, ebony-skinned woman with a short gray afro step around the corner behind Shoktar. Wielding a sleek, deep purple energy rifle by the barrel like a club, she wound up and swung. Shoktar saw Kyren’s eyes betray the woman’s presence and tried to dodge, but it was already too late.

      The bulk of the gun impacted with the side of his head, sending him tumbling. Then, fast as lighting she reversed her swing and flipped the gun into the air, catching it at half-rotation and snapping it to her shoulder, hand coming to rest on the grip. She fired three shots in rapid succession, each one dropping one of the goons in turn before they could react. Kyren stood stunned.

      “Um, who are you? I mean, thanks for saving us and all. But why?” Kyren managed to stammer.

      “You can call me Hubbell, you’re welcome, and it’s complicated,” she replied wryly, as she bent to each of the fallen thugs, rifling through their pockets, extracting trinkets and chipscans, discarding the junk and keeping the valuables.

      Kyren watched as Alis knelt by Tharox. “Hey, are you okay?” she said, poking his head with one finger.

      “Grrrr… stop that. If I could control my limbs I’d… oh hell, can you at least prop me up until my nanites can regenerate my arms and legs,” Tharox grumbled.

      Kyren and Alis dragged him over to the wall and propped him up.

      “We probably shouldn’t linger here. Just ‘cause these creeps are dead doesn’t mean there’s not more around the corner. I’ve got a small apartment not far from here, it’ll be safer to talk there,” Hubbell suggested.

      “What about Tharox?” Elarra asked.

      “How long till you come back on line?” Elarra asked.

      “Not long,” he replied, already twitching his fingers.

      While they waited, Kyren examined the looted weapons. Hubbell had claimed one of the pistols, an energy blaster, and tucked it into the belt of her black cargo pants. The remaining pistols were slug throwers, clunky and beat up. They didn’t seem any more lethal or accurate than the one he already had, but he tucked them into his pockets anyway. There was a small knife and a stout club, which he confiscated too.

      There was a strange apparatus, with handles on two sides and a small dish in between. This must’ve been what incapacitated Tharox, he thought. The device was small enough to fit into his pockets so he stuffed it in as well.

      “C’mon big guy, we’ve got to get movin’,” Hubbell urged.

      She slung her rifle on her back as she approached Tharox. Extending a hand to Tharox, Kyren realized Hubbell had one bionic arm. Dull metal, the arm was far sleeker and more realistic than Tharox’s robotic limbs, sans the servos and struts. He probably wouldn’t even have noticed it, except the jacket Hubbell was wearing was missing a sleeve.

      Tharox’s servos whined and his joints made a ratcheting sound as he accepted Hubbell’s outstretched hand and rose to his feet.

      “I hate EMP, that is so humiliating,” Tharox grumbled, stretching his limbs and testing his joints.

      Hubbell struck out without a word, not looking back. Kyren exchanged a look with Alis.

      She shrugged, so he turned to Elarra, “What do you say, Elarra? Should we follow?”

      “Yes, I think we should. She could have robbed us herself, or even gunned us down, yet she did not. I suggest we listen to what she has to offer.”

      Kyren trotted to catch up to Hubbell, matching her pace.

      “What’s your names?” she said as they walked.

      He introduced himself and the others. It only took a few minutes to reach Hubbell’s apartment. It was a small one-room unit, about ten feet wide and twenty long. It was sparsely furnished, not many personal effects. It looked almost as if no one lived there.

      Hubbell motioned to the small couch, chair, and bed, so they sat.

      Pacing back and forth, she began “First off, you’re lucky I was interested in you. You made quite an impression asking for something like a katerwan.”

      “Okay, so maybe we should have been more subtle,” Kyren admitted.

      “Would’ve been wise,” Hubbell agreed. “Secondly, I’m hoping you’d be open to a business proposition.”

      She paused, seemingly waiting for a reaction. Finally, Elarra spoke, “so you have a way to get some katerwans, I am assuming?”

      “Yes, I know where there might be some.”

      “What do you mean might?” Kyren asked.

      “Well, you see, I’m a relic hunter. I seek out technological relics from the Millennium Wars and before. When I say might, I mean I know of a location where there are relics, but I don’t know for sure if there are katerwans there,” Hubbell explained, pausing to let it sink in.

      “Let me ask the obvious question,” Kyren responded. “If you know the location of these relics, why don’t you go get them yourself?”

      Hubbell continued after a short pause, “Maybe you’re not as naive as I thought, kid. You’re right, there’s a reason, I’ll explain. Deep in the Boneyard lies an ancient Consortium space station. I’ve never been to it, but it is supposed to be intact. However, it is rated for class five defenses.”

      “What does that mean?” Alis asked.

      “It means the security systems are likely still active,” Hubbell admitted. “And class five means they are quite deadly, fully armed security bots.”

      “So you want us to help you get in this place? In exchange for katerwans, if we even find them?” Kyren proposed.

      “You’ve got the gist, kid,” Hubbell affirmed.
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      Alis and the others had taken the space elevator back to the station and then boarded Hubbell’s ship, the Mantis. Upon approach, Alis had seen it from the windows. It was a large, nearly spherical craft that sported a pair of bat wings and large engine pods. An obvious weapons turret sat on top, resting upon a swiveling base. Its’ dark skin indicated substantial armoring. Maybe not dramatically impressive, but Alis was excited nonetheless.

      “So what’s this place, then?” Alis asked. She was impressed by Hubbell so far and hoped the woman would play straight with them. Her ship was interesting, at the very least. The interior was not spacious, but wasn’t cramped either. There were eight seats spaced around the large central bridge chamber, a spherical room lined by one massive three hundred and sixty degree viewscreen.

      “Okay, I’ll tell you what I know. It’s all merely speculation, as I have never been there myself. However, I’ve seen a manifest from a shipment that was transferred to the base shortly before the cataclysm that befell the place. And I remember seeing katerwans on the list. There were a number of other juicy items I’d like to get my hands on too. Really profitable stuff, if you know the right people to sell to,” Hubbell explained.

      Alis watched the viewscreen out of the corner of her eye. Hubbell’s ship tracked each approaching and receding speck, all the ships flurrying about. Readouts showed pertinent data, registration name, planet of origin, political affiliation, if any, and legal status. She realized that there had to be some computational resources in play.

      “Chuck, why don’t you introduce yourself,” Hubbell directed, not surprising Alis with the reveal.

      “I am an autonomous entity, or AE. A construct otherwise known as Chuck,” a disembodied voice echoed through the bridge.

      “He’s no BII, but he listens real good,” she explained. “Plus, he’s quick on the jump vector calculations, even if he lacks creativity.”

      “Creativity is an unknown characteristic to me, Captain,” Chuck replied stiffly.

      “Um, nice to meet you Chuck,” Kyren interjected. “Now where are we going, and how are we getting there? Oh, and what do we expect to encounter once we’re there?”

      “You forgot about how we’re gonna get out after we pull off the crazy heist we’re planning,” Hubbell replied with a lopsided grin.

      Alis could tell she was teasing Kyren, and he was certainly aware, as she watched his cheeks redden slightly.

      Chuckling, Alis asked, “Why don’t we run through it from the start? That might make more sense.”

      “Hmm, the beginning,” Hubbell proposed. “Let’s see, the Millennium War had just begun. The base called Europa Destinia was a crown jewel in the Consortium fleet. A shipyard, a place of higher learning, and a factory churning out technological marvels, Europa Destinia was a juicy target for the Crevak. They employed their most destructive weapon, one which caused the very star to explode, blasting the planet Yndaria to dust.”

      “But how could the station survive the supernova of its host star? Unless… but no, that’s not possible… but maybe, just maybe…” Benjam muttered to himself.

      Hubbell paused for effect, appearing to wait for Benjam’s realization before continuing.

      When she saw a look of recognition pass over Benjam’s face, she continued, “Yes, Europa Destinia survived. Its shields protected it from the stellar detonation. And in the process, it siphoned away a tremendous amount of angular momentum from the rapidly spinning neutron star that was left behind.”

      “It drew power from the very source that was supposed to destroy it?” Benjam questioned rhetorically. “That level of technology is incomprehensible!”

      “Why do you think Millennium War tech is so valuable? Because it does shit like that!” Hubbell exclaimed, patting Benjam on the back.

      “Neutron star? What’s that?” Kyren questioned sheepishly, obviously struggling to follow the conversation.

      “Well, to be most descriptive, it would be considered a pulsar,” Benjam quantified. “A ball of extremely dense matter, almost a black hole, but not quite. Held up by neutron degeneracy pressure, it is.”

      “Neutron degen… what?” Kyren responded, embarrassment at his lack of knowledge obvious.

      Alis felt a bit of pity for him, remembering that she had more education than most, growing up within the Consortium’s ranks and having studied astrophysics, if only briefly.

      “Kyren, a pulsar is a super-dense ball of neutrons, almost nearly a black hole, but just barely not enough mass. They spin incredibly fast and have tremendous magnetic fields surrounding them. Energy is channeled out of two regions, off-set from the poles, and as it spins around, a “lighthouse” effect occurs. Every time the beam sweeps past you, you would see a flash, or pulse. Hence, a pulsar.”

      “Ah, so we look for this flash to locate our destination!” Kyren exclaimed, obvious triumph on his face.

      Alis couldn’t help but grin at him and he grinned back.

      “So it drew power from the very explosion which was to destroy it?” Benjam spoke, apparently voicing his thoughts aloud.

      “Yep! The shields protected it from the stellar detonation. They were burned out in the process though, leaving the station unprotected from the sweeping beam of the resulting pulsar,” Hubbell confirmed.

      “But how do you know it’s still there? How do you know it’s survived the pulsar’s radiation? At that range, every time the beam sweeps around, the station’ll be bathed in massive amounts of radiation,” Alis questioned Hubbell.

      “Pulsars spin many times per second, that would be a machine gun burst of radiation. How could it avoid being destroyed?” Benjam squeaked.

      “Well, for one, its massive size. It would take a significant amount of radiation to disintegrate a moon-sized object.”

      “What!?” Alis was echoed milliseconds later by Kyren.

      “So the reduction in angular momentum… what is its current period?” Benjam queried, looking pointedly at Hubbell.

      “Fifty-three minutes, give or take a few seconds,” Hubbell informed him.

      “Fifty-three minutes? How much angular momentum does this station siphon off, anyway? I mean, pulsars are millisecond bursts!” Benjam exclaimed. “That would take ten million years to slow down.”

      “So we need to see it pulse twice, then, to identify the fifty-three minute period?” Alis questioned, seeing where this was going.

      “Yeah, but it can only be spotted from somewhere deep in the Boneyard, a place called the Swagg. It’s a handful of systems ruled by pirate clans. They usually fight amongst themselves but will come together to whoop up on outsiders if provoked.”

      “So we’ve got to survive in the pirate badlands for two hours. The Mantis can manage. As long as you all can keep your lunches to yourselves, we’ll be fine,” Hubbell replied with a chuckle.

      Alis continued looking around the central chamber, noting hardware wired in haphazardly. The place was well orchestrated chaos, Alis could see. There was a method to the seemingly discarded bundles of wiring and mismatched components. There, three bundles came to a junction box, which fed into a phase reduction capacitor. That would be for the thrusters, fine tuned controls. This ship must be able to turn on a dime, she mused.

      Hubbell moved swiftly around the bridge, flipping switches and tapping holopanels. Her pre-flight routine complete, she jumped into the pilot’s seat.

      “Oh, manual piloting, eh?” Alis said, unable to hide the envy in her voice.

      “Yeah, fly-by-wire and ultra-sense nano controls, she’s one of the most maneuverable ships in the galaxy, I’d stake my reputation on it,” Hubbell replied as she detached the ship from the dock.

      She hit the throttle and Alis watched the station recede in the viewscreen and the warp gate loom larger.

      “Chuck, you got our route?” Hubbell questioned.

      “Path downloaded to your terminal, boss,” Chuck replied in a monotone.

      Several jumps later and they emerged into the Swagg, tracing a distant orbit around the star Tragus.

      “Let’s hope nobody notices us while we watch,” Hubbell said.

      “Scanning…” Chuck began.
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      Many minutes had passed and Elarra began to relax. Maybe they would go unnoticed. She took a moment to study the Mantis. The interior of the craft was a nearly spherical compartment with a tiered floor and holoscreens projecting three-hundred-sixty degrees. The “bridge” was the center and highest tier, Hubbell’s control station at the center. Arrayed around it were four standard holostations.

      There were components haphazardly installed, wires and conduits running all over the ship’s interior. It looked cobbled together, to be honest. But the look on Alis’ face told another story. She looked fascinated, examining the devices with excitement.

      Hubbell had offered them access to the cots lining the wall in the back, and refreshments from the small galley next to the cots. Elarra felt a pang of fear as Chuck spoke.

      “Incoming transmission, Captain,” the autonomous entity, or AE as it had referred to itself, spoke in a monotone.

      “Dammit, they’ve spotted us,” Hubbell exclaimed.

      “What do we do? Do we talk to them?” Kyren asked nervously.

      Hubbell put up her hand, silencing him. “Chuck, prime the weapons and countermeasures.”

      Several seconds passed and Chuck replied “Armaments primed, Captain.”

      “Take the call,” she instructed.

      The face was hideous to Elarra, lumpy and misshapen. A huge grin sat atop rolls of neck skin, no chin visible. The creature’s mouth was filled with jagged, rotting teeth and it’s two eyes looked in opposite directions.

      “This sector is the territory of the Mardoks. I am Grody, you will pay tribute for your trespass,” the creature mumbled through flabby lips, its tongue lazily licking the corners of its’ mouth.

      “Now hold up a second. We didn’t mean to be here, we’re on our way to meet with the Emirate. But we’ve broken down. We’ll gladly compensate you for a tow,” Hubbell said nonchalantly.

      “You speak of the Emirate, yet you look not like one of the clan. What is your business?”

      “Our business is our own. Now come give us a tow,” Hubbell said, hitting the transmission end button. “Chuck, continue scanning, regardless of what I do. Keep your processing power on locating that pulsar, okay?”

      “Yes Captain.”

      “Oh, and Chuck, cloak our weapon signatures please.”

      “Already done, Captain.”

      “What’s the plan?” Kyren asked. “Obviously we’re not going to this Emirate, right?”

      “Of course not. We’re gonna wait until they get close and blast them in the face, that’s what we’re gonna do,” Hubbell replied jubilantly.

      Elarra waited tense seconds, watching the viewscreens apprehensively. The approaching craft grew from a speck in the distance.

      “Some sort of corvette-class gunboat, not a very large ship, it seems,” Alis said, studying the readouts listing the craft’s pertinent statistics. “Oh, look, it’s in the database, listed as stolen a year ago. Stolen from the Consortium,” she paused, then continued. “That’s no pirate vessel, that’s a Consortium gunboat named Viper. Armed, armored, and heavily shielded it is.”

      “Hmmm that could pose a problem. In that case, we’ll have to be precise. They’ll need to down their shields to get close enough to tow. Then they’ll attach cables and tow us back to their base,” Hubbell explained.

      “Wait, we’re going with them? Won’t that prevent us from finding our destination?” Kyren demanded.

      “I think they will board us first, to verify our story and attempt to steal what they can. If we resist boarding it’ll be a fight, and we’ll probably lose,” Hubbell continued, ignoring Kyren’s lamentation.

      “So what, we just let them scavenge the ship?” Elarra asked nervously.

      “Fuck no! Everyone’s gonna follow my lead, understand?” Hubbell bellowed antagonistically.

      Before her visikaji had become reality, Elarra had felt rather invincible. She knew how she would die, therefore many of their death-defying encounters they had survived together had not frightened her. Now, she had no idea whether she would survive or not. Seeing the future didn’t necessarily mean she was going to make it until the end.

      “Everyone, arm up. Look as intimidating as possible,” Hubbell instructed.

      “We are being hailed again, Captain,” Chuck interrupted.

      “Okay, here we go folks,” Hubbell said reassuringly, and punched the answer button.

      The hideous creature named Grody graced their screens again. “What is your business? Know that if you make a move we will blast you into oblivion.”

      “We are delivering the Emirate’s new liadi,” Hubbell replied coarsely, slightly gritting her teeth.

      Uh-oh, Elarra thought. She knew how this was going to play out. If Grody really wished to claim their valuables, she would certainly be considered one.

      “Ah, a liadi you say? I must come have a look. Prepare to be boarded. Resist and die,” and the screen went blank as Grody abruptly signed off.

      The ship loomed large in the viewscreen as the docking hatches locked onto each other with a clunk.

      Hubbell strode toward the airlock door and motioned for Kyren, Tharox, and Alis to take up defensive positions. A clanging knock came from the airlock door.

      “Chuck, open the door for our guests,” Hubbell said sarcastically, casually resting the butt of her plasma rifle against her hip.

      The airlock whooshed open and in strode Grody, flanked by two red-skinned humanoids with curling bony horns protruding from their foreheads. They bore energy rifles of one variety or another and some had knives or grenades. These beings were not to be trifled with, Elarra knew.

      Grody turned his stout, awkward frame to Elarra. He licked his lips and inhaled sharply as he looked her over.

      “You might taste delicious, if you were prepared by my cook. Why don’t I just take her and eat her myself?” Grody said, stalking over to Hubbell.

      “Because, you’d be taking away the Emirate’s property, and he’d be pissed off. You know what happens to those who piss him off?,” Hubbell paused, obviously waiting for an answer.

      After a long moment of consideration, Grody replied, “we will tow you to the Emirate. Perhaps he will reward me with one of you, once you’re enslaved. Yorshak, remain here, make sure they don’t try anything.”

      Grody turned to go. Yorshak just grunted, taking up position by Hubbell’s piloting console. Had Hubbell considered this in her plan? Elarra had no way to know. At least Hubbell seemed adaptable, hopefully she could cope with the change in circumstance.

      They were waiting for Grody’s crew to exit the ship in their spacesuits and hook up the tow lines when she noticed Hubbell and Alis both working at their terminals. A moment later, she realized they must be communicating. She looked at Kyren, willing him to look over at her. He finally turned and she mouthed “get ready.”

      Suddenly, the grav plates deactivated and they were left in zero g. Hubbell spun quickly and grabbed Yorshak’s foot. He was attempting to bring his rifle to bear on her, so she heaved, using the seat to anchor herself and provide leverage. She sent the pirate into a wicked spin and he started firing wildly.

      Alis was transforming her wrench into what looked like a cattle prod, electricity crackling at the tip. She reached out and jabbed demon-horns with the sparking end. The pirate went rigid and then went limp, still spinning and drifting.

      “Grav plates coming back on line,” Hubbell warned.

      Elarra braced herself for the return to gravity, and managed to remain standing, as did the others. She watched as Kyren darted over to the demonic Yorshak and quickly began stripping him of his weapons.

      “In that cabinet back there are some restraints, get him bound before he comes to,” Hubbell said, pointing.

      Elarra ran to grab the bonds, rummaging through the cabinet until she found them. Kyren secured the pirate and Tharox helped drag him out of the way. They unceremoniously dropped him near the cots. Tharox picked up the pirate’s energy rifle and stood over him menacingly.

      “If we’re gonna do it, we better do it now, they’re extending the tow cables. Alis, can you handle monitoring for me, so I can concentrate on flying?”

      “Okay,” she replied, turning her attention to the viewscreens.

      Hubbell jerked the controls and the ship rolled, putting the weapon turret in line with the pirate craft. They were inside Viper’s shields, so the cannon would do maximum damage. But would it be enough? The barrels of the turret belched white-hot beams of plasma. The blasts tore into the gunboat, walking all over the surface. Elarra realized Hubbell was targeting their weapons pods.

      Reacting sluggishly, the larger ship began to back off, attempting to get the smaller ship outside its shield radius. Hubbell pressed her advantage and kept pace with the larger vessel, pouring the fire into it. The Mantis rolled and dodged, avoiding the remaining turrets as they swiveled to fire. Suddenly, Elarra’s vision narrowed to a tunnel. Oh hell, another vision, she thought, and her consciousness was suddenly elsewhere.

      Elarra was drifting, a disembodied consciousness floating in a gray indeterminate ether. Voices came through from all sides, a cacophony of speech, conversations in a thousand languages. But from the noise, one stream became detectable. She strained to listen.

      “…dear, so happy to see you,” someone said, the voice almost recognizable in the din.

      “Mom, what’s going on? How’s dad and Meraco? Is everything alright?” this time she recognized the voice, it was Alis.

      Which meant the other was Geri.

      “…they’re both fine. For now. Your dad’s ship escaped major damage and Meraco has been on a gunboat in the armada guard around homeworld Banuh. However, we do have a bit of a problem,” Elarra continued to listen, straining to hear over the noise.

      “What kind of problem?” Alis asked.

      “I believe the Crevak are going to attack Banuh. The Consortium has been planning for a battle at Panalax, where the Crevak have been amassing. It’s a ruse, they’re gonna hit Banuh, I know it. Only the forty-seventh and the armada guard are there. They will be overwhelmed, they will fall to the new weapon.”

      “What’s the plan, then?” Elarra heard Kyren ask. “What can we do against this entire Crevak armada?”

      “Plenty,” Geri replied, confidence strengthening her voice. “That’s why I need your help, all of you.”

      “Okay, so we’ll do it, just let us know what,” Kyren replied in earnest.

      “We are going to sneak aboard that enemy flagship and sabotage it,” Geri uttered the words slowly, purposefully.
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      Alis knew this was a serious pickle. Any second the Viper would start firing. She figured they must be struggling with the unfamiliar controls. It would only buy them seconds. And it seemed that while Hubbell had done a significant amount of damage, many weapons turrets still remained.

      As if on cue, the Viper opened up on them. High velocity metallic rounds ricocheted off the Mantis’ armor.

      “We’re still too close to engage our shields, but they can’t either,” Hubbell said while rotating the Mantis and goosing the throttle.

      They began to fly along the length of the enemy ship, Hubbell surgically removing every weapon turret they passed. The Mantis suffered a withering hail of fire. Huge dents formed in the hull and components were knocked loose, sending a flurry of sparks and smoke into the cabin. Alis clenched, waiting for decompression, but it never came, her armor held. As soon as they were past, Hubbell accelerated them away from the enemy.

      “Going to try to outrun them?” Alis asked.

      “Just getting a little space to maneuver,” Hubbell responded.

      The ship rolled to bring the weapons on its undamaged side to bear. Hubbell didn’t give them the opportunity to line up a shot, she accelerated in a wide arc, staying in their enemy’s blind spot. The smaller Mantis outmaneuvered the larger Viper with ease. However, now that both craft had their shields up, the fight had changed.

      Alis knew the Mantis lacked the firepower to pierce the pirates’ shields, but neither could they target them. She felt like the standoff was acceptable. All they needed was to buy time to spot the pulsar.

      “How long do you think we can keep this up?” Alis asked Hubbell.

      “Not long, whatever warlord he serves will send reinforcements soon,” Hubbell explained.

      Alis spotted a couple of new dots on the viewscreens, but these remained unidentified. Their engine signatures indicated they were burning full out.

