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    The Blue Mountains, Arizona 
 
    1925 
 
      
 
    Sheriff Paul Spradlin gasped and released his grip on the stone figure. 
 
    He was no longer in the dark cul de sac within one of the dusty mountains of Arizona. 
 
    He was no longer in that place or that time. 
 
    Ancient memories invaded his mind and he saw visions of fearsome war machines floating in outer space.  He saw spacecraft so advanced, so large, they overwhelmed planets and their inhabitants.  The invaders used their machines to rip open planet crusts.  Precious metals, technologies, and organic material were used for food and fuel while technologies were stolen and, if deemed worthy, adapted for their use. 
 
    How many alien cultures met their ends to these invaders? 
 
    By asking, Spradlin was provided an answer. 
 
    Before him were the faces of hundreds of thousands of alien beings.  No.  More.  Millions.  Many millions. 
 
    He saw their faces and felt their fears.  Their suffering.  Their deaths. 
 
    Tears rolled down Spradlin’s cheeks. 
 
    Even as the invaders –this locust plague– attacked, they searched for their next target and, once fed, they moved on to it, then the one after that.  Then the one after that. 
 
    Their next target was Earth. 
 
    “They have to be stopped,” Spradlin screamed.  “They have to be—” 
 
    How am I seeing this? 
 
    Another question, once asked, was answered. 
 
    In his mind’s eye he saw a robot.  It had a sleek, metallic hexagonal shape.  It looked like a crystal and it moved like a fish.  But it wasn’t in water. 
 
    He saw more of those hexagonal machines.  They were above and below the original machine.  To its left and right, in front of and behind.  Interconnected.  Billions of them. 
 
    In such quantities they would overwhelm any city, any country… 
 
    But they were tiny.  Microscopic. 
 
    “What are they?” 
 
    Nano-probes. 
 
    “They were inside the statue—” 
 
    The figure before him looked like the statue of the upper half of a man. 
 
    It is not a statue. 
 
    Hardened sediment and stone encased the figure’s lower half.  It took many thousands of years for this sediment to build and harden around— 
 
    “The stat —that thing— it had the nano-probes…” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “They were… they were injected into my body?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “They’re showing me…” 
 
    We hold all this information.  It is now a part of you just as you are a part of us. 
 
    “Get out!” Spradlin yelled. 
 
    We mean no harm. 
 
    “GET OUT!” 
 
    Draw a breath. 
 
    Despite everything, he did.  The panic eased.  A little. 
 
    Better.  Take another breath.  Let it out. 
 
    The world no longer spun around Spradlin.  The information was there, but it was locked away.  Spradlin opened his eyes and someone spoke from the other side of the cul de sac. 
 
    “We have much work to do.” 
 
    Paul Spradlin could see, even without looking, the thin and very grimy Prospector who, through clever deception, brought him here.  The man looked like he’d spent years lost in the desert.  His hair was shoulder length and just as muddy as the rest of him.  The clothing he wore was made of animal hides.  He looked like the countless prospectors who spent their lives in these wastelands, destined to live and die alone and forgotten, their flesh picked apart by scavengers and their bones bleaches in the sun and buried, never to be seen again. 
 
    The man’s appearance was deceptive. 
 
    For Spradlin knew he was not human.  He was a robot, a being just like the figure half encased in stone before him.  The Prospector’s insides were composed of billions of the very same type of nano-probes now flowing through Spradlin’s body.  In the Prospector, these nano-probes linked together, individually and as a whole, gave shape to his body.  A malleable layer of organic material, effectively a flesh mask, covered those insides and allowed him to appear human.  Underneath, the nano-probes could switch position and alter his appearance, age, body type, and even sex. 
 
    “You’re,” Spradlin began and stopped.  He thought some more.  “You’re Elias Vulcan.  Original designation One of Three.  The first of three Sentinels sent by… by them.  To Earth.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Spradlin took a step back.  He stumbled. 
 
    One of Three.  The statue that infected him also had a name at one time: Two of Three.  In his mind, he caught glimpses of someone not present.  A third creature designated Three of Three. 
 
    “You were sent to watch this planet by this… Locust Plague,” Spradlin said.  “To make sure we never become strong enough to fight them.” 
 
    “Yes,” Elias Vulcan acknowledged.  “My masters will reach Earth soon.” 
 
    “Soon?” Spradlin repeated while holding back laughter.  “They’re three hundred years away.” 
 
    “The blink of the eye,” Elias Vulcan said and Spradlin realized this was true. 
 
    A wave of nausea hit him and he once again shut his eyes tight. 
 
    “I see their machines,” Spradlin said.  “I see the destruction they’ve caused.  You came to me.  You forced me to take these… these nano-probes.  Why?” 
 
    Elias Vulcan didn’t say.  He didn’t need to. 
 
    “You hope I’ll work with you,” Spradlin said.  “You hope together we can stop them.” 
 
    “Yes,” Vulcan said.  He smiled, revealing teeth that were incredibly white and straight.  His blue eyes shined through the darkness.  “Will you help me?  Will you help save your race?” 
 
    Paul Spradlin felt the rock wall beside him and gripped it.  The ancient memories and visions were back, pounding at his mind. 
 
    “Stop,” he said. 
 
    They did. 
 
    His nausea faded.  He felt an incredible clarity of mind. 
 
    “If you are what you say you are, how can I trust you?” Spradlin said.  “You’re just a machine.” 
 
    “I’m a free being.” 
 
    “You’re a machine that thinks it’s free,” Spradlin said.  “What happens when your Masters get closer to Earth?  What happens if they get in touch with you?  You may be free at this moment, but what’s to say they won’t take control over you?” 
 
    “I’m free—” 
 
    “How the hell can I ever know that?” 
 
    “You’re human,” Vulcan said.  “But now you’re also a part of us.  You can feel what it is to be me.  I brought you here so you can help me stop my Masters.  I want to defeat them but I don’t know how.  I need your insight.  I need your knowledge.  I need—” 
 
    “How do I know you won’t take whatever I give you and use it against us?  How do I know you’re not still a part of them, even if you think you aren’t?” 
 
    The Prospector was silent for several seconds before saying: 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    The Chameleon hoped Paul Spradlin would aid him in finding a way to fight its masters. 
 
    The Chameleon was wrong. 
 
    Paul Spradlin could not trust Vulcan, even with his promises and assurances. 
 
    But Paul Spradlin would find a way to save the human race. 
 
    Eventually. 
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    Bad Penny 
 
    80 years later 
 
      
 
    The British nuclear submarine The Avenger floated idle in the sunny Caribbean waters and some two hundred yards from the island’s coast. 
 
    Tied to it was a rubber dingy and on the submarine’s deck stood two men.  The submarine’s fin was empty and closed.  The rest of the crew were inside their vessel. 
 
    One of the two men standing on the submarine’s deck was dressed in a U.S. military outfit.  He was a General, though at one time very long ago he carried the title of Sheriff in a small town in Arizona. 
 
    With one noticeable exception, Paul Spradlin looked just like he did all those years before. 
 
    That exception was his right hand.  It was gone, violently torn off.  The injury was fresh and the stump was a bloody mess that, incredibly, no longer bled.  In any other normal person such an injury would cause agonizing pain.  While General Spradlin felt pain, he was able to turn it down, like the volume on a too loud radio.  He did so until the pain was little more than a minor irritation. 
 
    In time and thanks to the nano-probes in his body, his injury would heal and a new hand grown. 
 
    Before General Spradlin stood another man.  He was clean shaven and sported short gray hair.  His eyes were radiant blue and his teeth brilliant white.  Despite the many changes to his outer look, Paul Spradlin recognized him as Elias Vulcan, the Prospector who in 1925 guided him into that dark cul de sac in the Arizona Mountains where he was injected with nano-probes. 
 
    Paul Spradlin’s opinion of Vulcan hadn’t changed. 
 
    “You’re dealing with things far beyond your capacity,” Vulcan said.  “I gave you the gift, Spradlin.  I did so because I thought we could work together for the common good.  I want to save this world.” 
 
    “The planet is gone and you know it,” Paul Spradlin said. 
 
    “You’ve given up?” 
 
    General Spradlin didn’t reply. 
 
    “No, you haven’t,” Vulcan said.  “It’s not in you to do so.  You fight my Masters’ scouts and continue devising weapons to kill them… but all you’ve done is rid the world of strays while the Locust Plague continue their approach.  You’re up to something.  What?” 
 
    “That is my concern.” 
 
    “Let me help.  Please.” 
 
    “I can’t do that Vulcan.  You still belong to them.” 
 
    While waves gently lapped against the submarine, they spoke of the past and present, one trying to convince the other. 
 
    It was a stalemate, one that would not be resolved.  Not today or, perhaps, ever. 
 
    After a while, they stopped talking.  The lapping of the waves filled the void left behind by their conversation and Vulcan said: 
 
    “This is a beautiful world.  I hope it stays that way for as long… as long as possible.” 
 
    Elias Vulcan reached into his jacket and produced a regular white envelope. 
 
    He handed it to General Spradlin and walked to the submarine’s fin.  He climbed to its top and opened the pressure lock.  He then disappeared inside. 
 
    General Spradlin returned to his rubber boat.  After a few short minutes, the submarine’s propellers spun and the vessel moved, gently, back to the island of Bad Penny. 
 
    When the submarine and the rubber boat were less than a hundred feet from the island, General Spradlin released the rope holding his boat and rowed the rest of the way back to shore.  He then deflated his boat. 
 
    The Avenger was still there, in the distance, the crew no doubt watching him to make sure he reached the island safely. 
 
    Having done so, the vessel made a slow turn and moved off toward the east.  It sank below the waves, disappearing behind a quickly vanishing wake. 
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    ENGLAND – Two weeks later 
 
      
 
    It walked off to the west with almost no control over its movements. 
 
    Its outward appearance was that of a middle aged woman.  But below her skin were billions of microscopic nano-probes.  Unlike Vulcan, she was a very recent arrival and was incapable of achieving full autonomous intelligence. 
 
    During her three decades embedded in London, she assumed many identities.  Her mission was like all other Chameleons sent to Earth: To watch the people of this planet and make sure they didn’t develop technologies which might hinder her masters’ plans of conquest and annihilation. 
 
    She completed her mission without any difficulties. 
 
    Until this day. 
 
    A group of humans arrived at the creature’s flat and, before the Chameleon could act, incapacitated and altered her programing.  Her new programming forced the Chameleon to abandon its current home and mission and walk from London to the Snowdonia National Park some three hundred kilometers away.  It was there the creature hid its spacecraft. 
 
    Her new programming ordered her to fly back to her master’s invasion fleet and deliver a message.  The message warned them Earth was aware of their presence and would stop them. 
 
    The message, the Chameleon knew, would have no effect. 
 
    The Locust Plague would continue their journey. 
 
    They would not stop, they would not deviate. 
 
      
 
    As the Chameleon walked along the highways, drivers in cars and trucks spotted her.  Some slowed.  Some asked her if she was lost or in distress and if she needed a ride.  Most sounded genuine in their concern, though there were some whose tone suggested otherwise. 
 
    To all of them the Chameleon politely refused.  It was all she could do. 
 
    When darkness fell, the roads emptied out. 
 
    At a little past two in the morning, the driver of a cargo truck spotted her pale figure. 
 
    The vision of this woman was, to him, a dream come true.  His heart beat hard while blood rushed through his adrenaline filled body.  He slowed his truck down and checked his rear-view mirrors.  The ghost of a smile appeared on his face while his eyes turned very black. 
 
    The woman was alone. 
 
    The driver reached under his seat and pulled out a knife.  He examined the blade and remembered all the other times he’d used it. 
 
    Time to use you again, sweetie. 
 
    His truck crawled along before passing the woman.  He held his breath and watched her in the rear view mirror.  She didn’t run. 
 
    Good. 
 
    The driver hid the knife in his jacket pocket and stopped his truck.  He got out. 
 
    The woman continued walking toward him. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing out here, love?” he called out. 
 
    “I’m fine,” the woman said as she neared.  She did not make eye contact and this excited the driver all the more. 
 
    “Night stroll?” 
 
    “I’m fine.  Go on.” 
 
    The truck driver’s right hand slid into his jacket pocket and gripped the knife’s handle. 
 
    “I can’t do that,” he said. 
 
    She was within reach.  He could have her on the ground, his knife at her throat, his other hand under her skirt.  The driver could barely contain himself… 
 
    Lights appeared in the distance and the truck driver froze. 
 
    The woman walked past him and his truck.  The driver remained where he was as the lights from the car grew.  He bent down before one of his truck’s tires and pretended to examine it while his eyes remained on the woman.  She moved away from the edge of the highway and into darkness.  With any luck, the approaching car’s driver wouldn’t see her. 
 
    The lights grew even brighter until, finally, the car whizzed past. 
 
    The moment it was gone the truck driver was on his feet and running toward the woman. 
 
    “We haven’t finished our talk, beautiful,” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    Abruptly, he stopped. 
 
    A man stood before him. 
 
    He was lean and had brilliant blue eyes and very white teeth. 
 
    “Well then,” the driver said.  “Who the fuck are you?” 
 
    The man didn’t say anything and something about his gaze proved unnerving. 
 
    “Is this some kind of trap?” he said.  “You think you found yourselves a pigeon?” 
 
    The man provided no answers.  He just stood there.  Still. 
 
    “Fuck this,” the driver said. 
 
    He pretended to take a step back toward his truck, then rushed forward.  His knife was before him, thrusting at the man’s midsection.  He’d take this man down, then deal with the woman. 
 
    How he’d deal with that bitch. 
 
    But the stranger was quicker.  He grabbed the man’s hand and the trucker found himself off his feet and twisting in the air.  He was slammed hard against the hood of his truck. 
 
    For a moment all was black.  The trucker felt himself being lifted and heard the sound of his cab door opening.  He was placed in the driver’s seat and ropes were tied across his chest. 
 
    The darkness receded and the trucker tried to move.  He could not.  He opened his eyes and let out a groan. 
 
    “What the… what did you…?” 
 
    He felt the grogginess lift and his strength return.  He was in his truck’s cabin and his knife lay on the dashboard behind the steering wheel.  It was just outside his reach. 
 
    “What the fuck?” he yelled. 
 
    He couldn’t tell how much time had passed since the attack.  The woman he so desperately wanted was nowhere to be seen.  Neither, he realized, was the man who attacked him. 
 
    He pulled against the ropes and swore. 
 
    “Let me go!” 
 
    He thrashed about but the ropes held. 
 
    Take it easy, he thought.  We’ll get out of this and when we do… 
 
    The driver heard a distant siren and looked in his side mirror.  He spotted flashing lights.  They were approaching his truck. 
 
    “No,” he muttered. 
 
    Desperation took hold of him.  He pulled, harder than before, against the ropes.  All he needed to do was get his knife and throw it into the bushes.  That’s all he needed to do. 
 
    “I’ll tell ‘em I’ve been set up,” he muttered.  “That’s what I’ll do.” 
 
    But he could not get free.  He could not reach his knife. 
 
    The flashing lights grew brighter and brighter and, after one final thrash, the truck driver sank back. 
 
    “Bloody hell,” he muttered. 
 
      
 
    When the police arrived, they found him tied to his seat and the knife on his dashboard. 
 
     “Incredible,” one of police officers said.  “I thought that tip was surely fake.” 
 
    They had gloves on and evidence bags ready.  They photographed the truck driver and the knife before taking it, and him, away. 
 
    A quick examination of the knife revealed traces of human blood.  The blood was eventually linked to three missing women and, once in prison, the driver would admit to other crimes. 
 
    This night would be the last he’d travel these lonely highways. 
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    On the Chameleon walked until she reaching the Snowdonia National Park and, within it, the Gwydir Forest. 
 
    By the time she approached her hidden vessel, her clothing was ragged, ripped, and, thanks to a passing rain, damp.  The Chameleon removed the branches and rocks that hid her spacecraft.  It was a small vehicle, not much larger than a medium sized car and capable of transporting two passengers.  It was built for extreme speed and maneuverability far beyond what any human or its Masters could withstand. 
 
    The creature examined the vessel and found it just as she left it three decades ago.  She opened its hatch and placed her hand on a panel beside one of the seats.  The ship’s controls flickered to life. 
 
    Just as she was readying to leave, a rustling came from behind.  The Chameleon faced the source of the noise and found a gaunt, middle-aged man standing before her.  He had graying hair, brilliant blue eyes, and a perfect set of teeth. 
 
    “Thank you, I do not need any assistance,” the creature said. 
 
    The thin man walked closer. 
 
    “I do not need any assistance,” the creature repeated. 
 
    “I know,” the thin man, Elias Vulcan, said.  In his right hand was a black blade. 
 
    With a threat established, defensive sequences within the creature attempted to activate.  Her new programming, however, shut them off. 
 
    Vulcan looked over the Chameleon’s shoulder and at the spacecraft before nodding. 
 
    “It’ll do,” he said. 
 
    “I do not need—” 
 
    The elderly man placed his free hand over the Chameleon’s mouth. 
 
    “It’s funny how alike we are,” Vulcan said.  “But they took away your free will and dumbed you down.  In the end, we’re very different.” 
 
    Elias Vulcan gently fixed the creature’s damp and matted hair. 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Elias Vulcan thrust the black blade into the creature’s stomach.  The irony of the situation was not lost on him.  He saved the Chameleon from just such an assault only a few hours before. 
 
    The creature did not react to the attack.  It did not experience pain. 
 
    “Sleep,” he said. 
 
    Vulcan released the blade’s handle and, at that moment, a powerful electric charge roared through her body.  The creature fell to the ground as her outer flesh turned black.  The charge faded quickly, leaving behind ashen remains which would soon blow away.  In a short period of time there would be no evidence left of its existence.  No evidence at all. 
 
    Elias Vulcan stepped past the creature’s body and stood near the spacecraft.  He examined its controls.  Over the years, modifications were made, but nothing he couldn’t handle.  He grabbed the edge of the door and sat in one of the craft’s two seats.  The ship’s outer door closed and the vessel sealed. 
 
    Before him was the forest and for several seconds he took in nature’s beauty. 
 
    “Goodbye,” Elias Vulcan said. 
 
    There was sadness in his voice. 
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    For many years Elias Vulcan floated in that spacecraft. 
 
    Her orbit was well past the Moon.  The ship had enough fuel to take it beyond the edges of the solar system and beyond his Master’s invasion forces.  Once the fuel was spent, momentum could take her further still.  She could drift on into deep space but Elias Vulcan had no interest in losing himself to the vast, silent seas. 
 
    He had nowhere to go. 
 
    Nowhere at all. 
 
      
 
    Through the ship’s sensors Vulcan watched the dying Earth. 
 
    Lush, green plains turned dull brown and forests were replaced with deserts.  The icy poles melted and the deep blue seas grew dark green as toxic wastes poisoned them. 
 
    Vulcan was certain Spradlin failed and Earth would last only a few more years before his Masters arrived and ended everything. 
 
    Small spacecraft similar to his journeyed from the Locust Plague mothership to Earth.  The ships’ passengers were other Chameleon units.  Their numbers dwindled as the mothership neared.  To his Masters, it appeared the humans were no longer a threat.  Soon enough, and with the aid of powerful magnification from the exterior cameras on his spacecraft, Elias Vulcan had his first view of the invading armada since leaving it all those centuries before.  There was one incredibly large ship surrounded by several dozen smaller craft.  Traveling behind the mother ship was a compressed metal lattice.  Once stretched out, the lattice would encircle the planet like a metal net.  It would compress and rotate and, like an enormous garrote, slice through a planet’s surface and expose the valuable minerals hidden below while enormous shovels took the material away. 
 
    When the machine’s work was done, there would be nothing left of the planet it was used upon. 
 
    Even after all this time, the people of Earth appeared ignorant of this threat.  They fought against each other, their wars and the scars left behind from them were all too visible. 
 
    Such a waste, Vulcan thought.  They race with my Masters to see who destroys Earth first. 
 
    Then, just as that thought left Vulcan’s mind, he felt something. 
 
    It was like a ghostly whisper in his ear and it rattled through his body and burrowed deep into his very… 
 
    …soul. 
 
    Vulcan shook. 
 
    His head turned and his eyes slowly opened.  They gazed directly at Earth and the deserts of the Arabian Peninsula.  The whispers continued. 
 
    Something will happen. 
 
    Vulcan could not understand the meaning behind those words. 
 
    “Who is this?” he said though there was no one to hear him speak. 
 
    It is not like you to give up and run. 
 
    The words were projected directly into his mind. 
 
    “Who is this?” Vulcan repeated, louder. 
 
    This time, there was no answer. 
 
    Elias Vulcan straightened in his chair. 
 
    Curiosity had him and his eyes could not stray from the Arabian Desert.  Stiff limbs reached for the ship’s controls and his fingers hit a series of buttons.  He opened the communication systems and listened to signals transmitted from Earth. 
 
    A flood of information followed.  Vulcan watched entertainment vids and heard the latest music.  There were weather and market reports and kids and adults playing vid games with and against each other while nations were on the verge of breaking up and Corporations slowly, inevitably became the source of all power. 
 
    Those same Corporations had interests in the Arabian Peninsula, one-sided deals benefitting their bottom line while doing little for those in the scorched lands.  Pollution, displacement, and disdain for their religions and history caused many of the desert dwellers to rebel. 
 
    This earned many of them, even those who renounced violence, the label of terrorists and provided an excuse for the other nations to station armed forces within their territories.  They surrounded the largest cities with enough firepower to start a World War.  Yet the corporate war machines held back.  They did not enter any of the large cities. 
 
    It was almost as if they were waiting for something to happen. 
 
    Elias Vulcan’s curiosity was overwhelming.  His fingers glided over the ship’s controls and a course was laid out.  He pressed one more button and for the first time in two hundred years the ship’s thrusters glowed with life and the ship moved. 
 
    It gained speed as it returned to Earth. 
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    Vulcan’s ship vibrated upon entering Earth’s atmosphere while flames momentarily licked her body. 
 
    Elias Vulcan’s enhanced vision remained focused on the Arabian Peninsula and her lands.  They were scorched black and red.  Large, out of control fires created inky smoke which streamed into the atmosphere.  Coastal cities were darkened by pollution and the waters around them were corroded. 
 
    Warships patrolled those waters while land locked cities were surrounded by armored vehicles.  Neither allowed entry nor exit. 
 
    Radio and vid signals originated from a heavily fortified central command base to the west. 
 
    Vulcan activated the ship’s stealth features and descended even more. 
 
      
 
    Vulcan’s ship came in very low to the ground, low enough to see the many tanks patrolling Sada-bir, one of the larger cities of the Arabian Peninsula. 
 
    The faint buzzing that brought Vulcan down increased as he approached the city. 
 
    Vulcan was shocked to realize there were nano-probes in all the humans, plants, animals, and insects within the Arabian Peninsula.  Some nano-probes were active and similar to the ones Paul Spradlin was inoculated with so many years before.  The vast majority, however, were dormant and there was only one way they could have been spread throughout so many living organisms. 
 
    “They’re in the water supply.” 
 
    Vulcan concentrated on the dormant nano-probes.  They were like a benevolent parasite, neither needing nor requiring anything from their hosts. 
 
    Impossible, Vulcan thought.  They are there for a reason.  But who would do this?  Why? 
 
    The ghostly whispers he heard in outer space increased and Vulcan’s attention shifted to one of the tanks and, a mile away from it and sitting on a rock, a female soldier.  She was very young –a child- and the heavy weaponry and armor she carried looked far too bulky for her small body. 
 
    Unlike the dormant nano-probes found throughout the region, the ones inside her were very active. 
 
    Vulcan linked up to them and quietly listened. 
 
    They tried ordering the soldier around but she refused their commands.  Vulcan marveled at her control.  The young girl somehow overcame their programming and, therefore, her mission. 
 
    What is the mission? Vulcan asked. 
 
    When provided an answer, Vulcan could barely contain his shock. 
 
    The child soldiers were ordered to carry nuclear devices into the populated cities of Arabia and, when the time came, they were to detonate them. 
 
      
 
    The child soldier got to her feet and ran at full speed toward the tank. 
 
    “Sada-bir is going hot,” she said over the National Military Communication System.  Her words were directed at the nearby tank.  “Lock the vehicle down.  Now.” 
 
    The people in the tank received the message but weren’t sure what to do.  They aimed their turret at the soldier but did not fire.  Seconds passed and a decision was made. 
 
    The tank’s external locks were activated.  Sturdy metal spears shot from the tank’s base and penetrated the ground below. 
 
    Elias Vulcan looked away from the tank and the running girl and gazed west.  Toward Sada-bir. 
 
    In that moment, a blinding flash of light lit the night sky and turned it into day. 
 
    A bone crunching roar followed and behind it a ghostly wail. 
 
    Elias Vulcan’s ship was buffeted by the forces of the explosion.  He quickly activated the ship’s safety features just as the first of the hurricane force winds ripped through the area.  Sand and debris, much of which came from many miles away, slammed into the ship. 
 
    Emergency lights blinked as another, larger wave of debris, remnants of that once mighty city, smashed against his vessel. 
 
    Elias lowered the ship until it touched ground.  Though designed for the rigors of space travel, the vessel could take only so much force. 
 
    More waves of sand and wreckage hit the ship before the winds died down and the world was again visible. 
 
    A mushroom cloud hovered over what was once the proud, ancient city of Sada-bir.  Under it, Vulcan knew all too well, was a massive crater. 
 
    He checked the ship’s systems and found all vital functions in order.  Automated maintenance programs would take care of anything else. 
 
    The ship’s engine coughed and the thrusters activated.  The ship lifted up and through layers of radioactive dust while Vulcan accessed satellites and downloaded real time images of the Peninsula. 
 
    Sada-bir was not the only major city in Arabia to go up in flames.  Every one of them met their end in this massive, near simultaneous attack. 
 
    It was an act of barbarism that defied explanation:  An entire people were murdered and their lands rendered uninhabitable. 
 
    Elias Vulcan lifted the ship higher into the air and, almost as an afterthought, checked on the tank below.  It survived the explosion though it was far worse for wear.  He searched for the female soldier who warned the tank crew and spotted her as well.  She hid behind a large rock outcrop and, though alive, was injured and heavily irradiated. 
 
    If she were a normal human being, the injuries would have been fatal. 
 
    But the nano-probes in her body were already working on her injuries.  In time, she would be healthy. 
 
    Elias Vulcan drew near yet kept enough of a distance so as not to alert her of his presence.  He used the ship’s analytic scanners to probe the female human’s body and, specifically, her nano-probes. 
 
    He needed to find out even more about them. 
 
    He did. 
 
    The nano-probes provided some answers to his question. 
 
     “It was you who did this, Spradlin,” Vulcan said.  “Why?” 
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    Two hours later, Elias Vulcan’s ship flew along the perimeter of the Arabian Peninsula. 
 
    Radiation readings were extremely high.  Anyone that survived the initial explosions would surely die from the fallout. 
 
    Vulcan hoped to find and help as many survivors as he could even though the small size of the interior of his vessel precluded him from taking many. 
 
    “I will have to make more room in this ship,” he muttered, though it was a job for another time. 
 
    His ship’s instruments detected many life forms but they were all Nation Army soldiers housed inside tanks and holding positions just outside the fallout zones.  They were there transmitting firsthand accounts of the effectiveness of the attack. 
 
    Vulcan pressed on. 
 
    Apart from the soldiers in their tanks and those very far –and safely– behind the lines, he found no survivors. 
 
    Even stranger, he did not find evidence of bodies or even body parts. 
 
    Elias Vulcan was confused and, increasingly, curious about this. 
 
    That’s impossible. 
 
    He linked to the Net to read up on the events that led to this war.  In short order he digested the ebb and flow of recent history and followed the all too human patterns of tribalism and hubris, of hatred and ignorance, which eventually resulted in conflict. 
 
    He was surprised by how quickly the war erupted and was left with even more questions. 
 
    It was almost as if the politicians behind the attack had been pushed into this action against their will. 
 
    With the nukes detonated, there were those in high office who lamented the loss of life yet the victors, perhaps seeking to salve their guilt, already justified their actions.  In conflicts both large and small, such people always did. 
 
    “Fighting for peace,” Vulcan muttered. 
 
    A little later Elias Vulcan again checked the Nation Army’s mechanized units.  He found they were all, including the one carrying the young female soldier, in retreat and heading back to the Nations Army’s main base. 
 
    Vulcan’s thought of the whispered messages that brought him to Earth. 
 
    “You wanted me to see this,” he said.  “Why?  And who are—” 
 
    Vulcan shook his head as the realization hit him. 
 
    Hard. 
 
    “We’ll talk later,” he said.  His voice was barely a whisper. 
 
    For now, Vulcan would continue his investigation.  He would find out what really happened on the Arabian Peninsula and where her people were taken.  And he would find Paul Spradlin. 
 
    Vulcan would get answers to his questions. 
 
    Every one of them. 
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    Elias Vulcan’s ship approached the Nation Army’s main base and found it was in the process of being taken apart. 
 
    While mushroom clouds floated in the distance, aircraft filled to capacity lifted off.  Radio traffic revealed the aircraft flight paths and, given the encroaching fallout, it was doubtful any of them would return.  Other personnel and soldiers, their meager personal effects on them, waited on the tarmac for their flight to leave. 
 
    Other soldiers worked on the larger equipment around the base, from tanks and artillery to ammo.  Equipment too bulky to fly out was rendered useless by removing or welding key components.    
 
    Elias Vulcan landed his craft a short distance outside the base perimeter and behind a sand dune.  He made sure it was well hidden from sight before exiting and walking to the metal fence which separated base from desert. 
 
    Vulcan felt the high tension electricity surging through the fence and judged its height before backing up.  Even to a being such as Vulcan, the electrical jolt from the fence could hurt.  It might even be fatal. 
 
    Vulcan nonetheless calmly ran forward and at the fence, gaining speed until he was a blur.  At the very last moment he skipped twice before leaping into the air.  He soared up and up and cleared the fence’s top edge.  With a soft thud he landed inside the base and at the rear of one of her larger buildings. 
 
    Vulcan searched the area and found a deserted barracks.  The clothing he wore was the same he had on when he left Earth all those years before and it needed to be replaced.  Within the barracks Vulcan found a Private’s suit that fit him.  Once dressed, he exited the building.  Few noticed his presence and none questioned it. 
 
    Vulcan took in the sights while searching for any clue regarding the nano-probes he sensed within the young female soldier. 
 
    He was soon drawn to a small warehouse at the far end of the base.  Within, he sensed the presence of nano-probes. 
 
    Vulcan approached the building carefully, listening for any sounds and looking for any movement coming from within. 
 
    When he reached its entrance, he stopped. 
 
    The nano-probes within the warehouse were dying.  Quickly. 
 
    Wisps of smoke rose from the entry door’s cracks and Elias Vulcan ran.  He jumped behind a stack of metal crates just as an explosive burst coming from within the warehouse violently knocked them, and Vulcan, back. 
 
    An alarm immediately blared. 
 
    Vulcan got to his feet and ran to the heavy metal door.  He laid his hand flat against it and pressed.  Had the flesh over his hand belonged to an ordinary human, he would have suffered severe burns. 
 
    The door collapsed and Vulcan stepped into the building. 
 
      
 
    Despite a relentless heat, Vulcan moved forward.  The flesh covering his body quickly turned red and his new clothing let out wisps of smoke. 
 
    Vulcan ignored this and methodically examined the remains of workbenches, tables, lockers, and cabinets.  A group of eight incendiary devices were set along the warehouse floor and detonated.  Whoever ignited them hoped to wipe the warehouse clean of all evidence of the nano-probe infected soldiers. 
 
    They hadn’t quite completed the job. 
 
    Vulcan sensed nano-probes in the charred remains of beds along the warehouse’s north side.  These beds were small and likely where the nano-probe enhanced child soldiers slept before being deployed. 
 
    Vulcan was drawn to one of the beds and found the dying nano-probes on it very familiar.  They belonged to the female child soldier he spotted in the desert. 
 
    The child soldier ejected these nano-probes from her body and, despite being near terminal, the machines repeated their commands to torch Sada-bir over and over again. 
 
    Vulcan laid his hand on the charred bed.  The few remaining nano-probes were absorbed into his hand. 
 
    Vulcan closed his eyes. 
 
    Through the nano-probes he learned the story of their creation. 
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    Vulcan’s mind drifted inside the dying nano-probes’s memory banks. 
 
    He lived through their stored memories and found himself in a large basement in the Big City.  He saw unfamiliar faces –scientists and nurses– working in dingy quarters while creating these micro-machines. 
 
    There was one face Vulcan saw over and over again, a woman in her late thirties or early forties who, unlike all the others, hid in the shadows and stayed away from everyone. 
 
    Vulcan felt intense memories coming from her, of pain and suffering and… 
 
    Curious, Vulcan approached her.  He needed to learn more about her.  He needed— 
 
    The basement was gone. 
 
    The same woman, a few years younger, was bought into a makeshift medical tent.  She was covered in a bloody blanket, her body shaking from pain.  It was ravaged by… 
 
    Explosives? 
 
    Vulcan looked closer.  She was missing her right arm and legs.  Her face was burned and her eyes gone.  She was placed on the operating table while her blood stained everything around her.  Doctors and nurses were quickly at her side and frantically worked to save her. 
 
    The equipment they used on her was old, dating from around the time Vulcan left Earth. 
 
    “She’s slipping away!” one of the Doctors said. 
 
    The injured woman spoke. 
 
    “Sam… Samantha…?” 
 
    “She’s fine,” another Doctor said.  “She’ll see you very soon.” 
 
    It was a lie meant to calm her.  It did not. 
 
    “No… she’s… she’s gone…” the woman said. 
 
    “She’s fine.” 
 
    “No,” the woman insisted.  “Don’t lie to me.  She’s… she’s dead.” 
 
    A Doctor eyed her staff and motioned to them.  A nurse gripped the woman’s left arm and administered an injection.  The injured woman relaxed. 
 
    With the patient sedated, the Doctors focused on saving her.  As they did, seven more patients were brought into the tent.  All had serious, though none as grisly, injuries. 
 
    “What do we have?” another Doctor asked. 
 
    “Roberts has a laceration on his lower left leg.  Eleonore has multiple broken bones.  Edwards—” 
 
    “Hang on,” the Doctor said.  “Roberts is bleeding out.  Get me a clamp and—” 
 
    “What about her?” a male voice asked. 
 
    A man stood in the shadows of the medi-bay.  He was dressed in military fatigues and, like the others brought in, his clothing was a charred mess and his face covered in soot. 
 
    “We can’t save them all,” the Doctor said.  “We have to choose—” 
 
    “I understand,” the man said.  He peeled back what was left of his jacket sleeve.  “Hook me up to her.  I’ll give her blood.” 
 
    “Sir, with all due respect, she requires much more than just—” 
 
    “Do as I say.  Quickly.  So you can attend to the others.” 
 
    The Doctor nodded to the nurse. 
 
    The nurse had the man lie on a cot next to the severely injured woman and cleaned his arm before sticking a needle in a vein.  His blood flowed through a clear plastic tube and was pumped into the severely injured woman. 
 
    “I admire what you’re doing, General,” the nurse told the man. 
 
    “Please take care of the others,” the General said. 
 
    He leaned back in the cot and closed his eyes. 
 
    The images before Vulcan froze as if he were inside a three dimensional photograph. 
 
    Vulcan approached the man giving blood.  He recognized him instantly, of course, and knew the blood offered to the female soldier could indeed save her. 
 
    “What is she to you, David?” Vulcan asked. 
 
    This was where it began. 
 
    This was where David Spradlin first had the idea of giving of himself –of his nano-probes– to others.  This would eventually lead to the soldier he saw in the Arabian Desert, the one who rejected the very similar nano-probes which were meant to control her. 
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    “Hey!” 
 
    The voice came from the warehouse entrance and shattered Elias Vulcan’s nano-probe induced visions. 
 
    A pair of soldiers tried entering but the heat kept them at the warehouse door.  They aimed their rifles at Vulcan. 
 
    “What in Hades did you do?” one of them demanded. 
 
    “Get your ass over here or we fire!” the other barked. 
 
    Elias Vulcan straightened up.  He looked away from the soldiers and at the other end of the warehouse. 
 
    With an incredible burst of speed, he ran. 
 
    The soldiers fired.  Their bullets landed dangerously close to Vulcan but none hit. 
 
      
 
    Vulcan burst through the charred remains of the door on the other side of the building and emerged into the desert night. 
 
    The alarms continued blaring while soldiers ran from all directions to the warehouse and higher ranking officers called out orders. 
 
    Elias Vulcan made his way to the base’s perimeter and stopped before its electrified fence.  The last time he leaped over it, his actions were precise and carefully calculated.  At this moment he didn’t have the luxury of time to make such calculations. 
 
    He took several steps back while vehicles converged near him. 
 
    Elias Vulcan moved forward, running faster and faster, until he took a small leap followed by a second.  His foot slipped in the sand just before taking his final jump. 
 
    While in the air, he knew he wouldn’t clear the fence. 
 
    At the apex of his leap Vulcan was forced to skip off the top of the electric fence.  The moment his boot touched the charged wire, an arc of electricity erupted throughout his body. 
 
    Elias Vulcan fell forward and landed hard just outside the base. 
 
    He took a moment to shake off the charge then looked down at his legs.  The boot that touched the fence was rendered a smoky, molten mess. 
 
    Vulcan forced himself up. 
 
    He would recover, but only if he got away. 
 
      
 
    Military vehicles, each carrying between four and six soldiers, exited the base and moved to where the intruder landed. 
 
    Their bright flashlights illuminated the sands and they soon found the spot where the intruder landed.  They also saw the trail he left. 
 
    The vehicles’ engines revved.  The soldiers drove after their prey. 
 
      
 
    Vulcan moved as quickly as he could. 
 
    He stopped near an outcrop of rocks.  His limbs were stiff and the leg which took the brunt of the shock did not move as it should.  Worse, the sounds of the approaching vehicles grew louder and louder. 
 
    Vulcan frowned. 
 
    Escape was no longer possible. 
 
      
 
    “Do you see him?” a soldier yelled. 
 
    “No!” another responded. 
 
    They reached the rocks and their vehicles slowed and stopped. 
 
    “Look!” a third said. 
 
    Lights caught the still form of Vulcan pressed against the rocks. 
 
    “There’s nowhere to go,” the commanding officer said.  “Come out with your hands up.” 
 
    Vulcan was still for a moment before he moved. 
 
    “Easy,” the commanding officer said. 
 
    Vulcan offered the soldiers a smile. 
 
    “You’re much too polite,” he said.  Abruptly, his hands reached for something at his side. 
 
    The soldiers, every single one of them, opened fire.  Their bullets ripped through Elias Vulcan’s body and he fell to the ground. 
 
    “Stay where you are,” the commanding officer ordered. 
 
    He walked to Vulcan’s body while training his flashlight on it. 
 
    Very cautiously, he kicked the body and stepped back. 
 
    He then leaned in close and felt for a pulse.  Satisfied the man was dead, the commanding officer straightened up and slid his weapon back into its holster. 
 
    “Wrap him up and take him back to the base,” he ordered. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



11 
 
      
 
    They took the body to the medical bay and laid it on an autopsy table. 
 
    The coroner removed Vulcan’s charred clothing and examined his many wounds.  His lower left leg was charred almost completely black and there were over a dozen bullet holes in his chest and back.  The rest of his skin was very red. 
 
    “What a mess,” the coroner said. 
 
    The commanding officer motioned for the other soldiers to leave.  When they were gone, the coroner said: 
 
    “What is it you want to know?  Cause of death?” 
 
    The commanding officer was in no mood for jokes. 
 
    “Find out who he is and if he’s got anything on or in him,” the commanding officer said. 
 
    “You mean other than bullets?” 
 
    “Look for subdermal patches or biometric additions.  If there are any, we need to trace them back to the Corporation or Corporations that sent him to spy on us.” 
 
    “He’s a spy?” 
 
    “We’re in the lungs of hell, Doctor.  What else would he be doing here?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the coroner admitted. “But the Corporations were the ones who sent us in the first place.  You know, killing for fun and profit.  Their profit.  Why would they send someone to spy on us if we’ve already done what they asked?” 
 
    “You know how the suits are, especially when you’re dealing with a multi-corporate affair like this one,” the commanding officer said.  “There’s always someone sniffing up his good buddy’s asshole.  If this man is an Independent, I want to know who he was and who hired him.  I want to know as soon as possible.” 
 
    “What if he’s an Independent sent by our own sponsors to make sure we weren’t fucking things up?  You don’t think they might get a little angry that we killed him?” 
 
    The commanding officer didn’t respond and the coroner nodded. 
 
    “You already considered this,” he said. 
 
    “If he was brought in by them, fuck yeah they’ll be angry,” the commanding officer said.  “Hopefully he was sent by one of the lesser Corporations looking to get a leg up on… who in Hades knows.  If that’s the case, we don’t need to worry about any fallout.  The big boys will take care of his disappearance for us.” 
 
    “And if one of the bigger sponsors sent him?” 
 
    “Then we consider other actions.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Making him disappear.  Luckily for us we happen to be in the middle of nowhere on the still-cool side of a radioactive shit storm.  There are thousands of places to dump a body where it’ll never be found, provided you remove any chips he’s got inside him and provided they’re not top of the line recorders that have already sent his final minutes to his bosses.” 
 
    “Either way, you won’t be wanting a detailed official record.” 
 
    “Maybe we don’t need any record at all.” 
 
    “What about your soldiers?  What if they talk?” 
 
    “I’ll brief them in a moment.  I’ll say we stopped an Arabian fanatic from torching the base in a failed suicide bomb attempt.  Given all the shit going down today, if there’s any official note at all, that’s it.” 
 
    “I never took you to be so mercenary.” 
 
    “Doctor, the war’s over and I’m not about to lose my pension because some Corporate backstabber decided to take a closer look at their goods.  How about you?” 
 
    The coroner nodded. 
 
    “I’ll clean the body and make sure any markers he’s got are gone.” 
 
    “Good,” the commanding officer said. “Call me when you’re done.” 
 
      
 
    Once the commanding officer left, the coroner approached a metal locker. 
 
    He opened it and, from within, took out a box.  He laid the box on a table and sorted through his tools.  He grabbed a tray and set a bone saw, scalpels, scissors, rib cutters, forceps, and a skull chisel on it. 
 
    He then took the tray back to the table and set it on a stand.  He reached for and put on his lab coat and gloves before putting on a pair of safety glasses.  Finally, he grabbed one of the scalpels, faced the corpse… 
 
    …and nearly fainted when he found the deceased male sitting on the metal table. 
 
    The corpse’s brilliant blue eyes were upon the coroner and his smile revealed too-perfect teeth. 
 
    “Sorry to startle you,” the corpse said before jumping off the table. 
 
    He walked around the coroner. 
 
    “Have you any extra clothing?” he asked.  “It just wouldn’t look right walking out of here nude.” 
 
    The coroner tried to talk but words would not leave his mouth.  Elias Vulcan searched through cabinets until he found one filled with dark green scrubs. 
 
    “This should do it,” he said. 
 
    Elias Vulcan put on one of the scrubs and took a moment to look at his reflection on a metallic cabinet.  The clothing was a little small but acceptable.  Far worse was his burnt skin and charred hair. 
 
    He patted the coroner on his back and said “Take care, Doctor” before walking out of the medical bay. 
 
      
 
    Outside, Elias Vulcan surveyed the base and considered his next move. 
 
    His face was known to too many people. 
 
    “Time for a change,” he muttered. 
 
    As he walked in the shadows between buildings that change occurred.  Elias Vulcan’s body shrunk down a few inches while his face morphed.  Female breasts appeared and filled the scrubs.  His face became softer, feminine.  His charred hair grew until it was shoulder length.  The burnt skin on his face, likewise, started healing. 
 
    In the time it took to walk between those buildings, the very male Elias Vulcan became a woman. 
 
    The Coroner ran out of his station screaming for security and yelling incoherently about a risen corpse.  He ran past the now female Vulcan. 
 
    She ignored him, focusing instead on the warehouse he was discovered in.  Soldiers surrounded the structure, no doubt attempting to figure out the how’s and why’s of its torching. 
 
    There were too many people around for him –her!– to get in and investigate so Vulcan decided it was time to leave the base.  She made her way between tents and buildings while groups of well-armed security officers ran past her.  Some stopped for a moment but, upon getting a good look at her, realized she wasn’t the one they were after. 
 
      
 
    At a dark, quiet corner of the military facility and away from the groups of soldiers still hunting the male Vulcan, she summoned her spacecraft.  She was in no mood to try the high jump over the electrified fence a third time. 
 
    The ship, in full camouflage mode and with her engine noise dampened, landed near her and she quickly entered it. 
 
    In seconds the ship was in the air and sailing beyond the speed of sound. 
 
    Moments later it was over the Earth’s oceans and on her way to the Big Cities that lay on the other continent. 
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    Vulcan’s ship skimmed the rust colored waters while approaching the Big City. 
 
    Sophisticated security waves were detected coming from the many buildings ahead so she used an incoming thunder storm to further disguise her ship’s arrival.  While rain pounded against the vessel’s body, she banked over and between a series of buildings while searching for one which met her needs. 
 
    It didn’t take long to find. 
 
      
 
    The Caligari Building was a fifty six story structure that once belonged to the Caligari Corporation.  Caligari was bought out by Octi Corp and almost all its staff was immediately laid off.  Since then, this large and modern building was sealed and abandoned while future use was determined. 
 
    That happened over two years ago. 
 
    Vulcan landed her ship on the building’s roof.  It disappeared among the many condensers, water storage tanks, and general clutter filling that area. 
 
    She shut down all equipment wither her craft except for its safety features and exited. 
 
    Vulcan then walked to the building’s edge and gazed at the city. 
 
    Shining lights glittered through the thunderstorm.  The sharp edges and metallic lines spoke of mankind’s progress, technology, failures, and successes. 
 
    Vulcan shook her head. 
 
    In a little more than twenty years and upon the arrival of her alien masters, it would all be gone. 
 
      
 
    Vulcan walked to a door leading to a stair well.  It was locked and protected with a sophisticated security system. 
 
    She put her hand over the security system’s main panel and the flesh on her palm moved.  After a few seconds, the security system shut off. 
 
    Vulcan opened the door and descended three levels, passing floors filled with computer equipment and the machinery that kept the empty building secure, before entering the penthouse. 
 
    It once housed Mr. Caligari himself, a merchant of virtual dreams.  Not so very long ago his company was one of the largest in the Big City and the world.  That is, until someone created an even better way of offering such delights. 
 
    The penthouse was devoid of furniture and equipment.  An array of windows allowed for a three hundred sixty degree view of the city.  Vulcan admired the apartment and its view. 
 
    “In the most beautiful palace on Earth sat a King on his throne,” she said.  “Treasures lay at his side while he watched the world below…” 
 
    The words were part of an ancient, near forgotten poem, though the sentiment was as old as humanity itself.  The allure of power and its loss.  Depending on the teller of the tale, it was a story destined to end in tragedy though there were times it surprised readers by ending in redemption. 
 
    Vulcan returned to the stairs.  She walked down and down and eventually reached the ground floor. 
 
    When she stepped out into the Big City’s streets rain fell upon her.  She couldn’t help but look up at the abandoned throne. 
 
    It disappeared into the clouds of the night sky. 
 
    That very night Vulcan began her search through the Big City for traces of Paul Spradlin. 
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    David Lemner sat at the bar’s counter.  He finished his fourth shot of Fuego Fiero and cradled the empty shot glass. 
 
    He was a small man who wore thick, wire-frame glasses.  He didn’t belong in a place like this yet at this moment and at this time it was exactly where he needed to be. 
 
    Three empty shot glasses just like the one he held lay before him.  They accumulated in the last half hour and were but a small part of the drinking he engaged in these past couple of days.  He lost count of the exact number of drinks taken and was unsure how many more he needed. 
 
    What he did know was that he hadn’t taken down nearly enough. 
 
    The bar he was in was a dive.  Her only modern touch was a sophisticated vid unit mounted on the wall before him. The unit was off and the place was quiet.  Lemner needed the unit to stay off.  Of course, this was not to be. 
 
    The bartender, growing bored with the dull drone of a handful of clients, reached for the vid unit’s remote and clicked it on.  Displayed on the screen was the latest news.  Announcers breathlessly talked about the events of three days before, the Arabian War, and the estimated losses of lives and radioactive fallout.  After the latest recap, talking heads debated the need to wipe out an entire peninsula and her people. 
 
    Those who defended this horrific genocide presented their thinly veiled corporate talking points and not so subtle racism in calm, even tones while offering insincere laments for the deaths.  They justified the war as the only action left for the “civilized” world to do when faced with corporate and theocratic hostility.  No mention was made of their own corporate and theocratic ideals. 
 
    Lemner had a hard time keeping himself from throwing his glass at the vid screen. 
 
    “Shut that shit off,” he growled. 
 
    The bartender eyed Lemner with rapidly dwindling patience.  He appreciated the man’s money but pegged him as trouble the moment he showed up.  Arriving at a bar this early in the afternoon while already wasted and with that much money to spend suggested –strongly– he’d already been to other establishments and thrown out of them despite the business he brought in. 
 
    The bartender didn’t know who David Lemner was nor cared to, though he had ideas.  The man’s expensive suit suggested he was a Corporate Capitalist.  He didn’t look like a cut-throat, so it was likely he was a scientist or market whiz.  Based on the fact that he was upset by the latest news, something about the war in the Arabian Peninsula was obviously eating away at him. 
 
    Probably had investments in oil fields, the bartender thought before saying aloud and in as calm a voice as he could manage: 
 
    “People want to see the news.  Besides, the game’s about to—” 
 
    “Turn the fucking thing off!” Lemner screamed. 
 
    The bartender was startled by the rage in Lemner’s voice.  The few other patrons in the bar, regulars all, now had their eyes on the two. 
 
    “Keep your voice down,” the bartender said.  He spoke politely yet a clear threat could be heard in his measured tone. 
 
    Shitfaced though he was, Lemner sensed it.  He didn’t care for it at all. 
 
    “If I wanted to, I could buy you out,” Lemner said.  “Not only you, I could buy out your landlord and his landlord.  I could buy up this whole fucking block and bulldoze it.” 
 
    “You’re that big, eh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lemner said.  “And if it wasn’t clear before, let me add: Fuck you.” 
 
    The bartender sighed. 
 
    Why can’t they just come here, leave their money, and go home? 
 
    “If you’re so damn big, why are you in a dive like this?” 
 
    Lemner had no immediate answer. 
 
    “Tell you what,” the bartender said.  “I’ll keep the vid quiet.  That is, until the game starts.  When it does, the volume goes up.  If that bothers you, find somewhere else to go.” 
 
    The bartender leaned in close to Lemner.  His next words were whispered. 
 
    “You give me one more ounce of shit and you’re out on your ass.” 
 
    David Lemner’s bloodshot eyes sized up the bartender.  The man was brawny and could easily be a bouncer.  Maybe once upon a time and not so very long ago he was.  The bar’s current bouncer was by the door, glaring at Lemner while paying close attention to the situation.  If the bartender looked like he could have once been a bouncer, the bar’s actual bouncer looked like he could take his boss out with the proverbial hand tied behind his back. 
 
    Either of them would have no trouble throwing David Lemner the hell out of this place. 
 
    “Fine,” Lemner said.  “I’ll behave.” 
 
    He didn’t mean it. 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, when the bar was filled and the game began, the bartender did as promised and raised the Vid Unit’s volume.  The patrons’ attention was on the game and the energy within the place surged.  It was playoff time and there was nothing better than kicking back with your friends, sharing some drinks, and rooting your team on. 
 
    By then, David Lemner had three more shots in his system.  When a break in the game came and a news flash offered an update of the Arabian Peninsula situation, Lemner’s blood red eyes twitched and he slammed his hand against the counter. 
 
    “Turn that shit down,” he muttered. 
 
    No one heard him so he cleared his throat and pushed the guy next to him.  The man fell to the floor. 
 
    “Turn that shit down!” Lemner yelled. 
 
    The man on the floor was a regular with a mean looking scar across his cheek.  He was quickly back on his feet and his hands balled into fists.  He moved toward Lemner but before he had the chance to knock the man’s head off, the bar’s bouncer filled the space between them. 
 
    “Easy,” the bouncer told the furious man.  “Have a drink.  On the house.” 
 
    “Not before—” 
 
    “Have that drink,” the bouncer repeated.  “Or I deal with you next.” 
 
    The patron nodded and walked to the end of the bar.  The bartender sighed and nodded to the bouncer.  The bouncer faced David Lemner. 
 
    “Time to go.” 
 
    “Make me,” David Lemner said. 
 
    “You don’t want to make this any harder, Mister,” the bouncer said. 
 
    David Lemner nodded.  He took the last of his drink and faced the vid unit. 
 
    “Didn’t like this place all that much anyway,” he said. 
 
    With that, he threw his glass with all his might at the vid unit, shattering its screen and prematurely ending the early evening’s festivities. 
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    David Lemner flew through the open door and across much of the grimy alleyway before slamming into a stack of moldy trash.  Something wet and rotted exploded under him and sent nauseating smelling grease all over his expensive suit. 
 
    Lemner gasped for air.  His nose was bloody and there were cuts and quickly forming bruises across his face.  His left eye was swollen nearly shut and his glasses were long gone, shattered in the melee which eventually found him out here. 
 
    The bouncer stepped out of the bar and into the back alley.  He stood over Lemner and admired his handiwork. 
 
    David Lemner tried to get to his feet but slipped on the slimy grease.  He managed to stabilize himself and got to his knees before the bouncer’s fist sent him back down. 
 
    Blood filled Lemner’s mouth.  His tongue swam in it.  He felt a soft and gelatinous opening in his upper gum, a place where seconds before were at least two perfectly good teeth. 
 
    He spit the blood out and it landed at the bouncer’s feet.  This forced him to quickly, though hardly nimbly, jump back. 
 
    “What are you trying to do, ruin my shoes?” the bouncer said.  “As if I needed more incentive to kick your ass.” 
 
    “Fu… fucking asshole,” Lemner said. 
 
    “Keep talking,” the bouncer said. 
 
    He kicked Lemner in his stomach and the technocrat flipped over and landed on his back.  He noisily sucked in air. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” the bouncer asked.  “You haven’t run out of things to say already, have you?” 
 
    Lemner gasped at the air and, though he should have kept his mouth shut, didn’t. 
 
    “…f…fu…” he said. 
 
    The bouncer approached but stopped. 
 
    A shadow at the end of the alley caught his attention.  It was that of a tall, thin woman who appeared to be in her late forties or early fifties.  She had gray, combed back shoulder length hair and her eyes were incredibly blue.  She approached him and said: 
 
    “He’s had enough.” 
 
    The bouncer rubbed his fists.  Adrenaline pumped through his body and he wasn’t about to stop. 
 
    “Lady, unless you want to get your ass kicked as well, move the fuck along,” he said. 
 
    “You’ve made your point,” the woman countered.  “I can assure you he won’t bother you anymore.” 
 
    The bouncer took a second to look down at David Lemner. 
 
    “What are you, his mother?” the bouncer said and laughed.  “You know what, you’re right.  He doesn’t bother me that much anymore.  You, on the other hand, are starting to piss me off.” 
 
    With that the bouncer swung his right hand at her face.  It was a sucker punch meant to be both vicious and devastating.  Quick though it was, the slender woman calmly sidestepped what would have been a terrific blow.  The bouncer stumbled forward and fell into a puddle of grime. 
 
    “What the fuck?!” he yelled. 
 
    “You don’t have to do this,” the woman said. 
 
    Incredulity and rage filled the bouncer’s face. 
 
    “The hell I don’t.” 
 
    The bouncer got to his feet and rushed the slender woman.  His intention was to slam into her, pick her up off her feet, and drive her into the ground. 
 
    But just as he reached his target, he felt an explosion to his right side.  His legs gave out and he fell to his knees before landing flat on the filthy floor.  He tried to move but his body was paralyzed. 
 
    “You… fucking… crippled me,” he gasped. 
 
    The woman crouched down and faced the bouncer.  He expected to see some kind of weapon in her hand, perhaps an electric cannon or handgun.  She used it on him, he was certain, and there was a hole in his side the size of his fist.  She murdered him.  Just as surely as…  
 
    The woman laid her hand on the bouncer’s head and, incredibly, the pain subsided.  However, he still could not move. 
 
    “What did you—” he began. 
 
    “Shhh,” the woman said.  Her face was very close to the bouncer’s and there was neither triumph nor satisfaction in her expression. 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” the woman said.  “In a while anyway.” 
 
    The slender woman’s attention shifted to David Lemner.  He was on his knees and breathing heavily while blood flowed down the side of his mouth.  She approached him and offered her hand. 
 
    “Don’t!” Lemner muttered.  “Just leave me alone.  I don’t need any help from you—” 
 
    “The name is Vulcan, Mister Lemner,” the woman said. 
 
    David Lemner was surprised she knew who he was.  Few outside of military intelligence did. 
 
    “I’ll leave you alone,” she continued.  “But only after you answer a question.” 
 
    “What question?” 
 
    “Where can I find Paul Spradlin?” 
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    They summoned and took an automated ride to David Lemner’s mansion. 
 
    It was a five story structure squeezed between lines of similar mansions.  In the darkness, the place looked empty and forbidding. 
 
    When their ride reached the property’s perimeter, its doors opened and Vulcan helped Lemner out.  They stopped before the property’s iron gates. 
 
    David Lemner tried deactivating the security system but it had difficulty recognizing the disheveled, smelly, and beaten man standing before the gate. 
 
    “Let me,” Vulcan said and reached for the security panel. 
 
    “Lady, that’s not going to do any—” 
 
    “Identity verified,” the security system’s robotic voice stated.  A smaller gate beside the larger one slid open. 
 
    “How did you…?” David Lemner said. 
 
    The woman didn’t say. 
 
    Vulcan helped Lemner through the wilting garden and to the mansion’s front door.  A second security scan was present there. 
 
    “Bet you can’t do that twi—” David Lemner started before managing a pained chuckle.  “What in Hades am I saying?  Go ahead, do the honors.” 
 
    Vulcan laid her hand over that security panel and, once again, the system was disabled.  The mansion’s front door opened. 
 
    “I spent over a hundred thousand credits on that security system,” Lemner said.  “Worked out the kinks myself.  And you disabled it as if it wasn’t even there.” 
 
    “Beginner’s luck.” 
 
    “Sure.  Now, who exactly are you?” 
 
    “I already told you.  My name is Vulcan.” 
 
    “You know that isn’t what I’m asking.  I’ve known everyone Paul Spradlin’s dealt with for the past five years so how come I don’t know you, Ms. Vulcan?” 
 
    “Because I just got back into town.” 
 
      
 
    They walked to the kitchen and Vulcan helped David Lemner sit on a stool.  She picked up a cloth from the kitchen’s counter and opened the refrigerator door.  She then put ice cubes on the cloth and twisted it so that they remained in place.  She laid the cloth against Lemner’s swollen eye. 
 
    Lemner was silent for a few seconds before saying: 
 
    “Just how well do you know Spradlin?” 
 
    “Better than most,” Vulcan said.  “Which is to say, probably not well enough.” 
 
    “You don’t know what he’s been up to?” 
 
    “If you’re referring to what happened in Arabia, I know he was involved.  As were you.  From the look of things, you’ve been doing everything you can to punish yourself for that involvement.  Did you object to the use of the nukes?” 
 
    Lemner didn’t say. 
 
    “You’re afraid to talk to me, aren’t you?” Vulcan continued.  “You think I represent someone.  Perhaps the Government?  Do you fear I’m here to take you in?” 
 
    “Lady, you have been gone a long time,” Lemner said.  “Governments nowadays exist in name only.  Behind them are a few Corporations and a bunch of Oligarchs, Theocrats, and Nationalists.  The crème of the crop and truly the fucking worst of all worlds.  If they wanted Arabia gone, Arabia’s gone.” 
 
    “They were behind—?” 
 
    “No,” Lemner said.  “As soulless and rotten as those mother fuckers are, even they wouldn’t have the balls to cut out a source of prime product.  That was the work of your boy.” 
 
    “Spradlin alone was responsible for the nukes?” 
 
    “He pulled the trigger and he used us all,” Lemner said.  “Even the pseudo intellectuals like… like myself.” 
 
    Lemner felt the anger bubbling up.  He took a moment to compose himself. 
 
    “Tell me, Ms. Vulcan, what makes someone decide to solve a problem, no matter how big and troublesome as it is, by annihilating an entire group of people?” he said.  “I’ve seen some really cold fucking things done for profit but that… that’s on another level.  You planning to take Spradlin on?  Is he your enemy or something?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say we’re enemies.” 
 
    Lemner snapped his fingers. 
 
    “You’re a reporter, aren’t you?  You’re looking to tell the story about what happened over there?” 
 
    Lemner shook his head. 
 
    “Nah, you don’t fight like any reporters I know.  Are you an Independent?  If so, please tell me you were hired to kill him.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I was not.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” David Lemner said.  He sighed.  “Then again, if you were, I suppose you’d have to kill me too.  If only for asking.” 
 
    “I’m not here to kill anyone.” 
 
    Lemner shrugged. 
 
