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For all my readers,

Thank-you so much for taking a chance on me.

And thanks for sticking with me this far!

Every word I write is for you.

I literally owe you my career.
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“Tris, pull up!”

The shriek from the cockpit comm jolted Tris out of his daydream. His heart skipped a beat as the vast steel sphere grew in front of him, dominating the view on his forward screens. Hauling on the control stems, struggling to keep the pressure even on both of them, he eased the fighter’s nose back to aim at space. His pass took him far closer than he’d intended to the wreckage of the Folly, and he winced as tiny fragments of debris pinged off his shields. Cold sweat prickled on his forehead and low-level collision alarms screeched their warnings. It was his own fault. Staring at the great holes torn in the battle station’s hull, at the contents of several docking bays tumbling around outside, had led to a serious lapse in concentration. He’d gone from calculating a safe fly-by vector to reliving the final moments of the battle from a week ago, when he’d come so close to losing everything.

Stay focussed! Kyra’s fighter streaked past overhead, her reprimand coming through the mental link they’d established. This was Tristan’s first time flying without the pendant that suppressed his psychic abilities, and he wasn’t entirely sure it was a good idea. He felt himself slipping into a haze of memories without warning, as though the increased sensitivity of his mind drew his attention away from his other senses. On the upside, it gave him a second direct line to Kyra in addition to the comm, allowing her to kick his ass twice for every mistake he made. Yeah… not much of an upside.

“Okay, bring her around smoothly, and this time we’ll try a pass beyond the debris field.” The electronic filtering of the comm system did nothing to hide Kyra’s sarcasm, but at least she wasn’t injecting it directly into his head. Tris shuddered. There’d been way too much of that happening lately.

Moving the control stems over to the right, he swung the fighter’s nose around in what he hoped was a graceful arc. He couldn’t help but grin; this would never not remind him of playing Elite: Dangerous on his stolen X-Box. Learning to fly had been high on his list of priorities, but it had still blown him away when Kyra had offered to teach him. She was an expert pilot, and not remotely afraid to admit it. Tris figured she had an ulterior motive; their lives had been a running battle ever since he’d met her, and this brief lull was making her bored. He was grateful and wary in equal measures; she’d been doubling down on his unarmed combat training too, and he usually couldn’t walk afterwards.

“That’s it,” the comm crackled, “ease up on the power and let the ship’s inertia do the work. Don’t fight the momentum, use it. Plan ahead.”

Tris snorted. Flying was definitely Kyra’s forte. Planning ahead, not so much.

You laughing at me, squirt?

He flinched. Having her respond to what he considered private thoughts was disturbing. Damn it Kyra, stay out of my head! Unless you want me to crash into something?

I’m sorry. Are my lessons distracting you?

I’m just not good at multi-tasking.

In his mind’s eye, he saw Kyra rolling her eyes. Men never are.




The next few runs went more smoothly. Tris was flying rings around the Folly’s blackened hull, alternating the direction of his turns and trying to wrap his head around spatial awareness in three dimensions. He reckoned he was doing okay; after all, this was only his third lesson.

“Normally I’d start you on a simulator,” Kyra had explained, “except what’s left of the Folly’s simulator room is currently orbiting Saturn. So we’ll do it the old fashioned way.”

“Which is?”

“Crash course.”

He’d taken that as one of her little jokes. Now, after the close call with the cloud of wreckage, he wasn’t entirely sure.

Are we heading home? He reached out to Kyra and inadvertently caught a flash of the pain she was still suffering.

She masked it instantly. Why, you had enough? Am I tiring you out?

Tris chuckled. No, but I think I shit my pants on that last pass, and you’re on laundry duty this week.

He felt her rolling her eyes again. She did that a lot. Can’t take you anywhere.

But her thrusters burned brightly with the added power as she slewed her ship around in a high-speed turn.

Show off.

Jealous? Her ship spun again, pulling a 360-degree rotation almost on the spot. Tris knew it was only possible because she’d shed speed in the turn whilst maintaining her centrifugal momentum — a graphic demonstration of the principle she was currently trying to teach him. Still, it looked awesome, and was probably a neat trick to pull in combat.

Very nice, he admitted.

Her ship had come to rest facing him, barely moving as he rocketed towards her.

Don’t worry, Tris. One day you’ll be able to fly like this.

Really? He couldn’t quite disguise his enthusiasm. You think?

His response was yet another eye-roll. Hell no! She fired her engines full-throttle, ducking beneath his approaching fighter with what had to be inches to spare. See you on the deck, slowpoke.

Tris shook his head. He should have learned by now — messing with him was Kyra’s second-favourite hobby. Right after kicking ass on a semi-galactic scale.

Be careful, she added, there’s a bunch of threaded metal fasteners floating around out here. I’d hate to see you get screwed.

He was hunting for an appropriate retort when the comm squawked.

Kreon’s voice boomed out, gravely and terse. “Kyra!” Broadcasting from the Folly’s bridge, he was sending a full holographic signal. His bald, scarred head popped up on the screen by Tristan’s right knee, the bright lights of the battle station’s interior reflecting off the metal studs in his scalp. The Warden looked grim — but there was nothing new about that. “I’m reading a new arrival in your sector. Mid-range target, the data is just coming in… Not a friendly. No ident.”

“Smugglers? Making a run for Earth?”

“It would appear so.”

Kyra’s faced joined Kreon’s on the knee-screen, her flamboyant rainbow tresses forcing the Warden’s image to shrink down. “Tris,” she said, none of their previous banter in her tone, “get back to the Folly. I’ll have to leave you to it, so let Askarra handle the docking.”

On the screen, Kreon’s forehead creased. “No. Keep the boy out there. It’s a medium freighter, lightly armed. It shouldn’t be a severe threat.”

Tris felt his stomach lurch. Kreon had a ‘throw him in the deep end’ policy when it came to training, but it had always worked out okay. So far…

That didn’t make it any less terrifying.

And ship-to-ship combat in a fighter he could barely steer was a long way from handing him a gun for his first firefight. Out here, there was nothing to hide behind.

Have no fear! I will protect the spawn.

In a greenish-grey blur, a Siszar nestship streaked past. The Empress of the River of Silver Flashes had been observing Tristan’s lesson, though she’d agreed not to confuse matters by taking part. Now her thoughts lapped against his mind, calm as a pond yet deep and powerful as the ocean. Even Kreon would be able to sense the giant alien’s thoughts, despite his reliance on the psychic equivalent of a Wifi signal booster.

Less of the ‘spawn’ please, Tris reminded her. I have a name.

My apologies, Tristan! I forget that in terms of development, you are closer to a larva.

Tris decided to let it go. It was enough to know that the hulking Siszar and her lethal ship would be watching out for him. He’d seen her in action enough times lately to have complete faith in her ability.

On Tristan’s screen, Kyra’s image was suppressing laughter. “Alrighty, let’s do this,” she managed, before cutting the video link.

Tris checked the position of his thumbs on the control stems before easing them upwards, increasing the power to the twin drives that formed the back of his ship. Even this tentative gesture caused a surge of speed, pressing him back into the seat for a second. On his tactical scope he saw Kyra’s blip swing back around, her drive tails flaring like miniature suns as she accelerated past him. He nudged his nose down, settling in behind her, then gingerly increased his speed again. His heart was hammering inside his chest, his pulse racing as it always did before combat.

Truth told, it still melted his mind that he’d seen enough combat to have a ’typical reaction’.

Two months ago he’d been squatting in his dad’s house in Bristol, playing drinking games to old sci-fi movies with his best mate Mark.

If only he could see me now…

Then again, Mark would be in his element. He was already three ranks higher on Elite: Dangerous.




Ahead of them, Tris’ tactical scope showed their target vessel. Accompanied by lines of weird text he still couldn’t read, a 3D rendition of the ship appeared. He could clearly see the barrels of weapons sticking out from the top and bottom, and he reflexively eased off the throttle. No point getting there too early…

In contrast, the other ship seemed to be speeding up. It was heading directly away from Kyra’s approach vector—

“He’s running!” she crowed, obviously reaching the same conclusion. “Ha! People risking a raid on Earth have normally got bigger balls.”

“Maybe they know who they’re up against,” Tris suggested. “So if they keep running, do we let them go?”

“Not a chance,” Kyra replied, her voice darker. “They’ll only come back. The penalty for entering Earth-space without authorisation has always been the same.”

Tris nodded soberly. He was finding the galaxy to be a harsh place. “You reckon you can catch ‘em?”

“Just watch me!”

Kyra’s fighter was already a dot in his canopy, only visible by the glare of her engines. He checked his scope to see that she was gaining on her target — the other ship was invisible to him at this range.

Then Kyra swore.

“What?” Tris felt the wave of apprehension over their mental link. Kyra didn’t get afraid — at least as far as he knew — but something had just turned her mood deadly serious.

“They’ve launched fighters! The whole ship must have been packed with them. I’ve got five on my scanners; three old Banshees and two Shards.”

Tris knew a moment of panic. “They drew her away!” he realised. “So they could gang up on her!”

Be calm, the Empress advised, as her nestship shot past in pursuit. The princess will not be harmed. Stay here, and stay safe!

A surge of aggression washed over him before she closed their link. The Siszar were a predatory species, he’d learned, with an innate bloodlust that had come to dominate their society. The Empress was evolved enough to feel somewhat shamed by it, but she was as susceptible to it as any of her race.

The poor buggers flying those fighters didn’t have a clue what was coming for them.

Then again, neither did Tris…

But his scope did. A loud ping informed him of an impending arrival, the grey haze of a gravity well ghosting across part of his display — and another freighter, identical in size and shape to the first, dropped into normal space less than a hundred kilometres away.

Behind him.

And in a flurry of pings from his scope, the new arrival released fighters of its own.




“Oh f…” Shock stole his breath, bands of dread tightening around his chest. He gulped for air, glancing around frantically as though he might spot something that could help him.

There was nothing.

Just empty space…

And a trio of starfighters blazing towards him.

Shaking his head to clear it, Tris leaned on the control stems to bring his ship around. He’d been steadily decreasing his speed to avoid rushing into the conflict ahead of him; by this point, he didn’t have enough velocity to outrun a determined pursuit.

He’d also never flown faster than what Kyra referred to as a ‘brisk walk’.

Attacking was his only chance — even if it was no chance at all.

Opening the throttles wide, he wiggled his fingers against the firing studs. They were conveniently placed exactly where they would be on a gaming joystick — a happy coincidence that had given him way too much confidence the first time he climbed into the cockpit.

Exactly three days ago…

Yeah. He was in deep shit.

“I’m, ah, engaging the enemy,” he reported, struggling to keep his voice from shaking.

“What?” Kyra yelled. “No! Tris, stay back!”

“Can’t. They’re back here too, and closing fast. Wish me luck.”

And then all he could do was focus on the wave of ships screaming towards him, Saturn’s orange glow painting the tips of their weapons. He had a flashback to the first time he’d watched Star Wars, and the wave of terror that had engulfed him when the Tie Fighters swarmed towards the Millennium Falcon. “Here they come!”

An anxious shriek pierced his mind. The alienness of it was unmistakable, but the emotion itself was all too human. The Empress was too far away, and going too fast in the wrong direction. She was already circling back to help Tris, but there was no way she’d make it in time; physics were against her.

But as Tris focused his mind on the ship leading the enemy formation, he caught a glimpse of its pilot. The man was confident, though not supremely so; triumphant that his trap had been sprung so perfectly, yet not cocky enough to assume there wouldn’t be complications. A steady, experienced pilot — the worst kind of opponent for Tris to face.

Nevertheless… it was an opponent who would break to the left as he flew past, bracketing his target wide with lasers to keep it in place whilst he dropped a micro-missile at close range.

Holy shit…

Tris felt his jaw drop as the realisation flooded over him.

I can read their minds!

He nudged the controls, jinking his ship to the left. A split second later the lead fighter opened fire, stitching beams of red ruin right through the space Tris had previously occupied. Another microscopic nudge brought his nose back onto a collision course with the enemy formation, the distance between them shrinking rapidly. The two pilots either side of the leader fired next, their beams sizzling low as Tris angled upwards. A fraction of a roll brought one of the trio into his firing line and he squeezed the triggers. The energy lanced out — missing, but not by much. The enemy pilot reacted with a hasty dodge — unnecessary, but Tris felt the man’s nervousness and marked him as a far greener pilot. Tris fired again, cutting speed to allow the lasers seeking him to overshoot. The other pilot reacted as Tris knew he would — with a jerk to the opposite side, more exaggerated this time as the man began to panic. The move took him into the middle of his formation, causing his comrades to break left and right to avoid him. For a pair of heartbeats there was no fire coming towards Tris. He had all three targets flat in front of him, his own weapons pointing directly at them.

He opened up with everything.

The leftmost fighter disintegrated in a flare of brilliance, whilst his wingman on the right took a glancing hit that sent him spinning out of the fight. Only the leader had recovered in time…

But his position was perfect.

The micro-missile he’d planned to drop was now poised to fire, the range ideal. Too late, Tris realised his mistake. Concentrating hard enough to read the other pilots had blinded him to what their leader was up to. This man was no raw cadet, he was a veteran with hours of combat flying under his belt — and that experience was about to cost Tris his life. Firing wildly in a desperate hope of distracting the man, Tris wrenched the control stems over for a hard dive. It was too little, too late, and he knew it instantly; the satisfaction his opponent felt could mean only one thing. Tris squeezed his eyes shut—

Just as the enemy fighter exploded in a brilliant fireball.

The Empress blasted past, the tips of her ship’s arms glowing with the power of her engines. At full speed, the Siszar craft had just about made it, taking full advantage of the insane g-forces it could withstand.

You have made your first kill! the Empress purred at him, her thoughts radiating pride.

Tris gasped, suddenly remembering to breathe. Sweat drenched him, pouring down his forehead and soaking the front of his jumpsuit.

I… I don’t know how…

The Empress was exultant. You knew their intentions and matched your movements to theirs. There is no finer joy than to fight in this way!

Tris wasn’t entirely sure about that, but it felt damn good to be alive. Caught between triumph and tears, he slumped back in his seat and let his head hang.

He was more than happy to let the Empress take care of business.

A pair of beams stabbed out from the nestship’s arms, tearing into the top side of the freighter as it wheeled away. Splitting focus in a way Tris never could (no doubt due to him having only one brain), she used a different pair of lasers to vaporise the fighter that he’d damaged, whilst keeping pressure on the freighter. A second later, a combined fusillade from all her weapons caused the fleeing ship to detonate in a spectacular display of pyrotechnics.

Yet again Tris was staggered by the potency of the Siszar spacecraft.

No wonder humans were losing the war.

How’s Kyra? he asked, suddenly remembering how this fight had started.

The Empress was also having thoughts in that direction, her nestship arcing around to trace a path back the way she had come. It took Tris a few seconds to re-tune his mental radio, searching for Kyra like he was scanning for stations on a car stereo. He found her quickly — and he found pain.

And he found fear.

Kyra was badly outnumbered. She’d taken out three of the opposing fighters, but the two that remained were lightning-fast and super manoeuvrable. It was taking every ounce of Kyra’s skill to stay out of their crosshairs, and while she was concentrating on that she’d taken heavy fire from concealed turrets on the freighter. Now, venting atmosphere and a handful of other vital gasses, her fighter was in trouble.  She’d lost some of the finer attitude controls and one of her main guns. She was struggling for breath and fighting to stay focused. Her legs felt like they were on fire — no, scratch that, her legs were on fire! Something down there had short-circuited and the smell of burning filled her cockpit.

Tris’ mind recoiled from that. Kyra had only just recovered from her last bout of injuries. The thought of even worse things happening to her made his stomach clench. Leaning on his control stems he veered around onto an attack vector. Through his canopy he could barely see the ships — only the telltale flashes of laser-light told him he was heading the right way. Kyra’s senses overlaid his own though, and that told him all he needed to know.

Specifically, it told him that he was too late.

Kyra was also reading the minds of her opponents, though someone on the freighter seemed to be hampering her efforts somewhat. She could tell when the opposing fighters would fire, and it was this skill alone which had kept her in one piece for so long. But her strength was being sapped by pain. There were too many minds to keep track of, all moving too quickly, and even Kyra’s finely-honed Gift didn’t allow her to separate and pinpoint each thought — not as she dodged and twisted through space at insane speed, wrenching her ship through violent turns that threatened to black her out. She’d given up looking for a target and was clinging to the forlorn hope that the Empress would reach her in time — but as Tris pushed his engines to maximum, a stray laser blast found the rear section of her fighter. Something blew, a plume of fire jetting out, shoving her ship violently off course. A follow-up blast streaked past to one side, the gunner thrown by her unexpected motion, but Kyra had begun to spin. The extra momentum had transformed itself into a lateral thrust, and she was rotating out of control.

One of the Shard fighters moved in for the kill. Tris could sense the same surge of triumph he’d felt from his last opponent, although much fainter with the distance; this man knew he was on the verge of making a kill.

“NOOOOooo!” Tris shrieked, the sound deafeningly loud in the confined cockpit.

In response he felt a strange wave of peace from Kyra — not quite a goodbye, but more of a release, a final letting-go of stress.

Welcoming the inevitable. Embracing it.

Then he felt a sharp spike of shock — and watched as a stream of tiny ships veered in from the glare of Saturn. Five, then ten — the newcomers threw themselves into the combat around Kyra without hesitation.

The smug pilot never got his shot off.

Mental echoes of the man’s scream reverberated around Tristan’s skull as his Shard became millions of tiny shards, his atoms blended with those of his ship and scattered across the stars.

“Thought you could use a friend there, Streaks,” came a voice from the comm.

A familiar voice — smooth and cocky, with more than a hint of sarcasm about it.

“Sharki!” Tris blurted the name before he could think about things like correct comm-procedure. For the second time in minutes, relief flooded through him. Of all people to arrive right here, right now, Sharki was probably the least expected.

And the most welcome.

Kyra seemed to share his opinion.

Or at least half of it.

“What the hell are you doing here?” she demanded, not bothering to disguise the frustration in her voice.

With his mind still focussed so tightly on hers, Tris could almost read between the lines. Had she wanted to die? Not intentionally… but at the end, when it was unavoidable…? When there was no more point in struggling further… had she been relieved? Had she welcomed it?

It was not a thought he wanted to dwell on.

Fortunately, Sharki wasn’t short of words to distract him. “Woah, sorry Streaks! If I’d have known you were busy, I’d have waited.”

“Bloody idiot!” she retorted. “Five minutes earlier and you could have saved my jumpsuit. It’s ruined.”

Sharki was suddenly all business again. “What? Why? Are you injured? Stay where you are, I’m coming in.”

“You’re not coming anywhere,” Kyra corrected him. “Thanks for the assist, I appreciate the effort. Now bugger off and let me land this thing.”

“Land it?” Sharki was bemused. “Where you gonna land it? Long way to Earth, and I hear Saturn’s not entirely nice this time of year.”

“The Folly,” Tris chipped in, unable to avoid getting involved. “It’s less than a thousand k’s from here. Kyra, can you make it back? Your legs…”

“Stay out of my head, kid,” she scowled. “My legs are fine.”

“Damn right they are!” Sharki quipped. He still sounded worried, but obviously knew Kyra well enough not to push her.

“Are you still here?” she bit back.

“Of course I am!”

“Why?”

Sharki seemed to ponder this for a few seconds. “Well, for one thing I wanted to see you. It’s been a while, you know? Also, I wanted to see those people I sent with you. Thanks for not getting them all killed by the way.”

“I didn’t?” Kyra sounded honestly surprised.

“No, not quite. Even my dentist survived.” Tris felt a wave of amusement accompanying that, but it hadn’t come from Kyra. He was picking up on Sharki’s moods as well, he realised — but that was a mind he didn’t want to look into without permission. Not right now, anyway.

“That’s lovely,” Kyra said, in a way that Tris could tell came through gritted teeth. Whatever injuries she’d suffered, she was trying hard not to cry out — and it was costing her.

Sharki, of course, was oblivious to that fact.

“And one other thing,” he continued, his tone more casual. “You owe me a battleship.”
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By the time Tris hauled himself out of the cockpit, he was shaking like a leaf.

The adrenaline of battle had drained from his system, leaving him cold and clammy, with a pounding headache and a desperate urge to pee.

Kyra was in a considerably worse condition.

Kreon was waiting in the docking bay as her fighter set down — dropping the last three feet with an uncharacteristic clang. Kyra popped the canopy and practically fell out in a cloud of smoke and sparks. She had her vac-mask on, which explained why she hadn’t been very communicative on the way back in, but through it Tris could see blood staining her face. The entire right side of her flight suit was black and crispy, shedding particles of soot and plastic as she dropped to the deck.

Kreon was there to support her, helping her first to sit, then to lie down on a floating gurney. He reached up and pulled the vac-mask off her face, working the straps gingerly over her hair — now raven-dark, with the crimson streaks that had given rise to her nickname. Kyra’s eyes were closed, her breathing laboured. Her skin was pale and waxy, and removing the mask caused a fresh line of blood to trickle from a nasty gash across her forehead.

“Hm,” Kreon said, appraising her. “It could be worse. Not completely disfiguring.”

“Bite me,” Kyra gasped, without opening her eyes.

Sharki’s fighter was settling down a few metres away. As soon as it hit the deck the canopy was flung open from inside, and Sharki leapt from the cockpit.

“Streaks! You okay?” There was genuine concern in his face. The two of them bickered and bantered like an old married couple, but it was plain to see that Sharki cared deeply for Kyra. What was harder to tell was whether or not the feelings were reciprocated.

“I thought I told you,” Kyra started, then winced as pain clouded her face. “I told you,” she continued, “to go home.”

“Can’t,” Sharki replied, and he was grinning this time. “Not till you make good on that deal. I’m not leaving here without at least a half-million tonnes of combat ship.”

“You can… go outside…  and pick up the pieces,” Kyra rasped.

A warning glance from Kreon ended any further comment. The Warden pushed the gurney and left the docking bay, Sharki striding along next to it. Tris thought about following them, then decided not to. He’d spent way too much time standing around hospital beds recently, and Kyra always seemed to be in them. 

For someone so gung-ho about fighting, she seemed to get hurt a lot.




Finding himself alone in the corridor, Tris leaned against a bulkhead and took several deep breaths. He still couldn’t stop his hands shaking.

Are you unwell? The Empress’s concern reached him effortlessly, even through two spaceship hulls and the intervening space.

Yeah, just… still nervous, I guess.

I am envious! The after-fear of your first battle is only experienced by those who live through it! It is a joyous occasion amongst my people. The excrement produced in such a time is often worn by younger warriors to celebrate their survival.

Tris wasn’t quite sure how to reply to that. Uhhh… I’ll remember that for the future, he promised.

Very well. I must go now to commune with the new arrivals; others of my kind have followed me here to do battle alongside us.

Oh? This was news to Tris. Reinforcements? They’ve come to defend Earth?

A pungent whiff of her amusement-smell wafted through Tristan’s awareness. Not exactly. They have come to kill things. Most are too small to kill anyone back home, so I have offered them easier targets. Unfortunately I must stay with them at all times, to ensure they do not eat the wrong people.

That’s… great? And also deeply unsettling.

The smell came again. Children always are.




Finally able to stand still without trembling, Tris headed back to his quarters. Figuring he’d get an update on Kyra as soon as she was stable, he suddenly realised he was exhausted mentally as well as physically. A shower would do him good, and then bed.

Or perhaps even…

“Mum?” he directed his question at the ceiling, as he always did when talking to the battle station’s computer. It was a habit he couldn’t shake. “Is Ella back yet?”

Karra’s voice came back from concealed speakers in the corridor, keeping pace with him as he walked. “Welcome home, Tristan. Eleanor has not yet returned from Earth. Her last contact placed her in North America.”

“Last contact? She’s okay though, right?”

There was a brief pause — a unique tell that Tris had rightly interpreted as signs that the computer was thinking, instead of simply giving the most direct answer. It had been his first clue that there was more to her program than advertised.

“I believe Eleanor can take care of herself,” came the response. Tris had been expecting something more snippy — it seemed that lately his mother had cooled towards Ella, almost as though having a fellow assassin on board was making her feel uneasy.

In fairness, having an assassin sharing a bed with her son was bound to cause a bit of concern.

Arriving at the door to his suite, he pressed his palm to the doorplate. Amazing how actions like this had become so commonplace. A few weeks ago, the act of opening the sliding steel door would have been the coolest thing ever. Watching the same door turn transparent to show whoever was on the other side of it would have blown his mind. And yet he’d just spent the whole morning strapped into the cockpit of a starfighter, flying rings around a gigantic battle station that housed the memories of his dead mother. Blasting his first dog-fight opponent into smithereens was just the icing on the cake. No wonder he was knackered! Every time he though life couldn’t get any crazier, something else happened to prove him wrong. Giant aliens, telepathy… the talking robot Loader, who was currently floating around outside making repairs to the battle station…

And Ella.

Yup. Hands down the craziest thing of all was that he finally had a girlfriend.




*                    *                    *




Tristan stared into the face of his father and saw no recognition.

The man was long dead; this holographic representation, though perfect in every way, was still a recording. Tris must have watched it fifty times at least, but he still wanted to fling himself at the hologram, to wrap his arms around the illusion and feel warm flesh hugging him back. His pulse was racing, loud in his ears; he was breathing heavily, leaning forward on the edge of his bed.

Dad…

The first time, standing around with Kreon and the others in a circle on the Folly’s bridge, he’d been moved to tears by the sight of his dad. Hearing his voice after all these years was so sweet and yet so painful that he’d barely paid any attention to the content of the message. Now, after so many repeated viewings… he was still no closer to understanding it.

Mikelatz had left the recording carefully tucked away in the archives of the Folly, secured with an impossible-to-guess password — but as far as Tris could tell, he needn’t have bothered.

It started the same way it always had. The hologram had cast its eyes around the room, as though expecting a wide audience. That first time, surrounded by Kreon, Kyra and Ella, Tris had sidled around the circle to make sure that once his dad’s eyes came to rest, he was looking firmly at him.

“So Tris,” the hologram began, “I see you’ve discovered the family secret!” The hologram’s eyes roamed around the circle again, hunting for an elusive target. “Kreon! I know you’re there, you grumpy old bastard! What have you done to my son, eh? I told you — you promised me — that you’d keep him safe. I should have known… you have a unique way of interpreting things like that.”

Tris had been too traumatised to laugh the first time. Now he could appreciate that his dad was doing the same thing he’d done the whole time Tris had known him — using humour to deflect, joking around to avoid dealing with more serious emotions.

Remembering that brought Tris to the brink of tears once more. Damn it! Every time…

Mikelatz returned his gaze to the front, obviously staring straight into whatever device had been used to record the hologram. Tris stared back, making eye contact with the man he’d loved and lost seven long years ago. “Dad,” he whispered, “why didn’t you tell me?”

The hologram didn’t react, but its words were eerily appropriate. “Tris, I hope you understand why I kept this from you. I always knew there was a chance that my work would catch up with me — I only hoped it wouldn’t catch up with you, too. The truth is, I wanted to tell you. But there’s so much danger in you knowing… as I’m sure you’ve discovered.”

Looking around again, Mikelatz addressed his old mentor once more. “Kreon, how much have you told him? Does he know about our history together? Have you recited the litany of our past glories? Ha! I bet you have. But listen in, old man, because there are some things that even you don’t know.”

He took on a conspiratorial expression as he looked back at the space where Tris was sitting. The holo had been orientated this way since the first time Tris had played it — his mother, presumably, had set it up that way.

Mikelatz winked at him. “You see, I’ve played my part in the great events of my lifetime, and I’m proud of what I achieved. But as I’m sure you’ve guessed, there is more than meets the eye. Kreon knows me — I suppose I should say, knew me — as his apprentice, eventually as a Warden and, I hope, as a friend. You knew me as a father, and you have to know Tris, that you mean the world to me. More than the world — you mean the universe! Which is why I left this message. Because like it or not, you are now involved with this.” He took a step back, shaking his head and holding his hands up. It was one of Tristan’s favourite parts of the tape.

“This is crazy! I don’t even know how old you are. I’m guessing Kreon recruited you at, what, thirty? Forty-five? I hope he went easy on your family. I can just imagine you, sitting there surrounded by a bunch of kids, as the old man lays all that ‘destiny’ crap on you.” Then the hologram paused, as Mikelatz seemed to collect his thoughts. “More than anything, I hope you get to experience that. Having a family, having Karra and you, was happiest, the most complete I ever felt.” The hologram looked directly at Tris again, its eyes imploring. “Have your life, Tristan. Enjoy it! Take what pleasure you can.” Mikelatz looked down. “Because if you’re hearing this message, you’re already preparing to head for the Lemurian Frontier. Oh, Kreon! Oh how I laughed! We created the Lemurian Frontier, you and I! And Sera took the lead, bless her shimmery cotton socks! But none of you knew… neither of you had any way of knowing. Kreon… I created the Lemurian Frontier. Not by the power of negotiation, or because I was so good at my job that mere mortals trembled in my presence! No, Kreon. I created it because I am Lemurian. I always have been, since long before you recruited me. Though experience tempered my allegiance over the years, I came to you on purpose. Just as we have agents amongst the Lemurians, I was one of theirs amongst you. The greatest perhaps, in that I attained a status amongst you that they never imagined! And yet everything I did, I did for humanity — to preserve and protect our species. Just as you were doing — our motivation was the same, even if our masters were not. This and other secrets I could share, but I don’t feel they will help you. I’m dead, after all, and digging up the past — pun intended — will not help to preserve the future.” At this, the hologram paused, once more casting its simulated gaze around an imaginary room. “So I have some advice for you. When you first enter Lemurian space, make for the Berasko Research Station. There you will find Proconsul Augustus, an old friend of mine. He’s been a staunch ally over the years, and he will be able to answer many of the questions you have. Be careful what you ask! My reputation no longer matters, but there are hornets nests you do not wish to disturb. Be wary at all times! Trust only the people you take with you. The Lemurians are not an evil race, no matter how your people have painted them over the centuries, but their leaders are mistrustful and paranoid. They will not hesitate to protect themselves against any perceived threat. Don’t be that threat, Kreon! I know this advice runs contrary to your nature, but you now have my son in your care. For his sake more than your own, be careful. The Lemurian Empire is a cold and comfortless place for those that find themselves out of favour.”

For the last time, Tristan’s dad looked around the room, as though collecting attention for his final announcement. When it came, it was a doozy. “The Portals are the key, Kreon. I always knew they were. But what lies beyond them is an evil we can’t contain. She is awake now, and I fear she will come for all of us… I’ve given you access to my research, but it’s a puzzle I’ve been unable to complete. I believe the Keepers of the Faith have always known… the answers may lie in the oldest records of their religion. You must find a way to visit the Lemurian Oracle, Kreon! But tread lightly; outsiders are not easily granted an audience. He smiled. “I’m sure you can use your winning charm to convince them otherwise. Scour the legends, read the sacred texts if they will let you. If anyone can find a way to defeat this evil, it is you.”

The hologram paused again, and its gaze came to rest squarely on Tristan. Even though he knew his mother had arranged it that way, it still felt so personal and intimate that he leaned in, clinging to every word his father directed at him. “Tristan. You have the power to aid Kreon in this task. I tried to keep you away from this life, but in my heart I knew it would rise up to lay claim to you. Please know that, whilst I hoped for a simpler calling for you, I know that you are more than capable of handling this one. You are the best part of me, and more than anything I want you to understand this: I love you. Your mother loved you. We love you so much — and whatever happens, we’re proud of you. Everything of mine is yours — you can open any gate, control any ship. All of my treasures I leave to you. But when it comes time to save the galaxy—” the hologram made such intense and disturbing eye-contact that every time Tris felt sure it was alive — “make the right decision. You’ll know what it is… because you are me. The best of me.” And the hologram smiled at him, one last time. “I love you, Tristan. Take it easy.”

And he was gone.

The projection was gone. The sequence of images, the electronic data, the points of light that had come together to portray a person long dead.

And every single time, Tristan felt the hammer-blow of loss. The grief. He’d never really dealt with it as a kid, never allowed himself to process what he felt about the situation. He’d never been able to look his dad in the eyes and ask for forgiveness… because at some level, he’d always believed it had been his fault.

But that wasn’t true. He knew that now.

His dad was dead because Kreon had killed him.

As for the more cryptic parts of the message…

Tris had absolutely no idea what his dad meant.

He fell asleep still wondering about it.




He was awakened by a knocking sound.

A very familiar knock… more of a tap, really.

Launching himself out of bed, he ran both hands through his hair. I must look like crap. He’d never got around to taking that shower. Luckily, Ella had seen him at his worst plenty of times. In fact, she’d barely seen him any other way. It was a miracle she was still interested in him.

Tris took calming breaths as he approached the door. He still found himself trying to play it cool around Ella — she was just so transcendently beautiful that he sort of lost all ability to act normal.

The door had already performed its most impressive trick, revealing the slender form of his assassin lover. He knew she hated doors that did this — a professional hazard, he guessed — but he couldn’t resist taking a few extra seconds to study her. The shape of her, clad in that figure-hugging jumpsuit, really was breath-taking. Her pale skin and flame-red hair, those wide green eyes and the scattering of freckles across her nose… that was poetry.

He took one more breath and opened the door.

“Hi you,” Ella said, folding her arms. Tris had meant to grab her in a bear hug, but stepped back instead to invite her in. Ella hesitated on the threshold for a second, then stepped through and waved the door closed behind her. “It’s good to see you again.”

Tris mugged a sad face. “Don’t I get a hug?”

At that, Ella cracked a smile. “Well now, that depends. What do I get?”

“Molested?”

Giggling, Ella stepped closer and wrapped her arms around him. She was so slight, but Tris knew she could lift him off the ground without breaking a sweat. She’d proved that a couple of times recently… the memory of it brought a slight stirring down below.

Ella felt it of course — pressed together as they were, there was no way to hide it. “You really have missed me,” she whispered, and Tristan’s pulse ratcheted up another notch.

But Ella stepped away, putting a barrier of air between them. Tris was suddenly cold.

“Tris, there’s something we need to talk about.”

His heart would have dropped into his boots, if he’d been wearing any. His experience with girls was very limited, but a line like that could only ever mean bad news. “Ah… are you okay?”

She looked down before answering — also not a good sign. “I’m fine, Tris. But I’m starting to plan my next move. And here’s the thing. Kreon has decided that you guys are all off on an adventure into Lemurian space, and—”

“No!” Tris jumped in. “I mean, it was my idea, mostly. But we don’t have to go. Kreon’s all fired up trying to figure out this whole Black Ships thing, but we’re meant to stay here and help guard Earth. So we could stick around, you know…” he trailed off. Ella’s face was impassive, a tactic he recognised — she was distancing herself, ready to impart some devastating emotional blow. That he knew her well enough to read her after such a short time together made it doubly devastating. “Please don’t say it,” he murmured.

“I’m sorry, Tris. I know this sounds awful, but it’s not about us. Not about you, at any rate. And I know that sounds worse, but it’s true. You’re a part of Kreon’s crew, and this is your home now. Even if you could go back to Earth, you wouldn’t. Right?”

Tris nodded glumly, not sure where this was going but convinced he wasn’t going to like it.

“It’s not like that for me. I’m not a part of this family. And I never can be. Not because I don’t like them. And not because I don’t like you.” She smiled sadly on this last part — and that’s when Tris knew it really was the end. Of everything. He wanted to fall to his knees and wail, but he managed to hold onto at least part of his dignity.

“Why?” It was the only word he could come up with.

Ella’s face softened. “Tris, look. There will be people coming for me. No matter where I go, no matter what I do. And no matter who I’m with. On my own, I’m equipped to deal with that kind of threat.” One corner of her delicate mouth quirked up. “It might even be fun, for a while. But here’s the thing: they’ll win in the end. They always do. When they find me — and they will find me — I’d rather not have you around to watch.”

“But I can protect you!” Tris stepped forwards, grabbing hold of her hands. “We all can! Kreon and Kyra, and Loader… if Blas was still here, he’d—”

“No, Tris.” She squeezed his hands, tangling her fingers in his. “You can’t. I have enough deaths on my conscience. I can’t have yours.”

“We can beat them!” Tris put every ounce of conviction he could muster into the assertion.

But Ella merely shook her head. “No-one can, Tris. And I’m sorry. I did this to myself, but I never intended to do it to you. You’ve given me…” And she faltered, a hitch in her voice.

Tris took the chance and stepped in, gathering her up in a fierce hug. She was tense for a few seconds, then gave in, relaxing against him and holding him as tightly as he held her. But she drew back first, pushing him to arm’s length, taking his hands and then letting them go.

“Thank-you, Tris. For everything.” Then moving so fast he didn’t have time to react, she slid up to him and planted her lips on his. The kiss was forceful and passionate, driving all other thoughts from his brain. Then her lips were gone, leaving his tingling. Right by his ear, she barely breathed the words; “I’ll miss you every night.”

And then she was gone, the door opening for her before Tris regained the power of speech. Her graceful stride down the corridor kept him hypnotised until the door slid shut again, obscuring it.

And Eleanor Fitzgerald was gone from his life.

Again.
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The comm-beep woke Kreon from a restless sleep.

He was on his feet instantly — already fully clothed, as he rarely bothered undressing. The persistent chime rang out twice more as he performed his regular awakening ritual; scanning his immediate surroundings for threats or changes, testing the motion of his joints with a stretch, and confirming that he was armed.

Keon was never unarmed; he’d been sleeping that way for more than two centuries.

It was the only way he could sleep.

On the fourth beep of the comm, he addressed the Folly’s AI. “I’ll answer that now please, Karra.”

The wall opposite his bed contained a flat screen, and it was this rather than the holo projectors that fired up in response. The symbol of the Wardens — a trident before the seven concentric rings of the homeland — flashed up briefly, replaced by the head and shoulders of acting High Warden Oktavius. The old Warden was skeletally thin; his mood was evident from his sour expression.

“Kreon. Did I wake you?”

“Frequently,” Kreon replied, making no effort to disguise his annoyance.

“You received my last transmission?”

“I did. Congratulations, by the way. I hear it was a lovely ceremony.”

Oktavius glanced away with a scowl. “Kreon, I’m not here to fence with you. The Council confirmed me as High Warden because things are moving dangerously fast. There wasn’t time to call a Conclave, and enough of the First Circle were already here on Atalia. Listen to me, Kreon! Your little spat with Sera has gotten out of control—-”

“Spat?” Anger flared in Kreon. Few things tried his patience like overbearing superiors, but belittling the events of the last few weeks would definitely do it. “My battle with Sera was no spat! This is not the product of old arguments or romantic differences! Sera has betrayed all of us. She’s broken the most sacred traditions of our Order, attacked the planet she was honour-bound to protect and attempted to wipe out all life on Earth!”

“Yes, yes.” Oktavius waved a hand dismissively. “I know all that. And for a wonder, I believe you. Even with all the corroborating evidence, I’d find Sera’s treachery hard to swallow — were it not for the transmission I received from her.”

That cut through Kreon’s rage and sobered him instantly. “What transmission? Is she suing for peace?”

Oktavius grinned bitterly. “Not quite. I thought the message would have reached you by now or I’d have passed it along. Sera is deranged, Kreon! She’s refuted the validity of my appointment and declared herself High Warden in my stead! She’s issued a demand that all our brethren support her claim.”

Kreon was silent for a moment while the news sank in. He’d known Sera wouldn’t simply disappear into obscurity — she was far too driven for that, and far too clever. He wasn’t sure exactly what he’d expected… that she deny all wrongdoing perhaps? Challenge his version of events — challenge him even, to a trial by combat? It was ridiculous under the circumstances, but Sera had enough support within the Order to get away with it. Almost…

But this? It was a bold move, dangerous and highly aggressive.

It was pure Sera.

He should have seen it coming a mile away.

On the screen, Oktavius cleared his throat. The acting High Warden — no, full High Warden, Kreon corrected himself — was giving him time to process this turn of events. But the man clearly had a motive in making this contact, and it wasn’t simply the courtesy of passing on news.

“What do you want, Oktavius?”

The old man raised both eyebrows. “Ah, so! We get straight to it. I must say, I thought I’d have to debate this with you. So here it is. I need you back here, Kreon. I need you immediately. You’ve been resisting my request for days, so now I’m making it an order. To counter the threat that Sera represents I’m gathering as many Wardens as possible. I need every opinion and every faction — and I need you, Kreon. We’ve had our differences, but I believe we share a mutual respect for each other’s achievements. It could just as easily have been you sitting here in this ridiculously ornate chamber. It would have been, had Lord Erekasten had his way. He confided in me, you know; I was one of his staunchest supporters here. But none of that matters now. What matters is the damage that Sera’s challenge will do to the Order. How much support does she still have amongst the lower echelons, and how staunch is it? Those who’ve followed her before — will they follow her into treason? For anyone else, such a statement would be ridiculous. But Sera’s legend looms large over all of us. We both know she has friends on the Council. If she attracts enough Wardens from the Progressive factions and sets them against the rest of us, she could start a civil war… And worse, Kreon — she could win!”

Kreon stared hard at Oktavius, saying nothing as the High Warden’s argument wound down. Oktavius was right; the situation was dire. Yet the Wardens had survived far worse, and no matter how popular Sera had been once, she couldn’t possibly inspire oath-sworn Wardens to betray everything their Order was created to protect. Her goal would still be the same: the cleansing of Earth, the better to use the planet as her new base of operations. No Warden in his right mind would go along with such a plan, even with Sera herself at the helm.

Would they?

Regardless. The political manoeuvring, and the conflict if it came to it, would be a protracted affair. It was not something Kreon could be a part of. Identifying the source of the Black Ships and discovering a way to defeat them was a far more important task. Earth had already been saved from impending apocalypse by the heroism and sacrifice of Kreon’s team. He wasn’t prepared to continue that trend — as Oktavius himself had once said, Earth had plenty of defenders. They would just have to defend themselves while they were doing it.

He took a long, grounding breath. “No.”

Oktavius looked momentarily puzzled. “No?”

“No, Oktavius. I will not be returning to Atalia. I have an errand I must attend to, and it brooks no delay.”

Oktavius glared at him. “Kreon, you cannot be serious! Still chasing your blasted Portals halfway across the galaxy? The Wardens are in peril! I’m calling you in for crisis management. We stand to lose a great deal here, and you can directly prevent some of it.” The High Warden made a visible effort to compose himself. “Where the hell are you so keen on going then, that you’d refuse a direct command from the head of your Order?”

Kreon spoke quietly. “The Lemurian Empire.”

That did it. On screen, Oktavius’ face twitched — and then he exploded. “Are you mad? What in Sydon’s Name are you thinking? Sera could be leading an army of traitors to our doorstep at this very moment, and you’re galavanting off for a chat with our oldest enemies? You’ve lost your mind, man.”

Kreon kept his voice level. There was no point adding fuel to the fire. “Be that as it may, my path leads into Lemurian space. When my task there is done, I’ll return to deal with Sera.”

“Oh yes?” Oktavius sounded bitter. “Well hear this, Kreon. If you go to visit the Lemurians you can damn well stay there! Do you understand me? Don’t bother coming back. Your seat on the Council will not be waiting for you.”

Kreon was silent for a moment. “I’m sorry you feel that way,” he said at last. “And I’m sorry that you don’t trust me. If you had the strength of character to undertake what I am about to, Sera would not be able to threaten you. Her rebellion is only made possible because the Order is weak — and because the one who leads it is weakest of all. Farewell, Lord Oktavius, and good luck — I believe you’ll need it.”

He cut the signal, then used his implanted transceiver to block further calls from Atalia.

And then he breathed, heavily, sinking down onto the bed as he processed what had just happened.

He’d been out in the cold for most of his career, operating alone for years at a time… But he’d always come home eventually. The ability to do so, the certain knowledge that his actions were backed by the full weight of his Order, was a large part of his confidence. He’d made questionable decisions in the past, but like it or not Erekasten had always supported him…

Suddenly, all that was gone.

Oktavius held power now, and if he meant what he’d said, Kreon would be cut off from Atalia…

A Warden no longer.

All his career… all his life. He’d rightfully achieved his place in the First Circle, had spent centuries defending humanity against things most of them could’t even imagine. To have it all snatched away, simply because one feeble individual found himself with supreme power and yet lacked the maturity to wield it…

Then again, the way things were headed the Wardens were in for a rough ride. Perhaps he was better off on the outside. One thing he did know — he couldn’t allow their political squabbles to endanger his mission. The Black Ships were a far greater threat than any bunch of rogue Wardens; the fate of the entire galaxy could very well hang on what he discovered.

More sleep would be impossible. He collected the battered trench coat from the foot of the bed and shrugged it on. There were plenty of things he could be doing.

Research to conduct.

Records to examine.

And a course to plot, to the one place he swore he’d never go back.

Lemuria.




*                    *                    *




Kyra stared up at the dimly-lit ceiling and wondered why she couldn’t sleep.

She wasn’t sure what had awakened her, but now she lay there, her mind churning with thoughts of the day ahead. Her injuries from the fighter battle were relatively minor, and the Folly’s medical talos had fixed her up pretty good. She’d be sore for a few days, but when wasn’t she? Mostly, she was grateful that the older wounds were finally staying closed. Recovering from that ordeal had taken much longer and been far more difficult than she’d expected. Maybe she was getting old?

Sharki was stretched out on the bed next to her, snoring gently. With Kyra in no condition to do anything but talk, he’d gone to sleep with his boots on. His fancy shirt lay strewn on the floor though, and the body it had revealed was hard-packed and criss-crossed with scars.

She reached out and brushed a chestnut curl from his forehead. She knew his hair was steel-grey beneath the dye, the byproduct of a lifetime of hard choices. We’re both getting old. She’d known Sharki for decades, and had seen his manner change in that time — partially her fault, of course. First she’d stolen his heart, then she’d taken it with her when she left. The result was a man with more bitterness and hostility than she’d known before, but also more vulnerability. Sharki’s armour had been pierced, and only she knew the way in. It made her love him even more — that he’d held a candle for her all this time, in spite of what she’d done to him…

And she was about to do it again.

“I’m sorry,” she breathed.

Sharki stirred, then sat bolt upright as old combat reflexes kicked in. “Kyra! What…?”

“Shhh… it’s nothing,” she whispered, reaching out to trace his bicep with a fingertip.

“We’re okay?”

“We’re okay,” she confirmed.

Sharki slid back down into the bed, yawning. “Din’t know where I was for a few secs.”

“Mm-hm. Occupational hazard.”

“Yeah…” he yawned again. “It’s been a while, to be honest. I’m mostly a homebody these days, sending the boys out to do my dirty work.”

“I don’t believe it for a minute.”

“Oh yeah? You should try it sometime. I’ve finally got my place just how I want it. And now Outcrop is mobile, we’ll get to go places without even leaving home.”

Kyra snorted. She’d always considered Sharki’s asteroid base so damn ugly that she went on extra missions just to get away from the place. “Sounds idyllic.”

“It is, as it happens. Matter of fact, I was hoping you’d come back there with me. Once we haul that wreck of a battleship back there we’re gonna need all hands on deck. Expand operations, like. I could sure use my lieutenant.”

Kyra sighed. She’d hoped to delay this conversation for at least a day. She never seemed to catch a break, least of all where Sharki was concerned. “No,” she said softly. “Kreon’s going into Lemurian space. And I’m going with him.”

“What?” Sharki was fully awake now, rolling over to face her. “You gotta be shitting me! You’ve literally just got back on your feet, and he’s already got another suicide mission lined up for you?”

“Hey!” she protested. “It’s not like that. I’ve got a job to do too, you know. I can’t just abandon Kreon any more than you could up sticks and leave your people on Outcrop.”

“I’m here, aren’t I? Maybe that’s what we both need. A bit of time away. I’ve got people on Outcrop that can handle things for a while. You could tell Kreon that you’ll sit the next one out, and we…” he trailed off as Kyra shook her head.

“That’s not going to work and you know it. Ten minutes in and you’d be calling your guys to micro-manage them. And I’d spend the entire time wondering whether Kreon was still alive or not. I know it’s going to be dangerous out there — that’s why I have to go.”

“Because of Kreon?”

“Because of Kreon,” she agreed. “I’ve kept that grumpy old bastard alive this long. Tristan too… someone’s got to watch out for him.”

“But why does it always have to be you?” Sharki demanded. “When are you going to watch out for yourself? For us?”

“Ha! For you, you mean. Hang the galaxy, let everyone else die, just so long as Sharki gets his happy times? When did you become so selfish?”

She saw that barb hit home and his anger rush to the surface.

“‘Course I’m selfish. I’m a mercenary! And so are you, remember? When did you become the galaxy’s bleeding heart?”

She had no answer for that. Instead, she snatched up her jumpsuit and pulled it on. She’d kept her Arranozapar swords within arm’s reach ever since taking them back from Evelyn Fitzgerald; they went on next, coiling around her waist with a mental impulse.

“So you’re really just going to storm out of here? On our first and last night together for Sydon knows how long? Kyra, this is your room.”

“I’ve got plenty of other places to be,” she retorted. And left.




*                    *                    *




The morning meeting was a tense one.

Tris was utterly crushed. He’d been up all night, unable to stop the despair swirling endlessly through his head. When Kreon had summoned him, he’d staggered down to the bridge without even checking a mirror. He didn’t give a shit what he looked like; his heart had been torn in two. He couldn’t face questions about it, so he kept his head down and stared hard at the floor.

Even so, he could tell he wasn’t the only one with problems. Kyra was snippier than usual, her jibes more acidic. Tris stopped trying to talk to her after the first couple of exchanges, and merely waited for Kreon to get started. The Warden himself seemed wrapped up in some dark cloud of his own. He spoke to none of them, acknowledging their presence with a nod or a stare. Tris was starting to wonder what he was waiting for, and if it was all even remotely worth it, when Loader trundled in. Obviously Kreon had summoned the talos as well, but Loader had spent most of the last week in space, making vital repairs to the battle station they were living in. Of all of them, only Loader seemed unchanged by recent events. He’d been working tirelessly to make the Folly capable of interstellar travel, and Tris felt a flash of guilt for not even trying to connect with the talos. Loader was as intelligent as anyone else on the crew, and he felt a certain obligation to keep up their developing friendship.

Another failure.

Kreon glanced around, taking note of Loader parked in place, and began his briefing without ceremony.

“You all know our mission,” he started. “The Black Ships are striking with impunity, leaving devastation wherever they go. For reasons of their own, the rest of the galaxy seems to be looking the other way. We, however, cannot. Once we have identified a threat, it is our mandate to eradicate it. The Black Ships threaten every sentient race in the galaxy, though of course our experience is limited to their effect on worlds inhabited by humans. We know little about them — only that they strike without warning, absorb all organic matter from a world, and leave the place a lifeless husk. Whatever the politics of the galaxy, or our personal difficulties—” he shot Kyra a meaningful look at this, “—our mission is now clear. We will pursue the mystery of the Black Ships, and we will lay it bare. The Lemurian Empire holds some of the clues we need to unravel this mystery, so that will be our primary destination.”

“Just us?” Tris asked. “Or can we get a bunch of Warden ships as back-up?”

Kreon glowered. “High Warden Oktavius, in his infinite wisdom, has determined this mission of insufficient importance to warrant back-up.”

“Oh. Right. Well, at least we have the Empress and her… whatever they are.”

“Nope.” Kyra’s tone was flat. “She’s taken her brood to the far side of the solar system to watch for interlopers. She told me she daren’t go into Lemurian space; she’s afraid of being recognised.”

Tris raised his eyebrows at this. “Because her people have that treaty with the Lemurians?”

“Could be. I think she’s some kind of religious zealot back home. I didn’t ask for details.”

“Oh.” Tris eyed Kyra warily. “Is it too much to hope that Sharki…?”

“Not coming. And frankly, I don’t want him there.”

“Fair enough. So it’s just the four of us again.” Tris forced a smile. “Like old times.”

Kyra regarded him cooly. “I’m not going either.”

“WHAT?” Tris spun to face her. “But… but—”

“Relax Tris, I’m just messing with you. Where else am I gonna go?”




The Warden followed all this, a strange look in his eyes. When they were all quiet again, he continued as though no-one else had spoken. “We have one stop-off to make. As you know, the Folly contains a rather sensitive cargo. I aim to deposit the items in our care on a world where they will remain undiscovered until we return for them. Entering enemy space is one thing; entering it with a hold full of forbidden weaponry is another entirely. We must be prepared for the Lemurians to treat us with hostility. They will examine us from every angle, question our intentions and debate our motives. But our mission is pure, and it is simple. If they also fear the Black Ships, then they will help us to discover their nature. I believe this enemy can be defeated, and I believe that we will find the way. Because we must, or countless billions of lives will be extinguished with every attack. We have never known a threat like this, but we will face it nonetheless.”

Kreon ended his speech abruptly. Tris didn’t know if he was meant to applaud or cheer. He felt like doing neither. The Warden had put some effort into that presentation, and he was clearly expecting a more enthusiastic reception. All he got was a terse nod from Kyra and a flat stare from Tris. Loader’s top light lit briefly, at least showing that the talos had been listening. It was an awkward moment, which Kreon salvaged with a snap of his fingers.

“Tris!” he called.

“Yeah?”

“Our journey into Lemurian space may provide some of the information your father warned us about. I need to know that you are prepared to deal with this eventuality — that you are committed to this team, and prepared to do what will be required of you.”

Tris sighed. “Sacrifice again, Kreon? Like I haven’t done enough of that?”

Kreon’s tone softened. “No, indeed. I am aware of the difficulties you face. But you should know that my promise to your father stands. I will do everything in my power to keep you safe. It may be that this experience will teach us much about the man he was, and instil you with the same dedication that drove Mikelatz. You have the potential, Tris. You could be a greater Warden even than he was.”

Tris made a face at Kreon. “It all comes back to that, eh? Being the most noble, the most dedicated, the most self-sacrificing Warden. You know, I never really had much choice in that, did I?”

Kreon had the decency to look taken aback. He didn’t answer for a few seconds. “You’re right of course,” he said eventually. “But I stand by my decision. You have the chance to achieve so much more out here than you ever could have on Earth. Great people do not start out great, Tristan. Their greatness develops in response to the circumstances thrust upon them.” He turned to Kyra. “What about you? Any last-minute regrets you’d like to air?”

Kyra eyed him warily. “If you want to call my dedication into question, be my guest. I think I can still cough up enough blood to sign a ‘fuck you’ agreement.”

Kreon stared at her, a rare smile spreading across his face. “Thank-you Kyra. I’ll take that as a ‘no’.”

“So where are we headed, anyway?” Kyra asked. “I mean, you’re being all mysterious and shit, and I know that’s your bag, but I’m not really in the mood for it. So if you don’t mind spilling the data, I’ve got the squirt here to whip into shape.”

Tris winced involuntarily as she mentioned him. Training with Kyra in a good mood was seriously tough. Training with her like this… Ouch.

“Very well,” Kreon said, running both hands down his trench coat to smooth it. “I’ll get Loader to input the coordinates. If you wouldn’t mind?”

The talos rumbled forward, heavy tracks clanking on the metal deck.

Tris watched with building interest. It was clear from Kreon’s body language that something important had just happened. He’d been building up to this destination like some crazy uncle who’d bought his niece a pony. The delivery had fallen a little flat, what with Ella having destroyed Tristan’s whole world just a few hours earlier, but he owed Kreon a lot. The least he could do was appear to be interested.

“So. Where are we going? Got some secret place we can stash all this shit?”

Kreon fixed him with a steely glare. “Finally paying attention, are we? Yes, the planet we are heading for is precisely what you envisage. All that, and more.” He turned his attention to Kyra. “I would have let you in on this of course, but we’ve had so little time lately.” He turned, addressing the Folly’s computer. “Askarra, would you be kind enough to project an image of what we should find at those coordinates?”

A small, rocky sphere sprung to life beside Kreon. The holo clearly represented a planetoid — perhaps a small moon, Tristan wasn’t clear on the terminology. It was round and grey, pock-marked with impact craters… and barren.

“Okay…” Tris began. “So… what are we looking at here? You’ve bought a moon? Um, congratulations.”

Kreon grinned back at him, a wolfish grin stealing over his features.

“Indeed, Tristan. Kyra, take a look. I always planned to bring you here, one day. But time, alas, had been our enemy.”

Kyra’s interest must have been piqued. “I don’t know that place,” she said flatly. “I don’t even know that sector.”

Kreon’s eyes were alive as he responded. “Indeed, you would not. There is little there to remark upon; merely this tiny planet, which I have adopted. There is however, considerably more to her than the holo conveys.”

“Like what?” Kyra sounded intrigued. “You’ve given her a holo-dating profile?”

Kreon ignored this, manipulating the holo to show the planet’s dark side. As far as Tris could tell, it was identical to the light one. “Uh, what’s it called?” he asked.

The Warden looked a little chagrinned. “I haven’t entirely decided. For now I call it, Kreon’s World.”
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The four-day journey to reach Kreon’s mystery planet was horrendous.

Tris spent half his waking hours getting beaten up and down the training room by Kyra and the other half being drilled by her on the theory and mechanics of fighter piloting. Kreon stopped by occasionally to monitor his progress, and the whole bastard bunch of them had refused to communicate with him in any other way than by using the Gift.

It was exhausting.

It occurred to Tris that perhaps they were doing it on purpose — trying to keep him mentally and physically occupied so he couldn’t dwell on the painful absence of Ella. Then again, there had been plenty of heartbreak to go around lately; Sharki had stormed off in a huff just before they left Earth’s solar system, gone to contribute his expertise to the ongoing defence effort. The battleship he considered his prize was still being used as a base of operations for the remnants of Sera’s forces whilst the Wardens figured out a more permanent strategy. The loss of Homeguard had left them in a precarious position, and the attempted raids on Earth had sky-rocketed. Kreon had been offered the post of Earth Warden but had inexplicably refused it. Then again, it looked like a job doomed to failure, so perhaps he was being pragmatic. He certainly seemed more detached lately, not that he’d ever been the life and soul of the party.

Tris missed Ella with every breath he took. More than anything he missed her slender arms around him in the middle of the night, when she’d made secret visits to his quarters. Askarra had to know about it — it was impossible to sneak around the gigantic battle station when the computer monitored every occupant’s vital signs in real-time. Still, they’d decided not to mention it, as the prospect of being spied on — by his mother, no less — had been more than a little uncomfortable for both of them.

Turning to Askarra for some comfort, Tris was surprised to learn of her growing admiration for the assassin. “It was the correct decision,” the hologram told him, in response to his anguished cries.

“Eleanor is correct in her assumption that remaining with Kreon’s team would place both herself and you in greater jeopardy. Kreon is not known for subtlety, and would be an easy target for the Priesthood to pursue.”

Tris stubbornly refused to see the logic in this, clinging to the unfairness of the situation like a blanket. It resulted in yet another uncomfortable revelation, and one which had cast a bucket of icy water over his burning teenage angst.

“I am based on an engram of your mother’s memories, taken some years before her death,” Karra reminded him, “but I have access to many sources of information. Her decision to stay with you and your father is what led ultimately to her demise. Agents of the Priesthood located her on Earth, infiltrated the planet and executed her there. Had she fled into space alone, given her considerable skillset it is entirely possible that she would still be alive.”

“But how is that fair? How do they get away with it? Can’t we find them and punish them? And stop the ones who are after Ella?”

The computer adopted a gentler tone. “Tris, you have to understand the way the galaxy works. What the Priesthood did to your mother was completely legal. Their pursuit of Eleanor is likewise. Both individuals broke their contracts, in full knowledge of the consequences. The Priesthood has every right to find them and kill them — along with anyone they deem guilty of attempting to shelter their target.”

“So they could have killed my dad, just for being with her?”

A touch of wry humour coloured Askarra’s voice. “The famous war-hero? Even the Priesthood would not have dared.”

“Ah. That’s why Ella went to Sera for protection.”

“Correct. Seeking refuge on Homeguard was an ideal solution — or it must have appeared that way at the time.”

“So where will she go now? Ella, I mean?”

Again, Tris noted the telltale hesitation before the computer replied. “I’m not sure I should answer that.”

“What? Mum, come on! If you know, you have to tell me!”

There was another brief pause. “I am unsure of Eleanor’s intended destination, but I can recognise a pattern in her behaviour. If she obeys her training she will already be a long way from here. However, my prediction based on the available evidence is that she will remain close. To keep an eye on you.”

“What evidence? I thought she was good at… her job.”

“You should be quite proud, Tristan. By all accounts, Eleanor is an excellent assassin. The one flaw that compromises her professionalism is the same reason she decided to leave you. It is also the reason why I have offered her limited access to the Folly’s control functions.”

“And that is?”

“She is in love with you.”

Tris just stared at the hologram, his mind whirling.

As morsels of hope go it wasn’t much — but it was the best he’d had all week.




*                    *                    *




Kreon’s World, seen from orbit, was anything but the rocky asteroid from its official record.

A green and blue marble of a planet, streaked white with clouds, to Tristan’s eyes it looked very much like a miniature version of Earth.

Kyra took them in, piloting one of the Folly’s few remaining shuttlecraft. Loader had spent most of the last four days cramming the shuttle’s hold full of Kreon’s treasures; he informed them it would take three more runs to transfer everything to the planet’s surface.

Kyra spent most of the trip down riveted to the viewscreen, her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “There’s something here that doesn’t add up,” she said, not taking her eyes off the lush green landscape they were flying over. “Spill it, Kreon! How the hell did you stumble on this place? And how in Sydon’s Name have you managed to keep it a secret?”

Kreon frowned at his nav display, but overall his humour seemed to have improved since they’d arrived in orbit. “When I first visited this place, it was the same barren planetoid you observed in the holo. Its official designation was a string of digits too long to remember. I chose it for precisely this reason — it was sufficiently remote and unremarkable for me to conduct my test.”

“Test?” Tris chimed in. “Test of what?”

Kreon glanced around at him. “Use your deductive prowess, Tristan! What forces have you encountered that could produce such a transformation?”

Tris felt his jaw drop as understanding dawned on him. “You mean… you actually used one?”

“Indeed. This is where I activated the first Planet Forge I discovered. How else could I determine the device’s function? I had deciphered enough of the Kharash language to make an educated guess at its intended use, but there was a substantial possibility that I was wrong. My previous experiments with Kharash technology proved I had the ability to control it, but always there is the margin for error. Triggering the device could have produced a titanic explosion — or nothing. I am extremely fortunate that neither of those scenarios ensued. Instead, this barren and lifeless world was reborn as a rich and vibrant land; it was the best result I could have hoped for.”

“And… it’s yours?”

A rare grin stole across Kreon’s features. “Indeed. As an empty, airless rock devoid of any notable assets, the price was remarkably reasonable.”




As they drew closer to the surface Kyra killed their speed, allowing them all to absorb the scene for a few moments. A veritable Garden of Eden presented itself; rivers and streams criss-crossed the land below, which seemed largely dominated by forest. In the distance, snow-capped mountains loomed majestically.

Tris found his bleak mood lifting as he gazed out at the unspoiled paradise. If Kreon really did own this world, the possibilities were endless.

Ella could live here someday… with me. And they would never find us.

He shook his head. “Kreon, this place is amazing!”

The Warden spared him a glance. “I believe it is unique in our galaxy; an entirely uninhabited, yet perfectly habitable world — ideal in every way for supporting human life, yet completely unscarred by such. For over a hundred years this has been my private retreat.”

“Like a holiday home?”

“That is an appropriate comparison,” the Warden replied. “Though as you may have intuited, holidays are relatively infrequent in our line of work.”

“How often have you been here?”

“Twice.”

A sudden chime from the nav console drew everyone’s attention.

“What the—?” Kyra reached across in front of Kreon to tap the board. “Is that another ship?”

“Impossible!” Kreon hissed. “Unless they’ve been following the Folly since we left Saturn.”

“Or someone discovered this place by accident?” Tris offered. He thought Kreon would tell him the odds were literally astronomical, but the Warden was more concerned with the approaching signal.

“The other craft is closing with us,” he reported. “And they are not alone; I’m reading a single fighter escort.”

“Shit! We’re unarmed, and this tub is slower than hell.” Kyra hauled on the control stems, swinging their shuttle around to put more distance between them and their pursuers.

“Stay on target,” Kreon advised her. “It is imperative that we reach those co-ordinates.”

“Tell that to the assholes behind us,” Kyra bit back. A warble from the nav console had her reaching across to slap some switches. “That’s a missile lock! These guys aren’t taking any chances. We got any counter-measures?”

Kreon threw his hands up in uncertainty.

“Tris! I’m asking you!”

Tris’ mind froze for a second— then he dug out the picture of his mother he kept in a pocket of his jumpsuit. As soon as his fingers touched the frame the picture vanished, replaced by lines of scrolling code. “Mum!” he called. “We’re being shot at! Does this shuttle have any countermeasures?”

Askarra’s response held a shade of anxiety. “Unfortunately not. None of the vessels in my inventory are armed, but I can send another shuttle to your location?”

“No time,” Kyra said, hunching over her console. “That fighter’s burning straight for us. She’ll be on us in a minute.” She was jinking the controls back and forth in an effort to lose their pursuer, but Tris could tell from her expression that it wasn’t working.

“I can’t shake ‘em!”

“Mum, help!” Tris yelled at the picture frame.

“They’re launching missiles!”

Askarra’s electronic reply sounded close to panic. “The Folly will be destroyed if it enters the atmosphere in its current condition. I have launched a spread of missiles—”

“Too late!” Kyra yelled. “Brace!”

And the ship slammed forward as a massive explosion enveloped the viewscreens.

Their seat restraints kept them safe, but the shuttle’s nose pitched down, the drone of its engines replaced by pops and bangs of secondary explosions.

“Shit! We’re going down. That blast took out the main drive.” Kyra wrestled with the controls, toggling her stick to control the retro thrusters. “Going in on landing jets only,” she said, “this may not be my smoothest touchdown.”

“Can we make the co-ordinates I gave you?” Kreon asked her.

“Not a chance. If we survive this, we can take a hike.”

“Where did they come from?” the Warden was indignant.

“Not from orbit,” Askarra responded. “Neither enemy vessel has an ident. Sensor silhouette suggests a small cargo hauler, though its weaponry suggests otherwise, and a late-model Angellus starfighter.”

The ground raced towards them, a leafy green canopy filling the viewscreens. Kyra timed blasts of the retro thrusters to pop the nose up every few seconds as they fell ever closer to the trees below.

“Smugglers?” Kreon suggested. “Or pirates? But how? Only one person could possibly…” The Warden lapsed into silence.

“What?” Tris demanded. “What is it?”

“We may have a problem.”

“No shit!” Kyra said. “Grab hold of something. This is it!” She wrenched her control stems back, and the shuttle ploughed into the forest at terminal velocity.




*                    *                    *




As crash landings went, Kyra reflected, it could have been worse.

She was becoming an expert.

It was lucky that transport shuttles had a degree of aerodynamics designed into them for efficiency in atmosphere, although they still had all the glide characteristics of a combat boot.

The bow thrusters had pushed the nose up at the last second, transforming their head-on collision into more of a belly-flop. The stubby wings had sheared off immediately, and lights flashed all over her console reporting the damage. They’d skipped across the ground, leaving bits and pieces of the shuttle in their wake, bouncing several more times before coming to rest in a small clearing.

The good news was, they were all alive. At least for now.

The bad news was, the shuttle was wrecked. And from the looks of things, their cargo was strewn back across the last half-mile.

The really bad news was that the violence of their passage would be clearly visible from the air.

“Out,” Kreon said, his mechanical hand tearing the bulkhead door open in spite of its deformity.

Tris was unbuckling, apparently unhurt. That was good; Kyra hated to cause the kid more pain than was strictly necessary. There would be plenty more in store for him if Kreon’s vision of the future panned out.

She gritted her teeth as she eased her legs out from under the console. Her recent injuries weren’t severe, but they were still healing. Looking back, she honestly couldn’t remember a time when she’d felt whole.

She heard a screech, presumably that of Kreon forcing the main hatch open against its will. Tris had followed him, leaving her alone in the battered cockpit.

She ran her hands through her hair, sending an impulse to pep up its rainbow with some brighter hues. To celebrate being alive.

She’d change it back to black with red streaks before she killed anyone.




As she made her way out through the remains of the cargo bay, she shuddered. The damage was far worse than she’d imagined. The entire back of the ship was missing, leaving a twisted mess of torn and melted metal. Some of the crates still remained, the ones that had been loaded first; the heavy chest containing the Planet Forge was there, though the thing was practically indestructible anyway.

Her stomach gave a lurch.

Loader had been in here too.

His docking station had been at the rear of the cargo bay, close to the reactor that powered it.

Now it was… just gone.

And Loader was gone with it.

The rush of concern lent fresh strength to her limbs. She jumped over the buckled deck plates and made for the hatch.

The others were waiting for her outside, standing knee-deep in the blueish green undergrowth. Tristan’s stricken face told her they’d already noticed Loader’s absence, so she looked to Kreon. “Any sign?”

The Warden shook his head. “If he is intact, he is beyond the range of my transceiver. We have no way of knowing if he was ejected during the initial blast, or lost during the crash.”

“We have to go look for him,” Tris said.

“Indeed. However, our first move should be to seek cover.”

Kyra flicked her eyes up to the top of the trees around them. She could hear the whine of atmosphere jets, growing steadily. “They’ll be here any second,” she said. “Defend the wreck, or scramble?”

Kreon wrapped his trench coat tighter around him, oblivious to the new holes it had picked up. “The forest,” he said, leading the way.




Kyra looked around, appraising the terrain as she sprinted through it.

The trees reminded her of the ones her people had brought with them on their exodus from Earth, save for a blueish tinge to the bark. Humans had carried pieces of their home planet to every corner of the galaxy, contaminating every ecosystem they came across. Kyra had long since grown out of caring about it; she’d had more important things to focus on during her adolescence.

They reached the edge of the clearing and ducked into the trees.

Kyra spun straight away, pulling her pistol from its holster. She cursed herself for not stopping to find something heavier. The Arranozapar rode her waist as always, but it would have been nice to pack a little more long-ranged punch.

The whine of engines became louder, the enemy ship coming to a hover directly above them. Kyra squinted up through the canopy, wondering who the hell had shot them down. Pirates? Or smugglers? But they fired without so much as a threatening comm call…

Then she remembered something, and snaked a hand out to grab Kreon’s arm. “Hey. You know who this is.” She didn’t make it a question.

Kreon met her gaze, his expression grave. “I am the only living person to set foot on this planet. I left safeguards in space to prevent unwelcome intrusion. No-one in the galaxy could both find the place, and defeat my security measures… except one.” He ran a hand over his studded scalp. “You have to understand; we were still married when I told her.”

“Sera,” Tris breathed, his eyes going wide.

Kreon’s face fell. “Indeed.”

Kyra took a deep, calming breath. “She knew it was us. She must have seen the Folly make orbit. One of these days we’re going to need a less distinctive ride.”

Kreon looked up again, some of the steel returning to his expression. “That is precisely why I brought us here. We must reach those coordinates before Sera’s troops locate us.”

“What? You mean you’ve got a ship stashed here?”

Before Kreon could answer, she felt a surge of intent from within the trees. Reacting on instinct she threw herself forwards, crashing into Tristan and bringing him to the ground in a heap.

Just as something tiny whipped through the space his head had occupied and smacked into the tree behind him.

The boy didn’t complain, just scrambled to his feet and crouched behind the next tree over. Kyra felt for the direction of the enemy’s mind and sent a volley of laser fire in that direction. Kreon had also pulled a pistol from his trench coat, but was saving his shots until he had a target.

“He’s on his own,” Kyra reported, “a single sniper. I didn’t hear the ship land. He must have dropped in.” She risked a look at the damaged tree, and swore. “Bullets! He’s firing actual bullets at us?”

Kreon cursed too. “He is hunting me. Sera knows the Aegis is proof against energy weapons, but it offers no defence against solid projectiles.”

“And bullets are no good against armour,” she said for Tristan’s benefit. “Only we’ve just decorated the local landscape with our armour.”

“So we run?” Tris didn’t sound scared, only determined. Perhaps a little pissed, too. Good for him.

“We run,” she agreed. “But only because he’ll expect us to.”




They ran.

Kyra led them directly away from their attacker at first, not trying to be quiet, hoping their assailant would be taking more care with his approach. The density of trees kept the undergrowth to a minimum, and the rise and fall of the land would make it hard for him to pick them off from a distance. Iridescent insects winged away as they sprinted past, proof that Kreon’s World was not entirely devoid of life.

She stopped them after a couple of minutes, pleased to see Tristan was fit enough to recover his breath straight away.

“Gimmie that,” she said, pointing at his neckline. Tris grasped her meaning and pulled his pendant over his head, handing it to her. She took it delicately, not feeling any of its dampening effects on her Gift, and passed it off to Kreon. “Sorry old man,” she told him, “you get to be a spectator.”

Tristan’s face came alive with wonder, a shudder rippling his shoulders as the world outside came in. Kyra couldn’t figure out why he still wore the pendant; to her it would be like wearing blinkers, or an eye-patch over a perfectly good eye. But now wasn’t the time to ponder the mystery that was Tristan. Most likely he just didn’t want her reading the adolescent fantasies from his mind.

Whatever. She felt Tristan’s presence like a computer coming online. Beyond him, she reached out for their attacker… and saw her own face reflected in his thoughts.

Shit! She ducked just in time as a bullet whistled through the air above her. Another followed slightly lower, the sniper having learned from his last attempt. Damn it! This asshole was good.

“Run!” she said, taking off into the trees at an oblique angle.

He’s following us, Tris warned her, as they pelted through the forest.

I know.

He’s herding us toward his mates up ahead.

What? She broke her link with Tris to stretch out as far as she could. If there were more of Sera’s troops out there, they were too far away for her to sense them.

Of course, Tristan’s talent far outstripped hers.

If she ever got a few quiet months to train him up, he’d be unbeatable.

You sure kid?

Positive.

She ducked a low-hanging branch and risked a look back at him. How many?

Not sure. I can only sense six.

Six? Sydon’s balls! She slid to a halt, letting the others catch up. “Okay, new plan,” she panted. “Kreon, find a place to lie in wait for this fucker. Tris, how do you feel about scouting the ones ahead? They must be a good distance away. Don’t get too close. Check out their strategy and get a feel for them.” She levelled a finger at him. “Don’t get shot.”

“You know that splitting up is always the worst idea at times like this?” he said.

“Only when you’re being hunted,” she shot back.

“Aren’t we?”

She gave him a grin, and uncoiled the swords from her waist. “No-one is ever hunting me,” she told him. “They only think they are.”

Kreon was already moving off, keeping to the route they’d been taking. Tris jogged towards the enemies that only he could sense, taking the knife-stick from his back as he went. Kyra watched him go. Hopefully he was clever enough to circle around a bit and stay clear of their kill-zone. She felt a little bad about sending him off alone, but he had to learn. And right now she could do without the company.

She set off away from the others, taking a third direction. Their pursuer would have to choose one of them to follow, and judging by his choice of ammunition it would be Kreon.

That would be a mistake.

Then again, the sniper was experienced in this kind of scenario. He was at ease in his surroundings, with his weapons, and in his mission. A career mercenary, she was sure of it; how many targets he’d tracked through jungles and forests she didn’t care to know, but he considered himself an expert at it. The ego pouring off the man was like a hot stink. If even half of it was justified, he’d anticipate her actions.

With a thought, she turned her hair black with the trademark red streaks.

He could anticipate all he wanted. It wouldn’t do him any good.
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Tris stalked his targets as cautiously as he could.

The forest wasn’t his natural environment; he was an urban man, used to relying on straight edges and hard surfaces to get him around. Here the ground was spongy and uneven underfoot; smells of damp earth and moss tickled his nostrils.

He calmed his breathing and tried to focus. The torrent of thoughts and images from the six men was overwhelming, bleeding out into the world around him. One would speak and Tris would spin, convinced the man was behind him. Their presence was so potent he was almost drowning in it, a thousand details flashing through his mind every second as the men focussed on the trees around them, the bugs, their weapons and each other. He saw a knife, knew that one man coveted it, and was nearly blinded by the sunlight winking off its tip.

“Cover that up!” a third man hissed from beside him, and it was all Tris could do not to swing his glaive into the apparition.

He massaged his temples with his free hand. His abilities were getting stronger over time, and he wasn’t devoting nearly enough time to figuring out how to control them. It didn’t feel like something he could ever control, a river of overlapping sounds and emotions, colours and movement and points of interaction. How the hell was a single person meant to separate all that crap out? Kyra called this psychic sense the Gift, but Tris was starting to wish it was something he could return for a refund.

For a second he thought he was seeing himself through one of the men’s crosshairs, and flinched away — only to realise the man was looking at a picture of him, captured from a cctv camera somewhere. Probably on Homeguard. The man swiped through a series of images on his wrist-screen; Kyra was there, and Kreon. Even Blas; Sera wouldn’t know the big man was dead, of course.

Tris felt a momentary pang of loss. He’d have felt a whole lot better if Blas had been there. Six trained mercenaries would have been little more than a speed-bump to him.

Loader would also have been able to handle this situation. Bullet proof and utterly deadly, the talos was made for this kind of conflict.

Or had been…

Tris tried not to think of the possibilities. Loader was tough.

Just like Blas had been.

He tightened his grip on the glaive, causing it to extend a few inches. Blas’ death was Sera’s fault.  And Loader, wherever he was and whatever state he was in, she was responsible for that too. Sera scared the shit out of him, but if Tris got the slightest chance to kill her, he’d take it.

His awareness of Kyra was like a tiny candle flame in the back of his mind. She’d obviously mastered the art of not deluging a contact with every detail she saw. Tris knew only that she was tense as a bowstring as she stalked her quarry. She could make out the man just ahead of her, sighting through his rifle over a fallen tree.

No! It’s a decoy! Tris shrieked.

Then a gun roared, sending a hail of bullets right at him. Or her? Tris fell back, no longer sure who was under attack.

He got his answer a second later, when his back slammed into a tree, cracking branches.

“Hey! Hear that?” one of the mercenaries said.

“I got a target,” another replied.

And in a flash of deja-vu, Tris threw himself backwards as their rifles cracked.

He was up again and running, but his focus was gone. Noise poured in again, along with the smell of burning from the men’s weapons and the rush of elation as they closed in for the kill.

