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      The shuttle door opened with a whir, revealing a stocky bald figure with cybernetic eyes that clicked and buzzed as they took in the surrounding fields. The wind whipped the tails of his leather duster around reinforced cybernetic legs, and he bore a large plasma rifle cradled in one of his burly robotic arms.

      He stepped down into the knee-length dry grass, and stalked warily toward the nearest row of robotic warriors. He had spotted them from the shuttle as he circled the structure he had detected from orbit. They were arrayed out from the center complex in perfect rows. Even deactivated, they stood menacingly, standing as tall as the man but half again as wide. Arms ended in deadly looking weapon pods and they stood upon four spider legs that looked as if they were capable of great speed. Most intimidating, though, were the bots’ skull-like heads set in a rictus grin.

      Crunching through the dry grass, he set off toward the structure at the center of the many rows of warriors. Its power signature had been truly unique and difficult to miss, having never encountered anything like it before in all of his research. As he marched on toward the central structure his thoughts strayed, as they always did, to his family. Or what had once been his family, before it had all been taken away from him. He didn’t know who he hated more, the Consortium for their betrayal or the Crevak Tribe for the violence they had visited upon his loved ones.

      A lifetime ago he had been a peaceful man, a scientist and scholar working for the Consortium. They had given him vast resources and he had been set to accomplish great things. But the Crevak spies who kidnapped and ransomed his family had changed all that.

      They had demanded his research in exchange for his family, and he had been willing to comply. But the Consortium had intervened, attempting to capture or kill the Crevak operatives. His family fell in the battle between the two forces, as did many Consortium operatives. Made a scapegoat and labeled a traitor, he managed to escape before they could incarcerate him.

      His thoughts turned to the many years spent on the run, the solitude of deep space. He had hoped it would dull his grief, the isolation. But it did not, he still felt it as keenly today as the day it had happened.

      After about an hour of walking, he was finally nearing the first structure. On his initial approach, he had sought a landing site near the central complex, but could not find anywhere to put down. Every acre of the surrounding fields had these deathbots lined up. He had been forced to land several miles away from the structures. Now that he was in front of one, he found it even more imposing than it had looked from across the plains.

      The structure was a towering cathedral thrusting into the sky, its black surface a stark outline against the blue of the sky. It was made of a dark metal that was cool to the touch, despite the heat of the sun. Upon closer examination, he realized the entire surface was etched in tiny circuitry and embedded with mysterious components.

      Circling the building he came upon a large door with a rudimentary control panel in the door jamb. Cycling the controls, he waited as the door split in the middle and both halves began to grind into the walls. Illumination sources in the ceiling flickered to life, lighting a broad corridor leading down below ground.

      Plasma rifle at the ready, he descended down the gently sloping hall, traveling ever deeper underground, following the illuminated path. Some time later the corridor opened up into a large chamber, hoses and cables looping down from the vaulted ceiling, more unknown components covering the walls. In the center of the room was a dais, upon which sat a small black disk two or three inches in diameter.

      As the man stepped into the room, a holo-panel flickered to life above the dais. He watched mesmerized, as lights and shapes flickered in and out of existence, glyphs from some unknown language. It began to strobe and the man fell to his knees, overwhelmed, his cyber-eyes struggling to keep up with the barrage of signals. The shapes began to flicker faster and faster, the lights growing brighter and brighter. Had he been able to, he would have shielded his eyes. However, with despair the man realized he couldn’t move.

      As suddenly as it had began, the light show was over. There was only a blinking red light coming from the small disk resting on the dais. The man felt a strange compulsion come over him, and he stood and staggered toward the center of the room. He reached the dais and fell into it roughly while grabbing the device emitting the blinking red light.

      As if of their own volition, the man’s arms lifted it up to the back of his head. He felt thin tendrils snake from the device and grab onto his head, tiny hooks in the underside burying themselves into his flesh. The tendrils contracted, drawing the disk to his skin. There was a sickening crack as his skull was penetrated and the device’s tiny filaments infiltrated his brain, as the man screamed in agony.

      As his screams faded, control finally returned to his limbs. He reached up to the back of his head and grabbed the device, attempting to wrench it free, to no avail.

      “Initiating sequence…” a robotic voice sounded out.

      He spun in circles looking for the source of the voice, but was as alone as he had been when he entered.

      “Epsilon Computer online…” it spoke again.

      “Who are you?” the man asked aloud.

      “I am Epsilon Computer. We are now linked by the mind lash. My resources are now your resources.” The voice seemed to echo in his mind.

      “Are you in my head?” the man thought.

      “Yes, I am now a mental construct within your organic gray matter.” It replied. “Would you like me to calculate your future?”

      A flood of pain poured into his mind, infusing every nerve with flaming agony. Images screamed through his mind, blinking by before he could grasp what they were. A buzzing sound built between his ears and rose to a crescendo. Then it all abruptly ceased, his senses returning to normal and the pain dissipating.

      “What have you done to me, Computer?” he choked out.

      “I have calculated your future course based on all appropriate variables, and have uploaded the results to your mind.” The computer’s robotic voice droned in his head.

      He noticed something odd while it was speaking, a creeping feeling of familiarity, a deja-vu. The more he thought about, the more he could see. Next, he would stride out from the building into the fields, and the deathbots would be powered up, red eyes glowing with malice, awaiting his command. He could feel them in his mind, like an extension of his body.

      Then, many thousands of spacecraft that were hidden inside the complex would emerge, and load up the bots. He would board one of the craft, load up the warriors, and head for populated space with his newfound armada. Finally he would wreak his terrible vengeance upon the Consortium and the Crevak Tribe alike.
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      Kyren knew it was going to be a good day. They would soon be able to afford the tickets to the next chapter of their lives. He and his brother were going into space and leaving all the slum-suckers and dirt-merchants behind. They had talked about it since they had been boys, but never dreamed they would have the money to get off the surface of Junoval to the station in orbit.

      If only he didn’t feel so guilty about it. It’s not like it really matters, it’s just one match, he told himself. But he knew Athar wouldn’t see it that way, he had too much pride.

      It had just been too hard to pass on Nosco’s offer, though. Fifty-k if he threw the next bot fight. That was enough to get him and Athar to Junoval station, plus some. From there it was just a matter of finding a ship that was hiring and they would be off to the stars.

      He stared at his face in the mirror and did his best to stuff the guilt back down. Scratching irritatedly at the faint stubble lining his broad jaw, he looked into his own deep brown eyes and steeled himself. Splashing his face from the sink, water cascaded off his bronzed skin as he rubbed the sleep out of his eyes.  He smoothed down his wavy brown hair and tugged on denim pants and a black shirt.

      “C’mon, hurry up already little brother! We’ve got to get to the arena,” Athar, Kyren’s older brother called excitedly from the other side of the bathroom door. His fist thumped against it repeatedly.

      “Okay, okay, I’m coming,” Kyren placated, slipping out of the bathroom.

      “Help me load him up,” Athar implored.

      Kyren threw on his well worn olive green canvas jacket and grabbed his red backpack, stuffing in his tablet and some tools, along with a few personal items. Then he maneuvered a three wheeled cart from near the door through their cluttered two room apartment and positioned it behind a small humanoid bot that was battered and worn. Athar tipped the bot up, groaning and grunting, while Kyren positioned the cart beneath it.

      “This is gonna be one epic battle. You think we can take it all the way?” Athar said while wheeling the cart around stacks of bot parts and miscellaneous equipment, finally rolling out of their apartment. “This is the finals, after all.”

      Guilt once again hammered at the door to his mind, but he ignored it. “Um, yeah,” was all he could manage.

      “Hey, let’s see more confidence than that. We won’t make it past our first round with that attitude,” Athar said encouragingly.

      Flushing, Kyren changed the subject as they took the elevator down to street level, “Wouldn’t it be great to get off this rock?”

      Athar leaned against the cart. “Sure that would be great, but how do you think that is going to happen? Working at Mr. Chan’s restaurant isn’t gonna provide us the cash needed for the shuttle ride, not by a long shot. It’s a miracle we’ve been able to save and scrounge enough to even put Punchy together at all.”

      “But what if we somehow came into the money. What if we could afford the tickets? Would you still do it?” Kyren posited.

      “Do you have to even ask that question, little brother?” Athar said fondly. “You know I’d drop Punchy into the canal in a heartbeat to get into orbit.”

      His reply helped to assuage some of Kyren’s guilt, as he savored the excitement at the thought of finally going into space with his brother. They trotted across the street in the dim evening light, dodging motobikes and minicars. Athar worked to keep up, pushing the heavy cart. Kyren jumped up on the sidewalk, coughing from the vehicles’ exhaust, and turned to help Athar maneuver the cart up over the curb. They began wending their way through the throng of pedestrians, the shattered facades of crumbling multi-storied tenements looming over them.

      As the sun was setting, the nightlife was emerging. Kyren tried not to watch a man and woman slipping into a trash strewn alley and disappearing into the shadows. He spotted a knot of gangers occupying the sidewalk ahead, so he and Athar crossed the street amidst a cacophony of horns and screeching tires.

      The fading daylight soon made way for the shimmering light of the holographic signs adorning the fronts of many of the shops, illuminating the sidewalks in flickering multicolored light. Forgetting his guilt for a moment, Kyren hummed a tune from a local media station, its full composition lost to him, leaving only the catchy hook.

      “You’re looking cheeky. You excited or somethin’ now?” Athar said, grinning at Kyren. “It’s not a big match, you know, just the finals in the tournament, that’s all,” he said flippantly.

      “Of course I’m excited,” Kyren replied. The guilt returned like an avalanche as the words left his mouth. “Nervous, a little too.”

      “I’ll admit, I am a little, at least. Sure this is our first run in a sanctioned tournament,” Athar confessed. “And it’s not like we have state of the art equipment or anything. We’re all second hand gear and refurbished tech. But I do know Punchy has kicked ass so far. I mean we haven’t lost a match yet.”

      “Well we will if we miss the train,” Kyren deflected, running ahead as they neared, travelers flowing out of the station around him.
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      A short train ride later, Kyren and his brother were setting foot in the Marketplace District, the center of Theta Block and the heart of its commerce system. They made their way up the wide, clean sidewalks, navigating their way through the light press of evening travelers. Kyren was relieved that Athar was quiet during their short walk from the station to the arena.

      As Kyren and Athar approached, the crowd thickened and they had to jockey for position, working their way to the door. They were met with a wall of noise as they entered the great hall housing the arena. The gathering crowd was drowned out intermittently by the sound of bots firing up their systems. Buzzsaws screamed and pistons hammered away as the contenders warmed up their creations.

      They reached their designated stall and quickly began to set up. As Kyren extracted his tablet from his pack and began to run diagnostics on the software, Athar tended to the hardware, adjusting servos and calibrating struts. He worked methodically over the bot’s worn and battered frame, making last minute adjustments to various components.

      “How’s Punchy’s programming looking? I’ve got his chassis tuned, so you may want to recalibrate,” Athar suggested.

      “Don’t worry, the routines are pre-calibrated to offset any change in hardware performance,” he replied confidently.

      While Kyren used his tablet to queue up Punchy’s programs, he thought of a use for the funds that would be left over after buying the shuttle tickets. His tablet was archaic, a touchscreen model. He would buy himself a holotablet. And Athar, he would buy him a new set of tools, too. Kyren grinned slightly.

      The first match began and the crowd let out a roar. Kyren and Athar paused briefly but failed to get a clear view of the combat floor from their stall. Saws whined and the clang of metal on metal rang out. They could only imagine the carnage playing out.

      “Hurry up already,” Athar urged. “We’re up for the next match.”

      Kyren ran the power up cycle from his tablet, and the small humanoid robot strapped to the cart went rigid. Athar upended the cart and the diminutive bot stepped out. A warm up routine was downloaded from Kyren’s tablet, and the bot stretched out its arms then simulated a yawn.

      “Very funny,” Athar said dryly.

      A second set of commands sent Punchy’s black armored form into a flurry of martial arts moves.

      “That’s better, now you’re being serious,” Athar said with a broad grin.

      Kyren quickly skimmed through his fighting routines, selecting one and uploading it. Punchy dropped back into a guard stance and began shadowboxing.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      “Here we go,” Athar said confidently, as they made their way to the arena.

      Shadow boxing, Punchy followed, throwing in the occasional spinning kick for flair, as Kyren had programmed.

      They shared a sidelong glance as workers hauled away a mangled mass of metal that once was a bot. Across the arena, fifteen yards away was their opponent, a balding, overweight middle-aged man. Unlike Kyren’s archaic touchscreen device, the man had a fancy holotablet strapped to his wrist and was rapidly keying in commands on the holographic panel hovering in the air before him.

      As the announcer called out it’s name “Infeeeeerrrrno,” the opposing bot’s triangular tracks clacked and screeched as it ground across the metal deckplates. It was nearly four feet tall, giving it a good foot of height on Punchy. It’s cylindrical body appeared well armored. Then panels opened on the sides and arms extended from the body. A vicious saw blade at the end of one arm spun to life with a whine. A nozzle on the other arm spat a huge gout of flame, eliciting a cheer from the crowd.

      Even from many yards away, the burst still warmed Kyren’s skin. He faltered for a moment. Maybe he wouldn’t have to throw the match after all. Athar nudged him and he quickly activated commands as the announcer cried out “Punnnnnchyyyy.” The bot ran through a martial arts form, ending with a back flip. The crowd let out another raucous cheer.

      They set up in the control booth just outside the arena as the announcer counted down “…three …two …one… bot fight!”

      Kyren scrambled to write new routines to deal with the threat of the flamethrower, but had a hard time coming up with a defense. The heat wouldn’t damage Punchy’s armor, but it would heat the internals, resulting in stress fractures and overloaded components. Too much heat, and the bot would just cease to function.

      Inferno let out a gout of fire and Punchy dodged backward. He darted fast to the side and made for the taller bot, but it whirled too quickly, unleashing a blast of fire right into Punchy’s chest. Obeying his programming though, he continued on, all the while bathed in flame.

      Kyren watched the sensors beginning to go red, alarms flashing on his tablet screen. But Punchy pressed on and quickly was within striking distance, unleashing a flurry of blows on the cylindrical torso. Scything down, the saw blade bit into Punchy’s forearm as he blocked, easily shearing off a large chunk of armor plating.

      “Shit! What is that blade made of?” Athar cried.

      Kyren quickly ordered the bot to retreat, staying just out of reach of the flamethrower while attempting to cool.

      “It’s time to reveal Punchy’s secret,” he said while activating more bits of code. Athar simply grinned and nodded.

      Kyren’s fingers flew across the surface of his tablet as he launched the script. A panel opened on Punchy’s forearm, and a large chainsaw blade extended along the back of his hand. The crowd cheered as the secret weapon was revealed. Kyren worked up a defense for the fire, and hoped for success.

      Punchy charged, but this time anticipated the fire, leaping into a forward roll and avoiding most of the burning fuel. He came up close to the other bot’s torso and unleashed a flurry of slashes with the chainsaw blade, cutting deep furrows into Inferno’s armor and sending up a shower of sparks.

      But none of the blows did significant damage. As the saw blade scythed down once more it took a chunk out of Punchy’s shoulder. He darted away again, out of range of the flamethrower. Racked with guilt, he lamely initiated the same attack again. Inferno, anticipating the maneuver, bathed Punchy in flame. Alarms flashed and gauges went into the red as systems began to shut down.

      “What’re you doing?” Athar cried in surprise. Kyren didn’t respond, furiously working at his tablet.

      He re-routed processing and pushed the bot onward, coming in at Inferno swinging. Only this time, he went for the saw arm, but missed the strike intentionally, remorse flooding his conscience. Inferno brought down his blade, taking Punchy’s left arm and severing it at the elbow. As it clattered to the floor, Inferno spun and dodged backward, bathing Punchy in flame once again.

      Servos failing from the heat, Punchy tried to scramble backward out of the flame, but couldn’t move quick enough, as Inferno pushed his advantage and rolled forward. Kyren chanced a glance at Athar, and was crushed by the crestfallen look on his face.

      Right then, Kyren knew he couldn’t go through with it, he couldn’t let his brother down. The consequences be damned, he wasn’t gonna go down without a fight. Offloading processing tasks to components that were still functional, he used the remaining computational power to recalibrate the servos to work under high temperatures.

      This bought Punchy enough of an increase in mobility to allow him to finally avoid Inferno’s blaze. Kyren came up with a plan and quickly programmed in the attack. Moments later, Punchy’s components had cooled just enough to allow him to execute the new routine.

      The small black bot darted forward into a sprint, covering the ground in several bounding strides. Fire bathed him as he charged on, but Punchy was not to be stopped. At the last second, he went into a slide feet-first. As he passed by, he reached out with his chainsaw blade and took out one of Inferno’s tracks, sending a shower of sparks flying.

      Flipping to his feet, the crowd cheered. Inferno tried to spin to face Punchy but he kept darting behind the crippled bot. He leapt and landed on its back, straddling its neck. He brought his chainsaw down and split Inferno’s chrome head in half. The crowd roared with furious elation.

      Leaping off the falling bot, Punchy landed in a crouch. Athar cheered and grabbed Kyren’s shoulder excitedly. “Nice work little brother!”

      Kyren keyed up one last routine, and the bot stood and bowed to the crowd, generating another roar of approval.
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      The elation of the win soon gave way to fear. Beginning to feel anxious, Kyren hastily stuffed his tablet and tools into his red backpack and donned it, while Athar returned Punchy to the cart. They were both distracted and didn’t see the saurian’s approach.

      “Hey boys, that was quite a victory,” the burly blue-skinned saurian said. He was wearing an expensive suit and the stubby horns lining his bald head like a crown were polished smooth and pearly white.

      Shit! It’s Nosco, Kyren thought, quickly looking for a way out. The only way was past him. “Y’know you cost me a whole heap of credits. Your little stunt was very ill-advised,” Nosco sneered.

      “What’s he talking about, Kyren?” Athar interjected.

      “Oh, he doesn’t know? That’s grand!” Nosco exclaimed, “Your little brother here was supposed to lose the fight, see.”

      “Is that true, Kyren?” Athar questioned. He only had to look at Kyren’s face to know it was true.

      “We were finally going to make it to space,” he offered lamely, ashamedly looking away.

      “Listen, it’s over and done with, let’s just move on,” Athar soothed.

      “Move on?” Nosco snorted. “You don’t just get to move on,” he derided, reaching into his waistband.

      Kyren felt time slow down, moving like molasses. He watched, unable to react, as Nosco drew a small snub nosed pistol. Athar, on the other hand, was somehow already moving, charging toward the saurian. He barreled into him, grappling for the gun. They struggled, but Nosco seemed to be overpowering Athar with his race’s superior strength.

      Then a shot rang out. Nobody seemed to notice, with all the other noise in the arena. Kyren watched as Athar fell in slow motion, Nosco going in the opposite direction, the gun flying away. Then time returned to normal as the horror of what happened took hold.

      Kyren rushed to Athar, holding him up as he coughed blood, a dark stain spreading across his chest. He looked over and saw Nosco scrambling for the dropped gun.

      Then Athar spoke his last words, “Kyren run.”

      So Kyren ran, bolting past Nosco and into the crowded arena. He heard Nosco curse behind him as he forded his way through the crowd. Reaching the exit he didn’t even bother to look back, he just took off down the sidewalk. Running on pure adrenaline he sprinted down the street, dodging through the sparse evening foot traffic.

      He heard footfalls behind him and he spared a glance over his shoulder. Damn it, they had pursued him. Nosco and a swarthy looking man were running down the sidewalk after him. He dodged around the next corner and spied a small terraced courtyard ahead. As he sprinted across the courtyard, he noticed a large drainage pipe with a loose grate.

      It looked to be big enough to fit inside, so he heaved the grate out of the way and wriggled in. Just as he was dragging it back into place he heard the footfalls of Nosco and his goon. Through the bars he watched them bolt past the plaza and continue down the street.

      He waited for a few minutes, then crawled back out and made for the nearest alley. He was sure Nosco could easily find out where he lived, so he couldn’t go home. He was in the Marketplace District and had no idea where to go, so he wandered the streets until he found a bench in a secluded park. As he sat down the enormity of what happened hit him like a ton of bricks.

      Breaking down into quiet sobs, Kyren mourned the loss of his brother. He cursed himself for his own stupidity. He had known Nosco was bad news. But the promise of wealth had been too alluring. It had cost him in blood.
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      After a cold sleepless night in the secluded park, Kyren knew one fact remained the same. He still needed to get into space. It was the only way to escape Nosco. He worked for a crime boss named de Kamp, who had significant sway in Dust Quarter. He needed to escape Magar City, get off the surface of Junoval, or his life was forfeit. He needed money, and quickly.

      Kyren pulled out his tablet and dialed up one of his sketchier acquaintances, the screen flashing as he waited for a connection. A moment later a weasel-faced young man flickered into view. “Hey, Kyren, what’s up?”

      “I need to make fifteen-k, and I need it now. No questions Ray, please,” Kyren said quickly.

      “Okay, I won’t pry,” he cajoled. “If you need to make that kind of money, I only know one employer that fits the bill. But you’ll need some fortitude, the employer’s influence is… unique.” Ray conveyed the details and Kyren signed off.

      A brisk walk brought him to the alleyway entrance of the pub “Mauli’s,” an ancient neon sign hanging above the heavy wooden door instead of the more common holopanel. It simply read GROG.

      Kyren pushed the door open and entered the establishment, striding up to the massive oak bar that took up half the room, polished to a mirror shine. Dim lighting, wood paneling, and a grimy floor gave the place a run-down feel.

      As he looked around, he noted several patrons scattered about. A large furry bear-like doss sat in the corner, drinking from a pitcher sized mug. Several humans sat at the bar, and the bartender appeared to be a rohvar, green skinned, insectoid face, complete with mandibles and large multi-faceted eyes.

      Damn, I don’t understand rohvar, Kyren said under his breath as the creature turned to face him and chittered something in its screeching, clacking language.

      He was wholly unprepared for what happened next, despite Ray’s emphatic warning. The creature spoke in his mind, an oily, slithering, inky blackness.

      “Welcome, Kyren. There is no need to speak rohvar to my bartender, you and I can understand each other quite fine. I’m glad you’ve come. I have need of your services, and can pay your price,” the creature’s voice echoed in his head.

      He had been warned that the being in the back room of this unassuming bar was near omnipotent. It could read minds and it was near impervious to weapons.

      “Yes, I know this must be strange for you. Why don’t you come through that door back there behind the bar…” as Kyren looked, it continued. “Yes, that door, come in.”

      As he entered the small room he was hit by the heady, cloying scent of the rare and potent alien herbs in which the evgalian dealt. He could just make out the jars lining the back wall through the creature’s tenuous body. It was hanging in the air, wispy tendrils draping across an ancient wooden desk, slowly pulsating like some great jellyfish.

      Before the door even snicked shut behind him, Kyren was hit with a wall of information. The route to the pickup point played out like a vid in his mind. The identity of the contact and the code phrase flashed through as well. Within seconds the barrage had passed, but he was left with memories of what the creature had conveyed.

      Memories that felt alien inside Kyren’s head. Like a fly floating in a glass of milk. He reached behind to steady himself against the door, but it swung open, nearly toppling him to the floor. The rohvar bartender grabbed Kyren’s arm with it’s insectoid hand and steadied him, firmly leading him from the room.

      Sitting Kyren down at the bar, he poured a drink and chittered something, handing it to him and motioning to take the shot. Kyren downed the syrupy brown liquid and felt it burn on its way down. The bartender turned away and began to wipe down the bar with a rag clenched in its insectoid hand.

      The liquor hit Kyren’s system almost instantly, the warming, calming effect helping to alleviate the mental intrusion that had just occurred. Gathering himself, he strode from the archaic pub and into the wan morning light, destined for the border crossing into Yellow Zone.
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      Entering the checkpoint crossing, Kyren sized up the inbound side in preparation for his return trip. He spied several long lines snaking their way back into Theta Block, each leading from a narrow lane with a scanner and a low table. Every inbound lane was manned by a border agent, the crisp uniform and shiny sidearm demonstrating readiness and vigilance. A bull pen built into one wall contained several more agents in reserve.

      It was dangerous enough that he was venturing into Yellow Zone, not to mention so deep. Just like Dust Quarter, there were no police. But he was human. There were no humans in Yellow Zone. Only a myriad of strange alien races. And not all of them friendly.

      But it was even more dangerous to be caught smuggling. Theta Block law was incredibly harsh, crime within its borders was not tolerated. He swallowed hard at the thought that he’d be facing years of hard labor if he got caught. Steeling himself, he wished he had another shot of the liquor he’d downed back at the bar. Approaching the scanner he slowly stepped through. No alarms sounded, but to his dismay the agent at the station, a massive furry brown doss, motioned him over anyway, his bear-like face focused intently on Kyren.

      The agent rose from the stool he had been perched on, standing to his full height and towering over Kyren by more than a foot. “Son, I’ve got no legal right to stop you, but I’m gonna try to change your mind. There’s nothing in Yellow Zone for humans, you should turn back,” he rumbled.

      “It’s okay, I’m going to see someone,” he said, technically telling the truth. Having an idea, he fumbled in his pack for his tablet.

      “Again, I emphatically recommend you return,” the agent punctuated.

      Pulling out the tablet he held it so the agent couldn’t see and programmed a quick search. An array of images occupied the screen, Kyren selected one and turned the tablet to the border agent.

      “I see, I guess I won’t be able to deter you,” he replied, eying the picture of a smiling rillian girl in a lacy dress, the cat-like ears topping her head just barely poking out of a mop of chartreuse hair.

      Everyone knew they were biologically compatible with humans. And apparently the agent bought it, because he motioned Kyren along.

      “Just keep in mind you’re traveling at your own risk, and yes you are at risk,” he finished, turning away.

      Leaving the border checkpoint, Kyren strode purposefully down the sidewalk into the busy sector. He paused for a moment to get his bearings and looked around. Missing from the horizon were towering ten-story tall tenements like in Dust Quarter, or the monumental skyscrapers of the Marketplace.

      Similar to Dust Quarter, though, the low tenement buildings, with their shops on the ground floor and residences in the floors above, were all in varying stages of disrepair and decay. Cracks spread through the concrete facades, the surface pockmarked where chunks had fallen away. Absent were the colorful holopanels that adorned the front of most of the shops in the other districts. Instead, hand painted signs advertised each establishment’s specialty.

      He envisioned the route in his head and struck off, doing his best to stifle the unease he felt touching the evgalian’s implanted memories. The sidewalks were crowded with all manner of aliens. He was passed by tentacular things, multi-colored humanoids of all shades and myriad facial features, insect like beings, and a couple of dog-faced creatures riding scooters, their tongues lolling out the side of their mouths. He even saw an inwan mer-man, clad in scaled green robes, complete with water helmet and neuro-trident.

      Focusing again, he drew on the tainted memory of his route and made off down a side street. He was looking for the vindels’ district, and within would be a small shop, kept by an old gray furred vindel.

      Pressing through the crowded sidewalks, Kyren was body-checked by a hideous creature, three armed and three legged, with a mouth that wrapped almost entirely around its head. It said something in an alien tongue while gesturing rudely and then continued on.

      A second alien being, scaly, hairless, and green skinned, delivered another blow from behind. Kyren was forced to dodge through the unforgiving crush of alien bodies, feeling the hard stares as much as he saw them.

      He reached the entrance to the vindels’ district, framed by a large arch, some fifty feet tall. Just beyond the arch was a maze of junk. Pieces of Millennium-war wreckage were stacked nearly ten feet high. Debris that had been gathered from orbit around Junoval, it would seem.

      The planet had been the site of a titanic battle hundreds of years ago, during the Millennium Wars that raged for a thousand years between the Consortium and the vicious Crevak Tribe. All the cities except Magar City were completely destroyed from orbit. But it did not escape entirely unscathed.

      Debris had rained down for many years, damaging much of the city. But now there were vindel drones shepherding the debris into predictable orbits, dropping it harmlessly into the ocean or securing it for collection.

      Kyren understood why the district was given the name of Junk City. The materials left over after their repurposing were discarded haphazardly in enormous piles. Kyren entered the junk maze and was grateful for the memory, otherwise he would not have been able to navigate the path.

      Then he remembered the source of the memory and felt nausea rising. Choking down his revulsion, he tried not to touch those memories more than he needed to. He knew it was difficult not to think about the thing you are trying not to think about.

      After navigating the maze for several hundred yards, he rounded a corner, and came upon two vindels working on a massive grav-plate. The vindels’ squat, chestnut furred humanoid frame bore two pairs of arms. The vindels were using their upper, stronger arms ending in meaty three fingered hands, to hold up the grav-plate. The lower pair of arms were still sturdy but they were using their dexterous five fingered hands to work in an open access panel with tools.

      They turned their primate like faces toward Kyren as he passed, their dark stares evident. He knew he didn’t belong, he was just hoping to avoid any encounters, get in and out quick and clean.

      He exited the junk maze into a broad avenue lined by multi-storied abandoned tenements. The sidewalks were piled twenty feet high with junk, nearly obscuring the second floor windows. He knew he needed to travel down the debris lined street until he reached a stair like arrangement in the wall of debris, leading up to an open second floor window. Reaching the staircase, Kyren climbed up as his memory dictated and stepped through the window.

      Even with the memory of the shop, it was still nearly incomprehensible. The best way he could describe it was a curio shop. But that didn’t encompass it. Dim lighting illuminated racks of strange looking produce and barrels with unknown contents, and shelves lined with china. There was even a protein consumption converter, apparently ready to spew out a few glops of nutrition formula in exchange for a few creds.

      “You must be in the wrong shop, boy,” a gruff voice called out as Kyren stepped into the store. An aging vindel with silvering fur stepped into the light.

      “Um, Xavcar Xavis?” Kyren stammered.

      “Yes, I am he,” the vindel grumbled. “Who flies at midnight?” he said irritably.

      “Um, the reeco bird?” he spit out, tripping over his own tongue.

      “Very well, wait here,” Xavcar said, going behind the counter and returning with a red thermos. The vindel cracked open the thermos. As soon as he removed the lid, Kyren’s eyes began to water. Then the smell hit him, or rather, the stench.

      He stifled a gag and choked out, “what is that foul stuff?”

      “The goods are hidden below the barelian stew. Smells delicious, doesn’t it. My wife made it special so don’t you let it go to waste,” he lectured as Kyren stuffed the thermos into his pack and made for the window.
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      Kyren realized he was in trouble a fraction of a second too late. The strong upper arms of a brown-furred vindel seized him firmly, slamming him face first into the wall of metal debris, tearing his clothes. Jagged metal shards cut into him. The creature’s more nimble lower pair worked his pack open.

      “What’se got, Mortis?” a high-pitched voice sounded, coming from the slender green-skinned being with a bald head that he had glimpsed while spinning toward the wall.

      “Hold on Grizzok, I’m looking,” the vindel growled, continuing to rifle through Kyren’s pack while grinding him into the jagged scrap.

      Out came a couple of shirts and other personal effects, which the vindel called Mortis discarded. Then his tool set, which was tossed to Grizzok the green-skinned being.

      “That’s only a few creds,” Grizzok said morosely.

      Then went his tablet, also tossed back.

      “What, more junk? Humies are supposed to be loaded,” the green creature groused. “Get his chipscan.”

      “I’m getting there,” the vindel intoned, digging deeper into the pack.

      Kyren’s heart went into his throat as Mortis seized the evgalian’s thermos. Not again, come on, not again, he thought. He couldn’t bear to run afoul of another crime boss. And then the vindel dropped it to the pavement along with his personal effects. Kyren breathed an internal sigh of relief.

      “Where’s your chipscan, smoothskin?” it said while pushing him harder into the wall, deepening his wounds.

      “Pocket!” Kyren gasped amidst the pain.

      The vindel’s five fingered hand slipped into his pocket and fished out his chipscan. He put the card in Kyren’s hand.

      “Make him activate it,” Grizzok said eagerly.

      Kyren obliged, fearing the vindel would skewer him completely. Holding his thumb over the corner, a holopanel illuminated with a bright green numeral. Three.

      “What!? You’re kidding, you’ve got three creds, kid?” the vindel released him and stepped back, Kyren finally getting a good look at its face.

      “Did we get it all, Mortis?” Grizzok asked the vindel.

      “Yeah, this kid’s totally broke, lets take his shit and go hock it,” Mortis said, turning to deliver a massive blow to Kyren’s solar plexus with one of its meaty three-fingered fists.

      He lost all ability to breathe, saw stars, and crashed to the pavement, writhing in pain from the blow.

      Standing over him, Mortis growled, “don’t come back to Yellow Zone, humie, or I’ll find you and it’ll make today look like a walk in one of your fancy parks.”

      Once Mortis and Grizzok had departed, he rose shakily to his feet, aching, battered, and bloody. Quickly gathering up the clothing they had discarded along with the thermos and his now-empty chipscan, he stuffed his remaining possessions in his pack.

      Kyren followed the evgalian’s slimy memories back to the border, feeling like a dark eel was slithering around in his head all the while. Also, the foul odor of the barelian stew was still lingering in his nostrils. Snorting, he tried to clear out the stink, to no avail.

      He was just about to enter the main avenue leading into Theta Block from Yellow Zone when he looked down and realized his shirt was torn and bloody. That was sure to get attention from the border guards. He pulled a clean shirt from his pack and shucked out of the ruined one, discarding it in a trash-strewn alley.

      Apprehension rising, Kyren walked down Yellow Zone’s main avenue and up to the border crossing. In a moment of panic, Kyren realized he was the only human standing in the return line. His heart jumped into his throat when he saw the agents were all eying him.

      A salt and pepper haired middle-aged man with a graying mustache asked for Kyren’s chipscan and eyed him suspiciously. He tapped a series of keys on the holopanel on the podium in front of him, and several agents emerged from the bullpen he had spotted earlier.

      He was motioned through the scanner by the agent, while he did his best to stifle his panic. To his relief, no alarms were triggered. Whatever they were scanning for, it wasn’t what he was carrying. Nevertheless he was intercepted by the agents who had emerged from the pen just a moment ago.

      “Accompany us now, sir. Right this way,” a young blond human with a flat top and square jaw instructed firmly, pointing toward the bullpen.

      A gruff looking middle-aged saurian woman, her skin a pale blue with several small birthmarks below each eye, opened the door and motioned Kyren to a bare metal chair bolted to the floor, in front of a stark metal table.

      “Place your belongings on the table, empty your pockets and your bag,” flat-top said.

      Kyren nervously emptied his bag and pockets, arraying his remaining possessions out on the table in front of him.

      “Sit down,” came flat-top’s order.

      “What was the purpose of your visit to Yellow Zone?” he probed.

      “My girlfriend, she lives here,” he responded.

      He rifled through Kyren’s belongings. Tapping the thermos, he asked impassively, “what’s in there?”

      Kyren straightened, hoping his reaction wasn’t noticed. “Uh, that’s barelian stew, my girlfriend made it for me.”

      “Well let’s have a look…” flat-top suggested, unscrewing the lid.

      “No!” the older saurian cried, but it was too late.

      Flat-top instantly began to gag as the stench quickly filled the small pen. He resealed the thermos with great haste but the stench continued to linger.

      “Acquired taste, I guess. My girlfriend makes it for me,” Kyren played, trying not to look as repulsed as the agents were.

      The younger agent looked at him with disgust and sneered, “Alien, is that another acquired taste?”

      The agent scowled and paused for an inordinately long time, then continued, “You’re clean, well maybe not clean, but you’re free to go.”

      The saurian agent frowned at him also as he gathered his belongings. Not giving them a chance to change their minds, he made for the exit and Theta Block, then quickly boarded the train to the Marketplace. He arrived at Mauli’s a short time later, stepping in tentatively, expecting the evgalian’s slithery mental touch any moment. Thankfully there was no contact, at least not yet. He walked to the bar and caught the bartender’s attention. The insect-headed creature screeched at him and pointed at the door. He entered the small office, closed the door behind him, and set the thermos on the desk.

      “Your chipscan, I’ll transfer the funds,” it said in his mind.  Somehow, its nebulous tentacles became substantive enough to manipulate the desk drawer, opening it and withdrawing a card similar to his own. They waved them together and the numbers changed with a ding.

      “If, ever in the future, you find yourself in need of employment, please return to me,” the evgalian wheezed in his mind.

      Kyren knew he wouldn’t be around to accept another job, but refrained from mentioning his impending departure.

      “I see,” it spoke again in his mind. “You will be unable to accept another job because you are traveling off-world.”

      Kyren was unnerved, and a little worried. Had the thing just heard his thoughts? The notion creeped him out. But more than that made him worry. Would the evgalian pass along his destination? Perhaps Nosco would find out? He knew he had to get out, and fast. Cautiously, he backed toward the door and exited without a further word, certain the thing was still peering into his mind.

      As he returned to the bar, the rohvar bartender chittered at him, holding the same bottle of liquor from before. Kyren waved him off and quickly left Mauli’s, returning to the busy streets of the Marketplace District, destined for the transit station.
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      Kyren walked the streets in a fog, feeling as if he were trudging through molasses, every step a struggle. His stomach churned with guilt. His life felt like a nightmare now, but one he knew he would never wake from. Athar was gone.

      He knew he needed to get to the transit station and the tram that would deliver him to the shuttle launch pad. He had the money necessary to flee Dust Quarter now, to get into space. There was undoubtedly a price on his head, so staying here certainly was a death sentence.

      He just couldn’t bring himself to leave quite yet. In some way he felt that leaving would somehow make it permanent. As if, somehow, it weren’t already. He looked up from his feet and stopped trudging, realizing there were several tough-looking thugs crossing the street toward him.

      Realizing they were making for him, Kyren turned and dashed across the street to the other side of the intersection. He weaved and dodged the oncoming traffic, horns blaring and tires screeching. Making it to the other side without injury to his great surprise, he attempted to blend in with the crowd.

      Glancing back, he could see the goons trying to cross the street after him. He waited until they were not looking, and then ducked into a side alley. This was going to be tricky, likely every goon in the city was looking for him. And the evgalian could have revealed his destination, too. He was going to have to proceed cautiously.

      Emerging from the alley, into the next main avenue over, he spotted a multi-purpose store. It would have everything from clothing and accessories to food and household supplies. Ducking into the shop, he quickly glanced around, locating a new jacket, hat, backpack, and even some sunglasses. After leaving the shop, Kyren found another alley and discarded his previous garments and donned the new items. Not much of a disguise, he knew, but it was better than nothing.

      This time, he avoided the main avenue, taking side streets and alleys instead. Several times he rerouted around gangs of tough-looking thugs. Even if they weren’t after him specifically, he didn’t want to risk any more run-ins, especially now that he was carrying enough money to buy a ticket to space.