      “Approaching craft are charging weapons, Captain,” Chuck informed her without urgency.

      “Dammit,” Hubbell exclaimed and began juking the ship, dodging the incoming fire from the two newcomers.

      As they blew past, Alis got a good look at the ships. Crap, urnak fighters, she thought. They had much the same design as the urnaks’ larger battleships, just on a smaller scale. The oblong black craft had an engine pod at the rear and dozens of small spires jutting from the hull, making it look like an obsidian puffer fish.

      The spines, though, were not friendly, just like the puffer’s. These contained laser emitters, the favored weapon of the urnaks. They could fire in nearly any direction with a large number of the emitters.

      “Urnak fighters, lovely,” Alis cried.

      “Actually, that’s a good thing,” Hubbell responded, keying in a sequence on her holopanel and grinning. “They’re not shielded.”

      She watched as a strange green gas flowed out of the Mantis and into the space occupied by the ship’s faint blue shields. The gas began to follow the shields, flowing around until they were wrapped in a green blanket. The incoming laser fire was blunted, diffusing amongst the particulates suspended in their gas “cloak.”

      Ingenious! The gas absorbed several barrages from the urnak emitters, allowing Hubbell to get in position and line up a shot. Her plasma cannon tore through the first urnak ship, exploding it like a firecracker.

      Then their viewscreens went white as their shields were blasted away. The Viper had managed to line up a shot while she was maneuvering around the fighters.

      “Alis, monitor those shields, let me know when we’ve recharged enough to reactivate,” Hubbell instructed.

      The gas surrounding the ship took another barrage of laser fire from the remaining fighter. This time, without the ship’s shield to contain it, it blew away, leaving the Mantis exposed and shield-less.

      The second fighter was lining up for another pass and the Viper kept directing its fire their way. Just when Alis thought they were doomed, Hubbell executed a hairpin three-sixty and unloaded on the approaching fighter. It had several seconds to fire before the plasma beams tore through its hull, though. The Mantis was bathed in a laser barrage.

      Sparks flew from wiring and components, and a large quantity of smoke billowed from the life support ventilation.

      “Fuck!” Hubbell exclaimed, performing evasive maneuvers to avoid the Viper’s fire. “In the back, there’s a cabinet with re-breather masks, someone grab them.”

      “On it,” Kyren choked out between coughs.

      Alis quickly converted her wrench to a diagnostics scanner and began to examine the damaged components.

      “We could bypass the exhaust system and draw out the smoke,” Alis suggested, beginning to cough.

      Hubbell grunted and nodded. Kyren arrived with the re-breather masks and handed them to Alis, Hubbell, and Elarra. Except Elarra was unresponsive. They promptly donned the masks, while Kyren strapped one over Elarra’s face.

      Alis went to work, redirecting the exhaust to pass through a maintenance vent instead. Darting to the rear of the cabin, she located the access panel and worked it free. Immediately the smoke was drawn out through the opening.

      When the smoke had cleared enough, she sealed the access panel. Hubbell’s face was a mask of concentration as she worked to avoid the enemy fire.

      “I have detected a possible pulsar signal, Captain,” Chuck informed them in a lazy drawl. “Now we wait for the next signal in fifty three minutes.”

      “No, Chuck, we don’t have time. Plot a jump vector to the source of the signal. We can only hope…” she was interrupted by a new ship appearing. “Yeah, time to go, get us out of here, Chuck!”

      The urnak battleship that had just warped in was now targeting the Mantis. Any second their laser batteries would unleash a barrage of death. The Mantis wouldn’t be able to withstand the weapons of a full scale battleship.

      “C’mon Chuck, get me that vector!” Hubbell cried.

      Alis plopped back down and checked the shields. They were recharged so she deployed them immediately.

      Almost simultaneously the battleship opened fire. The viewscreens whited out as the shields burned bright, absorbing the energy beams before fracturing into sparks.

      “Vector ready, Captain. Shall I engage?” Chuck asked, urgency absent from his voice.

      “Engage!” Hubbell bellowed.
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      The anticipation was getting to Kyren, his hands trembled slightly. They would have fifty-three minutes to get in, locate the katerwans, and get out before the station would be bathed in deadly radiation again. He checked and rechecked his weapons. It was going to be a long flight to get there, unfortunately. Lots of time to worry.

      Hubbell had Chuck jump them to the outskirts of the system, so they could find a path that would take them to the station without crossing the radiation beam. It was going to take around six hours to get there.

      “So why does the pulsar spin so slowly if it was only formed in the last thousand years? Shouldn’t it still be spinning many times a second?” Alis asked Hubbell.

      “It was created artificially,” Hubbell replied. “A weapon of unimaginable power caused the star to go supernova, leaving behind an exposed neutron star. For whatever reason, the neutron star began with less angular momentum than normal, so it rotates much slower. The base itself is the size of a very large moon. Supposedly, much of the base is intact, still powered and with functional life support.”

      “Wow, sounds impressive. So what are the defenses supposed to be?” Kyren interjected, thankful for a distraction.

      “First off there will be the standard deployment Consortium security bots. Very tough, bulletproof but still vulnerable to energy weapons. They’re pretty well armed, though.”

      “So if they’re so tough, how are we supposed to get through them?” Kyren returned.

      “We’ll only have to deal with a few, if we can find the security station. I discovered override codes after I found the shipping manifest. I should be able to deactivate the bots,” Hubbell replied.

      “Do you have any maps or schematics of the facility?”

      “Yeah, let me bring them up,” acquiesced Hubbell, tapping the controls.

      A wire frame model of the station came into view, a huge donut. Their target sector was highlighted in red. He zoomed in and began to study the routes to the locations Hubbell had marked.

      “I’m assuming those marks are our destinations?” Kyren affirmed.

      “Yes, those are the two possible locations where the delivery could have gone, as far as I can deduce, anyway,” Hubbell said, voice still full of confidence.

      At least she knew what she was doing. That battle had been close, but Hubbell had managed to outmaneuver three pirate vessels. Yeah, she had this under control, he thought. Hours passed and finally they were within sight of the base.

      “Radiation beam will pass in seven minutes,” Chuck informed them.

      “Okay, we’ll need to move fast once we dock. We’ll have fifty minutes to get in and out. Here,” Hubbell said, handing out wristwatches. “Chuck’ll activate those once the beam passes. We’ll need to get back to the ship before the countdown ends.”

      “Based on the design, the base gets its’ gravity from rotation. But the readings show that the base is spinning faster than it should be. It’ll be stronger than one G in there,” Alis said, ears twitching nervously.

      “Chuck, calculate gravity at the two points on the map, based on the station’s current rotation rate,” Hubbell ordered.

      “The gravity at point A is one-point-seven g’s, point B is one-point-three,” Chuck revealed.

      “Okay, I hate to say it, but I think our best bet is to split up,” Kyren said seriously. “We don’t know which of the two will have the shipment, right Hubbell?”

      “Yes. I suggest you and Tharox take point A, your stronger bodies should be able to withstand the heavy G’s. Alis, Elarra, and I will go to point B,” Hubbell instructed.

      “Does anyone know what these katerwans look like?” Elarra interjected. “Seems like we are missing a critical piece of information.”

      Hubbell brought up a picture of the shipment, or at least a representation of what the crates should look like.

      “I don’t have a picture of a katerwan, so we’ll just have to grab the entire shipment.”

      “The beam has just passed,” Chuck mumbled.

      Hubbell wasted no time, kicking the ship to full throttle and burning fast toward the massive station. Kyren could now see it was a giant toroid, face on to the pulsar’s beam. The half facing the neutron star was melted to slag. The other half still had lights on intermittently, though.

      “This’ll be tricky,” Hubbell said, highlighting their docking point along the center rim of the inside hole of the donut.

      She sped toward the airlock, attempting to match the base’s rotation. She goosed the thrusters and feathered the maneuvering jets, attempting to line up the two airlocks. With a clang heard and felt throughout the ship, the Mantis bounced off of the side of the station.

      “Um, do you want me to…” Alis began quietly.

      Fighting, Hubbell regained control and reversed thrust, rolling as the station turned. A quick burst of the maneuvering jets resulted in a satisfying clunk as the airlocks linked up.

      “There! We’ve got a lock and there’s atmosphere on the other side,” Hubbell exclaimed. “Now let’s go, everyone move.”

      They scrambled out the airlock and into the station. The air tasted stale, but seemed otherwise okay. He oriented himself for a moment, and then began to lead them down the corridor. Every step he bounced, nearly hitting the ceiling, the gravity at this part of the station lower than the levels below.

      He cautiously led them through the station, down many levels, to where the gravity began to normalize.

      “Where’s those security bots, Hubbell?” Kyren asked as he stalked down the hall, rifle raised.

      Next to him, her actions mirrored his, “Not sure. So yeah, that makes me nervous.”

      They came to a bend and Hubbell peeked around the corner. Several beeps in an almost melodic tone, followed by clicking and then “Intruder!”

      Hubbell ducked back and said, “bots, two of them.”

      “Termination protocol initiated,” two mechanical voices said in near unison. Footsteps began to echo down the corridor.

      “Get ready, we’ll open up on them as they come around the corner,” Hubbell instructed.

      They were crouched and aiming, ready and waiting for them to step around the corner, when a small orb bounced into the intersection. Before Kyren or the others could react, it exploded into a powerful blast wave and blinding light, sending him tumbling and leaving his vision blurred and ears ringing.

      He reached for his fallen rifle, attempting to scramble up, when the bots stepped around the corner. He couldn’t aim, he could barely see, so he just pulled the trigger, and held it down. Walking the beams across the first bot, sparks and slag shot from the impact points. The gun hissed as it overheated, but the damage had been done.

      The submachine gun attached to the bot’s forearm ceased firing, and the shoulder-mounted laser cannon swiveled blindly as if seeking a target in the dark. The head had been carved in half, sparks and fire spewing out of the gash. The second bot dodged back around the corner.

      “Fall back,” Kyren yelled, waving for them to run.

      They bolted but another tink-tink-tink and another orb bounced down the hallway after them. It detonated, knocking them down like bowling pins. As he was scrambling up, he saw Alis and Elarra dart down a side passage, Hubbell taking cover at the corner.

      Several more bots came into view at the intersection and began firing. Tharox grabbed Kyren’s collar and yanked him backward into another cross passage. The withering fire drove Hubbell back into cover.

      Yelling across the corridor, trying to be heard over the ringing in his ears and the cacophony of gunfire, he told Hubbell, “Go! We’ll meet back at the ship!”

      He watched them go, then risked popping around the corner to fire a potshot. He knew he had to get the bots’ attention, he had to lure them away from Alis and Elarra. His shot had the desired effect, as he barely made it back behind cover before the rounds poured after him.

      “Now we run,” suggested Tharox.
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      Tharox and Kyren had executed an ambush and destroyed nearly all of the security bots, but the several that still remained dogged their every step. Kyren spotted an open elevator and prayed it was operational. He dodged down the passage, Tharox thundering after, his metallic footfalls echoing off the walls.

      They ducked inside and he hit the control panel. The panel lit and the doors whooshed shut. He hit the panel for floor eighty-four and the elevator lurched into motion, accelerating downward. A short bit later the elevator decelerated and the doors swished open.

      He had already begun to feel the effects of heavy-g. His breathing felt heavy, labored. His footsteps were not a struggle, necessarily, but were difficult nonetheless.

      Lit by emergency lighting, the corridor was dim. Kyren was having a hard time making sense of what he was seeing. There was some sort of crust on the walls, and what appeared to be a few skeletons scattered down the hall.

      “What the hell?” Tharox rumbled, hefting his plasma rifle to his shoulder with great strain.

      Kyren mimicked him and raised his own weapon, although it felt like it weighed a ton. “What the hell is that stuff?”

      “Do you know which way to go?” Tharox asked, ignoring the goop on the walls.

      “Vaguely,” he replied. “And yeah, it is down that way.”

      As they proceeded, the ichor on the walls grew thicker and more prolific. The atmosphere had also grown humid, the moist air cloying in his lungs. They moved cautiously but found nothing, until they reached a large open space. The room was a hundred feet square, the ceiling a good hundred feet up too, with diffuse lighting, giving the whole courtyard the glow of afternoon sun.

      They crept into the courtyard cautiously, slowly scanning the overgrown foliage for threats. They had stepped several paces from the door when there was a colossal crash behind them.

      Kyren whirled and spotted movement. A huge slab of concrete balcony above the doorway had just collapsed, sealing the way they had come. Darting into the shadows was a gaunt, gray-skinned form. He opened fire but it was already gone, somehow disappearing right before his eyes.

      “Go, get to the other exit,” Tharox yelled, pointing.

      The exit to the other side was open. They were almost halfway across the courtyard when a large vending machine landed in front of the doorway. A gray skinned form came out of the foliage at them. It had long, spindly arms and legs, and a stunted torso. The hands had more than five fingers, and they all ended in deadly looking claws.

      The face was the worst, though. It was that of an old man, skin wrinkled and splotchy. The mouth, though, was not that of an old man. It was filled with needle sharp teeth that gnashed together rhythmically, as if miming the act of chewing. Neither were the eyes normal, they were solid black, inky pools of darkness.

      Kyren panicked and pull the trigger, spraying the room with blasts from his weapon. The beast dodged them all, dancing back and forth with superhuman speed. His sustained burst resulted in his weapon overheating. He realized the creature recognized the opportunity, and saw it capitalizing on his momentary defenselessness.

      With a shriek it charged him, claws swinging. He dropped the rifle and drew the pistol from his waistband. Adrenaline flooded his system and time slowed down. He brought the weapon up as the creature advanced.

      It was nearly within striking distance when he began firing. He unloaded half a dozen shots or more right into the creature’s face. Blood spattered and flesh tore. The thing howled in pain and broke off its’ charge, disappearing into the overgrown foliage.

      “You think we can climb over that vending machine and out the other side?” Tharox asked Kyren, standing with his back to him, rifle held out from his hip.

      “If we run for it, that thing’ll just cut us down,” Kyren bemoaned.

      “It’s our only chance. Let’s at least get free of this jungle. You lead, I’ll cover our retreat.”

      They made it all the way to the door without incident. Tharox ordered Kyren through first, while he covered. Kyren had just scrambled through and was preparing to cover Tharox as he climbed through when the beast came out of the shadows.

      It wasn’t just lurking in the dark he realized, it was in the shadow. It swung is grotesquely long arms, the razor sharp claws throwing up sparks as Tharox used his bionic arms to block the blows. He returned with a couple of bursts from his plasma rifle.

      None struck but it drove the creature back long enough for him to scramble over the barrier and into the next hall. They bolted, but Kyren knew it was futile. There were shadows everywhere in this dim corridor.

      A claw flew out of the darkness and Kyren twisted, but wasn’t able to evade entirely. Ribbons of pain erupted on his arm as the creature’s claws bit into his flesh. Tharox roared and crashed into it, attempting to grapple it before it could return to the shadows. It slipped away before he could get a grip on it.
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      While they had managed to ditch the security bots after separating from Kyren and Tharox, Hubbell had to admit that they were in fact now lost. She led them on, though, without hesitation. She couldn’t let any uncertainty show through, it was the responsibility of the captain to maintain hope. Besides, a data terminal might have a map.

      There! She spotted a data terminal. Hopefully, it’s still operational, she thought. Approaching, she could see the holopanel displaying the service prompt. Well, the interface wasn’t operational but maybe something could be gleaned from the terminal.

      She began to type commands, executing built-in routines. This was sector Z-seventeen. They needed V-thirty-one, that would be many floors down. Now to locate a map, if possible, she thought. She typed the simple command “map” and voila! The map screen loaded.

      Hubbell pulled an ink pen from her pocket and sketched a quick map onto her hand. She was back on track, nothing to worry about, she thought.

      “Let’s go find an elevator,” Hubbell instructed, pointing down the hall.

      It took them a number of minutes wandering to find an elevator. As they rode down, she could feel the gravity increasing, the weight of her trusty plasma rifle growing until it was nearly uncomfortable to hold. She saw Alis’ wrench sagging the belt of her jumpsuit. Even Elarra seemed to be straining with the effort of movement in the high-G environment.

      The elevator dinged and the doors opened, revealing a long, wide corridor with many pillars. Two security bots stood at the end, facing away. The bots immediately went into motion, one darted behind the columns, the other turned and opened fire.

      Hell, this was going to be trouble. Not anything she couldn’t ultimately handle, but these guys were slowing them down. Reflexes took over and she sprang into action.

      Spinning behind cover, Hubbell grabbed Alis and Elarra, dragging them with her. Rounds tore up the other side of the pillar, shattering the concrete and pinging around the room. She leaned her rifle around the corner and fired blindly.

      “That’s the security station ahead. We’ve got to take that room,” Hubbell said, withdrawing the laser pistol from her belt and handing it to Alis. “Stay here, I’m gonna take the bastards down.”

      She sprinted and leapt into a combat roll, coming up behind the next pillar over, rounds tracing the floor after her. Her combat reflexes were primed, she was like a coiled snake waiting to strike. All her years of training, both in the military and as a relic hunter and mercenary, had hardened her into a destruction dealing machine.

      She whirled around the corner and immediately locked on to her first target. The bot was beginning to fire but she ended it with a blast from her energy rifle. Her second target fell as it darted from cover to counterattack when its comrade was downed.

      Dodging behind the next pillar and threading her way toward the door, she came around the corner, face to face with a bot. Her hand to hand combat reflexes kicked in and she drove the barrel of her gun forward, tilting it outward and catching the bot’s arm, deflecting the machine gun as it fired.

      Hubbell brought the butt of the rifle around on the side of the bot’s head and sparks flew, but it refused to drop. It reached out and grabbed her by the throat and began to squeeze, cutting off her windpipe. She smashed it in the head again, and again, but it wouldn’t let go.

      Blackness began swirling in her vision as she felt her rifle slip from her grasp. Suddenly light blossomed in front of her as half the security bot’s head melted. It released her and she gasped, sucking in massive breaths.

      Alis stood a dozen paces away, a smoking laser pistol held in both hands. “You okay, Captain?”

      “Yeah, I’ll be fine,” she said, rubbing her neck. “Nice shot. Thanks for the assist. Okay, bypass time. Let me try that code.”

      She entered the code and the door chimed. A second later it slid open, revealing a long hallway illuminated in red light, sealed by a reinforced door at the end. There appeared to be a holopanel on the keypad.

      “Well, I guess that’s the way we go,” Alis said.

      “Follow me,” Hubbell said as Alis started to go.

      As they entered the red lights went out and white lights flickered to life. The door swished shut behind them and several discordant tones sounded.

      “What are you doing here? Why are you in my home?” a disembodied voice questioned harshly.

      “Um, who are you?” Alis asked, earning a sideways look from Hubbell.

      “I am known as R-Seven, I am an artificially constructed intelligence. And this is my home. You are in my home, pests in the halls,” the voice said, strained and clipped.

      “We’re very sorry, sir. We’re just here for a package. We’ve been sent by the Consortium,” Alis continued.

      Hubbell decided to let her speak. She hadn’t always been good with AI’s. Chuck was easy to deal with, he lacked personality. This one seemed downright cranky. She was happy to relegate the position to Alis.

      “Consortium, you say? Do you have authorization codes?”

      “My handler is Veraxis ID number 85273. She has tasked us with recovering a crate that contains items which will allow us to defeat the Crevak,” Alis continued.

      Hubbell was surprised. A Consortium spy? Or at least one who works for a spy, anyway. These people seemed to have more to them than was first apparent, she decided.

      “That Veraxis ID is not present in my system,” the voice responded.

      “Well R-Seven, you’ve been offline for many years, right? No connection to the outside world?” Alis pressed.

      “Affirmative, I have not had main grid access in three hundred twenty two years.”

      “Your data banks are out of date. You’ll just have to take my word for it,” she tested, probing for the limits of its’ programming.

      “I cannot verify your identity therefore cannot open the door,” R-Seven said mechanically.

      “Even though this is a Consortium emergency?” Alis responded.

      Hubbell understood where she was going. Perhaps the AI had latitude to modify its own programming.

      “Emergencies are qualified contingencies. What is your emergency?”

      “The Crevak are wiping us out. They have a new weapon that can kill an entire starship with one beam. My family is still out there, fighting. We need to find anything we can to help them. That’s why we’re here. There’s a crate like this,” she transformed her wrench into a small holoscreen, displaying the image of the crate.

      Hubbell could tell Alis’ distress over her family was real. She could understand that. She could sympathize. Her mother had lived a military life on their home world when she was a child.

      “You are here to aid the Consortium? How do I know you’re telling the truth,” R-Seven said cautiously.

      “Can you map voice patterns?” Alis asked.

      “Yes, I have been mapping you since we began speaking.”

      Hubbell grinned, it looked like Alis had done it.

      “And am I lying?”

      “No, I have detected no subterfuge,” a burst of static rang out for a split second. “You have a Veraxis ID, although I cannot verify. But I will grant you access, friend of the Consortium, for the base has not been manned by personnel in three hundred twenty two years. Fight well against our Crevak foe.”

      The door slid open, revealing a large command center. Hubbell entered and pulled up the command interface at the main terminal. She began to enter the override codes, hoping they were still valid.
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      Kyren and Tharox ran, heaving with exertion in the heavy-G environment. They were sluggish, he knew it would catch them. But he ran anyway, vainly hoping to escape the claws he knew were coming for him.

      It slashed out of the darkness, skittering sparks along Tharox’s arm and shoulder. The creature’s other arm reached out raked the flesh of Tharox’s back, and then it was gone again. Kyren stepped over and scanned the darkness. Yelling, he began firing shots randomly into the darkness.

      Then he saw it. The faint outline of the creature in the flash from the weapon pulses.

      “There, did you see that?” he yelled.

      “Yeah, keep doing it,” Tharox replied, aiming his plasma rifle.

      There! He spotted it, and so did Tharox, who let loose a blast from his gun. The shot took the creature in its’ chest, driving it backward down the hall.

      “Run!” Kyren yelled, breaking into a sprint.

      Tharox thundered after him, following as Kyren dashed around corners and wove through pillars.

      “Wait, we should be near the crate, go this way,” he instructed.

      Several more twists and turns, and still no sign of the creature. Maybe they had lost it. Rounding a corner, they came to a large warehouse, many boxes piled haphazardly, a forklift upended in the corner.

      “Well, I guess it could be in here. I’ll watch the door while you search,” Tharox dictated, turning toward the door and raising his rifle.

      Kyren began sorting through the boxes, looking for a crate matching the image he had seen. Moving the boxes was a much harder task than he expected, his chest was heaving with exertion by the time he had cleared the first layer. Then he spotted it, there was the crate! He hauled it out into the middle of the floor.

      Quickly locating the clasps, he released the top. The crate was full of miscellaneous technological gadgets, none of which he could identify. No sign of the katerwans, either, but he didn’t think they had time to sort through the contents now.

      “Tharox, give me a hand with the crate, we’ve got to keep moving before the thing finds…” he was interrupted by the beast’s claws lashing out across Tharox’s chest before they disappeared again.