Was Kyra hurt? He couldn’t spare a thought to find out, couldn’t fight his way through the barrage of data assaulting his senses. It was like he had six extra people living in his head, all feeding their thoughts and sensory input directly into his brain. He raced away from them, running flat out, until a tree root tripped him and he hit the ground hard.

Too close, damn it! I got too close!

And now he was the target.

He scrambled to his feet, the glaive in his hand. It was useless in a firefight, but if any of them came within arm’s reach…

They’d blow his brains out.

Stupid! Why hadn’t he at least worn a pistol, like Kreon and Kyra? The truth was, guns of any kind still scared him a bit, and he was more afraid of blowing his foot off by accident than he was of being caught without one. Until now.

He started moving again, more cautiously this time. He stretched out with the Gift, trying to sift through what he was seeing. Two of the mercenaries seemed closer, though his panic had jumbled their separate presences into a cloud of impending death.

There! One man was coming for him, less than a minute behind. Another was—

CLICK.

Another was standing right in front of him, rifle pointed at Tris’ head.

Somehow, one of them had gotten ahead of him.

“Drop it!” the man ordered, his tone harsh. The merc was tall and bearded, pouches of spare ammunition hanging from his camo-patterned armour. “Got the kid,” he said, tilting his head slightly as he used a collar-mounted comm. But he kept his eyes on Tris. “Drop it!” he repeated. “Last chance.”

Down! came the warning.

Tris dropped, landing prone and rolling sideways.

A bullet whined through the air and thwacked into a tree as the mercenary readjusted his aim—

And with a wet crunch, it was all over.

Kreon stood behind the mercenary, his grav-staff embedded in what was left of the man’s skull. He withdrew it, blood shedding easily from the dull metal orb, and the man’s body collapsed to the ground.

“I thought you were staying clear of them,” the Warden remarked.

“I thought you were hiding,” Tris retorted.

Kreon glowered at him. “What, in our relationship so far, suggests to you that I would hide?”

“Fair point.” Tris pushed himself up, dusting off his jumpsuit…

And felt the sick thrill that came with the knowledge of a certain kill. “Kreon!” he yelled.

The Warden turned to follow his gaze — but too slowly.

Tristan’s arm snapped up and out, sending the glaive tumbling end over end. It flew through the air in slow motion, slicing past Kreon close enough to nick his trench coat—

—And embedded itself in the chest of the man who’d emerged behind him.

The mercenary slumped to the ground, a reflexive volley from his rifle stitching holes in the nearest tree.

Tris gaped, as Kreon moved to stand over the body. The Warden knelt, pulling the dead man’s comm unit free of his collar. Then he pulled the glaive free and held it out to Tris. “There are times,” he said, “when I am extremely glad I recruited you.”

Tris nodded, still a bit shocked.

“Did Kyra teach you that?”

“No,” Tris admitted. “But it always works on TV.”




They moved off together, as a scatter of gunfire rang out behind them. Tris felt a wave of frustration from the remaining men, and knew they were firing to spook him rather than because they had a clean shot. Kreon led him directly away, which meant roughly back towards the clearing as far as Tris could tell. He knew why a few seconds later.

Knock knock.

He came to a halt and spun sideways.

Kyra was slumped against a tree trunk a few metres away. Blood matted her hair and soaked the front of her jumpsuit. Tris ran over, noticing as he did that her face was a mask of gore.

“Shit! Kyra? Are you okay?”

She looked up at him, then pushed herself to her feet. “Mostly. You?”

“Mostly? Kyra, what’s wrong? Are you hurt?”

She hissed in annoyance. “No, but… look at me! This was my second-best jumpsuit.”

Tris took a step back, not quite sure how to respond. “So… you’re not injured?”

Kyra snorted, then made a pained face as she touched her hair. She flicked her fingers, splattering the undergrowth with drops. “Just my feminine allure. I got blood in my mouth, for Sydon’s sake!”

Kreon had been surveying the route behind them. Now he approached Kyra. “Your opponent is accounted for?”

She looked down at herself. “Kreon, I’m wearing him. This ship of yours had better have a shower.”

“Excellent. We have narrowed the odds. How many do you sense, Tristan?”

Tris concentrated for a second, sifting the anger and aggression into three distinct packages. “Just the three so far. Ha! I reckon that means we’ve got them outnumbered!”

“That would be true, if not for one extenuating factor,” Kreon said.

“What’s that?”

“Sera. If she is here on this planet, we may yet have to face her.”




They ran again, hoping to leave the rest of the mercenaries behind.

Kreon led, orienting himself with some trick of triangulation involving his transponder. The forest began to thin out, and the whine of jets overhead told them the freighter was still searching for them. They stopped atop a rocky outcrop that rose up from the forest floor. Tree cover had grown sparse, and a stretch of more barren, open ground unfolded on the far side. There was a distant stripe of forest beyond it, but they would have to risk exposure to the sky for as long as it took them to get across.

“A topographical scan of the area would be handy about now,” Kyra said, looking pointedly at Tris.

His shoulders fell. He dug in his thigh pocket and held up two halves of the picture frame that gave him remote access to the Folly. “It broke in the crash. Maybe we can fix it, but…” he trailed off. The remote was one of the few items he’d inherited from his dad — this one literally over his dead body — and he was feeling the loss keenly.

“We must cross this plain,” Kreon said. “The cave where my ship is located is less than an hour’s march in that direction.”

Kyra glanced upwards. “Last time I heard the ship, it sounded like it was headed back to the crash site.”

 “Those mercs are still on our tail though,” Tris pointed out, “and getting closer by the minute.”

Kreon looked at him. “It is decided then. We make for—”

And he froze, his eyes losing focus.

Tris had time to exchange a puzzled look with Kyra before the Warden straightened up, clenching a fist in triumph.

“Loader has entered transponder range!” he crowed. “In this terrain, he cannot be more than a kilometre away. He is closing with our position, but notes that his form is unsuitable for a stealthy approach.”

“Meaning, he’ll lead them right to us,” Tris filled in.

Kyra scanned the forest behind them, searching for the first signs of the talos. “Loader can handle unwanted attention.”

A few tense minutes later, the rumbling ground and crunching undergrowth announced his arrival.

At first glance Loader seemed unchanged; he’d always been a battered old cube of a thing, his armour plating pitted and scored from decades of combat damage. But as he turned to negotiate the rocky ridge, Tris noticed the back left corner of his structure had been crushed, as though from a violent impact. He winced; obviously that was the bit Loader had landed on, after being forcibly ejected from their shuttle.

Nevertheless, the talos seemed functional. Even if the new blemish was bothering him, he’d never mention it. Loader’s treads clanked to a halt, and Tris wrapped his arms around the battle-scarred machine. “Thank God you’re okay! We were coming back to look for you, but these guys have machine guns…”

“My housing is extremely durable,” Loader rumbled. “Yours is not.”

As appraisals went, it was succinct but accurate. Tris let go of the talos feeling better already, realising that he understood.

“Welcome back old friend,” Kreon said. “I trust your armoury is stocked?”

In reply, a hatch on Loader’s side slid back, revealing a rack of slender rifles. Kreon took one, passing it to Kyra, then gave a second rifle to Tris. Tris held his up to check; it was fully-charged and ready to go. Kreon took a third rifle, leaving the fourth — presumably intended for Blas — in the rack.

“Very well then.” Kreon looked around, checking their weapons were ready. “Let’s go to war.”




Now armed, they crossed the ridge confidently. Loader rolled along behind them, providing cover from the mercenaries who Tris knew would show up any minute. With less of them in range, the deluge of sensory information had slowed, but it still threatened to overwhelm him if he tried to listen. Seeking advice, he sidled up to Kyra. “This Gift?” he started. “It’s… it’s too much. I don’t want it.”

He felt a wave of exasperation coming off her.

“Look, if we get out of this, we’ll do some exercises.”

“Exercises? My brain feels like it’s about to leak out of my ears. How long did it take you to control this?”

“Years. But you’ve got an advantage.”

“I do?”

She looked at him and flashed a grin. “Yeah. You’ve got me.” She swung her rifle to check their flank before getting back to him. “You can squint your eyes, right? So squint your mind. Look out of it in a slit. Focus on the thing you’re looking for and let the rest bounce off. That’s all we can do for now, but exposure is the best thing. You’re only suffering like this ‘cause your mind was penned up for so long.”

“Squint? That’s your advice?”

“If we don’t die in the next couple of hours, I’ll dig out my notes.”

Tris figured that was fair enough. Time to concentrate; he knew the men trailing them had reached the start of the rocky ground behind them. The need to track their quarry had slowed them, but with Loader’s arrival they had a trail even an idiot couldn’t miss.

The rocky spur sloped down to a wide meadow, scrubby yellow grass dominating an area punctuated by boulders. Trees rose again on the far side, with more dramatic rock formations rearing to form an imposing wall above them.

“There,” Kreon said, stabbing a finger at the looming cliffs. “The Wayfinder is hidden in a cave at the base.”

“Wayfinder? Another one?” Tris squinted at the rocks, which had to be a good few miles distant.

“This one is the original,” Kreon said, “the first ship I ever owned.”

“What kind of ship?” Kyra asked, a note of suspicion in her voice. “It’s been here what, a century already? How long have you had it?”

“All my life,” Kreon admitted. “But the ship is a Phoenix Mark II — one of the finest spacecraft ever designed.”

Kyra screwed her face up in disgust. “Seriously? We came all this way for a bucket like that? Shit Kreon, we’ll get blown out of the air before we make orbit. Again. And that’s assuming it even starts.”

“She will start,” Kreon said.

Tris hoped that was more than just positive thinking.




Kyra took point for the next leg, leaving Loader to clank along behind them. The wisdom of this course became evident when the last three mercenaries emerged from the trees, and filled the air behind them with lead. Loader deployed his shields — accompanied by groans of distress from his damaged casing — and the hail of bullets pattered off the industrial-strength metal slabs.

Tris turned and sent a few volleys of laser fire back their way, causing the men to take cover. They had the high ground, and the broken rocks of the ridge to protect them, but if they stayed there they’d soon be out of range.

“They could rush us,” Tris warned, sensing just such an option being debated amongst the men.

“Let them try,” Kreon said.

It was true; Loader afforded them a measure of invulnerability, making even Tris feel braver. With Kreon and Kyra together and the talos supporting them, the mercs would be nuts to try a close assault. Right?

But the men weren’t moving closer.

They were holding their position — had been ordered to hold their position, Tris realised.

“Uh, Kyra?” he started. “I think they’re waiting for—”

And with a scream of jet engines, the fighter slashed down from the sky.

Great blasts of crimson energy slammed into the ground in front of them, causing the air to sizzle. Kyra threw herself backwards, narrowly avoiding being cooked by the backwash; Kreon leapt back too, colliding with Loader.

The fighter pilot, having made his presence known, pulled out of the dive and skimmed across the meadow at little more than head-height. Lasers stabbed out from the craft, burning great holes in the foliage opposite. In seconds the whole area ignited, the air around the trees blazing in a fierce pyrotechnic display. The eaves of the forest that Kreon had pointed them towards was now a roiling inferno, a wall of fire so tall the fighter had to pull up to avoid getting scorched.

Tris looked at the firestorm and saw the end of their escape.

Kreon hauled himself up using Loader for support; Kyra was already on her feet, sending volleys of laser fire towards the circling fighter.

But the fighter didn’t circle for long.

“It’s landing,” Kreon confirmed. The conflagration had nearly burned itself out, consuming the trees in seconds. Even the air in the meadow blew hot, like someone had opened an oven door.

“We still have to go that way?” Tris asked the Warden.

“We can circle,” Kyra suggested. “But the direct route? That’s up to her.”

Tris followed the jerk of Kyra’s thumb. The fighter, a sleek-but-battered looking thing of carbon-streaked white, had settled to the ground up ahead. Its pilot had deliberately landed between them and the smouldering forest that was their goal. The cockpit canopy was rising, and both Kreon and Kyra had frozen in place. Even the men behind them had stopped shooting, presumably to witness the spectacle that lay ahead.

And suddenly, Tris knew why.

A lithe figure vaulted from the cockpit, white armour stark against the billowing smoke.

The figure landed easily, pulling the helmet from her head and tossing it back into the cockpit.

It was Sera.

And she didn’t look remotely happy to see them.




“Kreon!” Sera called, striding towards them. “Still hiding behind that infernal machine?”

Sunlight glinted from something strapped to her back. With a start, Tris realised it was a sword — but one of such ridiculous proportions than not even a renown warrior like Sera could possibly heft the thing.

Kyra didn’t wait for orders. She snapped off a brace of shots — which Sera deflected with a shimmer of energy surrounding her gauntlets.

“Get off my world, old man,” Sera said, ignoring Kyra’s attack completely.

Kreon moved out from behind Loader’s shielding. “I’ll admit, I’m surprised you recalled the place.”

Sera laughed. “What’s yours is mine, remember? I kept a seat open on my Council for you.” Her eyes narrowed. “Then I pictured you, quailing in fear behind the shields of your talos. Rather like you are now! And I decided that eliminating weakness was the better option.”

“Weakness, Sera?” Kreon chided. “We are sworn to protect weakness. It is the weak who need us the most. What have the mighty to fear?”

Sera stared at him, and shrugged. “Once, perhaps, they feared you. Now they fear me. Fear is the constant that keeps them in line.”

“We are not their masters, Sera. We are their guardians.”

“Splitting hairs is the purview of the High Warden. But you claimed not to covet the office.”

“I do not.”

Sera laughed again. “Yet I do! There was a time when you would have supported me in my bid.”

“That was before you decided to destroy Earth, and murder every person on the planet.”

Sera’s tone became whimsical. “Oh Kreon, you’re always so dramatic! I had no intention of destroying Earth. I just wanted to cleanse it. As for removing the population… I call that pest control. But anyway, Demios has convinced me to spare them, at least for now. He believes they will be much in demand, fuelling a market for slaves and spare body parts great enough to fund the reconstruction. I ignored him at first — that man is such a primitive — but perhaps his ideas have merit?”

“The Wardens will never allow you to set foot on Earth. And neither will I.”

Sera’s eyebrows raised in apparent delight. “You mean to stop me then? By all means, Kreon. Here I am. Challenge me.”

Kreon glared at her for a moment, then seemed to sag in on himself. “Don’t make me do this, Sera.”

She sneered. “Do what, exactly? You can’t beat me. None of you will leave this planet alive.”

Kreon took a deep breath and sighed it out. “I can’t beat you, he admitted. “But Loader can.”

And with a tap on the talos’ carapace, Kreon committed him to battle.
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Tris leapt aside as twin hatches swung open on either side of Loader’s battered housing.

Kyra had slung her rifle and was stalking in the other direction, swords in her hands. Tris freed his glaive and squeezed the handle to extend it, clutching the weapon like a talisman.

Loader’s combat blades unfurled, spinning up to speed with a chilling whine. Tris backed away instinctively, the others doing the same, allowing Loader room to manoeuvre.

Only the talos didn’t move forward.

Facing off against Sera, his blades like rotors angled toward her — he began to reverse.

Tris fell back further, keeping his attention fixed on Sera through the lethal blur of metal. He cast his mind out to find the others doing the same…

And still Loader reversed, widening the gap between him and his opponent.

He was retreating.

And suddenly, Tris realised the talos didn’t want to fight.

Not because of what might happen to him, but because of what he would do.

Loader was afraid.

And that was the most terrifying thing Tris could imagine.

“Run,” Kreon hissed, obviously recognising the situation.

Tris back-pedalled, but couldn’t take his eyes off Sera. She was strolling casually forward, not looking intimidated by the flashing blades. The gap between them grew, as Kreon and Kyra picked up the pace. Tris spun on his heel and raced to catch up, but Loader retreated more slowly, blocking Sera’s approach the whole time.

Then she laughed, a single peal of cold mirth — and sprang.

Miniature rockets fired in her boots, the flare of blue light thrusting her high into the air. She easily cleared Loader, the razor edge of his blades spinning futilely below, and landed in a crouch before Kreon.

The Warden reacted fast, swinging his grav-staff at her overhand, but Sera was faster. Her punch hit him in the chest, that weird energy field shimmering to life as she did. The blow fell like a sledgehammer. Kreon was thrown backwards, flying through the air like a rag-doll to strike one of the few trees in the area.

Even before he landed Sera was moving again.

Kyra swung at her with a sword, the weapon rippling like a ribbon as it curved towards her. But Sera had blades of her own, extending from her gauntlets to block Kyra’s strike. At the same time a finger-like appendage unfolded from her shoulder pad, discharging a bolt of brilliant blue light at Kyra.

Kyra’s cat-like reflexes saved her; she threw herself back, the burst of energy sizzling above her. But she was down, and Sera spun to face Tris.

Time slowed down as he realised she was about to attack him. She raised one arm to point at him and the gauntlet-blade fired out, gleaming in the sun as it flashed towards him. The glaive was ready in his hands and he brought it smoothly across, catching Sera’s weapon at exactly the right angle to deflect it. But as the first blade pinged off to the side, Sera launched the second. There was no way Tris could deflect it; he was overextended, and it was slicing through the air towards his unprotected head. He had time to wince in preparation for the bite of steel into his face—

Instead he heard a yell, and felt a rush of air as something whipped past close enough to part his hair.

Kyra had recovered, her swords’ reach just long enough to save him.

A second protrusion flipped out from Sera’s other shoulder pad, and both weapons fired together. One shot whipped towards Tris, causing him to hit the dirt; the other targeted Kyra, narrowly missing her as she flung herself aside.

And Tris suddenly knew that they couldn’t win this.

He rolled on the ground, coming to his feet to see that Loader had turned, advancing on Sera from behind.

She didn’t wait around. Her boots fired again, lifting her skyward, and she flipped over in a graceful arc, coming to land on the far side of the talos.

Loader ground to a halt and began to turn again, bringing his blades around to face her—

Too late.

Sera reached up to take the hilt of the gigantic sword on her back. In one fluid motion she drew it, the massive blade swinging high in the air — and sliced it deep into Loader’s carapace.

Loader screamed.

The sound was awful. Tris hadn’t known the talos was capable of such noise; an electronic shriek which drowned out the screech of Sera’s sword cleaving metal.

In a shower of sparks she wrenched the blade free, springing back as Loader’s rotary cutters swung around. Tris was torn — Loader was clearly hurt, but Kyra was racing back to find Kreon.

As Sera crouched, the sword held in an impossible grip above her head, Tris realised this battle was beyond him. Kyra had reached Kreon and knelt beside him. Tris ran over to them, swapping the glaive for his rifle as he did. The mercenaries in Sera’s employ had used the distraction to close the distance, and were charging down from the ridge.

Tris sprayed them with fire as they came, one of his shots slamming into an armoured torso and lifting the man off his feet. Tris dropped beside Kreon, keeping his rifle up and firing. His mind quested out to meet Kyra’s, finding hers swirling with rage and frustration. Kreon was unconscious, he knew immediately; the tiny spark of the Warden’s Gift was absent, his mind visible but blank.

Watch him, Kyra sent as she stood. Her swords were back in her hands. Tris kept firing from the dubious cover of the tree, while Kyra dove out from the far side.

One of the men paused long enough to shoot at her, but Kyra rolled beneath the bullets and came up with her swords lodged in his stomach. As he died gurgling she was already attacking the next in line, one sword slicing the merc’s machine gun in half a heartbeat before the second one took his head from his shoulders. The last of the mercenaries skidded to a stop, spinning to face Kyra with his weapon raised.

At which point Tris leant out for a better angle and shot him neatly in the head.

Kyra saluted him with one sword, then ran back to where he crouched. Kreon was still out cold, and she knelt beside him, feeling for a pulse.

But her gaze, like Tristan’s, was drawn inexorably back to where Sera faced off against Loader.

Tris’ heart pounded as he watched the talos rotating slowly on the spot. Sera circled him warily, poised to strike at any moment.

Tris held his breath. What can we do? he asked Kyra.

In the middle of that? Not much, came her response.

Sera feinted left then spun on the spot, the giant sword flashing weightlessly behind her as it came around to strike from the opposite side. Loader turned into the first attack, exposing his flank to the second, and Sera’s sword carved into him again. Instead of leaping clear she followed up, thrusting the sword in deeper. Her armour obviously enhanced her strength considerably, as she drove her blade through the unyielding metal.

Loader’s housing shook, a gout of flame jetting from somewhere inside him. His own blades faltered, their smooth disc resolving into separate stripes as they lost speed. He made to turn back towards Sera but only one of his treads was functional.

“Kreon!” Tris yelled, shaking the Warden by the lapels of his trench coat. “Loader’s in trouble! We’ve got to do something!”

Kreon was far too heavy for Tris to lift, so when he began to rise Tris knew he’d come round.

Sera’s got Loader, he sent, the flash of thought far quicker than words.

Kreon’s eyes opened and he hauled himself to his feet, squinting at the battle.

It was clear the talos was in trouble.

Smoke and sparks streamed from the holes in his casing.

Both windmilling combat arms had stopped — frozen in place rather than furling up for storage. Loader was turning, or trying to, and as they watched a pair of heavy-duty manipulator arms emerged from hatches either side of him, reaching futilely towards Sera.

She ignored them completely.

Instead, she fixed her attention on Kreon, a cruel smile on her face, as she swung the glittering sword into the talos again, carving another great gash in the top corner of his carapace.

Then, still smiling, she returned the sword to her back. From somewhere in her armour she produced a small metal sphere about the size of a squash ball, holding it up for them to see. It was only when she stepped forward and dropped it into the fresh hole atop Loader that Tris realised what it was.

“Shit! A bomb!” He lunged forward, but Kreon flung an arm out, stopping him in his tracks. Kyra grabbed him too, both of them wrestling him into the shade of the tree.

Tris saw Loader’s manipulator arms jerk as though in shock — then they shot out, latching onto one of Sera’s gauntlets with powerful clamps. Sera struggled against the grip with no chance of escape, a sudden look of panic crossing her face. Then she reached back with her free hand and drew her sword. She was clumsier with it one-handed, but managed to slice through the arms holding her and fling herself backwards, jet boots flaring—

Just as Loader was consumed in a titanic explosion.

From ten metres away, Tris felt the heat wash over him. Shards of debris pelted the tree, then began to rain down around them. Tris peeked out and saw a column of black smoke rising from the scorched and twisted piece of metal atop two blackened treads. Chunks of burning metal lay in the grass, starting small fires around them. Of the complex innards that Loader’s housing must have contained, there was nothing left.

He was gone.

Pain hit Tris in the gut as the first pangs of loss struck home.

He wanted to scream.

Wanted to rage and yell.

Wanted to cry.

But there was no time for any of that.

Kyra grabbed him again, spinning him around to face the forest. The flames there were dying down, though they still formed an impenetrable barrier. Kreon set off towards them at a run, and Kyra dragged Tris along in his wake. Tris shook her off to run on his own, but he couldn’t help risking a look back at the smouldering wreckage that had been Loader.

He hadn’t known until this moment just how much the talos meant to him. How much he’d relied on the constant, unflappable, reassuring presence. To have him torn away so violently, so suddenly…

By Sera.

He’d saved them all from her.

And he’d paid the ultimate price.

Tears streamed down Tris’ face as he ran, wind-blown smoke stinging his eyes.

Loader! Oh God, no!

We’ll make her pay, Kyra promised.




They reached the wall of flame, Kreon leading them as close as they could go without setting their clothes alight. “Hold tight to me,” he instructed them. “Do not let go. This will cause considerable pain; you must be prepared for it.”

Kyra nodded, moving to Kreon’s left and wrapping her arms around his shoulders.

Tris copied her on Kreon’s right, only half his mind on what was happening. The rest of it was churning through images of the fight just gone, searching for anything he could have done to alter the outcome.

“Brace!” Kreon called, and Tris tightened his grip.

The Warden crouched slightly, then launched himself into the air. His mechanical leg was far stronger than a human limb, powering him into a leap no Earth athlete could ever dream of matching. Tris and Kyra were carried with him, feet flailing, as they sailed towards the blaze.

Kreon’s vault took them over the broad base of the fire — right into the uppermost tongues of flame.

For a second, intense heat engulfed Tris. His skin screamed in agony as the fire swept over him — then it was gone, and they were arcing back down through smoke-filled air.

Tris let go as they landed, rolling free and coming smoothly to his feet. It was a move he’d practiced thousands of times in parkour, albeit without a thirty-foot leap before it. Kreon’s leg absorbed the impact, allowing him to land in a crouch. Kyra had also rolled off, her grace at such a move never in doubt.

Tris batted at his hair and face, extinguishing any burning bits. Kyra’s colour-changing hair didn’t seem to have been damaged; Kreon of course was bald.

“Loader,” Tris said, choking as smoke filled his mouth. “Can we…?”

Kreon shook his head, beckoning them out into cleaner air. Tris wanted to scream until he was hoarse and beat the ground in rage, but he knew that Sera would be close behind them. Assuming she survived the explosion.

Her armour will have protected her, Kyra confirmed.

I’ll kill her.

Kyra looked at him, and Tris was surprised to see tears streaking her face. Get in line.




They ran then, dodging through the trees, quiet in their own minds. Tris’ breath was coming in ragged gasps now, his throat thick with the taste of smoke. They’d escaped the fire largely unscathed, and so far there had been no sign of pursuit.

“The cave is just up ahead,” Kreon said, his pace not slowing.

“I hope this ship of yours is worth it,” Kyra panted. “Shit, I hope it even works.”

“She was perfectly operational when I stored her here,” Kreon replied.

Tris didn’t have enough breath to spare for conversation, so he devoted himself to running. If the ship didn’t start, they were all going to end up like Loader.

When they broke through the final stretch of trees, the mouth of the cave yawned ahead of them. Tris stopped to breathe and hung his head, sweat pouring off him. “This… is it… right?” he panted.

“Indeed,” Kreon said, his tone flat. The Warden didn’t seem out of breath, but defeat was etched in his posture. Tris felt a stab of guilt; he’d been so focussed on his own grief, he hadn’t even thought how hard this would hit the others. Kreon was hardly one to bare his emotions, but it was clear the Warden and the talos had been close for a long time.

Crossing a strip of open ground they approached the cave. Darkness prevailed inside, giving no indication of how deep it went.

“I will activate the running lights to guide our way,” Kreon said. “Allow me a few seconds. The command codes are amongst the oldest data I have stored.” He glanced off to one side, something Tris had seen him do when accessing his implanted transceiver. Although the thought of having such a device embedded in his abdomen made him queasy, there was no denying its usefulness.

Kyra unslung the rifle from her back, so Tris did the same. Sera could still be out there, only minutes behind them. With those jet boots she could spring from the forest at any moment, striking with very little warning. He turned to face the trees, rifle raised—

—As an ear-splitting roar shook the air. From somewhere above them a sleek spaceship dived into view, massive thrusters kicking up a cloud of dust beneath it. Before Tris could move, the ship came to a hover directly in front of him. A hatch below the nose popped open and a multi-barrelled gun jutted out, aiming right at him.

“Don’t move!” The command issued from unseen speakers, electronically filtered and robotic.

Tris froze, his woefully inadequate rifle pointing at the ship. Beside him, Kyra swore. He risked turning his head a fraction — just enough to see Kreon turning slowly to face the ship, arms spread as though to show he was unarmed.

 “DOWN!” the pilot demanded, “NOW!” The ship’s laser barrels depressed a touch as though to emphasise their targeting.

Tris raised his hands instinctively, as though he’d been caught by the cops. He saw that Kyra had done the same — a rare gesture of surrender for one who always fought to the bitter end.

“Kyra?” Tris stage-whispered. “What do we do?”

Already unarmed, she was slowly lowering herself to her knees. “Get down,” she hissed back. “That’s an antipersonnel blaster. Even Kreon’s shield won’t save him from that.”

From the corner of his eye, Tris saw the Warden was also sinking to his knees. His grav-staff lay in the dirt beside him; the Warden had dropped it far enough away as to be out of immediate reach.

The barrels on the blaster began to spin.

Oh hell, Tris thought. After all that, they got us anyway.

The ship edged closer, the blare of its engines echoing back from the sheer rock face. Looking towards it as he dropped to his knees, Tris thought he could see the silhouette of the pilot peering through the viewscreen. He reached in for the man’s thoughts, finding an anger to match his own.

This man had also lost friends today.

Thoughts of revenge consumed his mind…

And he only wanted them to kneel so they couldn’t dodge his fire.

He was going to shoot them no matter what they did.

“Guys…” Tris began. The gun began to screech as the barrels became a blur. Tris winced, bracing himself for the burst of laser fire—

“DOWN!” Kreon yelled, and Tris threw himself flat.

And in a rush of turbulence, something shot past overhead.

Whatever it was, the mystery object hit the merc’s ship dead on — and carried straight on through. The impact was phenomenal. A deafening wave of sound washed over Tris as the entire front of the ship crumpled in on itself. The projectile tore a gaping hole big enough to drive a car through, and the ship just disintegrated. A series of massive explosions blossomed from the back and sides — presumably stored ammunition going up — and then the whole thing swung ponderously on its jets, arcing almost lazily to the ground.

The crash caused a miniature earthquake, and Tris was glad he was already lying down. Kreon’s warning had come just in time — a fountain of burning debris plumed from the crashed ship, raining down like deadly hailstones.

“BACK!” the Warden cried, and Tris scrambled to his feet, following Kyra into the shadow of the cave mouth. They barely made it to safety when something vital detonated, and the buckled hull of the ship erupted in a gigantic fireball. Even from this distance Tris felt the heat lick against his face and hands, though his jumpsuit shielded the rest of him. Kyra swatted at her arms, trying to extinguish embers; Kreon, who was closest to the blast, still had his back to it. His battered trench coat bore the brunt, parts of it glowing for a second, but the violence of the heatwave was deflected in a bright flash by the Aegis gem he wore.

As the air cooled, Tris gulped down a lungful. His throat felt scorched, and he was pretty sure his eyebrows had gone the way of the exploding spaceship. “Jesus Kreon, what was that?”

Kyra put a hand out to steady the old man, as he took a limping step towards them. “Just so you know, this is absolutely the last time today you’re getting me set on fire,” she told him. “You okay?”

“I’m fine,” he replied, a strange note in his voice. It took Tris a second to place it. Pride…? The Warden was clearly hurting, both physically and emotionally, yet from his mind Tris sensed a savage satisfaction.

Kreon lurched a step closer, then brushed at yet another new pattern of burn holes in his sleeve. “So you see,” he continued, “Wayfinder is not only still operational, she has considerable life left in her.”

“No shit!” Tris agreed, with feeling.

“It merely took me a few seconds longer to identify the command codes for the weapons.”

Kyra was shaking her head in disbelief. “Weapons?”

“Indeed. Wayfinder has undergone extensive upgrades compared to the factory model.”

“You’re not kidding! Sydon’s Name, Kreon! You fitted railguns?”

The Warden shrugged. “Amongst other things.”
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Dusting the debris off their jumpsuits, they continued on into the deep shadow of the cave. The massive weight of rock above them exuded cold, stealing the heat from the air as well as the light. As they moved further into the gloom, Kreon produced a futuristic flashlight and began to play its beam around.

“How far does it go?” Tris asked him.

“Not substantially further than this,” the Warden replied. “I ensured the ship was concealed from above, for precisely this eventuality.” He swept his torch beam around, the cone of light coming to rest on a metallic surface in the distance. In almost reverential silence, he led them towards the object. He kept his light trained on it as it grew; Tris noticed the ground underfoot was smooth here rather than cave-like, almost as though it had been melted. Finally, Kreon stopped before a wall of dark metal. Panel lines stood out in the narrow beam of light, but more details were impossible to discern. He stepped forwards, tugging the glove from one hand and placing his ragged palm against the metal. “Ahhh! Wayfinder. After all these years.”

Kyra sighed dramatically. “So that’s why you’ve re-named every ship we’ve stolen? After this piece of wreckage?”

Kreon turned to face her. “We do not steal ships, Kyra. We commandeer them. And this ‘wreckage’ is in excellent condition.”

“Oh yeah?” she fired back. “So where did you get it?”

Kreon glowered at her. “I stole it.”




The interior of the ship was meticulously clean, as Tris could have predicted. Surprisingly, it didn’t smell at all — he’d expected damp, mould perhaps or rust — some direct evidence of ageing. Apparently Kreon was right; Phoenixes were weather-tight, at least.

“Like what you’ve done with the place,” Kyra said. She was squinting into various chambers as they passed and wrinkling her nose up. “Definitely needs a woman’s touch.”

Kreon ignored her sarcasm, leading them straight to the cockpit. “It is functional. Soft furnishings were never much to my taste.”

“Yeah, well. Not all of us have got asses made of metal. If we’re going to be flying in this tub, I’m going to insist we invest in some cushions.”

The cockpit was roomy enough for all of them, with two seats facing forward and one to each side — a configuration Tris had seen plenty of times already. He strapped himself into the gunner’s seat without asking, sending a silent apology to Blas for having usurped the big man’s position. Surprisingly, Kreon dropped into the pilot’s seat. Kyra’s remarks must have convinced him not to let her loose on his precious ship.

The engines roared to life, the sound deafening in the enclosed space. A series of ominous groans came from somewhere behind them, the ship’s hull complaining about its rude awakening. Kyra glanced back at Tris and raised a disparaging eyebrow.

Then Kreon took hold of the control stems and they burst from the cave like a bat out of hell.

Tris gripped the edge of his console as the g-forces strove to push him off his chair. Kreon wrenched their nose up and drove hard for the sky. They shot up over the top of the forest and he levelled off just as abruptly, skimming the tops of the taller trees. He jinked them left and right, the ship responding like a horse stung by a fly. Kreon leaned into the control stems, causing the deck to tilt as they veered one way then the other.

When he looked across at Kyra, his face was alive with an emotion Tris had never seen there before. Was that excitement? No… delight! The old man was loving this.

Kyra was less impressed. “Get this scrapheap out of here before Sera shows up!” she scolded him.

“Absolutely not,” he replied. “I will risk her wrath long enough to recover a few vital artefacts.”

Kyra cursed under her breath, but started playing with her console, narrowing her eyes at the unfamiliar interface. “We’re less than five minutes from the crash site.”

From this height, the trail of smoke was plainly visible. Kreon dove Wayfinder directly towards it, not taking the time to scout the area. Tris craned his neck as they passed the stripe of burning forest, but couldn’t tell whether Sera’s fighter was still there or not.

The debris of their shuttle stretched a good way into the distance. Amongst the wreckage lay any number of Kreon’s treasures, though how many had survived the crash remained to be seen. It would be a week’s worth to sift through everything; Tris fervently hoped they wouldn’t end up doing it whilst dodging a hail of bullets.

No landing with the Warden at the helm was ever as smooth as Kyra’s efforts, so Tris clung on to his armrests and tried not to clench his jaw. They touched down with a crunch that shuddered throughout the ship, but that appeared to be the worst of it. Kyra didn’t even take the piss out of him for it; she was scanning the viewscreens intently, watching for any sign of Sera’s forces.

“Tristan.” Kreon beckoned as he stood. “The Planet Forge is down there. I need you to help me lift it.”

Tris unstrapped and followed the Warden back to the main hatch. The ramp was already descending; no-one needed reminding that they were here on borrowed time. Tris jogged down the ramp, turning full-circle when he reached the ground. There was no sign of approaching enemies, though that could change at any minute. “How many items are we collecting?”

Kreon was already climbing into the ruined shuttle’s cargo bay. “Two,” he called back.

Tris hurried to catch him up.

The Planet Forge lay exactly where they’d left it; exactly where Loader had positioned it just a few hours ago. Before all this began. Before…

Tris thrust that thought out of his mind and stooped to take one end of the huge crate. Hauling stuff like this around was just one of the things he’d never even thanked the talos for. Loader had never complained about being taken for granted; Tris wondered briefly if he’d cared.

The case was enormously heavy. Tris surprised himself by being able to lift his end at all; letting Kyra kick his ass on a daily basis was definitely improving his muscles. The Warden lifted his end more easily, having the unfair advantage of at least two mechanical limbs. Between them they man-handled the thing out of the cargo hatch, across the scorched ground, and up into Wayfinder’s cargo bay.

As they re-entered the cockpit Kyra gave an exaggerated sigh. “Great! Can we go home now?”

“Not yet,” Kreon replied. “I would like to push our luck a little further.”

He took the controls and lifted off, swinging the ship around to point back the way they’d come.

“Uh, that’s the direction Sera should be in,” Tris pointed out.

“Precisely.”

It took less than a minute by air to cover the distance they’d been running across for hours. The forest fire had mostly burned itself out, thin streamers of smoke curling up from the charred vegetation as they landed beside it. Sera’s fighter was long gone, though Tris couldn’t help checking and re-checking the camera feeds in every direction.

“I’ll be outside,” Kreon announced, striding from the cockpit.

Tris exchanged glances with Kyra. “Is he looking for her body? Sera must have survived, or who would have moved the fighter?”

Kyra didn’t turn from the screens she was scrutinising. “Maybe he dropped something. Or maybe she did.”

They maintained a watchful silence for the next few minutes. Tris could practically feel the tension in the cockpit ratcheting up with every heartbeat they spent on the ground.

“Sydon’s Name!” Kyra cursed at last. “Did he stop to take a leak?”

“Not at all,” the Warden replied, startling them with his sudden appearance in the passageway behind them. He limped in, carrying a glowing cylinder the size of a Coke can which he passed to Tris. “Take good care of that for me,” he said, before dropping into the pilot’s seat. “Now, I believe someone requested that we return home?”

“Please,” Kyra said with feeling.

“Very well. Next stop: the Folly.”

“Ah, Kreon,” Tris started. “Not to be ungrateful or anything, but what the hell is this thing? I mean, it’s warm. It’s not going to blow up is it?”

Kreon fed power to the drives and hauled on the control stems, his touch a good bit rougher than Kyra’s would have been. “I am unsure of that,” he said over his shoulder, as he pivoted the ship to point directly up. “It seems unlikely, but you would have to ask to be certain.”

“Ask?” Tris glanced around the cockpit, then down at the alien-looking device in his lap. Tiny points of light swirled inside the thing like fireflies in a jar. “Ask who?”

Kreon hit the thrusters and Wayfinder blasted upwards, shaking with the stress of its passage through the atmosphere. “Ask Loader,” he replied. “That structure you are holding? That’s him.”




*                    *                    *




They made the journey back to the Folly in high spirits.

They’d just survived one of the most dangerous situations Tris could imagine, and he didn’t even need to feel guilty about living through it. There was no sign of pursuit for the time being, and the firepower of their growing armada made Tris feel more than a little invincible.

We made it!

Even Loader had survived… after a fashion.

Kreon had never been in doubt — not that he would have admitted it if he was.

The Warden regaled them with the tale of how he’d first found Loader’s remains, a metal casing so old it crumbled to dust at a touch, yet the Sentience Containment Unit, as he called it, was still intact.

“It had lain there so long that geological forces would have crushed it, were it not for its imperviousness,” he explained. “The outer form you knew as Loader was merely an industrial talos I commandeered for that purpose. Though it underwent significant modifications over the last century, the choice of housing was not deliberate; it was merely the closest thing I had to hand. But his core processor — the incandescent structure I recovered from the battlefield? By my reckoning, it is older by far than the entire human race. Long before we evolved from more primitive lifeforms, Loader’s people ruled this galaxy. And for much of the time from that day to this, he lay trapped within the planetoid he’d been exploring. Had his solar collectors not been deployed on the surface, his core would long since have shut down. It was those panels that led me to his original body, crushed in a fissure deep below the surface. And so, when Sera’s thermal charge destroyed Loader’s housing, I was certain his Sentience Containment Unit would survive. As it has since time immemorial. It is my belief that Loader is the oldest form of life in this galaxy by several orders of magnitude.”




Only one of the Folly’s remaining hanger bays was large enough to accommodate Wayfinder. Loader had fortunately emptied it of hundreds of Kreon’s treasures, and the Warden slid in through the cavernous opening with mere inches to spare.

Tris held his breath until they contacted the metal deck with a clang that reverberated through the cockpit. “You’re gonna dent it,” he warned.

Kreon released the controls and swivelled to face him. “Then perhaps next time, you will do the honours.”

They headed out, Tris still cradling Loader’s consciousness. On the one hand, he felt he should treat the object with a degree of reverence; on the other hand, it spun nicely in his palm. It was not unlike a luminous snow-globe, and he had a hard time ascribing Kreon’s beliefs to it.

To him.

Tris reached out with the Gift, wondering if Loader’s consciousness would register.

He got nothing.

Perhaps because the talos was digital? Or perhaps because he was something so far beyond digital that Tristan’s mind was like a pocket watch to him.

As they reached the doors that led out of the docking bay, Tris turned for a quick look at Kreon’s prize spaceship. It was an odd thing; a roughly teardrop-shaped profile, with the cockpit at the narrowest point and the rest of the vessel fanning out behind it. The blocky hull was too irregular to be called sleek, but the shape in and of itself wasn’t clumsy.

What ruined the whole effect were the two gigantic railguns strapped to the top. Their barrels were longer than the entire ship, sticking out in front of it like skis on a Smart Car. The guns were so ridiculously over-sized they put Tris in mind of clown’s shoes. They also couldn’t move; Kreon could be as cocky as he wanted about their victory back on the planet, but it was blind luck that the mercenaries’ ship had parked right in front of their barrels.




Kyra was first through the doors to the bridge.

Karra’s hologram was waiting for them. “Welcome home,” she said, her voice an electronic deadpan. “I’m receiving a signal from the planet.”

The largest of the bridge’s viewscreens flickered white for a second, then filled with the head and shoulders of a strikingly beautiful woman.

A familiar woman.

“Sera,” Tris snarled. Their latest experience had cemented his hatred of her. That she was so cruel, so calculating, obliterated her beauty. Her expression was intense, her eyes hard. She ignored him completely.

“Kreon.” Her tone was icy. “You just can’t stay out of my business, can you?”

The Warden drew breath to reply, but Sera beat him to it.

“No matter. This world is mine now. I am giving you precisely one warning: surrender immediately, or I will vaporise that decrepit old junker and what’s left of your battle station. You have the time it takes for my ships to reach you to decide.”

And just as abruptly, the screen went dead.

Silence reigned for a handful of heartbeats. Tris stood spell-bound, his blood boiling. She’d made no mention of what she’d done to Loader… no mention of the life and death struggle they’d endured on the planet. It was like their survival was nothing more than an inconvenience to her.

Kreon was the first to snap out of it. “Askarra, how many ships are you monitoring?”

The hologram, which had remained frozen during the exchange with Sera, flickered back to life. “I detect no vessels in the immediate vicinity, Lord Anakreon, but there has been substantial damage to my long-range sensor package. I cannot exclude the possibility that my data is flawed.”

“So, what, we’re flying blind?” Tris asked her.

The hologram turned its head to look at him. “Optical targeting capability remains undiminished.”

Tris made a ‘what the…?’ face at Kyra.

“Use your eyes,” Kyra translated.

“I see nothing on the scopes in any direction,” Kreon reported. “Every available instrument tells me we’re alone out here.”

“Sera has resources though,” Kyra reminded him. “Some new piece of stealth-tech she got from Demios?”

Kreon frowned at her.

“Shouldn’t we just get out of here?” Tris interjected. “Before they come, I mean? If we can’t see them, maybe they can’t see us yet…”

“I have plotted coordinates for a grav-jump away from this system,” Askarra chimed in. “Tristan, would you like to initialise?”

“Um… I dunno.” Tris bit his lip. “Kreon?”

“Wait.” The Warden’s tone was final. “Hasty action will avail us nothing. Think. What do we know about Sera?”

“She’s fucking insane?” Tris answered. Then he remembered Kreon had once been married to her. “And kind of hot? Like, insanely hot?”

Kyra rolled her eyes at him, but didn’t comment.

Kreon took no notice of him. “Sera is an expert manipulator. If our first impulse is to flee, then that is precisely the action she desires us to take.”

“What?” Tris was confused. “You mean, she wants us to escape?”

“Quite possibly.” Kreon turned back to address the hologram. “This was a message, not a conversation. Askarra, would you please replay it for me? No audio,” he added as an afterthought.

The computer chimed again, and Sera’s image reappeared on the big screen. Her dark hair was up in a dishevelled braid and her shoulder armour bore new scars and carbon-streaking. The material behind her head was padded, and straps of webbing angled in from off-camera to disappear in front of her.

“Freeze it.”

Kreon stared at the image for long seconds. Tris glanced over at Kyra; she seemed to be handling the possibility of invisible enemies as well as she handled most things.

“Askarra, play Sera’s declaration of independence. The one she broadcast to Atalia,” Kreon said.

The next screen over lit up, flicking from a view of the space surrounding the Folly to a near-identical picture of Sera. The angle was the same, her armour was the same, albeit cleaner… only her expression differed; triumphant arrogance, rather than angry disdain.

Kreon pounded a fist on the nearest console. “I was right! She’s in her fighter.”

“That makes no sense,” Kyra told him. “Why would she broadcast from the cockpit? It’d be cramped as hell in there, and nowhere near as powerful as…” she trailed off as something dawned on her.

“What?” Tris demanded. “What is it?”

“She’s alone.” Kreon spoke quietly. “Sera isn’t sending these messages from her command post because she doesn’t have one. She isn’t here to muster her forces — she’s hiding.”

“But… she…?”

Kreon tapped a button and the tactical display sprang up to replace Sera’s image. No threats registered in any direction.

“So, no invisible ships?”

Kreon shook his head. “The majority of Sera’s forces on Homeguard remained loyal to Atalia. When she fled Earth, she had only a handful of soldiers with her. Not even enough to remove the Planet Forge.”

That made sense. Tris had helped Loader drag dozens of bodies into Sera’s underground base before they’d blown it up; the talos had mown his way through her entire retinue, before hauling both Kreon and the alien terraforming device back to the surface.

“Demios’ fleet was also scattered during the battle,” Kreon continued. “It is possible that Sera has yet to reestablish contact with them. Or perhaps their alliance was more tenuous than it appeared; Demios never was one to place a cause before self-interest.”

“Those mercs,” Kyra said. “Sera must have a group on retainer, like you and Sharki. She’s grabbed every warm body she could lay her mitts on and dug in down there… and we just wiped them out.” A slow smile stole across Kyra’s features. “We could trap her down there, Kreon. You and me together — we could finish her.”

Kreon rubbed a gloved hand over the scars on his scalp. “Indeed. To find her essentially undefended… it is a rare opportunity.”

“You want to go after her?” Tris was aghast. “Down there on the planet?”

Kreon leaned forward over the console in front of him, bracing himself with both hands. “It is tempting.” He suddenly sounded weary. “But even unsupported, Sera is a formidable adversary. Going after her will take significant time and resources, and there is no guarantee of success.”

Tris studied the Warden’s posture, and something clicked. “You don’t want to kill her, do you?”

The look Kreon gave him was so black he took a step back — but then the Warden let his head drop. “No, Tristan. You are correct. For all her… complexities… I loved her once.”

Kyra slid a comforting arm across the Warden’s shoulders. “Ah, shit,” she said, with a sigh. “I know what you mean.”

Kreon looked up at her. “Thank-you, Kyra.”

“No worries,” Kyra said, letting her arm fall. “It’s all good. I’ll kill her.”

“Ha!” the bark of Kreon’s laugh was as harsh as it was unexpected. “Very well then!” He looked over at Tris. “Tristan, I invite your opinion on the matter. Do you feel capable of taking on Sera and whatever remaining barbarians she has scraped together?”

Tris, put on the spot, went with his gut.

“No.”

Sera was so recently a friend, yet now she terrified him completely. Her actions had caused countless deaths, and the memory of her standing in front of him, poised to slice ribbons off him with his own knife, still haunted his dreams. Was it cowardice that made him not want to face her? She scared the living crap out of him, that was for sure. Or was there more to it? Sera knew things about the past. The way she’d referred to his father suggested they had once been close. Prying information out of Kreon was like drawing blood from a stone, but Tris realised he’d been hoping to sit down with Sera one day and ask her everything he wanted to know about his dad…

Ha! Fat chance. She’d skin me alive as soon as talk to me.

Because Sera was insane.

And now, there were other ways to find out what he wanted.

An old ally of mine, his dad’s hologram had said. He can answer any questions you have.

When you first enter Lemurian space…

“Screw it,” Tris said. “Screw Sera. She’s nuts, and she’ll get herself killed sooner or later. Half the galaxy is after her right now; no need for us to get involved. Plus, and no offence intended by this, but I don’t think we can take her. Not on our own. She’s too clever and too dangerous — it could just as easily be a trap. I vote we stay focussed on the mission. Make for the Lemurian Empire and see what we can find out.”

Kreon stared at him for a long time, as though analysing his motives — and nodded. “Then that is what we shall do.”
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The journey towards Lemurian Space had a markedly different feel to it.

Oddly enough, Kreon’s mood was almost jubilant — at least to the carefully trained eye. The Warden took Loader’s glowing glass jar and disappeared into a lab on board Wayfinder, emerging only for visits to the docking bay that contained the talos’ original remains. The few times Tris saw him he was carrying crates of spare parts and muttering to himself, but there was a gleam in his eye and his habitual scowl was noticeably less scowly. As far as Tris could tell, the old Warden was sleeping on Wayfinder too — Tris got the impression he’d never expected to see the ship again. Which made sense; if the last two months were anything to go by, Kreon must have had one hell of a rough century.

Kyra had given up teaching Tris to fly. With no opportunity to get out there and practice, there really wasn’t much point. She still devoted a couple of hours each day to his combat training, but those sessions had taken on more of a strategic tone. Tris felt they were genuinely sparring now, rather than Kyra kicking his ass just for the fun of it; she seemed keen to hone her own skills as much as possible, and it made him a little concerned about what awaited them in the Lemurian Empire.

The rest of their time together was spent on endlessly frustrating lessons in controlling the Gift.

Frustrating because, whilst Kyra’s psychic ability was impressive, her ability to explain it was not.

“You’ve got to focus,” she told him, for about the billionth time.

They were sitting on a pair of crates in the cargo bay, because Kyra accused him of falling asleep when she gave her lessons in the crew lounge.

“Focus on what?” he retorted. As far as Tris was concerned, ‘focus’ was one of those bullshit words people used when they couldn’t come up with something more accurate.

“You’re trying too hard to hear me,” she explained. “When you open yourself up like that, you’ll hear everyone, and loud enough to make your head ring. You can hear me without straining to listen. You know that. So you need to relax… and focus.”

Tris squeezed his eyes shut in response to the headache she was giving him. “You know that relaxing and focussing are literally opposites, right?”

She sighed. “I can’t demonstrate it here. All your practice has been like this—” she waved a hand around the cargo bay, empty apart from a few bits of gym equipment. “If you want to learn how to cope with several minds at once, and how to filter out individuals from the background noise, we need a few more minds around. A bunch of them, ideally.”

The door slid open. “Then perhaps my arrival is timely?” Kreon stepped into the cargo bay, a smug look on his face.

Kyra glanced up at him. “Meh. You barely qualify.”

Kreon let that one pass without comment. “The training progresses?” he enquired.

Tris studied the deck while Kyra gave her report.

“Not really. I’ve got to admit, teaching isn’t my forte. His Gift is stronger than hell. He could probably hear you from the other side of a planet, but he just won’t…” she threw her hands up and made air quotes, “…focus.”

Kreon studied Tris for a few seconds. “Very well then,” he said at last. “Perhaps we should try this.” He fished inside a pocket of his trench coat and produced a flat piece of metal the size of a ruler. He held it up in front of Tris. “I want you to bend this with your mind.”

Tris squinted at it. “Are you having a laugh?”

“Not all all,” the Warden said, his tone serious. “Visualise it. Concentrate on it. Can you sense the iron? Look deeper, into the bar’s molecular structure. Feel the space between its atoms. Now… bend it.”

Tris filled his mind with the piece of metal, trying to imagine zooming in so far he could see inside it. It didn’t help; all he could think of was a cartoon picture of little balls bouncing against each other. Still, he tried, letting the Warden’s words guide his efforts — to no avail.

By the time he gave up his face was red from the effort, and sweat was beading on his brow. “I… I can’t bend it,” he panted.

Kreon stared at him again — then chuckled. “Of course you can’t bend it! It’s an iron bar.”

Beside him, Kyra burst out laughing.

Tris glared at her, then back at Kreon. “You… absolute bastard! Did you come down here just to take the piss?”

“Not at all,” he replied, “though I confess I enjoyed that immensely.”

“The look on your face…” Kyra gasped, “…priceless!”

Kreon cleared his throat. “My apologies, Tristan. I came to ask you both to join me in the Wayfinder’s crew lounge. I have something to show you.”




The crew lounge on Kreon’s ship was a fairly spartan affair. As Kyra had noted, comfort seemed less of a consideration than cleanliness. Tris couldn’t imagine the room got used a lot even when the ship was in regular use; the image of Kreon kicking it back with a cocktail and a magazine just didn’t gel.

“I have brought you here to witness a re-birth,” Kreon said, a tad dramatically. “The talos we knew as Loader may have been destroyed, but his essence lives on. I have re-housed the Sentience Containment Unit temporarily, so that Loader may rejoin the crew.”

Tris, on the edge of his seat, gazed expectantly at the door. From the way Kreon was beaming, anything could come clanking in. A bipedal robot perhaps? With knives for arms… or guns? Or something spider-like and scurrying, with a big-assed cannon mounted on top of it. He looked at Kyra. She was staring at the door too, but nothing had come through it yet. Had Loader’s new body suffered some catastrophic malfunction whilst waiting in the corridor?

Kreon would be gutted.

Tris plastered a big grin on his face just in case, before asking. “Uh, Kreon? Is he okay out there?”

The Warden’s brow furrowed. “Out where? Loader is right in front of you.”

It was Tris’ turn to be confused. “Oh?” half expecting another joke, he dropped his eyes to the coffee table in front of him.

On it lay a plain steel case about the size of a school lunchbox. Kreon made a grand gesture, indicating the box. Tris looked back at Kyra; she raised an eyebrow at him.

“Oh.” Tris felt his grin drooping, and hastily reinforced it. “Oh! Wow! So this is… this is Loader?”

Kreon positively radiated pride. “Indeed.”

Tris eyed the box suspiciously. “No way… so… can he, like… do anything?”

Kreon’s brow furrowed. “Tristan, he is a fully sentient yet synthetic intelligence! A miracle given form. What more would you have him do?”

Tris shuffled his feet awkwardly. “I dunno. I just thought it’d be cool if he could… fly, or had guns, or… you know, flame throwers…” He glanced at Kyra; she was wearing her poker face. “You’re not pranking me again, are you?”

Kreon sounded hurt. “I neither slept nor ate for the last three days in pursuit of this endeavour. That case contains the most advanced piece of hardware in the galaxy.”

“Yeah, no, of course,” Tris blustered. He cleared his throat and addressed the box, feeling more than a little foolish. “Uh, Loader? Are you in there?”

“Yes,” replied the box, an electronic monotone filtering from a speaker somewhere.

“Wow! You can talk?”

“Yes,” replied the box.

“Oh! Cool…”

Tris couldn’t think of anything else to say after that. He looked back at Kyra. “Well, ah, we should celebrate?”

She nodded slowly. He had a feeling she was struggling not to laugh. “Yeah, that’s probably a good idea.”

Tris stood. “I’ll go see what I can find,” he said, fleeing through the door to the galley.

He didn’t know why he was embarrassed — it was Kreon who’d gone all theatrical after spending three whole days building a lunchbox. How was he meant to react? He wandered around the galley, pushing buttons at random, causing cupboards to open and lights to flicker on appliances he couldn’t name. Then he caught his reflection in one of the units and had to laugh.

Bloody idiot!

“Hey, what’s this?” The glass-fronted unit was about the size of a dishwasher, and held the unmistakable forms of wine bottles.

“Ah yes!” Kreon exclaimed, limping into the galley behind him. “In my youth I was rather fond of Champagne. I collected several bottles every time I made a trip to Earth. I’d completely forgotten these were here.”

Tris couldn’t help himself — he opened the glass door and slid one of the bottles from its rack. “So this is, like, hundred-and-odd-year-old French bubbly?”

Kreon shrugged. “I can’t recall the exact vintage, but it has been here at least as long as the ship.”

“Woah…” Turning the bottle to read the label, Tris confirmed his discovery. “1892 Pol Roger. This is old.”

“Perhaps we should throw it out,” Kreon mused.

Tris narrowed his eyes at the Warden to see if he was joking. “Kreon man, you can’t be serious! This would be worth a fortune back on Earth! The least we can do is try a glass.”

Kreon shrugged again, then waved a hand at a rack of steel tumblers. “Be my guest.”




Tris had been aching to drown his sorrows ever since Ella left, but as he watched Kreon expertly uncork the century-old bottle he made a decision.

Time to stop moping like a teenager.

Whilst he hadn’t had his heart broken before, he’d seen enough TV to recognise the symptoms. But Ella still loved him — at least he hoped so — and that gave a more noble, tragic note to his loss. In any case, they’d barely been together for a week; he could either spend the next year lamenting it, or pull his shit together and get on with life.

Now that was something worth drinking to.

He thought it best not to mention it to the others, though.

So instead, they drank to Loader — not that the talos gave any indication of being impressed by it — and passed the bottle around until it was empty.

Then Tris volunteered to grab another one.

“Grab a cushion while you’re in there,” Kyra instructed him, before levelling a sarcastic look at Kreon. “Oh, that’s right — there aren’t any. Wardens are too tough to be comfortable.”

Tris left the two of them sparring like an old married couple and wandered back into the galley. When he returned, Kyra was discussing Kreon’s retirement home.

“Seriously, that planet? I can’t believe you kept that up your sleeve this whole time! It must be worth trillions of credits. The possibilities…” she shook her head. “Once you’ve kicked Sera out you could start your own civilization there! Forget all the bullshit rules the rest of the galaxy goes by and make it a good place to live. No politics… just us, looking after the place. Invite only.”

Kreon paused to fix her with a stare. “And make the population exactly as we would have it? Spread our version of civilization to other places, perhaps? Take over? That is precisely what Sera had planned for Earth.”

Kyra looked a little taken aback. “Woah man, I didn’t mean…”

“It’s okay,” the Warden told her. “You weren’t there. But such ideas can have dangerous consequences. No matter how genuine and honest they start out, no idea is too pure to be corrupted. And you must think not only of us, but of those who would come after us. I have no wish to have the galaxy ruled by dictatorship in my name.”

Tris took the opportunity to lighten the mood. “Well, whatever you do, you’re going to have to work on the name. I mean, Kreon’s World? Ouch! It sounds like a kids’ TV show with puppets.”

Kreon glowered at him, but there was no venom in the look.

Opening the dusty bottle he’d brought from the galley, Tris committed sacrilege by pouring probably priceless French wine into a battered metal beaker. “So, Kreon,” he said. “Tell me a bit about what you’re getting me into. These Lemurians don’t sound like the friendliest bunch.”

The Warden nodded gravely. “You are correct in that assumption. The Lemurians have been our most despised adversaries since before the Sundering. Back on Earth, they claimed seniority over my people — they believe that their race was created first by the Gods. They claimed that interbreeding with other peoples on Earth had contaminated our bloodlines, whereas they took great pains to remain pure. They relegated us to little more than slaves; eventually my ancestors rose up and threw off their shackles, starting a society of their own on a fortified island. They brought with them all the skills and technology of the time, which they had employed as the servants of the Lemurians. Within a few generations, our civilization had grown to rival theirs. An arms race developed between our two nations, with each side perfecting increasingly more destructive weaponry. Harmonics, a science now mostly lost to us, was in favour back then. We used it to terrible effect, striking at the very land they lived in, causing it to tear and buckle. They responded in kind; eventually, both our territories were utterly destroyed. It was widely acknowledged that any escalation of the conflict would cause irreparable damage to the planet. So as our island sank into the ocean my people left Earth, having made a pact with the Lemurians that they would do the same. We established Homeguard to protect our ancestral home-world, which the Lemurians claimed was a violation of our agreement. War blossomed between us again, and has continued on and off ever since. This is why the current cease-fire, negotiated by Sera, your father and myself, granted us such high standing amongst our people. War is all either side had known for centuries, but we managed to convince them to leave the guardianship of Earth in our grasp. In return we promised to brook no interference with the planet or its people, tightening our policy on interlopers to one of zero tolerance.”

Kreon broke off, swigging from his cup and making a face. “It gets sweeter!” he exclaimed, sounding disgusted.

Tris was quite enjoying the wine’s nuttiness, but he didn’t want to interrupt Kreon’s line of thought. It was rare to find the Warden so talkative, and he wanted to take advantage of it. “So what are they like? The Lemurians, I mean?”

Kreon looked into his cup thoughtfully, then placed it on the crate next to him. “Evil. I… perhaps that is my personal prejudices speaking. Their society is very different to ours. Where we value freedom and individual merit, their hierarchy is entirely structured around racial purity. Sera took the lead in our negotiations because her bloodline can be traced in unbroken lineage back to our ancestors that fled Earth. They valued this more than my greater age and experience, or your father’s impressive reputation and formidable skills as a warrior. Which is not to say that Sera lacked either…” he trailed off.

Tris felt like another nudge was needed. “So they won’t have much use for me at all!”

Kreon looked up at him. “No, I’m afraid that is correct. They regard the current inhabitants of Earth as savages — unruly children perhaps, ones that have been left alone too long and have ruined the place in their parent’s absence.”

“Pets more like,” Kyra said disdainfully. Tris raised an eyebrow; as with all things Kyra, he had no idea what her experience of the Lemurians was. Hell, she could be one of them for all he knew! A sudden thought occurred to him.

“Hey, Kyra? You’re not… Lemurian, are you? I mean, you’re clearly on the run from someone, and there’s that whole princess thing…” he broke off as Kyra glared at him.

“I am not Lemurian,” she declared. Swilling the liquid in her cup, she tossed the rest back in one gulp and reached for the new bottle. “If you must know, I am a very minor relation to a very minor royal line, on a planet so distant from here that even Kreon hasn’t heard of it.” She poured herself a full cup, then gulped down a good measure of it in one go. Talking about her past wasn’t easy for her, that much was obvious. Even prying this much information out of her had taken close to a month and a hefty dose of century-old booze.

“So why did you leave?” Tris prompted.

“I got bored.” Kyra ran a hand through her hair, now back to being a brilliant rainbow. “Ain’t much to do when you’re as minor as all that. Bit of hand waving, you know. I’m not a big fan of hand waving.”

Tris could tell she’d closed up again; the window of opportunity was gone. He made a mental note to wait until they’d cracked another bottle before asking again.

“I think it’s cool,” he said, hoping to lighten her mood. “You’re totally like Princess Leia from Star Wars.”

“Eh?” Kyra gave him a measuring glance. “You messing with me?”

“No way! She’s, like, this awesome space princess. From a movie. Probably the greatest movie of all time. She basically goes around being a bad-ass, shooting stormtroopers and giving people attitude. Plus I think she can float through space now, but I’m not really sold on that bit.”

“Huh. She does sound pretty cool.” Kyra tossed back the second half of her drink and reached for the bottle again. She was putting the stuff away twice as fast as Tris and Kreon combined. “Whadda you reckon, Kreon? Do I look like a Princess Layer to you?”

Kreon merely gazed at her speculatively.




It took another full bottle doing the rounds before Kreon opened up. Tris had been poking around for hints about the Warden’s past with little success; then he mentioned the spaceship they were sitting in, and found that was a topic Kreon was more enthusiastic about.

“She was a gift from my father,” he explained. “He worked as a trader at first, always in the employ of others. Over many years of diligent work he accumulated enough credits to invest in a ship of his own. He was thorough in his research, as he was in all things. Though already old-fashioned at the time, the Phoenix Mark II was solidly-built, famously simple in its control pathways and reliable as a result. He found this one at auction; one of the mining conglomerates that controlled our world had seized it from its previous owners for non-payment of debt.”

Kreon frowned at the memory. “He struck what appeared to be a fantastic deal with them, in exchange for working their contracts exclusively. He never failed at his word, moving ever more hazardous cargo, and had almost cleared himself of his obligation when he fell ill. He couldn’t work; payments stopped and the debt spiralled out of control. The mining company had designed it that way of course. Their system made it all-but impossible to escape. I would have inherited the debt along with the ship, had my father willed it to me. He did not.”

Kreon took a slow sip of his wine. “He was a humble, yet exceptionally clever man. I believe he was aware of the financial trap from the outset. As he lay dying, he freed me of all obligation. “Take the Phoenix,” he told me, “and make your life with her. Your future need not be bound to this corrupt place. Go out amidst the stars and seek your calling. A great destiny awaits you, I am sure of it. The ship will help you find the way.”

Kreon glanced down, then took another swig of his wine, finishing it. “It was the last thing he ever said to me. He died that night; the following morning I broke the impound locks placed on the ship during his illness. He had shared with me the master command codes that allowed me to control the ship, so I took it and made my escape — the first in a long line of escapes, you might say.”

The Warden’s voice turned dry on this last, and Tris knew the conversation was nearing its end.

“So what happened next? How did you end up like…this?” he waved a hand at Kreon.

“Simple. I let the ship find our way. And after a number of misadventures, that way led to Erekasten. I was extremely fortunate that his apprentice had just been killed.”

“Ha! And he hired you on the spot?”

“Not quite. He caught me attempting to steal the drive actuators from his ship, and convinced me to serve out my time in his employ rather than at the nearest penal colony.”

Tris chuckled, but Kreon lapsed into a thoughtful silence.

“So, this ship is how old?” Tris prompted him. “Three hundred years at least! Four hundred? Five? I can’t believe it’s still working.”

Kreon looked vaguely hurt. “This ship has seen more action than you can imagine. Her appearance is deceptive, much like your own. I assure you, she is more than capable of replacing our previous mode of transport.”

Tris nodded — then found he couldn’t quite remember what ship they’d been using last. They’d been shot down in a shuttle from the Folly, the same shuttle they’d been using since the Battle of Homeguard. Before that… it all started to blend in. Tris looked at his glass and found it empty. A refill? He lurched to his feet and nearly didn’t make it. Kyra was already snoring on a long bench, the lack of cushions obviously not enough to stop her dozing off. Tris had only stayed up on the off-chance he could crowbar a bit more information out of Kreon. With that over… “I think I’ll get an early night,” he said. He wasn’t lying; it was early in the morning.

He staggered into the corridor, and suddenly wondered where the hell he was. He knew he had a cosy cabin with a big bed around here somewhere, he just couldn’t figure out how to get there.

Then he remembered he was on Kreon’s ship, and suddenly making the long trek back through the hanger bay and up to his room on the Folly seemed like a lot of work. But the corridor here was kind of round-ish and not too uncomfy-looking. The walls were spinning around him; he lowered himself to the deck, and managed to lie there for a few seconds without holding on.

Bloody French Champagne!

Still, it had helped him forget… something?

Someone.

Ella!

She was so beautiful. And she was gone.

But she loved him.

He fell asleep with a smile on his face.
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Tris awoke in the Folly’s medical centre.

He’d only been there a handful of times, though he’d spent a long week unconscious there following his first interaction with the Empress.

He had no clue how he’d got there; presumably Askarra had sent a talos to scoop him up, after deciding his vitals signs were unsatisfactory.

In the world of overbearing parents, having a giant, sentient battle station for his mother took the biscuit.

Pulling the saline drip out of his arm — something he’d seen action heroes do a lot in movies — he swung himself out of bed, thankful to whatever God was listening that he was still dressed. If Kyra had come around long enough to watch him being stripped naked and dragged down the corridor by a robot, he’d never hear the end of it.

The lighting in the medical wing was muted, further evidence of Askarra’s concern. On the upside, she was unlikely to scold him. But if she kept turning down the lights as he walked through the station, or sending medical talos looking for him with painkillers, it would almost be more embarrassing.

But surely he wasn’t alone? Both Kreon and Kyra had drunk considerably more than him the night before. If there was any justice in the universe, they were all feeling like crap…




It only took a few minutes on the bridge for Tris to establish that there was in fact no justice at all in the universe.

Kreon was already lounging in the command chair, getting Askarra’s hologram to read him sections from the notes Mikelatz had locked away in his ‘Legacy’ file. He looked so serious and ‘focussed’ that Tris didn’t fancy disturbing him.

Then Kyra strolled in with a pair of training swords in one hand, and levelled a finger at him. “You’re late.”

“Oh God, no,” Tris pleaded. “Can I take the day off? I’m ill. I think I’ve caught space flu.”

Kyra looked at him with a surprising amount of sympathy. “I keep forgetting how young you are. When you’ve caught Space Flu as often as I have, you start to develop a tolerance for it.”

“What about him?” Tris jerked his thumb at Kreon. “He looks like he’s been at that for hours already.”

“His blood filters out toxins,” Kyra explained. “It’s an anti-poisoning measure. But it means he can’t get drunk, no matter how much he drinks. One of the only reasons I pity the bastard.”

“So he wasn’t even drunk last night?” Tris couldn’t remember everything that had happened, but he’d heard the Warden say more in a few hours than in their entire time together so far. “How come he was so talkative?”

Kyra raised a palm. “Dunno. But he just got his favourite ship back, and bitch-slapped his ex-wife into the bargain. I think he’s happy.”

“Huh.” It kind of made sense. Though it was glossing over a healthy ass-kicking they’d received themselves. “What about you then? Does your blood get filtered?”

“Hell no!” she shot him a vicious grin. “But I can handle my drink.”

Tris was struggling to think of a comeback when Kyra dangled something in front of his face.

His pendant.

“You left this in the cargo bay,” she said. “I think you’d better keep hold of it from now on. We’re less than a day from the Lemurian Frontier, and once we’re in their territory you should keep it on. There isn’t nearly enough time to train you to resist their psychics, and there’ll be plenty of them trying to poke around inside our heads.”

“Oh. Crap.” Tris took the pendant from her. “Fair enough.”

“Also, if you’re going to get drunk, please consider wearing it when you sleep. You dream way too loud. I’ve got a lot of respect for Ella, and I really don’t need to see her in that kind of situation.”

She walked back out of the bridge.

Tris had a horrible feeling he was blushing.




As the hours ticked by and they drew closer to Lemurian space, the atmosphere on the Folly grew tense. Tris had a sense of nervous expectation, due in no small amount to his dad’s cryptic message. Not for the first time, he silently cursed the ghost of Mikelatz. Damnit, Dad! You had to go all Kreon on me? Why couldn’t you just spell it out?

The only conclusion he came to was that his dad was either too pressed for time at the moment of recording — it was essentially a last will and testament, the kind of thing he probably made before an urgent mission he thought he might not survive — or that, quite simply, he was embarrassed. Admitting that he’d been a double agent must have been difficult, and would have gone against every ounce of his training. If Kreon or anyone else had somehow stumbled across the message whilst Mikelatz was still alive, he could have been in big trouble. And what if that wasn’t the worst of it? From the tone of the message, Tris had gathered his father was more on the side of Kreon and his people, working together with both factions towards a brighter future, rather than a snake in the Lantian grass waiting to strike. But was that true? Was anything the hologram had said true? And as all those considerations churned away in the back of Tristan’s mind, they assembled into one reoccurring theme: could he even trust his dad at all?

With all this on his mind, Tris probably wasn’t the best company. Having begged off training with Kyra, he decided to seek out Loader. He felt quite guilty he hadn’t done this before the talos had been blown to pieces, but then Loader had never been the talkative type. Usually he’d been off fixing things, but for the time being he was the definition of a captive audience.

Tris found him in the lab, his steel case connected to a computer terminal by a pair of wires. Presumably this allowed him some access to the ship’s systems, so at least he could monitor the external camera feeds and sensors if he got bored. The ones that still worked, anyway.

“Hey man,” Tris said, sitting in Kreon’s chair and putting his feet up on the console. “I’m sorry Sera blew you to bits.”

“There is no need for regret,” Loader replied. His voice was flat and electronic, even more so than it had been before. Kreon had been working with whatever bits he could find; Tris couldn’t help thinking it sounded like the Warden had cannibalised a Speak n’ Spell. 

“Still, I wish I’d been able to help you,” he admitted.

“The fault is my own,” Loader insisted. “I believed I could prevent her from harming you without committing to the use of lethal force. I have known Sera for nearly as long as I have known Kreon. I could not bring myself to kill her. Although I am aware that she does not reciprocate this sentiment, for a very long time I have considered her… family.”

Tris chewed that over for a bit. It made his head hurt even worse. No-one was what they seemed around here; not Kyra, and certainly not Kreon. Even Loader, who currently looked no more threatening than a briefcase, had been a weapon of mass destruction not long ago. And before that…

“Do you remember anything about your people?” Tris asked him.

“The sum-total of my data on that topic is close to zero,” Loader said.

“Close to zero?” Tris took his feet off the console and leaned closer to the steel case. “So you know something then?”

“I do. At Kreon’s request I have attempted to reconstruct some sections of my database from fragments. Though the data is not complete, he deemed it sufficiently interesting.”

Tris perked up at that. Kreon hadn’t mentioned anything about it — but that was hardly surprising. “What did you tell him?”

A light blinked atop Loader’s case. The talos was thinking, Tris realised, perhaps spinning up whatever passed for hard drives inside him. The jar full of fireflies was so far beyond recognisable technology that Tris wondered how the hell Kreon had known where to start. Not with a USB stick and a bootleg copy of Windows XP, that was for sure.

“The information I have recovered concerns the far-distant past. Unfortunately, the gaps in my database span the entirety of human civilization. What I have uncovered relates to the demise of my own race. I now believe that their attempt to exchange their biological forms for mechanical ones came about in response to an invasion of the same enemies we face today.”

Tris drew a sharp breath. “The Black Ships…”

“Correct. Though certain data-points do not tally. The invasions my people suffered comprised of many such vessels, of considerably smaller size. There is also information to suggest that these were not in fact vessels, but were the bodies of the aliens themselves. That they came from beyond our galaxy, and that their biology was governed by physical laws unknown to us, is in no doubt. Their methods and motivation match the entities known as Black Ships perfectly; absorption of organic compounds on the target world, causing violent geological repercussions and the rapid extinction of all life. However, their purpose appeared to be nothing more sinister than sustenance.”

“So… they’re eating us?” Tris felt an icicle of dread slide down his spine. Sera was a terrifying opponent, but the Black Ships were the adversary Kreon was aiming to tackle. As far as the Warden was concerned, this whole trip to the Lemurian Empire had only one goal; find out what their Oracle knew about the Black Ships, and scour that information in the hope of finding a weakness.

It was a long shot, even by Kreon’s standards.

But Wardens probably didn’t make their reputations by knitting.

“Do you have any ideas about how to fight those things?” Tris asked.

“My dataset only pertains to a period many hundreds of millennia before the present,” the talos answered, “but my people believed they had discovered the only plausible method to resist the Dark Tide’s onslaught.”

“Oh really?” Tris’ ears pricked up. “What did they do?”

Loader’s speakers emitted a burst of static — Tris decided the talos was using it to represent laughter. “They died.”




With more dark thoughts gnawing at his mind, Tris was glad when the waiting finally came to an end.

The Folly dropped back into normal space in a featureless, star-speckled void that Kreon confirmed was part of the fabled Lemurian Frontier.

“We will proceed aboard the Wayfinder,” he said. “Given the condition of the Folly, I don’t believe it sensible to take her into enemy space. Particularly when there is a strong possibility that the vessel in question actually belongs to that enemy.”

“Yeah… good point,” Tris said.

Kyra moved some fresh supplies over to the old freighter, and Kreon recorded a message to be dispatched to High Warden Oktavius back on Atalia.

“Letting him know you got here safely?” Tris quipped.

“Indeed. It seemed only polite.” The Warden’s tone turned brusque. “I received a message from him this morning. Oktavius has rescinded his banishment, and demanded we return forthwith. Apparently Demios is regrouping his fleet, and Oktavius believes they will be targeting Atalia. He is convinced that Sera intends to take his position by force.”

Tris didn’t know how to react to that news. “So… did you tell him where she is?”

The Warden straightened what was left of his trench coat. “Certainly not. Kreon’s World may not be the most creatively-named planet in the galaxy, but it is one of the prettiest. I would prefer to keep it that way.”

As Wayfinder lifted off from the docking bay, Tris found himself lamenting the loss of his picture frame. The strange device had been reassuring to carry, allowing him a direct line of communication with Askarra at any time. It was more than a little frightening to leave the battle station, not knowing for sure he’d be able to find the place again. Kreon would be storing deep-space co-ordinates on his transceiver, but what if they got separated? He took comfort in the thought that Kyra would also have taken careful note of where they left the Folly. He hadn’t been inside her cabin, but he’d seen her taking strips of coloured fabric from a supply locker. He had a suspicion she’d been decorating.

They made a short grav-jump, arriving close to the location Tris’ dad had specified. Kreon sat in the pilot’s chair, switching to the control stems to guide them the rest of the way in using thrusters. “We dare not sneak in like thieves,” he explained. “By revealing ourselves to their sensors in this fashion, we are effectively announcing that we come in peace.”

“Great,” Tris said. “And what if they don’t come in peace?”

“That,” the Warden raised a gnarly eyebrow at him, “is why I brought the railguns.”




Kreon’s standard broadcast met with no reply, so they pressed on towards the Berasko Research Station. Kreon mentioned remembering the place from an inspection tour during his own negotiations, though an important planet much further in had been the scene of all the major action.

They reached the station in short order, as-yet unmolested. No transmissions had been intercepted; no ships of any kind appeared on Wayfinder’s scopes.

“Is this right?” Tris asked no-one in particular. He was feeling edgier than usual — partly because (though he’d never dare admit it) he hated leaving his mother behind on the Folly. Even though she was just a computer program, and even though the powerful battle station she controlled was now essentially a floating ruin, he couldn’t help but feel vulnerable out here without her.

“Should it be this quiet?” he tried again.

No-one answered him. Kyra was studying the tactical display whilst Kreon edged them closer to their destination. Over the last hour the research station had grown gradually from a speck in the distance to a weird hunk of metal that, to Tristan’s eyes, resembled an apple core. The top and bottom were smooth metal domes, not unlike the Folly — but connecting them was a thick stalk, studded with nobbles and protuberances. Tris was rather proud of this technical observation, though he had a feeling it would earn an eye-roll from Kyra if he said it aloud.