      A good while later, he found himself standing across the street from the transit station. He ducked into a nearby doorway and scanned the street and the entrance to the station. He couldn’t see any obvious threats, but waited a bit anyway. A short while later, there was still no unusual activity. Reaching for his courage, he said a silent goodbye to Athar and crossed the busy street.

      Kyren entered the massive station and made for the automated ticket kiosk. He quickly purchased his ticket, head swiveling from side to side the entire time. Grabbing the ticket from the machine, he made for the entrance to the tram cars.

      That was when he noticed them. Several humans and a saurian. Shit, Nosco! Kyren thought with dismay. The bell rang out for last call boarding, so he broke into a run, heading for the platform. Reaching the turnstile, he slammed the ticket into the slot. It beeped and clacked at him, finally sucking the ticket in and clicking to indicate the turnstile was unlocked.

      “Stop, you punk!” Kyren heard Nosco bellow.

      Kyren didn’t stop, instead breaking into a sprint. A shot rang out and a bullet shattered stone on the pillar next to him, spraying him with fine concrete shards. The final call buzzer for the tram sounded, so Kyren poured on a burst of speed.

      As Kyren reached the platform several more shots rang out, the bullets cracking the air as they whizzed past him. Ascending the stairs, he dashed through the tram’s doors just as they were closing. Rounds stitched the plexi-steel windows of the tram as it sped from the station.

      He quickly grabbed a seat and tried to look inconspicuous, but the other passengers were looking at him incredulously. Ignoring them, he leaned his forehead against the cool glass and watched the city recede into the distance as the tram sped away. He didn’t feel grief anymore, he didn’t feel much of anything, his pain replaced with a hollowness that seemed infinite. Kyren closed his eyes and let the emotional exhaustion claim him. He dozed off mere moments after.

      The tram car swayed as it began decelerating, the gentle motion stirring him awake. Despite his state of mind, Kyren was unable to resist the awe he felt staring out the window, the stark white and black shuttle standing tall, outlined against the bright blue sky. Steam poured from dozens of vents lining the side of the shuttle, roiling as they billowed in the breeze.

      His view was blocked as the tram car entered the launch structure and gently came to a stop. The disembarking passengers were directed through a door and into a staging room. Kyren watched from the back of the crowd as a launch attendant explained the use of the grav couches this shuttle was equipped with.

      The short and rotund attendant began, “the couches have gravitonic field generation capability, enough to dampen the acceleration forces down to humanoid-tolerable levels. Without them, the g-force from the shuttle’s acceleration would crush a normal being,” he further explained, climbing into a full size model. The strange hemispherical chair rotated so the attendant was lying on his back.

      The lights flickered and Kyren went along with the crowd as they were ushered to board the craft. A spiral staircase led them up several floors to the top of the tower. Crossing the wire-framed gantry leading from the tower to the shuttle, Kyren took one last look back at the city he was leaving behind forever before stepping through the portal into the shuttle.

      It took several moments for his eyes to adjust to the dim interior. A large scaffolding ran the length of the craft, punctuated by catwalks lined by rows of grav couches. He descended to the first available seat and settled in. The soft gel-like material molded around his body and he sunk in. Once he had gone still, the seat rotated and he was lying on his back.

      Several minutes went by as the remaining passengers were ushered to their seats, and Kyren felt a rising anticipation beginning to seep through the wall of indifference surrounding his heart. He was about to ride a rocket into space for the first time. Sorrow or not, he couldn’t suppress the excitement as the crew sealed the hatch and took their seats.

      A disembodied voice began a countdown from ten… Nine… Eight… his heart thundered in his ears… Seven… Six… Five… instead of sadness though, he felt a sudden warmth, as if Athar were there with him… Four… Three… Two…

      “Hot damn, brother! I’m riding a rocket into space!” he cried aloud, earning a sidelong glance from the passenger in the pod next to him.

      One… Launch. The shuttle’s engines flared to life, plasma fire bellowing out against the hardened launchpad. To Kyren, it felt like someone sitting on his chest, at least the first few seconds did. But the pressure rapidly grew to what felt like several motocars stacked up, crushing down upon him. He struggled to draw in a breath. Just short of gasping for air, his vision narrowed to a darkened tunnel. It was the longest eight-and-a-half minutes of his life, as he struggled to breath and maintain consciousness.

      And then abruptly, it was over. As the shuttle’s acceleration ceased. The pressure disappeared and he gasped in great lung fulls of air. As his vision cleared, he began to struggle with a new dilemma. He felt almost as if he were falling, even though the gel seat held him tightly. It left him feeling as though he were swimming, floating in the waters of the canal he and his brother had used to swim in as kids.

      Except there was no water, no surface nor depths. His head reeled as he struggled to orient himself. Looking around, he realized the scaffolding he had descended served an alternate purpose. It was a means to climb down when under influence of the planet’s gravity. But in zero-g, he saw the tubes and struts as handholds, providing a means of traversing the cabin.

      The vertigo ended as he oriented himself along the lines of travel. He attempted to lean forward but the gel had stiffened and held him back.  A voice crackled over the loudspeaker, informing the passengers that docking was commencing and to remain seated until instructed by crew.

      A loud clunk sounded as the airlocks sealed, followed by a hiss as pressure equalized between the station and shuttle. The gel seat suddenly went soft and squishy again, releasing him. He climbed out of the grav couch and reached for the nearest handhold, then pulled himself hand over hand toward the shuttle exit.

      Halfway there, he just couldn’t help himself. He flung himself past the line of passengers, giving himself a push with his leg, which sent him spinning. Twirling, he passed the queuing passengers and sailed through the airlock, into the station.

      Laughing, he felt as if Athar were there, as if it were all okay. For just a moment, grim reality receded. He did it, he was in space.
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      As Kyren walked the corridors, he was reminded of Theta Block; clean, whitewashed, and sterile. There was a fair amount of pedestrian traffic but it was by no means crowded. But unlike Theta Block, Kyren spotted multiple alien beings.

      He reached what was the station analog of a city plaza. The ceiling above was two to three stories up and lit brightly. The space was about a hundred yards square, ringed by storefronts. Sitting at the center was an oblong metal sculpture with what looked like steel wings attached. Someone’s idea of art, no doubt, he thought.

      Looking around the plaza, he spotted what he suspected was a public network terminal. Trotting over to it, he pulled up a directory, then a map. He had always had a strong direction sense and was a natural at reading and remembering maps. After scanning the map for a minute he located the spacers lounge, an establishment called Willo’s. Setting up another search, he located a hotel on his route. Perfect, set up the residency requirement on the way to the club, he thought.

      Arriving at the club, he put a mask of confidence over the trepidation he was feeling as he strode into Willo’s, the doors opening to a lively tune. The great hall had ceilings vaulted twenty feet high and a single massive window occupying one wall from floor to ceiling. The view of the planet Junoval through the window was breathtaking. He stopped and marveled at the sight, all else momentarily forgotten.

      He could just barely make out the haze of the debris field ringing the planet, and the vindel drones flitting about. From this vantage he could also see several ships moored to docking gantries below. Reminded of his purpose, he wound his way through the neat rows of tables and across to the bar. A pixie of a woman in a green dress was stationed behind the bar. In fact, she was some sort of pixie, translucent wings draped down her back.

      “Pardon me, I…,” he began, but was left speechless as she locked eyes with him.

      Her eyes were emerald green, yet shone like neon. They burned into him as he stared, and a warm tingling feeling crept into his brain.

      “I surmise…” she pursed her lips, “you came from Dust Quarter, somehow you managed enough for the ticket here, and now you are looking to become a spacer,” the sprightly woman said in a musical voice.

      He felt a twinge of pain, a stab of regret, as he thought of Athar. His sadness and guilt must have crossed his face, because she then said “And you have lost a great deal getting here. You are leaving a loved one behind.”

      Stunned, he just stared, eyes moistening.

      “I am sorry, being an empath, I sense things about others. I did not mean to cause you pain. Let me pour you a drink, on the house,” she said while uncorking large white jug. She poured a bright green liquor into a shot glass. “That is my private reserve, I do hope you enjoy it.”

      Wiping his eyes, he took a seat at the bar and eyed the green substance warily.

      “I am Willo. And you are?” she asked.

      “Kyren. And yes I’m from Dust Quarter. And yes, I just lost my brother,” he said before downing the shot bravely. Surprisingly it didn’t burn, just tingled a little. “And again yes, I am looking to join a ship’s crew.”

      She smiled and pointed at a console with a large holopanel around which were clustered several aliens. “That terminal over there allows you to review postings and pass messages back and forth. You will want to seek the greenhorn position.”

      He felt the alcohol beginning to take hold, warming him with optimism. “Thanks Willo, for the drink and the info.”

      “Be well Kyren,” she said as she turned to the next patron at the bar.

      As soon as the aliens were gone from the terminal, he stood in front of it. He swiped and tapped, excitedly maneuvering through the job postings. He sent several messages to captains advertising for greenhorns, then found a table and sat to wait.

      Kyren knew he had to find a crew, and fast. He couldn’t afford more than one night on the station. They’d forcefully return him to the surface if he went without registered residence. But his messages had all come back bust. Position filled, position filled, position filled. The alcohol had worn off and he was beginning to feel despondent again.

      To chase away the gnawing doubt, he went to check his messages again. And to his delight, there was a response, one that wasn’t titled position filled. Captain Cora of the Lighthawk was requesting a meeting with him at Willo’s two hours from now.

      After hours of boredom and waiting, he watched a tall, lean woman in a black duster stride purposefully into the bar, an ornamented pistol hanging at her hip. Her blond hair was shorn short and her blue eyes were bright and alert. She went to the bar, spoke with Willo, and turned as Willo pointed him out.

      She had reached the table before he had managed to stand up. She loomed over him and fixed him with a hard stare. “Stand when you meet your captain, greenhorn!” she bellowed.

      Kyren jumped to comply. “You mean I’ve got the job?” he asked excitedly.

      “The proper way to end the sentence, greenhorn, is Captain.”

      “I’ve got the job, Captain?” he said tentatively.

      “Yes, you’ll fit the bill. We depart at six o’clock first cycle. Docking bay six nineteen,” she said, turning on her heel and striding from the bar.

      He left shortly after, knowing he would be too excited to sleep. He knew he had to try anyway. He trudged up the stairs to his room, swiping the key over the reader embedded in the door. He swung the door open and stepped inside the darkened room.

      As the door swung shut, a voice sounded behind him. “Nosco sends his regards.”

      Whirling to face the source, he caught a glimpse of a burly man, just before the fist exploded into his face. The blow drove Kyren’s head backward, pinching his brain stem and inducing unconsciousness.
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      He felt them. He actually felt them, the ships. His ships. They were as much an extension of him as his own limbs. His fleet comprised of several thousand craft, sleek black and triangular, each loaded with dozens of robotic warriors. He felt those, too, the legions of warriors.

      The Epsilon Computer had shown him his future. Puzzling as much of it had seemed, he knew one thing. He would wipe the Consortium and Crevak both from the galaxy. He would punish soldier and bureaucrat alike, general to gentryman. The rage in his heart would become manifest.

      He focused his will and the ships streamed through space, trailing from the planet’s orbit into formation before a massive and ancient ring floating in space, a warp gate pre-dating all others. It loomed large before him, not only in space but in his mind as well. He was connected to this gate, the same way as he was the rest. It was an extension of him also. He could feel the ancient machinery, the power it harnessed of a scale he could barely comprehend.

      Activating the ancient machine, it reached out to the desired gate on the opposite end. The very space within the massive ring began to ripple and undulate as the wormhole was established. It winked into existence and he could see through the hole in space, into Consortium territory.

      Ships were stacked up at the warp gate, awaiting their turn to pass through. Beyond them, he could see a massive space station in orbit around a green and blue planet. Parked around the station was a magnificent gleaming white Consortium fleet. Destroyers, frigates, battleships, and even a carrier floated just off the station in loose formation.

      Sending his ships through with a thought, he kicked his own black triangular ship into motion and prepared to pass through the gate. The moment they were through, his forces began engaging any ship within range. Blue-white beams emanated from the tips of his triangular craft. The beams tore into the waiting ships, slicing many smaller ships completely in two. Reactor went nova, further damaging surrounding vessels, creating a near-chain-reaction of destruction.

      His ships attacked relentlessly, destroying vessels with a cold and ruthless fury. He found that as he fought, he could anticipate any move his opponent made. With redoubled effort he drove his fleet on toward the battle station and awaiting Consortium fleet, which was now on alert and moving into battle formation. The carrier was already belching fighters.

      Not feeling the slightest bit deterred, he sped on and engaged the awaiting forces. His craft dodged and juked, avoiding the fighters and weapons fire from the capital ships. He found his mental faculties beginning to strain, each individual stream from each ship began to overwhelm him.

      He faltered and one of his ships took a hit from an enemy fighter. Not enough to take it out of the fight but enough, he felt, to be a threat if it were to happen again. Redoubling his efforts he struggled to maintain control of the battle. As he felt control slipping, the mechanical voice of the Epsilon Computer rang out in his head.

      “Access my computational resources to ensure victory,” it said flatly.

      He felt as if a gulf opened beneath him, and then he realized it was a vast and deep well of mental power, and let himself fall into it. He was suddenly able to simultaneously control each craft while maintaining perfect grasp of his future course.

      His ships dodged inside the larger vessel’s fields of fire and attached to the sides. He directed his own craft toward the largest of the Consortium vessels, the carrier. He easily dodged the incoming flurry of defensive fire, sending beams of blue-white energy into the offending weapons turrets, quieting them.

      Settling against the side of the carrier, his craft extended a tube. It sealed around the reinforced airlock door. He went to the boarding tube and watched as an automated apparatus rotated a heavy duty laser cutter in a circle around the locked airlock door.

      In a blast of smoke and fire, the waiting deathbots blew the door open. They scrambled through the entrance and began to open fire, their weapons pods whining as they acquired and eliminated targets. He could see through each one’s eyes simultaneously, and could direct each one independently, thanks to the computer’s vast processing power.

      Each deathbot dodged and weaved, evading fire and returning it with vicious ferocity. Consortium marines dropped like leaves from a tree, as if by slow motion. It was over in mere moments. Every defender in this sector was dead.

      He quickly fanned his forces out, sending them to roam the decks and eliminate any signs of life. The two remaining deathbots flanked him as he strode for the bridge. Encountering more resistance, he summarily dispatched the soldiers and crew that opposed him, the deathbots dealing a hail of lethality.

      With surprising glee he reached the bridge. He punched in the override code he had foreseen himself using and the doors slid open. His bots commenced firing a millisecond after, strafing the left and right sides of the room, felling crew and marine alike.

      Standing from his chair, amidst the grisly slaughter, the captain reached for his pistol. He bounded forward and clamped his metallic hand down upon the Captain’s wrist. With a squeeze he felt the bones pop. Going limp, the man’s hand released the weapon and it clattered to the floor.

      “Who the hell are you?” he asked defiantly.

      “I’m your death,” he replied ominously, casting the man aside. He stooped and retrieved the fallen pistol.

      He placed a metallic foot on the Captain’s chest, pinning him to the floor. Raising the pistol he aimed it at his face.

      “I’m Tharox,” he said, pulling the trigger.
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      The first thing Kyren was aware of as he drifted back to consciousness was that his hands were bound painfully behind his back. Then he heard the low conversation occurring just outside the small austere room he was lying in. He scanned the room for anything he could use to free himself, but besides the table, two chairs, and a small refrigerator, the room was empty.

      Turning his attention to the conversation outside, he could just make out a man speaking, and the muted voice of the man on the other end of a comm call.

      “Yes, we’ll get fifty-k in exchange for him,” the man spoke. “No, we don’t have to wait, they are leaving in an hour,” he replied to the muffled inquiry from the caller.

      Walking back into the room, the brute spied Kyren looking up at him. “Back to sleep, runt!” he said while delivering a vicious kick to his head. And then all was black again.

      He woke with a start, propping himself into a sitting position. He realized he was no longer bound. And then his head began to pound. He felt gingerly around and found the fried egg sized lump received from the thug’s boot. He touched his face, feeling the crusted blood from his split lip. As his head began to clear, he looked around, taking in his surroundings. Sitting against the wall next to him was a small end table. He used it to lever himself upright and immediately regretted it as the pounding in his head intensified.

      He gritted his teeth and forced himself to analyze his situation. He was in a small six by ten room, one wall covered by three small bunks. It was then that he noticed the hum. It felt as if the deck were vibrating, a slight rumble from all directions. The rumble increased in volume, and he felt a slight jerk. Then Kyren experienced his first warp jump.

      Ripping a hole in space, creating a bridge between two points, the warp gates allowed starships to travel great distances in the blink of an eye. A ship would enter the warp gate in one system, and instantly emerge from the gate’s twin in another system. This network of warp gates allowed for travel throughout a large portion of the galaxy.

      Traveling through this hole in space was terribly disorienting for most of the races in the galaxy. And thanks to his splitting head, the effects were amplified. Kyren hit the metal deck beneath his feet like he had been rendered boneless. The world was spinning around him, and he couldn’t seem to get his body to respond in a way that was useful. As he was flopping around like a fish out of water, the door groaned open and a scruffy middle-aged man with salt and pepper hair stepped through. He was wearing a gray jumpsuit and looked a little bleary eyed as well.

      “Whoa, easy there, just let it pass.” The man said comfortingly when he spotted Kyren’s distress, his voice gruff but his tone soft.

      Kyren stopped trying to right himself and croaked, “What the hell just happened to me?”

      “We just passed through a warp gate. That was your first time, I’m guessing?” he replied.

      Kyren’s befuddled mind found it hard to grasp the man’s words. Warp gate? Why would Junoval station pass through a warp gate?

      “But… how…” he questioned, finally feeling control coming back to his limbs. He struggled into a sitting position and the man hurried over, offering him a hand, helping him to stand.

      The man laughed derisively and said “Simple, you get the ship up to critical velocity for the particular gate you are traveling through, and then pop! You’re halfway across the damn galaxy.”

      “Wait, we’re on a ship?” He asked confusedly. “Then how the hell did I get here?”

      “Probably the same way as I did” The man shrugged. “Didn’t pay your debts, so your debtor sold you off.”

      “So where am I? How can I get out of here?” He queried.

      The man snorted. “Get out of here? Are you shittin’ me? The only place to go is the cold vacuum of space. And even if you did have somewhere to go, they won’t let you off the ship until your debt is paid.  As for where you are, you’re aboard the Searcher. She’s a salvage vessel.” He explained. “We’re here to work the scrap fields of 88TL99. I’m Jon by the way.”

      “I’m Kyren.” Was all he could manage, as despair set in.
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      A shrill alarm rang out several times, a light above the door flashing blue. “What does that mean?” Kyren asked nervously.

      “Lineup. C’mon, we don’t want to be the last to show,” Jon replied, the door groaning as he opened it.

      Kyren noticed several colored stripes running along the wall down the corridor. “What are those stripes?”

      “Each one leads you to a different section of the ship,” Jon explained.

      They followed the yellow line, intermittent text indicating they were heading toward port cargo bay. Following Jon’s lead, he walked numbly down the corridor. Overpowered by a combination of grief and despair, he stopped and fell to his knees, tears streaking down his cheeks, the harsh metal deckplates grating into them.

      The pain distracted him momentarily, then Jon tugged him to his feet and dragged him down the passageway. “I don’t know how the hell you got here, kid. But you better follow my lead or you’re gonna be a helluva a lot worse off than you already are.”

      Reaching the entrance to the bay, Jon slowed his pace and said, “Shit, they’re already assembling. Quick, don’t be the last one or you’ll be fucked like a drikalian prostitute,” he said, shoving Kyren forward, following closely behind.

      Kyren reached the end of the yellow line and stepped through into the cavernous cargo bay. The ceiling stood at least three or four stories tall, the opposite end far distant. He estimated it would take a minute to reach the far wall if he were to walk.

      Most impressive, though, were the great bay doors to the right. They ran the length of the wall, floor to distant ceiling. And they were open to space. The debris field was visible just beyond, masked by the golden sheen of the force field holding the vacuum of space at bay.

      “Quick, get in line,” Jon advised under his breath.

      As Kyren made for the line, a guard in riot gear and bearing a stun baton stepped in front of him.

      “Fresh meat, eh?” the grizzled, bearded guard said in a cruel tone. “Get in line,” he barked, jabbing the end of the stun baton into Kyren’s chest. An arc of pain shot through his whole body, and he almost dropped to the floor, but was caught by Jon, who eased him down.

      “Good samaritan, eh? Looks like you get double punishment today,” the guard said. He wound up and swung the baton two-handed, into the back of Jon’s head. Electricity crackled and a dull thump echoed as the baton connected.

      Jon hit the floor and began twitching uncontrollably, then lay still.

      “Get in line, maggot!” the guard said, delivering a vicious kick to Kyren’s back. Pain flared as he felt ribs crack.

      Gritting his teeth against the pain, he willed his body to stand. It mostly obeyed his command. A glance at Jon and he knew there wasn’t anything he could do for the man, so he made for the line.

      A truly massive doss, probably eight feet tall, strode into the hangar, making for the line of debtors. A black leather vest covered his barrel chest, and strapped to his belt was a huge revolver.

      “I… am Captain Bulgren. Listen well, you scum. Your asses belong to me. I paid for your debt. Until you work off your bill, you’ll stay aboard the Searcher,” Bulgren began in a basso voice edged with malice, walking up and down the line.

      The doss stopped in front of the man next to Kyren, so close he could smell the creature’s musty fur. Reaching out with a massive furred hand, Bulgren seized the tough looking dark haired man by the front of his gray jumpsuit, lifting him off his feet. His other hand balled into a fist and slammed into the man’s face. Two more blows and he went limp, blood dripping from his shattered nose.

      Bulgren dropped the guy to the deck and motioned to the guards. As the guards dragged his limp form out of the cargo bay, Bulgren returned his meaty paw to the butt of his gun. “Don’t look me in the eye, either,” he snarled at them, baring his vicious looking teeth while striding up and down the line one more time, as if daring anyone to look at him. With a final snarl, Bulgren strode from the bay, lumbering away down the corridor.

      The guards began barking orders. The one who had been hassling Kyren gave him a shove and pointed toward the wall. “You’re on loader duty,” the man said harshly.

      Kyren spotted more than a dozen bays lining the wall, each containing a bulky exo-suit, painted bright yellow and with great clamps instead of hands. Approaching the suit, he noted the exposed pistons and servos, and was reminded of Punchy. He was wracked by guilt as he thought of the bot fight and his brother. Struggling to keep his emotions in check, he climbed into the exo-suit, punching the large button labeled engage.

      The suit sealed around him, but the helmet remained open, still retracted into the collar. He took a tentative step out of the bay, and staggered forward, landing on his knees. Climbing back to his feet he tried again, this time allowing the machine’s internal stabilization gyros to do the work. He managed to stay upright, though he still swayed slightly as he walked.

      Looking around, Kyren could see the guards had backed off, and half the debtors were climbing into the loaders, the other half had donned spacesuits with large jet packs. A dark blue skinned saurian in a loader the same as his approached him.

      “Wot ye doin’ standin’ aroun’?” he asked in a strange accent. “Do ye have squots in yer terpuckin?”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t understand,” he replied, confused.

      “Get ter work! Do yer unnerstan’ dat? Pick up there,” he said, pointing to the piles of junk stacked near the open bay doors. “An’ move it there,” he finished, pointing to the opposite wall where great stacks of scrap already sat.

      Kyren approached the open bay doors as the other debtors in spacesuits and jet packs ferried pieces of junk gathered from the field beyond and deposited them just inside. Using his giant clamp-hands, he hoisted a huge piece of what must have been a ship hull. He was impressed by the suit’s strength, the servos not even straining against the heavy load.

      The suit’s gyros kept him balanced as he walked toward the far wall with the scrap. He knew his situation was dire, grief and helplessness still gripped him, but somehow he managed to feel a measure of excitement piloting the exo-suit. He came to a steep ramp that led up to a platform where another worker was depositing a large piece of wreckage on top of the pile.

      As the piece landed, the stack shifted. In an instant Kyren realized it was going to fall. And right in the path was Jon, in a loader, helmet open like Kyren’s. Surprising himself, he dropped the junk he was carrying and broke into a lumbering run, even before he realized what he was doing. He pushed the cumbersome suit as fast as it could manage. With a leap he hit Jon in a flying tackle, knocking him backward and sending them both tumbling to the deckplates.

      Kyren closed his eyes, expecting to be crushed by falling scrap. The pile crashed to the floor with a magnificent cacophony, but to his relief he felt no impact. He opened his eyes and saw it had crashed down mere inches from him.
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      Kyren had made it into space. But instead of the joy he had imagined back on Junoval, there was only misery. He was alone and effectively a slave to the monstrous Captain Bulgren and his vicious crew. His life had been reduced to an endless cycle of lift, carry, drop. Rinse and repeat.

      The work left his body as numb as his mind, somewhere between apathy and self pity. So he worked, and lost himself in the labor. As the days wore on, his despair began to turn into anger, slowly building into a seething resentment.

      His shift ended and, just like he had for many days, he went to the mess hall.  Proffering his tray to the man behind the counter, the man dropped a hunk of bread on his plate and spooned on a ladle-full of brown goop.

      Trying to remain inconspicuous in the cramped mess hall, he sat down with his tray full of glop and ripped a chunk of bread off. Before he could take a bite, he felt a meaty three fingered hand clamp down on his shoulder.

      “I’ll take your puddin’ now,” a gruff voice said behind him.

      Kyren craned his neck to see a burly gray-skinned being with a single short horn protruding from his forehead. His pointed chin jutted out half as far as the horn. He wore a scowl and it was obvious his nose had been broken multiple times. Even a small grendle like this was still bigger and far stronger than Kyren.

      “How about you go fuck yourself,” Kyren replied stoically.

      He knew there was no way out of this situation without getting hurt but he was damn sick of being trodden on.

      “How about I break your face and take your puddin’?” he retorted angrily, heaving Kyren out of his seat, sending him crashing to the floor, his tray flying off the other side and splattering on the deck.

      Kyren stood just as the grendle lashed out, gleeful malice in his eyes. He began to dodge but was too late. The fist connected with his face and for a third time he was knocked out cold.

      He came to gradually, his hearing returning first. There was a low conversation somewhere nearby. He kept his eyes shut and listened.

      “…yes, he’s still out. Hopefully he won’t be comatose like the other, the one you worked over…” he heard a man saying, a gruff reply came over a communicator.

      The conversation faded as a door was closed. Kyren’s eyes snapped open and he quickly looked around. The walls were lined with cabinets and there were several small beds. As he surveyed the beds, he spotted a man’s unconscious form, a monitor on a stand reading out vital signs. It was the man Bulgren had pulped, he was still comatose.

      Kyren stood quietly and gingerly touched his nose. Very nearly shrieking in pain, he stifled a cry at the last moment. Yep, his nose was broken.

      Creeping to the door, careful not to make a sound, he peered out. Seeing no one, he slipped into the Searcher’s dingy, dimly lit rusted corridors. If he was going to escape, he needed to know more about his prison. Kyren wandered the halls, the dimmed lights indicating it was second cycle. Hopefully that meant the guards would be sleeping.

      Treading lightly at first, expecting guards around every turn, he became more confident as the passages remained empty. Peeling paint and rusting bulkheads were accompanied by stale air and poor lighting. The ship felt old and tired, badly in need of maintenance. Wandering the halls, he noticed two things. First, the ship was expansive, and two, there were few, if any guards patrolling the halls.

      Problem was, he couldn’t roam forever. He needed a destination. Turning and scanning the wall, he located the direction lines and found what seemed the most interesting choice. Engineering.

      Several minutes later, he turned a corner into a long passage that must run the width of the ship. There was a large door halfway down the hallway, spilling light through the open portal. He froze as he heard faint cursing and several large bangs. Creeping slowly toward the door, the voice went quiet. He peered around the corner apprehensively, his fight or flight instinct primed and ready.

      Kyren quickly scanned the room: piles of equipment on tables, stacks of junk on the floor, random parts lying around. It was a hardware junky’s heaven. With a painful twinge of sadness he knew his brother would have been at home with all this tech.

      Several bangs emitted from an open service hatch on the far wall and the cursing resumed. A young woman backed out of the hatch and dropped lightly to the ground. A beautiful woman, Kyren noted. She was shapely and petite, with delicate facial features and a mane of luxurious sky-blue hair.

      Then Kyren saw the cat-like ears topping her head, poking through her hair. She was a rillian. The blue-haired rillian in a gray jumpsuit turned toward Kyren, her cat ears laying flat at the sight of him. He tried to duck back behind the corner but was too late, she had already seen him, so he stepped awkwardly into the room.

      “Yes?” she queried.

      “Is this the engine room?” he asked, trying to disarm her, praying she wasn’t going to call the guards.

      “Are you daft? Of course it’s the engine room,” she replied, ears twitching while motioning to the wall of access panels she had emerged from. “What are you doing here, how’d you get out of the restricted sector?”

      He hesitated, distracted by the sparkle of mirth in her blue eyes. “I had a little run in with a big grendle,” he finally admitted.

      She gave a musical little laugh and nodded. “Sneak out of the infirmary, did you?”

      “Yeah, I did. I’m Kyren, one of the prisoners,” he extended his hand, she took it tentatively. Her skin was soft, and he felt himself blush slightly at the touch.

      “Prisoner is certainly a more apt name than debtor for us,” she said, her ears perking up. “I’m Alis.”

      “Wait, you’re a prisoner too? Are you escaping? I’ll help, just tell me what I can do.” Kyren said excitedly.

      Alis gave a derisive little snort. “No, I’m not going anywhere, there’s nowhere to go, unless you like the vacuum of space.”

      “Then what are you doing in here? Why aren’t you locked up?” he asked.

      “Because they’d be in trouble if I weren’t here. I’m the ship’s engineer,” she said proudly.

      Kyren was still puzzled.

      “I was here for six weeks before the engineer, Old Kronus died. We were in the debris fields of Tanis Seven when he croaked, far from any civilization. The life support systems went on the fritz, and when they found out I was an engineer, I was recruited to fix them,” she explained, making air quotes around the word recruited.

      “How long ago was that?” Kyren asked, dreading the answer.

      “One year, seven months,” she replied in a whisper.

      “What?! But how… why…?” he sputtered.

      “It could be worse, I suppose. I mean, I do get to work on pre-millennial tech sometimes,” she pointed to a foot-long L shaped device on a workbench.

      It was mostly white, with engraved green circuitry and silver receptacles on either end. There was a mass of wires spilling out of an open access panel.

      “Yeah but can’t you sabotage the ship or escape when in port or something?”

      “No, they either lock me up or keep me under guard when we’re not in the depths of space. Sometimes I even get to go aboard stations when we need parts for the ship, but always under guard. So I’ve never managed an opportunity to get away. Besides, I don’t think even Captain Bulgren’s fondness for me would keep him from putting the hurt to me if I tried to escape.”

      “Yeah, I’ve seen how he treats people,” Kyren said, grimacing as he remembered his first lineup and the still-unconscious man. “So how’d you end up here?”

      “You’d better get back to the dorm before one of the guards finds you,” she said, obviously deflecting his question. “I’m guessing you don’t know the way, though.”

      She sighed and motioned for him to follow, ears falling slightly.
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      The next morning at lineup Kyren was pulled out of line by the angry, bearded guard, whose name he discovered was Geribos. He had continued to harangue Kyren daily, so he was careful not to cross the man, at least intentionally.

      “You’re on harvesting duty now, punk,” Geribos sneered, pointing toward the rack on the wall containing spacesuits with built-in jetpacks.

      He stifled his anger and trotted over to the suits. Following the example of the other prisoners, he donned a suit. With great trepidation he followed the others to the open bay door. They began to step through, one by one, and then jet off under the power of their jet packs. Several of the workers bore huge industrial laser cutters.

      Kyren’s turn came and he hesitated, looking past the glowing golden force field at the empty space beyond. And then he leapt, leaving the ship’s artificial gravity field and entering open space. He felt the feeling of water, of swimming again, but this time there was an openness that dwarfed him. A vastness he almost couldn’t comprehend. His breathing heavy with near panic, he almost didn’t hear his radio crackle to life.

      Jon’s voice came over the com, reassuring him, “Hey Kyren, here’s a quick lesson so pay attention. First thing, keep your damn breathing even, you’ll overpower the air purification if you’re panting the whole time.”

      He concentrated on slowing his breathing before responding, “Okay, got it. What’s next?”

      “Second, use your jetpack in short, easy bursts. Over burn and you’ll go rocketing the fuck away,” Jon warned.

      He looked around out of the clear dome that was the helmet, attempting to spot Jon.

      “Oh yeah, and thanks a ton for getting me kicked off of loader duty asshole. Looks like your little walkabout really pissed off the guards, I think they’re trying to make me hate you,” Jon continued jovially.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t intend for any of this to trouble you,” he said apologetically.

      “Hey, the inside of this suit smells like a jovalian butt-crack, so yeah, I have a right to hate you,” punctuating his ire with a gruff but genuine laugh.

      Kyren remained quiet, unsure of what to say. Then he spotted Jon, waving from within the debris field. He goosed his thrusters gently, as instructed, and drifted toward a huge piece of ship hull.

      “It’s alright, kid, we are where we are, right?”

      “So do you know the engineer?” Kyren asked as Jon used an industrial laser torch to slice through a large piece of hull.

      “Oh, the rillian girl, eh? Did’ya meet her or somethin’?” Jon questioned.

      “Uh,” Kyren began to stutter.

      “Yep, ya met ‘er, I see. She’s easy on the eyes, isn’t she?” Jon nudged him with his elbow.

      “Her name is Alis, she’s the engineer,” Kyren explained.

      “Shit I know that, kid. I was here her first day aboard. You’ve seen Bulgren? Well he’s got a soft spot for your new girlfriend. Not that he was nice to her, by any stretch, still damn mean. But none of the guards so much as looked at her sideways. “

      “Enough chatter, shit-buckets! Get back to work!” Geribos growled over the comm.

      Kyren and Jon returned to the work of dismantling scrap and hauling it back to the Searcher’s bay.

      The days began to blend into each other, and Kyren lost track. No matter how hard they worked, it seemed like the cargo bay was still barely full. He was getting quite good maneuvering with his jetpack though, and didn’t always hate going out. At least the work took his mind off of his situation. For awhile anyway. Jon had been relocated back to the loaders soon after Kyren’s little escape, but Kyren had been stuck on harvesting duty.

      His shift had just nearly begun but he was feeling no desire to work. He waited for an opportunity when he thought no one was looking, and nudged himself into motion. He jetted to the side and drifted behind a large hunk of debris. Spinning, he grasped the edge and peered around. It seemed no one had seen him depart.

      Now, for a nap, he thought, feeling rather pleased with his little act of rebellion. As he maneuvered inside a semicircular shell of some form, he spotted an identical twin to Alis’ thinga-ma-what’s-it. Excited, Kyren zipped back to the ship. He couldn’t wait for the shift to end so he could tell Alis, all thoughts of naps and quiet rebellion gone.
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      Unfortunately, he only knew one way to get out of the restricted sector, and it wasn’t going to be pleasant. He strode into the mess hall, spotting the grendle immediately, his bulky form hard to miss.

      Kyren walked past the table and smacked away the handful of bread he was about to shove into his mouth. A gurgling roar came from deep within the grendle’s throat as he rose to his feet, turning to face Kyren with fury in his black-irised eyes.

      This time, Kyren was ready. He wasn’t gonna go down without a fight, dammit. The grendle closed on him and swung a tremendous haymaker right for his head. Stepping inside the blow, Kyren deflected it and drove his elbow forward in a vicious strike to the beast’s throat.

      The large alien staggered back and gave a choked growl. He came at Kyren, swinging wide and missing as he dodged backward. He was unable to avoid the second punch though, the meaty fist striking the side of his head. Ears ringing, he found himself lying on the metal deck, so he closed his eyes and played possum. It didn’t prevent the remaining blows from raining down.

      Soon enough the guards were summoned and he was placed onto a stretcher and transported directly to the infirmary. The doctor performed several perfunctory checks then left Kyren lying in the bed. Cracking his eyelids into little slits, he peered at the room. The doctor was nowhere to be seen, the sounds of ice clinking in a glass, in the other room. That must be his office, he surmised.

      Kyren sat up quickly and winced with pain as his head swam. This was certainly a painful way to get to Alis, but he knew of no alternative. That grendle hit hard, damn it, and he was faster than he looked, too. Looking over at the other beds, he saw the other man’s motionless form still lying in the same bed. He quietly padded to the door and slipped out into the corridor, listening carefully as he carried on.

      It took him some time to find the engineering bay again, this time he was drawn in by the sound of metal being cut by some sort of saw. He stepped into the bay and spotted Alis working at the bench containing the pre-millennium tech. She was using a handheld circular saw to shear through some sort of metal box. He walked up and tapped her shoulder, making her jump. She shut down the saw and spun around, thumping Kyren in the chest.

      “You startled me, you ass,” she said half teasingly. She keyed a sequence into a small control panel on the side of the saw. With a clacking and clicking sound, the tool transformed into a large wrench, which she tucked into her belt.

      “What’cha workin’ on?” he asked, just as he realized he probably wouldn’t understand her answer.

      Surprisingly, she had a pretty plain answer. “I’m trying to steal a control board from here and transplant it into my TCIT,” she said, pointing to the white L shaped device.

      “What if I told you I found an intact TC…whatever out in the debris field?” he said, waiting for a reaction.

      “Really? Hmmm even if it isn’t functional maybe it’ll have a control board,” she said, ears twitching excitedly. “I’ll go out with you tomorrow and we’ll check it out.”

      The next day, Alis joined the rest of the prisoners. She and Kyren sped out of the cargo bay, streaming toward the distant metal carcass. As they came around the corner, Alis let out a little giggle of excitement.

      “It does look intact, you’re right,” she remarked.

      Slipping the wrench from a pouch on her suit, she pushed a button on the panel with her bulky gloves and the wrench transformed itself into a laser cutting torch. As Alis went to work, Kyren peered around the edge of the wreckage.

      “Um, Alis, you need to see this. Now!” he cried desperately, panic setting in.

      As Alis poked her head out, Kyren watched the sleek and spiky black ship that had appeared pull up along the Searcher on the side opposite them. One of the spines unleashed several blasts of light into the Searcher, the lasers punching clear through the ship’s unarmored hull. Chunks of the ship went spinning off into the debris field.