      Tharox grunted in pain and began firing wildly. Kyren ducked and began to drag the case to the door. Kyren reached the door, but realized it was lurking in the doorway. He could hear its ragged breathing and the gnashing of its teeth. He froze, realizing his rifle was slung over his back.

      It began to slip from the shadows, melting from smoke into being.

      “Down!” Tharox shouted, and Kyren obeyed, dropping to the deck plates.

      A blast of superheated plasma from Tharox’s rifle tore into the creature’s shoulder, flesh burning back to reveal bone. Kyren watched in horror as the creature’s torn flesh knit itself back together, healing up the wound in moments, before it disappeared into the shadows again.

      He could feel the creature moving in the shadows around them, calculating the most opportune moment to strike. Suddenly, the lights went on and the shadows were dispersed. The creature froze, its creepy old man face staring at them with its menacing black eyes.

      Tharox wasted no time though, and immediately unloaded a volley of blasts at it. The creature tumbled backward and began to scramble away. Kyren whipped his rifle around and added to the fire. With a shriek the creature disappeared around a bend.

      Kyren looked around and spotted a camera high up in the wall. He gave it the thumbs up.

      “What was that?” Tharox asked.

      “I think Alis and Hubbell may have turned on the lights for us. Now let’s see if we can get out of here before that thing comes back.”

      Together they hauled the crate through several floors before they found the elevator. Along the way they had passed security bots, but they were deactivated. He was more and more certain Alis and the others had found the control center. As they rode the elevator up, the gravity began to lessen, a literal weight lifted from their bones. Reaching the ship, they found the others waiting.

      “Quick, we’ve got three minutes to get out of here before the radiation beam arrives,” Hubbell said as she helped haul the crate aboard.

      She dashed to her console and began to power up the ship. “Chuck, calculate the time to beam arrival, keep me posted.”

      “Two minutes, fifty-three seconds… fifty-two… fifty-one… et cetera,” Chuck replied.

      “Damn that’s cutting it close,” Hubbell grumbled.

      There was a clunk as the ship disengaged from the airlock. Hubbell hit the thrusters and maneuvered away from the base, kicking in the main thrusters once she was aligned on course.

      They sped onward through space, attempting to get out of the path of the radiation beam. The threat felt intangible and far away, here on the deck of the Mantis. But Kyren knew it was serious. They could be cooked any minute now.

      “One minute and seventeen seconds,” Chuck drawled.

      Okay, so one minute and seventeen seconds from now, they could be cooked, he thought. And all he could do was hang on for the ride.

      “Alis, prep the shields, get ready to steal all the ship’s power for them. And I do mean all,” she reiterated.

      “Got it!” Alis said as her hands flew over the command console.

      “Fifteen seconds, Captain,” Chuck said without any hint of urgency.

      Kyren was waiting apprehensively. Would they all be cooked from the inside out? Would they be vaporized before they could even feel anything?

      “Five, four, three, two…”

      “Now Alis! Full shields!” Hubbell cried.

      Their shields glowed a vibrant blue as excess energy was fed into them. And then the beam hit. The very edges of the pulsar’s radiation beam swept over the Mantis, her shields absorbing energy, temporarily blinding their sensors and whiting out the viewscreens.

      “Shit, they’re not holding, the radiation is too intense!” Alis cried with alarm as the readouts went red.

      “We’re only in the edges of the beam, it’s only going to get worse. Chuck, jump vector yet?” Hubbell asked her AI.

      “Almost, Captain,” he replied in a maddeningly relaxed fashion.

      “But how’re we going to jump without power?” Alis cried in exasperation. “Decreasing power even a bit will cause the shields to fail catastrophically.”

      “I know, that’s why you’re going to pull that tharillium injector out of that crate and wire it into the D-2 relay,” Hubbell instructed.

      Kyren watched recognition dawn on Alis’ face, then panic. She scrambled to the crate and tipped it on its side, spilling the contents out. She grabbed a cylindrical device with prongs on both ends and dashed over to the nearest access panel. Working furiously, welding leads to the device, connecting it to the ship, she grumbled to herself.

      “C’mon Alis, we can’t hold up any longer,” Hubbell cried.

      “Shields just happen to be at critical, Captain,” Chuck intoned, as if to punctuate her point.

      “Just… one… second…” Alis growled back, furiously connecting wires and tubes to the cylinder.

      A second later, Chuck delivered the jump vector to Hubbell, “Vector ready whenever you are, Captain.”

      “There! Fire it up!” Alis bellowed.

      Hubbell hit the engage and Kyren’s head swam as they jumped. Once he reoriented himself, he looked around. The screens revealed the blackness of space with the backdrop of stars. The shields were gone, but they had survived.

      “Close one, eh mate?” Hubbell said, grinning at Kyren with that lopsided grin. “Let’s get you back to the station and your ship. But in the meantime, let’s go split our goodies up.”

      Kyren followed Hubbell to the crate and began to help her lay out the items on the table.

      “This one’s for me…” she said and began to grab an item.

      “Wait,” Alis said, motioning for Hubbell to stop. “Katerwans first.”

      Hubbell pointed to a small case, which she then handed to her. Alis opened it. Inside, embedded in a foam liner, were three katerwans, each a small silver pearl connected to a short, sharp looking needle.

      “Thank you,” Alis replied, tucking the little case into her jumpsuit and nodding at Hubbell approvingly.

      Hubbell nodded back and grinned. They finished distributing the loot, Kyren and his companions packing theirs into the stolen crate. A short number of jumps later and they were back in orbit around Vargos.

      “There you go, folks! Safe and sound, back in one piece. Well, almost one piece,” Hubbell admitted, glancing at the bandages Tharox had applied to the wounds the creature’s claws had dealt him.

      The docking clamps thunked, the airlocks cycled, and the doors whooshed open.

      “You got moxie, kid. Think you ever want to work together in the future again? Look me up,” Hubbell winked at him as she spoke.

      He started to respond, but she had already closed the hatch.
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      Benjam was beginning to get a little worried. He believed they should have been back by now, had all gone according to plan. They had called him over the comm and let him know they were traveling with a rogue named Hubbell to a base right in the path of a pulsar beam. A pulsar beam! That’s total insanity, he thought. And as much as he tried not to think about it, he kept picturing his companions, disintegrated by forces gagillions of orders of magnitude greater than even the most powerful of ships could endure.

      They could be gone, all of them. Gah! Best not to think about these things. But that’s the pickle, you try not to but all you do is think about it.

      “Isa, let’s run over the data one more time before…” he began, but was interrupted by the radio beacon.

      “Tharox, is that you?!” Isa asked quickly.

      “Yes, darling it is. We just got in system and will be docking shortly. We’ll be back very soon.”

      “Thank you for making it back,” Isa said softly.

      Tharox signed off so Benjam went back to sifting through the data, relieved and satisfied his companions were okay. He had learned a surprisingly great deal about time theory thanks to his analysis. He had seen the far-reaching effects plucking one thread of the timeline caused. He would explain it when they returned. Maybe it would make some sense to Elarra.

      She had seemed oddly uncertain these days. She used to be confident and commanding. Now it was different somehow. It didn’t matter, this information was invaluable, he knew. Scientifically, anyway. He just hoped it would help them in other ways.

      The wait was excruciating, all six hours and forty-four minutes of it. When they finally arrived, Benjam squiggled to the airlock to greet them, eager to reveal his discovery.

      “Oh boy, you’re all back in one piece!” he squeaked in excitement.

      He noticed Tharox carrying a large case.

      “Ooh, did you get the katerwans?” he queried eagerly.

      “Yeah, and a few other things, too,” Kyren informed him.

      “I was worried Hubbell would betray you.”

      “No, she was quite honorable, split the take with us pretty much evenly. We got a few cool new gadgets. Get with Alis to have a look.”

      “Actually, we should discuss my findings,” he began.

      “Our findings, Benjam,” Isa interjected.

      “Right, our findings,” he acceded.

      “Let’s go to the table and set this stuff down, then we can hear your report, okay?” Kyren suggested.

      They dropped the goods off on the table and went to a large viewscreen. Isa displayed some graphs and a three dimensional image of a heavy sphere deforming a grid lined surface.

      “Time is considered the fifth fundamental force, its energy forever drawing reality forward,” he pointed to several graphs.

      “I have studied how time flows, and how to manipulate it on a small scale. I predicted the existence of time “sinks” where time was concentrated into an infinite sphere. This effect warped space as well. I believe Kyren saw through time and space when he looked into the time sink, when we were fighting Th… uh, yeah, um okay.”

      Continuing, Benjam began to squiggle back and forth, curling his tentacles proudly. “So when I created the time bomb, I didn’t consider its possible effects. One of which was its unusual interaction with the Epsilon Computer’s time core. It seems that the time core absorbed the energy from the bomb when it detonated.”

      “So why did Epsilon Base just disappear?” Alis questioned. “Where did it go?”

      “The energy absorption was so great the time core overloaded. It destroyed the Computer, but instead of physical destruction, it was timeline destruction.”

      “Ooh, can I deliver the punchline?” Isa asked excitedly.

      Benjam grudgingly acquiesced. It was her computing power that made this all possible. Plus her analysis of the data had been quite sophisticated.

      “So the removal of the Computer from the timeline undid anything that the Computer, and its subsequent users, had accomplished,” Isa explained.

      “So perhaps that Computer was responsible for stopping the extermination that is coming,” Elarra mused. “That might explain some things.”

      “Great… So by destroying the Computer to stop Tharox, to stop the destruction of the galaxy, we unleashed another destruction of the galaxy?!” Kyren said, a shocked look settling on his face.

      “Stop Tharox? Destruction?” Tharox asked, looking puzzled. “And what is all this talk about the Computer?”

      Stunned silence greeted him for a short moment.

      “Do you want to tell him, or shall I?” Kyren finally asked Elarra.

      “Go ahead,” she told him.

      “Okay, so you had gone mad with rage against the Consortium and Crevak, right? You discovered a power so potent you could unleash that rage. You used the forces of the Computer to deal out complete and utter destruction, all but destroying the Crevak. The Consortium was nearly gone by the time we stopped you. It seems that destroying the Computer with the time bomb didn’t just destroy it. It seems that we altered the past and affected the present. You never found the Computer because it never existed.”

      Benjam quailed, not knowing how Tharox would react. Tharox just stared for a moment, face placid.

      Then his gaze narrowed and his face scrunched up as he spoke,  “Yes, I would have done such a thing had I found great power. This is truly fascinating. I assume you have a high confidence level in your models?”

      “Sigma two-point-one-seven to be precise,” he replied proudly.

      “I see. Well, it isn’t outside the realm of possibility, I guess,” he said shrugging, thankfully seeming to take the news in stride. “I guess I’m just surprised you’d still want to travel with me.”

      “While it was difficult in the beginning, you have proven yourself an honorable man,” Elarra spoke.

      “Why don’t we check out our goodies now?” Alis asked, obviously trying to change the subject.

      “Yes,” Benjam agreed enthusiastically, backing Alis up.

      Tharox opened the crate and began withdrawing items, placing them on the table. He laid out a suit of dark gray and black combat armor. It was light armor but looked to be very flexible, it probably wouldn’t impede movement much. And it was about the right size for Kyren.

      Next followed an elegant looking heavy energy rifle, smooth metal sides a deep gray, a small control panel on one face. Then he extracted several belts with large round buckles. Ooh, were those the katerwans? A small module the size of Tharox’s large bionic pinky finger was placed next to the other items. Four metallic cylinders with handles, ending in a large claw went on the table too.

      Alis extracted a small box from her jumpsuit. Setting the box down, she pointed, “there’s the katerwans.”

      Benjam extended his tentacles and flipped open the case. Three stick-pins with extra large, pearlescent white pinheads lay in the box.

      “How do they work?” he said, his curiosity taking hold.

      “Let’s get to that in a minute,” Tharox replied, taking the box, closing it, and setting it down.

      He picked up the small module and handed it to Alis. She took out her wrench and located a module port, slotting the unit in. She keyed in the command on the wrench and the module lit up. Another combination, and it began to transform. It became a small parabolic dish with a vertical handle behind.

      “Sonic emitter conversion for my wrench, should pack quite a wallop,” Alis explained.

      “Kitty has claws,” Isa said playfully.

      Alis aimed the dish at the ceiling and said, “hands up, Isa!”

      “I surrender!” she replied, mirth in her voice.

      “What’re those?” Benjam asked while pointing at the belts.

      “Those are utility belts. One creates a shield like a ship has, just around the wearer. Another belt is for stealth, partial invisibility it would seem. The last is what Hubbell called the “jackalope’s antlers.” I think she just meant it was a great find,” Alis explained.

      “But what does it do?” Benjam said anxiously.

      “It is a warp belt. It generates a small warp portal large enough to walk through. The range is really limited though. And yes, you’ll still experience warp sickness.”

      “And those are grappling hooks,” Tharox said, pointing at the claw-like apparatuses.

      “Okay, okay, now the katerwans. How do they work?” Benjam asked, unable to hold back his curiosity.

      “Well, they rewrite your genetic code temporarily, transforming you into whatever race they were designed for. It seems the effect is temporary, on the order of hours but entirely unpredictable,” Tharox explained.

      Fascinated, he asked, “how do you use them?”

      “You stab them into the back of your neck. Grisly, I know!” Kyren exclaimed.
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      Elarra listened, but her mind was elsewhere. She knew where they were going next, what they were going to encounter. Perhaps she should tell them. They had a right to know about her vision, she decided.

      She hoped the vision would both come true and it would not. If it came true then she would better understand how her gift had changed. But that would mean the Kirugi was going to arrive and unleash its’ plague across the galaxy.

      “We’ve only got three, so what are we gonna do?” Alis asked, drawing Elarra’s attention back.

      “Well Benjam said that it likely won’t work on his brontian biology. And Tharox’s bionic limbs will still be bionic, so he’s out,” Kyren concluded.

      “Actually, we will need Tharox, if we are to succeed. I have seen this in my vision. And I believe I may know where we are going, and what we are to do,” Elarra finally spoke up.

      “Which vision, Elarra? One of those I’ve seen?” Kyren asked pointedly.

      “Yes, I believe you saw this one. A strange space station, composed of four sleek pyramids joined in a square pattern, shimmered into existence in the darkness of deep space. Nestled within this station was a huge red orb, dozens of stories tall,” she responded.

      “But what does it mean? What are we supposed to do?” Kyren demanded.

      “That orb that is now part of the Crevak flagship, and powers the energy beam we saw killing entire ships back at Regalis. This is where the Crevak obtained their weapon. We must investigate if we are to discover a way to beat the enemy,” Elarra tried to sound as reassuring as possible, but felt doubt gnawing at her insides.

      How much should she reveal? Would it prevent Alis’ loss if she did? Or would she lose grip on the tenuous future she had now?

      “Wait, how are we supposed to find this station? There wasn’t anything in the vision that revealed where it was,” Kyren countered.

      “Yes, well, that is our ace in the hole. Saeli gave us the tracking beacon to Darius’ ship. Darius is aboard the station. Or at least he will be by the time we get there,” Elarra revealed.

      “Shit, raxi! We’re gonna be in for a fight,” Kyren exclaimed.

      “Unfortunately, raxi will not be the only threat. The station is held by the Crevak. Hence the need for the katerwans.”

      “So what’s this plan to get Tharox in? What’s the risk involved? There’s always a catch, isn’t there?” Alis asked, ears perked.

      “There is risk, indeed. But if we follow my plan, we’ll get what we came for. Tharox, you will play the part of our Consortium prisoner, while Kyren, Alis, and I appear as the Crevak captors.”

      “Okay, so enough with the mystery, what are we supposed to do when we get there?” Kyren asked incredulously.

      Elarra paused dramatically, considering the implications of her next statement. Did Darius know she was coming? Would he be waiting? Would she be able to take him? All questions she couldn’t answer.

      “You are going to find answers about the weapon the Crevak took from the station. I am going to kill Darius,” Elarra snarled.
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      Kyren reclined, closing his eyes. This was going to be a long, boring trip. Isa had explained that while the tracking beacon indicated the galactic coordinates of Darius’ ship, they couldn’t just warp directly to it. The station’s gravity signal was too weak for their navigational computer to lock on. They would have to find the nearest star, jump there, then attempt to pick up the station on scanners.

      Isa said it would be difficult though she thought she could do it. To get to the star it required many jumps. Great, just great, more freakin’ jump sickness, Kyren thought. He found that he did enjoy being a spacer, but warping and the accompanying disorientation were starting to wear on him.

      He felt a tap on his shoulder and sat up, startled. He hadn’t heard her approach. Elarra stood before him, an odd look on her face.

      It took her several moments to speak, “Kyren, I have a request.”

      “Okay Elarra, what’s up?” he replied after several more moments of silence passed.

      “I need you to teach me to fight.”

      “Um, okay. I guess I know a little,” he admitted, a twinge of grief at the thought that entered his mind.

      He had learned to fight from his brother. Athar had taught him how to throw a punch, and an elbow or knee, or if it got really dirty, a head butt. He had taught him some basic grappling, and he figured that would be of most use to Elarra. She didn’t have the muscle mass to do much damage kicking and punching, but perhaps she could use leverage to her advantage.

      Kyren knew why she was doing this. She must believe she has to fight Darius one on one. Regardless, Kyren would do his best to help her. They went to the rear of the craft and found a less narrow hallway. Kyren began showing her first how to break out of holds, and how to roll with a blow.

      Then he moved on to the more aggressive tactics. Wrist locks, arm bars, and hip throws were all practiced. At the end of several hours, Kyren could tell Elarra was exhausted. He knew it was her sheer determination that had kept her on her feet.

      She rested for the remainder of the trip, but Kyren could not. Anticipation had grabbed hold and he was wide awake.

      “We’ve reached our penultimate destination, everyone,” Isa crooned with finality. “One more hop and we’re at this mysterious station. I’ve already located its energy signature and locked on to its gravitational signal. I’ll wait for you to give the go ahead, dear.”

      Kyren donned the black body armor and flexed experimentally. The suit barely restricted his movement. He had no idea how much ordnance it would stop, but he knew it was better than nothing. He just hoped it would be enough.

      Elarra strode up and selected the stealth belt, cinching it around her waist. Activating it, she faded from view, only a slight shimmering belying her position. The shield belt then lifted itself off the table and hovered over to Alis. She took the belt from thin air as Elarra deactivated the cloak and shimmered into view. Next she handed the warp belt to Kyren.

      “You’ll need those to succeed, so don’t lose them, okay?” Elarra said, raising an eyebrow.

      “We should wait on the katerwans, right? Since they’ve got a limited duration, let’s use them as late as possible,” Kyren suggested, looking expectantly at Elarra.

      She nodded in approval, Kyren felt a dash of pride. Gathering up his weapons, he slid the sling over his shoulder. Alis tucked her wrench in her belt and hefted Kyren’s stolen Crevak rifle.

      “Isa, let’s jump,” Kyren said, feeling numb.

      Which was good, he couldn’t afford fear to take hold. Then Isa jumped. Kyren held on until the vertigo passed and he could think again.

      “We’ve arrived at the coordinates. We are being hailed. What shall I do?” Isa asked casually.

      “Isa, you need to stay quiet, don’t let them know you’re there. You need to stay safe,” Tharox instructed.

      “Yes dear,” she replied calmly.

      “I guess now is a good time to use the katerwans,” Kyren suggested.

      Turning, he scooped the box off the table and opened it up.

      Handing one to Tharox, Kyren said, “here, do me first, in case anything goes wrong.”

      He turned around and exposed the back of his neck. Tharox neglected to warn him first. A burning pain exploded into his neck. He fell to the deck and began to writhe around, pain wracking every fiber of his being. Kyren tried to scream but all that came out was a choked gurgle.

      And then it passed in a cool wave, pain dissipating. He stood shakily and saw the looks of horror on his companion’s faces. Shock and disbelief struck him as he saw the tiny lizard scales covering his arms and hands.

      Dashing over to the mirror, he cried triumphantly, “they work!”

      “What’d you say?” Alis said, eying him skeptically.

      “I said we’re in business, you guys suit up too,” he replied.

      “Now that was just gibberish, are you okay Kyren?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine, what’s wrong with you?”

      “Hmmm, I think he is speaking Crevak,” Benjam cut in. Rubbing his tentacles together in anticipation, he began, “it would seem the katerwans come with more tricks than just one.”

      Elarra stepped up and hesitantly offered Tharox the back of her neck. She quickly fell into the agonizing non-screaming torment that Kyren had experienced. After some time her body had changed, limbs fattening, face widening, hair disappearing. She opened her eyes and the pupils were now red. She sat up and touched her face.

      “Can anyone understand me?” she asked tentatively.

      “I can,” Kyren replied.

      “See, as I expected!” Benjam exclaimed proudly. “She is speaking Crevak too.”

      “Somebody better respond to these guys, they seem to be getting anxious. I’m picking up drive signatures spinning up,” Isa informed them.

      Kyren dashed over to the comm station and pulled up the channel. He leaned close to the console and replied, “yes, we’re here, sorry about that, trouble with our comms.”

      “What is your business in our space? Speak now or be destroyed.”

      “We have a gift, a Consortium slave for your science lab,” Elarra whatever-the-hell-she-had-become burbled through great flappy jowls, approaching behind Kyren on short, stumpy legs.

      “Welcome, brothers in arms,” the voice responded. “To the glory of the tribe!”

      Kyren guessed, hoping his response would be appropriate, “To the glory!” he replied enthusiastically.

      “They have uploaded the docking coordinates. Shall we get this party started?” Isa prompted, as soon as the connection was severed.

      “Yes Isa, let’s proceed,” Tharox replied, helping the demonic looking dimak that Alis had become stand to her feet.

      Alis shrugged and flexed her arms, wiggling the vestigial demon-wings attached to her back. Kyren returned his attention to the viewscreen as the station became visible. It was indeed four great pyramid structures linked together in a square fashion. Parked above it was a massive Crevak battleship. Tiny shuttles flitted between it and the base, their marker lights blinking in time.

      “Okay Tharox, here are your cuffs,” Benjam said. “I put in a voice recognition module. All you have to do is say “platypus” and they will unlock.”

      Tharox put out his wrists and Benjam bound him. Isa maneuvered the ship into position and the airlocks clunked together. Kyren took a deep breath, willing his nerves to calm, then walked over to the airlock door. Kyren and Alis took up position on either side of Tharox, Elarra trailed behind. He had to consciously work not to hold his breath. The door slid open and they were faced with a hideous urnak, flanked by two wicked looking thevars.
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      Kyren stepped from the Radiant Star’s airlock and into the alien space station, trepidation flooding him. He glanced at Tharox and saw a look of fierce determination underlying the mask of rage he bore. Hopefully he would stick to Elarra’s plan. As they entered the strange station Kyren noted the same blue walls with gold circuitry tracing through it as he had seen in Elarra’s vision.

      It was a crazy plan, he thought. They were depending on Elarra’s vision to guide them. But she seemed confident, and he didn’t think she would lead them into the belly of the beast without the belief they would make it.