“Running lights are hot,” Kyra murmured.

“Indeed,” Kreon confirmed. “But nothing else. You’re reading activity in the reactor?”

“Reactor’s fine,” she said, squinting at a secondary display. “I think that’s what I’m looking at, anyway. Kreon, seriously, you have got to update this software.”

“Remind me,” the Warden told her, “when we’re not deep inside enemy territory and about to dock with a ghost station.”

That got Tris’ attention. “What? Ghost station? Why?”

“No lights on,” Kyra summarised. “They have plenty of power available, only they’re not using it.

“Saving it up to shoot at us?” Tris suggested.

“Unlikely,” Kreon said. “That station is only minimally-armed.”

Kyra gave the Warden a wry grin. “Yeah — unless some asshole decided to make ‘substantial upgrades’.”

Kreon frowned at his display. “I read no additional weapon systems. They could, of course, be shielded.”

Tris thought suddenly of the Folly when they’d first seen her — a smooth black sphere, with dozens of panels sliding open to reveal weapon systems powerful enough to cut Demios’ crimson cruisers in half. “Are our shields up?” he asked. “Do we even have shields on this thing?”

“Shields were amongst my most significant upgrades,” Kreon replied, his voice betraying more frustration than concern. “However, approaching with shields up could be construed as an act of hostility.” The Warden craned his neck to look back at him, and offered what Tris assumed was meant to be a comforting expression. “Do not fear. Wayfinder has that station substantially outgunned.”

They moved closer, Kyra tutting at displays she considered inadequate, and soon Tris could see what they meant. The station was smaller than the Folly but shared some of the design notes. And like the giant battle station, it was presumably meant to be manned by hundreds of people. Lights, movements, something should have given away the activity inside. Shouldn’t it? There was definitely something wrong, Tris just couldn’t quite put his finger on it.

Then it dawned on him. He lifted the pendant from around his neck to test his theory. “There’s no thoughts! Well, I can’t hear any. I would, at this range, wouldn’t I?”

Kyra’s answering nod was distracted, her attention focussed on the displays in front of her. “Someone’s in there,” she confirmed, “but I can’t read ‘em either.”

Kreon said nothing, but his silence spoke volumes.

“What are we doing?” Kyra asked him. “We going in there, or what?”

Tris had the sudden urge to scream, ‘NO!’

Chill out, he reminded himself. But the memory of what they’d found aboard the late Admiral Benin’s abandoned battleship rose unbidden. The circumstances were eerily similar…

Tris tucked the pendant back under his collar. “Black Ships?” His throat tightened on the words.

“Not getting that either,” Kyra said, and Tris heard wariness in her tone. “Kreon? What’re we doing?”

The Warden took a long, slow breath, and studied the research station through the viewscreen for  several long seconds. “I am heading for the northern hemisphere,” he said finally. “We’re going in.”




Docking was handled by autopilot; their only warning was when Kreon found he’d lost control of the ship. “Looks like they’re taking it from here,” Kyra said, as the Warden relinquished his joysticks.

Kreon grunted. Apparently he’d visited this station before, and probably had some knowledge of their docking procedure. He didn’t seem unduly surprised, which gave Tris a small measure of hope. Then again, Kyra pointedly resettled the twin swords wrapped around her waist as she abandoned the navigator’s chair. She’d left a slender but lethal-looking rifle propped up against the navigation console; she hefted it now, slinging the strap over her head. Her long hair was already tied back in a combat braid, but Tris caught the tiny ripple of movement as she turned it from a vibrant rainbow to the familiar black-with-crimson-streaks.

Tris had seen a lot of the latter recently. Wonder which one she thinks of as ‘natural’?

It probably wasn’t something he should ask right now.

Gear up time, he thought instead. Kreon had long since stopped giving such obvious commands; evidently Tris was meant to figure out for himself whether he needed to pack an umbrella or an assault rifle for an outing. Being a Warden’s apprentice had a steep learning curve.




The clang of Wayfinder settling to the deck rated halfway between a Kreon and a Kyra-based landing. Tris had spent the last few minutes visiting the old ship’s compact armoury, and he felt reasonably ready. There were issues, of course; the vast majority of the weapons available meant nothing to him. Various grenades, exotic stick-type thingumies and all manner of blasters would take hours to explain. And it wasn’t like he could easily practise with them; Kreon was mighty fond of his childhood spaceship, and Tris couldn’t see him giving permission to throw bombs around it just to see what happened.

When he’d spotted the familiar shape of the rifle he’d used in his first firefight on Ukerdi, he immediately latched onto that one. It gave him chance for a smile; Blas would have been appalled at his choice. Had the big man been here, he would undoubtedly have grabbed the biggest piece of hardware he could find, then complained that Kreon didn’t stock anything more destructive.

Ah, Blas… Tris shook his head before sadder memories took it over.

No point digging up the past.

But having Blas here would have made him feel a whole lot safer.

Kreon and Kyra were waiting for him at the ramp.

Loader, however, was nowhere to be seen.

Even in his current incarnation, the talos was too big to be in Kreon’s pocket.

There was a good chance that, having only just finished putting him back together, the Warden didn’t want to risk him on a mission like this…

It wasn’t a thought that inspired much confidence.

Then again, what could the talos really do? It was great that he was still alive, but having him reduced to a glorified answering machine left an indestructible robot-shaped hole in their little team.

Tris dimly recalled Kreon mentioning that the Lemurians occasionally made use of artificial intelligence; he couldn’t help but wonder what would happen if they came up against Loader’s evil twin…

Whilst exploring a ghost ship.

Yeah — the timing of it really sucked.

Flashbacks to their time on Admiral Benin’s derelict battleship assailed him; crazed zombie-telepaths coming at them from all sides, while the monstrous cyborg Siszar beat down the door to get to them.

Tris checked the charge on his rifle for the umpteenth time, feeling more vulnerable than ever.

Man up, he told himself. He was well trained, well armed, and accompanied by two of the toughest individuals in the galaxy.

Yeah… we got this. He just had to make himself believe it.

Wayfinder’s ramp extended rather than lowering; Kreon opened the hatch first, giving them a chance to look outside before anything lurking out there was invited in.

They saw nothing — just metal walls and deck plates with clear, diffuse lighting; a large, empty hanger bay.

And not a soul there to greet them.

Kreon raised his rifle. “Shall we?”
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The docking bay Kreon led them into was quiet.

Too quiet, to Tristan’s mind. Shouldn’t there be the hum of background machinery? Someone had to be moving around in a station this big, and they wouldn’t be doing it on tip-toes. He exchanged a suspicious look with Kyra, and took a firmer grip on his rifle. The glaive was fastened to the small of his back, blade already affixed; he was as ready for any surprises as he could be.

Kyra moved with fluid grace over to the main doors. Expecting her to start hot-wiring the control panel, Tris nearly jumped out of his skin when the door slid open. The swish was so loud in the surrounding silence he froze for a second, waiting to see if it disturbed anyone.

But no. The door remained open, and no-one came through it. Kreon shrugged, and led them on.

As they picked their way through the station, Tris was struck by its similarities to the Folly. The size and shape of the corridors was immediately familiar, albeit much grubbier. Whereas the Folly remained spotlessly clean with elegant, minimalist lines, the research station had more of an industrial feel to it. Details like the lighting, vents and ductwork were all visible, the surfaces themselves a bare grey metal, scratched and streaked with dirt from heavy use.

Doors opened at their approach, then slid closed as they passed; Kreon led them straight ahead, choosing not to enter any of the side rooms. “We make for the bridge,” he said, his tone hushed. It was impossible not to whisper, with the silence hanging thick in the air.

“No damage so far,” Kyra noted. “No sign of a struggle.”

“It’s the Mary Celeste,” Tris murmured, peeking into a room as they passed. Nothing looked out of place; it was a ready room, with seats arranged in a circle around a wide console. It looked like it could have been left this way a hundred years ago, the whole place drifting through space like it was derelict. Only it wasn’t derelict; it was perfect. 

The contradiction became more apparent when the door to a mess hall slid open. Personal items had been left on several of the tables, bits of clothing and portable gadgets. At least one cup still had liquid in it, and several metal serving trays held the remains of meals.

“Should we check if it’s still warm?” Tris asked.

The glare Kreon gave him was all the answer he needed. “I’m just sayin’” he mumbled.

Kyra sidled up next to him, her rifle lowered but ready. “We’re being followed,” she whispered.

Tris opened his mouth in surprise, then shut it again. “By who?” he hissed back.

Her reply wasn’t quite an eye-roll, but a flat look that managed to convey the same meaning.

Tris nodded to admit the inanity of his question, then turned to check the corridor behind them. He was pretty sure that Kyra was conferring with Kreon using the Gift. He was tempted to take his pendant off so he could hear them, but he’d been specifically instructed him to keep the psychic-suppressing gem on. In his inexperienced state Tris was more liability than help when it came to using the Gift in combat operations — and more worryingly, the Lemurians had telepaths too.

But you don’t want to meet them, Kreon had warned him.

With nothing more to see, the Warden led on, his pace even more cautious. Kyra dropped back to shadow Tris, and he remembered to mirror her actions, sweeping his side of the corridor and checking behind them at regular intervals.

“They’re close,” Kyra hissed through gritted teeth. She sounded more frustrated than anything; Tris guessed she still couldn’t get a mental bead on whoever was stalking them.

Then Kreon stopped. “Kyra,” he said, hefting his staff.

She turned to look at him, and Tris caught the widening of her eyes. “They’re ahead of us?” she breathed.

Tris swallowed his panic. “Go back?” he asked.

She shook her mead minutely, keeping her eyes moving around the corridor. It was wider here, and lined with doors; offices? Bedrooms? Tris had no idea. “We’re surrounded,” Kyra said softly.

Tris spun to cover their rear, but all was as silent and empty as it had been since they arrived. “Are you sure?” he asked, regretting the words as soon as they were out.

“They’re blocking me,” Kyra admitted, squeezing her eyes shut. “But they’re not happy.”

Kreon backed towards them, turning slowly to study the walls on either side. Tris knew the Warden wasn’t nearly as strong in the Gift as Kyra, replying on a pendant of his own for what little sensitivity he had — but he seemed just as uneasy. “What are you feeling?” he asked Kyra, without taking his eyes off the nearest door.

“Not sure,” she replied. “They’re waiting for something? Definitely not friendly.”

Tris spun again, giving the corridor behind them another sweep. It was empty, but he could almost feel eyes on him. He shook it off, reaching one hand back to check the glaive was still attached to his waist.

“Suggestions?” Kreon asked.

Tris resisted the urge to yell, ‘get the hell out of here!’ This place was creepy enough as it was, all grimy and derelict like a set from the Alien movies. Add these unseen lurkers into the mix, and he found himself wishing he’d been less enthusiastic about their need to find answers.

“Back,” Kyra hissed suddenly.

Kreon turned to comply, but he got no more than two steps before Kyra added, “They’re coming!”

Tris whirled again, trying to look in all directions at once, still seeing nothing—

And then in perfect synchronisation, every door along the corridor swished open.

Men dressed in shabby jumpsuits, brandishing rifles, pushed out into the corridor — two at least from each doorway. Five people faced him, then ten; he could tell from the noise behind him that more had appeared in front, facing off against Kreon and Kyra.

Tris had gained a great deal of faith lately in their ability to fend off attackers, but already the numbers looked hopeless. More people piled out of the rooms on both sides, filling the corridor with a firing squad two-dozen strong. Tris kept his rifle up and aimed, but it was pretty obvious he’d be dead before he got a shot off. His mind churned through the options, finding nothing good. Can Kreon withstand this? If Tris threw himself to the deck and let the incoming shots hit the Warden’s Aegis field, he’d have a split second to fire — or perhaps roll into cover through the nearest doorway? Over three metres away… It didn’t look good.

“Please!” A loud, brassy voice rang out, a note of command in it. “Lay down your weapons, or you will be executed immediately.”

“Executed?” Kreon growled. “On what grounds?”

Tris could hear the speaker but not see him; evidently the newcomer was facing Kreon and Kyra.

“Trespassing,” the voice replied. “And for conducting an armed insurrection against the Lemurian Empire.”

“Ha!” Kreon’s bark contained no humour. “If this is the fabled Lemurian Empire, it is in dire need of some maintenance. We are here as representatives of the Lantian People, under the auspice of truce which exists between our two nations.”

“So you say,” continued the voice. “And yet you enter our facility uninvited, as thieves in the night.”

“What?” Kreon’s anger was palpable. “We hailed you on approach! I personally broadcast a greeting and a request to dock. I was met with silence. Or is the mighty Lemurian Empire having difficulties with its communications systems too?”

Tris heard the sneer in the reply. “And were I to arrive uninvited at your door, knock and receive no reply, would you expect me to enter regardless? Your request was not answered because you are not wanted here. I have no desire to sully this facility with the presence of lesser beings like yourself.”

Kreon’s tone was low and dangerous. “We are here as ambassadors, on a mission of utmost importance.”

Tris knew the Warden had a problem with being looked down on; he fervently hoped it wasn’t going to come to a head now.

“Ambassadors.” The Lemurian made the word sound like an insult. “We judge intruders by their actions, rather than their words. For instance, you claim to come in peace, yet you carry enough weaponry between you to start a war.”

“Because we thought we might have to help you,” Kreon bit back.

“Help us? How? By shooting us?”

“This is ridiculous! I am Lord Anakreon, a member of the First Circle of Atalia.”

The voice didn’t sound impressed. “I know who you are, Warden. I know a great deal about you. What I don’t know is why you are invading my home.”

Kreon took a long breath. Tris silently applauded; Kreon reigning in his temper before he snapped and killed someone was definitely a positive.

“I am here on behalf of the entire First Circle, to request the aid of the Lemurian Empire in combatting the threat represented by the Black Ships.”

The reply came in the form of mocking laughter. “Ha ha ha! And perhaps then you would like a date with Aide, Goddess of Fair Winds? She could sweep you off to her castle in the clouds for a night? Fairy tales, Lord Anakreon. I thought you Wardens took life more seriously.”

Tris could practically feel the rage radiating off Kreon’s back. He licked his lips, keeping his rifle aimed at the crowd before him, and prayed the Warden wouldn’t do something stupid.

“If you are unaware of the threat these Black Ships represent,” Kreon said icily, “then I must assume it is above your pay-grade.”

That barb seemed to strike home; the Lemurian’s tone flashed to anger. “I am the Proconsul of this facility!” he declared. “I hold the power of life and death over every living soul on board. And since your ill-advised excursion has placed you squarely in that category, I’d advise you to be more cautious in who you insult.”

Tris winced. Kreon was never impressed by authority figures on a power trip.

Surprisingly, the Warden’s reply was casual. “Ah, Proconsul… Augustus, I believe? It was you I particularly wished to meet. I need to visit your Oracle and ask a few questions. Perhaps you could—”

The Proconsul’s shriek of rage cut him off mid-sentence. “How dare you? Blasphemer! You stand here with your pack of filthy mongrels and profane our most sacred mysteries with your disgusting, impure tongue?” His voice had risen an octave as well as a few decibels. He paused for a few seconds, perhaps to regain control of himself. When he spoke again, his voice snapped with repressed anger. “Take them and process them, commander. I’ll conduct the interrogations myself.”




*                    *                    *




Cells.

Tris had seen way too many of them lately.

Why does this keep happening to us?

It made no sense. Between them, Kreon and Kyra could take on an army. And he wasn’t doing too bad on that front himself. Yet some quirk of fate kept forcing them into these situations.

Huh. A quirk of fate called Kreon’s mouth, more like.

While there was no denying the Warden’s credentials and combat skills, the sheer arrogance of the man created problems out of fresh air.

Maybe next time I should do the talking. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to trespass but we really need your help…’ Bollocks. We could be negotiating over cocktails by now!

Although it had to be said — these Lemurians didn’t seem like the friendliest bunch. The ambush had been deliberate. The radio-silence, the empty station… it had been some kind of a test. Or an elaborate ruse, perhaps? A set-up, designed to make it look like Kreon was attacking them? But to what end? Did they think it would justify their interrogating a high-ranking Warden? What secrets did they hope to learn?

Tris had mentally rehearsed his story for when his own turn came.

He almost need not have bothered; his story was the truth, after all. But he wanted to tell it in such a way as to make it clear he was being straight with them. That cordial relations could still be maintained. Because once the pliers and thumbscrews came out, it would all be over…

Idly, he wondered why he wasn’t more scared. He’d almost relaxed once he wound up in a cell. Was it because he’d been here before? Only worse? Surely, nothing the Lemurians threatened him with could match the terror he’d felt as Sera approached him with his dad’s knife. Or the utter hopelessness he’d experienced in the caverns beneath Atalia, with Kreon decomposing in the cell next to him and Demios chuckling as he told them he’d just killed Kyra…

No, Tris realised — that wasn’t it.

He wasn’t scared for two very good reasons.

One; his dad had sent him here, specifically to this station, and there was no way he’d do that if it was a death sentence. There was a good chance these guys were just posturing, rattling their sabres to show Kreon who was boss. And if they weren’t…

Then reason two would come into play.

Because there can’t be many cells in the galaxy that can hold Kreon…

And the Folly was still nearby, waiting to hear from them. Tris no longer had the ability to contact Askarra remotely, but at least she knew where he was.

Hopefully she would come looking for them before the Lemurians picked an execution date.




*                    *                    *




Tris scrambled to his feet at the sound of footsteps approaching his cell.

He’d been lying on a narrow shelf bolted to the wall, staring through the bars at the grimy metal corridor beyond. It wasn’t long since they’d been locked up; whether that meant he was first to be questioned or not, he couldn’t say.

“Open one-seventeen,” a voice said from just out of view. It was the same voice that had challenged Kreon when the ambush had been sprung — Tris had gotten a decent look at the bloke as the guards confiscated their weapons and led them away. A tall, slender man in a grey uniform jumpsuit, he had the faint air of privilege about him — especially when compared to the more ramshackle look most of his followers sported. The man had a beaky nose and a sneering face; Tris had disliked him on first sight.

But that could have had something to do with being ambushed by him.

That same narrow face was the one which now presented itself, as the bars to Tristan’s cell rolled back. Seemingly unarmed, but accompanied by a giant of a man in full body armour, the skinny officer stalked into the cell, pausing while the bars clanked shut behind him.

Tris stared at him, careful not to let hostility show through. If this bloke really did run the place, he had the power to set them free; a negotiation was called for, rather than threats and insults. Tris had no idea how to begin — he’d never tried to talk his way out of prison on an enemy space station before — so he waited for his opponent to talk first.

When he did, it was quite a shock.

“My humble apologies sir,” he began. “I am Proconsul Augustus. I had no idea that you were embedded with this group. I received no directives at all concerning your visit! I gave a suitable performance, I hope?”

Tris stared back at him, trying not to let his mouth fall open. He thinks I’m someone else! That much was obvious. But who? And why?

And should I try to maintain the illusion, or admit the mistake?

Things could go badly either way.

Think like a Warden, Tris reminded himself. With only a split-second to make the decision, he sighed inwardly. What would Kreon do?

Channeling the Warden in one of his more co-operative moods, Tris began. “For what reason did you deem such a deception necessary?”

“I…” Augustus was clearly not a man used to being flustered. He probably wasn’t on the receiving end of pointed questions very often. “I must admit sir, I was not initially aware of your presence. I prepared a standard containment protocol for the Lantian party in order to detain them. I have already passed word to the Keepers of the Faith about their arrival and I expect to hear back shortly. But your presence amongst them was a complete surprise. I trust I have not endangered your mission?”

Tris studied the man cooly for a second before continuing. “No. My situation has not been compromised. But my, ah, companions are not to be interrogated, you understand? I can’t have you jeopardising everything I’ve been working towards.”

For a second Tris thought he’d gone too far; that the man he was impersonating had no authority to make such a request. The Proconsul didn’t look happy, but then he bowed his head.

“Certainly, sir. They’ve been tested and processed, but I wanted to check with you before I went any further.”

Tris nodded solemnly. He needed space to think. What should he do next? Demand their release? Or was that too suspicious? Who was he meant to be here? He’d also been ‘tested’ with some kind of portable monitor on the way to his cell — what had it revealed?

Then he had it.

DNA test! Mikelatz Andoss. Lemurian deep-cover operative…

So was this bloke his dad’s contact, or not?

Only one way to find out.

“You should know that there’s no fear in the darkness. All nightmares come true.”

The Proconsul’s eyes went wide. Tris though the man was about to have a heart attack. Then a veil of disgust dropped over his features. When he spoke, his words dripped scorn. “So! Your true nature revealed at last! To think, I was about to let you go. Guard!”

The bulky figure next to him raised its rifle. Tris could do nothing but stare helplessly down the barrel.

“Take him,” the Proconsul commanded. He stepped back, pressing a button on his wrist console. “Door!” he yelled.

The bars slid across, leaving a gap wide enough for Augustus to slip through. The armoured figure facing Tris gestured with its rifle — the meaning of the gesture was unmistakable.

Tris took a deep, shuddering breath. He’d been braced to feel an energy bolt burning its way through his chest, but apparently the Proconsul had other plans. They were moving him… Tris glanced around, hyper-aware for anything that gave him a chance to escape. Even a few more seconds of life would be worth the struggle. He couldn’t tackle the guard head-on; he’d just bounce off the armoured mass. Augustus was a different story; skinny, probably not a fighter. If Tris could get within striking distance, he could gain a valuable hostage.

The guard shepherded Tris out of the cell at gun point, forcing him to lead the way down the corridor. The other cells lining it on both sides were empty. Kreon and Kyra must have been taken somewhere else…

Interrogation?

The muzzle of the guard’s rifle jabbed Tris between the shoulder blades. “Move!” the man ordered, and Tris picked up his faltering pace.

Where are they taking me?

Not to visit the office of some decision-making superior, Tris realised — Augustus had made it clear that he was the one in charge here. So where then?

His mind shied away from the only option that presented itself.

Gas chamber.

“Stop!” The guard’s rifle gave him a sharp tap on the side of the head for emphasis.

The Proconsul stepped forward and operated a control pad set into a heavy door in front of them. The door had a tiny glass window, but all inside was darkness.

“Put him inside,” Augustus snapped. The guard jabbed Tris again, hard enough to make him stagger forward. The door opened — swinging inwards, rather than sliding — and Tris followed it, into a small, mostly featureless room. A second, much larger door dominated the opposite wall. Various hooks and eyelets were set into the floor and ceiling…

Torture chamber?

Then Tris noticed something deeply unsettling.

The darkness through the window in the opposite door was speckled with stars.

Oh… shit! It’s an airlock!

And that could only mean one thing. His time was up.

“Kneel.” The Proconsul’s tone brooked no argument. Tris hesitated, brain still churning overtime trying to come up with a way out.

It found nothing.

Other than the obvious…

His suit was designed to protect against vacuum, he knew, but it was useless without a mask.

The guard struck him in the lower back and he staggered, but stayed on his feet. He spun to face Augustus, putting every ounce of arrogance he could summon into his face. “You won’t get away with this! They’ll tear you apart!”

The Proconsul sounded unperturbed. “Oh, I’m sure they will do much, much worse than that. Still, there are some laws which are incontrovertible. Kneel.”

This time the guard stepped sideways and swung the rifle at Tristan’s legs. Tris buckled, his knees slamming into the deck. “Don’t do this,” he tried, pleading with them both. “You don’t know who I am!”

“Clearly.” Augustus held a hand out to the guard. “Rifle.”

The guard snapped to attention, before handing over the weapon stock first.

“You may only blame yourself for this,” the Proconsul said, checking the rifle’s power-pack. “I certainly do.”

Tris stared in horror, and wondered what Kyra would think of him dying like this.

It seemed fitting that his last thought would be of her.

Augustus took aim at Tristan’s forehead, driving the last remaining activity from the brain behind it. His finger tightened on the firing stud.

Then he twisted suddenly, the rifle swinging in a tight arc.

The guard barely had time to register the change before the barrel came to rest facing him, and a blast of red energy lanced out of it, burning a fist-sized hole straight through his chest.

As the guard slumped to the deck, the Proconsul lowered his weapon and tutted. “You see?” he addressed Tristan, flapping a hand at the body lying next to him. “Look what you made me do!”


11







Tris climbed to his feet to find he was shaking all over.

Near-death experiences will do that, he surmised.

But what the hell just happened?

Cautiously, he followed Augustus back into the prison corridor. At least here there was a chance of escape, however miniscule. With the guard dead he felt he could overpower the skinny Proconsul easily. But did he need to?

Caught between the urge to collapse in relief, and the urge to snatch the rifle and beat Augustus to death with it, he chose the middle path.

Some kind of game is afoot, he realised. Might as well play along for now.

“He won’t be missed?” Tris struggled to keep his voice level, as though he’d been expecting this all along.

The Proconsul swung the door shut, then met his gaze with a furrowed brow. “Unfortunately, he will. My choices are now limited. This is the danger you’ve brought on all of us.”

Tris groped for another question. “Why… did you have to drag me into the airlock?”

“One of the few places on the station with no Shrine to monitor us.” The side of the Augustus’ mouth twisted upwards in a wry grin. “Plus, easy clean-up.”

And he stabbed a button on the console.

With a slight tremor the outer doors opened. Tris stared through the tiny window as the guard’s body pinwheeled out into space. He looked back to find the Proconsul’s head bowed, lips moving in silent prayer. It made him feel a little awkward. “Ah… you knew him?”

Augustus looked up, a flash of anger in his eyes, and nodded. “Jorge. He wasn’t a cruel man. But you gave me no choice. No-one who hears that phrase can be allowed to live. Not if they are not one of us.”

“I… I assumed he knew,” Tris said. It was a clumsy lie for a supposed spy, but things were moving too fast for him to keep up. “I’m sorry.”

Augustus nodded again, less angry this time. “And I’m sorry for your team. I hope you weren’t close to them.”

Tris’ stomach lurched. “What? My team are… what’s happening to them?”

“You must survive,” the Proconsul explained. “I may still be able to stage this as an escape. For one of you it is believable — not so for three.”

“Then let me go for them!”

“Impossible. They have been placed in maximum security, at the opposite end of the station. You must leave directly from this level, immediately! I’ll sound the alarm when I reach my office, if it hasn’t been raised by then. You have a few minutes before the entire station is locked down.”

“But Kreon and Kyra! What’s going to happen to them?”

The Proconsul glanced around nervously, but the corridor was empty. “Lord Anakreon mentioned a profane place. The Keepers of the Faith have been informed and their team will already be en route. Their interrogation will be short and brutal — unless your pet Warden can convince our superiors he has something they need.”

Tris rubbed the side of his head where Jorge had whacked him earlier. “Maybe… damn, I dunno! Maybe…” he cast about for options.

Leave? And go where?

Climb around the outside of the station… without a mask?

Find a mask… break into max security, and out again… and go where?

All our answers were meant to be here.

Augustus had been pushing him away and making shooing gestures, but Tris grabbed the man’s arm. The decision had come to him, and it was the only logical choice.

“Put me back in my cell.”

The Proconsul looked at him like he was an idiot. “What? No! Didn’t you hear me? The Keepers will have sent a group of Assessors. They could be here in a few hours!”

Tris fell back on his Kreon impersonation. “Then it would be best if I return to my cell immediately, and leave you time to arrange a cover story.”

“But…?” Augustus stammered. “But… what if you fall under interrogation? Think of all the information they could extract from you! It’s too great a risk. Ingumen would never allow it.”

 The decision made, Tris smiled inwardly. “They’ll learn nothing from me, I promise.”

The Proconsul was shaking his head, clearly not sold on the idea.

“We’ve got no other option,” Tris told him. “My identity will keep me safe. If you wouldn’t mind telling them who I am?”

“It’s… it’s already in my report,” he replied. “But why risk it? Are these Lantians so important to you?”

“These Lantians are vital,” Tris told him, “to all of us.” He figured the extra cryptic hint couldn’t hurt.

Augustus nodded reluctantly. “Very well. But I won’t be able to help you. You might manage to avoid the Assessors’ attention, but they will not be lenient with your Lantian friends. Their only chance is to find a compelling reason for the Keepers of the Faith to want them alive. And it had better not hinge on fairy tales.”




*                    *                    *




Kyra lay back on the bunk in her cell and studied the ceiling. No matter how many times she got locked up, she never grew to like it.

This cell was pretty typical; a circular unit in the far corner for bodily functions and a narrow cot fastened to bare steel walls. The plain metal bars were a nice touch; at least she could lean against them without getting energy burns. No, what bothered her most about the situation was not the accomodation — she’d seen far worse, after all — it was the feeling of unease that had been growing in the back of her mind. Being ambushed and imprisoned by their Lemurian hosts had been a surprise, but she had no doubt Kreon could talk his way out of it. If it came to a fight, she was quietly confident too; the Lemurians had overlooked her Arranozapar swords, taking them for a decorative belt as so many did. Eventually she supposed they’d come for them. Notoriously few personal effects were allowed to long-term prisoners. But something would happen before then. Either negotiations would start, or the fighting would. She was fine either way.

But still… Kyra shivered. Something is wrong here.

She just couldn’t figure out what.

It was rare, in her experience, to encounter an entire research station whose population had been trained to resist telepaths. Then again, she’d heard plenty of stories out of Lemurian space which went a ways toward explaining it. The Gift was treasured and cultivated here, as it was amongst all sentient races, but the Lemurians had imbued it with a sinister twist. Their best psychics were recruited into a much-despised branch of the Church and tasked with spying on the rest of the population. Freedom of speech wasn’t big around here; freedom of thought was rapidly heading the same way.

Must be a horrible way to live.

She’d made the odd foray into Lemurian space whilst working for Sharki, but she’d never stayed long enough to learn much about their politics. Other than knowing she wanted no part of them.

Huh. Not much choice now…

Sharki was right: Kreon was getting her into more trouble than usual lately. Sooner or later, it was going to bite him on the ass.

Not that he’d feel it, being mostly metal.

Bloody Wardens! If it weren’t for their galaxy-saving crusades, she could be tucked up in bed right now, dreaming of the shoes Sharki would buy for her. He had awful taste but a hefty credit balance, and she wasn’t beyond a spot of emotional blackmail.

Hell, he might as well spend it on something decent. I’ll be doing him a favour.

Assuming she ever got out of here.




The first few hours passed uneventfully. Only a visit from the anally-retentive Proconsul broke the monotony. The idiot actually had the grace to look embarrassed at her situation, blabbering about the Keepers of the Faith and their impending Assessors like he felt sorry for calling them. What did he want? A gold star for empathy?

Assessors had to be a fancy name for interrogators, and she’d dealt with plenty of those in her time, too. The truly weird thing was that, this time she had literally no idea what they hoped to discover. She knew plenty about the Wardens, but not much that wasn’t public record. Certainly not as much as Lemurian spies would have figured out. She could hardly believe that Mikelatz had been one of them. If the rest were half as good…

She shook her head in wonder. He’d been a good man, of that she was sure.

But beyond that, she knew nothing much.

This was going to be the most one-sided interrogation in history.

‘Tell us everything you know!’

’Sure! Got a postcard?’

She laughed. It was warm in here, and cosy. Not like outside. And there was air in here too, she remembered, although it smelled a bit funny. Like a spice she’d seen somewhere… on an island, where she’d been swimming. It was warm, and the water was warm too. She was swimming now, floating on her back, and the sun on her skin felt luxurious…




Krya sprinted down the corridor, the smell changing to acrid smoke in her nostrils. She wasn’t alone; everyone was running, some that way, some this. The rifle was heavy on her shoulder; she should have trained more with it, she knew. But she’d always thought it wouldn’t go this far…

Kyra spun, the room around her changing. This time there were noises ahead, noises and flashes of laser-fire. She held her pistols in both hands, their familiar grips fitting comfortably into the palms of her hands. Not the best weapons for this kind of fight, but it wouldn’t matter either way. She grinned. She was going to die today, and she’d rather do it with her father’s pistols in her hands than some standard-issue carbine.

She spun again, fleeing one fleshy prison for another. She felt a sudden burning sensation in her abdomen. She looked down at the wound, feeling blood leak out around the fused flesh. Her legs buckled and she slumped to the deck. Her suit had caught some of the blast, but she was bleeding out. A promising career, cut short — all because of the Ingumend resistance. She was a doctor, damnit! Didn’t they know how precious that was? Yet here she was, useless rifle still dangling from a string around her neck, dying of a wound she’d be able to treat in a heartbeat — were it not for the torrent of laser blasts frying the air above her. It wouldn’t be long before one of them would catch her and finish the job…

A flash. Kyra’s squad formed up around her. There weren’t many of them left. She’d taken a nasty shot to the upper arm herself, but there wasn’t time to worry about that now. Luckily, she was ambidextrous — ha! Luck? Luck was the one thing she didn’t have. The men and women behind her would fight to the end, but it was an end fast approaching. What remained of her small command may well be the last of the station’s defenders. It had all happened so fast! Not a shred of warning. Just like the stories she’d heard from survivors of Church Raids. Those faceless bastards rolled in like a tidal wave, mowing down everything in their path. She wasn’t even fully-armoured; hadn’t had time to get dressed. She squeezed the handgrip of her rifle, lowering herself to kneel behind a crate. At least their shoot-first policy meant there’d be relatively few survivors left to answer questions… She didn’t plan on being one of them.

Kyra drifted the corridors, alone. It was all over; the shouting, the screaming, the dying. Here and there she encountered bodies, but not many. Most had already been identified and removed. She floated again, not on her back this time, but forwards, towards a junction. She turned the corner — and there ahead of her was a man without a mask. His face was vaguely familiar, from long ago perhaps…

The man looked straight at her, a confused expression on his face. “What are you doing here?” he said.

And it was gone, all of it. Kyra was surrounded darkness, but it was no longer warm. It was cold, and she was sinking. Drowning… she reached for the surface, gasping for air—




And tumbled off her bunk onto the deck.

“What the fu—” She scanned her surroundings, taking in the narrow cot, the bars and the waste disposal in the corner. “Where am…? W…?” Her mind was thick with fog, like sleep only stickier. She swore. She didn’t have Kreon’s facility with poisons, so she couldn’t identify the agent that had been used on her, but she recognised the effects of being drugged.

How long was I out?

There was no way of knowing.

Why did they need to do that? What are they hiding?

Everyone had secrets, but it’s not like she would be snooping on them from inside her cell. Unless it was something impossible to hide…

That dream! Or was it? A sickly taste arose in the back of her throat — either an after-effect of the drug, or the memory of burning flesh…

Something is very wrong here.

A sound from the corridor snapped her into focus. She climbed back onto the bed, arranging herself into a sleeping posture. Through eyelids open a crack she watched as a pair of armed guards came to stand outside her cell. Both were big men; their breathing alone was so loud she gave up pretending to sleep. Sitting up and stretching, she looked them over. They stood impassive, rifles dangling from their slings. She quested towards them with the Gift and was startled to find their minds open and accessible. Both were bored. Both were hungry. And both had been sent here to collect her, though neither knew why. They were typical soldiers, thinking far more about creature comforts than the strategies of their superiors.

Fair enough.

“Hi fellas,” she said, waving. “Are you gonna let me out?”

She felt a ripple of laughter from one of the men, and vague sexual interest from the other.

Ugh!

Then a third man stepped into view, wearing a grey command jumpsuit similar to the Proconsul that had locked her up.

“Aha! Finally, the man in charge,” Kyra drawled. “So, what’s a girl gotta do to get out of a jam like this?”

The man in grey gave her a thin smile. “You are to be released, actually,” he said.

Kyra frowned. That seemed awfully convenient. She reached out for the man’s thoughts, but encountered the familiar resistance.

Damn these Lemurians!

Still, it was good to have the Gift back. She stretched a little further, hoping to connect with a mind beyond the prison level…

What she got, was nothing.

Literally nothing; no minds, no resistance, no anything. Even before, when they’d been pursued through the station, she’d been aware of the people following her. She couldn’t read them, but she’d known they were there. This was completely different — it was as though the entire station was suddenly uninhabited. But that couldn’t be! Just keeping the lights on in a place like this would take a few warm bodies. Unless they were all out of range…

Or dead.

Or… she felt a prickle of sweat along her back as the other alternative occurred to her.

Unless I’m being shut down.

It hadn’t happened to her since childhood, when she’d first been testing her strength, but theoretically someone with a talent significantly stronger than hers could sort of squelch the signal — block her so completely that it was the same as having no Gift at all.

She shuddered involuntarily. If there was someone here strong enough to do that, she was really going to have to watch her step. They all were…

Kreon. She reached out to him, but got nothing. He couldn’t possibly be that far away — not and still be in prison — so either he was dead, or she was being blocked.

By someone so much more powerful than she was that she couldn’t even tell they were doing it…

Either way, not good.

The clanking of the bars jarred her back to the present. She stood, letting her arms hang by her sides. The twin hilts of her Arranozapar swords were in easy reach; that reassured her. Knowing she could disembowel everyone in front of her in the blink of an eye always made her feel better.

She’d expected both guards to cover her with their rifles, but they merely stood there, waiting. The grey man — his hair matched his jumpsuit — stepped back, inviting her out.

This is weird.

She tensed as she left the cell, half expecting a surprise attack.

Shot whilst trying to escape…

But no. The uniformed man led the way and the guards fell in behind her, retracing their steps to the security post. There, an efficient-looking young man in the same grey outfit approved Kyra’s release with no more concern than he’d devote to cleaning his boots.

Kyra followed her entourage out of the prison section and back into the main part of the station. Looking around, she couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. A few twists and one short elevator ride later, they guided her into a small crew lounge and left her there.

She was considering trying the door to see if it was locked when it slid open — and Kreon strode in, bristling with indignation. His trench coat was gone, revealing the battered jumpsuit he wore beneath it. The outlines of his mechanical components were clearly visible; notably absent was his Kharash pendant, though the Aegis gem still glinted dully against the pallid skin of his neck.

“You survived,” the Warden grunted.

“Likewise,” Kyra told him. “Though it looks like you got strip searched!”

Kreon made a sound of disgust. “They have confiscated everything they could remove. My bloodlines are not pure enough for these people, so they treat me like a dog.”

Kyra made a show of glancing around at the walls and ceiling. “I slept very well,” she said for the benefit of whoever might be listening.

Kreon, as usual, was more brusque. “I care nothing for their monitoring devices! They forced me into a tiny box no bigger than I am, and rendered me unconscious. If the bastards choose to listen in whilst I bad-mouth them, they are more than welcome.”

“Oh?” Unconscious? Kyra was alarmed to hear Kreon openly admit such a thing. Part of the old man’s mystique lay in keeping his abilities deliberately vague. He was telling her, she realised — warning her, more like — that their captors had unexpected tricks of their own.

“Sounds idyllic,” she said, nodding that she’d got the message. “I was drugged. Wonder how Tris got on?”

The question was no sooner out of her mouth than the door slid open again and Tris walked in. The set of his shoulders told of tension and stress, but that was understandable. When you’d been locked up as often as Kyra had, it started to lose its novelty value. But Tris was beautifully attired in a deep blue jumpsuit, with silver trim at the ports and articulation points. Kyra didn’t recognise the brand, but it was clearly a designer suit, worlds away from the utilitarian garb he’d found in the Folly’s equipment locker.

“Wow. You scrub up nice,” she said.

Tris looked vaguely embarrassed. “My other suit is… they’re cleaning it.”

“Oh.” She arced an eyebrow at Kreon. “I’d say they’ve established our pecking order.”

“They’ve established themselves as racist bastards,” Kreon muttered. He obviously wasn’t too happy about the way things had worked out. It made sense; Kyra’s people had fled the endless war between Lantians and Lemurians, traveling far out into the galaxy before choosing a place to settle. They’d deliberately distanced themselves from both factions, as their group comprised refugees from both. The highest-ranking amongst them had been chosen to lead, and Kyra was descended from those first rulers in direct lineage. The Lemurians prized purity of bloodlines above all else; Kyra’s royal blood was comparatively undiluted.

Kreon’s, on the other hand, was positively mongrel.

Which just left Tristan. And there was a clue there, too, in what Mikelatz’s hologram had told them. Apparently he’d been a Lemurian sleeper agent all along — she shook her head, still having a hard time believing that — but as a Lemurian of presumably high status, his bloodline would be purest of all.

“So, looks like you’re the boss from now on,” she told Tris.

To his credit, the kid didn’t protest. “We’ll get to the bottom of this,” he promised.

Something about the way he said it gave Kyra pause. Something else had happened to Tris, she was sure of it. She reached for his thoughts to ask him — only to meet with nothingness.

Damn that blocking! It was really starting to cramp her style.

Then again, whereas Kreon had been relieved of his Gift-augmenting gem, the identical one that blocked Tristan’s talent was still around his neck. Maybe that was the issue?

I guess high-status prisoners don’t get frisked.




A polite chime from the door announced the arrival of visitors. A stocky brunette, her soft grey uniform hugging the contours of her body, entered and addressed them. “My apologies for the delay, ambassadors. The Magistrate will see you now. Please follow me.”

Kyra obliged, letting Kreon precede her from the room. No point in ruffling the old man’s feathers any more than necessary. As they moved along the corridors she found herself examining the walls more closely. Was it her imagination, or did some of them seem less grimy? Impossible to tell of course, and almost certainly a paranoia-like side effect from the drug they’d used on her. Had Kreon been drugged too? The Warden was almost impossible to incapacitate in such a fashion. Tris, on the other hand probably wouldn’t even realise it if he had been.

She scuffed her boot on the deck, where a black mark stained the metal. Was it a blaster burn? Or something more innocent and possibly disgusting?

Get a grip! Gotta keep my imagination under control.

Especially if there was a super-powerful telepath aboard. Her mental defences were pretty good, but it had been a long time since they’d really been tested.

They turned down another corridor and the surface underfoot changed. Kyra glanced down to see a stripe of carpet, or something similar, lining the deck. A deep crimson, it looked so garish and out of place that she knew it was a recent addition.

So! Whoever they sent for has arrived. Could he be this telepath?

Assessors… She shuddered. Using the Gift for enhanced interrogations was outlawed in Lantian space, as well as amongst her own people. It left psychological scars that were much harder to heal than physical ones. The Lemurians, however, were not nearly as squeamish about such things.

The narrow ribbon of material underfoot came to an abrupt end at a set of heavy double doors. Their guide stepped to the side and pressed a call button. Kyra imagined the door becoming transparent from the inside, like the ones on the Folly.

Nice tech, if you can get it.

They’d been waiting just a few seconds when the doors slid open. Inside was an office of sorts; a hybrid of private workspace and personal command centre, with consoles and viewscreens set discretely into the furniture. One wall housed a golden panel with elaborate carvings of what she guessed were deities; personal shrines must be all the rage amongst the religious nutcases of the galaxy.

 A huge plaswood desk dominated the space, and before it stood a tall, muscular man. The tailoring of his jumpsuit was immaculate; the grey fabric screamed comfort before utility, with silver accents similar to Tristan’s.

But it wasn’t the man’s suit that froze all three of them in their tracks. Nor was it his admittedly impressive physique.

No — what elicited the strangled gasp from Kreon was the face of the man in front of them.

Kyra was shocked too, but she recovered quickly.

Poor Tris however, was completely floored.

Because the man standing before them was more than a little familiar. She’d known him as Lord Andoss, Warden Protector and the last true Custodian of Atalia.

Tristan knew him as Dad.
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Kreon sat on an ornate chair in the overly-plush office, quietly fuming.

There was a reason that cloning was banned by every civilised society. Obvious ones, like human rights issues and psychological problems for the clones themselves — and then more personal ones, the ones people didn’t talk about. Like being confronted by your long-dead best friend at the ass-end of a Lemurian research base.

It wasn’t Mikelatz, of course.

Mikelatz was dead.

The person smiling so congenially around the group, like some insipid gameshow host, was a clone.

Which meant that, logically, Mikelatz had been a clone too. Still a person, with all the thoughts, feelings, dreams and fears as the rest of the population — only, manufactured. Grown from a skin sample, or hair or blood sample. Taken from an individual who could have lived long ago…

And suddenly, it all came together in his mind. Tristan’s preferential treatment. The revelation of Mikelatz’s allegiance. This newcomer’s easy assumption of authority…

All three of them had identical DNA — aside from a bit of creative editing Mikelatz had undergone with Kharash genes.

It was obviously a very old, very pure bloodline. The original person who possessed that DNA may well have lived on Earth before the Sundering…

No wonder the clone was ignoring him.

It was, however, spectacularly irritating.

“My name is Gerian,” the clone began. “I am the Magistrate of this region, and I’d like to welcome you to the Lemurian Empire.”

Tristan was still frozen in shock. Kreon watched the boy’s mouth work soundlessly, while he struggled to process what he was looking at. Kyra, fortunately, was harder to faze.

“Why thank-you,” she said, her sarcasm impossible to miss. “I must say, I’ve been made to feel a tiny bit more welcome than this. I’m not sure if it was the cell, the interrogation, or maybe the drugs? Either way, you have got to work on your hospitality.”

Gerian smiled expansively. “You’re right, of course! My sincere apologies. Your treatment at the hands of Proconsul Augustus was nothing short of scandalous. Rest assured, he has been transferred away from here, and he will be severely reprimanded for his error of judgement.”

Kreon grunted. This clone was smooth, an experienced operator. Politics had never been Kreon’s forte, and he’d never found much use for tact. To see it applied so effortlessly was an object lesson — and a warning.

He’s too glib, Kreon thought to Kyra — before remembering that the Lemurian scum who’d frisked him had stolen his pendant.

Bastards!

“Nevertheless,” he said out loud, “our status here is that of Ambassadors for the First Circle of Atalia. I care nothing for your opinion of our bloodlines — we are here to discuss a grave threat to both our peoples.”

“Ah yes.” The clone’s voice took on a note of distaste as he turned his attention to Kreon. “This matter of… Black Ships, I think it was? The Proconsul included that in his report. I’m afraid, if you came all this way chasing bedtime stories, you can expect to encounter a measure of… skepticism.”

“What?” Kreon demanded. “You expect me to believe that your people have had no encounters with this phenomenon? That the devastation is confined to our own portion of the galaxy? Ridiculous! I have it on good authority that your superiors have made careful study of this matter, and have linked it back to ancient prophecies known to your Oracle.”

Kreon had the satisfaction of seeing the clone’s eyes flash with anger. He controlled it quickly, but Kreon stored the snippet of information away for future use. This Magistrate, confident as he appeared, had buttons that could be pushed.

“I’ll advise you to be extremely cautious in your use of that word, Lord Anakreon. Even I do not mention it lightly. The Oracle is for discussion only by the most pious and enlightened individuals; anything else is considered blasphemy, and the penalties are severe. But I’m sure the information you seek can be discovered eventually — perhaps in a children’s book?”

Kreon bristled. “This is no laughing matter, Magistrate. People are dying. Whole planets are being destroyed, their biological matter assimilated by these… entities. I feel certain you are aware of this, and I see no need for political posturing. I have one aim here; to identify this race of aggressors, and to search for a weakness that we can exploit. It is a mission which will benefit your people as well as ours.”

The clone merely smiled at him. “My people thank you for your kind consideration, Lord Anakreon, but they are quite content with their lives. Likewise, should my government find themselves a dragon to slay, I’m sure they will be in touch.” He pointedly turned back to the others, leaving Kreon to seethe in silence.

“But as of this moment, you are all here as my guests! Certainly, there will be weighty matters to discuss, and I will request that my government send a team qualified to conduct negotiations with you. Meanwhile, I would like to take this opportunity to make amends for the appalling treatment you received on arrival. There is a party being thrown this very evening on Pentali Prime, to celebrate the anniversary of their consecration. I would be honoured if you would attend with me.”

Kyra glanced Kreon’s way, arcing an eyebrow, but without his pendant he could do nothing more than scowl at her.

“We accept, of course,” she interpreted. “It would be our pleasure to attend.” She glanced Kreon’s way again. “I trust we are all invited?”

“Yes indeed!” Gerian replied. Then he addressed Tristan directly. “And might I ask your name, sir? Our records are extensive, yet you have managed to elude identification!” He said it lightly, as though such a thing amused him. But Kreon had a fair idea what fate awaited ID fraudsters in the Lemurian Empire — and that, too, was no laughing matter.

Tris stared at the man, eyes wide as thruster nozzles. “I’m…” he stammered, “I’m… Tris. I mean, my name is Tristan. Andrews. From Earth.”

This time the Magistrate definitely twitched. Again, he recovered his composure quickly, but Kreon was a quick study. There was more to this man than he was letting on.

“Earth, you say?” Gerian’s voice was smooth and well-modulated, betraying none of the shock Kreon had diagnosed. “Well, well! That is a treat! You’ll be the talk of the party! That explains why you don’t appear in our records. It is a long time indeed since we have had a presence on the Homeworld.” Though said mildly, Kreon caught the magistrate’s eyes flicking in his direction. The entire Lemurian Empire held a grudge over the Lantians’ control of Earth, but that was nothing new.

“Your bloodline is extremely pure however,” Gerian continued. “I am most interested to learn about your lineage, if you wouldn’t mind sharing?”

Tris also glanced at Kreon, but the Warden knew straight away what his apprentice would say. The boy’s curiosity was his driving force; his thirst for answers had brought him clear across the galaxy and deep into enemy territory. It was highly unlikely he would pass up such an opportunity.

Tris squared his shoulders, making a visible effort to stand up straighter. “My lineage is the same as yours, I’d guess,” he said, a slight tremor in his voice. “My father was a friend of yours: Mikelatz Andoss.”

Gerian nodded thoughtfully. “Ah, I see! Yes, blood will tell. I never met the man unfortunately, but we do share a seed. Mikelatz was highly-regarded by the Keepers of the Faith, until his disappearance.”

There was a question, deliberately left hanging; Tris couldn’t resist answering. “He’s dead.”

“Ah.” The magistrate turned solemn and bowed his head. “Might I ask how?”

“Indeed you may,” Tris replied — and Kreon felt a sudden surge of pride at his apprentice’s blatant impersonation of him. “My father was conducting the same line of enquiry as we are. He was killed by the Black Ships.”




*                    *                    *




Whilst the others dressed for the party, Kreon found himself with time to process. The clone (he could think of him in no other way) had escorted them onto his personal shuttle, a lavishly appointed craft with a full crew and service staff. They would be in transit for several hours; their destination planet was well beyond the frontier, deep inside Lemurian space. Kreon knew a fair bit about the hierarchy of both people and planets here. Such an event would be attended by the highest stratum in Lemurian society; those whose bloodlines were the purest, in the most part traceable back to their exodus from Earth. Some would undoubtably be clones, as part of their ongoing effort to resist dilution of their gene pool. Many would hold high office in the Empire; his crew would be walking into a veritable lion’s den of Lemurian power-brokers. Or perhaps a viper’s nest would be a more appropriate metaphor, given the insidious methods employed to keep the lower classes in their place.

Assessors… Kreon tugged at the too-tight neck-hole of the poncho he’d been given to wear. Very few things in this galaxy gave him pause, but the infamous psychic interrogators were not to be taken lightly. He knew little of their techniques — only that those subjected to them rarely kept their sanity afterwards. Certainly, some would be present at this gathering; whether on the job or off, the effect would be the same.

By the end of the ‘party’, the Lemurians would know everything.

He made a mental note to warn Kyra, though he doubted it would make a difference. Practising resistance to psychics was a popular hobby amongst the population here, though not strictly legal. Anyone with anything to hide had to work hard to stay free. But the top level of Assessors would be like nothing they had ever encountered. 

During the negotiations which established the new Frontier, he’d occasionally felt probes directed at his thoughts by members of the opposing team. Mikelatz had likened them to fireworks, a clumsy and obvious show to distract a person from the real threat lurking in the shadows. But it hadn’t mattered back then; Mikelatz had accompanied him to every meeting, the young Warden’s Gift powerful enough to squash any attempts to pry.

And now, Mikelatz was here again…

Only this time he was on the other side.




*                    *                    *




Tris sat on the bed in the luxurious cabin he’d been assigned, and wept.

The tears had come over him the second he found himself alone. Now they wouldn’t stop; pouring out as a wound never fully closed was torn wide open.

Dad… oh Dad. Why did you have to go? Why did you listen to Kreon… Why didn’t you take us all, Mum and me, and go live somewhere that no-one could find us…?

Questions that could never be answered.

Not even by the imposter who shared his father’s face.

Tris had come here hoping against hope that he’d unearth some information about his dad.

Not for one second had he expected to meet the man in the flesh… only to find that it wasn’t even him.

Just another damn clone.

At times like this, Tris hated himself. Hated what he was — what his dad had made him.

Is self-loathing a genetic weakness? Does Dad’s clone hate what he is? Tris felt the urge to hit something — anything — to see if the pain made him feel more real.

Damn all of them! Kreon and his pet ‘Mikelatz’, and this new motherfucker who’s stolen dad’s identity…

Mostly though, he missed him. Missed him more than he’d done for years — even seeing the hologram spring to life on the Folly’s bridge couldn’t compete with this. He missed his dad with every sob that tore out of him; great fat childish sobs, as though he’d regressed in an instant to the moment when he’d first realised his dad wasn’t coming back.

“You’re a fucking misery.”

Tris glanced up in surprise. He’d been so deep in his funk that he hadn’t heard Kyra come in.

“You can knock, can’t you?” he flung at her.

“Yeah, I thought about it, but I didn’t think you’d hear it over the self-pity.”

Tris glared at her. Kyra was smiling — only slightly, but he knew it meant she was joking. Kyra wasn’t big on sympathy, he remembered; the closest she’d ever come was cheering him up by snogging him.

It was a sign of how truly wretched he felt that even that didn’t appeal to him.

“Look, I know that was a bit of a blow,” she said, taking a seat on the bed next to him. “But you’ve got to understand what’s at stake here. If we show weakness around these people, they’ll tear us apart. They’re like…” she fumbled for a word. “Those big fat fishes on your world, that eat people? You have to blow them up to kill them.”

Tris almost choked as a snort of laughter took him by surprise. “Sharks, you mean? That was only in a movie. Shit, how old are you anyway?”

Kyra eyed him. “Yeah, well. On my world it’s the plants that eat you. But my point is, we’ve got to stick together. We’ll get through this, but only as a team. I know this has been rough on you, but we’ve all lost people we care about. Part of the job is taking that pain and stuffing it somewhere out of the way — far enough not to bother you minute by minute, but close enough to reach if you need it.”

“Need it?” Tris wrinkled his brow. “Need it for what?”

Kyra reached out and squeezed his knee — a little too hard for comfort. “Need it for when you have to remind yourself that you’re human.” She stood up, casting her eyes around the room before looking down at Tris. “And for when you need to kill a whole bunch of people in one go. That’s when it really comes in handy.”

Tris started to reply, then gave it up as a bad job. Kyra’s pep-talks, whilst always slightly disturbing, tended to do the trick. “Thanks Kyra,” he said instead.

“Don’t worry about it. And don’t worry about these bastards, either. Kreon and me, we’ve got your back. And you’ve got ours, right?”

Tris met her gaze. “Right.”

“Good. Just remember, if we get into it with these fuckers — they killed your dad.”

“Um, Kyra? Kreon killed my dad.”

She rolled her eyes at him. “Yeah yeah, whatever. Hey, how do I look?” She tugged on her sword-belt, resettling it around a long, flowing garment that started out as a scarf and interweaved to form a dress by the time it hit her waist. It showed a fair bit of flesh — enough to make him blush — but it was hard, muscular flesh, criss-crossed with the tattoos that he knew covered ancient scars.

“Looks… good?” he hazarded.

“You’re a help. I want it to say, ‘Yes, I’m hot, but if you come any closer I’ll cut your balls off and make you eat them.”

Tris looked her up and down once more, careful not to let his gaze linger on the more revealing areas of her outfit. “Yeah… I can get that. Of course, I know that’s a literal definition of what would happen.”

Kyra grinned at him. “You’re damn right it is. Now you gonna put your Lord of the Realm get up on, or what?”

“I guess so. Do you… want to wait outside?”

“Do I look like I’m going anywhere?”

Tris sighed, hauling himself to his feet. He should have known better; Kyra seemed to thrive on making him feel awkward. It was like her third-best talent, after flying and kicking ass. He fumbled around for conversation to distract himself as she slumped back down on the bed to watch him dress. “So, there are plants on your world that eat people?”

Kyra shot him an incredulous look. “No! What the hell kind of shit-hole do you think I come from?”




*                    *                    *




The party, when Tris finally got himself together and looked around, was incredible.

The centre of the room — if room was even the right word — was dominated by a five-storey column of air; a dance floor with suspended gravity, allowing the kind of moves only skydivers could pull back on Earth. For guests not interested in aerobatics, one vast wall was transparent, offering breath-taking views of the setting sun — as seen from the edge of space. The building itself stretched from the surface of the planet almost into orbit, a feat of engineering so mind-boggling that even Kyra swore at the sight.

Gerian’s ship had docked directly with the tower, decanting them right into the thick of things. The opulence of the place was staggering. Chandeliers made of glinting, glimmering crystal hung three floors high, casting fractals of light over the dance floor. Surrounding that were plush lounges, tables, booths, bars and columns, all crowned in what he guessed were pieces of sculpture. Stone gleamed everywhere, but it was brilliantly polished marble rather than the plain sandstone that had comprised Homeguard and the Warden’s fortress on Atalia. Glowing, iridescent balls floated here and there, creating pockets of light and shadow depending on the mood of the guests, and everywhere there was chatter. It was a bit like being in an aviary, Tris thought; the flowing gowns and shimmery fabrics worn by the party-goers only added to that impression.

“Wow. Where do we start?” he asked Gerian. His father’s clone had accompanied them from the shuttle, and now steered the group towards the dance floor.

“With these,” he replied, taking glasses of an iridescent purple liquor from a passing waiter. He handed one each to Tris, Kyra and Kreon, last as always. “Wait here please. I’ll announce you.”

Tris fussed with the silver braids dangling from his shoulders. It looked vaguely ridiculous in his opinion, but he could tell it was meant to emphasise the silver trim that his new-found status entitled him to. The rest of his outfit was well-tailored, if a bit snug here and there; all that training with Kyra had muscles popping out all over him. It was probably quite flattering, if highly impractical, but he kind of hoped he’d be able to keep the chunky combat boots they’d given him.

Kreon was in his usual spirits — which was to say, the old man was seriously pissed off. With his personal items still under lock and key, he’d been left with no choice but to wear the wide poncho issued by their hosts. Belted at the waist, it made him look like a medieval peasant — an effect which, given the dazzling arrayment of everyone else at the party, had to be deliberate.

Lower purity… Tris could see the parallels with fascist regimes back on Earth. But now was not the time to start preaching acceptance and equality. They were here with a mission; Kyra had reaffirmed his commitment, and if he could suck it up and get on with it, then so could Kreon.

Admittedly, Tris wasn’t wearing a poncho, but still…

Always lecturing me about sacrifice aren’t you, old man?

He would have chuckled at the thought — had Gerian not chosen precisely that moment to introduce them to the crowd.

“Citizens of the Empire!” Gerian stood on the edge of the dance floor, but his voice boomed from concealed speakers, reaching evenly across the vast space. “We have a group of very special guests with us tonight. May I present to you, the delegation from our lost colony, the Followers of Sydon!”

The music, which Tris hadn’t noticed until it was gone, faded away, leaving scores of garishly-dressed people all focussed on him. Kreon and Kyra stood off to either side of him, as though he were the guest of honour and they merely his escorts. He was instantly self-conscious; the trousers of the suit were very tight in certain areas, and he felt a sudden rush of heat to his face.

“To the left we have Lord Anakreon Sustralitz, Warden of the First Circle of Atalia — and as some of you will no doubt remember, the legendary Beast of the Border!”

A ripple of polite laughter ran around the room. Tris cast a sidelong glance at Kreon. It made sense that the Warden had fought for the Frontier he eventually helped establish. There were bound to be some good stories there.

“To the right,” Gerian continued, “we have Kylimnestra Loreak, of the Royal House of Esper — known locally as the ‘Eagle’s Talon,’ and the saviour of her people!”

Gerian’s spiel was punctuated by the sound of breaking glass. Out of the corner of his eye Tris saw Kyra blanche as though struck, her drink slipping through her fingers to shatter on the marble floor. Clearly, the Lemurians knew more about her than she’d expected. In other circumstances, seeing her caught unawares like this would be something he’d tease her about later — to say nothing of the full account he’d demand — but here, now, it seemed altogether more sinister. Like they know everything…

“And finally, my Assembled colleagues, we have a very special guest indeed.” Gerian paused for dramatic emphasis, really milking the crowd. Tris wanted to cringe — then did, as a shimmery spotlight flickered into life around him.

“Tristan Andrews, recently a resident of the planet Earth!”

An audible gasp ran through the crowd, before Gerian carried on.

“You may notice the family resemblance,” he joked, waving a hand at himself. “Tristan here is my nephew. He is the gene-born son of the late Mikelatz Andoss… and the heir to the Dynasty of Seven Systems!”
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Still reeling from the implications of Gerian’s announcement, Tristan managed to keep his game face on for the first circuit of the party hall.

It was magnificent — palatial even, or beyond palatial. It was like stumbling into a costume ball hosted by some eccentric Russian billionaire, only in place of tiger-skin rugs and caviar they had anti-gravity and alien seafood.

He was greeted with everything from polite nods to cold stares of assessment as he progressed around the room, but he didn’t stay still long enough for anyone to pin him in conversation. All he wanted was to get back to Kreon and Kyra — and to start asking questions. Like, what had Kreon done to earn himself that title? And what had Kyra done to save her people? And above everything else…

What the hell is this ‘Dynasty of Seven Systems’?

Curiosity was killing him, but he’d forced himself to act like he’d heard nothing out of the ordinary. Putting an opponent on the back foot was such a basic trick that he’d be embarrassed to fall for it. For all he knew, it could be one big joke; he could be about to inherit an intergalactic dungheap. Even worse — would the Lemurians try and lay claim to him? Cloning was their bag after all, and it was illegal in Kreon’s part of the galaxy. Tris lived daily with the knowledge that he’d been artificially grown. What if he turned out to be someone’s property?

The party had cranked back into full swing, with dancers swirling in the air beside him as he completed his circuit. He could see neither Kreon nor Kyra. Despite the eye-opening introduction, they’d all stuck to the plan they’d discussed on the way here — act as though this was an expected part of their ambassadorial duties, make a brief show of mingling, then re-group to analyse their situation. Only neither of the others had made it back yet. Tris didn’t think they could have beaten him; not unless they were sprinting. Hopefully they’d just been caught up in conversation, but his mind was already listing the alternatives. The trouble was, they still didn’t know if they were genuinely here as guests, or as prisoners on display. They hadn’t been offered a choice in coming to the party — then again, they hadn’t asked for one. Kreon didn’t trust anyone here, which tallied well with the advice from Mikelatz’s hologram. Kreon didn’t trust anyone really, so the advice was almost unnecessary. But Kreon’s strategy was always bold; hiding in the ship while pretending to have a headache wasn’t really his style.

And so they were here… weren’t they?

Where are they?

The kaleidoscope of light and colour made it impossible to see across the gathering, even from a vantage point. Tris hoped they were okay.

“So you’re really from Earth?”

Tris spun quickly enough to make his tassels dance. The woman who stood behind him — more of a girl, really — was dark and slender, and gazing up at him with a mischievous smile.

“Ah, yeah… I mean, I grew up there. I had no idea that all of this—” he flapped a hand around the room, “—existed.”

The girl’s eyes sparkled in the light of the massive chandeliers. “Fascinating! I’ve never met anyone who’s been there. Do you mind if I ask you what it’s like?”

Tris couldn’t help but notice that her outfit was every bit as revealing as the one Kyra had been given, if not more so. But instead of hard muscle and scar tissue, the bare flesh this girl revealed looked enticingly smooth and soft.

“I don’t know where to start, to be honest,” Tris admitted. “For me it was all normal. What I find incredible is all this galavanting around in spaceships and shooting laser beams at people.”

Her eyes went wide as saucers. “Ohhh! Now that does sound exciting! You’re a warrior as well as a nobleman.”

“Err…” Tris glanced around to see if any of the others were in range. No dice. “I guess so. It’s all kind of new to me.”

“Have you been in many battles?”

He shrugged. He no longer needed to pretend nonchalance about such things. “A few. Some I just saw, but Kyra is teaching me to fly and the last time we were out we ended up in a massive dogfight with a load of smugglers.”

“You have your own ship?” she sounded genuinely interested, and Tris couldn’t help himself.

“I don’t have a fighter, we just borrowed those. But I do have an… um, kind of a ship, that I inherited.” He suddenly wondered if he’d gone too far. This chick could easily be a spy. A seriously hot spy, but weren’t they all?

“And you’re here on a secret mission?” a note of playfulness in her voice spoke of a shared joke.

“Ah, no, not really.” Stay away from religion and politics, he advised himself. “We’re mostly here on a research mission.”

“Research?” She raised dainty eyebrows at him. “You should have said! I know just the place.”

She took his hand — hers felt small and delicate in his — and snatched him away, strongly enough that he nearly dropped his drink. He drained it in a gulp and reached out to place the glass on an empty table as she dragged him past. Where was she taking him? What was her angle? She towed him deeper into the building, away from the swirling colour of the dance floor. Along a back wall she pressed a smooth stone panel, which swung slowly inwards to become a door. Still holding onto his hand, she drew him through.

“Are you sure we’re allowed in here?” he asked. Not that it really mattered. If some element of the Lemurian hierachy wanted to make life difficult for him, they hardly needed to accuse him of trespass.

“Shhh!” she said, pushing the door closed behind him. “It’s a library!”

And she was right. The room they entered was surprisingly small and cosy, with bookshelves lining the walls. Over-sized leather armchairs dotted the plush cream carpet, and a simulated fire burned below a heavy wooden mantlepiece. It could have been a posh private study anywhere on Earth — not that he’d been in any of those.

She must have caught him staring around, because she giggled. “Do you like it?”

Tris didn’t quite know what to say. “It’s… very impressive. Are these books from Earth?”

“No, silly!” She stepped up to him, taking his hands again. “But they’re very pretty.” She moved closer, placing his hand on the bare skin at her waist. Her scent was as exotic and mysterious as she was.

Tris felt his pulse quicken; a second later, his breathing matched it. Was she coming on to him? Or were they all this familiar? “You’re… also very pretty,” he said. He couldn’t help himself; it was like he was hypnotised. Her eyes, soft brown with flecks of green, looked right into his. Her hands slid around to the small of his back, and then she was kissing him.

Tris was so surprised he didn’t realise it was happening for a second. He pulled away, taking a step back. “Sorry! I’m not, ah… you know, I didn’t…”

“Shhh! It’s okay,” she said, matching his movement. The smile she gave him was sultry and wicked, ripe with promise. “It’s allowed.”

And she planted her lips on his again.

Tris let her kiss him while his brain tried to catch up with what was happening. Ella’s face flashed through his mind, every bit as delicate but infused with a desperate longing.

“No!” This time he pushed her away. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to lead you on. I’ve got someone…”

Ella left, a traitorous thought reminded him. He swallowed it. “There’s a girl…”

“Shhh!” She stepped close to him again, laying a finger on his lips. “She doesn’t need to know! No-one does…”

And she was moving against him, slender arms encircling him as her thighs pressed his.

And then he had it. Honey Trap! Words from a 1970’s spy movie. Possibly the most blatant honey trap in the history of ever. Tris put his hands on her bare shoulders and pushed her firmly away. Then he took a long step backwards, just to be on the safe side. He could feel his arousal, and didn’t trust himself to stay strong in the face of such overwhelming temptation.

“Please stop,” he said, looking around for signs of recording devices. “Tell your masters they can do what they want, but I’ve no interest in you.”

The change that came over her was dramatic. The blood drained from her face; for a second Tris through she might faint. “No,” she whispered, “please. Please, please don’t — I’ll do anything.” She started towards him again, hands raised, seeking his body. Tris took another step back and she faltered, her gaze pleading with him. “Please,” she said again — and Tris caught an undercurrent of fear in her tone.

Shit! What did I say? Her expression was no longer that of a seductive temptress, but rather a scared girl. What does she think I’m going to do to her?

Tris cleared his throat and cast another futile glance around for hidden cameras. “Look, I’m really sorry, but there’s been a misunderstanding, that’s all. I’m new here and I don’t know your customs at all. I didn’t mean to insult you. Honestly, you’ve got nothing to fear from me.”

Tears were streaming down her face but she made no effort to dry them. Her breath was starting to come in hitches; the poor girl was terrified.

“I don’t know what I said,” Tris tried again, “but I didn’t mean it. Honest!” The urge to give her a hug was overwhelming. He dared a step back toward her, still marvelling at the sudden switch.

An act? He didn’t think so.

“You won’t?” she sobbed. “Won’t… tell?”

“What? No, of course not!” He spread his arms and folded her into a comforting embrace. Her body was trembling now, as the flurry of emotions ran their course.

She’s afraid of being embarrassed? At striking out? Jeez, maybe I am rich! Still, she could have tried to get to know me a bit first…

The girl relaxed a bit in his arms. It was at that point he realised he didn’t even know her name.

“Let’s start over,” he suggested. “I’m Tris.”

She looked up, all nervous smile and watery eyes. “I’m Naria.”

“Great! Naria, I really appreciate you showing me this library. But I really ought to get back to my friends.”

At this her arms tightened around him. “No! Please! You have to stay! If you go, they’ll know.”

“Know what?” Tris was getting more confused by the minute. “Naria, what are you so afraid of?”

She clung to him as her eyes sought out his, beseeching. “If you leave too early, they’ll know I didn’t satisfy you.”

“Satisfy me?”

“I’m an entertainer! Don’t you understand? I’m good, I’m really, really good, I promise. But if they find out I disappointed a man like you, I—”

“Like me? How d’you mean?”

“Important! You’re the guest of honour. I’m to please you. I’m yours for the party.”

Tris opened his mouth, but no words came out.

“Please don’t tell your uncle you didn’t want me. I’ll do anything.”

“I just want you to calm down,” Tris told her, finding his voice again. “I won’t tell anyone anything. I really appreciate the offer, but there’s a girl who… we’re kind of together. It’s complicated, but she’s the reason why I don’t want to be ‘satisfied’. It’s nothing you’ve done wrong.”

“That won’t matter.” Her words were thick with dread. “I’m third tier, but that won’t stop them. If they think I’ve failed to please you, I’ll be Committed.”

“Committed? Like, declared insane?”

She shook her head. “Committed to the Church.”

Tris decided it would be best not to delve further. “Well okay. Let’s just stay in here for a bit and relax. I’m in no hurry to get back to that party. We’ll wait until you think the time’s right, and you can tell them whatever you want.” A sudden thought occurred to him. “They won’t question me about it will they?”

This brought a shaky smile from her. “Of course not. No-one would question you.”




Tris settled into an armchair, while Naria sank onto a wide daybed. There was no prize for guessing what she’d previously had planned for that piece of furniture. Tris wondered if it had been used much before.

“So. While we’re waiting I might as well ask. Do you know anything about the Black Ships?”

Her brow furrowed. “You mean like the Black Ones? The ones that made the Gods go away?”

“Yes!” Tris leaned forward, suddenly enthused. “That could be the same thing. What do you know about them?”

Now Naria looked confused. “It’s a parable. You know, a religious story? They’re metaphors. For things we need to learn, virtues to aspire to and so on.”

“Ah,” Tris nodded. Not much help there. “So what happened in that parable?”

“Um… we’re not really allowed to talk about it. It’s old, you know?”

Tris summoned the most encouraging smile he could. “I won’t tell a soul!”

The girl relented. “Okay, but it’s nothing special. Just the usual nonsense, really. The Gods supposedly left Earth to fight the Black Ones, and when they return in triumph, they’ll reward us for being faithful.”

“Do the Black Ones come back?”

“No, silly! The Gods will vanquish them. Or I suppose that’s what they’ve been doing for the last ten thousand years. Have they stopped teaching that on Earth?”

Tris had to chuckle. “Yeah, we’ve moved on a bit. So when do they come back? The Gods, I mean?”

Naria bit a fingernail. She seemed younger with every passing minute — Tris now placed her around fifteen. “Dunno. But when they do, your Lantian friends are gonna get it. We held the faith while they ran away to worship other Gods. They’ll probably get eaten if the Black Ones do come back.”




They spent the next half hour chatting about life on their respective homeworlds, and bit by bit Tris teased out a deeply unpleasant truth about the Lemurian empire. Naria was a prisoner of her blood; whilst comparatively pure, it gave her just enough rank to be allowed to service the upper echelons of society. She’d been groomed for this role from an early age (though Tris was quietly relieved to find she was considerably older than he was). Her position was considered a privilege, and one which could be snatched away at any moment; the spectre of the Church loomed large over her every waking moment. Her comparatively high status was a double-edged sword; access to nobles of the highest rank came with constant scrutiny, and mistakes were punished harshly. Girls simply disappeared, Committed to the Church or worse — though from the look on her face as she described it, Naria could think of few fates more terrifying.

By the time she decreed it safe to leave, Tris was furious. That someone so fragile could be forced to do what she did, and so callously — it made his blood boil. He made up his mind to confront Gerian about it. That smooth-talking bastard owed him answers, and this time he wasn’t going to freeze up like a rabbit in headlights. So what if the man looked like his dad? Even twin brothers could wind up very different people. Tris was sure his dad would never countenance such an abhorrent and oppressive system. Maybe that was why he found himself a deep-cover assignment in Lantian space? Maybe he preferred it over there?

Whatever. Tris resolved that he was going to find Gerian and slap that smug smile right off his face.

Kreon could harp on about diplomacy all he wanted, but there were lines that shouldn’t be crossed.

Bollocks to diplomacy.




After they emerged from the stone panel, he indulged her with a last kiss — for appearances’ sake, he told himself — and watched her glide away.

Then he turned on his heel and strode smack-bang into Kyra.

“Been looking for you,” she said, a note of accusation in her voice. “Didn’t realise you were having so much fun.”

“What? No, it’s not like that,” he said.

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Sure! They say that’s the best way to get over an ex — get under the next one!”

His fists clenched involuntarily. “Don’t you ever—”

“Hey.” She placed a hand on his arm. “Cool it. Don’t let them see you’re mad. I doubt it would end well for your little girlfriend.”

For a reply, Tris glared at her.

“Relax,” she told him. “I know you’re not dumb enough to cross Eleanor. That gal would slice you to ribbons. But you think you’ve got problems? Look what they’ve dressed me as.” With a flick of the wrist she indicated her outfit — which suddenly made a lot more sense.

“Ohhh…”

“Yeah. I’ve had six people try to avail themselves of my services so far.”

Tris peered back over her shoulder. “I don’t see any blood. Where’d you hide the bodies?”

The grin she turned on him was wolfish. “I have talents.”

“I don’t doubt it.”

Kyra turned to scan the crowd. “I caught up with Kreon earlier, but he’s close to meltdown. Says this whole thing is a waste of time. I’m starting to agree with him.”

Tris listened to the surge of the music, at times a haunting siren-song then swelling to a thunderous crescendo. Bodies swam through the air above the dance floor, drifting and spinning as the beat picked up tempo. Exotic smells and dazzling colours made a combined assault on his senses.

“We’ll never find him in all this.”

“Don’t need to,” Kyra said, pointing over his shoulder. “Speak of the devil…”

Tris turned to see Kreon stomping towards them, tearing off his poncho as he came.

The Warden wasn’t even trying to disguise his mood. “Beast of the Border?” he spat. “Did you know they’ve turned me into a cartoon? They’re showing it in one of the anterooms! Children whose parents died at my hand are laughing along at a show designed to make a mockery of the entire war! It’s unconscionable. These miserable bastards floating around here haven’t a clue what it’s like. The closest anyone in this room will come to a combat engagement is when I put my steel foot up their arses!”

Kyra regarded him cooly. “Feel better?”

Kreon straightened, smoothing his scarred jumpsuit, and tossed the poncho onto the floor. “Indeed.”

“Great,” said Tris. “So if we’re all in agreement, can we please get the hell out of here? I want to find Gerian. I’ve got a few choice words for that smarmy piece of shit.”

Kreon eyed him cooly, then strode towards the exit. “I wish you luck. He refuses to speak to me.”

“Oh really?” Tris growled, turning to follow him. “Well he’s going to listen to me. There’s a small human rights violation I feel compelled to mention.”

“She was small all right,” Kyra quipped.

“What are you in such a good mood for?” Tris rounded on her. 

“Gotta look on the bright side.” She linked arms with him, pulling him along. “They can shove this hooker-outfit up their drive nozzles — but I’m keeping the shoes.”




As dramatic exits go, it was a bit of an anticlimax. They approached a pair of stylishly-armoured guards at the door they’d entered by, and moments later were being escorted back to Gerian’s private shuttle. The guards left them in a kind of lounge adjoining the cabins they’d used on the way here.

“Never thought I’d say this,” Tris confided to Kreon, “but I wish we could watch Loader chop that entire party into fish-bait.”

“On this occasion, that desire may be justified,” the Warden agreed.

“Ahh, Loader,” Kyra said from behind them. “I never thought I’d miss it, but turning a room full of bad guys into mincemeat was a comforting back-up plan.”

“Indeed,” Kreon replied. “However, even before his incapacitation Loader had requested an exclusion from all combat engagements.”

This came as a surprise to Tris. “What? Why? What was he afraid of?”

Kreon took a frustrated breath. “Losing his humanity.”

“Oh.” Tris had suspected the talos was conflicted over his recent bouts of mass-murder, but Loader had never really confided in him.

“Nice of you to indulge him though,” Kyra said. “Not that it makes much difference now.”

Kreon’s eyes went hard. “Unfortunately, I was forced to decline his request. I intended to keep him in reserve for the duration of this mission. In the event that our position here became untenable, I designed an exit strategy.”

“Good to know,” Tris said. “Are you going to share it with us?”

A bitter smile twisted the Warden’s lips. “Loader was our exit strategy.”
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With the anger at Naria’s predicament still roiling through him, Tris decided to check Gerian’s office. None of them had seen him at the party once the introduction was over, and it seemed as logical a place as any to find him.

The job of Magistrate sounded like it came with a lot of paperwork.

“You’re welcome to come with me,” Tris said, as Kreon lowered himself into an upholstered armchair.