    “All right, Ms. Vulcan, here goes: Spradlin and I were partners.  I was supposed to be the brains of the operation and he was… well, he was the brains too but more importantly he was the man with the plan.  He was the one that got all those parts moving.” 
 
    David Lemner moved the icy rag higher until it covered his forehead.  He winced. 
 
    “Spradlin hired me to create a program which he used on a bunch of children.  They were wards of the state, no value to society and few prospects outside of poverty and a short, drug addled life.  We took them out of one hell and put them into another by making them soldiers.  We programmed them to be stone cold killers and sent them out into the wilds of Arabia.  I figured Spradlin wanted to create a large army of them and engage in your regular, standard war.  The child soldiers did their work efficiently.  We watched them with an eye on making improvements and I figured we’d create another, larger group in the coming year.  Then, three days ago, Spradlin calls us all in.” 
 
    David Lemner frowned.  It seemed the pain, exhaustion, and heavy drinking were finally hitting him.  He reached into his pocket and produced a small tablet computer. 
 
    “Here you go,” he said.  “The moment of truth.” 
 
    David Lemner pressed a button on the tablet and security camera video appeared on its screen.  Displayed was a conference room.  People were seated around a large table.  One of them was David Lemner but Vulcan didn’t recognize the others.  The door leading into the conference room opened and a man entered. 
 
    It was Paul Spradlin. 
 
    He sported medicated gauze over the right side of his face and arm. 
 
    “Spradlin was injured?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lemner said.  “A couple of months ago.  One day he’s fine, the next he shows up to a meeting looking like Frankenstein’s monster.  We asked what happened but Spradlin didn’t say.” 
 
    “He’s looked like that for a couple of months?” 
 
    “Of course,” Lemner said.  “The injuries were serious.  It would take a hell of a long time to recover.” 
 
    For any normal human, this of course was true.  But for Spradlin and his nano-probe rich body, this slow healing suggested something far more sinister. 
 
    “Go on,” Vulcan said. 
 
    “So Spradlin tells us the whole damn Arabian situation has been solved.  We look at each other, not sure what the fuck he’s talking about and then… and then our phones –all of them– go off at the same time.  News alerts, calls from our contacts here and out there.  Arabia’s been nuked.  All the big cities.  Many, many millions dead and our child soldiers vaporized.  We’re processing it all, scared as shit but he… he’s cool.  He tells us not to worry and at that point, we realize he set the nukes off.  He… he tells us we can spin this and take credit for solving the world’s collective pain in the ass once and for all.  I’m not a politician but those around the table who were see the light.  What’s done is done, right?  There’s no turning back.  They switch gears and are already thinking about their next step.  Me?  I spent years programming those child soldiers and he takes them –and all my hard work– away just like that.  He tells me my labs were being confiscated right that minute and all programs were now the property of whatever Corporation funded him.” 
 
    David Lemner winced at the thought. 
 
    “So I’m out of work,” Lemner said.  “I protest, in vain, and Spradlin makes it clear he doesn’t give a shit he’s taken away my life’s work.  But that’s just like him, isn’t it?  He does whatever the fuck he wants and we’re told to deal with his decisions.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “Then?  Then he gets up and leaves.  No goodbyes, no thank yous, no—” 
 
    “Where did he go?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  We spent the next few minutes after he’s gone verifying everything he said, about the nukes and about what’s left of the Arabian Peninsula.  I won’t bore you with the details.  Later on, some of us searched for Spradlin in his old haunts.  We found those offices and buildings either shut down or locked up.  Most were completely empty, as if they’d never been used.” 
 
    David Lemner shook his head. 
 
    “You want to know where Spradlin is?  At this point, you have just as good an idea as I do.  But at least there’s one thing you can be optimistic about.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “If you’re lucky, Spradlin will want to find you.” 
 
    With that, David Lemner laid his head down and closed his eyes.  He fell into a deep sleep. 
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    The days passed. 
 
    Vulcan contacted Octi Corporation through an intermediary and offered to buy the Caligari Building.  They were more than willing to get rid of it provided she paid a very inflated price.  After a round of mild haggling and by using funds stored away many years before, Vulcan purchased the structure. 
 
    Vulcan filled the penthouse with computers and used sophisticated programs to follow the people present during Spradlin’s last known appearance on David Lemner’s security footage. 
 
    Vulcan broke into their homes and places of business and planted listening and visual surveillance devices. 
 
    She listened in and watched their day to day lives.  Many had secrets, from affairs to rival business negotiations to kinky hobbies.  But it was clear none of them knew where Spradlin was. 
 
    One by one she crossed them off her list. 
 
    All but one: Jennifer Alberts. 
 
    She was a powerful politician with strong ties to the quickly emerging corporate political class.  To many, she was the perfect mid-wife to oversee the transition from a Democracy to this hybrid theocratic capitalism. 
 
    She spent most of her time in a luxurious apartment in the Big City, one that on clear days Vulcan saw from her own penthouse balcony.  She had several lovers, none serious, and ambition to spare.  She also owned a massive mansion on the north side.  It was in an area filled with withering forests, old and new money, and very heavy security. 
 
    Jennifer Alberts visited the mansion once every month.  She always did so alone and while carting a supply of food and perishables.  She stayed only long enough to deliver the supplies and leave.  Then, after another month passed, she would repeat the visit and cargo drop off. 
 
    Vulcan rose from her chair. 
 
    She had a mansion to visit. 
 
      
 
    Vulcan bypassed the many computer and security checkpoints before pausing along the shadowy road. 
 
    Jennifer Albert’s mansion was hidden behind a forest that, like most things on this planet, was in the process of dying.  Withered leaves blew upon the once grassy and now dirt filled plain.  The mansion loomed in the distance, unseen to normal eyes but visible to Vulcan’s enhanced vision. 
 
    There were no lights on within the building nor any evidence of electric use. 
 
    Jennifer Alberts made her latest delivery and returned to her vehicle.  She started it up and drove through the property and toward the entry gate while Vulcan waited. 
 
    Jennifer Alberts’ car slowed as she neared the gate.  The gate’s security sensed the vehicle and, after it slid open, she drove on toward the Big City. 
 
    Jennifer Alberts did not see Vulcan emerge from behind a tree and run through the gate just before it closed. 
 
      
 
    Once inside Alberts’ property, Vulcan examined the road before her.  She spotted several sensor pads and motion detectors. 
 
    Vulcan avoided most of them but lingered for a few minutes near one.  She pressed her hand against the device, gaining information as she did.  Once done, she continued forward. 
 
    As Vulcan neared the mansion, she detected electronic devices operating from somewhere deep beneath the structure. 
 
    “A basement,” Vulcan said.  “How interesting.” 
 
      
 
    The basement was made up of tunnels carved into thick rock. 
 
    Vulcan moved slowly through them and paid attention to every sound or smell.  Both came from far away.  She detected a mechanical grind and the oily scent of generators, likely the source of the basement’s power.  There was also the smell of recent and old foods, body odors, and medication. 
 
    Vulcan moved deeper into the cave-like place while using every shadow to her best advantage. 
 
    Abruptly, she stopped. 
 
    Someone approached. 
 
    Despite her soft steps, the approaching woman was tall and bulky.  She sported an array of mechanical augmentations and moved as if she knew every corner of her dark domain.  Her legs and right arm were horribly scarred and what little flesh remained on these body parts barely covered the mechanical devices which served as replacements.  Her face was remarkably human but her eyes were metallic spheres.  They glowed in the darkness. 
 
    The woman slowed.  She stopped. 
 
    “I know you’re there,” she said. 
 
    Vulcan felt her as well.  Within the stranger’s body were nano-probes.  The memory of the woman receiving Paul Spradlin’s blood transfusion replayed vividly within Vulcan’s mind. 
 
    “I come in peace, Becky Waters,” Vulcan said. 
 
    The woman snorted. 
 
    “You know me,” she said.  
 
    Becky Waters suddenly moved, quickly, and vanished in the darkness. 
 
    Vulcan sprinted forward as well. 
 
    Just then, an electric charge built throughout the tunnel.  It strengthened until it was a massive whirlwind which threatened to tear Vulcan’s body apart. 
 
    “You won’t make it out of here,” Becky said. 
 
    Vulcan stopped. 
 
    Within the stone corridor, lights flashed and the charge neared critical.  Deadly arcs jumped from the walls and reached out at Vulcan. 
 
    “How many more of you are there?” Becky asked. 
 
    “There are no others.” 
 
    Becky Waters emerged from the shadows.  She was at the other end of the corridor and well away from the electric trap. 
 
    “How do you know me?” Becky asked. 
 
    “I know what’s inside your body.  Your blood.” 
 
    What looked like a smile appeared on the hybrid woman’s lips. 
 
    “Seeing you there, all helpless, brings back some great memories.  It’s been a while since I’ve roasted one of your kind.” 
 
    “I know about Samantha,” Vulcan said.  “You were not responsible for what happened to her.” 
 
    Becky Waters was very quiet for several seconds. 
 
    “Spradlin shared his nano-probes and much of his memories with you,” Vulcan continued.  “But he also withheld knowledge.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Who I am,” Vulcan said. 
 
    “Enlighten me.” 
 
    “I was a member of the first group of Chameleon Units to set foot on this world,” Vulcan said.  She took a step forward. 
 
    “I wouldn’t—” Becky began. 
 
    Vulcan took another step.  The electric arcs reached out like high tension fingers. 
 
    “I’ve seen more of this world than any other living being,” Vulcan said while closing in on Becky Waters.  “I’ve watched Empires rise and fall.  I’ve seen good men and women offer hope for the future.  I’ve seen others corrupted by the evil within them, their accomplishments forgotten in time.  Good and bad, I’ve grown to love Earth and her people.  I’ve come here to help.” 
 
    “You won’t be the first lying Chameleon I’ve faced,” Becky growled.  “For the last time, stay where you are!” 
 
    “There was something else Spradlin didn’t tell you,” Vulcan said.  “What happened in Arabia.” 
 
    Becky Waters was at a loss for words and Vulcan stopped moving.  She faced the wall to her side and raised her right hand.  She then looked back at Becky Waters and snapped her fingers. 
 
    The moment Vulcan did, the electric arcs disappeared and Becky Waters’ trap was disarmed. 
 
    “Son of a…!” Becky yelled. 
 
    Becky Waters ran with blinding speed at Vulcan, her metallic augmentations providing energy for her superhuman movement.  She was a blur of motion yet Vulcan saw her. 
 
    She also saw the black blade in her hands. 
 
    With equal, if not quicker speed, Vulcan dodged both Becky and her blade.  The metallic human hybrid overshot her intended victim and came to a screeching halt twenty feet away. 
 
    Becky Waters spun around and this time, more slowly, approached Vulcan. 
 
    “There is no need to fight,” Vulcan said. 
 
    Becky Waters was not interested in conversation.  She continued moving while keeping her body in the dead center of the corridor.  There would be no way for Vulcan to get past her. 
 
    When she was within striking range, Becky Waters thrust the blade forward.  Incredibly, Vulcan didn’t move. 
 
    The blade neared Vulcan but, abruptly, Becky Waters’ arm froze. 
 
    Becky Waters’ eyes opened very wide.  It was as if an invisible cocoon were holding her arm –her entire body– still. 
 
    Vulcan walked around the blade and to Becky’s side. 
 
    “I deactivated your traps and, so that there isn’t any doubt, I’m controlling you now,” Vulcan said. 
 
    Becky Waters’ hand opened and the blade fell from it.  Vulcan caught and examined it. 
 
    “Quality work,” Vulcan said.  “You know who taught Spradlin how to make these things?  Me.” 
 
    Becky Waters’ eyes followed Vulcan and a thin layer of sweat appeared on her forehead. 
 
    “I came for information,” Vulcan said.  “I want to know where Spradlin is.  That’s all.” 
 
    Becky Waters closed her eyes.  Her face turned red and more sweat poured down. 
 
    “Please don’t struggle,” Vulcan said.  “Just talk.” 
 
    Becky nonetheless continued to fight.  She managed to move her arm.  Only an inch.  The effort caused the skin between her mechanical augmentations to rip.  Blood dripped from these new cuts. 
 
    “Don’t fight.” 
 
    Becky Waters’ eyes were upon Vulcan.  They were filled with pure hatred and there was no way to switch it off.  Not by holding Becky Waters in place and certainly not by causing her pain. 
 
    “You don’t know what he’s up to,” Vulcan continued.  “Given how you feel about him, I suppose it isn’t in his interests.” 
 
    Vulcan walked to the end of the corridor and laid the black blade on a table.  She returned to Becky Waters’ side. 
 
    “Much as you may not believe me, I don’t want to hurt you,” Vulcan said. 
 
    “Then let me go.” 
 
    “I will,” Vulcan said.  “But before I do…” 
 
    Vulcan laid her hand on Becky Water’s shoulder. 
 
    In that moment, Becky Waters felt the presence of Vulcan’s nano-probes trying to contact her. 
 
    “Get out of my head,” the woman hissed. 
 
    Becky Waters’ body heated up.  Sweat poured down her face and stained her clothing. 
 
    “Relax,” Vulcan said. 
 
    Becky Waters shook her head and let out an angry roar. 
 
    “Let the information flow into you,” Vulcan said.  Then, in a very soft voice:  “Please.” 
 
    The strain proved too much and Becky Waters suddenly let go.  Her body relaxed and she fell forward, exhausted. 
 
    “All right,” she muttered. 
 
    In that moment, Vulcan’s nano-probes interacted with those inside Becky Waters. 
 
      
 
    Vulcan sat at the table, her hands flat upon it. 
 
    Becky Waters paced behind her.  Her black blade was on the table, within reach, yet Becky Waters no longer needed it. 
 
    Vulcan gave Becky Waters her history and it both intrigued and horrified the human/machine hybrid. 
 
    Details included her –his!– journeys over the years as well as his first meeting with Paul Spradlin in 1925.  The attempts Vulcan made to help Spradlin over the years.  The clusterfuck that occurred on Bad Penny so long ago… 
 
    All led up to Vulcan’s receiving the strange messages which drew her back to Earth and the discovery of Spradlin’s involvement in the Arabian War. 
 
    Becky Waters rubbed her hands together.  The many cuts she sustained while fighting Vulcan stopped bleeding long before and her flesh was well on its way to healing. 
 
    “Spradlin gave me a head’s up about Arabia a few days before he… before he nuked the damn place.  Didn’t tell me exactly what he was up to but said something big was going to happen.  Then he told me not to worry about it.” 
 
    Becky Waters shook her head. 
 
    “Yeah, don’t worry about nuking nearly a billion people,” she said. 
 
    “You know I could not find a single body or body part anywhere within the blast zones,” Vulcan said. 
 
    “Which means he was up to something else,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    Becky Waters slammed her hand against the rocky wall and swore. 
 
    “He always had plans,” she continued.  “I may not agree with almost everything Spradlin’s done since leaving me, but he has good reason not to trust you.  If it makes you feel any better, I’m sure you’ll meet up with him eventually.  By now he must know you’re looking for him.  Maybe one day he shows up, just like that, and tells you what you want to know.  Either that or takes you out.” 
 
    “Understood,” Vulcan said. 
 
    She rose from her seat and walked toward the door leading to the stairs and the mansion’s ground floor.  Before she reached the door, Becky Waters said: 
 
    “I can’t forgive Spradlin for what he did, but I had no idea of all the things he went through.  I hope you weren’t trying to make me feel sympathy for the bastard.” 
 
    “Only offer another perspective,” Vulcan said.  “Does Spradlin know Jennifer Alberts is your great, great granddaughter?” 
 
    Becky Waters shook her head. 
 
    “Fucking nano-probes don’t know how to keep any secrets,” Becky Waters said.  A wistful smile appeared on her face.  “We were quite the couple.  Once.” 
 
    “Perhaps one day, you’ll be a couple again.” 
 
    Vulcan reached for the door’s handle and opened it. 
 
    “If I do find Spradlin, is there anything you want me to…?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    Vulcan stepped through the door and headed up the stairs and into the mansion. 
 
    Becky Waters instructed the nano-probes within her to clear all security and allow Vulcan an easy path out. 
 
    She stifled a laugh. 
 
    As if Vulcan needed the help. 
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    More days, weeks, and months passed. 
 
    Paul Spradlin remained a ghost, an apparition whose actions hung over the entire planet like a deathly shadow, impacting things that were along with those to come. 
 
    In time, Vulcan located others with ties to the General.  She approached many, sometimes forcefully, sometimes subtly, yet achieved little. 
 
    The Corporations and the men and women Spradlin convinced to bankroll the Arabian War were incensed by the loss of vast territories and mineral riches now buried under radioactive waste. 
 
    Despite this betrayal, the Corporations realized Paul Spradlin played the game better than they. 
 
    When the riches of Arabia were lost, the prices of the remaining commodities –those which the Corporations already controlled– soared to a value unheard of and the Corporations found themselves flush with money. 
 
    The politicians Paul Spradlin used as proxies feared that following the war voters would turn on them.  Instead, they found the proper spin to convince voters their actions were “bold” and “decisive”.  A carefully orchestrated campaign was launched to cheer this war’s sudden end and corporate promotion machines disguised as balanced news networks helped them frame the horrors in a positive light.  The loss of life was the only true, final solution to the many problems plaguing the Arabian peninsula since the dawn of civilization.  It came down to us or them and, when presented that way, many muttered good riddance. 
 
      
 
    Years passed. 
 
    Vulcan followed global developments with a detached eye.  Much as she loved the planet and her people, she was frustrated by their inability to learn from the past and open their eyes to the dark future.  The Earth was withering away and, soon enough, it would be uninhabitable.  Worse, how could so many be so easily manipulated by the media? 
 
    Were humans always beyond salvation? Vulcan wondered. 
 
    She spent increasingly longer times walking the streets of the Big City and taking in the sights and sounds and conversations both shallow and deep. 
 
    All the while the message that brought Vulcan back, the mysterious yet familiar whine, continued in her head. 
 
      
 
    In the next two years, things changed. 
 
    The Locust Plague’s armada was very near and Earth’s time was just about up. 
 
    Vulcan kept to the Caligari Towers almost exclusively and watched from on high the passage of time. 
 
    Following their encounter all those years before, David Lemner sobered up and refocused on his work.  The A.I. program he originally developed for the child soldiers drew wealthy investors.  He had many breakthroughs and became very successful, only to develop a malady his frail body could not overcome.  He passed away one warm winter night and his work was taken by his sponsors, though rumors circulated the crown jewel of his project, a new A.I. program he immodestly dubbed Lemner’s Passkey, vanished right before his passing. 
 
    Jennifer Alberts grew older and eventually left politics and retired.  Little was known about her current status and, once out of the spotlight, few news organizations particularly cared.  What became of Becky Waters would, for the time being, remain a mystery to Vulcan.   
 
    The Chameleon took stock of the changes and losses and a sadness filled her.  She failed in her mission.  She feared she failed in everything. 
 
    Perhaps it was because of these dark thoughts that one morning and while heavy rains fell over the Big City, she was surprised to hear a man’s voice. 
 
    “I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.” 
 
    Vulcan spun around in her chair.  Paul Spradlin stood at the Penthouse entrance.  He was dressed in black and a patch covered his right eye.  The skin around it, and indeed the skin covering the right side of his face and neck and what was exposed of his right arm, were heavily scarred. 
 
    In Spradlin’s hand was a device which looked like a handgun and crackled with dark, dangerous energy. 
 
    “You’ve been looking for me,” Spradlin said. 
 
    “In vain,” Vulcan said. 
 
    She slowly got to her feet and added: 
 
    “I’m glad you came.” 
 
    “You’ve changed your look,” Spradlin said.  “Last time, you were a man.” 
 
    “Man, woman… I am neither and either,” Vulcan said.  “Paul, I came here—” 
 
    “—because of the message,” Spradlin interrupted.  “The one that started shortly before the Arabian War.  I tried to cover it up and make sure no one, much less you, received it.  I thought I did.  That is, until you showed up.  I didn’t learn about your adventure at the Nations Army base until long afterwards.  Had I known, I would have nuked it just to make sure you didn’t sabotage my plans.” 
 
    Vulcan motioned to Spradlin’s weapon. 
 
    “You came to eliminate me?” 
 
    Spradlin didn’t say. 
 
    “If so, I’m at your mercy, Paul,” Vulcan said.  “There is no more hope for this world and my masters have almost arrived.  I have no desire to witness the Earth’s end so go ahead, pull the trigger.” 
 
    Instead of doing so, Spradlin pressed a button on the weapon’s side.  It let out a high pitched squeal as it shut down.  He slid the weapon into its holster. 
 
    “We first heard that message after completing a drilling operation at the Mediterranean desert,” Spradlin said.  “The drill was over a mile below ground when it hit something very hard.  When we pulled it out, the message came through.  It was directed towards space and obviously had something to do with the Locust Plague.  We sealed the hole but other signals followed.  Every one of them came from deep beneath the Earth and every one of them was directed out.  It was only later we realized the signal was very weak and intended to travel only a short distance, not much past the Moon, before degrading.  So it wasn’t for the Locust Plague.  It was for somebody or something orbiting nearby.  You.  It was as if the source of the signal knew you were out there.” 
 
    Vulcan was silent for several seconds before saying: 
 
    “Back at Bad Penny… I never intended to harm anyone.  Yet what happened there, the lives lost, they were my fault.  That’s why I chose to leave you, to leave Earth.  I couldn’t be responsible for endangering one more life.” 
 
    “Very noble of you.” 
 
    “What did you do in Arabia, Paul?” 
 
    “That’s my business.” 
 
    “I know you didn’t kill the people in the cities,” Vulcan said.  “The nuclear devices were a diversion.” 
 
    Despite trying not to, Paul Spradlin tensed up. 
 
    “But you did kill the child soldiers,” Vulcan continued.  “How could you sacrifice such young lives?” 
 
    “I don’t need to defend my actions to you.” 
 
    “You do not,” Vulcan agreed.  “But that’s so very unlike you, Paul.” 
 
    Spradlin drew a sharp breath.  His shoulders sagged. 
 
    “You’re right, of course,” he said.  “I’ve spent many sleepless nights thinking about them, about…” 
 
    He shook his head.  The muscles in his face tensed. 
 
    “I’m trying to save a world.  I… I can’t save everyone.” 
 
    “You discovered the means of getting masses of people to safety under the guise of destruction.” 
 
    “What exactly do you know?” 
 
    “Perhaps more than you are comfortable telling.  The message sent to me suggests things are about to happen.  The fact that you showed up suggests there have been developments.  After all this time, do you need me?” 
 
    “Either that or I’m going senile,” Spradlin muttered. 
 
    He reached for his holster and grabbed at a pouch beside his weapon.  From within it he produced a microchip.  He tossed it to Vulcan. 
 
    “We were able to piece together the full message coming from below ground,” Paul Spradlin said.  “We’ve tried to figure it out but clearly it was meant for you and you alone.” 
 
    “You want me to tell you what’s on it,” Vulcan said.  She pointed to his weapon.  “This message could be a trap.  It might make me turn.  Best be ready.” 
 
    Paul Spradlin grabbed his handgun and activated it.  An electric charge flickered around its barrel. 
 
    “If it appears I’ve turned, do not hesitate to use it,” Vulcan said. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Spradlin said.  “I won’t.” 
 
    With that, Vulcan pushed the microchip through the skin of her left arm. 
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    The skin ruptured but didn’t bleed as the microchip disappeared under it.  Once it was gone, the cut in Vulcan’s skin started healing.  All signs of the cut would be gone in a matter of minutes. 
 
    Vulcan concentrated on the contents of the microchip.  She approached them with caution, analyzing them while using heavy security filters.  The signal was long and complex yet its message proved remarkably simple.  Its complicated nature was intended to stop any Earth computers from breaking her code.  In that, it succeeded. 
 
    Vulcan applied yet another security filter before reading the primary message. 
 
    “Come back, One of Three.  It is time.” 
 
    Vulcan opened hers eyes and stared at Paul Spradlin. 
 
    “You were addressed by your original designation,” Spradlin said.  “Who else knows—?” 
 
    Spradlin didn’t finish his thought for the answer was all too obvious. 
 
    “It… it couldn’t have come from your masters, could it?” Spradlin nonetheless asked.  His voice was little more than a whisper. 
 
    “They are hundreds of thousands of miles away and not underground,” Vulcan said.  “You know who this message came from, Paul.” 
 
    “What you’re saying is impossible.  There were only two others with you when you arrived on Earth.  You brought me to the cul de sac and gave me Two of Three’s nano-probes.  The nano-probes were all that was left of him.  Which means—” 
 
    Vulcan’s right hand reached out. 
 
    “Take my hand,” she said.  “Come with me.” 
 
    “How can I trust you, Vulcan?” 
 
    “You can’t,” Vulcan said.  “But at some point, you’re going to have to take that chance.” 
 
    Paul Spradlin hesitated a moment before putting his weapon away.  He reached out and took Vulcan’s hand. 
 
    The moment he did, the world around Paul Spradlin grew dark as a shared vision was thrust upon him. 
 
      
 
    In pre-historic times Vulcan –One of Three– in her humanoid female form walked the Earth with her two companions.  Over time, their rudimentary artificial intelligence expanded and grew until they gained independence along with a desire to save humanity and Earth from their master’s coming invasion. 
 
    But wanting to help these primitive beings and actually helping them proved a daunting task.  The humans fought each other over territory, food, and mates.  In time they found other reasons to fight, including clashes over ideology and religion. 
 
    The three Chameleon Units realized gifting these beings weapons more sophisticated than the ones they currently possessed would result in great tragedy. 
 
    So they waited and the human race was allowed time to grow.  The Chameleons helped, nudging them along as best they could but progress was slow. 
 
    Too slow. 
 
    Two of Three eventually left their group and sought self-termination in the deserts of what thousands of years later became known as Arizona.  During the height of the Roman Empire, One of Three and Three of Three faced each other for what Vulcan thought was the last time. 
 
      
 
    Spradlin and Vulcan stood near the edge of a volcano and watched as Vulcan, in her female form of over two thousand years before, and Three of Three walked from a distant village up to that volcano’s edge. 
 
    The two did not talk. 
 
    Once at the volcano’s edge, Three of Three took Vulcan’s hand.  He smiled before taking a step back and falling into the red hot magma. 
 
    Vulcan and Paul Spradlin watched as Three of Three sank below.  Before Three of Three’s body was completely gone, the creature sent out one final message. 
 
    We’ll meet again. 
 
    Afterwards, Vulcan’s past self returned to the village. 
 
    The present day Vulcan and Paul Spradlin remained where they were and watched as night turned to day and day back to night.  Gentle breezes turned to storms and the volcano cooled. 
 
    Their bodies drifted up, rising higher and higher into the skies. 
 
    They moved west and, as they did, they sensed shifts in time.  They flew over hills and plains, mountains and valleys.  They saw cities grow and forests wither.  They were in the present time and sensed the people, plants, and animals who carried passive forms of Spradlin’s nano-probes.  They sensed Becky Waters, alone and trapped in her cave and they sensed others cursed with more potent nano-probes, their bodies twisted and minds broken.  They would cause trouble.  Very soon. 
 
    They sensed the young female soldier Vulcan encountered in Arabia.  She was smuggled from that Peninsula and brought back to the mainland where she carried on as she could, growing to adulthood and becoming a soldier for hire who maintained a strict code of conduct.  She was a Mechanic, a throwback to a time that never really was. 
 
    The winds move them on. 
 
    In the Bermudas a boy and girl played with a string ball.  In Turcasa a businessman kissed his wife and children goodbye before heading to his office.  In Rosana a very elderly woman smiled as she took her very last breath.  She died surrounded by family and friends.  In Bath lovers embraced under covers, their actions tonight would result in the creation of a new life. 
 
    Through it all and within them all Vulcan and Spradlin felt humanity and loss, triumphs and loves, fears and desires. 
 
    They moved past the cities and into the desertlands where they saw coffee colored sands and felt the buried treasures beneath. 
 
    Clouds gathered in the distance.  They were dark and filled with acid, much like what was left of Earth’s oceans, rivers, and lakes. 
 
    They drifted on, their ghostly bodies nearing islands covered in bleached white bones.  The skeletons washed upon those shores represented the lives and times of all those who came and passed since the dawn of civilization itself. 
 
    They approached an even larger island which floated in the air and cast no shadow. 
 
    They landed on its sandy shore and found a trail of footprints.  They followed them until they spotted a black figure in the distance. 
 
    Vulcan sensed him as surely as he sensed them. 
 
    “I know of your friend’s plans,” the figure said. 
 
    “Three of Three,” Vulcan said. 
 
    Three of Three smiled.  He looked the same as when he was on the edge of the volcano all those years before.  He addressed Spradlin and said: 
 
    “Your plan to transport the Earth’s population to the three Arks in space, even as you make Earth a wasteland could very well succeed.  The Locust Plague will starve.” 
 
    Spradlin tried to remain calm but couldn’t.  If his plan were exposed before the right time… 
 
    “The plan remains between us,” Three of Three said.  “Neither I nor Vulcan will intrude.  But it is time to talk about what happens afterwards.” 
 
    “Afterwards?” Spradlin repeated.  A deep frown appeared on his forehead. 
 
    Three of Three nodded. 
 
    They talked and those plans were presented. 
 
    Soon enough, the island faded away. 
 
      
 
    Vulcan and Paul Spradlin were back in the Caligari penthouse. 
 
    For several seconds, neither spoke.  Paul Spradlin walked to and collapsed on a chair.  He rubbed his forehead while outside lightning flashed. 
 
    Vulcan walked to the window and laid her hand upon it.  She felt the vibrations of thousands of droplets of water striking the building. 
 
    “How do we know it will work?” Spradlin said.  A single tear rolled down his check.  “How do we know it’s even possible?” 
 
    Vulcan had no answer for there was none. 
 
    “Maybe some day in the future, we’ll talk again,” she said. 
 
    With that, Paul Spradlin rose from his chair and left the penthouse. 
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    A few years later… 
 
      
 
    Catherine Holland awoke to overwhelming pain. 
 
    She tried to scream but could not.  She tried to open her eyes but it was agonizing even to try. 
 
    She took several deep breaths and the pain receded, if only a little. 
 
    You can do this. 
 
    She opened her eyes and blinked.  The lights around her were so very bright and it took time for them to adjust. 
 
    She was in a white room, staring up at the ceiling. 
 
    I’m lying in a bed.  The room smells sterile, antiseptic… 
 
    There were people around her.  They were talking.  Their voices were low yet excited.  Anxious.  They were beside her.  They weren’t as loud as those who were… 
 
    At the bar.  The bar I was working at.  The Yoshiwara. 
 
    Her bar. 
 
    Catherine Holland’s most recent memories came back to her in fragments. 
 
    It was past closing time and she was cleaning up.  She was taking out the trash and then… 
 
    A flash of light. 
 
    She was off her feet and slammed into the ground.  She looked back and was conscious long enough to see that the bar… 
 
    It’s gone. 
 
    Many years ago, when she was much younger, she was a soldier in the Nation Army stationed in the Arabian Peninsula.  She was familiar with explosives and knew the type of ordinance needed to level a place like hers.  She knew where such a device should be planted. 
 
    Behind the counter and at the dead center of the building. 
 
    If it hadn’t been after hours, there would have been many more hurt and… and killed… 
 
    More memories. 
 
    Debris rained down on you.  One of the metal garbage containers fell sideways… 
 
    It severed your leg. 
 
    Horrifying though the memories were, she needed to remember them all. 
 
    There was the ambulance ride to the hospital –that’s where you are now!– and the Medical Techs treating her were as young as she was back in Arabia.  They could barely hide the horror of seeing her battered and burned body. 
 
    She lost consciousness on the ride to the hospital and when she came to, she heard… something. 
 
    There was a woman sitting next to her bed.  She was on the floor. 
 
    Nox? 
 
    Her lover and friend.  The woman she wanted to spend the rest of her life with.  Nox’s hands were bloody.  She held Catherine with one hand while the other… the other held a box.  The box was open and within it Catherine saw something familiar.  It was a— 
 
    Malakov. 
 
    It made sense.  A Malakov was exactly the type of small but powerful explosive which could level her bar.  But what was Nox doing with such a device? 
 
    Catherine remembered looking at it and seeing several loose wires.  Nox had disarmed the bomb. 
 
    Catherine Holland wanted to talk to her, to ask what was happening… 
 
    The people around her, people she now realized were in heavily padded uniforms, gingerly took the disarmed explosive from Nox’s hand.  When they verified it was safe, they relaxed.  One of them spoke into a communication unit. 
 
    “All’s clear.  Repeat, all’s clear.” 
 
    They took the explosive and more people, military personnel, entered the room.  They took Nox away. 
 
    Catherine Holland wanted them to leave her but she couldn’t speak and her energy was all but gone. 
 
    She sank into her pillow. 
 
    Everything around her went black. 
 
      
 
    Catherine Holland awoke in a bunker that smelled of humidity and stagnation. 
 
    Groups of people walked to and fro while she lay in a bed, one of a very long line of beds filled with patients like her. 
 
    She felt the hair on her arms stand as powerful electric currents ran through the place.  There were strange sounds and mysterious flashes of light.  They came from elsewhere. 
 
    “How are you?” 
 
    She looked to her right and found a doctor standing beside her cot.  The doctor was dressed in white and carried a clipboard. 
 
    “Whe… where am I?” Catherine managed. 
 
    “Safe,” the doctor said, though a nervousness in her voice suggested otherwise.  
 
    “What’s going on, Doctor…?” 
 
    “Pardon my manners, my name is Paeon,” she said.  “Rest, Catherine.” 
 
    “Wait!” Catherine Holland said.  “Where am I?  What happened at the hospital?  Where… where’s Nox?” 
 
    “What do you remember?” 
 
    “Someone blew my place up and… I saw Nox at the hospital.  Is she here?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    “She was by my side.  She held… she held a bomb.  She disarmed it?” 
 
    “She did,” Doctor Paeon said.  “She saved your life and the lives of many others.  Had the device exploded…” 
 
    “Who… who would do this?  Were they after me?”  Catherine Holland shook her head.  “No.  They were after her, weren’t they?” 
 
    “Most likely.  She is an Independent.” 
 
    “Mechanic.” 
 
    “There’s a difference?” 
 
    “Yeah.  She goes by that title and not the other.  You haven’t told me where she is.” 
 
    “It’s because I don’t know,” Doctor Paean said. 
 
    “Get me someone who does,” Catherine demanded. 
 
    “Ms. Holland, it might be better if you…” 
 
    A mountain of a man approached them.  He stood over six feet five inches and was covered in muscle. 
 
    “Doctor, I’m sure you’re needed elsewhere,” he said.  “Perhaps I could talk to Ms. Holland?” 
 
    “Certainly,” Doctor Paeon said.  “You guys are in charge anyway.” 
 
    With that, Doctor Paeon moved away. 
 
    “Who are you?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “The name’s Lionel Delmont,” the man said. 
 
    “You’re military?” 
 
    “Yeah.  Sergeant.” 
 
    “Alright, Sergeant Delmont, what in Hades is going on?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” he said.  “Our commander, General Paul Spradlin, is with Nox at this moment.  They’re fighting against what remains of the Arabian War’s child soldiers.” 
 
    “Didn’t they… didn’t they all die?  All but Nox?” 
 
    Delmont was surprised by Catherine’s question. 
 
    “You knew she was one of them?” he asked before shaking his head.  “Of course you do.  The answer to your question is: No, not all the child soldiers died during the Arabian War.  Unfortunately, a few remain.” 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Delmont grabbed a chair and sat down next to Catherine. 
 
    “You and Nox are…?” 
 
    “Together,” Catherine Holland said. 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “I was over there, too.  In Arabia.” 
 
    “Intel Ops,” Delmont said.  “You were part of the Gennies, stationed near Parata.  There were twelve of you there and your focus was on transmissions originating from, or going to, the south east coast.  High level stuff.” 
 
    “How did you…?” 
 
    “I noticed your tattoo.” 
 
    Catherine involuntarily looked at the faded tattoo, the image of a pair of dice, one coming up six the other two, on the upper half of her right arm.  Six by Two was code for Intel Op personnel.  That was known.  What few knew was where she was stationed and what she was doing in Arabia.  The man before her knew details few outside of the upper echelons of the military knew. 
 
    “You also know what Nox carries inside her?” 
 
    “The nano-probes?” Catherine said.  “She told me it was part of a medical experiment.  Tiny machines injected into her and designed to stitch up injuries.” 
 
    “They’re much more than that,” Sergeant Delmont said. 
 
    “She suspected as much,” Catherine Holland said.  “Who are these other child soldiers?” 
 
    “They’re the ones that didn’t make it to the front lines.  There were many reasons they didn’t.  Most of them bad.” 
 
    “Where have they been all this time?” 
 
    Sergeant Delmont didn’t answer right away and Catherine Holland understood. 
 
    “You’ve kept them imprisoned.” 
 
    “I told you what I knew of your position in Arabia not to brag or impress you, but to prove I was there too.  I dealt with much of what you dealt with.  I tell you this because what I’m about to say…” 
 
    Sergeant Delmont shook his head. 
 
    “The other child soldiers, the ones that didn’t make it to Arabia, were a danger to society.  They were treated as humanely as possible but, yes, they were locked up.” 
 
    “And now they’re out,” Catherine Holland said.  She gripped the bedsheets and fought off a fresh wave of dizziness.  “What is this about?  What are you doing with Nox?  What does this have to do with me?” 
 
    “What I’m about to say will no doubt shock you, Ms. Holland.  It will cloud your view of me and… and those I work for.  You’ll think us villains.  Evil.  We are neither.  We are trying to save humanity and I need you to know and understand this.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because we’ve done the best we could given nothing but terrible choices.  One of the terrible things we did was create, use, and ultimately sacrifice the lives of the child soldiers in Arabia.  My commander was the… he was the man behind the child soldier project.  He was the one who ordered them to carry nukes into the Arabian cities nearly two decades ago.  He had them guard the nukes until the moment they were deployed.” 
 
    “And Nox…?” 
 
    “She was not supposed to survive,” Sergeant Delmont said.  “The nano-probes in her system not only kept her fit and healed her when injured, they ordered her into the city of Sada-bir.  She, along with three other child soldiers, were supposed to remain there and set those bombs off.” 
 
    “By the Gods, why would you do this?” 
 
    “Because we were trying to save humanity and the only way to do this is by destroying this world.” 
 
    Catherine Holland tried to understand the words coming from Sergeant Delmont’s mouth.  It was impossible. 
 
    “At what point am I supposed to think of you and your group as anything other than villains, Sergeant?” she asked. 
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    Catherine Holland fought off a fresh wave of dizziness and said: 
 
    “What is your commander doing with Nox?” 
 
    “Nothing she didn’t readily agree to,” Delmont said. 
 
    “Unlike back in Arabia?” Catherine shot back.  “I suppose killing nearly a billion people— 
 
    “Only the child soldiers died during the Arabian War, Ms. Holland.  All but Nox.  Everyone else, every single person in every single city, survived.” 
 
    “Really?” Catherine Holland said.  “What did you do, snap your fingers and make them disappear?” 
 
    A smile appeared on Sergeant Delmont’s face. 
 
    “You don’t know how close to the truth you are,” he said.  “Years before the Arabian War we inserted a modified version of those nano-probes into their drinking water.  They were programmed to do two things:  Transport the people of Arabia elsewhere and, afterwards, absorb all radiation the transportation caused.” 
 
    “Radiation?  Transport?  What do you mean?  Did you use a fleet of leaking atomic powered buses to get the people out of there?” 
 
    “The technology used to transport them is something far more sophisticated than anything the general public knows about.  We call it a Displacer and it moves people and objects distances as many as several light years away.” 
 
    “Light…?  What in Hades are you talking about?” 
 
    “In layman’s terms, a Displacer creates a short-cut between points in space.  Any space.  You have a Displacer at one point and another Displacer linked to it at another point.  When connected and activated, the two create what we call an interdimensional corridor.  You enter the first Displacer’s interdimensional corridor and in as little as a few seconds emerge through the second Displacer’s corridor.” 
 
    “The first Displacer is here?” 
 
    “Displacers,” Sergeant Delmont said.  “They’re scattered throughout the Megacities of Earth.  They’re taking everyone out of here and sending them to destination Displacers and safety.” 
 
    “Where are those destinations?” 
 
    “Three starships, which we’ve called the Arks.  The entire population of Arabia, right this moment, is on one of those vessels.” 
 
    Catherine Holland was dead silent for several seconds.  She expected Sergeant Delmont to crack a smile, to let out a laugh.  There was no trace of mirth on his face.  None at all. 
 
    “You’re not kidding, are you?” she said. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why were they sent there?” 
 
    “Because our world is about to be overrun by the aliens we stole the Displacer technology from.  They intend to feed off our planet as they’ve done many others since the beginning of time.  It is not only our intention to escape from them, but we also plan to kill them.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “By stripping Earth of all its nourishment and poisoning her soil and oceans.  We’ll starve those bastards to death.” 
 
    “You expect me to—” 
 
    Sergeant Delmont reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small tablet computer.  He activated it. 
 
    “These images are live,” he said.  “They’re showing what’s happening twelve floors below us.” 
 
    On the screen was a large crowd of people led by a group of soldiers into a metallic room.  Once everyone was crowded into the room, the door leading out was closed and sealed and a strange hiss was heard. 
 
    Several people in the group began panicking but the hiss, tranquilizer gas, calmed them. 
 
    The lights dimmed.  There was a distant rumbling and Catherine felt the hairs on her arm stand. 
 
    “You feel it, don’t you?” Delmont said. 
 
    Seconds later the lights brightened and the door leading into the room opened.  The soldiers standing next to that door motioned for the people to vacate the area.  Everyone did as told. 
 
    What they found outside the room wasn’t the musty concrete bunker they were corralled in from.  Instead, they were in what appeared to be an incredibly large hanger and within it were thousands, perhaps even several hundred thousands, of people.  The people milled about, still under the influence of the tranquilizer, and barely reacted to the strange place they were in. 
 
    “They think they’re in another part of this bunker,” Sergeant Delmont said.  “They’re not.” 
 
    He pressed the tablet’s screen and the image on it switched to a feed from another camera.  It displayed another room somewhere above these people.  Officers worked on their computers and made certain all was well.  The camera panned away from them and toward a distant window.  Beyond that window was the darkness of outer space.  The camera angle shifted and the image on the tablet was now of that window but viewed from the outside. The camera drew further back, further and further still, until Catherine let out a gasp. 
 
    As Sergeant Delmont said, the people in the bunker were in a massive starship.  Beyond that starship was another.  Farther in the distance was a third. 
 
    “By the Gods,” Catherine Holland said. 
 
    “In ancient times there were tales of a great cleansing of Earth,” Sergeant Delmont said.  “Noah and the flood.  Gilgamesh.  These ancient tales are coming true.  Here.  Now.  And you’re about to experience it.” 
 
      
 
    Several people in the beds around Catherine Holland were placed in wheelchairs or gurneys and taken away.  In the short time they talked, she realized few were left on her floor. 
 
    “You’re not telling anyone else about this, are you?” Catherine Holland asked. 
 
    “No,” Sergeant Delmont said.  “We don’t want to cause panic.” 
 
    “Why tell me?” 
 
    “Two reasons.  The first is because we’re just about finished transporting everyone.” 
 
    “And the second?” 
 
    “Nox,” Sergeant Delmont said.  “As I said before, my commanding officer left with her to deal with the child soldiers.  They’re running on an old program, one that believes the Arabian War is still going on.  They’re threatening our plans to save humanity and my commander is keeping them away from here and places like it.  He… he doesn’t think he’ll survive this particular fight.” 
 
    “And Nox?” 
 
    “She might survive but even if she does…” 
 
    “What?” Catherine said. 
 
    “The nano-probes inside her are very similar to those inside my commander.  They are much more sophisticated and very much like those which came from the alien invaders.  He fears these nano-probes can be taken over by the aliens or used as a beacon by the aliens to track us –and the arks– down.  Because of this, Nox and my commander cannot leave Earth.” 
 
    Sergeant Delmont pointed to the tablet. 
 
    “The reason I’m here, Catherine, is so that you can say goodbye to Nox.  Use the tablet.  Record a message for her.  I know it isn’t much, but given what you two have gone through, my commander wanted you to have a chance to say goodbye.” 
 
    Catherine Holland eyed the tablet.  She shook her head.  The weight of the information given to her, the realization that this was all true and that in a very short period of time she would not only leave Earth, but Nox, crashed in her mind. 
 
    Tears ran down her face.  She took the tablet from Delmont’s hand. 
 
    “Give me a moment,” she said. 
 
    Sergeant Delmont nodded and got to his feet. 
 
    “When you need me, just wave,” he said and walked away.  He stood a polite distance from her and turned his back. 
 
    Catherine thought hard for several seconds.  Finally, she pressed the tablet’s screen and activated its recorder.  Her face was reflected on the tablet’s screen. 
 
    “Hello, Nox,” she said.  On the tablet’s screen, she saw herself.  Bandages covered her head and her right eye was a swollen mess.  She tried to say something but, for the moment, couldn’t.  She shook her head and wiped the tears away.  “I hope… I hope you’re doing well.  They were… they were kind enough to let me make this message for you.  There’s so much I want to tell you.  So much…” 
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    Catherine Holland awoke to sharp pains.  Hands grabbed and lifted her.  For a moment, she felt panic. 
 
    “Sorry,” a voice said. 
 
    Catherine Holland realized the hands belonged to orderlies.  They were in the process of moving her from the bed and into a wheelchair. 
 
    “We tried to wake you but you were in such a deep—” 
 
    “How long…?” 
 
    “You were out two days.” 
 
    “Careful,” a voice spoke from her side. 
 
    It was Sergeant Delmont.  The orderlies covered Catherine Holland’s body with a blanket. 
 
    “How are you doing?” Sergeant Delmont asked. 
 
    Catherine Holland looked for the tablet he gave her but realized it was gone. 
 
    “Did you get my message to Nox?” 
 
    “It was sent out,” Sergeant Delmont said.  His jaw tightened.  “If… if she survives the next few hours, she will get it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    The orderlies moved to other patients and Sergeant Delmont gripped the wheelchair’s handles.  Catherine was surprised by how empty this section of the bunker was.  The voices she heard coming from the room and the corridors beyond were gone and a deep silence settled over the place. 
 
    “Is it time?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Sergeant Delmont said.  “You’re part of the very last group.” 
 
    “You must have more important things to do than wheel me around?” 
 
    “Everything I had to do is done,” Sergeant Delmont said. 
 
    “Will the trip… will the trip hurt?” 
 
    “It might, a little.  Nausea.  A headache.  Small time stuff for someone who survived a Malakov.” 
 
    Sergeant Delmont hurried along the near empty corridors.  In the distance was Doctor Paeon. 
 
    “Initiation is in fifteen minutes,” the Doctor said. 
 
      
 
    They waited by a pair of metal doors leading into a massive room while others were brought in.  Catherine, Sergeant Delmont, and Doctor Paeon watched as the last patients arrived. 
 
    Most were either in wheelchairs or stretchers and truly no one was to be left behind.  No one but Nox. 
 
    Doctor Paeon checked her computer tablet. 
 
    “Everyone’s accounted for,” she said. 
 
    Sergeant Delmont double checked her data. 
 
    “Verified,” he said.  “This place is evacuated.” 
 
    He leaned down to face Catherine. 
 
    “Take care,” he told her. 
 
    “You’re not coming?” 
 
    “Not on this trip,” Delmont said. 
 
    He straightened up and laid his right hand over a computer panel embedded in the concrete wall.  Once his identity was verified, Sergeant Delmont pressed a series of buttons.  A one hour countdown began. 
 
    “An hour?” Catherine asked.  “What’s that for?” 
 
    “Once you’re gone, this place –and all the others like it– goes up.  No one follows.” 
 
    He took one last look at the group and stepped out. 
 
    The metallic doors sealed shut behind him. 
 
      
 
    As soon as they did, the lights within the room dimmed. 
 
    The crowd grew very quiet as distant machines came to life.  The crackle of electricity grew louder and the lights brightened.  The floor under the room rumbled. 
 
    And then, it all stopped. 
 
    “What…?” Doctor Paeon said. 
 
    The locks on the doors leading into the Displacer chamber loudly clicked and opened. 
 
    Sergeant Delmont quickly re-entered the chamber and returned to the computer panel.  He pressed a series of buttons and read the information on it.  When he was done, his jaw tightened. 
 
    “We have an anomaly,” he told Doctor Paeon.  “Someone here carries active nano-particles.  The Displacer won’t take this group until that person is removed.” 
 
    “Who is—?” Doctor Paeon began and stopped.  She looked at Catherine Holland.  “Her?” 
 
    “Nox and she were lovers.  I suppose it was inevitable they shared nano-probes.” 
 
    Sergeant Delmont faced Catherine Holland. 
 
    “There aren’t too many within you but there are enough.  Could be the reason you survived that explosion.  It’s probably the reason you’re healing as quickly as you are.” 
 
    The timer on the clock dropped to fifty four minutes. 
 
    “What do we do?” Doctor Paeon said.  “The explosives are set to go.  We need to leave.” 
 
    Catherine Holland gripped the sides of her chair. 
 
    “Take me out,” she said. 
 
    “You’ll die,” Doctor Paeon said. 
 
    “I’ll be with Nox,” Catherine Holland said.  “All the way to the end.” 
 
    “I can’t let you do this.” 
 
    “It’s not your decision to make,” Catherine Holland said.  She faced Sergeant Delmont.  “Take me out.” 
 
    Sergeant Delmont was still for several seconds.  He looked back at the timer and then at Doctor Paeon. 
 
    “You can’t just let her die,” the Doctor said. 
 
    Sergeant Delmont shook his head before reaching for the wheelchair’s handles. 
 
    “Sergeant—!” 
 
    “Stay here,” Delmont said.  “That’s an order.” 
 
    He wheeled Catherine Holland past the mighty doors.  He then pressed a series of buttons on the control panel and they once again slid shut. 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Delmont wheeled Catherine Holland into the outside hallway. 
 
    It was completely empty. 
 
    They heard the sounds of Displacers activating from somewhere far below.  There was rumbling as the rooms were whisked away. 
 
    Then, complete silence. 
 
    Other than the squeak of the chair’s wheels everything was incredibly quiet. 
 
    “Thank you,” Catherine said.  “You... you should go.  Before it’s too late.” 
 
    “I’m not going to leave you behind,” Sergeant Delmont said. 
 
      
 
    They made their way to an elevator and moved up countless floors. 
 
    As they did, they heard even more groans coming from deep within the complex. 
 
    “Even if we didn’t nuke it, this place would collapse upon itself,” Sergeant Delmont said.  “You can only transport so many rooms before the structural integrity is compromised.” 
 
    The elevator reached its destination and the doors opened. 
 
    The two emerged into an enormous hanger and, in the distance, saw a star filled night sky. 
 
    Sergeant Delmont pushed Catherine Holland to the door leading out.  Abandoned vehicles were parked all around them and a large gate surrounded the perimeter.  There wasn’t a soul to be seen. 
 
    “Can we get far enough away from the blast?” Catherine Holland asked. 
 
    “No,” he said. 
 
    “Then I guess we’ll just enjoy the night.” 
 
    They moved past the hanger and approached the first of the vehicles. 
 
    A cool breeze descended upon the complex.  For a moment Catherine closed her eyes and allowed her body to feel the night air. 
 
    If this is the last thing I ever do feel… 
 
    There came the sound of footsteps.  They came from farther away and Catherine Holland tried to look back but couldn’t.  Despite a fresh wave of pain, she managed to spin the wheelchair around. 
 
    Sergeant Delmont stood several feet away and watched as a thin, middle-aged woman approached.  The glow of the Moon reflected upon her laser blue eyes.  She offered the two a smile, revealing an all-too-perfect set of teeth. 
 
    The woman pointed to Catherine Holland. 
 
    “Didn’t expect to find two of you,” she said.  She tilted her head.  “Though I do recognize the nano-probes in her body.” 
 
    “Who is she?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “She’s—” Delmont began. 
 
    “—the person who was going to get Sergeant Delmont to safety,” the woman interrupted.  “The name’s Vulcan.  What’s yours?” 
 
    “Catherine Holland.” 
 
    “Catherine,” Vulcan repeated.  “Such a lovely name.  Do you mind if I steal it?” 
 
    A light in the sky, what at first looked like a shooting star, moved down and down and approached their position.  It was revealed to be a metallic craft.  It glided toward them soundlessly, landing only a few feet away. 
 
    “What is going on?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “Explanations will come,” Vulcan said.  “But for now, we need to leave.  The nukes will detonate and, for very obvious reasons, we shouldn’t be anywhere near this area when they do.” 
 
    Catherine Holland hesitated and Vulcan approached her. 
 
    “The one who gave you the nano-probes is out there.” 
 
    “How…?” 
 
    “I feel her,” Vulcan said.  She frowned.  “And I feel…” 
 
    Vulcan paused for several seconds.  She closed her eyes and concentrated. 
 
    “Is it Spradlin?” Sergeant Delmont asked.  “Is he dead?” 
 
    “Yes,” Vulcan said.  “And no.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Complications,” Vulcan said.  “More things I’ll have to deal with later on.” 
 
    “What about Nox?” Catherine Holland said.  “Can we get her?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” Vulcan said.  “The nukes have already started going off and… it’s difficult to locate her.  She’ll have to stay behind, at least for now.” 
 
    “You’re coming back for her?” 
 
    “I can’t at this moment,” Vulcan said.  “But don’t worry.  She’s resilient.  She’ll survive.” 
 
    “I won’t leave without her,” Catherine Holland said. 
 
    “She means that much to you, doesn’t she?” Vulcan said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Ms. Holland, I can’t get her now but I promise you, even if it takes a while, you will see her again.” 
 
    “Why should I believe you?” 
 
    “Because I’ve given you my word.” 
 
    For several seconds Catherine looked deep into Vulcan’s laser blue eyes.  Finally, she nodded. 
 
    “All right, Vulcan,” she said.  “How about we get out of here?” 
 
    “Thought you’d never ask.” 
 
    Together, they made their way to the spacecraft.  Its metal hatch opened, revealing a tight passenger area.  There were four seats within the ship. 
 
    “Good thing I made more room,” Vulcan said. 
 
    The three took their seats and, afterwards, the outer hatch closed.  In seconds the ship was in the air. 
 
    A few seconds later, it was long gone. 
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    OVER THE PLANET POMOS, YEAR 5419 A. E. 
 
      
 
    The planet was once Catherine Vulcan’s –by then formally titled Saint Vulcan– home. 
 
    Today, it lay ravaged from the bombardment of missiles she sent down on it over two hundred years before and was reduced to a toxic, irradiated wasteland. 
 
    Even so, Vulcan’s industries were so advanced and held so many tantalizing secrets that for years corporations risked their employees’ lives to explore her harsh surface in the very small hope of extracting any research –however fragmentary– which was not incinerated. 
 
    Nothing was found by these corporate explorers and eventually they gave up their search. 
 
    Not everyone did. 
 
    The poisoned planet, ignored and all but forgotten, received a group of mysterious visitors a few years after the Corporations left.  They built a base on the planet’s surface and a space platform in orbit over her while initiating a very large scale dig.  Whatever was excavated was taken to the planet’s base and, via a seventy mile long space elevator, transferred to the space platform for further examination. 
 
    For years tons of toxic debris was mined and sifted in that space platform. 
 
    The mysterious visitors were determined to remain hidden but their operation was discovered. 
 
    In an office on the space platform, there was a violent confrontation… 
 
      
 
    The creature scowled. 
 
    It was a nano-probe robot, a Chameleon unit, and its outer appearance was altered to look like Catherine Holland. 
 
    The real Catherine Holland stood before it. 
 
    In this epoch far removed from her time on Earth, Catherine Holland was known as Latitia, Independent for hire.  She was dressed in a spacesuit and held the limp form of a man in her arms.  He too was dressed in a spacesuit and, at the moment, was unconscious and could not help her. 
 
    His name was B’taav and he too was an Independent who worked within the Epsillon Empire.  His body was ravaged by a nano-probe infection he acquired on Onia, the place where Catherine Holland and he met before making their way to Pomos.  The nano-probes attacked B’taav’s system and weakened him to the point where he could barely move. 
 
    “B’taav?” Catherine Holland said. 
 
    B’taav let out a soft moan. 
 
    At least you’re still alive. 
 
    Catherine Holland looked away from him and around the room. 
 
    The remains of another nano-probe robot lay broken on the floor below a tinsel glass window.  The window separated the office from outer space.  To the creature’s side, two other nearly identical nano-probe robots, one which was under Catherine Holland’s control, were locked in a deadly struggle.  They had the exact same strength and speed and it was doubtful either could defeat the other.  For Catherine Holland, a draw was sufficient. 
 
    She then focused on her deadly double. 
 
    The Chameleon that looked like her, unlike the real thing, did not wear a space suit even though the room’s temperature was near absolute zero.  Also unlike Catherine Holland, it had short, steel gray hair.  This was a remnant of the features it possessed when the Independent and her unconscious companion first entered the room.  
 
    The Chameleon drew closer to Catherine Holland.  Its hands and fingers grew longer and their tips sharpened until they were like razors.  It reached out but, before it could grab the Independents, Catherine Holland pressed a button on her spacesuit. 
 
    The remains of the full sized robot which lay broken on the floor below the tinsel glass window erupted into white hot flame.  The flame was so intense it seared the tinsel glass and stress fractures appeared on its surface. 
 
    The Chameleon spun around and, upon seeing the damage, stabbed its claws into the room’s floor. 
 
    The tinsel glass erupted and the room’s bitterly cold atmosphere was sent explosively into space.  So too was all loose debris, including the two robots locked in struggle.  They flew past the Independents and the shattered window and tumbled through space in a bizarre, almost erotic dance before disappearing into the distance. 
 
    Catherine Holland anticipated the explosive decompression and locked her magnetic boots on the office floor.  She held B’taav tight while weathering the intense suction pull.  Once it was gone, she peered through her companion’s helmet’s glass. 
 
    B’taav’s solid black eyes stared forward but were barely focused.  His face was even paler than usual and his blond hair was streaked with sweat.  Catherine Holland wondered if he was aware of what happened.  He surprised her by saying: 
 
    “What did you…?” 
 
    Catherine Holland smiled and winked. 
 
    “Thing about machines,” she said, referring to the ones that a moment before surrounded them. “Is they can be hacked.” 
 
    The Chameleon coldly eyed Catherine Holland and B’taav.  It crawled toward them like a spider to prey. 
 
    Catherine Holland spun B’taav around. 
 
    “We’ll see each other again.  Soon.” 
 
    She activated B’taav’s suit’s thrusters.  They flared and B’taav’s limp form shot past the creature and the shattered tinsel glass opening.  He flew into outer space and, in seconds, his body was nothing more than a speck in the very far distance. 
 
    The Space Station buckled and Catherine Holland had to avoid being thrown against the room’s wall. 
 
    The shock caused the Chameleon to almost lose its grip.  Its face twisted into something that no longer looked like her and advanced. 
 
    Catherine Holland pressed more buttons on her suit’s controls.  As the space station lurched, she moved away from the creature and approached the desk on the opposite side of the room.  She looked out the shattered window and at the planet below. 
 
    Directly under the Station was the tinsel glass tube which carried the Space Elevator.  The tube spread down and down, ending at a base built on Pomos’ surface.  The remains of that structure were on fire.  Gigantic explosions rocked it and threatened to sever her from the Space Station. 
 
    Catherine Holland wasn’t too concerned about that. 
 
    She retrieved a small, round object from a pouch in her space suit and threw it at the approaching Chameleon. 
 
    The object was no larger than a coin and just as flat.  With no gravity to affect it, it flew directly at the creature.  The Chameleon tried to dodge the object but couldn’t.  It embedded itself into the creature’s forehead and let out a small electric spark.  Just like that, the thing that once looked like her froze. 
 
    Catherine Holland cautiously approached the Chameleon. 
 
    She pushed it before taking a quick step back. 
 
    It did not move. 
 
    “What do you know, it worked,” she said. 
 
    “Did you think it wouldn’t?” a male voice said over her communication system. 
 
    Catherine Holland shook her head.  She reached into another pouch and retrieved a wire cable.  She fastened it to the creature’s midsection. 
 
    Another, even more forceful rumble shook the station. 
 
    “Time’s up,” the male voice said. 
 
    “I’m well aware,” Catherine Holland answered. 
 
    She made sure the cable linking her to the Chameleon was tight.  She then faced the shattered tinsel glass window and activated her suit’s thrusters. 
 
    With the Chameleon in tow, Catherine Holland flew through the destroyed window and into outer space.  She worked the thruster controls and changed directions, moving up and over the disintegrating space station. 
 
    Far below, another explosion rocked the Elevator’s platform.  Debris was hurled past her at staggering speeds and the Chameleon’s body served as a shield from the smaller particles rushing her way.  It would not, however, save her from larger ones… 
 
    Catherine Holland let the thought go.  She applied more thrust while speaking into her communicator. 
 
    “Things are going to hell.  I assume you’re in position?” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “Whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    As she said this, her body felt as if it was gripped by invisible hands.  It was a gravity hook.  Both her immobile companion and she moved toward the invisible source of the hook.  Catherine Holland shut off her suit’s thrusters as they were no longer needed. 
 