      More of the ship’s spines began to glow. An oily slithering voice came over their suit radios. “You all return to ship now, or this happen,” it hissed.

      Another burst of light was unleashed from one of the spines and one of the space suited prisoners simply ceased to exist. Everyone else immediately began to make their way back. Alis used the control panel on the wrist of her suit to shut down her radio, and she took Kyren’s hand and did the same to his. Placing her helmet against his, she began to yell, the vibrations carrying through the glass.

      “Pirates! We’ll wait for the others to get back to the ship, then follow me, I have a plan,” she yelled.

      They waited until everyone else had returned to the ship. Then Alis jetted out from behind the metal carcass, making for the next large piece of debris. Kyren followed, hopping from cover to cover. They reached the last bit of protection before the large void spanning the distance to the ship.

      She held his helmet to hers again. “Now we make for the aft airlock, and hope they are preoccupied.”

      Releasing his helmet, Alis sped off, thrusters at full burn. Kyren struggled to keep up as they rocketed through open space. He felt a tremendous wave of relief as they made it to the airlock without being disintegrated. Alis punched in the access code and the door slid upward. They entered the airlock and the door slid shut behind them.

      Kyren watched as his indicator on his suit went from red to green. Atmosphere had been pumped back into the chamber so he popped his helmet off and began to strip out of his suit.

      “So what do we do now?” he asked, his voice tinged with concern.

      This was just great, he thought sarcastically. Out of the frying pan into the fire.

      “Those pirates are Crevak. They will kidnap everyone aboard. They’ll be sold into slavery… again. Then they’ll tow the ship away and cut it up for components to sell,” she explained while shucking out of her suit. She took her wrench from the suit’s pouch and tucked it into her belt.

      “What are we doing here then?” he asked.

      “We’ll have to take service tunnels to avoid them,” she replied, tapping the controls for the door leading into the ship. “If we hurry, my plan just might work. You’re gonna have to trust me.”
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      This was not going to be easy, Alis thought to herself. She didn’t have time to explain her plan to Kyren, she could only hope that he could keep up. Not that he seemed daft or anything, just that she didn’t really know him. Truth be told, she was glad to have met someone who was like her, though. Someone she felt she could relate to.

      Feeling a dull pang of loss, she was surprised at her sadness for the Searcher’s ignominious end. It wasn’t that she was happy here, far from it. Being a slave was no picnic. But she had tended to the ship for many months, keeping the aging engines running with aluminum tape and sheer ingenuity.

      She steeled herself, trying to have faith in her plan.  At least they wouldn’t be victims of the pirates. She was sure Kyren was as sick of being a prisoner as she was. She hit the controls and the airlock door opened to reveal chaos. Warning lights flashed and alarms blared. A thin haze of smoke filled the corridor.

      “Shit, decompression alarm. Run!” Alis cried, grabbing Kyren’s hand and breaking into a sprint. This section of the ship was venting to space, and was automatically being sealed off to prevent further atmosphere loss.

      She turned the corner at the first junction they came to, but stopped short. The door at the end of the short corridor had just ground shut. She backed out into the hall and began to sprint. Again, they reached the next door just as it was closing.

      This time Alis didn’t slow, but bolted on for the next corridor. As they rounded the corner, she saw their salvation, a door attempting to close but blocked by a discarded toolbox. Old Kronus’ habit of leaving his gear where he last used it had saved them, she realized.

      They squeezed through the gap in the door as it attempted to grind closed. As soon as they were through Alis gave the toolbox a hefty shove with her foot, sending it popping out the other side, allowing the door to finally close.

      “Listen, do you hear that?” she said, going still, her enhanced rillian hearing allowing her to pick up faint sounds far better than a human.

      “Huh, I don’t hear anything,” Kyren admitted.

      “Gunfire,” she revealed.

      She brought up her mental map of the ship’s corridors. She needed to lead them away from the gunfire but still keep them moving toward the aft side of the cargo bay, where the safest route would lie. The access tunnel beneath would lead them nearly the entire way to her destination.

      After several minutes following a winding path, Alis led them down a dead-end hallway. At the end of the hall she turned to the right wall and punched in a code into a small panel set into it. A light flashed red and the panel beeped at her.

      “Damn it, It’s sealed. Decompression,” she cried. “We’ll have to find another way.”

      “Where are we going, Alis?” he questioned.

      “We’ve got to get to the bow, the escape pods are there,” she said, moving back the way they came.

      Unfortunately, Alis knew there was no other route. The only way forward lie in the direction of the gunfire. They crept through the halls, Kyren finally able to hear the gunfire as they drew closer.

      Alis motioned for Kyren to wait as she peered around the corner. She then motioned him forward as she stepped around. Ten yards ahead the corridor branched into a T. Shielding behind one of the edges was Captain Bulgren. He had his revolver out and pointed down the hall.

      He dodged back as a burst of automatic fire ricocheted off the wall, pinging around the corridor. Bulgren spotted them, making eye contact with Alis. Then he spun around the corner and lit off two shots in rapid succession, the concussion thumping in her chest and the sound leaving her ears ringing. Another burst of fire forced Bulgren to dodge back behind cover.

      To her surprise, rather than point his gun at them, he held his finger up, motioning her to wait a moment. “Now!” he growled as he whirled out from cover and popped off several shots.

      Alis dragged Kyren past the corridor to the other corner, the shrieks of dying urnaks barely audible over the ringing in her ears. As they ran she spotted a pile of urnaks at the end of the hallway. The ol’ bear has been busy, she thought.

      Once they were safely behind cover, Bulgren said “the ship is lost. They’ll overwhelm this position eventually. Or they’ll flank us. We’re doomed.”

      Finally up close, Alis could see the dozens of small holes in his vest, and his fur was matted and slick with blood. Doss were extremely hard to bring down, having multiple hearts and redundant lungs, they could take quite a bit of punishment before falling. But Bulgren looked like he had been through the wringer. “Not so,” she said. “There is a way. We can take the escape pods,” she revealed.

      Bulgren coughed up blood which he wiped away with the back of his great paw. He grimaced in pain, baring his teeth. “Take this,” he said while grabbing Kyren’s hand and pressing his revolver into it. “Make sure she gets to the pods. Goodbye Alis.”

      “Uh, okay, uh, yeah…” he said, accepting the heavy pistol.

      He waited until Kyren nodded, then turned away. Bulgren stepped around the corner, let loose a tremendous roar, and charged down the hallway. Alis wasted no time and quickly dragged Kyren onward, as automatic fire and Bulgren’s roars echoed down the passageway after them.

      “We’re near the bow now, we’re almost to the pods, it looks like we made…” Alis’ words cut short as she came around a corner and found herself face to face with an urnak pirate.

      Its skin was oily black, leathery and sagging on its spindly bones. Revulsion filled her at the sight of its hideous bat-like face. It had a pug nose, flat and squashed face, with huge leathery ears. The eyes were all black and the stunted muzzle was full of sharp teeth.

      Thankfully, Kyren was apparently not as stunned as she. He whipped the huge pistol up and pulled the trigger without aiming. The gun bucked and it looked like Kyren nearly lost his grip. Amazingly, the round struck true, the bullet biting into the spindly creature’s shoulder, sending it toppling backward from the force.

      They bolted past the creature and continued their mad dash for the escape pods. The urnak shrieked in rage behind them as a hail of bullets ricocheted down the corridor. They rounded a corner and she spotted the door to the escape pods.

      “There!” she cried, pointing.

      They just reached the door when the urnak came into view at the end of the hall. Alis scrambled to key in the code sequence for the door, when a flurry of rounds railed into the wall and door. Shots pinged off the door jamb inches from her hand and she snatched it back. Thankfully, Kyren reacted again, raising the pistol and firing a couple of rounds, the booming of the gun making her head ring. The shots went wide but the pirate dodged back behind the corner anyway.

      She reached for the panel again and punched the access code. The door whooshed open and they tumbled inside, a hail of bullets showering through the space they had just occupied. She quickly stood and closed the door, locking it with her own code.

      Lining the far wall of the chamber were fifteen doors. Alis moved to the first and opened the hatch, darting inside.

      “I need to get them all ready to launch. If we eject by ourselves, we’ll be picked off. At least these extra pods give us a better chance,” She called out as she began readying the pods for launch.

      The pod would hold three, comfortably, or maybe four or five in cramped quarters. The faded fabric of the seats and the musty smell in the air indicated these pods had not been serviced in some time. She guessed even old Kronus hadn’t bothered to look in on them during his tenure. The control panel was on the far wall of the small pod set into the sill beneath a circular window.

      “So where will the pod take us?” Kyren asked her as she climbed in and out of the pods, programming in the launch sequence to be initiated upon her command.

      “We’ll shoot for planetary orbit then reentry,” she replied.

      “But isn’t the planet Pygar uninhabited?” he asked.

      “Maybe so, but I’d rather take my chances on the planet than be sold off as a slave. Wouldn’t you?” she said as she hung her head out of the pod.

      “Yes, I don’t want to be a slave. You’re right, anything’s got to be better than this,” he responded, looking her in the eye.

      “There! Last one ready, c’mon and climb in that one,” she pointed to the first one she had configured.

      Alis sealed the hatch behind them and settled into the seat in front of the control console. She began furiously tapping commands into archaic touchscreen control panel. Kyren stared through the porthole looking back into the room. As he watched the door to the room was blown inward, violently and soundlessly. Several urnaks filed into the antechamber, spotting Kyren in the porthole. They raised their guns and fired, but the bullets ricocheted off the plexi-steel window.

      “They’re here” He exclaimed.

      “Hold on!” Alis warned, as she watched Kyren scramble to a seat. Then she decisively hit the launch key.

      Fifteen cylindrical pods blew out the side of the Searcher in a cloud of gas and propellant. The pods streamed away from the ship, leaving trails as they rocketed along. Several erupted into sparks and flame as they impacted with debris. More were taken out by laser bursts from the urnaks’ ship, leaving behind showers of scrap.  Four pods streamed on, three continuing their trajectory away from the Searcher. The fourth changed course, bearing toward the brown orb of the planet Pygar in the distance.
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      “I suggest you get buckled in,” she offered, “it’s likely to get real bumpy.”

      Not waiting to be told a second time, he quickly buckled in. The planet loomed close, a spectacular vista that Kyren couldn’t really appreciate, given their precarious circumstance.

      “Let me concentrate for a minute, I’m no navigator. If I’m off by a bit, we’ll slam into the surface at fifteen-thousand kilometers per hour.” She said, face scrunched in total concentration, ears lying flat.

      After a long moment she looked up and said “there we go, it’s set. Either we make it or we don’t.” She looked over her shoulder at him and continued “thanks for helping me, I couldn’t have made it out of there by myself.”

      “I should thank you, it was your plan” he responded truthfully.

      Then the flight got bumpy. Just a little at first, a few jolts and bounces. Then the whole pod began to shudder as a faint orange glow began to emit from the air in front. Then the pod dropped violently. Had he not been strapped in he would have slammed into the ceiling, he realized.

      He held on through the wild ride, while Alis was intent upon the controls, making tiny course corrections as needed. The air in front of the pod had heated to a bright orange and red glow and the shuddering had become so bad his teeth chattered in his mouth.

      Then the shuddering faded away and the glow receded, and Kyren could see the planet, a great swath of desert laid out before them.

      “Hold on,” she warned, as Kyren grabbed the straps of his harness.

      The retrorockets fired and they were hurled forward against their restraints. The deceleration took only thirty seconds or so, but was excruciating. Kyren nearly blacked out. Alis reached out to the controls and keyed in a sequence. There was a ping as something on the outside of the pod sprung open. A huge brightly colored chute billowed out an open hatch, catching the wind and arresting the fall of the pod. It sailed downward, on a collision course with a great sandy plain.

      The pod came in at an angle, slamming into the ground, driving them against their harnesses hard enough to leave bruises. The pod was buried up to the nose cone at the end of a long furrow, the chute blowing lazily in the wind behind it.

      Kyren unbuckled, groaning, and went to open the hatch.

      “No! Don’t open that yet. It’s too hot for us to go out during the day, look at the temperature reading,” she said, pointing to the panel. It read a whopping one hundred twenty three degrees.

      “We’ll wait for sunset before we head out. As far as I know, this planet is uninhabited. But I spotted what looked like a city as the chute fired. That’s our best, rather, only bet. I’ve got no idea how far it is, though,” she told him. “We came in on an east-west trajectory, so we head east.” she explained.

      After waiting several hours for the sun to begin to set, Kyren climbed out into the warm desert evening, stars beginning to twinkle in the deep blue sky. He slung the satchel he had found over his shoulder, now full with supplies he had discovered in one of the pod’s compartments. They had water, some cans of un-appetizing looking food product, and a cryo-composite blanket.

      He fumbled with Bulgren’s revolver for a moment, finally breaking open the action and checking the shells. All but one round had been fired, the gun was almost dry. He snapped it shut and tossed it on top of the blanket.

      Alis’ wrench had transformed itself into a pair of digital binoculars. She scanned around, “looks all clear to me, let’s get going.”

      As they struck out across the dunes in the dim evening light, Alis transformed the binoculars into a flashlight. “Where’d you get that fancy gadget, anyway?” Kyren asked.

      “Oh this? It’s a quantum spanner wrench, or QSW. They’re pre-millennial war tech, the utility tool for an engineer,” she explained. “I inherited it from Old Kronus when he passed on. I have no idea where he got it.”

      They trekked on through the night, the beam of Alis’ light sweeping out the path ahead of them. They took few breaks, trying to cover as much ground as possible.

      The night sky was was quite magnificent but it was a sight Kyren knew well from the skies of Junoval. Even from the well-lit streets of Magar you could still see the larger pieces of junk leaving fiery trails in the sky if you looked up at night. If you went to the outskirts of Dust Quarter where the darkness was more pervasive, and you could see an even better show as the vindel tenders shepherded debris from precarious orbits to burn up harmlessly or land far from Magar.

      However, if the look on Alis’ face was any indication, Kyren knew she was surprised and impressed with it. Every few minutes there were small meteor showers streaking the sky with ribbons of light. This backdrop of shooting stars was punctuated occasionally by much larger meteors, tremendous fireballs streaking through the sky in a fiery trail before fading into the blackness.

      The temperatures cooled and Kyren was grateful they were walking, the exertion was keeping him warm. They walked for what felt like all night, but he couldn’t tell. He had lost track of time as they trudged on through the featureless dunes.

      The sky had begun to lighten and Kyren was getting worried they would be caught out in the open dunes during the day. Thankfully Alis was thinking the same thing.

      “We should probably find a spot to bed down for the day. I see possible structure a slight ways to the south, let’s see if we can make a shelter there,” she said looking through the binoculars, which apparently also had night vision capability.

      The structure turned out to be the frame of some piece of a starship, fallen to the planet’s surface from the debris field ringing the planet above. They built a shelter by hollowing out the sand at the base and stringing up the mylar blanket above them. They spent the day hunkered down, attempting to stay cool in the oven that was Pygar.

      The next night’s journey was much the same as the first, but Kyren was heartened there was finally sign of a change in terrain. They had passed several rocky outcrops in the night, and were now looking for one to build a shelter under.

      They spent another excruciatingly hot day under their mylar shield, at the base of a great pile of boulders, eating the last of their tasteless food product and finishing the last of their water. By the end of the third night they had reached the end of the dunes, but dehydration was already setting in. They began to climb the rocky, boulder-strewn terrain.

      “Look, there’s something bright just beyond these hills,” Alis said, lowering her binoculars. The eastern horizon was aglow, and he could tell it wasn’t the sunrise.

      “That’s good,” he replied through cracked dry lips. “Let’s go find out what it is. Hopefully we get there before the actual sunrise.”
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      How many more days would she need to keep this up? She wondered how long her people could bear the burden. These last three nights of feasting and great bonfires had left them low on resources.

      The Pygars had become her people, to some extent, over the course of her nearly twenty six year stay here upon this dust bowl. The peaceful humanoid Pygars treated her with reverence and adoration, and she wanted for nothing. But that time was coming to an end, and she felt a measure of sadness to know she was leaving these gentle people behind. She was going to miss their exaggerated, cartoonish features, and their familiar hunchback shape.

      Anxious, she hoped they would arrive soon, the chosen ones. As the first rays of dawn began to creep over the horizon, she felt dismay. They had not shown. She knew they would eventually, her visions had always been true, she just didn’t know what it was going to take to get them here.

      The Oracle had seen their spacecraft entering the atmosphere, streaking across the sky to the west. Just as had happened in her vision. However, how far it went, she had no idea. But she was certain they were coming this way. She knew if they were following their destinies, their paths would intersect. She just hoped the bonfire would help them locate the city.

      Then there was a disturbance in the crowd of celebrating Pygars, a ripple as awareness passed through the crowd. Elarra’s eyes snapped into focus. Standing within a circle of her people were the two she was expecting, one a young human man, the other a rillian girl. Overjoyed, she thought to herself, the chosen ones have finally arrived! Kyren and Alis are here! But oh boy do they look haggard.

      Elarra the Oracle stood up from the large rough-hewn chair and stepped off the raised platform that held the chair. The crowd of Pygars parted like a wave as she made her way to the newcomers. The Pygars were tentatively reaching out to touch Kyren and Alis, only to skitter back in fear as they turned frantically to face them.

      “Go easy on them,” she told the Pygars in their native language, “they’ve been through a lot to get here. Give them space.” As the Pygars backed off she could see the two new arrivals noticeably relax.

      A Pygar tribesman pushed through the crowd and emerged into the circle bearing two clay pots full of water. She watched Kyren eye the pot greedily, accepting it as soon as it was offered, immediately gulping down the contents, water running down the front of his shirt. Alis drank deeply and accepted the platter of food offered up by another tribeswoman.

      “Now that you’ve had a bit of refreshment, I’ll introduce myself,” she said after a moment, smoothing down the front of her blue dress and her dark brown hair as well. “My name is Elarra. You may be surprised with my appearance, but I am no child. I am a liadi, an Oracle. We start out as humankind but cease to physically age. I am in fact two hundred fifty six years old.”

      Kyren and Alis were silent, eating and drinking, and watching her sidelong.

      “Kyren, Alis, please take your time and we can speak when you are sated.”

      Alis nearly spit out her gulp of water and Kyren coughed on a dry grain cake.

      “Yes, I know who you two are. I know a great deal about you,” she continued. “I have been waiting here a long time for you.” They had both frozen mid-bite. Kyren was reaching his hand slowly toward his bag.

      “There’s no need for that Kyren. Besides you’ve only got one shot left,” she said, smiling disarmingly. “Do you want to waste it on a harmless little girl?” He merely stared in surprise.

      “I know a tremendous amount about you two because I have seen you in my visions, and my visions always come true,” she said as she approached them. “When you have had your fill I will show you what I know.”

      Their interest in refreshments lost, they hesitantly followed her down into one of the Pygars’ underground warrens to escape the oncoming heat of the day. She took a small globe out of a pocket and gave it a couple of shakes as they descended the sandstone staircase into the dark underground. It sprang to light, bathing the pale brown walls of the corridor in a cool blue glow as she led them on.

      After passing several branches, they stepped through a door and into a large chamber with a small bed in the corner and a low table with some chairs. She walked over to a metal sconce anchored into the wall, and placed her glowing orb inside. Elarra went over to the bookcase heavy with books, lining one wall. She slid over a small stepladder and reached for a book on the top shelf.

      She carried the book to the table and laid it open, gesturing for Kyren and Alis to approach. She thumbed through the pages until she found what she was looking for. It was a rough sketch of a fireball streaming through the sky above a city much like the one they were in now. She thumbed to the next page, where three people stood to board a shuttle: Kyren, Alis, and the Oracle were represented there in her drawing.

      “These books are my journals, where I record my visions. As an Oracle, I am charged by my people to safeguard our race from destruction.” She spoke gravely, “I will be as frank as I can be, for time is short. You two are the salvation of our people, and of the whole galaxy.”
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      “You two will stand against a great destruction, and if you are strong enough, you can avert the disaster that will otherwise befall us,” Elarra began.

      “So let’s say your visions are right, you were expecting us all along and here we are now. So what good are visions if we can’t get off this dust ball?” Kyren groused, not sure he believed in her mumbo jumbo, even if she had somehow known who they were.

      “You have a ship? Ooh, where? Can I see it?” Alis interrupted.

      “No, I myself do not have a ship. But do not worry, our transport will arrive soon. In the meantime, my pygars will tend to your needs.” Before either could speak, she stood up abruptly, and said while exiting the room, “you must excuse me now. Since we are going to be departing, I must make preparations for my people.”

      A pygar entered the room as the oracle exited. “Come, I will show quarters.” The pygar said in a sing-song voice. He gestured for them to follow.

      The accommodations were comfortable but the rooms bare of all except a low bed and a wall sconce with one of the glowing blue balls. The sparse furnishings did not impede Kyren from taking advantage of the chance to rest. He woke an unknown time after, to find a tray of food and another pitcher of water set at the door. The simple wooden platter contained palm hearts, dates, great bulbous mushrooms, and more pieces of the dense, sweet cake they had tried earlier. Kyren grabbed his tray and opened his door. Stepping into the corridor he rapped lightly on Alis’ door.

      “Who’s there,” said a sleepy voice.

      “They’ve left us more to eat. Let’s have a bite and then see if we can find this Oracle and get a straight answer on how we’re gonna get outta here.”

      A few moments later Alis’ door groaned open. She looked groggy and her hair was sticking out at odd angles, her cat-like ears lying flat in protest. They ate their fill, and Kyren was grateful not to have to eat any more of the food product they’d liberated from the escape pod.

      The food seemed to perk Alis up. “Let’s go find the fortune-teller.” She said as she used her fingers to smooth down her hair.

      Kyren and Alis wound their way back to the surface, Kyren following the mental map he’d built as they had come here. They climbed the stairs and stepped out into an oven. At least that’s what it felt like to Kyren. Despite the sun hanging low in the horizon, the desert was still incredibly hot. He immediately began to sweat.

      “Glad you remembered the way out,” Alis remarked.

      “Yeah, I have kind of a good sense of direction. It’s sort of like bot-fighting, remembering combinations of moves. Just stuff in a certain order, that’s all.”

      “Well, that is a natural talent. I sure as hell can’t do that,” Alis finished.

      Spotting the Oracle standing at the edge of the plaza, they trotted over to her. “Are you two ready to depart?” she asked quizzically.

      “Um, sure, but how exactly are we going to be leaving?” Kyren challenged.

      Alis tugged on his sleeve and pointed into the sky. A streaming fireball streaked from the eastern horizon, heading on a western trajectory. Soon the fire faded and a rumbling washed over Kyren.

      “What’s that sound?” Kyren asked, looking at Alis.

      “Sonic boom, dummy,” she said, poking him in the side. “Traveling faster than the speed of sound creates a shock wave in the air.” Her wrench transformed into binoculars and she focused on the craft. “Looks like a good sized shuttle, heading on a trajectory for our pod’s landing site.”

      The craft went out of sight over the horizon and Kyren felt a pang of anxiety. “Looks like they aren’t coming for us, Oracle,” he said disappointedly.

      Alis smacked him and pointed to the western horizon. Coming out of the sun’s glare, the shuttle bore down on the city.

      “Have faith, Kyren. I have seen it, so it must come to pass,” she said enigmatically.

      The shuttle approached, making directly for the plaza. The landing gear extended and it touched down lightly. The large, sleek and white swept-wing shuttle barely fit in the spacious plaza. Kyren choked as a whirlwind of dust was blown up by the thrusters.

      “Consortium!” Alis yelled over the sound of the thrusters, pointing to a symbol emblazoned on the gleaming white hull next to the hatch.

      The engines cut and the dust began to clear, then the hatch popped open. As a ramp extended to the ground, Kyren glanced around and realized they were standing exactly as seen in the Oracle’s drawing.
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      The man striding down the ramp was clean cut, smartly dressed in a pressed uniform, and bearing a large laser pistol belted to his waist. Easy on the eyes, that one is, Alis thought, taking in his rugged features.

      Then she started to look at the shuttle, and forgot all about the man. It was some derivative of the standard consortium shuttle, the X-509 Falcon series, for sure. It had the swept-wing design and sleek hull coming to a point, with the large bubble dome covering the cockpit. But this one had larger thrusters and appeared to be clad in heavy white armor, unlike the standard model. This shuttle must be from a warship.

      “Greetings, I’m Sergeant Harris of the Consortium frigate Guardian,” the man said with a smile. “I’m seeking survivors of the attack on the salvage vessel Searcher.”

      “That’s us, we’re survivors!” Kyren said with excitement. Sergeant Harris nodded at Kyren.

      “Wonderful, and you even saved the little one,” he said turning his attention to the Oracle. “How are you darlin?

      “I’m fine,” she said shyly in a little girl voice, surprising Alis with her sudden change in demeanor. “We escaped from the ship, from the bad guys.” The Oracle had only ever spoken to them in an iron-edged voice, with a decidedly un-childlike cadence.

      Picking up the Oracle’s ploy and deciding to play along, Alis said “Yeah, we all managed to get away in one of the escape pods.”

      “According to the mayday, the ship was under attack from pirates. It was nowhere to be found when we arrived on station. We found empty escape pods floating in the debris field though. Then we found one more beacon coming from the planet and followed it to you. Are you are the only survivors? The Searcher’s crew roster indicated fifteen crew plus captain and executive officer. Were you passengers or crew? And what happened to the young one’s parents?”

      Blank stares and tight lips greeted his inquiry, Alis grateful for her companions’ silence. “Okay then, I guess we’re done with questions. Shall we get you three up to the ship? We’ll get answers later,” Harris said eagerly, obviously beginning to sweat in the desert heat.

      “Where are we going?” Alis asked suspiciously.

      “To the Guardian, of course,” Harris replied, not understanding her question.

      “No, where will your ship take us?” She asked more specifically.

      “We are heading for the Sargassus system with all haste, and will drop you at Sargassus Prime,” he replied.

      Kyren turned to Alis and Elarra, “That’s good enough for me. At least we’re free. C’mon, let’s go see the warship!”

      Alis worked to keep the look of trepidation from her face but she feared Kyren had seen it anyway. If he had, though, he didn’t question her.

      It wasn’t that she hated the Consortium, but she certainly bore no love for the institution. She had grown up among it’s ranks, both her parents being officers. Strict disciplinarians, her parents had put her through consortium officer training, but she had rebelled at every turn. When she had reached adulthood, Alis had left her parents and tried to get as far away from the Consortium as she could.

      Despite her discomfort, she continued to gawk at the shuttle as she boarded, taking a seat as close to the pilot as she could. She was still unable to restrain her enthusiasm for starships, even in the face of her childhood institution. Sergeant Harris ordered the pilot to return to the Guardian, and the shuttle lifted off in a cloud of dust, leaving the planet of Pygar behind. Chancing a look back, Alis caught a trace of sadness flit across the Oracle’s face.

      As the shuttle approached the Guardian, the Sergeant ordered the pilot to make a slow circle around the ship, giving Alis plenty of time to gawk. The Guardian was magnificent, a shining white wedge-shaped craft, coming to a point at the front. The huge ship had massive main thrusters and several large communication dishes. Sets of missile launch tubes and weapon pods bristling with barrels ran the length of the craft.

      “She’s got a crew of one hundred,” the Sergeant boasted, “twenty five of that are Consortium Marines, tough as nails they are. She’s armed to the teeth too, lasers, railguns, plasma cannons, smart missiles, you name it. And she’s armored to the core. Consequently, the crew is shielded from radiation beam weapons. She has her own warp drive too and can jump one-hundred parsecs when she’s fully spun up.”

      There was a bright blue flash, “So we just crossed the energy barrier, but the shields were not fully powered up, eh?” Alis queried “Otherwise we would have been fried, right?” The Sergeant nodded in confirmation.

      Maneuvering to the front of the ship, the pilots lined the shuttle up for their approach to the hangar, which was mid-ship. Alis watched excitedly as the hangar bay came into view. It dwarfed the large shuttle, a great maw about to swallow them. She jumped when the shuttle jounced and shuddered as it passed through the force fields keeping the vacuum of space at bay.

      The pilot deftly maneuvered the ship into line with several other shuttles of the same design, touching down lightly. Harris led them from the hangar bay through bustling corridors, deep into the ship. Walking briskly, they struggled to keep up. By the time they stopped, she was completely lost. “Here are your quarters,” he said while motioning to three doors on the right side of the corridor. Captain Kahele will meet with you later to discuss what happened aboard the Searcher.”
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      Tharox scanned the debris-filled space around him and his fleet. They were scattered in a large perimeter around a damaged and drifting space liner. His ship had struck it in the engines, rendering it helpless. Monitoring communications, he was pleased to see the distress beacon the ship was now emitting.

      Soon, the Crevak pirates would arrive to plunder, and he would decimate their fleet. Then he would pursue them to their home world Granosh Prime and burn it to cinders for what they had done to his family. They would pay with their very existence.

      He detected dozens of warp signatures flashing into existence, just outside the debris field. He scanned their engine emissions and immediately identified them as Crevak war cruisers, the most formidable weapons of war brought to bear during the Millennium Wars.

      The Crevak ships made a course directly for the stricken liner, the massive bulk of the dark ships blotting out the stars. The cruisers reached the edge of the debris field and disgorged several shuttles, which sped toward the disabled ship. Tharox held his fleet, primed and waiting like a coiled snake about to strike.

      And then he ordered the attack, seething with malice. Black triangular ships burst forth from the detritus and swarmed the fleet of long, sleek, dark ships. The space around the ships filled with defensive fire, but Tharox anticipated each volley, directing his ships to juke and dodge, avoiding the withering barrages from laser cannons, railguns, and plasma turrets.

      The Crevak cruisers were heavily armed, more so than the Consortium fleet, nearly every surface bristling with weapons. They were also more heavily armored and shielded. In fact, the Crevak ships were superior to the Consortium’s in nearly every way. But it was not enough to save them, they still fell to Tharox and his dragoons.

      With a flash, the remaining ships that were still functional began warping away. With a grin, he enhanced his craft’s sensors. Just as he had foreseen, their warp signatures had revealed their destination. With a thought, he directed his fleet to make for the warp gate. He willed the gate to open, connecting it to the newly discovered Crevak home world, the star system Granosh.

      His ships streamed through the portal and immediately began to engage the remainder of the fleeing fleet. Once the defenders were dispatched, he directed his fleet onward to the planet, Granosh Prime. The blue and green orb stretched out before him as he entered orbit.

      He knew what was going to happen, yet it still awed him. He willed the craft to form up, composing a massive triangular dish. When all of his ships were in position, beams arced from each craft’s vertices, converging on the center of the dish. The energy collided, and streamed from the dish in a great cylinder.

      The tremendous energy collided with the planet’s atmosphere, and it ignited, the very air turning into fire. A wall of fiery death radiated outward from the impact point like a ripple in a pond, scorching everything in it’s wake, leaving only charred earth behind. As the wave of destruction spread across the globe, Tharox reveled.

      He laughed with glee as he imagined the Crevak burning as his family had burned. The fire had completely consumed the planet, but his rage was still unbridled. Wiping out the Crevak home world had been gratifying, indeed, but he still felt hollow. The Consortium was out there, scattered amongst the stars. He would hunt them down, destroy them to the last ship.

      He looked to the future, which to him was as the past. He saw himself presiding over the elimination of the last Consortium fleet, burning their home world as he had burned the Crevak’s. But to reach that point, he had work to do. He ordered his fleet to pass through the warp gate, sending them on to the Zoralian cluster, to wipe out the next Consortium stronghold.

      They would take out the heavily armed defense platform, destroy the starbase, and burn the planet to cinders. In the meantime, Tharox would take care of other business. He would attend to the matter of the troublesome rillian. Somehow, a young rillian woman offered up an unknown threat to his plans. But the why was hazy. He knew, to be victorious, she would need to meet her demise. He just didn’t understand why.

      “Computer, why must I kill this rillian? What threat could one girl possibly pose?” he asked aloud.

      “An unknown variable is influencing this future path. Removal of the rillian corrects the anomaly,” it replied, echoing in his mind.
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      There was a light rap at the door of her quarters. Elarra opened the door and poked her head out into the hall. A uniformed woman with a buzz cut was depositing packages at their doors. She performed a perfunctory check of the bundle at her feet and found hers contained a change of clothes, toiletries, and children’s toys. Ew! She thought. Tossing the package into her room, she stepped out into the hall.

      As Kyren opened his door in response to the crew member’s knock, Elarra called to him, “Kyren, will you come to my room for a minute?”

      “Sure, let me just change my clothes,” he said, accepting the package from the serious-looking crew member with a nod of thanks. He returned from his room a moment later wearing denim pants and a loose fitting gray shirt with red sneakers. Sitting down at a small table across from her, he asked “What’s up?”

      “Do you believe in your destiny, as the savior of the galaxy?” she began, carefully measuring his response.

      “Sorry, not really, to be honest. Just some coincidences and a couple of drawings doesn’t do it,” was his reply.

      “Fair enough. Let me give you an explanation of my vision, it will help you to understand,” Elarra spoke, while extracting a journal from her bag and laying it on the table.

      “My visions come to me as if a dream, experienced in an instant but leaving permanent impression. Not only do I see, hear, and touch, I also feel the experience. I remember it as vividly as I do any other memory.”

      Elarra continued, “what I record in my journals are just a tiny snippet of the entire experience, and doesn’t convey the full weight of the vision. However, they are useful tools, as I will demonstrate now.”

      She opened the tome and flipped to a page, both the right and left side depicted Kyren and his brother Athar, engaged in various activities of their youth; wrestling and fighting, eating meals together, learning lessons on the mean streets of Magar City.

      Kyren still looked skeptical, “those could be any two kids.”

      “Okay,” she flipped the page.

      Kyren noticeably flinched at the image portrayed there. Obviously she had struck a long-buried raw nerve. A woman was lying in a bed wasting away, while two young boys stood beside, unable to help, despair obvious on their faces. Her next two pages showed a monumental bot fight, depicting what could only be Punchy delivering the killing blow to Inferno.

      She regretted what she was about to do, but Elarra knew it was necessary. She turned the page and Kyren’s eyes moistened, hot tears streaking down his cheeks. The picture showed him holding his brother as he died. She let him console himself, and he quickly pulled himself together.

      “You have my life, my life in your pages… how?” he stammered.

      “Unfortunately, we don’t have time for that now.” Elarra flipped the page over and Kyren’s eyes went wide.

      “He has come, the bringer of death, the one you will defeat. But first we must save someone” she said gravely. “Let’s go before…”

      Alarm klaxons sounded, and the main lights went out. The corridors immediately became illuminated by the diffused red glow from the emergency lighting. The open journal’s pages were illuminated in the red light, the sketch of a ship like the Guardian being destroyed by a triangular shaped craft.
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      She wasn’t running from her past, Alis told herself, as she sat sulking in a corner of the observation deck. She stared out the great window which ran the entire width of the ship and occupied the wall, floor to ceiling. Positioned behind the hangar bay, it gave a great view of most of the ship, and a spectacular view of space beyond. Stars dotted the blackness of space, burning pinpoints distributed in faint clusters.

      Looming in the distance was the massive warp gate, the great ring lined with blinking lights, indicating a ship was approaching from the opposite side of the wormhole. The warp gates linked two points in space via a stable wormhole. They kept the portal active indefinitely, allowing ships to pass through from one point in space to the gate’s twin in another system. They had been built many thousands of years ago, before the great millennium war tore apart the galaxy and left whole civilizations in ruins.

      Systems with warp gates usually had multiple gates, but Pygar was a backwater dead-end, with only one gate. Odd that there would be incoming traffic. Must be another salvage vessel, she surmised.

      Alis wished fleeing through the warp gate would leave her feelings behind, but there was no way to escape it. She missed her family. Knowing she didn’t want to live they way they lived, she had made the hard decision to leave. She wasn’t cut out to be Consortium, nor did she even want to be. So leaving to make her own way had been her only real option. But she wanted to see her parents and her brother again. Being here aboard a Consortium vessel without them made her feel lonely and alone.

      The blinking lights went solid indicating the ship was about to emerge. Sailing through the gate at low velocity was a black triangular craft, larger than a fighter craft by about double. It went from low velocity drift to full acceleration in the blink of an eye. The triangular shape grew ever larger as it sped toward the Guardian. Alis had a bad feeling as the ship bore down on them.

      Three pulses of blue energy burst forth from each one of the triangular ship’s vertices and impacted with the ship’s shield, dissipating it in a tremendous flash, blinding her momentarily. Bursts of blue energy poured out of the ship’s vertices and slammed into the Guardian.

      The Guardian shook and trembled, and Alis felt secondary explosions as damaged equipment blew up or parts of the ship vented into space. She looked on in horror as the triangular craft kept blasting away at the Guardian’s port side.

      Opening up it’s full battery of weapons, the space around the Guardian became awash in projectiles and energy beams. Alis watched in awe as the gauss cannons flung streams of armor-piercing ferrous projectiles at the craft, converging their fire on it.

      And then it wasn’t there, it had somehow dodged the fire. Laser blasts appeared to have no effect, and plasma pulses just washed over it harmlessly. It seemed the Guardian’s weapons were ineffective. The strange craft zigged and zagged, dodging fire and continuing to lay a relentless barrage down on the Guardian.

      Alis realized what it was doing. The craft was systematically eradicating all the weapons on the port side of the ship. So they could board. And the craft did just that, coming alongside the larger vessel and extending a docking tube, which sealed to the side of the ship.

      The bridge was going to be the safest place to be, she realized. It would be the most heavily defended part of the ship, she knew. She wasn’t gonna get caught in the middle of another boarding action, not if she could help it. She sprinted for the elevator.

      She had asked a crewman she had crossed paths with for directions to the bridge. Either Alis had misunderstood him or he had been wrong. She had been wandering for several minutes, searching for the secondary elevator to no avail, when she finally admitted to herself that she was lost.

      Unfortunately, the halls were empty. Alis hadn’t seen a crew member since getting to this level. And now she wasn’t able to find the way back to the elevator. She turned a corner and stopped short. A man stood fifteen yards from her, standing menacingly in the middle of the corridor in the wan red emergency lighting.

      He was bald and bare chested, short leather breeches covered his legs. Alis recognized the cybernetic limbs and eyes that marked his race as bathalian, one of the many races that composed the Consortium. They were born with neither limbs nor eyes, so were augmented from birth. Their cybernetics grew with them under frequent modification.

      “Hey there, am I glad I ran into you. How do I get back to the elevator?” Alis called out with mock confidence.

      “Today, you will die, Alis,” the bathalian said ominously in a rumbling voice.

      “Um, who are you?” she asked, buying time as she scanned for her exit.