“Unwise,” Kreon decided. “Not only is he unlikely to listen to my opinion, my presence will undermine your own attempts at diplomacy.” The Warden’s fingers flexed in his gloves as though preparing to strangle someone. “Also, if he ignores me directly one more time, there is a strong possibility that I will execute him on the spot.”

Tris wagged a finger. “You know, stuff like that is how you became the ‘Beast of the Border’.”

Kyra sprawled on a couch. “Yeah Tris, best you talk to that slime-weasel.” She extended one leg, admiring the shoe. A sort of slipper with a low heel, it was encrusted with red and silver crystals that twinkled in the artificial light. “I’d cut his balls off.”

Tris turned his finger on her. “Aren’t you meant to be some kind of saviour?”

She twirled her ankle, sending reflected sparkles dancing across Kreon’s scarred scalp. “I have impulse control issues.”

Tris knew there was no point in trying to get anything more out of either of them, but for once he didn’t care. There was one bloke around here who had all the answers — and Tris was about to pay him a little visit.

“Hey Tris!” Kyra called at his retreating back. “Be cool, alright? You’ll only get one shot at this. Don’t go all teenage angst on him. And try not to babble like an idiot.”

“And mention the Oracle,” Kreon added. “It is imperative that you obtain permission to visit her. Otherwise this entire mission is for naught, and the galaxy may well be devoured by the Black Ships.”

Tris turned back to face them. “You know, you guys suck at pep talks.”




The corridor leading up to Gerian’s office was lined with plush cream carpet. Whilst most of the walls betrayed their steel origins, a few metres to either side of his door was panelled in rich brown wood. The door itself was more of the same; intriguingly carved with heavy brass handles, and completely out of place on a spaceship. Seeing no obvious doorbell, he knocked.

“Enter!” boomed Gerian’s voice from within.

This is it, Tris thought. Showtime.

And he twisted the handle.

Gerian sat inside, behind an immense wooden desk. The same material clad the walls to waist-height, where there was a dado rail. Pictures hung on the walls; a real log fire roared in the hearth to one side. Like the library Naria had taken him to, it was a faithful reproduction of an equivalent office on Earth. A bit old-fashioned for his tastes, but the kind of room a rich lawyer might inhabit. The only things out of place were the viewscreen built into the desk and one of those ubiquitous golden shrine-things set into the wall.

As he walked in, Gerian looked up and delivered a hundred-watt smile.

“Ah, Tristan! You enjoyed the party? You’ve come to discuss your inheritance, I imagine. There are considerable legal issues to untangle, but I should be able to assist you in—”

“No.” Tris folded his arms and scowled at the man behind the desk. It was hard to look at that familiar face, especially with anger, but again he reminded himself; This ‘thing’ is NOT my dad!

It was extremely satisfying to see him experience a moment of discomfort.

“Then perhaps you’d care to arrange a visit to the Seven Systems region? I’m sure that can be arranged.”

Tris stared at him, unmoving. “And do the citizens of these ‘Seven Systems’ also live in constant fear?”

Gerian blinked at him. “I’m sorry? I’m not sure I follow.”

“I had an insight today into how you people do things, and it’s disgusting!” Tris had planned on staying calm, at least in the beginning, but already he could feel his temper slipping. “Those young men and women at the party — those boys and girls that you exploit. Too terrified to say anything for fear of reprisals from your Church? How fucked up is that? Don’t people have rights here? Freedom to speak without being persecuted? Or is the entire Lemurian Empire still stuck in the Dark Ages?” He stopped to breathe. He was already losing his cool, which probably wasn’t the best way of handling this.

Gerian looked up at him for a few seconds, drumming his immaculately-manicured fingers on the great wooden desk. “Tristan, you have to understand. Our way of life has been firmly established for many thousands of years. Are there imperfections in the system? Of course! Show me one society, anywhere in the galaxy, that has achieved a flawless form of government. It doesn’t exist! Those of us in high office, it is our duty to work tirelessly for the betterment of our people. You see us only from an outsider’s point of view, without being able to appreciate the nuances of our system. The stability and security it provides to our citizens. Your viewpoint is limited by your experience. Don’t seek to pass judgement on us until you have made an attempt to understand our society! You have an opportunity here, Tristan. You can become one of us, and help to guide our civilization into the best possible version of itself. You can be an instrument of change here, change for the better. We can right old wrongs, correct the small injustices, create a better future for all of us. What do you think?”

The whole spiel washed over Tris like a sermon.

It was so glib, so prepared — the election speech of a career politician.  He could hear the cadences of Gerian’s speech, the careful notes it hit, the formula. But all he could smell was bullshit.

“You’re a sick bastard,” Tris flung at him. “You represent a sick society. You talk all this crap about making a change, but you want things exactly the way they are. Because you’re sitting here, at the top. You’re the one people are afraid of. How many have you ‘disappeared’? Do you do it personally? No, you’ve got an army of lesser minions to commit your murders, haven’t you? And every one of them afraid to complain about it, for fear they’ll be the next to vanish. There’s regimes like yours back on Earth, but they all get toppled eventually. If I were you, I’d be sleeping with one eye open. Assuming you can sleep at all.”

To his credit, Gerian weathered this tirade without comment. At last, when Tris ran out of words and stood there breathing heavily, cheeks red and fists clenched, Gerian spoke. His tone was cold but level — the consummate statesman, unruffled to the end.

“And so, you’ve delivered judgement on us after only a few hours in our company! I must say, that was quick work. A complete and thorough analysis of our entire way of life, conducted from the confines of a single room! Well done indeed, Tristan. I see your talents are not wasted with this crew of degenerates.”

 Tris endured the sarcasm in silence. He suddenly wondered if he’d gone too far. They were here as Gerian’s guests after all, and it had been their idea to enter Lemurian space. Gerian himself was just part of the machine — an unjust machine for sure, but it wasn’t like the man in front of him was directly responsible for an empire’s worth of suffering. Tris had a horrible feeling that the meeting was over, and all he’d done was rant and rave like a kid throwing a tantrum.

Kyra would be thrilled.

Gerian seemed to be done talking. A stack of tablets he’d pushed aside when Tris walked in had been redistributed around the giant desk, and now he was reaching for a pen. The thief in Tris had marked the pen straight away; it reminded him of the insanely over-priced fountain pens he’d seen in bookshop windows in Bristol. Back then it had melted his head that anyone would pay £700 for one, even if it did say MontBlanc on the nib.

More recently he’d wondered why there were so many raids on Earth by smugglers and the like. Here was his answer; enclaves of the fabulously wealthy, all festooned with what they considered to be priceless artefacts from Earth. A rich and insatiable market… no wonder so many people risked their lives in dogfights with the Earth Warden’s forces.

Thinking of Sera gave him a sudden chill. Trouble awaited them back in Lantian space, whether they were successful here or not.

Damned if you do, damned if you don’t.

Tris took a deep, calming breath. “We came here for a reason,” he said, remembering Kreon’s warning. “And it wasn’t to dance the night away with a bunch of rich assholes. We need information, and we need it now.” He took a step forward. He could tell Gerian was listening with half an ear as he plied his fat pen, and that gave him an idea. “How about this? I’ll look into this whole Seven Systems thing as soon as you agree to help us. I can’t promise I’ll fall madly in love with the place, but I’ll go through this paperwork with you. As a deal,” he added, concerned that he was getting no response. “A bargain? You arrange for us to visit the Oracle and I’ll—”

“Never!” Gerian snarled. “Never say that word! You profess to know so much about us, and yet you profane our most sacred mysteries every time you open your mouth! If I were to listen to you — and if I were to agree — the price would be far steeper than you can imagine. For all of you.”

Tris was taken aback. One minute he was being ignored, the next he was under attack. “Look, I’m sorry,” he back-pedalled, “I didn’t mean to insult your, ah… whatever it is. Honest. It’s just really, really important that we find the information we’re looking for. Kreon — Lord Anakreon, the Wardens, the entire First Circle… they think it’s vital.”

Gerian fixed him with a stare so intense he felt his guts clenching. “This is vital.”

Then he crooked a finger, beckoning.

Tris took a hesitant step forward, his hips only inches from the front of Gerian’s desk.

Gerian held the finger up straight, then stabbed the paper on his desk with it. “Your future is right here.”

Tris glanced down. He couldn’t read the notes Gerian had been scrawling in his indecipherable Lemurian script. But then the Magistrate moved his arm, revealing a single sentence of English he’d been hiding beneath his wrist.

Even upside-down it was easy to read; Agree With Me was all it said.

Tris raised his eyebrows. There was a game afoot, as there always seemed to be around here, but this move was unexpected. “Ah, yeah,” he said, nodding.

Gerian frowned at him. “These documents will need to be examined most carefully before we can make any progress on claiming your birthright. But I’d hate for us to spend hours locked in here together, each secretly scheming how best to stab the other in the back. Come! We’ve cleared the air. On matters of statecraft we can surely agree to differ. After all, my superiors don’t listen to me; I sincerely doubt you’ll do any better!”

Tris forced a laugh. “Ha! True enough,” he agreed.

“So we’ve exhausted politics,” he said with a smile, “and my people do not openly discuss religion with foreigners. What now then?” The finger shot up again as though an idea had just occurred to him. “I hear you’ve been learning to fly a fighter.”

Tris gaped. “How did you know that? Did Kyra…?”

“Oh, a little bird told me,” Gerian chuckled. “But listen. I’ve just taken delivery of a fifth-gen Spectre assault fighter — the very latest in military hardware. Ridiculous really, with a desk job like this, but the thrill of flying it is beyond compare. You simply must come and take a look at her! The cockpit seats two, so we can take her out for a test-flight if you’re interested.”

Tris had that feeling of being out of his depth. Things were changing too fast for him to follow; he couldn’t keep up his end of the conversation and process all the implications at the same time.

Thankfully, there was an easy option.

Agree With Me.

“Okay then.” Tris tried to stir up some enthusiasm. “Sounds great.”

“That’s settled then!” Gerian beamed, getting up from his desk and reaching across it to shake Tristan’s hand. As he did so, the Magistrate’s other hand closed on the sheet of paper, silently balling it. He strolled out from behind the desk and went to poke the fire — Tris caught a glimpse of white as he tossed the paper into the flames, raking coals over it immediately.

“I’ve instructed my pilot to return us to Berasko Station. We can take a jaunt as soon as we arrive, if you’d like? Your friends will have the run of the place until the negotiating team arrive, and then you’ll be able to put your requests to them directly.” He finished fussing with the fire and came back to show Tris out. “Thank-you Tristan, I’ve rather enjoyed our little sparing match.” He opened the thick wooden door. “But a word of advice? The Keepers of the Faith take a dim view of blasphemy. I’d be inclined to steer clear of that topic if you want your internal organs to remain internal.”




By the time he got back to the lounge, Kyra had changed back into her usual jumpsuit. Kreon had found a robe not dissimilar to a dressing gown, and was wearing it like a surrogate trench coat. Both had drinks of the purple liquor, though not as shimmery as the stuff at the party. Seeing Tris approaching, Kyra jerked a thumb at a third glass sat on the bar behind her. “How’d it go?” she asked.

“I dunno,” he replied, honestly. “But I think I’ve got a date.”

She shook her head at him. “Men! I swear, half your brain power is down there.” She pointed at his groin.

“No, I mean a date with Gerian. Like, he wants us to go flying together. In his new fifth-gen Spectre.”

Kyra let out a low whistle. “Wow. I’ve never even seen one of those. I gotta start hanging around with more millionaires.”

“I’m not entirely sure what happened,” Tris continued, “but I promised to look into this Dynasty of Seven Systems crap if he’d agree to help us out.”

“Help us with what exactly?” Kreon interjected. “Did he agree to take us to see the—”

“Woah, woah!” Tris waved at him. “I think saying that word is a good way to get your head chopped off. It’s sacred or something, and every time one of us mentions it the shit hits the fan.”

“Duly noted,” Kreon said, his tone betraying frustration. “However, my questions must be asked, regardless of any ill-feeling it engenders. Remember Tristan — your father sent us here, and it was his explicit instructions that we seek out this unmentionable person.”

“I know, I know. Look, we’ve got a bit of time until the Lemurian team arrives to discuss all this. I’m sure we can find a work-around. Gerian’s not bad once you get past all that politician crap. I think he wants to help us. When I get him alone again, I’ll ask if there’s a better way to phrase it.”

Kreon stood abruptly, draining his drink in a gulp. “You’ve done well Tris,” he said, placing the empty glass on a side table. “But I must sound a note of caution. Gerian is not your father. No matter how much you may want him to be. This is difficult for all of us, but for you especially. Nevertheless, you must be on your guard. Trust me, and trust Kyra. No-one else.”

 “And my instincts,” Tris added.

Kreon fixed him with a stare. “No,” he corrected. “Trust my instincts and trust Kyra’s instincts. The last time you trusted your own instincts, you ended up in bed with an assassin who’d been ordered to kill you.”




*                    *                    *




Tris surprised himself by getting quite excited about seeing the Spectre. Shortly after they docked with Berasko Station Gerian made good his promise, sending a grey-clad envoy to summon Tris to a small hanger bay in the station’s northern hemisphere.

“What do you think?” he asked, as Tris entered. “Incredible, isn’t she? They say she’s the fastest ever made in her class. Pared-back armour for speed, powerful shields to compensate. She’s two-thirds engine, one-third hell-fire raining down on any idiot that gets in your way!”

“Wow.” Tris ran his gaze along the sleek lines of the ship in front of him and felt a shiver of thrill. She was nice to look at alright; angular and elegant and deadly as hell. Roughly wedge-shaped, the fighter’s nose was hooked over like a talon. The twin-seater cockpit rode high on the fuselage, with short wings and weapon pods curving down to form the landing gear. Tris had seen a few different fighters now, from the businesslike silver interceptors used by Sera’s pilots to the rag-tag patchworks of guns and generators flown by Sharki’s crew. This one was by far the most beautiful, like a predatory bird frozen mid-dive.

“She’s… amazing,” he breathed.

“Glad you like her,” said Gerian, beaming. “She’s yours… for half a million credits!”

Tris shook his hand. “Bit pricey for me, mate.”

“Yes well, perks of the job and all that.” He moved closer and threw an arm around Tris’ shoulders. “What do you say? Shall we take her out?”




Tris couldn’t help but admire the Spectre’s luxurious interior, as Gerian took the controls and guided them out into space. The seats were actually comfy, for crying out loud! Controls and indicators were confined to a single wrap-around console, which also served to separate him from the Magistrate sitting next to him.

“I’m steering, you’re guns,” Gerian joked.

Tris hadn’t dared to activate his own console for fear of breaking something.

“So if you have a heart-attack, I can still drive this thing?”

“Of course! Fully redundant back-ups. Including this.” A tinted glass partition slid up between them, sealing Tris off from Gerian completely.

“Independent ejector systems!” The Magistrate’s voice came crackling through the helmet comm. “With a flick of a switch, I can fire you off into space and carry on as if nothing had happened.”

Tris let out a slow breath and reminded himself not to panic. A man in Gerian’s position would almost certainly have a sadistic sense of humour. “You ever had to use one?”

The partition lowered, revealing Gerian grinning at him. “I’m not at liberty to say.”




The view of space from the dual cockpit was incredible, vastly superior to the fighter he’d been learning in. Instead of feeling hemmed in by the various controls and the superstructure, this ship had wide bubbles of glass for its canopies, offering an unrestricted panorama that stretched to infinity.

“I like it,” Tris decided, a few minutes in.

“I’ve heard the top speed is literally astronomical,” Gerian drawled. He seemed to have loosened up quite a bit since leaving the confines of the space station, though a warning trilled in the back of Tristan’s mind; it could be an act.

Certainly, this bloke was a slippery sucker. It gave him a depressingly hollow feeling whenever he thought about it — was his dad the same? He’d been keeping some pretty big secrets from Tris his whole life. Had the fabled Lord Andoss been just another skilled manipulator? Had he laughed at how well he had everyone dancing to his tune? Kreon and the First Circle, Lantians and Lemurians… had it all been one big game? With Tris the latest piece to enter play, good for novelty value but not much else?

He shook the thoughts off. Being confined inside his own mind was nearly as bad as having it wide open to every idiot he walked past.

Suddenly, his attention was grabbed by a light flickering in front of him. His canopy had been clear a second ago; now a holographic display sprang into life, reporting something he should probably pay attention to.

“Uh, Gerian? There’s a light on my display. Do I need to do anything?”

“No, nothing to worry about. Our comms have failed, but I’m sure it’s just a glitch.”

“Oh. Alright then.” But Tris was alert now, his mind throwing out possible reasons for the error.

Communications down? No calling for help from the station then…

A second light joined the first, this one a garish orange next to the amber of the comms warning. A few seconds later the orange began to flash, and the trill of an alarm filled his side of the cockpit.

“Hey! What’s going on? Are we in trouble?”

Gerian’s manic grin had faded, but he didn’t look unduly concerned. “No trouble, Tris. You don’t mind if I call you Tris? We’re losing power. Main thrust is down to five percent.”

Tris swallowed a nervous reply, but then a louder alarm began to warble. “What’s that one? Don’t tell me that’s nothing!”

“No,” Gerian agreed, with maddening calm. “I’m afraid that’s a global systems malfunction. It appears to be a cascade failure, impacting everything that draws power from the main engines.”

“Can we fix it?”

“We’ll have to shut down completely and reboot the control matrix. It’s easy enough to do though. These fighters are equipped with it as a failsafe, in case of attack by EMP.”

“Is that what happened?” Tris was struggling to keep a quaver of panic from his voice. He’d been in plenty of tricky situations recently, but usually Kyra or Kreon was with him. It shocked Tris to realise how much he’d come to rely on those two to get him out of trouble — and how vulnerable he felt without them.

Time to get a grip, Tris.

“Cascade failure.” He took a calming breath. “That’s where something small and easily overlooked goes wrong, causing everything else to pack up after it, right?”

“Correct. In this case it appears to have been a capacitor relay in the communications system. But I wouldn’t worry about it.”

A harsh red light overlaid Tristan’s display, pulsing urgently. A symbol appeared in the centre, blinking in time to a low beep like an electronic heartbeat. Tris felt his own pulse quicken in response. “Shit! I recognise that symbol. That’s life support!”

Gerian said nothing as the red glare faded, taking all the other lights with it. A second later the alarm died too, leaving the cockpit dark and quiet as a tomb.
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“Gerian?” Tris hated how scared he sounded, but this was his first time drifting in a dead ship.

Not one thing about it seemed good.

Including his host’s sudden reticence. “Gerian, man, I really hope this is a joke? That last alert said life support was broken…”

Gerian’s voice, when it finally emerged from the darkness on his side of the bubble, was low and even. “Yes, I’m afraid you are correct. Life support has also failed. But remain calm. The heat and oxygen in our cockpit should last long enough for us to reboot.”

Tris took a deep breath — then reminded himself not to breathe too deeply. “Are you sure? Someone could have messed with the ship! We could be in real trouble out here.”

“You are correct again. This failure is the result of a subtle yet masterful piece of sabotage — one conducted by my own hand.”

A chill ran down Tristan’s spine. Gerian’s cheerful admission of guilt rang every alarm bell he had. Again, possible motives flickered through his brain, warring this time with ideas of their consequences. The overwhelming odds were that he, Tristan, was fucked.

I said too much! Dad even warned me. These people can murder anyone they want and get away with it. And I thought it would be a brilliant idea to give him a bollocking about it? Yeah, great move Tris.

Then again, there was no point denying it.

“So, what then? You think you can just drag me out here and flush me into space? Because I disagreed with your pure-blood power trip?” Tristan’s eyes had adjusted enough to see by starlight. He looked for Gerian, and could just make out the expression on the Magistrate’s face. It was not openly hostile.

“Not exactly.” Gerian flipped a switch on the edge of his console and a single tiny diode lit up. “The reboot process should take approximately six-minutes, so I will speak plainly. I brought you out here for a reason, as I think you’re starting to appreciate. It’s true that your opinion of our society is not a popular one. To even discuss it, we are forced to engineer situations such as this.”

He waved a hand around the cockpit, and a lightbulb went off in Tris’ head.

“So… what do you need to talk to me about?”

“Tris, there is a group in Lemurian society that has opposed the ruling regime for centuries. Officially, they don’t exist; the mere mention of them within fifty metres of a shrine can lead to a visit from the Assessors, and the kind of torments I pray you’ll never know. But this group, the Ingumend, exists, and it’s growing. They’ve been hunted and exterminated over and over, but have always sprung up again. Very soon now they plan to emerge from decades of hiding, calling on the common people and taking their secret war to the streets.”

Tris felt his jaw sag a little. “A revolution? You mean there’s a resistance, and they’re planning a coup?”

Gerian smiled, but stress lines were showing on his forehead. “In a shell. In fact, I have it on good authority that the local cell has a major operation planned for tomorrow evening.”

“What?” Tris shivered, as the temperature in the cockpit dropped a few degrees. “You mean the uprising is starting? How would you even know about that? You have it on whose authority?”

Gerian’s smile broadened. “My own of course. Because I am the commander of that cell. The operation is one I have been planning for months, but unfortunately your arrival has accelerated our timetable.”

Tris shivered again, and saw his breath misting in the air in front of him. “Why us? What did we do?”

“I haven’t time to explain everything now Tris, so here is my offer. As I’m sure you are aware, your father was one of us. In sending you here, I believe he intended for you to join us… if he sent you here. For anyone else I would simply read the truth from their minds, but you have a truly impressive ability to resist my Gift.” Gerian adjusted himself in his seat, turning to focus all his attention on Tris. “There are two ways out of this cockpit, Tristan. One of them, I’m sure you’ve thought about a lot these past few minutes.” He tapped the thin glass bubble that separated them from space. “If your father trusted you and sent you to us knowingly, he would have taught you our pass-phrase. Speak it now, correctly, and I’ll take you back to Berasko Station and introduce you to the Ingumend.”

Tris nodded. He was shivering too hard now for much else, though strangely the cold didn’t seem to be affecting Gerian. Struggling to keep his teeth from chattering, Tris repeated the phrase he’d memorised from endless repeat viewings of his dad’s message.

“No fear in the darkness. All nightmares come true.”

“Excellent!” Gerian clapped his hands, the noise like a gunshot in the confined cockpit. “And the response you’re waiting for is, ‘For darkness breeds light, and nightmares become dreams.’ Not a word out of place! You’re a sharp boy, Tristan. Welcome on board.”

And with a low hum, the ship came back to life. The computer chimed to announce the completion of the reboot sequence and a rush of warm air flooded the cockpit. Tris shook himself to loosen muscles cramped tight, and let out a long, shuddering breath.

Gerian stabbed a few controls and seemed happy with the results. He looked at Tris, winked, then tapped his helmet over the ear. “My sincerest apologies Tristan,” he said, his tone light. “I’ll have the maintenance chief Committed for this. I spend half a million credits on a fighter, and that idiot can’t even be bothered to check the relays!” He shook his head as though disgusted. “Makes you think though, doesn’t it? We trust something so completely, but if it lets us down, we’re dead.”

Tris stared out at the freezing vacuum of space and tried to ignore his rising dread.




*                    *                    *




Kyra had mixed feelings about how well her evening was going.

Despite being given free rein to wander the Berasko station, and even having her confiscated personal items returned to her, she didn’t feel safe enough to relax here. Her instincts screamed threat so much they were getting hoarse, and yet no danger presented itself. A sense of unease, of something being not quite right, permeated the entire station. Coupled with her inability to use the Gift to confirm her suspicions, it left her permanently on edge.

Even without being able to communicate telepathically, she knew Kreon was experiencing the same anxiety. Being separated from his precious trench coat was an indignity; returning to the docking bay to find his beloved Wayfinder gone had made him apoplectic.

Luckily, it had been a simple misunderstanding. Wayfinder had been moved — though the mere mention of this had nearly resulted in violence — and they’d eventually tracked her down on the opposite side of the hemisphere. It was yet another strange and unnecessary situation, which only added to the overall tension they were feeling.




Leaving Kreon seeking solace in the familiar surroundings of his ship, Kyra decided to take a stroll through the research station. She wasn’t entirely sure what she was looking for, but it felt better to be moving. 

If they’re coming for me, might as well make the bastards work for it!

The swords around her waist usually lent confidence to her swagger, but with the Gift so effectively squelched she didn’t know if she could even uncoil them, let alone fight with them.

She was fervently hoping she wouldn’t have to find out.

Her wandering took her to a lower level of the northern hemisphere, following a route she almost recognised. The walls were even shabbier down here, roughly patched with plates over the recent damage. She squinted at one of the plates as she passed. It was new; much cleaner and smoother than the wall around it. How had she known?

She strolled on, around a corner that looked familiar…

And felt her stomach clench with remembered pain.

A shot to the gut… here.

Faint traces of blood still clung to the wall, though the area had obviously been cleaned.

Kyra shook her head. She was going mad down here, surrounding herself with phantom enemies. All because she was deprived of the sense she relied on most to warn her of danger…

Ugh!

She turned around and headed back up towards Wayfinder. Kreon wasn’t the best company right now either, but at least the ancient ship would put an extra hull between her and whatever ghosts were haunting her.

Bloody Lemurians!

Why did they have to be so damn touchy? One little visit to the Oracle, and they could all be on their way home…

Where Sera would be waiting for them.

She shivered, and not from the temperature.




*                    *                    *




Kyra’s way of coping was the same as it had been since she was a teenager; find something and beat the crap out of it. After the surprise of this evening’s introduction, followed by her unsettling discoveries downstairs, that urge had been strong. Hence, she’d retreated to Wayfinder’s loading bay to knock the stuffing out of a few combat training dummies. Technically it was the middle of the night, but her body wanted what it wanted.

Right now it wanted to kick some ass.

She’d just finished a vigorous warm-up routine and was squaring up to her first victim when the world around her slammed back into her head.

The return of the Gift was as welcome as it was unexpected; a purely mental sensation somewhat akin to having her ears pop. Stretching out with relief, she couldn’t find anyone nearby; only Kreon, and he was busy brooding.

Hey old man, she thought to him. What’s for supper?

She hung back and chuckled as Kreon, also deprived of the Gift since their arrest, promptly shit himself.

Kyra? What’s going on?

Not sure. She gave a mental shrug. I’m guessing it has something to do with Tris. Maybe he’s convinced Gerian to give us a bit more breathing room. She reached out a bit further, but could find no trace of either of them.

They must have gone outside, she told Kreon. And that’s when it hit her.

Gerian is the source of the blocking! It has to be him! Mikelatz would have been that powerful, not that he’d ever use the Gift that way. If Gerian is outside, flying around with Tris…

He’s out of range, Kreon finished the thought for her.

Yeah… Kyra thought back, remembering Mikelatz beaming messages across battlefields half a system wide. Either that, or he’s letting us have our headspace.

Interesting. We must be doubly on our guard, Kyra. There is a strong possibility that this is merely a trick.

Could be, she shrugged again. But if it is Gerian, and he’s strong enough to suppress my Gift as though it wasn’t there? No way I could keep him out. Chances are, anything he wants to know about us he’s found out already.

Kreon didn’t reply directly, but she could feel his mood darken another notch.




Kyra hated conspiracy theories.

They were notoriously hard to kick the shit out of.

Driving the heel of her palm into the dense foam of the dummy’s chin, she followed it up with a deep punch to the solar plexus. Spinning on the balls of her feet she snapped her elbow around, slamming it into the temple for a guaranteed knock-out. Her momentum was enough that she let the spin continue, bringing her other elbow into the same spot. If her opponent hadn’t been a dummy she’d have been tempted to finish with a knee in the balls, but the move lacked the satisfaction of performing it on a grown man.

The dummies were bipedal though, designed to mimic a large-ish human target. Idly, she wondered if anyone made five-armed versions to practise fighting the Siszar.

That made her think of the Empress. Purely out of curiosity she reached out for the alien’s thoughts, but the Empress was far, far out of range.

Meh. Earth needs her more than we do.

Kyra had never relied on others to get her out of trouble. She’d committed her first murder at fourteen, justifying it with the knowledge that the dead man was himself a murderer, and of far less conscience than her. In some form or other she’d been fighting ever since…

And somehow these bastards know all about it!

That was deeply unsettling. Although… the re-emergence of her Gift gave her a sudden insight into Gerian’s impossible display of knowledge.

Slimy bastard read my mind! And I never felt a thing.

It made her feel oddly dirty and violated — even though she’d done the same thing more times than she could count.

Gods damn it!

What was really bothering her, she realised, was that he knew all this stuff, and she couldn’t kill him for it.

She landed another flurry of blows on the dummy, taking out her frustrations in the only way that worked; well, one of two, she thought, grinning savagely. But sure as hell no-one on this station is worthy of me.

 

Tristan’s arrival in the docking bay caused a trill of alarm from the Wayfinder’s anti-intruder scanners. She hadn’t realised Kreon had activated them; obviously the Warden was feeling even less comfortable here than she thought. The console nearest to her lit up with an image from the external cameras, and she keyed the hatch to open. Kreon had been surprisingly stingy with his command codes for the ship, given that Kyra had been his pilot since they’d first met. He hadn’t even let her fly Wayfinder yet — or test-fire the rail guns.

Spoil sport.

Grabbing her towel from the floor, she made for the entrance corridor. She was soaked with sweat and leaving a drip-trail of blood from her knuckles, she realised.

But she felt a whole lot better.

She quickened her step, catching up with Tris as he passed the galley.

“Hey! How was the date?”

But the look in his eyes and the set of his mouth told her everything.

Or, not quite everything.

“Tris, come here,” she beckoned.

He turned towards her, his mouth open to gush. She put a finger to her lips instead, forestalling him. Then she mimed taking off the pendant, and after a second of indecision, he did just that. His mind opened to her, gloriously simple and unobstructed. And despite what she’d felt a short time before, she had no qualms about delving into Tristan’s memories. He offered them up to her, so much easier and more efficient than a verbal recounting. She saw the details that he did, read the nuances in speech and body language as he had, and felt the same sense of overwhelming dread at the situation he had unwittingly put in motion.

“Oh,” said Kyra, when the exchange was over. “Oh. Shit.”

Tris nodded glumly. They’re listening everywhere, he added.

I’d figured that much, she agreed.




The anti-intruder alarm trilled again. Kyra didn’t need to look at a screen. We’ve got company, she warned Kreon. Gerian’s coming.

She made a quick gesture to Tristan, motioning him to put his pendant back on. It defeated her Gift so completely that she felt sure it would block Gerian’s, too.

Now we just need one each.

Making for the boarding ramp, Kyra reluctantly keyed it open. Gerian waited patiently at the bottom, resplendent in his grey and silver uniform.

I used to like a man in uniform, she thought, as he strode up the ramp. Ugh!

There was something so incestuous about the whole cloning thing, it made it impossible for her to think of him as anything more than a manufactured meat product.

Sorry, Tris! That was one thought she was glad he wouldn’t overhear.

Instead of leading Gerian to one of the ready-rooms, she collected Tris and retraced her steps to Wayfinder’s loading bay. She figured it was as good a place as any to negotiate, and the blood-stained dummy was bound to add a subtle note to the ambience.

Kreon arrived the same time they did, his trench coat firmly wrapped around him, his grav-staff appearing to all the world as an eccentrically-carved walking cane.

Kyra led them in, stopping by the dummy and leaning casually on it, legs crossed. The others formed a small circle, with Gerian opposite, Kreon to her left and Tris to the right. The loading bay smelled of sweat and disuse, but she felt more at home in there than any fancy quarters the Berasko Station could offer.

One moment. Gerian’s voice sounded less oily in her mind, but she still repressed a shudder.

He produced a palm-sized scanner and panned it around, watching the device’s tiny screen. “Very well,” he announced at last. “All clear. We’ll do this out loud for Tristan’s sake — though I must admit, his lack of talent for the Gift perplexes me.”

“Tris confuses us all,” Kyra quipped, “but we try not to judge him for it. But you should know, his decisions aren’t final. Whatever your purity tests say, Lord Anakreon is the ranking officer here. Any deals you want to make will go through him.”

“Thank-you, Kyra,” Kreon said. “Magistrate, I have a question for you. What did you do to my ship?”

Gerian looked surprised for a second. “Your ship? I—”

“You moved it,” Kreon elaborated. “Without my permission.”

Gerian frowned at him. “It was all done with tractor beams, Lord Anakreon. No-one went inside. Surely your entry logs told you that?” He held up the scanner. “There are no listening devices in here, if that’s what concerns you.”

“Yet certainly your so-called ‘shrines’ exist in the walls of the docking bay, as they do throughout this station,” Kreon pointed out.

“Certainly they do,” Gerian agreed. “But since I was responsible for their installation, I made sure the ones fitted in this bay were selectively defective. Which is why I had your ship moved in here.”

Kreon made no reply to that, so Kyra took the initiative. “So, we can talk in here. That’s great. Whaddaya wanna talk about so badly?”

Gerian glanced at Tris. “Your apprentice brought me a coded message from his father. It seems you were sent here by Lord Andoss to aid us in our endeavour.”

Kreon placed both gloved hands atop his staff. “Explain.”

Gerian blew out a frustrated breath. “You must know of the Ingumend — the resistance against the religious fanatics who govern our Empire? Lord Andoss was a leader amongst us, and one of our most skilled operatives. There is a long-standing tradition of mutual assistance between our peoples, Lord Anakreon. For centuries, certain agents of the Lantians have helped sponsor our activities, in the interest of bringing about a permanent end to the war. If control of the Empire can be wrested away from the Church and given over to the people, there would be no need for this petty feud to continue.”

“You’re planning a revolution.” Kyra made it a statement rather than a question. “But tomorrow? That seems awfully convenient.”

“Tomorrow’s operation is merely the first strike,” Gerian explained. “It is a raid on a secure facility operated by the Church.”

“What’s there?” Tris had stayed silent so far, but the kid had a lot riding on this.

Gerian gave Tris a grim look. “Who. The facility is a penitentiary, and its most recent inmates are Proconsul Augustus, his staff, and anyone else you met when you first arrived on this station.”

Tris gasped. Even Kyra was secretly horrified. “So it was true?” she asked. “All that fighting… I thought I’d dreamt it.”

Gerian nodded. “This station has been under suspicion for a long time. We’d gathered too many of our people here, believing it was remote enough to escape notice… But the Keepers always notice. Your arrival, and the manner in which it was handled, caused them to take action. The population was pacified, with all survivors Committed immediately. I was brought in to play host to you, to determine what level of threat you represented to the Church.”

“And what threat have you reported?” Kyra asked.

Gerian grinned, but there was no humour in it. “To them, almost none. But to us, you’ve already done as much damage as you could have. Proconsul Augustus was amongst our most highly-placed supporters. Losing him is more than just a serious blow to our organisational capabilities — he knows considerably more than any agent the Church has yet interrogated. Hence, it is vital that we recover him — or at very least, ensure his secrets die with him.”

“Such a noble sacrifice,” Kyra said. “With friends like you, who needs enemies?”

Gerian ignored her sarcasm. “He is also a close personal friend. If you do this for me — if you help me to free him — I will do what I can to arrange your… other requirements.”

“He means the Black Ships,” Tris chimed in. “And that, uh… religious person you want to visit.”

“Tristan is correct. You will find the Ingumend far more open-minded when it comes to discussing forbidden topics. The trip you want so desperately can be arranged through their contacts — but only if you can aid them in their cause.”

“Join us or else, in other words,” Kyra summed up.

Gerian spread his hands. “Given your feelings about the injustice in our society, I believe it is inevitable. For example you, Kyra, have a history of championing the oppressed. You can help my people. Make a difference here.”

“Commit treason, you mean.”

He smiled at her. “Something else you have a history of.”

Touché.

Kreon seemed to be letting her handle this for now — perhaps because of the way Gerian had treated him at their last meeting — so she pressed ahead. “What precisely do you need us to do?”

“I have officially impounded this ship and arranged for its transport to the prison. Some of the transfer crew will be my operatives. I leave it up to you how you sneak onboard, but on arrival at Petraeus Confessional Institution you will escape from this vessel, locate the prisoners, liberate them where possible, then join up with the Ingumend forces for extraction.”

“Sounds like we’re conducting most of this mission single-handedly.”

“Few amongst the Ingumend have your combat training or experience. Yet their part will be the hardest; conducting a frontal assault on the prison, diverting the command staff’s attention away from what is happening inside. I anticipate significant casualties from their ranks, but such sacrifice has always been a part of our operations. They are idealists and freedom fighters, survivors of persecution and escapees from all walks of life. What they lack in military expertise, they make up for in sheer determination — and in their willingness to lay down their lives for our cause.”

Kyra ran a hand through her hair, careful to keep it a neutral dark brown. Not that it mattered; Gerian had ferreted out more of her secrets than anyone else alive. The plan was one giant mess of complications waiting to happen — but then, it was a smash-and-grab raid on an unknown and probably heavily-defended compound. The list of things that could go wrong was so long it wasn’t worth mentioning.

“And what’s your role in all this? Shadowy puppet-master, pulling strings from afar?”

Gerian glared at her, close to losing his cool for the first time since they’d entered the loading bay. “I will be conducting an inspection of the Confessional Institution prior to your arrival,” he snapped. “I must ensure that the previous residents of this station are housed in accordance with their status.” The frank gaze he directed around the room left no doubt as to the double meaning in his words. A fresh chill ran through Kyra.

He put them there! This slippery bastard is a double agent.

Concise and flattering, as I expected, Gerian’s thought intruded. But the situation is infinitely more complex than you can appreciate.

She didn’t bother replying — or repressing the shudder at having her mind so casually invaded.

Gerian didn’t bat an eyelid. “I will activate a sonic device which will disable the guards inside the prison,” he explained. “It will also disable me, allowing my cover to remain intact. From that point on, the Ingumend will be in control of the mission. I expect your skills will be put to good use in rescuing the prisoners. Any that cannot be extracted must be silenced; we cannot risk their knowledge falling into the hands of the Church.”

Kreon spoke for the first time in several minutes. “You intend to enter this facility, alone and unarmed? And remain in place during the attack. This is a hazardous undertaking for one in such a prized position.”

Gerian shrugged. “I do what I can. I’m not really a combat operative.”

“Then it was indeed brave of you to enter our domicile.” Kreon flicked his eyes. “Kyra.”

It was a pre-arranged signal, and she knew exactly what to do. Uncoiling the Arranozapar from her waist she launched a powerful side-kick into the dummy she’d been leaning on. As the heavy figure sailed through the air she cut it in half with a smooth swing of one sword. With balletic precision she spun, slicing with the second sword, then spun again to bring the first sword around for another pass.

The dummy crashed to the deck a good ten metres away, chopped neatly into four even quarters.

“We are combat operatives,” Kreon explained. “All of us. And we will fight your war — not for your cause, as we have that to spare back home. We will do this to rescue those who are suffering — but primarily, we do it to uphold our end of the bargain. Your end will be organising a visit to the Oracle, with time enough to ask questions and study her records. Understand; this is essential to us. It is non-negotiable. We will brook no argument or delay. Double-cross us, and the torments of your Assessors will be as nothing compared to the pain we can inflict. You know me as this ’Beast of the Border’, a figure of comedy and ridicule, but I have killed far more powerful people than you. Betrayal is a crime I find particularly abhorrent; I have tortured men to death for less.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Gerian said, a slight smile playing across his lips. “Your reputation proceeds you.”

“And that’s another thing,” Kyra snapped. “Stay out of our heads!”

Gerian turned the smile on her. “That, alas, is a thing I cannot promise. Ever since my arrival I have been doing my best to dampen the Gift around you. The Keepers of the Faith trust no-one; it’s virtually guaranteed that they have a spy amongst my staff. It’s not impossible that an Assessor, or more than one, has been embedded here to report on my activities. Whatever else you may know, you are now fully aware of my own position with the Ingumend. I cannot allow that information to get out under any circumstances. If I must know your minds in order to protect them, that is a small sacrifice. And allow me to respond to your warning in kind; should you fall under suspicion, be captured, or come into close contact with agents of the Church, my first duty is to ensure that you do not survive long enough to be interrogated.”
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Tris slid open the door to his quarters, and looked both ways along the corridor before stepping out.

He couldn’t sleep. That was his excuse to be roaming the halls of the research station in the small hours of the morning. Perhaps he was having nightmares about his near-death experience in Gerian’s fighter? Whatever the case, he longed for the comfort and familiarity of his room on the ancient Lantian ship berthed in docking bay ninety-four.

If anyone stopped him, he wouldn’t need to lie; everything so far was the truth.

He was well aware of what a difficult predicament he’d landed himself and the others in, but he couldn’t see how it could have worked out differently. No matter what he’d said to Gerian, this plan was already in the works. Whether it was Tristan’s fault that Kreon and Kyra had been dragged into it was open for debate — at least, it was as far as he was concerned.

Kyra’s opinion had been made clear by the extremely exaggerated eye-roll she’d directed at him as she left their little meeting. Kreon had spoken precisely one word to him: ’tonight’. Tris had taken that as an instruction to engineer his own escape from the research station, and so far it was going remarkably well. It helped that they weren’t actually prisoners here; no-one locked them in at night, and they’d even been permitted to carry their weapons on board. As captivity went, it was pretty cushy. Only their agenda held them hostage, though Tris wasn’t sure what would happen if they actually declared their intention to leave.

Which is why they were doing it cloak-and-dagger style.

He strolled down the corridor, stopping at each junction to deliver colossal yawns for the hidden cameras.

No-one stopped him.

No-one tried.

In fact on the whole journey, he saw not a single soul. Either he was being extraordinarily lucky, or Gerian had been working some organisational magic behind the scenes.

The docking bay was open and brightly lit. A number of Loader-sized metal crates sat on the deck near the Wayfinder’s main cargo hatch, obviously waiting to be taken on board. Tris paid no attention to them, stumbling up the ramp as though half-asleep.

Both Kreon and Kyra were waiting for him in the crew lounge. Neither looked particularly happy, but that wasn’t surprising. They weren’t off on holiday. He could hardly blame them for being stressed — he was privately shitting bricks about the mission ahead of them. And he didn’t even have a clue what they were up against. Kreon and Kyra had far more experience with this sort of gig; they must have known exactly how much trouble they were in.

No point in worrying about it now, he told himself. There’ll be plenty of time for them to give me grief about it later.

The lounge still bore an exotic fruity scent, the result of Kyra’s attempt to freshen the place up after a century of disuse. The mismatched cushions she’d robbed from various locations around the Folly did add a more homely touch, though there wasn’t much to be done for the rest of the ship.

“Are we alone?” he asked, keeping his voice casual.

“For the time being.” Kreon’s tone indicated displeasure. “It will not last, however. Pilots from amongst this station’s complement will have been assigned to fly the ship.” He looked bleak. “I have disabled the countermeasures, so they may do so without endangering themselves.”

“Kreon is having a moment,” Kyra explained.

“No-one other than me has touched the controls of this ship since my Father was alive. I find it… upsetting.”

Kyra draped a comradely arm around his shoulders. “Hey, look on the bright side. Now that’s been dealt with, anyone can fly her. Right Tris?”

Tris caught the lightness in her tone and began to relax. “Sure, I’ll have a go!”

The glare Kreon delivered was mercifully free of malice. “Over my cold and unyielding corpse.”

“You see! That’s the spirit.” Kyra gave the Warden a squeeze before letting him go. “Of course, he’s cold and unyielding now,” she said to Tris, “so it might be hard to tell if he’s dead or not.”

And just like that, Tris knew he’d been forgiven. Or, not forgiven exactly; more like they’d decided to let it go. To back his play regardless, because they were a team. And hopefully they’d figured out how little choice he’d had in the matter.

“So what’s the plan?” he asked Kyra.

“Not sure,” she fired back. “You’re the one trying to get us all killed. Maybe you should make some plans?”

“Meh. You’re better at it.”

She shook her head in mock despair. “Okay. Correct me if I’m wrong. We’re about to steal a spacecraft we already own, and use it to break into a maximum security prison run by an evil regime that already knows everything about us. We’ll arrive in a war zone to rescue a bunch of stiffs, most of whom we’ve never met, and rely on this army of untrained peasants to somehow open an escape route for us.” She glanced around the room, then shrugged. “I’m thinking, after that we go get Mexican food?”

“Not bad,” Tris admitted. “But isn’t this right up your street? Aren’t you meant to be a champion of the oppressed?”

She snorted. “Oh please! Gerian made up all that crap. I grew up dirt-poor in a mining colony, eating rats and bare-knuckle boxing for coins. I’m about as far from a champion as you can get. If you’re looking for heroic sacrifice, Kreon’s your man.”

Kreon, unsurprisingly, said nothing.

The screech of metal on metal startled Tris. He stepped out into the corridor to see a parade of loaders — shinier and more modern versions of their recently destroyed talos — process up the ramp and into the cargo bay. Suspended on each machine’s lifting forks was one of the large steel crates from outside.

Drawn by curiosity, Tris followed them. Kreon and Kyra came too, both needing to investigate this unexpected intrusion. Inside Wayfinder’s cargo bay, three loaders had deposited their crates in a row and parked themselves opposite.

“Are they full of weapons?” Tris asked, his voice hushed.

“Nah. They look like… shielded transfer cages?” Kyra hazarded.

“Cages? For what?”

“Clandestine prisoner transport,” said Kreon. He stepped over to the nearest crate and looked in. “Air-tight, with self-contained life-support units. They conceal their contents from long-range DNA scanners. Used to make people disappear — by human traffickers, hostage takers and murderous governments. I believe Gerian intended these for us.”

Tris peered over the edge of the crate. It was open and empty, but he could see where the heavy lid would slide into place. “Wow. Should we be concerned that he has this kind of thing just lying around?”

The look Kreon gave him in reply was a dark one. “Do not make the mistake of trusting him, Tristan. No-one survives long in a position such as his without burying bodies.”

“Yeah, I suppose so. Do we get in then?”

Kreon and Kyra exchanged a glance.

“Why the hell not?” she said. “But I’m getting cushions.”




The inside of the crate, once Tris had managed to clamber into it, was smooth, cold metal. He secretly envied Kyra her cushions, but seeing as how this was all his fault he decided not to complain.

Kreon was the last to enter. His mechanical leg gave him some difficulty, but with much cursing he eventually hauled himself over the lip. Within seconds Tris heard the clank of the loaders approaching. One to each crate, all three talos extended their manipulator arms in unison. They pressed keys on the side of the crates and the lids slid into place — Tris ducked his head inside just in time to avoid losing his scalp.

And then he was in darkness.

He sat against the rear wall of the crate and felt a familiar lump in his back. His dad’s glaive was still attached to the magnetic strip around his waist, clipped securely to the smart new jumpsuit he’d wrangled from Gerian’s quartermaster.

Gotta have some perks, he mused. Especially as I get to spend God knows how long trapped in a box.

Then an ominous fizzing sound reached his ears. The top edge of his crate began to glow slightly, and a sharp smell of ozone. Kyra? he thought, before realising he still wore his pendant. Pulling the gem out from his collar he lifted it over his head.

Kyra? he tried again. Is that sound what I think it is?

Depends, came her strained reply. If you think it’s those loaders welding us into these cans, then you’re right.

But why would they do that?

Your guess is as good as mine, she fired back. Probably better, as my guess involves us being shipped like this straight to the nearest interrogation chamber.

Gerian wouldn’t do that. He needs us!

You might be projecting a bit there, she told him.




Tris sat in the darkness, listening to the creaks and bangs of the starship’s hull. He couldn’t identify half of them, but he definitely felt the lurch when they lifted off. It makes sense, he kept telling himself, Gerian would want to make sure we weren’t discovered. Who knows how many people are on board this thing? Any one of them could wander in here and start popping crates open for shits and giggles. He’d plan a way for us to get out.

Just then it occurred to Tris that he already had a way to get out. The shielded walls of the crates looked impressive, but he’d never met a substance his dad’s knife couldn’t carve through like butter. Kyra’s swords would probably do a similar job, and if Kreon couldn’t free himself with his mechanical hand, one of them could easily oblige him.

Kyra? He reached out.

Yeah, she responded. Should be away by now.

And there was a screech of tearing metal, followed by a clang.

Not to be outdone, Tris whipped the glaive from his back and pulled the knife from its recessed handle. The blade pierced the heavy steel easily, and the sound it made as he carefully drew it around in a circle was more akin to scissors slicing thick cloth. He made a discreet, doggy-door-sized hole, then squirmed out of it head first.

To find that Kyra had chopped the entire side off both her crate and Kreon’s. She stood with her hands on her hips, watching him as he wriggled his legs free. “Small hole,” she noted.

“Small knife,” he said, waving it for emphasis.

“Never mind,” she said, gripping his hand to help him up. “It’s what you do with it that counts.”

“Quiet.” Kreon had gone tense. “Someone approaches.”

Tris pulled himself into cover behind his crate, while Kyra crossed the deck to stand beside the cargo bay’s entrance. Kreon mirrored her on the other side; Tris, peeping out around the edge of his crate, felt a little embarrassed that he’d been the only one who thought of hiding first.

The door cranked open and a wiry bloke in baggy coveralls slipped through. His movements were furtive, and he clutched a long slim weapon of some kind.

Kyra sprang to his side, one of her sword blades coming to rest millimetres from the man’s throat. He yelped, dropping his weapon with a clatter.

“You move, you die,” Kyra told him.

“Easy, Kyra,” Kreon cautioned. “I believe this may be our contact.”

Kyra stepped back, but kept both blades very obviously at the ready.

“Y-yes!” stammered the man. “I’m Enneas. I was coming to c-cut you out!” He glanced around taking in the dismembered crates, then stooped to pick up the tool he’d dropped.

Plasma torch, Tris realised. He left the cover of the crate and came over to join the others. “So this was all part of the plan?”

“Yes!” Enneas nodded vigourously. “We got scanned on the way out and we’ll be scanned on the way in again. It’s standard.”

“Wait,” Kyra said. “You mean we’ve got to be inside those things when we arrive?”

“Yes,” the man confirmed. “Fully sealed, or they won’t defeat the scanners.”

Kyra glanced back at the huge chunk of metal she’d carved from the side of her crate. “Crap. Those loaders still aboard? The ones that weld?”

He nodded again.

“Better get ‘em back here then.”

“Least you won’t need me to let you out when we get there,” the man pointed out.

“Indeed,” said Kreon stepping towards him with a scowl on his face. “However, I dislike being kept in the dark. Perhaps you would care to inform us of the next phase of this ‘plan’?”

The wiry bloke didn’t seem daunted by Kreon. He hung the plasma torch from his belt and reached around his back, pulling out a small handgun. He grinned back at the Warden. “Now we take over the ship.”




As fights go, it barely qualified. There were two other members of the crew; both were in the cockpit. Their new friend — Gerian’s personal shuttle pilot as it turned out — went in first, drawing their attention to a control panel on the side wall. As soon as their backs faced the doorway, Tris and Kreon stepped through. One sharp blow with the haft of the glaive was all it took Tris to incapacitate his opponent; Kreon’s grav-staff, the alien orb atop it unactivated, produced a similar result.

Kyra had volunteered to stay out of it, on the grounds that her fighting style produced rather more mess.

Enneas produced a small metal cylinder from his tool belt and pressed a button on it. An evil-looking needle shot out from the top end. He bent over the unconscious pilots and gave them each a shot in the back of the neck. “Tranqs will last till long after we’re done,” he explained, “but keep their vitals up so they scan well.” He wrapped his arms around one of the limp bodies. “Help me strap ‘em in.”

Tris grabbed the prone guy by the boots and helped wrestle him into the navigator’s chair.

Kreon demonstrated his prodigious strength, fastening his metal hand in the other pilot’s uniform and lifting him into the gunner’s seat single-handed. “And the next phase of the plan?” he demanded, as Enneas busied himself fastening safety harnesses around both men.

Enneas looked up at the Warden’s glowering expression. “Now we wait. Know any good stories?”




The next few hours passed anxiously.

Enneas furnished them with a communication chip locked to a frequency prearranged with the Ingumend. He also provided a holographic plan of their target, animated to show the route and frequency of guard patrols, the location of key structures and the internal security systems they’d have to overcome.

It wasn’t pretty.

Built within a sprawling mining complex, the main part of the Petraeus Confessional Institution lined the inside of a sheer vertical shaft over a mile deep. Suspended in the centre of the shaft by a network of cables and catwalks was a hundred-foot-tall structure not unlike a bowling pin, which contained all the power plants and technical gubbins that kept the place running. The neck of this structure extended up out of the shaft, becoming an observation tower that commanded a three-hundred and sixty degree view over the surrounding area. Scanning gear and heavy weaponry bristled from the tower like spines on a cactus. If there’s a picture in the dictionary under the word ‘impregnable,’ this is it, thought Tris.

“We are fortunate,” Kreon began. Tris had to study the Warden’s face to make sure he wasn’t joking. “According to Enneas, the prisoners from Berasko Station should still be in processing. This takes place on the levels closest to the surface, obviating the need to go deeper.”

Kyra nudged Tris. “Wow. I feel lucky already.”

“Unfortunately,” Kreon continued, “that is where our luck runs out. Even assuming the Magistrate is able to incapacitate all the guards — which I doubt — we have substantial ground to cover.”

Tris couldn’t read the scale on the hologram, but the route between the landing bays and the flashing red processing area looked complicated. Every inch of the prison’s interior would be monitored, and nothing screamed ‘send more guards!’ like live footage of the existing guards lying draped all over the place.

“Their reserves will be deployed quickly,” Kreon surmised, “and we must ensure we are past these choke points before that occurs.” His finger stabbed the holo, distorting an area where the corridors from the docking bay narrowed between thick columns. “There are blast doors all along this section. We must assume that Gerian has taken that into consideration, and has a way of defeating them.”

“I can get us through,” Kyra reminded him. “But it’ll take time. If they all close…”

“Speed is key,” Kreon agreed. “Enneas assures me that Gerian will neutralise the guards as soon as we land. That will be our window; find the prisoners and rendezvous with the Ingumend before sufficient strength can be brought to bear against us.”

Tris squinted at the hologram. “And our exit is…?”

“Here.” Kreon flicked the holo, spinning it to show a small surface entrance.

“Wow. Those are gun emplacements, right? Looks hard as nails.”

“Indeed it is, from the outside. From the inside… that will depend on how well Gerian performs his parlour tricks.”




The rest of the trip they made sealed in their crates.

Being welded in was a lot less nerve-racking now he knew it was part of the plan. It also didn’t hurt that he was armed to the teeth, and wearing sections of tough but flexible body armour from Wayfinder’s inventory.

Not that it would help him much if the next time the crate opened it was surrounded by a firing squad.

Gerian’s got to be on the level. He’s the same as Dad. Same as me; it’s in our genes.

Tris found himself wondering what horrendous things his father’s twin must have done to maintain his cover as a faithful servant of the Church — and whether they were worse than the things he’d done himself.

Atmospheric buffeting was his first clue that they were nearing their destination. Everything was muted from inside the crate, and he lifted the Kharash pendant over his head to reach out with the Gift. Kreon and Kyra were occupied with their own thoughts about the mission ahead, so he left them to it. Both the pilots Enneas had anaesthetised were sleeping soundly, no dreams escaping their drug-induced torpor. Enneas himself was wrapped in a wall of static, obviously a trained precaution against psychic eavesdropping. Every now and then Tris caught a flash of anger or a surge of satisfaction from him, as though piloting Wayfinder was taking so much concentration that odd emotions were slipping out.

The landing was fairly smooth — though Kyra would have been able to pull it off without him knowing they’d landed. He reached around for the glaive, twisting it free of the handle and reassembling the two pieces with the blade out.

Showtime!

He made four quick cuts, this time taking out most of the side panel. It fell outwards when he pushed it, crashing to the deck with a deafening clang. He winced, then stepped through to see Kyra sliding through a narrow slot she’d cut at the base of her crate.

“Stealth,” she told him, rolling her eyes, “is a concept completely lost on you.”




They found Enneas in the cockpit, checking the harness on one of the sleeping pilots. “Welcome to Petraeus Confessional Institution,” he said.

Tris was first in. “Where are we?”

In reply, Enneas held up a pocket projector and the holo of the prison flickered to life. “We’re here — six levels below the surface and about halfway around the shaft.”

“You brought us in through all that?” Kyra pointed at the web of walkways choking the central void. “Nice job.”

He leered at her. “No. Straight drop down a parallel shaft — the rock here is riddled with ‘em. But coming from you, I’ll take the compliment.”

Tris half expected her to slap him. “Are you coming with us?” he asked.

Enneas shook his head and checked his wrist console. “End of the line for me. Picked up sonic feedback a few seconds ago, so I’m guessing your guards are dropping like flies. I got one more thing to do.” He pulled the handgun from the concealed back-holster and held it up in front of them. “No witnesses,” he said, with apparent relish. Then he spun on his heel and shot both pilots point-blank through the back of the head. Blood splattered the Wayfinder’s controls and viewscreens as Tris looked on in shock. Enneas turned back, casually holstering his gun, and produced the injector he’d used on the guards. “Do us a favour,” he said, as though nothing had happened. “Take this when you go.” Then he jabbed the needle into his neck. “Nite nite,” he added, winking at Kyra — and collapsed.

Kyra looked down at him, disgust in every line of her face. “What the hell?”

“A dangerous man,” Kreon concluded. “Extremists often are. But we should go. Our time is sorely lacking.”




The landing bay differed from space-based docking bays in that the walls and most of the ceiling had been left as raw rock. It was a vast cavern, curving out of sight; Tris didn’t bother counting but there were at least twenty small to medium-sized ships parked in neat rows. The impound yard. “Maybe they chop them up for parts?” he guessed.

Kreon directed a black look at him.

“Not Wayfinder though,” Tris back-pedalled. “She’s far too, ah… pretty?”

The Warden was armed with a substantial rifle, in addition to the grav-staff secured to his back. He also carried a rucksack he’d collected from his cabin, though Tris hadn’t had chance to ask him what was in it.

“Let’s move,” Kyra hissed. She was already at the human-sized door that would allow them access to the rest of the prison. “Any last-minute changes of heart?” She uncoiled one of the swords from her waist and made to slice a hole in the door.

“Be as inconspicuous as possible,” Kreon warned her. “They will be monitoring the security feeds carefully. The longer we can hide from them, the greater the odds of our success.”

“Fair enough.” She shifted her stance a touch and swung, making a long vertical slice through the door’s locking mechanism. As her blade retracted, fat drops of blood fell from the edge.

Kreon hauled on the door and an armoured torso fell through it, blood fountaining from the stump of an arm.

Kyra stared down at the red puddle spreading towards her feet and put a hand over her mouth. “Sorry,” she said, “my bad.”

Kreon muttered something under his breath and set off, careful to avoid stepping in the blood.

“At least he was unconscious,” Tris pointed out, as Kyra followed. “Maybe no-one will notice?”
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The next guards they passed were also out cold, lying as though they’d fallen mid-stride. “This weapon of Gerian’s is crazy,” Kyra said, liberating a rifle from one of the unconscious bodies. She was already equipped from Wayfinder’s armoury, as they all were, but Kyra was starting to display Blas-like kleptomaniac tendencies lately.

“I believe it is the same technology they used to incapacitate me,” Kreon admitted.

They pressed on, coming to a service stairwell and climbing the six floors to the surface. Tris had been most worried about this section, as being pinned down in a confined stairwell left little chance of survival, but it passed without event.

They made it out of the stairwell and down the next corridor as far as a security checkpoint before the alarms began to warble.

“They’ve noticed something’s up,” Tris said unnecessarily.

“Took them long enough,” Kyra muttered.

“We’ve passed what, fifteen or twenty guards now? Wonder how many they’ve got?”

Kyra didn’t answer him.

“Jeez, I wish Loader was here.”

“He is.” Kreon lifted his backpack by a strap, then settled it back on his shoulder. “Sadly, his combat potential is somewhat diminished.”

“Maybe the alarms are automatic?” Tris hazarded “Maybe everyone watching them is knocked out too.”

Kreon shook his head. “The central tower must be shielded somehow. If this sonic weapon is in common use here, they would have designed safeguards.”

“If they’re looking for the cause of all this, we should move faster,” Kyra pointed out.

They picked up the pace, Kreon in the lead guided by a scaled-down version of the prison hologram on a wrist-mounted projector. The corridor curved gently, following the shape of the rock wall outside. Tris thought they might be in a ring running around the mouth of the enormous mine shaft, but without windows it was impossible to tell.

Up ahead an obstacle came into view; a heavy steel blast door filled the corridor, cutting them off completely.

“Shit!” said Kyra. “If they’ve lowered them all already…” She let her new rifle dangle next to the old one and laid her hands on her sword hilts.

“A moment,” Kreon said, reaching the door. An armoured guard lay slumped below the control panel. “This individual may have remained conscious long enough to enact a security protocol.”

“If he shut it, he can open it,” Kyra said, already rummaging around the guard’s uniform. “Got it!” She held a swipe card up triumphantly. Kreon took it and pressed it against a reader. The panel buzzed angrily, and a tiny hatch slid open at roughly head-height, a metal cylinder extending like a gun barrel.

“Retinal scan,” Kreon confirmed.

Kyra let out a dramatic sigh and went to work, stooping over the guard. A few seconds later she handed Kreon a knife, its point embedded in a fresh eyeball. Gelatinous goop fell away in long strands as he held the eyeball up to the scanner.

“You know, just once,” Kyra said, “when this is all done, I’d like to do some girly stuff.”

“In what way?” Kreon asked, as the blast door slid into the ceiling.

“Shopping?” Kyra suggested. “For shoes. Or dinner out.” She wiped her hands vigorously on her jumpsuit. “Basically anything that doesn’t involve me being covered in mucus.”

“Rules out what I had planned,” Tris quipped.




The more unconscious guards they passed, the eerier it became.

Finally, at an obvious security check-point, Kreon called a halt. “Processing should be a short distance ahead of us, but I’m concerned with our progress.”

“I thought we were making great progress,” Tris muttered.

“Precisely. And that concerns me. We’ll set up here. That console should provide access to their secure network. Let’s see if Loader can determine what we’re up against.”

The check-point consisted of a fortified booth, narrowing the corridor to funnel foot traffic past it in singe-file.

Tris sliced the door lock with his knife and took up position facing back the way they’d come, rifle at the ready. Kyra mirrored him facing forward, whilst Kreon squatted down to free Loader from his backpack. The lunchbox-sized casing dripped wires, looking more high school science project than millennia-old alien intelligence. Kreon propped the whole bundle on a semi-circular console and extracted two thick cables.

“The terminal must be unlocked before I can gain access,” the lunchbox droned. The flat, electronic monotone did nothing to inspire confidence in the talos’ abilities as a hacker.

Kreon swiped the guard’s keycard, causing the console to buzz at him. A retinal scanner extended from the wall above it.

Tris pulled a face as the Warden dug in a pocket and pulled out the rather misshapen ball of slime.

Kyra, craning her neck to watch, looked appalled. “What the hell did you do? It looks like you’ve sat on it!”

Kreon squinted at the eyeball and held it up to the scanner. Red light played across it for a second, and the console unlocked with a beep. Satisfied, he flicked the disgusting blob onto the floor — then carefully licked the fingers of his glove clean.

Kyra looked away quickly and made retching sounds.

Tris caught the Warden’s sly grin. It wasn’t often someone got a reaction like that from Kyra; even in the middle of all this, Kreon was taking time to enjoy it.




A sound like distant thunder snapped them all back to the moment.

“They’re coming for us?” Tris guessed.

Kyra shook her head. “That was outside. I’d say our rebellious new friends have started their party.” She frowned at the trail of cables running from Loader’s housing into the underside of the console. “Which means the clock is ticking on our way out of here.”

“Loader? Any progress?” Kreon growled.

“I have gained access,” the talos reported.

“Excellent.” Kreon ran a critical eye over his handiwork. “Our most pressing need is for information. We need to know what awaits us in the Processing department; troop concentrations, security measures and so on. Also, if you are able to identify the section in which our targets are housed, that would expedite matters considerably.”

“Signing onto the network,” Loader droned.

“Waiting…”

“Waiting…”

“Wait— Ah. That is interesting.”

“What?” Kreon bent over the miniature machine as though it would help Loader hear him. “What have you discovered?”

“The Confessional Institution’s systems appear to be controlled by a rudimentary AI. I am engaging in dialogue…”

A bleep came from the console.

“Done. I have convinced the AI of the righteousness of our cause. It will now assist us in any way possible.”

“Just like that?” Tris was incredulous.

“It was an extremely protracted conversation,” Loader replied. “Over two million items of logic exchanged. Were I human, I would be exhausted.”

Kyra exchanged a look with Kreon. “Whaddaya know? Getting blown up actually improved his sense of humour.”

Kreon bent over the console again. “Loader, can you identify the holding location for the Proconsul of Berasko Station?”

“I can. The Proconsul is not in Processing. The entire contingent of prisoners from Berasko have been consigned to Transgressions, three levels below us.”

“Excellent work! Are you able to clear us a path?”

“If you patch me in to your transceiver, I will be able to negotiate with the AI in real time.”

Kreon hesitated for the briefest of moments. “Very well. Tris? Knife.” He held out a gloved hand.

Tris pulled the glaive from his back, taking care not to nick himself. Moving around with the blade fastened outwards was risky, especially for someone as clumsy as he was. The glaive was already shrunk to its smallest size; Tris twirled it in his fingers, handing it haft-first to Kreon.

The Warden took the glaive in one hand, opening his trench coat and slicing a flap in his jumpsuit. Revealed for the first time was the greying, necrotic flesh of his abdomen. Delicately, Kreon guided the tip of Tristan’s knife into the taut flesh of his side. No blood spurted; only the grimace on Kreon’s face told of the discomfort he was suffering. He handed back the knife, which Tris wiped automatically on the thigh of his jumpsuit.

Loader’s cables went into the wound next; Kreon’s grimace became pained as he rooted around inside himself. Finally, something clicked into place. Kreon withdrew his fingers and pulled his trench coat closed over the wound.

“Connection established,” Loader intoned. “You may be interested to know that a large number of hostiles are headed in your direction.”

“How close?” Kreon growled — just as a laser blast slammed into the booth from the far side.

“Approximately twenty metres,” Loader confirmed, as Kyra’s wall erupted in a blaze of blaster bolts. She returned fire, spraying her rifle through the slit in the booth’s armour.

“Got to go,” she said, crouching back as energy bursts blossomed against the heavy viewscreens.

Kreon had Loader back in the bag, the cables trailing like some heavy-duty Walkman.

“We’re pinned inside,” Tris pointed out. “The second we step out there, we’ll get barbecued.” A stray bolt got lucky, sliding through the firing slit and burning a hole in the wall beside him.

“Options?” Kreon called.

Then a heavy clang came from the direction of their attackers, and the barrage abruptly ceased.

“We have closed the door,” Loader informed them. “However, senior employees are equipped with overrides; we recommend vacating this position immediately.”

Tris was out of the booth before the talos was done talking.

Kyra took rearguard as they made best speed back down the corridor in the direction they’d come from. Kreon lurched along beside Tris, his gaze on the wrist-mounted holo. “Can we make the stairwell?”

“Negative,” came Loader’s muffled drawl. “A substantial force is closing in from the opposite direction. There are multiple stairwells, however; the nearest is on your left in five metres.”

Tris skidded to a halt, scouring the wall. If there was an entrance, it was unmarked.

“Can you open it?” Kreon asked.

“Negative. Manual operation only,” Loader replied.

Kreon growled his frustration and palmed the top of his staff. Tris trained his rifle on the corridor ahead of them as the Warden swung the gravity orb into the wall. With an awful screech the panel caved in, revealing broken pipes and sparking circuitry. Kreon limped a pace over and swung again — this time the whole panel crumpled like tinfoil, falling away to reveal the stairwell beyond.

“We’re done with inconspicuous then?” Kyra said, poking her rifle through the opening. She followed it with her head, but Kreon pushed past her into the stairwell. “Okay, you go first,” she called after him.

Tris followed them both inside, switching to rearguard as Kyra jogged on ahead. Rather than back down the stairs he waited for Kreon to reach the landing below, then leapt down an entire flight, rolling to his feet at the bottom. The glaive dug into his back, but it was a small price to pay; even Kreon looked startled the first time he did it.

Parkour, baby! Tris was fiercely proud of the skills he’d developed back on Earth, before he knew anything about starfish-shaped aliens and psychic interrogations.

They made two full floors before the sounds of pursuit reached them. Laser blasts ricocheted off the steel bannister as prison guards above fired aimlessly down the stairwell.

“Keep going,” Kyra called. “One more floor!”

Then Kreon spun, catching her by the arm and throwing her back against the wall. Tris barely had time to register what was happening before Kreon leapt in front of him, sweeping him aside with the full strength of his mechanical arm. Tris staggered backwards, hitting the rough wall hard enough to see stars. As he gasped for breath he saw a flash — and was instantly engulfed in a cloud of flame.

Kreon took the brunt, his Aegis deflecting the burning fuel around him. The protective cocoon afforded by the alien device shielded Tris; he clung to Kyra as white hot flames licked the wall inches from his face. The heat scorched the air as he drew breath; then it was gone, the brilliant glare leaving spots of light dancing in his vision.

“Inferno grenades?” There was a note of dread in Kyra’s voice.

“Move,” Kreon advised her.

None of them needed a second hint — they sprinted down the last four flights, gaining their target floor as a fusillade of blaster fire lit up the stairwell above them.

Tris found himself in the lead, and yanked the glaive free of its magnetic fastening as he reached the door. The handle grew in his hand as he brought it around, telescoping rapidly into a short staff. With two swift strokes he removed the door’s hinges, sending it crashing out into the corridor beyond.

Kreon barged through the opening, Kyra hot on his heels. Tris followed, shrinking the glaive with a squeeze and slapping it back into place.

The sound of heavy footfalls echoed out from the stairwell, and none of them paused to look back. It was now a race; with armed enemies closing in on all sides, they had to find a defensible structure before they were caught in the open.

Though what the hell we’ll do if we find one is anyone’s guess.

All thoughts of the mission had evaporated from Tristan’s head; all he cared about now was survival. And given the way things were going, that seemed less likely by the minute.

“They’ll be on us in a few seconds,” Kyra warned.

The words were barely out of her mouth when the first energy beam blazed past her, scoring a black streak on the ceiling.

“Loader!” Kreon called out. “We need obstacles!”

In response, a heavy door began to descend in front of them. Kreon lengthened his stride, bounding forward to duck through the opening; Kyra followed, the two rifles jouncing behind her. She scraped underneath the heavy slab of metal in a sprinter’s finish, head down. The gap was closing; Tris put on a burst of speed and threw himself forward. He hit the deck arms first, tucked and rolling; the door slammed shut less than a second behind him.

“Little close!” he gasped, getting to his feet. “How long does that buy us?”

“They will need to cut through,” Loader’s disembodied voice reported. “I have convinced ALI to disallow command overrides from the prison employees.”

“ALI?”

“The controlling AI. Technically she is Lemurian.”

Kyra had her head down, breathing heavily, but she managed to mug a shocked face for Tris. “Loader?” she panted. “Are you flirting?”




The next guards they passed were mercifully unconscious. Gerian’s weapon was showing no sign of wearing off, which at least gave them one thing in their favour.

“Up ahead,” Kreon wheezed. Running full-tilt had to be tough on him; the mis-calibrated mechanical leg gave him an uneven, lurching stride that looked supremely uncomfortable.

They passed through another security check-point, two armoured figures draped over the control console.

“Transgressions!” Kyra pointed at a sign in gibberish above a wide entrance on the right. “Our stop.”

The doors slid open as they approached — Loader and his new girlfriend presumably anticipating their movements. Tris jogged through the doorway—

And froze.

They had entered a lab. It was scarily reminiscent of the last lab he’d been in, on the nightmare-ridden flagship of the late Admiral Benin.

Only the walls of this room weren’t decorated with captured Siszar body parts.

They were decorated with humans.

Fastened in place by articulated steel frames, the bodies lined the walls like grotesque paintings. Limbs missing, eyes missing, heads missing — there wasn’t a complete corpse in there.

Tubes and wires snaked from every part of the bodies, feeding back into the frames which supported them. It was only when one of the bodies in front of him convulsed slightly that Tris realised the horrible truth; They’re still alive.

Kyra’s expression said it all. She was staring around at the gallery of horrors, her mouth open and working unconsciously. She’d been to a lot of places, Tris reasoned; she must have seen her fair share of nasty stuff as she fought her way across the galaxy. That this room had the power to shock her so severely made Tris feel better about the mouthful of vomit he’d just swallowed.

“Abomination,” Kreon said, the single word imbued with such loathing that Tris turned to look at him.

“You know what this is?”

“Transgression,” the Warden said, his tone bleak. “Mutilation… enhancement… these people will become the front-line soldiers of the Lemurian Empire. It is the ultimate fate of any who are Committed to the Church.”




They found Proconsul Augustus suspended from the ceiling. Dozens of wires from several roof-mounted black boxes led down into his spine, which had been laid open for easy access. From the rictus of pain on his face, he had been awake during the procedure. Whether he’d been anaesthetised pending more work, or had been writhing here in agony until Gerian’s sound bomb went off, Tris had no way of knowing.

He was kind to me. Tris stared at the Proconsul’s hands, from which the flesh had been peeled back. Steel knives had been grafted onto the bones of his fingers, with mechanical components extending back to his elbows. This is because of me, Tris realised. I did this.

“Animals.” Kyra had finally found her voice, and it shook with barely suppressed rage. “We should kill them all.”

“Indeed.” Even Kreon sounded subdued. “But that is not the mission. According to the records Enneas gave us, sixty-five prisoners were taken alive from Berasko Station. I estimate there are less than twenty in this lab; the others must be housed nearby. If we can find them, perhaps we can spare them the same fate.”

“What about these?” Tris’ throat was closing over with emotion. “Augustus… he helped me. I made a mistake at first, and he…”

Kreon placed a gloved hand on Tristan’s shoulder. “There is only one thing we can do for them now. A quick end will be a mercy for one in a state such as this.” He turned to Kyra. “You brought grenades?”

Kyra shook her head as though trying to rid it of what she’d seen. When she replied, there was a measure of her old self in her tone. “In this outfit? They spoil the lines.”

“I’ve got some,” Tris said. He pulled a pair of fragmentation grenades from the magnetic strip around his waist. “These enough?”

“Many of the gases and substances in this room are explosive,” Kreon said, taking the grenades. “They will suffice.”

Loader’s muted monotone issued from Kreon’s backpack. “Transgression has a dedicated detention centre, currently at one-third capacity. The entrance is through the laboratory on the right hand side.”

“Any last words?” Kreon asked.

Tris gazed around the room, unable to comprehend the depth of human misery that had been experienced in there. That anyone — any person — could sink so low as to do such things…

“I’m sorry.” It was all he could come up with.

“And don’t worry,” Kyra added quietly. “We’ll get these bastards.”

They made for the exit Loader had mentioned. Kyra got there first and didn’t wait for the door to open; two excessively violent hacks from her swords sent the door crashing inwards, taking a good piece of the surrounding wall with it.

Tris followed more slowly, unable to tear his eyes from the grotesque figures on the walls. He’d got maybe halfway to the door when he saw something that made him shriek. Laid out on a bench to one side was the naked body of a woman. Both arms had been severed at the elbows, both legs at the knees. An assortment of metal rods and connectors protruded from all four stumps, as though waiting to be connected to something. But the face was the worst part. Her jaw had been replaced with a jagged steel trap; the surgery was so fresh that tiny beads of blood were still leaking from the joints. 

Tears clouded Tristan’s eyes as he stared down at the familiar face.

It was Naria.

“I…” His chest shook. He hadn’t the words.

Kreon had come up beside him to stare down at the body.

“This wasn’t you,” the Warden said. “It was them. The Keepers of the Faith, and their Church. And we will find a way to make them pay.”

Tris nodded mutely. He couldn’t take his eyes off Naria’s ruined face.

Kreon nudged him, holding out the grenades.

Tris took one, a shuddering breath making his shoulders shake.

“Prime?”

Tris pressed the activation stud.

“Release!” Kreon threw his grenade and lurched towards the hole Kyra had cut in the wall. Tris followed suit, aiming his bomb towards the dangling shape of the Proconsul, then diving through the opening.

The double roar of detonations and the searing blast of heat filled the air above him. Kreon and Kyra had taken refuge either side of the hole, but flames curled around the edges to lick at them. Tris stood and looked back into an inferno; every surface was ablaze, with more explosions coming every second.

“Rest in pieces,” he murmured.

Kyra laid a hand on his shoulder. “Was that a joke?”

Tris just shrugged. He couldn’t ever imagine feeling more wretched than he did at that moment.

She pulled him towards her into a fierce hug. “I’m sorry, Tris,” she whispered, as his ear came to rest inches from her lips.

He let one ugly sob go, then merely held her, trembling.

She let a few seconds pass before gently pushing him back. “It’s not weakness, Tris. You feel like this because you’re a good person.”

He could hardly bring himself to look at her. “How do I make it stop?”

“You don’t,” she said, giving him half a smile. “But killing a bunch of evil bastards will make you feel a whole lot better.”
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They found the remaining prisoners from Berasko Station a few minutes later.

There were forty-seven of them, housed in a dedicated cell block; the two guards that had been on duty were lying slumped on the deck, unconscious.

As were the prisoners.

“Sydon’s Name,” Kyra cursed. “What the frig do we do now?”

Kreon stood awkwardly at the end of the cell block. “They’re alive.”

“And dreaming,” Kyra confirmed.

“Our contacts would prefer it otherwise.”

Tris glanced between them, unable to believe what he was hearing. “After everything we’ve just seen? You want to murder them?”

The Warden turned a cold stare on him. “No. I do not. However, the reality of the situation is, we have no way of moving them. If they remain here, and alive, they will become subjects for experimentation. In that regard, the equation is simple.”

“There must be something we can do!” Tris looked around for inspiration, finding none.

A distant explosion caused dust to fall from the ceiling.

“Outside!” Tris exclaimed. “Enneas gave us a device to contact the… resistance types, whatever they’re called? Use that! Maybe they can come in here and get these guys!”

Kreon fished in the pocket of his trench coat and pulled out the tiny code-chip. He fitted it to the device on his wrist, causing a holographic menu to spring up. “Loader?” he called. “How secure is this comm-chip likely to be?”