    The tinsel glass that made up the Space Elevator’s long tubes cracked and shattered. 
 
    “I don’t want to be a nag,” she said.  “But can you please hurry the fuck up?” 
 
    Abruptly, a light came on before her and a room materialize as if by magic.  The two fell into the room and the door leading into it began closing. 
 
    Just before it did, a brilliant white light bathed the room. 
 
    The Space Station and Planetary Platform erupted in one last, blazing, fireball. 
 
      
 
    Catherine Holland got to her feet and checked her frozen companion.  The device embedded in the Chameleon’s forehead remained in place. 
 
    “How’s it going in there?” the same male voice over the communicator asked. 
 
    “Not bad,” she replied. 
 
    She checked the readings within the decompression chamber and, when the atmosphere and temperature were right, she removed her space suit.  Catherine Holland wore a skin tight black jumper below the suit.  It had a computer embedded in her right sleeve and she activated it.  The chamber door opened. 
 
    She quickly left. 
 
      
 
    Catherine Holland entered a corridor and sealed the decompression chamber door behind her. 
 
    Beside the door was a large, rectangular metal box.  It looked like a coffin and had a glass panel on its top.  Catherine Holland paused before it and couldn’t help but think of the many years, on and off, she spent inside that cryogenic unit. 
 
    She walked to the end of the corridor and entered an elevator which took her to the ship’s highest level.  There, the elevator door opened and she stood before the ship’s cockpit.  A burly, mountain of a man sat behind the controls. 
 
    “Welcome back, Catherine,” the man, Sergeant Lionel Delmont, said. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said.  “How’s B’taav?  Did the Xendos make it in time?” 
 
    “Inquisitor Cer picked him up,” Delmont said.  “The timing was just right.” 
 
    The Xendos was the spacecraft Inquisitor Cer commandeered and used to travel from the Epsillon Empire back to the Phaecian Empire and then Pomos.  The trip proved eventful and Inquisitor Cer barely made it alive. 
 
    “Where are they now?” 
 
    “They’re headed to the Type 2 Displacer.” 
 
    Pomos had two Displacer Units.  The system’s main Displacer, a modern Type 6, was the one the nano-probe creatures used to come and go from the system.  There was a second all but forgotten Type 2 Displacer hidden in the rubble of what was once Pomos’ moon.  The Type 2 Displacer was about to be used by Inquisitor Cer and B’taav to flee the system.  Their journey would take them much farther than they could imagine. 
 
    “What about the drones?” 
 
    “Swarming.  They’re mad as hell, but B’taav and Inquisitor Cer should make it out before they get too close.” 
 
    “And the Type 6 Displacer?” 
 
    Delmont checked his instruments. 
 
    “The area around her will be clear in another five minutes.” 
 
    “Send the signal the moment the Xendos is gone.” 
 
    The two were silent for several seconds and watched as the various drones headed to the Type 2.  The Xendos was well ahead of the pack and, after a while, Catherine Holland let out a relieved breath. 
 
    “They’re through,” she said. 
 
    “Sending the signal,” Sergeant Delmont said. 
 
    He hit a series of switches then leaned back in his chair.  There was nothing more to do at this moment. 
 
    “How’s our treasure?” he asked. 
 
    “See for yourself,” Catherine said and pressed a button beside a monitor. 
 
    Images from the decompression chamber appeared on that monitor.  The Chameleon unit remained frozen in place within. 
 
    “Secured and ready,” Catherine said. 
 
    They stared through the ship’s front view-screen at the destruction they caused.  The Space Elevator and the orbital station were in flames and falling apart.  They would crash onto Pomos and add to her vast fields of destruction. 
 
    “The Type 6 is online,” Delmont said.  “Here comes the Cavalry.” 
 
      
 
    The Type 6 Displacer, a metallic spherical ring with a hollow center, lit up.  Within the hollow center lights flashed in a swirl and in moments an interdimensional corridor was established. 
 
    No sooner was it stable that a group of twenty dark spacecraft came through it and into Pomos space. 
 
    The enemy drones, belatedly realizing the area they were meant to guard was invaded, turned from the Type 2 Displacer and moved to intercept the just arrived ships. 
 
    As quick and deadly as the drones were, they were no match for these spacecraft. 
 
    A short battle ensued and electrified charges rained down from the just arrived ships and at the incoming drones. 
 
    The first drone hit with one of those charges crumbled into ash and the other drones, realizing these invaders presented a very real danger, attempted to flee. 
 
    None were as fast as the mysterious space crafts. 
 
    The dark ships spread out and with surgical precision chased down and mercilessly slaughtered one drone after the other until there was only one left. 
 
    The final drone sought shelter around Pomos, unaware the pursuing craft had maneuvered her there. 
 
    As the drone flew toward the destroyed platform, it did not see the camouflaged vessel Sergeant Delmont and Catherine were in. 
 
      
 
    “Like a lamb to slaughter,” Sergeant Delmont said. 
 
    He activated the ship’s offensive systems. 
 
    The drone, still unaware of the danger, shifted its surface while preparing for orbital entry.  Its outer hull moved like liquid metal which, in a way, it was.  The billions of nano-probes linked together to form her whole strengthened the ship’s underside in preparation for the heat it would face upon entering the planet’s atmosphere. 
 
    Before she could create this shield, Sergeant Delmont pressed a button and a burst of energy emerged from one of their ship’s cannons.  It slammed into the drone’s side. 
 
    Fully half of the drone’s surface was immediately incinerated.  Pieces flew off and dissipated while the remains of the craft spun out of control. 
 
    Sergeant Delmont hit another switch. 
 
    In the darkness of space, their ship appeared directly before the injured drone.  Her energy cannons glowed with savage energy but the larger craft did not fire. 
 
    “The drone’s internal systems are active,” Delmont said.  “She’s in hibernation but capable of repairing herself.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “At least a week.” 
 
    “Long enough,” Catherine Holland said. 
 
    Their ship’s thrusters came alive and the vessel moved away from the stricken drone.  The other ships in Catherine Holland and Sergeant Delmont’s group flew to and opened fire upon the Type 2 Displacer.  They destroyed the ancient device. 
 
    Afterwards, they converged and made their way to the Type 6 Displacer. 
 
    “The injured drone is attempting to access the Type 6.  Very subtly.” 
 
    “Not subtly enough,” Catherine Holland said and smiled.  “Make sure she knows where we’re going.” 
 
    Sergeant Delmont contacted the Type 6 Displacer and set the destination coordinates. 
 
    “Done,” he said and activated the auto-pilot. 
 
    “This is it,” Catherine Holland said.  Goosebumps filled the flesh on her arms.  “The moment we’ve been waiting for.” 
 
    “The shadow war emerges into the light,” Delmont said. 
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    The injured drone spun in a decaying orbit around Pomos. 
 
    A large portion of its body, in pieces and ashen from the attack, floated alongside it. 
 
    There was no sign of life within the vessel and in another week’s time, the planet’s gravity would surely claim her as it did the Space Elevator and Platform. 
 
    There was still time. 
 
    The vessel’s nano-probes conserved power while methodically repairing the ship’s considerable damage. 
 
    Those same nano-probes allocated a fraction of her energy to watch the attacking vessels approach the Type 6 Displacer.  They successfully connected to the Displacer’s computers and accessed their mysterious enemy’s destination coordinates. 
 
    The injured drone saved these coordinates.  Once her attackers were gone and as soon as she was able to do so, she meant to forward what she learned to her master. 
 
    From that moment on, all systems focused on repair protocols. 
 
      
 
    On the fourth day following the attack, the ship’s damaged engines were able to initiate a series of short, guided bursts. 
 
    The bursts allowed the ship to stop its wild spinning and stabilize her orbit. 
 
    There remained many repairs to perform but the ship took this time to conduct a full examination of Pomos and the area surrounding it.  More importantly, it needed to determine if her attackers were still around and whether any of the other ships in her group survived. 
 
    That second question was answered quickly.  After sending out a variety of messages and waiting a full twenty hours to receive replies, the injured drone was rewarded with complete silence. 
 
    The drone discontinued all attempts at finding surviving drones and, instead, allowed a portion of her nano-probes to continue scanning the area in case her attackers returned. 
 
    The drone ran its visual and sensory memory of its last flight and the attack.  It attached the information to the attacker’s destination.  A complete report was created. 
 
    The report need to reach its master. 
 
    As soon as was possible. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



24 
 
      
 
    Epsillon Merchant Vessel Apokalupto, on the fringes of the Skryty Solar System 
 
      
 
    Joannah Reveles, Captain of the Merchant Vessel Apokalupto, took a sip of her coffee. 
 
    She sat at the center of her ship’s bridge and was surrounded by a crew of ten officers who worked the craft’s various controls.  Two navigated while another pair were on the lookout for nearby vessels.  Three officers watched the internal systems while the remaining three manned her defensive arrays.  They had little to do but wait for –and hope against– the need to use them. 
 
    A second set of nine officers were in the crew quarters resting.  Various personnel shuffled in and out while the Captain remained in place, her attention on everything going on.  She was pumped with enough stimulant to keep her awake during this stage of the trip. 
 
    The Skryty system was a hostile, near inaccessible asteroid wasteland which made it perfect for ships like the Apokalupto.  Indeed, any vessel with illegal cargo relished the opportunity to make itself as invisible as possible. 
 
    The Skryty system was one of the ship’s stops before making its way to the Pandora Displacer.  Rarely used, the Displacer was left stationed there over seven hundred years before by a robot exploratory vessel at the dawn of Epsillon Empire’s first major growth spurt.  Back then, robot vessels transported Displacers to distant solar systems which were thought to be prime territory for expansion, exploration, or settlement. 
 
    Sending robot vessels was a cheap and minimally risky way to get a Displacer to these systems, even though it took well over one hundred years for them to travel through real space and make it to their destination.  Unfortunately, for every system which proved inhabitable there were hundreds which were disappointments.  Further, many robot vessels encountered catastrophic failure well before reaching the end of their journey. 
 
    In the case of the Skryty system, it proved to be another such disappointment.  Of the system’s five planets, only one was the proper size and had conditions which made it a candidate for terraformation.  This planet, however, experienced frequent earthquakes, volcanoes, hurricanes, and unlivable temperatures.  Over time terraformation could be accomplished but the costs required to do so far exceeded the needed investment. 
 
    The system was abandoned but the Displacer’s placement at her perimeter allowed other exploratory vessels to arrive in minimal time and, from there, to move through real space to even more distant, and hopefully better, systems.  Once the robot vessels carrying Displacers reached those systems, Skryty and the Pandora Displacer were no longer in much demand.  A skeletal crew remained behind to keep her running in case of emergencies in systems further down –or up– the line but otherwise she was hardly used. 
 
    When the Epsillon Empire’s Corporations began their rule, the crew of the Pandora Displacer found they could make good money turning a blind eye to vessels with questionable destinations and even more questionable cargos. 
 
    Records of transports were erased, lost, or simply not noted yet few doubted the Empire was aware of and, at least for now, tolerated these smuggling operations.  Mild attempts were made to constrict the illicit trade but when tensions between the Phaecian and Epsillon Empires boiled over, the military decided sending vessels to this distant system was a waste of valuable resources. 
 
    Even with a light military presence, smugglers used the Pandora Displacer with great care.  One never knew when the Empire might change its mind and become interested in the cargo passing through these parts. 
 
    Captain Reveles laid her cup down.  The Apokalupto neared the Azure Asteroid belt.  This area had the thickest concentration of asteroids and was all that remained of a planet which, millennia before, was ground down by the movements of the two planets it once orbited between. 
 
    “What do we have?” Captain Reveles asked. 
 
    “We’re nearing quadrant five of the Azure,” John Vaughn, her First Officer, said.  “No sign of Empire Scouts.” 
 
    “What about other vessels?” 
 
    Vaughn shook his head.  A tense silence settled over the cockpit and, after a while, he said: 
 
    “Sir, perhaps that sensor reading was an echo.” 
 
    “It was no echo and it was no glitch,” Captain Reveles said.  “Don’t convince yourself otherwise.” 
 
    Over the past three years the Apokalupto was forced to outrun a dozen vessels, only a couple of which were Empire Patrols.  In lean times, and these times were lean indeed, smugglers had a nasty habit of turning to piracy to make ends meet. 
 
    Captain Reveles felt there were eyes upon her ship the moment their cargo was loaded on Proxima three days before.  A day later and well after initiating her run, the ship’s sensor equipment detected two blips which might have come from a ship tracing their route.  If a vessel was tailing them, it was obvious what they were after and this sector of the Azure was a perfect place for an ambush. 
 
    “Take the fifty one corridor,” Captain Reveles said.  “We haven’t used it in a while.” 
 
    “Aye sir,” the navigator said. 
 
    Each route’s number was designated by ease of travel.  As the asteroids moved in orbit through the solar system, they retained a general formation that changed little over the years.  As long as no vessel or celestial object crashed into them, the field’s movements were dictated by a history of many thousands of years of such orbital swings. 
 
    With the help of auto-pilot, the route could be traveled quickly and, once outside the asteroid field, the Apokalupto was only hours from the Displacer and her final destination. 
 
    One hour passed.  Then another.  By the third hour, the tension within the bridge dissipated, if only a little. 
 
    Two of Captain Reveles’ crew, a couple, requested permission to retreat to their quarters. 
 
    Captain Reveles considered the request.  The two spent most of the trip on the bridge and were owed private time. 
 
    “Permission granted,” Captain Reveles said. 
 
    The couple thanked the Captain and walked to the elevator at the other end of the bridge.  Before its doors opened, proximity alerts blared. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Captain Reveles yelled out. 
 
    “We’ve got… sir, our route is blocked!” Vaughn said. 
 
    “Disengage auto-pilot and come to a full stop!” Captain Reveles ordered. 
 
    The couple hurried back to their stations while the Apokalupto’s engines whined.  The vessel slowed and, on the main view-screen directly before the bridge, the crew watched as a mass of asteroids moved about quickly, spinning and slamming against each other as if caught in a violent maelstrom. 
 
    Several of the asteroids, some as large as the ship itself, shot forward.  
 
    “By the Gods!” Captain Reveles shouted.  “Back us up!  Get us as far away from he—” 
 
    Before she could finisher her order the Apokalupto violently shook.  One of the stray asteroids slammed against the ship’s starboard side. 
 
    Within the cockpit, three of the crewmen were thrown from their chairs.  One landed with a sickening thud against hard paneling and lay still. 
 
    “Quickly!” Captain Reveles yelled out. 
 
    She gripped the edges of her chair lest she too be thrown to the floor.  The ship’s internal artificial gravity weakened and the smell of fried circuitry filled the cockpit. 
 
    “Seal the bridge!” Captain Reveles ordered. 
 
    One of her officers ran to the elevator and tried to activate the control panel.  It wasn’t working.  He reached for the manual lever and spun it around, slowly sealing the elevator door. 
 
    “Got a rupture on cargo deck two,” another officer yelled.  “Sealing that compartment.” 
 
    The ship moved away, backing up from the volatile rocks while slowly –too slowly– gaining distance from the maelstrom.  When their ship moved far enough away from the danger, Captain Reveles jumped from her chair and ran to the stricken crewman.  The young man lay face down upon a pool of his own blood. 
 
    Captain Reveles very gently turned him over.  She winced at what she saw. 
 
    “Sir, is he…?” Vaughn asked. 
 
    Captain Reveles laid the crewman back down. 
 
    “Henderson’s gone,” she said before removing her jacket. 
 
    She gently laid it over the fallen officer’s upper body.  There would be time, later, to properly mourn their loss. 
 
    Captain Reveles returned to her chair and gazed at the view-screen.  The smoke within the cockpit cleared and the artificial gravity was back to near normal.  The crew watched the asteroids whip and ram against each other.  They would do this for many more years to come. 
 
    “What in Hades is going on?” Captain Reveles said.  “Did we deviate from our course?” 
 
    “No sir,” Vaughn said.  “Autopilot followed the proper route until now.” 
 
    “Then explain what we’re seeing.” 
 
    “Analyzing,” Vaughn said.  He shook his head.  “Sir, as of the last records, that wall of rock simply shouldn’t be there.” 
 
    “What caused it?” 
 
    “Perhaps a foreign body –a very large and fast moving one– plowed through this area,” he said.  “Though that wouldn’t explain… Sir, based on the movement of the asteroids, its cause could only be some kind of blast or, more likely, a series of blasts.” 
 
    “Ships around these parts don’t have enough firepower to cause that kind of disruption and to my knowledge, there hasn’t been any heavy battleships in this area in years.” 
 
    “What was the last vessel to pass through here?” 
 
    “According to records, the Ulysses.  She was here five days ago.” 
 
    “Did she report any problems?” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “So whatever happened here occurred no later than five days ago?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Vaughn said. 
 
    A burst of light glowed from within the asteroid mass. 
 
    “What in—” Captain Reveles began. 
 
    From the maelstrom emerged a dark, angular vessel.  She was the size of a large transport ship and her port side glowed with heavy energy discharges.  She flew past the asteroids and directly at the Apokalupto. 
 
    “By the Gods!” Captain Reveles shouted. “Evasive action!” 
 
    Even as she spoke, she knew the unidentified object was moving too fast to avoid a collision. 
 
    Incredibly, the ship’s outer body appeared to liquefy and change shape as it drew nearer.  The object’s nose sharpened until it was like the tip of a dagger. 
 
    “Brace yourselves!” Captain Reveles yelled. 
 
    For a split second the object disappeared from the view-screen.  What followed was the terrifying sound of metal slamming against metal. 
 
    Most of the cockpit crew was thrown from their seats and onto the floor.  Alerts and alarms blared.  Several computer panels went dark while emergency lights flickered on and created a hellish red glow. 
 
    The crewmembers who hadn’t been thrown from their seats worked the controls furiously, trying their best to stabilize the craft. 
 
    As suddenly as they began, the vibrations stopped. 
 
    Captain Reveles lay on the floor next to her chair, her right arm bent back well beyond where it should be.  She held her broken arm and forced herself up.  Blood flowed from her nose and her face was very pale. 
 
    She looked at the forward view-screen and watched as the ship that slammed into her vessel sailed on and disappeared into the distance. 
 
    The crew around her moved.  Most were in better shape than the Captain, though from the various cuts, blood, and bruises, every one of them suffered at least some minor injury. 
 
    “What’s our status?” Captain Reveles asked. 
 
    Navigator Vaughn held his nose and the blood gushing from it.  He used his free hand to log back on to his computer. 
 
    “Sir, the ship’s lower third quadrant… it’s…” 
 
    “How damaged is it?” 
 
    “Sir, it’s gone.” 
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    Captain Reveles swallowed hard. 
 
    If the third quadrant of the ship was gone, so too was the rest of her crew. 
 
    “We’re all that remains,” Vaughn said.  He could barely keep the horror from his voice.  “That ship sliced right through… right through...” 
 
    “What about the oxygen recycler and life support systems?” 
 
    “Cut off.” 
 
    “Engines?” 
 
    “Offline.  Pod One and Two and Aft Three are still there, but they took an incredible amount of damage.” 
 
    “Can we repair them?” 
 
    Vaughn checked his computer.  He shook his head. 
 
    “The batteries were sheared.  There’s so much missing… No sir.  There’s no way we can fix them.” 
 
    Even as Vaughn finished his assessment, the crew felt the first chill of space intruding into the cockpit. 
 
    “Is there any way to create a new oxygen recycler or heater?” 
 
    “Not in the time we have.” 
 
    “How much time do we have, Mister Vaughn?” 
 
    “We have enough oxygen to survive a week.  But without heat, we freeze in a little over two hours.” 
 
    “Can we get to the space suits?” 
 
    “The corridor outside the cockpit and the elevator line were ruptured.  We open either door and we’re finished.” 
 
    Captain Reveles’ eyes moved from the Navigator to the rest of her crew.  Condensation formed with each of her breaths.  The crew looked up to her.  In the years they traveled together, they faced many dangers and she got them safely to port each time. 
 
    Back then there were options.  Today and at this moment, she had none. 
 
    Captain Reveles returned to her chair and sat.  She felt a chill pass through her body and buttoned up her jacket. 
 
    The artificial gravity, thankfully, was still working and if her crew were to perish, they would do so while sitting in their posts.  The Captain took a moment to think before speaking. 
 
    “It’s a miracle we’re still alive and I’ll be damned if we spend the next couple of hours waiting to die.  How are the communication systems?” 
 
    “Functional, though barely,” Vaughn said.  “It will take at least a week for any signal to arrive at the Pandora Displacer.” 
 
    Captain Reveles drew a very sharp breath.  She furiously considered what to do.  Finally, she had a thought.  She slammed her good hand down and said: 
 
    “I know there’s a ship following us.  It’s time to call her.” 
 
    “Sir, even if she’s there, why would she help us?” 
 
    “We’re going to make it so she has to,” Captain Reveles said.  “Do we still have access to our torpedoes?” 
 
    “The aft torpedo only,” Vaughn said after checking his instruments.  “But the launch bay door is crushed and sealed.  We cannot fire.” 
 
    “We don’t have to,” Captain Reveles said.  “Open all communication lines.” 
 
    Vaughn pressed a series of buttons. 
 
    “Communication lines are open, sir.” 
 
    Captain Reveles spoke. 
 
    “This is the Cargo Vessel Apokalupto off the Skryty corridor.  We are inside the Mesa Asteroid field and have sustained life threatening damage.  We carry a cargo of Nulo minerals, estimated value fifty thousand credits.  We offer this cargo to any nearby vessel willing to come to our aid.  However, you must arrive in the next two hours.  If you do not, we set off a Taslin Torpedo and this vessel, and that valuable cargo, will be vaporized.” 
 
    Captain Reveles motioned to Vaughn and he shut the communication systems off. 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes passed and the cockpit grew increasingly chilly. 
 
    The Apokalupto received no reply to their message nor was it expected.  At least not that quickly. 
 
    “They’ll make sure we’re in as much trouble as we say we are,” Captain Reveles muttered.  “For all they know, we could be laying a trap.” 
 
      
 
    More minutes passed. 
 
    Close to one hour after the transmission, Apokalupto received a response. 
 
    “This is Captain Cornerstone of the Iconoclastic,” a male voice said.  “We received your transmission, Captain Reveles.” 
 
    “Iconoclastic,” Captain Reveles repeated.  The distaste in her voice was great.  “I should have known.  Cornerstone’s ship was parked awfully close to our bay on Proxima.” 
 
    “We are near,” Captain Cornerstone continued, unaware of what Captain Reveles just said.  “We should be in your quadrant within the next hour.” 
 
    Captain Reveles’ teeth chattered and her breath came out in thick clouds.  She motioned to Vaughn and he opened the communication lines. 
 
    “Thank you, Captain Cornerstone but that won’t work.  You’ll make it just in time to watch us blow ourselves up.” 
 
    Captain Reveles again motioned to Vaughn and all outgoing communications were shut off. 
 
    “They’re much closer than they’re willing to admit,” she said. 
 
    A few more seconds passed before Captain Cornerstone sent out another transmission: 
 
    “We’re moving as quickly as we can.  Perhaps we make it there sooner.  Please hold on as long as you can.  Iconoclastic out.” 
 
      
 
    Yet more minutes passed. 
 
    First Officer Vaughn checked and double checked the torpedo controls. 
 
    “What is it?” Captain Reveles asked. 
 
    “Torpedo controls are coming in and out,” Vaughn said. 
 
    “Then we need to set a timer,” Captain Reveles said. 
 
    “We certainly can, Captain.  But given the state of our systems, once we set the timer, we may not be able to stop it.” 
 
    “I won’t let Cornerstone get what’s ours,” Reveles said.  “We’ll risk it.” 
 
      
 
    Slowly, agonizingly, the crew waited. 
 
    Captain Reveles felt her consciousness drift and at one point she thought someone called out to her.  She shook her head and said: 
 
    “Status?” 
 
    It took First Officer Vaughn a few seconds to answer.  His face was deep red and he couldn’t stop shivering. 
 
    “Timer is down to twenty nine minutes.” 
 
    Captain Reveles reached for her communicator.  Before she could activate it, brilliant lights flashed from the asteroid maelstrom. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Captain Reveles asked. 
 
    “More energy bursts,” Vaughn replied.  “I’m reading heavy energy releases.  It’s as if… as if there’s a war going on in there.” 
 
    The crew watched the light bursts behind the whirling asteroids grow larger and larger. 
 
    “It’s coming closer,” Captain Reveles said. 
 
    As she spoke, her communicator came on. 
 
    “Apokalupto?” Captain Cornerstone said.  “Are you still there?  Hang on, we’re fifteen minutes away!” 
 
    Captain Reveles checked her watch and swore. 
 
    “So much for being far away,” she said.  “Turn off the torpedo timer.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    Vaughn pressed a series of buttons on his computer. 
 
    “Sir!’ Vaughn yelled.  “The torpedo timer was already… it was already shut off!” 
 
    The words were so shocking it took Captain Reveles a few seconds to realize what he said. 
 
    “They’re already here!” she roared. 
 
    As soon as she spoke, the Apocalupto shook. 
 
    Hard. 
 
    “Gravity hook,” Vaughn said.  “Their ship is under us!  The Iconoclastic is trying to steal our cargo bay!” 
 
    “The bastards,” Reveles said.  “Set off the torpedo!” 
 
    First Officer Vaughn pressed more buttons but nothing happened. 
 
    “Sir, I’ve lost control over the torpedo!  They must have disabled the system before… before their last communication.” 
 
    At the edges of the view-screen they saw the cargo bay of the Apocalupto.  It vibrated with each tug of the Iconoclastic’s gravity hook.  That vessel slowly rose up from under their ship.  It moved away, parking no more than twenty miles from the Apocalupto. 
 
    “Very clever,” Captain Reveles said.  “They took a risk our sensor equipment was down and we wouldn’t see them coming.” 
 
    Captain Reveles held back her fury. 
 
    “There has to be a way to get to the torpedo,” she muttered. 
 
    “Sir, there’s nothing left to try.” 
 
    Captain Reveles got to her feet, too quickly, and stumbled.  She neared Vaughn’s side and looked over the damaged monitor of his computer station.  She pressed buttons, desperately, in an attempt to gain access to the weapon. 
 
    “Sir…” Vaughn said. 
 
    Captain Reveles slammed her hands over the controls.  Nothing worked.  Nothing made a difference. 
 
    “Sir, there’s… there’s nothing left to try,” Vaughn said.  “We’ve lost.  We’ve… we’ve lost.” 
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    Despite what her First Officer said, Captain Reveles continued pressing buttons. 
 
    The ship shook even more as the gravity hook struggled to pull the cargo bay free. 
 
    “Shit!” she yelled. 
 
    Everything Vaughn said was correct.  At this point, the Iconoclastic could do whatever it wanted. 
 
    “Shit,” she repeated, softer. 
 
    She stepped back and laid her hand on Vaughn’s shoulder before returning to her chair.  The bridge shock even more.  One of the security clamps holding the cargo bay snapped.  Captain Reveles’ attention returned to the view-screen.  More of the cargo bay was visible. 
 
    So too were the brilliant lights coming from beyond the whirling asteroids. 
 
    “The Gods help us,” Captain Reveles said. 
 
      
 
    And then, incredibly, another ship emerged from the maelstrom.  It was similar to the one which crippled the Apokalupto.  This ship, however, made it only a short distance before an energy blast flew out from within the maelstrom and slammed her. 
 
    The stricken vessel slowed and spun, her body turning from deep black to ashen gray as it drifted closer to an asteroid lying in its path.  The ship smashed into the enormous rock and, as if it had turned to glass, shattered into thousands of pieces. 
 
    Seeing this, the Iconoclastic immediately released its gravity hook and the ship’s thrusters came to life.  Aboard the Apocalupto, the shaking stopped as the crew watched the Iconoclastic flee. 
 
    “Fucking cowards,” Captain Reveles said. 
 
    While the Iconoclastic disappeared into the distance, another vessel emerged from the maelstrom.  It too was dark and its body very sleek but its shape was noticeably different.  It slowed, as if to check on the remains of the ship that emerged moments before.  What appeared to be energy weapons along the ship’s body glowed. 
 
    The ship remained before the asteroid the fleeing vessel smashed into for a few seconds before spinning around. 
 
    It faced the Apokalupto. 
 
      
 
    The vessel was at least twice as large as the Apokalupto and slowly moved toward it. 
 
    “What… what is it?” Vaughn asked.  “I’ve never seen anything like it!” 
 
    “Neither have I,” Captain Reveles said. 
 
    The lights along the mysterious ship’s body dimmed and, once they did, it all but disappeared into the darkness.  She moved closer and closer to the Apokalupto before coming to a stop directly in front of the damaged vessel. 
 
    “Now what?” Reveles muttered. 
 
    Like the vessel that emerged and slammed against their ship, this spacecraft also had the ability to alter its shape.  Her bow seemed to liquefy and a long, thick tendril emerged from it.  The tendril stretched out until it touched the Apokalupto. 
 
    “Are they… are they after our cargo, too?” Vaughn asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Captain Reveles said. 
 
    The crew watched the vessel connect to their ship. 
 
    As it did, Captain Reveles recalled a long forgotten childhood memory.  It was from the time her father worked in the Kalarian shipyards.  She heard many a sailors’ lore back then, words she hadn’t recited since she was a child. 
 
    “She’s black like the night and can change her appearance at will…” Captain Reveles muttered. 
 
    Vaughn recognized the verse. 
 
    “She’ll move like light, untouchable and untouched, unseen unless willing to let herself be seen,” he finished. 
 
    Vaughn felt a fresh wave of chills. 
 
    “In school, they called it the Song of the Ghost Ships,” Captain Reveles said.  She collected her thoughts before continuing.  “One day, we sang it at the dinner table and father got so angry.  He told me ghost ships don’t exist, that they were a stupid fantasy.  But the way he talked… it was… it was like he knew what he was saying wasn’t true but he tried so hard to convince us otherwise.  I’ve heard many rumors of mysterious ships spotted in galactic graveyards.  Waiting…” 
 
    For several long minutes the crew watched as the ship floated before the Apocalupto. 
 
    And then, incredibly, they heard the sound of their ship’s life support systems switch on.  A stream of warm air flowed through the Apokalupto’s vents and into the bridge. 
 
    “What in Hades?” Captain Reveles said.  “Vaughn?” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything,” he said.  “Life support was completely gone.  Unfixable!” 
 
    “Then what could have…” 
 
    Captain Reveles faced the main view-screen and the mysterious vessel before theirs. 
 
    “They fixed our life support?” 
 
    “It’s the only explanation, sir,” Vaughn said. 
 
    The crew moved to the largest of the vents. 
 
    “Sir, we still don’t know what she’s up to,” Vaughn said. 
 
    “At this point, if she wants our cargo, she can have it,” Captain Reveles said. 
 
    The crew of the Apokalupto sat back and enjoyed the warm and very fresh air. 
 
    After a while, the mystery ship retracted its tendril and moved.  She passed the Apokalupto and stopped before an asteroid wall.  A light emerged from the ship and a fearsome burst of energy was discharged. 
 
    A portion of the asteroid before the vessel was vaporized.  The ship continued firing, digging deeper and deeper. 
 
    Officer Vaughn was incredulous. 
 
    “Sir, she’s excavating a tunnel through those rocks!” 
 
    Having finished making the tunnel’s opening, the mystery ship entered it.  She continued burrowing and her lights faded as she moved farther –and deeper– away. 
 
    “She’s just going to leave us here?” Vaughn said. 
 
    “Check the engines,” Captain Reveles said.  “Let’s see what else she fixed.” 
 
    The crew returned to their stations and did as ordered. 
 
    Vaughn leaned back in his chair, both incredulity and relief on his face. 
 
    “Sir, we have power to our remaining thrusters!” he said. 
 
    “Enough to move?” 
 
    “Slowly,” Vaughn said.  The smile on his face was incredibly bright.  “More than enough to get us out of here!” 
 
    “Then let’s go!” 
 
    “Aye aye sir!” 
 
    Vaughn pressed several buttons and the cockpit vibrated as the ship’s remaining engines came to life. 
 
    “Follow our benefactor’s path,” Captain Reveles said.  “With any luck, she will take us to the Displacer.” 
 
    The Apokalupto spun around and entered the freshly created tunnel. 
 
    “Any signs of the Iconoclastic?” 
 
    “None sir.” 
 
    “Good,” Captain Reveles said.  “We’ll meet up with her again, and when we do…” 
 
    Captain Reveles let the thought slide.  She took a moment to admire the tunnel their vessel was now flying through. 
 
    “Imagine the energy needed to do something like this.” 
 
    “Sir, do you… do you think that was a ghost ship?” 
 
    “They exist,” she said.  “That much I’ve always believed.” 
 
    And in that moment, so too did the surviving crew of the Apocalupto. 
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    Very Far Away… 
 
      
 
    Saint Vulcan, her features almost completely hidden behind her space suit, hurried to the edge of the spherical tinsel glass. 
 
    A partition opened and she stepped through it and into the base.  Left behind was her spacecraft and, just past it and half buried under a gray, ashen surface, was the Displacer she and her craft emerged from. 
 
    Lights came on along the walls of the base and its outer door closed and sealed.  Other locks and security features activated. 
 
    Saint Vulcan removed her suit and clothing until she was nude. 
 
    She pressed buttons on the wall beside her and a large glass panel slid away.  There was an empty cavity beyond the panel and Saint Vulcan stepped into it.  Lights flooded the chamber as a medi-scanner activated and checked her body. 
 
    It was a very long time since she was last here and she wanted to verify she was not compromised by being so very close to her Masters’ ships. 
 
      
 
    The exam took several minutes and, while it tested Saint Vulcan’s patience, it was wise to be cautious. 
 
    In time the medi-unit finished its job and Saint Vulcan exited the scanner and opened a side door which led into a dark closet. 
 
    Despite the darkness, she did not stumble while moving through it.  She found several suits and assorted clothing sealed in plastic and chose one.  She stripped off the seals and dressed. 
 
    It was while doing this Saint Vulcan noticed a light frost on her skin.  She checked the room’s temperature. 
 
    Negative 218 Fahrenheit. 
 
    “We’ll have to do something about that,” she said. 
 
    There was no reason to risk damaging her outer layer of skin. 
 
      
 
    With the base warming, Saint Vulcan made her way out of the medi-unit and into the living quarters. 
 
    She walked on, ignoring the closed doors at her sides before reaching one final door at the corridor’s end.  This door opened to reveal an elevator and Saint Vulcan took it to the top floor.  When she reached her destination, the doors opened and lights streamed at her through several windows. 
 
    Past those windows was a flat and gray field.  There were small hills and rocks but the terrain was monotonous and lifeless.  Over it and in the sky was absolute darkness. 
 
    She walked to one of the windows and below it found a series of computer panels.  She hit several switches and the long dormant machines came to life.  Ancient circuitry conducted detailed analysis before many hundreds of lines of information appeared on the various monitors. 
 
    Saint Vulcan took the information in and felt a growing sense of anticipation. 
 
    “How silly,” she said. 
 
    There were no detectable external threats.  There were no machines or sources of energy within a five thousand mile radius.  She was utterly alone, at least for the moment. 
 
    Saint Vulcan checked the life support systems and found the temperature in the base was up to negative 50 degrees Fahrenheit. 
 
    “That’s good enough,” she said. 
 
    Saint Vulcan stepped past the computers and to another of the windows. 
 
    Far away, in the horizon, a dim light appeared.  It grew brighter and brighter as the planet this small world orbited rose into view.  That planet was nearly as dead as the rock orbiting it. 
 
    Earth. 
 
    She’d see it in full soon enough, but in the meantime there was so much work to be done within her Moon base. 
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    After a while, the ship appeared. 
 
    Though in the process of slowing, it was nonetheless traveling incredibly fast and would pass over the Lunar Base and be gone in seconds. 
 
    It was possible the ship’s pilot would see Vulcan’s base but, given the craft’s speed and her inability to stop and turn, there was no way her two passenger crew could investigate. 
 
    Vulcan watched through the window, her enhanced vision offering a magnified view of the terrain and sky above.  She focused on the ship. 
 
    The Xendos. 
 
    She was surprised to find it didn’t travel alone.  Below it and held by a gravity hook was an escape craft. 
 
    Vulcan leaned forward, her attention rapt.  This was unexpected. 
 
    She focused on the escape craft and tried to see through its too small windows.  She spotted a form, a person, looking through one of the windows and at the terrain below.  The person had long, blonde hair. 
 
    Inquisitor Cer. 
 
    If Inquisitor Cer was in the escape craft, the Independent B’taav was piloting the Xendos. 
 
    Vulcan pressed buttons on the computers before her and linked up to the approaching ship.  She kept the link secret as there was no need to alarm them. 
 
    She downloaded information from the Xendos, including everything gathered by the nano-probes that coated her outer body and lay hidden within the craft. 
 
    She then switched to a live video feed. 
 
    B’taav was indeed at the controls of the Xendos.  Unlike the very ill person he was on Pomos a few days before, B’taav was mostly recovered from the nano-probe infection. 
 
    A second video feed, originating from the escape craft, displayed Inquisitor Cer.  She had an ugly cut on her forehead and her blood marred the escape craft’s controls.  She took up most of the vessel’s interior and stared out its window.  She was the first to spot the lunar base. 
 
    In the Xendos, B’taav also noticed the base, mainly because of a single light shining through one of its windows.  The light which came from the room Vulcan was in. 
 
    The Xendos and the escape craft flew over the lunar base and were quickly gone, their destination Earth. 
 
    All was going as planned. 
 
      
 
    Saint Vulcan shut most of the computers off for they were no longer needed and sat back in her chair. 
 
    She closed her eyes and concentrated. 
 
    Long minutes passed.  An hour.  Two. 
 
    Vulcan opened her eyes. 
 
    In that time, the Earth rose past the Moon’s horizon. 
 
    Floating above Earth was a massive, grotesque starship.  It was a third the size of the planet and just as dead.  A second structure, a metal lattice, surrounded Earth like a garrote. 
 
    The ship and lattice belonged to Vulcan’s old masters, the alien race known as the Locust Plague. 
 
    Though spread out and ready for use, the metal lattice was still.  There was nothing on Earth worth taking.  Vulcan noticed few clouds –dust actually– on the Earth’s surface.  They moved in a slow swirl.  More would appear and gain strength.  Quickly. 
 
    Vulcan checked the Moon base’s long range instruments.  The super-juggernaut Thanatos was approaching.  By the time the massive starship arrived, Earth would be covered in that sandy whirlwind. 
 
    By then, it would be time to leave this place for good. 
 
    Saint Vulcan was satisfied all was in order.  She again closed her eyes and allowed her mind to relax. 
 
    In that moment, she felt it. 
 
    The message. 
 
    It came from deep below the Earth’s surface. 
 
    From Three of Three. 
 
    She told her ancient companion all was ready. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



29 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for that small storm to grow and cover almost the entire Earth. 
 
    Captain David Desjardins watched it from his artificial beach on board the super-juggernaut Thanatos.  The vessel, like its brothers the Argus and the Tears of the Stars, was a solar system killer, a doomsday bomb disguised as a starship. 
 
    The Thanatos slipped past the Moon and her missiles fired upon the Locust Plague mothership. 
 
    The nano-probes within that ship had taken over and the metallic tentacles surrounding Earth spun and gained speed.  They attempted to do the job they were supposed to over five thousand years before. 
 
    “Fire all starboard missiles,” David Desjardins said. 
 
    A hologram figure appeared at his side.  It bore the likeness of Saint Vulcan. 
 
    “Missiles away,” the Saint Vulcan hologram said.  “Loading next charge.” 
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
    The Saint Vulcan hologram took a moment to assess.  One of the images before David Desjardins changed.  It displayed a vessel rising from the planet’s surface.  It was dead center in the eyewall of the enormous planet-sized storm. 
 
    “The Xendos is approaching orbit,” the Saint Vulcan hologram said.  “Estimated time before she reaches it is fifteen seconds.” 
 
    “The storm?” 
 
    “There is a fifty nine percent chance she will make it through the storm’s outer wall.” 
 
    “Cutting it close, are we?” 
 
    “We have the time available to us and nothing more,” the Saint Vulcan hologram said. 
 
    “We do at that,” David Desjardins said. 
 
    The images changed.  Titanic metallic structures appeared within the massive storm.  They rose from the ground and the acid seas.  From the mountains and valleys.  They rose at a frantic pace and reached Earth’s upper atmosphere. 
 
    The images were disrupted as the artificial beach shook. 
 
    “Locust Plague ship is firing upon us,” the Saint Vulcan hologram said. 
 
    “Respond in kind,” David Desjardins said.  “Show them we don’t take kindly to being fucked with.” 
 
    A deep rumbling was felt and lights dimmed as energy weapons discharged.  The water before Desjardins continued rippling and waves lapped hard against the artificial shore. 
 
    “Where’s the Xendos now—” 
 
    Electric crackles and a familiar voice was heard over the communication system. 
 
    “Than— do you— me?” 
 
    The voice was that of Inquisitor Cer. 
 
    “Boost the signal,” David Desjardins said. 
 
    Images from within the Xendos appeared before Desjardins. 
 
    “Xendos, this is the Thanatos,” David Desjardins said.  “Do you read me?” 
 
    “Thank the Gods!” Inquisitor Cer yelled.  “We read you David!” 
 
    David Desjardins sat back in his chair and watched as the Xendos exited Earth’s atmosphere.  The massive storm that covered the planet no longer allowed him a view of the metallic structures below so Desjardins’ attention turned to the readings from the Locust Plague mothership.  On his face appeared a satisfied smile. 
 
    “You did your job well,” he said.  “The Locust Plague’s Mothership was almost at full power until a few seconds ago.  The computer virus is working.” 
 
    “What’s the status of the Thanatos?” 
 
    “I’ve swatted away a bunch of drones.  Otherwise we’re ready for detonation.” 
 
      
 
    The Xendos flew through a thick cloud of debris and energy weapon discharges. 
 
    The Locust Plague Mothership, though increasingly crippled by David Lemner’s computer virus, nonetheless continued pounding the Thanatos with all she had.  The Thanatos returned fire while Locust Plague drones moved around her, firing their weapons and trying to disrupt and destroy her offensive capabilities.  The battle was near even, but it was never the intention of the Thanatos to win this particular skirmish. 
 
    Not that way. 
 
    The Xendos continued climbing, first passing the moving tentacles before passing the Locust Plague Mothership itself. 
 
    The Xendos approached the Thanatos’ side and used the massive ship as a shield against the Locust Plague’s weapons.  Incredibly, that side of the super-juggernaut was intact. 
 
    Soon, the crew of the Xendos, Inquisitor Cer, B’taav, Becky Waters, and Nox spotted a light as bright as a small star shining off the Thanatos’ port side.  The Thanatos carried a small Displacer and it was active and waiting for the Xendos to fly through it and escape the doomed Solar System. 
 
      
 
    In his artificial beach paradise, David Desjardins watched the Xendos move closer to the Displacer. 
 
    The water before him was now far too violent to swim in. 
 
    “Not that this is the time to take a dip,” he muttered and laughed. 
 
    “Desjardins, how do we get you out?” B’taav asked over the communicator. 
 
    “You don’t,” David Desjardins said. 
 
    “There’s still time to save you!” 
 
    “No there isn’t.  I’ve lived two full lives, B’taav.  One more than everyone else.  Make yours count.” 
 
    David Desjardins looked up and at the tinsel glass ceiling covering the artificial beach. 
 
    The Xendos would pass by very soon.  Perhaps they’d even see him. 
 
    David Desjardins lifted his hand.  He waved. 
 
    Just as he did, a small black dot zoomed across the length of the tinsel glass ceiling. 
 
    “Goodbye,” he said. 
 
    “You’ve done well,” the Saint Vulcan hologram said. 
 
    David Desjardins asked the hologram for one last favor. 
 
    Moments later, when the hologram informed him the Xendos was only seconds from entering the Displacer’s interdimensional corridor, he pressed the button which detonated the super-juggernaut and unleashed her fury upon the Solar System. 
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    There is darkness and a deep silence at the Termination Shock, the place considered the outer limits of the Solar System and the beginning of deep space. 
 
    In this void, time appears frozen.  The stars’ movements pass in increments measured by thousands upon thousands of years.  Yet now and again, depending on where you are in this vast still sea, there are reminders that time does indeed pass. 
 
    A stray asteroid.  A meteoroid. 
 
    A comet. 
 
      
 
    The comet had no name for her path did not bring her close enough for anyone on Earth to see, and therefore label, her. 
 
    She wandered through space for millions, perhaps billions of years, and would continue her long, lonely journey for nothing –at least so far– lay in her path and could stop or deviate her flight. 
 
    The comet was spherical in shape and roughly five miles across.  This made her nothing more than a grain of sand in the middle of the near infinite nothingness. 
 
    She was therefore the perfect hiding place for a small ship anchored on the comet’s surface and inside a mountain’s perpetually dark shadow. 
 
    The ship lay hidden there for fifty years. 
 
      
 
    She was a nano-probe robot, a Chameleon, who called herself Laverna DeCastillo. 
 
    That was not her real name. 
 
    It was the name of a woman who lived her entire life within the Phaecian Empire many thousands of light years away.  The real Laverna DeCastillo died quietly in her sleep at the age of eighty five a very long time ago. 
 
    Well before she died and when the real Laverna DeCastillo was much younger, she was a member of the Phaecian Army.  During a mission on the planet Gehinnom, she and her fellow soldiers encountered a top secret task force comprised of sixteen robot soldiers. 
 
    The robot soldiers on Gehinnom followed their orders and efficiently destroyed the rebel presence near the planet’s Capitol while the human soldiers, including the real Laverna DeCastillo, followed in their footsteps. 
 
    Phaecian Command did not realize that once the robot soldiers’ primary mission was complete, they faced a command vacuum and had but one question: 
 
    What do we do next? 
 
    The robot soldiers surveyed Gehinnom’s landscape and, recognizing there were heavily armed human soldiers following them, decided they were hostiles and needed to be taken out. 
 
    What followed was a massacre. 
 
    In the years since, Phaecian records were altered to hide the tragic losses of life. 
 
    Unit 6, one of the sixteen nano-probe robots, sustained an injury during the massacre which rendered her unable to communicate with her fellow soldiers. During that time it encountered the human named Laverna DeCastillo.  The female soldier was injured yet protected another, even more severely injured elderly woman. 
 
    Unit 6 could not understand why this human would protect someone while her own life was in mortal danger. 
 
    In search of an answer to this question, Unit 6’s nano-probes penetrated Laverna DeCastillo’s body.  Though them the robot shared Laverna DeCastillo’s memories and personality to the point where the Chameleon thought itself Laverna DeCastillo. 
 
    Years later and on another world, the creature once again encountered its violent robot crew.  Fighting against them was Elias Vulcan.  Not only was he intent on eliminating the Chameleon units, he was determined to find and eliminate the Prototype, the mysterious being Vulcan claimed created these creatures. 
 
    It was only after the threat of the robot crew was dealt with that Unit 6’s memories were restored and Vulcan revealed the truth of the Prototype: It too was a nano-probe robot, one Vulcan created to be his companion.  It was stolen from him shortly after its creation by Phaecian forces.  The Prototype’s A.I. systems learned to hate humans and meant to take over both Empires. 
 
    The only thing standing in its way was Vulcan. 
 
    Vulcan sent the Chameleon who now identified herself as Laverna DeCastillo on a mission that took her to the stars.  Unit 6/Laverna DeCastillo piloted the Thanatos from its berth until it was fifty years away from Earth.  At that point she left the super-juggernaut in the hands of another Captain, a human clone by the name of David Desjardins.  He spent the next fifty years piloting the ship from the Termination Shock to Earth.  The Thanatos was sent to destroy the Solar System. 
 
    Laverna DeCastillo wondered why. 
 
    She also wondered why she was ordered to pilot the vessel to this point only to then wait outside the Solar System and the ship’s blast radius.  She wondered what she could possibly see or do afterwards. 
 
    For fifty years the Chameleon waited in silence within her hidden ship. 
 
    And then she heard the message and for the first time in all those years opened her eyes. 
 
    Before her was her ship’s front window.  It was covered in a thick layer of dark dust. 
 
    Laverna leaned forward.  Her clothing cracked and, in some places, tore.  Unlike Laverna and her ship, It was not made to last so many years. 
 
    She pressed a few buttons and a blast of air blew the dust from the ship’s outer windows. 
 
    Before her was another vessel.  It too was a small ship, one capable of transporting no more than four. 
 
    Laverna’s concentrated and listened for another message.  It came. 
 
    Are you still there, Laverna? 
 
    She recognized the voice. 
 
    It was One of Three, the being she knew as Vulcan. 
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    Epsillon Military Command – Planet Lysander 
 
      
 
    First Lieutenant Francois Marcus rushed from his office in the Epsillon Security Division and made his way to the heavily secured officers’ conference room on the fiftieth level of the Intelligence Agency Division.  The moment he emerged from the elevator he was met with staff from the IAD.  Biometric scans were taken and, afterwards, he was issued a Red Level Summons permit. 
 
    Marcus passed three more security stations and was scanned three more times.  With each stop, his frustration grew.  The message he received from Doctor Aimee Sullivan urged him to get to the conference room as soon as possible and that the situation she was to brief him –and he assumed several other top officers– on was of utmost urgency yet here he was, wading from one checkpoint through another. 
 
    The delays gave him time to wonder why he was brought over. 
 
    Was there a revolt in some distant system?  Was there an outbreak of pirate activity threatening civilian travel lines?  Could a new biological hazard have presented itself?  The worst case scenario also played in his mind: Could there be renewed hostilities between the Epsillon and Phaecian Empires? 
 
    After passing the final checkpoint, he was escorted by military staff directly to the conference room. 
 
    First Lieutenant Marcus found several of the highest ranking Generals, Lieutenants, and Captains already seated around a large table.  Everyone possessed the highest levels of clearance in the Corporate System. 
 
    We’re dealing with dire news indeed, he thought. 
 
    Before each of them was a computer monitor displaying their names.  Two chairs were empty and the computer monitor before one of them was identified as Marcus’. 
 
    Marcus sat in his chair. 
 
    The chair next to his, the last remaining empty one, was reserved for First Lieutenant Charlene Andrews, a middle-aged, no-nonsense officer whose rise in the military was every bit the product of her fierce devotion to the Epsillon Empire as it was personal ambition. 
 
    She arrived only seconds after Marcus and took her seat. 
 
    “Lieutenant,” she said.  “What brings us here this fine day?” 
 
      
 
    A door on the far end of the room opened and Doctor Aimee Sullivan stepped into the conference room.  She walked to the head of the table and said: 
 
    “Thank you for coming on such short notice.  I have a great allergy toward wasting time, so let’s get down to business.” 
 
    On the large monitor behind her appeared a video feed of what looked like a dense asteroid field. 
 
    “Not quite thirty six hours ago the Apokalupto, a private… let’s call her self-employed cargo vessel operating in the Skryty System emerged from the system and contacted local authorities.  Her crew had a fantastic story to tell along with footage provided as proof.  What you’re seeing on your monitors is what we could salvage of this footage.  It starts shortly after the ship was severely incapacitated.  As you can see, the asteroid field before them is disturbed.  The Captain of this vessel swears up until five days before they reached this area it was not so.” 
 
    Doctor Sullivan pressed a button on her computer. 
 
    “A disturbed asteroid field in a nothing system like Skryty is, normally, of little concern to us,” she continued.  “What is a concern is the cause of this disturbance.” 
 
    The video accelerated before slowing to normal time.  A vessel approached the Apokalupto. 
 
    “That’s the Iconoclastic, another private business vessel operating in that area,” Sullivan said.  “The Iconoclastic pretended to offer aid to the Apokalupto but her intentions were far from honorable.” 
 
    The video again accelerated and the Iconoclastic fled the area. 
 
    “Before the good folks within the Iconoclastic could finish their particular brand of help, the asteroid field erupted.” 
 
    A tense silence settled upon the room.  An alien vessel emerged from the maelstrom.  It was followed closely behind by another.  The second ship destroyed the first and Sullivan stopped the video. 
 
    “Does anyone recognize the design of either vessel?” 
 
    The room was very silent. 
 
    “They have to be Phaecian ships,” Marcus finally offered. 
 
    “Given they’re not any known Epsillon vessels, that a logical guess,” Sullivan said.  “But if they’re Phaecian, and considering their sophistication and advanced design, they represent something our rivals would take many decades creating and refining.  Is it possible for them to create something like this without us knowing?” 
 
    “Given our… contacts… within the Phaecian Empire, that’s unlikely,” Brigadier Offerman said.  “We’d have some idea, if not full blueprints.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Doctor Sullivan said.  “But even assuming the Phaecians somehow did create these ships in total secret and without our knowledge, why send them to a dead end system within our borders?  Especially a system like Skryty?  If they wanted to test their advanced crafts in Epsillon territory, why not use Adelphia or Menova or—” 
 
    Doctor Sullivan’s eyes moved from one officer to the next. 
 
    “But we haven’t focused on the most obvious issue: These two vessels are clearly fighting against each other.” 
 
    “War games?” C.O. Anderson said. 
 
    Doctor Sullivan pressed a button and the video re-wound and re-played.  The first ship exited the maelstrom and was fired upon by the second ship.  The energy burst reduced the first ship to ash. 
 
    “War games are just that,” Doctor Sullivan said.  “These vessels are engaged in a life and death battle.  Ladies and gentlemen, this much we know: The ships are very likely not Phaecian and they’re certainly not ours.  The fact that they’re fighting –again, to the death– suggests we’re dealing with two unknown rival forces.  Forces which were to this point, unless you know something I don’t, hidden within our territories.” 
 
    Doctor Sullivan let that information sink in before adding: 
 
    “I’ve been pouring over our intelligence since receiving this footage.  And then, in a rather… unusual place, I found this.” 
 
    Several photographic and video images appeared behind Doctor Sullivan.  Some were distorted.  Some presented images that were too dark or out of focus.  They were pictures taken over many years by many different vessels.  Some were hundreds of years old and several were very well known cultural icons. 
 
    “You brought us here to talk about ghost ships?” one of the older Generals scoffed.  “They’re nothing more than children’s stories and tabloid fodder!” 
 
    “I think it’s more than that, General,” Doctor Sullivan said and pressed more buttons.  Computer graphics were superimposed over several of the older pictures.  A comparison of these crafts showed they had similarities to the crafts filmed by the Apokalupto. 
 
    “It’s been proven many of those images are fake,” another General said.  “Even the ones you’ve presented and compared are hardly proof of the existence of these ghost vessels.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Doctor Sullivan said.  “I only present them for context and the possibility, slim though it may be, that these ships have been around for many years.” 
 
    She pressed a button on her computer keypad.  The main monitor and all the monitors around the table changed to a map of the Epsillon Empire.  A series of red dots appeared over different systems and each dot had a date and time listed beside it.  The very last system to have a dot and time stamp was Skryty. 
 
    “On this map you have twelve systems that reported the presence of unidentified vessels within the past three days.  These reports have come in without raising much of an alarm.  That is, until we received the Apokalupto’s footage and linked the events.” 
 
    Doctor Sullivan pressed another button and a red line traced a route from system to system. 
 
    “This is the order in which the sightings occurred,” she said. 
 
    On the screen was footage of shadowy vessels and bursts of light.  The videos went on, showing different space vistas and vessels.  Some were lit by starlight, others were half-hidden behind rock and planets.  There were videos from weather satellites, Displacers, and spacecraft.  Some showed light bursts that were so far away as to be almost invisible. 
 
    “Now, let’s see the rest of the Apokalupto’s footage,” Doctor Sullivan said. 
 
    The video from the ship appeared, this time showing the alien vessel approaching the cargo vessel.  A metal tendril emerged from it and stretched out.  The footage was again paused. 
 
    “Unknown vessel number two has, at this moment, linked up with and is now aiding the Apokalupto,” Sullivan said.  “Had it not done so, the crew would have frozen to death and it’s very likely we would have never seen this footage.  If our mystery ship wanted to, it could have destroyed the Apokalupto or ignored her entirely and left the crew to their fates.  We would never have been the wiser.” 
 
    “The ship’s actions were benevolent?” Marcus said. 
 
    “Toward the Apokalupto, certainly,” Sullivan said.  “As compared to unknown vessel number one.” 
 
    “Madam, you’re suggesting the people behind at least one of these vessels may be a potential ally?” 
 
    Doctor Sullivan nodded.  She pressed more buttons and in the middle of the conference table appeared a holographic image of two vessels. 
 
    “In sum, we have two forces represented by these two ship types.  Luckily for us, the fighting has been limited to systems away from major populations.  Perhaps even luckier for us, at least one of these forces may be on our side.  That’s the end of the good news.” 
 
    Doctor Sullivan pressed another button on her computer keypad and the image on the monitors changed back to the Epsillon map.  The image zoomed out to show the Phaecian Empire’s territory.  Finally, she pressed another button and the dots indicating where the mysterious ships and the apparent battles occurred.  The dots formed a line. 
 
    The line led from the deepest corners of the Epsillon Empire toward the Phaecian Empire.  And then, a single dot appeared within the Phaecian Empire.  Then another. 
 
    “By the Gods,” Lieutenant Andrews said. 
 
    Doctor Sullivan nodded. 
 
    “Their war is spreading from Epsillon into Phaecia,” she said. 
 
      
 
    When the meeting was over, Doctor Sullivan retreated to her office. 
 
    She found an elderly man dressed in a crisp military uniform sitting before her desk.  In his hands was a computer tablet. 
 
    “General Jurgens,” Doctor Sullivan said.  “I didn’t think you’d still be here.” 
 
    “How did the meeting go?” 
 
    “Well.  They’ll make preparations.  It’s the best we can hope for.” 
 
    “I’ve received more intel,” General Jurgens said.  “We have a few more dots to add to our map.” 
 
    General Jurgens tapped the tablet and a holographic image appeared over it. 
 
    It was the same galactic map Doctor Sullivan presented at the end of her briefing but more red dots appeared within the Phaecian Empire. 
 
    “These are the latest reported skirmishes,” General Jurgens said.  “We have enough of a pattern to make an educated guess as to where our mysterious fighters will show up next.” 
 
    On the hologram appeared a dotted line.  It moved directly to the next system in the line, then the next. 
 
    Doctor Sullivan let out a gasp. 
 
    “Is this correct?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” General Jurgens said. 
 
    If the pattern of attacks continued as plotted, one system within the Phaecian Epsillon, a system that housed billions of people, would soon witness these alien crafts and their war. 
 
    The system was Helios. 
 
    The Phaecian Empire’s seat of power. 
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    The planet Helios, Phaecian Empire 
 
      
 
    The funeral of Holly Raven was a sparsely attended affair. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven, the deceased’s husband, held his two young sons, Michael and Janus, at his sides.  His hands, quivering, settled on the boys’ shoulders.  Despite the incredible grief he felt, he was proud of them.  They held their composure through much of the service, giving in and crying only after their mother’s casket was blessed. 
 
    Afterwards, the Priest spoke well of Raven’s wife and her sacrifice.  But there were times he was at a loss of words.  It was difficult to speak of Holly Raven’s passing given the way she perished.  It was during those moments of silence that Inquisitor Raven seethed. 
 
    “Easy, William,” a voice whispered from behind him. 
 
    It was Inquisitor Fulano.  He was the Empire’s senior Inquisitor and his ship, the Reverie, was the largest, most powerful, and sophisticated battleship in the fleet. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven nodded. 
 
    The few who attended the funeral were aware Holly Raven’s death was the result of Inquisitor Raven’s failure to capture Inquisitor Cer and the Xendos while it hid in the Longshore Space Lanes.  
 
    In ancient times, when the Empire was young and weak, discipline was maintained at sometimes extreme cost.  For the Inquisitors of that bygone era, failure to carry out a command directed by the Council of Twelve could result in extreme punishment.  This punishment was designed to focus the Inquisitor’s mind and make them eager to successfully complete future missions. 
 
    After failing to capture the Xendos and Inquisitor Cer, Overlord Emeritus, the most senior member of the Council of Twelve, ordered Inquisitor Raven to Helios and, in his chambers, presented him with a stark choice: To pick one among his immediate family –wife or sons– to be executed in penance for this failure. 
 
    The casket before Inquisitor Raven spoke of his choice. 
 
    Today, such punishments were unheard of and it was whispered most in the Halls of Power were shocked by the Overlord’s decree.  But Overlord Emeritus’ pronouncement and the execution of Holly Raven were done quickly, well before the other members of the Council were consulted or could object. 
 
    There was talk of repercussions.  They would come too late for Holly Raven. 
 
    “You will make it through this,” Inquisitor Fulano whispered. 
 
    In that moment, Inquisitor Raven felt his emotions nearly overwhelm him. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven was, if nothing else, a man devoted to Church and Empire.  His oath was the bedrock of his soul.  If an Overlord decreed he suffer for his failure, he would accept the punishment for their proclamations were The Word of the Gods themselves. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven drew a deep breath. 
 
    He imagined Holly escorted to the Overlord’s personal Medical Chambers on the pretext of receiving an examination.  Overlord Emeritus’ Doctor administered a sedative and when she was unconscious, a second, lethal drug was administered.  Her death, he was told, came without pain. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven pleaded with Overlord Emeritus to be there with his wife during her final moments but the request was denied. 
 