      “Your resistance is futile. I have seen your destruction, and the destruction of your precious Consortium at my hand,” he continued. “You cannot stand in my way.”

      She didn’t wait for another diatribe, instead she just bolted back the way she came, sprinting down the hall. She heard thundering metal footsteps across the deckplates as she ran, so she didn’t dare to look back. She dodged around corners and chose her direction at random, but still he pursued.

      Then she rounded a corner into a dead-end corridor. An impassable door faced her, its control panel lit up red. She spun and quickly backed down the hall as the strange man stepped around the corner after her.

      “This is where you die, Alis,” he said with a sinister air.

      “Who are you? Why are you doing this to me?” she cried, true panic setting in.

      “You think your resistance will stop me? I have seen the future, and know that you die here today,” was his grim response. “I am Tharox, and your Consortium dies here with you.”

      Alis backed against the sealed door, pressing herself to it as if she could will her molecules to squeeze through and emerge safely on the other side. Despair struck her as she realized she was going to die at this maniac’s hands and she didn’t even know why.
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      Kyren stepped out into the hall after Elarra. Everything was bathed in the red glow of the emergency lighting. He followed Elarra as she pushed her way through the passing crewmen, making for the nearest elevator. He jumped in behind her just as the doors were closing.

      “Where are we going?” Kyren asked quizzically.

      “We must hurry, if we are to save her,” she responded.

      “Who?”

      “Alis.”

      “Why, what’s wrong? Where is she?” Kyren queried.

      The doors dinged open and she took off at a sprint. Kyren, perplexed, followed the Oracle’s lead. Elarra turned a corner and skidded to a halt, immediately beginning to backpedal. Kyren nearly collided with her as he arrested his momentum.

      He looked down the hall at what had given her such pause, and was instantly intimidated. The bot at the end of the hallway stood taller than a man and half again as wide, and was perched upon four spider legs. Two spindly arms extended from the torso, ending in wicked looking weapons pods. It turned its chrome skull face toward them, the eyes a baleful red.

      Kyren could hear the weapons pods whining, charging up to fire, as it turned toward them. He grabbed the Oracle and jerked her back around the corner just as the air she had been occupying was shredded by high velocity projectiles.

      They ran, but with horror Kyren heard the thing skittering down the passageway after them. The Oracle grabbed him and pulled him through an open doorway, into a small office. They dove behind the desk, Kyren cowering, fearing the death and destruction that must be even now bearing down on them.

      He looked at the wall and noticed a large grate over an air duct. One that was perhaps big enough to fit them? He didn’t waste time, he grabbed a pair of scissors off the desk and pried the grating loose. He demanded Elarra enter first, and thankfully she conceded without a fight. Kyren wriggled in after her and pulled the grate closed behind him just as the click-clacking of the deathbot reached the office they had just occupied.

      A barrage of fire tore apart the room, shredding the desk and the rest of the room’s contents. Kyren didn’t wait around to find out what the thing would do next, so he encouraged Elarra to keep moving. They wormed their way deeper and deeper into the ventilation system. Kyren was beginning to get serious claustrophobia when Elarra finally announced finding a way out.

      After several tries, she knocked the screen loose and slid out into the darkened passageway, emergency lighting clicking on as she entered the compartment. Kyren realized they had entered some sort of service area, a space between decks. The low ceilings didn’t impede Kyren, but would have had he been much taller. They exited the alcove and entered a long corridor, Elarra choosing their direction seemingly at random.

      “Here,” she said, after they had walked for a bit, and stopped in front of a staircase leading up to a heavy service door. She climbed the stairs and took up position by the door’s control panel. “Get ready to catch her.”

      Kyren scrambled up the steps, just reaching the top at the same time the Oracle triggered the door. It retracted into the ceiling with a swish, sending Alis tumbling into the passageway and into Kyren’s outstretched arms. He did his best to catch her, but her momentum carried them off the top step and they tumbled heavily down the stairs.

      He heard the door whoosh shut, and then the echoing clang of metal fist on heavily reinforced service hatch. Alis held him tight for a moment. “Thank you,” was all she said.

      The Oracle dashed back down the stairs. “Come, we need to get to the bridge if we are to save the ship.”
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      After some wandering, they discovered a service elevator that delivered them to the same deck as the bridge.

      “Who the hell was that guy?” Alis said, turning toward Elarra as they stepped off the elevator. She stopped and reached out, grasping her arm. “You know, don’t you? Tell me!”

      Elarra turned, glancing down at Alis’ hand, but remained impassive.

      Kyren reached out and put his hand on Alis’ shoulder, “There will be a time for explanations…”

      “Right Elarra?” He looked at her pointedly, “But now we need to get to the bridge, it’s the only place we’ll be safe.”

      “Alis, I will explain once we are no longer in danger. For now, all I can say is that he is threat to the Consortium and the galaxy alike. I will reveal what details I know, when it is time.” Elarra placated, as Alis huffed.

      Elarra turned and led them down the service passage until it ended at another service door. She touched the panel and the door retracted into the ceiling. They stepped out of the service passage into the main hallway leading to the bridge, only to be greeted by the business end of the Consortium Marines’ weapons.

      “Hold fire, it’s the civvies,” a bear-like doss in combat armor called.

      The soldiers quickly cleared them from the hallway, hustling them behind the makeshift barriers that had been recently constructed.

      The doss, obviously in charge, punched in the override code on the door to the bridge and motioned for them to go in. As Kyren stepped through the door behind Alis and Elarra, he heard the sound of gunfire echoing down the corridor. The door slammed behind him and locked into place. Hopefully the strength of the door wouldn’t be tested, he thought.

      They had stepped into controlled chaos. The room was forty feet square, lined along three walls with a giant curving viewscreen. Command stations were arrayed out from the central seat, where Captain Kahele was perched. His brow was furrowed and his dark skin flushed with anger as he bellowed out commands to the various crew members stationed around the room.

      Kyren watched the viewscreen as the triangular ship detached from the side of the Guardian.

      “Sir, the cyborg intruder is no longer on the ship,” a grizzled looking gray haired Rillian, with notched ears called out.

      The Captain immediately instructed “Helm, evasive maneuvers. Get us moving, right borking now!”

      The viewscreens lurched as the ship went into a roll, attempting to bring the weapons on her starboard side into alignment with the smaller craft. It was too fast, it was already on attack, bursts of energy slamming into the ship. Warning lights flashed on holopanels and as Kyren looked, he saw a diagram of the ship showing more red than green.

      “Dammit, status report engineering!” Captain Kahele barked, beads of sweat forming on his razor smooth scalp.

      “Shiznaps! I’ve got no thrust, captain,” the strange-looking crab-faced helmsman said in a brogue accent.

      “The last shot took out our engines, sir,” an elkar scarab-man screeched through his black mandibles. The creature’s multi-faceted eyes glittered in the light of the holopanel. His insect limbs ended in strange four-fingered hands, which flew over the controls with practiced ease. This crew was definitely top notch. And they were getting their asses handed to them, he realized.

      Without warning Kyren felt his stomach lurch as he began floating free. Alis flailed, grabbing Kyren’s arm as the ship’s gravity plate network failed.

      “Sir, we’ve lost the g-plate relay,” the Elkar chittered.

      “Shit!” he said, clinging to the arms of his chair. “Security, where are we at with those fucking boarders?” the Captain queried the grizzled old rillian, whose ears were scarred and notched, gray hair worn in dreadlocks. There was a large energy rifle leaning against the security officer’s control station.

      “They’re still aboard the ship, sir. We’ve had contact on decks A3 through C7, we estimate fifteen or more attackers. They appear to be impervious to projectile weapons and lasers,” the rillian security officer replied grimly.

      The ship groaned as more compartments vented into space. The monitor above the security station showed a grim scene going on outside the bridge. The doss Sergeant was covered in blood, firing his weapon down the hall. Bodies of Marines littered the corridor, and only a few defenders remained.

      “Navigation, can we jump at our current velocity?” the Captain asked the saurian officer seated nearest the entrance to the bridge, where Kyren, Alis, and Elarra were apprehensively waiting.

      “Sir, I don’t have grakking a solution yet, I’m still trying to lock in the destination.” He pleaded, turning to face the Captain.

      “Get me the goddamn solution, Corporal!” he roared, causing the officer to quail.

      Suddenly Elarra scrunched her legs against the wall and exploded forward, zipping toward the Navigation console with surprising speed. She sailed over the shoulder of the crewman, and swiped her hand through the big green button on the holopanel labeled ‘engage.’ The jump alarm sounded and the white lights flashed, and then Kyren was spinning around in his own head.

      It took him a surprisingly short time to recover from jump sickness this time, maybe he was getting used to it, he mused. Becoming a real spacer, he was thinking, before he remembered the Oracle had just done something quite unexpected.

      The ship had shaken quite violently when they had passed through the portal. Likely due to the engines being out and therefore no acceleration. Alarms were going off at nearly every console, and an audible alarm began blaring over the loudspeakers as well.

      “Damage report, people! Observation, any sign of the enemy?” the Captain queried as he shook his head to regain his composure.

      “No sir,” was the sensor operator’s prompt reply.

      “Navigation, where are we?” Kahele followed up.

      “Sir, the system targeted the largest source of gravity nearby to anchor the jump points,” he said abashedly. “We’ve jumped into stable orbit around black hole XR88C.”

      The main screen lit up, showing the black hole surrounded by a great accretion disk, the matter left over after ripping apart and consuming it’s stellar partner.

      “Security, restrain that damn girl,” the Captain commanded, pointing at Elarra floating above the command station. A crewman moved to intercept the Oracle, clamping his meaty hand around her wrist, towing her back to where Kyren and Alis were floating.

      “What about that damn damage report?” Kahele bellowed.

      “Damage across ninety percent of the ship, we’re majorly venting atmosphere. Bulkheads are being sealed now, sir,” an officer replied.

      “Sir we have one functioning engine now,” the engineer cut in.

      “Nav, can we jump again, even like this?” he said urgently.

      “Yessir, we can manage it. The nearest base is Station Fifty-one, Zoralian Cluster,” the saurian navigations officer replied.

      “Very well, jump us to Station Fifty-one in the Zoralian Cluster,” was the Captain’s order. The warp generator constructed the wormhole in space and the ship limped through.
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      As the ship emerged from the wormhole and entered orbit around Raenos, proximity alarms sounded as alerts flashed on the helmsman’s holopanel. The viewscreens filled with huge hunks of debris. The ship shuddered and groaned as it impacted with the larger pieces of wreckage. They had jumped into a massive junk field.

      Kyren watched the helmsman struggling to avoid the largest pieces of detritus. The ship shuddered again as it plowed through another. Several viewscreens went dark as cameras and sensors were destroyed by impacts.

      “Damage report, people,” Kahele demanded.

      The stations began rattling off their status. When it came to engineering, the elkar chittered “grav plates will be operational in three… two…”

      Kyren braced himself against the wall, trying to anticipate the return of gravity.

      “…One,” the officer finished.

      Kyren managed to remain standing, but just barely. Alis made a much more graceful landing, dropping smoothly into a low crouch. Elarra was still restrained by the officer, who kept her on her feet.

      More secondary explosions rocked the ship again, as it rumbled and let out a great groan. Kyren watched the viewscreen as the Guardian plowed through dense debris field. Damage alarms flashed red again over a large portion of the ship schematic displayed on one of the monitors.

      “Helm, get us out of this junk field. And comms, get Station 51 on the line,” he said to his officers.

      “Sir, scanners can’t penetrate the debris field, so we can’t ascertain the status of the station. But there’s no comm traffic, from the planet or otherwise. The system is quiet,” the red skinned, strange looking humanoid observations officer said. Kyren had no idea what he was, he had never seen one of his kind, in vids or otherwise.

      “What do you mean?” Kahele questioned, a look of concern suddenly crossing his face.

      “It’s quiet sir, no communications of any form. It’s like we’re the only thing alive out here.”

      “Security, what is the status of the damn invaders?”

      “My forces have dispatched the last one on deck seventeen with plasma weapons, and only the one outside remains… The fucker’ll be dispatched shortly,” he said with a growl, standing and picking up his rifle. The grizzled old rillian shouldered it and ordered the junior officer to open the door. He yelled a battle cry and charged into the chaos that was revealed as the door slid into the wall, his rifle sending bursts of white hot plasma down the corridor.

      Several moments later the chaos ended, the staccato bursts of high velocity projectiles dying out but leaving their ears ringing. The security officer reeled out of the smoke and back into the bridge, his rifle clattering to the deck. Kyren could see him bleeding profusely from several holes punched in his chest. He staggered and fell into Kyren, who tried to hold him up but lost his grip as his hands slicked with the officer’s blood.

      The crewman holding Elarra released her and ran to the side of his chief, dropping to his knees and attempting to stem the bleeding with a torn off sleeve, but his life flowed out before Kyren’s eyes. His heart was wrenched both for the security officer and for the memory that it stirred.

      “Helm, get us clear of this damn debris field so we can get a scan of the system,” Kahele directed.

      It took many slow minutes to plow their way free of the debris field. The ship limped out into empty space and established a stable orbit around the planet Raenos. The picture in the viewscreen was horrifying. Kyren heard Alis gasp, while Elarra just stared impassively.

      The entire planet was a charred cinder, still smoldering red-orange. Kyren heard murmuring among the crew as they took in the utter devastation. “It was a garden world,” he heard someone say. “Inhabited by billions,” another said, “even the oceans burned away,” someone quailed.

      Kahele spoke, his voice quiet and quavering, “by the seven hells of Algaroth…”

      Straightening, he regained his composure. “Comms, get on the subspace array and raise our forces. Put out a fleet-wide bulletin. Contact the nearest friendly non-Consortium ally and get their commander on the line.”

      “Sir, we are only several hops away from Sargassus Prime. Jump solution is calculated,” the navigation officer spoke.

      “What could do that, Oracle?” Kyren asked quietly. “What could kill a whole planet and lay waste to a Consortium fleet?”

      “Not what, but who,” she replied enigmatically.

      “Captain, I have Commander Nemoe from Sargassus Prime for you,” the comms officer informed the captain.

      A frog-faced alien with wide nostrils filled the viewscreen. “Captain Kahele, what is going on?” the creature said worriedly.

      “We’ve encountered an unknown force, likely a new Crevak weapon. We’re in desperate need of repairs, we are inbound in several hops. Mobilize your forces and go to your highest alert and wait for our arrival. Kahele out,” he finished, and the comms officer cut the feed.

      “Nav, jump us to Sargassus,” Kahele ordered, then the Guardian jumped twice again, bringing the crippled ship into orbit around Sargassus Prime.

      “This system is allied with the Consortium but not controlled by it,” Kyren heard an officer saying.

      “We received distress beacons from our nearby bases, sir,” the communications officer said, “and then they just went dark. Sir, I think our bases have been destroyed.”

      “Helm, dock us with Sargassus Station, we’ll offload the civvies and see what repairs we can make. Comms, get Sergeant Harris up here to escort the civilians off my ship,” Kahele barked, not masking the glare he threw at Elarra. “You aren’t human, you’re not a child,” he noted, finally recognizing her saturnine bearing.

      “No I am not a human child, I am Liadi,” was all she said.

      Harris arrived short minutes later, half of his face hidden behind a bandage, his uniform charred and pocked with tiny holes. If he was in pain he wasn’t showing it.

      “Boy am I glad to see you three are okay!” Harris boomed. “Come, let’s get you to the station.”

      They wound there way out of the damaged ship and entered the station.

      “Well, here we are, this is where we say goodbye. Was nice to meet you folks, take care and good luck.” With that, he turned and made his way back into the ship.

      As they left the ship and entered the station, Kyren pulled Elarra aside, “So that is the enemy you say we will defeat?”

      “It is,” was her enigmatic answer.

      “Who is that guy, anyway?” Alis questioned.

      “So how do we do it? You’ve seen what the enemy can do, he wiped out an entire world. How are we going to defeat him? If you’ve seen it, why not share with us?” Kyren joined in.

      “I will try to answer your questions as best I can. My visions are often snippets of what will come to pass. Their meaning doesn’t always come clear until I have the right context. I know you will defeat this enemy, and that is enough.”

      “No, it isn’t enough,” Alis chimed in. “How did that guy know me? And why was he so intent on killing me? What the hell is going on?!” she said exasperatedly.

      “Yeah, and this guy nearly wiped out a Consortium frigate, how do you think we’re gonna make a difference?” he said angrily.

      She pleaded with them, “Kyren, Alis, I know you will stop this threat before it can menace the rest of the galaxy, I know it with certainty in every fiber of my being. It may seem daunting, but I do know of something that may even the score. We must travel to the planet of Marellan in the Bhator system to find a relic hunter named Theophax. He owes me, and will be willing to help us find a powerful pre-millennium war relic.”

      “That’s all nice and everything,” Alis replied. “But how the hell are we supposed to get there? Much less find our next meal,” she groused. “We’ve got no money, just the clothes on our backs.”

      “I have some money,” the Oracle said, withdrawing a chipscan from her dress pocket. “It should be sufficient for transit to Marellan.”
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      The shuttle touched down on the landing pad with a bump and a bang, startling Alis awake, her head snapping up from Kyren’s shoulder. He watched as her ears went opposite directions in frustration. The trip had been long and taxing and Kyren was ready to be back on solid ground, if only for a short while.

      It had taken nearly a week to reach Marellan because there had been no direct transport. They were forced to take a circuitous route to reach the system. The closer they had gotten to their destination, the shabbier their transportation became. For the last leg of the journey, the only passage they could find was a cramped space lined with cots in a cargo hold aboard a freighter tug. The shuttle that delivered them to the surface wasn’t much of an improvement either; cramped quarters, poor ventilation, and maximum occupancy.

      They disembarked the tram from the landing pad and exited the station into the hot afternoon sun. Kyren sucked in a breath of hot desert air and was immediately reminded of Pygar. He glanced at Elarra and swore he saw a smile curl her lips ever so slightly.

      Kyren realized the city of Nasain bore some similarities to Magar’s Dust Quarter.  The tall buildings were decaying and worn, the streets occupied by various types of wheeled vehicles. The sidewalks were full of people, some commuters and others occupying stoops.

      Unlike Magar though, the population here was composed primarily of aliens. Humans, while present, appeared to be a minority. Kyren shouldered his way into the press of travelers, trailing Alis and Elarra in his wake. Reaching the street, he flagged down a cab.

      Once they had piled in, Kyren turned to the Oracle and asked “where to next? How do we find this relic hunter of yours?”

      Elarra turned to the robotic driver and said “Zauhaus bar.”

      It responded robotically, “affirmative.”

      A short while later, the cab left them on the corner of a rather unsavory block. They approached the faded and worn facade of the bar. Kyren heaved one of the massive carved wooden doors open, letting light stream into the darkened bar.

      As he entered the dim, smoky interior, he marveled at the diverse crowd, far more varied than even Magar’s own Yellow Zone. At the bar were two creatures that appeared to be giant ferns on spindly stork legs. At a nearby table, two leathery skinned humanoids were using their long prehensile proboscises to shove morsels of some foul smelling meat into each other’s mouths. A centaur-like something with a human torso and a body like a six-legged hippopotamus trundled past Kyren and the others, heading out the door.

      The Oracle pointed and Kyren’s eyes followed her finger. Next to what appeared to be a hookah smoking caterpillar accompanied by several giant fly-like creatures sat a man, alone at his table. In his fifties, he had silver hair cropped short, with a strong jaw and alert blue eyes. He seemed to be paying them a great deal of attention.

      “Let’s go, I will introduce you,” she said, making her way through the maze of tables.

      He neither stood nor acknowledged them as they sat down. But he spoke once they were seated.

      “Hello Oracle,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “It’s been a long time.”

      “Hello Theo, it is good to see you again,” she replied with genuine affection in her voice.

      Speaking quietly, Theophax leaned in and said, “I’d love to chit chat and catch up, but if we’re gonna get out of this, you three need to follow my lead. Behind me and to your right are three thevars at a table. Those suckers are nasty, we have to be careful.”

      “The thevar race are part of the Crevak Tribe, the loose alliance of barbaric races that fought the Consortium in the Millennium Wars,” Alis explained to Kyren.

      “Those scum are bounty hunters, here to collect me. The only reason they haven’t taken me yet is that they are trying to figure out a way in which they can both collect the bounty and eat me,” he said self-assuredly.

      Kyren chanced a look at the creatures. They bore pistols, rifles, and knives. Their oily green scales glistened faintly in the dim light. Set in a wicked scowl, their lizard-like faces bore four large nostrils, seemingly suitable for hunting by scent. They saw him looking at them and all three peeled back their black lips, revealing wicked razor sharp teeth. He quickly looked away, and wouldn’t admit to himself he was shaken.

      “First, kid, keep your hands hidden under the table. Then, tell your ladies to go get transportation secured, and fast, okay?” he urged in a whisper. When met with a blank stare, “do it, you tell them.”

      Kyren played along and told them to go find a cab. He kept his hands hidden beneath the table. Alis and Elarra got up, Elarra grabbed Kyren’s bag and slung it over her shoulder. Kyren watched as they exited the bar quickly. Once they were safely outside, he turned his attention back to the relic hunter.

      “So what now, daddy-o?” Kyren asked, trying not to look directly at the thevars. He felt the butt of a pistol shoved into his hand under the table.

      “Take this. You’re going to have to shoot me,” Theophax said.

      Kyren’s eyes went wide, so Theophax said “don’t worry, it’s an ion blaster, it’ll just knock me out. Then you claim your bounty. Today, kid, you’re a bounty hunter. They have a code. They don’t steal another’s claimed bounty.”

      “So… when I give the word, you throw the table back and blast me. Say something about collecting a bounty and then haul my ass out to the street and into your ride,” he instructed.

      “And hope they buy our act,” Theophax finished, rolling his eyes over his shoulder.

      He looked Kyren in the eyes, and mouthed “now!”

      Kyren sprung up, tossing the table aside and raising the blaster. He squeezed the trigger and Theophax was hit in the chest with a burst of crackling blue energy that washed over him like water. He spasmed and toppled his chair over backward, sprawling his limp body on the floor.

      He quickly glanced at the thevars and they were already beginning to stand. He aimed another shot at Theophax’s chest and yelled “I’m collecting the bounty on you, you fucking dog!”

      Kneeling, he maneuvered the relic hunter’s dead weight over his shoulder. Groaning and straining, he managed to get to his feet. Kyren was grateful Theophax wasn’t a large man, but it was a struggle nonetheless.

      He staggered out the door into the afternoon heat, quickly looking around for Alis and Elarra. As he turned, a fourth thevar, who must’ve been guarding the door, stepped close, beginning to draw a long wicked knife from its belt. It bared its lips at him and he staggered backward.

      The knife cleared the sheath but then there was an audible click, as the Oracle stepped up behind the distracted thevar and cocked the hammer on Kyren’s massive revolver.

      “I can’t miss at this range, lizardman,” she said wickedly, stepping around the creature to stand by Kyren’s side. “Behind you Kyren, down the block, Alis has a cab waiting.”

      He turned and spotted the cab and Alis standing on the curb, looking worried. They backed away slowly, Kyren straining with Theophax’s weight. He was staggering by the time he reached the cab, barely managing to plop him into the back. Alis shoved Kyren inside and he collapsed on the far seat, panting heavily and wiping sweat from his forehead with his hand. Elarra and Alis scampered in after him and simultaneously ordered the driver to “go!”
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      They had been driving for nearly twenty minutes when Theo began to come around. He stared bleary eyed at Kyren and the others, obviously struggling to regain control of his wits. Kyren wondered where this was going to lead.

      “Ow…” was all the relic hunter said.

      After a few moments, he struggled into a sitting position, turning to face them, “Well, since we didn’t get formal introductions, I’ll start. I’m Theophax.”

      “Hi, I’m Alis,” she said, delivering a shy little wave, her ears twitching nervously.

      “Kyren,” he said with a nod, extending his hand, raising his eybrow and looking sidelong at Alis.

      Theophax shook Kyren’s hand firmly and finally turned to Elarra. “Oracle, I would say it’s good to see you except I know you’ve brought me trouble. What is it this time, which vision are you pursuing now? Who are these kids you’re dragging along?”

      “The great evil I told you of many years ago, it is here now. We need something to even the score. We need the Ashari,” she said plainly.

      “You remember what happened the last time we went to Pharos, right?” he retorted sharply.

      “I remember, yes. But perhaps the situation has changed. We won’t know until we get there.”

      “I know we received the signal from the ship, but what if it isn’t operational? What then?” Theo questioned.

      “I’ve seen that it will be functional.”

      Theophax straightened and looked out the window, obviously trying not to acknowledge what she said. “Where are we?”

      “Sinjan district, or at least that is where we are heading. The driver is taking us to a hotel,” Alis replied.

      “No good, we need to find a quiet way off-world. Once those thevars and other bounty hunters discover the kid, I mean Kyren, didn’t turn me over, you’ll all be targets too,” Theophax warned.

      “Elarra, you know the Ashari may not be there anymore,” he pleaded, hands open.

      “I have faith that it will be where it needs to be,” she said enigmatically.

      “Fine. If we are going to find the Ashari though, I have to retrieve my data core from my apartment, it has the coordinates. Problem is, they’re gonna be watching the place, the bounty hunters are,” he explained.

      “What exactly did you do to deserve this kind of attention?” Alis asked, looking shocked.

      “My last trip was a bust. My employer, a strong-arm warlord from Xeros sector named Rusico, blames me for the expedition coming back empty handed,” Theo said bluntly. “It wasn’t my fault, many of the entries in my data core are no longer relevant. There’s no way to know for sure until you check them out.”

      While Kyren and Alis listened attentively, the Oracle rolled her eyes. “But you pitched the idea to your backer.”

      Theophax feigned offense.

      “Am I wrong?” she pursued.

      “No,” he said dejectedly. “So the expedition was my idea, but he knew the risks, he knew there wasn’t any guarantee,” was Theo’s excuse. “So now he wants to sell me to recover the cost.”

      Kyren blanched and looked sidelong at Alis, who was mirroring the gesture. “Shit, we can’t let that happen. I know something about that sort of scenario,” Kyren exclaimed.

      Alis just sat there looking horrified, nodding.

      “It’s okay, we don’t have to worry about it if we do it my way,” Theophax said. “Driver, take us to Erzon street,” he instructed, and began to explain his plan.
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      The afternoon was wearing on by the time they reached the block where Theophax’s apartment resided. Elarra paid the cab to wait and they split up according to Theo’s plan, Alis with Elarra and Kyren with Theo.

      Kyren followed Theo down the sidewalk as they circled the block from the opposite direction. The sun beat down mercilessly on him, the heat of the day making him sweat. The sidewalks were occupied by only a few pedestrians, but the streets were filled with steady traffic. The sun beat down heavily on Kyren as they approached the high-rise where Theo had his residence. He was grateful for the cotton robes they had purchased at a marketplace along the way, the large cowl shading his face.

      “So what do we do if there’s one in your apartment?” Kyren asked quietly.

      Theo patted his blaster under his robes, “We’ll improvise, kid.”

      As they neared the high rise where his apartment was, Theo dragged Kyren into an alleyway and back into shadow. “There, bounty hunter, right there, and there too,” Theo said, pointing them out to Kyren. “But the one near the door is the only one we really need to worry about. The others are watching from a distance, they are expecting to intercept me after I leave so they can rob me too. That doss there is just too eager to get a hold of me, he wants to catch me on the way in.”

      He watched as the Oracle approached the entrance of the apartment tower from the opposite direction, having circled around the block. She moved to the the bounty hunter who was near the door of the tenement. Playing the lost little girl card, she was sobbing and clinging to the doss bounty hunter’s leg.

      While the bounty hunter was distracted, Theo and Kyren dodged through the main doors and shucked out of their robes, tossing them in a trash bin. Quickly riding the elevator up to the fourteenth floor, they exited into a cool dim hall. As they entered, full lighting flickered on. Ion blaster drawn, Theo crept down the hall toward his door, motioning to Kyren for silence.

      Reaching his door without incident, he palmed the reader and the door slid open. He spun around the corner, pistol sweeping the room, but it was empty, devoid of bounty hunters. As Kyren relaxed, he realized he had his hand in his bag, grasping the revolver’s grip.

      The room was quite spacious, and the far wall was a full window, floor to ceiling. The furniture consisted of a small bed, some cabinets, and whole lot of shelves, which bore all manner of technological relics. A small bathroom and kitchen sink occupied one corner.

      “Nice place,” Kyren admitted. It was far larger than the tiny apartment he and Athar had shared in Dust Quarter.

      Theo began rummaging through bins, looking in storage cases, checking his shelves. “Aha, here it is!” he exclaimed, holding up a cylindrical device about four inches long and two inches in diameter.

      “And I’ll be taking that, along with your ass,” a voice said behind them as the door slammed shut.

      Kyren watched as a strange creature faded into sight, its shimmering camouflage giving way to a body covered in brown bony plates and a face only a mother could love. And only if that mother was just as ugly. It seemed some oil or fluid was being excreted from the joints in the creature’s plating, and it smelled noxious.

      It extended both arms, flattening its palms and exposing its wrists. A fine jet of flame spewed forth from each one, streaming through the air next to their heads.

      He could feel the heat of the fire and cringed back. Theo took a step forward and said, “what are you gonna do, burn me? The bounty is for me intact. I mean, who sends a hegelin bounty hunter, really?”

      “I’m not gonna burn ya,” it croaked, and surged forward, lashing out viciously with a bony plated fist slamming into Theo’s face and sending him sprawling. Kyren ran to his side and helped him into a sitting position.

      He handed Kyren his data core and said “put that in your bag kid, don’t lose it. I’ve got to rumble with this guy here,” he said while getting to his feet.

      The hegelin laughed a laugh like gravel being shoveled. His laugh cut short as Kyren drew his gun.

      “No, don’t shoo…” Theo was cut off by the gun’s BOOM! The revolver kicked but Kyren was ready for it. To his surprise, the round took the hegelin square in the chest. As it was driven backward, gouts of flame erupted from its wrists and then its entire body burst into flame.

      As the hegelin’s body hit the floor, Theo tackled Kyren, knocking him behind a row of low cabinets. Then Kyren’s world literally erupted around him. The concussion from the blast knocked the wind out of him. He gasped for breath, smoke and fire all around him. Theophax grabbed him under the arms and dragged him across the floor toward the great window, which was cracked from the blast but still unbroken.

      “That was a hegelin, kid, you weren’t supposed to shoot him. They’re like a walking bomb,” Theo explained through wheezing coughs.

      Half of the apartment was engulfed in flames, the heat and smoke stinging Kyren’s eyes. “I understand now,” he replied, dazed.

      “We’ve got to get out of here before the rest of its oil sacks detonate,” Theo said while rummaging through the spilled contents of the toppled shelves.

      “How? The doorway is entirely engulfed in flames.”

      “With these,” Theo said triumphantly, holding up two pairs of robotic-looking boots. “Quick, put these on,” and tossed a pair to Kyren. “They’re durian jet boots, the on switch is in the tongue.”

      Theo seemed to have no trouble donning his, and immediately began rummaging the spilled contents of another shelving unit, coming up with a large sledgehammer. Coughing from the smoke, he strode over to the window just as Kyren finished fastening his boots.

      Theo swung the hammer in a great arc, pushing a button on the haft about halfway through the swing. With a burst of flame a rocket engine on the backside of the hammerhead fired to life, accelerating the hammer to high velocity. It impacted with the great glass window and it shattered outward, blown into a million pieces by the rocket powered hammer. Smoke billowed out of the opening. As the air rushed in Kyren could actually hear the fire intensifying.

      Theo bent down and thumbed the switches for his rocket boots. The jets on the sole of the boots flared to life and he began to float free of the floor. “When you take off, you’ll want to be careful not to…” he started to say but was interrupted by another BOOM!

      A second explosion rocked the apartment as the hegelin’s remaining internal oil sacks ignited. The blast wave sent Kyren and Theo, and half the contents of the apartment flying out like pellets from the barrel of a shotgun. As Kyren fell he realized he hadn’t turned on his jet boots.

      Panic set in as he scrambled to reach the switch as he fell. Fumbling, he grasped at the tongue, desperately seeking the on switch. He glanced down and felt terror take hold as he saw the ground rushing toward him. Redoubling his efforts, trying to ignore his impending death, he reached into the boots again.

      Finally he found it, and flicked the switch. The boots ignited, sending him spiraling downward at an even faster rate. He strained to arrest his fall, managing to get his feet under him at the very last moment. He came to rest hovering a few feet above the street. Cars and motobikes careened around him as he looked up in surprise.

      With a few tentative moves, he tested the foot controls, and then shot off down the street after Theo. Around the corner, Alis and Elarra waited with the cab. Kyren watched out the back window as several bounty hunters rounded the corner after them while they sped away.
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      Theophax gave the gruff rillian driver a new address and he immediately spun a u-turn through the middle of traffic, earning honks and rude gestures from all manner of alien appendages. They had to traverse nearly the entire city of Nasain to reach their destination, so the ride lasted nearly an hour. The cab pulled up in front of a large warehouse or some sort of abandoned industrial facility and Elarra paid the driver.

      They followed Theophax up to a massive roll-up door. He banged hard twice and the sound echoed inside the large space. A muffled call came from somewhere deep within the structure. Several minutes later the door began to roll upward and they were greeted by a diminutive creature, which stood about four feet tall. It’s upper torso was more or less humanoid, but the face had elongated features, slits for a nose, pointed ears, and a small tight mouth.  The lower torso was composed of a central mass around which four short, powerful legs were arrayed in an X shape. It had green hair to compliment its bluish skin tone and was wearing a grease-smudged lab coat.

      “That’s an orlix, he’ll have wings hidden under that lab coat,” Alis whispered to him.

      The creature’s eyes widened when it saw Theophax. “Theo my buddy, what are you doing here?” it said in a high pitched nasally drawl, “and who are your friends?”

      “Long story Skurn. My friends and I need to get off world quickly.  Everybody, this is Skurn.”

      “Well come in then, let’s not talk on the doorstep.” Skurn said amiably, gesturing them in with a three-fingered hand.

      They entered the huge empty space, what appeared to have been a warehouse of some sort, their footfalls echoing in the vast chamber. He led them to the far wall, where several tables with various pieces of equipment were laid out. Alis perked up at the sight of the tech, as she slowly sidled closer to get a better look.

      “Don’t touch!” Skurn admonished.

      “So can you help us? Is that old rattle-trap you call a shuttle still space worthy?” Theo asked

      “Rattle-trap?! What do you mean?! Lola’s always been space worthy, to imply otherwise is demeaning” he said with feigned injury. “Follow me, y’all can help with pre-flight checks.”

      They exited the grand space through a small door in the far wall, and stepped out into a massive courtyard, surrounded on all sides by large industrial structures. Sitting in the middle of the space was a small white shuttle. The crew compartment, which looked to hold five, hung below the massive x shaped cross-brace, at the ends of which were four huge thruster pods.

      “So you’ll help us, then?” Theo asked.

      “Hey, I just said come in and talk. I didn’t say anything about hauling you and three others all the way to space for nothin!” Skurn retorted, not quite feigning insult this time.

      “So you’ll do it if we can come to some arrangement, eh?” Theo pushed.

      “Yeah, yeah, what have you got to offer?” the orlix questioned.

      “How about a pair of Durian jet boots?” he said while motioning to his feet.

      Skurn took a look at his feet and his eyes went wide. His eyes went even wider when he saw Kyren was similarly equipped. “Hmmm, I think I’d need two pairs of boots in order to cover fuel costs,” he said while eying the boots greedily, hands clasped and fingers tapping together.

      “Okay, you’ve got a deal as long as we can leave now,” Theo finished.

      “Deal!” He replied, walking over to the entry hatch and keying it open while Theo and Kyren shucked out of their boots. Skurn disappeared inside for several moments, as exterior lights came on. He popped out and then began to walk around the craft, opening access panels and checking equipment, taking readings with his scanner or making adjustments with various tools. Satisfied, he stowed his tools and climbed aboard, motioning for the others to follow suit. They entered a small passenger compartment with two rows of two seats each, and a pilot’s station.

      Skurn walked up to the pilot’s station and keyed in a command. The holopanel sprung to life and he began issuing commands and examining readouts. Systems began to light up, and a faint hum filled the cabin. Then lights went out, alarms flashed, and the humming ceased. Outside the ship, an access panel popped open and sparks poured out. He darted out the hatch and examined the burned compartment.

      “Damn, gonna need to replace the quantum hadride coupler. I don’t have a spare one, but I know where I can get one in a hurry. You folks hold tight, I’ll be back shortly.” He said through the open hatch, and then trundled away.

      “Okay, Alis, do you think you could help me fly this thing?” Theo asked as soon as Skurn was out of earshot.

      “Help you? I could fly this thing myself,” She said defensively.

      “Very sorry, did not mean you any offense, young rillian,” Theo soothed. “I shall defer to your expertise.”

      “Wait, what are you talking about, we can’t fly this thing, it’s broke. And shouldn’t we wait for your friend to get back?” Kyren said puzzled.

      “You dolt, he’s not going for parts, he’s going to turn us in,” Alis lambasted.

      Turning to Theo, she said “We can just bypass the coupler, we won’t need it since we aren’t re-entering the atmosphere.”

      “Good, get to it. I will finish the preflight checks.” He turned to Kyren, handing him his ion blaster again. “Go guard the door in case he gets back here too quickly.”
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      Kyren entered the vast space and looked about desperately. The only cover was that afforded by the tables and pieces of equipment. He upended a table and piled junk high in front to create as much cover as he could manage. Then he crouched down and waited. He didn’t have to wait long, only a few minutes later, the roll-up door began to grind open.

      Silhouetted in the door frame were four figures, the diminutive form of the orlix, two large saurians, and the massive bulk of a grendle. Kyren realized this was the only chance he was going to have to get the drop on them, so he leaned out around his cover, took careful aim with Theo’s ion pistol, and began pulling the trigger. Bursts of blue energy streamed from the barrel.

      Halting his barrage he watched the figures scatter, one of the saurians going down in a heap. Skurn and the remaining saurian, dodged around the corner out of the line of fire, but the grendle just roared and began to charge. Blasts of energy hit his makeshift barrier, forcing him to duck behind as the saurian brought his small rifle to bear. Fire continued to rain down on the barricade, pinning Kyren in place, while he could hear the grendle’s charge bringing him ever closer.

      The withering hail of fire ceased as he heard the saurian struggle to reload. Kyren popped up to find the grendle only fifteen or so yards away, in a full run. He lined up the pistol and pulled the trigger. The blue energy washed over the charging grendle and he staggered a step, but recovered and kept on coming.