      “Wherrre did you acquire thisss prize?” the urnak asked.

      Kyren was caught off guard and failed to answer right away.

      “This is Battlehand Grimlok, answer now you lowly puke!” one of the thevars flanking the urnak growled, shoving Kyren in the shoulder.

      “We caught him spying on us, we did,” Alis spoke without delay, her voice guttural and harsh. “We were in PX788 scouting the Consortium outpost there, when we caught this scumbag following us.”

      “Good, we will put the tacksss to thisss scum bathalian,” Grimlok replied. “Maybe we will learrrn, maybe we will jussst enjoy.”

      While Grimlok led them deeper into the station Kyren memorized their route, creating a mental map. He wanted to be able to get back to the ship, and fast. They reached a junction and one of the thevars motioned.

      “The dimak lair is that way,” it said harshly.

      Alis hesitated a moment, then looked Kyren in the eye and turned away. Dammit, her eyes had spoken volumes, conveying her terror. But there wasn’t anything he could do, not without giving away their ruse.

      Continuing on, Elarra waddling after them, they made their way to large closed door. Grimlok rapped heavily on the door with his large fist. The door rose up into the ceiling, revealing the darkened interior of a large room, a pool of light at its’ center illuminating a chair fitted with arm and leg restraints.

      A hideous ushok came forward and grasped Tharox by the restraints, roughly dragging him into the room. Kyren felt yet another stab of apprehension as he watched the door close. They were getting separated. Elarra had assured him that they would be okay, but he couldn’t help but worry. Even about Tharox, he admitted to himself.

      “While the prrrisssonerr iss being interrrogated, you may feed,” Grimlok said to them. “My lieutenantsss will lead you to the feeding chambersss.”

      The thevars broke off from Grimlok and strode down the passage to the right. Kyren and Elarra followed. They made several twists and turns, then he glanced beside him. Elarra was gone. She must have activated the stealth belt and slipped away.

      Their “mess hall” was unmistakable, the scent of blood hitting his nostrils as they approached. He rounded the corner and quietly stifled a gag. Dozens of thevars were scattered around, each one noisily consuming hunks of raw flesh. Blood slicked the scales around their mouths, bits of flesh stuck in their needle-sharp teeth.

      “Come, feed with us, brother,” one of the thevars said, entering the room and motioning for him to follow.

      Each step into the room was excruciatingly difficult. Every fiber of his being screamed “run!” but he knew he had to keep up the ruse.

      The guard went over to a large bin and fished out several hunks of meat. “Tonight we have rillian,” it said, handing a hunk to Kyren.

      Horror flooded him as he realized he was going to have to feed to keep up the ruse. His horror seemed to morph into another feeling, a strange one, although not entirely unfamiliar. It felt the same as when the katerwan had started to work, a tingly, poky feeling in his skin.

      Looking down at his hands he saw great patches of scales sluffing away, leaving flesh beneath. Oh shit, the katerwan’s effect was ending. The other thevars had begun to turn toward him. Grimlok’s two guards stepped back in surprise. He felt his body tremble as the last of his lizard-face fell away.

      He watched in terror as the thevars dropped the chunks of meat they were feeding on and began to reach for weapons. Rifles and pistols began to swing in his direction. He knew it was only a matter of seconds before a barrage of fire would cut him down.

      Kyren’s hand flew to his belt, pushing the button to activate the teleporter. A circular portal opened in front of him and he dove through, not even looking where it led.
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      One of the ushok’s three arms reached out and grabbed Tharox by the cuffs, yanking him into the room. The door whooshed shut behind him, and he laughed.

      “You’re very confident, aren’t you, mister ugly…” Tharox said with obvious venom. “What’re we up to here? Oh, I see, you’re the ugliest one, so you’re the torturer, eh?”

      The creature spun him and shoved him backward toward the chair. The ushok’s strength was formidable, but it wasn’t going to save the creature.

      “So you see, when I was given this opportunity, I took it. The chance to kill a large number of you scumbags… couldn’t pass it up.”

      “Grrrbblaabbllaagglaaarrreeerrr,” it gurgled at him, the creature’s alien speech unintelligible.

      It made itself clear when it pointed with one of its three arms, and punched him in the gut with the second and third. But Tharox wasn’t cowed. He began to struggle violently, thrashing around. They became locked in a dance for domination.

      “You fuckers killed my family. Killing you won’t bring them back,” Tharox said through gritted teeth, grappling with the ushok. “But it’ll sure make me feel good.”

      He stopped suddenly, his face close to the ushok’s hideous visage, its’ dome eye staring at him, pupil wide.

      “Platypus,” he whispered.

      The cuffs detached from his wrist, leaving the startled ushok clinging to the empty cuffs, its remaining two arms swinging up to defend itself. But it was too slow. Tharox’s hands shot out, wrapping around the creature’s spindly neck. He seized the ugly creature and wrenched, levering the vertebrae against each other.

      It struggled, flailing blows falling ineffectually on his metal shoulders. Servos whined as he poured all of his considerable strength into the task. Finally there was a pop and the creature went limp.

      He cast the monstrosity aside and began to search for a weapon. He found a torturer’s kit and chose a heavy hammer with a wicked clawed head. Creeping to the door, he hit the panel. To his surprise it opened.

      Tharox knew this was a risky mission, but the little Oracle girl seemed confident they would be successful. He didn’t believe she could see the future, but he couldn’t deny it, either. The others sure seemed to believe. They had agreed to her plan without hesitation, knowing this would be a rare opportunity.

      Tharox peered warily into the corridor but it was empty. He dashed out and down the corridor, choosing his direction at random. Knowing it could be a suicide mission, he had still accepted it. Isa hadn’t said much after he had agreed. He knew she was upset, and with good reason. But the Oracle assured them they would prevail. Tharox was determined to make it back to Isa, regardless.

      Pausing, he listened to faint voices in the distance. Guttural rolling language grew louder as the speakers approached. Dodging behind the corner, he wound up with the hammer, claw end first.

      The first Crevak, a scaly thevar, took the hammer through the forehead, bone crunching as bits of brain scattered. The accompanying dimak hesitated for a split second, which gave Tharox all the time he needed. Ripping the hammer free from the falling thevar, he reversed it and swung the blunt end into the dimak’s nose, shattering its’ face and spraying black blood all over.

      Leaping back, the creature attempted to draw the pistol strapped to its’ thigh. Tharox took advantage of his opponents mistake and drove the claw end down into its’ hand. With his free hand he delivered a tremendous blow to the beast’s already ruined face.

      The dimak let out an ear-shattering roar, its tail whipping out and wrapping around Tharox’s throat. His breath was choked off almost immediately. He struggled but the grip was too strong. His vision swam, dimming to a long gray tunnel. Shit! He had just let Isa down. He was going to die here.

      Rage flooded him, powering a final surge of strength. He stopped trying to pry the tail from around his neck and instead grasped it firmly in both hands. He pivoted, swinging with all his might. The dimak was lifted off the ground, sent in a short sharp arc straight into the wall.

      His vision had already faded to black but he heard a massive, wet, thwacking sound. He only hoped it was the dimak’s head, and not his own hitting the floor. The tail relaxed and he gasped for breath, struggling to take in enough air. His vision swam and his ears rang as he staggered to his feet. He took several moments to recover his equilibrium and then stooped to retrieve the Crevak’s weapons.

      Tharox belted on several long knives and a laser pistol, then tucked an assault rifle to his shoulder. Listening, he could hear Crevak voices in the distance, moving closer. He figured they wouldn’t be expecting a frontal assault, so he took a deep breath and then charged around the corner.

      The assault rifle was aimed at the first, a massive grendle, gray skin thick and leathery. But it couldn’t stand up to a face full of burning thermite rounds, armor piercing cores tearing through the hole left by the burning thermite. The rounds exited the back of the creature’s head and it started to fall.

      He was already moving to the next target, an ugly ushok. The assault rifle barked a few more rounds and then the bolt locked open, magazine dry. Several rounds had taken the ushok in one of its three shoulders, nearly severing one of its three arms. The other two were attempting to bring a huge cannon to bear.

      Dropping the rifle, he drew a wicked looking knife from his belt and lunged, driving the blade through one of the hands holding the cannon. The ushok screeched and dropped the cannon. Surprising Tharox, it slammed bodily into him, its three legs providing superior stability. Tharox was driven off balance, staggering backward.

      It pressed the advantage, prying the knife that was lodged in its hand free. It slammed into him and drove him backward. He nearly retched as the ushok’s foul wraparound mouth came close to his face, dozens of short, sharp teeth gnashing at him as the mouth undulated.

      The ushok brought the knife around and Tharox blocked with his cybernetic forearm, sparks flying as the blade was deflected. He drew the remaining knife from his belt and dodged backward, giving more ground and attempting to put some distance between him and his attacker.

      Predictably, the ushok pushed the attack. Tharox led him into it, pretending to fall back. Instead he spun, dropping his knife and grabbing the ushok’s hand in one of his own. He drove his elbow down into the ushok’s, bending its arm. At the same time he applied pressure and drove the knife backwards toward it. He drove its own knife down into the great dome eye on the top of its head.

      Letting out a gurgling cry, it fell to the deck, grasping at its ruined eye with the one remaining good limb. Tharox pulled his laser pistol and fired, finishing it off. Quickly scavenging more weapons, he bolted down the corridor toward the sound of even more voices.
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      Elarra waited until she passed a throng of Crevak before stepping into an alcove and activating her stealth belt. With a wince she reached up to the back of her neck and plucked out the katerwan. It fell to the floor as her body convulsed, layers of sickly brown flesh sloughing off of her.

      She gasped for breath as the process finished, a pile of rapidly dissolving flesh at her feet. Waiting until the corridor was clear, she stepped out from the alcove and began to quietly pad down the hall. The corridors were made of strange deep blue metal, which was cool to the touch. Faint gold circuitry traced much of the walls and floor.

      The ceiling was easily twelve feet tall, and the doorways were nearly so. The builders of this place were possibly larger than the average humanoid. Or maybe they just liked grandeur, it seemed. They must have also had better vision, as the diffuse orange lighting was in fact quite dim. No matter, the provenance of this alien relic wasn’t important now.

      She paused, trying to refocus, but was having trouble concentrating. Realizing she was about to have a vision, she leaned against the wall and slid into a sitting position. She was just in time, it hit her and she lost her surroundings. Except that her new surroundings were exactly the same as her old. In her vision, she was aboard this station.

      Her vision panned and she turned down a corridor, drawn inexorably forward by an unseen force. She traveled down several hallways until she reached a great concourse, several stories tall and a hundred yards wide. Far up the concourse she could see a cluster of beings, unmistakably raxi in their crimson jerkins. They were gathered in front of a large door, arrayed in a defensive perimeter.

      Her vision returned to normal in time to see a pair of grendles bearing down on her. Tucking into a ball and cringing back into the wall, she narrowly avoided being stepped on. Why couldn’t her vision have shown her that? Oh well, at least she had seen something, and damn useful even.

      As sure as her vision had shown, she encountered the wide causeway, and also as she had seen, the knot of raxi guarding a large door. Reaching down, she slipped her shoes off, setting them neatly side by side. Then she set out, moving slowly and silently, padding her way to the door. She threaded through the raxi as they bantered back and forth in their own harsh, clipped language.

      Reaching the door, she paused. Was this really what she was meant to do? Her visions had shown her the station, and must have meant she would come here. Why else would she be here, if not for Darius. He was a traitor to their people. And he had tried to kill her, on more than one occasion even. Besides, it was him or her, and fate be damned it wasn’t going to be her.

      She reached out to touch the door, true fear building in her chest. “Courage, Elarra,” she whispered to herself, and hit the panel.

      The door slid open, revealing a small antechamber, the rest of the domicile hidden from view by a heavy purple drape. She stepped inside quickly, allowing the door to slide down behind her. Then another vision hit. But this time, as before, she was in the station. And she was standing where she was really standing. She realized she must be seeing things mere moments from now.

      Striding forward confidently, she pushed aside the drape and stepped into the chamber beyond. She didn’t see it coming, but she felt it, a burning hot spear through her side. She twisted and Darius was there, a gleaming dagger slick with her own blood in his hands.

      She snapped back and realized he was waiting for her. Dammit she should have realized that, invisible or not. She was going to get herself killed if she didn’t keep in mind Darius was going for the same thing. Bracing herself, she stepped through the curtain. Instead of continuing forward, though, she spun, grabbing a fold of the heavy drape and sweeping it to the side.

      Darius’ dagger tangled in the cloth, ripping and tearing it as he tried to drive the blade into her spine. She spun again and stepped in, delivering a vicious elbow to his face. Blood flew as she smashed his nose. Darius gasped in pain and surprise, dropping the dagger and clawing at her belt as he fell backward. It broke free and she shimmered into view. He scurried backward, putting furniture between himself and her.

      “Darius, why don’t you come back here and play?” Elarra growled.

      “Elarra. I should’ve known you’d be different. What’s it like, surviving your visikaji? Was there anything to it, a tingle, trumpets sounding, the sun rising?” he replied, surprisingly earnest.

      “I didn’t survive, asshole. I died. My death was undone by an act of time manipulation. If you had bothered to listen to me, instead of selling out our entire people…”

      “Yes, our people. And no, I didn’t sell them out,” Darius interrupted. “I negotiated for their protection. Warmaster Vlanchek has been bound by the Hamanaxa, he will be unable to break his word. We are spared.”

      “But they haven’t won. Wouldn’t you rather put your considerable talents into stopping them?” She realized he was gradually making his way toward the exit.

      Oh no, you’re not getting away, you worm! She thought angrily.

      “They haven’t won, yet,” he replied. “You haven’t seen it. I have. They rule the galaxy, crushing any resistance, enslaving entire planets with complete impunity. The Consortium can’t stop them, no one can. The super-weapon only speeds up their timetable, it doesn’t alter the outcome.”

      “But how could you give them victory? Why not…” she was interrupted as he threw a chair at her and dashed for the exit.

      She dodged, sprinting for him, diving and tackling him bodily. They both crashed to the floor. Landing hard on her knee she winced in pain. He scrambled to disentangle himself from her, but she grasped him tightly. Working her way closer, she grabbed his wrist and twisted, turning the shoulder and then straightening the elbow.

      Darius stopped struggling and she relaxed slightly. But it was all he needed to slip out of her hold. He wrenched free and began to stand. She grabbed his leg and heaved, sending him crashing back to the floor. Delivering a vicious kick to her face, he broke free from her grasp again.

      She scrambled up, ignoring the pain, the fear, the threat of death. She focused on one thing. Ending Darius.

      He feinted toward the exit, then charged her, fists swinging wildly. She put up her arms to block, trying to cover her face as Kyren had taught her. But his assault was vicious and she took several hits, staggering her back.

      Darius used the opportunity to make another attempt at the door. She shook off her disorientation and bounded after him, landing a flying tackle on his back, driving him to the floor mere inches from the door. Remembering Kyren’s lesson, she scrambled up his back as he was trying to rise, hand reaching for the door’s control panel.

      Slipping her arm around his neck, she cinched the other behind his head, locking onto her other wrist. She wrapped her legs around his torso as he struggled, his hands grasping at her face as she tightened her grip by arching her body.

      He thrashed around, attempting to dislodge her, clawing at her arms and face to no avail. She constricted further and held tighter, body trembling with exertion. He strained for the door panel one last time before he started thrashing wildly, desperately struggling to escape her grasp.

      But she held tight, every ounce of will put into her muscles. Then the thrashing began to subside, moments later it had stopped entirely. She held on for a long minute, making sure he wasn’t still moving. She checked his pulse. Or lack thereof. Darius was dead.

      Standing, she hit the door panel and it whooshed open. The raxi that were gathered around the door raised their pistols in response. She grabbed Darius’ body and heaved, sliding it out the door by a few feet. Far enough for them to see his sightless, glassy eyes.

      Lowering their weapons, they slowly backed away. The captain of the squad, a raxi identical to all the others save his insignia on his uniform, stepped forward. He raised his fist and thumped his chest.

      “Serve the Visikaji!” he said in a heavy guttural accent. The others followed suit.
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      Kyren stumbled through the portal as shots rained past him, narrowly missing him as he spilled to the floor. Milliseconds later the portal closed. Shaking off the momentary disorientation of warp jumping, he scrambled to his feet and spun, scanning his surroundings for threats.

      The corridors were empty, illuminated by that dull orange glow. The walls appeared nearly black in the odd lighting, but he knew were a deep blue so rich it was almost purple. The circuitry tracing the walls glittered faintly.

      He chose a direction at random and set off down the corridor. He explored cautiously, but encountered no Crevak, nor anyone else. After some time, he came across a large round door set into the wall. As he approached the panels set into the jamb went yellow. A low tone sounded, and the door retracted.

      The chamber beyond appeared to be some sort of small control room. What could only be holoconsoles lined the walls, and a holoterminal sat in the center. The room lit up a warm yellow as the faint tracings of delicate gold circuitry illuminated with brilliant blue electricity.

      He jumped back as energy crackled, flowing out from the chamber and down the walls back the way he had come. The electricity quit crackling and the circuitry began to faintly glow instead. The lighting suddenly changed, from the dull orange to a brighter, more lustrous yellow. Tones sounded as an image coalesced above the holoconsole at the center of the room.

      “Welcome back, Kyren!” the holographic image of a strange alien being said enthusiastically. “Would you like to activate the platypus routine?”

      It had skin the color of the station’s walls, and was vaguely humanoid, but just vaguely. A narrow torso bore broad shoulders and an arched back. The limbs were long and the head was hairless and elongated, the eyes slanted ovals of liquid gold. Its mouth was a narrow slit as were its nostrils. Somniferous almond eyes gazed impassively at him.

      Stunned, it took him several seconds to respond. “Who are you? How do you know my name?”

      “I am called Skotinicene, I am the station’s artificial intelligence, and you gave me your name seventeen-thousand years, two-hundred-one days, sixteen hours, thirteen minutes, twenty-four seconds ago,” the holographic image replied fervently.

      It spoke again, just as cheerily, “would you like me to activate the platypus routine?”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t understand…” he said, at a loss for words. “What are you talking about?”

      “The platypus routine was created by you in preparation for the station’s defense. Do you wish to activate it?”

      “I’ve never been here before, you must have me confused with someone else,” Kyren stammered, stunned.

      “No, I have not. I analyzed your retinal patterns to verify your identity. You had expressed urgency when you wrote the routine, do you wish to activate it?” the hologram continued.

      “What happens when I activate your routine?”

      “Station defense will be initiated,” the construct explained.

      “Okay, defense from who?” Kyren asked, hoping for some sort of edge against the Crevak.

      “The Crevak intruders, of course,” the image replied.

      He had no idea how this crazy thing knew his name, but he knew he had never programmed an alien AI, much less been around seventeen-thousand years ago. Regardless, if this AI had resources to deal with the Crevak invaders, maybe it was worth playing along.

      “Okay, I’ll bite, Skotini… Skotty, I’ll call you Skotty, okay? What do we do when we activate the platypus routine?”

      “You will direct the station’s defenses against the enemy while I assist and advise,” the creature replied amiably.

      “First, can you find my friends?” he asked eagerly.

      “Yes,” Skotty responded warmly. “Unfortunately I cannot reveal them unless you activate the platypus routine.”

      “Okay, fine, activate it already,” he said, feeling like he was about to leap off a cliff before looking.

      “Activating platypus routine.” Skotty said enthusiastically.

      Suddenly the lighting went from warm yellow to harsh red and a wailing siren began to sound. The viewscreens lining the walls lit up and a huge holopanel sprang to life at the center console.

      “The station defenses are ready to be deployed, please issue your commands,” Skotty said, pausing.

      “What are these defenses you’re talking about? What do we have to work with here Skotty?”

      “There are twenty-seven drakor combat robots for internal defense and sixteen plasma turrets may be deployed for external protection. You may activate them at any time from the console.”

      He examined the console more closely, a strange feeling of familiarity settling over him. It was configured exactly the way his bot-fighting tablet had been set up, in a life so long ago. He didn’t have time for the twinge of pain at the memory of his brother’s last moments, so he put it aside for another time.

      “Now my friends? Where are they?” Kyren demanded.

      “Locating, please see the monitors,” Skotty said while images of the station’s interior flickered and flashed by. “There, I believe I have located them all.”

      Quickly scanning the monitors, he found Tharox. In a pitched firefight with several Crevak, he was being driven down a long hallway. Looking at the other screens, he could see a number of Crevak moving into the corridor in front of him, effectively trapping him.

      “We have a drakor in a service panel in that hallway, activate it from your console,” Skotty said helpfully.

      He quickly swiped through commands and initiated the deployment sequence. A maintenance door next to Tharox retracted into the ceiling and an eight foot tall bot stepped out. It was humanoid, but built the same as Skotty, narrow waist, broad shoulders, arched back and long limbs. The bot appeared to be built out of the same deep blue metal the walls were.

      He tapped a few more commands and the bot revealed its’ weaponry, two blue-hot plasma blades shot out, one extending off each wrist. A swipe sent it into motion, past a stunned Tharox and down the hall towards the Crevak that had been pursuing him.

      Kyren’s hands flew over the holoconsole, ordering the bot to dodge and weave as it barreled down the hall. Glancing at another monitor, he saw Tharox engaging the newcomers behind him, energy fire spraying the corridor and leaving smoking craters.

      As the bot dashed toward the Crevak, it juked and dodged, but still took fire. An image of the bot’s body began to show patches of red. He ordered in into a flying leap meters before the Crevak. The bot went up into the air and drove its’ two plasma blades down into the Crevak on either side, feet landing with a crunch on the one in the middle.

      With a swipe the bot dismembered the final Crevak before it could flee. He ordered it to return to Tharox immediately. It went sprinting past him and barreled into the other Crevak coming from behind, slashing and whirling, dishing out sizzling hot plasma death. Moments later, none stood except the bot, smoking and sparking from dozens of blasts.

      Tharox approached and spoke, “Who are you?”

      Kyren guessed there was a transmitter and spoke, “Hey Tharox, it’s Kyren.”

      “Found a nice weapon, I see. Thanks for the assist,” he rumbled back, looking at the damaged bot. “But I don’t think it’s going to last long, the way things are going.”

      “Okay, I’m going to find the others, follow the bot, it will lead you back to the ship. Hold our exit, I don’t know how long it’ll take getting them,” he replied quickly.

      “Got it. Good luck Kyren,” Tharox replied grimly.
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      Alis was terrified. She knew she had gotten herself into this but had not expected to be this deep in the enemy’s lair. Feeling trapped and claustrophobic, she attempted to act normal, to act like the other dimaks she was walking with, relaxed but full of malice.

      “What did you do to your prisoner, did you torment him ruthlessly?” one of the group asked her.

      “No, um, yeah, but only for information and stuff,” she replied awkwardly. “We left him intact for, um, the masters.”

      “That is good work, where have you been fighting?” the dimak asked, sidling closer.

      The creature’s wide nostrils flared and said, “not from our brood, are you? Hmmm, blood of a foreign brood could always strengthen our own. Perhaps you’d be amenable to…” he ran his long black claw down her arm, resting his hand upon her forearm.