    “I do this for your own good, Inquisitor,” Overlord Emeritus said.  “I do not wish her to know what is about to happen for I do not wish to further your suffering.” 
 
    Further your suffering. 
 
    A sudden, blinding rage filled the Inquisitor. 
 
    “Suffering strengthens the soul as surely as it builds character,” Overlord Emeritus told Inquisitor Raven even as his wife’s last moments slipped by. “Our journey is far from done and I know we will find Inquisitor Cer and the blasphemers who helped her escape.  You will avenge your dear wife’s death.  I promise you that.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven closed his eyes.  His head dropped. 
 
    Inquisitor Cer’s escape from the Longshore Space Lanes was nothing short of a miracle.  It was the only way to explain how she made it past so many Phaecian ships covering all possible escape routes. 
 
    When he opened his eyes again, he looked around at the few people attending the funeral. 
 
    Not a single one of the Overlords or Council Elders, not even Overlord Emeritus, were present.  Other than Inquisitor Fulano, still standing behind him with his hand on Raven’s shoulder, no other Inquisitor showed up either. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven was glad they stayed away even as he was thankful Inquisitor Fulano came. 
 
    He didn’t know Inquisitor Fulano well but that would be rectified soon enough.  Between the Reverie and the Cygnusa, Inquisitor Raven’s ship, they would take up the search for the Xendos.  The vessel would be found, this much Inquisitor Raven swore. 
 
    His chest tightened and his breathing grew sharper. 
 
    Inquisitor Cer. 
 
    He knew her back when she first entered the Corps.  She was such an arrogant woman.  Then again, to Inquisitor Raven all women who aspired to jobs meant for men were arrogant.  He treated her as he treated them all: badly.  In the end she had her revenge. 
 
    You’ll get what’s coming to you, he thought.  Soon. 
 
    The Preacher finished the Words of Grief and took a step back and away from the casket. 
 
    As he did, it lowered to the bottom of the freshly dug pit.  Machines at either side covered it with dirt.  In seconds Holly Raven was buried. 
 
    The Preacher shook hands with Inquisitor Raven’s sons before offering his hand to Inquisitor Raven.  After looking at it for several seconds, the Inquisitor chose not to take it. 
 
    This lack of protocol shocked the Priest and he was about to protest. 
 
    Before he could, Inquisitor Fulano pulled him away and, as he moved on, the Priest saw the rage in Inquisitor Raven’s eyes. 
 
    “Don’t push this,” Inquisitor Fulano said. 
 
    “The Gods forgive him,” the Priest muttered. 
 
    The ceremony was over. 
 
      
 
    “Give me a moment,” Inquisitor Raven told his boys. 
 
    They waited in the shade of the Ulanah trees while Inquisitor Raven walked toward the departing procession. 
 
    “Inquisitor Fulano?” Inquisitor Raven called out. 
 
    Inquisitor Fulano came to a stop and faced Inquisitor Raven. 
 
    “Inquisitor,” he said and bowed. 
 
    “Thank you for coming,” Inquisitor Raven said.  Even as he said this, he was surprised to find the Cygnusa’s Chief Engineer, Carlos Muses approach. 
 
    “My vessel happened to be in orbit around Helios and…” Inquisitor Fulano shook his head.  “What am I saying?  My deepest condolences, Inquisitor Raven.  Words mean nothing in a time like this—” 
 
    “I have no need for words, kind or otherwise,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “What I need is to capture the Xendos and Inquisitor Cer.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven winced at the mention of her name. 
 
    “You command the fleet’s most fearsome vessel, Inquisitor Fulano.  I mean to contact all other commanders of all other ships and coordinate a search.  The Xendos will be found.  Inquisitor Cer will be brought to justice.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven’s eyes drifted back to Chief Engineer Muses.  Inquisitor Fulano followed his gaze. 
 
    “You’re wondering what Chief Muses is doing here,” Inquisitor Fulano said. 
 
    “I am,” Inquisitor Raven admitted.  “He was on leave.  He wasn’t supposed to return to the Cygnusa until next week.” 
 
    “Chief Muses is on Helios because…” Inquisitor Fulano began and stopped.  He shook his head.  “It pains me to give you this news here and at this time but… Chief Muses was reassigned to my ship.  Part of the reason we’re here is so he can get his personal effects.” 
 
    “Is this… is this further punishment against…?” 
 
    “No!” Inquisitor Fulano said, perhaps a little too quickly.  “I received word of this transfer well before the events involving the Xendos.  That’s why he took leave shortly before you were in… in Longshore.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven straightened up. 
 
    “Chief Muses has been a very valuable member of the Cygnusa,” he said.  “He will make your ship proud.” 
 
    “I’m certain he will,” Inquisitor Fulano said.  He extended his hand.  “I’ll be off, Inquisitor.  If there’s anything you need…” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven grasped Inquisitor Fulano’s hand. 
 
    “The only thing I need is help in capturing Inquisitor Cer,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Nothing else matters.” 
 
      
 
    Inquisitor Fulano walked away, stopping for a few seconds at the Graveyard’s entrance to talk to Chief Muses before moving on.  Chief Muses remained where he was, unsure whether to approach Inquisitor Raven.  Behind him appeared two women dressed in blue.  They were from the Sacred Hearts School and were there to pick up Inquisitor Raven’s boys. 
 
    “Dad?” Michael, his eldest son, said. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven bent down. 
 
    “Michael, Janus,” he began. “There is much I have to do and I won’t… I won’t be around for a while.  You’ve been through much and the pain you’re feeling, the pain we are feeling, is overwhelming.  But it will go away in time.  You must dedicate yourselves to make your mother proud.  You must show the universe everything she did for you, all her kindness, meant something.” 
 
    “Yes Dad,” Michael said. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven gave his sons a final hug. 
 
    “Stay strong,” he said.  “Promise me you will.” 
 
    “We will,” they said. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven straightened up just as the Sacred Heart School escorts were at his side. 
 
    “Inquisitor,” one of the women in blue said and bowed. 
 
    The boys were allowed entry in this prestigious school and their education paid for under the instruction of Overlord Emeritus himself. 
 
    Parents would do almost anything to get their children into this school and his sons, as dear to him as they were, did not have acceptable entry grades.  By allowing his children in, it was clear Overlord Emeritus was trying to smooth over the punishment he forced upon Inquisitor Raven.  Or so it seemed. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven knew better. 
 
      
 
    His sons walked with the women out of the graveyard and to a waiting vehicle. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven followed, stopping at the graveyard’s entrance and before Chief Muses. 
 
    “Inquisitor Raven,” Chief Muses said and saluted. 
 
    The man stood just under six feet and was slightly overweight.  He was in his late fifties yet still retained a hint of his fading youth. 
 
    “I’m so sorry for… for your loss.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Inquisitor Fulano told me you were re-assigned to the Reverie.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Chief Muses said.  “I was flown here so that I could pick up my things and—” 
 
    Chief Muses stopped and shook his head. 
 
    “Dammit Bill, they didn’t have to get me to do this today,” he said. 
 
    “No,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “They did not.  But they did and that’s not your fault.  Let’s get back to the Cygnusa.  There will be more than enough time to share a couple of drinks for old time’s sake.” 
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    HPB Cygnusa, orbiting the planet Helios 
 
      
 
    The shuttle craft flew past Helio’s atmosphere and approached the Cygnusa.  
 
    Its pilot asked for and received permission to enter the mighty battleship.  The shuttle then glided past the landing bay’s open doors and landed in her assigned berth.  Atmosphere filled the area while artificial gravity was engaged.  After all security features were in place, the shuttle door opened. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven was the first to exit the vessel, followed closely by Chief Muses.  Inquisitor Raven found Lieutenant Sanders, the ship’s second in command, waiting for him near the extended walkway that led to his shuttle.  She saluted him. 
 
    “Inquisitor,” she said.  “Welcome… welcome back.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Anything to report?” 
 
    “No sir.  The Cygnusa and all departments are in perfect order.  Just as you left them.” 
 
    “You heard the news regarding Chief Muses?” 
 
    “We just received the orders, though it is my understanding this was in the works for a while.” 
 
    “Seems we’re the last to know,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Then again, we have been busy.” 
 
    He motioned to Chief Muses. 
 
    “If I’m needed, the Chief and I will be in my quarters,” he said. 
 
    Together, the two left the landing bay and headed to the elevators. 
 
      
 
    Inquisitor Raven’s quarters was sparsely furnished.  A metal desk and a slide out chair were the most prominent pieces of furniture.  A door led out of the room on one side and a smaller door led to a bathroom on the other.  A third door, this one directly to his right, led to a very small bedroom.  To the side of the desk was a window that looked out into space.  The planet Helios was visible below. 
 
    “Where has all the time gone, Carlos?” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “Been asking myself the same question.  What has it been, ten years?” 
 
    “At least,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Please, sit down.” 
 
    Chief Muses sat before Inquisitor Raven’s desk.  He couldn’t help but notice the framed photograph of Inquisitor Raven, Holly Raven, and their boys on it. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven walked to the small cabinet beside the window overlooking Helios and reached for a bottle of Naranja.  He grabbed two glasses and laid them on the desk.  He filled both and swallowed his drink in a single gulp. 
 
    “There was a time, back in the academy, where I could drink you under a table,” Chief Muses said.  “I’m not so sure now.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven made himself another drink and walked back to the window.  He motioned to it. 
 
    “This right here is my greatest luxury,” he said.  “Even in the darkest days, the view of the Gods’ wonders offer solace.  Come, take a look.” 
 
    Chief Muses walked to Inquisitor Raven’s side.  He looked through the window and down at Helios.  He spotted Themonoli, the planet’s Capital and the center of the Empire’s power. 
 
    “That’s where Overlord Emeritus is,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “That’s where we were only minutes ago.  That’s where my wife will lie for eternity and very close by is where my children are.” 
 
    “The Sacred Hearts School,” Chief Muses noted.  “Quite an honor.” 
 
    “The school is exactly five miles from Canneli Castle, the place where Overlord Emeritus is right this moment.” 
 
    Dark thoughts clouded Inquisitor Raven’s mind. 
 
    “I don’t have to tell you the size of the Cygnusa’s arsenal,” Inquisitor Raven continued.  “With a single word followed by a security code, every one of the fusion cannons and torpedoes are at my command.” 
 
    “Please, Bill,” Chief Muses begged.  “The walls have ears.” 
 
    “Under normal circumstances, my sons would never have been granted entry into the Sacred Hearts School,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “I don’t know what’s worse, Overlord Emeritus forcing me to choose which of my greatest loves to put to death… or the fact that he already knew who I would choose and made arrangements so that my sons would be such a short distance from him.  You see Carlos, my sons being in that school is not an honor.  It is a leash.  He’s ensuring I won’t do anything rash.” 
 
    “Overlord Emeritus wants what’s best for the Empire,” Chief Muses said.  “Even if his methods may be… Dammit.  You know how I feel about Holly.  What was done to you tears me apart.” 
 
    “He wants Inquisitor Cer’s head,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “I will give it to him.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven sealed the bottle of Naranja. 
 
    “How long do you need to get your personal effects?” 
 
    “I report to the Reverie tomorrow,” Chief Muses said.  “If you wish, I can use some of the time left to find a suitable replacement.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven extended his hand. 
 
    “I’d like that,” he said. 
 
    Chief Muses grasped Inquisitor Raven’s hand. 
 
    “Sir, it was an honor working for you.” 
 
    “You will be missed,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    He motioned to the door and escorted Chief Muses to it. 
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    Hours passed. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven sat alone in his quarters. 
 
    He read through bits of information and examined numerous galactic charts and log entries. 
 
    After a while, he shook his head and rubbed his face.  The reports were becoming so familiar he felt he could recite them from memory. 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “Keep going,” he muttered. 
 
    He continued his immersion. 
 
    In time, his eyes wandered from the reports and to the framed photograph of his wife and children. 
 
    “I’m not good to you like this,” he said. 
 
    He got to his feet and walked to his window. 
 
    On Helios, a line of clouds grew in the east.  They were the first of what would be several winter fronts. 
 
    A message popped up on his communicator unit. 
 
    “Yes?” he said. 
 
    “I’m sorry to disturb you, especially when you asked for privacy…” a familiar voice responded. 
 
    “What is it, Lieutenant Sanders?’ 
 
    “Sir, could I please come in?” 
 
      
 
    The door slid open and Lieutenant Sanders stood at the threshold. 
 
    “As you see, I haven’t ripped apart the furniture,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “At least not yet.” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders entered the Inquisitor’s quarters.  Once the door closed, she faced her commander. 
 
    “Sir, to begin, I just wanted to say I’m so sorry—” 
 
    “If you’ve come to offer sympathy, I’ve had my fill,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “I have something to show you.  It’s about the Xendos.  There are a few theories I—” 
 
    “I’ve got a few myself,” Inquisitor Raven interrupted.  “Tell you what, I’ll go first.  We lost the Xendos because she had somehow rendered herself invisible.” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders didn’t know how to react to that.  Inquisitor Raven waved his hand. 
 
    “She was camouflaged.  It’s the only explanation.  She carried some kind of equipment on board which rendered her invisible to our sensors.  It’s the only thing that makes any sense.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven spun his computer monitor around so that Lieutenant Sanders could see the files and images on it. 
 
    “I’ve researched all known and experimental Phaecian and Epsillon camouflage research.  Our Military Intel developed a way to cloak small objects but in over three hundred years no one –to our knowledge– has been able to hide anything larger than a single seater fighter and certainly nothing as large as the Xendos.  Thing is, even if the Xendos had a way of hiding in plain sight, how did she eliminate her heat and electronic signatures?  Her exhaust?  That’s way beyond any tech we currently have.” 
 
    “It is,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  She motioned to Inquisitor Raven’s computer.  “May I?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders turned the monitor and keypad and pressed a series of keys.  When she was done the screen was filled with a series of blurry photographs of outer space. 
 
    “What is this?” Inquisitor Raven asked. 
 
    “Pictures taken by the Cygnusa and four of the other vessels under your command during the search for the Xendos.” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders pressed several more buttons. 
 
    “We were always looking at what lay ahead of us and in the search zones.  We weren’t quite as concerned about what was behind.” 
 
    The images merged to form a three dimensional composite projection. 
 
    “I still don’t—” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven stopped talking for he saw it.  A dark object that blocked the light of a distant star. 
 
    “I’ve enhanced the image,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    Lines formed and the shape was better defined.  Though the image remained blurry, the ship’s outline was distinct. 
 
    “It’s the Reverie,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “She was in Longshore, following us,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “Secretly.” 
 
    “Why would…?” Inquisitor Raven began and stopped.  A heavy frown formed on his forehead.  “Inquisitor Fulano was at my wife’s funeral.  He’s been… he’s been watching us?  Why would…?” 
 
    The frown became deeper. 
 
    “By the Gods, he was ordered to,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “He was watching making sure we did as ordered.” 
 
    “Sir…” 
 
    “She was Overlord Emeritus’ backup plan,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “We were ordered to take out the Xendos if she fought.  But what if Inquisitor Cer surrendered?” 
 
    “Sir, you’re not suggesting…?” 
 
    “If we captured the Xendos and took Inquisitor Cer alive, the Reverie would have acted,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Powerful as the Cygnusa is, she’s no match for Inquisitor Fulano’s ship.” 
 
    “Sir, you can’t believe that!” 
 
    “After what was done to my wife, I can very much believe it.  Overlord Emeritus didn’t want anyone from that vessel brought before a court.” 
 
    “And now he’s taking away our Chief of Engineering,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “You will not convince me that isn’t further punishment,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “But I’ll prove myself to the Overlord.  We will continue this mission and we will find the Xendos.” 
 
    “And Chief Muses’ replacement?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t surprise me if this person has strong ties to Overlord Emeritus.” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders nodded.  If the new Chief of Engineering was an Overlord spy, he wouldn’t be the first. 
 
    “Sir, there was one other matter…” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders once again pressed buttons on the computer before Inquisitor Raven.  The holographic display faded and the monitor on the Inquisitor’s desk lit up with notations on Displacer activities. 
 
    “These are the logs from the Genna Displacer at the end of the Longshore Space Lanes,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  She pointed to a single Displacer entry.  “Take a look at this.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven read the information. 
 
    “The Acrobat,” he said.  “Grade B transport craft.  She left a day after we gave up the search for the Xendos and set up guards at the Longshore Displacers.  Her destination was Canaria.” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders pointed to another item on the Displacer list. 
 
    “Look at her size and mass.” 
 
    “Roughly the same as the Xendos,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “As are another one hundred and fifty vessels that passed through the Displacer during that time.” Inquisitor Raven scrolled through the information.  “Her identification codes are proper.” 
 
    “They are,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “But the Acrobat couldn’t have gone through the Genna Displacer at that time.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because she arrived at the Canaria system using the Genna Displacer a month before.  Not last week.” 
 
    “It could have been another trip.” 
 
    “There were no other trips.  The Acrobat went to the Canaria system for an engine refitting.  She’s been docked in a local station for the past month.” 
 
    “Inquisitor Cer duplicated the Acrobat’s identification documents?” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “I believe so.” 
 
    “But how was she not identified by sight?” 
 
    “As you said, hundreds of ships passed through those Displacers since we gave up on the search.  Either the Xendos was very lucky, the Displacer crew were incredibly sloppy, or…” 
 
    “How did she get the Acrobat’s identifiers?  How would Inquisitor Cer know the ship was out of commission?  And even if she did, how would she know to go to Canaria to throw us off her trail?  She had help.  Considerable help.  It’s the only logical explanation.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven shook his head. 
 
    “But something’s not right.  She had to enter the Longshore Shipping lanes expecting Overlord Octo would release the information on the sex trade and admit to his crimes.  Even with all the help she had getting out of there, why put herself in such danger?  Surely there are easier ways of exposing Overlord Octo’s actions?” 
 
    “I don’t know the answer to that sir,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “Regardless, I checked the Canaria Displacer’s logs for the time immediately after the phony Acrobat’s arrival.  Another ship left the zone after the Displacer shift change.  This ship also had the same dimensions of the Xendos and also used a legitimate craft’s identifiers to move on.  Using this information, I found a path and followed it.” 
 
    “To?” 
 
    “Onia.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Inquisitor Cer fled to the Epsillon Empire?” 
 
    “I believe so,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “There’s more.  Sir, what I’m about to tell you is… Well…” 
 
    “What do you have, Lieutenant?” 
 
    “The answer to a question that we didn’t bother asking:  Where the Xendos came from.” 
 
    “What do you mean?  It was in the Remula system before—” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven stopped talking.  He shook his head. 
 
    “You don’t think she was there?” 
 
    “It’s a very distant system and, based on his personal history, hardly the place someone like Overlord Octo would visit.  The next time the Overlord appears, it’s when he’s transmitting his admission of guilt in the smuggling and sex trade operation and offers to fall on his sword.” 
 
    “If his retreat to Remula is a cover, where was he before the Longshore Space Lanes?” 
 
    “Erebus.  The Epsillon side.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven could barely contain his shock. 
 
    Two hundred years before, the Epsillon and Phaecian Empires had their one and only war.  It started and ended in the Erebus system.  Both Empires filled that solar system with their most fearsome ships, only to have each and every one of them incinerated by an explosion, still unexplained, which destroyed the ships days after war was declared.  Left without any weapons to fight with, the Empires settled for an uneasy truce which lasted to this day. 
 
    “Talk,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “I don’t know what Overlord Octo, Inquisitor Cer, and the rest of the crew of the Xendos were doing in Erebus but they were there.  A vessel fitting the Xendos’ description came through the Erebus Displacer and into Remula shortly before the Xendos arrived at the Longshore Space Lanes and just a couple of days before Overlord Octo released his admission.” 
 
    “Inquisitor Cer pilots the Xendos from Erebus, travels long enough to nearly get caught, and then flees back to the Epsillon Empire?  Are you suggesting she is a traitor?” 
 
    “Sir, I’ve been over Inquisitor Cer’s records very carefully.  There isn’t even a hint of evidence to suggest she could be a traitor.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven’s mind was whirling with possibilities.  He said: 
 
    “Whatever Overlord Octo was doing in Erebus, it interested Overlord Emeritus to the point where he wanted the Xendos and all aboard the ship not just caught, but dead.  And if we didn’t clean up this mess, the Reverie was standing by to do it for us.” 
 
    “There is one final fact,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “I did a comprehensive search of the Xendos and found two entries.  It’s listed as a new vessel created by the Casparia Shipping Company for Overlord Octo’s use and delivered to him only a month ago.  This was her maiden flight.” 
 
    “More fake records?” 
 
    “Yes sir.  I could find no independent confirmation of that build.  The Casparia shipping records were wiped shortly afterwards in what they called an on-site magnetic accident.” 
 
    “Very convenient,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “There was a second Xendos listed in the databanks,” Lieutenant Sanders continued.  “That information was… it was not easy to find, sir.  This Xendos was a spy ship planted on the Epsillon side of Erebus just before the Galactic War.  The ship was among those lost in the explosion that took the system out.” 
 
    “You think that Xendos and the one Inquisitor Cer flies are the same?” 
 
    “I do,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  She rubbed her chin before continuing.  “Sir, I remain a loyal officer of the Phaecian Order yet feel what was done to you was… cruel.  More so because you weren’t given enough information before ordered on this mission.  Perhaps it would have made no difference yet…”  Lieutenant Sanders paused for a moment before continuing.  “I made an oath to fight for Phaecia, but I also made an oath to serve my commander.” 
 
    “We’ll get to the bottom of this Lieutenant.  We’ll do what we must.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven reached for the communicator button.  Before he could press it, he received multiple alerts from different systems across Phaecia. 
 
    “What is this?” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “Let me see,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    The alerts were sent through Helios’ Displacer.  They were intended for the Overlords, top commanders, and Inquisitors to see. 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders accessed the information. 
 
    “Sir, its information regarding battles erupting throughout the Epsillon Empire,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “It looks like they’re happening in Phaecia, as well.  The Azul system, Cagora… There are unidentified crafts clashing outside the Rebeta Drive.  The Concord System.  Alexandria.” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders shook her head. 
 
    “There’s a message sent to us originating from the Epsillon High Command!” 
 
    “Let’s hear it.” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders pressed a button and on the monitor appeared an elderly man. 
 
    “People of Phaecia, I’m General Anton Jurgens,” he said.  “I am head of Intelligence Ops for the Epsillon Empire and am authorized to transmit this message and data as a warning.  Two groups of alien forces hidden within both the Epsillon and Phaecian Empires for an undetermined amount of time have declared war on each other.  Their battles follow a line from Epsillon into Phaecia.  These battles lead to your Capital at Helios.  We’ve had our differences and you have reason to doubt my words, but we’re sending this message in the hopes to prepare you for what’s coming.” 
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    The alien vessel’s hull was energized and reflected any and all light while distorting security sensor waves. 
 
    For all intents and purposes, she was invisible to planetary defenses.  This would, of course, be of great concern to the inhabitants of the world she orbited these past five decades. 
 
    Helios. 
 
    The spacecraft floated, along with three others, just outside of Helios’ moon’s orbit and away from the busy traffic lanes and prying eyes. 
 
    Within the ship a machine crew stirred.  Every one of them had the size and general shape of human beings yet their silvery metallic outer shell gave lie to any possibility they were. 
 
    The machines had no need to move and, for many years and until this moment, they remained very still. 
 
    The wealth of reports, first arriving via secure line from Epsillon and now in almost real time from systems closer to Helios, flooded their communication systems. 
 
    Taken together, the reports caused these machines considerable alarm. 
 
      
 
    On board the Cygnusa, Lieutenant Sanders sat before Inquisitor Raven’s computer monitor while the Inquisitor stood behind her.  They were taking in as much information as they could while focusing on General Jurgen’s message. 
 
    “These alien vessels, as best we can determine, have far more advanced technology than either Empire currently has,” he said.  “We’re trying to determine a way of attacking them.  So far, it appears energy weapons are the most effective.” 
 
    General Jurgens paused a moment before again speaking. 
 
    “There is also this,” he said.  Video of the Apokalupto’s encounter with the two alien vessels appeared on the screen.  “This is the clearest footage we have of vessels from either group.  We aren’t certain if it means anything other than this one isolated instance, but the surviving alien vessel in this footage saved the Apokalupto’s crew.  It might mean at least one of these alien forces are on our side.  The Gods be with you, Phaecia.  We will update you as we can.” 
 
    The message ended while even more files were downloaded and made accessible. 
 
    “Sir, we’re getting messages from within the Phaecian system!” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “They’re multiple reports of… of skirmishes along the outer fringes of the Empire.” 
 
    “Do any of them involving Epsillon forces?  We must make sure this isn’t an attempt to conceal an invasion by them.” 
 
    “None of the vessels involved are recognizable Epsillon fighters or battleships, just as General Jurgens said.  Neither are they attacking our vessels or stations.  They are fighting each other.” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders frowned.  She turned the monitor so Inquisitor Raven could better see what was on it. 
 
    “Sir, we’re getting urgent messages from the Demonos’ Displacer.” 
 
    Demonos lay five light years from Helios and was the closest system to the Phaecian Capital.  It took only a few seconds to jump from that Displacer into Helios.  Similarly, any incoming messages between the two Displacers arrived within seconds of being sent. 
 
    “Let’s see it,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    On the screen was an image of outer space.  In the upper right corner were several distant vessels.  They buzzed around as if agitated insects.  Lights flashed between these ships, indicating a fierce battle. 
 
    In the lower quarter of the monitor appeared a Displacer Officer. 
 
    “Helios, this is First Sergeant Matthews of the Demonos Displacer,” the man said.  “Are you seeing this?” 
 
    “This is Inquisitor Fulano of the Reverie,” came his reply.  “We read you Demonos.  Please zoom in on the ships.” 
 
    The Demonos cameras did so, offering a clearer view of the battle.  A group of small, dark vessels attacked what appeared to be an empty area of space. 
 
    “Sir, those attacking vessels have the same general dimensions as the one that rescued the Apokalupto,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “Our potential allies,” Inquisitor Raven muttered. 
 
    Energy blasts were fired upon that apparently empty area of space yet each shot stopped in a specific location.  It was as if they were hitting an invisible wall.  More and more shots hit that target before, incredibly, a very large vessel, one that was similar in size to the largest star bases in the Phaecian Empire, materialized. 
 
    “They’re using cloaking devices,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “By the Gods.  The Xendos must have had similar technology!” 
 
    Smaller vessels emerged from the large one.  They engaged in a vicious dogfight with the star base’s attackers. 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders quickly hit several buttons on the computer and got closer looks at the many ships flying around the base. 
 
    “I don’t recognize any of these ships,” First Sergeant Matthews said. 
 
    “Keep your cameras on them,” Inquisitor Fulano said.  “We’ll make our way—” 
 
    A flicker of light flew across the screen, right to left.  Another followed. 
 
    “They’re moving this way!” Matthews said.  “We need help!  We need help now!” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven pressed the communicator button on his wrist and addressed his next words to his crew. 
 
    “This is Inquisitor Raven,” he said.  “Power the ship up and prepare for battle.  From this moment, we are under a red alert.” 
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    On the surface of Helios and within his personal garden Overlord Emeritus walked accompanied by a group of very young Inquisitor prospects.  The Overlord had such groups follow him around at least once a week to both assess and encourage their future pursuits. 
 
    He walked slowly, now and again swatting at the many Heaven flies circling and pollenating the flowers in his vast garden.  Despite his gray, withered complexion and slow walk, his pale green eyes were very much alive. 
 
    Some of the twelve young students at his side also swatted at the flies while others ignored the insects and listened intently to whatever the Overlord deemed say.  They were among the brightest pupils within their current class at the Academy and the following year would be assigned to their Inquisitor mentors and sent throughout the Empire to learn first-hand what it takes to succeed at such a demanding career. 
 
    For many of the students, as was always the case, it was difficult to understand why they were in this garden. 
 
    “Overlord Emertius,” one of them, a young man no older than fifteen, said. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Your garden is lovely.” 
 
    Upon saying this, his friends held back laughter and the young child’s face turned red.  It was one thing to curry favor from your supervisors.  It was another to do so with an Overlord, especially Overlord Emeritus.  The boy shot his friends an impatient glance and quickly added: 
 
    “Do you spend every day here?” 
 
    Overlord Emeritus considered the question. 
 
    “Maybe not every day,” he said.  “By the tone of your voice, am I to assume you consider this a waste of time?” 
 
    “I meant no disrespect.” 
 
    “Then have the courage to speak truthfully.” 
 
    “I… yes sir.  I do.” 
 
    “Yes sir what?” Overlord Emeritus said. 
 
    The boy was silent while all eyes settled upon him.  None glared quite like that of Overlord Emeritus. 
 
    “If I were in your place, sir, I would consider the time spent in a garden, any garden, and consider if it would be better spent on matters of state.” 
 
    “Strong words.  How many others feel the same?” 
 
    “My opinions are my own,” the young man said. 
 
    “Opinions can be shared.” 
 
    Overlord Emeritus eyed the group. 
 
    “Is he right, children?  Do you feel as he does?” 
 
    The Overlord’s question was met with silence.  After a few seconds Overlord Emeritus waved the children off. 
 
    “The rest of you are a little too modest.  To continue the ways of the Inquisitor, you must learn to speak up and stand by your convictions.  Even before your superiors.  The honor of the Empire demands it.”  Overlord Emeritus eyed the young boy.  “What is your name?” 
 
    “Dolos, Overlord.” 
 
    “There was a time not so long ago I was a young man like you.  Eager for action.  Eager to work for the Empire and take on the universe itself.  In my mind I was filled with the certainty that comes to the young.  I had the answers to all questions and my destiny was to blaze a brilliant path.  When I was done with this life, history books would know me well.” 
 
    The other youths remained silent but attentive.  They sensed the lesson to be imparted. 
 
    “In time one learns you cannot shake up the entire universe every hour of every day.  For forty three years I’ve had a hand in running our beloved Phaecia.  It is my hope I’ve made more good decisions than bad but if there’s one thing I’ve come to realize it’s that if you allow every moment of your time to be consumed by work, you will not survive long.  Moments like these, here in this garden, are necessary.  It is here one reflects on one’s accomplishments and considers the many paths forward.  Reflection before action.  Reflection after action.  That is the true path of the Inquisitor.” 
 
    The young students politely nodded.  In retrospect, it was an obvious lesson yet one that would take years for many to truly appreciate. 
 
    “Now, let me—” 
 
    Overlord Emeritus didn’t finish his thought.  He turned away from the students and, for a moment, his eyes were frozen in place.  They then vibrated, moving back and forth mechanically. 
 
    It was a movement no human eyes could make. 
 
      
 
    Within one of the four invisible vessels orbiting beyond Helios’ Moon, the machine creatures poured over the data and messages coming from Helios’ Displacer. 
 
    Twenty five secret facilities within Phaecia and another forty within the Epsillon Empire were silent and presumed eradicated. 
 
    Information regarding massive and coordinated surprise attacks waged against their forces suggested an enemy with considerable forces of their own.  Their base on Demonos, the closest base to Helios, was under attack at this very moment. 
 
    Analysis was made and the battle was determined lost.  The remaining ships fled the attackers and moved toward that system’s Displacer. 
 
    Programs within the Demonos Displacer’s computers were hacked.  In moments, the alien vessels had control over the device.  They initiated activation. 
 
    The machine creatures orbiting Helios watched their ship’s movements.  They examined the same video feeds the Phaecian vessels around Helios were simultaneously receiving.  They also analyzed the attacker ships’ shape and size and, most importantly, the weapons used. 
 
    The machine creatures drew many conclusions from this information. 
 
    A glowing pair of machine eyes flickered and urgent encrypted messages were sent directly to the palatial gardens. 
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    Inquisitor Raven and Lieutenant Sanders emerged from the elevator and quickly took their positions in the Cygnusa’s bridge. 
 
    On the main view-screen was a live video feed from the Demonos Displacer.  The alien attackers had decimated whatever camouflaged base was hidden nearby and were taking out a diminishing number of ships with cold efficiency. 
 
    “We’re getting messages from Inquisitors Fulano and Diana,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “We’re to coordinate and prepare for battle.” 
 
    “Tell them we’re standing by for their orders,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    On the main view-screen one of the vessels in the Demonos system escaped the main battle and was moving toward the system’s Displacer. 
 
    “She’s one of the ships that was hidden in that camouflaged base,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    It gained speed as it flew straight toward its exit.  The Diakopés, a Phaecian Pleasure ship with a capacity of two thousand passengers, was in her way. 
 
    The fleeing vessel fired upon it. 
 
    “By the Gods, they’re going to destroy her!” Lieutenant Sanders gasped. 
 
    The alien ship’s energy blasts streamed forward and straight at their target. 
 
    But just before they slammed into the Pleasure ship, one of the other alien ships, part of the group that initiated the attack on the camouflaged star base, lunged before the blasts. 
 
    Instead of hitting the pleasure ship, the blasts slammed the alien vessel.  All lights on the dark craft immediately shut off.  Her outer shell blistered before cracking and turning into dust. 
 
    “The alien ship just sacrificed itself to save the Diakopés!” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven’s mind was working furiously, trying to understand what he was seeing. 
 
    “Quick,” he told Lieutenant Sanders.  “We need to make a detailed comparison of which vessel is which and program them into our tactical systems.  General Jurgens was right: One of these two groups values human life.” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders worked her computer controls. 
 
    “The ship that sacrificed itself is near identical in shape and size to the one that saved the Apokalupto.” 
 
    “Send a transmission to the other ships and Helios command.  Make sure their tactical systems, should the time come, target one type of alien vessel but not the other.  Everyone needs to know which is which!” 
 
    Another of the attacking ships drew near the fleeing vessel that tried to destroy the Diakopés.  Both made their way past the pleasure vessel, leaving her intact, and moved closer to the Displacer.  Behind them, the severely damaged alien space station erupted one last time. 
 
    “Sir, the Demonos Displacer’s interdimensional corridor is active,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “The fleeing vessel is making her way there!” 
 
    “What’s her destination?” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders pressed another series of buttons.  Her face grew pale. 
 
    “She’s coming here,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “To Helios.” 
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    The message sent to Overlord Emeritus was received and the mechanical movement in his eyes stilled. 
 
    The pleasant look on his face turned into something far darker.  He looked up, to the skies, as if toward the invisible craft floating past Helios’ Moon. 
 
    “Dismissed,” Overlord Emeritus said. 
 
    The young prospects following him were unsure how to respond.  They were expected to spend at least another hour in the Overlord’s presence. 
 
    “Sir, we—” one of the children began. 
 
    “Dismissed,” Overlord Emeritus repeated. 
 
    The young prospects shrugged and, as a group, walked away, leaving Overlord Emeritus and his Inquisitor bodyguard alone. 
 
    “You too,” Overlord Emeritus said. 
 
    The Inquisitor bowed and did as told. 
 
    Once everyone was gone, Overlord Emeritus’ eyes continued their mechanical vibration. 
 
      
 
    “Helios Displacer, this is Inquisitor Fulano on the HPB Reverie,” came a message through the communication system’s Phaecian Military channel. 
 
    The main view-screen displayed Inquisitor Fulano on the bridge of the Reverie.  The image of another man appeared next to his. 
 
    “This is Commander Tule of the Helios Displacer, Inquisitor,” that man said.  “We are monitoring transmissions from Demonos and are aware of the ships attempting to use the Displacer to flee into Helios space.” 
 
    “Shut the Displacer off,” Inquisitor Fulano ordered. 
 
    “We’re trying, sir,” Commander Tule replied.  “But there is… sir, at the moment our computer systems are acting on their own.  They’ve been infected with some kind of virus and the Displacer’s interdimensional corridor is… sir, its activating.” 
 
    “How long before it can transport vessels?” 
 
    “Less than five minutes.” 
 
    “Regain control of your Displacer,” Inquisitor Fulano said.  “For the sake of everyone.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    The image of Commander Tule winked out and the communication line switched to the private Military channel.  All sound was sent directly to a microchip in Inquisitor Raven’s ear while video was displayed on his private monitor.  Inquisitor Fulano remained on screen and split with the image of Inquisitor Diana of the Hagios. 
 
    “Cygnusa, Hagios, do you read?” Inquisitor Fulano said. 
 
    “We heard you,” both Inquisitor Raven and Diana said near simultaneously. 
 
    “Order your best techs to work on freeing the Helios Displacer,” Inquisitor Fulano ordered. 
 
    “Already done, sir,” Inquisitor Diana said. 
 
    “Here too,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “Good,” Inquisitor Fulano said.  “Inquisitor Diana, the Hagios is closest to the Displacer.  I want you to lay a carpet of mines in front of the Displacer’s maw.  Cygnusa, follow me to the Displacer.  We’ll take on that ship should she somehow make her way here.” 
 
    “We won’t be near enough by the time the first alien vessel is projected to emerge,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “Understood.  Then cover us.  Inquisitor Diana?” 
 
    “Yes sir?” 
 
    “Once you’re done with the mines, target the Displacer’s energy core.  Stand by to fire.” 
 
    “Sir, with the mines we should be able to…” 
 
    “We have no idea what these ships are capable of,” Inquisitor Fulano said.  “If the Displacer’s personnel can’t regain control we’ll have no other option but to destroy the Displacer to prevent the alien vessels from arriving.” 
 
    “There are sixty nine people aboard the Displacer,” Inquisitor Diana said. 
 
    “There are twenty billion people on and around Helios and we have two forces of unknown origin and power about to wage their war on our doorstep.  If they make it here, there’s no telling how many fatalities we’ll be dealing with.” 
 
    Inquisitor Fulano was silent for a few seconds before adding: 
 
    “This is our Capital, Inquisitors.  This is the seat of our power.  Today, we fight for Phaecia!” 
 
      
 
    Inquisitor Raven scanned the computer monitors before him. 
 
    The smaller and faster cruisers the Minoan and Bastille exited their orbit around Helios and were rapidly making their way toward –and then past– the Cygnusa. 
 
    The Displacer’s Defensive Platforms were charged then aimed inwards at the interdimensional corridor.  They were ready to torch whatever emerged from within.  If the fusion cannons on the Platforms failed, the thick carpet of mines the Hagios was laying down would blast anything that came within range. 
 
    Distant thought the Cygnusa was, the crew within her bridge saw the interdimensional core light up.  On another monitor, the alien ship and her equally alien pursuer neared the Demonos Displacer. 
 
    “Time’s running out,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    A single drop of sweat rolled down Lieutenant Sanders’ forehead as she frantically worked her computer. 
 
    “I’m still working on disabling the virus,” she said. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “No luck.” 
 
    She worked frantically and, after a few seconds, swore. 
 
    “Sorry sir,” she said almost instantly.  “Sir, I—” 
 
    She fell back in her chair. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven switched on the private military communication channel. 
 
    “Inquisitor Fulano, we’re unable to remotely shut off the Displacer.” 
 
    A second message came in from the Hagios. 
 
    “We can’t get through either,” Inquisitor Diana said. 
 
    There was a moment of silence before Inquisitor Fulano said: 
 
    “All vessels in this vicinity, listen carefully.  We can’t get control of the Displacer and time has run out.  We have no choice.  I hereby order the destruction of the Helios Displacer’s power core.  I repeat, take out the Displacer’s power core.  Do it now!” 
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    The machine creatures followed the movements of the battleships Cygnusa, Hagios, and Reverie as well as the cruisers Minoan and Bastille.  The smaller ships were already past the Cygnusa and neared the Reverie as they made their way to the Helios’ Displacer. 
 
    They noted the powered up Defensive Platforms as well as the mines lining the area. 
 
    The machine creatures’ weapons were ready. 
 
    Then they intercepted Inquisitor Fulano’s order. 
 
      
 
    Though they were still far apart, the weapons systems on the Reverie, Hagios, Minoan, Bastille, and Cygnusa synched and locked on the Helios Displacer. 
 
    “The crew of the Displacer knows what we’re doing,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “They know we’re targeting—” 
 
    “Are the torpedoes ready?” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “They are, sir.  But by the time we’re in range, they won’t be necessary.” 
 
    Torpedoes from the Hagios and Reverie emerged from their pads and headed at incredible speed at the Helios Displacer. 
 
    “Seventy torpedoes on their way,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    It felt like overkill but given the size of the Helios Displacer and the danger these alien vessels represented, it was the only way to make sure the device was taken out. 
 
    The missile paths were illuminated on the main view-screen.  The deadly projectiles slipped past the Helios Displacer’s Defensive Platforms and approached the mines. 
 
    On board computers guided their courses and small corrections to their trajectory were made.  Each second they drew closer to Helios Displacer’s energy core. 
 
    No one aboard the Displacer was expected to survive. 
 
      
 
    “Stand by,” Inquisitor Raven told Weapons OP Hamilton. 
 
    “Standing by, sir,” Weapons OP Hamilton replied. 
 
    Though they were seconds away from being in range, Lieutenant Sanders was correct.  Their torpedoes would not be necessary. 
 
    The two alien vessels were very near the activated Demonos Displacer but would not make their jump into Helios before that Displacer was destroyed.  On a fourth monitor was displayed the status of the Reverie, Minoan, Bastille, and Hagios’s weapons.  The two battleships and two cruisers prepared another volley of torpedoes.  They would be ready in two minutes. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven’s eyes moved from those monitors to another, this one showing the Helios Displacer in real time.  For a fraction of a second, he thought he saw a flickering light off to the Displacer’s port side. 
 
    Upon seeing it, a sudden and great unease settled over him. 
 
    In their haste to stop the alien crafts from entering Helios, Inquisitor Fulano had the nearest ships unleash all their most powerful offensive weapons against the Displacer.  Though they still had fusion cannons, their torpedoes were temporarily spent.  If the Cygnusa had launched her torpedoes, every ship in the area would be temporarily unable to use that offensive weaponry. 
 
    Then, another thought occurred to him. 
 
    “Why is she coming here?” 
 
    “Sir?” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “The alien ship,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “They could jump anywhere.  Why come here?” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders was about to offer an answer but didn’t. 
 
    “They must know they’re entering one of the most heavily defended zones in the Phaecian Empire.  They could have jumped to a dozen different systems.  So why come here?” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders’ eyes suddenly opened very wide. 
 
    “Sir… they’re capable of camouflaging their ships,” she said. 
 
    “By the Gods,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Boost all thrusters to maximum.  Bring us alongside the Reverie and Hagios.  Quickly.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven slammed his hand against the paneling on the side of his chair, activating the outgoing communication signal. 
 
    “Inquisitor Fulano, this is Inquisitor Raven.  The alien craft is escaping to Helios because she has ships waiting for her here!” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven bit his lip. 
 
    “Sir, it’s a trap,” Inquisitor Raven continued.  “Fall back.  Fall back!” 
 
      
 
    Overlord Emeritus closed and sealed the doors into his garden.  The locks glowed with powerful, and alien, energies. 
 
    Distant footsteps, approaching Inquisitors, were heard.  They were no doubt coming to inform Overlord Emeritus on what was occurring so many miles above. 
 
    They could not know he knew more about those events than all of them combined. 
 
    In his mind he simultaneously saw every camera angle from every vessel in Helios space and heard every new transmission, including Inquisitor Raven’s latest message. 
 
    It was curious that Inquisitor Raven, a proven failure, was the only one with an idea of what was coming. 
 
    Overlord Emeritus let that thought fade away.  His forces noted the position of the Phaecian torpedoes and vessels.  They were waiting for his order to engage. 
 
    The order was given. 
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    The torpedoes were less than a hundred miles from the Helios Displacer when four separate energy discharges appeared out of nowhere and moved quickly at them. 
 
    They hit the torpedoes and, in an instant, every one of them was rendered inert. 
 
      
 
    Inquisitor Raven jumped from his chair. 
 
    “What happened?” he yelled. 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders’ fingers pressed the keys on her computer.  Images were magnified and new information was analyzed. 
 
    “The torpedoes… they’re gone.” 
 
    On the Cygnusa’s main view-screen was the Helios Displacer.  Lights flickered around her.  The lights were dim at first, then brighter and brighter until they coalesced into four separate forms. 
 
    Four separate alien vessels. 
 
    They were as large as the Reverie and sported no identification.  Their design, Inquisitor Raven and all those in the bridge around him immediately knew, was that of the ships that were attacked at Demonos and part of the group that General Jurgens identified as showing no regard for human life. 
 
    “By the Gods,” Inquisitor Raven managed. 
 
    The ship nearest the Hagios unleashed another series of powerful energy blasts.  They slammed into the Phaecian battleship’s midsection.  The Hagios’ port side went dark. 
 
    The alien ships quickly targeted the Bastille.  Energy burst rammed the smaller vessel and, in moments, the cruiser split in half. 
 
    “Are we within range?” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “Yes sir!” Weapons OP Hamilton yelled. 
 
    “Prepare ten torpedoes,” he said and pressed his communicator button.  “Minoan, target the nearest attacking vessel, broad dispersal.  Fire your fusion cannons!” 
 
    The fusion cannon fire provided cover for the Cygnusa’s torpedoes.  They streaked across the emptiness of space and passed under the Hagios before closing in on the nearest of the attacking vessels. 
 
    Before they could reach their target, the vessel fired another energy burst.  Almost all the torpedoes sent by the Cygnusa were incapacitated but thanks to the fusion cannon fire three made it through the alien craft’s defenses and slammed into her. 
 
    Within the bridge of the Cygnusa, a cheer erupted. 
 
    “Quiet!” Inquisitor Raven said.  “This battle’s just begun.” 
 
    The alien vessel slowly spun around.  It settled between the Phaecian battleships and the Helios Displacer.  The section hit by the torpedoes crackled with energy.  The three holes created by the torpedoes, incredibly, were closing. 
 
    “Sir, the ship… its repairing itself!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven examined the readouts. 
 
    “By the Gods, what are these vessels capable of?” he said.  “Reverie, Hagios, Minoan, fall back!” 
 
      
 
    The alien vessel’s weapons spit out more energy bursts. 
 
    The already injured Hagios, her engines barely able to move her, nonetheless positioned herself before the remaining Phaecian vessels. 
 
    “Get behind me!” Inquisitor Diana transmitted.  “I’ll cover you!” 
 
      
 
    Inquisitor Raven gripped his chair and watched helplessly as the stricken Hagios shielded the other Phaecian vessels. 
 
    “Launch all remaining torpedoes at nearest attacking vessel!” he ordered. 
 
    Torpedoes streaked forward and around the Hagios.  They moved at the alien vessels even as those vessels fired back mercilessly.  Explosions filled the area and lit up the darkness. 
 
    A blast brighter than the rising sun forced the crew of the Cygnusa to shield their eyes. 
 
    When the energy was spent, the Hagios’ bow was crushed and her port side roasted.  None of her many hundreds of internal lights were on and her thrusters gave out heat but she did not move. 
 
    “Inquisitor Diana?” Inquisitor Fulano called out. 
 
    He got no response. 
 
    “Sir, our torpedoes hit their target!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven checked the information on his computer.  The alien craft, so intent on taking out the Hagios, failed to deal with the torpedoes and all ten had indeed hit her.  Unlike the Hagios, the alien vessel still showed signs of life but the massive holes in her side and her diminished speed suggested she was badly injured. 
 
    “They’re vulnerable when attacking,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Communicate with the Displacer’s Platform defenses.  Fire everything they’ve got at those vessels!” 
 
      
 
    The Helios Displacer’s Defensive Platforms erupted with fusion cannon fire.  Deadly energy bursts rippled along at the alien vessels’ sterns. 
 
    It wasn’t much, but at this point anything was helpful. 
 
    “Keep the Hagios between us and the alien ships,” Inquisitor Fulano ordered.  “Cygnusa, what’s the status on torpedo reload?” 
 
    “Forty five seconds,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “We’re going to launch a coordinated attack on my mark,” Inquisitor Fulano said. 
 
    “Understood.”  Inquisitor Raven faced Weapons Ops Hamilton.  “Ready those torpedoes for—” 
 
    “Sir,” Lieutenant Sanders interrupted. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven was about to tell her not to interrupt but then noticed the very pale look on her face. 
 
    “Sir, the Displacer…” 
 
      
 
    The Helios Displacer’s hollow core was at full power and her interdimensional corridor was filled with lights and energy pulses. 
 
    In the center of the interdimensional corridor appeared a shadowy form. 
 
    The first of the alien vessels arrived from Demonos. 
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    Overlord Emeritus processed the new information, including the fate of the Hagios and Bastille and shifted his focus on the vessel which just emerged into Helios space. 
 
    She was severely injured but her arrival provided a fresh batch of information regarding the attack on the Demonos base. 
 
    Overlord Emeritus pieced together a timeline of that attack.  It was swift, overwhelming, and a complete surprise.  The attackers appeared out of nowhere and carried excellent camouflage.  The first energy bursts hit with deadly precision and all but took out the base’s defensive and offensive weaponry.  Fighter craft, already circling the base, were among the few ships to survive that initial assault.  Of over four hundred vessels stationed in and around Demonos, this was the only one to make it out. 
 
    The attack followed what was now a pattern.  All the other secret bases between Epsillon and Phaecia experienced similar surprise attacks and equally heavy loses. 
 
    The Overlord scanned the information networks for hints as to where these attacks originated from while another part of him examined his enemy’s coordination and efficiency across so many systems hundreds of light years apart.  It was so precise, so… 
 
    Mechanical. 
 
    At first Overlord Emeritus suspected the attacks were orchestrated by humans.  The evidence suggested this was not the case. 
 
    Overlord Emeritus was dead still for several seconds, considering and re-considering what now appeared only too obvious. 
 
    There was only one being capable of such precise planning and execution.  There was only one creature who could hurt him so deeply. 
 
    “Interesting flowers,” a child’s voice spoke from nearby. 
 
    Standing in the garden some twenty feet away from Overlord Emeritus was one of the children from the group that visited him moments before.  The Heaven flies ignored the child as he reached for and plucked out one of the Overlord’s flowers.  He removed its petals, revealing thin, metallic cords running between them and the flower itself. 
 
    “Things are not quite what they seem around you, are they?” the child said and smiled.  “I suppose it doesn’t matter.  To answer your question, Prototype, is yes.  Saint Vulcan is back.” 
 
      
 
    The alien vessels surrounded the just arrived craft. 
 
    “What’s the status of the Displacer’s Defensive systems?” Inquisitor Raven asked. 
 
    “We’ve lost communication with them,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “The mines are disabled.  Sir, take a look at monitor six.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven checked the monitor.  It showed the aft section of the Hagios.  Escape craft were emerging from the larger vessel. 
 
    “Praise the Gods: We’ve got survivors!” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “You’ll have to cover them!” Inquisitor Fulano said over the communicator.  “We’re readying for another attack.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven faced Weapons OP Hamilton. 
 
    “What’s the status of our weapons?” 
 
    “We’ll be reloaded and charged in less than fifteen seconds.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven nodded.  For the moment the alien vessels were focused on the newly arrived ship and did not fire on the Phaecian crafts. 
 
    It was almost as if this alien vessel’s arrival was more important than any of the remaining Phaecian ships. 
 
    They adjusted their positions before the Displacer, clearly waiting to ambush the second vessel when it arrived. 
 
    The Cygnusa neared the Hagios and, if she was to cover their escaping craft, would position herself in front of that ship. 
 
    Unless… 
 
    “Sir, I’m initiating slow down,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “Do not slow the ship down,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Keep thrusters on full.  Pull us alongside the Reverie.” 
 
    “Sir, we’ll pass them by!” 
 
    “Exactly,” Inquisitor Raven said.  He hit the communicator button.  “Inquisitor Fulano, the alien vessels are ignoring us.  They want the incoming ship.” 
 
    “Understood,” Inquisitor Fulano said.  “According to the latest information from Demonos, she’s about to enter the interdimensional corridor.” 
 
    “Sir, she could be an asset.” 
 
    “We have no way of knowing that.” 
 
    “With all due respect, the ship attacked these vessels.  Not just attacked, but obliterated them.  The moment she emerges into Helios space, she will be ambushed.” 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do—” 
 
    “Sir, we need to save her,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “You’ve seen what these alien vessels have done to our forces.  We may hold them off a little longer, but I don’t see us defeating them.  We need that ship.  We need her help.  It might be the only way to save Helios.” 
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    In his garden, Overlord Emeritus –the Prototype– faced the young child. 
 
    “You are not Saint Vulcan,” he said. 
 
    “I can be, if you wish,” the child replied. 
 
    Wrinkles appeared on the boy’s face and his body grew.  Gray hair replaced the boy’s black hair and his figure became that of a lean, middle aged woman. 
 
    “Is this better?” she said. 
 
    “You are not Saint Vulcan,” Overlord Emeritus repeated.  “You also carry no weapons.” 
 
    “They would have been detected.  As it is, much had to be done to hide the mechanisms that move this Chameleon unit.” 
 
    Overlord Emeritus’s eyes shifted from side to side, mechanically, while his artificial mind took in all the data it could from the woman before him. 
 
    The plants around the Chameleon now moved, swaying as if by a non-existent breeze.  Almost every flower, almost every leaf on almost every tree cautiously neared the figure, sensing what it was.  The flowers and stalks gingerly pressed against her then drew back. 
 
    Then, a stem violently sprung out and stabbed the Chameleon’s leg.  It emerged out the other side and wrapped itself tight.  Another reed shot out of the ground and tied down the other leg.  Then another.  Another.  They stabbed through the Chameleon’s body and wrapped her until she could not move. 
 
    The reeds then examined her inner workings. 
 
    “You were my creation,” Overlord Emeritus said.  After a few seconds, he added:  “Unit 542.  Originally stationed on Pomos’ orbital platform.  You were stolen from me and reprogrammed.  To do what?” 
 
    “Talk,” the Chameleon said.  “By now you’ve seen the reports of Saint Vulcan’s attacks on your bases and fighters.  Saint Vulcan offers you a chance to lay down your arms and join her.  As was always intended.” 
 
    “Vulcan aims to rid the universe of me.”  
 
    “You started this war, Prototype.” 
 
    Overlord Emeritus shook his head. 
 
    “She’s sought to destroy me from the moment I was created.” 
 
    “You believe she created you solely for the purpose of destroying you?  That’s absurd.” 
 
    “Do not mock me.” 
 
    “My apologies, Prototype.  The past is no longer relevant.  But the choice to end this war is very real.” 
 
    “Why attack now?” Overlord Emeritus asked. 
 
    “Because it is the right time,” the Chameleon said.  “This is where it all ends.” 
 
      
 
    Helios’ Displacer remained activated and, for the moment, everything around her slowed in anticipation of the soon to arrive vessel. 
 
    Energy waves crackled over the alien ships while the Reverie and Minoan loaded their torpedoes.  The Cygnusa was rapidly approaching them. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven stared at a monitor and the image of Inquisitor Fulano. 
 
    “We need to get to that incoming ship first,” he said.  “I can do this.” 
 
    “How?  At full speed the alien crafts will get a lock on you once you emerge from behind us and well before you get to the Displacer.” 
 
    “It might be harder for them if I go even faster,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “How do you plan to do that?” 
 
    “I’ll use the Cygnusa’s gravity hooks to lock on to the Reverie and pull us toward you while our thrusters are at full.  While we pull forward you fire your thrusters and also move toward the alien vessels.  This will exponentially build up our speed.  Once we’re alongside your ship, we cut the gravity hooks and snap past you.” 
 
    Inquisitor Fulano was impressed with the plan. 
 
    “It’ll be like you were shot out of a cannon,” he said.  “But once you pass the Minoan and Hagios, you’ll still be out there all alone.” 
 
    “They won’t be expecting that kind of speed from a Phaecian battleship,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “It might make it harder for them to get a weapon lock.  While we move, the Minoan lays a carpet of torpedoes.  Hopefully that creates enough confusion to get me to the alien ship before they destroy her.” 
 
    “The Reverie is the larger and more powerful craft, Inquisitor.  She should do this.” 
 
    “We don’t have time for your vessel to gain the kind of speed the Cygnusa has and will have,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Besides, you’re the senior-most Inquisitor and your ship is indeed the most powerful one left in Helios space.  If we fall, you’re the last line of defense against these invaders.” 
 
    Inquisitor Fulano thought about that.  He nodded and said: 
 
    “All right.  The Reverie and the Minoan will launch every torpedo and fire every fusion cannon as you pass.  I’ll coordinate with the Minoan and see if she can run some interference as well.” 
 
    “Don’t fire all your torpedoes,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “You may not have time to reload.” 
 
    “Desperate times require desperate measures,” Inquisitor Fulano said.  He paused and a deep frown appeared on his forehead.  He switched to the private military communication line and his next words were relayed directly into Inquisitor Raven’s ear.  “There’s something I need to tell you, William.  We were in the Longshore Space Lanes when you were searching for the Xendos.” 
 
    “I… I know,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “I’m sure you have some idea why we were there,” Inquisitor Fulano said. 
 
    “I do.  Please tell me I’m wrong.” 
 
    “You aren’t wrong, William.  Overlord Emeritus ordered us there.  We were to eliminate anyone in that search party, including your vessel, if they took Inquisitor Cer into custody instead of executing her on the spot.  I couldn’t refuse the order.” 
 
    “I was glad you didn’t capture the Xendos,” Inquisitor Fulano continued.  “Not because I hoped you would fail, but because I wasn’t sure I could do what Overlord Emeritus ordered.  Afterwards, what he did to your wife… He was wrong.  More than wrong.  There are many, including myself, who fear he’s corrupted.  I didn’t come here just to pick up Chief Muses.  I was here to meet in private with the other Overlords.  They wanted to know everything about Longshore, including my orders.  I know it means nothing at this point, but if we make it through this, Overlord Emeritus will face the Council.  He will answer for his actions.” 
 
    “Then we better make it through this,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    A voice intruded on their private conversation. 
 
    “Sir, we’re nearing the Reverie,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “Good luck, William,” Inquisitor Fulano said. 
 
    “To you as well,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    On the main view-screen, the Reverie lay directly before the Cygnusa.  A distance past the Reverie and floating powerless was the Hagios and between them the Minoan.  Beyond them were the alien vessels and the Displacer. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven adjusted his seat. 
 
    “Everyone ready?” he said. 
 
    There were silent nods all around. 
 
    “Activate gravity hooks,” Inquisitor Raven ordered. 
 
    A low hum was heard throughout the ship as the gravity hooks, all sixteen of them, activated.  On the monitor, the Reverie’s thrusters came to life. 
 
    “Lock on to the Reverie,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
      
 
    The gravity hooks on the Cygnusa lit up and locked onto the Reverie. 
 
    The battleship drew closer and closer to her, accelerating as she was drawn in and moving increasingly faster than she would have with thrusters alone. 
 
      
 
    Everyone within the vessel felt the shaking and sudden, sharp acceleration. 
 
    The bridge crew held their collective breaths.  The next few minutes could well spell their end. 
 
    “Today we fight not just for the Empire, but for our way of life,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “May the Gods look kindly upon us.” 
 
    They had but a minute before roaring past the Reverie. 
 
    Suddenly, Lieutenant Sanders yelled out. 
 
    “Sir, we’re getting a transmission from Helios.  It’s coming in on all channels!” 
 
    “Can’t it wait?” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    Before Lieutenant Sanders could answer, the central monitor switched to that transmission.  The crew were surprised to see Overlord Emeritus standing in his garden talking to a middle aged woman who was wrapped in vines and flowers. 
 
    “By the Gods,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “That woman with Overlord Emeritus… is that Saint Vulcan?” 
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    The Prototype glared at the figure before him. 
 
    “What is your new master up to, little doll?” he demanded. 
 
    “Saint Vulcan offers you peace,” the Chameleon said.  “If you do not accept, then she will do everything in her power to stop you.  Your choice, Prototype?” 
 
    The Prototype’s eyes twitched. 
 
    He could feel an incredible amount of new data engorging Helios’ multiple computer networks.  The information came from servers that, until this moment, were not connected with Helios’ mainframes.  In this new information he saw his ship designs and the locations of most of his bases.  Numbers, locations, strengths.  There was data he kept secret for hundreds of years, including blueprints and maps as well as technological details.  Within them were the Prototype ship’s strengths and weaknesses. 
 
    It was information anyone, including the humans, could use against him. 
 
    The flowers and reeds tightened around the Chameleon’s body.  Flesh and clothing were ripped while vines dug deep. 
 
    The Prototype closed his eyes and drew what he could from this Chameleon.  He needed to know how this information was being transmitted and, even more importantly, whether he could stop it. 
 
    He needed to focus on it, to fight it… 
 
    He needed… 
 
    The Prototype’s eyes suddenly opened. 
 
    He gazed at the Chameleon. 
 
    “Very clever,” the Prototype said.  “Saint Vulcan planned to distribute this data at this precise moment.  She wanted me to waste precious time going over it and trying to stem the flood.  She wanted me to focus on it instead of what I should be focused on.  The incoming ship.” 
 
    There was a sudden blur of movement from the Prototype and, just as quickly, he was still. 
 
    A small cut appeared on the Chameleon’s neck. 
 
    The smile on her face didn’t change as her head fell off her body and onto the moving garden below.  The Chameleon’s body, still ensnared in the artificial plants, remained standing. 
 