      Panicked, Kyren pulled the trigger rapid fire, bolts of energy washing over the grendle with little effect, slowing his charge only slightly. Kyren decided to run but it was too late. The grendle hit him like a freight train, sending him flying out through the door and into the courtyard, skidding heavily along the gravel on his back. His momentum carried him backward and he slid underneath one of the shuttle’s thruster pods.

      Hearing the telltale clicking of ignition, he rolled to the side and scrambled out of the way as the thrusters began firing up, a jet of superheated plasma bathing the ground where his head was mere seconds before.

      He was barely back on his feet when the grendle’s punch connected. Kyren went sprawling, losing his grip on his pistol and landing heavily in the gravel. He scrambled backward while the grendle advanced. Suddenly, the shuttle jerked off the ground by just a few feet, and then spun rapidly as the thruster pods angled. The extended landing gear caught the unsuspecting grendle in the chest, launching him backward into one of the courtyard’s four concrete walls. He slumped to the ground in a heap.

      The shuttle touched down again and Kyren sprang up, snatching the fallen pistol as he ran. He scrambled up the ladder and into the hatch as the craft began lifting off again. He sealed the hatch just as a burst of laser fire raked the side of the shuttle, the saurian with the rifle coming into view in doorway of the courtyard.

      The thrusters went to full and the small shuttle began to lift off, rapidly heading towards the sky as the thug with the rifle fired away. Kyren was scrambling to get buckled in when the shuttle lurched dramatically, sending him flying across Elarra’s lap and crashing into the far wall. Alarms sounded and alerts flashed on the holopanel as Alis struggled to keep the craft from careening out of control.

      “Shit, we’ve lost an engine!” she cried.

      Several tense seconds passed as the shuttle swayed back and forth and spun around, but Alis was able to arrest their lateral movement and restore their ascent. She maxed out the throttle and they corkscrewed into the sky, the thrusters leaving contrails streaming behind. Kyren tumbled back a row but managed to land seated and quickly buckled in.

      “Do we have enough thrust to reach orbit with three engines?” Alis asked Theophax, who was strapped into the co-pilot’s chair.

      After a moment working at the copilot’s panel he exclaimed “Okay, with our current thrust rate we’ll be able to reach escape velocity, although just barely.”

      Kyren buckled in as the shuttle streaked into the atmosphere, heading for Marellan’s space station. It shuddered and rattled as they drove ever higher into the upper atmosphere, the shuttle angling into a steep trajectory. Then they felt the bounds of gravity dropping away, and soon they were floating against their restraints.
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      The shuttle sped on toward the orbiting station, thrusters not quite at full burn. Alis set the autopilot once the station’s nav signal was locked in and then turned in her seat to face everyone. Kyren noticed she looked like she wanted to speak but seemed like maybe she was unsure what to say.

      “So Oracle, what do your visions say about our plans?” Kyren asked on both their behalf.

      “I will defer to Theo, he is the expert in locating lost relics,” Elarra replied.

      “We’ll need to get to Zataxia first. I’m hopin’ we can trade this baby for a ride,” Theo said confidently, patting the side of the shuttle. “From Zataxia we’ll have to hire a ship, one that can withstand a debris field. A heavy hauler or something.”

      “Or a mining ship or tug,” Alis offered.

      “Sure. The rest we’ll have to make up as we go along,” he said casually.

      “So what’s this relic we’re going to retrieve? Is it a weapon? ‘Cause we need something to fight Tharox with,” Kyren broke in.

      “No, and yes,” Elarra said enigmatically.

      “Enough with the suspense,” Alis interjected, unable to hide her frustration any longer. “What is it we are going after? What the heck is an Ashari?” Alis hated the Oracle’s obfuscation.

      “Okay, I guess I better tell them,” Theo said, looking hesitantly at the Oracle. Alis noticed her give a slight nod.

      “Twenty six years ago, Elarra enlisted my services to find a mysterious alien relic for her people,” Theo began. “We journeyed together for some time in our pursuit of this relic. We passed through a system called Pharos, where we picked up an identification beacon amongst the background noise.”

      “Ooh, I know what that means.” Alis said excitedly.

      “So when I cross-referenced the beacon’s ID with the data structures in my datacore, I found a match. The ship was a Consortium scout cruiser,” Theo explained.

      “Ooh, a scout cruiser, primarily used for escort and scouting missions. Standard crew of sixteen. And an antimatter coupled ion drive!” Alis’ voice rose and her speech sped up. “It also has its own warp drive, and a complement of weapons, too.”

      “Where’d you get your ship knowledge? That is impressive,” Theo said.

      “I grew up around ships,” was all she said, her mouth tightening imperceptibly.

      “Anyway, we were unable to investigate the source of the beacon at the time,” Theo began, only to be interrupted by the Oracle.

      “And why couldn’t we investigate?” she asked.

      “Uh, we were being chased,” he said hesitantly.

      “Chased? By who?” asked Kyren.

      “And why was that?” Elarra chided, ignoring Kyren.

      Theo snorted, ignored Elarra’s question, and continued, “So, contained within my data core is the beacon’s signature, which will allow us to follow it to the source. If we find the ship intact, I have the access codes. We should be able to take full control of her, provided she’s still operational.”

      “I’m not going to let that mystery rest, Theo. You’ll tell me eventually,” Alis teased, winking playfully at him.

      The alert light on the archaic manual controls began to blink, and Alis spun back around and began toggling switches as she prepared the craft for approach to the station. The huge X-shaped station, with a great central cylinder at the junction of the four arms, began to loom in the main viewport. Alis deftly jockeyed the shuttle up to the docking portal at the end of one of the great arms. The tube extended and sealed with the shuttle’s side, an audible ‘clunk’ as the airlocks connected.

      The indicator above the door went from red to green as atmosphere was pumped into the docking tube. They entered the station and Theo made for the first public terminal they saw. Running a search, he soon had a list of possible transports. Theo left them to go arrange for their transport. Kyren chose a dingy pub for them to wait for Theo.

      Several agonizing hours later, Theo returned, looking triumphant, much to Kyren’s relief. “We’ve got passage to Zataxia, folks.”

      Kyren knew the trip would take awhile, but he was anxious anyway. He had learned that while travel by warp gates was instantaneous, travel between gates often took hours, as they needed to reach points of stable gravitational interaction before jumping. Unfortunately, the trip to Zataxia took most of the day.

      The freight hauler Theo had arranged deposited them on Zataxia station and continued on its way. Another terminal search by Theo and they boarded the central elevator destined for the Spacers’ Lounge. Occupying the entire top floor of the station’s central structure, the Spacers’ Lounge was covered by a great plexi-steel dome.

      “You must be Captain Gravos,” he heard Theo saying as he wove through the mostly empty tables. By station time it was early morning, so the lounge was nearly deserted. Except for a middle-aged blond man with hawkish features and a vindel with its four arms folded across its chest and its legs propped up casually on the table. The man stood, extended his hand and Theo grasped it.

      “I’m Theo, and these are my crew. I’m looking to hire a sturdy ship. By all accounts yours sounds like the sturdiest around,” he said flatteringly.

      “Yes, you’ll get no safer transport into the debris fields than the Custodian,” Gravos said, the vindel nodded. “This is Sarwan, my second. Sarwan, would you show ‘em?”

      Sarwan stood and pointed with her two left arms outside. They turned and saw a large salvage tug floating just outside the dome. The front of the boxy ship came to a point to shunt away debris. It was heavily armored, many dings and scratches in its gray surface evidence of many close encounters with wreckage. On each side was a huge cargo bay and large robotic arms, folded up and tucked in.

      “What’s the destination, mate?” Gravos asked bluntly.

      “Pharos system,” Theo said tentatively.

      Gravos let out a long whistle. “That’s gonna cost you, mate. That’s Crevak territory yer asking me to enter. I put my ship and crew at risk, it better be worth it. I’ll need half a million creds,” he said with bravado.

      Alis gasped, Kyren did a double take, Theo looked taken aback. Even Sarwan seemed surprised, almost losing her balance as her feet dropped from the table. Only the Oracle was unfazed. As usual, he thought sarcastically.

      “Half now, and half when we return, that will be the terms,” the Oracle said, producing her chipscan and waving it over his. Holographic numbers shown on the surface of both cards as the balance transferred. Kyren was astounded by the numbers. He had no idea the Oracle was carrying around that kind of wealth.

      “Congratulations mate, you have hired yerselves a ship and crew. Board in two hours, dock E-215.” Gravos said, rubbing his hands together greedily.
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      The Custodian’s gray, armored bulk crept cautiously through the warp gate, emerging into close orbit around Pharos’ binary star. The two suns beamed in the viewscreens, so bright they nearly whited them out.

      Alis was glad they had been invited to the bridge by Captain Gravos, even cramped as it was. There were five stations, including the captain’s chair. All were crewed but one, where they were sitting on fold-up chairs.

      “The gates in this system are placed in close proximity to the stars, so they can be powered indefinitely by solar output,” Sarwan explained to them. “But that means we’ll have several hours flight time to reach the planet Infernus and the surrounding debris field.”

      “Boris, full burn to Infernus,” Gravos commanded. Boris’ beard of tentacles wiggled in assent.

      A cerulian! Alis thought. She had heard of them, yet never met one. They were blessed with extremely fast reflexes, making them ideal pilots.

      “How about the signal, have you picked that up?” asked Theo.

      The ship’s engineer, Chk’thra, a dark green skinned rohvar with yellow faceted eyes, chittered and screeched at Sarwan.

      “He says yes, we are locked on,” Sarwan translated. “Why don’t you go rest up. Never know what we’ll find when we get there. Right?”

      “No thanks, we’re fine to stay here,” Theo firmly declined the offer, voicing Alis’ unspoken sentiment.

      “Suit yourself,” Sarwan responded neutrally.

      A few hours later, the outskirts of the debris field drifted into view. The helmsman reversed thrust, decelerating the ship. Alis felt some change in velocity as the ship’s ancient grav plates strained to dampen the momentum inside the cabin. By the time they entered, the Custodian had slowed to a crawl. It began to shoulder aside the wreckage, shaking and creaking as they impacted with increasingly larger fragments.

      Boris was doing his best to avoid the largest pieces of debris, but the ship was taking quite a pounding.

      “Can the ship withstand this?” Kyren asked nervously.

      Even Alis was a bit nervous, the Custodian wasn’t exactly in tip-top shape, she saw a lot of binding tape and band-aid repairs on her way through the ship to the bridge.

      “Of course she can, she’s a millennium-age spacecraft designed for just such a job,” Gravos replied encouragingly.

      They plowed onward, following the signal, pushing aside junk and detritus as they crept onward. If the burn from the gate to the planet was boring, the debris field was downright tedious. Maybe it was her excitement that made her so impatient, she thought.

      “Chhhhhkscree ‘click’ ‘click’” Chk’thra said.

      Translating, Sarwan relayed, “He says the signal is strong, we are getting close.”

      Alis could barely contain her enthusiasm, so eager to finally see if the ship was intact. Sarwan had deployed the robotic arms on each side of the craft. She moved a large fragment aside revealing a large hollow space within the rubble. Within the void she could see the remains of a massive pre-millennium war battleship. It looked as if it had exploded from the inside out, the outer skin peeled back, scorched and melted to slag.

      “Boris, take us around that wreck, let’s see what’s on the other side,” Gravos suggested.

      Alis was literally on the edge of her seat as Boris maneuvered the Custodian around the massive hulk. And then she saw it. Her heart skipped a beat. The Ashari was intact! And she was the most beautiful spacecraft Alis had ever seen.

      Four large cylindrical engines adorned the aft. She had sleek lines and sexy curves, and came to a dual point at the fore. Chromed and looking laser-resistant, her exterior skin gleamed in the Custodian’s lights. There was even a wicked looking cannon turret on the roof. Alis was in love.

      As they approached, she could see the Ashari was still coupled to the battleship’s airlock by a docking tube. She had survived whatever blast had gutted the larger ship. Now they just had to get inside.

      “Boris, line up our airlock with the port side of that ship,” Gravos said, then turned to Theo. “That is what you are after, isn’t it mate?”

      Theo nodded and then spoke in low tones to Alis, “Your wrench can become a data core reader, right? We’ll need that to upload the codes to get in and take control of the ship.”

      She nodded, her hand unconsciously resting on the wrench tucked in her belt. Boris lined up the two ships’ airlocks and extended the docking tube. Alis saw the status on Sarwan’s holopanel. The seal was established and atmosphere was being pumped in.

      Gravos got up and made his way to the bridge exit. “Follow me, mates, let’s go knock on the door.”

      They cycled through the Custodian’s airlock and strode down the docking tube to the Ashari’s airlock. Theo stepped forward and motioned for Alis. She stepped closer on shaking legs. Her anticipation was getting the better of her.

      Steeling herself, she extracted her wrench from her belt and began to key in commands on the small control panel. The wrench began to clack and click as it reconfigured itself into a handheld datacore reader. Theo extracted the core and handed it to Alis. She inserted it into the circular hole and turned it clockwise, locking it in. A small control panel lit up then a larger holopanel appeared in the air above the device.

      “Okay, I’ve got access to the data core’s structures,” Alis informed Theo.

      She pulled some inductive electrodes from the underside of the device and attached them to the Ashari’s airlock control panel. Under Theo’s direction, she found the ship’s access codes in the data structure. With great trepidation she hit the send key and her wrench transmitted the entrance codes to the door’s control system.

      The control panel flashed red, and Alis’ heart sank. The codes must have been changed. Or… maybe the door was locked from the inside, it might have a mechanical failsafe. She went to work at the holopanel, attempting to interpret data from the door’s control system.

      “It seems this airlock has been mechanically sealed by a failsafe system that is isolated from the ship’s main network. We can’t get in,” she said, her heart heavy.

      “Not necessarily,” replied Kyren. “Maybe the other side is unlocked. Let’s find a way through that battleship.”

      Alis felt a surge of hope.

      “Smart one, ya are,” Gravos said while they retreated into the Custodian.

      As they entered the bridge Gravos instructed Boris, “find us a way into that wreck, get us as close to the deck that ship is docked as you can.”
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      Boris maneuvered the Custodian up and over the wreck, looking for a large enough entrance to accommodate them. Tipping the ship’s nose down, he entered a massive rend in the skin of the battleship vertically. Nudging the thrusters, he nimbly descended into the darkness, slotting into the space like a knife in a sheath.

      “We’ve bottomed out, Captain,” Boris stated. “By my telemetry we’re three decks above the target.”

      “Looks like you mates get to use your fancy spacesuits after all,” Gravos remarked.

      Kyren was definitely beginning to buy into this whole Oracle business. Why else had Elarra insisted they buy spacesuits while on Zataxia station. They returned to their cabins and donned their suits. Kyren was quite happy with his. It was nearly skin tight, light and unrestrictive. So unlike the bulky, awkward suits he had worn aboard the Searcher.

      He activated his helmet and it extended outward from the collar, coming over the top of his head, then sealing with a hiss. The tiny holopanel HUD came to life, its data indicating atmosphere levels, suit integrity, and a dozen other statistics.

      “Captain Gravos, you don’t have to come with us. It could be dangerous in there,” Theo said as they entered the airlock.

      “Of course I’m coming. Not only do I want to make sure you mates are okay, but I wanna see the inside of that ship too,” he responded enthusiastically. “Besides, I have this,” he said holding up a small silver cylinder with a handle on one end.

      “Ooh, an airlock actuator,” Alis exclaimed. “We’ll need it if there are any sealed doors, it’ll power them enough to open and will bypass any locks.”

      The airlock closed and Kyren watched his display as atmosphere levels dropped. It hit zero and the outer door slid open, revealing the wrecked interior of the ship, jagged metal struts, twisted deckplates, burned and melted metal. Directly across from the airlock was the entrance to one of the decks via a large hole in the bulkhead.

      “Looks like we’ve got our back door, eh?” the Captain’s voice crackled over the radio. He stepped out into space and kicked on his suit’s thrusters for a brief moment, sailing slowly toward the opening.

      Surprising him, Theo reached out and hit a button on the control panel embedded in Kyren’s suit’s forearm. Theo held up a finger indicating he should wait. Theo put his helmet against Kyren’s and yelled, “Gravos is going to be trouble, just be ready.”

      Kyren nodded inside his helmet, then thumbed his radio back on and kicked out into space, goosing his jets and streaming toward the opening. At the last second he spun around and maxed his jets out for a short second, arresting his momentum. Spinning again, he flicked on the suit’s lights and entered the dark space.

      The hall continued on and ended at a sealed door. They came to rest in front it after a short burn down the corridor. Gravos extracted his cylinder and slotted it into the receptacle below the control panel.

      “And now for the moment of truth…” Gravos said dramatically, and turned the cylinder, locking it in. The panel lit up and went green, the door retracting into the wall as they watched. Gravos motioned for them to enter then extracted his cylinder.

      Kyren’s HUD indicated they had been in their suits for just over twenty minutes by the time they discovered a stairwell. They descended three decks and made their way aft. Shortly after, they discovered the airlock.

      Gravos inserted his cylinder and powered up the airlock doors. The inner door slid open and they entered the large airlock. Alis went to the panel on the outer door and examined it.

      “There’s atmosphere in the docking tube, it looks like it stayed sealed through the destruction,” she revealed, hitting the panel’s open button.

      The inner door sealed and the outer door opened. Atmosphere from the docking tube rushed into the vacuum inside the airlock, blowing Kyren back a few feet before he could stabilize himself. They sailed up the tube to the Ashari’s airlock, navigating the boundary between artificial gravity and zero g.

      “Wow, the grav plates are still powered!” She exclaimed. Inspecting the panel, Alis declared “It’s open!” and hit the button, revealing a small airlock chamber.

      They entered and she cycled it, closing the outer door then opening the inner. Kyren’s HUD read green on atmosphere, so he opened his helmet. It retracted into the collar of his suit with several quiet clacks. The others followed his example. Kyren inhaled. The air was stale but breathable.

      It was too late by the time Kyren realized Gravos had positioned himself behind Elarra. Before he could react, the Captain drew a small autopistol from a compartment on his spacesuit. He grabbed the Oracle around the neck and pointed the gun at them.

      “Alright, ‘eres how this is going down. Sarwan, deploy the arms and prepare to tow the ship,” he said into his radio. “Old man, toss your blaster to me,” he demanded. “Then you lot are going to get off this ship.”

      Theo gingerly extracted his blaster from his suit’s holster, flicking a furtive glance to Kyren, and tossed it toward Gravos. Kyren saw his opportunity, and launched himself at Gravos, grabbing for his gun hand. Concentrating on the blaster flying through the air toward him, Gravos was caught off guard by Kyren’s charge.

      He barreled into the captain, driving him backward into the bulkhead, forcing him to release the Oracle in order to stay on his feet. Kyren grabbed Gravos’ wrist and attempted to wrest control of the pistol. Gravos pulled the trigger and the pistol barked a short burst of automatic fire, the report of the shots deafening in the confined space of the corridor.

      Kyren slammed Gravos’ hand into the bulkhead and the pistol went flying. He delivered a wicked punch to the side of Kyren’s head, stunning him long enough to break free. Dropping to his knees he scooped up the pistol and brought it to bear on Kyren.

      “Nice try, kid, but no one gets the drop on Captain Gravos,” he said cockily, just before Alis’ wrench, now configured as a sledgehammer, impacted with the back of his head.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            34

          

          

      

    

    







            Tertiary Interlude

          

        

      

    

    
      The black triangular ship touched down in the field of tall green grass that was waving in the wind, at the entrance to the cluster of large buildings. A ramp extended and Tharox strode down. The servos in his cybernetic limbs clicked and whirred as he walked, striding into the shadows of the buildings. He scanned his surroundings but found the complex deserted. The blinking red light on the mind lash on the back of his head began to blink faster.

      He continued down the shaded avenue making for the spire at the center of the small, empty city. He knew it was foolish to come here. He didn’t need physical proximity to the computer to communicate with it. The mind lash provided a direct mental link.

      But somehow, this question required face to face interaction. That is, if you could call the Epsilon Computer’s central chamber its face. He reached the central spire and entered through a large door, crossing the expansive space and locating the stairway leading down. The stairway he had taken not so long ago, before he had been granted the power of vengeance.

      Entering the central chamber, he strode to the catwalk and out over the central core. “Epsilon Computer!” he cried.

      “I am here,” it said in his mind.

      “Events have not come to pass as your prediction has shown. Why not?” he asked. “I was supposed to kill that rillian girl with my bare hands, but she got away, helped by a human man and a child. Who are they? Why was this rillian girl important?” he said, realizing he was rapid firing questions.

      “Your future path was calculated based upon all known variables. Deviation is the result of an unknown variable,” it replied mechanically. “Analyzing recorded data.”

      His head split in half and his brains poured out, or at least that is what it felt like. He screamed in agony as the computer rifled through his memories.

      Three pictures swam in his mind, put there by the Computer, the rillian woman he had tried to kill, the human man with a wide jaw and tan skin, and the young human girl in a blue sun dress.

      “What does that mean, what are unknown variables?” he questioned fervently.

      “Unknown variables have no data associated, therefore future path is calculated without their influence,” was its vague explanation.

      Trying to keep his frustration from taking over, he asked “what can be done about these unknown variables?”

      “Unknown variables may be eliminated from the timeline to thus render the equations complete again,” was the mechanical response.

      “But how can I kill them if I don’t know how to reach them?” he asked desperately.

      “Reticulating splines… recalculating future path… sequence complete.” Computer said, and a flood of pain and images poured into Tharox’s mind. He saw his dragoon fleet wiping out a Consortium contingent. He saw himself aboard a massive space station, a great sphere composed of two massive city domes, melded together at their bases. And he saw himself killing them all with his bare hands.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            35

          

          

      

    

    







            Enemy Space

          

        

      

    

    
      “Theo!” Elarra cried, dashing over to him.

      Kyren made sure Gravos was down for the count and turned to see Theo slumped against the wall, blood pumping from several neat holes punched in the chest of his spacesuit. Coughing blood, he tried to stand but slid back down the wall, leaving a smear of blood.

      Kneeling beside Theo, he placed his hands over the holes, attempting to staunch the bleeding with pressure. Theo grabbed his wrist and choked out “No, can’t save me…”

      “Take… ‘cough cough’ data core, yours now,” he choked out. Reaching into a pouch, he extracted it and pushed it into Kyren’s hand.

      “Nooooo!” Elarra cried, reaching out to touch Theo’s face gently.

      He grabbed her hand and looked her in the eye. “…Love…” was all he could croak out before he expired. Elarra began to wail.

      “Theo, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. I never saw this,” Elarra cried between sobs.

      Kyren had no idea how to comfort her. So all he could do was attend to their current situation.

      “Alis, do you think you can get this ship up and running?” Kyren asked, shoving the grief and horror down so he could focus on their predicament.

      “Yeah, I can handle it. What about that piece of crap?” she asked, delivering a vicious kick to Gravos’ midsection.

      “I’ll drag him back into the battleship’s airlock, he’ll be able to radio his crew to pick him up when he comes to,” Kyren said, punching the helmet close button on Gravos’ suit. Grabbing his suit by the shoulders, he hauled him to the Ashari’s airlock.

      Navigating to the zero-g portion, he pushed Gravos harshly down the tube. He hit the closed door at the opposite end with a great clang. Good enough, he thought, closing the Ashari’s airlock.

      As he re-entered the ship, he felt a jolt as the ship shook for a second, accompanied by two loud clunks. He made his way to the bridge, where Alis had settled into the helmsman station and Elarra was seated behind her and to the right.

      There were three other stations arrayed around what was obviously the captain’s chair. Each station had physical controls and a floating holopanel as well. The entire surface of every wall was covered in seamless viewscreens, displaying camera angles from all over the ship, augmented by system telemetry readouts.

      “Um, guys, I think we’ve got another problem. That felt like the Custodian’s arms locking on, I think,” he said while entering the bridge.

      “Alright, I found the engine start sequence, firing up now,” Alis said enthusiastically.

      There was a winding, whirring sound and then a continuous flat beep. “Shit!” Alis cried. “What the hell did I do wrong?” she said, her hands flying over the controls. She tried again and same result.

      The ship jolted and there was a grinding, wrenching sound reverberating through the ship as the docking tube was torn from the side of the Ashari, as the Custodian began to drag her.

      “Oh, that’s right, I need to prime the baryonic bypass compressor!” she exclaimed, initiating the engine start sequence again. This time, the winding sound ended with a bang and a rumble as the thrusters ignited.

      There was a bright flash in one of the viewscreens on the port side as a massive ship warped in nearly on top of them.

      “Shit, Crevak battleship!” Alis exclaimed with horror.

      It was the Crevak Tribe, an urnak battleship. It was a much, much larger twin to the urnak pirate vessel that had attacked the Searcher. It’s great black bulk bristled with spines, each ending in a weapon.

      “Kyren, get to the weapons station, get our shields up. Elarra, see if you can figure out how to get us a jump solution. I know this is your first time, people, but we need to move now!” she encouraged.

      Just as Kyren sat down there was several bright flashes in the viewscreens and from the top view screen on the ceiling. Kyren watched in horror as energy beams punched massive holes in the Custodian, sending debris flying off into space.

      Alis hit the thrusters and the ship lurched, but failed to make any progress. The clamps at the end of the Custodian’s arms were still attached. The Ashari was still tethered.

      “Kyren, we’re stuck to their ship, can you find a way to un-stick us?” Alis said, immediately turning her attention back to the helm.

      Kyren had been panning through the weapons commands and found one for the main weapons turret, some sort of augmented beam cannon. He flipped the controls on and a joystick popped out of the console. The holopanel went into targeting mode and he realized he was looking through the turret on the roof.

      More flashes and blasts of debris as the Crevak vessel unleashed another volley on the Custodian. Alis gave the thrusters another burst, but the ship failed to break free. Kyren spun the turret until he spotted one of the arms. He lined up and depressed the trigger.

      A crackling beam of red energy streamed into the arm, and it just disintegrated. Spinning the turret in a one-eighty, he took aim on the other arm. The ship jostled as an explosion ripped through the Custodian, Kyren’s shot missing completely.

      Dammit! He thought while scrambling to line up another shot. He held his breath and squeezed the trigger. The arm shattered sending shards of metal spinning through space. “We’re free,” he cried out, but Alis was already in motion, romping on the throttle and sending the ship rocketing forward, just as a final barrage reduced the Custodian to wreckage.

      “Kyren, those shields now, if we want to survive longer than the next thirty seconds,” she said urgently. “Their weapons are recharging, we’ve only got moments.”

      He was still scrambling to find the shield controls when the Crevak ship’s weapons pulsed again, and this time they were aimed at them. Kyren expected the world to erupt around him as the beams punched through the ship. Instead, the vessel lurched decisively and performed a barrel roll, Alis managing to somehow avoid the beams.

      She wasn’t able to miss the second volley, though. Beams of energy dug long, deep furrows in the Ashari’s skin. Inside the bridge, a panel popped open and sparks and smoke poured out. The engines began to stutter as Alis tried desperately to throttle them back up.

      There were several flashes from the back of the Crevak ship. Then there were a half-dozen missiles, rocket engines burning bright blue, streaking straight toward the Ashari. Alarms went off on Kyren’s panel and warnings began to flash.

      Alis keyed in a new sequence on her panel and the engines stabilized. She pulled up and spun around just as the missiles streaked past. She dodged another volley of energy beams, ducking behind the hulking wreck of the battleship. The missiles curved around the wrecked hull, skimming feet above it, seeking their target without mercy.

      The missile alarm sounded again but it was too late to avoid them. They were going to take a missile strike head on. Would the Ashari be able to withstand the barrage, or were they doomed? There! Kyren thought, as he slammed his hand through the holopanel’s controls.

      “Okay, I’ve either ejected our garbage, or activated the shields,” Kyren admitted, fear filling him.

      With relief, he watched as a bright blue flash filled all the viewscreens. The ship’s shields activated, wrapping them in a protective bubble of electromagnetic energy. The missiles impacted with the Ashari’s shields, detonating in great blooms of fire, whiting out their viewscreens briefly.

      “Elarra, where are we at with that jump? We need to get out of here fast,” Alis urged.

      “I don’t know, I’m not an organic computer,” she replied with a note of strain in her voice.

      The viewscreens flared again as another barrage of energy beams tore into the ship’s shields. The readouts on Kyren’s panel went red and began to alarm. “Shit, we can’t take another hit like that, I think the shields are going to fail.”

      “Elarra, now would be good,” Alis implored.

      “Got it,” she replied triumphantly, “sending jump heading to your terminal now.”

      Alis lined the ship up on the proper heading and hit the thrust. She punched the jump button and the ship winked out of existence, just as the Crevak battleship’s beams tore through the space where the Ashari had just been.
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      The radio crackled with chatter, but Alis couldn’t make out what they were saying. She knew it was probably important, but she didn’t feel like interrupting nap time… except that it wasn’t nap time, she realized. She had just jumped, it was jump sickness clouding her brain.

      She shook it off and took in the situation, as Kyren and Elarra were struggling to come around. The voices on the radio were urgent, she heard a call for mayday. Spinning the ship around, she engaged the sensors.

      “Elarra, where’d you send us? Where are we?” she questioned.

      As she spun the ship around, a lush green planet with expansive blue oceans came into view, orbited by a massive spherical space station. Arrayed around the station was a shining white Consortium fleet. A fleet that was engaged in a full scale battle with small black triangular vessels. Weapons flashed, missiles detonated, shields flared all through the fleet. Listening to the comms chatter, Alis could tell it was going very badly for the Consortium.

      “We are in the Tolraga system, that is the planet Echelon. The space station there,” she said, pointing, “is called Regalis. We must go there to rescue a scientist. We will need him if we are to defeat Tharox.”

      “Wait, you mean we need to go there, into the middle of that battle?” Kyren asked nervously.

      “Indeed.”

      “Okay we’re gonna have to come in real hot, folks, so ‘buckle in’ as they say. Kyren, see if you can get a sensor reading to find us a hangar bay,” Alis ordered.

      Kyren began to work the scanners, zooming in to try to find an opening around the central band at the base of the giant hemispheres. He panned the screen, his eyes scanning for ingress. He finally spotted what appeared to be a hangar bay and marked it on the viewscreen for her.

      This was going to be tricky, Alis knew. Not only would they have to contend with the squadron of ships that were attacking the Consortium, but likely would take fire from the Consortium as well. They were going to be streaking straight through the battle, after all.

      Alis hit full burn on the thrusters and the ship rocketed toward the chaos surrounding the station. As they neared the battle, Kyren verified the shields were at full strength. Elarra listened to comms trying to pick up any details. “They’ve been under attack for the last twenty minutes. Seven ships are crippled and thirteen more have suffered major damage, very few ships remain fully operational. Over half the fleet has been destroyed,” Elarra relayed.

      As they approached the outskirts of the battle, targeting alarms began to squawk as the nearest Consortium battleship’s weapons locked on. Streams of high velocity ferrous projectiles burst forth from the gauss cannons, bearing down on the Ashari. Missiles burst from launch tubes and left streaking tails of smoke behind them as they sped closer.

      Alis took evasive action a split second before the rounds hit. She dodged and rolled, zigging and zagging to avoid the streams of projectiles. The missile alarm screeched at Kyren.

      “Kyren, shoot down those missiles quick, or our shields are toast!” Alis exclaimed.

      He panned through the weaponry and located anti-missile countermeasures. He activated the countermeasures and several small spheres ejected from the rear of the Ashari. Small jets fired, positioning the spheres in the path of the onrushing missiles.

      Kyren watched in the rear screen while the missiles streaked closer. They reached the spheres, and the spheres detonated, destroying the swarm of missiles in a great fiery blast. Kyren cheered, but Alis was too busy concentrating to rejoice. A triangular craft had just flown into their viewscreen, and it appeared to be heading toward them.

      As it neared, beams of blue energy streamed from the vertices of the triangular craft, streaking toward the Ashari. Alis dodged the blasts, straining at the controls, struggling to keep her composure. She had just heard on the comms this was the 47th fleet… her family’s fleet.

      Faltering, their shields were bathed in blue energy as she failed to dodge a blast, the flash blinding their viewscreens for a brief second. “Shields less than half power, Alis!” Kyren called worriedly.

      She pushed all else out of her mind and concentrated on only her adversary. Letting herself become one with the ship, she felt time slow down as she dodged and rolled the Ashari. She blazed straight at her enemy in a deadly game of chicken.

      The firing suddenly ceased as Kyren squeezed the trigger for the proton beam cannon. Sparks and flame blossomed on the black surface of the triangular craft as the beam arced into it. It faltered and broke off its advance, dodging starboard and trailing a thin stream of smoke.

      Kyren cheered and cried, “take that you bastard!”

      Their path was now clear, but there was no time to waste. Alis tweaked some parameters and eeked just a little more throttle out of the engine. The space station was rapidly looming into view, their destination highlighted by a red circle.

      She knew this was a nuts maneuver, but they had too much velocity after outrunning the enemy ship. She would have only one chance to line up, and if she messed up, well, they wouldn’t be around to worry about the consequences.

      She was quickly approaching the point of no return, so she cut the engine and goosed the maneuvering jets, spinning the ship around so the engines were now pointing at the station. She made tiny course corrections until she was sure she was lined up with the hangar bay, which the ship was rapidly rushing toward.

      “Um, Alis, what’re you doing?” Kyren questioned as the ship was spun around.

      Then she fired the engines full power, as the ship barreled backwards toward the hangar opening. A tremendous crash reverberated through the ship as it smashed through the force field holding the vacuum at bay. The thrust from the engines sent a few smaller shuttles tumbling in its wake as the ship streaked toward the rear wall of the hangar bay. The Ashari finally arrested her momentum, coming to rest just a few feet from the back wall. Alis touched the ship down lightly and killed the engines. And then finally exhaled.
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      “That was quite a landing, Alis,” Kyren said shakily, still feeling residual panic.

      “Yeah, sorry ‘bout that, but I didn’t see any other way to decelerate in time,” she replied apologetically.

      “We have no time to waste, there is a good chance Tharox is on this station already,” Elarra lectured.

      Kyren tucked Theo’s ion blaster into his belt and motioned toward the airlock. “Then let’s get going. Um, where are we going?”

      “We need to find this,” she said, opening her journal and pointing to a page.

      A strange tentacled alien being worked in some sort of engineering bay or tech lab. On the wall above him was a strange signet of some sort.

      “That strange alien being is a brontian, and that symbol is that of the Qurian Society. They are an order of knowledge seekers and scholars, and are spread throughout the galaxy,” Elarra explained softly.

      “So you don’t know where on the station that creature is? Maybe I can program a search. Alis, can the ship link up to the station’s network?” Kyren asked.

      “Yes, it should be able to. Hold on…” her hands flew over her control panel. “There, you should be linked now,” Alis replied.

      Kyren pulled up the interface and began to build a search algorithm. He kicked the simple algorithm into action and within moments had a result.

      “There, results show a brontian member of the Qurian society, named Benjam Antares,” Kyren read off, an image of the brontian creature displayed next to the data. It had tentacles at the top and at the bottom, and its face was placed in the middle of the creature’s torso. It had blue and purple skin, large yellow eyes, and a beak-like mouth. “His laboratory is Underdeck Sixteen, Sector Five, Room two-oh-nine.”

      He pulled up a map with the route, and quickly memorized it. He had always had a spot-on sense of direction, and was grateful for the talent, especially now. “Alright, let’s go!”

      As they entered the station, Kyren was overwhelmed by the pandemonium. People ran every which way, seeking lost loved ones, rushing to the hangar bay to escape or heading for one of the station’s many escape pods. They struggled to push further into the station against the press of bodies.

      “We should avoid the elevators. Looks like there’s seven decks up to the main street level,” Kyren said as they made for a stairwell Alis had pointed out.

      Panting and out of breath after the stairs, they stood on a sidewalk at the edge of the great city-dome. Lining the streets all the way to the center of the dome were progressively taller and taller buildings, until there were towering skyscrapers in a ring around a central park.

      “The entrance to the Underdeck is about halfway to the center,” Kyren said, starting out.

      “The energy usage of the station must be astronomical. I mean, just to power a grav-plate the size of a city, you’d need something like a valence generator or quantum oscillator, and even then on a massive scale.” Alis marveled as they trotted along.

      “A quantum violence operator? What’s that?” Kyren asked Alis.

      “Okay, fine, I’ll spell it out for you real slow. It has a really huge power plant. Do you get that?” She lambasted him playfully, as he smiled at her.

      They were several blocks away, when a mass of people burst from one of the side streets, stampeding in panic. The sounds of high velocity rounds tearing through the air reached their ears. Skittering into sight, a deathbot fired both weapons pods, spraying the fleeing inhabitants with a storm of rounds.

      Kyren was horrified as bodies were pulped right in front of him. The deathbot continued scurrying after the fleeing crowd, unleashing a hail of death every few seconds. Kyren snapped into action, grabbing the Oracle and Alis and darting down an alley.

      They circumnavigated the deathbot, darting from street to street, checking around corners to make sure the way was clear. After some time, they reached the entrance to the Underdeck region of the station. They descended sixteen flights of stairs, Kyren’s legs trembling uncontrollably by the time they reached their destination.

      Roaming the twisting halls of the Underdeck, Kyren finally located Sector Five. Reaching the door for room two-oh-nine, Elarra reached out and rung the bell. The door was opened almost immediately, Benjam Antares the brontian framed in the doorway.

      “Mr. Antares, we need to speak with you, and there isn’t much time,” the Oracle said plainly.

      “You’re right about that, there isn’t much time,” he echoed in a high-pitched, nasally voice. He left the door open and squiggled away on the mass of tentacles at the bottom of his torso.

      They stepped into the room, and Kyren knew immediately Alis would’ve been captivated, had they not been in such a hurry. The room was filled with components, gadgets, and other parts unidentifiable to Kyren. The brontian was rifling through shelves and cabinets, grabbing devices and shoving them into a large case lying open on the floor. He stashed smaller items in a satchel he was wearing.

      “You need to come with us, we have a way off the station,” Alis said. “I’ve got a fast ship…”

      Alis was interrupted by a tremendous blast that reverberated through the station, nearly shaking them from their feet.

      “I’ve got a way off the station, thank you very much,” Benjam replied confidently. “I have been instructed to make my way to the escape pods.”

      “The quantum oscillator powering this station is enormous. I know you understand the scale, being a scientist, right?” Alis proposed. “How big a boom do you think it would make if it were breached?”

      “Oh dear, we would be vaporized!” Benjam cried. “Please, excuse me, I really must finish packing. Perhaps we could meet another time? Who are you lot, anyway?”