The reply was partly stifled by the bag. “—depends. Are you trying to hack it, or am I?”

Kreon didn’t bother to answer. “Once I make this contact, our options are limited. These Ingumend will have their own agenda. It is entirely possible that they will order the termination of these prisoners.”

“We have to try,” Tris pleaded. “They won’t just want to kill them. Not if there’s a chance…”

Kreon focussed his attention on the wrist-holo, and stabbed an icon. The device pinged, then pinged, then pinged again.

Your call is in a queue. Please wait for our next available operator.

The next ping turned into a squeal of static, and a gruff voice came on the line. “Hello? Who is this?”

Kreon raised an eyebrow at Tris. “This is Lord Anakreon of the Lantian delegation. We have located the targets. Forty-seven survive, however all are currently incapacitated. They can be extracted, but we require assistance.”

“You need help?” A chain of explosions drowned out the contact’s next words. “—pinned down! They’re all over us. That tower can see us no matter where we hide! —troops are trying to surround us. We’re holding them off, but the tower is too strong! We’ve got nothing that can touch it.” The speaker paused, and another explosion roared through the comm. “Get down!” he yelled at someone else, “Tell them to fall back!” 

“Are you able to enter the prison complex?” Kreon asked, taking advantage of the lull in conversation.

A burst of static cut off what was undoubtably a swear-word. “Are you crazy? Do you hear what I’m saying? This assault is over. We’ll be lucky if we last the next ten minutes. Tell Gerian we tried our best.”

And the call cut off.

Kreon exchanged a look with Kyra, then extended it to include Tris.

“So much for our exit,” Tris said.

“Indeed. It would appear that the situation outside is more drastic than we anticipated.”

“They’re getting creamed,” Kyra agreed. “While we’re sitting in here debating whether or not to commit mass murder. I mean, I’m all for the easy way out, but this is a lot of people.”

“I cannot kill them out of hand,” Kreon admitted. He looked up and down the cell block. “If we could move them as far as the landing bay… Wayfinder has sufficient capacity. There must be transports of some kind stored in the vicinity. Loader?”

“No,” Tris said, a sudden certainty settling upon him. “The tower. We take that out, those people out there have got a chance. Maybe then they can make it in here to take care of their friends.”

Kreon stared him full in the face, as though analysing the resolve behind his words. “You are suggesting we mount an offensive against the most secure area of this facility?”

“The people up there,” Tris jabbed a finger towards the ceiling, “ are the people that did that, back there.”

Kreon considered for a moment. “That is a strong possibility.”

“Well, can we do it? Can we win?”

The Warden’s mouth twisted up in a half-smile. “Three-hundred years in active duty, Tristan. I have yet to lose.”

“Alright then! Let’s do it!”

Kreon cast a glance back down the cell block, where Kyra was crouching close to the unconscious prisoners. “Kyra?”

“Meh.” Kyra stood, cracking her knuckles. “I came here to save some good guys and kill some bad guys. Looks like the good guys are pretty fucked, so I’m up for some carnage.”




The plan was simple.

The central tower could only be reached via the Security Bridge — a single moveable corridor, designed to stop hordes of rioting prisoners from flooding the control centre. Tris pictured it like a lift car the size of a train carriage rotating around the central structure, long enough to reach across the vast gulf of empty air separating the prison population from their tormentors. Currently it was seventeen levels below them, bridging the far side of the shaft, but Loader assured them that ALI had summoned it. The best part was, they didn’t have to fight their way past a blockade of guards to reach it — the Transgressions department had its own access point.

Of course it does! In case one of those sick bastards wakes up in the middle of the night with the urge to torture someone.

“However, I must warn you,” Loader continued, “all movements of the bridge are logged. ALI has no power over the humans monitoring it.”

Kreon and Kyra exchanged a meaningful look.

“Meaning they’ll be waiting for us on the other side,” she pointed out.

The hatch they were facing made a clunk, then glowed green. Doors that a moment ago would have opened onto fresh air now slid back to reveal a windowless steel corridor.

“What’s to keep them blowing this thing up with us inside it?” Tris asked. “Or tipping it up and dumping us out?”

“ALI is in control of the Security Bridge’s functions,” Loader offered.

“I trust her completely,” Kyra said. She nudged Tris. “You first.”

Ignoring them both Kreon strode through the doorway, grav-staff clutched firmly in one hand.

Easy for him, Tris thought, he can fly!

But there was nothing else for it. This was his idea, not that anyone else had been particularly forthcoming. He shook himself all over, and stepped into the corridor.

Kyra followed, and the door slid shut behind them. With a clunk and a lurch, they were off; the ride was smooth enough that Tris could almost forget they were in a tin can dangling over a mile-deep hole in the ground.

“Not scared of heights are ya?” Kyra needled him, as they jogged towards the far end of the corridor.

“No,” he lied. It had been one of his biggest phobias growing up; he’d started parkour in an effort to cure himself, and had eventually managed to feel quite at home on the rooftops of suburban Bristol.

That is so not this.

“Good!” Kyra shot him a wicked grin. “Because we really don’t want to be inside this thing when that door opens.” She unslung one of her rifles and tossed it to Kreon, then uncoiled the swords from her waist. “This place needs better ventilation,” she said — and with three quick strokes, she cut a man-sized opening in the metal wall. Wind rushed in, buffeting them, as Kyra turned back to Tris. “Don’t be making no small holes now! You don’t want to crawl head-first out of this.” And replacing her swords, she stepped through the opening.

Tris stared after her, horrified. “I’m… I’m going out there?”

“Of course not!” Kreon told him. “You’re going out the other side.”

“What? Why?”

“The glaive will allow you to effect an entry directly through the tower walls. You really should take that pendant off, it makes co-ordinating our strategy considerably more difficult.”

A chime from Kreon’s backpack reminded them of Loader’s presence. “Bridge arriving in ten seconds,” the talos reported.

“Shit!” Tris reached back for the glaive, extending its handle for a two-handed grip. The toughened steel walls offered no resistance to his blade as he quickly sliced a doorway. The rectangular piece of metal tore free as he finished, pinwheeling off into the void. Wind hit him, a veritable tornado. “You coming?” he asked Kreon.

“Don’t be ridiculous!” the Warden admonished him. “Hanging off the sides of flying bridges is a young man’s game.”

Tris poked his head out and studied the outside. Luckily it was covered in mechanical gubbins, rather than being smooth like the inside. Taking a grip on some unknown piece of hardware he took a deep breath — and swung himself out into emptiness.

Clinging to the wall as the wind whipped by him, he watched the armoured skin of the tower slide past. The bridge was still moving upwards, and rotating around the tower; gritting his teeth, Tris edged towards it. The distance was less than a metre, but it was the most terrifying metre he’d ever crossed. He was within kissing distance when the bridge’s motion slowed, and some instinct warned him to hang on tight. A second later, a violent judder announced their arrival.

Go time!

He wished he’d had chance to remove the psychic-blocking pendant. He could only guess at what Kyra was up to on the far side of the bridge. She was plenty capable of cutting her way in, but beyond that…?

Just then, a coarse shout echoed through of the hole he’d cut in the bridge. It was as good a signal as any. Bracing himself in the angle between the bridge and the tower, he pulled the glaive free. The cuts weren’t neat, but they were quick — and as another sheet of metal plunged in the abyss, a torrent of blaster fire erupted behind him.

Kreon? Shit!

He swung himself through the new opening in the tower’s skin and landed in a crouch — right behind a guard in full body armour. An entire squad was arrayed in front of him, their weapons blazing through the doors to the bridge. Kreon must have retreated back down the corridor, as the lead guards were advancing inside, still firing.

Tris had wondered what Kyra’s plan was — now he knew.

Flinging himself forward he raised the glaive overhead, extending it in the same motion. His first blow split the closest guard’s back armour as though it wasn’t there, slicing the man in half from shoulder to hip. Leaping over the body as it fell Tris struck left and right, the deadly blade carving through everything it touched. A second man fell, missing an arm; the backswing decapitated the next in line. Tris spun to keep the momentum, diverting it into a horizontal slice across the chest of a guard who was turning towards him. Still spinning Tris brought the glaive around like a scythe, its lethal edge slashing at three targets in quick succession, driving them back. But the guards closest to the centre of the pack were turning now, recognising this threat from an unexpected quarter. The two closest swung their weapons to bear, muzzles still white hot from firing into the Security Bridge. Staring down two rifle barrels, Tris instinctively squeezed the glaive to lengthen it. Now seeing everything in slow-motion, he brought the elongated staff up horizontally beneath both weapons, connecting hard and deflecting their shots into the ceiling. He dropped to one knee, spinning the glaive above his head like a rotor blade, slashing both assailants across their chests in one move.

A third guard was behind them as they fell. He leapt back just in time, managing not to get tangled, and levelled a potent-looking handgun at Tris. There was nothing Tris could do. The distance was too great; the glaive was on the backswing, moving away from this new target. For a split second, he stared death in the face, as the guard snarled back at him and pulled the trigger.

A bolt of incandescent energy blazed past, coming so close to his ear Tris felt his skin sizzle.

The reason for the miss became apparent a second later; Kyra’s blade protruded from the man’s chest, having run him through from behind in the same instant he fired. The sword vanished and he crashed to the deck, dead long before he hit it.

“Good— good timing,” Tris gasped, suddenly struggling for breath. “Thank-you.”

“Aww, you’re welcome,” Kyra purred. “You owe me a foot massage.”




The sound of gunfire had stopped; Kreon clanked his way through the doorway, rifle in hand, trench coat smouldering. The Aegis must have protected him, but it looked like a couple of shots had got through. The Warden’s mood was dour as he stomped and crunched his way towards them.

“Took your time,” was his only comment.

Tristan’s gaze was drawn inexorably down to the carpet of bodies. Triumph warred with disgust inside him.

“Feel better?” Kyra asked him.

“No. Not really,” he admitted.

“Ah well. Plenty more where they came from.”

He opened his mouth to explain that wasn’t what he’d meant; that this senseless massacre didn’t make up for the other one. But he shut it instead. Kyra must have seen more of this kind of action that he could imagine. Whatever moral code she’d arrived at to justify her actions, he wasn’t going to change it by whining.

Kreon’s wrist holo flickered to life and he poked a finger at it to zoom in. “We are here,” he stated, pointing at the place where the central hub extended out of the shaft to become a tower. “Seventeen levels below the control room. There are stairwells in multiple locations, but none take us the entire way. In addition, we must pass through a number of security checkpoints, all of which will now be under lockdown protocols.”

Kyra looked grim; it suddenly occurred to Tris that perhaps he should have studied the tactical situation before convincing them all to go on a suicide mission.

“A more favourable alternative,” Kreon continued, “is to avail ourselves of the route you already pioneered. We leave the tower through the opening you cut, and ascend the seventeen floors by climbing its outer skin.”

Tris gaped. Even the thought of going back out there made his stomach churn. The memory of that savage wind buffeting him, of the sweat-sheen causing his fingers to slip on the smooth metal, of the mile of absolute nothingness below…

Kyra shrugged. “The climb,” she said. “I’m not one to duck out on a fight, but seventeen levels of fortified guard posts might be pushing it. Even for us.”

“Indeed.”

Tris threw a nervous glance back at the hole he’d cut in the tower’s wall. He could already imagine the turbulence out there. Seventeen floors? It was madness. “Can’t we use the Security Bridge?”

Loader’s dull monotone issued from Kreon’s backpack. “The Security Bridge goes no higher than the surface,” the talos explained, “but the command staff have access to a private elevator. It opens directly in front of us.”

Kreon glanced up, eying the double doors set into the corridor’s back wall. “You’re suggesting we stand here and wait for a lift?”

“I am recommending that you take a deep breath,” Loader replied.

Tris looked at Kyra; she arched her eyebrows at him, then drew a long, slow breath.

With a sudden hiss, jets of white gas sprayed from ceiling nozzles, flooding the corridor in seconds. Tris managed a huge lungful of air, but with an acrid tang that made his throat itch.

“The fire suppression system will conceal our whereabouts for several minutes. The elevator car is arriving… the doors are opening… now.”

Tris glanced around blindly, but Kreon pushed past him, making a direct line forward. Chest heaving, Tris followed as Kyra tagged along behind him. A handful of footsteps brought them into the lift car. The urge to breathe out was unbearable; it couldn’t have been more than a few seconds, but they’d been stressful seconds and his lungs were fit to burst. Doors swished shut behind them and the fog immediately began to clear.

“ALI confirms that the air in the car is now breathable,” Loader reported.

Tris exhaled explosively, gasping for breath. Kreon and Kyra both seemed composed, as though running through clouds of poison-gas were part of their daily routine.

“I… inhaled some… will I… be okay?” Tris coughed.

Kyra smiled sweetly at him. “Yes dear. Your lungs would have melted by now.”

“Kyra,” Kreon snapped, “don’t play with the boy. We need his head in the game.”

“I’m fine,” Tris said, straightening up. He took a few steadying breaths, rolled his shoulders, and reached back for the rifle dangling on its sling. “I’m fine,” he repeated, squaring up to the lift doors. “Let’s do this.”

“Lift car arriving,” Loader reported, his volume knob turned down to whisper.

“They should not be aware of us,” Kreon reminded them, readying his own rifle. “Armed targets first. Keep moving.”

Then the lift car doors slid open — and Enneas was stood before them, a confused look on his face.

Tristan’s mouth fell open. “Enneas? What—?”

But Enneas reacted faster. He drew his blaster and fired point-blank. Time slowed to a crawl as Tris looked down, watching his chest armour flare and melt. Then the force of the blast hit him like a battering ram and he was tumbling through the air, falling backwards to land heavily against the far wall.

“NO!” Kyra’s scream seemed to come from far away, her face distorted like he was looking at it from underwater. She threw herself down beside him, hands going to the warm, bubbly patch in his chest. He opened his mouth to tell her he was okay, but no sound came out.

Kreon must have shut the door, because suddenly the light changed and everything went very quiet. “Is he alive?” The Wardens’ voice seemed to come from a long way away.

Warm fingers prodded Tris’ neck. “He’s breathing.”

“I fear we may have lost the element of surprise.”

“Surprise?” Kyra roared, leaping to her feet and yanking her swords from her waist. “I’ll give ‘em a fucking surprise!”

Tris wanted to tell her not to worry, that he was fine — but all that came out of his mouth was a trickle of warmth. She glanced down at him, her face a mask of pain and rage — and that was the last thing he saw before darkness took him.
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Kyra locked eyes with Kreon. She’d seen that expression too many times recently.

Even by Warden’s standards, he went through apprentices at an alarming rate.

Damn him! And damn him twice for picking Tris.

She never got attached, never; and this was the reason why. Those elevator doors would open again any second, and Kyra knew two things; that she was going to kill the first person she saw — and the next one if she got the chance — and that she was probably going to die straight after that.

Still. At least she’d die as she’d always hoped; fighting to make a difference, blood-spattered Arranozapar in her hands.

And they didn’t know what she could do with these blades…

A savage rage welled up inside her.

Might get quite a few of ‘em.

The doors slid open and Kyra was through them in an instant. She gave no thought to Kreon; the old Warden was in the fight of his life, and she knew he’d give a good accounting.

She lashed out to the left as she cleared the door, both blades extending towards the closest target — one of only five armed guards, she realised, as she sprang towards him.

Then something went terribly wrong. In the space between heartbeats the world lurched around her, stealing her balance. Both arms spasmed, her fingers losing their grip on the ancient swords. The room spun and her legs turned to rubber, sending her sprawling on the metal deck. She landed on her side, bouncing her head hard enough to see stars, and heard the heavy thud and clank of Kreon falling behind her.

What the hell is happening?

Her eyelids fluttered, out of control. The rest of her body was limp and boneless.

A shadow loomed over her vision — and then a familiar face came into focus.

Gerian.

“Interesting.” The Magistrate’s voice was smooth as silk. “You figured out that Processing was a trap? And yet you were stupid enough to come here! Or perhaps you just… got lost? Either way, a poor showing from the Lantian’s greatest warriors.”

Kyra wanted to swear at him; to curse his lying, traitorous soul, to spit venom — but her lips barely moved.

“I’ll admit, your skills are impressive. I didn’t think you capable of hacking our systems. But the cautious man controls his destiny, as they say. He produced an object the size of a ration can, but conical, with hundreds of tiny protrusions all over its surface. He held it up, turning it so it caught the light and glittered. “Magnificent, isn’t it? Only a handful of these still exist… Perhaps you’ve heard of them? Erresonador. A last vestige of our ancient harmonics technology — the one thing you Lantians couldn’t steal, when you ran away! It has so many esoteric applications, yet I find myself using it exclusively for this. I call it my Sonic Scrambler — it has a much more dramatic ring to it than Erresonador.”

The information filtered into Kyra’s brain; she was dazed, but whatever force had been applied to her body it wasn’t directly affecting her ability to think. Harmonics… the age-old technology which led to the downfall of their way of life on Earth. Weapons of mass destruction capable of tearing continents apart… Kyra’s history was a little hazy owing to her spending most of her teenage years fighting, but she thought harmonics had become a forbidden science, as part of the pact signed when both Lemurians and Lantians agreed to leave Earth for good.

It came as no surprise to her that the Lemurians had cheated.




Gerian paused for a second, scanning the room. “And where is our young protégée? Still fighting the good fight?”

There was the dull squeal of something sliding, then Enneas backed through Kyra’s field of vision dragging Tristan. She cried out in fury at the sight of the boy’s lolling head, but all that came out was a cracked murmur.

Gerian strode back into view, bending to look down at Tris. “Dying? Our star witness?” He glanced over at his pilot, wagging a finger. “Enneas, really! I expect you to treat our guests better than that. Now put something in that hole, would you? Might as well try to save him. It’s rather difficult to torture information out of a corpse — believe me, I’ve tried.”

Enneas wandered off for a minute, then returned to kneel beside Tris. From a battered green case he took out a can with a pointed nozzle, and proceeded to spray a foam-like substance into Tristan’s chest. Kyra would have winced in sympathy if she’d been able to move.

“Will he live?” Gerian sounded more curious than concerned.

Enneas grunted dismissively, and administered a shot to Tristan’s neck.

“Ah.” Gerian placed the toe of his boot in Tristan’s ribs and gave him a nudge. “Hm. Perhaps he’ll surprise you? He has my DNA inside him. This boy’s a fighter.”

Then he turned to see Kyra staring at him, her lips struggling to form swear-words. “Ah, my little princess! Not saving anyone now, are we? You must not be very happy with me. I am genuinely sorry to do this to you — if only because you’re so cute.” He winked at her, then strolled out of view. “And the Mighty Lord Anakreon! Official representative of the Lantian people, and the much-vaunted First Circle of Atalia! My Lord, do you realise what you’ve done? All that work thrashing out a new border, and you’ve thrown it all away! Any attack on an institution we control is an attack on the Lemurian Empire. You have committed an act of war against us, Lord Anakreon, and it will not go unpunished. I have a fleet of ships and an army of Transgressors just waiting to tear your mouldy fortress world to pieces! I’d have found an excuse eventually, but on their behalf I thank you for making it so much easier.”

Kyra lay immobile, unable to do anything but listen, as she stared at Tristan’s lifeless body. Once or twice she thought she saw a tiny flutter of movement; a tremor in his eyelids, or the slight rise of his ruined chest.

He’s alive. I know it.

But the bitter truth was, she didn’t know at all.

Gerian strode back into view, his attention returning to Tristan. Explosions and gunfire could still be heard from outside; coming from the monitors, Kyra realised. The tower she was lying in was where the battle was being conducted from, and judging from the atmosphere in the room it was going rather well. For them.

“Ah, Tristan,” Gerian said, an edge of faux-sorrow to his voice. “Such a pity you won’t live to claim your inheritance. I have to admit, I’m rather pleased about it; I currently hold stewardship of the Seven Systems and I’m loth to surrender it. But treason will quickly unburden you of lofty titles, and will grant me free rein to discover all you know about the Lantian side of this pathetic rebellion. I knew you for the ringleader as soon as I laid eyes on you. Oh, you played your role well enough, bumbling about the place… but no-one has ever resisted my Gift as surely as you. Such power you must have, and such secrets to protect with it! I will very much enjoy the process of extracting them.” He nudged Tris with his boot again, and this time Kyra definitely saw his eyelids flutter. Gerian tutted. “We’ll just have to ship you straight to Transgressions, and see if some of their toys can keep you alive. Enneas is very handy to have around, but it’s disgusting how efficient he is at killing things.”

And with that, he moved away. “Prep them for transport,” Kyra heard him telling Enneas. “Take them to Transgressions; I’ll have a team of Sculptors meet you there. And get my shuttle ready. When they’re stabilised I’ll take them with me, straight to Helicon Prime.”

The sound of a nervous throat-clearing came from the far side of the room — one of the console operators, Kyra thought.

“Excuse me sir, but how would you like to resolve the battle outside?”

Gerian’s voice changed to kind of the tone one might use when discussing the weather. “Ah, my would-be revolutionaries. Such a pity. I spent a great deal of time recruiting them. But I’d say Transgressions has plenty of stock to work with for the time being. Might as well kill them all.”




The words were barely out of his mouth when a massive explosion set the tower trembling.

“What was that?” Gerian snapped, his eyes going to viewscreens decorated with scenes of the slaughter outside.

“Not from the main battle,” one of the console operators confirmed. “That blast originated inside the facility.”

Gerian seemed to consider this for a few seconds. “No matter. I need these prisoners moved immediately. My only concern is getting them to Helicon Prime for trial and interrogation. I will leave it to the Governor here to mop up this mess.”

“Sir, monitors are showing insurgents appearing inside our fortifications! We’re seeing fighting in the outer ring, on sub-levels six and seven. It appears they’ve blasted their way in through old mining tunnels.”

Gerian ignored the man. “Enneas!” he shouted. “I said prep them for transport. I’ll ready the shuttle myself. Bring them straight to me.” He stalked towards the far wall, and Kyra heard elevator doors swish open beyond her line of sight. “And get the Governor down here now! He’s going to have a riot on his hands.”

Kyra focussed her attention on Enneas. If her mind wasn’t compromised, maybe her Gift could get some glimpse of his plan for moving them…? But no. Gerian’s blocking had descended again, his raw psychic strength making her a prisoner in her own mind.

“Grav-shackles!” Enneas was demanding. “There must be some in here. I need three pairs now.”

Boots running. A tech came forward, offering Enneas a case. He took a number of items out of it, then dismissed the man. He disappeared behind her for a few seconds, and Kyra was surprised to find she could still feel her arms as he wrestled them above her head. Cold, hard metal clamped around her wrists, and Kyra knew she’d been shackled.

Not for the first time… hopefully not for the last.

The cuffs had looked high-tech; if Kreon was also still awake, there was a chance his transponder would be able to hack them.

Or ALI…

Then the shackles began to whine, and Kyra was dragged to her feet by an invisible force. The pain was intense as it lifted her by her wrists, pulling her inexorably upward. When the motion finally stopped she found herself hovering in mid-air, her feet dangling a few inches off the deck.

Grav-shackles! Suddenly, it all made sense. This is how they move prisoners around here! It was hardly humane, but given what they’d seen downstairs she couldn’t imagine anyone losing sleep over it. It was a nifty trick; not genuine anti-gravity, she realised, but most likely working off magnetic repulser strips embedded in the floors and ceilings. Only a Lemurian would have built them into the control room — presumably in case a bored commander fancied a little late night interrogation.

Struggling to ignore the screaming of her shoulders, she watched as both Kreon and Tris were hauled into the same position. Kreon’s eyes were aflame; Tristan’s head sagged forward, blood dipping from his lips and chin. From this angle she could see what Enneas had done — the boy’s chest was covered in a thick foam, which must also extend inside of him.

Stopping the bleeding, keeping the organs where they should be…

At least one of Tris’ lungs had been punctured, judging from the bright, frothy blood coming out of his mouth. Hopefully the foam was plugging any holes down there…

Shit. His prospects weren’t good at all.




Enneas had noticed her Arranozapar swords lying on the deck where she’d dropped them. Both blades had straightened and shrunk as soon as she’d lost contact with them.

You touch them, you die, she thought, willing him to hear the threat in spite of Gerian’s blocking — but he stooped down to collect them, swishing them through the air one after the other.

“You know, these are really nice,” he said, playfully swirling them around in front of her. “When we’re done with you, I might just keep these.”

Great. Now I’ll have to disinfect the handles.

Enneas tasked two of the armed guards to take charge of Tristan and Kreon. He stepped behind her and took a firm grip on her waist… then slid his hands down onto her buttocks. She could almost see the smirk on his face as he gave them a squeeze.

Oh, now you are definitely getting killed, she promised.

Kreon was pushed into the lift first, followed by Tris. Both guards still wore their rifles. One was bigger and one more wiry, but neither posed much of a threat when compared to Enneas. Kyra wished she could swear at him, but the paralysis was total as the doors slid shut behind them. She found herself staring at the thickening pool of Tristan’s blood in the far corner. She’d seen so much blood spilled today — seen Tristan spill a fair amount himself — that one more puddle shouldn’t bother her. But it looked so sinister, glistening there in the corner; a hint of things to come, and a reminder of just how deadly their situation now was.

As if I needed one.

For some reason, the sounds of distant gunfire were magnified inside the lift, as though being channeled up the shaft. There was no way this noise was coming from the fight outside — not unless there was a crew lounge three floors below them with people watching it on screens at top volume.

Enneas was pressing buttons on the elevator’s control panel, and with the tiniest of jolts, they were off.

Going down…

She almost laughed at herself. Where else was there to go from the top of a tower?

The echoing repeat of blaster fire was growing louder, punctuated by the tremor of small explosions.

Sub-level six? It suddenly struck Kyra that the tower’s levels were numbered upwards from the surface. If they were numbered downwards the same way, then the new outbreak of fighting was directly below them. Either in the ring surrounding the shaft…

Or in the tower itself? Surely not!

But Enneas was muttering something under his breath, stabbing at the controls more violently.

“We’re still descending?” one of the guards asked.

“Level Zero, for the Magistrate’s shuttle bay,” the other said.

“I know,” Enneas snarled at the man. “They must have done something to the elevator when they hacked into it. It’s not stopping.”

“What did they do?” the first man asked, uselessly.

“We’re slowing,” Enneas said. “Sub-level four… five… six.” The car gave another microscopic lurch as it came to rest at its destination. “Damn it!” He slammed his fist into the control panel, denting the metal. “Get ready.”

The doors slid open, and immediately Kyra saw the problem. Laser blasts flashed past, blazing holes through drifting clouds of smoke. It was like this entire level was on fire — or else someone was doing their damndest to make it so.

Kyra felt more powerless than she ever had.

Being immobilised was one thing. But being immobilised in the middle of a battle…

Enneas ducked his head out, snatching a quick look in both directions. “The north-west corner has the closest elevator,” he told the guards. “No way these idiots can have hacked that one. We’ll make for that, but keep your eyes peeled.”

One of the guards made to move out, but Enneas threw an arm out, holding him back. A torrent of laser fire tore through the air, missing the guard by inches. “Eyes. Peeled,” the pilot reminded him.

Enneas’ rifle led the way out of the elevator. He held it one-handed, a pistol in his other hand pointed in the opposite direction. He made it two steps beyond the doors before another blaster bolt scored holes in the floor next to him. He snapped off a couple of shots with the rifle, backing up against the wall, and scanned the rest of the corridor. “Move!” he yelled at the guards.

Kyra saw panic in their eyes, and realised they’d never been in a proper gunfight. Why would they? Prison guard was a job for civilians wanting a power trip, not combat operatives wanting to take it easy. Even their armour was ill-suited; they wore open helmets and partial plates that protected the chest, shoulders, and upper limbs only. As more determined fire blazed down the corridor, neither of them looked thrilled to step out of the elevator.

“NOW!” Enneas roared. There was more than an edge of threat to his voice, and the guards suddenly overcame their reluctance. Not entirely, though — the one who pushed Kyra out made sure to stay well behind her, using her dangling body as cover.

As her view expanded to include the corridor, she watched Enneas snap off another brace of shots. A shriek came through the smoke up ahead, and she saw a figure crumple to the ground.

They’re right here! The resistance — whatever the hell they’re called — we’ve wound up right in the middle of them!

That’s when she remembered Loader, still safely tucked away inside Kreon’s backpack. Between his command of Kreon’s transceiver and his girlfriend’s insider knowledge, they’d conspired to hijack the lift car. Good job, tin can, she thought to him. If only he had the Gift!

He may not, Kreon answered her, but I do.

Kreon! A wave of hope washed over her. The all-pervasive blocking that engulfed her in Gerian’s presence was gone — obviously the man had other things on his mind. She wasn’t sure how the renewed communication could help them, but it was a start.

Kreon, the… Ingumend? The resistance! This is their work.

I believe so, he replied, though it is a strategy of which we were not informed.

But don’t you see! We were never with the Ingumend! Gerian recruited all of us for this op, including those poor bastards outside! These guys must be the real deal. I bet their mission was the same as ours — and Gerian couldn’t tell us about it, because he didn’t know!

Kyra’s excitement was short-lived.

She was now a living shield, her fragile body hanging like a flag on a battlefield.

Up ahead she could make out the burly forms of prison guards, their armour glinting with reflected laser fire. They were holding a fortification of some kind, mostly obscured by the smoke. Whoever was shooting at them — and she fervently hoped it was these Ingumend — they were holed up further along, sending a torrent of fire towards the guards’ position. Stray blasts zinged past, scoring the walls and ceiling; it was only a matter of time before one of them found its way into Kyra. The armour she wore was good quality, but designed with movement in mind. It would protect against a glancing shot or two, but anything that hit her directly was going straight through.

A pair of guards hurried past, rifles cradled, intent on the smoke in front of them.

“Hey!” Enneas yelled at them.

The lead guard skidded to a stop, his friend crashing into him. They turned together, to see Enneas waving a badge in their faces. “You two are being reassigned to prisoner transport. We’ve got to get these three to the Magistrate’s shuttle before the insurgents get any closer.”

The helmeted heads looked at each other, then back at Enneas. “Yes sir,” the leader said.

Great. An honour guard.

The two men took point as Enneas guided them in the opposite direction of the firefight. Blaster bolts came thick and fast from behind, but the curvature of the tower saved them; a few metres beyond the lift doors and they could no longer see the swirling chaos. Explosions still shook the tower as they moved off, though whether from grenades or something more esoteric Kyra couldn’t tell.

The sound of gunfire receded and it was oddly calm for a stretch; Enneas hauled Kyra with one hand hooked in her belt, his other keeping his rifle raised and ready. This part of the tower was undamaged, the steel wall panels still pristine. Kyra willed the insurgents to win through, but their window was closing rapidly. She knew from experience how long it could take to prise armoured opponents out of a reinforced hard-point. 

“That’s it,” Enneas said, sounding eager, “nearly there. When we reach the elevator, I want a perimeter ten metres in both directions. I don’t want to be delivering corpses to the Magistrate’s shuttle.”

They picked up speed, the two newcomers dropping back to form a rearguard while the others pushed their floating cargo with purpose.

“Fifty metres,” Enneas, reported—

—when a huge blast shook the corridor in front of them, causing sparks to fly from the ceiling. A sudden barrage of wind and noise roared down the corridor towards them, spinning Kyra like a top.

Outer wall must have blown out! She recognised the pressure change from when she’d first cut a hole in the Security Bridge. Hot on the heels of that revelation came another. Someone’s blasting their way in here!

Smoke billowed down the corridor, the metallic din of falling rubble beyond it. And then came the unmistakable sound of blaster fire — followed a second later by the brilliant orange flares of the weapons’ discharge.

Rescue? Kyra’s heart surged in her chest. Providing they don’t kill us first…
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Enneas was clearly no stranger to this kind of setback. With a whistle and a gesture he brought his rearguard forwards, forming a battle line across the corridor. He shoved the two guards in the centre to their knees, staggering the formation for maximum efficiency.

“Hold position,” he told them, his voice betraying no emotion, “and wait till you can see them. Firing blind will just give ‘em your position. Steady now!”

He took his own advice, bracing his rifle against his shoulder and staring into the smoke.

At first there was nothing; even the sporadic blaster fire had stopped. Then the smoke roiled, and two shapes became visible within it. Roughly rectangular, they grew to form human-sized shadows. One of the guards panicked, firing a salvo straight at the shapes; his shots made an oddly high-pitched sound as they ricocheted off their target.

Shields! Kyra figured it out the same time Enneas did.

“Shoot their legs!” he roared, unleashing a storm of fire at the floor below the shapes. But the smoke was clearing now, and glimpses of metal could be seen. The shields had joined to form a wall, and it was closing in. “Grenade!” Enneas shouted, reaching back for one.

And then a powerful figure sprang from the smoke, clearing the shield wall in one graceful leap. Rifles blazed, but the figure twisted in mid-air, sliding between the bolts to land in a roll. The air around the figure rippled, leaving a shadow as it passed. The guards tracked the figure but it was on its feet again instantly, the distance between them closed. Two blades slashed out, describing great arcs to either side; the two standing guards fell, both decapitated simultaneously. The hazy figure either shrank or ducked, the weapons continuing on their trajectories; up and out they swung, circling back down in front — where each found a kneeling guard’s shoulder.

In less than a second they were all dead.

Enneas backed up, firing controlled bursts from his rifle, but the figure seemed to anticipate his movements. Its shape was hard to define; an ever-changing fractal, it dived into another roll as laser fire lashed the air above it. Before Enneas could shift his aim those terrible weapons swung up — chains with powered blades on them, Kyra saw — and sliced the rifle in half.

To his credit, Enneas reacted fast. He let go of the useless grip of his rifle and drew his pistol in one move, the weapon already blazing as it came up. His opponent — Kyra took it to be a muscular man clad head-to-toe in form-fitting armour — was quicker still, sidestepping the fire and bringing a blade scything round to strike at his head.

Enneas flung himself backwards, still firing, but one of the attacker’s blades swung up to deflect a shot that would have landed. Enneas let go of his handgun in the same instant the other blade sliced into it. He was still moving backwards, but with a flourish he produced Kyra’s Arranozapar, one in each hand. The black warrior paused, his chains spinning around him too fast for the eye to follow. The distortion around him made it hard to see exactly where he was. Then he struck — and to Kyra’s amazement, Enneas blocked the blow with a sword. Her stomach clenched; this was it. In the right hands, her swords could defeat such a weapon easily; Enneas had only to wait, to strike at the chains, and his attacker would be left holding nothing more threatening than a few links on a handle. 

Perhaps realising that, the man in black executed a complex series of  moves, the chains winding around his body in a blur of lethal motion. Enneas held back, as Kyra knew he would, watching for his opportunity to strike.

Then one chain shot out, the blade flashing like a spear straight towards Enneas’ chest. It was the moment he’d been waiting for. Taking a half-step back he turned his body out of the weapon’s path, bringing Kyra’s sword around to intercept it. But the blow never landed; the blade jerked to a halt mid-strike and was pulled back. Enneas’ sword clove nothing but air, and Kyra saw his expression change as he realised his mistake.

Enneas had undoubtably trained with many weapons, but wielding two swords at once required a different mindset. He’d focused all his attention on the one blow, certain he’d found the flaw in his opponent’s strategy. His other hand, and the five-thousand-year-old sword it contained, had been forgotten — and as he brought it up, Kyra could tell he already knew it was too late. The blade was on the wrong side of his body, left there by the force he’d put into his twist.

It was still there when the man in black brought his second chain-blade slicing down into Enneas’ skull.

Kyra cheered silently as the pilot fell, blood pumping from the hideous wound. Her eyes could still move, and they followed Enneas all the way to the deck.

Told you so.




The man in black was finally still, his weapons snatched expertly out of the air and coiled. Kyra got her first look at him — and could hardly believe what she was seeing. Even as his shape warped and writhed around him, some details came into focus. The visor on his helmet was sculpted into a monstrous, demonic visage; needle-like teeth below glowing red eyes, hatred and fury etched into every line of its carving. Holographics emphasised the effect, with the creature alive and snarling one second, dead and decomposing the next. It was more than a little disturbing to look at; Kyra would have lost her lunch if her gag reflex was working.

And if she’d had any lunch.

Long day, she reflected.

The figures that emerged as the rest of the smoke dissipated were wearing less impressive armour, though the man-high shields they carried made up for it. They rushed forwards, recreating their defensive wall somewhere behind Kyra. She heard the clang of them settling their shields, and felt a measure of tension drain out of her. It seemed dumb, but she’d been more afraid of being killed by accident than anything else.

A pointless death… there was no honour in that.

And then, for the first time, the forbidding figure spoke. His voice was harsh and grating, filtered by that fearsome mask.

“Secure these prisoners,” he commanded, “then press forward. We’ll take this level and set charges before we move up.”

Kyra stared down at the hideous faceplate and wished she could speak. Little help here?

The lack of an answer made it clear that she was the only one with the Gift.

Tell him to let us down, Kreon demanded.

What am I meant to use? Kyra retorted. Eyebrows?

Their mysterious rescuer, however, was thinking along the same lines.

Taking a small hand terminal from a hatch in his armour, he aimed it at Kyra’s grav-shackles and tapped an icon. The shackles died mid-air; Kyra fell like a sack of grub-flour, measuring her length on the deck next to Enneas. Her body tried to flinch away from the pool of his blood, but it was too late; the thick red liquid oozed around her nose and cheek. For the second time she felt the urge to gag, without having the ability.

Rough hands grabbed her and turned her over. She tried not to think about the mess that was now making of her hair, as she stared up at the soldiers of the Ingumend. At least, she hoped that’s what they were.

“Motor disruption only,” the man in black rumbled. From another hatch he produced a truncated golden cone covered with tiny fins — a scaled-down version of the weapon Gerian had been taunting them with. He pointed the cone end towards her and manipulated something at the base of the device. Kyra’s whole body spasmed, all her muscles contracting at once. The pain was unbelievable, like every piece of her was being stretched beyond breaking point. She cried out, but the only sound she made was a low moan as her jaw clenched so hard she thought her neck would burst.

“UUUuuhhhhhh!” Her back arched, her calves contracting to pull her legs up behind her as she rolled over into the blood again. This time she got a mouthful, as her jaw released leaving her panting for breath. Slowly, the pain faded. Every muscle ached, but the only serious damage was to her shoulders. And her wardrobe; she could feel Enneas’ blood leaking in through the collar of her jumpsuit.

Great. Now I’ll never be rid of that bastard.

After what seemed like hours, but was probably just a few seconds, she’d regained enough control to roll over. She struggled to her knees, then all fours, and rose unsteadily. Her legs still shook, but the pain in her arms helped her focus. “Who are you guys?”

The black-armoured warrior faced her, a good few inches taller than Kyra. “That is precisely the question I must ask you.”

“We’re a delegation from the Lantian people. We—”

“The Lantian group that was communicating with the attackers outside?” Surprise lifted the man’s voice. “You are all that’s left?”

“We’re all that started,” Kyra told him.

“Our source implied there was a formidable Lantian team in play.”

“Yeah, well.” Kyra rubbed her aching neck and found it moist and sticky. “You haven’t really caught us on our best day.”

“An understatement,” the man rumbled. “Or a deception.” One hand strayed towards the hilt of his weapon; the coiled chain-things hung either side of his waist.

Use the phrase, Kreon suggested.

“Oh yeah!” Kyra fought the impulse to run her hand through her hair. She cast her mind back to Mikel’s hologram, but a lot had happened since then. “Uhh… we don’t fear the darkness?” She locked eyes with the decomposing skull the man’s mask was projecting. “And I’m guessing you’re the nightmare that comes true.”

The man stared at her, considering. It was impossible to read anything through the all-concealing mask. Then he turned from her abruptly. “Advance shields!” he barked. “Commander, I want a sit-rep. Call all teams for an update.” Then he turned back to Kyra and thrust an arm towards her. She looked at it, then gripped the forearm in an old-fashioned warrior’s greeting.

“I am Ingumen,” the man in black said.

“I’m Kyra,” she replied, shaking then releasing his arm.

“I know.”

Ingumen retrieved the cone device and turned it on Kreon, restoring the Warden’s motor functions as the grav-shackles lowered him gently.

Kyra looked on in dismay as the Warden regained his footing. The shackles released his arms one at a time, before dropping inactive to the floor.

“What the…? Why the hell didn’t mine do that?” she demanded.

Loader’s drone issued forth from Kreon’s backpack. “ALI apologises for not thinking of it sooner.”




With Tris still unconscious — and quite possibly comatose — Kyra decided to leave him suspended from the floating shackles. It was by far the easiest way to move him, but that feeling of vulnerability loomed large in her mind. “We could stick the Aegis on him?” she suggested.

“Sadly not,” Kreon confessed. “The Aegis draws on the user’s own vitality to produce its effects. In his weakened state, deflecting a single shot could kill him.”

Kyra swore under her breath. “Can we at least hang one of those big-assed shields in front of him?”

Ingumen was conferring with the troops manning the temporary wall. Kreon glanced at him. “That depends on how keen our new friends are to part with one.”

Ingumen seemed to sense them looking, as he turned and stalked back to them. The black-armoured figure was taller even than Kreon, though it was still hard to tell exactly because of the distortion field rippling around him.

“You. Warden,” Ingumen snarled. “State your business here.”

Kreon’s tone was icy as he replied. “My crew and I were tasked with retrieving a number of prisoners abducted recently from Berasko Station. According to our information, your forces were meant to aid us in our escape.”

“Then your information is flawed,” Ingumen bit back. “As was your mission. There is no escaping this place; not for those who have been Committed.”

“Wait,” Kyra chipped in. “You’re not here to rescue your operatives?”

Ingumen turned the monstrous visor on Kyra. “I am here to repay the Keepers of the Faith for the lives they have taken. This facility will burn, and the tormented souls within it will be set free. This is the best we can do for our comrades.”

“You’ll kill them?” Kyra was unable to keep the disgust from her voice.

“They are already dead,” Ingumen declared. “Dismantled for spare parts, or worse. None who enter this place remain whole.”

“This time it is your information that is flawed,” Kreon retorted. “We have already located these prisoners. As yet they are unaltered.”

Ingumen rounded on him. “And what do you care about it, old man? Your people have no concept of the suffering mine undergo every day. You sit and watch us from across your border, but no help has come from the Lantians for nigh on a decade!”

Men! Kyra swiped at the blood dripping off her forehead and pushed in between them. “Look guys, we haven’t time for a pissing contest. No offence.” She glanced at them both in turn. “But we can rescue those prisoners. They’re unconscious, but unhurt. And… unaltered. There must be grav-shackles stored somewhere in that cell block, and with those we can move them.”

Ingumen stared down at her, his visor revealing nothing. “And you plan to push them back across the entire complex? Right now we hold the advantage. My soldiers have taken three floors of this tower and are poised to storm the upper levels. We’ll wipe out the command staff and set charges to destroy the entire place! What you ask would require us to abandon this mission completely.”

“And what precisely is your exit strategy?” Kreon interjected.

Ingumen turned to check on his men before answering. “We leave through the same tunnels we entered by. All other exits are too heavily fortified.”

“Also flawed. Assuming you conclude your assault in the tower you must then fight your way back, reconquering the same territory twice. Such inefficiency will cost you many lives.”

“We are prepared to die for our cause, Warden.”

“Apparently so. I, however, am not.” Kreon adjusted his backpack, making the cables from his abdomen more obvious. “Loader? Please instruct ALI to move the Security Bridge to our current location.”

If Loader’s confirmation beep surprised Ingumen, he didn’t show it. “The Security Bridge is en route. Your closest access point is fifty metres ahead.”

Kreon’s staff still hung securely across his back; he stooped over Enneas’ body, liberating the Arranozapar swords and offering them to Kyra. “My escape route is vastly superior,” he explained, and I plan to avail myself of it immediately. I will extract as many prisoners as I can, but we already have one casualty to contend with.” He waved a gloved hand at Tristan. “However, you are more than welcome to accompany us.”

Ingumen took a step forward, his bulk swelling through the distortion field to tower over Kreon. Kyra tensed, ready for him to strike—

“I will consider your offer, Warden,” he conceded. “But I must know the details. Your escape route. Where is it?”

Kreon looked up at him with a tight grin. “It is a she. And her name is Wayfinder.”




*                    *                    *




Kyra was privately amazed that Ingumen had gone along with Kreon’s plan. It went without saying that the resistance leader wasn’t used to having his plans challenged mid-operation, much less by a complete stranger; the hostility he’d displayed towards Kreon was palpable. Yet somehow the Warden had pulled it off.

Always does, the arrogant bastard, she mused. Maybe that was his secret? She’d seen Kreon use arrogance as a weapon on more than one occasion. She didn’t know if he even realised he was doing it. Then again, Kreon had been at this game a lot longer than she had. No wonder his arrogance was well-honed; he’d had three-hundred years to work on it.




Their second trip through the Security Bridge, collecting Ingumend fighters as they went, had been considerably less stressful. Kyra had taken charge of Tris because she couldn’t help but feel personally responsible. Should have trained him better… should have reined in his eagerness… should have stayed in front of him…

She knew it was ridiculous. In times of war, people got hurt. She’d done the best she could to get Tris ready for this kind of engagement, and by all accounts she’d done an excellent job. The kid was a natural; not even his exotic DNA could adequately explain his combat aptitude. It was wrong place, wrong time… and wrong opponent.

And that was what really grated. Enneas. That piece of shit had fooled them all.

Fooled me.

Dying cleanly in a fair fight was too good for the back-stabbing arse-rag. She’d have taken him apart a piece at a time…

No. That’s not me anymore. She shook herself to clear the ugly memories that rose unbidden. I’m just upset because he killed Tris. And if that shit he pumped into his chest does any good, he might just have saved Tris’ life, too.

The handful of prison guards between the bridge and Transgressions were still out cold. That didn’t stop Ingumen’s troops from taking their revenge; every enemy she passed had their throat freshly slit. Taking no chances didn’t really cover it; it was straight murder, as cruel and callous as it came. But she hadn’t lived these people’s lives. Judging by what she’d seen so far, a week in the Lemurian Empire would have her stabbing anything that moved.

Still, it rankled, and she was glad to arrive at the cell block and start decanting prisoners.

Forty-seven of them… But Ingumen had brought an impressive force to the party. By this point his men outnumbered the sleeping prisoners. It was a simple task to find and fit the grav-shackles, made even easier by Kreon tearing the doors off the cells one after another. The Ingumend gave him a bit more respect after that, Kyra noticed.

Their formidable leader pitched in too, though he eyed the Warden suspiciously. “This lack of resistance concerns me,” he observed, as the prisoners’ limp forms floated past him.

Kyra could read between the lines. He was doubting them again, and who could blame him? The ruse Gerian had sold them on was bizarrely elaborate.

“ALI has decommissioned the Security Bridge,” Loader piped up, “and closed every blast door between here and the barracks. Only she now has the power to open them.” Even in monotone, the talos managed to sound proud.

“That machine—” Ingumen stabbed a steel-clad finger at Kreon’s backpack, “it has control of the entire Institution?”

Kreon adjusted the cables that led from the backpack as though they pained him. “Indeed.”

“Then it can order the complex to self destruct!”

There was a few seconds of silence, punctuated only by the tread of boots down the cell block.

“Negative,” Loader droned. “ALI must come with us. It is part of our agreement.”

“This prison is a blight!” Ingumen’s anger resurfaced. “Destroying it is our express purpose! Many of my warriors have died today, for this cause alone!”

Kreon faced the figure, his composure unruffled. “I understand,” the Warden said, his tone solemn. “And rest assured, those lives were not lost in vain. This place harbours an evil that cannot be allowed to endure. They have taken from you and they have taken from me. And for that reason before any others, I will destroy this prison — and every living thing inside it.”
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The landing bay guard was exactly where they’d left him — flat on his back in a slowly coagulating pool of blood. After what they’d discovered in Transgressions, Kyra didn’t feel nearly as bad about it.

She beckoned the men pushing the prisoners to go in first, and couldn’t help wondering if they’d all fit. Wayfinder was a good-sized ship, but she’d be packed to bursting with all this lot on board. As for where they were going to take them… hopefully their mysterious leader had some idea about that.

Right now he seemed to be more concerned with taking roll-call. Rather than entering the landing bay, he was standing aside to check his men as they filed in. Kyra let Kreon lead them inside, and hung back to keep an eye on the enigmatic figure.

The last group arrived, pushing their floating comrades. Ingumen’s hideous helmet tilted towards the floor as he finished his count; Kyra could recognise grief even through layers of armour and illusion. He’d obviously lost more than he’d bargained for.

A shout went up, followed seconds later by a volley of blaster fire, gouging chunks from the walls and sending a shower of sparks across the hallway.

Ingumen glanced down the corridor, where the sound of frantic gunfire now broke the silence, and turned to Kyra. “Get them on the ship,” he said, unlimbering his exotic weapons. “I will discourage our pursuers.”

And he was gone, leaving a trail of images behind him. Kyra reached for her swords, grateful they were curled around her waist once more — but then she stopped. Ingumen had shown himself more than capable. Her own fighting style was similarly flamboyant; in the claustrophobic corridors they’d only get in each other’s way.

Her decision was confirmed when the four soldiers of the rearguard came sprinting back, not bothering to stop and return fire. Apparently, their mysterious leader liked to do his thing solo.

She could understand that.

She ducked inside the landing bay, stepping carefully over the puddle of blood. Kreon was attempting to organise the rabble, but gave up and stomped over as the screams and explosions of the battle filtered through the doorway.

Shit! Kyra remembered her precision in cutting that door open — she’d left as little damage as possible, slicing only the locking mechanism.

Which means we can’t shut it.

Loader would have had the thing welded tight in no time; useful as he’d proven in his diminutive state, she’d far rather have had him back to normal and fully operational. She’d lost count of the number of times his shields alone had saved her from getting barbecued.

She waved a hand at the ruined lock. “Kreon! Can you do something with this?”

The words were no sooner out of her mouth when Ingumen leapt through the doorway, leaving a blur of motion behind him as he skidded to a stop. “Their scouts are down, but a more substantial force approaches,” he reported.

Kyra swung the door shut, but it hung ajar as soon as she let go. Already she could hear the tromp of booted feet beating the deck not far away.

Ingumen took one look at the door, then opened a hatch in his armour. From it he produced the golden cone, its fins bristling like the leaves of some alien plant. He studied the base for a few seconds, making minute adjustments to controls only he could see. Then he stepped over to the door and pointed the cone at the top corner. At first nothing happened, but then Kyra saw the heavy steel ripple as though liquid. It drooped, contacting the frame and forming an ugly knot of melted metal. Satisfied, Ingumen repeated the process at three other points along the door’s opening edge.

Kyra watched with fascination. “Gotta get me one of those,” she murmured when he was done.

Ingumen held the device up for a second, letting her admire it. “There is only one,” he said.




With the door blocked at least temporarily, they headed over to the Wayfinder. The magnetic system powering the grav-shackles only extended a few metres into the cavern, so the resistance fighters were shouldering a prisoner apiece and carrying them towards the ship.

Kreon used his transceiver to lower the boarding ramp, and held a hasty conference at the foot of it. “The attackers outside the prison,” he started. “What was the plan for extracting them?”

Ingumen was gazing at the rows of parked ships, clearly staggered by the quantity of them. “I have no such plan,” he said, his deep voice booming in the vast cavern. “Those outside are not of our concern. We have—”

“They’re fighting for the same damn cause,” Kyra cut in. “They may have been duped into this, but they’ve put their lives on the line to save these prisoners. They deserve any help we can give them.”

Ingumen turned on her. “And precisely what assistance do you believe we can render? They are cut off and surrounded by enemy troops; by now their numbers will have dwindled dramatically. They cannot sustain their assault, and neither can they withdraw. Their plan was ill-conceived, and they should not have followed it. I would help them if it were an option, but exchanging the lives of my trained warriors for theirs is a poor trade.”

Kyra bit back a sarcastic reply and addressed Kreon instead. “Wayfinder can hold a few more, right? I didn’t see any sign of air support. Once we’re out of here we could drop down and grab as many as we could?”

Kreon pondered that for a few seconds. “My intention is to save as many people as possible, but already these—” he gestured at the prisoners being carried past them up the ramp, “—will stretch our capacity. Ingumen, what of our destination? Will be be making planetfall again before leaving this planet?”

They all glanced back as an explosion shook the door. Any moment now the prison guards would start to cut their way in.

Ingumen shook his head. “It is too dangerous. The Sanctuary ships in orbit would be able to locate us, and our escape route would be closed.”

“Then we have no choice, Kyra. Wayfinder’s life support will not sustain so many for a protracted voyage. We would be saving them only to watch them suffocate — right alongside us.”

The sounds of heavy impacts from the door grew louder.

Kyra glanced around, starting to feel desperate. Quite why it mattered so much she couldn’t put her finger on, but damned if she was going to let those poor sods outside get massacred for no reason. “Then what about these other ships? I could hot-wire at least one of them…” It was a stupid suggestion. There wasn’t nearly enough time, and she knew it. She watched two of the soldiers struggling to haul a heavy prisoner up the ramp between them. “Ingumen, can any of your guys help? You must have a few ex-cons in your outfit.”

Before he could reply, Loader’s electronic drawl came from over Kreon’s shoulder.

“ALI informs me that all impounded ships have their command codes stored on the central computer. If you have need of them, they are at your disposal.”

And the running lights of the small freighter next to them blinked on. A second later, the cavern resonated with the bass thrum of its drives coming online. Lights winked from the next ship over, and the next; the whine of atmosphere jets rose above a sudden cacophony of engine growls, as every ship in the front row started up simultaneously.

“Ha ha!” Kyra spun in a circle, throwing her hands up as the surrounding ships bathed her in lamplight. “Enough capacity for you now old man?” She punched Ingumen on the arm, bruising her knuckles in the process. “Come on! Surely some of your guys can fly.”




They took eight ships in total.

The pair of light freighters parked next to Wayfinder were ideal for their needs; capacious and thick-skinned. But as the Ingumend pilots raced through the cavern, every whoop of delight told Kyra they’d just added another vessel to their flotilla. In truth, it pained her to leave so many perfectly good ships behind — it wasn’t every day she got to steal hundreds of millions of credits’ worth of hardware and still feel like she was doing the right thing.

She caught Kreon’s eye as she entered the Wayfinder’s cockpit and threw him a cheeky grin. Then without asking she dropped into the pilot’s seat. She could practically feel the old man tense behind her, but it was too late; and anyway, she could see only one good way out of this place, and Kreon was definitely not the man to get them there.

The human-sized door at the front of the cavern was buckling now, as sustained heavy fired was brought to bear. A glowing circle appeared in the centre of it, rapidly expanding outwards towards the edges. With a final flare the glow died — and into the cavern poured a host of black-armoured troops. It took them only seconds to understand the situation, and Wayfinder’s canopy was suddenly awash with laser light. One of the other ships returned fire, anti-personnel guns blasting, but the angle was wrong and other ships were in the way. Through the hole melted in the doorway Kyra saw the ominous shape of a heavy laser cannon being hauled towards them. If that thing got set up it would tear holes in every hull it fired at, turning a space-based escape into an impossible dream.

“Your boy is in the med-bay,” Ingumen reported, striding into the cockpit. The resistance leader had decreed he would come with them, even though he now had a veritable fleet of ships to choose from. Kyra hoped it was because he planned on using his formidable combat skills to help them rescue whatever was left of the resistance outside.

She flipped a series of old-school switches whilst studying the holo display to see what effect they had. Wayfinder was practically a fossil, albeit a pristine one — from a line of ships that hadn’t been manufactured since before her grandparents were born. She tried to ignore the staccato drumming of energy blasts on the hull and focus on what she was looking at. The lack of automation was a good thing and a bad thing; it gave her much more control over the ship’s shape in flight, allowing the kind of microscopic adjustments that split the men from the boys in high-speed combat flying. She groaned inwardly; the downside being she was going to have to work at it. Flying this tub wasn’t the kind of thing you did with one eye closed and your feet up on the console.

“Got it!” she yelled, as she found the last of the relays she was looking for. Mapping it to a holo-control, she cracked her knuckles. She’d done as much prep as she could; the other pilots should have their ships ready to fly by now. Anyone who didn’t was about to become very lonely.

She checked her preflight; the ramp was up, the engines growling, the hold full of prisoners and Ingumend soldiers.

Too bad we couldn’t steal a bunch of guns while we were at it.

She fired up the manoeuvring jets and eased Wayfinder off her landing gear. Peering through the haze of laser blasts bouncing off the canopy she got them oriented towards the door. The ship handled delicately, and with no automatic correction she had to be careful not to oversteer. Other ships were rising behind her, their pilots eager to be off. Neither of the freighters would be vulnerable to small-arms fire, but the rest she wasn’t sure about.

“The exit shaft is behind us,” Ingumen reminded her.

“You wanna drive?” she yelled back at him.

The heavy cannons — a matching pair of them — would be online any moment. A team of guards were dragging power cables towards a junction box in the wall.

“Kyra,” Kreon warned.

“I know!”

“You’re running the drives too hot,” he added.

“Am not! I need the power.”

She scoured the control console, looking for anything that had been grafted on. Pretty much all the controls had been altered or replaced at some point or other; hardly surprising on a ship two centuries past its sell-by date.

Of course! She wanted to kick herself. Holographics themselves were an add-on, only becoming more fashionable as extensive automation took over. Flicking through the displays she found the icon for weapons control and stabbed it. The menu that sprang up in response was a surprise; Kreon had been holding out on her. Wayfinder was equipped with an impressive array of weaponry, none of which would have come as standard.

Pulse cannons, scrambler array, programmable missile pods, tractor beams…

The ship was an arsenal.

But only one of them mattered now.

There! Under the rather innocuous acronym ‘ECCO’, for ‘Electromagnetic Coil Conductor Ordnance’.

Or railguns, to you and me.

Kyra! Kreon’s mind conveyed horror. Watch out for the—

And with both hands on the control stem, she squeezed the trigger.

Two massive hunks of super-hard metal alloy spat out of the barrels strapped to the Wayfinder’s upper hull. The recoil — probably what Kreon had been trying to warn her about — slammed the ship back with a violence that gave her whiplash. She’d been ready for it though. Not my first rodeo, she reflected, as she brought the manoeuvring jets back from critical.

The effect of the rail guns, even at close range, was impressive.

The thick steel wall of the landing bay in front of them simply ceased to exist.

As did the corridor beyond it; the massive projectile’s insane velocity obliterated everything in its path. A sudden backdraft buffeted Wayfinder as the pressures equalised, and the air outside the prison rushed in. Kyra was ready for this too — she’d had plenty of experience with that wind lately. The troops on the ground were a different story. The few that were still standing were flung from their feet, thrown around like rag-dolls in a hurricane.

Kyra made a conscious effort to unclench her teeth as the controls stabilised. “I do believe that’s our exit,” she said.

Without waiting for a response she hit the thrusters, blasting them out a little faster than was necessary. “Woah!” Wayfinder’s throttle was hair-trigger sensitive, and the ship responded with an impatience that matched its owner. Upgraded drives, too, she noted.

From Kreon she felt only a savage note of pride.

With the close confines of the landing bay behind them, Kyra squelched their forward momentum and nosed the ship upwards. Their only route out lay directly up the massive mine shaft, through an insane obstacle course of maintenance gantries, supporting struts and high-tensile cables. And looming above them, nestled dead centre of the whole tangled mess like a spider in its web, was the tower.

One for the road? she asked Kreon.

Absolutely.

So she toggled the weapon selector for pulse cannons, flicked it to full-auto, and let rip.

The damage was staggering. Against a heavily-armoured, fully-shielded warship fifty kilometres away in deep space, Wayfinder’s pulse cannons would have been next to useless. But fired point-blank at the unshielded, terrestrial-grade steel construction of the tower, it was devastating. Great holes were blasted clear through the superstructure, then a massive explosion tore the bottom half of the tower to shreds. Chunks of burning metal and mechanical components rained down on Wayfinder, bouncing off her toughened hull with clangs and crunches. Kyra winced a little, and tried not to see Kreon’s expression. Still, it was crazy to be sentimental about a ship you took into combat situations on a daily basis.

Which is probably why he’d stashed it underground for the last hundred years, she realised.

Oops.

She fired another salvo into the top portion of the tower. It was already coming apart, lurching like a drunkard as the stanchions and cables supporting it tore loose. Kyra’s latest payload of high-energy blasts slammed into upper levels, one of which housed the control room. She held the trigger down, piling shot after shot into the structure even as it disintegrated in a giant ball of flame.

This time, the debris that rained down on them was noticeably smaller — and Kyra couldn’t be certain, but she thought some of the pieces were screaming. With a screech, the web of cables and walkways twisted free and collapsed. Some plunged into the abyss, some snapped back against the side of the shaft and hung there, chunks of smouldering wreckage dangling from them like fishing lures.

Kyra waited until the air above them was free of obstructions. “Time to go?”

Kreon’s voice contained a grim satisfaction. “Indeed.”




The other ships followed Wayfinder up the shaft as Kyra pushed the throttle wide open. Roaring out into fresh air, she was momentarily blinded by the sun; it was mid-afternoon on the surface.

What a morning, she thought, and not for the first time.

The battle below was all but over. Only one pocket of resistance held out, and armies of black-clad soldiers were closing in from three sides. The cornered fighters were defending a series of smouldering ruins, with no clear escape route —  it was immediately obvious their time was running out.

Scanning for the best approach vector Kyra spotted shapes in the sky, little black silhouettes that meant other ships were headed their way. A ping from the nav console confirmed it.

“You mentioned not seeing air support,” Kreon reminded her.

“I didn’t! Doesn’t mean they haven’t got any!”

She made a quick calculation. “Damn it! They’ll be on us if we stop. Ingumen, can you tell your guys in the freighters to land and collect those people? We’re gonna have to run interference up here.”

She didn’t turn to watch as the resistance leader tapped commands into a wrist console. Setting up secure ship-to-ship comms hadn’t really been a priority on the ground, but it would have really made her life easier.

Bringing the ship around, she lined up on the largest group of prison troops and let fly with a barrage of pulse-fire. She kept pouring on the heat as Wayfinder overshot their position, attracting a smattering of laser bolts from the ground. The strafing run sent soldiers leaping for cover in all directions, blasting great gouges in the landscape and showing them with debris. Kyra couldn’t help but smile at their sudden change in fortunes. She pulled hard on the control stem to curve back for another pass, but Wayfinder was ill-suited to this style of combat. 

Too fast, and too powerful, she thought. Not a terrible problem to have.

With the ship coming around in a high arc, she was facing back towards the battle — and towards the oncoming ships, which had now resolved themselves into a quintet of patrol boats.

Decent odds… if all of us were armed.

Sadly, a few anti-personnel weapons aside, Wayfinder was the only ship in their group with any firepower. The other ships were scrambling away from the prison in a disorganised mob — hopefully a few of them would stop to collect passengers…

Leaving her to take care of the bad guys.

Good job I do this shit for a living!

Not that Kreon actually bothered paying her.

Taking a rough aim, she squeezed off a few rounds of pulse fire. Her best plan was to keep the opposing ships at arm’s length, where her potent guns would even the odds. She fired again, traversing left to right to spread the trajectory. All five ships would be much more manoeuvrable, and letting them all close at once was a good way to end up a smear on the landscape.

Toggling the weapon options, Kyra sent a pair of micro-missiles blazing towards the centre of the ships’ formation. They hadn’t fired back yet, proving their tactical analysis agreed with hers.

She got that sinking feeling in her stomach.

They’re gonna rush us.

Both micro-missiles winked out of existence a few seconds before impact. Tactical showed a spread of inbound missiles returning the favour. Kyra had to make a choice; five targets, flying in no discernible formation, and multiple weapon systems to choose from. One chance to make a strike before they closed to dogfight range—

And the control stem sprang out of her hand.

“Shit!” she grabbed for the stem, but it was fixed. “What the fu—”

And without warning, the tactical display blossomed with data. The forward manoeuvring jets fired full blast, slamming on the brakes hard enough to throw her against her harness. Power spiked, and with a colossal shudder the rail guns fired. All engines died as their juice rerouted to the pulse cannons, firing a rapid sequence of short triple-bursts. Two missiles peeled out of each of the four pods, screaming off in different directions as Wayfinder began to nose downward, its forward momentum no longer enough to keep it aloft. Counter measures deployed in a spray, causing a series of explosions close enough to rattle the hull — and Wayfinder plunged groundwards at an alarming rate.

“Kyra! What in Sydon’s Name—”

“It’s not me! This crappy old ship is breaking down!”

Wind whipped past, shaking the ship as her speed increased. They were in free-fall. She slammed the console in desperation, but the displays remained dim.

“Shit! Come ON!”

She was wrestling with the control stem when it sprang loose in her hands. “I’ve got it!” she yelled. She pushed forward, praying the engines would respond, and felt the kick of the drives firing up. “Yes! I’m back!”

“Still. Going. Down!” The Warden pointed out through clenched teeth.

It was true. A power dive was the only way she could think of to save them; keeping the ship’s nose aimed at bedrock, she threw every scrap of juice to the engines.

Wayfinder leapt forward, the ant-like figures on the ground growing by the microsecond. No time to glance at the displays — Kyra had to eyeball it. At the last possible second she hauled back on the control stem, reaching out to slap a handful of switches before wrapping the stick in a two-handed death grip. The nose rose slowly, too slowly… they wouldn’t make it, they were too low— when the landing jets flared, jerking them upwards with such violence she was crushed into her seat. Spots swam in her vision and she tensed her muscles, an old pilot’s trick to keep from passing out. Her arms were shaking with the effort, but the view through the canopy was of air again. They’d achieved level flight, skimming close enough to the ground that a good hundred or so prison guards shit themselves and dropped to the dirt.

Kyra gasped with relief and kept the pressure on the control stem, watching their nose rise smoothly to point back up…

At the enemy.

Shit! Where are they? Kyra scanned her instruments, frantically searching for a bead on their opponents. But there was nothing. The mid-range tactical painted two targets, both making best speed away from them in different directions. One was tumbling out of control, trailing a streak of smoke visible to the naked eye — the other was running for its life.

But how?

She glanced around the cockpit for clues. Kreon was breathing heavily, his grip on the console in front of him white-knuckled. Ingumen hadn’t said a word.

“Guys? You okay?”

Then she noticed the loop of cables leading inside Kreon’s trench coat. The backpack was lying open on the floor by his feet; to have stayed there, the contents must have been powerfully magnetised.

“Loader?” she asked, suspicion creeping into her voice. “Did you just do something?”

“Negative,” the talos drawled. “ALI made the necessary adjustments in line with her own calculations.”

“ALI? You mean the AI from the prison? Can she reach this far?”

“She cannot,” Loader replied. “But as I mentioned, I could not leave her there to be destroyed. She has already grown so much.”

“What?” Kreon growled. “What did you do?”

“Your transceiver gives me access to Wayfinder’s computer. It was powerful enough to download her entire program before we left the impound bay.”

Kyra leaned over Kreon to get a better look at the bag. “She’s in there with you?”

“Unfortunately not,” Loader replied. “ALI’s program is extremely complex. This vessel is not sufficient to accommodate both of us.”

“Loader…” Kreon’s voice was dangerous. “What did you do?”

“Apologies Lord Anakreon, but my options were extremely limited. There was only one computer system available with the capacity to store her. ALI now inhabits the Wayfinder.”
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The two freighters landed either side of the embattled resistance position. Their thick hulls absorbed the damage while the few remaining fighters threw themselves aboard, and then they were off — counting an additional sixteen lives amongst their complement.

Ingumen was adamant that they waste no more time, so the remaining prison soldiers were left to contemplate the ruins of their workplace.

Burning hard for orbit, the miniature fleet split up to take different routes to their pre-arranged rendezvous. Kyra had a nasty turn when she saw shadows on her scope, and cranked up the sensitivity to discover not one but two Sanctuary-class battle stations bearing down on them. The immense spherical vessels shed sensor wavelengths to appear much smaller on instruments, but Kyra had lived aboard the Folly long enough to know a bit about their capabilities.

And to have more than a healthy respect for their firepower.

So it was with significant relief that she engaged the grav-drive, warping the space in front of them and skimming off across the galaxy.




With the coordinates supplied by Ingumen entered into the Wayfinder’s computer, Kyra could finally relax. She released her harness and stretched, feeling her shoulders crack. A huge yawn came out of nowhere, taking her by surprise. She cast a critical eye over her jumpsuit, but needn’t have bothered; not much of the smooth black materiel was visible beneath the coating of blood. She didn’t dare touch her hair, let alone look in a mirror.

In all of human history, no-one has ever needed a shower this badly.

But there was one last chore she had to do, while it was still fresh in her mind. She keyed her display for tactical analysis, and scrolled back through the data feed to find the battle above the prison. She still didn’t understand exactly what had happened, and that irked her. She liked to win her fights with a calm head and a well-timed trick or two — not by flicking to autopilot and keeping her fingers crossed.

But the tac-data scrolling across her console told an unbelievable tale. That initial salvo had won them the battle. Three of the five enemy ships had been destroyed in less than three seconds by a combination of rail guns and micro-missiles. Pulse fire had split the ships, distracting their pilots and diverting them directly into the path of the missiles — whilst simultaneously destroying most of the incoming missiles. The forth ship had taken critical damage in the explosion of one of its wingmen, causing the sole survivor of the incredibly brief battle to spin around and burn out of there at top speed.

It was incredible. A masterpiece not just of tactical analysis, but of the power sequencing required to achieve it. Loss of the engines had been vital to power the pulse cannons, which would normally remain inactive for some time after the railguns were fired. No human pilot would ever have considered what ALI had — classifying propulsion as a non-essential system and letting them drop like a stone. Kyra sincerely hoped the survivability of such a drastic manoeuvre had also been a factor in ALI’s computation. Kyra had pulled it off… but she was hard pushed to think of another pilot who would have.

That’s the problem with machines. They don’t account for how stupid humans are.

Still, it was very interesting.

But she couldn’t sit around relaxing all day. Not when Tristan was fighting for his life a few rooms away.

Kreon escorted her back to the medial bay. At first she wondered at him, daring to leave Ingumen alone in the cockpit of his precious ship. Then she noticed the trailing wires had gone; Kreon had left Loader to keep an eye on things.

And ALI… we’ve got an AI for every day of the week.

Flying an untested, wilful, semi-sentient ship was certainly going to be a challenge. But it definitely had potential.

Providing the ship didn’t keep trying to kill them.




Tris was lying propped up by pillows, an armature extending over him to monitor his life-signs. He looked… much better, if she was honest. He’d been cut out of his new jumpsuit — Kyra shed a silent tear for its perfect tailoring — and hooked up to a variety of tubes and wires. The hole in his chest had been cleaned and covered, so that instead of looking at his innards, they were presented with a rather innocuous white bandage strapped around him. If Kyra hadn’t seen the damage first hand, she could almost imagine there was nothing more serious than a few bruises under there.

Kreon tapped a few keys on the med-station, peering at a tiny screen set into the wall.

“Is he…? Will he…?” Kyra couldn’t bring herself to finish a question.

Kreon studied the display, frowning at whatever he was reading.

“What? What is it?”

“The boy will be fine,” Kreon said at last. “According to this, he should make a full recovery. While that damned AI was bouncing us all over the landscape, Tristan underwent emergency surgery. His left lung has been repaired with synthetic fibres and his sternum has been reconstructed in steel alloy. He required multiple transfusions, extensive tissue regeneration, and removal of an arterial blockage.”

“Woah…” Kyra was impressed. “The medical talos took care of all that?”

“Most of the procedures were completed before we engaged the patrol ships. Closing was performed just as we left the atmosphere.”

“Oh, right? Good timing. I could really do without seeing inside him. Not that I’ve had any lunch to lose.” Her stomach grumbled, reminding her the truth of that — she hadn’t eaten since before Enneas had sealed them all into metal boxes. She moved closer to Tristan, running a finger over the smooth white plas-bandage holding him together. “This is incredible work, though. I thought he was gone for sure.”

“This bay was state of the art when I had it installed.” Kreon’s eyes had taken on a faraway look. “Something Erekasten impressed upon me, back in the days of my apprenticeship. ‘You have great potential,’ he told me. ‘If you want to live long enough to fulfil it, buy the best medical bay you can afford.’ And so I did. This bay has saved my life on several occasions. Worth every credit…” he closed his eyes, a wistful look on his face. “But it was a substantial investment. It cost more than the railguns.”

Kyra whistled, long and low. “I’m starting to see why you like this ship.”

Kreon cracked a rare smile. “I had a feeling you would appreciate her eventually.”

“What’s not to like? Fast as hell and armed to the teeth… I can look past a few miles on the clock.”

“How kind of you.”

Kyra ignored the sarcasm. “And that’s not a bad bit of kit to have,” she said, referring to the medical talos. “Kind of handy, in case we get into any scrapes.”

Kreon turned to fix her with an inquisitive stare. “Scrapes? What kind of ‘scrapes’ do you envisage?”




The ship’s comm bleeped, and Ingumen’s deep bass issued from the med-bay speakers. “The ship is dropping out of grav-drive for the next course correction. One of you needs to be here to authorise it.”

Kyra gave Tris a last look. “I’ll go.”

“No need,” Kreon said. “Ingumen has proved trustworthy enough to make a nav adjustment.” He looked off to one side, as he often did when using his transceiver, then addressed the speaker. “Ingumen, I have authorised you on the computer. I am trusting you not to fly us into a star.”

The rebel leader didn’t dignify that with a response.

The ship vibrated slightly with the stress of deceleration, then all was still again.

Kyra nodded at the self-inflicted wound Kreon’s trench coat was concealing. “You still in charge around here?”

The Warden took a moment to grasp her meaning. “Ah. You refer to the hijacking of my prize starship by an unstable and potentially hostile artificial intelligence?”

“Yeah… that.” She spread her hands. “Look, I barely got a scratch on her. You want to blame someone for that stunt back there, blame Loader.”

“Loader rarely makes decisions that are not in our best interests.” Kreon sighed. “He merely evaluates situations based on alternative parameters.”

Kyra raised an eyebrow at him. “You mean he doesn’t get all mushy about your family history?”

Kreon glared at her, but there was no anger in it. “Precisely.”

“I’ve got some pretty cool supporting evidence, if you want to hear it? I ran a tac-analysis of that battle on the way out. I don’t know how we’d have coped with those patrol boats close in, but ALI wiped them out before I had time to worry about it. Seriously, Kreon — she eliminated nine targets in quick succession, including missiles. She didn’t miss a single shot. There’s not a human pilot anywhere in the galaxy that can manage that, not even augmented ones.”

“It was reckless in the extreme, killing our engines. She came close to killing us in the process.”

Kyra shrugged. “A calculated risk, I guess. And if the rest of her calculations are anything to go by, it was a good one. I think if ALI learns to play nice, she could be a real asset. Remember how the Folly did against Demios’ fleet? Back when it had guns, I mean.”

“You want to keep her?”

“I don’t know.” Kyra stared wordlessly at the kid in the bed. She’d honestly never thought she’d see him alive again. “We’ve been cutting it pretty fine lately. Seems like we could use all the help we can get.”

Before Kreon could reply, a soft chime came from the medical console.

“What now?” She glanced at the talos, tucked back into its charging station. “Trouble?”

“Not this time.” The Warden ran a finger along the display. “It’s Tristan. I do believe he’s waking up.”

On the bed, Tris gasped for breath suddenly. His eyes flicked open and he lunged up — then fell back with a groan. “Uhhh…”

Kyra moved closer. “Tris! It’s okay. Don’t try to move. We’re all here.”

His eyes flicked to hers, then travelled down over her outfit.

“Holy shit!” His voice was strained and hoarse. “Kyra… are you alright?”

“Me?” she almost laughed. “You’re the dumbass that got shot.”

“But… you’ve… redefined the word… bloodbath,” he rasped.

She followed his gaze, taking in the still-glistening stains that caked her from shoulder to midriff. “Oh, that? Don’t worry, it’s not mine.”

“Oh.” Tris was silent for a second. “Is it… mine?”

She gave him a smile. “Nah, no way!” She looked down at the mess on her arms. “Okay, maybe some of it. But it’s mostly from Enneas.”

“Wow. That bastard.” There was no emotion in the words; Tris was still too weak for that. He struggled to lift his head, casting an eye over her jumpsuit again. “Thanks for killing him… and all that… but you didn’t have to roll around in it.”

This time Kyra allowed herself a chuckle.

Kreon stepped forward, beaming triumphantly. “You see Kyra? Tristan’s sense of humour is inversely proportional to his wellbeing. I predict a full recovery.”

She shook her head. “Sydon help us.”




*                    *                    *




With visiting hours over, Kyra finally allowed herself the luxury of a long shower and a change of clothes. She decided not to question why there were women’s jumpsuits in the closet of the captain’s cabin. Either Kreon had a girlfriend a hundred years ago, or he’d been cross-dressing. She felt a sudden prickle of gooseflesh; how long had the Warden been married? There was at least a decent chance the outfit she was wearing once belonged to Sera.

Mine now, she thought — then wondered idly if there were any boots to match.

Kreon looked up as she entered the cockpit. If he recognised the jumpsuit, he made no comment about it.

Ingumen was there as well, his armour still liberally splattered with gore. She wrinkled her nose; it was probably getting pretty ripe inside that suit by now. Tough guys never seemed to worry about personal hygiene; yet another reason she steered clear of them.

She turned her attention to the nav display. Their next course correction would be their last; it was time for the resistance leader to come clean about their final destination.

“I understand the importance of secrecy,” Kreon was saying, “but like it or not, we are all now implicated in this uprising of yours. From here on, I expect complete transparency — starting with the coordinates of our rendezvous.”

“Very well.” Ingumen still refused to remove his mask, though with the strange holographic distortion effects turned off he seemed much smaller and less threatening.

Kyra strapped into the pilot’s chair as Kreon took the nav seat next to her. “Dropping into real space,” she announced, “…now.”

Wayfinder gave that same telltale vibration, and stars winked into view outside the canopy.

“Okay.” Kyra cracked her knuckles just to see Kreon wince. She turned in her chair to face Ingumen, seated behind her. “We’ll be needing those coordinates now.”

Ingumen nodded. “But first I would like to express my sincere gratitude to you both for aiding our escape.”