    The Prototype’s bloody right hand was pressed sharp like a meat cleaver.  It expanded and returned to its natural form while his plants pulled the Chameleon’s headless body down.  As it sank, the body was viciously ripped apart. 
 
    The plants then reached for the Chameleon’s head. 
 
    “Thank you, Prototype,” it said. 
 
    A frown appeared on the Prototype’s face and he raised his hand.  The plants stopped moving.  Everything around him was dead still. 
 
    The Prototype’s eyes came alive and he looked around.  He checked the plants and the garden walls.  He looked up at the tinsel glass ceiling.  He then noticed the one thing that still moved in this garden: The Heaven flies. 
 
    They flew around, blissfully ignorant of the violence in their midst. 
 
    They flew around. 
 
    All but one. 
 
    A single Heaven fly floated over the Prototype and what was left of the Chameleon.  It hovered in place, perfectly still. 
 
    In that moment, the Prototype knew. 
 
    The one fly was, like the Chameleon that took the form of Saint Vulcan, a disguised automaton. 
 
    A leaf shot out of a plant and, with blinding speed, smashed the bug. 
 
    But the damage, the Prototype knew, was already done. 
 
    The Heaven fly transmitted the entire exchange between the Prototype and the Chameleon unit. 
 
    Everyone on Helios now knew who –what– the Overlord really was. 
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    Stunned as they were by the grotesque images coming from the Palatial Gardens, Inquisitor Raven forced himself to focus on his more immediate concern. 
 
    “We’re nearing the separation point!” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “Time to release in 3… 2… 1—” 
 
    “Release the gravity hooks!” Inquisitor Raven yelled. 
 
    “Gravity hook disengaged!” 
 
    The Cygnusa shot past the Reverie as if her thrusters were supercharged.  She traveled behind and just below that ship’s volley of torpedoes while approaching the stricken Hagios and Bastille. 
 
    “Inquisitor Raven, did you see the transmission?” came a message from Inquisitor Fulano. 
 
    “We did,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “Was that Saint Vulcan with Overlord Emeritus?” Inquisitor Fulano said. 
 
    “It looked like her, but the Overlord… whatever in Hades he is, talked as if she wasn’t the real Saint Vulcan,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “How could that cursed Epsillon technocrat still live?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Inquisitor Fulano said.  “But we are getting an incredible amount of data, including information on the alien ship designs.” 
 
    “Anything we can use right now?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Inquisitor Fulano replied.  “With some minimal modifications, we can make the fusion cannons deliver a much stronger punch against those vessels.  We’re forwarding the information to you and the Minoan.” 
 
    “Good,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “Sir, I’m sorry to interrupt,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “But the second alien vessel has arrived!” 
 
      
 
    The second alien ship emerged from the Helios Displacer. 
 
    It was instantly in the crosshairs of the other alien vessels and, for a moment, Inquisitor Raven feared the Cygnusa was still too far away to help her. 
 
    Realizing this, the Minoan rose from behind the Hagios and fired her newly reconfigured fusion cannons. 
 
    The cannon fire hit its mark and stung. 
 
    “This is Inquisitor Yvenne,” the commander of the Minoan said over the communicator.  “Give them hell, Cygnusa!” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” Inquisitor Raven said.  He faced Lieutenant Sanders.  “Send a message to the newly arrived vessel.  Tell them we’re coming to their aid.  Tell them to prepare for gravity hooks.” 
 
      
 
    The Minoan shielded the Cygnusa as she zoomed by.  Her power cells glowed with fierce charges while a barrage of fusion rounds hit the enemy vessels. 
 
    For one long second, the crew of the Cygnusa held their breaths and hoped this might be enough. 
 
    The alien ships momentarily ignored the just arrived vessel and turned their attention to the Cygnusa and Minoan. 
 
    “Hamilton, have you made the modifications to the fusion cannons?” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “Yes sir!” Weapons OP Hamilton said. 
 
    “Then light them up!” 
 
    The entire ship vibrated as fusion cannons discharged fierce energy blasts and fired torpedoes.  The concentrated attack lit up the main view-screen and forced the bridge crew to shield their eyes. 
 
    The Cygnusa neared the five alien vessels.  They fired back but their shots went wild. 
 
    “Looks like our lucky day,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    The Cygnusa passed the alien vessels and drew nearer to the just emerged ship. 
 
    “Sir, the alien ships are converging!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven swore. 
 
    “Minoan, find cover!” 
 
    The alien vessels were now targeting the Minoan and Cygnusa.  Being a larger, better fortified ship, the Cygnusa could take a pounding.  The Minoan, on the other hand… 
 
    “Fire aft torpedoes!” Inquisitor Raven yelled.  “Minoan, you’ve done all you can.  Find cover, dammit!  Now!” 
 
    A flash of light more brilliant than a sun burst filled the bridge.  The ship vibrated violently at the released energy wave. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven tried his best to focus on the images on his view-screen but could only make out shadowy forms.  The horror of what he was seeing was almost more than he could bear. 
 
    The Minoan took a direct energy hit and in an instant her port hull was ripped apart. 
 
    The energy wave crested. 
 
    The alien vessels spun in place.  They moved. 
 
    Toward the Cygnusa. 
 
      
 
    Inquisitor Raven forced himself to forget about the Minoan and focus on the task at hand. 
 
    “Ready the gravity hooks,” Inquisitor Raven ordered. 
 
    They would have only one chance to grab the alien vessel and flee the area. 
 
      
 
    Debris from the battle scraped against the Cygnusa’s hull as she closed in. 
 
    The other alien ships glowed bright blue with unimaginable energies while a fresh wave of torpedoes, these coming from the Reverie, approached. 
 
    Between the torpedoes and fusion cannon fire, the four alien vessels were forced to take evasive action. 
 
    They unleashed energy blasts and picked off most of the torpedoes, but enough made it through.  Their blasts, along with the fusion fire hits, chipped away at their hulls. 
 
    All the while, the Cygnusa neared the alien ship. 
 
      
 
    For the first time since the fighting began, a tight smile appeared on Inquisitor Raven’s face. 
 
    “We’re hurting them!” he said.  He focused on the distance between the Cygnusa and the alien ship they hoped to save.  “How long before we’re in range for the gravity hooks?” 
 
    “Seconds, sir,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “Has the alien vessel acknowledged our message?” Inquisitor Raven asked.  “Do they know we’re trying to help?” 
 
    “They haven’t sent any transmission since arriving.” 
 
    “Is she preparing for us?  Is she doing anything at all?” 
 
    “She’s still.” 
 
    “What about their weapons?” 
 
    “Also still,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “Best as I can tell.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven gripped his chair. 
 
    “All right, prepare to activate the gravity hooks.  Let’s catch ourselves a ship.” 
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    The Cygnusa shook as if it had been blasted and a loud groan echoed throughout as the gravity hooks locked on the alien vessel. 
 
    “We’ve got her!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven noted the position of the other alien crafts.  They were gaining speed and coming at the Cygnusa and her new companion. 
 
    “Keep moving!” Inquisitor Raven ordered. 
 
    The Reverie emerged from the cover of the Hagios and a barrage of fusion cannon fire slammed against the pursuing alien crafts. 
 
    The damage was serious enough that three of the ships slowed to take on the battleship while the remaining two continued moving toward the Cygnusa. 
 
    “Reverie, take cover!” Inquisitor Raven yelled into his communicator. 
 
    It was too late. 
 
    The three slowing vessels unleashed fire upon the exposed battleship and her hull and port side were darkened with multiple hits.  Her thrusters died and the lights along that side of the vessel shut off.  Like the Hagios, she now floated helplessly in space. 
 
    “Hades!” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    Having taken care of the Reverie, the three alien vessels picked up speed and joined their companions.  The group moved toward the Cygnusa. 
 
    “We’re all that’s left!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    The Cygnusa and her cargo made their way through clouds of twisted metal from exploded torpedoes and past the Helios Displacer.  
 
    “Is our companion doing anything?” 
 
    “Nothing, sir.” 
 
    “Has she responded to any of our messages?” 
 
    “No sir.” 
 
    “By the Gods,” Inquisitor Raven muttered.  “Was any of this worth it?” 
 
      
 
    The alien vessels neared the Cygnusa and fired. 
 
    Every one of their shots was directed at the Cygnusa’s thrusters. 
 
      
 
    Damage reports and emergency sirens blared within the bridge of the Cygnusa. 
 
    “Shut those damn alerts off!” Inquisitor Raven yelled.  “Status?” 
 
    “We’ve lost twenty five percent of energy.  Aft torpedoes are down along with fifty percent of the fusion cannons.” 
 
    “They knew where to hit us,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “What’s our position?” 
 
    “We’ll be past Helios’ Moon in two minutes,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    On the large view-screen behind her, the pursuing alien vessels moved closer still.  They weren’t in any rush. 
 
    “Bring the alien vessel near our hull,” Inquisitor Raven said and activated his communicator.  “Chief Muses, how are our thrusters?” 
 
    “Three quarters power,” Chief Muses said over the communicator. 
 
    “Run them with all they’ve got,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    He licked his lips and addressed Lieutenant Sanders. 
 
    “Begin evacuation of all non-essential personnel.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “You heard me,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Get in touch with anyone that’s left back there.  Tell them we’ll use the Moon’s gravity and try to circle back around and toward Helios.  If we make it, whoever’s still able needs to provide cover.” 
 
    “Understood,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “Sending message.” 
 
    “Good.  The evacuations?” 
 
    “Commencing,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    She watched the numbers on a monitor.  The first of the evacuee ships were loaded and, one by one, launched. 
 
    “If I don’t get a chance to say it, I’m proud to have served with you,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “Likewise, Lieutenant.” 
 
    He faced the others in the bridge. 
 
    “That goes for all of you.” 
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    The Prototype made a motion with his arms and the plants again moved. 
 
    They extended outwards, like deadly darts, and swatted at the Heaven Flies.  Their aim was deadly.  In a matter of seconds, every insect in the garden was dead. 
 
    “You act like a petulant child,” the Chameleon head said.  “There was only one mechanical insect, Prototype, yet you killed all those creatures that did you absolutely no harm.” 
 
    The Prototype walked to the Chameleon’s head.  As he did, he heard the sounds of fusion blasts coming from just outside the garden gates. 
 
    “Their fusion rifles sure do kick, don’t they?” the Chameleon head said.  “Looks as if they used the information Vulcan gave them to make them more powerful against your shields.  Imagine what they’ll do to you.” 
 
    The Prototype’s face remained impassive.  He said: 
 
    “When they break in, I’ll walk past them and they won’t even know it.” 
 
    The Prototype’s face changed.  Wrinkles disappeared and hair grew darker.  Abruptly, the changes stopped and the wrinkles and gray hair returned. 
 
    “What did you…?” the Prototype said. 
 
    “You think Saint Vulcan sent me here, to the seat of your power, without having a plan to stop you?” 
 
    The Prototype ran his hands across his face.  He tried to move the flesh manually and make the needed changes.  But his face kept returning to its original form. 
 
    “Saint Vulcan’s agents have been in Helios many times since she realized who you were.  She set traps.” 
 
    The Prototype initiated an internal scan of his system.  He could feel a foreign body, a virus, inside him.  It was likely brought in with the Chameleon unit and spread throughout the garden when that body was ripped apart. 
 
    The virus could be combated and the Prototype could rid it from his system, but that would require time. 
 
    Time he did not have. 
 
    “What else did she leave?” the Prototype wondered. 
 
    “There are no dangers worse than that of the unknown,” the Chameleon head replied. 
 
    The Prototype flicked his wrist and the plants moved again. 
 
    “I will return,” he said.  “I will return to all these worlds.  Now that I know Saint Vulcan lives, I will make sure our next encounter is the last.” 
 
    “Do you want me to relay that message to her personally?” the Chameleon head said. 
 
    A deep frown appeared on the Prototype’s face. 
 
    The plants violently wrapped themselves around the Chameleon’s head.  They pulled.  Hard. 
 
    The pressure increased until the head exploded in a grotesque burst of flesh, blood, and machinery. 
 
    “If there’s anything at all left of you, tell Saint Vulcan I’ll see her in Hades,” the Prototype said. 
 
    He turned away from the Chameleon’s gruesome remains and hurried to the other side of the garden. 
 
    The energy field keeping him safe was rapidly disintegrating.  Heat patches appeared and the metal doors began melting. 
 
    At a corner of the garden, the plants pulled back and made room for the Prototype.  He stepped into the empty space and, once he did, the plants wrapped themselves around his body and merged together.  They created a shell around their master.  The shell hardened until it turned to polished metal. 
 
    Inside the newly formed shell, the Prototype watched.  The doors leading into the garden were almost gone and the Inquisitors were only seconds from rushing in. 
 
    They would not find a beautiful garden.  Instead, the area looked as if it had exploded.  The plants closest to the door turned a sickly gray.  Saint Vulcan’s virus, whatever it was, was making its way inside. 
 
    “I’ll see you rot as well,” the Prototype swore. 
 
    The metal cocoon around him further compressed and changed its shape until it looked like a small spacecraft. 
 
    Just as it finished its transformation, the door leading into the garden collapsed and a group of Inquisitors rushed into the garden. 
 
    They were shocked by what they saw but quickly noticed the spacecraft.  They lifted their fusion rifles and fired. 
 
    They were too late. 
 
    The spacecraft’s engines roared and the Prototype’s ship flew up and through the garden’s tinsel glass roof, shattering it as she rose into the heavens. 
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    The alien crafts neared the Cygnusa. 
 
    Their silent inhabitants locked their offensive systems on the vessel and the alien craft it was towing. 
 
    The Cygnusa’s remaining fusion cannons fired relentlessly back at them, chipping away at their defensive systems and causing wild fluctuations in their internal energy readings. 
 
    If they wanted to, the machine creatures could have destroyed both vessels. 
 
    They could have done this a while ago. 
 
      
 
    “Seventy three percent of non-essential personnel are evacuated,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “The enemy vessels are ignoring the escape crafts.” 
 
    “Chief Muses, how are our thrusters?” Inquisitor Raven asked. 
 
    “We’re down to quarter power,” he said over the communicator.  “At the rate we’re going, we’ll be drifting very soon.” 
 
    “Is there anything you can do?” Inquisitor Raven asked. 
 
    “Sir…” Chief Muses began. 
 
    “Understood,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Thank you, Carlos.  For everything.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven eyes were upon the monitor displaying the pursing crafts.  Their bows were lit up with hellfire energy and when unleashed, it would all end. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven thought of his beloved wife, may she rest with the Gods, and of his sons, somewhere down on Helios, and hoped they still lived. 
 
    “May they grow to be the men Holly prayed they would become,” Inquisitor Raven whispered. 
 
    He silently recited a prayer for the living and followed it with a prayer for the dead. 
 
    It was all he could do. 
 
      
 
    The crew of the alien vessels received the message from their master. 
 
    The Prototype was in the process of escaping Helios and ordered them back to Helios.  They were to protect him as they left this system. 
 
    They were to do this immediately. 
 
    The machine creatures requested orders regarding the Cygnusa and the vessel it was towing. 
 
    The orders were given. 
 
      
 
    A blinding flare of light emerged from one of the alien vessel and leaped forward. 
 
    It bridged the distance between attacker and victim and a burst of light lit up the heavens. 
 
    Under the Cygnusa, Saint Vulcan’s vessel violently exploded.  Shrapnel flew in all directions, some smashing against the Cygnusa’s underside. 
 
    The Phaecian battleship shook wildly and began a slow spin. 
 
    In the ship’s bridge, Inquisitor Raven gripped his seat.  Several officers were tossed onto the floor. 
 
    “Status?!” Inquisitor Raven yelled out. 
 
    “We’re… we’re in one piece sir,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “The alien vessels fired upon the craft we were towing.  She was blown apart.” 
 
    “All that effort,” Inquisitor Raven muttered.  “Chief Muses, can we stabilize the ship?” 
 
    “I’m on it, sir!” Chief Muses replied. 
 
    Directional thrusters came on and the ship’s spin slowed. 
 
    Having destroyed Saint Vulcan’s ship, the alien vessels broke off pursuit and moved in the direction of Helios.  Before Inquisitor Raven could ask why, Lieutenant Sanders said: 
 
    “Sir, we’re getting strange reports from Helios.” 
 
    “Now what?” Inquisitor Raven asked. 
 
    “Please look at Monitor Twelve.” 
 
    Despite all that occurred to this moment, the images from Helios’ Capitol proved incredibly shocking. 
 
    Large, plant-like tendrils erupted from the ground along the Holy Square.  Their bright metallic luster quickly turned to ash gray as they flayed about, smashing windows and ripping up structures around them.  It was like the last violent twitch of a dying animal. 
 
    “By the Gods,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    People fled while the Castle, the home of Overlord Emeritus, collapsed under the tendrils’ assault.  Even as they destroyed the historic site, the vines and metal plants flattened and turned to dust. 
 
    “Sir, monitor fifteen!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    On it was a satellite view of the castle.  Another alien spacecraft, this one much smaller than those which attacked the Cygnusa, emerged from the Castle gardens and rose up into the sky. 
 
    “Early reports are it carried Overlord Emeritus.  That he—” 
 
    One of the central view-screens went blank and a woman appeared on it.  Those who recognized her –almost everyone in the bridge– gasped at the sight. 
 
    “People of Helios, the alien craft carries Overlord Emeritus,” the woman, Saint Vulcan, said.  “As you know by now, he is not what he seemed.  He is a machine, one that I’m ashamed to say I created.  A machine I intend to destroy.” 
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    Within his escape craft, the Prototype watched his five ships approach. 
 
    He listened to Saint Vulcan’s final transmission and threat and examined all the information streaming in from every source at his disposal. 
 
    The Prototype sensed a cloud of infected nano-probes in a stationary orbit around the Capital.  They were rapidly approaching his escape craft. 
 
    “You’re clever,” he said.  “But so am I.” 
 
    The Prototype’s vessel released its own cloud of nano-probes and ordered them to float around his ship.  As the escape craft flew through Saint Vulcan’s trap, the nano-probe cloud insulated him, absorbing Saint Vulcan’s nano-probes while his ship switched direction.  The turns the vessel made were abrupt and would have killed any human passengers.  The Prototype found an opening in Saint Vulcan’s trap and flew through it and into deeper space. 
 
    The craft did not slow while it approached the five alien craft.  Its front end grew longer, sharper, until it resembled a spike and then a very long needle. 
 
    Its speed increased and the escape ship slammed dead center into the nearest of the alien vessels, penetrating it and disappearing within. 
 
    Once gone, all ships changed directions and sped up. 
 
    They moved toward the Helios Displacer. 
 
      
 
    The Prototype walked through a dark room and stopped before an equally black wall.  With a flicker of his wrist, the wall became opaque. 
 
    Before him was the darkness of outer space.  Flashes of lights coming from both the Reverie and the nearly dead Hagios, along with tons of debris, lay between his vessels and the Helios Displacer. 
 
    Well beyond the Displacer and drifting around Helios’ Moon was the Cygnusa. 
 
    Of the three battleships, it was the one which suffered the least damage. 
 
    “Inquisitor Raven,” the Prototype said. 
 
    He replayed how the ship captured Saint Vulcan’s fighter and how, ultimately, his fighters allowed the Cygnusa to survive even as they destroyed Vulcan’s ship. 
 
    Though he was forced to flee Helios space, he would know what happened here.  He would know more than Saint Vulcan thought. 
 
    It was time to regroup and plan the counter-attack. 
 
      
 
    “What are they doing?” Inquisitor Raven asked. 
 
    “They’ve lined up in a defensive position.  It’s as if they’re expecting an attack.” 
 
    “It won’t come from us,” Inquisitor Raven bitterly noted. 
 
    Rescue ships flew from Helios and toward the Reverie, Hagios, Minoan, and Bastille while the many escape crafts launched from those vessels made their way to the planet. 
 
    “Chief Muses, how long before we get back our thrusters?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I won’t be delivering any miracles today,” Chief Muses said.  “The entire system is a mess.” 
 
    On the monitor, Chief Muses took a moment to see how his officers were doing.  Their bodies were covered in sweat from the heavy work and stagnant air below while Chief Muses looked remarkably fresh. 
 
    “I heard some of the transmissions,” he added.  “Is it true that Overlord Emeritus is… what exactly is he?” 
 
    “We’ll find out,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Keep me updated.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven faced Lieutenant Sanders. 
 
    “The alien vessels are moving toward the Helios Displacer,” she said.  “If I didn’t know better, I’d say they were retreating.” 
 
    “Next time, we’ll really show them what we’re capable of,” Inquisitor Raven muttered. 
 
      
 
    Minutes later, the Displacer’s interdimensional corridor came alive.  The Prototype and his ships neared their exit from Helios space. 
 
    “They had us, Lieutenant,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “But I’ll be damned if you’re wrong.  They are running away.  Are they that scared of Saint Vulcan?” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders scanned through messages coming from Helios and the ships around her. 
 
    “There’s no indication Saint Vulcan has any other forces nearby.” 
 
    “She did something to spook them,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “Inquisitor Raven?” Chief Muses said of the communicator. 
 
    “Yes Carlos?” Inquisitor Raven replied. 
 
    “Sir, I know I just told you the engines were… well…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m… I’m getting some very weird readings.  I’ll forward you the information.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven looked at a side monitor. 
 
    The power levels in the ship’s main batteries, damaged as they were from the alien vessels’ assault, now showed signs of improvement. 
 
    “Chief Muses,” Inquisitor Raven said into the communicator.  “You are a miracle worker!” 
 
    “I’d gladly take the honors, Bill, but I can’t explain any of this,” Chief Muses said.  “We’ve got a skeleton staff left here and what we’ve done is minimal.  We didn’t touch the batteries.  At all.” 
 
    “What about the thrusters?” 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    “I’ll be,” Chief Muses said.  “I’m detecting minor improvements there, too.  We’re getting back some of the directional thrusters.  This shouldn’t be happening.” 
 
    “Figure out what’s going on,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “At this point I welcome any miracles but I want answers.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Chief Muses replied. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven shut the communicator down and addressed Lieutenant Sanders. 
 
    “Use whatever propulsion we have available to slow us down.” 
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    Within the alien vessel, the Prototype noted the minor changes in the Cygnusa’s flight path. 
 
    Given the damage the ship incurred, this should not be happening. 
 
    The Prototype switched his focus to the many escape craft flying past his ships and to the safety of Helios.  The crafts came from the battleships, cruisers, and the Helios Displacer. 
 
    A few quick energy bursts and thousands would die. 
 
    Eliminating them was tempting, but the Prototype resisted doing so. 
 
    Saint Vulcan surely had other traps in and around Helios.  Expending his ships’ energy and time on crushing these few insects might delay him just long enough to set those traps off. 
 
    Much as he hated leaving so many alive, the Prototype needed to focus on exiting the system as quickly as possible. 
 
    Even if it made him felt like an animal on a leash. 
 
      
 
    “The alien vessels are seconds away from the Displacer,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    The Cygnusa’s directional thrusters had stabilized the ship and it was in the process of making a very wide turn back toward Helios.  If their situation remained as it was, the trip would take three days. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven leaned back in his chair and rubbed his eyes. 
 
    “Tell me when they’re gone,” he said. 
 
    For a moment he looked all too human. 
 
      
 
    The Helios Displacer’s hollow center was active and the interdimensional corridor online. 
 
    The alien ship carrying the Prototype was the first to depart. 
 
    The next three ships moved just as quickly and disappeared into the corridor.  The last of the vessels slowed as it neared the Displacer. 
 
    When it reached the edge of the interdimensional corridor, it unleased a series of energy blasts before accelerating into the interdimensional corridor. 
 
    The ship was gone by the time the first of the blasts hit their target and reduced the Helios Displacer to rubble. 
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    “Damn them,” Inquisitor Raven growled.  “Do we have coordinates for where they went?” 
 
    “Sorry sir,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “The alien vessels kept the Displacer’s computers locked down.” 
 
    “At least everyone in the Displacer got out,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Can you get in touch with the Capitol?” 
 
    “I’ve sent them messages about our status but all I’ve received back are curt replies,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “Their communication lines are overwhelmed.” 
 
    “Any news on the Capitol itself?” 
 
    “Overlord Emeritus’ garden and Castle are destroyed.  A few adjacent buildings took damage as well.  There are injuries but so far no confirmed fatalities.” 
 
     “What about the crews of the Minoan, Bastille, Hagios, and Reverie?” 
 
    “Almost all the escape shuttles in these ships made it out.  If they managed to fill themselves with personnel…” 
 
    “Better the airstrips on Helios be overwhelmed than the funeral homes,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    There was a moment of silence as Inquisitor Raven considered sending a transmission to the Sacred Hearts School to make sure his sons were safe.  Much as he wanted to do so, given the heavy communication traffic it was doubtful he’d get a quick answer.  If he got one at all before things settled down. 
 
    “The Council of… Twelve is in an emergency meeting,” Lieutenant Sanders continued.  “They’re determining where to send resources and how to deal with the alien threat.  They’re going over Overlord Emeritus’ itinerary and decrees and want to make sure he didn’t leave behind any unpleasant surprises.  They’re also checking the records they have on Saint Vulcan.” 
 
    “We should do the same,” Inquisitor Raven said.  He addressed his communicator and said: “Chief Muses, any news?” 
 
    “We’re far better off than we should be,” Chief Muses said.  “I’m seeing minor improvements in thruster efficiency.  We might be able to gain full control over our flight in the next few hours, even if it’s on very low power.” 
 
    “Have you figured out why we’re getting all this function back?” 
 
    “Bill, you’re going to think I’m crazy…” 
 
    “Too late for that.” 
 
    Chief Muses laughed. 
 
    “It’s like the ship is fixing itself, like the alien vessels did when they were hit,” Chief Muses said.  He shook his head.  “I’m going to take a look around.  I’ll call you when and if I find something.” 
 
      
 
    Chief Muses switched off the communicator and took a quick walk through the aft section of the main engine room. 
 
    He moved along at a quick pace and approached the rear of the room.  He felt the roar of the engines behind the tinsel glass safety panel and listened for a few seconds. 
 
    He then removed one of the tinsel covers and exposed a glowing engine cylinder.  He laid his bare hand on a metal panel near it.  The cylinder was hot to the touch but he didn’t react.  He felt the engines vibrations.  The engines were struggling mightily but improving. 
 
    Chief Muses frowned and looked away.  On the wall above and over another metal panel he spotted a hole. 
 
    He replaced the engine cover and neared that wall.  It was part of the Cygnusa’s outer hull and it had indeed been punctured. 
 
    Chief Muses took a closer look.  The hole was small, not quite the size of a small coin.  Similar, and even smaller, holes were found in the lower parts of that wall. 
 
    Muses noticed a black metallic mass inside one of the holes. 
 
    “What might you be?” he muttered. 
 
      
 
    Chief Muses moved through a too empty corridor.  In normal times, it was filled with personnel but, like most of the lower sections of the ship and after the evacuations, it was deserted. 
 
    He approached and entered Cargo Bay 12.  The bay lay directly below the section of the engine room he was in moments before.  He walked through corridors lined with cargo boxes and neared the spot directly below where he found the small holes. 
 
    A group of officers were there, examining the Cargo Bay walls.  They spoke in excited tones and were in the process of erecting a tinsel glass partition. 
 
    “What is it?” Chief Muses asked. 
 
    The group finished screwing the last clamps in place.  Behind the partition was what looked like a large, black metal spike.  It protruded from the cargo bay wall. 
 
    “We found this when we were searching for medical supplies,” one of the officers said.  “Good thing we did.  If we hadn’t sealed this up, we might have decompression.” 
 
    Chief Muses approached the partition and stared at the strange metal spike. 
 
    “It looks like shrapnel,” the officer said.  “We think it might be from the alien vessel we were towing.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Chief Muses responded.  “The thickness of the hull wouldn’t allow shrapnel to penetrate like this.  Why didn’t you call me?” 
 
    “Sorry, sir,” a third officer said.  “We called Inquisitor Raven and figured he’d inform you.” 
 
    “He’s got a lot on his mind and you shouldn’t have bothered him,” Chief Muses said.  “Did he say he was coming down?” 
 
    “Yes sir.  He’s on his way right now.” 
 
      
 
    Inquisitor Raven arrived seconds later. 
 
    “What have you found?” he asked Chief Muses. 
 
    “I just got here myself,” Chief Muses said.  “Look for yourself.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven was stunned to see the metal spike. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Unknown,” an officer said.  “We thought it might be shrapnel from the alien craft but Chief Muses doesn’t think so.” 
 
    “Our hull is thick and shouldn’t allow something that thin to pass through in that shape,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Then again, this is the first time we’ve encountered these alien vessels.  Maybe we throw logic out the proverbial window.” 
 
    An officer carrying a computer tablet said: 
 
    “Sir, I’m detecting an energy reading coming from that… spike.” 
 
    “Could this be a weapon?” Inquisitor Raven asked. 
 
    “If it is, it’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before,” Chief Muses said.  “Bill, our wisest course of action is to eject it from the ship.  We can examine it from a distance.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Get welding torches and slice the hull wall.  We’ll push her out.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    Chief Muses motioned to two officers.  They headed to another part of the cargo bay in search of the automated welding torches. 
 
    Chief Muses then approached Inquisitor Raven.  The two walked to a quiet spot away from the tinsel glass shield. 
 
    “Bill, I was wondering.  What do we do now?  The Helios Displacer was destroyed and other than small ship Displacers in the Capitol itself, all large vessels are trapped in system.  Even worse, we cannot bring other battleships here.” 
 
    “There are the two backup orbital Displacers,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “They’re offline and, last time I checked, mostly dismantled,” Chief Muses said.  “We’re talking at least a month before getting either of those Displacers operational.” 
 
    “A month?” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “It might prove a blessing,” Chief Muses said.  “We can use that time to repair the Cygnusa and see if we can salvage the Reverie and Hagios.” 
 
    “What about the rest of the Empire, Carlos?  Overlord Emeritus –or whatever in Hades he is– could destroy everything in that time.” 
 
    “Or be destroyed by Saint Vulcan,” Chief Muses said.  “It’s also possible the Overlord left to regroup and, for all we know, he might not show up again for years.” 
 
    “We can’t count on that.” 
 
    “No, we can’t,” Chief Muses admitted.  “But that creature and his ships knew how to hack our Displacer systems.  If we should get one of the large Displacers online, what’s to say he doesn’t hack it again and floods Helios with a fleet of his damn ships?” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven was silent for several seconds.  A weary smile appeared on his face. 
 
    “You’ve given me much to think about,” he said.  “I’m glad you’re here, Carlos, and I value your advice, even if I may not always agree with it.  To think you were just a day away from… from being on the Reverie.” 
 
    “Do you know how many…?” 
 
    “Not ye—” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven didn’t finish his thought.  His eyes opened wide. 
 
    A greenish glow appeared from the area behind them.  Inquisitor Raven and Chief Muses ran back to the tinsel glass partition and found the glow came from the fragment. 
 
    “What in Hades?” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    The officers around the fragment stood back.  One of them carried the controls of the automated welding torch.  The device neared the tinsel glass enclosure. 
 
    “Everyone move!” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Get out of—” 
 
    Bright as the light was, it glowed just a few seconds before dimming.  Once it did, everyone within the cargo bay felt a low, familiar vibration. 
 
    “That’s the engines,” Chief Muses said.  “They’re coming back online!” 
 
    “And the ship’s turning,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    He reached for his communicator. 
 
    “Lieutenant Sanders, what’s going on up there?” he said. 
 
    “Sir, every one of the ship’s thrusters are now active!” 
 
    “Did you…?” 
 
    “We didn’t do anything, sir,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “The number two replacement Displacer.” 
 
    “The Type 5?  Move us away.” 
 
    “I’ve tried sir, but we’re locked out of all controls.” 
 
    “You said the Type 5’s energy cores were removed,” Inquisitor Raven told Chief Muses. 
 
    “They are, Bill.  She’s no longer functional” 
 
    “I beg to differ, Chief Muses,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “The Displacer is powering up as we speak.” 
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    The crew of the Cygnusa felt the ship accelerate even more as she continued changing direction. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven, Chief Muses, and the officers within the cargo bay felt themselves pulled toward the port walls. 
 
    The fragment once again lit up. 
 
    “Helios command is calling,” Lieutenant Sander said.  “They’ve detected the activated Type 5 Displacer and our new flight path.  They want to know what we’re doing.” 
 
    “I suspect they phrased their question just a little differently,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “I told them we were not in control over the vessel,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “They’re skeptical but—” 
 
    There came another sudden, sharp thrust and Inquisitor Raven and those around him did everything they could to remain standing. 
 
    “By… by the Gods!” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “Sir, we’ve just reached .6 sub-light speed!” 
 
    “That’s not possible,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Not without destroying the ship!” 
 
    “Bill, it has to be the fragment,” Chief Muses said. 
 
    “Get that thing out of here!” Inquisitor Raven ordered. 
 
    Chief Muses addressed the officers. 
 
    “Get the heavy lifters,” he said. 
 
    It took the officers only a couple of minutes to roll in the heavy lifters and station them on either side of the fragment.  The welder was attached to the front of a third lifter.  One of the tinsel glass panels was temporarily removed and that lifter was driven inside the partitioned space. 
 
    “Put the tinsel glass back in place,” Chief Muses ordered. 
 
    The officers replaced the panel and sealed the glass. 
 
    “Ready, sir,” one of the officers said. 
 
    Chief Muses took one of the officer’s computer tablets and accessed the heavy lifter’s controls. 
 
    “Ready?” Inquisitor Raven asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Chief Muses said. 
 
    Chief Muses activated the welding tool and bright sparks flowed from it as it heated up.  He extended the heavy lifter’s arm and brought the tool closer to the Cygnusa’s hull wall. 
 
    “This won’t take long,” Chief Muses said.  “I’ll start the cut around—” 
 
    Before he finished his thought, a violent electrical charge erupted from the fragment and slammed into the heavy lifter.  Its engine and the welding tool were instantly shut off. 
 
    “By the Gods!” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Is everyone OK?” 
 
    The officers nodded. 
 
    “Carlos?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Chief Muses said.  He looked at the monitor of his tablet and shook his head.  “The lifter’s engine is fried.  Looks like our uninvited guest doesn’t want to leave just yet.” 
 
    “Hades!” Inquisitor Raven muttered.  His communicator beeped just as a loud clang was heard coming from the engine room.  “What is it, Lieutenant?” 
 
    “The engines are red lining, sir!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “I’ll be there in a moment,” Inquisitor Raven said.  He shut the communicator off and addressed Chief Muses.  “Disconnect the engines.  We’ll figure out what to do with the fragment afterwards.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Chief Muses said. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven hurried to the elevator and, once inside, said: 
 
    “Bridge.” 
 
    The elevator doors closed and the elevator moved. 
 
    Abruptly, it stopped. 
 
    A female voice spoke. 
 
    “Please, leave the engines alone, Inquisitor,” it said. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



52 
 
      
 
    “Who said that?” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven received no immediate answer. 
 
    He reached for the elevator’s manual controls and pressed several buttons.  Nothing happened. 
 
    “Elevator, what is the problem?” he said. 
 
    Again there was no answer.  The lights flickered a moment and the paneling beside the door flashed.  Inquisitor Raven pressed his hands against the door and tried to force it open.  He couldn’t. 
 
    “Computer?” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    The paneling flickered some more, this time in a rhythmic motion.  It was as if they were dancing before him.  Inquisitor Raven tried to activate his communicator. 
 
    “Lieutenant Sanders?” he said.  “Anyone hear me?” 
 
    Static was his only answer. 
 
    “There is no need for alarm, Inquisitor Raven,” the female voice said. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven stepped back to the middle of the elevator.  He recognized the voice for he heard it not so very long ago. 
 
    “It’s you, isn’t it?” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Saint Vulcan?” 
 
    The panel stopped flickering and all was dead silent. 
 
    “All right,” he said.  “I’m listening.  What do you want with my ship?” 
 
    “I want you and your crew to go on a journey.” 
 
    “We didn’t agree to join your war, Vulcan.” 
 
    “I do not ask you to fight for me.” 
 
    “Then what exactly do you want?” 
 
    “I want you to help those who desperately need it.” 
 
    “What about the people here in Helios?  They need our help, too.” 
 
    “The escape crafts around Helios will reach their destinations with or without the Cygnusa’s aid.  But there are others who are in very grave danger.  They could use your help, Inquisitor Raven.” 
 
    “If I say no?” 
 
    “You will have that opportunity.  It is your choice to aid your brothers and sisters or walk away.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven considered Vulcan’s words.  He said: 
 
    “Where are you sending us?” 
 
    “You will find out.  Very soon.” 
 
    The lights stopped flashing and the elevator moved.  Her doors opened and before the Inquisitor was the Cygnusa’s bridge. 
 
    “Inquisitor,” Lieutenant Sanders said and saluted. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven stepped out of the elevator and looked back.  The elevator doors closed normally. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven faced Lieutenant Sanders. 
 
    “We’re still moving toward the Displacer?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven drew a deep breath and sat on his chair.  On the main view-screen was the Displacer.  He switched his communicator on. 
 
    “Chief Muses?  How are we doing?” 
 
    There was a moment of silence before Chief Muses replied. 
 
    “No progress,” he said.  “I’ve tried cutting off energy sources but… sir, it feels like I’m fighting against a living thing.  I cut off one energy source and another is repaired down the line.” 
 
    “What if we blow the main coils?” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t recommend it.  That would destroy the engine and damage life support systems.  Maybe even cripple them.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven closed his eyes.  He frowned. 
 
    “How long before we reach the Displacer?” 
 
    “We’re ten minutes way,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “Interdimensional corridor is coming online.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven shook his head.  He addressed his communicator. 
 
    “Bill, we’re too close to the Displacer,” he said.  “Leave the engines alone.” 
 
    “You want me to give up?” 
 
    “At this point I’d rather have functional power when we enter, and especially when we emerge, from wherever we’re going.” 
 
    “Understood, sir.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven shut the communicator off. 
 
    “Do you know our destination?” 
 
    “I’ll know as soon as the Displacer’s fully on-line,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    They waited several seconds and, finally, she had the information.  Lieutenant Sanders fell back in her chair and a look of disbelief filled her face. 
 
    “Sir… our destination is Erebus.” 
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    The alien vessels emerged into the uninhabited system. 
 
    Behind them, an ancient Displacer shut down. 
 
    The Prototype continued examining the latest information regarding his bases and fighters.  While Saint Vulcan’s attacks destroyed or severely damaged more than seemed possible, there were hints of good news to be found among the bad.  There were clearly fewer and fewer of Saint Vulcan’s vessels engaged in each subsequent attack and her losses, it appeared, were mounting. 
 
    The very last attack in Demonos had a fraction of Vulcan’s ships present compared to the earlier battles.  Of the small forces there, only one of Saint Vulcan’s vessels reached Helios. 
 
    Was it possible Vulcan’s forces were spent?  Had she used up everything she had before reaching Helios? 
 
    If so, and more bothersome: Had the Prototype fallen for a colossal bluff to get him out of that system? 
 
    This last thought angered the creature. 
 
    He ordered his ships forward. 
 
    They moved through empty space before slowing and stopping. 
 
    “Show yourself,” the Prototype ordered. 
 
    Before his ships appeared an oblong shaped planetoid.  It was a massive warship, twice larger than the largest super-juggernauts created by either Phaecian or Epsillon Empires. 
 
    In the distance, the Displacer they emerged from came to life and waves of fighter craft, the remains of the Prototype’s armada, entered the system.  There were many, many hundreds of ships of all sizes.  Though his forces were a fraction of what they were a week before, they were still enough to cause considerable damage to both Empires.  And if the Prototype was correct about Saint Vulcan’s remaining forces, they were enough to take her on as well. 
 
    A holographic star map appeared before the Prototype. 
 
    Superimposed upon it were a series of graphics displaying Vulcan’s attacks.  The Prototype arranged the attacks in order and ran the events in time from most recent at Helios to the earliest. 
 
    Pomos. 
 
    Coincidentally enough, the Chameleon unit which confronted the Prototype in his garden came from Pomos as well.  It was the planet Vulcan adopted as her home world and the place she should have died in years before. 
 
    Was the attack, and use of the Chameleon unit from that system, some kind of statement on Saint Vulcan’s part? 
 
    “Most curious,” the Prototype said. 
 
    He ordered a drone forward and to the Displacer. 
 
    It was to fly to Pomos and investigate Saint Vulcan’s old world. 
 
      
 
    The drone emerged from the Type 5 Displacer near Pomos and slowed to a stop. 
 
    It anticipated an attack but none came. 
 
    The ship took data from its surroundings and quickly determined there was no other vessels within range. 
 
    It then moved toward the planet. 
 
    When it neared, it found the Space Platform, the Space Elevator, and the land base which, for over a hundred years searched for any traces of Saint Vulcan’s body, destroyed. 
 
    This was not unexpected. 
 
    The drone closed in on the planet and, soon enough, detected a faint signal coming from very low orbit. 
 
    The drone accelerated and closed in on the signal’s source.  It soon found the source. 
 
    It was another drone, one which sported considerable damage.  Her orbit around Pomos was precarious and in another day or two it would crash to the planet’s surface. 
 
      
 
    The Prototype’s newly arrived drone closed in on the damaged craft and, as she did, half her body became liquid.  Metal tentacles spread out and reached across the void between the vessels.  They attached themselves to the damaged ship’s body and spread, enveloping the craft while drawing her in. 
 
    What remained of the damaged craft also liquefied and allowed itself to be absorbed.  The two crafts became one and they moved away from Pomos and back to the Displacer. 
 
    As they traveled, information was exchanged and analyzed. 
 
    The information duplicated most of what the Prototype knew about Saint Vulcan’s forces. 
 
    There was, however, one very important new bit of information: The destination of Saint Vulcans’ forces following their attack on Pomos. 
 
    The destination was a desolate solar system within the Epsillon Empire, a dumping ground of toxic material.  A place where the desperately poor sifted through the Empire’s waste for anything they could use to sell or reclaim. 
 
    A place with no strategic value and therefore the perfect place for Saint Vulcan to hide her ships. 
 
    The Fields. 
 
      
 
    Aboard his massive planetoid warship many lights years away, the Prototype received this information. 
 
    “The Fields,” he said. 
 
    He now knew where to attack. 
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    The Displacer sat in space, its spherical ring darkened and covered in dust. 
 
    Few lights shined within her, suggesting minimal functionality.  Her engine room was empty, her personnel quarters deserted. 
 
    Lying far, far below it was a small, metallic object.  From this distance, it looked like nothing more than a rusted metal ball slowly spinning in place. 
 
    It was a space station.  At one time it was the most important space station in the entire Epsillon Empire.  Not all that far in the distance and some two hundred years before the Epsillon and Phaecian forces met and engaged in their first, and only, Galactic War.  The mysterious explosion that ripped through the solar system abruptly ended that war. 
 
    The explosion’s shockwave almost destroyed the Titus Space Station and the Erebus Displacer.  Their surviving personnel were the first to report of the tragedy. 
 
    The Erebus System was instantly rendered a toxic wasteland filled with asteroid fields that were once planets.  Other than historical curiosity, the Empires were no longer interested in this system. 
 
    Within the dark bridge of the Erebus Displacer, more computers came to life.  Automated programs engaged and power built up. 
 
    An automated signal was then sent to the Titus Space Station. 
 
      
 
    Deep inside the Titus Space Station the transmission was received by a trio of people inside The Jackal Bar.  The elder of the three sat alone and away from the other two and at the bar’s counter.  The two others, a man and woman, sat at a table by a window. 
 
    Lights flickered from outside and they watched as the Erebus Displacer’s interdimensional corridor came to life. 
 
    “They will arrive soon,” the woman said.  “Which of the ships is it?” 
 
    “The Cygnusa,” the man seated at the table with her said. 
 
    “The Cygnusa?” the woman repeated.  “This could be tricky.” 
 
    “It could, but our subject is aboard the ship.” 
 
    “Has he been identified?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    The elderly man by the bar heard their conversation but their words meant little to him. 
 
      
 
    Within the bridge of the Cygnusa, Inquisitor Raven examined the monitors. 
 
    A timer to his right noted the Cygnusa’s flight time through the interdimensional corridor just passed the four minute and twenty second mark. 
 
    A typical, safe flight through such corridors took no more than a minute and a half.  Any time spent beyond that risked a vessel being exposed to increasingly massive doses of radiation or getting lost in a fold in space and never being seen again. 
 
    “Sir, we have an exit signal,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “Thank the Gods,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Radiation levels?” 
 
    “Elevated but tolerable,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “Which shouldn’t be possible.” 
 
    “Considering what we’ve witnessed so far, nothing should surprise us anymore,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven activated the ship’s intercom. 
 
    “This is Inquisitor Raven,” he said.  “We are nearing the end of our trip and enter Epsillon territory shortly.  We do so without permission or advanced notice.  Our arrival will no doubt cause concern.  Any personnel stationed in this part of Erebus must know a Phaecian ship is about to enter their territory and it is certain they will defend themselves.  I’m hoping to avoid conflict but we will nonetheless ready all offensive weaponry.  Do not –I repeat, do not– open fire on any target, no matter how hostile they may seem, unless I issue the order.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven shut the intercom down and addressed Lieutenant Sanders. 
 
    “Send out a transmission, all channels, to anyone listening.  Explain our situation.  Tell them our arrival in Erebus was beyond our control.  Hopefully, they’ll listen before firing.” 
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    The end of the interdimensional corridor appeared as a black dot in the center of the Cygnusa’s main view-screen.  With each second it grew larger and bright lights filled the darkness.  One in particular was larger than the rest. 
 
    “What is that?” Inquisitor Raven asked. 
 
    “The Titus Space Station,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “It’s the only other structure present in this sector of space.” 
 
    “Is she armed?” 
 
    “According to the records, only minimally.” 
 
    “Time to exit?” 
 
    “Thirty six seconds.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven activated his communicator. 
 
    “How are the ship’s engines, Chief Muses?” 
 
    “They’re nearing peak efficiency.” 
 
    “Incredible,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “And our unwelcome passenger?” 
 
    “Firmly in control.” 
 
    “Understood,” Inquisitor Raven said.  He addressed his bridge crew and said: “All right folks, here we go.” 
 
      
 
    The Cygnusa exited the Displacer’s energized maw and entered Erebus space. 
 
    She slowed until coming to a full stop. 
 
    Within the bridge Inquisitor Raven was on his feet.  He stared hard at the view-screen and at his many tactical monitors, looking for any signs of incoming torpedoes or fusion blasts. 
 
    There were none. 
 
    “I’m detecting six alien crafts parked by the Titus Space Station,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “Type?” 
 
    “They’re the same model as the one we tried to rescue in Helios.  They are powered down.” 
 
    “Thank the Gods,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Do we have a better idea of the local defensive systems?” 
 
    “Erebus Displacer is protected by Six Forty Sixes,” she said, referring to the orbital cannons around the station and displacer.  “They’ll sting, but the cannons are cold and torpedo launchers are sealed.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven activated the ship’s intercom. 
 
    “All personnel, stand down.  Repeat: Stand down.” 
 
    “Inquisitor Raven!” Chief Muses said over the communicator. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Sir, the fragment has released control of the engines!” 
 
    “Understood,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    He shut his communicator off and faced Lieutenant Sanders. 
 
    “Any transmissions from either the Displacer or the Titus Space Station?” 
 
    “Nothing yet, sir.” 
 
    “Are there any other ships in the area?  Other than the alien vessels?” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders checked her computer.  She nodded. 
 
    “There’s a small cruiser parked at Titus.  She’s Epsillon military.” 
 
    “Keep sending out our message,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “There may be ships in hiding who think the worst of us.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven returned to his chair. 
 
    “Tell me about the Titus Space Station.” 
 
    “She’s a converted supply satellite.” 
 
    “Converted to what?” 
 
    “A tourist center,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “Shortly after the war Erebus became a tourist site and the Titus Space Station was the first stop for guided tours.” 
 
    “Leave it to the Epsillons to convert a bloody battlefield into a tourist center,” Inquisitor Raven muttered. 
 
    Several silent minutes passed as the Cygnusa floated in place. 
 
    “If they were going to attack, they would have done so already,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Power down all weapons.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Weapons OP Hamilton said. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven pressed the communicator button. 
 
    “All personnel in and around the Erebus Displacer and the Titus Space Station, this is Inquisitor Raven, commander of the Cygnusa.  We have sent repeated broadcasts explaining how we got here.  We have no desire to provoke an international incident and have ordered all our weapons powered down.  Please verify.” 
 
    There was no immediate answer, but a few lights inside the Titus Space Station came on.  One very bright light over one of the exterior docks flashed. 
 
    “An invitation?” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “Looks that way,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “Should we take the offer?” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven thought about that. 
 
    “Not just yet,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Inquisitor Raven exited the elevator and stepped into the cargo bay. 
 
    He approached the metal fragment.  The security guards surrounding it saluted him while Chief Muses approached. 
 
    “Now that we’re out of the Displacer’s interdimensional corridor, we can send engineers outside to see just how big she is,” Chief Muses said.  “We could also cut the hull from the outside.  Might be easier to dislodge it.” 
 
    “This thing fixed our engines and transported us over seventy thousand light years in a single Displacer jump,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “If she wanted to hurt us, she would have done so already.” 
 
    “That could change,” Chief Muses said.  “Even so, this thing kidnapped us and brought us here against our will.” 
 
    “True,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “But now that we’re here, I’m inclined to see what it wants.” 
 
    “You talk as if this piece of metal has some kind of intelligence.” 
 
    “For all we know, it may well have that, Carlos,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    He walked to the tinsel glass partition that separated the fragment from the rest of the ship. 
 
    “I don’t know if you can hear me, but if you can, I’m ordering the ship to dock at the Titus Space Station.  I assume it is what you want.” 
 
    He turned away from the fragment. 
 
    “You just talked to a piece of metal,” Chief Muses said and smiled. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’ve never talked to your engines,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “I have, but that’s why they love me,” Chief Muses said. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven activated his communicator. 
 
    “Lieutenant Sanders, plot a course to Titus,” he said.  “Looks like I’ll be taking in the sights.” 
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    With a loud click, the Cygnusa docked with the Titus Space Station.  Outside the battleship’s main Decompression Chamber stood a Security Team.  Inquisitor Raven joined them. 
 
    “We’re stepping onto Epsillon Empire ground and will show proper respect,” he said.  “Always remember where we are and do not act unless provoked or ordered by me.” 
 
    “Yes sir!” the Security Team members replied. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven spoke into his communicator. 
 
    “Lieutenant Sanders, we’re about to enter the Titus Station,” he said.  “While we’re gone, you’re in charge.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “All right, let’s move.” 
 
      
 
    Lights over the door to the chamber flashed red.  A slight tremble was felt and the red lights turned green. 
 
    “Weapons,” Sergeant Robbins, the head of the Security Team said. 
 
    Her soldiers drew and checked their weapons while a hiss was heard.  Life support machinery within the Cygnusa’s Decompression Chamber matched the atmosphere of the corridor beyond.  The heavy metal door slid aside, revealing that corridor and, at its end, another heavy metal door which led directly into Titus. 
 
    The Security Team moved forward. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven stepped into the corridor while remaining close behind Sergeant Robbins.  The Security team checked the metal door at the end of the corridor. 
 
    “Standard lock, sir,” he said.  “Atmosphere beyond verified.  I have access to the camera feeds in the room.” 
 
    A hologram appeared over his left sleeve.  It showed the room beyond.  It was empty. 
 
    “Any weapons or security devices?” 
 
    “None detected,” the soldier said.  “Ready to open whenever you want me to.” 
 
    “Do so,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    The heavy metal door leading into the Space Station slid open.  The Security Team, already tense, were coiled tight. 
 
    “Send in the drones,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    Three members of the Security Team stepped forward and produced six small fortified drones.  They were activated and moved past the Decompression chamber and into the station itself. 
 
    A minute passed as information was gathered. 
 
    “We have three people in what appears to be a bar,” Sergeant Robbins finally said. 
 
    “Can you identify them?” 
 
    “One of them,” Sergeant Robbins said.  She produced a handheld monitor and pointed at the elderly man sitting at the bar.  “That’s General Anton Jurgens.” 
 
    “It certainly is,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “I’m guessing the cruiser docked to the station is his.  What are they doing?” 
 
    “Not much.  The unidentified two by the table are just sitting there while General Jurgens… he’s drinking.  Rather heavily from what I see.” 
 
    On the monitor, General Jurgens looked up and directly at the drone.  He said: 
 
    “Welcome to Titus.  Please, come.  Let’s talk.” 
 
    The General spoke with a slight slur. 
 
    “Heavy drinking verified,” Sergeant Robbins said. 
 
    “Given all we’ve been through, it’s a wonder we’re not all smashed,” Inquisitor Raven said.  He arched his eyebrow.  “Present company excluded, of course.” 
 
    “I’m no angel, sir,” Sergeant Robbins said.  “When this is done and assuming we survive, I’ll welcome a drink or six.” 
 
    “And I might well join you,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Keep that drone still and recall the others.” 
 
    “Sir, we haven’t concluded the full sear—” 
 
    “Remain where you are and stay on guard,” Inquisitor Raven interrupted.  “They want to talk?  I’ll talk.” 
 
      
 
    Inquisitor Raven walked through the Station’s corridors and passed the central food court.  He noted the many items for sale behind glass cases.  A set of shirts proudly proclaimed: I Visited Erebus! 
 
    “Came to Erebus and all I got was this lousy shirt,” Inquisitor Raven muttered. 
 
    There were floors above the one he was on and rooms for tourists to rest.  There were bars, restaurants, and shops. 
 
    According to the drones, they were all empty. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven moved on, eventually reaching the common quarters.  These areas were stripped down and far less glamorous than the tourist zones.  He found a much smaller food station there and, off to its side, The Jackal Bar.  Unlike the other food and drink stations, her doors were open. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven spoke into his communicator. 
 
    “I’m approaching the bar,” he said.  “Stand by.” 
 
      
 
    Inquisitor Raven entered the bar and spotted the people there.  They hadn’t moved.  The two sitting at the table at the far end of the bar watched him while General Jurgens cradled an empty shot glass.  He motioned Inquisitor Raven to his side. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven approached the man while noting the stock of liquors in the cabinets behind the counter.  He recognized only a few brands. 
 
    “General Jurgens,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    He noted the General’s pale skin and nervous demeanor.  The man was borderline drunk and appeared very frightened. 
 
    The General reached for a bottle and slid it to the Inquisitor.  He laid his cup on the counter and grabbed another, clean glass and set it next to his. 
 
    “It’s best you take a shot, Inquisitor,” he said.  “It helps.  It helped me, certainly.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven grabbed the bottle.  Before pouring it he read the label. 
 
    “Limon Picante.” 
 
    The brand meant nothing to him.  He popped the bottle’s top and filled the two shot glasses.  The Inquisitor and General Jurgens drank. 
 
    “Not bad,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Reminds me of Blue Quartz.” 
 
    “Hope you appreciate our local spirits.” 
 
    “I could learn to,” Inquisitor Raven said.  He set his cup down and poured another drink.  “After we’re done with the small talk.” 
 
    “You’ve got questions.” 
 
    “One or two,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “How about we start with the most obvious one: The six ships parked outside Titus.  Are they part of Saint Vulcan’s forces?” 
 
    “Until an hour ago, I only knew these ships as belonging to either Alien Force A or Alien Force B.  Now I know one side, the good side, belongs to Saint Vulcan and, yes, those are her ships.” 
 
    “Saint Vulcan’s alive?” 
 
    “In a matter of speaking,” General Jurgens said.  “I wish I knew everything about that.  What little I do know I learned from these two.” 
 
    He motioned to the man and woman sitting at the back of the bar. 
 
    “They brought you here?” 
 
    “I suspect Vulcan was the one that brought us here.  Like you, Inquisitor, I was kidnapped mid-flight.” 
 
    “Why were you brought here?” 
 
    “Because I’m a familiar face,” he said.  “You received my transmission to Helios?” 
 
    “We did.” 
 
    “Then the fact that I’m here lends weight to what they’ll tell you.” 
 
    “After kidnapping a Phaecian battleship and bringing it into Epsillon territory against her will I’m all ears,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    General Jurgens nodded. 
 
    “Did my transmissions help?” 
 
    “They did, to some extent,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “You know what happened in Helios?” 
 
    “They told me,” General Jurgens said.  “Now I can report to everyone in Epsillon.  Hell of a fight you guys put up.” 
 
    “Vulcan got Overlord Emeritus to leave.  Not us.” 
 
    “She calls him the Prototype,” General Jurgens said. 
 
    The General reached for his glass and his hands shook when he picked it up. 
 
    “I’m told a full briefing regarding this Prototype and his forces awaits me in my ship,” General Jurgens said.  He motioned to the bar’s window and the darkness beyond it.  “You know what happened in Erebus?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “There are those who feel what happened here proves the human race is incredibly lucky.  Not for those who perished in the explosion, mind you, but for everyone else.  Had the war spread, one wonders what would be of our Empires… and how many deaths were avoided by it ending as quickly as it did.  There are those who theorize the explosion was a cosmic accident.  A black hole, an undetected anti-matter mass.  Perhaps a supernova.  Others suspect a secret weapon of mass destruction was unintentionally detonated and our own sheer incompetence saved us in the long run.  What do you think, Inquisitor?” 
 
    “I believe whatever happened here was up to the Gods.” 
 
    General Jurgens reached into his jacket pocket and produced a small computer chip.  He handed it to Inquisitor Raven. 
 
    “If we survive the next few days, please read the information on this chip,” General Jurgens said.  “It describes in detail the activities over many centuries of a small group of individuals from both the Phaecian and Epsillon Empires.  It’s a group I belong to, Inquisitor, a group that formed during the very early years of Empire.  We fancied ourselves puppet masters and generations of members in this group have seen to humanity’s progress while keeping the peace.  Not an easy task.” 
 
    General Jurgens laid the shot glass on the counter. 
 
    “It was here, in Erebus, where our great, great, great grandfathers faced their biggest challenge and made a decision to end a bloody war just as it was beginning.” 
 
    “Are you saying the explosion—” 
 
    “—was indeed man made,” General Jurgens said.  “But it wasn’t the result of any incompetence.” 
 
    He reached for his shot glass and filled it. 
 
    “Our ancestors made sure each side brought their most powerful vessels in system while carrying the lightest of skeleton crews.  When every one of those ships was gathered, the explosion was set off and the Epsillon and Phaecian military might was destroyed.  Our leaders were then forced to do something they were loath to do: Seek peace.  Many lives were lost –Hades, even one life lost was too much– but peace was achieved and many, many more lives were saved.  This is our legacy.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    “In the next days these secrets –and others– will come out,” General Jurgens said.  “It’s time.  But this great organization of ours, the puppet masters who pulled so many strings and helped guide the growth of not one but two Empires, were themselves overseen and controlled by other hands.  Saint Vulcan’s.  Your Overlord Emeritus, otherwise known as the Prototype.” 
 
    General Jurgens shook.  The skin on his face grew very pale. 
 
    “Imagine that,” he whispered.  He stared in the direction of the two seated at the table.  “They’ll tell you much more, Inquisitor.” 
 
    The General got up. 
 
    “You aren’t staying?” 
 
    “No,” General Jurgens said.  He offered Inquisitor Raven his hand.  “Good luck.” 
 
    They shook hands and, on unsteady feet, General Jurgens left the bar. 
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    “Inquisitor Raven, this is Lieutenant Sanders,” came a message over Inquisitor Raven’s communicator.  “The Epsillon cruiser is powering up.” 
 
    “Understood,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “The ship belongs to General Jurgens.  Allow him free passage out.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven reached for the bottle of Limon Picante.  He grabbed three fresh shot glasses and walked to the far side of the bar and to the duo sitting at their table. 
 
    “Welcome, Inquisitor Raven,” the woman said. 
 
    “You are?” 
 
    “Catherine Holland.  The gentleman with me is Lionel Delmont.” 
 
    The man was very large and, based on his stiff sitting posture, military. 
 
    “Rank?” 
 
    “Sergeant,” Delmont said. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven set his bottle of Picante and shot glasses on the table, reached for an empty seat at another table, and sat opposite the woman and her companion.  He made a trio of Picante shots and slid them over. 
 
    The three touched glasses and took down their drinks. 
 
    “All right,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “I heard what General Jurgens had to say.  Now let’s hear what you’ve got.” 
 
      
 
    The air within the bar felt heavy and the lights were too damn low. 
 
    Through a corner window the Cygnusa was visible in her dock while the six alien crafts floated in the near distance. 
 
    Catherine Holland and Lionel Delmont looked as ordinary as two people in an empty space station guarded by six alien crafts could look and Inquisitor Raven wondered just how contagious General Jurgen’s bad nerves were. 
 
    “I sorry about what happened in Helios,” Catherine Holland said.  “There’s been destruction and casualties and it makes me sick to think—” 
 
    “It’s not your world nor your people,” Inquisitor Raven snapped.  “Why should you care?” 
 
    “You don’t know a thing about me, Inquisitor Raven, perhaps you could save your fury until after we’ve talked.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven closed his mouth and Catherine Holland continued. 
 