      Kyren jumped in, “I’m Kyren. This is Alis and this is Elarra the Oracle.”

      “I must insist that you come with us for your own safety. You’ll agree when you’ve seen this,” Elarra said, holding up a page in her journal and showing it to the frantic brontian.

      “Let me see that.” Benjam’s yellow eyes narrowed as he pored over the page briefly. He then went to a screen on a nearby wall and began keying in commands. A similar grid to what was on the Oracle’s page appeared. Tentacles flew over the holopanel as dots and lines were rearranged. Suddenly the entire structure went green and Benjam let out a whoop.

      The stunned brontian asked quietly, “How’d you do that? How’d you solve my design matrix? I’ve been working on it for the last five years.”

      “I saw the solution in a vision. I am Liadi and I have foreseen you, Benjam Antares. You will join us in our quest,” Elarra said, her voice confident and clear.

      “Don’t worry about what she says, she gets a little dramatic sometimes. Like I said, we’ve got a fast ship. I’ll get us out of here much safer than any escape pod,” Alis boasted.

      “Have you ever ridden an escape pod?” Kyren asked pointedly. “It’s not pleasant, the deceleration and final impact.”

      “Final impact? I don’t like the sound of that,” Benjam replied nervously. “If I go with you, where will you take me?”

      “If you choose not to remain with us, we will drop you wherever you request,” the Oracle said convincingly.

      “Never mind, I’ll take my chances with the escape pods,” he said timidly, closing his case and hoisting it with several tentacles.

      As he squiggled toward the door, Alis stepped in his way. “Please, Mr. Antares, we’ve come a long way and risked our necks just to get here.”

      “And for that I commend you, truly. But I don’t know you folks, as nice as you might seem,” he replied sincerely. “Now if you’ll kindly step aside.”

      Looking undeterred, Alis continued, “Listen, if you knew what we were up against, you’d feel differently. The force that is attacking the fleet and station, the guy controlling them, he tried to kill me.”

      “Oh I’m terribly sorry to hear that, it must have been disturbing,” Benjam said in honest surprise.

      “But we can stop him, we can stop the force that is assuredly destroying the Consortium and burning whole worlds. But we need you, Benjam. We can’t do it without you,” Elarra pleaded.

      “How can I do anything to stop this enemy? I’m just a simple scientist,” Benjam retorted.

      “Your design matrix will lead you to the answer you need,” she spoke plainly, but with a firm edge to her voice.

      “Hmmm, let me try it. I don’t think it will work, the two quantum equations are different, they shouldn’t line up,” Benjam admitted as he squiggled over to his holopanel.

      Another blast shook the station and the lights flickered. The holopanel blinked on and off several times. Benjam worked at the controls, bringing up his “design matrix” whatever that was, Kyren had no idea. He began a manipulating it and then overlayed it with another similar image. The two images merged and lines began to rearrange. The final pattern lit green.

      “But… how? I can’t believe it. You’ve solved my theory of bending time. Who are you people?” he exclaimed, looking from Alis to Kyren to Elarra and back again, his yellow eyes going wild.

      Benjam began to hyperventilate, and his tentacles began to curl inward. Suddenly he closed his eyes, retracted all his tentacles, from top and bottom both. His mouth shut and his face folded into his body. He went rigid and toppled over like a log.

      “Quick, grab him and let’s go, before he comes to,” Elarra instructed.

      Kyren just stood there stunned, unable to understand what just happened to the strange creature.

      “What the…?” Alis questioned, trailing off.

      “He’s gone into a sort of protective stasis. When threatened, brontians assume this form to defend themselves. Quick, let’s carry him out of here before he returns to normal,” Elarra urged.

      Kyren looked at Alis and nodded toward the strange being, now like a fleshy purple log. They hoisted him and made their way out the door.
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      Kyren and Alis carried Benjam between them, as Elarra followed with his large case, struggling to keep up. It had been several minutes when Benjam finally began to come around. His tentacles slowly began to uncurl, so they quickly set him down. Moments later, his face popped out of his torso and his eyes flicked open.

      His yellow orbs narrowed and he pushed himself into an upright position. “Where are we?”

      “We’re making our way back to the ship. Since you were incapacitated, we didn’t want to leave you behind,” Alis placated.

      “We’re too far from the escape pods now, looks like you’ll have to come with us,” Elarra said with authority.

      “Okay, fine, I’ll go with you people. But then you drop me at Omega Prime,” Benjam declared.

      “Agreed,” Elarra replied.

      “It’s gonna take too long to go back the way we came. Benjam, do you have access to station schematics?”  Kyren asked. “Maybe we can find a faster route.”

      Benjam extracted a holotablet from his satchel and handed it to Kyren, “It’s connected to the station network.”

      It took a few moments of searching before Kyren found what he was looking for.

      “Okay, let’s have a look at maintenance tunnels,” he said, examining the display intently.

      Kyren worked at the console, finessing the data from a myriad of sources, his fingers flying over the holopanel. After a brief flurry, he began to display schematics and maps on the screen, flipping through them, making annotations on some.

      “Okay I’ve got our route, we should get going before you-know-who gets here,” he said ominously.

      “Who is you-know-who?” Benjam asked nervously.

      “Never mind him,” Elarra soothed. “We should be okay if we hurry.”

      As Benjam trailed them, he asked again, “but who is you-know-who?” softly, almost to himself. He squiggled onward without an answer.

      Kyren led them through the winding, twisting maintenance corridors in search of the staging yard. Again he was thankful for his uncanny ability to follow a map in his head.

      Kyren was filled with dread when they stopped short as the buzzsaw sound of a burst of gunfire echoed down the hall. Maintenance workers in orange jumpsuits attempting to flee poured into the corridor, only to be gunned down in the intersection before they could find cover. Clattering around the corner, stepping over the dead bodies of those it had just gunned down, a deathbot came into view.

      Kyren paled and choked out “Run!”

      It turned to face them them, its red eyes flaring, and clanked across the deckplates as it crawled on its spider legs towards them. It raised the weapons pods and a whine began to emit as the weapons charged up. Benjam squiggled forward while reaching into his satchel. He fumbled for a moment, as they heard the weapons nearing a full charge.

      He finally withdrew a circular disk two inches diameter, and tossed it in front of him. It bounced once and came to rest just about the center of the space. Blue light flared from the disk and extended outward, creating a blue shield of energy covering the entire corridor.

      Mere milliseconds after the barrier was erected, barrages from both weapons pods streaked down the corridor straight at them. The high velocity slugs slammed into the shield, but the kinetic energy dissipated. Several more barrages slammed into the barrier but it held strong.

      “It’ll hold off the weapons but it won’t stop the thing from walking through and then blasting us” Benjam said with urgency.

      “This way,” Kyren said as he led them down another corridor and directed them to a crawlspace. “There!” he pointed at the large grate in the wall. Alis reconfigured her wrench into a pry bar and quickly removed the grate.

      Elarra entered the small crawlspace in a low crouch, following Alis. Benjam squiggled in behind her and Kyren pulled up the rear, pulling the grating back into place. They could hear the sounds of pursuit, the deathbot clacking across the deck plates coming after them.

      Reaching the end of the crawlspace, Alis pried the grate open and crawled out of the passage. Kyren followed and found himself at the dead-end of a short maintenance corridor, a door lying at the far end. Benjam had just exited the crawlspace into the corridor, when the door at the far end slid open. Alis gasped in terror.

      “You will die today. All of you. Your interference will not alter my plans,” Tharox began, his wide frame blocking the door.

      “Epsilon Computer, who is this strange being that I have not foreseen?!” he said in obvious surprise at Benjam’s presence, as he began to stride towards them. “No matter, you will all die this day.”

      Kyren shot a glance back to the crawlspace. They wouldn’t be able to escape before he was on them. He drew his blaster from his belt and began to fire before anyone could decide a course of action. Tharox cackled as the blue bolt of energy washed harmlessly over him. With tremendous speed he surged forward and delivered a mighty blow from one enhanced robotic arm straight to Kyren’s chest, driving him back into his companions. Benjam attempted to catch him with one of his tentacles, but bumped Elarra and caused her to drop his case, which popped open, scattering the contents on the floor.

      Kyren landed hard enough to knock the wind out of him, leaving him dazed for a short moment. Alis pulled out her wrench, still transforming into a hammer while it was swinging down in an arc for the back of Tharox’s head. Without even looking, he threw a strike backward and caught Alis in the gut, sending her stumbling and her wrench clattering to the floor.

      Turning on Benjam, Tharox reached out to seize him, but Benjam’s tentacles wrapped around Tharox’s wrists. His slender tentacles were much stronger than they appeared, and he was able to hold Tharox back. For a moment, at least. They grappled and danced around, each trying to get the upper hand, find some leverage.

      Bringing the awkward dance to a close, Tharox planted his foot on Benjam’s face and pulled with all his strength, servos in his arms whining and straining. With a disgusting pop, two of Benjam’s tentacles ripped free and black ichor sprayed from the stumps as he fell heavily to the deck, shrieking.

      “Hey Tharox!” Elarra shouted.

      She was standing amongst the scattered contents of the case, holding a strange device in her hands. It had a large metallic wire basket shaped into a hemisphere on the front, with two large electrodes inside. The squat body of the device had two handles and a trigger. She pulled the trigger and a whining sound began as the device charged up. A second later a blue orb formed within the basket and hung there for a second before blasting outward in a great expanding bubble of crackling blue energy.

      As it washed over Tharox, he suddenly went limp and fell heavily to the floor. The lights in the passage way showered sparks and blew out, plunging them into darkness. A light sprang on and Alis was revealed holding her wrench, now configured as a light source.

      “We need to go now,” Benjam said as he righted himself and began rapidly slithering toward the door, ichor dripping from his stumps, which even now Elarra could see were starting to grow back. “He won’t be down for long, that’s just an EM bubble generator. Its effects have only temporarily disabled his cybernetic limbs.”

      They dashed past Tharox and through the door into a branching corridor as he let out a furious howl. Alis spun and keyed the door shut just as the wicked cyborg was beginning to stand. Activating her cutting laser, she brought it into contact with the door’s control panel. It exploded in a shower of sparks. As they bolted down the corridor, Kyren could hear pounding on the door and the screeching of metal, as it began to buckle outward from the blows.
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      Alis followed close on Kyren’s heels as he led them through twists and turns, dodging down passageways seemingly at random. Turning a corner, Alis finally spotted a door labeled “Maintenance Yard.” Kyren hit the panel next to the door, but it flashed red.

      “Stand back,” Alis said, transforming her wrench as she approached the panel. She extracted electrodes and placed them on the panel. She worked at the small control panel in the side of the wrench. Several seconds later the panel went green and the door whooshed open. Closing the door behind them, Alis hit the control panel with her laser. She knew it wouldn’t stop him, but it might slow him down.

      She looked around and immediately spotted the most interesting feature in the large space. There was a hangar bay with three squat, green, well-worn shuttles. She made for the first one and rapidly inspected the exterior before opening the hatch and climbing in. She motioned for the others to climb in as she began the ignition sequence.

      “Benjam, are you okay?” Kyren asked.

      “I’m fine,” he replied cheerily.

      “But your arms’ are off!” Kyren exclaimed.

      “No they aren’t,” was Benjam’s reply. “Er, well, yeah but they’re growing back.”

      Alis glanced back to see he had already regrown several feet of his two tentacles. And thankfully he had stopped oozing black ichor.

      “So that was you-know-who. Why was he trying to kill us?” Benjam queried, his voice cracking. “What did I do to him? Why…”

      “Less talking, more concentrating!” Alis reprimanded.

      She powered up the shuttle and immediately lifted off, testing the controls experimentally. As she swung around, the door they had entered through exploded outward, clattering across the deck plates as it slid to a stop. Tharox strode into the hangar just as Alis hit the throttle, rocketing them roughly through the force field at the yard’s mouth and into the main tunnel.

      The shuttle shot down the wide tunnel, the black square of space at the end growing larger as they sped on. Short moments later, the shuttle burst from the tunnel and out into open space, as Alis struggled to avoid the weapons fire that was suddenly directed at them. A triangular craft had engaged them. Shit! She thought.

      “I’ll stay close to the station and try to lose them,” Alis cried, as she maneuvered closer to the station, fear injecting adrenaline into her system.

      Alis dodged the shuttle around support columns, under gantries, and over communications dishes as she pushed the shuttle to its top speed. Bursts of energy streaked past them as she performed evasive maneuvers, jostling them around the cockpit. A communications tower was blasted free and began a rapid tumble straight at the shuttle. Alis performed a barrel roll and corkscrewed around it.

      “There!” Kyren pointed off to the left. “Is that another tunnel?”

      Alis broke the shuttle toward the tunnel and coaxed just a little more speed out of the aged craft. She made the turn, throwing them against the wall as she performed a near ninety-degree maneuver. The craft bounced and skittered off the tunnel walls until Alis regained control. It screamed down the tunnel, barely enough room to spare. She could see a shaft ahead, rapidly approaching. Performing another ninety degree turn, the shuttle shot out of the station once more.

      “I think we lost it,” Alis said with relief after looking around. Spotting the hangar, she dove through the entrance and brought the shuttle to a halt next to the Ashari. Hurriedly boarding the ship, Alis dove into the pilot’s seat.

      As she was initiating systems, she called out with authority “Alright people, I need a jump solution, shields up, and weapons online.”

      Kyren readied the shields, and after scrolling through the weapons, asked Alis, “what’s a DS turret?”

      “Discarding Sabot. Bring it online, it fires solid projectiles that pierce EM barriers, maybe that will hurt these buggers,” she replied while rapidly working her own controls.

      The engines came to life and the ship lifted from the deck, the landing gear retracting. They all let out a collective gasp as they saw the black ship rise into view, blocking the opening as it powered up its weapons.

      Alis rolled the craft to the right, dodging the blast but crashing through a row of parked shuttles. Feeling trapped, she desperately tried to come up with a plan. Several more beams lanced into the hangar bay, Alis dodging all but one, which overpowered the shields and burned a long furrow in the ship’s skin, sending up sparks and gouts of flame.

      A panel opened on the underside of the ship and a turret with twin cannons popped out. Kyren triggered it and the turrets whined as they spat out high velocity non-ferrous slugs. The stream of fire stitched its way up the deck toward the opening and the lurking ship.

      The slugs found their mark and punched into the vessel, sending out a shower of sparks and flame. Alis cheered as the ship broke off its barrage and disappeared from view. Without hesitation she hit full throttle and the ship shot from the hangar bay like a bullet from a gun.

      “Alis, I don’t know where we’re going. I was only able to do it last time because I had foreseen it,” Elarra admitted hesitantly.

      “So you haven’t seen this? What the hell, Elarra?” Alis blurted, while tracking inbound craft.

      “I believe I can calculate a jump path,” Benjam said, surprising Alis.

      “Do it!” she barked.

      Benjam set himself before the console and began his calculations, “Do you have a specific destination in mind? Perhaps I should run a search based on parameters?”

      “No! Just pick a star and get us there!” Alis bellowed, dodging the fire from the incoming triangular craft.

      “Um, yes, but would you like an inhabited system, or a barren one?” Benjam questioned timidly.

      “Any. One. Will. Do,” Alis said through gritted teeth, while barrel rolling the Ashari.

      “Calculating final solution now, I think you should have the vector on your screen,” Benjam informed her as she maneuvered the Ashari to avoid the black ships.

      “Time to get out of here,” Alis cried as she lined up on the provided vector, then slapped the warp drive’s engage button.
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      As Elarra’s mind cleared, she looked around at the faces of her companions and felt a pang of guilt. How could she tell them everything? There were things she had to hold back, or it could affect the outcome, and she couldn’t afford to risk the future. The galaxy couldn’t afford her to risk it.

      Elarra straightened as her eyes began to focus. “Where are we?”

      “I jumped us nearly our full range to HD 201345, a massive O type star,” Benjam replied.

      “Sensor readings show we’re alone, no other ships in orbit detected,” Alis reported. “The star’s output should mask our signal, and there are no warp gates here.”

      Elarra was beginning to suspect several things. Between the knowledge gleaned from her visions and their recent experiences, she thought she had figured it out. Now she would need to convince the others.

      “While I am grateful indeed for the ride off the station at that opportune moment, what exactly is going on here? Will someone please explain? Who the hell was that guy?” Benjam said pointedly.

      “His name is Tharox,” Alis informed him. “And he is one unpleasant son-of-a-bitch.”

      “Well I certainly found that out,” Benjam replied, wiggling his newly regrown tentacles.

      “We know he’s a bad guy, he tried to kill Alis, and you Benjam,” Kyren began. “But what I want to know, Elarra, is how the heck he keeps getting ahead of us.”

      “It would seem that he has some foreknowledge of events. Prescience would explain much,” she said.

      “What? He can see the future? I don’t believe it.” Benjam said, flabbergasted.

      “I believe he intends to destroy the Consortium,” she proposed. “And I believe him to be capable. As you saw, he has already begun.”

      She knew it went well beyond the Consortium though. Tharox would murder and destroy until there was nothing left. Her visions had shown her that.

      “So if this guy can wipe out the entire Consortium, when millennia of war couldn’t destroy them, how the hell are we going to stand a chance?” Kyren exclaimed, incredulous. “I mean, you saw him take us down. He ripped Benjam’s tentacles clean off.”

      “It is time I showed you this,” Elarra said, extracting her journal and laying it out on the control panel. She revealed a page depicting Kyren and Alis standing on either side of a strange device, a great globe of energy hovering above them. “That is Tharox’s destruction. That is what you will build for us, Benjam.”

      “Wait, me?” Benjam replied in surprise.

      “What could I build that could possibly destroy a prescient cyborg with unstoppable ships and heavily armed deathbots. And anyway, who said I was even going with you crazy lot,” he continued fervently.

      “Right, I did promise to drop you wherever you wish. But Tharox may be waiting for you again, are you sure you want to go it alone?” Elarra said, desperately hoping to sway him.

      “Heh, I find myself in somewhat of a predicament, it would seem,” Benjam groused.

      “So you’ll help us?” Alis asked eagerly.

      “I don’t suppose I have much choice, since the option of running away is off the table,” he said, letting out a nervous little chuckle.

      “So Oracle, what’s the next move?” Kyren asked, fixing Elarra with a piercing stare.

      “My visions provide no guidance in this situation,” was her enigmatic reply, not willing to reveal any more than she already had.

      “Well, we know little of this enemy,” Benjam began. “So we need to find out more about this Tharox, if we are to stand a chance, right?” The others nodded.

      “I know of a place where we may be able to learn more. The Qurian society, which I am a member of, is an organization of knowledge seekers. We have a Knowledge Archive on the planet Darlos. Perhaps we could visit it,” Benjam suggested.

      “That sounds like a good idea to me. We’ll need to be ready to run, though. The system has warp gates, I take it?” Kyren asked.

      “Yes, there are several gates orbiting Darlos,” Benjam replied.

      “If Tharox is using the warp gates, he could be waiting,” Elarra said.

      “I will plot us a course and send it to your console, Alis,” Benjam advised.
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      After several intermediate hops, they warped into the system MX199, just beyond the orbit of the most distant moon of the planet Darlos. Taking time to scan the system, Alis picked up no sign of the triangular ships, nor any unusual comm traffic. Nudging the engines to maximum, the ship rocketed toward Darlos. She had no idea if Tharox would show up here, but she was harboring no illusions. If he could see the future, he would know they were coming here.

      She glanced at the fuel gauge, dismayed by the readings. The ship was running out of gas, there weren’t many warp jumps left in the tank. She would have to tell her companions sooner or later, but for now she didn’t want to burden them unnecessarily.

      As they approached the planet, she tuned in to the traffic control comm channels, noting the approach protocols and the landing vector provided. The planet soon came into view on the main screen, the brown and blue orb growing larger by the moment.

      Alis gasped when the sensors picked up a single triangular craft orbiting around from the far side of the planet.

      “Shit, he’s here already!” Alis cried.

      “Make for the surface, I will call ahead and get us a window through their ion shield and arrange a landing zone,” Benjam said before turning his attention back to his communications panel.

      “Weapons and shields coming online,” Kyren said while hastily bringing up his control panels.

      Alis was surprised at how adaptable Kyren was. He had taken to the ship’s systems quite well, she noted. Must’ve been his prior experience programming the fighting bots he had told her about, once long ago, it seemed, when they were aboard the Searcher.

      The ship was moving fast, and based on the vectors she knew they would be intercepted before they reached the surface of Darlos. Suddenly, Alis had an idea. It was crazy, but it might work, she thought. But for her idea to work, they needed to reduce their speed dramatically. And that meant turning into a great big target.

      “Kyren, put everything we’ve got into the forward shield, we’re gonna be taking some fire,” she said confidently.

      Turning to Benjam, Alis continued, “Benjam, do you think you could calculate another warp vector? One just inside the planet’s atmosphere?”

      “I don’t know, I’m not experienced in warp vectors.”

      “Can you try?”

      “If I am off by even a little bit, we could end up warping into the planet’s interior,” Benjam replied, quailing.

      “It’s gonna be our only shot. We can barely hurt those ships, we can’t take them head on,” Alis’ voice was grave.

      “Okay, let me see…” he trailed off, and began mumbling to himself. “Velocity vector, spatial dynamic compressor, yes, carry the sigma, drop the phi… then calculate the acceleration needed…”

      “C’mon Benjam, we’re getting in range,” Alis urged.

      “Just a few more moments,” he squeaked back in annoyance, sending her ears flat in exasperation.

      Alis commenced decelerating and began to estimate the trajectory needed for what she was planning. The ship sped ever closer, range reading on the instrument panel rapidly counting down. If this was going to work it would require split-second timing, and most likely it was going to be while under heavy fire.

      The ship’s triangular points began to glow, and white-hot bolts of energy arced out, streaming toward the Ashari. Alis held course, even in the face of the oncoming barrage. The bursts of energy slammed into their forward shield, whiting out their sensors for a brief moment, but the shields held.

      Several more bursts impacted with their shields and Kyren shouted “Alis, what are you doing? Playing chicken with it?”

      “There! Vector sent to your console, Captain Alis!” Benjam squeaked triumphantly.

      She gave no response, working furiously to align to the new vector. Alarms began to sound as Kyren’s panels flashed, but she payed it no attention. The shields would hold, or they wouldn’t, she couldn’t change that. But if this worked, they may yet evade the enemy again, if only for a short time.

      “Shields are failing, I can’t dump any more power!” Kyren exclaimed.

      “Everyone hold on!” Alis shouted, and then keyed in the jump vector Benjam had just calculated.

      Then Alis’ world turned upside-down as jump sickness set in. Her vision faded back in, flashing lights and alarm panels at her control station blinked furiously. She knew she should know what the lights meant, she just couldn’t seem to comprehend their significance. Then her hearing returned, ringing like a bell, but not loud enough to drown out the alarm klaxons that were sounding, in time with the blinking lights. She knew the number that was rapidly counting down on the panel was important, yet her jump-addled mind just couldn’t grasp the significance.

      Someone was yelling at her, somewhere in a fuzzy, far away place. The voice sounded familiar, but she couldn’t place it. Then Alis remembered… Shit, that was the altitude alarm! She snapped back to consciousness and immediately grasped the Ashari’s control orbs, trying to pull the ship out of its steep dive.

      As she wrestled the controls the readout dropped below one thousand feet, the ship plummeting to the planet’s surface like a stone. Alis struggled to arrest their descent, applying maximum power to the engines. She thought it would be close, she just hadn’t anticipated it would be this close.

      With herculean effort Alis fought to regain control as the ship plummeted toward a barren plain. The silver ship pulled up at the last moment, rocketing along no more than ten feet from the arid ground. Alis arced the ship back into the sky and keyed the sensors, locating the Knowledge Archive and making a course for it.

      “What the heck did you just do, Alis?” Kyren asked dazedly.

      “She jumped us into the planet’s atmosphere, effectively bypassing the enemy ship,” Benjam said informatively, having recovered quickly from jump sickness. “I’ve arranged for an approach path, on your console now, Alis.”
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      Alis guided the ship down the path and threaded them through the small window in the great domed ion barrier, it’s blue energy crackling in their viewscreens as they passed through. Kyren wondered what would’ve happened had the Darlosians closed the shield on them as they were passing through. Alis touched the Ashari down on the roof of a great skyscraper near the center of the large city.

      “Benjam, how nice to see you!” an aged human with a long gray beard exclaimed as they disembarked.

      “I see you’ve been in some trouble,” the old man said while pointing to the pale blue tentacles Benjam had regrown in a matter of minutes, back on Regalis.

      “Yes, we have, and I’m afraid we may be bringing that trouble with us,” he replied.

      “We’ve detected an unidentified craft entering our atmosphere. No matter, we are a peaceful planet, we have nothing to offer but knowledge, which we share freely with all. Besides, our ion dome is near-impregnable,” the old man said.

      “I hope you speak the truth, my friend. But for now, we need your help,” Benjam pleaded.

      “Ah, yes, help I can provide. But I’ve neglected your companions,” the old man crooned while stepping toward the rest of the group. “Hello, I am Milos the Lorekeeper.”

      “I’m Kyren, this is Alis, and Elarra,” Kyren said as he stepped forward and offered a hand to Milos.

      The Lorekeeper led them off the roof and into the massive structure, escorting them to the elevator down to the ground floor.

      “So what have you come here for, my old friend?” Milos asked bluntly.

      “Are you aware that the Consortium battles for its very survival?” Benjam questioned.

      “I only know that they are facing a serious threat, a new Crevak weapon of some sort that is laying waste to their fleets. The news has even reported that colonies have been destroyed. Is it true, Benjam?”

      “I wish I could contradict your understanding of the situation, but unfortunately I have seen it firsthand.” Benjam said seriously. “There is indeed a threat to the Consortium and likely the entire galaxy. We need your help to find out more about the enemy.”

      “What aid I can provide is yours,” Milos stated somberly, ushering them toward the doors and out on to the street. “I assume you are here for archive access, yes?”

      “Correct,” Benjam said. “We will need to be as fast as possible, so please open us a full data channel to the mainframe.”

      The Lorekeeper led them across the street to a low building ringed by massive stone columns. They descended a long staircase down into the bowels of the building. Kyren’s eyes took a moment to adjust to the dim interior. The large space was ringed by data terminals, many in use by a variety of beings. Milos led them to one of the terminals and held his hand to the panel. It flared to life, the borders of the holoscreen flashing green as access was granted.

      “Now, if you don’t mind, I’ll be off to see about that trouble you’ve brought with you,” Milos informed them while exiting.

      “I’ll program the search routine,” Kyren began as he started to swipe through the panel.

      “You’ll want source footage,” Alis interjected. “I’ve downloaded the sensor data from the Ashari into my wrench. Just let me interface it.”

      She keyed in commands and a data link to Kyren’s terminal appeared. He grabbed the data she provided and incorporated it into his routine. Feeling the pressure, Kyren built the algorithm as fast as he could, without sacrificing accuracy. They were sure to get only one chance at this before Tharox showed up, so he wanted to make it count. He indexed the images from the Ashari’s sensors, adding energy signatures and shield telemetry data into the mix.

      “There,” Kyren exclaimed after several minutes, “search is executing.”

      “Now we just wait,” Benjam said, twiddling his tentacles.

      A long moment later the console chimed and Kyren jumped, not expecting results this soon. Only it wasn’t the search, it was a call coming through. Milos the Lorekeeper’s visage flickered into view on the holopanel.

      “The unidentified craft has entered the atmosphere and is heading toward the city. It has failed to respond to our queries. We have sealed the ion dome in response. I just wanted you to be aware.”

      “Thanks for the warning, my friend,” Benjam returned.

      “Don’t worry, they won’t be able to breach the ion dome.” Milos comforted.

      “You haven’t seen what this guy can do!” Alis exclaimed over Benjam’s head.

      “Don’t worry young one, the shield is powered by a zero-point generator, it has near limitless power available to it,” Milos attempted to reassure her.

      “Sorry Mr. Milos, but I’m with Alis, that guy’s tenacious, if nothing else,” Kyren said.

      “I understand. You folks sit tight and I will keep you informed,” he said as his image faded.

      Kyren returned to watching the search proceeding, the minutes ticking by like hours, when the console chimed again. Everyone jumped, as Milos’ face reappeared.

      “The craft has focused it weapons on the ion dome. It is holding but the dome is heating up, which will in turn heat the city, so be prepared.” Milos said, his image disappearing almost immediately.

      A chime sounded on the terminal and Kyren jumped in to take a look. The search was requesting additional parameters. Kyren quickly coded in the necessary changes and restarted the process. Dammit, that would cost them precious time, he thought.

      “So does anyone have a plan for getting back out of here? I mean, we still have to leave this place sometime,” Benjam said broaching the topic that had been on Kyren’s mind as well.

      “I’ve already been thinking about that,” Alis said. “And we haven’t got a chance. To jump, you need to keep a perfectly straight vector, while accelerating through the center of the wormhole. There is a shearing effect around the fringes of the wormhole that will tear a ship apart if you run through it. Atmospheric effects will prevent us from maintaining a steady bearing, we’ll likely sustain damage if we try to jump before reaching orbit.” She explained.

      “Do you think we can outrun that ship?” Kyren asked her.

      “I don’t know, I’m not sure I’ve mastered the Ashari’s secrets yet. She might have the speed. Then again, have we seen the full extent of Tharox’s craft yet? I don’t know.” She replied uncertainly.

      “Well my vote is to run for it. After the way you flew that shuttle, Alis, I’ll trust in your piloting.” Benjam threw in.

      “Oracle, you have been quite silent, what’s your take?” Kyren said turning to Elarra.

      “It seems you all have everything well in hand. What more can I offer?” she replied quietly, a smile playing across her lips.

      “So I guess we try to run for it? Benjam, why don’t you get your Lorekeeper buddy to clear an exit for us when we need it. We’re gonna have to get out of here in a hurry once that search finishes.” Kyren directed.

      Benjam returned from his conversation with Milos and said “It’s arranged, we just contact traffic control to request an exit. I assured him that the craft would resume pursuit of us if we were to leave. He was quick to arrange our departure, it would seem.”

      The search dinged complete, and they all jumped. Kyren raced back to the terminal and extracted Theo’s data core from his bag. He slotted the core into the station and initiated the transfer. Seconds later he extracted the device from the socket and they sprinted for the staircase.
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      Kyren marched up the staircase and out onto the street, straight into Hades. The air scorched his lungs, and the wind whipped at his clothes and hair. His eyes dried out and felt like they were full of sand, exposed skin began to scald. The sky was filled with a wan red light, seeming like dusk or dawn.

      And there was fire raining down from the sky. Fist sized droplets of sizzling plasma dripped down from the ion dome above. People ran screaming down the streets, or huddled in doorways. The bodies of those unlucky enough to be hit by falling death still littered the streets. Kyren could smell smoke, a fire burning somewhere, and disturbingly, the odor of burnt flesh.

      “We’ve gotta make a run for it. There’s no other way back to the Ashari,” Kyren insisted.

      Benjam squiggled past, making for the street at top speed. Kyren shrugged at Alis and took off after him. Alis took a second to reconfigure her wrench, fashioning an umbrella of sorts, before darting out into the street, Elarra in tow. Kyren overtook Benjam, bolting across the street as fast as he could manage, his lungs protesting over the scorching hot air. He reached the other side of the street and darted under the overhang above the door.

      As he spun around, he had no room to react. There was nothing he could do to stop the glob of plasma streaming down from above, heading straight for Alis and Elarra. The plasma impacted with Alis’ wrench, splattering in all directions. Alis pulled the Oracle tight to her as they ran, sparks showering down as her wrench overloaded from the heat. With a final burst of speed they reached the other side, just as Benjam was entering shelter.

      The elevator ride to the roof felt like an eternity to Kyren. They returned to the inferno once more, and made their way to their ship. They reached the airlock and Alis went to key in the access code, but recoiled from the panel. With a look of determination, she keyed in the code, pain crossing her face each time her fingers touched the panel. The ramp whooshed down as the door slid up. Kyren would have cheered had he been able to spare a ragged breath. They scrambled up the ramp, Alis closing the door behind them.

      Alis immediately began to bring the engines online, “Alright people, look alive, we’ve got a wild ride ahead of us. So Kyren, shields and weapons. Oracle, get on the comms and line up our exit. Benjam, can you put together a jump solution?”

      They jumped to their dictated tasks. Kyren brought the shields up and began scrolling through weapons, queuing the ones that sounded the most lethal.

      “We’re clear for departure, there will be a window opening on the western face in thirty seconds. They’ll keep it open for ten seconds.” Elarra informed Alis.

      Alis hit the thrusters and lifted off, streams of white-hot plasma raining down from above, coursing over the Ashari’s shields and dripping down off the sides of the ship. Kicking in the main engines, the craft surged forward, plowing through the fiery rain making for the west. She wasted no time threading the ship through the small opening and rocketing into the sky.

      Kyren panned the sensors back to the dome and could see the triangular craft break off its assault on the dome and immediately fly after them.

      “Big surprise, we’re being followed,” Kyren stated.

      “Well, here goes nothing” Alis said and gritted her teeth, urging more speed from the Ashari.

      The enemy craft was keeping pace at first, but soon it was gaining on them. Alis struggled at her console, desperately trying to find a way to coax more power out of the engines. They rocketed upward, the ship dogging the Ashari’s every move. Tharox’s craft opened fire and the blasts slammed into the shields. Alarms sounded on Kyren’s panel as the shields began to fail.

      “Shit, there’s not enough power for the shields,” Kyren exclaimed.

      “I know, I’ve got it all routed to the engines, she’s going as fast as I can push her without stealing all the power,” Alis cried, as she juked the ship back and forth in an attempt to avoid fire.

      “Okay, how about we shoot back?” Benjam remarked.

      “Already working on it,” Kyren replied.

      Kyren hit the initiator and fired the torpedoes. He watched his viewscreen as the missiles shot out of the back of the ship, leaving a fine trail of smoke and dust in their wake. They corkscrewed toward the black craft as it opened fire, attempting to shoot down the projectiles. One torpedo exploded into a shower of green flame, but the second sped inexorably closer and closer.

      Kyren’s heart leapt as the torpedo impacted with the triangular ship and exploded with such power the viewscreen was overwhelmed for a moment. Kyren’s cheer was choked off mid-squeal as the ship reappeared in the viewscreen, apparently undamaged by the massive blast.

      “Just keep him off of us for the next few moments, we’re almost into orbit. Benjam, do we have a destination?” Alis grunted, dodging several more volleys of fire.

      “Destination ready, I’ve calculated the required vector and sent to your console,” Benjam squeaked promptly.

      Kyren switched weapons and targeted the ship with the DS cannon they had used back on the station Regalis. He let loose several bursts, but the ship dodged them all. He lined up a shot, but fired only a quick burst. The black ship dodged, but Kyren anticipated it and had already lined up the sights. He activated the weapon and a stream of non-ferrous composite polymer slugs harder than tungsten spat forth, bathing the metallic craft in a hail of projectiles.

      Tiny sparks blossomed where the slugs impacted, but the ship seemed unimpressed. A volley of white blasts of light burst from the tip of the craft and slammed into the Ashari’s shields. With a great flash of light the shield fragmented and was gone.

      “Almost… there…” Alis grunted, deep in concentration.

      “We can’t take another shot, shield’s gone!” Kyren cried.

      “Jump!” Alis replied as she punched the button.
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      The ship popped into existence in orbit around an an unnamed, ancient white dwarf only seventeen light years from Darlos. “It was the best I could manage given the conditions,” Benjam said, shrugging with his tentacles when Alis disclosed their location.

      “At least there’s no warp gate here, we should be safe enough for now, right?” Kyren said.

      “We must discover what is on that data core,” Elarra said quietly.

      Kyren produced the core and tossed it to Alis, who slotted it into the ship’s computer. Kyren took over the data feed to the main screen and began to sift through the core’s contents. Images and text flew by, records from a thousand races, translated on the fly into readable output and intelligible audio.

      There was so much data, Kyren needed to cut down on the noise. He started to code the data core’s structure, introducing sorting and categorizing algorithms, selecting only the most pertinent bits of data. A short while later, he felt he had enough information, so he sent it to the main screen for all to see.

      “I’ve found an entry from an expedition to an unnamed alien world from the Bureau of Cultural Reclamation. The expedition was led by a Dr. Christopher Fox. It seems he found a world abandoned by a race he dubbed the Azorians, because they had blue skin,” Kyren began to explain.

      “So the report shows they’re known as reapers, the deathbots are. The ships are called dragoons. It seems they are the weapons of war from a long-dead alien race. One whose ruins supposedly dot the galaxy. This research shows their remains have been encountered before.” Kyren continued, displaying a series of incomprehensible blueprints of the reapers and dragoons.

      “No one has ever encountered an active dragoon fleet,” he stated, cycling the next report onto the screen. “But…”

      “Here is the compiled archaeological report of an excavated dragoon base,” Kyren explained while displaying the photographs of the ruins and models of the underground passages on screen. “It was believed each base was controlled by a central supercomputer, according to these notes. It would have been networked with all the ships and bots.”

      “It looks like there was a biological interface,” Alis said while panning through some schematics.

      “Maybe that’s how Tharox controls the dragoons and reapers,” Benjam interjected.

      “Perhaps we should visit these ruins?” Elarra proposed.

      “I don’t think it would help, there is nothing left, no energy signature. The place is dead,” Kyren responded.

      “What about you, Benjam, do you see anything of interest?” Alis asked as she watched him studying his terminal.

      “Yes, interesting… that is a unique energy signature. It could mean… no, that’s not possible, it would require near infinite processing power. But maybe it would just be possible, if…” Benjam rattled on while examining telemetry.

      “What?” Kyren asked.

      “Well, such a signature is evidence of time manipulation.” He replied.

      “Okay, I still don’t get it,” Kyren said embarrassedly.

      “So you know how space and time are inexorably linked, right? Change one and the other responds. You curve space so much and you get a black hole, which affects time. You curve time so much and you get a time-singularity. Couple that with a massive energy source and a quantum computer, and voila!” Benjam said proudly.

      Kyren stared blankly.

      “The computer can see the future,” Elarra said quietly.

      Silence descended over the Ashari’s bridge.

      “Well,” Kyren said breaking the silence, “what do we do now? I mean, if Tharox has one of these computers, he’ll be able to see us coming.”

      “Not entirely,” Elarra’s voice wavered ever so slightly. “It appears that our interference has altered his perception of the future. His foreknowledge is not infallible, or we would not have survived.”

      “So what, we just hop around the galaxy hoping to find this guy’s base? And even if we do, what then?” Alis asked dramatically.