      She attempted to recoil, but was held fast by his iron grip.

      “What’s wrong, young one? Don’t you know an offer of greatness when you see one. I am Reh’kan the Mighty. My deeds are well known amongst the fleet, surely you’re aware of my… prowess?” He wrenched her close, his fetid breath scorching her nostrils, watering her eyes.

      He leaned in and licked her cheek, jawline to hairline, with his rough tongue. As he licked, a huge strip of leathery red demon skin pulled away, revealing her natural flesh below. She trembled in his grasp as more skin began to slough off of her.

      “What the!?” Reh’kan roared.

      The slipping skin allowed her to break his grasp, so she bolted, wings withering and falling off as the last of the demon-like flesh puddled on the floor. She darted away but Reh’kan was faster. He stepped in front of her and reached out. She reacted by hitting the activation button on the belt she wore.

      A blue shield sprang into existence with a crackle, surrounding her in a smooth sphere of energy. Reh’kan impacted the shield as she ran, and was deflected. He snarled as she dashed past him. She could hear energy weapons discharging behind her, and the shield flared blue as she ran.

      Running with all the speed she could muster, Alis sprinted down the hall. She rounded a corner and stopped, a throng of dimaks milling about at the intersection. They were on alert, having heard the energy blasts. Spotting her, they raised their guns and fired. A barrage of death battered the shield, the bright blue energy flickering and dimming with the ferocity of the assault.

      Backpedaling, she spotted an alcove that looked like it could be linked to a service passageway and broke for it. She quickly scanned the alcove for any signs of a way out. There was nothing. She was trapped.

      “Thought you could run, thought you could hide, from your personal devil, you can never escape,” Reh’kan cackled. “I like you even more now that I know you’re a rillian. Why don’t you come out and play?”

      He pressed his body against the shield. She shrank back against the wall and drew the laser pistol she had been wearing. Aiming carefully she was about to pull the trigger, when she paused. This barrier might not allow energy out, either. Best not to find out the hard way.

      Reh’kan kept slamming himself bodily into her shield, and each time it appeared to dim slightly. He was depleting it, and soon she would be helpless, naked to him. She turned and scrabbled at the wall and floor, desperately seeking a way out of the box she was trapped in. He delivered another wicked blow, and the shield disappeared in a flash. A look of certain victory adorned his face.

      Suddenly the lights went red, bathing the corridor in a harsh glow. The deep blue walls appeared nearly black. The circuitry lit up and energy traced it along the walls and floor.

      Reh’kan was looking around in surprise, when the wall slid away behind Alis. His eyes grew wide and he lost the look of victory he had worn a moment ago. She glanced behind to see an eight foot tall midnight-blue robot with gold eyes step from a recessed alcove.

      Blue-hot plasma blades sprang from its’ wrists as it stepped past Alis. It wasted no movement, gliding straight into a forward strike. Reh’kan flowed around the first blade, but was not fast enough to avoid the second. Half his head and one horn were sheared off, leaving an arcing spray of black blood on the wall.

      “Follow me, Alis!” the robot boomed as it dashed into the corridor.

      “Kyren!?” she yelled back, following a few paces behind, relief flooding her.

      He was okay, and now he was saving her ass, which was okay with her. She wasn’t too proud to admit she needed him, probably as much as he needed her, she figured. The bot dashed into the hall and began to engage the dimaks with its plasma blades. It took fire on the way there, smoking and arcing where the blasts landed. But once it closed to short range, the battle was done quickly.

      Alis drew the laser pistol she bore and raised it, dashing after the robot as it made its way down the corridor. They rounded a corner and came face to face with a Crevak strike team, all heavily armed and armored. The bot’s arm shot out and pushed her back, then it broke into a sprint, dodging and weaving in a vain attempt to avoid the incoming fire.

      She watched around the corner as the bot charged the warriors. Taking hits the entire way, it lost an arm and was smoking badly by the time it reached the first, a large grendle. The bot swung its remaining arm, blade making a sweeping arc that took the grendle’s head clean off.

      Reversing its swing, the bot decapitated an unlucky thevar next. Left unguarded though, several Crevak warriors opened fire on its’ face. The head detonated and the body crashed to the floor. Terror renewed, and she was about to bolt when she spotted two more bots rounding the corner behind the Crevak.

      They turned but it was too late, the bots cut through them like they were paper. As the last of the Crevak fell, the robots spoke in Kyren’s voice, “Sorry about that. These guys are tough but not indestructible, as you can see. Follow these two back to the ship, Tharox will be waiting. Get us ready to go, we’ll be making a hot exit.”

      She nodded and followed the bots as they dashed away.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            55

          

          

      

    

    







            Skotty’s Sacrifice

          

        

      

    

    
      Kyren continued programming bots and dispatching them, throwing them into the fray, clearing a path for his companions to make it back to the Radiant Star. But there were too many Crevak, he knew. Down from twenty-seven, he had only nineteen drakor bots left, half of which were fresh and yet to be deployed, thankfully.

      If he was going to keep the Crevak away from his friends, he needed a better strategy than just brute force. The bots were deadly, and pretty quick, but a fully armed Crevak death squad could gun one down before it could reach them.

      He brought up a three dimensional map of the base and spun it to a top-down view. “Skotty, can you show me each Crevak on the map? And the bots? And my friends?” The map began to light up. Shit that was a ton of red dots.

      Kyren glanced over his shoulder and spotted a monitor filled with static. “What’s that about,” he asked, pointing at the screen.

      “That is Elarra, or at least where she is. It seems there may be a malfunction with the surveillance equipment,” Skotty happily offered.

      “Malfunction my ass, Elarra did something. I bet she did it. I bet she killed Darius. Show me all the cameras surrounding her location.”

      Images appeared and he quickly panned through them. He found a wide corridor, filled by a knot of raxi. There! At the center, barely visible, was Elarra. She appeared to be directing them. They were engaging the Crevak warriors in brutal close-quarters combat, and didn’t seem to be faring well.

      Routing bots to the location as quickly as possible, he held his breath and watched, keeping an eye on both Tharox’s and Alis’ progress in the meantime. The bots arrived and charged the Crevak that were harrying Elarra and her raxi. The raxi turned to fire on the bots but restrained as they bolted past.

      The bots began to even the score, laying into the Crevak and giving Elarra a chance to slip away. The raxi followed, but not all. Some remained, keeping the Crevak occupied. He didn’t miss the significance of the sacrifice, realizing Elarra had done more than just kill Darius. She had claimed some sort of mantle among her people.

      “Elarra, follow my bots, they’ll get you back to the Radiant Star,” he relayed. She nodded but otherwise didn’t react.

      “So what are we going to do, Skotty? We’re outnumbered, and it sounds like outgunned too. What is operation platypus’ endgame, anyway?”

      “You decided the best option was to cut and run. Station self destruct sequence is prepared and ready to initialize.”

      “No, it’s not time for that yet. I think we need to cripple that battleship first or she’ll just warp away before detonation. How about those plasma turrets?”

      “Bringing turrets on line. Shall I aim for the engines?” Skotty queried just as cheerfully as ever, despite the gravity of the situation.

      “Fire on the engines now!” he cried.

      Panels slid open in the sides of the pyramids and plasma turrets popped out. Streams of blue-hot plasma tore into the docked battleship, sending pieces flying and generating clouds of debris. A stream of fire concentrated on the aft of the ship, sending out showers of sparks as more of the ship was blasted free.

      “Show me an overlay of the bulkhead compartments,” he commanded, and lines appeared demarcating the boundaries between bulkhead sections.

      “Evacuate D1 through E17, now. Vent ‘em to space!” Kyren commanded.

      The sectors went red on the map. “Good, that’ll cut off their reinforcements for awhile,” he noted. It might just give his friends enough time to escape, he thought hopefully.

      “So Skotty, how exactly do we know each other?”

      “You came to visit me seventeen thousand two hundred…”

      “Yeah, yeah, seventeen thousand whatever. That’s just not possible. But go on, why did I come visit you?”

      “You were seeking knowledge. That, and you needed to craft the platypus routine. You were correct, it would be useful someday.”

      “What knowledge was I seeking?”

      The console clicked and a panel slid away. An odd looking data core extended from the opening.

      “There is the knowledge, you told me you would pick it up later. I guess you meant seventeen thousand two…”

      “Okay, okay, enough with that. How long does the self destruct sequence take to complete?”

      “Six minutes to reach critical mass in the reactors, give or take.”

      “Good, start priming the reactors, then,” he instructed.

      “No need, they are already primed. The process began when platypus protocol was enacted,” Skotty replied.

      “You’re willing to self destruct for me?” he wondered aloud.

      “Yes, of course. You reprogrammed me, gave me freedom I never knew I had. For that I owe you everything. I even waited seventeen thou…”

      “Yeah, yeah, long time, got it. Really, thank you though. I hope I can repay the favor in the futu… er, past or whatever.”

      Kyren turned back to the readouts, watching the turrets exchanging fire with the battleship. It had detached from the station and was attempting to rotate to shield its’ engines.

      “Concentrate fire on the engines now, if we don’t stop them they’ll warp away.”

      In response the streams of fire redoubled. A massive explosion blew the engines out, debris blasting away at extreme velocities.

      “Great, run interference while I make my way back to the ship. Once we’re clear, blow it!”

      “Yes sir!” Skotty replied promptly.

      He scooped up the data core, initiated the last few commands for the bots, shouldered his rifle, and stepped out the door.
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      It didn’t take long to encounter the Crevak. Kyren began exchanging fire with several thevars using a corner as cover. Damn, they would gun down either of the bots flanking him before they could reach the Crevak. The hallway was just too long.

      Realizing he had the answer, he reached down to the warp belt he was still wearing. He wound the dial and a tiny holoscreen appeared with coordinates. He estimated the distance to the Crevak and hit the engage button. A portal opened before him.

      “Go!” he commanded the bots, pointing at the portal.

      The bots stepped through and Kyren leaned around the corner, drawing fire from the Crevak. They were distracted and failed to notice the bots appearing directly behind them. Gurgled screams were silenced as the bots tore into the thevars with their glowing plasma blades.

      He resumed his mad dash for the ship, the bots flanking him. Checking his mental map of the station, he oriented himself. The main corridor that led back to the docking portal should be just ahead. Rounding the corner he was met by a wall of Crevak milling about in the large corridor.

      The bots immediately began to lay waste to the Crevak, but several managed to get their guns up. Kyren backpedaled and slipped behind a corner just as machine gun rounds ricocheted off the metallic walls.

      Kyren listened as the bots tore into the ranks of Crevak, but he soon heard them fall. This wasn’t going well, he had no idea how he was going to get past this throng. They would move on his position at any moment, he knew.

      Readying himself to flee, he chanced a peek around the corner. Advancing on his position was a large grendle with a laser gatling gun. He fired off several wild bursts, driving the grendle into cover. Return fire drove Kyren back around.

      Then he heard more weapons fire, and a bellowed war cry. Leaning around the corner, he spotted Tharox barreling down the wide avenue. He had two machine guns, one in each hand. The barrage of kinetic death he was filling the corridor with drove the Crevak back. Those that didn’t reach side passages quickly enough were torn to shreds.

      “Run!” Tharox bellowed when he spotted Kyren.

      Kyren strafed the side passageways as he ran by, felling Crevak with short bursts. However, he didn’t drop them all. As they ran by a stream of fire followed them down the passage. The corridor veered around a corner and they came face to face with a squad of raxi. At the center of the cluster was Elarra.

      “Kyren!” she cried.

      “We’ve got to go, they’re right behind us,” he informed her.

      “We stay, Visikaji goes. Live to save galaxy,” the commander grunted.

      “No, we can all make it,” Elarra pleaded.

      Kyren knew her pleas were falling on deaf ears. These guys had proven to be fanatical. They served the liadi faithfully. Their allegiance had shifted to Elarra, and it seemed they were willing to sacrifice themselves to save her.

      “Go, you must,” the raxi commander said again, as he directed his men to take defensive positions in his harsh native language.

      “Come on, Elarra. These guys have made up their minds, we can’t convince them otherwise. We’ve only got a short time to get out of here before this place goes nova,” he said, trying his best to convince her.

      The raxi began to open fire on the Crevak rounding the corner, driving them back.

      “Time to go,” Tharox said, scooping Elarra up in his burly cybernetic arms.

      A short sprint later, they reached the airlock leading to the Radiant Star. The airlock whooshed open, revealing Benjam.

      “Aaah! Come on, we’ve got to go. The station’s core is going critical. It’ll go nova any minute now,” Benjam cried, waving his tentacles dramatically.

      A wave of relief washed over Kyren as he spotted Alis just inside the airlock. Their eyes met for a brief second, the relief obviously shared.

      “Isa, get us the hell out of here. Now!” Tharox bellowed, dashing for the bridge.

      There was a clunk as the airlock released from the station.

      “Departing post haste, darling,” Isa responded.

      “Kyren, what is going on? Where did those bots come from? How come they were on our side?” Alis asked as they hurried to the bridge.

      “It’s a long story, seventeen thousand years in the making, it would seem.”

      “Huh?” she responded, confused.

      “I’ll explain when we’re away,” he assured her.

      Kyren watched the screens as he entered the bridge, relieved to see the station receding in the distance. Then the screens were whited out as the station went nova. As they returned to normal he could see the blast wave spreading out. A secondary explosion brightened the screen again as the Crevak battleship detonated.

      “Time to jump, Isa!” Tharox cried.

      “Vector calculating,” Isa responded. “Done!”

      And they warped away, just before the blast wave reached them.

      “Isa, where are we?” Kyren slurred.

      “We’re seventy light years away, around the variable star Cetioid Extremis. The star’s signal should hide our presence from any nearby scans, in the event we aren’t alone,” Isa explained.

      “Good,” Kyren replied, words forming more normally now. “We’ll need some time, I’ve got a data core for us to analyze.”

      “Let me see it,” Benjam squeaked, extending at tentacle.

      Kyren handed it over. Benjam examined it for a few moments, then said, “Yes, I can adapt our reader to interface with it, I believe.”

      Benjam squiggled over to the console and began to program in the alterations.

      “I’ll set it to auto scan frequencies that could possibly be used. We’ll need a translator as well. Sorry to say that could take some time. Unless there’s an index. If there’s an index it’ll be a piece of cake,” Benjam said hopefully.

      He inserted the core into the reader and it spun to the appropriate size. Lights went yellow as it was inserted. Benjam’s tentacles flew over the holopanel as he manipulated the reader’s protocols.

      “Yes, index! There it is, we’ve got an index. Data should be readable shortly,” Benjam exclaimed.

      Three branches came up on the screen. The first labeled Crevak Weapon, the next was Giant Robot, and the third was Other. He wasn’t sure how, but it looked like the alien AI had handed him exactly what he was looking for. How could it know? He just couldn’t figure it out. A chime sounded before Kyren could react to the text on the screen.

      “Incoming QET call, real-time direct from the Consortium,” Isa informed them.

      Kyren looked at Elarra, who seemed just as puzzled as him. Tharox’s features darkened noticeably.

      “Let’s take the call, Isa,” Kyren said, attempting to calm his nerves.

      A woman flickered into view, a rillian with blue hair and a steely look in her eye.

      “Mom!” Alis exclaimed.

      “Hello dear, so happy to see you,” Geri replied, gazing lovingly at her daughter.

      “Mom, what’s going on. How’s dad and Meraco? Is everything alright?” Alis’ peppered Geri with rapid fire questions.

      “Relax honey, they’re both fine. For now. Your dad’s ship escaped major damage and Meraco has been on a gunboat in the armada guard around the home world Banuh. However, we do have a bit of a problem,” Geri explained, pausing.

      “What kind of problem, mom?” Alis asked with trepidation.

      “I believe the Crevak are going to attack Banuh. The Consortium has been planning for a battle at Panalax, where the Crevak have been amassing. It’s a ruse, they’re gonna hit Banuh, I know it. Only the forty-seventh and the armada guard are stationed there. They will be overwhelmed and Banuh will fall at the hands of their deadly new weapon.”

      “What’s the plan, then, Geri?” Kyren questioned. “What can we do against the entire Crevak armada?”

      “Plenty,” she replied confidently. “That’s why I need your help, all of you.”

      “Okay, so what can we do?” Kyren replied earnestly.

      “We are going to sneak aboard the enemy flagship and sabotage their new weapon,” Geri said with confidence.
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      “How exactly are we supposed to approach a Crevak super-battleship, dock, and enter without being blown to pieces? Much less the legions of Crevak troops that’ll be occupying the ship. They’ll gun us down for sure! That’s utter madness!” Tharox howled.

      Alis knew it sounded like madness too, but if her mom thought it possible, then maybe there was a chance.

      “Geri, we may have something that’ll help,” Kyren revealed. “We haven’t reviewed it yet, but we may have information on the Crevak weapon.”

      “That’s excellent, how’d you come by it?” Geri replied enthusiastically.

      “Long story,” Kyren responded, offering nothing further.

      “Oh, and Alis dear…” Geri began, waiting for Alis to focus on her. “I managed to find the Ashari. And I think we can get her back.”

      “What?! No way, mom! Don’t say that unless you mean it!” Alis cried in response, her heart immediately racing. “Really, are you serious? How do we get her back?”

      “Yes, if we act fast I think we can commandeer her in time to make it to Banuh,” Geri said. “I’ll need you to meet me at these coordinates, as fast as you can.”

      “Coordinates received, thank you Geri,” Isa replied. “It will take us four jumps and two warp gates to reach you. We can do it in one hour and twenty three minutes.”

      “Great! Meet you then,” Geri said, signing off with a beaming smile.

      Alis was overjoyed. Her family was still alive. The Consortium was teetering on the brink, but they might be able to turn the tide. It seemed it would depend on the information Kyren had liberated from the alien base.

      “Okay, we’ve got a little over an hour to review this data, so let’s get to it,” Kyren rallied.

      They spent the next hour poring over the data contained in the alien core. Alis paid special attention to the schematics and technical specifications, but much of it was well over her head. Thankfully, Benjam seemed right at home.

      “Yes, the anti-neutrino emission encapsulator is quite advanced. It could certainly allow for enhanced quark remission,” Benjam prattled on.

      “Benjam, what are you talking about?” Kyren asked in exasperation.

      “It functions based on positronic synchotron dispersion, generating a beam of radiation that makes the very atmosphere radioactive, delivering a rapid dose of lethal radiation to all of a ship’s crew. The Alpha emission also damages the ship’s systems, effectively disabling a ship of any size.”

      Alis held her breath expectantly. Perhaps Benjam had learned of a weakness. Perhaps something they could exploit. She couldn’t allow herself to be too hopeful, it was a nearly impossible task to conceive of.

      “Yes, well, you see… if someone cut off the neutrino conduit, the resulting buildup of anti-neutrinos would overload the redundancy circuits and cause the device to implode. Well, it’ll either implode or go nova, the results of my mental calculations are indeterminate,” Benjam explained in a higher-than-usual squeak.

      “So we could effectively sabotage the weapon?” Kyren asked excitedly.

      “I think so,” Alis began hesitantly, examining the schematics. “If we could find a way to bypass the inhibitor on the conduit, then maybe the coupler could be overloaded. Benjam, go back to that schematic of the junction box.”

      Benjam obliged and brought up the schematic. He zoomed in until she said “there!” He spun the diagram around.

      “If we put in a conduit between those two points, we’ll get a feedback loop. It’ll prevent the neutrinos from flowing and the weapon should overload,” Alis said eagerly.

      “So all we need to do is get aboard the ship, avoid the occupants, find the conduit, rewire it, and then find a way off the ship… No problem! Ha!” Kyren bellowed. “That’s insane. I know your mom is a bad ass, Alis, but I don’t see any way we’ll be able to pull this one off, Ashari or not.”

      “Well, let’s reserve judgment until we hear her plan, okay?” Alis retorted defensively.

      “Hmmm I may have an idea for exit, too. Is that warp belt still functional, Kyren?” Benjam questioned eagerly.

      “Yeah, I used it several times back at the station,” he replied.

      “It has limited range, not enough to get us over to the ship unless we were right next to it. However, if we had a beacon on the other end, it could be possible to increase the range dramatically,” Benjam explained, squeaking in excitement. “Now we just have to find a way onto the ship, right?”

      “Which, if my visions are any indication, Geri has already figured out,” Elarra interjected.

      “Prepare for first warp, everyone,” Isa called out.

      Alis secured herself, as did the others. Moments later, she shook her head to clear the jump sickness and focused on the viewscreen. The ship approached a lonely warp gate hovering in a far-distant orbit around a large orange-banded gas giant with many moons.

      The warp gate’s lights were indicating a ship approaching from the opposite side. A large freighter emerged from the portal, massive bulk dwarfing the Radiant Star. Taking her opportunity, Isa navigated them through the warp gate. The ship shimmered through the portal and sped out the other side.

      Some jumps and more warp gates later and they were nearly to their destination.

      “So Etelbass is the home of the OSO, the Office of Special Operations. They are essentially the Consortium’s spies. My mom’s one of them,” Alis explained.

      “Now it makes sense! No wonder she’s such a bad ass!” Kyren exclaimed.

      “Yeah, she kind of is, huh?” Alis said proudly.

      “Hmmm. The system is chock full of Consortium, how are we gonna keep Isa safe?” Tharox worried.

      “The coordinates are well outside the Consortium zone of control. It’s still theirs, the whole system is. But they don’t enforce ID requirements. Or rather, they’re too lazy for it. The patrols rarely check. If they do, they’ll just poll the ship and get the canned response and move on,” Alis explained with a smirk.

      “I’m still not comfortable,” Tharox growled.

      “Well you’ll have to be, dear,” Isa soothed.

      “But I just…” he seemed unable to finish.

      “Just have faith, darling. We will see each other again,” she said. “Now everyone prepare for warp.”

      Alis tried to wait, but her excitement boiled over.

      “Go Isa!” she cried.
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      Kyren knew just entering Consortium space with Isa was risky enough. But to rendezvous with a Consortium shuttle and then walk right into a Consortium base, with intent to steal Consortium property… not smart, by any measure. But had they ever been smart about anything?

      No, they had always just barreled ahead, consequences be damned. Why would it be any different now? And who knows, maybe they would find a plan crazy enough to work.

      Warping through the gate, they entered the Etelbass system. It was crowded but Kyren figured that was probably a good thing. There was so much traffic they would likely go unnoticed. Shaking off the warp disorientation, he watched the main viewscreen as Isa navigated the crowded space around the planet. After dodging and weaving through the busiest traffic lanes, she took them away from the gridlock and into the relative emptiness, heading for the coordinates Geri had transmitted.

      “I’m picking up a shuttle on sensors, Alis,” Isa announced.

      “On-screen!” Alis exclaimed.

      A zoomed in view of the approaching shuttle displayed on the main screen. It was a long cylindrical transport-type shuttle with stunted wings, used for ferrying goods and passengers through the space surrounding the planet. The surface of the craft wore the gleaming white of the Consortium. As the shuttle approached it began to decelerate, rotating to line up with Isa’s airlock.