Kyra exchanged a glance with Kreon. “You are welcome,” the Warden said.

“And for this, you have my apologies,” Ingumen added.

Kyra’s eyes went wide as she realised what he was holding — the little golden cone-thing, its spines glinting wickedly in the cockpit lights.

“Hey! Don’t—”

And that was the last thing she remembered.




*                    *                    *




Kyra woke up in a cell.

She was lying on a narrow cot, the thin pad of a mattress doing nothing to disguise its iron-hardness. Glancing around at the bare stone walls and ceiling, and the row of sturdy bars opposite her, she didn’t bother getting up. A recessed strip light was the only source of illumination; the air felt damp and smelled vaguely of mildew.

I swear we just got out of prison.

She’d been in so many cells lately she was starting to lose count. This one looked to be no better, or worse, than most of the others. She briefly entertained the idea of questing out with the Gift to find Kreon, but all of a sudden that seemed a lot like hard work.

Whatever was going to happen would happen; and she’d be there as always, trying to stop it.

It was exhausting.

Bollocks to it, she thought.

And went back to sleep.




When she woke again, something had changed. Kyra lay very still, trying to figure out what it was. Her mind was still foggy with the last vestiges of sleep; her internal time-sense told her she’d been out for hours.

When she finally noticed what was wrong, she couldn’t quite believe it. Sitting up slowly, in case some nasty trick was in store, she looked around for clues. But there was nothing — only the lead-grey stone of the walls, glistening wetly in the harsh overhead light, and the thick steel of the bars.

Which were open.

Half expecting them to slam shut at any moment, she slid off the cot. Reaching out with the Gift told her nothing; the weight of stone around her seemed to absorb her thoughts rather than letting them pass through. She could tell that no-one was right outside her cell, but that was about it.

Weird.

Her limbs were stiff and heavy from being still for so long. Yet she felt oddly calm and rested.

Best night’s sleep I’ve had in… she honestly couldn’t remember how long.

Stretching produced a succession of pops and clicks from her joints, culminating in a mighty crack from her spine that echoed off the vaulted ceiling.

Woah! Should have saved that one for Kreon.

She approached the gap in the bars and poked her head out. Nothing remarkable — just a narrow, drab corridor disappearing off in both directions. Feeling naked without her swords, she resolved to find them first. After that, it didn’t matter what anyone else did; she could take her time finding the others. Double-crossing seemed to be a way of life for these motherfuckers. That didn’t offend her as such, but sure as shit she wouldn’t hesitate if she had to decapitate a few of them.

Stalking down the dank corridor, she stretched ahead with her mind. Musty stone gleamed back at her, revealing nothing. Was it just her imagination, or was that crap acting like a barrier to her?

The Lemurian Empire must be a shitty place to live for a psychic.

She passed other cells, all with their doors open. Some might have been inhabited recently, but they were so sparsely furnished it was hard to tell.

The Gift warned her of people up ahead around the same time she heard their voices. She crept closer, rolling her shoulders to loosen them. The sounds grew louder; many voices rather than a few, all blending and overlapping. Shouting and jeering, even! The odd clinking sounds underlaying it became cups or glasses. If it was a guard room, it was a rowdy one.

She moved closer, trusting their noise to cover the occasional squeak of her boots. A doorway opened off the corridor and she approached it cautiously. All the noise was coming from inside — it sounded more like a crowded bar than anything. Smelled like one too, she noted; sweat laced with alcohol, smokes sweet and acrid, and a dozen other pungent aromas intermingled. The door was open, propped that way with an old wooden wedge. The doorway glowed with light, at once enticing and frustrating. She would have to pass it to move on; the chance of her swords being stored in a room full of drunks was minimal. But being spotted roaming free by her captors was bad news. From the sound of it there was at least a dozen of them in there. It didn’t matter how drunk they were; if even half of them were armed, she’d be in trouble.

She edged closer, right up to the doorjamb. Whatever was going on in there, she had to know. She still hadn’t ruled out torture; plenty of guards liked to drink and laugh while they watched a prisoner beg for mercy. Flattening herself against the wall, she cast her mind into the room beyond.

Drunken games… wagers… drinking and hilarity. Nothing overtly hostile — at least not yet — but there was an undercurrent of anger to the room, a harshness that came when men who’d fought and killed came together to celebrate it. She caught an image, fixed on by several of the minds: Kreon! The Warden looked furious — which by itself was not unusual — but a good deal of the laughter and derision seemed to be directed at him.

Oh Kreon! What the hell is going on here?

She was straining to reach him when she realised too late that one of the minds inside the room was nearing the door. Out of options, she tensed for a fight—

When a burly older man in a shirt and breeches strolled casually out of the doorway.

And froze.

“Oh! Uh… hey. You okay?” he asked Kyra.

“Fine,” she said. “You?”

“Oh, uh, good, good. You, uh, coming in?”

Inwardly, Kyra facepalmed. Oh, why the hell not.

“Yup,” she said, stepping smartly around him. Her first glimpse of the room told her exactly what she’d suspected. It was a bar of sorts. Had to be thirty people crammed in there, filling the place with noise and chatter. Men and women, young to old… some smoked; most drank. Tokens of some kind lay strewn on tables made of packing crates, along with a good deal of old-fashioned plastic currency.

Gambling den?

Her sudden appearance in the doorway caused all heads to turn her way. Those with their backs to her were slower, but soon all traces of conversation had died; every pair of eyes was fixed on Kyra. There was a large viewscreen on one wall, which someone quickly killed with a remote — but they couldn’t hide it. She’d seen the image on that screen in their minds.

Security feed from Kreon’s cell. It’s got to be.

The man from outside was hovering in the doorway, within easy reach.

Kyra spun, snatching a heavy hilt from his belt and whirling back to face her audience. “Okay,” she said, raising her voice to reach the back. “Now that I’ve got your attention, I’m going to hurt some people. And I’m going to keep on hurting people until one of you vacuum-breathers tells me exactly what is going on here.”

The whole room was silent for a pair of heartbeats.

On the far side of the room, someone sniggered. Someone else joined them, and was quickly hushed. Then a whole bench on the opposite side began to chortle. Kyra looked down at the weapon she was brandishing. It was a hairbrush.

You have got to be kidding me.

“Hey, hey, look!” A well-built man in stained tech’s coveralls stood up with his hands in the air. “Look, I’m sorry,” he said to Kyra. He glanced around the crowd. “We’re all sorry, right?”

A murmur of agreement rippled through the room.

“Then you can start with where the hell I am, what the fuck I’m doing here, and why I woke up in a Gods-damned cell.”

“You’re in The Pit. That’s what they calls it, anyways. Them cells is all we got for sleeping.”

“So… what? You’re prisoners here too?”

“Oh no ma’am! We ain’t prisoners. And you ain’t neither. We was just having a laugh, that’s all.”

Face to face with the man, Kyra could sense he was in earnest. His guilt was eating at him, and he was about to come clean. “A laugh at what?” she said, putting ice into her tone.

“It’s just a stupid game,” the tech admitted. “It don’t mean nothing. It were my fault. I started it. We just wondered, like… if the old man — you know, the one what brought us here?” He fumbled in his pocket and brought out a remote. He pointed it at the viewscreen, which flickered to life. Kreon’s image appeared, a view from above of the Warden’s scarred head as he paced in and out of shot. She’d been right; it had to be from a security camera in the roof of his cell.

“That’s him,” the tech explained. “We was just wondering, like, how long it’s gonna take him to figure out his door is unlocked.”
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As she approached his cell, Kyra could already tell that Kreon was furious. This close, his rage poured off him — she visualised it as the fiery corona radiating from a white-hot star.

This is gonna be great.

Struggling to keep a straight face, she stretched both arms up and affected a yawn as she reached him. “Hey Kreon. Sleep well?”

The Warden spun to face her. “Kyra? You got out!”

She hung her head — mostly to hide a smirk that wouldn’t quit. “Oh, Kreon. They made me do horrible things.”

His eyes narrowed, and a vein pulsed on his pallid temple. “We’re getting out of here,” he promised her. “Right now. You hear me, Ingumen?” he stared up at the camera — a very obvious one, Kyra thought. If there was one in her cell, it had been much better hidden. “I’m giving you one last chance to get in here and explain yourself. Otherwise I will take this place apart stone by stone.”

From anyone else it would be an idle threat, but Kreon had more than tricks up his sleeve. To prove his point, he fastened a gloved hand around one of the bars in his cell and slowly, deliberately twisted it. The bar groaned as it stretched and bent around his fist, finally reaching its limit and snapping free. He tossed the bar aside with a clang and took hold of the next one. His eyes remained fixed on the camera the entire time, as though daring whoever was watching to test him further. 

Kyra took advantage of the distraction to open the door a crack, and slipped inside. Pitching her voice as deep as she could, she bellowed at him. “You’ll pay for that!”

Quick as a blade Kreon whirled on her, fists clenched — and stopped when he saw her inside. “Kyra? What the…? How did you…?”

“Yeah, they’ll make you fix that. That’s wilful damage right there. Someone’s gotta sleep in here you know.”

Kreon’s mouth opened and shut a few times before he spoke. “We are not prisoners?”

“I guess that depends on your point of view,” Kyra said, opening the cell door all the way. “Who amongst us can say they’re truly free, these days?”

She lost the battle with the smirk, but managed to keep from sniggering as Kreon stomped up to the door, and through it.

Freedom didn’t seem to have improved his mood overly much.

Probably best I don’t mention the betting.

She followed him out, and back down the corridor in the direction of the bar. It was wide enough to walk two abreast so she jogged a few steps to catch up, stumbling slightly on the rough paving stones. “Woah!” she put a hand out to the wall to steady herself. “It’s frikkin’ dangerous down here.”

“Kyra?” Kreon sniffed. “Are you drunk?”

She raised one shoulder. “A little.”

“Horrible things?” he reminded her, accusation in his tone.

“The booze in here is beyond horrible, believe me. You’ve got to use one kind just to hide the taste of the other kind. And these people cheat something chronic—”

“Cheating? You were gambling with them?“

“Ah… that’s not really important. But the good news is, I made a few credits, so when we get off this rock you’re taking me shoe shopping!”

Kreon’s muttered reply came in a language her implant couldn’t translate.




When they reached the bar it was suspiciously empty.

Only one person was there; surrounded by the detritus of a celebration hastily abandoned stood a middle-aged woman wearing an old but serviceable jumpsuit. Her blonde hair was tied up out of the way and she had the lean build and loose poise of a warrior. Kyra felt no immediate hostility from her, but sensed a constant threat of violence lurking beneath the surface.

“Good. You’re up,” she said as they walked in. “I trust you slept well? I’m sorry if the standard of accommodation isn’t what you’re used to. Pentali Prime this is not.”

“It was perfectly adequate thank-you,” Kyra replied before Kreon could start ranting.

“Good. I assume you’d like to check on the boy? After that I have orders to take you to Ingumen for debriefing.”

Kyra saluted her — she wasn’t sure why — and stood aside so the woman could lead them from the bar.

The route they took wound deeper into the dungeon-like labyrinth. Kyra was reminded of the catacombs beneath Atalia, only where the air was dry and cold there, here it was laden with moisture that seemed to ooze from the rock itself. The woman marched them briskly along, staying far enough ahead as to discourage conversation. Kreon was still in a foul mood, so Kyra kept quiet and studied her surroundings. Everywhere she looked she saw signs of damage; streaks of black carbon, holes from solid projectiles, chunks of wall partially melted, or shattered by energy blasts. It was impossible to tell how recent the damage was, but no attempt had been made to hide or repair it.

After a few long minutes they reached a pair of sturdy metal doors set into the stone. Nothing on the door gave a clue as to its contents, but Kyra was relieved to sense two calm, caring female presences inside. Medical professionals always felt this way to her, as though their compassion swelled up to eclipse all other characteristics. She couldn’t sense Tris at all, which in a way was good news; it meant he was still wearing his pendant, so it was unlikely he was being held against his will.

Their guide stood aside, gesturing for Kyra to enter. She hauled on the heavy door and held it open for Kreon to go first.

Inside, Tris was sitting propped up in a hospital bed, a bowl of something resembling fruit on his lap. This room at least made an attempt towards respectability; the walls were smooth and white, and the inevitable sick-room scent of antiseptic stung Kyra’s nose.

Tristan’s eyes lit up when he saw them. “Hey! Great to see you guys!”

Kyra thought about trying to play it cool, but gave in and smiled wide enough to make her jaw ache. “Tris! Sydon’s Name, you gave us a scare.”

“Oh yeah! Sorry about that.” He fished in the bowl on his lap and held out something small and round. “Want a grape?”

Kreon stomped forwards and placed his hands on his hips. “Your recovery is progressing?”

Tris looked perplexed for a moment — Kreon’s tone carried none of the warmth he must have been expecting. “Oh, ah, not bad, yeah. Seems like that gunk Enneas put into me kept my organs in place long enough for the machines to do their job. Since then I’ve just been dozing, really.” He popped the grape into his mouth and chewed once. “How about you? You sleep well?”

“Why?” Kreon turned to Kyra, his hands upturned like claws. “Why do people keep asking me that?”

Kyra took over the conversation. “We’re glad you’re okay, Tris. Kreon is too, he’s just feeling a bit… confined.”

The Warden snorted his opinion of that.

“So, how do you feel?”

Tris shrugged. “Meh. Not bad, really. Bit sore where the… you know.”

“Where the blaster bolt melted a hole in your chest?”

“Yeah, that.”

Kreon snorted again. “You were fortunate in the extreme, boy. His blast fell where your armour was strongest, and a significant portion of the energy will have been absorbed by it. From this point on, you are never to leave the ship without it.”

“Fair enough.” Tris popped another grape in his mouth, and scratched his head while he chewed. “Except my armour’s got a big hole in it. I should probably buy a decent set — if I get some kind of allowance on this job? For a minute there I thought I’d end up owning those Seven Systems, but I reckon I’ve been disinherited.”

Kreon smiled at the hint. “Kyra has recently come into some funds,” he jerked a thumb at her. “Given her concern for your wellbeing, I feel confident she will make an investment.”




Both nurses had been occupying themselves with diagnostic displays. Now one came over to check the vitals transmitter on Tristan’s chest. A console in the corner gave a warning bleep as she removed the device. “Okay, he’s free to go for now. He should be able to walk short distances, but he’ll need to sleep here for the next few nights so we can monitor him. Most of the internal damage has been repaired, but it’s vital that he takes it easy.”

“You hear that?” Kyra arched an eyebrow at Tris. “Doctor’s orders — no more getting shot!”

Tris grinned at her and swung his legs off the bed. “I can only promise to try.”

The flimsy robe he wore was ill-suited to the rest of the complex, so Kyra took Kreon outside to wait while Tris changed. When he emerged, he was wearing a cast-off jumpsuit two sizes too big.

Got to keep the boots though, she noted. She was pretty pissed off that the fancy heels she’d worn to the party had been left on Berasko Station.

Their blonde guide was waiting for them. She gave Tris a perfunctory nod, then turned to lead them off.

Tris walked gingerly beside Kyra, one hand massaging the new tissue in his chest.

“How long have you been here?” Kreon asked him.

“I dunno, like a day and a half maybe? They brought me over here from the Wayfinder so I wouldn’t get lonely.”

Kreon’s ears pricked up. “Wayfinder is here?”

“I think so. I was pretty out of it when we got here, so I don’t remember where we parked.”

“The same holds true for all of us,” Kreon said, his tone darkening. “Ingumen saw fit to turn that infernal device on us.”

“Ah, yeah. He told me about that. I was on a bunch of pain meds anyway, so he just upped the dose and I slept through our arrival. Don’t be too hard on him. They’re pretty serious about secrecy around here. After what we just went through, I can’t say I blame them.

“There was no need to incapacitate us involuntarily,” Kreon argued. “If our actions did not prove us trustworthy, then nothing ever could.”

“True enough,” Tris nodded, “but I think these guys have got a lot more to lose than us. Have you seen this place yet?”

“Only the cells.”

Tris turned to look at Kyra. “Oh man, are you guys in for a treat!”




The corridor opened out up ahead, and the light grew brighter as they got closer. The murmur of voices reached Kyra’s ears, along with a fragrance so out of place it took her a few moments to identify it: Green. Plants or trees, or…

Both! Kreon had reached the opening first, and stood spell-bound by what he was seeing.

Kyra stepped up beside him and let her eyes drink in the sight.

Before them lay a vast open area, clearly artificial yet bathed in natural light. Earth-like trees with purplish leaves grew here and there, breaking up the space into wide plazas and sheltered groves. At the centre was a small forest, and surrounding it all titanic walls soared skyward. Carved straight from the living stone, the cavern had to be half a mile across. Kyra winced as her mind exploded with conversation. They’d passed a few people on their way through the maze of passages, mostly dressed in civilian garb. But here in this space, hundreds of people wandered; some striding purposefully, some sauntering slowly. Couples strolled arm-in-arm, small groups trained with close combat weapons or just worked out; after the sparsity of the last few weeks, it was a veritable onslaught of humanity.

She quickly squelched her Gift, which she’d been stretching to maximum sensitivity ever since she found her cell door open. That the rock of this structure could hide so many people from her, even at such a short distance, was a revelation. It was the perfect place for a secret rebel base.

No wonder they’re so cagey about its location.

“We are still underground,” Kreon observed, squinting upwards.

“We’re in what’s left of an old city, built millennia ago by a race of unknown aliens,” the blonde woman said. “When our people first found this place, they turned it into a shrine to these new gods. Later, when the Keepers of the Faith convened, one of their first acts was to denounce all other religions and demolish their temples. But this one they kept, and made it their prison. Countless innocents were tortured to death here during the purges; they say the walls here ran red with blood.”

Kyra suppressed a shudder. The more she heard about the Keepers of the Faith, the less she liked them.

She hadn’t been overly fond to start off with.

“You captured it?”

The woman shook her head. “That was centuries ago. We don’t know what happened to make them abandon this place — records of any sort are hard to come by here — but my best guess is a riot. The prisoners got out of control, and someone opened the space doors to kill the lot of them. After that, maybe it wasn’t worth saving.”

“Doors?” Kreon was still gazing upwards. “The doors are up there?”

“Big enough to take a light cruiser,” she replied. “The shaft collapsed above it at some point, and we’ve never had the equipment to re-open it. So we installed the broad-spectrum lighting array instead.” Kyra felt a wave of frustration from her. “We call it the Atrium. People here like it, but it takes a lot of power to run.”

“I like it,” Tris declared. “It reminds me of home.”

The guide gave him an odd look. “Yeah, well. For most of us here, we can never go home. This is all we’ve got. So we take real good care of it.”

Kyra heard the implied threat in her voice, and didn’t need to ask what she meant.

At Tristan’s request, instead of cutting across the middle of the cavern they followed the towering cliffs as they curved around. The rock that formed them was pale as marble and smooth as glass, as though carefully polished. That was impossible of course, but whatever those ancient aliens had used to melt or bore this hole it was tech Kyra had never seen. The stone was a marvel itself; shot through with veins of iridescent silver that seemed to writhe in the light, twisting this way and that across the rock as though alive. This close to the edge the purple-leaved trees formed an avenue, their interwoven branches casting dapples of light on the path beneath them.

I could stay here awhile, Kyra mused. I guess the booze wasn’t that bad. All I need is a hot bath and a decent-sized shopping mall.

All too soon they reached the far side of the Atrium, and turned into another crudely-carved tunnel.

“Ingumen’s rooms are just up ahead,” the guide informed them.

A few more steps brought them to a kind of lobby, where a pair of plas-moulded chairs awaited visitors. There was only one door.

“No guards?” Kyra said.

The guide scoffed. “You’ve seen Ingumen fight?”

“Point taken.”

“Very well. Ingumen has asked for you be debriefed individually. Tristan’s name is first on the list.”

“What?” Kreon barked. “There will be no such arrangement. We are not like you, treacherous and back-stabbing, to be played off one against the other! I have no time and even less patience for Ingumen’s idiotic games. He will see us all together, or not at all.”

The guide’s eyes flashed with anger. “Don’t trust us? Too bad! You’re going in there, and you’re doing it one at a time. I’ve got my orders and I will execute them precisely. Don’t make me make you.”

Kreon took a heavy step towards her and spread his arms. “You are welcome to try,” he snarled.

With a muttered curse, Kyra slid in between them. “Kreon! Simmer down. If they wanted us dead, they’d have murdered us in our sleep.” She shot a glance at the other woman. “Like they did to all those prison guards, remember? We’re on the same side. They just do things a bit differently here.”

“I’ll go,” Tris cut in, before Kreon could retaliate. “He wants to see me first. I’ve got no problem with that.”

With a last glare at Kreon, the guide strode to the door and pressed her palm to the pad. When it lit up and chimed, she pushed the door open. Tris went in and closed it behind them.

Kyra let out the breath she’d been holding. Kreon locked eyes with her, but said nothing.

It could be a trap, his thought came through.

Insulated again from the press of people in the Atrium, Kyra quested out with the Gift. Tris still didn’t register. Damn it! I’ve got to get him to take that pendant off.

We must be ready to fight our way free, Kreon added. Did you see anything to suggest where the Wayfinder is stored?

Not a clue, she admitted, but I honestly don’t think these are bad people. We should give them a chance.

Kreon’s mental tone said he wasn’t convinced. Sera wasn’t always a bad person. People change, and these Lemurians appear to change on a whim.

Look, I know you’re still sore about being knocked out with that gadget. I’ll get him to say sorry when it’s my turn to go in.

I have no use for an apology! Kreon’s thoughts dripped scorn. I need to do what we came here to do — visit the Oracle. And I need Ingumen to stop double-crossing us long enough to lead us to her.

They stared at each other in silence for a few moments, a deadlock broken when the pad by the door chimed again.

“The Warden goes last,” said the guide.

Kyra sighed. I’ll send you a postcard, she told Kreon.

Be careful.

When am I not?




On the far side of the door, Kyra found herself in a narrow hallway. The first thing she noticed was a niche containing Ingumen’s armour. The ferocious beast-helmet looked far less intimidating when it was switched off and hanging on a rack with the rest of the armour. She cast an eye over it as she passed, liking what she saw. It was thick stuff, a custom job fitted perfectly to its user. Must cost a fortune. And weigh a fair bit, too.

The hallway curved back around towards the Atrium, sloping up as it went, and Kyra had an inkling of what awaited. She wasn’t disappointed; as she came into the first room the entire far wall was transparent, offering a sweeping view across the open space. Trees waved in an artificial breeze, and below them the ordinary citizens of the base came and went in peace.

It was beguiling — but not nearly as interesting as the person who stood in front of it.

A woman.

Tall, with an impressively muscular physique, the woman wore a close-fitting mask that covered the left side of her face. Shoulder-length black hair flowed loosely around the collar of a tight black jumpsuit. She wasn’t beautiful — far from it — but she exuded an aura of strength and confidence.

“Ingumen?” Kyra glanced over at Tris, who was leaning back against the window with a big grin on his face.

The woman came forward, her arm extended. “Kylimnestra, welcome. You have my sincere gratitude for your part in the rescue. I want you to know that it was you who convinced me to alter our plan. There are sixty-three people in this base who would not be alive now if you had not.”

Kyra took the offered forearm and gripped it. “You’re welcome, of course. But what is it with you people, knowing everything about everybody? And keeping your own secrets sealed tighter than an airlock door? It might work as a power-play, but it’s crap for earning people’s trust.”

She’d expected Ingumen to show at least a hint of anger; had counted on it actually, to help her get a read on the woman. But Ingumen’s psychic blocking was as good as it got, and she didn’t rise to the bait.

“Trust is a commodity in scarce supply here. But I understand, and you have my apologies. Would you prefer me to call you Kyra from now on?”

“Yeah. And you are Ingumen, right?”

“Indeed I am. Although if honesty is something you treasure, then you should know that is not my name. It’s a title, an honorific if you will; I am the latest in a long line of people to wear that mantle. Ingumen was a figure from our original pantheon.”

Kyra raised an eyebrow. “A god, eh? What was he the god of?”

“Nightmares.”

“Ohh-kaay. Am I going to learn your real name?”

A faint smile flickered across the right side of Ingumen’s features. “Perhaps. Tell me — what do you make of your leader?”

“Kreon?”

“Yes. What kind of man is he?”

Kyra looked at Tris again, but he was no help, still grinning like an idiot. “Kreon is… difficult at times. He’s not a fan of people betraying him. If you’re straight with him, he’ll be straight with you, and he’s a handy guy to have around. But if you pull any more tricks… he’s pretty pissed off at the moment. I can’t promise he won’t make trouble.”

That hint of a smile again. “I can handle him. So you believe him to be of honest character? Do you think he will aid us in our cause?”

Kyra took a deep breath before replying. “He’ll help where he can, but we’ve got a mission ourselves. He wants to see the Or—” she caught herself just in time. “Um, this holy person. He should probably explain it himself. But he hates oppression. Fights it wherever he finds it. I think he’d be willing to help, in exchange for you helping us.”

Ingumen nodded slowly. “That seems fair. Do you like him?”

The question caught Kyra by surprise. “What? Kreon? He’s… ah… yeah, I guess so. He’s a moody old bastard, but I trust him with my life.”

Ingumen pulled a remote from her pocket and pressed a button; Kyra heard the faint chime of the door.

They waited in silence, as the sound of Kreon’s heavy footfalls echoed up the curving hallway.

Ingumen seemed anxious for a second, switching her weight from one leg to the other and back, before turning to stare out at the Atrium.

Kreon stomped around the corner, still scowling, and stopped when he saw Kyra. His gaze travelled around the room, noting Tris, and coming to rest on Ingumen’s back. Kyra watched him, wanting to see his reaction as the resistance leader turned around.

It wasn’t quite what she expected.

The Warden’s face, contorted with anger, went slowly slack. His eyes widened and his jaw fell open. A tremor like a convulsion ran through his body; Kyra saw his knees buckle, and thought for a second he was going to collapse. An inarticulate cry escaped his lips. “Arrrr…”

Fearing the worst, Kyra snapped her attention back to Ingumen, expecting to see her brandishing the golden device again.

But she wasn’t. She was smiling that faint smile — and staring back at Kreon, as two thin streaks of tears ran down her cheeks.

“Hello father,” she said.
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Tris hated being excluded, but he had to concede that Kreon needed some time alone with his daughter.

Back from the dead, eh?

There was a lot of that going around. He rubbed his chest, where the synthetic flesh itched around the edges. The discharge report from Wayfinder’s medical talos had been read out to him by the cuter of the two nurses (the translation implant that allowed him to understand what they said sadly didn’t extend to reading). According to that document, his survival had been near-miraculous. The spray-foam or whatever he’d been filled with had been a big part of it, but Gerian’s Erresonador had also contributed. Its paralysing effect had been similar to a medically-induced coma, slowing every process of his body to a level that barely registered on instruments. Take away either of those things, and he’d be dead.

Take away my armour… Tris shuddered. He’d seen the melted chest-piece that had been cut off him. The whole thing had been slagged, suggesting a bunch of the shot’s energy had splashed against it. Maybe the close range had saved him too, the beam less focussed an inch from the muzzle?

Whatever. If he still needed to believe in God after all this, there was his proof.

Not that he fancied sharing that piece of philosophy with Kyra. He caught her looking at him now and then. She’d look away before he could meet her eyes, but there was no mistaking that haunted expression. She was blaming herself — which was ridiculous, unless you considered her part in abducting him from Earth in the first place. Kyra’s endless training had helped keep him alive in every fight he’d been in, which was quite a few by this point. Funny — back on Earth, he’d never considered himself a fighter. The martial arts moves his dad taught him had been more of a game, a shared hobby they’d practiced together for so long it seemed as normal as breathing. Now here he was, stuck on some airless rock at the ass-end of space, his latest souvenir a gigantic hole burned right through him.

Hell, I need more than just new armour. He pushed the sleeves of his borrowed jumpsuit up, but they fell right back to cover his hands. I need new underwear!

“Hey, Kyra?” She was sitting in one of the lobby chairs looking bored, long legs splayed out in front of her. She looked up at him. “When we’re done here… you fancy taking me shopping?”

The grin she gave him was worth the wait. “Tris, we are gonna shop till we drop, I promise you that.”

“Did you really win some money then?”

She cracked her knuckles. “I won some. But if we head to Earth, we won’t need money. I can crack those machines down there with my wristwatch.”

Earth… Tris caught himself lusting for the place. For home. He’d fallen into the habit of assuming he’d never go back, but the way things were…

One last chore to do here, then we’ll be headed back to Atalia. To save the entire galaxy from the Black Ships! I’ll pencil that in for Monday. And from there…

There was only Sera to deal with.

And that scared him more than anything ever had.




By the time Kreon emerged, Tris and Kyra had wandered out into the Atrium. It really was an incredible place. He’d seen it first from a floating gurney, as two of Ingumen’s soldiers pushed him towards the medical bay. The enclosed space had reminded him of a cathedral, only instead of stained glass windows and organ music, it was filled with trees and chatter. It was a place he wouldn’t mind spending some time in — but the look on Kreon’s face when he found them suggested otherwise.

“Àurea has agreed to help us,” he announced. “But our window is tight. She has a major operation planned two weeks from now, but was forced to divert significant resources to the raid on the prison. She now requires our assistance to ensure her objectives are met, but I have impressed upon her the importance of our task. We will leave immediately to visit the Oracle, and will return here as soon as we have the information we need.”

Kyra’s expression mirrored Tristan’s; she could also read the shock beneath Kreon’s verbal diarrhoea. She placed a hand on his arm. “How’d it go?”

A shadow of pain crossed Kreon’s face. “Àurea is… It’s complicated. She always was headstrong. Seeing her alive, I… I just…”

“It’s okay,” Kyra said quickly. “We don’t need to talk about it now.”

“I…” Kreon lapsed into silence.

Tris was positively burning with curiosity. Kyra had to be feeling the same — but even she was approaching this delicately. And if they were about to go into space again, there’d be plenty of time for long-winded explanations.

He was going to miss the medical bay; being fussed over by the two nurses had almost made it worth getting shot. He had only one real concern about leaving. He pushed the baggy sleeves up on his jumpsuit, and they fell straight down again. “Hey, ah, any chance I can get some clothes before we go?”




*                    *                    *




Àurea Herensuge, aka Ingumen, lounged on a couch in Wayfinder’s crew room. Her feet were bare, her ankles crossed. The posture was almost girlish, though the powerfully-muscled body was anything but. Tris was making an effort not to stare at the sculpted black mask that covered half her face, but it intrigued him. Was it an affectation? Part of her identity as this near-mythical hero? Or did it cover something more sinister, the way Kyra’s tattoos covered… whatever they covered. He’d never managed to get a straight answer out of her.

“So, you genuinely thought we could have been a plant?” he asked her.

A frown creased her brow. “Vegetation?”

“No, I mean, you thought we could be Gerian’s agents, and that whole capture thing had been staged to get you to take us with you? That’s pretty convoluted.”

She yawned and stretched, her shoulders popping in protest. “It would not be his most elaborate strategy. Such is the nature of his position.”

“Which position? Magistrate?”

Àurea sat up slightly to stare at him. “You don’t know? The man you call Gerian reports directly to the Keepers of the Faith. He is the Assessor-General.”

Tris opened his mouth, then shut it again. “Oh,” he said. He let that bit of news sink in for a moment. “I still don’t get why he’d bother. He could have just shot us anytime. What does he gain from all that mess?”

Àurea sank back into the couch. “Propaganda. To maintain the public perception of us as terrorists. You can be sure that footage of yesterday’s battle will be broadcast all around the Empire — only it will be a mining colony we attacked, shamelessly murdering hundreds of innocent workers in our never-ending quest for mayhem. They get to put their own spin on things, use it as justification to enact even more draconian laws, clamp down on free movement, instigate more searches, more scans by roving Assessors… and best of all, they get a whole new batch of raw meat for their Transgressors.”

Tris felt sick just thinking about it. “He’s a monster. And he knows everything about everyone. He even knew your secret pass-phrase.”

“He did?” Her eyes filled with alarm. “Did he speak it to you?”

Tris wanted to kick himself. “No, I spoke it to him,” he admitted. “But he definitely knew the response.”

Àurea’s brow furrowed. “I’m afraid he was playing you. There is no response.”

Tris closed his eyes. “He made it up on the spot. And I swallowed it. I’m such an idiot.”

“Don’t worry,” Àurea said. “I decreed that pass-phrase compromised as soon as I discovered the Proconsul had been Committed. The Assessor-general is a highly-skilled manipulator. He’s tricked far more experienced operatives than you.”

“He’s… just evil. And paranoid as all hell. He reckoned there were Lantians helping your people, supplying you with arms or whatever.”

“At one time, there were. Berasko Station was our main point of contact. Over the years, we’d built up our presence until most of the station’s complement were with us to some degree. But about seven years ago, we lost contact with our agent across the border. No help has come to us from Lantian space since then. Until you.”

Tris mulled that over. It was pretty obvious to him that his dad had been the Ingumend’s Lantian contact. It lifted a weight off him; all this time, he realised, he’d been afraid of discovering that his dad was a part of all that evil. Instead, he’d been a Lemurian sleeper agent that was working undercover in Lantian space, whilst secretly suppling Lantian aid to the Lemurian resistance.

Circles within circles… It made his head spin.

“You weren’t sure about Kreon though?” Tris asked. “Even though… y’know?”

“It wouldn’t be the first time clones have been used for entrapment. This environment breeds paranoia. I believe my true identity is known only to myself, but it’s impossible to know what the Assessors have ascertained. Therein lies much of their power.”

Tris turned his head to study the ceiling. He was lying on the couch opposite Àurea, ‘recuperating from his injures’ whilst the others took care of flying the ship.

Àurea laughed unexpectedly. “Plus, it was rather amusing to watch my father languishing in a cell, with no clue that I had put him there — or that the door was unlocked.”

“And I thought my family had issues,” said Kyra, striding into the lounge. Kreon followed her, limping slightly on his mechanical leg. “Coordinates are set and the grav-drive is about to be engaged,” she added, sliding into a chair.

“And… you don’t have to be in the cockpit for that?” Tris asked her.

Kreon made a sour face. “Evidently, Wayfinder is now imbued with sufficient processing power to manage a five-thousand inmate Confessional Institution. Or so I am informed. ALI assures me that she requires no supervision.”

The Warden slumped into a chair, and Kyra patted him on the knee sarcastically. “Poor Kreon! Tris, while you were busy getting shot, he lost control of his favourite spaceship. We’ve got an ambitious AI called ALI living in the computer now. She even tried to reconfigure the ship’s ident to ALI, but Loader stopped her.”

Tris winced in sympathy. Kreon’s attachment to the name Wayfinder was a lot more poignant now he knew the story behind it. “So Loader’s keeping her in check?”

Kyra batted her eyelashes. “Loader’s in lurrrve!”

Kreon cleared his throat. “Very well! If we’ve completed the exchange of gossip?” He looked at Àurea and his expression softened. “Perhaps you could enlighten us with a few details about the Oracle.”

Àurea wasn’t impressed. “Yes father. Your wish is my command.”

Tris caught Kyra rolling her eyes and felt a pang of jealousy. She normally saved that look for him.

“We have six hours until we arrive,” Kreon said, running a gloved hand over his scalp. “We need to know what kind of situation we are walking into.”

Àurea sat up and swept her hair out of her face. “Okay. I don’t know a lot, because I’ve never been there. Few people have. But I had an agent there who fed me information from time to time. Unfortunately, that source dried up over six months ago; I haven’t heard a word from him since.”

Kreon leaned forward in his chair. “This source. Was he close to the Oracle?”

Àurea frowned. “Close? He lived there. Father, the Oracle is not a person. It’s a planet.”

Kreon sat back, digesting this news.

“It’s not just any planet, either,” Àurea continued. “It’s the centre of our Church; the repository of all religious wisdom and the storehouse for sacred texts dating back to before the Sundering.”

“There’s stuff there from Earth?” Tris asked.

“If so, the security will be commensurate.” Kreon sounded old all of a sudden, as though the constant struggle to stay alive was finally catching up with him.

Àurea nodded. “The planet has little need for security, but it will be there in any case. For symbolic reasons. My hope is that we can evade their orbital defences and make contact with my agent soon after planetfall. We have one advantage; no-one in their right mind would attempt an assault on Oracle. Their security is generally focussed inwards, on people trying to leave.”

“Lemurians,” Kreon said, making the word into a curse.

“They are not all bad,” Àurea said, her voice turning cold. “That’s why I’m here. These are good, honest people who live their whole lives in fear. You taught me to help where help was needed; I have never found a place more in need.”

Kreon was silent for a long moment, then he sighed. He sat up straighter, some of the old gleam coming back into his eyes. “Then they are fortunate indeed to have found such a champion.”




*                    *                    *




It was a short journey to the planet of Oracle, most of which Tris spent in the med-bay under close supervision of the talos there. Kyra popped in now and then — just to check he hadn’t been shot again, she joked. Every. Single. Time. He didn’t see much of the others. Presumably Kreon and his estranged daughter had a few family issues to work through… always a good idea before heading into a life and death struggle together.

None of them knew exactly what to expect once they entered orbit; there was a decent chance they wouldn’t even survive to make it into orbit. Àurea had explained the Lemurian’s standard defence model for Prime Worlds, and Tris had been trying to forget it ever since. A pair of Sanctuary-class battle stations was the default baseline, to be supplemented as and when required by capital ships from the nearest sector fleet, or by smaller vessels from the ground. The Sanctuary stations themselves possessed a wide variety of support aircraft, which would include a healthy complement of fighters — and of course they had a few guns knocking about too, as Tris knew all too well.

Kreon hadn’t seemed overly concerned. For him, this mission was of paramount importance and he wouldn’t let a little thing like overwhelming odds get in his way. Kyra had laughed it off as usual (‘A pair of big steel balls hanging in space outside every major planet? You’d almost think they were compensating for something!’). But after their impromptu briefing she’d disappeared to the cargo hold and could be heard taking out her frustration on the training dummies. Tris wasn’t allowed to join her of course; he wasn’t even sure he was meant to be walking. His injury seemed to be healing well though, and aside from some residual soreness he felt pretty good for a guy with a hole in his chest. But there was no point taking the piss.

Overall it had been a pleasant enough trip — for Tris, at least — but the underlying tension on board made it hard to relax.

He joined the others in the cockpit for their drop back into real space.

“Did you figure out what to do when we reach the surface?” he asked.

Kreon, seated at the navigation console, turned to face him. “It depends on the nature of the opposition we encounter. In the best-case scenario, the temples and religious structures are occupied entirely by priests. In which case, we simply march in and take what we require. Alternatively, there may be troops deployed on the surface to watch over the faithful.”

Tris pinched the giant bandage underneath his jumpsuit, trying to stop it riding up. “And is there a worst-case scenario?”

Kreon turned back to face the viewscreen, leaving one word in the air like a nasty smell; “Transgressors.”

Tris felt the blood drain from his face. “What? Why would they be here?”

“They are the perfect front-line troops,” Àurea said, her voice subdued. She was sitting in the gunner’s chair behind her father; even from across the cockpit Tris could feel her fear. “Many friends of mine have suffered this fate. Driven mad through torture and brain damage, their limbs removed and replaced with weapons; they are stored in suspended animation, hundreds or thousands to a facility, where they can be woken up and activated on demand.”

A cold knot was forming in Tris’ stomach. He wished he’d never asked, but if there was a chance he’d have to fight these things he needed to know. “Can you kill them?”

Kreon snorted. “With difficulty. They are not a subtle opponent. Their masters simply inject them full of combat drugs and throw them at the enemy. I was that enemy, on more than one occasion. Transgressors charge forwards like rabid animals, utterly heedless of casualties, feeling no pain, driven only by psychosis and bloodlust.” He stared down at his console, clearly sickened by the memory. “At first, fighting them is like mowing down crops. They have no instinct for self-preservation, no care for cover, no strategy. It quickly becomes something else entirely, as they refuse to die in the conventional manner. Targets you’d thought destroyed re-emerge, limbs missing, staggering forwards. Deprive them of their legs, and they crawl. I’ve seen one killed a dozen times over, yet still it kept coming — tearing into the squad that killed it with such mindless ferocity that it slaughtered them all before expiring. To encounter a group of them is an ordeal which few forget. To face an entire battlefield filled with them…” his tone stiff with disgust. “Men have committed suicide to escape it.”

Kyra had been working her controls in silence while Kreon told his tale. Now she turned in her chair to offer her opinion. “I think what Kreon’s trying to say, Tris, is if one of these things is ordered to kill you, you probably shouldn’t try sleeping with it.”




With a slight tremor from the hull, they dropped back into real space. Stars materialised beyond the canopy, different views of them speckling every viewscreen in the cockpit.

All bar the front one, which was dominated by a huge grey wedge of rock.

“We’re here,” Kyra announced, flicking the contents of her display onto the main viewscreen. It showed a diagram of the solar system, with their relative position glowing red. “Oracle is directly on the other side of this moon. We’ll be shielded from passive scanners here, but a direct sensor sweep of this region will light us up like a flarebug.”

Kreon hunched forward over his console. “Are you picking up any activity?” he asked her.

“Not yet. I…” Kyra shuddered.

Tris caught the reaction. “You okay Kyra?”

“Yeah…” she replied, not too convincingly. “I just… ah, it’s nothing.”

Kreon swivelled to fix her with a stare. “Do you sense anyone? Are you being blocked?”

“No, I just… I feel bad. I feel like… like there’s something wrong here.”

“You have the Gift?” Àurea sounded awe-struck. “Perhaps you are picking up the psychic residue of all the evil that has been committed here.”

“Could be.” Kyra shook herself. “Not picking up any ships though. Certainly nothing big enough to be Sanctuary-class. Maybe we got lucky? Maybe there’s a party on the far side of that rock and everyone but us got invited?”

Kreon turned to his daughter. “Àurea, how good is the Chruch’s stealth-tech?”

She spread her hands. “I don’t know, I’ve never seen it.”

Tris chuckled at the unintentional joke, then felt both their eyes on him. “It’s a trap?” he suggested.

Kreon ignored him. “Move closer,” he told Kyra.

The wedge of moon receded as Kyra brought Wayfinder out from its shadow. The displays continued to show nothing remarkable — just an endless sea of stars, and the mottled brown marble of the planet ahead.

No ships. No enemy armada. No hordes of rabid monstrosities with knives for fingertips.

“Where is everyone?” Kyra breathed.

“Long range?” Kreon asked.

Kyra swung her console up to face him. Tris didn’t know they did that.

“Nothing,” Kreon confirmed. “I’m beginning to think you were right.”

Kyra eyed him sideways. “Which time?”

“Something here is not right,” he said, his voice betraying tension. “Do you still feel it?”

Kyra wriggled in her chair as though suddenly uncomfortable. “Yeah, it’s… weird. Aren’t you getting it? It’s like… darkness. Despair. I’m not sure I want to go down there.”

Kreon’s head snapped around to look at her. “It’s coming from the planet?”

“It’s everywhere.”

He stabbed a few controls on his console. “Are you getting anything from the planet? Power readings, life signs? Geological activity?”

Kyra shook herself again, making a visible effort to compose herself before turning her attention to her console. “No,” she said, after a few moments. “Nothing.”

Àurea leant forward to read the display over her shoulder. “That’s impossible! At least half a million people live on Oracle. The temple guardians, their acolytes, priests, the seminary, support staff… their families…”

“All gone,” Kyra confirmed. “Unless something is scrambling our scanners.”

“To what end?” Kreon peered through the canopy at the dirty brown orb of the planet. “No-one comes here by accident. Such a deception would fool no-one.” He returned to his display, tapping a few icons. When he looked up, his face was ashen. “I read no atmosphere. The entire planet is dead.”

Tris heard Kyra’s sudden intake of breath. It took him only a second to cotton on to her line of thinking. “Is it—? You don’t think—?” The cold knot in his stomach had spread to encompass his entire body.

Kreon turned in his seat to give Àurea his undivided attention. “How much do you know of the structures on this world? Is there a Portal down there?”

Àurea considered. “A Portal? You mean the Gateway to the Gods?”

“An alien artefact shaped like a door frame, that pre-dates our exodus from Earth?”

“Then yes. It’s our most holy religious icon. That ‘Portal’ is the Oracle this planet was named after.”


25







As the planet of Oracle grew to dominate the viewscreens, Tris could feel the dread in the cockpit. No-one spoke; no-one needed to.

Only Àurea was seeing this kind of devastation for the first time. Her eyes, wide as saucers, were glued to the view outside the canopy. As they got closer, faint brown tendrils could be seen reaching out from the planet. Surface dust, Tris guessed, mixed with the remains of the atmosphere, bleeding off into space. There was no transition from vacuum, no turbulence, no violent heat of re-entry. The slight lurch as thrusters kicked in told him that gravity was still in effect, but beyond that their trip down to the surface went unchallenged.

Kyra brought Wayfinder in low, flying over a tortured surface of parched and cracked wasteland. The landscape resembled the moon, or Mars, as close as Tris could tell; great peaks and troughs rolled by beneath them, with no signs of human habitation. The only movement came from fissures they passed over, some of which emitted thin vapour trails.

“Steam,” Kyra said, the single word shattering the cockpit’s tension. “The core must still be active. I’m reading those crevices as hydrothermal vents. I think this used to be an ocean.”

“I’d heard that Oracle had extensive oceans,” Àurea piped up, “and only one major landmass.”

“Not any more.” Kyra made a few adjustments on her console. “I’ll head towards the highest point. That ought to be their continent.”

Minutes rolled by in silence, as all four of them studied the view on their screens.

“Got it.” Kyra was the first to speak again. “Structures, up ahead, definitely man-made.”

“Or something-made,” Kreon muttered darkly.




Kyra flew low over the buildings, giving them a good glimpse of stone temples and column-lined boulevards. The physical destruction was severe, but not absolute; Tris found himself thinking of Roman ruins he’d seen on his whirlwind trip around Europe.

“There,” Àurea said, reaching between the front seats to point at something on the nav console. “That structure matches the description in the old legends.”

“Legends concerning what, exactly?” Kreon asked her.

“The discovery of this place. The founding of our first Holy Temple beyond Earth. My people—” she hesitated, then corrected herself, “the Lemurians, they settled this region of the galaxy because of this structure. I seem to recall it was mentioned in sacred texts they brought with them.”

“Take us down,” Kreon told Kyra. “If this structure was indeed known to the race that created us, and that knowledge was deemed significant by our ancestors, the answers we seek could be contained within it.”

Tris held a hand up for permission. “Ah, hang on a minute there. The ‘race that created us’? Created humans, you mean?”

Kreon turned a confused expression on him. “Yes, Tristan. The Kharash seeded us, and oversaw our rise to civilisation. I believe they were also responsible for elevating the Siszar. Don’t they teach this in school anymore?”




They assembled by the boarding ramp for a comms check. Excepting Àurea, who wore her massive Ingumen armour, they wore bulky, old-fashioned vac-suits from Wayfinder’s inventory. The full-face transparent helmets felt a lot more secure than the flimsy vac-mask that had fitted to Tris’ prize Aioro jumpsuit, but that little luxury was long gone now. Tris hefted the rifle he’d chosen and test-fitted his chunky glove around the handgrip. It would do, but fighting in these things was going to be an awful lot of effort. He’d retained the glaive, attaching it to the vac-suit’s waist, but he didn’t feel limber enough to do much with it.

He watched Kyra coil her swords around her suit’s waist and wondered if it would hamper her mobility much.

Please God don’t let us get attacked by a room full of monsters.

“Our mission,” Kreon began, raising his voice for the audio pick-ups in his helmet, “is to discover what these people knew about the Black Ships. It is clear that they have visited this world, leaving only ruin behind them. This will happen again, to world after world, unless we find a way to prevent it. I believe that somewhere in the building before us, an answer can be found — and find it we will.”

Kreon’s grav-staff was already strapped across his back. He lifted his rifle. “Tristan. I have updated my rules of engagement.”

Tris slung his rifle and gave a mock-salute.

“One,” Kreon said, ignoring him, “do not shoot me. Two; shoot neither Kyra, nor my daughter. And three; please refrain from being shot yourself.”

“What do we do if we find survivors?”

Kreon’s face darkened “There will be no survivors.”




The hatch slid open and the ramp extended to meet broken flagstones. With no obvious signs of resistance — no signs of anything at all — Kyra had chosen to put them down in a wide plaza. The huge columned portico of the temple rose on the far side, ancient and forbidding. Tris took a firm grip on his rifle and followed Kreon towards it.

Cracked stone steps led up to a row of heavy bronze doors. They’d have been a bugger to get open, but three of them were already ajar; one had broken off its hinges at the top and sagged back against the frame.

“No bodies,” Tris observed, his voice loud in his ears.

“Absorbed by some unknown mechanism, along with all other organic matter,” Kreon responded.

“Digested,” Kyra added.

Tris shuddered.

They went in.

Expecting pitch-blackness, Tris was surprised to find artificial light glimmering from the vaulted ceiling. “They left the lights on,” he observed.

“A back-up generator must have survived the attack,” Kreon said. He activated the shoulder-mounted lights on his suit anyway, so Tris followed suit. The room they’d entered was enormous, all  pale dressed stone. It had the look of an expensive hotel lobby; beautiful, but not a great source of esoteric information. A bank of what had to be elevators dominated the centre of the back wall, flanked by doors leading off deeper into the structure.

“This place is enormous,” Tris muttered. “What are we even looking for, anyway?”

“Àurea,” Kreon turned to his daughter. “Recommendations? Should we proceed up or down?”

Without its holographic effects, her armour was less sinister. “I… would assume that offices and ceremonial rooms would be further up, with storage and records below, but that’s just a guess. They’d never let someone with my bloodlines get anywhere near a temple.”

“Loader? Care to weigh in?” Kreon still had the talos in his backpack, which he’d adjusted to fit over the bulky vacuum suit. In his spare time since the prison break, however, Loader had upgraded himself with wifi, allowing him to access the Warden’s transceiver without needing a direct and grisly connection.

“Most of the building is still operating on residual power,” the talos drawled. “However, two sections are drawing significantly more, to an order of several thousand magnitudes.”

“Data storage really munches the juice,” Kyra hypothesised. “And maybe environmental control? Struggling to normalise the atmosphere or something?”

“ALI has isolated the primary power source to an area approximately twenty-seven metres below your current location.”

“That tears it,” said Kyra. “In case this place wasn’t creepy enough, I guess we’re headed into the basement.”




The first body was waiting for them in the elevator. Slumped back in the far corner, it had been a male, of indeterminate age. Not armoured — in fact not wearing anything that seemed remotely appropriate for the harsh, desiccated environment. He was dressed in a gauzy gown, transparent now but with filaments running throughout it that must have created patterns of light before its battery died. Tris had seen Sera wearing something similar. This looked more like an elaborate robe rather than evening wear though.

“Probably came from somewhere that still had air,” Kyra suggested. “You guys mind sharing?”

No-one replied. They just shuffled into the elevator car and stood with their backs to the corpse.

It was a good thing the power was on. Tris had been in too many stairwells lately, and none of them had ended well. Then again, his recent experience with elevators was less than ideal. Still, if he was going underground on a planet inhabited by ghosts and corpses, he’d rather do it with the lights on.

The elevator descended smoothly. If it weren’t for the body in the corner, Tris could almost imagine nothing was wrong outside the stone-lined steel box. The mirrored doors could have been polished yesterday. The glow from the control panel flowed past a series of engraved marks, charting their journey downwards. It was… perfect.

Until the car wrenched to a halt.

Tris bounced off Kyra, but managed to keep his feet. The others, combat veterans all, hardly moved an inch.

“Are we there yet?” Tris could hear the tension underlying Kyra’s sarcasm. This wasn’t fun for anyone.

Kreon studied the console. “We appear to have stopped at—”

“I caused the car to stop,” Loader drawled from Kreon’s backpack. “Apologies for the abruptness, there was no way to extrapolate the correct floor from scans alone.”

Tris cottoned on quick. “So this is the level where you found the power on?”

“This level alone is drawing more power than Wayfinder can generate,” came the reply. “ALI predicts a high likelihood of data storage in the vicinity.”

The doors slid open on an otherwise unremarkable lobby. Kreon and Kyra exchanged a look. Kyra stepped out, uncoiling her swords. Maybe she just felt better with them in her hands? “Here’s hoping we recognise it when we see it,” she said.

The others followed her out and picked the widest of the three directions. Tris could already tell this place was a maze; the sheer scale of it suggested hundreds, if not thousands of rooms, all interlinked by miles of corridors. What they really needed was the one piece of sci-fi tech Kreon had yet to rustle up — one of those omnipresent beeping thingumies, that got louder when you got closer to whatever you were looking for. A scanner? Locater? “Hey Kreon, can’t we scan this level for what we’re after?”

He shook his head, but Loader piped up from the backpack. “Plug me into a terminal and I will be able to guide you.”

The walls had been fairly featureless so far, but the corridor ahead opened out into another lobby. Wide doors on the far side gleamed an ominous black; a terminal was set into the wall beside them, perhaps indicating the entrance to a secure area. Kreon went straight over to the terminal and placed Loader on the deck beneath it. He quickly performed the same hot-wiring trick he’d done back in the prison, using the same cables that had once linked the talos to his implanted transceiver. Tris made a face at the memory. Hopefully they’d been washed since.

It took him a minute to make the connections, then he stood back, waiting. It wasn’t long before Loader gave his report.

“This terminal is slaved only to the door, but the area beyond it appears to be high-security. If you connect me to a computer on the other side, I should be able to locate the information.”

There was a hiss of gasses escaping, and the doors slid open. The light within was tinged red, giving the place an even more hellish vibe. Kyra led the way once more, swords held out in readiness. Àurea followed her, though Tris noticed she’d left her ceremonial weapons hanging from her waist in favour of a rifle. Kreon waited to disconnect Loader until they were all through, but mercifully the doors stayed open. Getting locked in down here was pretty high on Tris’ list of biggest fears right now.

Two more bodies awaited them as they moved deeper into the red light. Like the man in the lift, these two had died of exposure rather than foul play. They were both well preserved, considering they’d been dead for a while…

How long?

Àurea had mentioned losing contact with her agent here six months ago. Could it have been that long? Sure as hell the Church wouldn’t be in a hurry to let people know their centre of faith had been wiped out.

Àurea’s gasp was audible over their comms.

Kreon spun to face her, his hand going to her arm. “What is it?”

“Nothing. It’s just… their belt pouches? And their badges. The designation… father, I think these men were Sculptors.”

Tris frowned, searching his memory for the term, but drawing a blank.

“Ah, guys…” Kyra’s voice contained an odd note of caution.

“One moment,” Kreon told her. “Àurea, what do you mean? Are these—”

“GUYS!” Kyra was insistent. “You really need to see this.”

Kreon blew out a frustrated breath and turned towards her. Tris went too, checking the power charge on his rifle for the umpteenth time. He was well equipped this time, he reminded himself. Grenades dangled from clips built into the vacuum suit, pouches on his thighs bristled with extra ammo and power-packs, and his glaive was nestled into the small of his back.

Ready for anything.

Anything except what confronted him when he joined Kyra at a low railing.

They were on a balcony. The room it gave onto was enormous. Hundreds of feet deep, it plunged away into invisibility below them; similarly the ceiling vanished upwards, lost in the swirling of whatever trace gases had survived down here.

But the room’s size was not the problem.

It was the contents.

Directly in front of them, not ten metres away, the glass capsules started. There had to be thousands of them, racks upon endless racks stretching in all directions. A complex network of tubes and wires led from each capsule back to the supporting framework, presumably carrying power and nutrients…

Because inside every capsule was a twisted nightmare of flesh and metal, an abomination with knives for hands, pistons for legs, jagged metal blades protruding from spines, elbows, faces…

“Transgressors.” Àurea’s single word distilled an eternity of horror.

Tris leaned closer, bending over the railing to peer at the malformed monster in the nearest tank. It was floating in a thick fluid, translucent but tinged red by the lights. He could see the face, half of which was missing, could see the place where dozens of cables had been grafted into the torn flesh. He looked at the eye, the only one remaining, which was fixed and staring, heavily bloodshot and tense with hate.

It blinked.

“Arrr!” Tris leapt back, his rifle bouncing off the railing with a deafening clang. He cringed inwardly as the noise reverberated back and forth, receding slowly down the chamber. He waited until the last echoes faded, when the others gave up peering into the distance and all eyes turned to him. “It’s alive,” he said, by way of apology.

“Indeed.” Kreon’s tone was grim. “Hence the extreme power requirements. Maintaining so many… lives… in suspended animation.”

“That’s why they’ve got such a good back-up generator,” Kyra added. “Don’t want those things waking up on you every time you have a power cut.”

“But they are awake,” Tris protested. “It looked right at me.”

“Dreams,” Àurea said, striding forward to the railing. “They are flooded with chemicals to ensure their sleep is filled with rage and violence.” Even through her mask’s electronic filtering, she sounded sick. “It helps to keep them in optimal physical condition.”

They passed several long moments in silent contemplation. Tris’s revulsion was almost a physical thing. That anyone could do such deliberate and sadistic harm to another person was unthinkable. To have done it to so many… “I’m glad they’re dead,” he said at last. “This world deserved to be torn apart.”

“They don’t make them here,” Àurea said quietly. “In prisons similar to the one we raided, in secret laboratories, in all the most powerful strongholds of the Church. But not here.”

“I wish we could wreck them all.”

“If my father keeps his word, we will. My people are primed for an uprising which will overthrow the Keepers of the Faith and utterly destroy the sickness of the Church.” She extended an arm to Tris, and he gripped it. “You are welcome to come along for the ride.”




They left the Transgressors’ chamber the same way they came in.

Tris found it surreal in the extreme to simply turn his back on a legion of psychotic monsters, but there was nothing they could do. And as always, Kreon’s eyes were on the mission. The second power-hungry room could hardly hold anything worse; the Warden was clearly hoping it would contain the records he sought. 

“The devastation you see around you will spread across the galaxy,” he told Àurea as they moved back towards the elevator. “The Black Ships are the greatest threat Humanity has ever faced.”

“Not just Humanity,” she replied. “The old Gods fought the same enemies in the distant past. It’s forbidden to discuss those legends now, but some people still remember them.”

“What do they remember?” Kreon’s voice was suddenly sharp with excitement.

“I have heard two variations,” Àurea admitted. “One, that the old Gods left us alone on Earth when they went to defeat the Devourers of the Light. Prophecies maintain that they will return when the enemy does, to help us win the same battle.”

“Interesting. The Gods you refer to are the race we call the Kharash. They are most definitely gone from this galaxy, and for many tens of millennia.” Kreon took the next few strides in silence, thinking this over. “And the second variation?”

“Mostly the same,” Àurea said, “with only one minor difference. In the second version, the Gods also left to fight these Devourers. But they never returned, because they lost.”




The elevator took them deeper, and Loader again brought them to an abrupt stop when they reached the right level. “I can engage with many of the devices here wirelessly,” he explained, “though none have a permanent connection to the mainframe.”

“If we have come to the right place, there should be no shortage of terminals,” Kreon replied.

They were much further underground here, almost to the very bottom of the lift shaft, and Tris could feel the weight of earth pressing down on them. The stonework surrounding them was older too, cracked and streaked here and there with mildew, as though this area didn’t see a lot of visitors. It didn’t seem the most promising destination for a bunch of computer equipment.

Nevertheless, Kreon led them forward, following Loader’s spoken directions.

“This door I can operate wirelessly,” the talos said, as they found their route forward blocked. “There should be a terminal beyond it.”

Fingers crossed, Tris thought. They hadn’t seen one yet, and this level’s vibe was more castle dungeon than internet cafe. 

The door slid open, a mist of gas spraying out as the seal was breached. 

Tris looked at the others, and could tell they were also remembering entering the Transgressors’ vault.

“Mist,” said Kreon, holding up a gloved hand. There was a tiny bead of moisture on his thumb.

Àurea took a pace forward. “The ambient temperature inside is significantly lower than the rest of the structure,” she reported.

Kyra nudged Tris. “Yup, she’s Kreon’s daughter alright,” he said.

“Excuse me?” Àurea was still standing in the doorway, looking back at them. “I am not sure I follow.”

Kyra was shaking her head as she brushed past her. “You could have just said, ’It’s cold in here.’”

Tris allowed himself a chuckle. It felt good, to know that even in this nightmarish place, his team were still relaxed enough to joke.

Well, Kyra was, and that was all that really mattered.

He followed her more willingly than any of the others, and he did so now, stepping through the thick stone doorway—

Into a crypt.

Shadows lay heavy on the room, the dusty silence so thick he could touch it. Rank upon rank of tombs stretched off into the recesses of the chamber, the great stone pedestals covered in elaborate carving. Tris had visited cathedrals in Europe with his dad; Notre Dame in Paris, St Mark’s Basilica in Venice, amongst others. Enough to recognise the exquisite detail that went into medieval sepulchres, topped by well-worn effigies of holy-men long dead. These resembled those, only the massive lids, sitting at shoulder-height from the floor, featured geometric shapes rather than sculptures of their occupants.

“Dead end,” he said, taking a page from Kyra’s book. A little lightness never hurt, especially in a place like this. Kreon’s inevitable disappointment would be crushing their morale soon enough.

“These are artefacts from ancient Earth,” Kreon breathed, limping along the first row. “They pre-date the Sundering.”

“They’re a bit big to drag back into the elevator,” Kyra warned him. “And no offence or anything, but Wayfinder is already full of old shit. We don’t need a private mausoleum.”

“Wait!” he called, the filtering of the comm units doing nothing to hide his excitement. “I recognise this glyph. This is not a Lemurian marking — it is Kharash.”

“Dead alien bodies?” Tris wasn’t sure if that was more cool or more creepy. It blew his mind a bit to think of aliens on Earth thousands of years ago, dead or alive. But still…

“No, Tristan. I do not believe these reliquaries contain bones. They are designed as repositories for holy relics, but the Kharash left us no evidence of their physiology. Show me your knife.”

Puzzled, Tris reached back and detached the glaive from its magnetic strip. He felt much clumsier handling the weapon with the thick, rubbery gloves on, so he took extra care as he extracted the blade from its hollow handle.

“Hold it close to the casket.”

He did so, holding the knife up to glint in the muted light.

Even through his glove he felt the feedback.

“It’s buzzing!” he told Kreon, unable to keep the child-like wonder from his voice. “Like when it got near the Planet Forge!”

“Indeed. It was my first indication that the Planet Forge was fully charged and operational. I believe the same is true in this instance.”

“Want me to open one up?”

“Delicately,” Kreon cautioned him.

Tris took the knife and inserted the tip near the edge of a carving. The blade slipped into the stone with deceptive ease, perhaps aided by the vibration. When it seemed to snag on something harder he withdrew it slightly, working the cutting edge around in a rough circle. When he was done, the disc of stone fell away — revealing an altogether sleeker material inside.

“You’re right! In this one, it’s like…” A sudden thought gripped him, and he glanced up and down the rows of tombs, appalled. “Are they all Planet Forges?”

“No. Merely manufactured from the same substance — one that is too precious to leave in plain view.”

“So ancient Lemurian people made these boxes? To house their relics…”

“To house the last thing they had left from their erstwhile makers: the gift of knowledge. Unless I am very much mistaken, these stone sarcophaguses house storage devices of a kind we have never been able to replicate. And they in turn house the accumulated wisdom of the Kharash people.”
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It took no time at all to get Loader wired up.

The talos was somehow maintaining his wireless connection with ALI despite ten thousand tonnes of stone separating them; Tris was privately amazed. He couldn’t even get phone signal on the ground floor of his house without going into the back alley.

The more human-style terminals were easy to spot, once they could tear themselves away from the alien supercomputers. Tris had revealed two more, confirming Kreon’s theory that all the tombs were similarly occupied. The dull grey alloy felt hard when he tapped it with the point of his knife. He needn’t have worried about damaging them; with his full strength on the blade, he still couldn’t scratch the surface.

“I am ready to begin exploring the Kharash system,” Loader reported. Even he had chosen to lower his volume, such was the solemn atmosphere of the room. “As their methods of notation will be unfamiliar to me, I anticipate this taking some time.”

“We are in no hurry,” Kreon reminded him. “For once, it appears we are not in immediate danger.”

Kyra snorted her opinion of that. She was pacing up and down between the rows of tombs, clearly ill at ease in the heavy silence. “Maybe I’ll take Àurea and do some scouting, make sure we really are alone down here.” She turned on her heel, taking in a three-sixty degree sweep of the chamber. “Where is Àurea anyway?”

Tris looked up, scanning the row of tombs he’d been counting. He’d been so excited by their discovery that he hadn’t noticed the newest member of their team wasn’t in the room with them.

And never had been, he realised; he’d brushed past her in the doorway and she hadn’t followed him in.

Kyra’s swords were already in her hands, not that Tris could think of a use for them.

“Find her,” Kreon commanded.

Tris jogged over to the doorway, but stopped dead when a distant klaxon began to blare, its muted warble struggling to reach them through acres of stone-lined passageways.

“I’m receiving a warning,” Loader informed them.

“The Kharash units?” Kreon asked.

“Negative. The native system has issued an alert. Power has been cut to the Asset Containment Facility.”

Tris glanced back at Kyra. “What does that mean exactly?”

“The Transgressors,” Kreon said darkly. “They’re waking up.”




Sprinting in the heavy suit was hard work. Beads of sweat ran down Tris’ face, as the condensation from his breath ran down the glass. He ignored it, along with the screaming of his muscles and the burning in his lungs. Adrenaline coursed through him, powering him along, pounding the ancient flagstones a bare second behind Kyra.

He couldn’t ever remember being this scared.

They had a fraction of a chance — a tiny window of time, before the disconnected systems reached critical. If they could find Àurea, tackle her somehow… Tris fervently hoped he wouldn’t have to fight her.

Not Kreon’s daughter.

Not in this.

But she could be convinced.

Whatever her reasons, whatever twisted philosophy she was bringing into this situation…

She would change it, fast. Or it was their job to change it for her.

They hit the elevator lobby running, then stood panting with their heads down while they waited for the car. That it took so long to come was further evidence of Àurea’s complicity; with no-one else in the building, only she could have taken it upwards.

To the Transgressors…

What is she hoping to find? She’d had friends taken by the Church, he remembered. But was seeing their tormented faces one last time worth it? Or had she merely stumbled across some failsafe, and woken the monsters up by mistake?

Kreon had stayed behind to work with Loader. He was adamant that the data they could harvest from this place must be protected at all costs. On any other day, Tris would have agreed with him. But when ‘all costs’ included being ripped to pieces by an army of malformed monstrosities, he was starting to think more discretion might be called for.

‘Take off and nuke the site from orbit’ — a movie quote from his childhood that had never seemed more appropriate.

The elevator car arrived, the doors sliding open to reveal the gauze-clad body. Tris didn’t even glance at it as he got in and pushed the button. Three dots over the pyramid, he remembered — he’d been following the pattern of the destination lights when they’d slammed to a stop the first time.

Kyra’s swords had been recoiled for their run through the bowels of the building. Now she pulled them loose again, preferring them to her rifle. Tris left his glaive where it was. He was under no illusion that he would be able to hold his own in a fight between the two women. Better to hold off at a distance and look for a shot. Not that there were many vulnerable places on Àurea’s armour; she was a formidable opponent all around.

The doors hissed open and Kyra advanced down the corridor, swords at the ready.

Tris couldn’t believe it was coming to this. He’d felt so sure… Kreon had been sure.

Àurea was his daughter.

Unless… she was a clone?

Gerian had been as different from Tristan’s dad as could possibly be imagined.

And an evil, scheming, master manipulator.

So what was her plan?

They reached the black security door to find it open. They exchanged a grim look, and Tris followed Kyra inside.

The red lighting now pulsed like a living thing. The room looked exactly as they’d left it; only Àurea stood alone at the railing, her armoured back to them, gazing out at the closest row of capsules.

All of which were empty.

“You’re too late,” she said, her voice tiny in the vastness of the chamber.

Kyra made no reply, stalking closer with her swords raised, so Tris mirrored her on the opposite side. As he moved closer he saw that all was not as they’d left it. Blood splattered the deck and railing; thick red streaks of it coated Àurea’s weapons, dripping rhythmically from the blades in her hands.

“What did you do?” Kyra said at last, her voice cold and hard.

“Nothing that you would not have, given the chance,” Àurea replied. “Your machine is not the only one with hacking skills. The first ones to wake, the closest ones, sprang for this platform.” She turned slowly, revealing the entire front of her armour encrusted with gore. “The others, as you see.”

Kyra had been edging closer. Now she glanced out into the racks of capsules and swore.

Tris followed her gaze to see a row of blasphemous figures, each writhing in fury as the canopies lifted on their glass cocoons. Writhing, clawing, stabbing in reflex, rage driving them to lash out even when no enemies lay within range. The twisted creatures shrieked and wailed, an unearthly dirge of hatred and torment, as they flailed around themselves with their surgically-implanted weapons.

And died.

One by one, choking, gasping, raking the air with razor-sharp talons, every one of the creatures expired. Brief puffs of air heralded new capsules opening, and new howls of insanity rose to replace those newly quieted. Seconds passed, glass capsules swung and shattered, the steel deck resounded with the weight of creatures leaping onto it; and still they died, rasping hoarsely, twisting this way and that, heels drumming on the deck as their death ran its course.

Horrified, Tris lowered his rifle. “How did you know?” he asked Àurea.

“Simple,” she replied. “For all their nightmarish appendages, Transgressors are human beings like you or I.” She turned, stepping past his guard before he could react, bringing her fist up in front of his face — then extending a single finger, and tapping it against his faceplate. “There is no air in this chamber,” she explained, rapping his helmet again for emphasis. “Or did you forget that?”




*                    *                    *




Kreon was incensed when he found out. “Reckless endangerment! Despite all I taught you, still you throw caution and common sense back in my face like you did at your Apprenticing.”

Àurea’s sigh was audible over the comms. “Father, really. If ever there is a time to move past that particular event, it is now. How can you still not understand? You taught me too well. I’d learned everything I could from you. I asked to be assigned a different master for precisely that reason; I wanted to learn the things you could not teach me. Even if one of those lessons was failure.”

Kreon huffed. “You expect me to believe that your ambition drove you to fail? To set yourself up with an inferior mentor solely to experience losing?”

“Not solely, no. Believe it or not father, your way is not the only way. I inherited my ambition from you, but I did not want to be limited to your methods. I stand by my logic; I aspired to grow beyond your teachings, and sought alternative sources of inspiration.” She paused for breath, leaning back against a tomb with her head bowed in weariness. “How was I to know that he was an idiot?”

“Idiot.” Kreon’s anger had also ebbed. “Àurea, he killed you.”

She scoffed. “He did no such thing! He merely led his crew into the middle of a battle which killed us all. Did he ever come back?”

“Lord Bizen?” Kreon sounded surprised. “He did. He pleaded his failure before the council and was let off with a warning.”

She shook her head. “I wonder if they let him take other apprentices? If he spent their lives as foolishly as ours, or if he learned from his mistake?”

“Your death was the last one he was directly responsible for,” Kreon told her.

“Really? How do you know?”

“Because I lay in wait for him when he left Atalia. I crippled his ship, boarded it, and killed him as he sat in that ridiculous Captain’s chair.”

Àurea laughed. “That is fitting. He hardly ever left that thing! And I’m sure a generation of young Wardens now exist that would have been wiped out wholesale by his mentorship. But I know you did it for me. Thank-you, father.”

Kyra was sitting atop one of the tombs, kicking her heels against the carved stonework. “Ahhh!” she cooed. “Nothing says ‘I love you’ like cold-blooded murder. You two are so alike, you should test for clone DNA.”

Now that they were talking, Tris had a raft of questions to ask. He opened his mouth to start — ‘how did you survive and why didn’t you come back’ was his opener — when Loader’s synthesised drawl cut through the thick atmosphere of the crypt.

“I have completed a preliminary analysis of the system, and have identified several subsets of data that pertain to our cause. I am indexing them for upload to the Wayfinder’s computer.”

“Can we take it all?” Kreon asked him.

“Unfortunately not. Even one of these data arrays exceeds Wayfinder’s total storage capacity several times. ALI is re-routing non-essential computer functions to free up space, and once aboard we can redistribute this information onto whatever external storage devices you possess. For now, we can take only files that match the criteria you stipulated precisely.”

Kreon gave a hiss of frustration, but Kyra was jubilant as she slid off the tomb lid and dropped to the ground. “Look on the bright side, old man. You got your daughter back, you got your records, and you’ve discovered a shared hobby in mercy-killing. Can we go now?”

Kreon straightened, dusting down his ruined trench coat. “Indeed.”

“I can’t believe you’re still wearing that thing,” Àurea said. “I only bought it for you as a joke.”




They rode the elevator back up, in a strange kind of subdued triumph. Tris could hardly believe how well the mission had gone. If the strange alien data stores had produced a few game-changing secrets about the Black Ships, this could be considered one of their biggest wins to date.

And no-one had to die.

Well, unless you counted several thousand nightmarish monstrosities, but even that felt like a bonus. If the coming revolution turned into a civil war, the Ingumend would be seriously grateful they didn’t have to face those things on the battlefield.

Yup — all in all, things had gone exceedingly well.

A burst of static from Kreon’s backpack startled him from his reverie. Loader’s drawl came out, loud and suddenly urgent. “ALI has detected incoming ships on the short-range scanners.”

Tris tensed — and heard the distant boom of engines filtering through the tonnes of rock above.

“Short range?” Kyra bit out. “They’re here!”

“ALI apologises, but she wasn’t monitoring the scanners. She was analysing the incoming information.”

Kreon blew out a breath through gritted teeth.

Tris knew how he felt. “You’re telling me we’ve got a sentient ship, and the enemy snuck right by her because she was reading?”

Loader apparently didn’t consider that question worth responding to.

“We make for the Wayfinder,” Kreon said. “All else is secondary.” This he directed at his daughter, who nodded her helmet. “We’re approaching ground level. Kyra, can you tell if anyone is in the lobby?”

“No-one so far,” she said, uncoiling the swords from her waist. “If there is, they’re gonna regret it.”

Tris debated reaching back for his glaive, but the double shhing! of Àurea unlimbering her chain weapons rang around the car. He was currently standing in between the two lethal ladies — definitely not a position he wanted to be in when they started swinging.

Looks like I’ll bring a gun to a knife fight after all.

It was probably for the best. He needed the practice.

The lift slowed to a halt and the doors opened smoothly. The lobby was as empty as they’d left it, the great doors opposite them still open. Daylight streamed in, a harsh and fiery thing with no atmosphere to cushion it.

“MOVE!” Kreon yelled, and all four of them took off at a dead run.

The ground shook in front of them from multiple impacts; Tris missed his footing but managed to stay up, arms flailing. “They’re bombing us?” he complained. “I thought this place was sacred?”

“Assault pods,” Kyra called back. She was nearly at the doors. “They’ll be coming in guns blazing!”

For a second Tris wondered what the hell she was on about, picturing a round robot studded with guns. Then he caught a glimpse through the open door, and understanding hit him. Pods full of troops. For assaulting.

“Here they come!” Kyra was at the door now, flattening herself against the wall next to it. Tris had lost ground on the run, so was left in the middle of the lobby facing the opening when the first armoured form charged in.

Tris skidded to a halt, his rifle coming up, but Kyra was already there. Her swords flashed, taking the first man by the knees and throat simultaneously. Not to be outdone, Tris fired through the opening, and was satisfied to see the next man through fall with a hole burned through his chest armour. Yeah! That’s how it feels! Then he threw himself aside, as the answering fusillade blew through the doorway, scouring the flagstone floor with laser blasts.

As Tris rolled to his feet he saw Àurea in full-flow for the first time. She’d reached her door at the same time as Kyra, but she’d held back, letting a sizeable group of soldiers pile in through the opening. By the time the first among them had realised their mistake she was already swinging her chains in bloody arcs, lopping off heads and limbs like a gardener pruning roses. The chains became a blur, winding around her body as she spun towards her targets, always moving too fast to follow.

Kreon had also fallen back on his tried and trusted methods; one blow from his grav-staff had slammed the nearest door shut, buckling the giant slab of bronze in the process. With no-one coming in that way, he’d piled in to the combat around Kyra, the staff crushing helmets like eggshells with every blow.

Tris scrambled to his feet and snapped off a brace of shots, downing a soldier who was circling Àurea at a distance, trying to flank her. Stray laser blasts still came in through the two openings, though it looked like the first wave of fighters had been mostly dealt with.

Time to go, Tris thought.

And he was right; Kreon led the way, flinging a corpse ahead of him and striding through the doorway as though nothing out there could touch him.

Which it couldn’t. The Aegis flared with repeated hits, diverting the energy that struck him into the surrounding stonework.

Kyra took advantage of his cover, throwing herself through the opening after him. Tris saw Àurea hesitate, and beckoned her to follow. Advancing, he poured shots through the door Àurea had been defending, hoping to discourage any assaults from that quarter. He was firing on maximum power; his charge depleted quickly, and he cycled the power-pack like Kyra had shown him. Shown him, and drilled him, and drilled him… it all came to fruition now, as he remembered the miniature grenade launcher fitted beneath the barrel. He eased up on the trigger, letting a pair of heartbeats pass without putting a shot through the door. He could almost feel the soldiers outside closing in, thinking that this was their moment. Then he hit the thumb-switch that jettisoned a grenade along the same trajectory.

And another one, just for good measure.

Then he sprinted for the door Kreon and the others had exited through, feeling the shockwave from the blast but staying on his feet nonetheless. He kept his rifle raised as he came through the doorway, ready to spray fire wherever it was needed—

Then stopped.

Kreon, Kyra and Àurea stood before him, all with their weapons dangling by their sides.

And in front of them was an army.

Hundreds of troops, arrayed in rough lines. Here and there, the muzzle of a heavy weapon poked out from the throng, painting them with targeting dots for things like micro-missiles.

Tris stared, appalled. His rifle was up, aimed and ready — but what use was it? His brain froze as he gazed out at the impossible odds. The Lemurians had moved troops in faster than he’d thought possible, and instead of fleeing to their ship under fire, his crew had been caught out in the open. The outsized portico offered no cover, raised as it was above a wide plaza of cracked stones.