      “It might be possible to create an alpha wave feedback loop that could destroy the computer,” Benjam said. “We would need to interface with it directly, though.”

      “So if we take out his computer, we take out his army, eh?” Kyren wondered aloud.

      He had an idea, so he accessed Theophax’s database. He pulled up the interface and began to construct a data search. He fed in the recovered information from Darlos and waited. Moments later he had a response, his terminal dinged and displayed a green circle. He opened the display and poured over the results. Satisfied, he sent the data to the main screen.

      “There is an entry in Theophax’s data core matching that energy signature, albeit a very weak one,” Kyren posited, bringing up an orbital picture of some ruins amidst a great swath of green jungle.

      “From the looks of the place, it has been long destroyed, so I doubt this is Tharox’s base,” Benjam proposed.

      “That could well be true, but I don’t see anywhere else to go. Maybe we’ll learn something there,” Kyren countered.

      Alis looked up from her console and said, “The system does not appear to have a warp gate. We’ll need to make our way around the galactic core’s supermassive black hole.”

      “Why can’t we just jump through?” Kyren asked sheepishly.

      “When you target a warp jump, you need to locate a source of gravity like a star to anchor your jump point, otherwise you could end up anywhere in the universe. The closer we get to the core, the harder it’ll be to find a jump target that isn’t the supermassive black hole. Its gravitational signal dominates. So we’ll need to take a wide path as we star-hop around it. See? Simple,” Alis explained.

      “What do you need to create your feedback loop, Benjam?” Elarra questioned.

      “Well, I would need a quantum transducer, a lepton inhibitor and some small grav plates, and a number of other specialized parts. Oh, and a micro-singularity engine to power it all.” He explained.

      “Oh is that all? An MSE is insanely expensive, and nearly impossible to come by. But I do know a scavenger’s yard where we might be able to get some of the other parts. I don’t know if they’ll have what you are looking for but it might be worth a try.” Alis supplied.

      “Okay, then it’s solved. We go to Alis’ junkyard, then on to the ruins,” Kyren said decidedly.
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      It took them several intermediate jumps to reach the system of Nyloth, which gave Alis time to think, even though she didn’t want to. The Consortium’s 47th fleet was likely destroyed, she didn’t think the fleet could have survived the assault. That left the fate of her parents and brother in limbo. Had they survived Tharox’s destruction? Had their ship escaped? With despair, she knew it was unlikely. She hoped Elarra was right, that they really could stop him. She wanted payback.

      They popped into existence just outside the planet Karda’s orbit. Alis kicked the engines up, reaching full burn and rocketing them off toward the space station in the distance.

      “Kyren, Benjam, stay on those sensors. Keep an eye out for dragoons,” Alis ordered as she plotted a course for the station on the opposite side of the planet, thankful to have her mind now occupied.

      “So you think Tharox won’t know this is where we’re going?” Kyren asked the Oracle.

      “We will see, won’t we” she replied.

      Alis guided the craft around the planet, ever vigilant for signs of Tharox’s ships. As the massive station came into view, it was silhouetted by the system’s two suns. Four massive arms led out from a central cylindrical structure dotted with windows. Arrayed off of each arm were space docks and shipyards of varying sizes. Clumps of junk and other equipment she couldn’t immediately identify littered the space around the station.

      The void surrounding the station was buzzing with activity. Alis had to juke the ship to avoid shuttles several times as they zoomed past. As they got closer, Alis dropped their speed. The space docks they drifted by were all occupied with ships in various stages of repair or dismantling. Pinpoints of light burned in the darkness around one ship’s hull as space-suited workers wielded laser torches, cutting a derelict into pieces.

      She guided the Ashari towards a spoke sticking out from the station’s great arm, and lined up the tip of the spoke with their craft’s airlock. The Ashari linked up with the station and the locking clamps secured with a clank. Alis spun down the engines and began securing the ship for disembarking. She slid her wrench into her belt and keyed the airlock open.

      The blast of fetid air coming from within the station overwhelmed her heightened rillian senses for a moment, and she gagged. She had always hated the main corridors. Choking back her revulsion, she put on a confident air, even though she was shaken having to come back here.

      “Gah, what is that smell?” Kyren choked.

      “That is the natural odor of the vindels. Plus, they have poor air filtration technology, it would seem,” Benjam replied.

      “Right on both counts, doc,” she said, trying not to breath through her nose.

      “Are you sure you want to spend time aboard this rattle-trap station? There could be a catastrophic failure at any time,” Benjam worried.

      “The vindels run the station, so they are in charge of maintenance. You know how industrious they are. You’ve got nothing to worry about,” Alis replied. The lights in the corridor flickered and Benjam noticeably flinched.

      She let out a restrained chuckle, then keyed the Ashari shut and locked her up tight. Trotting after Kyren as he strode purposefully into the station, she noted how little had changed. Traversing several minor corridors, they reached a broad passageway that appeared to run the length of the station’s arm. As before, the passageway was lined with small stalls.

      As they passed, Alis looked into the first stall. Ew! She thought as she watched a giant green gelatinous glob with eyes secreting pink orbs from an orifice on what passed for its face, and plopping them into a bowl on the counter. She was further repulsed as a slender, brown-skinned humanoid with a yellow-scaled face purchased one of the orbs and popped it into its mouth, smacking loudly as it chewed.

      “There’s some equipment,” Kyren said, pointing to one of the stalls full of junky gear and random parts. “Maybe they’ll know where to get what you need.”

      “Not likely,” Alis said, steering them past.

      “We’ll need a broker of some sort, I suppose,” Benjam offered.

      “I’ve got one in mind already,” she replied enigmatically as she pushed on through the thickening crowd, a mix of vindels and other aliens.

      “Has she been here before?” Benjam asked Kyren.

      “I have no idea, but it sure seems like it, huh?” Kyren shrugged.

      The passageway began to widen, both horizontally and vertically. The size and relative quality of the stalls improved as well. Alis pushed on through the crowds bypassing the stalls and leading them toward the end of the large corridor and the great open space just visible beyond.

      Alis led them out into the great central rotunda, pausing to give them the chance to marvel at the size of the station. Out of all the stations she had visited, this scale was rivaled only by Regalis. The central chamber was two thousand yards diameter, and two hundred or more stories tall, ringed by balconies and doorways, criss-crossed with tremendous catwalks.

      The station was roughly the same diameter as Regalis’ city domes when you included the arms. And there were just as many people as on Regalis, but most of it was concentrated here in the center of the station.

      “So, where we going?” Kyren asked her pointedly.

      “Floor seventy-five,” was her reply, as she began toward a bank of elevators, the others struggling to keep up with her brisk pace.

      Alis quickly pressed the call button and an elevator flashed into place, doors opening with a ding.

      And she nearly passed out from fright, as Tharox stood before them. Only it wasn’t Tharox, she quickly realized, but another bathalian cyborg. But Kyren, his brain hadn’t made the distinction yet, and was reaching into his jacket for his blaster, a look of utter panic across his face.

      As Alis reached over and placed her hand over Kyren’s arm, she heard Benjam fall to the floor with a squishy thud behind her. Kyren looked at her in surprise then back to the bathalian, unsure of himself. The bathalian stepped from the elevator, trailing a cyborg woman and two children, configured the same, with full cyborg arms, legs, and eyes.

      “What the hell was that?” Kyren exclaimed.

      “Bathalians. You don’t know about them?” Alis replied, unable to keep the amusement from her voice.

      “Um, no. What’s a bathalian?” Kyren questioned while kneeling to check on Benjam.

      Benjam’s tentacles wavered and he spoke weakly, “Did he get us? Are we dead now? Is this the afterlife?”

      Unable to restrain a belly laugh, Alis held the elevator door and then explained, “That was a bathalian, they are one of the many member races that make up the Consortium.”

      “So Tharox is a bathalian?” Kyren questioned, while helping Benjam return upright. “Do they all get cyborg enhancement? Weren’t there two children? Weren’t they modified too?”

      “Yes, the children were cyborg, too,” Alis began, but was interrupted.

      “That’s terrible, cyborg-ing out your children…” Kyren exclaimed in shock.

      “Well, actually, the bathalians, they became so reliant upon cybernetics that they evolved to no longer need eyes and limbs, since they are “added-on” after birth,” Benjam squeaked, still bleary-eyed but firmly upright.

      They finished boarding the elevator and Alis keyed in their destination. It whooshed them to their floor in seconds, the incredible acceleration of the elevator dampened by the grav plates to a tolerable level.

      Alis was grateful for the quick trip, it prevented any awkward silences or even worse, any more questioning of her plans. She couldn’t risk being talked out of what she was about to do. It was likely their only chance at obtaining what Benjam needed to build his bomb. And truthfully, she wanted payback too. She caught Kyren glancing at her sidelong and she felt a touch of guilt for not revealing her plan.

      Striding off the elevator before anyone spoke, she led them clockwise around the great ring. She kept up a brisk pace, hoping her companions would keep quiet.

      “So where are we going, Alis?” Kyren asked again.

      “I know somewhere we might be able to find Benjam’s parts. So just let me handle it, okay? Just follow my lead,” she replied hastily.

      Good, she thought, she was nearly there. Up ahead was the Kalarian crystal stall, and after that, the alleyway. She led them past the stall of large oblong crystals, entered a narrow alleyway, and chose the third door on the left. She tentatively tried the handle. Finding it unlocked she opened the battered white door, hinges squealing. She cringed and quickly stepped inside.

      “Be right with you…” a gruff voice called out.

      Alis wasted no time. As the others were entering, she launched herself at the being who had spoken. She mercilessly delivered a kick to its back, sending the creature crashing into the shelves it had been working in front of. It rebounded, objects crashing to the floor, and landed heavily on its back.

      She immediately pounced and pinned the being’s arms with her legs, straddling his chest. With a clicking and clanking, Alis’ wrench was already reconfiguring itself in her hands as she brought it to bear. She hovered the wrench in its laser-cutting torch configuration just above the creature’s face. His three eyes went wide when it saw the torch light up as Alis squeezed the trigger.

      “Alis! Alis! Please, no, it wasn’t my fault!” he cried, the leathery layered flaps of skin covering his cheeks quivering as he spoke.

      “Renmo Graza, you sold me into slavery, you scum!” she cried back, waving the torch in front of his eyes.

      “Which eye do I take first, Renmo?” she said maniacally. “Or do I just take them all?”

      “You wouldn’t. You’re not that kind of person,” he retorted defiantly. “You crashed that shuttle. That was your mistake, you had to pay for it. Er, I mean you had to pay back the damages. That was the only way I could recover my loss,” he pleaded.

      She fully depressed the trigger, a laser beam scoring the floor next to Renmo’s head, the smoke wafting across his face. Part of her really did want to burn the fucker’s eyes out.

      “No, please, I’ll give you whatever you want, just don’t hurt me,” he flailed his skinny arms, his long and slender three-fingered hands grasping at her boots.

      Alis finally looked back at her companions, and saw Kyren standing behind her, Theophax’s ion pistol in his hands, trained on Renmo.

      “I’ve got a shopping list, and I expect you to fill it. Got it?” Alis demanded.

      “Well, that depends on what it is. If I don’t have it, I can’t give it to you, can I?” he blustered.

      She triggered another laser pulse, holding it for longer this time, the smoke causing Renmo to choke and cough.

      “Okay, fine, you made your point. Just let me up and I’ll see what I can do for your list,” Renmo replied lamely.
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      Kyren thought she might actually do it, but after a long moment, Alis withdrew her finger from the torch’s trigger and climbed to her feet, freeing Renmo from his entrapment. He quickly scampered back and into a sitting position. He made a great show out of getting up from the floor, flailing and struggling in exaggerated movements, groaning and sighing heavily.

      “Benjam, give this low-life alsacian your list” she instructed.

      Benjam quickly rattled off a flurry of components and equipment. Renmo nodded after each item. Once Benjam was finished, he sighed and said, “I’m afraid I don’t have an MSE, though I do have the rest, I believe.”

      “Fine, now you come with us to pick them up,” turning, Alis said. “Oh, and give me your chipscan.”

      “What? No, you’ve already cleaned me out,” he whined.

      A burst from Kyren’s ion pistol flew past Renmo’s head and impacted with the back wall of the room, sending out a shower of sparks. Jumping in terror, he quickly scrambled to pull his chipscan out of his pocket. He went to hand it to Alis.

      “No, key it open first. You know better than to give me a locked card,” she instructed.

      Begrudgingly, he placed his thumb on the card and it turned green. Alis quickly snatched the card and pocketed it.

      “I’ve half a mind to finish you here and now, Renmo. So if there’s any funny business, my friend here blasts you,” she threatened while turning to leave.

      “Fine,” Renmo retorted defiantly, and began working at a terminal to prepare the order before heading for the door.

      As they followed Renmo to his warehouse, Kyren asked Alis, “So that’s how you wound up aboard the Searcher?”

      “Yeah. And that stupid shuttle crash wasn’t even my fault, but I got blamed for it anyway. He had Captain Bulgren’s thugs drag me bodily into the Searcher.”

      “How did you wind up there?” Alis turned the question back on him.

      He couldn’t hide the look of pain that crossed his face at the memory. He struggled to speak, “I made a terrible mistake. It cost my brother his life.”

      She looked at him with concern, touching his shoulder gently, her hand lingering.

      “I was supposed to throw a bot-fight but I couldn’t go through with it. The crime boss killed my brother for it,” he said, choking up.

      Fighting back the sadness, he continued, “I made for the space station and got off the planet before he could find me. Little did I know his goons would be waiting for me there.”

      “That’s terrible, Kyren. I’m so sorry about your brother,” Alis consoled.

      “Here we are,” Renmo said, interrupting the conversation, thankfully distracting him from the painful memories.

      A grumpy looking vindel with graying fur greeted Renmo at the warehouse entrance, pushing a grav cart loaded with components.

      Benjam examined the contents and declared “I do believe this is all the components I requested. I won’t know if they work, though, until I’ve had a chance to examine them all.”

      “They’ll all pass muster, you know I’ve never sold junk, Alis. Tell your squiggly friend here everything is fully functional,” Renmo said proudly.

      “Well it better be, Renmo. Or I’m coming back for you, or rather, for your eyes,” Alis growled, as Kyren began to push the cart away.

      They arrived at the airlock to their ship and he noticed something amiss right away. The airlock door was wide open, and the control panel was detached from the frame, hanging by wires.

      “Shit! Someone’s trying to steal the Ashari,” Kyren said, drawing his ion pistol and rushing into the ship.

      He broke right and made for the bridge, picking up sounds of commotion. Entering the bridge with the others hot on his heels, Kyren raised his pistol, looking for targets. It took him a moment to comprehend what was going on. A dozen furry creatures the size of small cats swarmed the chamber, scurrying around purposefully on six tarantula legs. The control panels had been opened, revealing circuitry and wires, and the creatures were working on them with tiny tools wielded in four of their arms. They turned their flattened, primate like faces toward the new arrivals, and then promptly returned to their work.

      “Garloks!” Alis yelled. “Quick, shoot them Kyren!”

      Still confused as to what exactly the creatures were doing, it took him a moment to react. He took aim at the first one and squeezed the trigger. A pulse of blue energy took the nearest creature in the back, dropping it limply to the ground. The others reacted immediately, scattering and scampering away. Kyren began firing rapidly, strafing the room. Several more of the creatures dropped. Kyren watched in dismay as a few disappeared into an open ventilation shaft.

      “Oh no! They’re in the ventilation system now, I’ll intercept them, it comes out in engineering. You just keep on the ones in here,” she said, not waiting for Kyren to reply.

      Kyren kept firing until all the critters were down. It took moments longer than he had wanted it to. And worst of all, he wasn’t sure he’d gotten them all.

      He turned to the Oracle and asked, “What do we do with them?”

      “They are stunned, but who knows for how long. I suggest we remove them from the ship before they become conscious again,” she responded.

      Benjam snaked out his tentacles and began scooping up the limp forms. Kyren followed suit, then they exited the ship and dropped them in the corridor. They were on their second load when Alis returned from engineering bearing three garloks, two unconscious and one wriggling furiously in her grasp. Alis dropped the other two unceremoniously to the deck and held the mobile one up to her face and growled loudly, then tossed it away. The garlok hit the deck and rolled, coming to its feet and scurrying away down the corridor.

      “Kyren, make sure none of those buggers get back on board,” she instructed. “Let’s hope they didn’t do anything I can’t undo.”

      Once the new equipment was stowed, Alis repaired the door panel and then sealed the ship up. She and Benjam set about repairing the control panels and attempting to undo the alterations made by the garloks. It took several hours before the ship was space worthy again. All the while, Kyren was twiddling his thumbs, feeling fairly useless.

      As soon as the last panel was buttoned up, Alis hopped into the pilot seat and fired up her controls. She ran through diagnostics and tested the response.

      “Looks like we may have dodged a bullet there, it seems they didn’t get very far in their modifications,” she commented as she detached the ship from the docking tube and began to drift back from the station.

      “What were those things, anyway?” Kyren asked her.

      “Garloks. Really a pain in the ass, they are. They like to tinker, and have no concept of personal property. Sometimes they infest a ship, breeding in the ventilation system or service crawlspaces. They can completely cripple a ship,” she explained to him.

      Alis spun the Ashari around and prepared to fire up the engines when the lights went out and emergency power kicked in.

      “Shit, what’d they do now?” she said exasperatedly. “Damn, looks like they inverted the lepton coupler,” she said after poring over the control panel for a moment. “It’s okay, I can reconfigure the system,” she said while working furiously at her panel.

      “There!” she said as the lights came back on and the engines flared to life.

      Alis urged the ship to full throttle as she sped away from Keppa Station, dodging shuttles and space traffic, burning hard for open space.
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      “How long will it take you to build your bomb-thingy?” Elarra heard Kyren ask Benjam as they left station traffic control and entered open space.

      “I am not entirely sure. It depends on several factors, including the quality of the parts. Of which, I am highly uncertain,” he replied skeptically.

      “Well let’s find a nice quiet empty system so we can give you some time to do your work,” Kyren said.

      Benjam was already keying in a string into the navigation console. The nav computer accepted the destination and plotted the necessary vector between current location and prospective target, a solitary pulsating Cepheid variable star. Elarra watched in quiet contentment. She had her doubts, of course. She could have misunderstood her visions. But she was more certain every day that this ragtag group might actually be able to stop Tharox and bring an end to the destruction.

      After the jump sickness wore off, Alis ordered a scan of the system, and Kyren gave the all clear. Benjam began to squiggle off down the corridor, and the others followed. They entered the large space, at least thirty feet square. There were workbenches lining the walls and a low table in the center. Tools were strewn about and cabinets left open, evidence of Alis’ search for garloks.

      The aft wall was the entrance to the engine core, several small crawlspaces leading into the interior. Elarra watched as Benjam and Alis scurried about, bringing parts to workbenches, arraying devices out on the low table. After several minutes, Elarra turned to Kyren, who was obviously bored.

      “Shall we go to the galley and let these two work?”

      Kyren nodded and they made their way to the small dining room and kitchen. The ship was designed to hold a crew of eight, with four small sleeping quarters. The mess was quite small. A large picnic style table and benches stood in the center of the room, the kitchen lining the fore wall. Kyren sauntered over to the kitchen and began to prepare himself a preserved meal. Connecting the pouch to the rehydrator, he waited until it dinged. Elarra retrieved a protein bar from one of the cabinets, and they sat down at the table to eat.

      Even hundreds of years old, the food was still as edible and tasty as the day it was preserved. At least it seemed so by the way Kyren appeared to be enjoying it. She wasn’t so sure about her own meal, it was both dry and pasty at the same time. Edible, yes. Enjoyable, not really. Kyren kept looking at her, as if wanting to speak.

      “Yes?” she queried, surprising him.

      “I’m just wondering what tidbits of foreknowledge you have for me now,” he replied openly.

      “I have shown you much of what I have seen. But yes, there is much I have not shared with you,” she said, wishing she could postpone what was coming.

      “I know you haven’t told us everything. You keep saying we will defeat Tharox but how do you know that? And if so, how the hell are we supposed to pull this off? Where’s your drawing for that one?” he said angrily.

      “Your frustration is understandable, you do not have the benefit of centuries to teach you patience,” Elarra admonished.

      “Okay, so you’re saying you haven’t actually seen us beat Tharox, then?” he said incredulously.

      “Let me fetch my journal,” she said, tossing the unappetizing food bar into the trash receptacle and walking from the mess hall.

      She returned short moments later with one of her sketchbooks although she didn’t open it. She was silent, pondering how much to tell. Kyren was waiting with feigned patience. She could tell he was brimming with curiosity.

      Taking a deep breath and steeling herself, she flipped to the back of the book and withdrew a small sheet of ancient, yellowed paper. Laying it out on the table, Kyren seemed to be struggling to grasp what he was seeing. She watched his face as the image finally registered. Sadness and revulsion played across his features.

      “That’s you. And those are Tharox’s bionic hands around your neck, aren’t they?” he said, demeanor having become serious.

      “What do you know of liadi?” she asked him, deflecting the question, if only temporarily.

      “Only what I’ve learned about them from you,” he replied.

      “We start out as normal human children. But around ten or twelve years old, a liadi has their first vision. After which we cease to biologically age. That first vision, it is special.”

      “Special, how?” Kyren interrupted.

      “The first vision a liadi experiences, is a vision of their own death,” she said gravely.

      She watched as recognition spread across Kyren’s face, replaced almost immediately by a look of horror. “You mean you know Tharox is going to kill you?”

      Elarra could only nod, finding no words.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            48

          

          

      

    

    







            The Time Bomb

          

        

      

    

    
      “How exactly does your death at his hands equal victory? Sounds like defeat to me,” Kyren said a little more heated than he had intended.

      “Maybe it will help if I explain,” Elarra began to explain. “You’ve seen my sketches. Those sketches are a mere shadow of the full force of the vision. The sketch traps only one brief picture, whereas the vision itself is like living an entirely separate life, complete with not just all the senses, but with feeling. Often times the meaning of the vision is not entirely obvious, other times the purpose rings loud and clear.”

      Kyren waited, willing himself to stay calm, even though he felt like screaming. How could they just let this happen to her? There had to be a way to save her, he thought desperately.

      The Oracle continued, “I’m afraid you’ll have to be satisfied with my assurances. Our victory over Tharox will happen, of this I am certain, though I know I will not see it firsthand.”

      Tears welled up in Kyren’s eyes as the anger melted to sadness. He quickly turned away and made for the hall, not letting her see the tears that had rolled down his cheeks. He made for the bridge, seeking solitude.

      Kyren spent the next several hours brooding. He scanned Theo’s data core apathetically, trying to pass the time with a distraction. But his mind kept returning to the Oracle’s revelation. He swore to himself he would find a way to save her, and gave up on the data core. He pulled himself from the command seat and made his way back to engineering.

      The door to the engineering bay opened with a quiet whoosh as he approached. He stepped into total chaos. Parts and equipment were strewn throughout the space. On a central table, Alis and Benjam worked.

      “No, no, you’ve got it all wrong, Alis. It goes in like this,” Benjam said while flipping the piece of tech over and handing it back to her.

      She grunted and attached the device, using her wrench as a laser torch to fuse it to the frame. Neither had noticed him, so he cleared his throat. Benjam did not even look up, Alis only glanced his way for a second before returning to her work.

      “Still working, I see. I’ll leave you to it,” Kyren said to no one in particular, and left engineering.

      He returned to the bridge and took a seat in the command station again. Leaning back, he propped his feet up on the console. Hopefully, he thought, they’ll be done by the time I wake up. Closing his eyes and clearing his mind, he drifted off to sleep.

      According to the clock, he had been asleep several hours when a gentle hand shook him awake. He stretched and tried to work the kinks out of his neck.

      “Are they finished?” he asked Elarra as she stepped back to allow him to exit the console.

      “It would seem they are ready,” she informed him.

      They exited the bridge into the narrow but well lit corridor that ran the length of the ship’s starboard side. Each half of the ship was a mirror of the other, laid out symmetrically, with the bridge at the front of the craft. They passed amidship and the living quarters. There were four crew quarters with two bunks each, and two officer suites, the larger of which would belong to the captain. They passed the mess and heard the sound of laughter echoing down the halls.

      “…and the xalorn said to the alsacian, that’s what she said!” Benjam finished as Kyren and Elarra entered engineering. Alis waved and wiped tears from her eyes, clutching her belly as if it would fall off.

      “Sorry, bad science jokes, I’m afraid,” Benjam said by way of apology. “I’m guessing you’re not here for the comedy? Somebody set us up the bomb… c’mon Alis, let’s show them. It uses alpha gravity waves to warp time, creating a time-singularity, sort of a “black hole” of time. It will synchronize with the Epsilon Computer’s own time-singularity core and when we detonate ours, it will go as well.”

      Benjam squiggled aside and revealed the device he and Alis had constructed. The base was the approximate size and shape of a briefcase laid on its side. There were several tubes, a cylinder, and other stuff Kyren couldn’t identify scattered around the base of a beach ball sized wire sphere. There was a faint light flickering within the center of the sphere.

      “We had to cannibalize the DS cannon’s EM oscillator, though. It wasn’t the best replacement for an MSE, but it’s done the trick,” Alis informed him. “So unfortunately we’ll have to do without that weapon system.”

      “In order to activate the device, then to arm it, enter this sequence,” Benjam demonstrated. The sphere filled with glowing energy and began to pulsate, bathing them in a sickly green glow. “Then this button here…” he said pointing again, “…detonates.”

      As they returned to the bridge, Kyren asked, “What is our route to the ruins? How long will it take us?”

      Benjam slithered into the auxiliary terminal and began keying in a navigation routine. “Our destination is a binary star system referenced in the data core as FX2099-335A. This system resides in the galactic halo near the center of an old star cluster. The ruins are reported to be on the surface of the fourth planet from the suns. It should take us only a few hours of star hopping to reach the outer halo.”

      “Great, get me a jump solution!” Alis said exuberantly as she slipped into the command station.

      Kyren slid into his respective auxiliary station, a twinge of fear accompanying the trepidation of the unknown. Then he steeled himself for the coming trials, and swore to himself he would save Elarra. Then he went loopy as jump sickness scrambled his brain.
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      It took several hours and far too many jumps for Kyren’s liking, his head pounding by the end of the journey. The ship made its final warp jump into orbit around FX2099-335A’s fourth planet as he sighed in relief. Benjam worked the ship’s sensors while Kyren just took in the view.

      Planet Four, as it was referenced, was listed in the data core as a “gaia” world, lush and tropical. The description was certainly apt, he mused as he stared at the great green and blue orb in front of him.

      “Nothing on sensors yet,” Benjam said breaking Kyren’s reverie. “Alis, let’s take a pass around the planet and I will keep looking.”

      Alis charted an orbital path and fired up the thrusters, and the planet slowly grew larger in the viewscreen. It rolled on beneath them as they grew close, the Ashari’s sensors sweeping from pole to pole in a wide net. They were nearly around the planet when Benjam’s holopanel started blinking.

      “We’ve got signal. Main screen turn on,” Benjam said, and a chart of the signal strength and frequency appeared overlaying the planet.

      Kyren zoomed the viewscreen to the origin point of the signal. He located a massive clearing amidst the unending jungle. There were scattered husks of ancient buildings, but the way was mostly clear.

      “At least we’ve got a landing pad,” Alis said, eying the clearing, “I’ve not seen anywhere else on land I could put down. The vegetation here is incredibly dense, I’ve never seen a place like this before.”

      As the ship began it’s de-orbit, the computer provided a scale reading overlaying the scene, indicating the void in the impenetrable jungle was miles across. Finally on close approach, they could make out details that were invisible from orbit. There were structures in the clearing, though mostly nothing more than skeletal metal frames. They dotted the clearing, in seemingly random placement. The gray ground between was smooth and unbroken, stone or some form of concrete.

      Alis led the ship in a lazy arc around the clearing, providing a close-up view on the expansive main screen. Surprisingly free of debris and vegetation, the spaces between the decayed structures formed courtyards and winding streets that would have been a near maze had the buildings still been intact. She located a suitable landing site between two large multi-story building frames, and touched the ship down lightly like a songbird landing on a branch.

      “Sensors show the atmosphere is breathable, although this air is quite oxygen-rich,” Benjam spoke. “The signal I detected originated from the center of this clearing.”

      “Well then, let’s go have ourselves a look,” Kyren said, tucking the small autopistol he had liberated from captain Gravos into his belt.

      “We need to be cautious, there’s no telling what is out there,” Benjam worried.

      They disembarked the Ashari into the humid tropical air, Kyren leading the way through the maze of skeletal buildings. While there wasn’t any apparent pattern to the layout of the ancient buildings, Kyren did observe that the closer they got to the center, the denser the structures became. They wound their way around the more substantial structures, but stepped through the spindly frames, making toward the central building, which appeared to be mostly intact.

      Soon enough they were standing in front of the massive building, its two large doors ajar, murky shadows lurking within. Kyren motioned for the others to stay as he drew the pistol from his belt. He found the safety and disengaged it, then crept toward the gap between the doors, keeping the pistol raised in front of him. He slipped through the gap and allowed his eyes to adjust.

      The sliver of light falling from the doorway illuminated the floor for twenty or so feet, but it couldn’t reach the heights of the vaulted ceiling or the far wall of the cavernous space. Suddenly, light beamed in behind him as Alis shown her wrench-now-flashlight into the darkened room. As she panned the beam around, Benjam and Elarra came in behind her.

      As Alis slewed the light around so they could see the walls. They were not entirely smooth, they seemed to be etched with tiny circuitry, as if the building were a massive computer masquerading as a mundane structure. The beam stopped on the far wall as she spotted an entrance leading underground.

      “I suppose that’s our only option,” Kyren said, advancing across the space, following Alis’ beam, his shadow on the far wall an inky black giant mimicking his every move.

      They reached the passage leading down and were presented with a long staircase leading deep underground. As they descended the smooth stone stairs, Alis shone her light around the stairwell, illuminating the same circuit printed walls as in the building above. They reached the bottom of the long staircase and looked down a hallway with corridors branching off on either side, spaced about fifty yards apart.

      It took Kyren a moment to realize there was a source of light other than Alis’ wrench. Long strips of a glass-like material ran down the center of the ceiling, and were emitting a faint blue light.

      “Let’s check out these corridors,” Kyren suggested.

      The blue ceiling lights extended down the side corridors. Each corridor the passed ended in a “T” with another hallway, extending off to the left and right. Deciding against exploring the side passages, Kyren led them further down the main hallway. He could see a doorway at the end of the hall leading into a large open space and approached cautiously, pistol held before him. Entering the space he quickly panned around, searching for danger, but the cavernous room was empty.

      Suddenly, a deep throaty growl echoed down the hall behind them, causing him to whirl. Kyren could just barely make out a dark shape at the bottom of the staircase. It strode on six legs, moving fluidly like a great cat stalking its prey. The inky-black fur soaked up the wan blue light as if it were a black hole. Then Kyren spotted the tail, curling up and over the back like a scorpion’s, tipped with a dagger-like spike. While he had never seen one in real life, he knew the beast. He had seen them in vids, and a bot he and his brother had fought once had been modeled after one.

      “Shit, skaljir beast! Run!” Kyren yelled, motioning for them to move.

      As the others filed past, he stepped into the hall and raised the pistol, trying to decide if he should try firing at it. The beast began advancing down the corridor. Kyren glanced behind him and saw the others retreating rapidly. He backed up a few steps and turned and ran after the others. Glancing over his shoulder he saw the creature break into a run.

      “There!” Benjam said, pointing at a huge door off to the left. Kyren could see it was raised slightly, it looked as if it would be possible to wriggle underneath and through. And it was probably too small for the skaljir beast. He hoped.

      They bolted as fast as they possibly could. As they reached the door, Kyren chanced another glance back and saw the skaljir enter the cavernous space at a run. Alis pushed Elarra forward and she immediately dropped to the ground and shimmied through the small crack beneath the door. Alis went next, then Benjam. As he began to wriggle through, it became apparent to Kyren that he wasn’t going to slip through.

      “Push me, Kyren!” Benjam exclaimed desperately as he struggled to get through the gap. Kyren planted his foot on Benjam’s back and pushed. As the brontian popped through the opening, Kyren looked up. Every instinct screamed to run, so he bolted, knowing there wouldn’t be enough time to get through the gap before it was on him. So he ran faster than he had ever run in his life, not even chancing a look back.

      Knowing the beast’s speed outmatched his own, it would only take moments to catch him. Then he spotted his salvation, another door, barely raised. He put on a burst of speed and dove, sliding through the gap into darkness beyond. And then he was falling through the darkness. A second later he slammed into a steep earthen slope and began tumbling down through the blackness. Bouncing off the ground, his head connected with a rock, and unconsciousness descended.
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      Kyren came to, sprawled in the dirt, smothered by the darkness. He had a moment of terror as his brain struggled to comprehend his situation. He slowly hoisted himself into a sitting position and gingerly touched his head, wondering how long he had been out.

      “Ow,” he said to no one in particular as he fingered the large goose egg on the back of his skull.

      As his eyes adjusted, he could make out faint light filtering in through a cleft in the cavern wall. He could now see he was in a natural cavern, fifty yards wide, sitting at the bottom of a large rocky slope. It was a miracle he hadn’t suffered any broken bones, he thought. The cleave in the far wall where light was filtering in was big enough for a man to slip through.

      His head swam as he stood. It took a few moments to steel himself and stop the spinning in his head. He approached the cleft in the cave wall and peered in. It made a sharp turn to the right about fifteen feet in. Kyren advanced cautiously down the gap.

      He continued on and the glow became brighter, the blue light of the corridors leaking into the crack. Kyren exited the cleft in the rock and stepped into a corridor much the same as the others they had encountered. He quickly scanned up and down the hallway, reaching to his belt. Cursing himself, he realized he had lost the pistol in his tumble down the rocky slope.

      Picking a direction at random, Kyren set off. After wandering for what felt like an hour, Kyren came to dead-end corridor. The door at the end was sealed, but the control panel set into the frame was lit. Kyren crept forward to investigate, listening for any sounds on the far side of the portal. He reached the door and hesitated. Should he open it? What could lie on the other side, another skaljir beast, maybe. Or a way out.

      He decided to risk opening it, and hesitantly touched the panel. With a clunk and a screech of gears, the door opened a crack and then stopped. He hit the panel again and it opened another few inches, groaning and squealing. A third try opened it enough for him to slip through.

      As he entered the chamber, bright white lights flickered on. He shielded his eyes from the light as they struggled to adjust from the dim conditions. After a few moments he looked around the modestly-sized space. It seemed to be an engineering bay of some sort, equipment was scattered around the tables and low benches lined the walls.

      Against one wall was a large cabinet, taller than Kyren and just wider than his arm span. There was a control panel to the side of the large container and it was lit green. Kyren tapped the panel and with a hiss a door popped open and panels slid back, retracting to reveal the contents of the case. His jaw dropped as he immediately recognized the it.

      He had seen plenty of vids, and the Theta Block police had worn them as well. It was an exo-suit. The armored suit stood as tall as Kyren, its black exterior covered in black plates and metallic mesh. As the doors completed retracting, the exo-suit’s armored skin peeled back, creating enough room for a humanoid figure to enter. Unable to contain his excitement, Kyren climbed into the suit.

      With a clacking and whirring, the suit went into motion, closing up and encasing him. The helmet extended from the collar of the suit and closed over his face. A HUD flickered to life as he flexed his arms and legs, testing the motion of the suit. It moved fluidly, not hampering his movement in any way. It felt like an extension of his own skin.

      He stepped out of the cargo container and examined his forearms, each bearing a boxy rectangular protrusion. He examined the HUD and saw a representation of the suit, status green. He flexed his wrist and turned his hand and was startled as two wicked looking metal blades extended from the forearm. He flexed the other wrist the same way and two blades popped out of the other forearm. Kyren grinned and wondered if it responded to voice commands as well.

      “Helmet off,” he said experimentally.

      With a hiss and a whir, the helmet retracted into the collar. He couldn’t help but feel a burst of excitement. He had an exo-suit! Now to find the way out of this maze, he thought.

      Kyren reached the door and realized the gap was too narrow for the bulk of the suit. He hit the panel and the door made a grinding sound, but refused to move. Subsequent taps on the panel resulted in no more movement. Wondering if the suit had enhanced strength, he grabbed the door with both hands and heaved. With a squeal of metal, it pushed into the wall nearly a foot, leaving a gap wide enough for the armored suit to slip through.

      Returning to the maze of corridors, Kyren continued searching for a way out. The exo-suit’s servos whirred as he walked and the sounds of his footfalls echoed off the filigreed walls.

      “Light on” he said tentatively and panels popped open on his shoulders, and beams of light shown against the far wall of the chamber he had entered. The left wall of the chamber had completely crumbled, giving way to a partial cave-in. The ceiling had also given way, and he could see a beam of light actively sweeping the room above.

      Scrambling up the rocky slope, he peered through the hole into a space mirroring the one he had just occupied. In the doorway in the far wall stood a familiar figure, passing her light through the darkened room and momentarily blinding Kyren.

      “Hey, watch it with that light, lady!” he said jovially.

      “Kyren!” Elarra cried, pushing past Alis, rushing into the room as Kyren struggled to climb out of the hole.

      “I thought you were done for, I’m so glad to see you are okay,” Benjam squeaked. “And I see you’ve found an exo-suit. Magnificent!”

      “Please tell me you’re not as lost as I am,” Kyren said to Alis as she entered the room.

      “I’m afraid I can’t,” she said. “We’ve been wandering these halls since we got separated.”

      “Well let’s see if we can find a way out of here,” Kyren murmured, turning to get his bearings.
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      They had been wandering the corridors for hours when Kyren noticed the walls began to change. Now, in addition to the circuitry tracing the walls, chips and other electronic components protruded in patches distributed randomly.

      “Is that daylight ahead?” Alis questioned hopefully as they turned a corner.

      Kyren looked down the hall and spotted the glow coming from a branching corridor. It was flickering slightly, the brightness wavering. He stepped out in front and extended the suit’s wrist blades. He reached the branch and peered around, looking into a huge chamber at the end of a short hall. The light within the room flickered and dimmed randomly.

      “Not daylight, but let’s check this room out,” Kyren suggested.

      He crept into the room ahead of them and immediately gawked at the size of the space. A grand circular chamber hundreds of yards across sprawled out before them. Cables and wires hung down in great loops and strands from the ceiling, which was at least two stories above.

      As they walked out into the cavernous space, Kyren could see the chasm at the far wall. The floor ended with a low metal railing. A slender podium stood against the edge, overlooking the pit. There were lights blinking on the podium. Benjam squiggled forward to the panel and began to examine it.