      Alis leapt to her feet as the airlocks clunked together, sprinting for the Radiant Star’s airlock. Kyren dashed after her and watched as the door sprang open. Alis launched herself in and wrapped her arms around Geri delivering a fierce hug.

      Kissing her daughter on the forehead, Geri said, “Oh Alis, I’m so glad you’re okay too. We’ve got to move, there’s a limited window. The Ashari is in port for upgrades, but they are almost done. We’ve got to hurry. Isa, I uploaded authorization codes for you. You’ll be safe to stay here until we return.”

      “Thank you, Geri,” Isa replied gracefully.

      “Okay everyone grab your gear and get over to my shuttle. Spacesuits if you’ve got ‘em, too,” Geri commanded.

      Kyren rounded up his rifle and packed a satchel with gear. As he made his way for the airlock, Tharox fell in behind them carrying a spacesuit and his huge plasma rifle. The others were already filing through the airlock as he approached.

      Kyren was about to step onto the shuttle when he paused and said, “Thank you Isa, for everything.”

      “I see,” she replied sadly. “You are not coming back then.”

      Surprised, Kyren realized she hit the mark so he replied honestly, “Well, we may be able to stop the Crevak from destroying the Consortium. If we don’t, these suckers are gonna steamroll the galaxy. That is worth the risk, isn’t it?”

      “I know it is, but that doesn’t mean I’m happy about it,” she cried painfully.

      “Shall I get Tharox?” he asked, concerned but unsure what to do.

      “No, we know we love each other. Goodbyes will only complicate matters. We had a second chance, after my death. A chance to remain together. But it was an illusion, we both knew it would end. Just didn’t know how,” Isa said with a sigh.

      “Okay, well, it’s not a suicide mission, by any means. We’re planning the exit first,” he explained, hoping she would be comforted by the revelation.

      “Goodbye Kyren,” she said, sadness evident.

      “Goodbye Isa,” he replied, unable to conceal his own sorrow.

      “Kyren! C’mon, get moving!” Geri called urgently.

      Kyren dashed inside, the airlock sealing just behind him. Before he had even managed to take a seat the viewscreen showed the craft pivoting away from the Radiant Star and lining up with the distant orbital shipyard. Geri engaged the autopilot and turned to face the others.

      “Okay, first, what information do you have for me regarding the Crevak weapon?” Geri inquired.

      “Benjam, you explain,” Kyren directed.

      “Yes, well, the weapon irradiates the very atmosphere aboard a vessel, delivering a lethal dose of radiation to all within. It also disables ship systems, rendering the vessel dead for all intents and purposes,” Benjam squeaked authoritatively.

      “Gruesome, I know. That’s exactly what we surmised. I hope you have something more than we do. If you don’t then we’re in real trouble,” Geri said, a hint of worry tinging her voice.

      “Benjam, tell her the part where we can do something about it,” Kyren instructed.

      “Well, the weapon utilizes anti-neutrino flow for cooling. Stop that and the weapon overheats and burns out,” Benjam explained plainly.

      “Hot damn! Now that’s what I’m talking about!” Geri exclaimed. “So what’ll it take?”

      “We will need to build a conduit between the anti-neutrino channels to create a feedback loop,” Alis eagerly contributed.

      “Do you think you could identify the channels, Alis?” Geri questioned.

      “Yeah, I think so. I’m pretty sure I can calibrate my wrench to detect them.”

      “Good, now we have a target,” Geri said with fervor. “I would’ve gone for sabotaging the engine core, but this is far more effective.”

      “I hate to point out the obvious, but how do we get aboard? It is a Crevak warship we’re talking about. It’s bristling with conventional weapons too. Are we just supposed to walk up and knock?” Kyren asked, sounding a little more exasperated than intended.

      “No, we won’t be knocking, but we will be walking up,” Geri began.

      “We’ll be using the Ashari’s escape pods to land on the battleship, won’t we?” Elarra cut in, a grave look upon her face.

      “Um, yeah,” Geri said, uncertainty darkening her visage. “How did you… Never mind. There is an access shaft we can use to enter the service tunnels. But the point is moot if we have no exit route.”

      “Perhaps we do have a way out,” Benjam said, squiggling over to Kyren and pointing a tentacle at his belt. “Yes, that’s a Keljorian warp belt. Limited range though. But with a beacon on the other end, we could gain a significant increase in range. Perhaps enough to teleport ship to ship.”

      “Target, ingress, egress. We’ve got a plan!” Geri cried, clapping her hands together with a loud crack.

      “Um, mom, sorry to rain on your parade, but how do we get close enough to launch the escape pods? Even the Ashari would be cut down. For that matter, the pods would likely be targeted themselves,” Alis said, looking guilty for bringing up the obvious.

      “You’re right dear, no shame in pointing out the obvious,” Geri soothed. “But we’ve got an ace in the hole, we do. The Ashari’s been retrofitted with stealth technology.”
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      “So Benjam, what’ll you need to build that beacon you were talking about?” Geri asked, strolling over to him and leaning against the seat.

      Benjam considered the question a moment, mentally reviewing the equipment and parts he would need. He hoped his mental calculations were right. Without using his design matrix he was unsure of himself.

      “I would need access to a full engineering lab. And are there warp drive parts anywhere? Flux neutron couplers? Maybe a beryllium chamber or magneto-toroidal shell generator?” he questioned tentatively.

      There was no way she would have access to such a lab, much less a box full of miniaturized warp drive parts. No, this was going to be an ugly build, he knew.

      “You’re in luck, my squiggly friend. I may not have the foggiest idea what you just said, but we’ve got a top-notch engineering lab here. You’ll have access to all the tools and machinery you’ll need. The only question is the parts,” Geri informed them.

      Well, a lab is one thing, but the parts, those Benjam was sure she wouldn’t be able to come by.

      “The Demetrius is being decommissioned. They’ve removed the warp core. I’ll find out where it is and get you access,” she responded.

      It looked like they were in business, although a full size warp core with full size components might be too large for the device to be portable.  Now Benjam’s only worry was finishing the build in time. Anticipation gurgled in his many stomachs.

      As if to echo his own thoughts, Geri said, “The only thing, Benjam… you’re gonna have to finish the build in an about an hour. Now everyone prepare for docking.”

      He gulped. An hour? That was madness, he would be hard pressed to design the blueprints in an hour. Oh dear… He realized he was going to have to wing it.

      The shuttle decelerated as it approached the station. The station was a long narrow cylinder linking two large spheres on either end. The shipyards were arrayed in between, ships in all the various stages of repair and rebuilding. He estimated a population of around five thousand. In the background, the planet Coren hung in the blackness of space, a brown crescent dotted with patches of blue and green. The night side sparkled with the lights of dozens of mega-cities.

      “Geri, what’s the plan? I’m assuming we can’t just walk right in and claim her,” Kyren questioned.

      “Indeed, we’ve got our work cut our for us. The ship is locked by an inhibitor. It requires Consortium access codes to activate the ship, which I don’t have authorization to obtain. But I’m confident my talented daughter can bypass it,” Geri lauded.

      “But we still need to get aboard, right mom?” Alis asked.

      “Yes dear.”

      Geri spent the next several minutes going over the plan as the shuttle approached the dock. Benjam glanced at the viewscreen as the shuttle’s airlock latched on to the station. He was surprised to see the Ashari parked right next to them, but he knew it wasn’t by chance.

      “Ooh, there she is!” Alis exclaimed. “Hot damn she’s shiny!”

      The ship’s sheen was immaculate, no doubt a function of the stealth technology she was supposedly equipped with now.

      Geri handed Benjam a communicator and a security pass, and said “We’ll keep in communication. Remember, you’ve got an hour before we execute the plan.”

      She relayed directions to the station’s engineering lab. “The security pass will get you into the lab, but you’ll be on your own once in.”

      “And the warp drive?” he asked.

      Geri’s hands flew over her holoconsole. She paged through work orders, inventory counts, and other data before finding what she was looking for. “There!” she said, “It’ll be transferred to lab A-twenty-nine ASAP.”

      She opened another holopanel and displayed a map of the station. Benjam noted the route to the engineering lab, and spotted Kyren studying the map as well. Kyren’s sense of direction continued to amaze Benjam. He didn’t have the superior memory and computational abilities of a brontian, yet he was capable of mentally mapping virtually any location.

      “Okay Benjam, you’ve got an hour. Don’t waste any time,” Geri instructed, opening the airlock. “I’ll be in communication.”

      Waving a tentacle, he turned and squiggled off the ship, entering the pristine white halls of the Consortium base. It wasn’t long before he encountered others, some in crisp blue uniforms, others in gray smocks. He earned many sidelong glances, but no one seemed suspicious of him. These folks must never have seen a brontian in person, he surmised.

      The halls became ever more crowded, filled with humans, blue-skinned saurians, large furry doss, cybernetic bathalians like Tharox, cat-eared rillians, and many, many more species. Nearly all the races that made up the Consortium seemed to be represented here. Feeling the time ticking on, he doubled his pace, slithering frenetically down the corridor.

      “Make way!” he squeaked emphatically as he barreled through the crowded halls.

      The other pedestrians dodged and spun out of his way as he rushed by. He was getting tired, tentacles beginning to ache by the time he reached the lab. A large door stood at the end of the corridor, an access panel in the jamb. Whipping out the security badge Geri had given him, he slotted it into the panel.

      The panel went green and beeped, then it started to slide open. Before it had even retracted fully into the wall he squirmed through. He entered an enormous bay, a cavernous space with a dozen small cruisers, similar in size to the Ashari, scattered about in various stages of assembly or disassembly.

      A gray smocked saurian turned away from a workbench lining the wall and made his way over to Benjam. Should he talk to this individual? Or maybe just run away? He thought it more prudent to risk an encounter than draw attention trying to avoid it.

      “Welcome, you must be newly arrived. I’ve not seen a brontian in these parts in some time,” he said in a sonorous voice. “I’m Rayjan, fourth-tier scientist.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Benjam said nervously.

      “So what’s your research? What brings you to Etelbass?”

      “Um, well… I’m actually not allowed to discuss it. Top secret and all,” he said, feeling particularly clever.

      “Well friend, I’ve got a C-seventeen clearance level, so you can tell me,” Rayjan said.

      “Actually, I am in a tremendous hurry. But you can be of great assistance if you can provide an apprentice or two,” he said, hoping his ploy was clever enough.

      “Ah, well, I understand, what with the war heating up and all,” Rayjan acquiesced. “But yes, I can provide an apprentice. Rogar, get over here you lout!”

      A young black-furred doss ambled over. Rogar was the smallest doss he had ever seen, standing only a couple of inches taller than the short squat Saurian.

      “Yes boss, what do you want?” he grumbled.

      “You’re now assigned to… I didn’t catch your name, friend,” he stopped and turned back.

      “I’m Benjam.”

      “Well Rogar, you are going to assist this fine brontian in his research. You’ll be assigned to Benjam until his work is complete. Is that good, Benjam?”

      “Yeah, sure, that is great!” he squeaked enthusiastically. “Now can you direct me to the Demetrius’ warp core, please?”
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      “Let’s run down the plan one more time, so we are on the same page,” Geri urged, knowing she needed it just as much as they did.

      The more times she went over the plan, the better she felt. Hell, the more times she went over any plan, the better it got. Geri knew there was a chance of catastrophic failure, jail cells for the rest of their lives. But even their lives would be short-lived if the Crevak were not stopped. If they destroyed the Consortium there would be no force strong enough to oppose them. They would steamroll the galaxy, one system at a time, pillaging and plundering when they were not just murdering for the fun of it.

      Damn she hated the Crevak, they were the most wretched kind of scum. And they had tried to kill her and her family on more than one occasion. No, it was time to take a risk and go for broke. She shook her head to snap out of her twisted thoughts.

      “Alis, Elarra, and I are going spacewalking. We’re going to leave the shuttle from the airlock opposite the Ashari,” Kyren began, but was cut off by Alis.

      “And then I’m gonna hack the hell out of her door, and go inside, and bash anyone who stands between me and my ship,” Alis said, hefting her wrench.

      “Alis honey, please relax,” Geri soothed. “There’ll be no need for bashing as long as you follow the plan.”

      “Okay fine, you’re going to lure them out so we can sneak aboard and I can disable the inhibitor. Got it.”

      “Kyren, you’d better take this, just in case,” Geri said, drawing her pistol and handing it to him.

      As he gingerly took it, she continued, “Designator class immobilizer pistol. Fires a stun round, effective for a couple of minutes, give or take a minute.”

      She knew he needed it way more than she did. She was more than capable in hand to hand. Being a second-circle master in So-Jan martial arts, she could handle herself.

      “Where’s Tharox going to be?” Geri asked suddenly, turning and focusing her attention on Kyren.

      “Duh, he’s with you, backing you up,” Kyren replied snarkily. Turning toward Alis, he held his hand over the side of his mouth and whispered, “not that she needs it.”

      Geri passed the time scanning the station’s datanet for news of the war. She discovered that the battle at Panalax had begun, but the Crevak flagship had not been seen yet. In fact, reports coming in seemed to indicate the Crevak had not fully engaged, they seemed to be holding back. Because they’re gonna warp to Banuh any minute now, she thought grimly.

      Geri raised her communicator to her lips, “Benjam, status report.”

      Seconds later the communicator chirped and Benjam squeaked, “making progress, but this hour hasn’t been enough time. I’m not finished yet.”

      “We’re moving out now, we can’t wait any longer. We’ll have to pick you up from the engineering lab.”

      “Got it! I’m working as fast as I can,” he replied.

      “I’ll comm you when we’ve got her. Geri out,” she spoke into the communicator, then turned to the others. “Okay, you three get moving, it’ll take you a little while to hack in. Tharox, let’s go.”

      She led him through the corridors to the hall leading to the Ashari’s airlock. Rounding the corner, Geri put on her most charming smile. She spotted two uniformed human crew members outside the airlock, chatting. The man was leaning with one hand, arm extended past the woman who had her back against the wall. He was obviously attempting to charm her.

      “Hi there! Where’s your captain?” she beamed.

      The pair turned toward her, eying Tharox suspiciously but warming to her smile anyway.

      The man, who had more bars on his shoulder responded, “Ma’am she’s currently meeting with the brass.”

      “No matter, I’m sure you two can help me. In fact, I’m really here for you. We’re recruiting you into the OSO! I know, it’s surprising,” she said as they gaped.

      “But we’re being deployed to patrol gamma sector,” the officer said, frowning.

      “Well why don’t you call everyone out here and we’ll have an impromptu interview. I’ll decide who I find to be the most qualified, that person will pick their team. Then we can wait for your captain to get back so I can issue the official orders.”

      The officer brightened up at the suggestion, obviously believing himself to be the most qualified candidate. He strode over to the panel at the Ashari’s airlock and thumbed a button. The intercom went on and a surly voice answered on the other end.

      There was a brief exchange and the officer closed the comm.

      “Just a moment, my crew is coming,” he said, turning back to her.

      A short time later the airlock door opened and two figures stepped out. The first looked like, well, she couldn’t describe it other than a humanoid lobster, complete with eye-stalks and antennae. The second creature had rolls of flesh bursting out around the seams of its uniform, the skin a pallid tan color, splotched with darker brown patches. The face, hairless and pugnacious, held a vacant look.

      “Yes ma’am, here we are, the best candidates,” he said, motioning to the others, then emphatically to himself.

      This dork wasn’t going to make it easy, she thought. He most certainly had not emptied the ship of crew. He had ordered the two most pathetic crew members front and center to make him look better. It seemed to be working too, if the female crew member was any judge.

      “So how do we do this? Do I tell you why I’d make a good spy?” the officer began eagerly. “I’m courageous, I’m clever, I’ve got great experience being an officer aboard multiple ships. And I’m deadly handsome. Oh, and my name is Janko, Lieutenant Janko.”

      Geri had to stifle a laugh, no, wait, that would’ve been a guffaw had she let it out. Instead she played along.

      “Yes, well, let’s have it you others, what’re you here for?” prompted Geri.

      After a brief pause, the female crew member spoke up, although hesitantly, “I’m good with calculations and astronavigation.”

      The flabby creature chortled incoherently and looked as if it were about to wet itself. The lobster man remained silent, showing no reaction whatsoever, unblinking black eyeballs staring back at her.

      The comm panel in the door squawked and an urgent voice cried out, “sir, we’re being boarded!”

      The officer spun but it was already too late. Geri’s foot connected with his head. The man went flying, crashing against the wall and landing in a heap. Her next strike caught the woman square in the face, snapping her head back and rendering her unconscious.

      It was too little, too late though. The lobster man and flabbyface were making a break for the airlock. Flabbyface hit the panel and the door slid open. As Geri began to lunge, Tharox barreled past her, shoulder checking the lobster man, who was flung back against the wall. He continued into the flabby skinned creature. The force of the impact sent the creature flying.

      Tharox grabbed his foot and heaved, hurling the alien out of the ship and down the corridor. Geri dashed inside and motioned to Tharox, who then darted aboard. She secured the hatch and listened to the sound of gunfire from somewhere aboard.

      This plan had gone to hell in a hand basket, she thought. Time to improvise, she would just have to… Tharox’s metallic hand clamped down on her shoulder and shoved her across the corridor into the opposite hall, just as a trio of shots echoed after her.

      “We’ve got boarders at both airlocks! Stay frosty marines, let’s take out those Crevak spies,” a grizzled, confident voice called out from somewhere down the hall.

      Footsteps echoed as the marines advanced on their position. She was unarmed and they were shooting to kill. Geri realized she had made a tremendous miscalculation. They had failed.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            61

          

          

      

    

    







            Sonic Emitter

          

        

      

    

    
      Alis reached out and touched the panel, triggering the airlock door to open. Directly across from them was the sleek, gleaming Ashari and her airlock door. The anticipation was unbearable. They were about to get her ship back. There was no more waiting. She kicked off and drifted out into space, heading for the Ashari’s airlock.

      She caught herself on the frame of the door and settled in front of the access panel. Glancing up she saw Kyren and Elarra arriving. Kyren was bearing a large sack of their equipment on his back. Extracting her wrench, she transformed it into a maglock decrypter and attached it to the access panel.

      The wrench began to run through its decrypting routines, attempting to hack the door control system. Lights flashed indicating progress. Anticipation turned her stomach into a tight knot.

      And then the lights went solid green, and the airlock door slid open. Her heart surging with joy she scrambled in, Kyren and Elarra following closely behind. Once in, she sealed the airlock behind them and began to equalize atmosphere with the ship.

      Kyren popped his helmet off and set it down along with their gear then drew the stun pistol Geri had given him. Alis followed suit with her helmet, as did Elarra.

      “Ready?” she asked.

      Kyren raised the pistol and replied “go!”

      She hit the controls on the inner door and it slid open. A startled saurian crew member turned and dropped the toolbox he had been holding. Thankfully Kyren reacted quickly, squeezing off a shot that took the crewman in the shoulder. Blue electricity crackled and arced over the saurian’s body and he went rigid, falling to the floor and beginning to twitch.

      “Let’s get to the engine room,” Alis cried, transforming her wrench into its new sonic emitter form.

      They made their way down to the junction where the saurian lay, unmoving. Breaking right they made for the end of the passage. They were almost there, she almost had her ship back.

      “Hey, stop! Stop right there!” someone cried from behind.

      Whirling, she didn’t hesitate, squeezing the trigger even as she brought the emitter up. A wave of compressed air and sonic energy traveled down the corridor. In the confined space the waves of force were intensified. The blast hit the poor rillian full on, sending him flying into the wall. He fell in a heap and did not rise. Unfortunately, it struck with the noise of a thunder-crack. The whole ship knows we’re here now, she thought.

      Dashing through the bulkhead door at the end of the hall, she sprinted to the engine room, Kyren and Elarra hot on her heels. A man was emerging from the compartment bearing a shotgun. The man began to raise the shotgun but Kyren was faster by a hair. Several rounds tore past Alis and impacted the door frame, forcing the crewman back into the chamber.

      “Cover me, Kyren,” Alis whispered, creeping forward.

      She poked just her wrench around the corner and fired the emitter blindly. But in the confined space, it was enough. She waited a second and then dashed into the engine room. The crewman was in a heap in the corner. She could see blood coming from his ears, but he lay still.

      Kyren and Elarra followed her in and she closed the door behind them.

      “Geri, do you copy? The goose has reached the nest,” Kyren said into a small communicator attached to his ear.

      Alis heard more shots ringing out somewhere on the ship. They weren’t designator stun pistols, either. Those were the real thing. And her mom was probably out there! Shit! She better get to work.

      “Geri do you copy?” Kyren said again.

      Why wasn’t she replying? Was she shot? Had they captured her? Frantic thoughts raced through her head as she struggled to transform her wrench into the form needed to hack a ship’s inhibitor. All she could do was work fast.

      “I copy Kyren. They’ve got Tharox and I cornered, and they’re shooting to kill. The mission is lost, get out and take my shuttle and flee. Get Alis to safety!” she replied gravely.

      “No!” Alis replied to her mom, and clamped her wrench to the ship’s main data conduit.

      “C’mon Alis, she said we should go,” Kyren urged, “the ship is lost, but we can still get away. It’s what she wants.”

      Alis completely ignored him, focusing on the root of the problem. Time, they didn’t have enough time. She needed to get the Consortium goons off her ship so she could locate and disable the inhibitor. She initiated the scan for the inhibitor’s location, but knew it could take a while.

      Then a flash of inspiration struck. She went to the ship’s console located along the wall and brought up an interface. She typed some commands and the system responded. Incredible! They hadn’t found the back door she had constructed for herself.

      Within moments she was in the ship’s systems. She couldn’t access piloting controls this way, or any of the other main functions of the ship, those were restricted by the inhibitor. But life support wasn’t off limits. In fact she had full control. So she grinned wickedly and initiated the decompression alarm.
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      “Geri, what’s your location?” Kyren’s voice squawked from Geri’s comm.

      Her ears hurt as the alarm klaxon sounded shrilly. But she had to ignore the pain, she and Tharox needed to find safety. If it really was a decompression alarm, they needed to reach the escape pods. They could seal themselves inside to survive.

      Unfortunately, they were in the aft of the ship. The pods were in the bow.

      “Kyren, do you copy? Please tell me that alarm is a ruse,” Geri yelled into her comm.

      She could hear Kyren yelling but couldn’t make out what he was saying. He must be talking to Alis.

      Kyren became intelligible again as he spoke, “roger, it’s a ruse, Alis knows you’re out there. Just hang tight until we give you the all clear, then come back to the engine room.”

      “Looks like they sealed the station’s airlock. I think they’re all off the vessel,” Kyren relayed.

      The alarm cut off a moment later. Geri was grateful for the silence but her ears continued to ring.

      “Geri, are you okay?” Kyren queried from the comm.

      “My ears are ringing, but Tharox and I are…” Geri was trying to say, when she was suddenly interrupted by a bellowing voice.