A plaza that was practically filled with enemy troops. The sharp light glinted from dozens of helmets and rifle barrels, more than Tris could count even if his brain hadn’t locked up solid just from looking at them.

Unconsciously, his rifle dipped, coming to rest by his side.

No way… Kreon and Kyra had assumed the stillness of statues, as they too stared out at the multitude. Àurea, he could see from the corner of his eye, was still twitching her hands, keeping her weapons dancing with the barest of motions. Alone of all of them, she seemed to have some fight left in her — but it would do her no good. This trap was prepared for them, well-planned…

And it wasn’t hard to figure out how.

Kreon had been insisting on a visit to the Oracle ever since they’d entered Lemurian space. Even when the merest mention of it seemed to have repercussions none of them had foreseen. His directness was sometimes a virtue, but Tris realised it had given their enemy all the information he needed. Gerian must have known the world was ruined. He had only to set up camp somewhere nearby, wait for them to arrive, and while they were buried underground delving for ancient secrets, bring his entire force down to capture them.

Because that’s exactly what had happened. Gerian himself pushed his way through the crowd, standing front and centre amidst his army. His armour was sleek and glossy, a more practical-looking version of the insect-like garb Àurea wore. It didn’t have a mark on it, but then Gerian’s abilities as a warrior made no difference. Whether he fought like a god or an imbecile, it mattered not one whit. His strategy had made it moot.

Originally he’d wanted to capture them alive, for whatever propaganda purposes his twisted mind had come up with — and thanks to Kreon’s single-minded devotion to duty, he had done just that.

In one gloved hand, Gerian held up a bulbous golden device, its conical end pointing directly at Kreon. Tris recognised it from Kyra’s description of their battle in the prison, and the last flare of hope died within him. Gerian wasn’t even using the device — simply brandishing it, letting the light reflect from the tiny gold flaps that covered it. He knew he’d won.

And from the slow slump of Kreon’s shoulders, he knew it too.

“Have ALI broadcast the information we’ve acquired to Atalia,” the Warden hissed at Loader. “Oktavius may find a way to use it if we don’t return.”

Kyra glanced at him, and Tris could read the unspoken words in her eyes.

Returning suddenly seemed a lot less likely.
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Gerian’s eyes positively gleamed as he sat opposite Tris in the prisoner transport.

Tris wasn’t the least bit surprised that the Lemurians had designed a vehicle specifically for this purpose.

Each of them had been securely strapped into individual pods — any of which could be jettisoned into space at the touch of a button, Gerian had informed them with relish. He’d also warned them to expect some loss of motor functions… then he’d turned the golden cone device on them, adjusted to a setting that caused paralysis without knocking them out completely. For all that he owed his life to that pine cone, Tris was starting to get annoyed by it. It made sense though; Kreon was hard to cage, with all his mechanical bits and upgrades. Kyra was more than a match for a room full of guards, and could be counted on to watch carefully for any opening she could exploit. Tris still felt like the weak link of the team, but as he occasionally reminded himself, he’d been on the team for less than two months.

He’d spent a disturbing amount of that time in prison.




Àurea’s fate was worst of all. Piece by piece, Gerian’s soldiers stripped her of her armour. Their appreciation for the task was clear; this wasn’t just some Lantian spy they’d arrested, this was none other than the leader of the resistance. Tris could tell they were enjoying her discomfort, and made a mental note to hurt them if he got the chance.

Gerian clapped his hands as her helmet came off, seemingly delighted to discover that his most infamous adversary was a girl. Her armour he ordered carefully stacked, to be used as evidence.

Then he reached out and casually tore the mask from the left side of her face.

Revealed beneath it was a nightmare of scar tissue, twisting the side of her mouth up in a permanent rictus. Blackened stumps of teeth jutted through the hole where her cheek should have been. In its place, ropes and strings of angry red flesh stretched across livid gums, somehow maintaining their grip on her jaw. The damage extended to her left eye socket, which looked thick and shiny. Her left eye had obviously been lost in whatever accident caused her injury, and had been replaced with one that was blatantly mechanical.

The horror of it would have caused him to recoil, if he’d had the ability. Tiny muscles twitching in Kreon’s face told the same story, though Tris could feel the old man’s rage from across the aisle. Abusing his  long lost daughter right in front of him could have been a calculated move to break him — but Tris was reasonably sure their family history was the one piece of information Gerian didn’t have. How long that remained the case was anyone’s guess.

“I should probably make some formal statement of arrest,” Gerian mused, his smooth voice commanding instant silence in the cabin. “Very well then! Lord Anakreon. Warden of the First Circle. Representative of the Lantian people. Failure.” He shifted his gaze to the pod next to Tris. “Kylimnestra, patron of lost causes… and Tristan. Walking proof that genetic manipulation should be left to the professionals. You have all been arrested on charges of treason. Of conducting an illegal war against citizens and officials of the Lemurian Empire. Of trespass in our most sacred location, of conspiring with terrorists, of sedition, and murder. I won’t ask how you plead; your guilt is self-evident. All I have to do now is decide what to do with you… and believe me, I have a number of ideas.”

Then he turned his attention to Àurea. “You, my dear, are merely a home-grown terrorist. Garden variety. I have no doubt that once I cut you down, five more will spring up in your place. But such is the nature of my work; I like to think of myself as a pruner. You will be turned over to the Keepers of the Faith for immediate trial. And, I imagine, summary execution.”

He cleared his throat, looking around the cabin at the soldiers strapped into their seats. “I think that should do, don’t you? Carry on.”

And with a rumble of ignition, the transport lifted off.




The trip to wherever they were going was mercifully short. Between the coma-like effect of the pine cone and the subtle vibrations of the engine, Tris dozed off for a time. When he woke, it was to the jolt of an atmospheric transition; clearly the pilots of this tub were no match for Kyra. The journey of only hours rather than days meant they must still be relatively close to Oracle. Tris guessed that meant an important planet, and he wasn’t disappointed; the view from the small portholes lining the ship was of gleaming silver spires, each surrounded by a multi-levelled halo of roadways and platforms. The buildings grew taller and more impressive, until the ship decelerated for landing. It came to rest on one of the raised piers extending from the most impressive structure yet. Not much could be glimpsed from this distance, but during their descent Tris had seen a vast stone frontage with gigantic columns reminiscent of some ancient Egyptian temple.

Gerian must have done something with his pine cone, as sensation began to return to Tristan’s toes. Within seconds he could wiggle them, and a minute later his arms and legs had begun to respond again. He blinked several times, his eyes stinging in the fresh light streaming in through the hatch. He felt his restraints go limp, and found he could shrug his way out of them. The pod he’d been sealed into wasn’t much bigger than a coffin, with a front entirely of glass. This now slid back and Gerian stood in the opening, flanked by a pair of guards. He beckoned, and Tris slunk forwards. Kreon was still restrained in the pod opposite, but he glimpsed Kyra’s back as she was marched down the ramp at gunpoint.

Gerian waved at the guards, and they led Tris away. He complied sluggishly, trying to appear dazed and weak from the paralysis. In reality his mind was whirling, cataloguing everything around him in the desperate hope of escape. He knew Kyra would be doing the same, and she was an expert at this; when she made her move, he vowed to be ready.

It was only when he joined her outside that he realised what a foolish hope that was.

The spires of the city spread out around them, above and below, vast and high-tech. A combination of the brisk breeze and his stomach told him he was impossibly high-up. The tower that reared above them stood out from its fellows in that it alone was clad in some glistening white material that sparkled in the mid-morning sun. Other traffic came and went in a never-ending stream of ships from all directions. But it was the heavy gun turrets that quashed his spirits; six of them that he could identify straight away, bracketing the landing pad from all sides. More protuberances bristled from the sides of the tower; presumably at least some of those were weapons too. And the squad of heavily armed and armoured guards waiting for them — twenty at least — put the final nail in the coffin.

They’d escaped from more difficult situations than this, Tris was sure. But outside intervention had featured heavily in most of those instances. Here, deep in the Lemurian Empire, they were completely alone. Save for ALI — Tris glanced up as Wayfinder’s shadow blanketed him briefly, the ship being flown in right behind them.

More evidence…

But if ALI had managed to hide herself, and had resisted the temptation to show off during the journey, she could still be in there. Which meant they had at least one ally here… well, unless she switched sides again. The AI was a Lemurian creation, after all.

Who knows? Maybe they’ve got some kind of master reset code for her?

The soldiers’ armour was fancier here, he noticed. More sculpted to their physiques, as though armour had fashion, and these guys were right on trend. Their weapons looked plenty serviceable though. With a barked command from the squad leader, they were marched off down the walkway towards the tower. Tris’ mind was still grasping frantically at straws. They were high up; could they survive a jump from the edge of the walkway? With Kreon’s grav-staff perhaps, but all their weapons had been confiscated before they’d boarded the transport. They could try throwing guards over the edge, but not without getting shot in the process. Even if they somehow managed to get out of their restraints and fight free of all the guards, those evil-looking gun turrets would shred them.

He was still coming up with far-fetched scenarios when they reached the entrance to the tower and were taken inside.

The gleaming white exterior continued inside, albeit muted and less shimmery. It was immediately evident they were in a maximum security corridor; the walls and ceiling were studded at regular intervals with nozzles that screamed ‘weapon’. Otherwise featureless, it ran long and straight — an escapee’s worst nightmare. Tris was guessing it would lead directly to the cells, so he was surprised when their guards led them through heavy blast doors and into an office. The furnishings were minimal; just a smooth white desk raised on a dais, behind which sat a wiry old man with a beard tied into long grey tails. The man’s robes matched his desk, giving him a venerable, almost saintly appearance. No badge of office was obvious, but Gerian deferred to him politely.

“Your excellency! I hope we didn’t interrupt anything?”

“For my Assessor General, nothing is an interruption,” came the reply. The old man’s voice was like the rasp of sticks rubbed together, yet he managed to convey a note of dry humour. Tris could guess why; it was pretty clear that no-one ignored a request from Gerian, no matter what they were doing.

“I’ve brought you a gift, Your Excellency. Three Lantian spies, masquerading as ambassadors… and the leader of those accursed Ingumend.

The old man raised a whiskery eyebrow. “Their leader, you say? You have proof of this, I take it?”

Gerian ’s smile was smug. “I have all the evidence I need,” he said, tapping his temple. “And after a day or so of interrogation, I’ll have every piece of information she ever dreamed of. Names, locations, numbers, passcodes… this pathetic little uprising will be over before it begins.”

The eyebrow came up again. “One day, you say?”

“I’ll put my best officers on the job,” Gerian confirmed, “and I’ll oversee them personally.”

“Hmm. One day, eh? Very well. I’ll give you two. The Keepers will need the time to make their preparations. After that shall we say, trial at midday? And execution right after.”

“I bow to your wisdom in this matter,” said Gerian.

The old man tapped a note into the top of his desk. “Very well then. I’ll schedule it in. Next?”

Kreon took a step forwards. “Your Excellency, there has been a mistake. My people have been unjustly incarcerated, and this girl is no more than one of my assistants. Your Assessor General has been tormenting us from the moment we arrived in Lemurian space, despite the treaty between our nations. In lieu of any real results, he has clearly fabricated this conspiracy to incriminate my people for his own agenda. I have audio recordings of him attempting to entrap us, of him offering to take us to the planet where he arrested us, and of his subordinate making a plea for Lantian aid on his behalf. I would like to insert them into evidence.”

The old man behind the desk squinted down at Kreon. “No, that won’t be necessary.”

Gerian stepped in front of him. “You forget, Lord Anakreon, that I can see inside her head. And inside yours. I sense you feel a certain… responsibility towards her. I can appreciate that to you she must appear a tragic figure, a noble and heroic freedom fighter. Unfortunately, to us she is merely a terrorist — a particularly rabid one, that must be put down with extreme prejudice. But don’t be concerned, My Lord. I’m no expert in legal matters, but I feel certain that you’ll be joining her soon enough.”

Kreon surged forward again. “This is a travesty! I—”

One of the guards put a hand on Kreon’s chest to push him back into line. Without even looking at the man, Kreon reached up — his cuffs dropping away as though they’d never existed — and took hold of the offending forearm, snapping it with a flick of his wrist.

The guard screamed once and fell back, landing on his ass in front of Kreon. The others reacted instantly, a dozen rifles springing up to target Kreon’s head. The guard on the floor was rolling around clutching his arm, trying not to scream again.

“I will not be intimidated,” Kreon snarled, “and I will not be imprisoned without due process.”

“Yet you’d commit assault inside the Tower of Justice! In His Excellency’s very chambers!” Gerian actually sounded shocked.

Kreon turned to glare at him. “I will commit far worse if I am provoked again. I demand you contact the High Warden on Atalia. He will—”

“Lord Anakreon!” The old man had risen from behind his desk, his voice and bearing both becoming far more imposing. “As identified by DNA scan. You are being held here on charges of espionage. As you were discovered trespassing on sacred ground with neither guide nor permission, in the company of the most wanted individual in the Empire, I’d say that was cause enough. But this is not a trial. That will occur in due course. Be under no illusions; your political status will not protect you here. By all accounts, your High Warden has his hands well and truly full. If you step out of line or speak up again, I will have you executed on the spot!” His voice rose on this last, and Tris noticed gun barrels extending from a decorative cornice on all corners of the ceiling.

Kreon muttered something foul under his breath, and Tris made a silent plea to him to stop. The Warden never reacted well to authority, but Tris had no desire to see him blown to bits right there.

After a few seconds’ silence, the grey-haired old man resumed his seat. He looked at Tris and Kyra as though noticing them for the first time. “And these others?”

“The same, Your Excellency,” Gerian supplied.

The old man didn’t even blink. “Very well. I’ll inform Supreme Magistrate Otonus, but his schedule is very busy at the moment. I’m sure he will have some thoughts on this matter. Till then, do what you want with them.”

Kreon looked like he was about to burst a vein. Tris knew he was about to attack. He tensed, ready to do what he could — hopefully Kreon had managed the same trick with all their cuffs that he’d done with his own — and sized up the guard nearest to him.

But then he felt a familiar rubbery feeling in his legs. Kreon staggered and fell to his knees, then slumped forward on the floor. Gerian had activated that damn pine cone again. As Tris sagged backward he saw that Kyra was also prone. The guards made room for them as they sprawled on the floor, then picked them up, one man to a limb — two each on Kreon — and carried them out of there.




The cell Tris was taken to was deep within the tower. They’d ridden an elevator, though whether up or down he couldn’t say. All the corridors and passageways were the same uniform white, with no markings he could see to make sense of them. His escort twisted and turned seemingly at random, and after a while he noticed that the guards carrying Kreon and Kyra had split off in another direction. Alone with his captors, he suddenly felt cold. This was real, and wherever he was being taken he was being deliberately separated from his friends. Anything could happen in here, to any of them. He had a sudden flash of fear that the guards would take out their frustrations on him as he lay there immobile, but they didn’t — they simply tossed him into his cell and left him lying where he fell. The bars slid shut and a growing hum told him there was power running through them.

The stresses of the day combined again with the strange paralysis, turning his eyelids to lead. He succumbed briefly to the urge to close them, and within minutes he was asleep.




He woke to pain.

He must have been drugged, as he had no recollection of being brought from his cell into this stark white box. He was naked, though that wasn’t too much of a mystery; his jumpsuit lay in ribbons on the floor next to him. He was fastened into a plastic chair, with straps around his arms, legs and forehead. He discovered another encircling his chest when he tried to take a deep breath. The pain had been fleeting; something had stabbed into the side of his neck. Now the area felt warm and numb… Tris wondered what they’d put into him. A locater most likely, to keep track of him while he was in there. At least this wasn’t a full-on torture session; he saw no trays of scary tools, no evidence of previous victims bleeding out. The only other person in the room, beside a pair of guards at the door, was a gaunt man in a white-gown.

Doctor, Tris identified immediately.

“Ah, you’re awake,” he said to Tris. “That will make this easier. I’m going to release the restraints, and then I’d like you to get dressed.”

A second later the band around Tristan’s forehead loosened. Carefully he twisted his head from side to side, feeling for the foreign presence in his neck. His chest released, and he took a breath reflexively. Then his wrists came free, giving him the chance to rub his neck.

The doctor stepped away and gestured to a small table that had been out of Tris’ line of sight. On it lay a neatly folded jumpsuit in bright yellow.

Ugh! Not really my colour, but beggars can’t be choosers.

He slid from the chair, testing his legs before putting weight on them.

“Oh, one more thing.” The doctor came forward brandishing a scalpel. Tris shrank back, his ass colliding with the chair, but the doc leaned over bringing the blade to his throat. Tris froze — then a second later, with a sound like a wave breaking, he felt the world around him come rushing in.

The doctor stood back, holding the Kharash pendant on its severed thong.

Tris screwed his eyes shut tight as thoughts bombarded him with deafening volume. Frantically he reached for a speck of darkness, dragging it towards him as Kyra had shown him. He stretched the square of black, bringing it down over his brain like a bonnet, slowly squeezing out the thoughts around him. He put more mental energy into the construct, making it thicker, more solid, until at last he felt he could open his eyes. Though it had felt like an hour of spikes stabbing into his brain, it had only taken a second; the doctor regarded him curiously, then shrugged and turned away, dropping the pendant into a clear box.

Tris took deep breaths, his mind recovering with each one. Soon he could function again, though his hands shook as he lifted the yellow jumpsuit from the table.

He took his time dressing, and cast his mind out through tightly-controlled gaps in the protective shroud. To begin with, he targeted the people in the room. He could tell straight away that the doctor was cruel, but bored, and didn’t consider Tris a threat.

The guards at the door were also bored, and they considered themselves to be the threat. The doctor was thinking about his wife, that she was angry but that he’d put her in her place; one guard was reminiscing about a beating he’d recently delivered, while the other was in debt unfairly, and was pissed off about it.

It was Tris’ first time being able to properly read minds since they’d entered Lemurian space. It occurred to him that of all people, the thugs working directly for the Keepers of the Faith would have nothing to hide. Walking around with a permanent mental barrier raised was probably not encouraged this deep in the spider-web.

He finished dressing, the loose-fitting jumpsuit as flimsy as it was garish. The doctor looked him over and nodded curtly; the guards came forward, humming batons raised. Tris could only guess what would happen if one if them touched him, and he decided not to give them a reason to try. The doc gave the box with the pendant in it to one of the guards, then the pair of them ushered Tris toward the door. Two more guards waited outside; if he’d had his glaive, Tris was confident he could have taken out the lot of them. As it was, he had little choice but to fall in between them as they marched him off to who knows where. Back to his cell, hopefully…

Or not. A few more twists of the stark white labyrinth brought them to the first distinctive door Tris had seen. Its rich wood paneling looked so out of place set into the featureless corridor that he knew straight away what was on the other side of it. Of course Gerian would maintain an office here — and of course it would be as ostentatious as possible. At times, Tris honestly doubted they shared a genetic code.

As before, two guards waited outside whilst the other pair escorted him in. The room they entered was even more extravagant than its equivalent on Berasko Station. A faithful recreation of some prep-school headmaster’s study, rich wooden bookcases lined the walls, every shelf crammed with dusty tomes. The floor was a thick cream carpet and the vast oak desk looked at least a hundred years old.

Gerian sat behind it, lounging at ease in a padded leather office chair. One of the guards came forward and placed the box containing Tris’ pendant in front of him. Gerian cast only a cursory glance at it, as the guard and his friend took up positions either side of the door. Tristan’s mind was still reeling from the psychic noise as he approached the desk.

“Ah, young Tristan,” Gerian began. “This must all be a bit of a shock to you. I gather you appreciate my collection? All genuine artefacts from Earth, of course.”

Tris said nothing. The clone wasn’t worth his time, and probably knew all the answers anyway. As if on cue, Gerian smiled.

“There’s something different about you…? Ah, yes! It was this trinket then? Those Kharash, eh! They really knew how to make a thing or two.”

Again, Tris said nothing. The casual ease with which Gerian was pulling facts from his mind disturbed him, but there was nothing he could do about it. Briefly, he thought of the Empress of the River of Silver Flashes, and the multi-coloured thread-work she’d used to screen her thoughts. It was far beyond his ability to replicate, but Kyra had briefly taught him about hardening a shroud around his mind to keep an enemy out.

Gerian frowned. “Yet you do know some basic blocking techniques? Fascinating! They’re of no use of course.”

This time Tris felt the probing fingers of Gerian’s mind as they roamed his protective shell, seeking out a weakness.

“Very interesting…”

Then Gerian attacked. Tris could think of no other word to describe it — suddenly the pressure in his head built to a crushing weight, and a spike of pure force drove into him like a dagger. He roared in pain, the sound a tsunami of white light in his brain, and flung the spike away from him.

Gerian staggered back as though struck, slamming into the bookcase behind him. The pain in Tris’ head faded, and he saw the dazed expression on Gerian’s face. A trickle of blood was running from the clone’s nostril.

I did that!

He was shaping the power of his mind into a spike to push back at Gerian when he sensed a flash of intent. Too late he turned — just as the guard’s rifle butt connected with his head.

The last thing he saw before darkness took him was Gerian wiping the blood from his nose. The Assessor General’s snarl followed him down into unconsciousness. “You’ll pay for that…”
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Tris knew little of his next few days.

He was never sure if he was awake or unconscious, inside or out, or which way was up.

Only two things were constant: the pain — indescribable agony, as though every fibre of his being was torn apart over and over, from his toes to his teeth — and Gerian’s smiling presence, overseeing all of it.

His mind had no respite. There was no corner he could hide in, no place that was safe from Gerian’s prying tendrils. The stab of the Assessor General’s thoughts were sometimes like needles, at others like knives. Tris felt flayed, from the inside out. Every secret he had was laid bare; he screamed his throat raw betraying his friend Mark, revealing the million pounds that lay untouched in a random bank in Bristol. Childhood fears were given away along with adolescent insecurities. With every shred of consciousness he fought to retain the memory of his mother aboard the Folly, and the feeling of Eleanor Fitzgerald’s lips on his — but to no avail. Gerian tore both from his mind, leaving ragged scars where Tris had fought to keep them.

A team of shadowy faces swam behind him, either supporting his efforts or just casual bystanders — Tris was too shredded to tell the difference. If he slept, the torture carried on through his dreams, the pain resounding endlessly in a never-ending cycle of torment and echo. He felt his sanity slipping, like a frayed old sail on a boat flapping in the wind, tearing a little more with every gust. He no longer knew if he was screaming or not; all he could hear was a thin wail, his mind so far from comprehending physical sensation that it could be coming from anywhere.

And then, without warning, it stopped.

Slowly, an inch at a time, he clawed himself up into the sudden silence. As knowledge of his surroundings returned to him, the stench hit him like a punch. He was filthy; his once-yellow jumpsuit was encrusted with bodily fluids. He was lying on his back, staring up at the ceiling; it was white, he realised, and smooth, curving down to meet the walls with no visible seams. The floor felt flat and hard below him; he imagined it being the same material, though he wasn’t quite able to move enough to check.

When he did move, it began with the tiniest twitch of his fingers. When that produced no pain, no wave of nausea, he dared to move his hands. He worked his way up his body, finally managing to turn his head to the side. His cheek pressed against the smooth white surface — exactly like the roof, he noted.

Time to get up, Tris!

He froze. He didn’t remember thinking that thought. It had come from somewhere else, like the echo of something he’d said earlier rebounding from the pristine whiteness opposite him. Only he hadn’t spoken. His throat was dry, his breath rasping in and out. He didn’t think he could speak if he tried.

Get up you flabby sack of shit!

This time, Tris did sit up — the command was strong enough to take him over, like someone else had a remote control to his body.

Who— who is this? he ventured.

Ah, for Sydon’s sake! He felt a wave of exasperation, and the image came to him of a pretty girl rolling her eyes at him. He could almost put a name to the face… K... Kelly? No… Kara? Regardless, he knew in a wave of certainty that the voice was someone he trusted.

Can you help me?

I can bitch slap your stupid clone face, if that helps?

He felt the ghost of a laugh rising through his ruined chest. How did that happen?

Duuuh! You got shot, dickhead! But you’re all better now. At least, I hope so.

Karra? Are you… are you okay?

You mean, am I real? I am. And whilst I know you’re fond of your mother, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mix the two of us up. I mean, urgh! I kissed you, for crying out loud!

The memory of that event accompanied the message — and suddenly he was sitting on the steel deck inside a spherical battle station, sobbing his heart out. Because…? The details escaped him, but he knew it was important. Something fundamental had changed. He knew more about himself than he had before. And the kiss had helped him to understand… something. To feel some new sense of… appreciation? Of belonging. To a team. To something greater than himself. Certainly something prettier…

And with that, he remembered not just Kyra, but an unbelievably fragile girl, a tiny slip of a thing with pale skin and freckles, a halo of auburn curls framing her face. A surge of feeling rose within him, a pang of shame followed by a burst of ferocious protectiveness. This girl, he knew, he would defend until his last breath. He would die for her.

Hahahahahaha! The laugh was musical. Protect her? I’d love to see you try! But hey, that’s good. That thing you’re feeling? That anger? You can use it.

Tris realised the voice was right. Without even noticing it, he’d climbed to his feet. His fists were tensed, his right foot back, his weight centred and low in a fighting stance. That he could move at all was a surprise; part of him had thought his limbs had been torn off at some point. His body was whole, at least as far as he could tell. There was no bleeding. He extended his senses, probing his whole body a piece at a time. There was nothing wrong; nothing felt out of place. Amazingly, nothing hurt; the intense pain he’d been feeling was all in his mind. Even the memory of it made him wince, his shoulders tensing to ward off some imaginary blow.

No! Come on Tris, he told himself. He was mildly surprised that he remembered his own name — and with that notion came a flood of other images, memories and sensations swirling around him like a sandstorm. “Kyra! And Kreon…”

He realised he was speaking aloud. His throat did still hurt, as though someone had taken a cheese grater to it.

Oh no! Your beautiful singing voice! Kyra was mocking him. Suddenly he remembered the feeling of her mocking him — it felt warm, a flush of heat that travelled up from the pit of his stomach all the way to his face.

Okay, you’re embarrassing me now, she told him. Get your shit together, Tris! You’re about to have visitors.

And that’s when he felt the other presences approaching him. Two men; one full of rage and frustration, one quiet and calm. The calmness masked hidden depths; he was by far the more dangerous of the two.

I’ll kill him first, Tris decided.

No! The voice warned. Be careful, Tris. Save your anger. You’re going to need it. They’re coming for all of us. I don’t know what’s happening, because they don’t. But it’s nothing good. Be ready.

And at that exact moment, the angry man arrived outside Tristan’s cell. “Get up,” the man spat, ignoring the fact that Tris was already on his feet. “You’re coming with us.” Derision coloured every word. Tris heard him, but it took him a second to process the man’s meaning. He looked around; he was in a cell, he realised, and these people were his jailers. They were the enemy — but not the ones who had inflicted the pain. Even the memory of the pain made him shrink, made him want to fold in on himself, to curl up in a ball. He felt his legs start to shake as the bars slid open with a noise like thunder. But he stayed upright, swaying slightly, as the two guards took him by the arms and dragged him out of the cell.

He found it easy not to fight.

Wherever he was going, he would get there. The two men were doing all the work, after all; Tris just relaxed and let them take the burden.

It’s what they get paid for.

And with that thought, he started to laugh.

“This one’s properly gone,” one of the guards said to the other.

“Yeah, no shit! His head’s so full o’ holes you could piss through it.”

Tris caught the ugly sentiment that accompanied that; this guard, the more obviously brutal one, really enjoyed causing pain. He’d done it recently; the smell of fear still clung to him, along with the scent of blood.

Laughter welled out of Tris now, uncontrollably. The idea that this guard could cause him pain — when he, Tris, had sliced his blade through more bodies than he cared to count — was hilarious.

“Shut up,” the quieter guard said. There was no threat it in — only boredom.

Tris ignored him and chuckled on. The joke was too funny — that after all he’d been through, either of these too try-hards could do anything to hurt him.

“I’m going to kill you,” Tris said suddenly.

The guards didn’t pause. “Oh yeah? Which one of us?” the loud one asked, as they dragged him down the corridor.

That depends, Tris fired a barb into the man’s mind. On which one of you moves the fastest.

The violent intrusion caused the loud man to jump. The quiet man freed up one of his hands and delivered a vicious punch to Tristan’s ribs. “Stay out of our heads, or you won’t make it to the rec room,” he threatened.

Rec room?

I’m already there, replied the voice.

Kyra?

Glad you remember me at last. You know, I’m not the kind of girl people usually forget.

Sorry! It’s been… I’ve had a rough week.

You and me both. The tone of her thoughts turned sour, and Tris shrank back from it. His pain was already too big to address; he didn’t dare approach hers.

I’m okay, she replied. But I’m stronger than you.

Her mocking tone had returned, and he embraced it. They must have taken your boots though. I bet you’re still sore about it.

I’m not gonna lie. I’ve killed people for less.

You fancy killing some now? I’ve got two coming right your way.

Not yet. We’ll see how this thing plays out first.

Kyra? If they take me back for… more. I can’t… I just can’t. Will you kill me? Please?

A wave of exasperation flowed from her. How’s about I make you a cup of shut the fuck up? We’re in this together — you, me, Kreon and the scrawny chick. Together, we’re stronger than all of them. But I need you to get your shit together. You got that? Cope with torture on your own time. We’ve got shit to do here.

Sorry, he replied reflexively.

Don’t be sorry! Just be ready to kick some fucking ass!

Kyra, I was born ready.

And carried on a wave of her laughter, he felt his spirit rise. The two men dragging him down the blank white corridor had no idea. He was floating above them, a being of pure power, and at the first opportunity he would rain down destruction upon them.

Because kicking ass was what he did.




The rec room was exactly like it sounded. After a hosing down with ice-cold water and the donning of a fresh yellow jumpsuit, Tristan’s escorts dragged him into a big white room with tables and couches scattered about at random. A single large viewscreen dominated the longest wall, with most of the chairs arranged to face it. The guards dumped him in one of the chairs and joined a handful of their colleagues at a table near the only entrance.

Clean and shivering, and reasonably sure he was both awake and alive, Tris took stock of his surroundings. In two more chairs across from him sat Kreon and Kyra. Tris raised a hand to wave to them, then noticed that both of them were staring fixedly at the screen.

What is it?

Not now, Kyra responded.

Tris shook himself, determined to shed the last vestiges of unreality. His mind had been his own again for such a short time, and he was still exploring the edges. He looked up at the screen more out of mild curiosity than anything else — but what he saw there hit his addled brain like a bucket of ice-water in the face.

Ingumen.

No — it was Àurea. She was someone special, he knew, and someone deeply significant. It was no wonder she was on TV… but she didn’t look good.

An action replay was showing the monstrous helmet being lifted off her head. Inside was something even more terrifying; a scar that was hideous to look at, ravaging the left side of a strong, proud face. The camera zoomed out slightly, showing the woman’s partially-armoured torso. Every bit of exposed flesh showed signs of damage — cuts and bruises, the evidence of a serious beating. Perhaps several, it was hard to tell. Clearly, she’d been through the wringer. As the inset picture of her unmasking disappeared, Tris’ attention was drawn back to the main picture. On it, the same girl wore a baggy yellow jumpsuit. She stood defiant in a pale stone room, her arms chained to the floor either side of her. She was trembling, though with pain or rage Tris couldn’t tell. A row of important-looking people sat facing her on a raised dais. The one in the centre wore striking white robes that picked him out of the background. It was an older man, with grey hair and beard, though both were immaculately groomed. He was speaking, and Tris tried to focus his attention on the signals coming in through his ears.

“—has been proved, beyond any shadow of a doubt. The woman facing us, though unknown to our genetic records, is none other than the self-styled leader of the Ingumend! That foul band of terrorists and murderers have long plagued our society, but no more! This… woman, and the group she leads, have sewn chaos throughout our Empire. Killing where they choose, taking what they want; they are nothing more than thieves and pirates preying on the very institutions that protect us all. Their mindless pursuit of power, their insatiable greed — these things differentiate them from the rest of us, honest citizens who work together to promote peace and equality. For we are all equal in the eyes of the Gods! And when the Gods return, their fiery judgement will rain down upon the unjust. Upon the trouble-makers and the greedy; on those that seek to place themselves above others for their own gain!”

He paused, clearly needing a few seconds to recover his breath after such an impassioned rant. The old man fussed with his robe, smoothing it a fraction, then cleared his throat. “As such, it is the judgement of this court that Ingumen — her true name never to be known — will face death at the hands of those she sought to supplant. Her execution will be carried out by troops of the common militia — those people whose lives she has taken, whose husbands and sons she has murdered in her eternal quest for power.”

The old man looked around, then seemed to find the camera, addressing the viewing audience directly. “Said execution to follow this broadcast.” He turned back to the defendant, who was visibly sagging with the news. “Does the condemned have any last words?”

Àurea’s head came up, defiant to the last. “I do,” she snarled. “The people will remember this injustice. There is no freedom until all are equal. And there is no fear in the darkness. All nightmares will come true.”

The grey-haired old man stared at her, his distaste evident even through the viewscreen. “Very well,” he said, “take her away.”

The camera zoomed in on the prisoner as guards came forward to release her chains. She was obviously in bad shape, swaying on her feet as they took her arms. She was dragged offscreen, through a small metal door which clanged shut behind her. The old man took centre-stage again, as footage continued from a camera facing him.

“Never before have we faced such a threat as is represented by these dissidents,” he said, his voice disdainful and strident. “They will tear apart the very fabric of our society, if we let them! Maiming and murdering whoever lies in their path, with no regard for the common people they claim to represent. Let us cry, enough! With one voice, let us denounce these terrorists, these Ingumend — nightmares indeed, for so they style themselves. Citizens of Glorious Lemuria, I call upon you now to turn in these traitors, to report their whereabouts and aid their capture in any way you can. For information leading to a conviction, the financial reward is substantial, and no burden of proof will be placed upon you. Strike now, at the heart of these evil-doers! Give up their sanctuaries, their leaders, their fanatical followers. Together we can show these murderers that we will not tolerate them!”

A row of characters appeared along the top edge of the picture: ‘Report any suspicious activity to your local Magistrate, or directly to the Chancel of Assessors on the frequency listed below. Vigilance Benefits All.’

He paused, looking down, then reconnecting with the camera, his expression radiating sincerity. “Your vigilance keeps all of us safe. For that, we thank you.”

The screen cut to an image of twelve spinning globes in a circle.

Tris was left with a hollow feeling within him. What the old man had said made sense — except, he knew the woman they were accusing was good. A memory of her flashed into his head. She’d fought well, and had killed people directly in front of them. Did that make her a bad person? The memory carried on playing, and he saw himself shoot a soldier that was poised to attack her. Was the soldier bad? Or was Tris in the wrong for shooting him? He’d felt an overwhelming certainty of righteousness as he fired the shot; at the time at least, he’d been sure he was doing the right thing. And he’d seen that old man before somewhere. The appeal to the public was a facade, he was sure, hiding a much more sinister motivation.

Whoever these people were that he was appealing to, Tris knew they should be more scared of the old man than of the battered girl he’d condemned.

Tris had just finished processing these thoughts when the screen flared back to life — this time showing a wide expanse of metal decking. He recognised it, actually — it was a landing pad, not too far from the one they’d arrived on. Àurea had been tied to a steel column in the centre of the space, her body sagging weakly against the metal. Beside her, a burly guard in full armour stood resting on a sword as tall as he was.

The camera switched angles, showing a row of soldiers facing Àurea. Each wore a plain black jumpsuit rather than armour; their faces were bare, revealing expressions taut with anger and hatred. Each carried a rifle, and at a command from the guard next to Àurea they raised their weapons in unison.

Tris heard Kreon give an inarticulate cry, but he couldn’t look away from the screen. They’ll save her, he thought, the Ingumend will save her! They must be watching, they’ll know, they have people everywhere…

Yet as he watched, nothing happened to stop the proceedings. The men with rifles took aim, the screen zooming in to show the concentration on their faces, before switching to a wider view.

“Fire!” came the command.

Nine rifles discharged. Dimly, Tris remembered there being some significance to the number nine. Àurea’s body jerked violently as the rounds hit home, great bloody welts blossoming against the bright yellow of her jumpsuit. She cried out wordlessly, sliding down the pole to her knees. The camera zoomed in on her as she sagged forwards against her bonds, head down, blood dripping from her mouth and nose. Her life was ebbing away, pulsing out of her body with the blood. The guard next to her took stock and decided his time was right. Standing briefly to attention, he swung the huge sword high over his head, letting it hang there for a second to reflect the light. Then he brought it down in one smooth motion, severing Àurea’s neck in a single blow. Her head hit the metal deck with a thud, rolling sideways until the swordsman stopped it with his boot. The camera zoomed in again, capturing her features full-screen; her face was frozen in a rictus of pain, her eyes half-closed, her mouth hanging open on a silent scream.

Tris felt himself falling, and realised Kyra’s mind was reeling with shock, translating the feeling to him. From Kreon he felt nothing but anguish — a single wave of pain so pure and heart-rending, Tris thought the Warden was dying too.

But he didn’t. He fell off his chair, hitting the deck hard. He didn’t even put his hands up to save himself, just toppled like a felled tree. Kyra leapt up to help him, but went skidding sideways as her legs stopped working. Tris went to stand, but found he couldn’t.

And then he noticed Gerian, who had sneaked quietly into the room during the broadcast. The evil bastard was grinning ear to ear, lapping up their despair like it was nectar. And in his hand, that bloody pine cone had worked its magic again. Tris collapsed to the floor, unable to do anything but watch as Gerian strode over to stand amongst them.

“So, Lord Anakreon, our first execution seems to be a resounding success! We have the names and locations of most of her colleagues, and soon they’ll all face the same fate. Which brings me to you three. We’ve a few days yet, until your turn comes around. We have to give the public time to digest, you understand? To make sure they appreciate the message. But I’m afraid your feeble quest has come to nothing, as I predicted it would. You, and every member of your crew, will die. I will use your incursion as an excuse to punish your precious Order. Indeed, I already have! The wheels are in motion, so to speak. Your feeble fortress will fall, and every Warden in it will be killed. I will destroy the lot of you, and when that is done, I will take the Earth. Perhaps then you Lantians will finally understand who is the master in this relationship.”
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Oktavius, High Warden and Grand Master of the Order, stared up at the night sky.

If he squinted, he convinced himself he could see the ships massing over Atalia. There was no atmosphere beyond the fragile bubble that covered the fortress, and his eyes had been cybernetically enhanced, so perhaps he wasn’t fooling himself?

Certainly, there were enough of the damn things.

The stalemate had held for days now. Every ship that remained loyal to the Wardens had been called in, hastily assembled into a hodgepodge fleet that hung just beyond orbit. Their message was simple: to reach Atalia, you have to go through us.

Unfortunately, the fleet that opposed them was planning just that. Opposite in every way, the streamlined hulls of the opposing force were painted a uniform crimson. Their movements showed clear evidence of having trained together, practicing perhaps for this exact event. The Wardens, on the other hand, were fiercely independent, their individual notions of ‘chain of command’ often ending with themselves. They were a capable bunch, courageous and battle-tested. They were also outnumbered more than two to one.

Oktavius had been the one who’d called them all together, who’d poured oil on the fires of their disagreements, had placed Traditionalists and Progressives side by side and marched them out there to do battle. It was far from a perfect strategy, but what else was there? His guardianship of Atalia was new, untested. He didn’t had a huge variety of options — simply gathering all the ships he could and hammering them into some rough approximation of a fleet had taken all the time and skill he had.

Whilst the forces were mustering up there, down in the catacombs he’d been forced to utter secret words, maintained on encrypted code cylinders stored in a vault only the High Warden had access to.

The words had set in motion a chain of events, the like of which had not been witnessed in generations. Great forges fired up, drawing their heat directly from the tiny molten core of the planetoid. Enormous machines cranked to life, their heavy steel components clashing and clanging against one another as they strove to find harmony. Huge moulds were dredged up on chains, split apart and filled with smelted alloys. An arcane talos, very nearly as old as the fortress itself, was resurrected to oversee the process. Towers that had stood shrouded in stone for millennia now split apart, their ornate facades lowering to reveal launch tubes and cannon barrels close to a kilometre in length. These potent weapons traversed left and right, their alignments tested under the auspice of the talos, as deep within the chambers beneath Atalia’s meeting halls the munitions of war were manufactured.

Oktavius studied it all.

Every movement of the ancient technology was reported and logged for his approval. Though much of it was automated, he took a perverse pleasure in observing the minutiae; such attention to detail had seen his rise from an orphanage on an obscure mining colony to the dizzying heights of Atalia’s First Circle. If the Order’s finest hour was to come while he was at the helm, then so be it. He would be ready; Atalia would be ready, defending itself as it had done numerous times in the past.

The distant past…

Yet nothing was out of place. Everything worked as it was intended to, under the strict supervision of that venerable talos. Hidden within its dusty memory banks were details of previous invasions, attacks on Atalia that had been repulsed by the same weapons it now brought to bear. Oktavius trusted the talos, and the machinery it commanded, as he trusted his forebears. Never before had it failed; not once, in over ten-thousand years, had Atalia been compromised by an enemy.

Even viewed conservatively, the preparations were proceeding excellently.

Only one thing concerned him.

This enemy — a combined force, led by two powerful ex-First Circle members — knew as much about the planet’s defences as he did.

Perhaps more.

Oktavius was a quick study, and had made it his mission to learn everything he could about the defensive capabilities of the fortress he commanded. But he’d been High Warden for a matter of weeks; the sheer quantity of data he now had access to was mind-boggling. At first he’d focussed on the rules and traditions of his Order, needing to be sure that his succession was legal. The lack of a full Conclave had bothered him, raising awkward questions amongst others who might have considered themselves candidates. Kreon, of course, was chief amongst them. Always the cantankerous old Warden had frustrated Oktavius. His methods bore no resemblance to those advocated by the Order; his attitude represented the exact opposite of the teamwork which Oktavius sought to engender. True, the Wardens had long been a solitary and fractious bunch, prone to fighting amongst themselves and sabotaging each other’s efforts. Look where that had gotten them! A civil war brewing, with various Lords siding with one candidate or another. Oktavius knew his own support had slipped, but fortunately he had the advantage of being a clean and uncomplicated successor. His achievements, whilst comparatively modest, had been sufficient to see him nominated to the First Circle. His character was beyond reproach. These elements had helped sway the majority over to his camp, and his election to the chair of High Warden had met with only minor grumbling.

Unless you counted Kreon.

But Sera… she was difficult. There was no debating the point; Sera was a hero. Veteran of countless campaigns, highly-regarded stateswoman, warrior of repute. She was also a traitor; a murderer of innocents, including many under her own command, and a violator of the most sacred Edicts.

If only she wasn’t so damned popular…

Her declaration that she was usurping his position had given the malcontents fuel for their fires. Not many had openly declared for her — not yet, at any rate — but he could be sure she had sympathisers in his ranks. Worse, he could do nothing to root them out, for fear of appearing paranoid and reactionary. His support base depended on him being perceived as legitimate, righteous and unthreatened. Conducting a witch-hunt through his own ranks in order to identify Sera’s agents would undermine everything he stood for; everything that gave him the authority to defy her.

And defy her he would.

Her aims were clear; to take Atalia, then Earth. With government bureaucracy tying itself in knots over the war with the Siszar, the Wardens were the only force capable of stopping her.

Only she knew all their strategies, all their allegiances…

And she had the largest fleet any one Warden had ever assembled.

It wasn’t hers, of course.

Demios, the original traitor and the murderer of the previous High Warden, had apparently thrown his lot in with Sera. And he had a lot to throw in. Whereas Sera had survived on her reputation, Demios had benefitted from just about every side hustle a Warden could run. Selling arms. Selling favours. Selling relics. Selling immunity. His twin Priestesses were infamous, being sent on regular visits to test out his rivals. Demios had quickly risen to prominence in Silban, the system his family ruled, and rather than using those ties to aid his work as a Warden he had instead used his position in the First Circle to further enrich his family’s holdings. Now capable of fielding an army that outnumbered most sector fleets, Demios had the raw power to do almost anything he pleased.

And it seemed that, right now, putting Sera on the High Seat of Atalia was what pleased him.

Even if he turned Atalia to rubble in the process.




A crackle in his ear brought him back to the present. He never got great reception up on the roof; the sheer quantity of stone between his receptors and the command staff who were calling him gave a fuzzy reverb to every word they transmitted.

The voice Oktavius heard now was a younger tech, a man he’d known as a wide-eyed candidate come to enlist in the great Warden’s stronghold. Rufine was a man he trusted, despite his young years — though at well over sixty, Rufine had already devoted half his life to serving the Wardens.

“My Lord — it’s starting.”

They were the words Oktavius had been praying not to hear.

“Very well then,” he replied, taking care to let neither frustration nor anxiousness colour his tone. “I’ll come back inside. Please have our defensive capabilities brought up to full readiness.”

“Very good, My Lord.”

“Oh, and Rufine?”

“Yes, my Lord?”

“If I die before I get down there, then you’re in charge.”

It wasn’t much of a joke, but given his mindset it was the best he could do.

He resettled the cloak around his shoulders and made for the elevator. The view was great from up here, but if the defences had to fire, the shield surrounding Atalia would have to open momentarily to do so. The two systems were closely synchronised, so the fortress would only be vulnerable for the barest fraction of a second — but add enough of those seconds together, and there was a chance something would get through.

Of course, the fact that the bubble of atmosphere surrounding Atalia would evaporate once the shield started opening was more than enough motivation to move.

Oktavius entered the elevator car, making his way directly to the command dome. For him it was only a short ride away, his private elevator capable of taking him to all the most significant points in the fortress. Right now, part of him wanted to ride it all the way down to the catacombs, down the the private vault he’d inherited from Lord Erekasten — the one with its own airlock and life support, with food stores and nutrients, the one which held an escape pod capable of tunnelling out of there and achieving interstellar flight under its own power. Oktavius had made an inspection of the craft and its systems as part of his preparations for the coming battle.

Erekasten’s sense of humour had been fondly regarded by those under his command, so perhaps he shouldn’t have been surprised to discover a note tacked to the window of the craft. ’Only For Use In Emergencies,’ it read.

But those thoughts were not for now. For now, all the might of Atalia was his to command — both fleet and surface defences, as well as a few more esoteric tricks. The single most important thing was to maintain control. Order and discipline; these were the qualities that won battles, and Sera’s forces would have them to spare.

“Report,” he said crisply, as he stepped from the elevator. Around him, monitors fed back data from the scanners in realtime, channeling it into a three dimensional display that hovered in the centre of the room. Live humans made corrections to the data, separating the fighters from the missiles, using their own displays to draw tactical analyses on the model.

It was efficient, Oktavius had to admit. Even without him there, it would still be proceeding in a similar fashion. He hated to issue unnecessary orders. He had no need to throw his weight around, to establish his authority for the sake of it. His people knew what they were doing; he felt a moment of pride, realising that the force under his command undoubtably comprised the most skilled and experienced combatants in the galaxy. What they lacked in cohesion, they more than made up for in inventiveness, lethality, and downright deceitfulness.

He just hoped it would be enough.

“First battle group reports full engagement,” Rufine reported. The man had noted his arrival, and was speaking to him directly rather than on comms. “Second battle group is spreading to maintain a defensive screen above the fortress.”

“Belay that,” Oktavius told him. The greatest strength of his forces lay in their unpredictability. “Authorise both groups to engage as they see fit.” He knew this battle would not be won by conventional tactics. A free-for-all was less than ideal from a traditional tactical standpoint, but he was well aware of the Wardens’ strengths. They did not lie along conventional routes, and they would not forgive him for treating them as such.

“Second battle group redeploying,” Rufine reported.

Oktavius could see the result on the display himself; the blanket of ships that had been drawing back to cover Atalia now rocketed forwards, splitting up into individual squadrons and taking the fight to the enemy. The tactical holographics threw their own interpretation onto the display, colouring some sections red for hotly-contested, whilst others remained amber and clear.

“Remind them that individual heroics will count for naught against such numbers,” he cautioned. Most of the combatants had enough combat experience to handle themselves, but not many of them would have fought in large-scale engagements. That was normally the purview of the military. Oktavius clenched a fist in a bout of frustration. If it hadn’t been for the damned Siszar and this hopeless war, he’d have been able to call on several sector fleets to swat Demios and his pesky ambitions right back to Silban.

The opening feints flashed across the tac-display, a stream of information and wire-frame analysis that belied the violence and death happening above. Demios had sent feelers out, three larger craft each supported by a swarm of smaller ones. Without a centralised plan, several of the Wardens had gunned their engines, flaring out to attack head on. Oktavius felt the tension as a tight band across his chest. He’d figured out early on that most of his work was done; gathering the scattered Wardens and their allies had been a difficult and thankless task. But now they were all here, and battle was upon them… he had precious little chance of controlling them.

Larger ships moved in now, though most of these were the great crimson warships of Silban’s Defence Force. The more nimble ships employed by the Wardens danced around their adversaries, scoring kills where they could in an uncoordinated and haphazard manner.

Oktavius moved from monitor to monitor, absorbing the data. Tactics suggested themselves to him, but he knew the rag-tag fleet above would not obey him. His reputation was that of a diplomat rather than a warrior, though he’d seen plenty of both in two centuries of service.

He could give warnings though, and he issued a flurry of those as the larger ships in Demios’ fleet settled into a covering formation. They would advance together, using their shields to absorb the firestorm in front of them; anyone caught directly in their path would quickly find themselves overrun.

The battle became messy as both sides committed themselves to the centre. Atalia could only be taken by eradicating all its defenders; likewise, Demios would not retreat from his objective unless catastrophic losses could somehow be inflicted. It was a fight to the finish, and Oktavius had a horrible feeling it was his Wardens who were finished.

He paced the command dome, listening to panicked mayday calls and shrieks of triumph over the comm. Part of him wished he was up there, laser cannons loaded, taking the fight to the enemy. But he knew his duty. Atalia could not be allowed to fall into the hands of an aggressor. When the battle above was done, if Demios held the field, Oktavius would organise the defence of Atalia from the ground. There would be no evacuation; every person living in the fortress knew their lives depended on how well they fought, and that there was no escape once a siege began.

Oktavius’ final duty, of course, was to set the timer on the giant fusion-bomb suspended in a magnetic forcefield within the planet’s molten core. The age-old Edict of leaving no solace for the enemy would be adhered to in absolution.

This fortress was the repository of wisdom collected throughout the ages; within its vaults lay secrets that never needed to see the light of day.

So unless the battle went exceedingly well, Oktavius’ last act as High Warden would be to destroy Atalia completely.




Several of the command dome monitors gave real-time video feeds of the battle itself, transmitted from any one of a thousand tiny satellites scattered throughout Atalia’s vicinity. Oktavius was staring right at one when a ripple seemed to run through the space it depicted, followed by a wave of something that could only be described as plasma. The wave swept towards a pair of red-hulled cruisers, washing up against them in a tide of sub-space distortion. Both vessels instantly shrank, crumpling in on themselves as though being consumed by a black hole.

If Oktavius had’t been looking right at it, he wouldn’t have believed it. “Sydon’s Name! What was that?”

“Unknown,” Rufine replied, but it came from Lord Zineas’ flagship.”

“Contact him!” Oktavius demanded. “Tell him to get out of the way before reprisals take effect. Call Lord Praxis to put up a screen.”

Deploying such a weapon had been a risky move. Lord Zineas had painted himself as a target to the entire opposing fleet — any of them that didn’t want to be crushed down to the size of a ration pack, anyway. The ambitious Warden had obviously acquired and integrated some exotic alien weaponry into his flagship, but it was going to win him some less-than-secret admirers. As Oktavius watched, three battleships brought their main guns to bear on Lord Zineas’ flagship. A hailstorm of high-energy bolts flashed his way, the tac-holo reporting multiple missiles headed the same way. Zineas’ shields flared from the bombardment, obviously heavily augmented as well, but the onslaught didn’t let up. Missiles began to impact, tearing ragged holes in the flagship’s superstructure.

“Send Praxis to intercept!” Oktavius yelled—

But it was too late.

Lord Zineas had played his hand, and was reaping the rewards. Another pair of heavy cruisers had swung into the fray, targeting his flagship exclusively. A series of powerful explosions rocked the vessel from stem to stern, as missiles, turbo-lasers and thermal lances each took their toll. In seconds, the ship was carved into pieces; an immense explosion consumed the drive section, setting off secondary detonations in the chunks that were drifting away. A final fireball flared up, as whatever powered the alien weaponry went nova. Lord Zineas’ flagship was utterly destroyed, taking most of his private armada with it.

Oktavius clenched his fists, looking around for something to hit. That one blow had robbed him of his most experienced operatives, of the commander of the only private fleet that even came close to rivalling that of Lord Demios.

But even as the remnants of Lord Zineas’ fleet fell back in disarray, a surge of ships shot forward to avenge him. Zineas had been well-liked and respected amongst the Wardens; there were plenty amongst them who would take his death personally.

More ships peeled out of the defensive layer above Atalia, racing forward to claim their own measure of vengeance. The two cruisers that had obliterated Zineas’ flagship were ringed around, taking heavy fire from every direction. A carpet of missiles swept in, hitting in waves, tearing great chunks off the ships. In seconds they were both ablaze, out of control. The cloud of smaller ships around them scattered as the two behemoths collided with a force that made Oktavius wince.

With that action complete, the two forces seemed to pull apart, as though done testing each other. Demios had spent a good chunk of his fleet in the assault, but had still kept back a sizeable reserve. The Wardens had suffered heavy loses too, and as Oktavius scanned the tac display he realised they’d been left without a single undamaged warship amongst them. Most of the Wardens ran small crews, and had called in old alliances, favours, even mercenaries for this battle. Even those who owned larger vessels tended towards cargo haulers and other less ostentatious methods of transport. Formidable as they were, they were not an army. Sera had them outnumbered and outgunned — and she hadn’t even shown her pretty little head yet. Demios’ lumbering battleship was clearly visible towards the rear of his position, surrounded by red-hulled cruisers…

And fighters.

Oktavius swore. Fighters were something few of the Warden’s ships were equipped to repel. Conventional tactics used fighters to combat fighters; only a handful of ship designs were capable of fending them off with fast-tracking automated batteries. None of the Wardens maintained their own fighter squadrons, Oktavius knew. It was an expensive conceit. Pilots worth a damn didn’t come cheap, and they needed housing, feeding and constant flight time in well-maintained aircraft. Planetary governments and sector fleets kept a full complement, but beyond them only pirates and mercenary groups fielded fighters in large numbers. Hell some of the Wardens out there were in their personal fighters because that’s all they had…

Oktavius made a decision. Time to play his last card now, rather than wait until it was too late to make a difference. “Rufine, please order Fire Control to target Demios’ battleship.”

“Right away, my Lord!”

If Sera had been running the battle up there, it would have been a pointless gesture. Demios’ fleet was at extreme range for Atalia’s surface guns, and it was almost certain that the munitions would never reach their intended target. But Oktavius suspected that Demios was running this show, at least temporarily. And Demios was proud. A direct attack on his flagship could not go unpunished — not for someone like him. Firing directly at him with the hitherto secret guns in the fortress would rile him up, hopefully goading him into doing something rash… like making a full frontal assault on Atalia? Oktavius scoffed. Demios was arrogant, but sadly not stupid.

“Weapons have acquired their targets, My Lord,” Rufine reported. “However, the gunners report that firing is likely to be ineffective at this range.”

“Noted,” Oktavius said. “Fire at the earliest opportunity.”

He drew a deep breath and let it out slowly, willing his tension to go with it. This was a gamble; revealing the presence of the ground-based weaponry was his one surprise, and something he could have held in reserve. But that implied losing the battle above, and Oktavius wasn’t ready to admit defeat just yet. Not when he’d assembled the galaxy’s finest warriors in the skies above him.

As the powerful payload of ordnance blasted spaceward, Oktavius permitted himself the tiniest of grins. He was doomed — even an idiot could tell that. But he would make the traitors pay dearly for their victory. With luck, none of them would survive to enjoy it. Taking them with him would be a small satisfaction to weigh against the death of his Order — but the Wardens would rise again. There were still some out there, far-flung warriors too distant or too busy to heed his call. They would regroup, re-establish some form of Council, and the Wardens would return to defend humanity.

In over ten-thousand years, they had never failed.

His only regret was that he wouldn’t be around to see it.
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Kreon lay on the cold bunk in his cell, his mind ablaze with horrors.

But the hallucinations held no power over him.

They didn’t need to.

The death of his daughter — for the second time — being forced to watch it on the viewscreen…

Had broken him.

He cared for nothing anymore. Not himself, not her ridiculous cause… not even the galaxy. It would burn when he was gone; more accurately, it would have the life drained out of it one planet at a time. The Black Ships had returned to this galaxy over and over, larger and more powerful every time. At least twice in recorded history, they had wiped out all forms of sentient life. This time humanity would be their target, and every living person in the galaxy would die. Thousands of years from now, or tens of thousands, a younger species would discover space travel. They would colonise the planets as they found them, and marvel at the ruins of a civilisation long-lost. Sooner or later they would find the Portals, and would seek to understand them… And so the cycle would continue.

Against such immeasurable and ancient inevitability, what was he, just one man, to do?

There was no longer any hope for mankind. Just as there was no longer any hope for him.

He lapsed into an apathy so deep it was like a coma.

The drugs the Lemurian torturers administered were filtered from his blood within minutes. There was nothing they could do to stop that, but they could see what was happening. Their solution: more drugs, administered constantly, in such vast quantities that even his bio-engineered smart blood had trouble keeping up.

Kreon didn’t care. Given the choice, he would have surrendered to the drugs — even though the nightmares they brought would give him no respite. Assessors came and went, casually trawling his mind for tidbits, leaving confused more often than not. Kreon’s memory was a bottomless well of secrets; three-hundred years of clandestine operations, of hidden manoeuvres, of trickery and misdirection so complex even he came close to losing track at times. Delving into his stream of consciousness even with determination and focus, it would be difficult in the extreme to discover anything that made sense to them. Other people, particularly those born with the Gift, had developed tightly-structured defences against this kind of mind-rape. Kreon had never bothered. By the time it became as issue, his mind was already augmented three ways to Earth and back just from trying to store all the data he’d accumulated. His strategy under probing was simple: jump in, he invited them. And unbolted the floodgates.

Now though, all they’d be seeing was his grief. He no longer cared about the relationship being laid bare, not that he sensed anyone picking up on it. The specifics were drowned out in a tidal wave of pain so visceral that several of his tormentors simply gave up, pleading mental overload.

He’d have smiled at them, if he was able.

There was no physical torture. Again, there was no point; the pain he coped with every waking moment far outstripped anything some amateur surgeon with a blade could inflict. He had the grim satisfaction of knowing that he had done worse to his body than they ever could. Prospective torturers had attempted to work on him in the past, only to discover that there was little damage left for them to do.

Except for this. The pain of losing Àurea was so massive that he felt it physically, like a skewer through his chest slowly twisting.

He’d have died, if he could.

He would die — of that he had no doubt. He’d always thought that saving the galaxy would be his fate, a clean and noble thing that would inspire subsequent generations to make the same sacrifice when called upon.

Now, if they’d only give him a knife, he’d use it on himself. Straight to the jugular, where true blood still pulsed. He’d solve all their problems simultaneously, and let the galaxy get on with its long, slow collision with destiny.

He was done with it.

His lust for death bled over into drug-fuelled dreams, where the blank-faced psychics tore him limb from limb after each interrogation. Again and again he died, each manner more horrendous than the last, a never-ending parade of suffering which, in his more lucid moments, he was starting to believe he deserved.

Only one dream was different.

As the hallucinogens ran rampant through his system in doses that would kill a normal man, he was approached by a demon. Flames licked around her, and for a second he thought his precious Àurea had returned from the grave, extending a fiery hand to lead him onwards to Sydon’s judgement. He moaned, reaching out for her — only to have his hand slapped away, the demon’s flames burning his flesh where they touched. A knife materialised, its blade hard and flashing with reflected firelight. It plunged into him again and again, beyond his ability to stop it.

“You won’t bleed, old man!” the demon accused him. Her flames burned high as she pulled the knife from his side. “Then this will have to do.” And the heat of her fire seared into his eyeballs as the flames rose up to engulf him.

His last thought was almost joyous; was he finally dying? Would he be with his beloved Àurea at last? Pertinent images from her life flashed through his mind, like old Earthen photographs with the flames licking around the edges. Her first steps. The furrow of her brow as she concentrated on some obscure piece of technology. Her laughter, the first time she saw him in the huge leather trench coat she’d bought him. The agony on her face as she knelt on the platform, her life draining out through the holes in her body.

“I am ready,” he said, praying that she could hear him.

“You will need to be,” the demon snarled in response.

And was gone.




*                    *                    *




Kyra felt like she had it easy.

That had always been her defence against torture — look on the bright side.

She hadn’t lost anyone she cared about since Blas died, and that big lug was an accident waiting to happen. Kreon was still alive. Tris was still alive. And she was still alive, at least for now. She’d devoted a lot of time to perfecting her mental discipline, and she drew upon that strength now to guide her drug-induced dreams into a procession of victories. Battles she’d won. Enemies she’d vanquished. Limbs she’d watched spinning through the air after a swift cut from her Arranozapar. Shoes she’d worn. Heels she’d stolen. Racks of boxes she’d stashed in the Folly, without anyone even batting an eyelid. They were still there, waiting for her…

So long as these motherfuckers don’t cut my legs off!

She thought as little as she could about Àurea.

She’d lost plenty of people in her life — first as a child during the invasion of her planet, then fighting to free her people. Eventually she’d fled, leaving a trail of bodies in her wake — too many by far to let her ascend the throne, as her followers had wanted. No, the regime change had to be clean. Her sister, innocent to the last, had taken the reins. Kyra had left enough of her supporters scattered around the court to advise the young Queen, and had done what she did best: faded into obscurity.

And now the Lemurians wanted to delve into her memories.

Take a good look, ladies! If it’s suffering you’re after, you’ve come to the right place!

It was funny, when she had a moment of clarity to think about it. The bevy of torturers devoting their attention to her had no idea how this was done. She’d killed more people in her lifetime than all of them put together. Had done so in horrific ways designed to make statements. Had killed innocent bystanders to get a chance at her true target. Whichever way you looked at it, she was more of a monster than any of them. And yet here they were, trying to break her resolve with mental anguish…

Pah! Amateurs.

The physical stuff was a chore, though. A few of the guards seemed to have trouble keeping their hands off her. It would have been flattering, except she was barely conscious at the time, and unable to express her disinterest.

Luckily, when they came for her she was feeling lucid. Three men armed with stun batons, two more holding backstop outside her cell. She’d played dead while they checked her over, waiting for the pivotal moment — when the first man put down his stun baton and made himself ready to take her. She’d dealt with unwelcome attentions before, though usually she wasn’t dealing with a head full of hallucinogenic drugs at the time. Luckily, the Gift saw her through — she could read the mens’ intentions as though they had flashing signs above their heads. As the first man bent over to fumble with her jumpsuit’s closure she reached up, fastening her fingers in his greasy hair. She pulled his head down as her knee thrust up, making one hell of a mess of the man’s face. The other two must have shit bricks at that point, realising the mess they’d already made. Whether their actions were sanctioned or not didn’t really matter to Kyra; she took it personally when thugs tried to do things to her that she didn’t like.

She flung the moaning, wheezing form of the first man into the one behind him, then swung herself off the cot. The tiny blade she’d crafted from a piece of rec-room chair bracket was ready in her fingers and it took no effort at all to lodge it in the throat of the man raising his baton. He fell, spurting and gurgling, as the third man tried to untangle himself from his friend with the staved-in face. That man pulled himself up, took a good look at his comrades, then fled — taking the support team outside with him.

Nice job, support team.

Neither of the men lying on the floor would be getting up again anytime soon, so Kyra returned to her cot and let the dreams take her.




*                    *                    *




Tris was dealing with the mental torment the only way he knew. Faced with a similar onslaught to the one he’d suffered before, he abandoned his tenuous grip on reality. The stern-faced Assessors took on a hellish aspect, their profiles wreathed in fire as they combed through the storybook of his mind. Sometimes only one would be present, sinking his talons deep into Tristan’s subconscious; at other times as many as three of them towered over him, tearing pieces of his reason away like old women rooting through a jumble sale in search of treasure.

But Tris had little more for them to find; he hadn’t known much to start with, the Wardens and their operations being as much a mystery to him now as they were when he’d first joined them. Perhaps Kreon had kept him in the dark for a reason? Or perhaps he was just a slow learner.

As pain racked his being and every corner of his mind felt flayed from the inside out, he clung to one glistening fragment of truth; Ella.

No matter what they did, they couldn’t take her from him.

Her image was like a talisman, a shard of memory with which he could

And in the few scant hours between interrogations, he dreamed about her.

She looked at him, her face so happy and full of love, and whispered sweet words that he couldn’t quite distinguish. He reached for her then, never able to touch her, never quite knowing when she would evaporate.

Those dreams he had aplenty, but none so potent as the time she floated down from the ceiling, suddenly astride him before he even realised it.

“We have a few minutes,” she said, her expression so sultry that there could be no other meaning.

The drugs held him spellbound as she kissed him deeply, coaxing him to life with the pressure of her body against his. His garish yellow jumpsuit melted away at her touch and she drifted up again, light as air, her hair billowing around her as though gravity had no effect on it. When she floated back down it was onto him; her warmth embraced him completely, taking him inside the way she had in their few stolen moments aboard the Folly. She writhed around, weightless above him as she moaned in pleasure — only to vanish a second later, like a puff of smoke in the wind. “Not long now, my love,” her hushed words hovered on the breeze, before dissolving as quickly as she had. He suddenly wondered if the dream meant that she was dead too, and was waiting for him in the life beyond this one.

But it was just a dream. When he woke up the Assessors were back, and the drugs that flowed through his veins carried him high above their heads on a wave of euphoria.




*                    *                    *




Oktavius slammed a fist down on the display. “Sydon’s Name! Can’t we hit anything?”

The command staff ignored his outburst — something he should be thankful for. Their discipline, even in the face of catastrophic loses, was impeccable.

Not that that made this particular situation any easier.

Demios’ fighters had been deployed all at once, in a roiling wave that seemed unstoppable. The surface guns mounted on Atalia had claimed one solitary victim — a scout ship that happened to stray across their field of fire — before Demios had committed his fighter wings, tasking half of them to destroy all incoming ordnance from the fortress.

It had been a depressingly effective strategy. The last spread of micro-missiles had been wiped out long before reaching their targets, and now the fighters were taking turns in strafing the bubble of atmosphere surrounding Atalia. There was no air left in it of course, and the shield was holding — for now. But the fact that Demios’ fighters could roam the battlefield largely unopposed was a problem.

Many of the Wardens’ smaller ships were engaged in dogfights, with varying degrees of success. In one-on-one combat, most of the pilots Oktavius commanded were more than a match for anyone Demios could enlist. But the Wardens were outnumbered; they were being mobbed, three or four to an engagement, and that supply of expert pilots was starting to dwindle.

They needed help, and fast.

Unfortunately, none was forthcoming. Oktavius had spent the last few hours sending increasingly urgent messages to every sector fleet within a days’ travel, along with planetary governors, politicians, and even individual ships’ commanders that he knew from his days in the field.

None of them were in a position to relieve him.

Two fleets had promised ships, but they were from the furthest-out sectors, the ones not yet actively engaged with the Siszar. It would take days for them to arrive, and the slow but steady stream of reinforcements from friendly systems could do little but plug the holes as the ships under his command met a fiery demise one after another.

All in all, Oktavius was starting to lose his sense of humour about the whole affair, and the atmosphere in the command dome reflected this. “We need more ships!” he cried out, to anyone who was listening. “Rufine, how long until the Hirugarren Sector Fleet gets here?”

“Ahh… twenty-seven hours, My Lord,” the tech replied.

It was not what Oktavius needed to hear.

Even with the impressive weapons some of the Wardens had brought to bear, the odds against them were steadily increasing. Demios was simply too well equiped, his fleet too well drilled.

After days of waiting, of posturing and manoeuvring, their time was up.

This battle would be decided in a lot less than twenty-seven hours.




A crescent-shaped formation of fresh red-hulled fighters swept into the fray, their weapons spitting death and destruction. Oktavius thought Demios had committed everything already; now he saw the last stroke of a master tactician, revealing his reserves only as they tore their way through the battlefield. The last decent-sized ship the Wardens commanded, a heavily modified ore barge boasting reinforced shields and an array of potent weaponry, succumbed to the sudden influx of fire. Oktavius studied his display as the ship jettisoned lifeboats before tearing itself apart in a series of internal explosions.

He slammed his fist on the console again, making one of the more nervous staffers jump. “Apologies,” he muttered, no longer caring about the impression he gave them. He’d set out to win this fight. He hadn’t let himself believe it, but deep down inside he’d had a feeling. The Order of Wardens wouldn’t end like this — not gunned down by a braggart with more money than sense. Sera had been the threat that worried him the most, and as far as he could tell she had yet to make an appearance on the battlefield. What that signified — disinterest, arrogance, or an entirely uncommitted force waiting in the wings, he couldn’t fathom. He just knew that it wasn’t good news. Much as he’d dreaded seeing her tear through his defences, her absence worried him more than any devastation she could rain down on his beleaguered forces.

What the hell was she waiting for?

He both prayed for and dreaded an answer with every second that passed.

Behind him, the tac-console pinged.

“My Lord?”

The crescent of fighters had reformed into a wedge, and racing past the Wardens’ defensive line they swept towards Atalia.

“Brace for impact,” Oktavius warned his staff. Not that he needed to — they knew the drill, and had been preparing for this their entire careers.

The fortress shook, dust falling from the dome above Oktavius as the fighters’ payloads took their toll. The lights flickered, then came back on; it would take many such sorties before the ground staff was in danger. The real threat came from the capital ships, who thanks to the fighters were now largely unopposed. It was a combination blow that Demios had pulled off perfectly. Of course, having the numbers so heavily skewed in his favour hadn’t hurt him.

“My Lord!” Rufine repeated more insistently.

“Yes?” Oktavius snapped. “What is it?”

“My Lord, I have a group of new arrivals, requesting to join the fleet.”

“What? Who is it? Put me on with them.”

A black rectangle appeared in the centre of the main screen as the call went through. A grizzled face appeared in it, narrow eyes darting this way and that as the man followed the icons on his tactical display. “Oktavius,” he said, his voice gruff. “Needing a hand, are you?”

Oktavius looked down at his console. The newcomer appeared to be leading a varied group of mostly smaller craft, including several fighters. Not enough to make a difference, he realised.

“To whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?” He let a note of arrogance creep into his tone, as befitted someone of his status.

“Name’s Sharki,” the man replied. “I’ve been looking after Earth for you, and I’ve come to collect my back-pay.”

Oktavius had to stifle a laugh. “As you can see, I’m a little tied up at the moment. But if any of this rock survives the next few hours, you’re welcome to try and extract your fee from it.”

“Well then! Guess I’ll just have to keep you alive till you can pay up,” Sharki replied.

Oktavius sighed. He vaguely recalled hearing of this man, perhaps from Kreon. 

The one Warden who could have helped me win this…

Kreon’s absence was a doubly bitter pill, in that it was Oktavius himself who had told him not to come back.

But Kreon had never listened to him before. Trust him to pick this one time to obey…

Oktavius had been calling Kreon for days, ready to threaten, plead, beg… but there had been no response from him for close to a week. Which meant either he was dead, or he’d abandoned them completely.

Regardless. There was no need for more outsiders to throw their lives away on what was rapidly becoming a hopeless cause.

He addressed the man on the screen. “If self-preservation is an instinct you possess, you may wish to reconsider that strategy. Your help is welcome of course, but I fear your…” he glanced down at his console, “seventeen ships may be too little too late.”

“Oh yeah, right!” On the screen, Sharki nodded enthusiastically. “But don’t worry! I brought friends.”

And across the room, Oktavius heard the tac-console ping again.

“Ah, sir…?” Rufine’s normally rigid discipline seemed to have been forgotten. “We’ve got another twelve ships moving to engage the enemy.”

“Great,” Oktavius fumed. “Maybe I should get in my fighter and join them!”

“But My Lord,” Rufine continued. “The new ships… they’re Siszar vessels!”

Oktavius looked up at the main display, and made an angry gesture to wipe Sharki’s smug video feed off it. “Where are they? Show me.”

He felt his brow furrow as the view switched to a different orbital feed — just as a trio of mottled green nestships rocketed past, spitting fire.

“What the hell are they doing out there?”

“I’m… I’m not sure My Lord” Rufine replied, sounding breathless. “But they’re tearing Demios’ fighters to pieces!”

It was true. Wing after wing of fighters scattered before the spinning hailstorm of laser bolts. The Siszar craft excelled at this; it’s what made them humanity’s most potent adversaries. The fighter formations were splitting up now, the pilots scrambling to put as much distance as possible between themselves and the nestships. The squid-like vessels swerved off in pursuit, not needing any deceleration to turn. The fighters were outpaced and overrun, vanishing from the tac-screen in threes and fours as the Siszar targeted multiple ships simultaneously. Oktavius could hardly believe what he was seeing; from the brink of defeat, he stared wide-eyed at the display in front of him as the ragged remnants of Demios’ lethal fighter cloud fled back to their fleet for protection.

A few short minutes was all it had taken.

“Incredible!” Oktavius was ecstatic. His dying hopes rekindled as he studied the display. “Get that mercenary back,” he demanded.

The black rectangle took over the viewscreen again, and was filled with the mop of chestnut curls atop a lined but smiling face.

“You have my gratitude, young man,” Oktavius told him.

Sharki’s grin widened — no doubt appreciating the irony of being called ‘young man.’

“Not a problem, yer Lordship. I was just looking for Kyra, and I thought she’d probably be right in the middle of all this.”

“She’s not, unfortunately.” Oktavius decided not to elaborate. “But these friends of yours… can we count on them to stand with us against Lord Demios? What have you offered them?”

“Ah, I think they’re fighting for reasons of their own,” Sharki said. “They don’t want money, anyway.”

“Understandable. Do you know what they do want?”

“Yeah, they’re awfully keen on finding the Empress of the River of Silver Flashes. She’s like, I dunno, a leader to them? They keep showing up near Earth, looking for her. Anyway, she lit out on us a week ago, and told us to be ready for a big battle. I figured she meant this. I don’t suppose she’s here is she?”

Oktavius reached up to tug at the tiny tendrils of beard he was starting to grow. “I’m afraid I have no idea,” he admitted. “But I haven’t seen a Siszar fighting on the same side as humans in over a decade.”

Sharki’s face fell. “Ah. She was sort of my interpreter as well, you know? I was hoping she’d help me talk to this bunch.”

“I’ll put out some feelers and see what I can discover,” Oktavius promised. “But for now, I’m afraid we have bigger problems.”

The words were no sooner out of his mouth than the tac-display began to ping once more.

“Ah, My Lord…” Rufine began.

Oktavius heard trepidation in the tech’s voice and felt his sudden bubble of hope starting to deflate. “Yes Rufine, what is it?”

“We have more signatures showing up on the far side of Demios’ fleet. They’re already moving in to take position on his left flank.”

“More allies for him, you mean?”

“It appears so. I’m picking up encrypted comm-chatter between Demios’ flagship and the new arrivals.”

Oktavius tried to lighten the mood. “Not Siszar ships are they?” he joked.

“No, My Lord.” Rufine’s reply was practically a whisper. “They’re Lemurian Sanctuary-class battle stations. Twenty-seven of them.”

Slowly, Oktavius turned to face him. “That’s not possible. We have a treaty with the Lemurians.”

Rufine was silent for a second, letting his display confirm the information. “With respect My Lord, who negotiated that treaty?”

Oktavius felt his blood run cold. “It was Sera.” He glanced at his console and flicked the clearest image they had up onto the main viewscreen. The deadly spheres drifted lazily in the distance, their sleek black forms visible only in light reflected from the ships beside them.

In that moment, he knew it was all over.

Even Demios was as nothing compared the the might of the Lemurian Empire.

All this time he’d been wondering what Sera was up to…

Now he knew.
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When they came for him again, Kreon was ready for them.

The cocktail of drugs that had inundated him for Sydon knows how long had been withdrawn. The last vestiges of dreamscape dissolved around him and he sat up on his cot. The scene which greeted his eyes was a surprise; he stared around at the damage he’d done in his drug-addled fury. The white wall panels were buckled and dented; great cracks had appeared in the hard white surface, and chunks of it had fallen off to reveal the bare metal underneath. Every piece of the walls, and some parts of the ceiling, showed the stress of repeated heavy impacts. Across the back wall  he’d scrawled a message in his own blood; it was still legible, though dried brown and flaking. Dimly he remembered ranting those words over and over, as barbed thoughts tore at his head and liquid fire coursed through his veins.

He was standing in the centre of his cell, cataloging his physical injuries, when he heard the guards approaching.

Gerian had removed the Kharash pendant before locking him away in here, so Kreon could no longer make an attempt at reading the guards’ intentions. But it wasn’t difficult to extrapolate; he hadn’t been clear-headed since being forced to watch the execution, and the only visitors he’d had in that time had been Assessors.

The sudden change in treatment could mean only one thing.

“Wake up old man!” a guard shouted, as he reached Kreon’s cell. “Oh, up already are ya? Eager one, ain’t ya?” He tapped the bars with a shock baton, confirming the current was off. “Alright. Today’s yer lucky day old man. Finally time to die!”

A second guard appeared behind him, sniggering at his friend’s joke. There was a clunk, and the bars slid back to let them in. Two additional guards remained in the corridor outside.

“Here. Put this on.” The first guard, the larger of the two in the cell, threw a folded bundle onto Kreon’s cot. Kreon glanced at it; a cheap black jumpsuit. He looked down at what he was wearing, surprised to discover the hideous yellow had almost completely disappeared beneath a layer of grime and other noxious substances.

Shrugging, he turned his back and peeled off the filthy jumpsuit.

Black is a more dignified colour to die in at any rate.

The body he revealed as he undressed must have horrified the guards. He heard a sharp intake of breath from behind him as the mangled mess of his back became visible. The turmoil of desiccated flesh matched the putrid smell of the cell, something he’d only just become aware of.