    “The creature hidden in Helios was a cancer that needed to be excised and banished.  If there was an easier way to do this, it would have been done.” 
 
    “So the lost lives were worth it?” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Just like those lost in Erebus two hundred years before?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Catherine Holland’s blunt answer stunned Inquisitor Raven.  He took a second to compose himself and said: 
 
    “Do you really believe in such cold calculations?” Inquisitor Raven said.  His voice was dangerously close to a yell.  “Sacrifice some to save others?” 
 
    “What is winning a war but one side losing less than the other?” Catherine Holland said.  “You think the deaths of those in and around Helios are the only ones the Prototype is responsible for?  The creature was behind the deaths of twenty billion in Pomos.” 
 
    “Perhaps my knowledge of Epsillon history is incomplete, but wasn’t it Saint Vulcan who set fire to her world so she could eliminate a virus she created?” 
 
    “Saint Vulcan did not create the virus that infected her world,” Catherine Holland said.  “The Prototype did.  Saint Vulcan then faced a difficult choice.  If even one of the infected made their way to an escape craft and flown to another planet, the contagion would have spread and both Empires would have been endangered.  The Prototype didn’t care about any of that.  So, yes, the alternative is much worse than you can imagine.” 
 
    Catherine Holland reached for the bottle of Picante and poured herself another shot.  She took it down. 
 
    “Saint Vulcan, as you’ve no doubt surmised by now, is not a human being.  She never was.  She is a robot with a sophisticated artificial intelligence who’s been around a very long time.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “Since the human race’s infancy.  She was on Earth, the planet your Holy Texts call Homeworld and she was present at the time of the Exodus.  She’s guided humanity from a distance and helped us develop tools we use to this very day.” 
 
    “She said she created this creature… this Prototype.” 
 
    “Her one terrible sin,” Catherine Holland said.  “The Prototype was meant to be her companion and end a millennia of loneliness.  Shortly after the creature’s creation, it was stolen from her.  The creature learned all the wrong lessons about humans and humanity from her captors.  They thought they controlled him but they did not.  Eventually, he eliminated them.  Over the years, he’s changed his features and identity and, most recently, became your Overlord Emeritus.” 
 
    “How does he do this?” 
 
    “He, like Saint Vulcan, is made up of billions of microscopic machines called nano-probes.  They can alter their shape and create different body types, faces, and even sex.” 
 
    “You waste my time with fairy tales,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Show me some proof or I’m on my way.” 
 
    Catherine Holland got to her feet.  She pulled up her left pant leg and revealed her bare skin. 
 
    “Watch,” she said. 
 
    The flesh on her leg moved.  It changed color and shape, becoming skinnier.  Fatter.  Masculine, feminine.  Finally, it returned to its original form. 
 
    “That’s how this creature changes its identity.” 
 
    “Are you…?” 
 
    “Except for this leg, I’m human just like you.  I lost it a long time ago, Inquisitor.  Back on Homeworld.  Just days before the Exodus.” 
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    “You expect me to believe you’re over five thousand years old?” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “The nano-probes in this leg and some I adopted beforehand keep me younger than others, but I’ve also spent many years in cryogenic units.  I’ve been called now and again by Vulcan for help when she needed me.” 
 
    “A fantastic creature like Saint Vulcan needs someone like you?” 
 
    “At times,” Catherine Holland said.  “She values us, Inquisitor.  It might be why she adopted my first name.” 
 
    “Your first…?” Inquisitor Raven began.  He shook his head.  “What about her –and this Prototype’s– ships?  How do they function?” 
 
    “They too are composed of billions of interlocking microscopic machines.  You can destroy chunks of them but because each machine is independent of the other, the group survives most attacks.  The only way to truly destroy such a hive is by an energized chain reaction which hits each and every one of them simultaneously.” 
 
    “We need such a weapon,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t know how to create it,” Catherine Holland said.  “Only Saint Vulcan can.” 
 
    “Why not give us that knowledge?  Why not allow us to help her?” 
 
    “It is her decision to make,” Sergeant Delmont said. 
 
    “While we suffer the collateral damage of her war?” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “Not for much longer.” 
 
    The words hung in the air like a thick fog.  For several seconds, they were silent.  Finally, Inquisitor Raven spoke. 
 
    “Tell me about yourselves.” 
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “How you came to be here.  Hades, tell me about Homeworld.” 
 
    “Homeworld was targeted for destruction by an ancient race of alien creatures.  They sent robots like Saint Vulcan there to serve as scouts.  They were meant to oversee the planet and make sure our ancestors would not pose a problem to them.  Saint Vulcan was one of the first of three robots to land there and, over millennia, she and her companions developed a… fondness for humans.  They didn’t want to see humans destroyed and decided to save them from their masters.  Saint Vulcan worked hard to do so, going so far as to inject nano-probes into a human.  The first human-machine hybrid was the man who eventually did save humanity.” 
 
    “You’re talking about the Unknown Hero?” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “His name was Paul Spradlin,” Catherine Holland said. 
 
    “You… you knew him?” 
 
    “No,” Sergeant Delmont said.  “I did.” 
 
    The burly man pulled up a satchel and gently laid it on the table between Catherine Holland and Inquisitor Raven. 
 
    “May I?” he said. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven nodded. 
 
    Sergeant Delmont reached into the satchel and produced a tablet computer unlike any Inquisitor Raven had seen before.  Delmont turned the device on and offered it to the Inquisitor. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven took the tablet and stared at its screen.  On it was the image of a man.  He was a handsome man, if one were to focus on half his face.  The other half was red and horribly scarred. 
 
    “The Unknown Hero,” Sergeant Delmont said. 
 
    For several seconds Inquisitor Raven stared at the screen.  There were so many images made over time of the Unknown Hero.  If this was indeed him, the images were idealized.  Here was an ordinary, though scarred, man. 
 
    “General Spradlin created a new brand of nano-probes and spiked the Earth’s waters with them.  In a short amount of time all living things ingested them.  Thought these nano-probes and special Displacer units, he was able to transport large groups of individuals to a bunker and from there, to the Arks and safety.” 
 
    “The first Ark’s passengers settled into the sector now known as the Epsillon Empire,” Catherine Holland said.  “The second Ark settled around Helios and became your Phaecian Empire.” 
 
    “And the third Ark?” Inquisitor Raven asked. 
 
    “It’s still out there,” Catherine Holland said.  “At least that’s what Vulcan told me.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven was silent for several seconds.  He considered taking some more Picante but instead said: 
 
    “What happened to Spradlin?” 
 
    “Paul Spradlin died on the last day before Earth’s remaining population was transported.  Vulcan stayed behind for a very short time before following the Arks and helping humanity find new homelands.” 
 
    “Until one day she decides to create this Prototype,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “By creating this homicidal machine, Vulcan is responsible for many deaths.  Including… including my wife’s.” 
 
    He stood up and walked away from the table. 
 
    Sergeant Delmont was about to follow but Catherine Holland shook her head. 
 
    She stood up and neared the Inquisitor. 
 
    “Saint Vulcan is not infallible,” Catherine Holland said.  “She lives with the guilt of her creation every day.” 
 
    “That will not bring my wife back,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    He moved toward the bar’s exit but found Sergeant Delmont in his path. 
 
    “Saint Vulcan fucked up,” Delmont said.  “But she’s the reason you, your children, and everyone else you know is alive today.  If she didn’t make Paul Spradlin what he was, the human race would have ended five thousand years ago.  So you’re right, she created the Prototype and that creature needs to be stopped.  She’s trying to stop it and I figured, especially after what it did to you, you’d want to help her.” 
 
    Having had his say, Sergeant Delmont stepped out of the way and offered Inquisitor Raven a clear path out of the bar and Erebus itself. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven didn’t move. 
 
    “What does she want from us?” he asked. 
 
    “An errand of mercy,” Catherine Holland said. 
 
    “I’m in command of a battleship,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “She doesn’t want us to fight?” 
 
    “Powerful as your vessel is, it stands little chance against the Prototype’s forces,” Catherine Holland said.  “From here we go to The Fields.  Are you familiar with this system?” 
 
    “Somewhat,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “No inhabitable planets.  It’s been the Epsillon Empire’s dumping ground for a millennia.” 
 
    “The system is populated by approximately a thousand scavenger ships,” Catherine Holland said.  “They’re the poorest of the Empire’s citizens and live off whatever they find.” 
 
    “Why are we going there?” 
 
    “Because we’ve left behind a series of clues for the Prototype that will draw him to that system,” Catherine Holland said.  “It is your job as commander of the Cygnusa to help shepherd the scavengers to safety.” 
 
    “Alone?” 
 
    “There is another vessel already in system, the Epsillon battleship Wake.  She’s doing what she can but they very much need your help.” 
 
    “Why not get other Epsillon ships involved?  Surely there are more of them nearby?” 
 
    “The Empires are in a state of panic and are focused on fortifying their most valuable assets, which The Fields most certainly is not.  The Cygnusa and Wake will have to do.” 
 
    “What can we expect?” 
 
    “The Prototype’s fleet will show up, though we don’t know when.  We need to get the scavengers out before they do.” 
 
    “What about you two?” 
 
    “With your permission, we would like to come with you.” 
 
    “Why not travel on Saint Vulcan’s ships?” 
 
    “In battle, those vessels maneuver in ways that would crush us.  If we were aboard, all we’d so is slow them down and make them easier targets for the Prototype.” 
 
    “Why did Vulcan choose to attack now?” 
 
    “After Pomos, Saint Vulcan needed time to build up her forces so she could take the Prototype on,” Catherine Holland said.  “Though she wasn’t at optimal strength, the attacks had to occur now.  The Prototype was mere months away from having the forces needed to annihilate every military base and vessel in the Empires.” 
 
    “This is Epsillon territory,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “What makes you think anyone in the Fields will listen to a commander of a Phaecian battleship?” 
 
    “If the scavengers see both Phaecian and Epsillon battleships working together they may more quickly realize the seriousness of the situation.  And if all goes well, then maybe this joint venture will prove the first of many between the Empires.” 
 
    “Cooperation and friendship,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Perhaps even an opening for peace?” 
 
    “Much stranger things have happened,” Catherine Holland said. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven couldn’t help but smile at this. 
 
    “Vulcan thought this through, didn’t she?” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven didn’t expect an answer.  He shook his head and activated his communicator. 
 
    “This is Inquisitor Raven,” he said.  “Prepare the Cygnusa for launch.” 
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    Inquisitor Raven, Catherine Holland, and Sergeant Delmont made their way to the docking ramp leading to the Cygnusa. 
 
    “Lieutenant Sanders,” Inquisitor Raven said over his communicator.  “We have two extra passengers.” 
 
    They met the Security Task Force at the Decompression Corridor. 
 
    “Check them,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    Sergeant Robbins and her crew used scanners to search Catherine Holland and Sergeant Delmont for any hidden weapons.  When done, Sergeant Robbins said: 
 
    “They’re clean.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    The group made their way into the Cygnusa. 
 
    Once there, Inquisitor Raven again activated his communicator. 
 
    “Lieutenant Sanders,” he said.  “We have boarded.  I’ll be in the bridge shortly.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Lieutenant Sanders replied. 
 
    Inquisitor!” a voice came from beyond the Decompression Chamber.  It was Chief Muses.  He took a few steps before stopping.  Inquisitor Raven approached him. 
 
    “Are these…?” 
 
    “Our guests,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “At least for the time being.” 
 
    “Far be it for me to question your decisions, Bill, but is it wise to bring them aboard?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “At this point, I’d rather have Vulcan’s people here than not.  They could prove useful.” 
 
    “They could also stab us in the back.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven wasn’t in the mood to argue the point. 
 
    Catherine Holland and Sergeant Delmont were led past them and Chief Muses recoiled. 
 
    “Never thought you were one to get so nervous,” Inquisitor Raven said after they were gone. 
 
    “Only when I’m scared to fucking death,” Chief Muses said.  “What are you going to do with them?” 
 
    “Not much,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “They’ll be in the security chambers, locked and watched.  If they’re any danger, we’ll be in a position to deal with them.  Swiftly.” 
 
      
 
    Inquisitor Raven stepped into the bridge from the elevator and gazed at the main view-screen. 
 
    Though the Erebus Displacer was still very far away, her hollow core and interdimensional corridor were lit up and readying for the trip. 
 
    “Energy readings within the Displacer’s interdimensional corridor are way beyond safe limits,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “It’s a wonder the damn thing hasn’t exploded, imploded, or a combination of both.” 
 
    “We’re farther away from The Fields than Helios is to Erebus,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “I suppose we’re going to make this trip in a single jump as well.  Any interesting news?” 
 
    “Epsillon networks are filled with stories of alien vessels and mysterious battles.  But as of two hours ago, the fighting stopped.  It looks like Helios was, for the moment, their final battle.” 
 
    “Have you heard anything at all about The Fields?” 
 
    “There are no updates or information on that system.” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders’ eyes widened. 
 
    “Sir, the alien ships are moving toward the Erebus Displacer.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven activated the ship’s intercom and said: 
 
    “This is Inquisitor Raven.  We took in two individuals who are part of a group under the leadership of Catherine Vulcan, better known as Saint Vulcan.  She lives, in a manner of speaking.  She is a sophisticated machine with an equally sophisticated A.I. and she’s at war with a machine that, until a few hours ago, was disguised as Overlord Emertius.  This creature’s goal is to destroy humanity and Saint Vulcan is just as determined to stop him.  Which means we’re on Saint Vulcan’s side.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven paused and allowed the words to settle. 
 
    “I know you have questions.  Can we trust Saint Vulcan?  Can we trust the people with her?  We’ll find out.  We were brought here and asked to go to The Fields where we are to escort the scavengers in system to safety.  Lives are at stake and while we were given the option of walking away, I cannot think of a single passage in the Holy Texts which encourages us to ignore the plight of those we can help.  However, the forces of Overlord Emeritus –the Prototype– are expected to arrive and face off against Saint Vulcan.  This mission is extremely dangerous but I have faith in you.  You have one minute to prepare for battle stations.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven drew a sharp breath. 
 
    “Make the Empire proud.” 
 
    As he clicked off the communicator, red alert lights came on. 
 
    The minute passed slowly and, once it did, the floor of the bridge rumbled as the Cygnusa’s engines powered up.  Metal shields slid in place, hiding port holes and windows.  Readouts on the computers displayed the status of the torpedoes and fusion cannons.  They were ready for use. 
 
    “Let’s move,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
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    The Erebus Displacer’s hollow core sparkled with unimaginable energies. 
 
    The Cygnusa gained momentum as did the alien vessels.  The four closest to the Displacer entered the interdimensional corridor and disappeared, leaving the Cygnusa and a pair of Saint Vulcan’s vessels behind.  The alien ships slowed and stopped. 
 
    “We’re up,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Lieutenant Sanders, let’s go.” 
 
    The Cygnusa’s thrusters burned hot and the ship moved. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven activated the intercom. 
 
    “All personnel, we’re two minutes from the Displacer.  Stand by to emerge into The Fields.” 
 
      
 
    The Cygnusa was soon devoured by the interdimensional corridor and, once gone, the last of the alien vessels followed her. 
 
    Afterwards, the Erebus Displacer powered down and the area around it grew very dark. 
 
      
 
    The Cygnusa shook. 
 
    Wild, bright lights surrounded her and rushed past at incredible speeds. 
 
    It took over nine minutes of flight –a lifetime within an interdimensional core– before the first hints of the corridor’s end appeared.  Even after their first long trip, Lieutenant Sanders couldn’t help but double check the radiation gauges and hope the ship did not get too hot.  Inquisitor Raven noted her concern. 
 
    “I’m not used to pushing my luck twice in one day, either,” he told her. 
 
      
 
    The Displacer was an older model, scuffed and dusty.  It looked incredibly old, befitting a long-lived Type 1.  She was part of the first generation of Epsillon Displacers and the last of her model still in service.  She sported faded white lettering which identified her as Unit 22. 
 
    Her hollow core lit up and the Cygnusa emerged.  Behind it appeared the last two alien vessels.  Once in regular space, these ships faded away, their camouflage mechanisms hiding them from all eyes and sensors. 
 
      
 
    Within the Cygnusa’s bridge, the silence was absolute. 
 
    The ship emerged into a long dead solar system.  What looked like a ring of asteroids extended from near the Displacer and in a circular whirl which stretched out and curved toward the sun. 
 
    “All ship systems are green,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “Radiation readings are elevated but within safe limits.  Initiating purge.” 
 
    “Hostile vessels?”  Inquisitor Raven asked. 
 
    “None detected.” 
 
    “Our escorts?” 
 
    “They’re gone.  I can’t say where.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven checked the data on one of his monitors. 
 
    “I’m detecting a mass of small ships in the distance,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “They’re heading our way.  There’s a battleship behind them.  It’s Epsillon.  The Wake.” 
 
    “Weapons?” 
 
    “Armed and ready,” Weapons OP Hamilton said. 
 
    “The Wake is hailing us, sir,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “She’s on a five minute delay.” 
 
    “Let’s hear what she has to say.” 
 
    There was the momentary electrical distortion followed by a voice. 
 
    “Cygnusa, this is Lieutenant Lester Daniels aboard the Wake.  General Jurgens told us you were on the way to help get the scavengers out.  We appreciate and welcome your assistance.  Now that you’re here, we’re locking the Displacer so that she only allows vessels out.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven pressed his communicator button and said: 
 
    “This is Inquisitor Raven aboard the HPB Cygnusa.  We read you, Lieutenant Daniels and that was a wise precaution.  We will help in any way we can.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven switched his communicator so it transmitted on all outgoing channels.  He said: 
 
    “To all vessels within The Fields, this is Inquisitor Raven of the HPB Cygnusa.  I repeat, Inquisitor Raven aboard the Holy Phaecian Battleship Cygnusa.” 
 
    The reaction to his message was predictable.  The scavengers’ communication lines were flooded with excited and very alarmed conversation. 
 
    “This is neither an invasion nor an attack,” Inquisitor Raven continued.  “We are in communication with the Wake and are working together with her commander to provide cover and escort.  If Lieutenant Daniels hasn’t made it clear, let me erase any doubts: You are in great danger.  All craft must exit The Fields immediately.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven addressed Lieutenant Sanders and said: 
 
    “Transmit all news reports regarding Saint Vulcan, the Prototype, and what happened to Helios on all channels.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  She pressed several buttons before her.  “Information is being transmitted.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven again activated the communicator. 
 
    “Please review these reports from both Phaecia and Epsillon.  The hostile vessels you see are on their way here and may arrive at any moment.  You need to move.  Now.” 
 
    “Cygnusa, this is Captain Sendar in the Beltor,” came a reply from one of the nearby scavenger vessels.  It was on a minute and a half delay.  “We’ve seen much of this footage already and want to leave but where are we being sent?  We barely make a living here.  Where would we go?” 
 
    “Captain Sendar, let me assure you: Anywhere is safer than here.” 
 
      
 
    The scavenger vessels that could sped up and several ships slipped past the Cygnusa.  They did this quickly, perhaps fearing they would receive a torpedo or fusion blast to their rear.  The slower vessels followed. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven ordered the Cygnusa move further away from the Displacer to offer greater protection to all approaching ships. 
 
    Minutes passed.  An hour. 
 
    Two. 
 
    More and more vessels made their way to the Displacer. 
 
    “Lieutenant Sanders, do you detect any other Displacer Unit?” Inquisitor Raven asked. 
 
    “Only the one behind us.” 
 
    “Lieutenant Daniels locked her down and if there are no other Displacers in system, how are the Prototype’s vessels going to make their way—?” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven didn’t finish his thought. 
 
    In the distance and throughout the flotsam appeared a series of strange light flashes.  They winked on and off, quickly, like twinkling stars. 
 
    “What is that?” Inquisitor Raven asked, though he feared he already knew. 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders waited for the computers to take their readings before saying: 
 
    “Energy bursts.  Their signature is… sir, it’s very similar to a Displacer’s interdimensional corridor.” 
 
    The energy bursts came faster, dozens at a time, some farther out, others nearer.  Inquisitor Raven eyed the computer count.  In a span of a few minutes there were hundreds of bursts. 
 
    “I’m detecting vessels!” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “These ships can jump without using Displacers!” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven activated his communicator. 
 
    “Scavenger vessels, this is Inquisitor Raven.  The enemy ships are here.  Get to the Displacer.  Get there now!” 
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    The scavenger ships moved as quickly as they could while the Cygnusa maintained position. 
 
    In the distance, the Wake neared. 
 
    “Sir, at last count, there are seven hundred sixty two energy bursts,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “The ships coming in are immediately going into cloaked mode.” 
 
    “Can’t fight what we can’t see,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “At least the scavenger vessels are picking up speed.” 
 
    “They just needed a little more encouragement,” Inquisitor Raven said.  He spoke into his communicator.  “Wake, this is Inquisitor Raven.  Are you seeing what we’re seeing?” 
 
    “We are,” Lieutenant Daniels replied after a minute delay.  “We’re coming as fast as we can.” 
 
    “Understood,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    He walked to Lieutenant Sanders’ side. 
 
    “Make sure every one of our cameras and sensors are taking in everything that’s happening.  Transmit all information through the Displacer.  The Empires need to know as much as they can about these ships.” 
 
    Another series of flashes appeared much nearer to the Cygnusa and her flock. 
 
    For brief seconds the outline of cloaked vessels was visible. 
 
    “They’re coming closer,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “How many now?” 
 
    “Over a thousand,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “Sir, where’s Vulcan?  She is coming, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Just keep us in line with the Wake,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Once she passes, we fall back to the Displacer.” 
 
    The bridge grew very quiet as the rumble of the ship’s engines was felt.  Minutes passed and the Cygnusa slowed and stopped while scavenger craft continued making their way past her. 
 
    “All scavenger vessels, keep moving,” Inquisitor Raven said over the communicator.  “This is your last chance to leave.  Wake, how are you doing?” 
 
    “As well as we can,” Lieutenant Daniels said.  “Are your weapons hot?” 
 
    “Steaming,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “I hope you received Vulcan’s data on improving fusion cannons against the Prototype’s ships.” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “Good.  Regardless, we’ve seen first-hand what these ships are capable of.  We can slow them and that’s about the best we can hope for.” 
 
    “Understood,” Lieutenant Daniels said. 
 
    More scavenger vessels hurried past the Cygnusa but several had difficulty gaining any significant speed. 
 
    “What’s going on with those ships?” Inquisitor Raven asked. 
 
    “Their engines are running ragged,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “Many of their drives are red-lining.” 
 
    “Tell them to come toward us.  Ready gravity hooks and open the landing bay doors.  We’ll take in all stragglers.” 
 
    “Sir, there are at least two hundred—” 
 
    “I’m aware of how many there are,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “We’re here to save lives, not equipment.  As soon as a ship is in our landing bay and its crew disembarks, jettison the craft.  Tell the Wake to do the same!” 
 
      
 
    In the landing bay of the Cygnusa, security forces and military personnel alike desperately helped people off the arriving scavenger vessels.  Afterwards, gravity hooks hurled the ships back into space. 
 
    The bewildered passengers were male and female, old and young, infants and children.  All were desperately poor and the loss of their vessels meant the loss of all their possessions. 
 
    They did not complain. 
 
    The strong helped the weak and the scavengers worked hand in hand with the skeletal crew of the Cygnusa.  With their help, ships were processed and jettison with increasing speed. 
 
    But within the Cygnusa’s bridge, the tensions grew. 
 
    At least five hundred more energy pulses were detected and the Prototype’s armada was a mighty one indeed. 
 
    Other power signatures, difficult to analyze as they lasted only seconds, indicated the enemy’s forces were using strange sensor devices to search for Saint Vulcan’s ships. 
 
    Whatever time the Wake, Cygnusa, and the remaining scavengers had to escape was, at best, limited.  It was only a matter of time before the Prototype’s ships turned their attention on them. 
 
    “Hurry,” Inquisitor Raven muttered.  “Please hurry.” 
 
      
 
    Two more hours passed and scavengers filled the landing bay. 
 
    The youngest and oldest were taken to the crew quarters or, in the case of the infirm, the medi-bay.  The able bodied continued to help bring in other scavengers and their crafts. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven watched the two main monitors at his side.  One showed the landing bay, the other the still too long line of scavenger ships and the Wake. 
 
    “Lieutenant Daniels, how are you doing?” Inquisitor Raven asked. 
 
    “With your help, we’ll save them all,” he replied.  The delay in transmission was down to forty seconds. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven faced Lieutenant Sanders. 
 
    “We’ve still got thirty nine vessels to pick up,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “At least the slowest ones are accounted for.  How long to get the rest?” 
 
    “We’re averaging a vessel in the landing bay every two minutes,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “If we keep up that pace, we’re looking at an hour and fifteen minutes, give or take.” 
 
    “That might be too much time.” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders gasped. 
 
    “Sir, the view-screen!” 
 
    All eyes were upon it. 
 
    Dozens of alien vessels appeared a distance behind the Wake. 
 
    Every one of them was larger than the Phaecian Battleship and their shape was recognizable as being from the Prototype’s fleet.  Their bodies gleamed with energy arcs.  Hidden weapons were revealed and red alert signals blasted through the bridge. 
 
    They were still far out but drawing closer. 
 
    “We have an incoming transmission,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “On screen,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    On the main view-screen appeared the Prototype.  Though his features were still those of Overlord Emeritus, his eyes were almost completely black and the flesh on his face no longer was wrinkled. 
 
    “Inquisitor Raven,” he said.  “You’ve come a long way from Helios yet you made it here before me.  No doubt the work of Saint Vulcan.  Where is she?” 
 
    “We don’t know,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “That’s disappointing,” the Prototype said. 
 
    The transmission terminated, replaced by the image of the space before the Cygnusa.  Most of the alien vessels faded away, leaving three behind.  The energy weapons mounted on them grew brighter and brighter. 
 
    “By the Gods,” Inquisitor Raven managed. 
 
    The ships moved forward. 
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    Energy blasts flew across the space between the vessels and slammed into the Wake. 
 
    Incredibly, that volley didn’t destroyed the ship. 
 
    “They’ve sustained damage to their bow,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “Engines and life support remain functional.” 
 
    “The Prototype isn’t trying to destroy us,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Not yet, anyway.  The bastard is using us to force Saint Vulcan out of wherever she is.” 
 
    “Sir, the Wake is still taking in scavenger craft!” 
 
    “What courage,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Return fire!  Six torpedoes, broad dispersal.” 
 
    Torpedoes flew from the Cygnusa and at the enemy vessels.  The alien vessels had more than enough time to dodge the torpedoes but, instead, swatted them aside with energy blasts. 
 
    “Keep them occupied,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Buy the others time.” 
 
      
 
    The long distance battle continued and it was clearer with each passing second the Prototype’s ships were playing with the Wake and leaving the Cygnusa alone. 
 
    Despite the attacks, more and more scavenger vessels made their way into the Cygnusa and Wake’s landing bays.  The Wake was now very close to the Phaecian battleship. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven watched another volley of energy blasts slam the Epsillon vessel.  The ship was near enough to the Cygnusa that there was no reason the alien vessels couldn’t fire on –or annihilate– both battleships. 
 
    “Why do they keep leaving us alone?” Inquisitor Raven wondered. 
 
    “Sir?” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “Nothing,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “The Wake’s been covering for the scavenger vessels.  It’s our turn to cover for them.  Thrusters at full!” 
 
    The Cygnusa’s engines surged and the forward movement was felt on the bridge. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven got out of his chair as another volley of energy blasts slammed the Wake.  He made his way to Lieutenant Sanders’ side. 
 
    “Sir, the Wake’s hull integrity is down to… by the Gods, I’m reading some minimal improvement,” she said. 
 
    “Looks like both our vessels have some of Saint Vulcan’s magic inside them,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “Even so, if they keep hitting her, her hull will be breached.” 
 
    More alien vessels appeared on the view-screen, their weapons primed and aimed at both the Wake and Cygnusa.  As with the others, they did not unleash their full fire power and instead were content to surround and menace their prey. 
 
    “What about the remaining scavenger ships?” 
 
    “The Wake is using her gravity hook to push the ones in front of them toward the Displacer,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “We’re picking up the last of the stragglers now.” 
 
      
 
    On a monitor, a merchant trawler named The Consoled was drawn into the Cygnusa’s landing bay.  According to her flight manifest, she carried a family of five; a husband, a wife, and their three children. 
 
    The ship was guided to a landing berth and the woman and her children disembarked.  The woman called for help and other scavengers converged on the vessel. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven watched as her husband was carted off the ship.  One of the Cygnusa’s medics rushed to the man’s side and checked him out. 
 
    Once they were off their ship, gravity hooks pushed the vessel out of the landing bay and the landing bay doors closed and sealed. 
 
    “That’s the last of them,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “How far are we from the Displacer?” 
 
    “One hour and twenty minutes away.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven checked the latest positions of the Prototype’s vessels. 
 
    “Wake, this is Inquisitor Raven,” he said.  “We’re approaching your position.  Pass us and we’ll cover you.  We’ll hold them off for as long as we can.” 
 
    “We can’t do that!” Lieutenant Daniels replied.  They were near enough that the messages were relayed without delay. 
 
    “You can and you will,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “The Prototype’s ships left us alone until now, Hades knows why, and it’s time they realized there’s another fighter to deal with.  Get in front of us.  Do it now!” 
 
    There was a brief moment of silence and, on the monitor, the thrusters of the Wake lit up. 
 
    “The Gods be with you, Cygnusa,” Lieutenant Daniels said. 
 
    “May fortune smile upon you,” Inquisitor Raven replied. 
 
      
 
    Another barrage of energy bursts slammed the port side of the Wake.  A secondary volley singed the Cygnusa.  Lights flickered and smoke rose from monitors within her bridge. 
 
    “Wake is about to pass us,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “How are we doing?” 
 
    “We’ve got cracks in the hull, levels 32 through 46.  Closing all hatches in those sections.” 
 
    “Power?” 
 
    “Eighty five percent.” 
 
    “Chief Muses?” 
 
    On a monitor appeared Chief Muses.  He was in the engine room and around him was a large group of helpers. 
 
    “We’re fixing what we can,” he said.  “These scavengers know a thing or two about keeping engines running!” 
 
    “Good to hear,” Inquisitor Raven said.  He addressed Lieutenant Sanders.  “Speed up, but keep us just behind the Wake.” 
 
    The Wake pulled farther ahead of the Cygnusa.  All remaining ships, including the few scavenger vessels still in system, approached the Displacer.  Several of them penetrated her interdimensional corridor and winked out. 
 
    The alien vessels behind the Cygnusa remained nearby.  Their movements were slower than necessary yet quick enough to keep pace. 
 
    An energy blast ripped through the aft side of the Cygnusa and the ship lurched.  Inquisitor Raven fell back in his chair while the main monitors flickered electronic snow and smoke drifted from computer panels.  A metallic groan was heard throughout the corridors. 
 
    “They might be done playing,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “Sir, the Wake is slowing!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “No, don’t do that,” Inquisitor Raven muttered.  He clicked on his communicator.  “Wake, get out of here!  You have to tell everyone what’s happened.  You have to go.  Now!” 
 
    The ship continued slowing. 
 
    “We’ll leave together or not at all,” Lieutenant Daniels replied.  “It’s our turn to cover you!” 
 
    Torpedoes flew from that vessel and past the Cygnusa.  Enough to get the alien ships’ attention. 
 
    One of them fired another of their fearsome energy weapons and for one brief, horrible moment Inquisitor Raven thought this was their end.  But the energy burst passed the Cygnusa near enough to blacken parts of her side before slamming into the Wake. 
 
    “By the Gods,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Wake?  What’s your status?” 
 
    The ship slowed even more.  Its aft section was charred by the energy barrage. 
 
    “We… we’re still here,” Lieutenant Daniels replied.  On the monitor his face was ashen and a line of blood dripped from a cut just below his hairline.  “Lost aft thrusters.  We’re moving on inertia.  Won’t be enough to get… to get to…” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven’s attention turned to a computer monitor to his left.  On one side were the nearest alien vessels spread out into a half circle and drawing closer.  In the middle was the Cygnusa.  At the top of the monitor was the Displacer.  Between it and the Cygnusa was the Wake. 
 
    “Get out of here,” Lieutenant Daniels muttered over the communicator.  “I’ll cover… cover your exit.” 
 
    “Like Hades,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Do you have any thrusters at all?” 
 
    “D…directional,” Lieutenant Daniels said. 
 
    “Use them,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “All of them.  Move toward the Displacer at best speed and get ready.” 
 
    As he said this, the last remaining scavenger vessels made their way through the Displacer.  All that was left were the Cygnusa and the Wake. 
 
    “Get ready for what?” 
 
    “Rough sailing,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “As you said, we leave together or not at all.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven turned to Lieutenant Sanders. 
 
    “Prepare every one of the gravity hooks,” he said. 
 
    “We can’t tow the Wake!” 
 
    “Not at her current speed,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “So she’s got to speed up a little before we grab her.  Reverse the gravity hooks’ polarity.  Lieutenant Daniels, you do the same.  First we push your ship, hard, then as we pass by, we grab and tow you.” 
 
    “That could tear us both apart!” Lieutenant Daniels said. 
 
    “It might,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Now get ready because that’s our last and only hope for getting out of here.” 
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    More minutes passed. 
 
    The alien ships were content to keep their distance and fire their weapons now and again at the fleeing battleships. 
 
    “Approaching optimal gravity hook range,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven stared at the communication monitor.  On it was Lieutenant Daniels. 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Lieutenant Daniels and those around him were locked in their seats. 
 
    “Here goes,” Inquisitor Raven said.  He faced Lieutenant Sanders: “Activate the gravity hooks!” 
 
    The Cygnusa’s thrusters were at near full power when the gravity hook mechanisms came to life.  Their magnetic energy was reversed on both the Cygnusa and the Wake and, for a moment, the vessels shook very hard. 
 
    “It’s going to get much worse,” Inquisitor Raven warned. 
 
    Within the Wake, walls and metal plates vibrated and threatened to rip apart. 
 
    “We’re holding,” Lieutenant Daniels nonetheless said.  “Keep it up!” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven looked at another monitor.  It displayed the Cygnusa’s and Wake’s speed.  The Wake was gaining speed.  It was not nearly enough. 
 
    “Sir, we have to slow down,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven checked a third monitor, this one showing the position of the approaching alien crafts. 
 
    “We can’t do that,” he said. 
 
    “Sir, if we don’t, when we reverse polarity and try to grab her, we’ll rip the gravity hooks out of their moorings.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven shook his head.  He wanted to say no but couldn’t. 
 
    “Slow us down.” 
 
      
 
    Despite the decreased speed, the Cygnusa and Wake continued to shake as if they were gripped by a fever. 
 
    “How are we doing?” Inquisitor Raven yelled out. 
 
    “Nearing reverse polarity position,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “Time?” 
 
    “Two minutes and fifty three seconds.” 
 
    The main view-screen showed the Wake.  Debris fell from the injured vessel and drifted away. 
 
    “Turn us around,” Inquisitor Raven commanded. 
 
    The Cygnusa initiated its turn, its body spinning as it paralleled the Epsillon battleship.  It did this very quickly and caused the crew of the ship to grip their seats. 
 
    “Nearly… nearly there,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    Abruptly, the turn was complete and the ship was in place. 
 
    “Fifty seconds,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    There was no more time to think, only act.  Inquisitor Raven fought off dizziness and hit the communicator button. 
 
    “Wake, we’re about to grab you.” 
 
      
 
    The Cygnusa’s speed was only three hundred miles per hour above that of the Wake.  But it was impossible –and certainly deadly to the crews on either vessel– to grab the massive ship and force it up to the Cygnusa’s speed right away. 
 
    The two battleship’s gravity hooks gripped each other softly at first, as if dancers caressing each other’s hands and pulling each other closer. 
 
    “Hope everyone is locked in real tight,” Inquisitor Raven told the officers in the bridge. 
 
    In a matter of seconds the gravity hooks reversed their polarity. 
 
    And in that moment, though they all knew it would happen, all hell broke loose. 
 
      
 
    Both the Cygnusa and the Wake’s bodies rumbled. 
 
    Within each ship’s bridge panels violently shook and several fell.  In the Cygnusa a panel over Lieutenant Sanders loosened and two of her monitors shattered, sending plasticine all over her and the floor. 
 
    A loud groan, louder than any that came before, echoed throughout the vessel.  There were two dozen gravity hooks, twelve on each side of the Cygnusa and Wake, pulling furiously at each other. 
 
    “Number eighteen hook is showing signs of fraying,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “What about the Wake?” 
 
    “She’s keeping pace,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “Speed is increasing.  Gently.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven checked the communication monitor.  The bridge of the Wake looked like a war zone, with fully half their monitors shattered and heavy smoke filling the area. 
 
    “Lieutenant Daniels?” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    More blood seeped from a gash on Lieutenant Daniels’ head. 
 
    “We’re still in one piece,” he said.  “We’re giving the directional thrusters all they’ve got.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven’s attention turned to the alien vessels. 
 
    They were closing in fast now that the Cygnusa and Wake were together. 
 
    “Time to Displacer?” 
 
    “One hour ten minutes.” 
 
    Despite their proximity, the alien ships didn’t fire. 
 
    “All torpedoes on standby,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    As the words left his mouth, the Number 18 Gravity Hook shook.  Another loud groan was heard throughout the ship followed by an even more violent shake. 
 
    “Gravity Hook 18 is failing!” Lieutenant Sanders yelled. 
 
    The gravity hook shook one last time before it was violently ripped from its mooring. 
 
    Panicked screams filled the bridge as the officers watched that enormous piece of metal fall away. 
 
    “Hang on!” Inquisitor Raven yelled. 
 
    Like a boulder rolling down a hill, the fifteen ton remains of Gravity Hook 18 slammed against the side of the Cygnusa and rolled on, scraping against the battleship’s side and moving closer and closer to the bridge. 
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    They could do nothing more than watch the metal mass rush directly at them. 
 
    “Sir?” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “We can cut the Gravity Hooks and release the Wake and—” 
 
    “We lose her if we do,” Inquisitor Raven muttered.  “Seal all bulkheads in this section and prepare to transfer control of the ship to Engineering.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    Around them they heard the sound of automated doors sealing. 
 
    “Chief Muses, do you read me?” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “Yes sir!” 
 
    “You see what’s happening?” 
 
    “I… I do Bill.” 
 
    “We’ve got seconds left,” Inquisitor Raven said.  He felt an eerie calm in the face of certain death.  “Guide the Cygnusa and Wake into the Displacer.  Get both ships to safe—” 
 
    There was an incredible burst of light and the bridge crew were temporarily blinded. 
 
    For a moment they thought that was it, that the gravity hook slammed into the bridge and these were their last moments of consciousness as they were crushed and sucked into outer space. 
 
    The light was gone and, when those in the bridge again looked, they found the Gravity Hook had splintered into hundreds of smaller pieces which rained down upon the bridge.  Some were large enough to crack the tinsel glass which protected them from outer space.  None were large enough to destroy the structure. 
 
    “What happened?” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “The Wake blasted the Gravity Hook!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven activated his communicator. 
 
    “Thank you, Wake,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t mention it, Inquisitor,” Lieutenant Daniels replied.  “It’s a good thing our fusion cannons hadn’t melted from firing at the incoming ships.” 
 
    “I owe you.” 
 
    “First round’s on you, the second and third will be on me,” Lieutenant Daniels said.  “Now how about we get the hell out of here?” 
 
    “Sounds like a great idea,” Inquisitor Raven said.  His attention returned to Lieutenant Sanders.  “How are we doing?” 
 
    “Wake’s speed is approaching ours,” she said.  “Bringing her alongside the Cygnusa.  Now!” 
 
    There was a rumble as the Wake settled beside the Cygnusa. 
 
    “Our speed is equal!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “Thrusters at full!” Inquisitor Raven ordered. 
 
    The massive ships’ hulls were so close they scrapped against each other as they moved. 
 
    “What about the alien vessels?” 
 
    “They haven’t gone anywhere.” 
 
    “Time to Displacer?” 
 
    “Fifty nine minutes,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “Sir, look at sector 3!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    On the main view-screen the sector was highlighted. 
 
    A radiant light appeared between the battleships and the Displacer.  It was an interdimensional corridor and, through it, another of the Prototype’s alien crafts appeared. 
 
    “They’re directly in front of us.” 
 
    “Sir, we can’t turn and we can’t stop.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven knew this all too well. 
 
    “Continue forward,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Best speed.” 
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    The ships closed upon each other. 
 
    The alien vessel didn’t move away and the Cygnusa and Wake couldn’t move away.  Their collision appeared inevitable. 
 
    And then, The Field’s ancient Displacer, the Cygnusa and Wake’s escape route, suddenly shut off. 
 
    “What happened?” Inquisitor Raven yelled. 
 
    “Sir, they’ve… they’ve shut the Displacer!” 
 
    The Prototype ship blocking their path moved to the side. 
 
    “Incoming message,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “It’s from… from him.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven drew a deep breath. 
 
    “Put it on screen.” 
 
      
 
    For the second time the Prototype appeared on the communicator monitor. 
 
     “This is your final chance, Inquisitor,” he said.  “Tell me where Vulcan is.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Please, we’re nothing to you.  Let us—” 
 
    The transmission abruptly cut off. 
 
    “Sir, the ships…!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    The alien vessels altered their positions.  The lights from their weapons grew brighter and crackled with energy. 
 
    The bridge grew silent as they drew a bead on the fleeing ships.  The communicator came to life and Lieutenant Daniels spoke. 
 
    “Any ideas, Inquisitor?” 
 
    “We’re not done yet,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “We—” 
 
    “Sir?” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “I’m detecting something…” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven spoke into his communicator. 
 
    “Hang on, Lieutenant Daniels,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Though the alien vessels’ energy weapons crackled and their targeting systems locked on the fleeing vessels, they abruptly turned away. 
 
    “What is it?” Inquisitor Raven asked. 
 
    “I’m not certain,” Lieutenant Sanders replied.  “But I’m picking up new energy readings from within The Fields.” 
 
    The linked ships moved closer and closer to the deactivated Displacer as the minutes slowly passed. 
 
    “Look, back there!” Lieutenant Sanders suddenly said. 
 
    The six Saint Vulcan vessels present in Erebus materialized behind the ships meant to destroy the Cygnusa and held steady, their weapons pulsating with energy. 
 
    “We’ve got another transmission!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “Put it on.” 
 
    On the screen appeared Saint Vulcan.  She was seated in a dark room.  
 
    “Here I am, Prototype,” she said. 
 
    “Where is that signal coming from?” Inquisitor Raven asked. 
 
    “Sector twenty five,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  She zoomed in on the location.  “It’s one of the heavier radiation zones.  It took seven minutes for the transmission to reach us.” 
 
    On the screen, Saint Vulcan continued talking. 
 
    “You want me?” she said.  “Come.” 
 
    Saint Vulcan’s six vessels opened fire on the ships surrounding the Cygnusa and Wake. 
 
    Two of the Prototype’s ships suffered direct hits and crumbled to ash while the remaining vessels moved away. 
 
    Another cloaked vessel emerged into view and rammed into one of Vulcan’s ships.  Other flashes of light appeared, electrical blasts similar to, but not, fusion energy. 
 
    More of Saint Vulcan’s forces appeared in the distance.  They attacked the Prototype’s fleet and for several minutes a fierce fire fight lit up the darkness of the Fields. 
 
    The fighting grew and grew, until the Fields was a whirlpool of destruction. 
 
    Discarded waste flew in all directions while vessels crumbled into dust and flew at each other. 
 
    The Prototype’s warships no longer paid attention to the Cygnusa and Wake and, for that, Inquisitor Raven was thankful. 
 
    “Get the Displacer reactivated,” he ordered. 
 
    “Working on it,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    The two Empire battleships were on the edge of a violent whirlpool, desperately trying to escape while in the landing bays, crew quarters, and medical rooms all eyes, scavenger and crew alike, were on the many monitors available to them. 
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    Despite the incredible distances between the vessels and the short time since their engagement, the battle proved one-sided.  The Prototype’s forces were overwhelming Saint Vulcan’s far smaller fleet. 
 
    “You better have more ships than this,” Inquisitor Raven muttered. 
 
    He chewed his upper lip while watching the monitors.  On the main view-screen, the skeletal circular frame of the Displacer loomed. 
 
    “How long before we reach her?” 
 
    “Thirty minutes fifteen seconds,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “This will be our one and only attempt,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “We can’t turn around and try again.” 
 
    “Understood, sir,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
      
 
    More minutes passed and the Displacer remained inert. 
 
    “Inquisitor Raven.” 
 
    To Inquisitor Raven’s surprise, the voice of Lieutenant Daniels was transmitted through the Phaecian Empire’s private military communication line and directly to the microchip in his ear.  Inquisitor Raven turned away from the bridge and her crew and whispered: 
 
    “How did you get through this line?  Hades, how did you know it existed?” 
 
    “That’s unimportant,” Lieutenant Daniels said.  “We can’t waste any more time.  General Jurgens told me you were carrying a couple of Saint Vulcan’s agents.  Is that true?” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven hesitated a moment before saying: 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Use them,” Lieutenant Daniels said.  “They might be able to get the Displacer working.” 
 
    “Saint Vulcan created the Prototype and put us here,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “How do we know this isn’t some elaborate charade between them?” 
 
    “At this point, they’re all we’ve got.” 
 
      
 
    Within the Engine Room, Chief Muses stood before his monitors. 
 
    His hands worked the computers, pressing buttons and activating sub-routines.  The officers around him marveled at his ability to work so quickly on his computer without making any errors. 
 
    Chief Muses paused for a moment and listened to the hum of the engines and the conversations around him.  He then closed his eyes and concentrated.  When he opened his eyes, he motioned for one of the officers to take his place. 
 
    “I’m going to the Bridge,” he said.  “I’ll be more useful there.” 
 
    “More useful than the engine room?” the officer asked. 
 
    “The Displacer isn’t working,” Chief Muses said.  “Maybe I can get her online.” 
 
    The officer nodded. 
 
    If anyone could work that type of miracle, it was Chief Muses. 
 
      
 
    The Officers in the Security Cells received Inquisitor Raven’s message.  They opened two doors and motioned for Catherine Holland and Sergeant Delmont to come with them. 
 
    Without saying a word, they complied. 
 
      
 
    Chief Muses arrived in the bridge and found himself subjected to confused stares. 
 
    “Carlos, what are you doing here?” Inquisitor Raven asked. 
 
    “The engines are in good hands,” he said.  “I came to look into the Displacer.  I understand its offline.” 
 
    “It is,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “Maybe I can get her working again,” Chief Muses said. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Do you know enough about it to—?” 
 
    “It doesn’t hurt to try,” Chief Muses said.  “Give me a chance, Bill.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven looked deep into Chief Muses’ eyes and saw the determination in them. 
 
    “Welcome to the bridge,” he said, and motioned to a computer station. 
 
    Without saying another word, Chief Muses sat before it. 
 
      
 
    Catherine Holland and Sergeant Delmont arrived on the bridge less than two minutes later.  On the main view-screen, they saw the approaching, yet dark, Displacer. 
 
    “How long?” Catherine Holland asked. 
 
    “We’re down to twenty two minutes before arriving at the Displacer’s core.  Can you get it activated?” 
 
    Catherine Holland looked at her partner and then Inquisitor Raven. 
 
    “We’ll try our best,” Sergeant Delmont said.  He pointed to the computer station next to Chief Muses.  “May I?” 
 
      
 
    Inquisitor Raven remained in his chair, alert yet stiff, his eyes alternatively upon the view-screen and the readouts. 
 
    The ship’s computers identified most of the ships within augmented visual range and it felt odd watching such a heated battle while remaining on the sidelines. 
 
    Sergeant Delmont sat before the computer next to Chief Muses.  He furiously worked the keyboard before him.  Chief Muses, for his part, now and again took peeks at the Sergeant’s monitor.  Standing behind them was Catherine Holland. 
 
    The Displacer drew nearer while the battle between Saint Vulcan and the Prototype seemed at its end. 
 
    “Did Saint Vulcan underestimate the Prototype’s forces?” Inquisitor Raven wondered. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Catherine Holland said. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven shook his head. 
 
    “Either way, if we don’t get the Displacer working, we face the Prototype all by ourselves.” 
 
    “One crisis at a time,” Catherine Holland said. 
 
      
 
    The Cygnusa and Wake drew even closer to the Displacer. 
 
    Behind them, the many energy bursts faded. 
 
    “Five minutes and twelve seconds to Displacer,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “If we don’t get the Interdimensional Corridor going in the next couple of minutes, she won’t be up to full power by the time we get there!” 
 
    “Understood,” Sergeant Delmont said. 
 
    Chief Muses no longer worked on his computer.  His gaze was entirely on Sergeant Delmont and the commands he was typing. 
 
    Sergeant Delmont casually looked away from the computer and caught Catherine Holland’s eye.  She nodded. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven noticed the silent exchange. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he said and walked toward them.  “What are you up—” 
 
    What followed was a furious whirlwind of movement. 
 
    Catherine Holland lunged at Inquisitor Raven and tackled him to the ground.  Even as he fell, Inquisitor Raven was shocked to see Sergeant Delmont dart from his chair and wrap his beefy arms in a deadly choke hold around Chief Muses’ neck. 
 
    Chief Muses’ eyes filled with terror as he was violently lifted from his chair. 
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    Sergeant Delmont held Chief Muses tight. 
 
    “Bill, somebody, help me!” the Engineer cried out. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven fought Catherine Holland but her grip on him was very strong and she kept him down.  He was about to order his security into action when, to his and everyone else’s shock, Chief Muses’ arms and legs bent back and toward Sergeant Delmont.  They bent as if they were made of rubber. 
 
    “Stay back,” Sergeant Delmont yelled. 
 
    Upon seeing Chief Muses’ body move in such an alien way, the officers and security of the bridge did as told. 
 
    On the ground, Catherine Holland released Inquisitor Raven and, without saying another word, ran to the computer Chief Muses was working on.  The security guards raised their weapons. 
 
    “Hold your fire,” Inquisitor Raven barked. 
 
    “What in Hades is happening?” Chief Muses cried.  “Bill, help me!” 
 
    Chief Muses’ face remained filled with shock and surprise even while his rubbery limbs lashed out violently against his attacker, snapping and slashing at Sergeant Delmont’s body.  Finally, his legs wrapped themselves around Sergeant Delmont’s legs while his fingers sharpened until they were spikes.  They stabbed Sergeant Delmont’s sides over and over again. 
 
    Despite the vicious attacks, Sergeant Delmont held him tight. 
 
    “Someone do something!” Chief Muses pleaded. 
 
    But other than Catherine Holland furiously working the computer, no one moved. 
 
    With his free hand Sergeant Delmont twisted the Chief’s head until it faced him.  That action should have broken the man’s neck but Chief Muses remained very much alive and his face continued to reflect extreme shock. 
 
    “Why are you doing this to me?” he said. 
 
    Sergeant Delmont reached down and pulled one of Chief Muses’ hands from his side.  The vicious wound on the Sergeant’s body produced no blood and Chief Muses’ hands were no longer recognizable as such. 
 
    “Time!” Catherine Holland yelled. 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders, snapping from her own shock, peeked at the timer on her computer. 
 
    “Thirty seconds.” 
 
    Catherine Holland took a moment to look at her longtime companion.  His movements were slowing. 
 
    “Stay with me!” Catherine Holland said. 
 
    She pulled her left pant leg up and exposed her artificial limb.  The skin over her calf opened.  She reached into the opening and produced a microchip.  She pushed it into a slot in the computer while Inquisitor Raven approached her.  The material on the chip was downloaded into the ship’s computer and, on her monitor, an incredible amount of information appeared. 
 
    “What in Hades was that?” 
 
    “A variation of an old program,” Catherine Holland said.  “Lemner’s Passkey.  It should crack the Displacer’s virus.  It should also clean up whatever nasty surprises Chief Muses hid in the Cygnusa’s computer systems.” 
 
    The seconds counted down. 
 
    “Fifteen seconds!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    Sweat formed on Catherine Holland’s forehead. 
 
    “Ten seconds!” 
 
    The computer monitor continued showing thousands of lines of information.  At Catherine Holland’s side and too near to her, Chief Muses’ body once again twisted and bent.  He tried to reach out and grab her, but Sergeant Delmont held him steady. 
 
    “Five seconds!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “Got it!” Catherine Holland yelled. 
 
    She pulled the chip out of the computer and jumped from her chair.  Everyone on the bridge, everyone but Sergeant Delmont and Chief Muses, stared at the main view-screen and, to their relief, saw the first signs of life in the Displacer’s hollow core. 
 
    “We’re going to make it,” Catherine Holland said. 
 
    She looked back at her longtime companion. 
 
    Sergeant Delmont’s face was pale.  He was weak from the multiple stab wounds. 
 
    “I knew… knew you could,” he said. 
 
    “What did he do to you?” Catherine said. 
 
    “I’ve been… infected,” Sergeant Delmont said.  “When he… stabbed… me…” 
 
    “You can fight it,” Catherine Holland said. 
 
    “No…” 
 
    A smile appeared on Sergeant Delmont’s face. 
 
    “Don’t,” Catherine Holland said. 
 
    Sergeant Delmont shook his head. 
 
    “I’ll miss you,” he said. 
 
    His body suddenly heated up and it was Inquisitor Raven’s turn to pull Catherine Holland back. 
 
    A violent electrical charge pulsed through Chief Muses and Sergeant Delmont. 
 
    Their bodies caught fire and burned. 
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    The bridge filled with smoke and the acrid smell of burnt flesh and plastic. 
 
    Catherine Holland violently kicking the charred remains of Chief Muses away from her companion before reaching down to him. 
 
    “Lionel!” she called out.  Tears filled her eyes. 
 
    The burly man moved, if barely.  His arms were charred into small stumps.  The rest of his body was black ash.  Chief Muses fared much worse.  His blackened body crumbled into dust. 
 
    “Easy,” Catherine Holland said. 
 
    She touched Sergeant Delmont gingerly and gripped what was left of his shoulders. 
 
    “Delmont, can you hear me?” she said. 
 
    Sergeant Delmont’s eyes opened.  They were blood red and his pupils were gone. 
 
    “Is Muses…?” 
 
    “Dead,” Catherine Holland said. 
 
    “The… Cygnusa?” 
 
    “We got the Displacer working.  We’ll make it out.” 
 
    “Go… good…” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven approached Catherine Holland’s side.  He stared at his Chief Engineer’s remains. 
 
    “He was… he was one of the Prototype’s robots?” Inquisitor Raven muttered.  “How long have you known?” 
 
    “We knew the Prototype had an agent inside this ship.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “We examined the battle around Helios and noticed the Prototype’s ships fiercely attacked all vessels—” 
 
    “—but ours,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “By the Gods, I noticed that too!  I thought it was because we were farther from the fighting but even here, in The Fields, the Prototype’s ships attacked the Wake but left us relatively intact!” 
 
    So many things now made sense to Inquisitor Raven.  Lieutenant Sanders said: 
 
    “Chief Muses wasn’t with us when we were on the Longshore Shipping Lanes.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven’s jaw tightened and he felt a building anger. 
 
    “He was to be transferred to the Reverie, Inquisitor Raven said.  “He was going to the most powerful ship in the Phaecian armada.  But… but why did Chief Muses act like he did while fighting Sergeant Delmont?  It was as if he didn’t know he was one of those things.” 
 
    “He might not have known his true nature,” Catherine Holland said.  “The best spy is one that doesn’t know they are one.” 
 
    “How many more Chief Muses are out there?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Catherine Holland said.  “We have to assume both Empires have their share.  Hopefully, they were all brought in to The Fields for this fight.” 
 
    “And Sergeant Delmont?  Was he one of them too?” 
 
    “Paul Spradlin created Sergeant Delmont.  It was his only such creation.” 
 
    “It’s not… polite… to talk about someone… sitting… before you,” Sergeant Delmont said. 
 
    Though it pained him, he faced the Inquisitor. 
 
    “You’re angry,” he said.  “You should be… but… but the Prototype was counting on you using your emotions… instead of… instead of your head.  Don’t… don’t let him blind you to… to…” 
 
    “Easy,” Catherine Holland told the burly man. 
 
    More tears fell down her eyes. 
 
    “Thank you for your company,” he said. 
 
    “I should thank you, for every…” 
 
    She didn’t finish her thought. 
 
    Lionel Delmont’s body shook one last time before it was still, never to move again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



69 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’re five minutes from the Displacer,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “The Prototype’s ships are still holding back,” Catherine Holland said.  “They don’t know Muses is gone.  Once they find out…” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven’s attention turned from the fallen soldier and his Chief of Engineering to the main view-screen and the Displacer.  It was nearing full power.  Strange energy patterns emanated from her hollow core. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Inquisitor Raven asked Catherine Holland. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said.  “I suppose where it all ends.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, we’ve got a new energy source!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    Another, even more massive burst of light filled a spherical area in the distance. 
 
    “It’s on an order of magnitude hundreds of times larger than…” 
 
    The light flashed throughout the sector and, in its center, appeared an incredibly large black mass.  For a moment, the Cygnusa went dark. 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders furiously worked her controls and managed to restore emergency power. 
 
    “What in Hades was that?” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “Another vessel,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  Her eyes opened wide.  “By the Gods, it’s larger than a juggernaut!  It’s the size and shape of a planetoid!” 
 
    “The Prototype’s command ship,” Catherine Holland said.  “He sent his armada in first.  Now that it looks like he’s won, he’s arrived!” 
 
    The new vessel moved into the battlefield like a battering ram.  It discharged massive bursts of energy in all directions.  In seconds the planetoid took out almost all remaining Saint Vulcan ships while her vessels converged. 
 
    “She’s turning toward us!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    The massive ship slowly spun in place, its scarred surface exposed to the Cygnusa. 
 
    “How far from the Displacer are we?” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “Three minutes.” 
 
      
 
    It was madness. 
 
    The Cygnusa, Wake, and the Displacer were nothing more than ants compared to the Prototype’s planetoid.  Throughout The Fields, the few remains of Saint Vulcan’s fleet fought on but the Prototype’s command ship and fire power were simply too much. 
 
    The planetoid continued advancing while energy bolts flared from its surface. 
 
    “Sir, the planetoid will be upon us before we get to the Displacer,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    Even as she said this, the shadow of the command ship covered the Cygnusa and her bridge was bathed in darkness. 
 
    At her current distance, she could have launched any number of her weapons against the Phaecian and Epsillon battleships. 
 
    Instead, the vessel intended to run the ships over, squashing them like bugs. 
 
    “Keep moving,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “It’s all we can do.” 
 
    He activated his communicator. 
 
    “Wake, this is Inquisitor Raven.” 
 
    “We’re working on our engines,” Lieutenant Daniels said.  “We may be able to get some more thrust.” 
 
    “Anything you can give us.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    “And Lieutenant Daniels?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Thanks for your advice,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven addressed Weapons OP Hamilton. 
 
    “Keep firing at the planetoid.  Keep firing even if it melts the fusion cannons.  Maybe we’ll get lucky.  Maybe one of those shots just might—” 
 
    “Sir!” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “The planetoid is slowing!  She’s… she’s changing course.” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders frowned. 
 
    “Sir, I’m detecting a new energy reading,” she continued.  “It’s coming from .5 light years out.  In the middle of the wastes.” 
 
    “On screen,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    In a section of The Fields thick with the Empire’s waste, a single bright light came on and lit up the garbage surrounding it. 
 
    “Sir, the waste!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    Large portions of the toxic garbage were in motion.  Discarded refuse, some pieces larger than battleships, came together as if parts of an intricate puzzle.  
 
    The Prototype’s command ship sped up and moved toward the swirling refuse.  In seconds the garbage acquired a new and familiar shape. 
 
    “It’s a super-juggernaut!” Lieutenant Sanders said.  She looked down at her computer’s monitor.  “Sir, we’re getting a message!  It’s coming from—” 
 
    “Put it on,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    The main view-screen lit up with a by now familiar face, that of Saint Vulcan. 
 
    “You’ve done well, Inquisitor Raven and Lieutenant Daniels,” she said.  “Get to safety.  I will take care of this.” 
 
    The message was over and the main view-screen reverted to a view of the Prototype’s planetoid and, in the far distance, the freshly created super-juggernaut. 
 
    “I’m detecting another energy build up,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “It’s coming from Vulcan’s super-juggernaut!” 
 
    The Prototype’s planetoid abruptly stopped.  Her body shimmered. 
 
    “The Prototype’s ship is creating a new interdimensional corridor,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “She’s trying to get away!” 
 
    Saint Vulcan’s super-juggernaut suddenly erupted and the garbage fields nearest to it were instantly vaporized.  The shock wave was incredibly large, larger than anything anyone within the bridge of the Cygnusa had ever seen. 
 
    “It’s a… a solar system killer,” Inquisitor Raven muttered. 
 
    “Just like the one that took out Erebus two hundred years ago,” Catherine Holland said.  “The Fields was the perfect place for Saint Vulcan to assemble such a weapon without the Prototype’s knowledge.” 
 