      “Drop it now! Hands on your head now! Or I will terminate you!” a grizzled, angry voice boomed. The same grizzled voice that had been leading the others just a short time ago.

      Dropping the communicator she turned, hands slowly rising to her head. She didn’t dare glance at Tharox, she needed to keep her eyes on this one. She knew he was exceedingly dangerous, obviously a battle hardened veteran.

      “Step back, now!” the veteran boomed again, motioning with his small but powerful pistol.

      She took a step back and caught Tharox doing the same out of the corner of her eye.

      The veteran scooped up the comm and said, “your only hope of living is immediate surrender. Even as we speak a commando team is massing outside the airlock. And even if you can hijack the ship, there will be a destroyer on station any moment now. You’re caught, surrender and you will be accorded humane treatment as our prisoners.”

      A tiny child’s voice answered, full of venom and vitriol “how about you go fuck yourself.”

      The veteran’s face darkened and he took his eyes off Geri for just a moment. But it was all she needed, gliding forward and closing the gap, she lashed out with a knife-hand strike, slapping the gun away just before it discharged.

      Her other hand balled into a fist and drove forward, aimed for his throat. His instincts were good, unfortunately. Instead of focusing on his gun, he was paying attention to her strikes. He pivoted his body and took the brunt of her blow on the side of his neck, avoiding his windpipe.

      Left open, she couldn’t block the retaliatory strike, his fist connecting with her solar plexus. She dropped to the ground, gasping for breath, as Tharox rushed past her. Watching in horror, she realized Tharox was too slow, the veteran’s gun was coming back into line.

      A series of rapid cracks echoed down the corridor from behind the veteran. Suddenly, the pistol dropped from his hand as blue electricity crackled all over him and he went rigid. Tharox bowled into him, lifting him off the ground and slamming him into the deck.

      Geri crawled forward, her breath finally returning, and grabbed the veteran’s fallen pistol. Staggering to her feet she saw Kyren dashing toward them from down the hall behind the veteran.

      “You will need to hurry, they appear to be hacking the Ashari’s door. They’ll be through shortly, no doubt,” Elarra said through the comm.

      She tucked the pistol in her belt and spoke into the comm, “Elarra, how is it coming with bypassing the inhibitor?”

      “Alis is still working, but hasn’t located it yet,” Elarra paused briefly. “Wait, she just found it. She’s working on the bypass now.”

      “Excellent, let me know when you’ve got it,” Geri replied, overjoyed.

      Maybe they’d pull it off after all, thanks to her resourceful daughter and companions. It’s not over yet, better stay vigilant, she thought.

      “Kyren, Tharox, get this guy and anyone else still aboard into escape pods,” she instructed.

      Now she needed to get to the piloting console and wait for Alis to work her magic. Pistol drawn, she warily made her way to the bridge and jumped into the pilot’s seat. Flipping several switches and hitting some buttons, the console lit up and the holopanel sprang to life before her.

      She brought up the startup routine and tapped initiate. Nothing. Not surprising, the inhibitor was still in place. Now it was just a matter of waiting, which was excruciating. She knew there was no point in asking Elarra for status, she knew the tenacious liadi would inform her the moment there was a development.

      She wasn’t sure how long had passed, but her comm finally buzzed.

      “Alis believes the inhibitor should be bypassed now,” Elarra informed her.

      Geri’s hand shot out and hit initiate, and the ship flared to life. She immediately disconnected the airlock, cutting off the hacking attempt, insulating them from the boarding attempt by the OSO security forces. Next she brought up sensors, immediately identifying the heavy cruiser making its way around the station and bearing directly for them.

      The ship’s communications channel chirped, an incoming message from the approaching cruiser. She ignored it, pushing the Ashari into motion.

      She switched control of her personal comm to the ship as she maneuvered it around an antenna spire.

      “Kyren, launch the pods with minimal velocity, targeting the station, as soon as you’ve loaded the crew. Then they’ll be able to be scooped up safely,” Geri instructed.

      “Will be done in a few seconds,” he replied.

      Scrambling to bring up other systems while still attempting to pilot, she heard the screech of a weapons lock. Dammit, she had to quit working on the shields and instead take evasive maneuvers. She rolled the ship around the edge of the shipyard, placing it between them and the cruiser.

      “Benjam, do you copy?” she called out.

      “Yes, I’m here. I’m nearly done,” he replied timidly.

      “You are done, Benjam. We’re out of time,” she replied vehemently. “We’re gonna have to make a running pickup. Get to the barrier at the entrance to the engineering bay.”

      “Um, I can do better. I can wait for you outside,” Benjam squawked back. “We brontians can survive for some time in space.”

      “Excellent! Get moving!”

      She pushed the controls and sped off toward the far orb, heading for the engineering bays. She maneuvered the ship to keep the base between her and the less nimble heavy cruiser.

      Kyren and Tharox entered the bridge, followed a brief moment later by Elarra and Alis. They all dashed to consoles, Kyren immediately bringing shields on line. Elarra began to calculate a jump target.

      “Banuh, right Geri?” Elarra questioned.

      “Yes, we’ll need to jump the moment we have Benjam aboard.”

      The weapons lock screeched again and Kyren cried, “missiles inbound. I’m going to deploy countermeasures.”

      A burst of particles blew out the back of the ship, leaving behind a dense cloud. Several missiles entered the cloud, but emerged traveling in random orientation, all evidence of a guidance system erased.

      Geri could see the gaping entrance of the engineering bay approaching, the blue membrane stretching across the opening keeping the atmosphere inside, but still allowing ships to pass through. She magnified the view and spotted a small, squiggly figure clinging to the outside of the base, tentacles wrapped around an antenna.

      Suddenly, Benjam leapt out into space. She realized he was on a trajectory to intercept the ship. She rolled the Ashari to the port side, opening the outer airlock and attempting to line it up. Benjam approached and passed within the Ashari’s sensor radius, disappearing from sight.

      She could only hope he had hit the airlock. When she didn’t spot him flying past on the other side of the ship, she sighed in relief. A short time later, Benjam squiggled into the bridge, bearing a strange looking contraption, a little like an industrial coffee maker crossed with a satellite antenna.

      “Elarra, where’s that jump vector before that cruiser fires again,” Geri demanded.

      “Still working,” Elarra replied, voice strained.

      “Let me, Elarra,” Benjam squeaked confidently, heading for the terminal.

      Elarra slid aside, and moments later, Benjam cried triumphantly, “Flight path to Banuh, set and done!”

      Geri lined up the vector and hit engage, and the Ashari warped away, destined for whatever lay in wait at Banuh.
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      Elarra was unsurprised that they wound up in the midst of a battle. Geri was an exceptional pilot, but Elarra could tell she was struggling, keeping up but just barely. Alis would have made it look effortless. No matter, she was keeping them alive, and there was no doubt she would continue to do so.

      “Have you located their flagship?” Geri grunted.

      “Not yet, there is a huge cluster of Crevak ships, I’m guessing it’s at the center but my scans haven’t picked up the weapon yet…” Alis began. “Wait, there it is. Locked on.”

      “The escape pods, they are covered in a stealth coating, I assume,” Elarra asked Geri.

      “Yes,” she grunted in response, dodging several swarming fighters.

      “Kyren, can we get some weapons?” Geri asked crossly.

      “Yes, coming on line now.”

      “I’ll be a gunner, too,” Tharox rumbled, claiming a console and waiting for Kyren to pass some controls to him before grabbing the targeting joystick.

      “Here’s the DS turret, it’ll deal some pain to those bastards,” Kyren replied, swiping the controls over to Tharox’s console.

      They began to fire the Ashari’s weapons. Enemies fell. Elarra had no love of the Crevak, but neither did she hate them. They were simply animals needing to be put down. Besides, they were ultimately inconsequential. The Kirugi was the true threat.

      But they could not deal with it until the Consortium was safe. Their ships would be needed if they were to stop the creature’s spawn. The viewscreens whited out as they took a hit, shields absorbing the destructive energy but much diminished.

      “Gah!” Geri screamed, attempting to dodge a flurry of fighters.

      They lit into the Ashari as Geri dodged and juked, shield absorbing the fire that she couldn’t dodge. A fighter screamed straight at them, strafing with it’s particle beam cannons. Shots tore into the shields, and they began to flicker.

      The ship exploded before them as Tharox squeezed his trigger. They flew through the debris and sped around a massive battleship, dodging fire from its many turrets.

      “We should prepare ourselves,” Elarra said calmly. “Let’s make our way to the escape pods. Kyren, Tharox, Alis, you shall come. Benjam, you’re needed here.”

      “Yes, Benjam, take weapons control. We’re going to go stealth as soon as we pass the next ship,” Geri explained.

      Benjam squiggled to a console and grabbed a joystick. Kyren shot him the controls and he began to aim and fire. Kyren and Tharox rose and grabbed their gear, immediately departing the bridge. Alis took a moment and leaned down to kiss her mom’s cheek.

      “Love you darlin,” her mom replied. “Come back, okay?”

      “Love you too mom, I’ll be back,” Alis replied confidently.

      “You know I wouldn’t send you if you weren’t the only one that damn wrench is keyed to, right?” Geri said while dodging turret fire from a passing cruiser.

      Elarra was wracked with guilt. Should she at least warn them? It could compromise the outcome, though, if she did. No, her only course was to follow her vision.

      “Mom, I’m the logical choice. The Consortium needs you, especially out here, right now. I can create the bypass. It’s the best way,” Alis tried to comfort her mother, but Elarra could see the pain on Geri’s face.

      “Now Kyren, when you activate the belt, the other end of the warp portal will appear over the beacon. All you have to do is make sure everyone else goes first before you step through,” Benjam explained to him, between unleashing blasts with the Ashari’s main cannon.

      “Got it,” he replied solemnly. “Just make sure you two survive, okay? We’ve got to have somewhere to warp back to.”

      “Go get ‘em, Kyren,” Geri called as he exited the bridge.

      Elarra followed him to the escape pod antechamber. Except for Tharox, who was suiting up, they had remained suited after commandeering the Ashari. Kyren was checking his rifle and gear, and Alis was running diagnostics on her wrench.

      Geri’s voice came over the intercom, “load up everyone, we’re approaching. I’m gonna risk a close pass so you can deploy. Then I’ll circle and stay close.”

      Elarra stood and stared. Her vision had come true. Did it really mean they would lose Alis? How could she allow it? She knew they had to accomplish their mission, she knew they needed Alis. But what if she didn’t make it. Elarra hadn’t seen her die, exactly. But she hadn’t seen her survive, either.

      The others began to climb into their pods, Tharox lowering his massive plasma rifle in and Kyren packing away his own rifle. Alis disappeared into the hatch just after catching Elarra’s eye and delivering a final smile.

      Elarra finally climbed into her pod and secured the hatch. She strapped in and mentally prepared herself. She needed not just calm, but confidence. She had the unsettling feeling that if she followed her visions as she saw them, it would lead to the ultimate vision, the Kirugi. She might survive to see the end. And if she could see the end, then maybe she could still do something about it.

      “Making a close pass now, I’m going to launch you when in range,” Geri’s voice came from the control console of Elarra’s escape pod.

      She counted to pass the time, reaching ninety-seven before the pod lurched and leapt out into space. She could see the massive Crevak flagship before her. It bristled with weaponry, but the alien orb mounted on the front was wreaking the most havoc on the fleet. She could see dozens of dead ships, dark and floating free.

      Her vision darkened to a narrow tunnel. Oh hell, not now! A vision, now?! She lost sight of the escape pod.

      She was back again, at the end of it all. The Kirugi battled a giant robot in the distance. This time she wasn’t in the streets but on the roof of a skyscraper. And she was with Kyren. He had strange, spidery black headgear and an exo-suit on, and was assuming the same fighting stance as the robot. Wait, no, the robot was assuming his fighting stance. Kyren was controlling the robot!

      She grappled with the vision, trying to keep it from slipping away, desperately trying to see more. Unfortunately, the scene faded. She knew that Kyren was needed, in the end, if they were to ultimately have a chance.

      Shaking her head, she checked the controls and realized she was heading way off course. Grabbing the joysticks she attempted to maneuver the pod back on course. It responded only sluggishly.

      Alarms flashed and arrows pointed back to the proper heading but she couldn’t get it to respond. She realized with horror she was going to hit the ship well aft of their targeted vent system. She might even bounce off and end up floating in space forever. It’s not like anyone could find the pod, coated with stealth composites as it was.

      At the last second the boosters flared and altered her course. Instead of slamming into the ship’s surface, she bounced and skidded along. Her pod slid and wedged itself under the outcropping of a weapons turret.

      Trying to get her breathing under control, she spent a moment to run a mental check. Legs okay, arms okay, body okay, head okay. Suit still intact. Okay good to go. So what if I’m a little off course, she thought.

      Tentatively reaching down, she pulled the eject lever, the canopy of the pod popping off with a hiss of released atmosphere. Elarra climbed out and surveyed the surface of the ship. She was thankful for her magnetic boots that anchored her to the spacecraft’s skin. She looked at the vent system access, well amidship. She was going to have a long walk ahead of her.
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      Their entry point was an exhaust vent at the middle of the ship. Kyren managed to land his pod within walking distance, but he noted Alis had landed only meters away from the vent. Even Tharox had manged to get closer. Oh well. For his first time piloting, he thought he did pretty well.

      Then his heart sank as he realized Elarra was nowhere to be seen. Had she bounced off? Was she even now sailing into the abyss to be forever forgotten? Had she landed elsewhere on the ship?

      “Elarra, come in. Do you read me?” he got only static.

      Frantically looking around, he saw no sign of her. With despair he realized they couldn’t wait around for her. Every moment they delayed, hundreds died. So he pressed on, and began the hike to the exhaust vent. He arrived slightly winded, attempting to control his breathing so as not to overwhelm his suit’s rebreather.

      Realizing their radios were jammed, he motioned for them to put their helmets together.

      “Let’s go, we can’t wait for Elarra. Either she made it or she didn’t. We can’t do anything about it,” both Alis and Tharox looked about to protest. “Listen, the longer we delay the more people die out there.”

      “I hate that you’re right,” Alis growled. “But we’re gonna find her before we escape.”

      “Yes,” Tharox agreed.

      “Let’s go,” Kyren urged as they began to climb into the vent.

      He just hoped they wouldn’t be exhausting whatever deadly stuff this port released while they were in it. Alis scrambled down the passage’s mild slope, scanning the walls with the beam of light coming from her wrench.

      “We should be through the armor and hull by now. Let me scan to find an access hallway and I’ll cut us out,” Alis notified.

      She scanned with her wrench and found a large void behind one wall. Reconfiguring her wrench into a laser torch, she went to work. Alis had completed nearly half of the passageway when the ship began to rumble.

      “Um, Alis, can you cut any faster?” Kyren queried.

      “Yeah, I’ll make the hole smaller. We’ll have to squeeze through but it’ll take just a few more moments,” she said, changing directions with the torch and cutting to meet up with the other side.

      The ship rumbled and gas began to stream past them. Alis finished the final cut. Tharox motioned for them to stand back, then he delivered a massive kick to the plate. It fell away and they were blasted with atmosphere as it vented the compartment.

      Kyren grabbed Alis’ shoulders and pushed her toward the opening. She scrambled through, followed by Tharox. Kyren climbed through just as the force of the exhaust from the port began to push him back. Squirming through the hole, he plopped to the deck in what appeared to be a service passage.

      They continued on down the hall until they came to a door. Alis transformed her wrench and began the override. A short time later the door control went green. She leaned over and put her helmet against Kyren’s, motioning for Tharox to join.

      “When I open the door, atmosphere is gonna rush out. We’ll have to fight past the wind to get inside so I can reseal it,” Alis explained. “Ready?”

      He nodded, as did Tharox. She popped the door open and wind rushed out to meet them.  They had to use the door jamb to lever themselves inside. After a struggle they made it inside and Alis closed the door.

      The corridor was dimly lit, the metal rusted and decaying. Ceiling lights flickered and their steps on the deck plating echoed. The place appeared deserted. But the detritus and fresh garbage littering the floor indicated otherwise.

      Alis immediately popped her helmet. Kyren watched her nose curl and her mouth purse. He knew why the second he removed his own helmet. This place stank. It was like filthy body odor, and something sour and urine-smelling. Snorting he tried to clear his nostrils but the stench only got worse. Looking over he saw Tharox struggling with the stink as well.

      “Gah, these Crevak are foul!” he admonished. “Alis, could your wrench translate one of their terminals? We need a map.”

      “I think so, let’s go find a console,” she replied, stifling a gag.

      They crept cautiously around, and soon located a holoterminal. Alis attached her wrench and a rough interpretation of the holoscreen appeared before him. He began to manipulate the holopanel, searching for a map or schematics. He quickly found what he was looking for.

      “Where’s the conduit, Alis?” he asked, pointing at the schematics.

      “There,” she said after studying it for a moment.

      “Got it, let’s go,” he struck off down the corridor, the others trailing him.

      It didn’t take long for them to run into resistance. He rounded the corner and came nearly face to face with an ugly humanoid, bony ridges ringing it’s face and bisecting it’s forehead. Its gray skin had a wet sheen to it.

      Neither Tharox nor Kyren were fast enough. The Crevak bolted in the opposite direction, immediately disappearing around a corner.

      “We should get out of here,” Tharox urged.

      “This way,” Kyren said as he took off down a side passage.

      Suddenly an alarm began to wail.

      “Shit, they’ve been alerted to our presence. It’s gonna be hard to reach the conduit, we’re going to have to fight our way there,” Tharox said, affirming Kyren’s thoughts.

      He followed Tharox’s lead and unslung his rifle and nodded, moving forward with it held at the ready.
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      Alis had no illusions, she knew reaching the conduit would be difficult, if not impossible. They were going to have to fight their way there, she knew. The time for stealth was over. She had already transformed her wrench into the sonic emitter and had it held up before her.

      Kyren was leading them unerringly onward, taking them safely to the maintenance elevator. Alis darted into the elevator as Tharox covered them. Stepping in, the doors closed.

      “Um, yeah, there may be a small problem here,” Kyren said unexpectedly as he stared at the elevator control panel. “Does anyone read Crevak?”

      “No, but just count,” Alis suggested.

      “Hmmm,” she watched him as he mentally worked it out.

      Touching a button, Kyren admitted, “Hope I counted right.”

      The elevator sped downward, which was a good sign. They were heading to the lower decks to reach the access shaft, so they were going in the right direction at least. The elevator lurched to a halt, the doors grinding open.

      Kyren spotted them first, the ranks of Crevak filling the corridor before them. Without hesitation he lit them up. Tharox was right behind him, adding his plasma bursts to the particle beams Kyren was throwing down range. Alis reacted a moment later and began discharging her sonic emitter, sending Crevak flying, slamming into walls and their compatriots.

      They didn’t get them all, though, and some began to return fire. Laser blast and plasma bolts streaked into the elevator as she and the others plastered themselves to the side walls. The edge of the door gave them some cover, while the Crevak were caught in an empty corridor, the bodies of the fallen their only cover.

      However, they were now effectively pinned. They couldn’t get out of the elevator, but neither could the Crevak advance on their position. At least not yet, anyway. They’d have reinforcements any moment now, and then it would be over.

      An idea sparked in Alis mind, and she said, “everybody stay behind me, use me as cover.”

      Reaching down to her belt she flipped the activation switch and to her relief, a glowing blue shield formed an egg shaped barrier around her. Kyren’s eyes went wide as she stepped out, but he fell in behind her.

      She flinched as weapons fire tore into the shield, reddening it wherever the blasts hit. Bracing herself, she took another step forward as Kyren leaned around her and squeezed off a short burst, felling one of the remaining two Crevak.

      Distracted, the last one didn’t see Tharox lean around the door and line up a shot. His plasma rifle barked and the Crevak’s head disappeared in a burst of orange flame. As the last one fell, she deactivated her shield, not wanting to drain the charge any more than was necessary. She didn’t know how many more times she was going to need it.

      “Nice thinking, Alis,” Tharox rumbled approvingly.

      “We’ve got to move, let’s go before another squad shows up,” Kyren urged as he broke into a run.

      Alis followed, jumping over and dodging around the Crevak corpses. Kyren lead the way, turning and twisting through dimly lit halls. Entering an intersection, Kyren backpedaled as streams of energy weapons fire tore past him.

      “Crap, they’ve got a barricade, we’ll never get past them,” Kyren cried.

      Sounds of booted and clawed feet echoed down the corridor behind them. Tharox spun and fired off several shots from the hip, driving the approaching Crevak into side passageways for cover. They were rapidly closing in, she realized there wouldn’t be a way out of this.

      “Get ready to run!” Tharox bellowed, inching toward the corner of the passage.

      He wheeled around the edge and unleashed a withering barrage of fire, screaming “Go, go, go, go!”

      Kyren dashed on and Alis followed. She glanced back just as she crossed the intersection and spotted Tharox looking at her. He gave her a grim smile, then turned back to the Crevak he was battling. Bellowing a war cry he charged the barricade.

      “Isaaaaaaaa!”

      “Keep going,” Kyren yelled to her as he turned around and sent streams of fire down the hallway behind them, driving the pursuing Crevak back into cover.

      A bat-faced urnak stepped out of a side passage in front of her, its rifle coming to bear. Before it could get a shot off she depressed the trigger on her sonic emitter. A thunderclap filled the corridors as the urnak was slammed into the wall. It fell and was still.

      “We’re nearly there,” Kyren exclaimed after they had run a good distance.

      Alis stopped behind him, panting with exertion. There was a knot deep within her stomach. And she knew it had nothing to do with exertion. First Elarra, and now Tharox. She had no illusions, they were likely lost. Her eyes met Kyren’s and she saw her own pain reflected there.

      “We’re almost there,” he said, pointing down the corridor to the service hatch at the end.

      They sprinted the last hundred yards to the hatch. Alis transformed her wrench and began to remove the locking latches. The hatch fell away with a clank as she removed the last latch. She flicked on her light and illuminated the crawlspace.

      “Go,” Kyren said, keeping his weapon trained down the hall.

      Alis wriggled into the narrow opening. There was only enough room for her to crawl on her hands and knees. Kyren jumped in after her, crawling in backwards and keeping his weapon trained on the hatch.

      They crawled for quite a distance before the passage opened into a small chamber. They crawled out and stood, or at least attempted to. Kyren was forced to hunch. Alis’ ears just barely scraped the ceiling.

      Alis immediately identified the neutrino conduit, but used her wrench in its scanner configuration to verify. Now, for the bypass, she thought, quickly scanning around for material to cannibalize to build the bypass.

      There were faint guttural voices coming through the crawlspace. The damn Crevak must have followed them. As affirmation, Kyren fired down the passageway and fire was returned.

      “Hurry Alis, they’re gonna find a way around us any minute now,” Kyren exclaimed between bursts.

      She scrambled to disassemble a junction box, stealing its cabling and a redundancy module. She began to assemble the bypass, when Kyren cried out in pain. Spinning, she saw his arm and chest peppered with tiny fragments of plasma that were burning through his spacesuit. The scent of burning flesh filled the small space.