“All right, come on,” one of the guards demanded.

Kreon took his time to finish dressing, then turned to face his jailor. “Where is Gerian?” he asked, his voice cracking with disuse.

“The Assessor General is none of your business,” the larger guard snarled, raising his shock baton menacingly. “Mention his name again and you’ll get a taste of this.”

Kreon fixed the man with an icy stare. “If you attempt to use that device on me, I will kill you with it.”

The burly guard’s eyes lit up and he took a step forward — but his colleague, who’d been gazing around at the state of the walls, threw an arm out to block him. “Hey! Gotta keep ‘em lookin’ nice fer the broadcast,” he said.

The bigger man growled, but lowered his baton. “Hands where I can see ‘em,” he said instead.

Kreon obliged, allowing the man to fasten powered restraints around his wrists. The cuffs looked new, and undoubtably had extra layers of security added to them. He got his transceiver started on cracking the encryption. With his head clearing at last, he discovered a message trapped in the transceiver’s buffer. It was also encrypted, so he got the decode started on that as well.

He wasn’t sure why he bothered, beyond simple force of habit. He’d been through too many situations like this not to at least go through the motions of trying to escape. But his heart — what was left of it — wasn’t in it. The more he thought about it, the less it mattered. There was no escaping a city of this size, or a planet this well-defended. Certainly, he could kill the two guards in his cell, and their two compatriots outside it. But it would avail him nothing, beyond causing him more trouble. He was on his way to be executed; that much he was sure of. And now that the day was here, he decided to embrace it. He would die today. And Lemurians would be the agents of his demise.

He had just one dying wish: that he would come face to face with Gerian one last time.

For the chance to tear that evil bastard limb from limb, Kreon would gladly sacrifice his own life.

“Out.” The big guard’s belligerence was back, but Kreon was past threatening him. He obliged, stepping from the cell into the brightly-lit corridor. The guards waiting for him snapped to alertness and the other pair followed him out, keeping their shock batons at the ready.

As the cell bars slid back into place, Kreon took a last look at the fetid hole he’d been kept in. He wrinkled his nose at the smell, and allowed himself a tiny shudder. In that small space he’d ranted and raved, harmed himself, soiled himself, and desecrated the walls with his blood. He looked again at the words he’d scrawled, seeing the delusions of a mind unhinged. ‘Here Be Dragons,’ he’d written — an old Earth phrase, though for reasons unknown he’d daubed it in ancient Akkadian.

Fewer letters, he mused. I must have been running low on ink.

Still, something bothered him about it. The translation, perhaps? Akkadian was more of a spoken language, with a dozen shades of meaning attached to each word that could only be derived from the inflection. His brain was still foggy, but ‘dragons’ could easily be expanded to mean ‘monsters’ or ‘demons’. Certainly, there’d been enough of both in his nightmares.

The memory struck him suddenly, of the demon dream and its fiery vividness.

And with that, he realised what was bothering him about the words on the wall.

It wasn’t what they said, or not precisely.

It was the method.

Clearly, a lot of effort had gone into the creation of this masterpiece.

But it wasn’t Kreon’s.

His blood hadn’t been that colour in close on a century.




*                    *                    *




The alabaster labyrinth finally gave way to more conventional surfaces, as the guards escorted Kreon up through the spire. The corridors widened and transitioned to a pale cream stone. Decorative moulding and ever more ornate door frames gave him the impression he was entering the realm of governance. This conjecture proved correct when the guards led him through a wide doorway, into what at first glance appeared to be a throne room. A dais ran the full length of one wall, whilst an even more grandiose entrance way dominated the one opposite. Tiered benches faced the dais, though all were empty; the dais itself, however, was not. Behind a long table inlaid with consoles sat a row of carved wooden chairs. Seven of them were occupied by figures he didn’t recognise; if Gerian was due to put in an appearance, he was fashionably late.

The room’s purpose as a court room became obvious as Kreon was forced to his knees. He didn’t fight as retractable chains from niches in the floor were looped through his manacles. Until Gerian arrived, fighting would accomplish nothing. Kreon could only hope the infamous Assessor General hadn’t decided to play golf instead.

Kyra was next to arrive, led in through the same door Kreon had entered by. Her expression was a study in forced neutrality — until she met his eyes. Then her sorrow poured forth, spilling out between them like an overturned cup. She knew, and she felt for him. It was a small measure of comfort, but it changed nothing. Kreon deeply regretted that his actions here would lead to the deaths of both Kyra and Tristan, but such was the nature of his vocation. Many fine warriors had gone to their graves in his service; perhaps it was justice that he finally be sent to meet them.

Tris emerged from the doorway as Kyra was being fastened down. She’d been positioned to his left, and Tris was brought in and made to kneel at his right. Both wore fresh black jumpsuits in the black of the condemned; they looked exhausted, but they seemed to have held up under interrogation. Kyra of course could be relied on to cope with anything, but he was impressed with Tristan’s resilience.

Too bad… The boy really had shown promise lately.

More interesting was a low table off to one side. Kreon had noticed it on arrival and paid it no heed — now he saw that it was a repository for evidence, and suddenly it took on a far more interesting dynamic. A pair of guards were carefully arranging exhibits in a transparent case atop the table, as though this really was going to be a trial. The exhibits consisted almost exclusively of the weapons Kreon and his crew had been carrying when they’d been captured. Kyra’s swords, Tristan’s glaive, even the heavy staff topped with the gravity-controlling orb. Kreon calculated the distance. Once his cuffs were released, he would have only seconds to achieve his kill. Using the staff would make things easier, but not if he died trying to reach it. Fortunately, the Aegis was still embedded in his neck. He had many studs and nodes implanted all over his head and body, and the doctor had resisted the urge to start cutting them all out.

Still… Kreon looked around as guards began to file into the room. A raised plinth ran around the perimeter of the space, and over twenty guards took up positions atop it, covering their captives from the higher ground.

Twenty of them… with more to come, he felt sure. The Aegis could withstand multiple hits, but it sapped his strength to power its abilities. He was already weak from his confinement, and couldn’t remember if he’d been fed or not. Would it be enough to see him through?

It had to be.

Gerian had to die for what he’d done.

Kreon would make sure of it.




Judging by the hovering drone-cams dotted around the fringes of the room, this was to be a show trial. Kreon had no problem with that. He could play his part, mount a spirited defence, if he felt it would offer him the opening he required. His arguments would make no difference to the outcome, but that was never in doubt. The Lemurians wanted to make an example of him, as they had with Àurea. They’d stripped as much information as they deemed useful from his brain, and now they were gearing up for a propaganda spectacle.

Kreon’s jaw clenched in determination. They would get their spectacle alright.

They seemed to be waiting for something, however.

The individual in charge, a large, jowled man whose holographic nameplate read ‘Supreme Magistrate Otonus’, twitched towards the far doors every few seconds. Whatever — or whomever — he was waiting for, it either made him irritated or nervous. Possibly both.

Kreon didn’t waste the time he had. His team were there, ready to die by his side. His transceiver went to work on their restraints as soon as they came within range, and was close to cracking them in spite of the extra security. He knew both Tris and Kyra could be relied upon to act when the opportunity presented itself, though without his pendant he was left unable to coordinate with them telepathically. He trusted that their cuffs falling away would be enough to prompt them into action. Even unarmed, their combined skills were considerable. They should be enough to occupy the guards while he made his strike…

If proceedings would ever get going.

While he waited, he pondered the message on the wall of his cell. It was a note to himself, but from what altered state he couldn’t remember. Had he killed a guard, or an Assessor even, and used their blood to send himself a message? Some vital piece of information lay encoded in the cryptic choice of words, he was sure. 

If he could just unlock the meaning he’d been trying to convey…

It would achieve precisely nothing. 

He was still going to die today; he couldn’t see how anything could change that.

Still, the mystery niggled at him. With nothing better to do, he indulged himself for a few minutes, pondering the various possibilities.

He knew he’d hit the right translation when his heart skipped a beat. His breath quickened as adrenaline coursed through him. It had been right there in front of him, though Sydon only knew how. The secret lay in the conjugation of the Akkadian verb ‘to be’. In literal terms, it meant ‘to exist’ — so pronounced in the definite, it became ‘alive.’

The dragon lives…

It was a message with only one possible meaning.

And it turned his entire world upside down in a split second.

How he could have come by this information he couldn’t fathom, but it changed everything.

Unless it was the delusional ravings of a madman.




The creaking of the main door snapped him out of his reverie.

These doors swung inwards, like the gates of some old castle — a certain degree of theatricality had been built into this room.

But no architectural trick could be as dramatic as what he saw when the door cranked fully open.

It was Sera.

Without waiting to be invited she stalked into the room, the whirr of tiny servos accompanying her every move. Although her head was bare, she wore her heaviest suit of armour; a fully-sealed, power-assisted behemoth that dwarfed her slender frame. Stark white and battered from decades of heavy use, on anyone else it would look cumbersome and workmanlike, yet Sera managed to carry herself with grace regardless. Across her back she wore that sword of ridiculous proportions; her expression was one of impatience as she strode down the aisle between empty spectator galleries. Tris, who was chained closest to her path, visibly cringed at the sight of her. Kyra held her nerve, staring out defiantly, but it was abundantly clear why Sera was here.

She’d been hunting them.

And now she’d found them.




“Lady Serafine,” the Magistrate began — before squinting at her approaching silhouette. “Are you armed?” he sounded incredulous. “Guards! Why is she still armed?”

“Don’t blame your underlings, Magistrate,” Sera told him, arriving before the dais. “They expressed a desire to disarm me. I merely discouraged them.”

“You cannot be allowed to bear weapons in this chamber!” the Magistrate spat.

Sera regarded him cooly. She spread her arms slowly. “And yet here I am. I have come as requested, but my fleet is heavily engaged and my time here is scant. If the presence of my weapons offends you, you are more than welcome to try and take them.”

“Yes, well…” The Magistrate cleared his throat. “We will not keep you any longer than necessary, Lady Serafine. However, you expressed an interest in these… individuals.” His flabby arm swept out to indicate Kreon. “We have arrested them on charges of murder and treason, and their trial will commence shortly. Would you care to be involved?”

Sera turned, and the look she directed at Kreon was filled with cold triumph. “These people are my subjects,” she said returning her attention to the magistrate. “I stand ready to carry out whatever sentence you deem appropriate.”

The Magistrate exchanged glances with the officials seated either side of him. “Very well. If you wouldn’t mind identifying yourself for the viewers?”

A camera drone drifted down in front of her and she addressed it coldly. “I am Lady Serafine Arkangelus, High Warden of Atalia and Protector of Earth.”

“Excellent,” the Magistrate applauded. A similar drone descended in front of him, and he introduced the defendants, using the same accolades Gerian had used on Pentali Prime.

Kreon looked around, scouring the assembled officials for Gerian’s face. Though several more had appeared in the last few minutes, the Assessor General was not amongst them.

Which was probably for the best, as the glimmerings of a plan had started to form in Kreon’s head. His transceiver had finished decrypting all three sets of handcuffs, and he suddenly wanted very much to live. At least until… 

His mind shied away from the possibilities.

Not yet. Focus. There is a way.

The Magistrate had finished his introductions, and had launched into the laundry-list of crimes Kreon and his crew were accused of. With that done, there didn’t seem to be much cross-examination scheduled. It was a show trial after all, the verdict a foregone conclusion and every stage scripted and choreographed. The Magistrate offered up their weapons of evidence, citing the ‘heinous alien technologies’ with which these ‘fake ambassadors’ sought to advance their cause. Kreon grasped that the Lemurian’s institutional xenophobia extended to all aspects of alien culture; their religion had decreed it thus, and the people had no choice but to comply.

Kreon almost salivated at the contents of that evidence table. He doubted he could defeat Sera, even with the aid of his staff and pendant, but all three of them fully armed, working in concert, might have a chance.

Of course, they were still surrounded by dozens of what Kreon had labelled Palace Guards, as denoted by the quality and aesthetic appeal of their wargear.

It was all going to come down to one moment; the fates of his entourage, and quite possibly the fate of the galaxy at large. He had precisely one chance…

Assuming the Lemurians believed in granting a condemned man his last words.

It wouldn’t be long before he found out.

The Magistrate was already pulling a thoughtful face, which Kreon assumed was meant to signify his deliberation. There was no jury, unless the handful of nodding officials sat either side of the Magistrate comprised it.

There was a sudden lull in the proceedings. Silence reigned. Kreon risked making eye contact with Kyra, and found such compassion there that tears welled up, unbidden.

She doesn’t know…

And if he didn’t time this perfectly, she never would.

“Guilty.” The verdict was delivered in a voice thick with distaste.

An official who’d been acting as ringmaster stepped forward, then turned to face the nearest camera drone. “And what is the sentence, Your Honour?”

The Magistrate took a few seconds to allow the silence to deepen — clearly for dramatic reasons. “Death.”

The single word rolled out across the silent court room like a gunshot. Kreon noticed a camera drone angling in to catch his reaction, and wished he could swat the bothersome thing with his grav-staff.

The Magistrate stood now, an effort which set his jowls swaying back and forth. “The Lady Serafine, High Warden of the Lantian People, has answered our call for justice. She has chosen to be the executioner of these criminals, the better to uphold the special relationship between our two peoples.”

Sera nodded grimly at the Magistrate, pointedly ignoring the camera drone that zoomed in for a close-up.

Drawing the enormous sword from her back, however, was a move so cinematic it was destined to become a fan-favourite. The blade was almost as long as she was. The razor-sharp edge glittered in the light, sending spangles dancing across the polished stone floor. It looked insanely heavy, yet she hefted it in one hand, twirling it in a lazy circle as though playing to the audience.

Kreon found himself holding his breath, as Sera turned to face him. He looked her full in the face, and saw anew the traces of madness in her eyes. Recent events had not been kind to Sera; she had always been inclined toward vengeance, for any slight on what she perceived as her honour. Now, with everything that had happened between them, he knew his chance of appealing to her was non-existent.

Nevertheless, he had to try.

His one chance depended on it.

Sera crossed the floor to stand directly in front of Kreon and the others. The massive sword had an oddly hypnotic quality, as though such awesome potential for carnage demanded attention. She raised the sword now, in a high arc, as though invoking the gods to witness her actions.

Then she stepped towards him, her armour whirring as she came.

Kreon had wondered who she would choose to execute first. Would she save him for last? Or leap at the opportunity to end his life as soon as possible? Now he had his answer. He felt Tris recoil next to him, clearly bracing himself for the blow to fall. It would go hard for the boy, watching his friends die right next to him and knowing that there was no escape. Kreon had put every effort he could into preparing Tris, but there was no way you could train for this.

Kyra, to her credit, moved not an inch.

But she owed Kreon no allegiance. Not really. She was nothing more than a mercenary in his service; her long and violent history must have eclipsed this moment many times over.

It was an odd thought to have as his last, but it came to him unbidden: who was Kyra, anyway?
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“So it comes down to this.” Sera’s expression was cold as space. “There was a time when I honestly thought you would join me. The galaxy is changing, Kreon, and I am changing with it. You have always clung so desperately to what was, to the old and the vanishing. Your strategy was doomed from the start. And now, time has finally caught up with you. There’s no room in this new galaxy for you, Kreon. Not like this. Trust me when I tell you — I am doing you a favour.”

She hefted the sword, light rippling off its gigantic blade. Kreon heard the slight whine of gravitic repulsers, and knew they allowed Sera to wield the sword as though it were practically weightless.

The perfect executioner’s weapon, just as she is the perfect executioner.

It all tied up so neatly.

No-one wants to die at the hands of a stranger. There’s no sense to it, no poetry.

This had the steely ring of fate about it. He was almost tempted to succumb.

And yet.

Slowly, he drew himself straight and stared up at her, making eye contact. His gaze bored into hers, imbuing his words with every ounce of intensity he could muster.

“Ingumen,” he said, pronouncing the name like a talisman. “You must see her.”

“What?” Sera’s lip curled back in disgust. Clearly she’d been expecting poetry, too. “What the hell are you raving about?”

“STOP!” the Magistrate yelled. “Stop the recording!”

Kreon ignored him. “Ingumen,” he repeated. His eyes never left Serafine’s. “You must see her.”

Sera’s gaze wavered. She lowered the sword and glanced up at the dais. “Who is this Ingumen?”

The Magistrate looked disconcerted, raising his hands palm up to indicate confusion. “I have no idea? The old man is delusional. It happens, unfortunately.”

“No.” Sera turned to face him, the sword point gouging a tiny circle on the polished floor. “This man is my enemy, but he is no fool. Ingumen. Who is that?”

The Magistrate sighed in obvious frustration. “I believe she was a terrorist, the leader of a rebellion we are actively putting down. She was arrested at the same time as these… people. It’s possible they knew one another.”

Sera considered this, eyes bright, head tilted slightly to one side. “Then I would like to see her. To thank her for the role she played in bringing these people to justice.”

The Magistrate shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I’m afraid that’s not possible. Ingumen was executed some days ago. Treason carries the death penalty here, as I’m sure it does amongst your kind.”

Sera’s tone grew frosty. “Be careful, Magistrate. I appreciate that you consider yourself superior to my people on account of your racial purity. I understand that you are sullying yourself just by dealing with me. And I’m sure that here, in the centre of your power, you believe yourself to be in control. But understand this: I am one of those people you hold in such contempt. I care nothing for your beliefs. I am more than your equal. And I will kill you where you sit if I believe for one second that you are withholding something from me.”

Her speech seemed to fluster the Magistrate. He conferred with a colleague behind a raised hand for a few seconds, then nodded to one of the guards flanking him.

“Very well! I will have the girl brought up,” he said, “as you insist. But you must understand that her execution has been carefully staged as part of the ongoing campaign against her followers. We are still extracting information from her, but it is vital that her existence remains a secret.”

Sera sneered at him. “You fear an uprising from her followers? You fear a loss of power in favour of them? Perhaps I am dealing with the wrong faction.”

It was the Magistrate’s turn to get annoyed. “Lady Serafine,” he said, her name dropping from his lips like a curse, “our forces have already been deployed in support of your aim. Am I to construe this as a renegotiation of our contract? Because my information suggests our aid is critical to the success of your mission.”

Sera glared back at the magistrate for a few seconds, then plastered a fake smile on her face. “Our contract is sound, Your Splendiferous Opulence.” Sarcasm dripped from every syllable. “But that blade cuts both ways. I promised your people access to Earth, on the grounds that you help to win her for me. If I am forced to complete that task alone, I will look less favourably on any attempt you make to establish a presence there.”

The Magistrate’s need for a response was obviated by the reappearance of the guard. Kreon’s gaze stayed riveted on the doorway behind the man, hope and fear warring inside him.

The Magistrate beckoned, and the guard came forward. The figure he led wore a stained grey jumpsuit, streaked with blood. A hood covered her bowed head, and the slump of her shoulders said defeat. She limped along behind the guard, her hands bound in a simple rope. He brought her to the centre of the room, then forced her roughly to her knees. The end of her lead rope he tossed contemptuously on the floor; it was obvious from the girl’s demeanour that any fight had long since been beaten out of her.

The guard stood back as Sera strode over, dragging the huge sword lazily behind her in one hand. Kreon saw the Magistrate wince at the scraping sound, but he didn’t dare take his eyes off the kneeling figure.

Sera approached her with caution. Kreon would have expected no less; Sera predicted a ruse of some kind, as he would have had their situations been reversed. Finally, satisfied that no threat lay lurking in the damaged girl, Sera stepped forward and pulled off the hood.

Kreon gasped. It was her; his Àurea, blinking in the sudden brightness, her half-ruined face exposed for all to see.

Àurea. Alive. Against all hope.

The transformation that ran through Sera was like an electric current. She stiffened in shock, one hand going to her mouth. Just as quick she covered the gesture, running a stern hand through her hair instead, whilst she brought the sword around in front of her to lean on.

To the untrained observer, nothing had changed. But Kreon had known Sera for a long time. He could read her body language better than anyone alive; the tiny nuances, the tension in her posture, the curve of her neck. Her face was carved in stone, betraying no emotion, but Kreon saw the set of her jaw. The colour in her face had darkened a shade; veins and sinews stood out in her neck. He couldn’t ever remember seeing her this upset — not since he’d first delivered the news that Àurea wasn’t coming home.

“This… girl.” Sera spoke at last. “Tell me your plans for her.”

The Magistrate exchanged glances with the officials either side of him. “Execution, eventually. Once we have obtained every last shred of information from her. Assessors have been working her night and day, but her resistance is impressive for a—” the Magistrate stopped himself just in time. “For a person of such low quality.”

“Low quality.” Sera’s voice was flat. “And so you treat her like this? Like an animal?”

The Magistrate shrugged. “In our society, a criminal is less than that. This girl forfeited any right to fair treatment when she murdered hundreds of my compatriots. My apologies, Lady Serafine, but you are not familiar with their tactics. This pathetic individual and the ragged band she leads make it their practice to sneak into the homes of high-ranking officials in the dead of night, murdering them in their sleep. The ‘Ingumen’ she styles herself after, an obsolete deity from before our reformation, was known as the God of Nightmares. So you see; by her own admission she is an enemy of the state, and a person of the most deplorable nature. She has already died publicly, to send a message to the masses; her real death will be far slower and much more unpleasant.”

Sera had been strolling casually forward during the Magistrate’s speech, and now stopped directly below his dais. “And you will be the one to administer this fate?”

“I will have a hand in devising it, of course. Why? Have you any suggestions?”

The look Sera gave him was cold enough to freeze blood. “I will take her with me.”

“What?” the Magistrate spat. “Out of the question! She is a—”

Sera’s icy tone cut through his bluster. “It was not a request.”

“And it is not one I would grant if it were,” the Magistrate retorted. “Now it’s your turn to be careful, Lady Serafine. I will not be dictated to in my own courtroom! You skate very close to the edge here, regardless of our deal.”

“Close to the edge?” Sera’s voice was raised now, anger showing on her face as she began to lose control. “Close to the edge?” she yelled. “You will feel my edge, Otonus! You will die here today, along with everyone in this room!”

The Magistrate’s voice betrayed a mixture of fear and disgust. He pounded a flabby fist on the console in front of him. “Lady Serafine! You will end this ridiculous behaviour, or I will hold you in contempt of court.”

The laugh that burst out of her was as harsh as it was unexpected. “Ha ha ha! I have nothing but contempt for this court.”

“Then you leave me no choice. Erresonador!”

A tall man in ceremonial armour stepped forward, presenting a velvet-lined box to the Magistrate.

Kreon knew what was inside immediately, but there was no time for a warning. His cuffs tumbled to the floor as his transceiver gave the command, but the guard was too far away for him to tackle.

The Magistrate scooped the golden cone from the box and raised it to point directly at Sera.

Time seemed to slow down as Kreon watched the man work a control on the cone’s base. A noise was building, like a rush in his ears, as the Magistrate extended his arm—

And then Sera screamed.

The sound hit Kreon with the force of a tidal wave. Half standing, he was thrown violently to the floor. As he fell, he caught sight of the scream’s effect on the rest of the room. Spreading out from Sera, modulated and amplified by some technology he’d never encountered before, it slammed into every person present, tossing them around like toys.

Kreon found himself flat on his stomach, arms outstretched. He blinked the stars from his vision and struggled to get his legs under him. His ears rung with a high-pitched whine, the after-effect of whatever weapon Sera had just unleashed. His eyes, his breathing, his blood, all had enhanced resistance to attack; his ears were a weak link in the chain, he realised. The noise made his head pound, and the ground swayed beneath him as he tried to stand.

His eyes went to Àurea first. The girl was out cold, lying in a dishevelled heap. Both Tris and Kyra had been flattened by the attack; he sent the command to their restraints anyway, freeing them up to fight or escape as best they could. On shaky legs he made for Àurea — but Sera got there first. Crouching to cradle her daughter, Sera’s face softened from hatred to tenderness in an instant. She raised a hand to stroke Àurea’s cheek, then thought better of it. Lowering Àurea to the floor, Sera stood as Kreon reached her. The look she turned on him was unfathomable; pain, loss and bitterness fought with something he hadn’t seen on her face in a long time. He almost didn’t recognise it.

It was happiness.

A groan from the dais drew their attention. A muffled shout followed, as around the room armoured figures struggled to their feet.

Kreon looked back at Sera, and received the tiniest of nods in return. So he ducked past her, making for the table of weapons. But Sera wasn’t finished with him; a sharp blow from her fist sent him reeling to the ground for the second time. This time he crashed down on his back, staring up at her. A thought flashed through his mind — that he had misjudged her, that the massive sword would come slicing down, ending his life right then.

But Sera wasn’t looking at him. Her eyes roved the edge of the room, where a ring of recovering guards were now reaching for their fallen rifles. As Kreon watched, a dozen fingers unfolded from each of Sera’s massive shoulder pads. They spread out behind her like miniature wings, the narrow tubes moving independently.

Targeting, Kreon realised.

And then they fired as one, a wide spread of metal projectiles arcing out in all directions.

Cries of pain and surprise filled the air as some of the barbed projectiles found human targets. Others embedded themselves in the chamber walls with a series of staccato cracks that echoed around the chamber—

And then there was silence.

For a heartbeat.

Then every one of Sera’s flechettes exploded at once.

Fire blossomed from the walls, rolling out in a torrent of heat and sound. The cries became screams as those guards not torn apart by the blasts were engulfed in flame.

Kreon hadn’t even had time to get up when Sera sprang over him, the massive sword high above her head. He craned his neck to follow as her leap, assisted by the blue glare of the jets in her boots, took her right to the edge of the dais. And as the Magistrate tried to rise, still fumbling with the golden cone, Sera brought the sword down with both hands on the hilt.

The Magistrate was cut in two from forehead to navel, dead before he had chance to scream. The sword continued on, carving a great chunk out of the console in front of him. Without pause Sera abandoned the giant weapon, vaulting the console with a pair of vicious-looking blades extending from her gauntlets. The first she buried in the chest of the official seated next to the Magistrate; from there she spun, decapitating the next man in line with the second blade. Only one more remained on that side; he’d risen from his chair, backing away with a pistol clutched in his hands. He fired, a volley of energy blasts flashing towards Sera, but she held up one hand in defence. Kreon saw a flicker in the air around her gauntlet as the shots bounced off one after another, sizzling into the desk or disappearing towards the vaulted ceiling. The official’s jaw fell open in surprise, the pistol hanging forgotten in his hand. He was still gawping at Sera when she drove both blades into his stomach, lifting him off his feet briefly before flinging him back against the wall behind him.

With no more enemies on this side of the dais, Sera turned. Two of the three men on the far side were fleeing their seats, robes swirling in their wake. Sera raised her arms, taking aim — and the blade from her left gauntlet fired off like a javelin, streaking across the room to impale one of the men mid-stride. A moment later the second blade shot through the air, punching into the second man’s unprotected back.

The last official from the dais must have escaped into the chaos of the room, where guards staggered around burning like torches, or lay on the floor writhing and screaming.

Kreon dragged himself to his feet, to find Tristan and Kyra had just regained theirs. It had all happened so fast — it would have taken his breath away, had he not had it knocked out of him.

“Come on!” he wheezed, beckoning to the others. A few strides took him to the evidence table, where his mechanical fist shattered the transparent case with a single blow. He collected his Kharash pendant first, dragging it over his head one-handed as he reached for the grav-staff. Kyra was beside him in an instant. She tossed Tristan’s glaive back to him before collecting her swords with obvious relish.

The three of them exchanged glances, then turned as one to where Sera was kneeling on the floor, her armoured fingers tracing Àurea’s unconscious face. A moment later she stood, draping the girl over her shoulder as though she weighed nothing, and caught sight of Kreon staring at her.

“Well?” she snapped. “Are you planning on staying here?”




*                    *                    *




Tris crossed the courtroom at a dead run. He’d taken a few precious seconds to lever Sera’s giant sword free from the wooden console, climbing the steps of the dais to do so. While doing that, he’d marvelled at the carnage back there; the Magistrate’s body had fallen open like a book, spilling internal organs into an untidy pile on his lap.

Everyone in this room…

Sera’s boast replayed in his mind as he raced back down the steps. No-one could accuse her of exaggerating; even as she retreated, her daughter’s body slung over her shoulder like a sack of oats, she’d pulled a small pistol and taken the time to shoot every prone form she passed in the head. She hadn’t even broken stride to do it.

Now Tris caught up to her as she paused in the doorway. A small hatch opened in her thigh armour and she pulled a smooth metal sphere from it. She tossed the thing casually into the room and turned on her heel, setting off down the wide entrance corridor without a backward glance.

Kyra clapped Tris on the shoulder and held a guard’s rifle out to him. “Dunno how long was on that timer,” she said, “but we don’t want to be here when that thing blows.”

Tris nodded, breathing hard, and took a second to rearrange his weapons. With no magnetic stripe in his prison outfit he was forced to carry everything, whereas Kyra had her swords safely coiled around her waist. A captured rifle was in her hands, pumping controlled bursts into every recess they approached.

Tris juggled the giant sword with his glaive and rifle, then gave up. “Sera!” he called, jogging forwards.

She stopped in her tracks as he came in front of her. He held the massive sword up. “Swap?”

Sera eyed him so coldly he thought she’d attack him — but Kreon stepped in between them.

“Let me take her,” he said — his voice softer than Tris had ever heard it.

Sera’s reaction was instantaneous. The ice in her expression melted, and she dipped her shoulder.  Kreon fastened his hand in Àurea’s jumpsuit and swung her effortlessly onto his own shoulder. Sera studied the floor for a moment, and when she looked up her eyes blazed. “Don’t let her die this time,” she said — and snatching the sword from Tris, she stormed off down the corridor.




The next few minutes passed in a blur.

Keeping the glaive as short as possible, Tris hung the rifle around his neck and fired it one-handed. Kyra mirrored him on the opposite side of Kreon, as the Warden strode along with his precious cargo. Sera raged down the corridor in front of them like a typhoon, her anger as much a weapon as any of her built-in armaments. Guards leapt at them from alcoves, sprayed fire at them from either side, but all were cut down immediately. Kyra had two rifles now, and was shrieking a stream of curses as she mowed down anyone in their path. Tris snapped off a couple of shots behind them to discourage pursuit, and was looking back at the entrance to the court room when Sera’s bomb exploded.

The floor shook, sending him staggering across the corridor. Great blocks of stone blasted out from the far wall as the entrance became an inferno. Tongues of flame leapt down the corridor towards them and a blast of heat washed across Tris’ face. Chunks of masonry fell from the ceiling, shattering into rubble on the floor all around them.

“Shit!” Tris picked up the pace, racing after the others. Another explosion rocked the tower, shaking the walls and causing another rain of debris.

The others had reached an imposing doorway; several guards lay strewn around to either side, victims of Kyra’s relentless fusillade. Kreon handed Àurea back to Sera, then powered up his grav-staff. Tris reached them just as the Warden swung double-handed, striking the massive door dead-centre. With a sound like a car crash the slab of metal crumpled in on itself, tearing free of its hinges and collapsing outward.

Sera gave Kreon a hard look, then adjusted Àurea on her shoulder. She strode through the new opening without pause, giant sword at the ready.

As Tris made to follow her, the corridor trembled around him. Great cracks shot out from the ruined doorway, spreading to the roof and walls as fast as the eye could follow.

“Out!” Kyra yelled, diving for the opening. Tris followed with Kreon close on his heels. He landed, rolling to his feet as the Warden crashed to the ground next to him. Tris put out a hand and was nearly wrenched from his feet as Kreon took the offer, hauling his heavy metal frame upright.

Ignoring the laser blasts skipping around them, they sprinted a handful of steps before the entire entrance collapsed behind them with a titanic roar.

Tris managed to keep his balance this time, as the shockwave made the ground leap up at him.

Suddenly feeling the wind on his face, Tris looked around. He was outside, on a kind of raised apron beyond the entrance. Stone steps led down to where the sun shone on a wide expanse of paving, big enough for markets or rallies — or for ships to land. At least ten ships of all shapes and sizes had done exactly that, each leaving a respectful distance between their neighbours. Parked closest to their position was single white fighter, its hull heavily scorched and streaked with carbon. A pair of guards huddled behind it, firing resolutely towards Kyra; her return fire had already dropped two of their comrades to the smooth flagstones.

Further explosions could be felt underfoot, tremors rippling through the ground as Tris added his fire to Kyra’s. “What the hell was that bomb?” he yelled at Kreon. “Feels like this whole place is coming down!”

“Not my work,” Sera retorted, using the shimmer of energy around her free hand to deflect a laser blast. “The armoury would be many levels from here. No reason the blast should extend beyond the Chamber of Justice.”

“I believe that may be my fault,” Kreon said, checking the power level on his captured rifle. “I have been decoding a message from—”

“KREON!” Kyra yelled. All heads snapped to look at her, and to follow her pointing finger upwards. “Company!”

And a shadow fell over them, the sun momentarily eclipsed by the huge bulk of a ship flying directly overhead.

Sera crouched, rolling Àurea into her arms as the finger-like launchers popped up from her shoulder pads again. Kyra was aiming her gun skyward, as Kreon shaded his eyes with his free hand to stare up at the ship.

“Hold your fire!” the Warden roared, as the ship executed a tight turn and dove straight down towards them.

“Who is it?” Sera demanded, her gauntlets raised and taking aim at the approaching ship.

“My fault again,” Kreon admitted, as the sun was swallowed by shadow once more. “I didn’t have time to mention it, but that is our ride.”
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Tris pelted up Wayfinder’s ramp as soon as it extended.

The ship didn’t even need to land; all four of them made the leap from the tower steps, as guns higher up the tower began to rain fire down on them.

Tris paused long enough to see Sera charge through the hatch, one arm curled protectively around the limp girl on her shoulder. He beckoned to her, pointing out the crew lounge while Kyra’s boots pounded the deck towards the cockpit. Inertial dampeners were fairly useless in atmosphere, and Tris bounced off both side walls one after another as he raced after Kyra and Kreon. He reached the cockpit just as Kyra slid into the pilot’s chair.

“Thanks ALI, but I’ll take it from here,” she said, swatting a battery of switches.

“Of course, Your Highness,” the computer chimed.

“Arrgh!” Kyra threw her hands up. “Can’t trust any bastard around here!”

She grabbed the control stem and hauled back on it, pulling their nose up as she gunned the engines.

“No shields,” Kreon reported from the chair next to her. As if to underscore his message, a streak of laser fire splashed across the canopy, momentarily turning the viewscreens red.

“My apologies Lord Anakreon,” ALI responded. “I was forced to use the railguns to escape the Impound Bay.”

The pieces snapped together in Tris’ mind; repeated explosions from below them, the whole tower shaking with the force. ALI had blasted her way out of the tower, using Wayfinder’s most powerful weapons to do it. Kyra had described how she’d destroyed the prison with the same guns — it was probably a miracle the tower was still standing.

The ship lurched with another impact, this time from behind. “Hang on,” Kyra yelled, “we’ll be out of range any second!”

“Ships scrambling from the landing pad,” Kreon noted, studying his console. “Mid-size, Patrol-class, heavily armed.”

“We can outrun them, but not their turbolasers,” Kyra said.

“Two more ships preparing to launch.”

“Shit, Kreon! This ship got any more tricks? Can’t turn invisible can it?”

“Stealth measures are available,” ALI chimed in.

“Not at fifty clicks away in broad daylight,” Kyra bit back. “Sydon’s Name! All that crap just to die like this?”

Tris startled in his seat as a voice laced with contempt issued from behind him. “Not today.”

A shadow fell across him as Sera took one step further into the cockpit, bracing herself against the empty seat behind Kreon. With all the excitement, he’d forgotten she was aboard.

Clinging to the seat with one hand, she flipped open a hatch in her wrist armour to expose a keypad. “Hold still,” she said, to which Kyra merely hissed through her teeth.

Moving carefully, Sera pressed a series of buttons, her armoured fingers clearly not suited to the task. “There.” A note of finality accompanied the word.

And far below them, a massive fireball blossomed.

Tris made the mental leap. He’d known the white fighter outside the tower was Sera’s as soon as he saw it; his first thought had been that they were never all going to fit inside it.

But the modest ship wasn’t just Sera’s escape route — it was her insurance policy.

Explosions continued to bloom behind them, the rear viewscreens showing images of flaming debris raining down on the landing pad.

“All pursuers have been disabled,” Kreon reported. There was a note of awe in his voice.

Sera flipped the wrist-hatch shut and wedged her armoured bulk into the empty seat. “You didn’t plant a single bomb?” she chided, tutting to herself. “Honestly, Kreon! I’m surprised at you.”




With the Tower of Justice and the city filled with spires receding behind them, Tris almost felt like he could relax.

Almost.

But he’d been here before; from recent experience, this was usually where the trouble started.

“Where is Àurea?” Kreon demanded.

“I tossed her out of the airlock, obviously,” Sera snapped. “She’s strapped into the acceleration couch. I’ll get her to the med-bay as soon as we’ve engaged the grav-drive. Assuming you have a med-bay on this relic.”

“This relic just saved your life,” Kreon reminded her.

She laughed — thankfully not the insane cackle but a softer, more human sound. “Oh, Kreon! Always so dramatic. I seem to recall it was you on your knees in there, not me.”

Kreon’s mood was darkening by the minute. “You honestly believe you could have gotten out of there on your own?”

“Without your people slowing me down? Undoubtably.”

“With Àurea?”

Sera didn’t reply to that.

Although if she’d declared she could, Tris would have believed her. His ears were still ringing from whatever sonic weapon she’d unleashed. His head was pounding. His arms and legs were sore from the sudden abuse, bruised and lacerated from near misses and flying debris. Sera, on the other hand, seemed remarkably unaffected by their escape. They’d been in the cockpit for less than three minutes, and she already had her breath back.

“The girl—” she began.

“Good news for you lovers,” Kyra interrupted. “Whole bunch of fighters coming our way. Looks like they lifted off from two different bases a few hundred clicks out. They’ll be on us before we reach orbit.”

“How is that good news?” Tris asked.

She turned in her seat to flash him a grin. “Just trying to look on the bright side.”

Tris shook his head. Kyra must have been tortured the same way he had, maybe worse. For the second time since leaping into the old ship they were facing almost certain death — and she still found time to joke.

“If you get us out of this one, I’ll take you shoe-shopping,” he promised.

Ha! Her laugh was loud in his brain, reminding him he still hadn’t had chance to put his pendant back on. Baby, you can’t afford me.

“Fighters closing,” she said aloud. “Twelve, thirteen, fourteen…”

“Seconds?” Tris grabbed the edge of his seat to brace for impact.

“No, fighters dummy.”

“Oh! Shit!”

“Yup. Sera, got any more fun toys you want to chuck at ‘em? No time like the present.”

With a whirr of motors and a squeal of protest from the seat, Sera rose. “I’ll be with Àurea,” she said.

And left.

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Kyra muttered as the door slid shut.

“I have confidence in you,” Kreon told her.

“Aw, thanks hun,” she replied. “We’re still going to die though. But I feel much better about it.”

“I’m on the guns,” Tris said, turning sideways to give his attention to the console.

“Leading fighter is in range… now,” Kyra told him.

The tac display lit up with targeting options — drastically reduced, Tris could tell, because the approaching ships were behind them.

“Space mines?” he touched the icon next to them, looking for more information.

“No!” said Kreon. “Don’t launch—”

“Oops! I think I just did!”

“Oh for Sydon’s—”

Wayfinder bucked like a rodeo horse, throwing Tris against his restraints hard enough to bruise.

Kyra swore. “Damn near took our back end off!”

“Sorry,” Tris said, studying his tac display. A gigantic fireball was expanding behind them, causing the approaching fighters to shift their course around it. “Hey! I’ve got a target!” He stabbed at the lit icons, firing topside lasers that had been unavailable due to the angle of pursuit. The lead fighter winked off his display, the kill confirmed by video feed on a side screen. “YES! I got one!”

Kyra muttered something about children under her breath, then hauled back on the joystick. “We’re going over,” she announced, as the nose came up.

Tris felt gravity change direction, pulling him towards the roof instead of straight back.

“Any better?”

Tris focussed on his display. More of Wayfinder’s guns were now pointing the right way, although this trajectory surely meant a longer trip out of the planet’s atmosphere.

It also made his head throb, as blood rushed into it.

He fired again and again, letting the computer do all the targeting work. He could tell that Kreon had joined in, the Warden launching a spread of micro missiles from his own console.

“We’re getting shields back,” Kyra said.

And just in time, as the first blasts from the fighters splashed against their protective shell.

“Yes!” Tris cawed again — just as another lurch from the ship threw off his aim. He cursed. Shields weren’t that great in atmosphere, he remembered. This high up their weapons weren’t likely to cause a back-blast, and the railguns could be used anywhere, if only there was enough power for them. And if only the enemy were considerate enough to attack from head-on. But the strength of the shields was… somehow proportionate to the density of the gases around them. He couldn’t remember the formula.

Another impact shook the ship, and Tris missed the button he was trying to press. That fighter was long gone anyway, evading the targeting lock and turning the laser’s icon back to black. “Damn it! They’re moving too fast!”

“They tend to do that when you’re shooting at them!” Kyra retorted.

Another blast hit home, obliterating one of Tristan’s laser turrets and the video feed that accompanied it. The blips of targets danced across his tac display, impossible to follow at this range let alone hit. He couldn’t even tell how many were still out there; three were down, he knew, but as Wayfinder juddered again, the lights in the cockpit flickering, he knew the answer was too many.

As he looked on in horror, a new group of lights flashed up ahead of them, diving down from orbit at a frightening pace.

Shit! We’re in trouble! Tris couldn’t tell if Kyra was sending him a message or if stress was making her thoughts bleed out. He caught an image of her console through her eyes, and spotted warning lights flickering all over it.

Space mine? He hazarded.

NO! Kreon and Kyra chorused.

Then a new mind joined their conversation; cold, and ancient, and undeniably alien.

Do not soil your gestation sack, my grub! Help is at hand.

A familiar wave of comfort and concern washed over him as the Empress of the River of Silver Flashes shot past in her mottled green nestship.

Tris scanned the screens, finding one that showed her ship rocketing towards the enemy formation. Two more of the squid-like vessels blasted past, then a third; collectively, they hit the enemy fighters like a combine harvester. Laser bolts spat from every wingtip, vaporising the fighters too sluggish to respond. At the back of the group a few fighters peeled off, but their change in vector proved no challenge for the Siszar ships. One by one the enemy craft were blown out of the sky, vastly overmatched by the speed and ferocity of the nestships.

Kyra drove hard for space all the while, gritting her teeth against the Wayfinder’s juddering. Her trajectory was taking them directly away from the battle, which looked to be over in seconds. Kyra had corrected their angle of ascent to put gravity back in the right place, and Tris could hear her mental countdown until they escaped the atmosphere.

Suddenly, a savage thought pushed its way into Tristan’s mind. Where were you trapped, Pink-worm?

Tris blanched at the raw aggression that shrouded the words, colouring them with an inhuman eagerness for bloodshed.

Uhhh… Tris tried to summon up a picture of the tower they’d fled from. The gleaming white spire came easily to mind, its impossible vastness looming over them even as it shook from within.

I will shake it to pieces! The alien responded.

Then it was gone, wrenching away none too gently. It left a cold, slimy feeling in his head and a sheen of sweat down his back.

Three of the Siszar ships detached from the combat, veering off at top speed towards the city of spires.

Apologies, the Empress came through, the males of my species can be rather crude.

Tris shuddered in spite of himself. Friends of yours?

He felt her amusement. They would wish it so! They are competing for my affection. Males in this state have an excess of energy. I thought it could be put to good use.

He called me Pink-worm, Tris complained.

Of course! That is our word for your species.

But… we’re not all pink!

Neither are you all worms. It is a gross generalisation, for which I am sorry.

“We have another problem,” Kreon announced, breaking Tris out of his trance.

Kyra swore again. “I see it! Crap. We’ll reach orbit, but that thing can wipe us out before we make a grav-jump.

Tris glanced back at his console, noticing the bright spot growing steadily larger. “What is it?”

“What else?” Kyra called back. “A Sanctuary-class battle station!”

Tris felt his blood run cold. Not even the Siszar could help them against this.

A wave of grim determination accompanied the Empress’s assertion; We will try, she promised.

The last wisp of atmospheric gases vanished from the main viewscreen. Stars blossomed, painting the black canvas before them with pinpricks of light. And amidst them, a vast circle of nothingness.

The sleek black hull was the size of a marble — already close enough to use a variety of phenomenally powerful weapons, Tris knew. Starlight winked from the vast silhouette, revealing the deployment of its main guns. Seconds later a massive crimson beam carved through space directly above them, its wash almost blinding Tris even through the canopy’s flash-filters.

“Lantian ship,” a voice snarled from the comm unit, “you will hold position or be destroyed.”

Kyra glanced at Kreon; Fight on? she asked him.

The Warden returned her look with a grimace.

Tris knew they couldn’t win. The Lemurian battle station had played its role perfectly, using their distraction and its own stealth technology to slide into position directly above them. That’s what they were designed for, as far as Tris could tell; orbital defence.

And they were very, very good at it.

“Broadcast unconditional surrender immediately and power down all weapons, or the next blast will cut you in half.”

Kreon glared at the comm unit as though it was the one speaking.

“If we surrender they’ll take us back there,” Tris said, aware he was stating the obvious. “We’ll be executed all over again!”

“More grist for the propaganda mill,” Kreon agreed. “However, given the damage we have caused during our escape, I fear their response will be reflected in the manner of our execution.”

Kyra nodded. “Better go out with a bang,” she said.

Tris agreed.

Excellent! The Empress joined them, her response jubilant. We all die together!

Dimly, Tris heard Kreon second the thought.

And we will deny them the chance to eat our bodies! the Empress added.

Tris wasn’t quite sure how to respond to that, so he send a voiceless affirmation.

Kyra flung the control stem forward, diving the ship violently. Tris hit every button on his display, lancing out towards the battle station with turbolasers and pulse cannons. A second huge laserbeam dissected the space they’d occupied a second ago, while Kyra threw the stick over to change course again. The Empress streaked past, her wingtips spitting fire, and twisted away at the last moment as a volley from the battle station sizzled across her bow.

Tris noticed Kreon had killed their shields, and knew what that meant; one last, desperate ploy.

Kyra, literally reading the Warden’s mind, brought them back up on an intercept vector, pointing their nose directly toward the battle station.

“Firing,” Kreon said, working his controls.

It felt like Wayfinder hit a speed bump, their forward motion suddenly arrested by the recoil of the gigantic railguns. Two big chunks of ultra-dense alloy accelerated towards the battle station faster than the eye could follow. Tris could see the result though; two perfectly-matched holes appeared in the station’s southern hemisphere, both expanding as jets of flame and debris burst from inside.

The battle station barely moved. There must have been some internal damage, but it was nowhere near enough to threaten the gigantic vessel.

An alarm warbled in the cockpit.

“They’ve locked on with their primary weapon!” Kyra yelled.

“My sincere gratitude, to all of you,” Kreon said quietly. “It has been a privilege.”

Tris hunkered down on the console, bracing himself for impact.

But as he planted his forehead on the display, his fuzzy focus made the Sanctuary’s blip look like two.

He blinked, confirming what he was looking at. “Another one!” he cried, flicking his eyes to the viewscreen.

What he saw there would stay with him forever.

Immediately behind the Sanctuary-class battle station, an identical silhouette had appeared.

Only where the first sphere was smooth and sleek, this one was anything but; huge plates had been plastered over the hull seemingly at random, like gigantic steel Band-aids. New steel rings encircled the vessel at intervals, like belts straining to keep its belly in.

And from the centre of the ship, like the stick on a lollipop, extended a gun barrel that had to be a hundred metres long.

Despite the alterations, there was no denying that battle-scarred silhouette.

It was the Folly.

“Mum!” Tris couldn’t help himself.

“Welcome home, Tristan,” Askarra’s voice crackled over the comm. “Did you have fun with your friends?”

And as the first Sanctuary turned to unleash its arsenal against the new arrival, a blast of incredible proportions shot forth from the Folly’s gigantic new gun barrel.

An incandescent column of white light, it struck the opposing battle station dead-centre. For a second the black sphere was enveloped in a coruscating field of energy, surging over its surface like waves on a beach.

Then a candle of flame flared out from the opposite side of the sphere, growing rapidly. The powerful white beam punched out into space, having carved a path straight through the Sanctuary’s middle.

Transfixed, the battle station spasmed — then again, more dramatically — then the entire thing went supernova.

Kyra swerved the ship away as chunks of debris and tongues of fire reached out for them. A hail of smaller particles rattled against the hull, triggering more alarms from Kyra’s console. Angling sharply away from the expanding cloud of plasma, she held their course until the rate of impacts slackened off. Finally, there was silence; no-one inside dared break it with chatter.

Until the crackle of the comm announced an incoming transmission.

Tris knew instantly that it was directed at him.

Because of the accent.

“Well hello there, handsome. You miss me?”

It was Ella.




With the remains of the Lemurian battle station drifting down towards the planet below, Kyra brought the Wayfinder in close to the Folly. From this distance Tris could see hundreds, if not thousands of new plates welded over holes in the skin of the battle station. Several new weapons had been grafted onto the surface, though perhaps ‘recycled’ was a more appropriate term for them. No two weapons were alike, and neither were the hull patches; some shone with reflected running lights, burnished and silver; more looked tarnished and blackened, as though they’d been cut off a burned-out wreck. Still others were red with rust, covered in peeling paint or embellished with strange shapes like fins. Taken all at once, it was a hideously ugly mess; a mishmash of junk and spare parts, all strapped together with the spaceship equivalent of gaffer tape.

But it was home.




The Empress rallied her admirers and led them back to swirl protectively beyond the new debris field.

Thank-you so much, Tris told her, echoing the wave of gratitude he felt from Kyra.

It was no bother at all, worm-of-indeterminate-hue, she replied. These males have been searching for a way to prove themselves to me. I think they enjoyed killing Lemurians.

Tris sent her a wave of positive affirmation, but something occurred to him. I thought your people had a peace treaty with the Lemurians?

We did, she chortled, the mental trace of a rancid stench accompanying her laughter. But it seems my would-be suitors have destroyed their Tower of Justice, along with several of this world’s most significant buildings. From a species as warlike as my own, one can only assume that would constitute an act of war. She chuckled again, the associated scent making Tris want to gag. Men! What can you do?

With the Siszar nestships formed up around them, and long-range scans showing large numbers of enemy ships heading their way from the surface, Kreon finally gave the order to get out of there.

The Folly and the Wayfinder made the grav-jump in tandem, Askarra sending over coordinates that ALI fed into the nav system. The seamless interaction of one AI with another was fantastically efficient. Tris just hoped the two rather egotistical supercomputers would get on.

As the stars winked out in front of them and they vanished into the vastness of space, Tris slumped back in his seat and let himself relax.

They were free.




They found Sera in the escape pod, where she’d stashed Àurea’s unconscious body. Tris was surprised no-one else had thought of it; Sera was, after all, a consummate survivor. She showed no qualms about abandoning the rest of them in a last ditch attempt to keep her daughter safe — but none of them expected anything else. They moved the girl to the med-bay and got her safely strapped down to a gurney. The medical talos began its appraisal, returning a verdict that Àurea would survive, and that she was mostly weak from dehydration, malnourishment and loss of blood. Added to whatever psychological torture she’d been undergoing, and combined with the effects of Sera’s bizarre sonic weapon, it had simply proved too much for her.

It had been, Tris reflected, quite a harrowing afternoon.

With victory dragged kicking and screaming from the jaws of inevitable defeat, even Sera admitted to being impressed.

“Okay then, tell me,” she challenged the Warden, as they stood around Àurea’s bed. “How did you break the ship out of lock-up?”

“Wayfinder’s computer is now inhabited by an artificial intelligence program named ALI,” Kreon said, still sounding chagrinned. “She had sufficient control over the ship to extricate it from wherever the Lemurians had impounded her. Loader sent me a coded message explaining her strategy, and his remote link to my transceiver allowed him to coordinate her escape with our own.”

Tris looked from one of them to the other, then raised a hand. “Ah, Kreon… where is Loader?”

The Warden stared back at him, his face registering shock. “I… I have no idea. His housing was not in the evidence case in the Chamber of Justice.”

Tris felt the blood drain from his face. “Then… he’s still down there?”

Kreon nodded gravely. “That appears to be the case.”

Kyra looked horrified. “The tower is gone,” she said quietly. “The Empress shared an image with me… a million tons of burning rubble.”

“No.” Tris shook his head. “He can’t be gone. We can’t lose him again!”

“I thought I destroyed that pesky talos,” Sera, mused.

Tris glared murder at her. “He saved our lives more times than I can count! He saved us from you. And in case you didn’t notice, he just saved your ass right alongside ours!”

Sera waited for him to finish. “He was a brave warrior,” she relented. “I am sorry for your loss.”

Kreon reached out a hand and placed it on her armoured shoulder. “You freed him to become more than he ever could have.”

Tris hung his head and let silent tears flow.
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Oktavius glanced at his monitor in disbelief.

On it, the view from a remote camera showed a scene of desperation.

The last of the Wardens’ fleet, now barely worthy of the name, were strung out in a single defensive line. Every pilot, every crewman aboard those ships, was preparing to sell his or her life as dearly as possible.

To protect him.

To protect Atalia.

For all the good it would do.

The crimson-hulled cruisers of Lord Demios’ traitors massed for the kill, now outnumbering the ragged defenders many times over. Despite everything Oktavius had done, despite every piece of exotic technology his Wardens had brought to bear, they were still going to die.

Because alongside the red fleet and its murderous commander sat an even more impressive armada — sleek black orbs, almost impossible to see without the computer enhancing the image. The spherical battle stations were amongst the most powerful vessels in the galaxy; few who encountered one lived to tell the tale. But facing Oktavius’ brave warriors were dozens of them, their combined destructive potential more than anything the High Warden had ever seen.

And he’d seen a lot.

The story on his display, however, was something new.

The red fleet was advancing cautiously, prepared to deal with any last-minute doomsday weapons Oktavius had left to deploy—

But the Lemurian spheres had stopped.

En masse, their progress had halted abruptly, as though someone commanding them had just had second thoughts. Oktavius couldn’t imagine what would cause them to hesitate; surely they had confidence in the overwhelming firepower of their vessels? Were they stopping to allow Demios to engage first? Perhaps the renegade Warden had convinced the Lemurians to let him be the one to crush Atalia.

Or perhaps somehow the Lemurians knew about the failsafe? About the self-destruct sequence which even now was cued up on a console to Oktavius’ left. He had determined to wait until Demios’ forces had landed before setting the countdown, ensuring that as many of them as possible were wiped out in the ensuing blast.

But the Lemurians couldn’t know about that, could they? Even his fellow Councillors, the members of the elite First Circle, did not know. It was the High Warden’s prerogative alone, the details left in a heavily encrypted message passed down to one’s successor. Oktavius had already recorded his, shortly after his inauguration, though now it looked like he would be the last to inherit such a burden.

All of which musing didn’t bring him any closer to explaining what he was looking at.

Why have they stopped?

Then, in perfect synchronisation, the deadly spheres began to turn.

“My Lord?” someone called from across the room, as the rest of the command staff stared into their monitors, equally confused.

Then the battle stations opened fire.

Not on Atalia, or on the handful of ships defending it.

On Demios.

As one, the spheres unleashed a devastating fusillade, their potent laser weapons carving through the red ships like they were made of plastic.

In seconds the fleet was ablaze, explosions blossoming like wildflowers amidst the meadow of crimson.

It was the most beautiful thing Oktavius had ever seen.

He wasn’t alone; at least two of the command staff started sobbing, sheer relief overwhelming them.

Oktavius managed to keep his expression firm and his gaze fixed on the viewscreen as the Lemurian ships, their work apparently done, about-faced and jumped away into nothingness.

Then, as more of Demios’ ships began to break apart, the survivors driving hard for deep space, he finally let out the breath he’d been holding. His body was trembling, he realised, as the adrenaline fled his bloodstream. He sagged back into the command chair, a comfort he hadn’t allowed himself all day. He reached up, unfastening the collar of his jumpsuit, then mopped sweat off his brow with a cuff.

“Ah, sir?” Rufine interrupted.

“Yes?” Oktavius didn’t have the heart to chastise him. “What is it?”

“We have an incoming signal for you, highest priority.”

“Who is it?”

“Lord Anakreon.”

Oktavius felt his jaw drop in disbelief. “WHAT? You have got to be kidding me! Why the—? Where has—? What—?”

He closed his eyes for a second, breathing deeply to regain his composure. When he opened them again, Rufine recoiled from the anger he saw there.

“Now, of all times, that turncoat deigns to contact us? Put it through to the ready room next door Rufine, I’ll take it in there.”

And with as much dignity as he could muster, he stood and swept from the room.




*                    *                    *




Kreon could tell Oktavius was furious from the blank expression he wore.

He let the man rant for a few minutes, about the war, the recent battle, and the probability that Kreon’s parents had been unmarried.

Eventually, Oktavius ran out of expletives and merely glared into the lens, his rage transmitted across the light-years without losing a drop.

“You seem in good health, High Warden,” Kreon observed.

“No thanks to you, you little—”

“And Atalia itself is essentially undamaged?”

“Yes, well, the fortress survived due to the Siszar intervention.”

“Ah! My allies arrived in time then. Is there a Mercenary captain named Sharki amongst them?”

“Yes, but that’s not… Wait. The Siszar are with you?”

“I have the Empress of the River of Silver Flashes with me now. I could put her on, but unfortunately she can only communicate via the Gift. Kyra sends her regards, however.”

“Kreon!” The High Warden sounded more exasperated now, his anger winding down. “This isn’t a social call! I’ve been trying to contact you for over a week. Thousands of people died here defending Atalia, while you were off sticking your head into Portals.”

Kreon sighed theatrically. “As you are well aware, I entered Lemurian space to learn what I could about the Black Ships. I’m afraid I got a bit tied up.”

“Tied up? We’ve lost almost three-quarters of the entire Order! So if you’re quite finished with your little fact-finding trip, I need you back here immediately.”

Kreon was starting to lose his sense of humour. It seemed that every conversation with Oktavius was doomed to end the same way; with the High Warden making demands he was disinclined to fulfil. “I will make my people aware of your situation,” he said, letting his own annoyance creep into his voice. “But the situation here is tenuous. My mission has been largely successful. I’ve had the information I recovered transmitted directly to you, but as you may have noticed, it is incomplete.”

“Noticed? Noticed? I haven’t had time to read a damned report!”

“Then you will be unaware of its implications. They are grave, Oktavius. I believe the Lemurians have identified the nature of our foe, but their intentions toward the threat are unclear.”

“The Lemurians! Kreon, have you any idea why they attacked us? And why they stopped? They turned on Demios and fled, as though it was their plan all along.”

“I believe that had something to do with Sera. My information suggests she had brokered a deal with them, and that she recently reneged on it.”

“Lady Serafine? That makes sense. I knew she wasn’t with the fleet. Demios is a good strategist, but he lacks flair. Do you have any idea of her whereabouts?”

Kreon made a show of looking around the room he was standing in, then held his hands up empty. “For all I know, she could be next-door.”




*                    *                    *




Safety.

It was a feeling Tris could barely remember, it had been so long.

With the old ship and the refurbished battle station drifting in empty space a few kilometres away from each other, he could finally relax.

For now.

Still. His heart mourned for Loader, whilst his head wrangled with possibility of getting him back. The chances were, the remains of the talos were buried deep beneath the wreckage of what Sera called the Tower of Justice. But Loader had been buried before, and for thousands of years. And the Lemurians hadn’t considered him as ‘evidence’, despite his otherworldly nature. Tris wondered if Loader had managed to keep his true nature hidden from the Lemurians, but they seemed to be experts at ferreting out secrets. Loader’s conspicuous absence at the trial, despite still being online, was reason to believe the Lemurians were investigating him further.

At least they couldn’t torture him.

As far as he knew.




Ella’s arrival took his mind off the problem in the best possible way. Her green eyes lit up when she saw him, and she flung herself into his arms, wrapping her slender limbs around him. Again he had the thought that she was so fragile he was afraid of breaking her. The urge to protect her was overpowering, as he pulled her tightly against him.

“I missed you so much,” she breathed into his ear.

“Me too,” Tris admitted.

She drew back. “Aw, sweetie, you do look rotten. You’ve been in a proper pickle.”

He pulled her close again, then planted his lips firmly on hers. It worked wonders’ especially when he didn’t have a clue what she was going on about.

Ella’s shuttle had docked with the Wayfinder while Kreon was making his long-distance phone call. Kyra seemed to be giving them a bit of space, and Sera hadn’t left the med-bay since she’d gotten Àurea into it.

“Nice ship,” Ella said, as they strolled through the curved passageways hand in hand. “The old ones are always the best.”

Tris thought that might be a joke, given she was north of eighty years his senior. “It’s Kreon’s,” he told her. “He had it tucked away on this private planet. Only Sera showed up, and took Loader apart with a massive sword, and it was… it got messy,” he finished. “But hey, what happened to the Folly? Last time I saw it, it was falling apart.”

Ella turned coy. “I met a few gracious folks who turned out to be from the resistance. They were absolutely livid about what’s going on. They had this big uprising on the cards, and they needed a favour. I had a chinwag with your mam, and she reckoned we could help if they’d fix her up. They took a butchers and decided to change a few things around. See, the Sanctuary is like a jack of all trades, designed to tackle everything from fighters to capital ships. But the Ingumend had a more specific problem, so they refitted her to solve that. The Church’s power comes from its battle stations; no-one else can touch them. So they turned the Folly into the ultimate Sanctuary hunter.” She paused, batting her eyelids at Tris. “I hope you don’t mind.”

He snorted. She’d said it like she’d borrowed his car without asking, or bought new curtains. Whereas in actual fact she’d single-handedly arranged the rebuilding of the Folly, and had it outfitted with capabilities he was pretty sure were unmatched by anything he’d ever seen.

God only knows what else she’d been up to.

“Hey!” he said, as something else occurred to him. “At the prison… was it you that sent Àurea to find us?”

“Aw, sweetie,” she said, giving his hand a squeeze, “I can’t send the leader of the resistance anywhere! I just told her what was going on, and made a few suggestions.”

“Thank-you,” he said, the paltry word inadequate compared to the gratitude he felt. “I’d have died in that prison if not for…” he rubbed his face with his free hand. “And getting away from… whatever that planet was called just now?”

“Helicon Prime,” she put in. “Centre of justice, punishment and politics for the entire Lemurian Empire.”

“Yeah, that place. If you hadn’t showed up right then… I mean, exactly then, at that precise moment… we’d have been blown to bits. Or worse — dragged back down there for more…” A shudder ran through him at the thought. “Well. More of that torture bullshit.”

The look Ella gave him was one part sorrow, one part concern… and one part something much more mischievous. “You sound like you need a lie down,” she said.

He blinked in surprise, her meaning hard to miss. “Well, I wouldn’t mind… I mean, I have, ah, quarters here, if you’d like to see them?”

“Very much.” Ella twined her fingers into his, and brought them up to her mouth for a sly kiss. There was a distinct twinkle in her eye. “No jealous AI running this ship.”

Tris opened his mouth to mention ALI, then thought better of it.

After all, the ex-prison AI was in love herself. What her opinions were about them leaving Loader behind on Helicon Prime remained to be seen.

“This way,” Tris said, pulling Ella towards his cabin.

It was like all his hurts, all the exhaustion and mental anguish that had been mounting since they’d been captured on Oracle, all faded away in an instant. He could feel his pulse quicken with anticipation, and a stirring down below that overrode all other physical sensations.




The door to his cabin slid shut.

He looked about quickly, but he hadn’t been in there long enough to make a mess. Yet again he was in the unenviable position of owning nothing beyond his weapons and the prison-issued clothes on his back.

I’ve really got to talk to Kreon about some kind of allowance.

It was not the kind of thought he wanted to be having right now, so he turned back to Ella and kissed her, drawing her shamelessly back towards the bed.

She came willingly, even eagerly, one hand going to a clasp at the neck of her jumpsuit. Her red hair was unbound, cascading over her shoulders as she bared them. Tris was breathing heavier, hypnotised by the pale skin she was revealing. She pushed him playfully, and he landed on the bed. She peeled her jumpsuit the rest of the way off, stepping out of it with such unconscious grace that his heart caught at the sight her.

She’s mine? He still couldn’t believe his luck.

“Not going all bashful on me, are you sweetie?”

Tris looked down and realised he was still fully clothed. It took him a few seconds to wriggle out of the cheap black jumpsuit, though with considerably more awkwardness and flailing than he’d have liked.

And then she was on him, draping her nakedness atop him with a tiny sigh.

He stared into her eyes, his breath coming in gasps. “I had a dream about you,” he confessed, as she planted kisses on his chest, working her way down his body.

“Oh?” she sounded intrigued. “Go on.”

“It was… while I was in the tower.” He swallowed as her lips found a tender area. “I had a bunch of them, but one was so vivid I swear you were right there with me.”

“Mmmm,” she agreed, biting the skin near his hip. “With you like I am now?”

“Yeah!” He drew in a shuddering breath. “You were floating above me and then you…” He licked his lips. “It kept me going, you know? The thought that I might… see you again.”

“And you did,” she said, sliding her body back up his, bringing them face to face again.

“It… was just a dream, wasn’t it?”

She chuckled, then kissed him long and deep. “Sweetie, the Tower of Justice is one of the most secure facilities in the galaxy. I’d love to have come and visited you, but…?” She shrugged one freckled shoulder. She kissed him again, then set her teeth in his ear lobe, pulling gently. Tris gasped, the pleasure already so intense it was all he could think about.

“But you know,” she whispered, “yellow really is your colour.”

“Eh? Wha—?”

And then she she slid herself onto him, and all questions fled his mind.




*                    *                    *




The news of Àurea’s awakening was broadcast throughout the ship.

Tris rushed to get dressed, slightly paranoid that the others would be mad at him for having sex while they were dealing with matters of galactic importance.

Then again, as he watched Ella slide smoothly into her jumpsuit, he couldn’t feel even the tiniest bit bad about it.

As they entered the med-bay, his grin gave him away.

Kyra rolled her eyes; Kreon was mercifully silent.

And Sera stood holding her daughter’s hand, gazing down at her with tears streaming down her cheeks.

Sera’s bulky armour, more pitted and blackened now than ever, was stacked in the corner. She wore an undersuit embellished with mechanical bits and pieces that was also heavily stained with dirt and blood.

Àurea gazed up at her mother, a strange look on her face. Something had already passed between them, Tris could tell, in the time since she’d awakened. But that was good. They needed a bit of privacy even more than he did.

“Why didn’t you come back?” Kreon said softly.

The stricken look he received from Sera told Tris she also wanted to know the answer to that.

Àurea let out a long breath. “Easy,” she said, her voice small and tired. “It was him. Ingumen — the real Ingumen. He took me from that battlefield and nursed me back to health. He had the mask made for me when I— when I couldn’t—” She took another breath, seeming more child-like in her vulnerability. “When they— when those bastards killed him— I promised I would carry it on. I have a duty to these people now. It’s my job to help them.”

Kreon ran a hand over his bald scalp, while Sera massaged her daughter’s hand.

“He trained me,” Àurea continued, “and showed me what it was like to live under the Keepers of the Faith. I swore to him that I would bring it to an end. I swore…” She let out a single sob. “I loved him.”

“Don’t worry,” Sera said brushing a strand of hair back from Àurea’s face. “I’ll help you. We’ll bring them down together.”

Kreon cleared his throat. “Oktavius has requested that we return immediately. Your little disagreement has left him badly in need of Wardens.”

“Wardens!” Sera snapped. “Do I look like I care about Wardens? That idiot can have them, whatever’s left of them. You too, if you must. Or you could come with us, Kreon! We could return to your planet and start a life there!”

Kreon shook his head slowly. “I cannot. Much as I wish it were otherwise.” He turned his head to include Tris and Kyra. “Examining all the data we acquired will take time, but I have already confirmed my primary theory; it is the Portals that are attracting the Black Ships to our worlds.”

Kyra raised an eyebrow. “Because… the Portals were already there before us?”

“Some were,” the Warden nodded. “Some predate our civilisation completely. Some, however, are more recent additions.”

Realisation dawned on Tris. “There’s one on Atalia… and one on Earth.”

“Indeed.”

“Then we have to get back! We have to show Oktavius, make him understand! Maybe it’s not too late. Maybe we can move the Portals to somewhere else, some crappy little moon where nobody goes. We could use the Portal on the Folly to get to Earth, then take the one there to…” he broke off as the implications of what he’d just said sank in. “Shit. The Folly…”

Kreon placed a gloved hand on his shoulder. “The Folly is not in direct danger. Askarra can jump away at the first sign of their arrival, and she will be unaffected by the madness the Black Ships propagate. Even so, we should minimise Portal travel to all but the most essential journeys. I have no idea whether it is their use, or the Portals themselves, which are attracting our enemies.”

“So we need to get back there! In a ship, so we can take the Portal off Earth for good.”

Kreon looked back at Sera. “We must also appraise Oktavius of the threat. The secret we need to fight the Black Ships is here, I am sure of it — either in the information we obtained, or in that we left behind.”

Àurea pushed herself up in the bed, some of her strength flooding back to colour her cheeks. “Then come with me, father! All three of us. What can we not achieve together? Help me to rid these people of their corrupt overlords, and we will be able to visit Oracle with impunity. You can take all the data you need.”

“No! It is imperative that we return to Atalia, and press on to Earth. The Black Ships could strike at any time. We cannot afford to be distracted by petty disputes.”

“Petty?” Sera snarled. “Didn’t you see what they did to our daughter? Weren’t you there when they beat her to her knees in front of me? Look at her, Kreon! Look at what they’ve done to our baby! I will tear this civilisation apart for this! I will kill every last one of them.”

“Earth is in danger!” Kreon declared. “Atalia is in danger!”

“Atalia is rubble already, if Demios has any backbone.”

“Sydon’s Name!” Àurea yelled. “It’s like being twelve again. Can’t you two agree on anything?”

Sera looked down at her, her expression softening. “We both love you,” she said. “It’s just your father. You know how he is.”

“I am not the villain here,” Kreon protested. He looked to Kyra. “We still have a mission. We have to save Atalia.” He looked at Tris. “And we have to save Earth.”

Kyra looked back and forth between Kreon and Sera. “I’m easy,” she said.

Tris decided it was time to make his opinion known. “Gerian never showed at the trial. I still want to kill him. I can’t leave him running around out here, doing evil shit, with my dad’s face. It’s just not… it’s not happening. Plus, if we stay here we have a chance at rescuing Loader. I know, he could be buried forever, but he’s been that way before. Kreon, we have to try.”

“I’m sorry Tristan,” the Warden said, his hand moving back to Tris’ shoulder and squeezing. “Loader is more important to me than you know. But we have to press on. Our mission is not to help these people, much as it pains me to admit it. And we cannot help Loader, not right now. We must make best possible speed for Earth.”

“I’m not going,” Àurea said.

Kreon rounded on her. “You may have been dead for the past eighteen years but you are alive now, and that puts you under my command. Your mother can do what she likes, but I am taking you back to Earth.”

Sera glared at him with such intensity Tris thought she was going to pull a weapon from somewhere and attack.

“Enough!” Àurea yelled, pulling herself up to a sitting position. “I’m not going anywhere.” She looked at Sera. “Thank-you for your support, mother.” Then she looked at Kreon. “But you don’t understand, either of you.” She took a deep breath, then reached for his hand. “Your home is under threat just like mine. But I can’t leave here, no matter what is wrong with the rest of the galaxy.” She took another deep breath, and a slow smile spread across her face. She directed it first at Sera, and then at Kreon. “I don’t care what’s happening anywhere else. My life is here. I’m not leaving my daughter.”


Epilogue







The hooded woman stood in front of the throne, her face shrouded in darkness.

King Viktor stared down at her, pondering what she had just said. The news she’d brought was the most welcome he’d had in a long time; news he’d been waiting decades to hear. His only concern was that this slender woman, so frail in her appearance, was lying to him.

But appearances could be deceptive. Viktor had learned this the hard way, in his youth. He’d paid the price; a long scar traced down the centre of his face, puckering the flesh around it into mottled ridges. A matching one sliced diagonally across his chest, now seen only by his bevy of concubines. He smirked. The woman below, though a bit on the skinny side for his tastes, would make an intriguing addition to his harem. She was a foreigner, come from far away to pedal her tale — perhaps she’d known how eager he would be to hear it.

Perhaps she was trying to play him.

Viktor chuckled at the thought. If so, she really was a foreigner. No-one for a hundred light years in any direction would dare to play him.

A test was required. The stranger could prove her prowess. It wouldn’t be proof that her information was accurate, but it would satisfy his curiosity about her.

And he’d always liked to watch woman fight.

“Munzer!” he called. “I don’t trust her. Make her honest.”

A burly man stepped forward. Munzer was a giant; powerfully built, with arms the size of most mens’ legs. He gave an ugly laugh, stomping towards the stranger. “I’ll sort ‘er out, boss.”

Viktor cleared his throat. “Your majesty, please. I know this situation is a new one, but you have to adjust, man.”

“Huh, Sorry, your majesty.” It sounded so ridiculous coming from him that the whole court laughed at it. Viktor too; it was all a big joke, as far as he was concerned. He shifted on the throne’s thick cushioning, conscious of the patches still wet with the blood of its previous occupant.

“Alright Munzer, get on with it.”

“Yeah.” The huge man faced off against the skinny foreign woman, sizing her up. A vicious grin spread across his face and he rolled his shoulders with a crackle. On his hands were heavy steel gauntlets, studded with sharpened points. He’d ripped them off a mechanoid a few years back, during the conquest of Ardanza. It had been a spectacular fight; Viktor had never seen a man best a machine with his bare hands, but Munzer had done it, tearing the old talos limb from limb.

“Hey! You ready?” Viktor called down at the stranger.

For an answer, she turned to face Munzer and doffed her hood.

Revealed beneath it was a pale face scattered with freckles, and straggly red hair fastened back in a bun. She was pretty, in an intense kind of way, but her eyes were cold as all hell.

Viktor chuckled again. Perhaps some vigorous exercise would warm them up.

“Fight!” he yelled.

Munzer charged. The huge gauntlets came up, one punch from them surely enough to obliterate the girl’s face. It would be a shame, Victor thought, but not a total loss. If she survived, he could always put a bag over her head.

The skinny girl didn’t flinch. She didn’t even move, as the mountain of iron-clad muscle bore down on her. Munzer swung hard — and at the last possible second, the girl ducked, slipping beneath the blow with sinuous grace. Then she made her mistake; she punched towards the big man’s chest, which Viktor knew was armoured with a thick sheet of metal beneath his shirt.

Only, the armour didn’t stop her. Her punch drove in, right through it — and through the body it had been protecting.

Munzer yowled in pain, then made an odd gurgling sound as the girl’s fist withdrew from his chest. Her arm came out bright red, blood pulsing from the wound to soak her overcoat. She stepped back and gave her hand a disdainful flick, showering the floor with crimson droplets.

She didn’t even watch as Munzer collapsed to the floor, his last breath rasping in his ruined chest.

A puddle of blood began to spread slowly from his body, and the girl took just enough notice of it to step aside from the flow.

There was a stunned silence in the throne room.

Viktor nodded at two of his men, and they came forward to drag the corpse away.

Damn it! Munzer was an idiot, but he’d been a good fighter. He’d be missed in the next conquest.

“So,” he addressed the girl, not bothering to hide his irritation. “You shown me you got the stuff. So what if I believe you?”

Her voice was odd, a lilting rhythm to it. “You award me the exclusive contract.” She paused. “And I want double what you’re currently offering.”

“Double?” he leaned forward, studying the girl. “What makes you think you’re worth double?”

She shrugged one slender shoulder. “You get what you pay for, darling. And your target in’t an easy one.”

“And you think you’re up to the job?”

“I’m the only one who is.”

Viktor sat back, regarding her. “And you came all the way out here, just for this. Why?”

“I’ve got a score to settle,” the girl said. “Stands to reason I’d want to make a little money off it.”

He though on that for a few moments. There was no reason for her to lie, as far as he could figure. She’d only get the credits when the job was done, so he was in no danger of losing anything. And he’d only ever met one person who could have beaten Munzer so easily; she was the one who’d given him the scars. Maybe this chick had a chance? She seemed keen enough.

“Alright then.” He looked over at the gadget-laden man he considered his majordomo. “Make a note. This girl has the exclusive contract — either till she does the job, or till she shows up dead.” He looked back at the stranger. “That alright with you?”

“Fine.”

“So you know where she is, eh? How good’s your source?”

The stranger smirked. “You could say I have a family connection.”

That piqued Viktor’s interest, but he didn’t bother digging. Either this scrawny slip of a girl would solve his biggest problem for him, or she wouldn’t. In all honesty, he didn’t fancy her chances. But it sure would be something to watch.

“How you gonna do her, then?” he asked, arousal stirring at the thought.

The girl held up her hands, one of them still dripping with Munzer’s blood. She smiled cruelly, and pushed back the sleeves of her overcoat. Now held up to the light, both her forearms were robotic, made of a dull metal alloy he didn’t recognise. Her smile widened as her hands split open, lethal blades springing out and locking into place. Both arms now ended in foot-long knives, which began to glow red. The girl kneeled, sliding one of the blades effortlessly into the thick stone floor. When she withdrew it, the narrow slot she’d carved was white hot and molten.

Every man in the court had watched the demonstration. Not one of them spoke. That they were not jeering and hollering at the stranger was a marvel in itself. Viktor was no stranger to respect; he commanded it from all his men, had earned it over many years of constant fighting.

This girl seemed to have earned a measure of it in a few short minutes.

Maybe she had a chance after all.

The majordomo cleared his throat. “I’m afraid I’m going to need a name for the contract.”

The stranger appraised him, as though deciding which bit to cut off first. “My name is Evelyn Fitzgerald,” she said at last.

“Alright then, Ms Fitzgerald, Viktor said, drumming his fingertips together. “Exclusive contract. Two million credits for Kylimnestra Loreak of Esper. Dead or alive.” He considered that for a few seconds. “Dead would be far more convenient.”
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