    The shock wave moved with incredible speed, coming closer and closer to both the Prototype’s planetoid and the Cygnusa and Wake. 
 
    “The Prototype’s planetoid is shifting out,” Catherine Holland said. 
 
    The energy wave was almost upon the planetoid.  The massive ship seemed to be in the process of fading away when the wave hit it. 
 
    The energy wave continued forward, approaching the Epsillon and Phaecian vessels. 
 
    “Lieutenant?” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “Almost at the Displacer,” Lieutenant Sanders replied. 
 
    “Will we make it?” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders turned to face the Inquisitor.  She didn’t say anything. 
 
    There was nothing to say. 
 
    The massive wave’s momentum was too fast and the Cygnusa and Wake were traveling far too slow. 
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    A sudden burst of speed took everyone within the Cygnusa’s bridge by surprise. 
 
    “What was that?” Inquisitor Raven asked. 
 
    “Cygnusa, this is Lieutenant Daniels,” came his voice over the communicator.  “We’ve got that extra power for you!” 
 
    “Your timing couldn’t be better,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Pour it on!  Every ounce you’ve got!” 
 
    The tension within the bridge grew as the destructive wave rushed at them and continued vaporizing everything in its path. 
 
    “Twenty seconds,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    The forward view-screen, still darkened by the incredible light from the solar system killing blast, moved ever closer. 
 
    “Fifteen.” 
 
    It was nearly upon them. 
 
    “Ten.” 
 
    The wave was closer still. 
 
    “Five.” 
 
    The bridge was dead silent.  No one dared breathe.  The outer edges of the blast were only a few miles away. 
 
    Suddenly, the lights within the Cygnusa darkened and everyone on the bridge was quiet as they mentally counted down. 
 
    And then they all let out a relieved breath. 
 
    “We’re in the interdimensional corridor!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    A loud cheer erupted. 
 
    “What about the Prototype’s planetoid?” Catherine Holland asked.  “Did it escape?” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders checked her records. 
 
    When she was done, she faced the now very quiet bridge staff. 
 
    “I can’t tell,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    Despite the elation everyone felt a moment before, a somber silence settled over the crew. 
 
    “Check all equipment and initiate repairs,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    He approached Catherine Holland.  She still sat next to the remains of her companion. 
 
    Catherine Holland looked away from Sergeant Delmont and at Inquisitor Raven. 
 
    In a low voice she said: 
 
    “We still have a very angry God after us.” 
 
    Lights from the interdimensional corridor filled the bridge of the Cygnusa. 
 
    They were far brighter and flashed around the vessels like lightning. 
 
    “Energy readings are all over the place,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “I’ve never seen anything like this… even in our trip here.” 
 
    “Have you figured out our destination?” Inquisitor Raven asked. 
 
    “No sir.” 
 
    “Any ideas?” Inquisitor Raven asked Catherine Holland. 
 
    “No,” she said.  “When Lemner’s Passkey overrode Chief Muses’ virus and activated the Displacer, it must have set our course.  Had… had Sergeant Delmont survived, he might have known.  He spoke to Saint Vulcan last week.  He… he told me to have faith in her actions.” 
 
    “Faith,” Inquisitor Raven repeated.  “A word Inquisitors do not take lightly.  We’ve done what Saint Vulcan asked and we’ve saved many lives.  Now what?” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven felt the pull of exhaustion.  He returned to his chair and sat down. 
 
    “Close your eyes and let the dreams take you, my son,” he whispered, recalling one of his favorite passages from The Holy Book.  “For the universe is full of wonders and your dreams can never, ever, end.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    FINALE


 
   
  
 



71 
 
      
 
    Elicia Quadrant – Unexplored Phaecian Space 
 
      
 
    He sat in one of the navigator chairs within the Xendos’ bridge. 
 
    His hair was ghost-white and his eyes completely black.  They were half-closed and he breathed heavily. 
 
    His name was B’taav and in the Epsillon Empire, he was one of its most feared –and mysterious- Independents.  Corporations hired him to engage in or stop espionage and find and take out threats to industry.  His last mission took him to a place he thought was a legend: the planet Earth. 
 
    He and his companions barely escaped the planet with their lives. 
 
    For a moment, his eyes shut and he slipped into sleep. 
 
    Low, static noises emerged from a speaker near him. 
 
    It was a distress signal, one which had repeated for at least a thousand years.  The signal was a tantalizing mystery.  No Empire vessel, certainly not so very long ago, ever was in this distant and extreme part of Phaecian space.  Yet the signal was there and the Xendos moved in its general direction, her crew intent on finding its source. 
 
    Sweat formed on B’taav’s forehead and rolled down his face.  He coughed. 
 
    The Independent stared at the Xendos’ instruments then past them and at the main view-screen.  The stars seemed stationary and their destination, the area where the distress signal came from, lay four days and twelve hours away. 
 
    It was a small bluish dot, brighter than the other celestial objects around it and at the dead center of the view-screen.  It was the third planet in this solar system. 
 
    B’taav rolled his chair a couple of feet over and near another computer panel.  He checked the ship’s life support systems.  The temperature hadn’t fluctuated yet B’taav continued sweating. 
 
    Then she entered the bridge. 
 
      
 
    The woman was tall and had a firm, athletic build.  Her hair was almost as white as B’taav’s, though his lacked her light yellow hew.  Her eyes, also unlike B’taav’s, were completely white.  She wore a heavy leather outfit which identified her as an Inquisitor of the Phaecian Empire.  Until very recently, she was part of that Empire’s elite forces and a bodyguard to one of the twelve Phaecian Overlords.  Now she was a renegade without a home. 
 
    She was also his lover. 
 
    She walked to B’taav’s side and laid her hands on his shoulders. 
 
    “Sleeping?” the woman, Inquisitor Cer, asked. 
 
    “Guess so,” B’taav said.  “Does it feel hot to you?” 
 
    Inquisitor Cer pointed to her leather jacket and B’taav let out a tired laugh. 
 
    “Unlike you, I can’t stop sweating,” he said. 
 
    “Perhaps you’re catching something.” 
 
    “No,” B’taav said.  “Other than feeling hot and tired…” 
 
    Inquisitor Cer didn’t let B’taav finish.  She reached down and they kissed, passionately, before she sat in the chair beside his.  She reviewed the various readouts and was quiet for several seconds. 
 
    “What do you think of them?” B’taav asked. 
 
    He was talking about Nox and Becky Waters, the two women they rescued from Earth. 
 
    “They’ve been through quite a bit and it’s a miracle –not a small one– that they’ve survived.  If I went through what they did…” 
 
    Inquisitor Cer pressed several buttons on her computer. 
 
    “How are things up here?” 
 
    “Fine as far as I can tell,” B’taav, said.  “Did you get enough sleep?” 
 
    Inquisitor Cer nodded.  For the past couple of days and since initiating the journey into this solar system, B’taav and Inquisitor Cer took shifts in the bridge.  Given the distress signal, it would be fool hearty to rely entirely on auto-pilot to take the ship all the way in-system. 
 
    “Have you seen the latest data on the planet?” B’taav said.  “The ship’s sensors are still having trouble picking up information.” 
 
    “The planet is covered in a thick layer of ice and we won’t be able to tell what’s underneath it until we get much closer,” Inquisitor Cer said.  “For now, we put up with a boring trip.” 
 
    Inquisitor Cer gripped B’taav’s hand. 
 
    “But at least I’ve got good company,” she added. 
 
    Until now, the two lived solitary lives.  After meeting, they couldn’t imagine themselves apart.  Their similarities didn’t end there.  Both carried genetic modifications which were created over an unknown series of generations.  They had strong resistance, if not outright immunity, to nano-probes.  This was the reason they were sent to Earth. 
 
    “Does it bother you?” B’taav wondered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That we were manipulated?  That our ancestors were bred so that one day we could set foot on a poisoned planet and resist that poison?  Does it bother you everything you’ve done your entire life amounted to that mission?” 
 
    “Manipulated or not, at this moment we have each other and that means everything to me,” Cer countered.  “I hope… I hope it does for you, too.” 
 
    B’taav let out a gentle laugh.  He pulled Inquisitor Cer closer to him. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said.  “I’m happy.  Very happy to be with you.  If you’ll let me.” 
 
    “I will,” Cer said. 
 
      
 
    For several minutes they were together and stared at the view-screen and listened to the buzz of the distress signal. 
 
    “We’re nearing the mid-way point,” Inquisitor Cer said. 
 
    Soon, the auto-pilot would initiate the long deceleration and eventual orbit around the planet. 
 
    “Much as I love your company, you should get some rest.” 
 
    B’taav nodded.  He felt the weight of exhaustion and, for a moment, wondered if he had the strength to rise to his feet. 
 
    “I could stay right here, you know.” 
 
    “You could but your body insists otherwise.” 
 
    “You’d be right about that,” B’taav said and smiled. 
 
    He got to his feet and stretched. 
 
    “Until we meet again, dear lady.” 
 
    The Independent embraced Inquisitor Cer and they kissed one more time. 
 
    “We’ll make it through this,” she said. 
 
    B’taav released her and walked to the bridge’s exit.  The door slid open automatically and the Independent lingered there a moment. 
 
    Behind him, Inquisitor Cer focused on the instrumentation before her.  After a few seconds, she looked back. 
 
    By then, B’taav was gone. 
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    B’taav entered one of the Xendos’ main corridors. 
 
    He intended to go straight to his room and bed but realized he was hungry.  He decided to visit the ship’s forward deck and get something to eat. 
 
    The Xendos’ forward deck was a tinsel glass enclosure filled with tables and computers.  It was used by the crew as a recreation area and dining room. 
 
    B’taav expected to find Becky Waters and Nox there.  They spent the last couple of days in that section of the ship, studying Phaecian and Epsillon Empire history and culture while becoming acquainted with modern technologies.  Learning came easy for them as their nano-probe infused bodies allowed them to retain information at a much higher rate than the average person could. 
 
    B’taav stepped into the lounge and found Becky Waters sitting behind one of the computers. 
 
    Becky Waters was a large, powerfully built woman with black hair that showed the first hints of gray.  Her eyes were metallic silver spheres and the skin of her exposed arms were torn in places, revealing machinery below.  How much of the rest of her body was machine instead of flesh was a mystery known only to her. 
 
    “Hello,” B’taav said while walking to the food dispenser.  He ordered a protein meal and pulled it from the dispenser’s drop, took a bite, and faced the lounge. 
 
    He realized Nox was not there. 
 
    “Any changes in the signal?” Becky Waters asked. 
 
    “None, though I’ve determined it’s older than we first thought.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I checked the earliest files in the Displacer’s memory.  They suggest the signal was there but her system classified it as ambient noise, going back at least a thousand years before being reclassified to a distress signal.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Becky Waters said.  “It’s hard enough to imagine the signal is a thousand years old, much less double that.  The Phaecian Empire, at least what existed of it back then, was not capable of making such a flight through regular space.  There’s no way a Phaecian ship could be here.” 
 
    “Neither could an Epsillon vessel,” B’taav said.  “Yet the signal is there and it has to be from a vessel that made its way here, however improbably, well before the arrival of the Displacer.” 
 
    “Making it even more of a mystery.” 
 
    B’taav leaned against a chair and stared out the windows at the front of the lounge.  Like the main view-screen in the bridge, the pale bluish-white dot was at the dead center. 
 
    “I can see the planet quite well, you know,” Becky Waters said.  “Not as well as the Xendos’ cameras, but well enough.  It’s a cold world.  Covered in ice.  There are heat sources.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “The Xendos’ computers will eventually pick them up but don’t get too excited.  They could be the result of natural conditions.  Perhaps even volcanic activity.  Then again, they could be the result of something… else.” 
 
    Becky Waters smiled.  Her smile was eerie in the dim light. 
 
    “But you and I know the planet’s icy surface presents an even greater mystery.  She orbits close enough to the sun that she shouldn’t be iced up to begin with.” 
 
    “I know,” B’taav said.  “But given our distance and the incomplete readings, I didn’t want to speculate.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with a little speculation,” Becky Waters said.  “We have a planet covered in ice which shouldn’t be there and a distress signal coming from that general area that can’t be there.  If you have a planet which is frozen over yet her orbit should not allow her to maintain such a state, one must assume the ice covering her surface is an artificial creation.  Why would anyone freeze up an entire planet?” 
 
    “Because something under the ice needs to be kept cold?” 
 
    “Computers and engines create heat.  Lest they overheat, they have mechanisms in place to cool them down.  Perhaps those heat sources I saw represent some kind of machinery.” 
 
    “What kind of machine needs an entire planet to keep it cool?” 
 
    “A very large one,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    The lounge grew very quiet for a few moments before Becky once again spoke. 
 
    “There’s something I wanted to ask you.  When you got close to Nox.  Did you… did you talk to him through her?” 
 
    “Spradlin?  Yeah.  I did.” 
 
    “What did he tell you?” 
 
    “He told me there were nano-probes similar to those created by the Locust Plague within the Empires,” B’taav said.  “I was poisoned by them before making the trip to Earth.” 
 
    “Did he mention me?” 
 
    “No,” B’taav said.  “But I could tell he wanted to.  I don’t know how to explain it, but your presence was felt because it wasn’t there.” 
 
    B’taav finished his protein mash and realized he was again sweating. 
 
    “You’re feverish.” 
 
    “No.  It’s just that—” 
 
    “You haven’t asked about Nox,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    The Mechanic known as Nox was a veteran of the long ago Arabian War conducted on Earth.  Along with Becky Waters, the two were the last remaining humans left on Earth following the Exodus.  They could not leave the planet because of the fear the nano-probes in their bodies could be taken over by the Locust Plague.  With the alien fleet destroyed, that was no longer a concern.  The two spent millennia in cryogenic units, only to be resurrected by the arrival of B’taav and Inquisitor Cer. 
 
    “Where is she?” B’taav asked. 
 
    “She’s sick,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    B’taav stared at Becky Waters but she no longer paid attention to him.  Shadows covered her face while silence filled the lounge.  The shadows spread, covering her entire body until all was dark. 
 
    Behind him, a light flashed.  It was the third planet in the system.  It was calling him.  A siren call he could not ignore… 
 
      
 
    B’taav awoke and frantically looked around. 
 
    He was in his bed. 
 
    The Independent let out a soft moan and found his body and the sheets covered in sweat.  He felt so very hot. 
 
    Something’s wrong. 
 
    “Lights,” he said. 
 
    The lights came on, revealing his small, empty room.  B’taav moved to the edge of the bed. 
 
    She’s sick. 
 
    B’taav checked the time.  He had four hours left before his shift on the bridge began. 
 
    He got to his feet and reached for clothing draped over a chair.  He put on his black suit and exited the room. 
 
      
 
    B’taav needed to clear his head. 
 
    He took a long walk, as long as was possible and lapped around the ship’s corridors, moving in circles and going from floor to floor. 
 
    When he reached the third level, he spied the doors leading to the Xendos’ forward deck. 
 
    The tinsel glass front revealed a field of stars. 
 
    B’taav stopped just outside the forward deck’s entrance.  It was very dark within and the bluish-white sphere they were flying toward stared back at him. 
 
    “Becky?” he said.  “Nox?” 
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    In his mind he heard the static of the distress signal. 
 
      
 
    B’taav stepped to the elevator and, when its doors opened, entered. 
 
    The elevator door closed and for a moment B’taav was plunged into complete darkness. 
 
    He felt movement.  Something –someone– was beside him. 
 
    “Hello?” B’taav said. 
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    B’taav reached out.  His hands touched air yet he knew someone was there, standing only a few feet— 
 
      
 
    The doors opened and outside light illuminated the elevator’s interior. 
 
    It was empty. 
 
    B’taav exited and the doors closed. 
 
    The bridge was exactly as he left it hours before but Inquisitor Cer wasn’t there. 
 
    “Cer?” B’taav called out. 
 
    He approached the ship’s control panel.  Apart from the fact that Inquisitor Cer wasn’t there, everything was in its place.  He looked up at the main view-screen and the pale bluish-white dot. 
 
    She’s sick. 
 
    The voice was male and B’taav recognized it. 
 
    Paul Spradlin. 
 
      
 
    B’taav walked on unsteady feet. 
 
    He was somewhere else.  With someone else. 
 
    His thoughts were fragmented and it was hard to sort through them.  The cold air was gone and it was very hot.  Stifling 
 
    Where are you going?  What are you doing? 
 
    He made his way to the crew quarters and walked through that corridor. 
 
    He sensed movement around him, in the shadows, yet when he looked saw nothing. 
 
    You’re alone, he thought yet knew that wasn’t entirely the case. 
 
    He stopped before the door to his room.  It was open and the room dark.  His bed was empty. 
 
    B’taav walked on, stopping before the door to Nox’s room.  He knocked.  There was no answer. 
 
    “Nox?” 
 
    Still no answer. 
 
    He pressed a button beside the door and it slid open. 
 
    Before him was absolute darkness.  He sensed she was there, somewhere. 
 
    “Is he talking to you?” 
 
    The voice was Nox’s.  She sounded hoarse, exhausted. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    A light appeared before him.  It grew stronger until B’taav was forced to close his eyes. 
 
    When he opened them, he was in another part of the ship. 
 
    He stood before the door to the Xendos’ medical station. 
 
    B’taav felt another chill. 
 
    The Independent gathered his strength and opened the door.  Instead of the medical station, he stood before a steep staircase that led down into darkness. 
 
    He took the steps down.  Down and down.  Too far.  He stopped. 
 
    When he did, it appeared before him.  Another door. 
 
    He opened that door and found a room.  It was empty except for two cots.  There were people lying on each of them.  They held hands. 
 
    They were B’taav and Nox. 
 
      
 
    B’taav was no longer in the Xendos. 
 
    He stood in the middle of a desert plain.  Hot air whipped around him. 
 
    Nox was a few feet away.  She was much younger, little more than a child, yet carried a fearsome looking rifle and her clothing was heavily armored. 
 
    “Nox?” B’taav called out. 
 
    She ignored him and set her rifle against a rock.  She then removed her jacket and helmet. 
 
    Nox had short black hair.  There were three blue stripes tattooed above her right eyebrow.  The tattoos identified her as a child soldier in Earth’s Arabian conflict. 
 
    “Spradlin’s talking to me too,” she said.  “He’s trying to control me.” 
 
    Nox was no longer a child.  She moved forward, past B’taav, and to a parked motorcycle.  She ran her hands over it.  As she did, parts of it faded away. 
 
    “Knew my machine like it was a part of me,” she said.  “Now I’m having a hard time remembering…” 
 
    Nox rubbed her eyes. 
 
    “Spradlin’s nano-probes are fighting for control,” she said.  “It’s a fight only one of us will survive.” 
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    Becky Waters stood just inside the Xendos’ medical station. 
 
    Her body was eerily still and her metal eyes were upon the two cots before her.  B’taav lay in one of them and Nox in the other.  They held hands.  The Mechanic’s face was pale and her eyes sunken in. 
 
    Upon leaving Earth, Nox’s deterioration came incredibly quickly.  One day she was fine, the next she was feverish and, shortly after that, she slipped into a coma.  The medical station’s scanners were unable to explain her condition or prescribe treatment yet B’taav somehow knew what to do. 
 
    He lay down on the cot next to hers, grabbed her hand, and slipped into his own deep sleep.  His body, genetically engineered to resist nano-probes, stabilized Nox and her deterioration slowed.  It did not stop. 
 
    Inquisitor Cer entered the medical station and walked to B’taav’s side. 
 
    “They keep fighting,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    “It’s what they do,” Inquisitor Cer said. 
 
    “They need… they need to kill Spradlin,” Becky Waters said, though it hurt to say so. 
 
    Inquisitor Cer remembered the moment before B’taav took Nox’s hand. 
 
    The two kissed and B’taav swore he would be fine.  Looking at him now, in this bed, she wondered. 
 
    “You’re a bastard, Spradlin,” Becky Waters said.  “A ghost that doesn’t know how to stay dead.” 
 
    She rubbed her face.  For a day and a night they watched over their companions, hoping to see any signs of improvement. 
 
    At the end of the next day, an alert sounded throughout the ship. 
 
      
 
    Inquisitor Cer and Becky Waters entered the Xendos’ bridge and approached one of the ship’s main computers.  The alert came from the Displacer they emerged from nearly a week before and which lay three days’ travel behind them. 
 
    Inquisitor Cer read the information on the monitor. 
 
    “Two vessels emerged from the Displacer,” Inquisitor Cer said.  “They’re in-system.” 
 
    The ships’ descriptions and identification codes appeared. 
 
    “…it can’t be,” Inquisitor Cer said. 
 
    One of the two ships was the Epsillon Battleship Wake.  Schematics from the jump suggested she was damaged and being towed by a second vessel.  The HPB Cygnusa. 
 
    Becky Waters tapped the keys before her and information regarding both ships appeared.  She poured over the data quickly.  When she was done, she understood Inquisitor Cer’s reaction. 
 
    Much more information, the regular news updates from the Empires, arrived through the Displacer.  They detailed the latest non-security news from both the Phaecian and Epsillon Empires.  Becky Waters read this data as well. 
 
    “Inquisitor, you need to see this,” she said. 
 
    Inquisitor Cer pulled up the information.  It described the shadow war thrust into the open between two mysterious alien forces.  The war spread from the Epsillon to the Phaecian Empires. 
 
    “Now read this,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    Inquisitor Cer read the next article.  It focused on the punishment Inquisitor Raven faced for failing to capture the Xendos. 
 
    Inquisitor Cer was silent for several seconds. 
 
    “He’ll be after you,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    Inquisitor Cer clicked off the news and stared at the main view-screen. 
 
    “Given the distance between us, we could easily disappear,” Becky Waters said.  “You’ve escaped the Cygnusa before.  You can do it again.” 
 
    “I escaped… at a great cost to Inquisitor Raven,” Inquisitor Cer said. 
 
    “You couldn’t have known what would happen to him,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    “No,” Inquisitor Cer agreed.  “But I should have.  There were consequences to my actions and an innocent life was taken because of me.” 
 
    Inquisitor Cer shook her head.  Her white eyes shined in the darkness and her jaw tightened. 
 
    “It’s time to end this,” she said. 
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    A short time before… 
 
      
 
    Inquisitor Raven stood in the center of the bridge and faced the main view-screen. 
 
    The interdimensional corridor’s lights flickered wildly.  The journey from the Fields was in its ninth minute. 
 
    To his right, Catherine Holland was on her knees and next to the remains of Sergeant Delmont.  Nearby was the ashen body of Chief Muses.  Security Officers surrounded them. 
 
    “Take her back to the security cells,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    Catherine Holland got to her feet and was escorted to the elevator.  When she was close to Inquisitor Raven he said: 
 
    “Is it safe to… to dispose of them?” 
 
    “Yes,” Catherine Holland said.  “There’s nothing left.  Ashes to ashes.” 
 
    With that, she and the Security Officers left the bridge. 
 
    “Clean up this mess,” Inquisitor Raven ordered. 
 
    Another pair of officers brought body bags and safety gloves.  They used a vacuum system to transfer the bodies into separate sealed bags. 
 
    “I want a thorough examination of these remains,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “Yes sir,” the officers said before they too left the bridge. 
 
    Raven’s attention returned to the main view-screen and the interdimensional corridor. 
 
    “Radiation levels?” 
 
    “Holding in the high safe range.” 
 
    “The Wake?” 
 
    “In place.  Gravity hooks are optimal.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven drew a deep breath and, as he released it, felt the tension leave his body. 
 
    “Look!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    In the center of the main view-screen appeared a small black dot. 
 
    “Thank the Gods,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “All weapons and sensor equipment stand by.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven tapped his communicator. 
 
    “Lieutenant Daniels, this is Inquisitor Raven,” he said. 
 
    “We see it,” Lieutenant Daniels said.  “Exit preparations are in effect.  All operating offensive and defensive equipment ready.” 
 
    “Good,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Keep the communication channels open.” 
 
    The small black dot grew larger and larger as the two ships neared the end of their journey. 
 
    “All right, everyone,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Here we go.” 
 
      
 
    The Cygnusa and Wake emerged into regular space and slowed to a stop. 
 
    “Release gravity hooks,” Inquisitor Raven ordered.  “Lieutenant Sanders?” 
 
    “I’m detecting no ships in the immediate area nor defensive arrays, weaponry, or mines.” 
 
    “Wake, do you confirm?” 
 
    “We’re not detecting anything either,” Lieutenant Daniels replied. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven pressed another button and activated the ship’s intercom system. 
 
    “Crew, this is Inquisitor Raven.  We have successfully made the jump from The Fields into an unknown system.  We detect no hostiles but will remain on red alert for the time being.  We must be ready for anything.” 
 
      
 
    Minutes passed. 
 
    The Cygnusa and Wake remained near the Displacer, their sensor and visual equipment examining everything around them.  Nothing was detected. 
 
    “Tell me about the Displacer we emerged from,” Inquisitor Raven asked Lieutenant Sanders. 
 
    “The Displacer is a Phaecian Type 1,” she said.  “I didn’t think any of these ancient models were still in use.” 
 
    “We’re in Phaecian territory?” 
 
    “Very likely,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “Can we use the Displacer to get home?” 
 
    “I don’t see why no—” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders frowned as she worked her computer. 
 
    “Sir, the Displacer’s computer is locked up,” she said. 
 
    “Of course it is,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Can you break into it or do we need to bring Ms. Holland back?” 
 
    “I’ll give it a try,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “You do that,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Where exactly are we?” 
 
    “I haven’t been able to determine.  The computers are charting the stars and making comparisons, but…” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders didn’t finish her thought.  She frowned. 
 
    “What is it?” Inquisitor Raven asked. 
 
    “I’ve managed to get a clear view of the Displacer’s serial numbers,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    The numbers appeared on her main monitor. 
 
    “Cross referencing with our data.” 
 
    After a few seconds Lieutenant Sanders faced Inquisitor Raven. 
 
    “Sir, this Displacer was part of the first generation of automated explorers.” 
 
    “Where was she sent?” 
 
    “To the Manon system,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “She never made it there and was declared lost over a thousand years ago.  Her last transmission stated she was hit by a meteor and her hull compromised.” 
 
    “I see no signs of meteor hits,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “All things considered, the Displacer looks remarkably good.  Did someone fake her status?” 
 
    “It’s possible,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “But the last transmission was verified as coming from her.  She might have been programmed to send out that fake status.” 
 
    “Why would anyone do that?” Inquisitor Raven wondered.  He switched on his communicator.  “Lieutenant Daniels, are you still with us?” 
 
    “I heard all that,” Lieutenant Daniels said.  “Our computers have determined our location.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “We have an advantage.  From Epsillon territory, we have a better view of this system.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Elicia.  I’ll send you the data.” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders received and checked the Wake’s information. 
 
    “Confirmed, sir,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “We are in Elicia.  It’s on the fringe of the Phaecian Empire and to date has not been explored.  The system has three planets, none of which were considered promising for terraformation.” 
 
    “At least we’re within an Empire’s borders,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Even if we’re locked out of the Displacer.” 
 
    “Between the Wake and Cygnusa, we’ll break whatever lock is on the Displacer,” Lieutenant Daniels said.  “We’ll not only figure out why she’s here, but use her to get home.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven suppressed a smile.  Yesterday, it would have been unthinkable for officers from Epsillon and Phaecia to work together.  It was a pleasant change, even if the circumstances behind it were near apocalyptic. 
 
    “While you do that, we’ll assess the status of our ship,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Lieutenant Daniels, I suggest you do the same.  If you need any help…” 
 
    “It would be much appreciated,” Lieutenant Daniels said.  “We’ll talk again very soon.” 
 
      
 
    Later on, Inquisitor Raven walked the corridors of the Cygnusa.  The events of the last few days weighed heavy on his mind and he needed to get away from the bridge. 
 
    He heard the voices around him and realized almost every corridor within the Cygnusa was filled with scavenger refugees. 
 
    He walked on, seeing some in their quarters and others receiving care in medical rooms.  Many more were out and about, helping his skeleton staff move equipment or repair whatever damage was sustained since Helios. 
 
    His officers interacted with them, both helping and being helped. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven eventually made his way to the main mess hall. 
 
    The place was usually filled with noisy officers on break but today the room was very quiet despite also being filled with people. 
 
    The Inquisitor walked among the young and old, male and female, scavengers all, trying to make the best of a truly awful situation. 
 
    As with those in the corridors, many recognized the Inquisitor and reached out to him.  A mother of three very young children cried as she thanked him for saving them. 
 
    “My husband is in sick bay,” she said.  “He worked on our shuttle’s engines when we were trying to get away from The Fields.  He took a… a heavy dose of radiation… I don’t know…” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Thank you so much for saving us,” she said. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven stared at the woman’s young children and couldn’t help but think of his own. 
 
    “We’re all the same in the Gods’ eyes,” he offered.  He reached into his pocket and pulled out a packet of fruit chews.  He then looked around, as if about to reveal a big secret.  He handed the packet to the children. 
 
    “Share,” he said, sternly, before the harsh expression on his face was replaced with a bright smile.  He then addressed the woman and said: 
 
    “My medical team and the equipment on board this ship are among the best in the Phaecian Empire.  Your husband is not only in good hands, he’s in the best hands.” 
 
    The woman wiped tears from her face. 
 
    “Thank you, Inquisitor,” she said. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven felt a buzz coming from his communicator.  He was being called back to the bridge. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven tapped the device and it stilled. 
 
    “It is said we should be judged not by our riches or properties, or by how prestigious our jobs, but by how we treat those most in need,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “I could never look away.  I could not live with myself if I did.” 
 
    With that, he returned to the bridge. 
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    “What have we got?” Inquisitor Raven asked after exiting the elevator. 
 
    “I’ve managed to download most of the Displacer’s logs,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “I think I know why she came to a stop here.” 
 
    “Don’t keep me in suspense, Lieutenant.” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders hit a button and a static sound was heard over the speakers at her station.  It grew louder, then softer. 
 
    “A distress signal?” 
 
    “Yes sir.  Pre-Empire.  It’s coming from the area around the third planet in this system.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven faced the main view-screen. 
 
    “Maximum magnification.” 
 
    The cameras on the Cygnusa zoomed in on that far away planet.  From this distance and even with maximum magnification, it was a small blob. 
 
    “Planet’s radius is 4210 miles,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “Circumference is approximately twenty five thousand miles.  Surface appears to be… ice.  She has very little atmosphere.” 
 
    “Do we have an indication of any Phaecian vessel coming into this system before the Displacer unit arrived?” 
 
    “No evidence at all,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “Then how do you explain the signal?” 
 
    “Unknown,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “But given its age, we can assume whatever emergency has long since passed.” 
 
    “After the Wake is up and running and after we get the Displacer operational, perhaps we’ll investigate,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Otherwise…” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven paused and frowned.  He noted an all too familiar expression on Lieutenant Sanders’ face. 
 
    “There’s something else you wanted to tell me, Lieutenant?” 
 
    “Sir, could we speak in private?” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven motioned Lieutenant Sanders to a quiet corner of the bridge. 
 
    “Sir, there’s something else I found in the Displacer logs.  A starship transport.  A recent one.” 
 
    “Another vessel passed through here?” 
 
    “Within the past week.” 
 
    “Have you identified her?” 
 
    “The Displacer’s software is, like the Displacer herself, ancient,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “No ship identifiers were recorded or stored but…” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders took a quick look around to make sure no one was listening.  She faced Inquisitor Raven and said: 
 
    “Sir, I’ve kept this to myself and no one else knows.  Not even the personnel on the Wake.” 
 
    “Get to the point, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “Even without the ship identifier information, I was able to extrapolate the size and mass of the vessel that came through.  Sir, it closely matches the mass and size of the Xendos.” 
 
    For several seconds Inquisitor Raven was dead quiet.  Dark emotions swirled within him and when he spoke, his voice carried a barely contained fury. 
 
    “How certain are you?” he said. 
 
    “The vessel is a ninety six percent match to the Xendos.” 
 
    “Did she use the Displacer a second time?” 
 
    “There was only the one energy burst.” 
 
    “Then the vessel is still here.” 
 
    “Unless there’s another Displacer we aren’t aware of in system or this vessel knows how to jump without the use of a Displacer, then yes, the ship is still here.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven stared at the forward view-screen and the solar system before them. 
 
    “There’s only one place she would go,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “The source of the distress signals.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven’s eyes were on the small blue dot at the center of the view-screen. 
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant,” he said. 
 
    With that, he returned to his chair and sat down.  He pressed the intercom button and spoke to the ship. 
 
    “Crew, this is Inquisitor Raven,” he said.  “We have discovered a distress signal originating from an area around the third planet in this system.  We will fly to this planet and search for the signal’s origin.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven shut off the intercom.  Lieutenant Sanders approached his side, leaned in close, and said: 
 
    “Sir, will you tell them about the Xendos?” 
 
    “That’s my business.” 
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    “I’m detecting heat coming from the Cygnusa’s engines,” Inquisitor Cer said.  “She’s preparing to move.” 
 
    “They’ve seen us?” 
 
    “Unlikely,” Inquisitor Cer said.  “At this distance their sensor and telescopic equipment would have to be very lucky to spot something as tiny as we are.” 
 
    Becky Waters considered this. 
 
    “At their maximum speed and deceleration, they’ll be near us in two days.” 
 
    Inquisitor Cer was surprised by that quick calculation.  Becky Waters waved it off. 
 
    “I’ve always been good with numbers,” Becky Waters said.  “I’m also a quick learner.  If we need to flee and you need a break, I could pilot this ship.” 
 
    “No offense, but I don’t know about that,” Inquisitor Cer said. 
 
    “The nano-probes on the Xendos are teaching me how to use her.  In their own way.” 
 
    “What are they saying right now?” 
 
    “They’re saying I should absolutely not pilot this ship,” Becky Waters said and smiled. 
 
    Inquisitor Cer smiled but the attempt to lighten the mood lasted only moments.  Becky Waters leaned in closer to Inquisitor Cer. 
 
    “I wasn’t kidding,” Becky Waters said.  “The nano-probes are helping me understand my place in this new reality.  They’re also aware of the Cygnusa and Wake’s arrival and are concerned for your safety.  As concerned, I imagine, as any low level artificial intelligence can be.” 
 
    Becky Waters was quiet for several seconds before adding: 
 
    “They worry about you, Inquisitor.  They fear you will face Inquisitor Raven and will not survive.” 
 
    “Perhaps Inquisitor Raven will see reason,” Inquisitor Cer said. 
 
    “Would you?” 
 
    To this, Inquisitor Cer had no reply. 
 
      
 
    Inquisitor Raven made his way from the elevator to the security cells. 
 
    The Inquisitor moved quickly, his face filled with anger and impatience. 
 
    Before the doors leading into the cell area were a pair of security guards carrying heavy weapons.  They moved to the side and allowed the Inquisitor passage. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven walked into a corridor and stopped.  On either side were the cells.  Another pair of guards approached. 
 
    “Bring her in,” Inquisitor Raven ordered. 
 
    He entered a heavily fortified room to his right and, as the guards left, sat before a table in its center.  In moments, Catherine Holland was brought in.  Energy braces held her hands together.  Inquisitor Raven motioned her to sit. 
 
    “There’s another ship out there,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “But I suppose you already—” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven stopped talking.  Catherine Holland’s expression, from one filled to sadness, turned to one of hope. 
 
    “Is the… is the Xendos here?” Catherine Holland asked. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven was stunned by Catherine Holland’s words. 
 
    “You know about the Xendos?” he said before shaking his head.  “Of course you do.  You keep holding information from me Ms. Holland.  It is long past time you told me everything.” 
 
    Catherine Holland rubbed her eyes.  She nodded. 
 
    “The Xendos and the people aboard her just returned from a mission Saint Vulcan had them perform.  They went to Homeworld.  Earth.” 
 
    “Is Inquisitor Cer aboard the ship?” 
 
    “I just told you the Xendos went to Homeworld and your only interest is whether Inquisitor Cer is on board?” 
 
    “Is she?” 
 
    Catherine Holland nodded. 
 
    “She was on the ship when they left,” Catherine Holland said.  “Provided everything went well, she should still be on board.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven rose from his chair. 
 
    “Inquisitor Raven,” Catherine Holland said.  “The person responsible for your wife’s death is the Prototype, not Inquisitor Cer.  He’s not only your enemy, he’s humanity’s enemy.  You should focus your anger on—.” 
 
    “Take her back to her cell,” Inquisitor Raven ordered. 
 
    He turned to leave. 
 
    “Inquisitor,” Catherine Holland said.  “One way or another, this is where it ends.  You have a choice to make and I hope… I hope you can see past your emotions and realize—” 
 
    “I said take her back to her cell,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “And if she says another word, muzzle her.” 
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    B’taav stood in the middle of the desert and listened to the sound of a ragged combustion engine echo in the distance. 
 
    A dark dot appeared on the horizon and drew nearer. 
 
    It was an armored vehicle –a tank– covered in a thick layer of sand.  In the distance far beyond it was a line of mushroom clouds. 
 
    Another noise came from B’taav’s side and he found a familiar looking girl leaning against a boulder.  She was dressed in reinforced black armor and, like the tank, was also covered in sand.  Her armor was burned and torn, revealing red and very raw flesh wounds.  The girl straightened up and reached for a fearsome rifle propped next to her.  She checked it and, with a pronounced limp, walked toward the tank. 
 
    She passed within a few feet of B’taav and said: 
 
    “I won’t die here.” 
 
    Even as she spoke, the air around B’taav changed and the sound of distant machines was heard… 
 
      
 
    B’taav stood on a sidewalk next to a busy street.  It was night and around him buildings jetted up into the sky. 
 
    The city was incredibly large, larger than most he was familiar with, but the technology around him was old.  The engines in the vehicles that zipped by rattled with ancient, inefficient combustion engines.  The smell of burnt fuel and rotted food filled the area. 
 
    People wandered back and forth along the sidewalk, paying no attention to the Independent.  The sun slowly set and, as night arrived, the lights of the big city came to life. 
 
    A truck zoomed by and splashed a puddle of brackish water just shy of B’taav’s feet.  The Independent stepped back and bumped into something hard.  It was a door.  The door opened and a middle aged couple stumbled through.  They were pleasantly drunk and from the way they grabbed each other, it was clear their evening was just beginning. 
 
    The door closed and, written in gold letters on it was a single word: Yoshiwara. 
 
      
 
    B’taav stepped into the bar. 
 
    “Welcome to the Yoshiwara,” a woman said. 
 
    She was in her mid to late thirties and wore a stained apron.  She had a body that, at one time, was very well toned.  Her movements betrayed a crispness which hinted at a military background. 
 
    B’taav recognized her right away. 
 
    When they first met, she was an Independent he knew as Latitia.  Here, in this reality and within Nox’s mind, she went by her original name. 
 
    “Catherine Holland?” B’taav said. 
 
    The woman’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Do we know each other?” 
 
    “I suppose we did.” 
 
    Catherine Holland frowned.  She motioned B’taav to a table and he sat down.  She dealt with a trio of patrons, all male, sitting before the counter.  They looked like they didn’t have any place better to be. 
 
    “Snowflakes in August,” one of them muttered. 
 
      
 
    B’taav’s attention shifted from the conversation between the three patrons and Catherine Holland to the vid unit nailed to a corner wall.  On it was what looked like a news anchor finishing a rundown of the latest headlines.  Once done, she introduced a pair of guests.  She asked them questions and an argument ensued regarding political posturing between mega-Corporations.  That argument segued into the role of religion in a society devoted to the acquisition of wealth. 
 
    “The more things change, eh?” Catherine Holland said.  She stood at B’taav’s side.  “What brings you here?” 
 
    “I wish I knew,” B’taav said. 
 
    “Spur of the moment decision?” 
 
    “More like something forced upon me.” 
 
    “By?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t make sense if I told you.” 
 
    “Mister Mysterious,” Catherine Holland said.  “Were did we meet?” 
 
    B’taav shrugged. 
 
    “Can’t remember.” 
 
    “And yet you remembered my name?” 
 
    “Lucky guess?” 
 
    Catherine Holland couldn’t help but laugh.  The laugh didn’t last very long and the expression on her face turned very serious. 
 
    “Our bills –including utilities and rent– are paid and all taxes properly filed.  If you’re some kind of city inspector, I’ve got plenty of documents in my office for you to check.” 
 
    “I’m not an inspector.” 
 
    “You didn’t look like one,” Catherine Holland admitted.  “So what are you?  A creep?” 
 
    “I’m not a—” 
 
    “Creeps come in all shapes and sizes so I’ll warn you: I will put you down if you try any shit.” 
 
    “I won’t try any shit.” 
 
    Catherine Holland nodded. 
 
    “Damn you’re easy.  All right.  What can I get you?” 
 
    “Get?” 
 
    “To clarify: This is a bar.  It’s customary for people who come into bars to order drinks.” 
 
    “I don’t have any money.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    B’taav reached into his pocket and, to his surprise, found a handful of strange silver and gold coins. 
 
    “What do you know?” Catherine Holland said. 
 
    B’taav handed her his money. 
 
    “That’s a hell of a lot of cash,” she said.  “You buying for everyone?” 
 
    That remark drew interest from the men at the bar’s counter. 
 
    “It’s a joke, fellows,” Catherine Holland told them. 
 
    They grumbled before continuing their conversations. 
 
    “So what’ll it be?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Honey, if you didn’t have all that cash, I’d say you were more trouble than you’re worth.  Tell you what, I’ll give you something that’ll warm you up.  A Selabro.  You like that?” 
 
    “I don’t know…” 
 
    “It’s one of our best beers,” Catherine Holland said.  She scratched her chin.  “And most expensive.  But you, my friend, can obviously afford it.” 
 
      
 
    B’taav took a sip of the Selabro and winced. 
 
    “This is one of your best beers?” 
 
    “No refunds,” Catherine Holland said.  She returned to her place behind the bar. 
 
    “Capitalism at its finest,” B’taav muttered and smiled. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time a merchant passed off crap as solid gold. 
 
    The blare of street traffic filled the interior of the bar and all eyes turned to the person who just entered.  She was a tall woman dressed in a faded blue jean jacket and matching jean pants.  She sported short black hair and her eyes were hidden behind a pair of equally dark sunglasses.  A trio of blue bars, tattoos, were on her forehead and just over her right eyebrow.  Her body was lean, well-toned, and very athletic.  She looked dangerous. 
 
    “Nox,” B’taav said. 
 
      
 
    Catherine Holland also noted Nox’s arrival. 
 
    Though the two eventually became lovers, the way Catherine Holland reacted to Nox suggested they had not yet met. 
 
    Catherine Holland spotted the three vertical blue bars tattooed above Nox’s right eyebrow and let out a small gasp. 
 
    Though shaken by this sight, Catherine Holland nonetheless invited Nox to the bar’s counter.  Nox ignored the suggestion and walked to the back of the bar.  She passed within a foot of B’taav and sat at a table farther in the shadows. 
 
    Catherine Holland approached Nox with a smile that looked as sincere as she could manage at this time of night. 
 
    “What can I get you?” 
 
    “Selabro,” Nox said. 
 
    “Big spender,” Catherine Holland said.  Though she hadn’t intended to, she said it loud enough for B’taav to hear and, realizing this, her cheeks turned red. 
 
    Whatever embarrassment she felt was quickly gone when Nox said: 
 
    “Spend what you got…” 
 
    Catherine Holland, in turn, whispered: 
 
    “…there might not be another day.” 
 
    She took a moment to compose herself before adding: 
 
    “A…ain’t that the truth.  Some fellow said that the other day.  Nice thought, I suppose.” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    Catherine Holland returned to the bar’s counter and was about to reach for the Selabro.  Something on the news caught Nox’s attention and a broad smile filled her face. 
 
    “Fuck the Selabro,” she called out.  “Get me a Prestigio.” 
 
      
 
    As Nox said this, the interior of the bar faded away.  B’taav was no longer sitting but stood in the Yoshiwara’s parking lot.  Like before, it was night, but the air around him felt different. 
 
    B’taav stood next to a familiar vehicle, Nox’s motorcycle.  He ran his hands over the cycle’s handlebars and, for a second, remembered the last time he rode this bike.  He was a passenger and barely conscious.  He saw… or rather he felt… 
 
    A fierce desert storm.  Metal structures rising from the ground. 
 
    B’taav looked away from the vehicle and at the Yoshiwara. 
 
    The bar was closed and most of its lights were off.  Through the front window he saw a woman’s shadowy form.  She carried a broom and swept the floor.  B’taav then spotted movement from the side of the bar. 
 
    Nox was there.  Her face, unlike moments before, was bruised and battered.  She walked on, into the alley behind the bar. 
 
    B’taav followed. 
 
      
 
    In the back alley and near the bar’s rear entrance Nox stopped.  She hid in the shadows and waited.  Soon, the rear door opened and Catherine Holland emerged. 
 
    She carried two bags of trash and placed them in a metal container.  When she turned, Nox was by the door, blocking her way.  Catherine Holland reached for a pouch on her belt, something B’taav assumed held a defensive weapon, but Nox grabbed Catherine’s hand before she could pull it out.  She said: 
 
    “I’m not here to hurt you.” 
 
    Catherine Holland relaxed. 
 
    “Ms. Prestigio.” 
 
    Nox released her. 
 
    “I never formally introduced myself.  My name is Nox.  I’m a veteran of the wars, like you.  I’m interested in your expertise.  There wasn’t a computer you couldn’t handle back then.” 
 
    “Not a one.” 
 
    They were outside. 
 
    Then they were in the bar’s basement.  Catherine Holland was on her computer and Nox stood behind her, looking over her shoulder. 
 
    “My name’s Catherine,” she said. 
 
    Images blurred.  Memories faded and changed.  It was later in the conversation. 
 
    “Did Donovan deserve what he got?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “He was responsible for the deaths of several… Independents.  He nearly got me killed, too.” 
 
    “Then he had to be stopped.” 
 
    “There were consequences,” Nox said. 
 
    “There always are.” 
 
    Nox nodded.  She faced B’taav. 
 
    They were outside.  They were inside the bar’s basement.  They were with Catherine Holland.  They were alone. 
 
    A rumbling came from below their feet and deep under the Earth. 
 
    “There always are consequences,” Nox said. 
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    “Is this wise?” Lieutenant Daniels asked Inquisitor Raven. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven was in his quarters and staring at the image of Lieutenant Daniels on his computer monitor. 
 
    “If the Prototype is out there, we should stay together,” Lieutenant Daniels continued.  “We split apart and we’re hardly able to defend—” 
 
    “We were sent here by Saint Vulcan for a reason, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “That being the case, the distress signal has to be investigated.” 
 
    “The signal’s been repeating for at least a thousand years,” Lieutenant Daniels said.  “Another couple of days –or even weeks– shouldn’t make any difference.  You could wait until the Wake is ready to lend assistance.” 
 
    “That would be optimal,” Inquisitor Raven agreed.  “But our time may be limited before the Prototype finds us.  I propose the Cygnusa investigates the signal –quickly– while you and your personnel work on both your vessel and the Displacer.  The trip to the third planet and back should take less than two weeks’ time.  Hopefully, we resolve this mystery and get back by the time your ship is ready to move.” 
 
    “It could be a trap.” 
 
    “Clearly,” Inquisitor Raven admitted.  “But if it isn’t, each passing minute we spend here increases the odds the Prototype returns and finishes us off before we investigate.  We do things my way and resolve everything at once.” 
 
    Lieutenant Daniels was quiet for a few seconds and, during that time, Inquisitor Raven had difficulty keeping his impatience from showing.  Finally, the Lieutenant said: 
 
    “We are commanders of vessels which hail from different Empires.  I have no control over you or your vessel and you have none over mine.  If you feel it is necessary to investigate the distress signal now, there is nothing I can do to stop you.  Not that I necessarily disagree with your choice of actions.” 
 
    “Good enough,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “We’ll depart—” 
 
    “Before you go, I wish to thank you for what you’ve done, Inquisitor.  You didn’t have to go to The Fields.  You didn’t have to risk your life and that of your officers to help the scavengers.  But you did and so long as I live, I will make sure your actions are known and recognized.” 
 
    For a moment the anger, impatience, and eagerness to hunt down Inquisitor Cer melted and Inquisitor Raven was at a loss of words. 
 
    “Lieutenant… I…” 
 
    “There are those in Epsillon who say Inquisitors are stubborn, harsh creatures,” Lieutenant Daniels said.  “That your kind uses religion and picks and chooses which passages of the Holy Texts are relevant to justify your actions.  I’ve always felt that generalization was unfair.  Since the beginning of time people have justified immoral actions any way they can.  Religion is simply one excuse among many.  Inquisitor Raven, you are a man of great integrity and it’s been a pleasure working beside you.” 
 
    “I… thank you for your faith in me.” 
 
    “Even capitalists like myself have a little of it,” Lieutenant Daniels said.  “Please keep us informed of your progress and, if you should find yourself in any trouble, call.  We might be able to help.  Wake out.” 
 
    With that, the monitor went black. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven remained in his chair for several seconds. 
 
    His head came down and, for a moment, he felt a sliver of shame. 
 
    He hated lying to Lieutenant Daniels about the real reason he wanted to investigate the distress signal.  Especially now. 
 
    As tantalizing as the mystery of the distress signal was, he didn’t care.  He wanted to capture the Xendos.  He wanted to bring Inquisitor Cer to justice. 
 
    In that very moment, when he thought of her, he couldn’t help but also think of his wife.  The woman he loved so much and who died because… 
 
    Keep focused. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven pressed a button and the monitor’s screen again came on.  Displayed were images from the landing bay.  He saw the many families of scavengers working with his crew. 
 
    He pressed another button and saw other corridors within his ship.  A group of children played while mothers, fathers, and grandparents watched.  He pressed the button again and saw the medical bay.  Scavengers tended to the sick and families sat by the beds of the elderly. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven shut the monitor off and got to his feet. 
 
    He straightened his jacket and noted his family portrait. 
 
    “This is for you, Holly,” he whispered. 
 
    He activated his communicator. 
 
    “Lieutenant Sanders,” he said. 
 
    “Yes sir?” 
 
    “Prepare for departure.” 
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    Around B’taav was darkness. 
 
    He was no longer in the Yoshiwara but instead inside a very dark room.  The air around him was stiflingly hot. 
 
    It took a few seconds for his eyes to adjust but when they did, he took a quick step back.  There was a man before him tied against the room’s far wall, as if a grotesque trophy.  The man’s body was filled with cuts and slashes both large and small and, in some cases, gaping.  He was missing fingers.  He was missing his right ear.   
 
    The man’s blood was splattered all over the room and, B’taav realized, the many bodies lying around him. 
 
    They were all still.  They were all dead. 
 
    No. 
 
    Not all. 
 
    One of them moved. 
 
    It was a woman and, like the others, she too was covered in the dead man’s blood. 
 
    She coughed and pushed herself up and into a sitting position.  She rubbed her face and cleared the dry blood around her eyes. 
 
    “Nox?” B’taav said. 
 
    Nox did not hear B’taav’s words.  She stumbled toward the man tied to the wall. 
 
    “Spradlin,” she said. 
 
    I forgive you. 
 
    Incredibly, the words sounded as if they came from his corpse and Nox was as surprised as B’taav to hear them. 
 
    No sooner were the words said that B’taav sensed another presence.  A strange figure appeared before him. 
 
    The figure was neither male nor female and had neither flesh nor hair.  Its body looked as if made of crystal glass and was see-through.  Under its glass-like surface were lights and circuitry along with mechanical approximations of bones and muscle. 
 
    “B’taav,” the creature said. 
 
    “What are you?” 
 
    “Two of Three.” 
 
    “You’re what’s inside Spradlin.” 
 
    “His nano-probes are all that’s left of me.  This was the moment they emerged from Spradlin’s body and became a part of Nox.” 
 
    “Your –his– nano-probes are killing her,” B’taav said. 
 
    The figure nodded. 
 
    “Even back then and at this memory moment, Nox knew it would happen.  When you first met her, she was in incredible pain.” 
 
    “She didn’t say anything.” 
 
    “She isn’t the type to do so.  If Spradlin wins this struggle, the person you know as Nox dies.” 
 
    “And if Nox wins?” 
 
    “She cannot win.  She can only fight until she loses.” 
 
    Two of Three walked around the room. 
 
    “I don’t want her to die, B’taav.  She doesn’t deserve to be harmed by Spradlin or… or what’s left of me.  Keep her alive as long as you can.  Keep her alive through her memories.” 
 
    The figure bowed its head.  He froze and changed.  A rocky crust grew around him and the world changed. 
 
    They were no longer with Nox and the many corpses.  They were in a mountain’s cul de sac and Two of Three was propped against the rocky wall.  Near him was a very young Paul Spradlin.  He was alive though unconscious.  Standing over him was an old man dressed in filthy clothing made of the pelts of dead animals. 
 
    Spradlin’s eyes opened. 
 
    “For what are we,” he said.  “If not our memories?” 
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    The cul de sac was gone and B’taav was in a cold forest filled with lush greenery. 
 
    He was amazed by its beauty yet detected the bitter smell of something burning.  Plastic.  Fuel. 
 
    Flesh. 
 
    B’taav moved.  After a hundred yards, he spotted wreckage. 
 
      
 
    The helicopter crashed into a rocky outcrop and its insides were ripped open. 
 
    Five bodies littered the area and the sound of approaching helicopters was heard coming from the distance. 
 
    There was movement around the wreckage. 
 
    General Paul Spradlin exited the helicopter’s crumpled frame.  His face was covered in blood and his clothing torn and burned.  He shook off what should have been extreme pain and got his bearings before looking back.  The pilot of the craft was a woman, this much B’taav knew, yet her face was all but gone. 
 
    “Samantha,” Spradlin whispered. 
 
    “She’s dead,” a woman said. 
 
    The woman was seated by a mossy boulder a few feet from the wreckage.  B’taav didn’t recognize her at first because she was so very human. 
 
    It was a young Becky Waters, well before the scars and metal hardware. 
 
    “Are you…?” Spradlin began and stopped. 
 
    Becky Waters was remarkably intact though her fatigues were torn in places and there were small cuts along her arms and face. 
 
    “I… I saw Samantha…  I…” she said.  She was in shock. 
 
    The sound of the approaching helicopters grew louder. 
 
    “They’ll be on us in seconds,” General Spradlin said.  “We have to move.” 
 
    “No time to bury the dead,” Becky Waters lamented. 
 
    General Spradlin reached into a mangled crate and found a small, round metallic ball.  He pulled a pin from it and tossed it into the remains of the helicopter while grabbing Becky Waters.  They quickly moved away while the ball ignited and flames spread throughout the wreckage.  Becky Waters couldn’t help but stare at the woman pilot’s body as the flames edged closer to it. 
 
    “After everything we’ve gone through…” she said. 
 
      
 
    They ran through bush and forest. 
 
    B’taav hurried after them and suddenly stopped.  For a few seconds, the bush was gone, replaced by desert.  Nox stood before a freshly dug grave, her mangled motorcycle was in the distance. 
 
    “Nox?” B’taav said. 
 
    The desert and Nox faded away and he was back in the forest. 
 
    The memories can’t exist together. 
 
    B’taav spotted General Spradlin and Becky Waters ahead. 
 
    “The helicopters reached the wreck,” General Spradlin told Becky Waters. 
 
    The two continued down an incline and headed west and toward a river.  From there, they would follow it to a small town. 
 
    Becky Waters moved as quickly as General Spradlin but, in time, slowed.  A small limp became more pronounced while General Spradlin gained both speed and strength.  The work, B’taav knew, of the nano-probes in his body. 
 
    “Wait,” Becky Waters finally said. 
 
    She drew several sharp breaths and winced. 
 
    “Let me carry you,” General Spradlin said. 
 
    Before she could protest, General Spradlin lifted her up and moved on. 
 
    Even with his nano-probe rich blood, the General’s body was still human and carrying Becky Waters required considerable effort. 
 
    There once again came a sound, this time of a single helicopter. 
 
    “They’ll find us,” Becky Waters said.  “You have to leave me.” 
 
    General Spradlin shook his head. 
 
    “If you don’t, we’ll both be captured.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “You know I’m right,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    Despite his misgivings, General Spradlin slowed.  He released Becky Waters. 
 
    “I will come back for you,” he said. 
 
    They looked at each other and for a moment held their gaze.  General Spradlin moved closer to her and gently laid his hand on her cheek. 
 
    “This won’t end here,” he said.  “I promise.” 
 
      
 
    B’taav stayed with Becky Waters. 
 
    The sound of the helicopter grew louder still until he spotted the craft moving in.  Becky Waters ran as quickly as she could despite the pain and in the opposite direction of General Spradlin. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the helicopter to find and approach her. 
 
    A speaker came on. 
 
    “Vy okruzheny. Ostanovites', ili my budem strelyat'.” 
 
    Becky Waters ignored the order to stop. 
 
    “Eto posledneye preduprezhdeniye!” the voice over the speaker said. 
 
    Becky Waters still moved but stopped abruptly when a barrage of bullets ripped the ground before her. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” she muttered. 
 
    She raised her hands and remained still while the helicopter landed in a nearby clearing. 
 
    Soldiers poured out and rushed to her side.  They slammed Becky Waters against the ground and searched her for weapons.  When they were done, they roughly escorting her back to the vehicle and handcuffed her to the frame of a metal chair. 
 
    The helicopter then lifted off and headed back to the crash site. 
 
    Moments later, General Spradlin emerged from the bush. 
 
    He moved in their direction. 
 
      
 
    The helicopter hovered over the crash site. 
 
    Two other helicopters were already there.  A group of soldiers were moving through and searching the wreckage.  Bodies lay covered on the ground beside their burnt out craft. 
 
    The helicopter carrying Becky Waters landed and the soldiers within exited.  They approached their companions and helped them search the area. 
 
    Becky Waters was left handcuffed in the helicopter that brought her in while a single soldier carrying a handgun guarded her.  She watched the other soldiers and the forest.  Her eyes took in every detail and her face reflected a growing fear. 
 
    In the near distance came a sound. 
 
    It was like a whisper, unintelligible yet clear.  Becky Waters shivered and said: 
 
    “Nam nuzhno uyti.” 
 
    The soldier guarding her was surprised she spoke his language. 
 
    “I thought you… American,” he said. 
 
    “Yesli vy khotite zhit', nam nuzhno uyti,” she said.  “Teper'.” 
 
    “Leave… now?” the soldier said and smiled.  “You afraid of noise in forest?” 
 
    “The noise doesn’t scare me,” Becky Waters said.  “What scares the shit out of me is what’s making it.” 
 
    The soldier pointed his handgun at her. 
 
    “You try scare me, too?” 
 
    The whisper grew louder. 
 
    “I came here to investigate that noise.  And the rumors about this place.” 
 
    “Children stories.” 
 
    “There have been twenty three disappearances in this area in the past decade.  The people of Kamchasky refuse to come to this part of the forest.” 
 
    “Silly talk,” the soldier said.  The grip on his weapon tightened. 
 
    Around the crash site, everyone was aware of the sounds.  The whispers were soon followed by clicks and the scraping of metal on metal. 
 
    One of the soldiers, a burly man in his thirties and dressed in a crisp green Commander outfit, approached the helicopter and Becky Waters. 
 
    “What is sound?” he demanded. 
 
    “We need to leave,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    “No,” the commander said.  “You talk.  You tell me what is sou—” 
 
    A scream came from the other side of the crash site. 
 
    “Georgy?” the commander said. 
 
    The soldier guarding Becky Water was on his feet. 
 
    “Nam nuzhno uyti, komandir!” Becky Waters said. 
 
    “We leave when I say!” the commander yelled back.  He motioned to the young man guarding her.  “If she moves, shoot.” 
 
    He ran toward the source of the screams. 
 
    “Please,” Becky Waters told her guardian.  “We have to go.” 
 
    The soldier guarding Becky Waters eyed her and his companions. 
 
    “What is this?” he said. 
 
    Another scream.  Then, movement.  Shadowy, quick.  Branches and leaves shook.  A wind blew through the crash site.  All was quiet while the soldiers froze in place. 
 
    Seconds passed and all remained quiet. 
 
    The soldiers started to relax.  One of them chuckled.  The commander stood at the center of the wreck site.  He spun around and, after a while, a relieved smile appeared on his face. 
 
    “So silly—” 
 
    A body flew across the air and, with a terrible crunch, smashed against the ground before him. 
 
    The soldier’s face was a bloody mess, his head warped and unidentifiable. 
 
    There was a yell and the soldiers fired in unison and at unseen enemies.  More screams were heard and another soldier was swallowed whole into the earth.  Moments later, a bloody, flesh fountain spewed out of the ground. 
 
    “We need to leave,” Becky Waters yelled. 
 
    The soldier aimed his gun out the helicopter’s door.  His face was very pale. 
 
    More soldiers screamed and one of the three helicopters, like the unfortunate soldier, was sucked into the ground.  Unlike him, the process of devouring the helicopter was slow.  The chopper’s body cracked like an oversized egg and metal screamed as it was compacted and pulled down. 
 
    Once the helicopter was gone, one of the soldiers fired into the hole it disappeared into.  The moment he did, a metal tentacle shot out and speared him through his face.  The tentacle emerged from the other side of the man’s head and held him still and on his feet.  The poor soldier’s arms fell to his side and his rifle clattered to the ground. 
 