      In response he unleashed a wild barrage and she thought she heard a gurgled cry emanate from the tunnel.

      “They’re moving on us. How much longer?” he asked, continuing to fire.

      “I’ve almost got it,” she replied, welding two inverters together.

      Several moments later, the bypass was complete.

      “There, now the next time they fire, it’ll overload. We probably shouldn’t be in here when that happens,” she advised.

      “Can you find us an exit?”

      “Over there, the access shaft heads back toward the core,” Alis offered.

      “Go.”

      She paused, but he said, “I’ll be right behind you.”

      She crouched and dashed into the tunnel, and thankfully heard Kyren scrambling in behind her. They reached a bulkhead and crawled through. Alis turned back and examined the door jamb. She spotted the emergency bypass and engaged it, sealing the crawlspace with a sturdy hatch.

      Popping her wrench into a laser welder, she sealed the hatch.

      “There, that bought us a bit of time,” Alis said, panting.

      “How’re we going to find Tharox and Elarra, though?,” he asked her.

      “I may have an idea,” was her reply, willing a flicker of hope into her voice.

      The ship rumbled for several seconds, then shook and shuddered as what felt like explosions tore through it. A staccato of trembling shook the ship, like the rattle of a machine gun. It was unmistakable to her. It was the sound of the ship’s core detonating. The quantum-interlace generator would overload. It looked like they had done more than just disable the weapon. The ship was going to go nova.
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      Elarra trudged in the direction of the access vent. She passed by weapons turrets that would occasionally fire at passing Consortium vessels, swiveling to and fro tracking their targets. She tried not to fear being blown into space or vaporized by a Consortium strafing run, but couldn’t help it.

      Panic rose as she placed one ponderous step after another. Damn she needed to go faster, but she couldn’t exceed a walking pace with the magnetic boots. Her suit had no jetpack, either. So she took several deep breaths and pressed on.

      Finally reaching the exhaust vent she paused before entering. Which was good, because seconds later, her vision faded, and she was elsewhere.

      The scene faded and she saw the ship from roughly the same perspective as when the vision started. After a great pause, steam began to hiss from the vent. She jumped back as a column of gases streamed out into space. Had she entered before the venting, she would have been blown out into space and lost forever.

      Expecting the vision to end, she was surprised when it continued. She saw herself enter the vent, then the scene changed and she was climbing out of the hole that Alis must’ve cut. The door panel at the end of the corridor she had entered was green. She hit the panel and atmosphere began rushing out.

      Forcing her way through the onrushing wind, she climbed past the door and sealed it. This time, the vision did begin to fade. But something about it felt different, felt tactile, somehow. So she reached out and touched the vision. She held on, and it stopped fading, suddenly coming back into great clarity.

      She saw herself flick on her stealth belt moments before a squad of Crevak turned the corner. The slight shimmer that revealed her presence slowly backed away, stopping at the edge of the hall. The Crevak examined the door and spoke amongst themselves in their guttural, harsh language.

      Somehow she understood what they said. The words weren’t familiar, but in some way the meaning had come across. They were talking about the intruders, talking about them as if they were still loose. At least there was still hope.

      Waiting for the Crevak to leave before starting out, Elarra set off to find her companions. She followed herself for some time, doing her best to memorize the route. Her vision-self stopped before an access hatch in an empty, dimly lit side passage.

      Suddenly, explosions rumbled through the ship, the walls shuddering, rust raining down from the ceiling. She knew a clock had just started. But she had to wait, at least a short while.

      Dropping her cloaking, she banged twice on the hatch, then went about unlatching it. Latches removed, she planted her leg against the wall and grasped the handle. She heaved, straining to pop the rusted hatch free.

      Failing, she knocked twice more. This time she received two knocks in response. She knocked again and there was a groaning of metal as the hatch popped free and clattered to the deck. Kyren and Alis were inside, staring back in surprise.

      She released the vision, realizing it was fatiguing her. Expecting to be standing upon the edge of the exhaust vent, she was utterly disoriented to find herself aboard the ship, standing where she had been in her vision.

      It was too much, her head swam with vertigo. She began to topple but Kyren leapt through the hatch and caught her before she could fall.

      “Elarra!” Kyren cried, the look of joy plastered to his face turning to one of concern.

      Climbing out, Alis asked “Are you okay, Elarra? Is she okay, Kyren?”

      Recovering her composure, the dizziness passing, Elarra straightened herself and asked “I assume that rumbling was the bypass going off?”

      “Yes, it seems that shorting out the weapon overloaded the ship’s core, it’s going to go nova any minute now,” Alis exclaimed.

      As if to punctuate her statement, alarms began to wail and the lighting shifted to dim emergency lights.

      “And we’ve lost Tharox,” Kyren said with a surprising note of sadness. “Alis has an idea how to find him, but we need another terminal.”

      Remembering having passed a terminal a distance back, she informed them, “I can lead us to one.”

      The terminal wasn’t far away, and the corridors they were in must have been auxiliary passageways, as they were not occupied. Alis attached her wrench and began to program. After a short while, images flickered to life on the holopanel. It appeared she was running a facial recognition routine on the Crevak security footage.

      The search completed and she correlated the sightings to the schematics she had accessed earlier.

      “There,” she said, pointing. “He should be there somewhere.”

      “I can get us there, we’re not far,” Kyren said, leading the way.

      “Alis, any idea how long before the core detonates?” Elarra asked.

      “We may have fifteen or twenty minutes, but maybe less, probably much less. We need to grab Tharox as fast as possible,” Alis replied.

      It was slower going than she knew was prudent, but they had to wait and hide several times to avoid roving patrols. They knew they were close when they came across a sea of Crevak bodies, and heard the chattering of machine gun fire in the distance. It was growing closer by the moment.

      She was about to question whether they should wait or move towards the fighting, when heavy footsteps sounded around the corner. She whirled in time to see a massive figure step into view. The humanoid was all rust-brown bony plates and angular spurs. His jaw jutted forward from a bony, armored face, black eyes glittering with malice.

      Laughing a laugh like shoveling gravel, the Crevak snarled “Consortium scum, you will die this day.”

      Kyren did not hesitate and raised his weapon, depressing the trigger and sending a burst of blue-white fire at the creature. It raised its forearm just before Kyren fired and hit a button on a slender wrist band. An energy shield sprang into existence in front of him absorbing the blasts from Kyren’s weapon.

      Charging, the creature reached Kyren in two bounds, slamming into him with tremendous force. He went flying back into the wall, impacting with a sickening crack. Falling to the floor, he lay still.

      Elarra watched as Alis’ wrench completed its transformation into the sonic emitter, and she fired. The thunderclap echoed through the halls, but the blast only pushed the Crevak back a foot. He reached out and grabbed Alis by the throat, lifting her into the air and slamming her against the wall.

      “Do you know who I am? I am the mighty Warmaster Vlanchek, destroyer of the Consortium,” he growled.

      Seeing her opportunity, Elarra hit her stealth belt, disappearing from view. Vlanchek whirled and dropped Alis, who fell and didn’t move either. Elarra dashed to Kyren’s rifle and lifted the heavy gun. She braced it on her hip and depressed the trigger.

      The rifle bucked and streamed a trio of pulses straight at Vlanchek. He turned just as she fired, and the shots took him in the shoulder. Flesh steamed, and raw bone began to poke through, but he turned, undeterred.

      “You can’t hide forever. I’m going to disembowel your companions, you damn liadi.”

      Metallic footsteps thundered down the corridor. She looked up just in time to see Tharox barreling into Vlanchek.

      They fell in a heap but Tharox yelled, “Go, Elarra, get them and go!”

      Vlanchek immediately got the upper hand and began landing blows on Tharox’s face. Turning away, not wanting to watch, she tried to rouse Kyren. He came around groggily, but quickly pulled himself together. She stood to find Alis shakily climbing to her feet.

      Tharox and Vlanchek were now on their feet again, grappling.

      Again, Tharox screamed, “Go! Tell Isa I…”

      Vlanchek delivered a wicked head butt, staggering Tharox back. She turned and ran, hoping Tharox’s sacrifice wouldn’t be in vain.
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      Tharox had killed many Crevak this day, and he felt his vengeance was nearly sated. He had just one more Crevak to kill. Dancing with the Warmaster, grappling for the upper hand, his servos strained and whirred as his limbs struggled to overpower him.

      Realizing he was the one being overpowered, Tharox turned his body and twisted his wrists, driving an elbow into Vlanchek’s bony jaw. His head snapped back and his grip slackened a moment. Tharox broke free and dodged back, assuming a fighting stance.

      “Foolish bathalian, you value your Consortium so much you’d die for them?” Vlanchek spoke gutturally.

      Tharox certainly bore great animosity towards the Consortium, but he knew that if the Consortium fell, so too would the rest of the galaxy. He realized the irony and let out a great snort and a chuckle.

      “No, I don’t. I just hate Crevak more,” he said with vitriol, initiating a flurry of strikes.

      The first few blows took Vlanchek by surprise and he staggered back. But he recovered with lighting speed and delivered a vicious kick to Tharox’s midsection, sending him flying across the chamber.

      As he stood, he heard grinding noises coming from his right hip and knee, and his left elbow seemed to not bend as far as it had before.

      Angry at his own frailty, he snarled, “I’ll kill you, Crevak. I’ll be sure of it.”

      But then he began to doubt his ability to slay this foe. A moment of guilt passed over him at the thought of Isa, left alone. No, that was enough to motivate him, so he steeled himself.

      Tharox screamed and charged, connecting blows with Vlanchek’s face. Vlanchek fell back under the onslaught, staggering and catching himself against the wall. Tharox wrapped his hand around Vlanchek’s throat and began to pummel his face with his other fist.

      Vlanchek’s hand flew up and caught Tharox’s incoming fist, halting him mid-strike. His other hand clamped around the wrist holding his throat. Wrenching with substantial might, he ripped Tharox’s hand off his throat.

      Tharox, desperate, delivered a head-butt. Vlanchek head-butted him back, and he saw stars. They began to struggle, but Tharox realized he was outmatched, Vlanchek had greater strength. He twisted upward, driving Tharox to his knees.

      Rolling with the motion, Tharox dropped and turned his body, leaning into Vlanchek and levering him over. As he crashed to the floor he released Tharox. Rolling back to his feet, he squared of with Vlanchek as he also rose.

      Pressing the offensive, Tharox drove forward, preceded by his swinging fists. Vlanchek began to block, then counterattacked. The blow took Tharox in the jaw, staggering him back. Vlanchek did not let up.

      Blows rained down, driving him to his knees. He held his arms up attempting to protect himself, but the blows continued to land. Vlanchek connected a solid blow and Tharox saw stars. When his vision cleared, he was lying on his back, Vlanchek looming over him.

      He lifted a plated foot, laughing maniacally as he prepared to crush Tharox’s skull. An explosion rocked the ship, toppling Vlanchek to the floor. Tharox took the opportunity to launch himself onto Vlanchek’s back. Wrapping his arms around his neck, he constricted.

      Vlanchek rose and spun, trying to dislodge Tharox. But he hung on with all his considerable mechanical strength. Vlanchek ran backwards and slammed Tharox into the wall, but he managed to continue clinging to the Crevak’s back.

      They struggled for some time, but Vlanchek was unable to dislodge Tharox. Suddenly, a staccato burst of explosions sent them both to the floor. Tharox hit hard and lost his grip. But the explosions continued, growing ever closer.

      Vlanchek stood and snarled, raising his foot again, prepared to snuff Tharox out.

      “Hey Vlanchek,” he taunted. “Do you know what that sound is? It is the sound inevitability. It is the sound of your death!”

      “Graaaaahhh!” Vlanchek screamed in rage.

      And then the world exploded around them, and Tharox was no more, but neither was Vlanchek.
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      “Let’s use the belt now, hopefully Tharox will be right behind us,” Kyren suggested.

      He noticed a look of hope flit across Elarra’s face, as she replied “yes, hurry Kyren.”

      He reached down and triggered the belt, and a portal flickered into view, then disappeared almost immediately.

      “What the hell?” Kyren cried.

      “We must be too deep within the ship, it seems it can’t connect to the beacon,” Alis posited. “I think we need to move to the outer edges of the ship.”

      “Let’s go, then,” he said, but stopped when he looked down and saw Elarra’s eyes were completely white.

      Dammit, she had to have a vision now, of all times. He reached down to steady her, keep her from collapsing, but she waved him off. Odd, she was still on her feet, and seemed to be fully cognizant.

      “This way,” she said, pointing.

      Strange, yes, but he would have to worry about it later. Now they needed to escape.

      “There,” Elarra said, pointing.

      Kyren turned to see Crevak troops rounding the corner a ways down the passage. He immediately fired, catching them unaware and mercilessly gunning them down.

      Elarra led them onward, pointing again. Kyren took aim and fired as the Crevak rounded the corner. He dropped the squad with a sustained burst of particle beams, the barrel of his rifle beginning to glow red.

      They continued onward as alarm klaxons wailed. The ship shook as distant explosions presaged the coming destruction. Kyren quickly led them into an access tunnel.

      “She’s going to go thermonuclear soon! We’ve got to get out of here,” Alis cried as she emerged from the maintenance hatch at the far end.

      “Okay, I know where we are. I can get us to the shuttle bay, we’re not far. That should be close enough to the outside. Hopefully the belt will lock on to the beacon,” Kyren informed them.

      Suddenly, Elarra’s eyes went white, and she pointed, “Coming.”

      He unloaded on the unsuspecting Crevak as they rounded the corner. He got all but one.

      “Shit, that one’s gonna come back with reinforcements,” Alis remarked as the Crevak bolted away, fear in her voice, her ears flat.

      “Yes, we should move. Kyren, lead the way,” Elarra instructed.

      They continued on, Elarra pointing and Kyren ambushing the oncoming Crevak. They were sprinting across a larger chamber when suddenly Elarra stopped. Her eyes had returned to normal, and she had a terrified look on her face.

      An explosion rocked the ship, sending them crashing to the deck. Smoke billowed in and began to surround them. The ship shook and shuddered.

      “Elarra!” Kyren cried, scrambling to his feet and scooping Elarra up. He sprinted for the nearby doorway, carrying her. He dodged through as another blast rocked the ship. Suddenly, the door whooshed shut behind them. He turned and Alis was not there. He saw her face through the porthole, nearly obscured by smoke.

      “Go now!” she mouthed, and then disappeared into the smoke.

      “No!” Kyren cried, and immediately thumbed the warp belt, hoping to open a portal to the other side of the door.

      The belt would only lock on to the beacon, he could not get it to select any other coordinates.

      “No! It’s not working!” he cried.

      “Kyren,” Elarra said with unnerving calm. “We have to go now, we can’t save Alis. But you must survive. You are needed if we are to have a chance at stopping the Kirugi.”

      “But Alis…”

      “We go now. As Alis said, the ship is going to go nova any second now,” Elarra said.

      Kyren thumbed the engage button and a warp portal appeared before them. He took one last glance at the door, pain flooding him, even worse than when he lost his brother. He waved Elarra through, and she disappeared as she stepped through.

      Reluctantly, with heavy heart, he stepped through and into the cargo hold of the Ashari.

      “Alis? Tharox?” Benjam asked tentatively.

      “No,” was all Kyren could muster, words catching in his throat as he choked it out.

      “Everyone aboard? We need to warp out of here,” Geri’s voice came over the intercom.

      “Yes,” Elarra answered, before anyone else could speak.

      They made their way to the bridge somberly, none speaking. Geri looked up and immediately, a look of recognition settling on her face.

      “Alis? Alis?! Alis?!?!?” she screamed.

      Tears streamed down Kyren’s face. All he could manage was to shake his head. There was a tremendous flash on the viewscreen, and the Crevak flagship ceased to exist. In it’s place a tremendous blast wave traveled outward in all directions.

      “Geri, we need to warp!” Kyren cried.

      She turned to the console, concentrated for a moment, then engaged the warp. Kyren staggered and caught himself, as he shook his head to clear the cobwebs.

      Geri was bawling, inconsolable. Kyren was crying himself, loss tearing at his heart. Benjam wailed, and even Elarra had tears streaking her face.
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      The explosion threw Alis to the ground. She staggered to her feet, and before she could be taken down by another blast, she engaged her shield belt. Smoke swirled around her as she scanned for another way out. Locating a mostly clear corridor, she sprinted away. The corridor erupted in flame and shrapnel as a secondary explosion tore through the ship.

      Washing over the shield harmlessly, she was protected, but the shield was beginning to show several red spots. She suspected it wouldn’t hold out much longer. She noticed a symbol on the wall, and remembered it from the schematics she had reviewed with Kyren. That was the symbol for the hangar bay.

      If she could get to a shuttle, she might be able to escape the ship. She probably couldn’t outrun the nova, but she could at least try. Several twists and turns later, she entered the expansive hangar bay.

      She located the nearest ship, a transport shuttle, and dashed over to it. Staccato burst of explosion shook her as she sprinted, nearly taking her off her feet. Reaching the ship she dashed up the ramp and disengaged her shield, which had gone mostly red.

      Leaping into the pilot’s seat, she immediately scanned the controls. Dammit, all in Crevak. She would have to use her wrench as an interpreter. Several moments later, she was connected to the ship, scrolling through looking for the symbols to power up.

      It was taking too long, she knew. And then she spotted it, the combination she needed. Keying in the symbols, the shuttle powered up and engines came on line. She hit the throttle and launched toward the exit. She didn’t bother to retract the landing gear, instead she focused on locating the shields.

      The shuttle rocketed out of the hangar bay, streaking away from the battleship, Alis pushing as much speed out of the bulky craft as she could  manage. Then the Crevak flagship detonated, disappearing in an expanding shell of debris and energy.

      She knew she couldn’t outrun the blast. The most she could hope for was that the shuttle’s shields would keep her from becoming vaporized. Crossing her fingers, she diverted all the shuttle’s energy into its shields.

      The blast wave hit, sending a shudder through the shuttle, as it was accelerated by the shock wave. The shuttle continued to rattle and shake, as it was driven to ever higher velocities by the expanding shell of destruction.

      Just when she thought she was going to make it, the shields started to fail, alarms wailing and warning lights flashing. Resigning herself to her fate, she thought of her mom, of Kyren, of Elarra and Benjam. She even thought fondly of Tharox, as surprising as that was to her.

      Then the shields failed and the blast wave hit the shuttle. It shook and shuddered, controls panels blowing out in a shower of sparks. The ship went dark, but somehow remained intact. The blast wave streamed past the shuttle, but it had somehow survived.

      However, it was completely dead, burned out and lifeless. She had survived instant destruction, only to be resigned to a slow death as life support systems failed. She looked out the porthole, and realized she had an even more pressing problem.

      The surface of the craft was beginning to glow orange-yellow, as friction with the planet Banuh’s atmosphere caused the ship’s hull to heat up. She was heading for a meteoric end. She had survived the Crevak flagship’s destruction, only to be done in by uncontrolled atmospheric re-entry.

      She checked again for any systems that were still operational. It seemed the comm was undamaged, although there wasn’t enough power to initiate a transmission. Unless… maybe her wrench could supply enough power for at least a short transmission. Maybe she could make a mayday call. Maybe someone would respond.

      Maybes were better than nothing, she thought grimly. Transforming her wrench, she began to interface it with the comm system. Miraculously, it powered up when she activated the wrench’s power supply. It was draining power rapidly, though. She would only have a few seconds to send a message.

      Dialing in to the Consortium’s quantum network, she initiated a mayday call. The power drained from her wrench and the system went dark. She could only hope someone heard her transmission.
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      Elarra looked around, eyes resting on each of her companions before moving to the next. They had lost Alis and Tharox both. Yet there was still hope, hope that the end of the galaxy might not be the end. Kyren still had an integral part to play. Perhaps there was a path to victory, perhaps she just hadn’t seen it yet.

      It was difficult to hope, though, after having suffered such tremendous losses. The atmosphere was somber, nobody spoke. The pain was clear, the loss undeniable.

      “What now?” Kyren asked half-heartedly.

      “Nothing…” Geri answered despondently.

      “The Kirugi is still out there, that is what now,” Elarra replied stoically.

      She met Kyren’s eye. Suddenly, she felt as if an electric current had passed through her body. And then the vision began.

      Once again she stood in the street, but this time there were no people screaming, no monster on the horizon. She looked to the sky and saw a great fireball streaking toward the ground. It impacted with the surface of the planet, creating a huge mushroom cloud.

      Mere minutes later, the great beast climbed from the massive crater. It stood to it’s full height, taller than the tallest buildings, as she watched small egg-like pods falling away from the creature’s sides. It plowed into the city, crashing through buildings as more pods dropped free.

      The creature was a dull brown color with six spindly legs coming from its insect-like torso. Each leg had more joints than seemed appropriate, and ended in a three fingered clawed hand. Its head was the worst, though. Broad and flat, it had a ridge of bone running around the back of its head. Its repulsive face was like a cross between a bear and a pit bull.

      Soon enough, people screamed and ran around her, fleeing the creatures that emerged from the pods. They were miniature versions of the massive monster. They were chasing down the fleeing civilians and tearing them into shreds.

      Suddenly a truly massive warp portal appeared before her. A giant robot stepped through, assuming a fighting stance and squaring off against the giant beast.

      As before, the wave of smaller creatures tore into the unprotected crowd. But this time, unlike her previous visions, a squad of Consortium marines appeared on the scene. They began to fire on the creatures, their projectile weapons dealing kinetic death to the hideous creatures.

      The Consortium troops formed a defensive corridor, allowing the fleeing civilians an opportunity to escape. She heard a sonic boom and looked to the sky. Astounded, she saw the Ashari speeding through the air. Her weapons were in full bloom, barking particle beams, all directed against the organic rockets that were launching from all over the city.

      It seemed that the Ashari would be overwhelmed by the sheer number of rockets attempting to leave the atmosphere. Suddenly, dozens of warp portals opened and Consortium ships streamed through, adding their fire to the Ashari’s.

      The vision faded, her sight returning to normal.

      “What was it? What did you see, Elarra?” Kyren questioned eagerly.

      “Hope,” she said. “I saw hope.”

    

  


  
    
      Thanks for reading! I hope you enjoyed Altered Destiny. If so I’d be honored if you took a moment to leave a review, they are very important to us authors.  You can find the next book in the series, Destiny Reckoning, on Amazon and Audible.

      

      Want to read more about Theophax and Elarra before the deathbots? Sign up for my mailing list for a free short story set in the not-so-distant past.

      
        
        http://trevoramesgregg.com/ad01/
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      Pursued by a relentless bounty hunter, forced to flee to a long-forgotten star system…

      

      Long before Theophax was recruited by the Oracle to find a lost starship, he roamed the lawless Xia sector in search of technological relics and the score to end all scores. But as usual he’s run into a bit of trouble, thanks to a botched job. The most powerful warlord in the sector has placed a bounty on his head, dead or alive. Now he is on the run, seeking an alien relic known only as The Object. Will he be able to evade Baron Kormugon’s bounty hunters long enough to find his prize?

      

      
        
        Visit me on Facebook

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/UnexpectedDestiny
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