      “It seems to still be active,” he said, punching a button with his tentacle.

      “Wait! Don’t…” Alis cried, but it was too late.

      There was a tremendous hiss of static and a long beep. Then a garbled voice originated from nowhere began to speak, cutting in and out.

      “…computer is onli…please pro… your query…” it said in a metallic robot voice.

      “What are you?” Benjam asked.

      “…am known as Rho Computer… have been desig… tool for Azoria…”

      “What is Azoria?” he said rapidly.

      “Azorians are… that created Rho Computer,” it replied mechanically.

      “What is your purpose?” Benjam followed up.

      “…purpose is facilitation of… activities. Insufficient computational pow… calculate future course.” The computer said enigmatically.

      “Are there any other computers?” Benjam interrupted.

      “War facilit… many loc… galaxy,” it replied

      “Are there any facilities still intact?” he inquired.

      “Epsilon Compute… system D4513-H1… planet three… still operational,” it stuttered.

      “Can you provide coordinates to D4513-H1?” Benjam asked hopefully.

      The computer listed a set of coordinates, but it cut in and out.

      “Can you repeat?” Kyren asked the computer.

      It recited the coordinates again, still mostly garbled. Kyren thought about it for a moment, then asked “can you display the coordinates on a screen?”

      A holopanel flickered to life above the podium, flickering in and out of existence. Kyren looked intently but could not make out the numbers amid the static.

      “Hold on, let me try something,” Alis said, stepping forward.

      She transformed her wrench into what looked like a data reader, and extended the electrodes. Attaching them to the podium, she began to work at the holopanel hovering above her wrench’s transformed form.

      The display began cycling through a rainbow of colors as she worked, but it still kept flickering. “Damn, let me try again.”

      A few moments later, the display stabilized.

      “Aha, I can see the coordinates!” Benjam exclaimed.

      “Great, we’ve got coordinates to investigate. Now we need to get out of here. Computer, how do we return to the surface?” Kyren spoke.

      A map shimmered into existence before them. A blue line illustrated a path leading to the surface. Kyren committed the map to memory, building the route mentally.

      “Well, we’ve got what we came for, we should get out of here before we encounter another skaljir,” Kyren said.

      Kyren began to follow the route dictated by the computer, winding his way through the corridors. Leading the way, his wrist blades extended, he listened for the telltale growl of the skaljir. A faint huff, and he spun but it was already too late. A huge spike erupted from Benjam’s torso, black blood spraying Kyren and his companions as the scorpion-like tail punched through from behind.

      The skaljir retracted its tail and pounced on Benjam, ripping and tearing the brontian’s flesh. Kyren screamed a battle cry and lunged at the beast. It broke off its attack on Benjam and squared off against him, growling deep in its throat. Then it leapt, crashing into Kyren and sending him tumbling to the ground. The beast’s jaws closed around his forearm as it used the powerful muscles bulging in its neck to attempt to rip his arm off.

      He strained against the beast’s great strength, the servos of his exosuit whining loudly in protest as he fought to keep from being whipped around as the skaljir shook its head. Kyren spotted the tail spike bearing down on his head just in time to block with the wrist blades on his free arm. It retracted in preparation for another strike.

      With a heave, Kyren stood and dislodged his arm from the creatures mouth but tumbled back to the floor. The skaljir did not hesitate and immediately pounced on him.

      “Helmet on,” Kyren managed to say just as a mouthful of fangs descended toward his face. The wickedly sharp teeth snapped harmlessly against the faceplate.

      He coiled his body, planting his feet against the beast’s chest. He kicked with all his might, the suit’s enhanced strength driving the large beast backward into the wall. It returned to its feet just as Kyren regained his. He raised his arms defensively like a boxer and began to circle the skaljir. Its spiked tail wavered above its head, looking for an opportunity to strike.

      The skaljir charged and Kyren circled, keeping his blades at the ready. It darted forward, striking rapidly with its tail, the force of the blows driving Kyren backward as he blocked. The tail drove forward toward his faceplate. Twisting to the side, he brought one of his wrist blades down on the tail, severing the tip, dropping the spike to the floor.

      Blood sprayed the walls as the skaljir whipped its wounded tail back. It growled and hissed at him, dropping low. Pressing his advantage, Kyren bellowed and charged the wounded beast. It whipped its now harmless tail forward in a parody of a strike, spraying Kyren with gobs of blue blood. He bellowed and lunged, pushing his advantage. The beast backed away.

      “Lights on!” Kyren cried and the lights on his shoulders activated, illuminating the creature in a pool of blinding radiance. The skaljir snarled one last time before turning and bolting down the corridor.

      “Benjam!” the Oracle cried, kneeling next to the brontian, a pool of black blood seeping out from his wounds, pooling on the floor.

      As Kyren watched, the great hole in Benjam’s chest began to knit itself back together, the blood oozing out now, no longer flowing freely as it had seconds ago. A short moment later, the hole had closed entirely. Benjam’s eyes opened and he let out a groan.

      “What happened?” he croaked, trying to prop himself up with his tentacles.

      “You were struck by the skaljir’s tail,” Elarra explained. “I’m happy to see your brontian regeneration is going strong.”

      “What happened to the… oh!” Benjam said, interrupting himself when he spotted the severed spike from the skaljir’s tail.

      “C’mon, let’s get out of here before it comes back with friends,” Kyren said.
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      Once safely in orbit, Benjam watched as Kyren stowed the exo-suit. It hissed and whirred as the armor peeled back to allow him to exit. It remained standing like a dutiful soldier, waiting for him to return. Benjam could tell Kyren’s confidence had grown tremendously since acquiring the suit, but he still had doubts. He hoped the suit would at least put Kyren on par with Tharox.

      Breaking the silence that had settled over the bridge, Kyren asked, “Do we have a good fix on those coordinates, Benjam?”

      “I’ve run them through the astromech database and the location is near the center of the galaxy. In fact, an ancient star cluster orbiting the supermassive black hole that lies at the center. The space around is densely packed with stars, it will be difficult to get a fix on our target, making warp jumping much more difficult,” Benjam explained.

      “So that route you’ve got highlighted, what is that?” Kyren said to him, pointing to his screen.

      “Yes, I was about to get to that.” He responded immediately. “It seems that the system that hosts the Epsilon Computer is connected by a warp gate. The path you see is a combination of star hopping and warp gates. It should take us to our destination in a matter of hours.”

      “Hours only if we don’t meet resistance. Remember Tharox uses the warp gates. He could just be waiting for us. I mean, his computer tells the future, right? He could know we’re coming,” Alis interjected.

      “Oh dear, let’s be sure to stay away from the warp gates. Let me find another route,” Benjam said while rapidly reconfiguring their route.

      He wanted to avoid conflict for as long as possible, even though he knew it was inevitable. And that terrified him. He had spent his life as a scientist, a quiet introspective existence. All that had changed when these crazies had shown up on his doorstep. And now they were on their way to face off against the hulking cyborg that had nearly killed him, and an army of reapers and dragoons. Oh yeah, and a prescient computer, too. These odds were madness.

      Yet, somehow, the creepy earth-child had solved his greatest problem, the equation he had been working on for decades. She brought the answer right to his doorstep. Mere coincidence was possible, but implausible. He had never shared his research with anyone, and his equation was unique, as far as he could tell.

      What’s more, the solution allowed him to construct the device that would supposedly defeat the bad guy. Too much coincidence altogether, he thought to himself.

      “Okay, so we star-hop our way there, and avoid using the gates. So what if it takes longer. I don’t want us to come out of a warp gate into the middle of a dragoon fleet. Let’s pop in at the edge of the system so we can get a good scan before we approach.” Kyren recommended, interrupting Benjam’s introspection.

      “That will give them time to mount a defense against us if they spot us coming.” Alis replied. “Luckily, I may have a way for us to remain invisible, at least at range.”

      “When the garloks inverted the positron coupler, it gave me an idea. If I keep the coupler inverted and reconfigure the plasma induction system, I may be able to cut our engine signature by ninety-five percent. We’ll just be a blur on their sensors, at least at a fair range, I hope. We’ll even have at least half power, if my estimates are spot on,” Alis spoke confidently.

      “Elarra, you’ve been quiet. What do you know? What can your visions tell us?” Kyren asked, turning to face her where she sat at the console.

      “I know nothing more than you, at this point. I know we will succeed, but the how remains unknown,” was her honest reply.

      “Kyren, while Alis works on her plan, will you accompany me to engineering. I have constructed something for you that may even the odds.” Benjam said, squiggling his way out of the bridge and down the hall. Kyren entered engineering behind the brontian and followed him over to a low table. He hefted a large device, handing it over to Kyren.

      Kyren strained to hold the heavy device, until Benjam threw a strap over his shoulder and connected it. Resting the weight on the sling, he took a moment to examine the gadget Benjam had just given him. It was composed of a large squat cylinder with a small parabolic dish at the front, several tubes and wires, and a handle jutting out the rear of the device.

      “It’s a portable plasma arc.” Noticing Kyren’s puzzlement, Benjam added, “It’s a big blaster, in case we run into any more reapers. You’ll have an easier time carrying it with that fancy new suit you’ve got.”

      “Great, what else have you got?” Kyren queried inquisitively.

      “I’ve got a few more tricks up my sleeve, don’t worry about it.” He replied confidently. He had constructed several more gadgets he hoped would be useful.

      When all the planning and preparations were complete, they began star hopping, making their way to their final destination. On to the final confrontation, he thought. Benjam was filled with apprehension. Oh hell, he was downright terrified, he admitted to himself.

      “Final jump coming up, going into low power mode now,” Alis gave an update. “We won’t be able to use shields or weapons while we’re running dark, either.”

      “Okay, let’s do it!” Kyren exclaimed, not giving any time for Benjam’s nerve to waver.

      Alis matched the jump vector and engaged the warp drive. The ship appeared at the edge of the system, beyond the outermost seventh planet.

      “Activating sensors,” Benjam said groggily, moments later. His heart began to thunder as he examined the scans.

      “I’m picking up multiple energy signatures, seven in all. They appear to be ringing the third planet in the system. Looks like we’ve got dragoons, although they seem to be in a defensive configuration,” squeaked Benjam in alarm.

      “Maybe they haven’t seen us yet,” Kyren hoped.

      “They have not changed course since our arrival, so I would say your trick is working, Alis,” Benjam confirmed.

      “Well, let’s see how close we can get before you congratulate me,” she replied skeptically as she eased the Ashari’s throttle up.
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      For her modification to work, Alis had to keep the engines under the radiation threshold, to prevent the secondary reaction which provided greater thrust but put off quite a signal. That meant restraint. Which was difficult when all she wanted to do was open the ship up and blaze in there as fast as possible. Crawling along like this made her feel like a sitting duck and left her ears twitching in frustration.

      Alis watched the thin brown and green crescent of the arid third planet in the system approaching. To her horror, she saw several triangular shapes silhouetted by the planet’s thin strip of day. The Ashari’s sensors locked on, highlighting the tiny shapes of the enemy craft on the viewscreen.

      “We’ve got dragoons!” Alis yelled out.

      “Oh dear, I think they’ve seen us. Readings indicate they are now in motion, vector inbound,” Benjam squawked, waving his tentacles frantically. “They’ll be on top of us in no time. What are we going to do? There are seven of them!”

      Time for ruses was up. Taking several moments to revert the engine back to its original configuration, Alis then kicked up the thrust to max, the ship surging forward. “Okay, we’ve got incoming, let’s go hot. I’m going to try a short jump around them. Wait. Shit! They’ve cut me off, several are fanning out toward the planet.”

      “Oh dear, we need to retreat!” Benjam cried, and began plotting an escape jump vector.

      “Alis, what is a singularity bomb?” Kyren asked her while panning through the weapons controls.

      “Damn, that just might save us, bring it online, and fast,” Alis instructed, a plan forming in her head.

      “Kyren, we’re in for a fight, I need you to throw everything we’ve got at them. But don’t launch the singularity bomb until I give the order. Okay?” Alis advised. “Benjam, we’re not running. We’ve got to do this. Are you with us?

      “Yes, but how can we prevail against these odds? We’ll be blown to bits. I don’t want to be bits,” he groused.

      “Benjam, remember the design matrix, remember this is destiny. We will succeed,” Elarra said confidently.

      “Benjam, I need you to monitor shields,” Alis said turning around and giving him a direct look. “Also, get me a jump vector into the planet’s atmosphere. Can you do that?”

      “Yes, Captain Alis,” Benjam responded while saluting her with a tentacle.

      The ships were fast approaching, nearly within weapons range. She knew it was a crazy plan. Hell, it felt like her life these days was one crazy plan after another. “We’re gonna have to play dead. I need them to believe they have disabled us, which means we gotta fight to make it convincing.”

      The nearest ship unleashed a barrage of energy blasts, forcing her to take evasive maneuvers. As she rolled and juked the ship, the other dragoons opened fire. By some miracle she was able to dodge their blasts too. But she missed the last dragoon, as it flew in from behind. There was just too much incoming fire. The screens whited out as energy dispersed over the shields.

      “We’ve taken several hits, but shields are still holding, Alis,” Benjam relayed.

      Odd, the shields had dissipated last time they had taken several direct hits. If Benjam were correct, something had changed. She spared a glance at the shield readout, confirming Benjam’s report. Something didn’t add up, but that would have to be for a later time, she thought as she dodged another volley of fire.

      Kyren opened up with the Ashari’s weapons, scoring hits on multiple targets, but the dragoons appeared to suffer no major damage. Alis watched the readout from the corner of her eye as he readied the proton torpedoes. Good, maybe that’ll put a dent in those fuckers, she thought, as she worked to line him up a shot.

      With a deft motion Kyren unleashed multiple weapons simultaneously at the nearest of the ships. The impact of the proton torpedoes filled the viewscreen with white for a few seconds. When it cleared, Kyren cheered. Alis was overjoyed to see the dragoon floating in space in two pieces.

      The viewscreens whited out as energy beams seared into their shields. Alis struggled at the controls, waiting for her opportunity. Her plan was to play dead, not actually be dead, so she poured every last ounce she had into avoiding as much fire as possible. Deciding this was probably her best opportunity, she called out to Benjam. “Drop the shields, now!”

      “What? We’ll be disintegrated!” Benjam squeaked. “I must protest, it is a terrible idea.”

      “Do it NOW!” she yelled.

      As the shields fell, beams of energy lanced into their ship, shaking the hull and blinding the sensors. The blasts dug furrows in the ship’s skin, punching a hole in engine number two. Sparks flew out of an overhead panel, filling the bridge with the smell of ozone. Alis hit full stop, cutting the engine power and hitting the emergency vents, dumping smoke out of panels on the sides of the engines.

      Shit! She hadn’t counted on actually losing an engine. Alis frantically reworked the jump vector to take into account being down an engine.

      “If I’m right, they’ll move in close to attempt to board, now that we are disabled. Kyren, get ready to deploy, set a ten second timer on the bomb.”

      The barrage of fire ceased and the craft began approaching. Before they could reach boarding range, Alis cried, “Now! Deploy the bomb.”

      Kyren hit the launch key. A port opened and a red basketball sized sphere floated free of the ship.

      She hit the controls to fire up the remaining engine, and nothing happened. She tried again to no effect. She could feel the seconds ticking by, inevitable destruction about to be unleashed, the power of a black hole that would devour all in its vicinity. She tried yet again, willing the craft to comply. This time, the Ashari’s lights flickered and dimmed as alarms sounded and warnings flashed.

      “Um, Alis? Shouldn’t we be getting out of here?” Benjam said, voice cracking with fear.

      She growled in frustration and surged at the controls again, and again nothing. The remaining engine suddenly roared to life of its own accord. Wasting not even a millisecond questioning what had happened, she hit the throttle and went full burn. With a mighty effort the ship reached jump velocity just as there was a bright flash behind them. The singularity bomb collapsed inward, drawing the dragoons in. Kyren watched them disappear beyond the black hole’s event horizon, crushed and ripped apart by the tidal forces at the boundary.

      A quick glance at the readout told Alis the warp fuel was nearly exhausted. Hopefully there was just enough left for this final jump. It was a short jump, hopefully it would work. Alis hit the jump engage, and they warped into the planet’s atmosphere before they could be drawn into the miniature black hole. The ship jounced and lurched, its scarred hull glowing a bright red-orange as drag from the atmosphere created tremendous friction.

      “Scanning for energy signature. There, ahead.” Benjam said, rubbing his eyes with his tentacles, attempting to clear his jump sickness.

      The location of the energy signature was highlighted on the screen in red.

      “Everyone hang on, we’re coming in hot,” Alis slurred, shaking her head, trying to clear the cobwebs enough to pilot them out of the steep dive they were in.

      The ship streaked through the sky, trailing fire as it bore down on the ground. Alis struggled at the controls, realizing that the one good engine wasn’t so good. It kept cutting in and out. She was having trouble decelerating. It was going to be a hot landing, hopefully not too hot.

      “Everyone hang on,” Alis cried as she attempted to keep from slamming the ship into the ground. She pulled up at the last second and the engine mercifully held thrust.

      Then it just gave out and they slammed into the gently rolling plain. Kyren was bounced out of his seat. Benjam was hanging on by three tentacles. Elarra had gone tumbling. The ship bounced and slid, digging a wide furrow in the soft soil, finally coming to rest after several hundred yards, smoke pouring from the engines.
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      “Is everybody okay?” Kyren heard Elarra’s voice from behind the console where she had fallen.

      Alis extended a hand, helping Kyren to his feet. He stood and touched his head gingerly. Ow! His hand came back with a smear of blood.

      “The remaining ships we didn’t get with the singularity bomb could be upon us any moment now. Let’s get moving,” he urged, gathering his wits and shaking off the fog. He had planned on forcing Elarra to remain behind on the ship, but it would be too big of a target when the remaining dragoons arrived. Dammit, she was going to have to come with them.

      “I’ll grab the bomb, you get into your exo-suit,” Benjam said, pointing a tentacle at Kyren and motioning toward the hall.

      Two minutes later they were outside the ship, standing in the late afternoon sunlight, a gently rolling plain spread out before them. Kyren traced the path of the wind as it stirred the grass, his gaze settling on the structure in the distance. It was a tall building with a single spire jutting up from the center.

      Alis’ wrench had become binoculars, and she passed them to Kyren. He scanned the large structure and the smaller structures at its base, and saw no signs of activity. “Looks too quiet, don’t you think,” he said while handing the binoculars back to her.

      “We don’t have much choice, we must try to make it to the structures before the enemy’s ships arrive,” Elarra said, breaking into a trot.

      Kyren ran, casting furtive glances over his shoulder, expecting to see a dragoon descending from the sky at any moment. To his surprise, they made it to the city without incident. Reaching the first structure on the outskirts of the small city, breathing heavily, Kyren stepped in front of the others. He readied the plasma arc Benjam had built, and advanced around the first building.

      On this unnamed third planet, as with the ruins they had visited on Planet Four, there was no apparent order to the layout of the structures of this place. The first structure appeared to have no doors, whereas the second one they came to had four doors on one side. Alis crept forward and examined them, but she could find no way to open them.

      “Maybe there is a way into the underground like there was in the ruins on Planet Four,” Benjam offered.

      “If the layout is the same underground, then I can get us back to that central chamber,” Kyren said confidently.

      They wound their way around the randomly placed edifices, slowly approaching the central tower. He led them into a long narrow courtyard ringed by doors. They were nearly to the end of the courtyard when a door hissed open. Kyren whirled and saw red eyes glowing in the shadowed interior.

      The metallic legs clacked as it skittered forward, its chrome surface reflecting the bright sunlight, its skull-like head swiveling and locking on to them. Kyren fumbled with the plasma arc, unable to free it from the strap around his shoulder as he heard the whine of the reaper’s weapons pods powering up. Using the suit’s enhanced strength, he yanked and broke the strap.

      To Kyren it felt like an eternity as he brought the weapon to bear. As soon as he was aligned, he squeezed the trigger without hesitation, hoping Benjam’s handiwork would not let him down. The large weapon bucked and a burst of plasma streamed from the dish-like structure on the device’s business end.

      The burst of white-hot plasma took the emerging reaper square in the chest, punching through its torso in a blaze of destruction. The legs collapsed and the ruined bot clattered to the ground.

      Before Kyren could admire the power of the weapon Benjam had constructed, another door whooshed open. He spun but it was too late, the reaper had stepped out and was about to fire. Kyren knew he couldn’t get the gun on target before it fired on them. They were all about to die.

      Benjam reached into his pouch and pulled out a small disk, tossing it to the ground in front of them. A bright flash of light left behind a glowing blue semi-spherical shield. Rounds streamed from the reaper’s weapons pods, impacting with the shield and deflecting off into the surrounding buildings.

      “Run!” Benjam cried.

      Kyren chanced a glance backward and saw several more reapers stepping out of now open doors. He used the suit’s enhanced speed to sprint ahead, keeping his weapon trained. As Kyren turned a corner he spotted another reaper. It was spinning around to face him so he wasted no time firing. His shot went wide and he cursed himself while skidding to a halt. He took the last millisecond left to aim, then he stroked the trigger.

      An arc of plasma streamed from the dish and impacted with the reaper. The stream severed a weapon pod and burned across the shoulder, finishing by nearly disintegrating the bot’s head. It went down in a heap. He quickly glanced up to locate the central tower, and broke into a run in the general direction. A weapons pod screamed as rounds tore through the air around them. Kyren heard a wet thwacking sound as Benjam’s torso exploded in streams of black blood.

      “Benjam!” Elarra shrieked.

      The reaper came into view and Kyren unloaded on it, several bursts of plasma took it down. Alis ran to Benjam’s side and was helping him up, the holes in his body sealing even as he became upright.

      “Ow,” was all Benjam said.

      “We’re almost to the tower, c’mon,” Kyren urged.

      He led them around several corners and down an alleyway before they emerged in front of the tall central structure, a large door set in the face of the building. The control panel next to the door was lit green. Alis sprinted to the door and keyed the panel, just as several reapers emerged into the small plaza. The door ground open, agonizingly slow. He turned to face the reapers and raised the plasma arc.

      Kyren fired a burst of two shots, dropping the first and damaging the second. Its remaining functional weapon pod began spitting slugs, slowly tracing a line in the ground toward them. A follow up shot downed the bot just as rounds began to ricochet at his feet.

      He risked a glance back and saw the door open wide enough to enter. He waited as the others dashed inside, watching the rear. As he entered the doorway, at least a half-dozen reapers skittered into the plaza. He hit the door’s control panel and it began to slowly grind shut. Kyren opened fire as the gap in the door slowly shrank.

      The reapers fired back, pouring round after round through the opening. A hail of fire slammed into Kyren, driving him backward. He barely kept his footing. The door sealed with a clunk and Alis put her laser torch to the panel, eliciting a shower of sparks. Kyren looked down, remembering he had been shot. There were furrows in the armor, but a quick check showed no major damage to the suit. He had been lucky.

      Kyren led the way, plasma arc at the ready. They descended the staircase and entered a maze of corridors the same as the ruins. He led them through twists and turns, following the mental map in his head. So far, the layout had been the same as that in the ruins. They moved cautiously, stopping every so often for Alis to listen.

      “We’re almost to the core,” he warned.

      Kyren crept into the chamber first, eyes darting about for possible threats. He was not at ease, even though the room appeared deserted, much of it was deep in shadow. Great loops of cables and wires hung down from the ceiling like vines in a jungle. The far side of the room was a great chasm bordered by a catwalk.

      Benjam turned and placed a small disk in the chamber’s doorway. A second later a bright flash left behind a glowing blue barrier sealing the doorway. “There, that should hold them off. We need to set up over the core,” Benjam said while pointing his tentacle at a catwalk extending over the chasm.

      “Now that I have you all here, it’s time for you to die, every last one of you,” Tharox said while stepping menacingly from the shadows.

      Kyren whirled and raised the plasma arc, squeezing the trigger. Expecting the weapon to kick, he was confused when there was none. The dish merely spewed a few meager blobs of plasma, none of which hit Tharox. Subsequent pulls of the trigger resulted in absolutely nothing.

      He tossed the expended weapon aside and assumed a fighting stance. “Benjam, go do what you need to, I’ve got big ugly.”

      Tharox grinned maniacally and charged.
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      Alis followed Benjam as he squiggled toward the catwalk, stealing quick glances over her shoulder at Kyren facing off against Tharox. Elarra trailed close behind. As she turned back, her heart sank when she noticed the bullet holes in the device strapped to Benjam’s back.

      “Shit, it’s been shot,” she exclaimed.

      He slung the time bomb from his back and held it up for inspection, running his tentacles across the surface. The case was perforated by several small holes.

      “Oh dear! What are we going to do now? The time bomb has been damaged,” he wailed.

      “Just wait,” Elarra said consolingly. “Let’s see if it works or not before we call us doomed.”

      He squiggled out onto the catwalk and set it down. His tentacles flew over the control panel, a swath of red lights slowly switching back to green as he worked. A green orb of energy formed in the air above the device, swirling and pulsating. And then it just went out, popped out of existence in a split second.

      “Nooooo!” Benjam shrieked. His tentacles grasped the case and removed the cover. “Alis, I need your wrench, make it an electron probe.”

      She transformed it and handed him the device, looking anxiously over his shoulder at the device’s exposed interior as Benjam went to work.

      “Oh dear, it’s been damaged. The ion coupler is shot,” he said, probing the innards. Sparks flew as he inserted the probe.

      “Shit!” Alis exclaimed. “Can we fix it?”

      “No, it needs calibration, and I haven’t got the equipment.” Benjam responded.

      “Here, we can use my wrench to provide the signal modulation,” she offered, transforming it into its data reader form. She plugged the extended cable into the bomb’s internal data port and began to work at the two tiny joysticks that deployed from the body of the wrench. The small holopanel displayed an erratic, fragmented wave pattern.

      She made adjustments and said, “fire it up.”

      The orb swirled into existence, pulsating and undulating above the bomb. The sphere began to waver so Alis twiddled the joysticks, it held for a moment longer this time before going out again.

      “Try the n-mode modulator,” Benjam suggested.

      “I know, I just engaged it,” she replied hotly, hands flying over her wrench’s controls.

      Alis felt desperate. Was this really going to work? Doubt crept in and she wondered if the Oracle could have been wrong about all of this. She tried again. This time, she was ready, and anticipated the wavering, compensating with the modulation from her wrench. But she still lost it, succumbing to distraction as she heard Kyren and Tharox battling it out behind her. The sphere faded as she looked backward to see Kyren taking a vicious beating.

      Startling her, Elarra placed her hand upon Alis’ shoulder and said in her tiny child’s voice, “do not fear, Alis. Concentrate on your task, have faith Kyren will be okay.”

      With great trepidation she returned to her task. Each attempt became easier though, and this time she was able to hold the sphere. “Now, when the blue orb turns white, you will know the feedback loop is active. Press this button to activate the bomb and collapse the wave-function,” Benjam instructed.

      “Wait, where are you going?” she asked, panic creeping into her voice.

      “Keep working, you’ll be fine. I’ve got to help the kid,” he said solemnly and squirmed his way toward the fray.

      Alis turned back to the time bomb and its calibration, and began to work at the joysticks again, maintaining the green sphere now but unable to trigger a transition to white. She was about to give up when the orb flickered a blinding white for a moment before returning to green again.
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      The hulking bathalian advanced on Kyren. He waited to see what Tharox would do, cautiously retreating a few steps. They began to circle each other like two predators. “What are you going to do now, young one? Even that exo-suit won’t save you. I am going to rip your limbs off first, then I’m going to pulp your friends,” he said ominously. “Your meddling with my timeline has come to an end.”

      With surprising speed Tharox darted forward and drove his metallic fist into Kyren’s jaw, sending him staggering. Kyren recovered his wits just in time to activate his helmet, denying Tharox a second shot at his face, although the blow left a crack in the helmet’s faceplate.

      Kyren managed to deflect a flurry of blows, but Tharox had moved in close. He grabbed him by his armored chest plate and heaved him into the air, sailing nearly twenty feet. He rolled and came to rest in a heap, scrambling to regain his footing just as Tharox’s cybernetic foot connected with his midsection. He flew another ten feet, landing face first and knocking the wind out of him. He looked through the cracked faceplate at Tharox advancing, and struggled upright.

      Doubt crept into his heart. Was the Oracle wrong? How exactly was he going to beat this guy? He had Kyren outmatched on nearly every front. He had greater reach, stronger cybernetics, and superior speed. If he was going to do this, he had to go on the offensive.

      Kyren surprised Tharox by charging and driving his fist into his solar plexus. Tharox gasped and staggered back. Kyren pressed his advantage and swung again, his armored fist connecting with Tharox’s jaw. His head snapped back from the force of the blow and he staggered backward. Kyren closed the gap while extending his wrist blades.

      He drove the blades on his right forearm toward Tharox’s gut but was deflected by a downward block, the blades slicing holes in his leather trousers as they skittered harmlessly off his metallic leg. As he swung with the left, Tharox’s interposed his arm. The blades stuck into his cybernetic forearm and lodged there. A quick twist of his arm, and Kyren’s wrist blades on the left arm snapped off, the blades remaining lodged where they stuck.

      Tharox grabbed Kyren’s right wrist in a vise like grip and drove his other fist into Kyren’s faceplate. The blows rained down yet Kyren couldn’t escape. His faceplate was a network of tiny cracks, and looked to be on the verge of shattering. But the blows continued, unabated. And then suddenly stopped.

      Kyren couldn’t see anything through his shattered faceplate but he heard Benjam and Tharox struggling. Then a wet ripping sound filled the chamber as Benjam screamed. Kyren detached his helmet entirely, casting it aside. Half of Benjam was on one side of the room, the other on the opposite side, neither was moving. He gagged at the sight of so much black, gelatinous blood.

      Kyren looked over and saw Alis working furiously in front of the time bomb. There was a glowing sphere of energy hovering above the device, flickering and flaring. The color was somehow enticing, the globe seeming to pulse in time with his own heartbeat. A heartbeat that had slowed to an eternity, the moment in between beats became a lifetime.

      As he stared, unable to look away, he saw pictures within the sphere, a flickering movie of the past few minutes. Which led to the present, and then beyond. With a start, Kyren realized he was seeing the future, a movie of their next few moments playing out. Then he saw it. He knew how he was going to defeat Tharox.

      “Hey Tharox, come get some!” he challenged, dropping into a fighting stance and motioning with his fingers.

      Tharox growled and charged, but Kyren was ready. He went low and twisted, using his body as a fulcrum, levering Tharox over and sending him crashing to the deck. He roared with fury as he returned to his feet, delivering a flurry of powerful blows at Kyren.

      And he dodged. And dodged again, and again. Tharox, infuriated, swung harder and harder. Kyren capitalized on Tharox’s rage and landed several vicious blows in between swings. He blocked and counter-punched Tharox in the face, staggering him back.

      He pressed his advantage and delivered a flurry of blows, driving him back toward the railing, Tharox seemingly unable to counter his barrage. He went down on one knee and began to laugh. “Computer, recalculate my future path!”

      A mechanical voice played out from nowhere, and everywhere, “Incalculable. Too many unknown variables in proximity.”

      Kyren extended his remaining wrist blades and drew back his arm to strike, aiming for directly between Tharox’s cold cybernetic eyes. But before he could strike Tharox lashed out and grabbed him, lifting him into the air and pitching him bodily over the railing into the chasm. He didn’t even have time to scream.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            57

          

          

      

    

    







            Despair

          

        

      

    

    
      Elarra watched in horror as Benjam was torn in half. She had no idea if the brontian could survive such trauma. Kyren had been faring little better, taking a serious pounding from Tharox. She saw him look past her at the sphere of energy, then challenge Tharox.

      To Elarra’s amazement, Kyren began dodging every one of Tharox’s blows, countering with vicious jabs to his face and body, driving him backward. She had no idea how he was doing it, but she quietly cheered him on.

      She wished her vision of the end had been clearer, but she had been so very young when she’d had it. Only now were some of those memories coming into context. She knew Kyren would defeat him, and it looked like the time may have come.

      Kyren was winding up to deliver the final blow, when Tharox reached out and heaved him over the railing, into the chasm.

      “Noooo…” Elarra cried. How could she be wrong? This wasn’t as she had seen it, yet it had just happened. What had she done wrong, had she influenced the future in such a way that rendered her vision irrelevant? She had no idea, and that filled her with terror.

      She glanced at Alis, working furiously to calibrate the bomb. She didn’t seem to be able to hold it for more than a few seconds at a time. Realizing all might be lost, but refusing to give in, she turned to stand between Alis and the hulking cyborg.

      Tharox turned on her and said “Ah, a little girl who is not such a little girl. You are Liadi, are you not? That would explain how you have been able to evade Epsilon Computer’s future path prediction.”

      As he began to advance on her she reached into her knapsack and drew Theo’s ion blaster. The gun was too big for her hands, she struggled to aim. Pulling the trigger in rapid succession she sent bolts of blue energy streaming at Tharox. One of the blasts took him square in the chest, staggering him back.

      Recovering quickly, he closed the gap in seconds, blasts from Elarra’s barrage blazing through the air all around him. Batting the pistol from her grasp, he wrapped his cybernetic hands around her throat and lifted her from the ground. Despair swallowed her whole as all appeared to be lost.
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      Kyren knew, in every way something can be known, that he would be okay. He had not just seen it, but had felt it as well. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t terrifying to be hurled into an unknown chasm. As he sailed over the edge, he frantically scanned for his salvation. There! He was headed straight for a support truss of some form.

      He braced for impact and grappled with the beam, scrambling desperately to maintain his grip. The suit’s enhanced strength allowed him to grab on and hoist himself up onto the bracing. He quickly surveyed his route back to the top and began his climb. Knowing what was going to happen made climbing easy, already knowing exactly where the best hand holds were.

      Scrambling back onto the platform, Kyren was horrified to see Elarra being hoisted up by her neck by Tharox. Her face shone a palpable aura of defeat. Then she met his eye. Triumph lit up her face as she smiled at Kyren. Then the light in her eyes went out as Tharox squeezed and twisted.

      Kyren was horrified. He had failed, he had been unable to save her. He now knew the Oracle had been right all along, her visions had been true. All of them. And it broke his heart. Summoning all his fury, he grabbed hold of one of the cables hanging down from the ceiling and heaved. With a shower of sparks one end pulled free.

      Tharox appeared to be oblivious to his presence, so he bounded forward, driving the live, arcing end of the cable into the back of Tharox’s head. Sparks burst forth as the energy lanced into him. With a great spasm Tharox fell to the floor, his head smoking and smoldering, his body twitching, servos whining erratically.

      He dashed over to Alis. “How much longer?”

      “It was damaged by reaper fire when we were in the Dragoon city. It has to be actively calibrated. I can’t set a timer, it has to be detonated manually,” she explained.

      “In that case, we’ll detonate it together,” he said, resting his hand on her shoulder.

      “That’s stupid, there’s no need for both of us to die. You need to go,” she urged.

      “I’m not leaving you,” he said firmly. He could see relief visibly wash over her.

      Intent upon Alis, he didn’t see the blow coming. Tharox swung and Kyren went down, ears ringing and body spasming uselessly. He grabbed Kyren by his exo-suit’s armored chest plate and hoisted him up so they were face to face.

      “Your Oracle cannot save you anymore, what will you do? You will die!” Tharox said, answering for himself. He lifted Kyren with his left, and drew back with his right fist, preparing to smash Kyren’s face in.

      “Kyren!” Alis shrieked, losing her concentration, the sphere blinking out of existence.

      He felt fury welling up inside of him, bubbling over like an active volcano. It powered his strike, a vicious uppercut, swift and strong. His aim was true, wrist blades extending just before impact with Tharox’s chin, the blades driving up into his brain. He went rigid, as if frozen in place. Kyren withdrew the blades from his skull and his body fell to the floor.

      “Is he dead?” Alis asked over her shoulder as she worked to re-stabilize the singularity.

      Was that it? Was he really dead now? He didn’t have time to check for a pulse or finish him off. Instead he ran to Alis’ side. Her face was strained and set in a look of pure determination as the energy sphere, now a bright white, flickered and crackled.

      “Alis… I… I don’t know what to say,” he began lamely.

      “Kyren, I understand,” she replied, looking him in the eye. “Now, hit the damn button, quick before I lose it.”

      Placing a hand on Alis’ shoulder, he squeezed gently. Then, steeling himself for the unknown, Kyren hit the button. Everything went white, and then he knew no more.
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      Kyren blinked his eyes, trying to focus. He felt as if he had just experienced jump sickness. He was in a tunnel of green, ending at a pool of blue. Then he realized the blue was the sky, the green were stalks of a wheat-like grass all around him. He was lying on his back in the tall grass, staring up at the sky.

      He sat up and looked around, but could see nothing other than gently rolling fields. Somehow the tower and structures were gone, but the Ashari was still off in the distance.

      Then Alis sat up, rising out of the grass. “Wha… happened? Where are we?” she asked groggily, ears flat.

      “I don’t know, but I have a suspicion,” Benjam’s high-pitched voice squeaked out as he pushed himself upright with his tentacles. “Perhaps it was an effect of the time bomb. I don’t really know all it was capable of. Maybe it worked like a sort of chronological reset button.”

      Suddenly hopeful at Benjam’s sudden rejuvenation, Kyren whirled to find Elarra standing behind him. Overjoyed, he scooped her up in his arms and squeezed.

      “Okay, enough,” she choked out, pushing herself out of Kyren’s grasp.

      “You were right, Elarra, about everything. What the hell happened? Where are we now?” Kyren questioned.

      “I’m afraid my visions ended with Tharox’s defeat. I am as perplexed as you are.”

      “Where’s the base? Tharox? The dragoons? I mean, we’re still here, there’s the Ashari… where’d everything else go?” Alis reiterated.

      “The last thing I remember was being torn in half…” Benjam shivered and squeaked. “But here we are, somehow. I would need to run some models and perform some calculations, but perhaps, maybe, just maybe, we…”

      Kyren glanced at Elarra as Benjam trailed off, and noted a strange look unexpectedly pass over her face. Suddenly, her eyes went completely white. She let out a gasp and then shrieked.

      Kyren caught her as she started to collapse. She grabbed onto his arm and looked up at him. Her eyes had returned to normal.

      “What was that Elarra? What happened to you?” Kyren asked.

      She spoke softly, “I had a vision. The Kirugi is coming. We must stop it.”

    

  


  
    
      Thanks for reading! I hope you enjoyed Unexpected 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, Altered Destiny, 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.
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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?
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