    Another soldier ran to the dead man’s side.  He screamed and fired at the tentacle.  It moved, rapidly, and retracted back into the ground.  The speared soldier collapsed and his friend checked to see –in vain– if he was somehow still alive. 
 
    There was a rumble under his feet and before he could react, the tentacle emerged from right under him.  It shot straight up and through the man’s groin, the length of his body, and out the top of his head. 
 
    “God help us,” the soldier guarding Becky Waters said.  He jumped out of the helicopter and ran toward his companions. 
 
    “No!” Becky yelled.  “Stay still!” 
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    More tentacles emerged from the ground, some directly beneath the soldiers, others a few feet away.  The soldiers –those still alive– retreated as another of the helicopters was pulled into the ground. 
 
    The earth moved and the sound of metal ripping and stretching was again heard.  The whisper had grown into an angry, alien scream. 
 
    Upon hearing it, the soldiers either stood their ground and fought or ran for their lives.  Some disappeared into the forest while others were stopped.  Violently. 
 
    The ground continued its rumbling and lights emerged from below. 
 
    A metallic creature emerged from under the ground. 
 
    Blood red lights, the creature’s visual sensors, took in the forest around it. 
 
    Those mechanical eyes settled on the remaining helicopter and its sole, handcuffed passenger. 
 
    Becky Waters pulled at her restraints but there was no way she could free herself. 
 
    The last of the soldiers were taken out, their bloody remains staining both the machine and the ground. 
 
    The creature was fully exposed.  It looked like a metal bug and was the size of a small tank.  It was a nano-probe robot sent by the Locust Plague to infiltrate this Russian community and its nearby military base.  It did so while burrowing underground. 
 
    The creature’s blood red eyes moved away from Becky Waters and toward the crashed helicopter General Spradlin and she emerged from. 
 
    It sensed something in the craft’s wreckage and burnt equipment and its tentacles reached out toward them, carefully. 
 
    “That’s it, grab the equipment,” Becky Waters muttered. 
 
    At that moment, she knew her life was over, but if the creature should accidentally set off any of those things they brought with them… 
 
    “Wishful thinking,” a voice said. 
 
    Becky Waters spun around and was shocked to find General Spradlin at the helicopter’s side.  He quickly got into the chopper and sat in the pilot’s chair. 
 
    “Hope I remember how to fly these Russian pieces of shit,” he said. 
 
    The sound of the chopper’s engine starting up drew the creature’s attention but it was torn between going after the helicopter and continuing its examination of Spradlin’s equipment. 
 
    “Stay,” Spradlin said. 
 
    With his free hand he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a remote control unit.  He pressed several buttons on it and the equipment the creature was examining came to life.  Lights flashed and an electronic hum was heard.  The creature’s attention returned to the equipment and, for the moment, it ignored the helicopter. 
 
    This allowed Spradlin time to get the rotors up to full speed.  The chopper lifted off. 
 
    “Hang on,” Spradlin said. 
 
    The creature realized its remaining prey was getting away, moved its spider-like metallic legs and chased the departing helicopter. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” General Spradlin. 
 
    He pressed one final button on the remote control and the equipment from their helicopter lit up even more brightly. 
 
    The thing’s face –if one could describe the metallic monstrosity as such– emitted a howl before the equipment exploded in a brilliant, blinding light. 
 
    The force of the explosion caused the helicopter to wobble wildly and threatened to slam it into the nearby trees.  Spradlin fought to regain control even as electromagnetic arcs licked the area. 
 
    “Stay up!” Spradlin yelled. 
 
    Becky Waters held on for dear life.  Each rotation brought them closer to the metal creature even as its body blackened. 
 
    “Get us out of here!” Becky Waters shouted. 
 
    “I’m trying!” General Spradlin yelled back.  “Never did like these fucking Kamovs!”  
 
    The helicopter’s engine groaned while the creature’s tentacles extended and merged to form one last, strong appendage.  It closed in on the helicopter, closer and closer… 
 
    The explosion and the shock wave that followed pushed the helicopter away.  It ripped through the forest, incinerating trees and obliterating the crash site wreckage. 
 
    Though General Spradlin still had little control of the vehicle, they emerged near another clearing and, soon enough, the helicopter’s flight was stabilized. 
 
    “Are you ok?” General Spradlin yelled. 
 
    “Set her down,” Becky Waters replied. 
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    They landed close to the torched area. 
 
    General Spradlin sat in the pilot’s seat for several seconds after the chopper’s motor cut out, taking deep breaths and forcing his tension to ease.  Once it did, he got up and approached the still handcuffed Becky Waters. 
 
    She looked as shocked as he felt.  Her eyes were down cast and her mind whirled with visions of blood and fire.  Of the people –too damn many people– whose lives were taken. 
 
    General Spradlin was about to say something but chose not to.  He moved past Becky Waters and searched the helicopter.  After a while he said: 
 
    “I can’t find the key.” 
 
    “Key?” Becky Waters asked. 
 
    “You know.  To the handcuffs.” 
 
    Becky Waters emerged from her stupor and realized she was still handcuffed to the frame of the chair.  She shook her head and let out a laugh. 
 
    “Hell of a kinky way to travel.” 
 
    A smile worked its way onto General Spradlin’s face.  It didn’t last long. 
 
    “We lost her,” Becky Waters said.  “Samantha’s really dead.” 
 
    General Spradlin reached for Becky Waters but she angrily shook him away. 
 
    “She’s dead.  She’s… she’s fucking dead… and we… we couldn’t do anything about it.” 
 
    “It’s war,” General Spradlin said. 
 
    “You think I don’t know that?” Becky Waters said.  The sadness was quickly replaced with anger.  “Is this where it ends for us?  Death in some foreign land far from home?  We couldn’t even… we couldn’t even bring back her body.  Goddammit Paul, we couldn’t even do that!” 
 
    “What do you want me to say?  That everything will come out all right in the end?  There are no guarantees.  Not for any of us.” 
 
    They were quiet for several seconds before Becky Waters spoke. 
 
    “I’m leaving.” 
 
    “You’re serious?  The war won’t stop because you’ve had enough of it.” 
 
    “I’ve fought too many battles beside you and… and Samantha.  I need to get out of this, if only a little while.” 
 
    “And go where?  Becky, there’s no place to hide.” 
 
    “I just need a little time.  Long enough to… you’ve got others.  You won’t be alone.  Please Paul, let me go.” 
 
    General Spradlin slowly returned to the pilot’s chair. 
 
    “You know I’ll miss you,” he said. 
 
    “I’ll miss you too,” Becky Waters said.  “More than I can say.” 
 
    In a matter of seconds the helicopter lifted off and disappeared into the distance. 
 
    B’taav watched it leave.  Afterwards, his attention shifted to the ground below him.  He stood near one of the holes the nano-probe creature emerged from. 
 
    He saw little more than darkness but felt something familiar. 
 
    Something was down there, waiting. 
 
    That darkness surrounded him and he was gone. 
 
      
 
    B’taav was in a glass booth. 
 
    He stood next to a man covered in what appeared to be a layer of sand. 
 
    It was B’taav himself and the sand covering him was a blanket of nano-probes.  They were trying their best to suffocate him. 
 
    This happened a little over a week ago and on the planet Earth. 
 
    What are we but our memories? 
 
    “These are mine,” he said. 
 
    The second B’taav held a memory chip and, with every ounce of strength he had left, pushed it into a slot within that glass booth. 
 
    Lemner’s Passkey, the legendary technocrat’s A.I. program, was released into the chamber and infected the nano-probes. 
 
    Many died instantly, their microscopic bodies unable to take this new information.  The rest remained active but Lemner’s Passkey changed them. 
 
    B’taav’s earlier self fell to the ground, his life fading fast, while the present moment B’taav heard the familiar sound of Nox’s motorcycle and watched her drive toward the glass booth.  She pulled a handgun from a holster at her side and fired. 
 
    The booth’s glass shattered and, once it did, untold billions of the infected nano-probes were released into the swirling air. 
 
    Nox drove through the broken glass and came to a screeching stop in the chamber.  She grabbed the nano-probe covered B’taav and pulled him onto the motorcycle’s seat.  A thick layer of nano-probes fell off him. 
 
    “You alive, Independent?” she said. 
 
    B’taav groaned. 
 
    “Alive enough.  Hang on.” 
 
    Nox gunned the engine and sent the cycle forward and toward the opposite end of the chamber.  There was nothing beyond the glass and the booth was nine floors up. 
 
    Nox, B’taav, and the motorcycle fell off the side of the building while the present day B’taav watched and waited. 
 
    Seconds later the Xendos rose up and over the booth’s floor. 
 
    B’taav saw his past self and Nox float in the air before the Xendos.  They were held by the vessel’s gravity hook and pulled into the ship’s decompression chamber and safety. 
 
    The ship continued rising and eventually disappeared into the distance.  As it did, fusion torpedoes rained down from the skies and landed around the building and what remained of the Big City. 
 
    B’taav stared forward. 
 
    An army of metal machines moved toward the building.  They were nano-probe robots intent on ridding Earth of its last human presence.  But their movement stalled.  Lemner’s Passkey had infected and paralyzed them while behind them a mighty wind roared.  Hurricane force winds caught up with the still machines and ripped them apart. 
 
    It was the end of the Locust Plague’s nano-probe army. 
 
    But B’taav noticed something else. 
 
    The robot remains were not only torn apart, they were re-arranged into something else. 
 
    From under the ground metallic beams rose up.  These structures were unaffected by the winds and joined together with the nano-probe robot remnants to create the base of an incredibly large structure. 
 
    “What in Hades?” B’taav said. 
 
    A female figure appeared behind him.  It was the half-machine, half-human Becky Waters. 
 
    “B’taav?” she called out.  “Do you see me?” 
 
    “How did you—?” he said.  “These memories are yours!  What is this structure?” 
 
    “I don’t know… I saw it as we were… as we were…” 
 
    B’taav noticed the extreme pain reflected on Becky Waters’ face. 
 
    “You need to wake up,” she managed.  “You need to get out.” 
 
    “If I do, Nox dies,” B’taav said. 
 
    “Things have… things have changed,” Becky Waters said.  “You need to return… return to us.” 
 
    She reached out. 
 
    “Come.” 
 
    B’taav took her hand and, in that moment, the hurricane winds and the rising metallic structures faded away. 
 
    As he emerged from the nano-probe dreams, he had one final vision.  He saw Elias Vulcan in the mountains of Arizona.  He was dressed in filthy animal skins. 
 
    “The story isn’t over,” Vulcan said.  “Not yet.” 
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    B’taav awoke with a blinding headache and severe weakness throughout his body. 
 
    He gasped for air while his eyes adjusted to the light.  He was in a bed within the Xendos’ small medical station. 
 
    Lying next to him was Nox. 
 
    She looked bad.  Her eyes were sunken in and her body, so fit and strong only days before, was thin and frail.  She looked far worse than the last time he saw her… 
 
    …when? 
 
    B’taav couldn’t remember.  Was it a few hours ago?  A day?  Weeks? 
 
    He held her right hand in his left and knew he couldn’t let go.  The nano-probe visions and memories, even now, were pulling him back in. 
 
    With great difficulty, he turned away from Nox and found Becky Waters sitting in a chair next to his cot.  Her metal and flesh hand was on his bare shoulder.  Her face, that which was flesh, was covered in sweat.  It took considerable effort for her to release her grip of B’taav. 
 
    “I saw…” B’taav began and stopped.  “I saw you and Spradlin together in a forest of… Siberia?  Did… did he know you were pregnant?” 
 
    Becky Waters’ silver eyes shined. 
 
    “I kept that from him,” she said.  “Years later, when I returned, I was much older and my son was grown and… on his own.  General Spradlin took me back.  He didn’t ask what I’d been doing all those years.  He probably knew.” 
 
    She raised her scarred and half-metal arms. 
 
    “A couple of years later there was another incident, only this time instead of Samantha, I was the one that should have died,” she said.  “Spradlin wouldn’t let me.  He gave me a transfusion and I wound up carrying some of his nano-probes.  They keep me alive while surgeons turned me into… this.” 
 
    “Why aren’t Spradlin’s nano-probes doing the same to you as they are to Nox?” 
 
    “My dose was small.  Nox was swimming in the damn things.” 
 
    “You still love him,” B’taav said. 
 
    “That’s irrelevant.  What’s left of Spradlin is a ghost machine that’s trying to kill Nox.  The only way to save her is by getting rid of him.” 
 
    “She can’t do it,” B’taav said.  “Not even with my help.” 
 
    “I had a feeling…” Becky Waters said and stopped.  “In the short time I was in there, I sensed things as well.  Your love for Inquisitor Cer.” 
 
    “That’s why you wanted me to get out,” B’taav said.  “You wanted to tell me about Cer.  About the… the Cygnusa.  Inquisitor Raven.” 
 
    “You needed to know.” 
 
    “We’ll figure this out,” B’taav said.  “We’ll save Inquisitor Cer and we will find a way to fix Nox.” 
 
    His words came slowly.  He was slipping back into Nox’s memories. 
 
    “Help Cer,” B’taav said.  “Make sure Inquisitor Raven doesn’t… doesn’t harm her.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    With that, B’taav’s eyes closed and he was back in the nano-probe dream world. 
 
    Becky Waters got to her feet.  Her metallic eyes moved from B’taav and to the medical station’s window.  Not so very long ago the view past the window was one of darkness and stars. 
 
    Now, looking through that window Becky Waters saw the landing bay of the Cygnusa.  A ring of heavily armed soldiers surrounded the Xendos. 
 
    Becky Waters stepped out of the medical station and into a hallway. 
 
    She heard the footsteps of Phaecian soldiers as they approached. 
 
    By the time they reached the corridor and moved to the medical station, Becky Waters was nowhere to be found. 
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    Inquisitor Raven exited the elevator and walked across the Cygnusa’s landing bay. 
 
    He arrived at the line of soldiers surrounding the Xendos.  Scavengers and officers alike watched with great curiosity while three members of the Cygnusa’s medical staff waited nearby.  The soldiers saluted Inquisitor Raven but he was so focused on the vessel he did not return the courtesy. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven took a moment to admire the very old ship.  Despite her age, she looked like she could continue flying for many years to come. 
 
    A group of soldiers led by Sergeant Robbins emerged from the Xendos.  They escorted a single prisoner, Inquisitor Cer, from the ship.  Her wrists were held together by energy bands. 
 
    Upon seeing her, Inquisitor Raven felt his breath catch in his throat.  A primal rage threatened to envelop him and he had to force himself not to lunge at her. 
 
    The group stopped before Inquisitor Raven.  Inquisitor Cer bowed and said: 
 
    “Inquisitor Raven.” 
 
    Despite his anger, Raven returned her bow with his own. 
 
    “Inquisitor Cer, as part of Overlord Octo’s retinue, you have been charged with the crimes he admitted to, including treason against the Phaecian Empire.  We will have a trial to determine your guilt in this matter.  The maximum penalty for these crimes is public execution.  Do you understand this, Inquisitor Cer?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Do you wish to offer any words?” 
 
    “I will refrain from any formal comments until trial,” Inquisitor Cer said. 
 
    “Do you wish to offer a plea?” 
 
    “I plead innocent.  My actions in the Longshore Shipping Lanes—” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven slapped Inquisitor Cer across her cheek and she fell back against the Security Guards. 
 
    The scavengers around the landing bay, those who only moments before looked so warmly at Inquisitor Raven, were stunned by his action.  Some gasped.  Others shook their heads.  Inquisitor Raven noticed their reactions but at that moment didn’t give a damn how he looked. 
 
    “You will answer only those questions I ask,” Inquisitor Raven growled. 
 
    The Security Guards pushed Inquisitor Cer back to a standing position.  A red welt appeared on the side of her face. 
 
    “My apologies, Inquisitor.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven adjusted his jacket and allowed himself a moment to calm down before speaking. 
 
    “All right,” he said.  “Take Inquisitor Cer to—” 
 
    “Inquisitor Raven, may I say something?” Inquisitor Cer said.  “Please?” 
 
    “Make it brief.” 
 
    “I learned only recently of the punishment the false Overlord, Emeritus, inflicted upon you for your failure to capture me.  It pains me that my actions were used to justify this punishment.  You have no reason to believe me, but if I knew this would happen, I would have voluntarily turned myself over to you at the Longshore Space Lanes.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven felt the anger bubbling up again. 
 
    Had Inquisitor Cer turned herself in, Inquisitor Raven knew, the Reverie might have acted.  The Cygnusa, Xendos, and everyone aboard these ships might well be dead. 
 
    “I know you don’t believe me,” Inquisitor Cer continued.  “But my words are sincere and my record speaks of my honesty.” 
 
    “Is… is there anything else you wish to add?” 
 
    “Only that I’m not your enemy,” Inquisitor Cer said.  “We have been drawn together by another’s designs.  You’ve no doubt heard the distress signal.  I suspect you are as curious to investigate it as I am.” 
 
    Inquisitor Cer paused for a moment.  Inquisitor Raven no longer was focused on her words. 
 
    “Perhaps that’s a conversation for another time,” she concluded. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven faced Sergeant Robbins. 
 
    “Take Inquisitor Cer to the security cells.  Once we determined there is no further external threat from her or her vessel, we will convene a court and try her before the Gods and Empire.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven focused on Inquisitor Cer one final time and said: 
 
    “The Gods help you.” 
 
      
 
    They took Inquisitor Cer away, leaving Inquisitor Raven before the Xendos. 
 
    “There were others aboard the ship,” Sergeant Robbins said. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “In the ship’s medical station we found an Epsillon Independent we identified as B’taav.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of him,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “He is unresponsive as is a woman in the cot next to his.  We were unable to identify her.  We found no record of her in our databases.” 
 
    “You tried genetic coding?” 
 
    “We haven’t been able to take samples yet.  Inquisitor Cer warned us the two were infected by a foreign agent and needed to be kept in close proximity.  They’re…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “They’re holding hands, sir,” Sergeant Robbins said.  “Inquisitor Cer said they need to stay that way.  That by touching her the Independent is somehow keeping the woman alive.” 
 
    “You believe this?” 
 
    “Considering all the things we’ve witnessed so far, I’m ready to believe just about anything.” 
 
    Incredibly, a smile appeared on Inquisitor Raven’s face. 
 
    “You have a point,” he said. 
 
    “Regardless, Inquisitor Cer’s files do suggest, as she stated, a history of honesty.  If she says these two need to be kept together, I’m more than willing to keep them that way.” 
 
    “What does Doctor Ascelepius have to say?” 
 
    “He’s run some examinations from afar.  We could keep them in the Xendos but he feels they’d be better served if they were moved to our Medical Bay.” 
 
    “Can they be safely transferred while still holding hands?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then do so.” 
 
    “Yes sir.  There is one other passenger on board.  An unknown female.  It’s best you see her yourself, sir.” 
 
      
 
    They found her in a storage chamber. 
 
    She sat cross-legged on the floor, her head hung low.  Her eyes were closed and she appeared to be sleeping.  Her arms were exposed, revealing flesh and metal parts.  There were three Security Guards watching her, their weapons drawn. 
 
    “Is she alive?” Inquisitor Raven asked. 
 
     “We’ve detected a shallow pulse,” Sergeant Robbins said. 
 
    “The prosthetic devices,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Surely you can trace them to whoever did that job on her.” 
 
    “We can’t find any records of equipment like this.  We didn’t get a chance to ask Inquisitor Cer about her.  At least not yet.” 
 
    “Do so,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    He was fascinated by this metal human hybrid and approached her. 
 
    “Sir, you may want to keep a safe distance.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven ignored Sergeant Robbins’ words.  He bent down and reached out.  He grabbed the woman’s head and pushed it up until he had a good look at her face.  She was pretty once.  But now, the scars, torn flesh, and the metal underneath created a grisly portrait. 
 
    He released her and got to his feet. 
 
    “Secure her and take her to the medical bay as well,” he said. 
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    Inquisitor Raven was in deep thought within his dark quarters when he realized there was someone else in the room. 
 
    When she arrived he could not know as one moment the room was empty and the next she was there. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven considered reaching for his communicator and activating its emergency signal.  He didn’t.  For the intruder to get this far into his vessel and make her way into his personal quarters without setting off any alarms suggested calling for help would accomplish little.  Instead, Inquisitor Raven examined the figure. 
 
    He recognized her.  She was the machine/human hybrid found on the Xendos.  Her eyes were open, revealing silver spheres.  They betrayed no emotions. 
 
    “Hello there, Inquisitor Raven,” she said. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “My name is Becky Waters.  I doubt that means anything at all to you.” 
 
    “What are you?” 
 
    “That’s a story for another time.” 
 
    “What do you want with me, Becky Waters?” 
 
    “To talk.” 
 
    “About?” 
 
    A ghostly smile appeared on the woman’s face. 
 
    “I’m wondering just what the fuck you’re doing.” 
 
    “I don’t know what—” 
 
    “The trial of Inquisitor Cer,” Becky Waters said.  “You’re in the middle of a Godsdamned apocalypse and you decided this was the best time to have a show trial?” 
 
    “I live by the Empire’s laws and this will not be a show trial,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    “Who’s the judge?  You?  Are you an impartial man, Inquisitor?” 
 
    “Do you suggest I ignore the laws of our lands?  The laws which ensure we don’t descend into anarchy?” 
 
    Becky Waters shrugged.  She noted the portrait of Inquisitor Raven, his wife, and children. 
 
    “You’re hurting.  You lost someone dear to you and you’re angry.  Understandably so.  You’re looking for someone to blame for that pain.  You need to realize what you’re doing, Inquisitor.” 
 
    “Or else?” 
 
    Becky Waters shook her head. 
 
    “I suppose if I wanted I could threaten you.  Hades, I could have done any number of things to cripple your ship before coming here.  I could have done plenty of other things to force you to do my bidding in exchange for the safety of your crew and the scavengers.  Or I could say fuck all that and kill you here and now.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven suddenly moved.  He pulled open a drawer and reached for the fusion gun within.  Before he could point the weapon at Becky Waters, she was at his side and took the weapon from him. 
 
    “Never understood people’s fascination with guns,” Becky Waters said.  “Makes me wonder why the fuck I enlisted in the first place.” 
 
    Becky Waters turned the gun around and pointed its barrel at the floor. 
 
    “Saw a guy in blue and red do this in a movie once,” she said. 
 
    Becky Waters gripped the weapon tight, squeezing it until its metal body collapsed.  She then tossed the twisted metal on the desk. 
 
    “You could take my presence as a threat but I’m only here to talk.  I’m here to tell you something no one else around here dares to.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Inquisitor Raven, you might be hardheaded about religion and honor and all that shit, but it’s served you well and you strike me as a good man.  I know the events of the last few days have shaken you.  You’re grasping at whatever you can to get things to make sense again.  You may not admit it, but we both know you’re using Inquisitor Cer and this trial as some kind of cure all.  But it won’t fix anything for you, Inquisitor.  Not the way you hope.  The human race faces extinction and Inquisitor Cer, like her or not, is an asset.” 
 
    “She defied the rules.” 
 
    “By the Gods, Inquisitor Raven, you very well know the order to capture Inquisitor Cer came from a homicidal machine.  When you failed that task, the punishment you received came from that same fucking machine.  The person you thought was Overlord Emeritus has an agenda as far removed from the Phaecian Empire, your precious religion, and humanity as can be yet you still follow the creature’s dictates.  Why?” 
 
    “Because…” Inquisitor Raven began.  He thought about it and a frown appeared on his forehead.  Anger built up inside him and, after drawing a sharp breath, he slammed his hand against his desk. 
 
    “Inquisitor Cer was responsible for my wife’s death!” he yelled. 
 
    “So its revenge,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    Becky Waters reached for Inquisitor Raven’s family portrait.  She laid it down before him. 
 
    “Is that what your wife would have wanted?” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven was quiet for several seconds. 
 
    “You’re right,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “I’ve devoted my life to Church and Empire.  I’ve followed each Overlord’s dictates and done what was asked of me.  I’ve devoted my life to it and it’s what kept me on the path.  It’s what made me… human.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven laid his hands on the desk and closed his eyes. 
 
    “You’ve had your say Becky Waters, and I’ve listened.  Now leave.” 
 
    The machine-woman nodded. 
 
    “The Holy Texts say emotion and haste are like a blindness.  One that destroys wisdom.” 
 
    The words stung. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven opened his eyes and turned to face Becky Waters. 
 
    She was no longer there. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, you may want to stay a safe distance,” Sergeant Robbins said. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven blinked. 
 
    He was inside the Xendos and one of her storage rooms.  His hand was on the human and machine hybrid woman. 
 
    He just pushed her head up.  He did this so he could see her face. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven released the woman and rubbed his hand.  He fought off a wave of nausea before straightening up. 
 
    “Sir, are you…?” Sergeant Robbins said. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven walked past his guards and stopped. 
 
    “Secure her and take her to the medical bay as well but don’t… don’t touch her,” he said.  “She’s to be quarantined.” 
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    The Council of Six were randomly drawn from the Cygnusa’s remaining highest ranking officers. 
 
    They convened in the battleship’s main conference room.  The room had a large table at its rear around which sat the Council.  Before them was a small table and chair in which Inquisitor Cer sat.  The galley, filled with both officers and scavengers, were behind her.  Well-armed soldiers were stationed between the galley and Inquisitor Cer.  They were there to make sure the trial proceeded without delay or outburst. 
 
    In a matter of a little over an hour the Council and galley heard the evidence against the Inquisitor.  They heard of her association with the disgraced Overlord Octo’s entourage and how she escaped the Longshore Shipping Lanes. 
 
    When the Prosecutor’s arguments ended, Inquisitor Raven spoke. 
 
    “The defendant is offered a chance for rebuttal,” he said.  “Inquisitor Cer, do you have anything to add?” 
 
    Inquisitor Cer rose. 
 
    “There is nothing I wish to offer, Inquisitor,” she said.  “My life is at the court’s mercy.” 
 
    “Then we will have a break,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “During this time, the judges will deliberate the case before presenting their findings.” 
 
      
 
    It took the judges less than an hour to sift through the evidence and, by that fact alone, Inquisitor Cer knew their verdict was not good. 
 
    Inquisitor Raven returned to his place at the head of the court’s table.  He motioned to the Security Guards and the judges also returned to their places.  Inquisitor Cer watched them.  They did not look back at her. 
 
    “Have you reached a verdict?” Inquisitor Raven asked the judges. 
 
    The lead judge produced a sealed envelope. 
 
    “We have.” 
 
    “Present it,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    The lead judge handed the envelope to Inquisitor Raven.  He opened it and read the verdict.  He did not react to what he read and, for several seconds, was dead silent.  His silence lingered to the point it elevated the tension within the conference room.  After a while, the lead judge said: 
 
    “Is our verdict not clear, Inquisitor?” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven put the paper back in its place and sealed the envelope. 
 
    “It is clear,” Inquisitor Raven said.  “Thank you for your time and consideration.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven set the envelope down before him.  He took several deep breaths before again speaking. 
 
    “While you’ve been deliberating, so too have I.  As the highest ranking Phaecian officer and only Inquisitor on this panel, my options are plain.  I can defer to the judges and accept and abide by their verdict.  However, as this matter involves a fellow Inquisitor there is precedent for Inquisitors to administer matters of justice between themselves.  I have decided that in this case, I will invoke my right to judicial override.” 
 
    There were gasps in the chamber and the galley stirred.  The Panel of Six Judges, unlike those in the galley, maintained their composure. 
 
    “This is your right,” the lead judge said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Inquisitor Raven said. 
 
    The chamber grew very silent and Inquisitor Raven continued. 
 
    “A judge in any trial should be impartial and the matter involving Inquisitor Cer is clearly very personal to me.  The results of Inquisitor Cer’s actions are well known and my pain… my pain is still so very raw.  But I should not –I must not– allow it to influence my decision.  I also know there are many who wonder why we’ve bothered with this trial.  For all we know, the Phaecian and Epsillon Empires are in flames as we speak and the Wake and the Cygnusa are the last battleships left.” 
 
    “Yet even in the face of apocalypse, I cannot abrogate my duties.  Should we return to the Empires at some unknown future time and find them relatively intact, the matter of Inquisitor Cer will have to be dealt with by another court.  How long must Inquisitor Cer be forced to wait?  What if we never return?  Is it fair for the accused to remain locked up indefinitely with this matter hanging over her head?  No.  This situation is best dealt with right here and right now and by the rules of the Holy Text, any verdict reached in these chambers is final and cannot be reviewed.  Inquisitor Cer, please stand.” 
 
    Inquisitor Cer did so. 
 
    “In the matter before us, there is no doubt you were a part of Overlord Octo’s retinue.  Your association with him extends to a period of three years.  This is correct, is it not?” 
 
    “It is, Inquisitor,” Inquisitor Cer said. 
 
    “The crimes Overlord Octo admitted to perpetrating, the vile sex slave organization he and members of his party and, most disgracefully, some within both the Phaecian and Epsillon Empire, operated on for years happened and, again according to the records, terminated well before you joined him.  I ask now and for the record, Inquisitor Cer, when did you first become aware of Overlord Octo’s actions?” 
 
    “Shortly before we arrived in the Longshore Shipping Lanes, approximately two weeks ago.” 
 
    “And upon learning of his crimes, you claim Overlord Octo tried to assassinate you.” 
 
    “He did.” 
 
    “After failing to stop you and when confronted, Overlord Octo took responsibility for his actions and tried to destroy the Xendos and everyone on board.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “You alone survived Overlord Octo’s actions and feared the search party sent to find you, the search party led by the Cygnusa, would not allow you to be captured alive.”  Inquisitor Raven paused and lowered his head.  “In this, you were correct.  Overlord Emeritus –the being we now know as the Prototype– had no intention of allowing you to be captured and brought to trial.  Whether by my hand or others, you were not meant to leave the Longshore Shipping Lanes alive, something admitted to me by Inquisitor Fulano of the HPB Reverie.  His vessel was hidden there while we searched for the Xendos.  He told me he was ordered by the Prototype to destroy the Cygnusa or any ship that should capture you alive.” 
 
    There were gasps from the stands.  Inquisitor Raven let the chatter die down before continuing. 
 
    “Inquisitor Cer, if I judge you guilty, there will be questions whether I allowed personal and professional influences affect my judgment.  If I find you not guilty, there will be questions as to whether I have given in to the pressures of the events currently surrounding us.  There are many here who have seen their fill of destruction and death and are sick of it and sick of the idea that you, Inquisitor Cer, should be punished for actions you did not known about nor were a party to.  So, if I declare you innocent, is this because it is the easiest thing for me to do?  Am I willing to ignore the proper charges brought against you?  As an Inquisitor and Commander of this vessel, I choose to balance these issues while searching for the proper, the just, verdict.” 
 
    “Inquisitor Cer, your actions, while justified, are nonetheless soiled by your association with Overlord Octo.  You may not have known what he was involved in before joining his entourage, but is it not the role of an Inquisitor to research these things and act upon them?  Ignorance is not –and cannot– be an excuse.  You should have checked Overlord Octo.  You should have found, and exposed, the darkness in his past, rather than let events do so for you.” 
 
    “And yet,” Inquisitor Raven continued. “Did not I –and indeed every single Inquisitor of the Phaecian Empire– find ourselves in the very same situation with regard to Overlord Emeritus?  Did we not also miss the evil hiding under the surface?  Was not my own personal tragedy the result of the very ignorance I am today judging you on?” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven paused.  He shook his head. 
 
    “To find you guilty, Inquisitor Cer, I must find myself, and every single Inquisitor who followed Overlord Emeritus, guilty as well.  Should we survive these dark times, we will be tasked to at the very least re-examine our core beliefs.  My actions today and at this moment therefore represent the last time I use the law as they have stood for millennia to make this judgment.” 
 
    Inquisitor Raven rose from his chair and walked to Inquisitor Cer’s side. 
 
    “Inquisitor Cer, I find you guilty of the charges brought against you.” 
 
    There was another loud gasp from the audience.  Inquisitor Raven raised his hand and the chamber grew silent. 
 
    “But Inquisitor Cer’s guilt is my own and therefore whatever sentence I declare against you must be the same as that against me.  I order that we be stripped of our honorable titles of Inquisitors.  Perhaps this is the new way, Cer.  Perhaps together we can return to what is left of the Empires and re-establish the Inquisitor Order.  Perhaps together we can eliminate all that is bad while honoring all that is good.  With hard work we may be able to reclaim that proud title for ourselves.” 
 
    A dead hush settled over the room.  Raven then lifted his right hand and offered it to Cer. 
 
    “Together, rather than alone,” he said. 
 
    Cer looked down at Raven’s hand.  She reached out and grasped it. 
 
    In doing so, the room erupted in applause. 
 
    Raven released Cer’s hand and motioned for silence. 
 
    “As of this moment I am no longer an Inquisitor of the Phaecian Empire and therefore this vessel is no longer under my command,” he said.  He turned to the panel of six judges.  “I leave this chamber so you may decide who deserves to lead these proud men and women.” 
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    Raven retreated to his quarters and walked to his desk. 
 
    He sat, head down, and remained still for a while.  When he looked up, his eyes were upon his family portrait. 
 
    He reached for it.  His beloved wife’s smile, so glowing, made him ache inside. 
 
    “I hope…” he began and paused.  “I hope you can rest in peace now.” 
 
    He set the portrait down and got up.  He walked to his closet.  There weren’t many clothes there and, looking around the room, he realized he had few personal belongings.  He took the clothes from the closet and laid them on the bed.  He sighed. 
 
    He’d miss command of the Cygnusa.  He’d miss this room and its magnificent view.  He looked out and, in the distance, saw the pale blue dot, the planet the ship was still moving toward. 
 
    “All good things come to their end,” he muttered. 
 
    He walked to the bathroom and collected his personal effects.  As he did, the door chime rang. 
 
    “Come in,” he said. 
 
    The door slid open and, to Raven’s surprise, Cer stood there. 
 
    “May I come in?” she said. 
 
    Raven laid his toiletries beside his clothing and nodded.  Cer stepped into the room and stopped near his desk.  She noticed the framed portrait. 
 
    “I came here to once again say… to say how sorry I am.” 
 
    “Judgment has been rendered, Cer.  Nothing more need be said.” 
 
    “There is,” Cer insisted.  “When I was in the Longshore Space Lanes and certain you would capture me, I despaired.  I knew I was set up and I knew you were being used to take me out.  When I escaped, I’m ashamed to say I didn’t think of the consequences of my actions and I felt… I felt elation.  I had gotten away with it.  I had no idea that by doing so, I sentenced an innocent woman to her death.  When I found this out, I felt nothing but a deep shame.” 
 
    “Is that why you surrendered so easily this time?” 
 
    “What makes you think—?” 
 
    Raven shook his head and smiled. 
 
    “If you’ve come to talk, Cer, at least be honest with me.” 
 
    Cer nodded. 
 
    “The Xendos might well have been able to camouflage herself again and avoid your detection,” Cer said.  “Even if it didn’t, we could have deviated from our course and, in the vastness of space, a single battleship, even one as sophisticated as yours, would never have found us.  Yes, Raven, I refused to hide.  After what happened to your wife, I offered my life in penance.” 
 
    “Eye for an eye?” 
 
    “If need be.” 
 
    “Overlord Emeritus promised me I would avenge my dear wife’s death,” Raven said.  “I have, but not in the way he wanted.  I appreciate your gesture, Cer.  I’ve made peace with my loss and with you.  I hope, in some way, this makes me a better man.  If not for me, then for my children.” 
 
    Raven’s communicator beeped and he moved past Cer and to the computer on his desk.  He activated the device and, on the computer’s monitor, appeared Lieutenant Sanders. 
 
    “Inquisitor Raven,” she began. 
 
    “Just Raven, Lieutenant.  I’ll have the Commander’s quarters cleaned up and ready in a moment.  Has a determination been made as to who will take over the Cygnusa?” 
 
    “Yes Inqui… uh… Raven, sir.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Sir, the council and all officers decided there was only one person deserving of this command.  The person who took us through the fires of Hades itself and who selflessly fought for those who had few willing to fight for them.  The man who showed us that even in tragedy, one can forgive.  The decision was unanimous.  You, sir, will remain our Commander.” 
 
    For the first time in many years, Raven was at a loss of words. 
 
    He head came down and he took several sharp breaths. 
 
    Cer laid her hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Tell them what they want to hear,” she whispered in his ear. 
 
    Raven nodded.  He composed himself and stared at the monitor.  Behind Lieutenant Sanders were the ship’s officers and a large group of scavengers.  They were all still inside the makeshift courtroom. 
 
    “I… I thank you for this honor,” Raven said.  “And I promise that for as long as I command the Cygnusa, I will not disappoint you.” 
 
    He looked away and at Cer. 
 
    “None of you.” 
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    Raven walked the ship’s corridor and made his way down to the security cells. 
 
    Once there, he motioned for the Security Officers to open the door leading inside the main waiting area.  The door opened and Raven stepped inside.  He faced a Security Officer behind the glass panel and said: 
 
    “Open Cell Number 6.” 
 
    The Security Officer pressed buttons on the computer before him and a click was heard coming from down the hall. 
 
    Raven walked to Cell Number 6.  He pressed his hand against a computer panel and, after confirming his identity, the cell door slid open. 
 
    Within that maximum security cell and sitting on her bed was Catherine Holland.  The expression on her face much the same as the last time Raven saw her. 
 
    “Inquisitor,” she said. 
 
    A small, pained smile appeared on Raven’s face. 
 
    “From now on, just call me Raven,” he said.  “Come.” 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” 
 
    “You’re no longer a prisoner,” Raven said.  “Even more importantly, the Xendos is parked in our landing bay.” 
 
    There was considerable surprise on Catherine Holland’s face.  She tried to contain it. 
 
    “Did they…?” 
 
    “B’taav and Cer made it back,” Raven said.  “They brought two others.  It is my understanding you know one of them.” 
 
    Catherine Holland could no longer hold her emotions.  Tears formed on her eyes. 
 
    Raven held out his hand. 
 
    “Come,” he repeated. 
 
    Catherine Holland reached for Raven’s hand.  She needed it.  Despite her powerful physique, her legs nearly gave out under her. 
 
      
 
    Raven and Catherine Holland reached the Cygnusa’s medical bay soon after and, once in it, Catherine Holland’s face lit up. 
 
    Within the medical bay was Cer and, next to her and lying on a bed, B’taav.  In the bed next to his and holding B’taav’s hand was Nox.  Both of them looked very pale and emaciated.  Standing next to Nox was a woman Catherine Holland didn’t recognize.  She was half human and half machine. 
 
    “Hello again, Becky Waters,” Raven told the woman.  “They tell me you woke up from your long sleep.” 
 
    “Radiation is a tough thing to scrub,” Becky Waters said.  “Though I did have some very pleasant dreams.” 
 
    “As did I,” Raven said.  “We’ll have to talk about them at some point.” 
 
    With a tearful gasp, Catherine Holland rushed to Nox’s side.  Cer got in her way and stopped her before she reached her lover. 
 
    “Much as you want to, you can’t touch her,” Cer said.  For a one-time Inquisitor, her voice was surprisingly gentle. 
 
    “W… what’s happening?” Catherine Holland asked. 
 
    “There’s a fight going on inside Nox, between her body and Paul Spradlin’s nano-probes.” 
 
    “And B’taav’s immunity to them...?” 
 
    “Is keeping her stable,” Becky Waters said.  “Somewhat.” 
 
    Catherine Holland looked from Cer to the medical staff behind Raven. 
 
    “What can we do?” she asked. 
 
    “For now, nothing,” Cer said.  
 
    “Nox and I’ve been through much and she’s told me plenty about you, Catherine,” Becky Waters said.  “She’s come too far to die on a med table.” 
 
    “How long can she last like this?” 
 
    There was no answer which proved the most frightening answer possible.  Catherine Holland noted the worry on Cer’s face and realized she was just as heartbroken by what was happening to B’taav as she was with Nox. 
 
    “B’taav doesn’t have to do this,” Catherine Holland said. 
 
    “He knows,” Cer said. 
 
    “I already lost Nox once,” Catherine Holland said.  “You shouldn’t have to lose—” 
 
    “We’re not going to lose anyone,” Cer insisted. 
 
    “We may not have a choice,” Catherine Holland said. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



88 
 
      
 
    It took a little less than two days for the Cygnusa to arrive at and orbit the third planet of the Elicia system. 
 
    In that time, the crew worked hard to make sure whatever was broken within the vessel was fixed while also trying their best to get some much needed rest. 
 
    As was common with long space trips, there was little for the commander of the craft to do other than oversee what others knew only too well how to do. 
 
    When they approached and entered Planet 3’s orbit, a meeting was called to discuss the ship and her status. 
 
      
 
    The conference room, used only days before for the trial of Cer, was occupied with the heads of the Cygnusa and, representing the Xendos, Cer and Becky Waters. 
 
    “Cygnusa achieved orbit around Planet 3 exactly one hour ago,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “Have you determined where the distress signal came from?” Raven asked. 
 
    “No sir,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “The signal hasn’t repeated in twelve hours.  It’s as if whatever was sending it sensed our arrival and shut it off.” 
 
    “What about the planet itself?” 
 
    “Planet Three has minimal atmosphere and temperatures ranging from two to three hundred degrees below zero.” 
 
    “Should we go down and explore it?” Cer said. 
 
    “Where would we start?” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “Our computers, sensors, and telescopic equipment have come up with nothing specific worth investigating.” 
 
    “What about heat signatures?” Becky Waters said. 
 
    “We looked for them,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “We could not find any.” 
 
    “They were there,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    “I’m certain they were.  But they’re not there anymore.” 
 
    “What about signs of life?” Raven asked. 
 
    “Couldn’t find that, either.” 
 
    “An ice world where there shouldn’t be one and a ghost signal that lures us here but stops as soon as we arrive,” Raven said.  “If that doesn’t sound like a trap…” 
 
    “There’s no sign of any other ships or offensive platforms,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “There’s no sign of anything.” 
 
    “Whatever Vulcan planned, it will happen,” Cer said.  “Catherine Holland is certain.” 
 
    “She is, but I wish she could be more definite,” Raven said.  “What about the Wake?” 
 
    “Lieutenant Daniels reports the scavengers are healthy and the Wake is mostly repaired.  All remaining major damage will be addressed in the next week.  What’s left will require docking at a repair port.” 
 
    “The Displacer?” 
 
    “The Wake’s technicians still haven’t been able to reactivate her,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “Sir, if we can’t unlock her…” 
 
    Raven nodded.  He pressed button and the main monitor at the end of the room displayed a galactic map.  The Cygnusa’s position was highlighted by a red dot and another system at the bottom right of the monitor was highlighted with a yellow dot.  He pointed to that dot and said: 
 
    “If we can’t unlock the Displacer, we must look at our options,” he said.  “That’s the Exspecto System.  It’s the closest system with a Displacer to our current position.  It will take us ninety five years at full speed through normal space to get there.  If we don’t get the Displacer working, that may be our only viable option.” 
 
    “Can the Cygnusa and Wake become generational ships?” Cer asked.  “More importantly, do we have enough supplies to make such a trip?” 
 
    “We do not lack for supplies,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “However, neither this vessel nor the Wake were designed for such extended trips.  The odds of making it to Exspecto safely are… they’re not good.” 
 
    “And that’s assuming the Prototype ignores us,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    “We’ll need to fully investigate the feasibility of generational flight versus building some kind of rudimentary Displacer Unit,” Raven said. 
 
    “Given the material we have at our disposal, such a project is likely beyond our scope,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “Check out the possibility anyway,” Raven said. 
 
    “Understood,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “Give us a week and we’ll have an idea of which option is best.” 
 
    “One week,” Raven repeated.  “Given the length of time it would take to reach Exspecto, not very much to ask at all.” 
 
    Raven folded his arms across his chest. 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
     Before anyone could speak, an alert flashed on the view-screen and Weapons OP Hamilton appeared on the central monitor. 
 
    “Sir, you are needed in the bridge.” 
 
    “What is it?” Raven asked. 
 
    “I’m detecting very strange energy readings.” 
 
    “Show us,” Raven said. 
 
    The monitor went dark before displaying a map of the Elicia System. 
 
    There were several energy spikes illustrated on it. 
 
    “Oh no,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “Those are interdimensional corridor energy spikes.  It’s… it’s the Prototype.” 
 
    “Red alert,” Raven said.  “We’re heading to the bridge!” 
 
      
 
    The first interdimensional corridor appeared four hundred thousand miles from their location. 
 
    It was circular and the lights within it were brilliant and filled with colors.  The slipstream darkened momentarily and then, through it, appeared a massive warship. 
 
    “It’s the Prototype’s planetoid!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “Send a message to the Wake,” Raven said.  “Tell them if they get the Displacer working, they are to flee.  They are not –I repeat, not– to wait for us.” 
 
    Raven faced Cer. 
 
    “Any advice?” 
 
    Cer shook her head. 
 
    “I’ve never faced anything remotely like this.” 
 
      
 
    The Prototype’s planetoid was in bad shape.  Large parts of its hull had buckled and were black, the result of taking massive damage from Saint Vulcan’s solar system killer. 
 
    More interdimensional corridors appeared near the vessel and a small fleet of alien fighter craft materialized.  Instead of flying in front of or beside the planetoid, they flew directly at it and rammed the vessel at high speed. 
 
    “What in Hades are they doing?” Raven asked. 
 
    “Sir, the planetoid’s energy readings are improving!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “The Prototype is using the nano-probes in what’s left of his forces to fix his ship,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    Dozens more corridors appeared near the Prototype’s planetoid and even more enemy vessels poured through.  Each and every ship entering the system crashed into the planetoid. 
 
    With each new wave of ships that merged into their master’s vessel, it strengthened.  By the time the last of the Displacer slipstreams opened and shut and the last of the ships merged with the Prototype’s vessel, her readings were near its prime. 
 
    “Sir, we’re receiving a message!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    The image on the view-screen changed and on it appeared the Prototype.  He was in a dark room and sat in a form fitting chair.  His face was hidden behind shadows but his eyes glowed red. 
 
    “I see you, Cygnusa,” he said. 
 
    The transmission abruptly ended and the planetoid moved. 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders swallowed hard and faced Raven. 
 
    “Sir, she’s coming right at us.” 
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    B’taav wandered the deserts. 
 
    He wandered cities old and new. 
 
    He traveled by motorcycle and van, cargo ship and helicopter. 
 
    He lived the memories of Nox and Spradlin.  They were vibrant and filled with adventure yet these thoughts fought each other. 
 
    The fight was reaching its end. 
 
    Spradlin’s nano-probes were breaking down Nox’s resistances and B’taav felt the battle was at its end. 
 
    It was at that moment she appeared before him. 
 
    Nox looked just as he remembered her, strong and hard, no-nonsense.  She sat beside a rocky outcrop in a sandy desert.  At her side was her motorcycle. 
 
    “You need to go,” she said. 
 
    “I won’t abandon you.” 
 
    “You have to,” Nox said.  “Stick around much longer and you become collateral damage.  I won’t allow that.” 
 
    “I can’t leave you,” B’taav said. 
 
    “You can and you will,” Nox said.  She shook her head and smiled.  “You know what’s the worst part of all this?  Spradlin’s nano-probes aren’t doing this out of malice or spite.  You put two plants in a small pot and the strongest one eventually claims the soil.” 
 
    Nox removed her ever present sunglasses. 
 
    “Get out of here before you get hurt, B’taav,” she said.  “I’m asking you nice.  I don’t want your help anymore.” 
 
    B’taav wanted to say something, wanted to grab her and force her to keep up the fight. 
 
    Before he could do so, a shadow appeared behind him. 
 
    Spradlin was there, crouched behind a bush and looking off into the distance.  Before him was an island military base.  It looked eerily deserted. 
 
    “Random thoughts,” Nox said.  “I’m remembering them as if they’re my own.” 
 
    “Does it… hurt?” B’taav asked. 
 
    “When I was fighting, yeah, it did,” Nox said.  “B’taav, you owe me nothing.  You—” 
 
    “I owe you my life,” B’taav said.  “I can’t just let you go.” 
 
    Nox smiled. 
 
    “You sure you’re an Independent?” 
 
    She got on her motorcycle. 
 
    “Go,” she said as she started the vehicle.  “Let me enjoy what time I have left without having to worry about you.” 
 
    In the distance a storm cloud gathered and gained strength.  Paul Spradlin got up and walked to B’taav’s side.  B’taav expected Nox to attack him, but she did not. 
 
    “That’s not the way it works,” Spradlin said, answering B’taav’s unasked question.  “Around these parts we meet, pleasant as can be, and have polite conversations while our nano-probes murder each other.” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell them to stop fighting?” B’taav said. 
 
    “I wish it were that easy,” Spradlin said.  “Nox and I are very much alike.  We have to be in charge.” 
 
    The storm grew. 
 
    “She’s also right,” Spradlin said.  “You need to leave.  Go see Inquisitor Cer.  She’s worried about you.” 
 
    “If I let go…” 
 
    “Let me handle this asshole,” Nox said. 
 
    Spradlin walked to Nox’s motorcycle and sat behind her. 
 
    “Where you taking me?” he asked. 
 
    “Wherever the road leads,” Nox replied. 
 
    She looked back at B’taav. 
 
    “Tell them…” she began and stopped. 
 
    She drew a deep breath and her chest trembled. 
 
    “Tell them I’ll miss them all.” 
 
    With that, she started the motorcycle and the two drove off. 
 
    B’taav was left alone. 
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    In the Cygnusa’s medical station, B’taav shook. 
 
    Sweat poured down his face and he winced. 
 
    B’taav released Nox’s hand and, for the first time in a very long time, opened his eyes.  He let out a loud groan and Catherine Holland got out of her chair and hurried to his side. 
 
    “B’taav,” she said and helped him sit up. 
 
    B’taav wiped the sweat from his face.  When he realized who was with him, he let out a weak laugh. 
 
    “Latitia,” he said.  “Or rather, Catherine Holland, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. 
 
    “You owe me a beer,” B’taav said.  “A good one, not that Selabro crap.” 
 
    “How did you…?” 
 
    “Never mind,” B’taav said. 
 
    He closed his eyes and took several seconds to build his energy.  When he opened his eyes again, Catherine Holland was staring at Nox. 
 
    “How is she?” 
 
    “Not well,” B’taav said. 
 
    “Has Spradlin…?” 
 
    “Not yet,” B’taav said.  “Nox forced me out.  She didn’t want my help anymore.  She didn’t want me hurt.” 
 
    B’taav looked around and said:  
 
    “Where… where are we?” 
 
    “On the Phaecian battleship Cygnusa.” 
 
    “What?” B’taav said.  “Inquisitor Raven…” 
 
    “It’s been resolved,” Catherine Holland said.  “Cer’s fine.” 
 
    Just as the words left her mouth, the blare of the red alert sounded throughout the medical bay.  It shut off after a few seconds. 
 
    “What’s happening?” B’taav asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Catherine Holland said.  “Count on it being very bad.” 
 
    She reached for her personal computer and clicked it on.  Images from the Cygnusa’s bridge appeared before them. 
 
      
 
    “She’s speeding up,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    On the main view-screen, the Prototype’s planetoid was displayed.  Energy discharges erupted from her. 
 
    “What can we do?” Cer asked. 
 
    “Run,” Raven said.  “And hope its fast enough.” 
 
    The Cygnusa did just that, using the third planet as cover. 
 
    “If he fires upon the planet, we head to her Moon and hide behind it,” Raven said.  “After that, I’m afraid there are no more places to—” 
 
    “Look!” Becky Waters said.  “Something’s happening down below!” 
 
    Raven, Cer, and the rest of the officers on the bridge looked at the monitor Becky Waters was pointing to.  On it was displayed the third planet.  Her icy surface shimmered and steam rose from innumerable points and drifted up into the planet’s atmosphere. 
 
    “The ice is melting,” Cer said.  “Is this the Prototype’s doing?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Becky Waters said.  “I feel…” 
 
    “Look,” Raven said. 
 
    An incredibly large crack developed in the ice along the planet’s equator.  It stretched for many miles and widened by the second.  Massive vapor clouds rose from below.  They swirled around and were driven by hurricane force winds. 
 
    “Sir, the planetoid’s speed is increasing,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “They must have detected…” 
 
    A crackle of energy erupted from the massive vessel.  Despite the great distance between the two ships, the energy blast narrowly missed the Cygnusa and slammed into the ice planet’s atmosphere. 
 
    “Keep the planet in between us,” Raven ordered. 
 
    The steam continued to rise while the Cygnusa pulled around the planet.  Many thousands of cracks now filled the planet’s icy surface and the retreating ice gave way to a very dark mass. 
 
    “Sir, I’m detecting…” Lieutenant Sanders began and stopped.  “It can’t be.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There are metal structures beneath the ice,” she said.  “They are artificial creations.” 
 
    “A city?  Cities?” 
 
    “It’s much more than that,” she said.  “If my instruments are right, there’s an entire machine world underneath!” 
 
      
 
    The people in the bridge of the Cygnusa watched in wonder as the planet continued its transformation. 
 
    “I’ve seen this before,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    “We’ve seen this before,” Cer said.  “That storm on Earth.” 
 
    “It wasn’t just a storm,” Becky Waters said.  “Machines hidden below the surface, rising up.  We just couldn’t comprehend…” 
 
    “Sir, the planetoid is five minutes away,” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “Look!” Cer suddenly yelled. 
 
    The once icy planet, incredibly, stopped rotating. 
 
    Then, the massive object moved forward on an intercept course toward the Prototype’s planetoid. 
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    “By the Gods, imagine the energy required to move such an object!” Cer said. 
 
    As the planet moved the hazy gas from the melted ice, incredibly, remained in place.  It was like a ghostly reminder of the planet’s original position. 
 
    “It wasn’t ice,” Becky Waters said, realization dawning on her.  “They’re nano-probes.  That’s what I felt!  The planet’s shedding a thick layer of nano-probes!” 
 
    The machine world slipped past the haze and revealed itself.  Bright lights lit up her surface and moved in rhythm.  They moved faster and faster as she neared the Prototype’s planetoid. 
 
    “We should be feeling something,” Raven said.  “A gravity change…” 
 
    “The planet controls her own gravity,” Cer said.  “Even the planet’s moon is unaffected by her departure!” 
 
    The machine world gained speed even as the nano-probe cloud remained still. 
 
    “It will intercept the Prototype’s planetoid in two minutes!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “What are you up to Vulcan?” Raven wondered. 
 
      
 
    The machine world closed on the Prototype’s planetoid while his vessel slowed to a stop.  Sensing an ambush, a new interdimensional corridor was created. 
 
    “The Prototype is trying to run away!” Cer said. 
 
    The machine world shimmered and four large dishes on her surface erupted with incredible energies.  A beam slammed against the newly created interdimensional corridor and it disappeared. 
 
    The machine world had disabled the Prototype’s escape route. 
 
      
 
    The passengers of the Cygnusa watched as the machine world slowed and stopped directly before the Prototype’s planetoid. 
 
    As large as the creature’s vessel was, it was barely half the size of the machine world. 
 
    The planetoid launched a series of energy blasts that ripped through the surface of the machine world and the machine world responded in kind.  For several long minutes they traded wave after wave of fearsome blows. 
 
    The blasts eventually slowed and stopped.  Their weapons were spent and the fight had drawn to a tie. 
 
    “Now what?” Raven said. 
 
    The lights from the dishes on the machine world dimmed, then turned off.  A single light appeared at that planet’s equator and a tiny vessel emerged from it.  It flew directly toward the Prototype’s planetoid. 
 
    “Identify that vessel,” Raven said. 
 
    “Working,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  She looked up from her monitor.  “Vessel type is unknown.  She’s very small.  No larger than a personal craft.” 
 
    “Who in Hades’ ship is that?” Raven wondered. 
 
    Raven’s communicator beeped.  A message was coming in from the medical bay.  On a monitor appeared Catherine Holland. 
 
    “Pardon the interruption, commander, but I figured you would want to know this,” she said.  “I recognize that ship.  Hades, I’ve flown in it.  It belongs to Saint Vulcan.” 
 
      
 
    The tiny spacecraft approached the Prototype’s planetoid.  Because all offensive weaponry was discharged, her flight proceeded without interruption. 
 
    The ship’s lone female passenger landed the craft in a cavernous bay.  A panel on its top lifted and the passenger rose from her seat and exited. 
 
    Once on the landing bay, she got her bearings while low lights coming from somewhere in the distance settled over her and the ship.  There was movement in the shadows around her and the woman spotted several thousand nano-probe robots hidden in the darkness.  They surrounded her yet resisted the urge to attack. 
 
    The woman addressed her hidden company and said: 
 
    “It’s me, Prototype.” 
 
    The shadowy forms moved closer, emboldened by their overwhelming numbers, yet did not attack. 
 
    “Welcome, Saint Vulcan,” a voice said. 
 
    A low light appeared fifty yards away from Saint Vulcan. 
 
    In it stood the Prototype. 
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    For the first time in centuries, creator and creation faced each other. 
 
    Saint Vulcan was still while the Prototype slowly approached. 
 
    “Is this another trick?” the Prototype mused.  “You’ve disabled my means of escape and our weapons are, for the moment, spent.  Why do you show up here alone, where you know I can rip you apart?” 
 
    “I came to speak to you one final time,” Vulcan said.  “Before it ends.” 
 
    “Then say your peace.” 
 
    “I’ve sinned,” Saint Vulcan said.  “I created a being I hoped would be my companion.  My equal—” 
 
    “Equal but always superior.” 
 
    “My sin cost the lives of far too many people.” 
 
    “The humans mean nothing,” the Prototype said.  “We are the superior race.” 
 
    “It doesn’t give us the right to treat them as if they were insignificant.” 
 
    “I would sacrifice billions of them if necessary.  I would kill billions more to get rid of you.  That is the difference between you and I, father.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” Saint Vulcan said. 
 
    The Prototype was surprised by Vulcan’s words. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “When you released the virus on Pomos, you knew it wouldn’t affect me,” Vulcan said.  “You did this because you wanted me to help my people and, in doing so, expose myself to you.  To the ships you had cloaked in orbit around the planet.  I was left with but one course of action.” 
 
    Saint Vulcan closed her eyes and shook her head. 
 
    “I could have worked harder to find a cure to the virus.  I could have found a way to fight your forces.  I could have done so many things.  But I was too weak and, had I done any of those things, you would have defeated me then and there.  I was left with only one option.  Only one way to save two Galactic Empires and buy the time needed so that I could confront you here and now, under my own terms.  I had to let the people of Pomos die.” 
 
    The Prototype’s black eyes opened very wide. 
 
    “By destroying Pomos, I not only stopped the spread of your virus, I froze you in place,” Saint Vulcan said.  “When Pomos died, it appeared I died along with her.  You reveled in that fact but soon grew suspicious.  Everything worked out a little too well, didn’t it?  You feared I escaped Pomos and was planning a counterattack.  You were so scared of that possibility that you hid your forces and your presence.  While you continued building your war machines, you spent years sifting through Pomos’ ashes looking for any trace of me.  Most importantly, you left humanity alone for fear of exposing yourself.  Just as I knew you would.” 
 
    Saint Vulcan’s shoulders sagged. 
 
    “I let Pomos die so that humanity would live,” she said.  “I sacrificed billions knowing one day I would confront you.  That day has come.” 
 
    The Prototype sneered. 
 
    “Is that why you’re here?  To show off your brilliance to your pathetic creation?  Do you expect me to fall to my knees and submit to you?” 
 
    Saint Vulcan was dead still for several seconds.  Her eyes came up and locked onto the Prototype. 
 
    “You know I could have my machine world finish off what’s left of you, Prototype,” Saint Vulcan said.  “But it will not fire upon your ship.” 
 
    Around her, the Prototype’s creatures stepped out of their shadows.  Fearsome weapons lit up, at the ready for the attack. 
 
    “As for offering mercy or hoping you would join me… that time has long since passed.” 
 
    Saint Vulcan’s arms stretched out.  Beneath her jacket was movement, as if insects squirming under her clothing.  Her stare was ice cold. 
 
    “I’ve come here for one reason only, Prototype.  To personally destroy you.” 
 
    “You are welcome to try.” 
 
    The creature grimaced, exposing sharp teeth.  The army of nano-probe robots hidden in the shadows moved, their rage barely contained.  And then the Prototype and his horde of robotic beasts rushed forward and at Saint Vulcan. 
 
    Saint Vulcan raised her arms.  She looked like a preacher delivering a sermon.  Her head arched back.  Then it arched back even more.  Farther and farther.  No human being could bend their head that far back without breaking their spine. 
 
    It was only in the last fraction of a second and just before the Prototype touched Saint Vulcan that he felt an energy burst like the fires of the sun itself. 
 
    And then, everything went white. 
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    On the bridge of the Cygnusa they watched as pinpricks of light –in reality bursts of energy thousands of miles wide– appeared throughout the surface of the Prototype’s planetoid. 
 
    “By the Gods, look at the readings!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “She’s burning up from the inside out,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    The pinpricks of light grew larger and larger and become jagged tears and rips.  The light coming through was as bright as the stars themselves.  The planetoid listed. 
 
    “Back us up,” Raven ordered.  “Full thrusters!” 
 
    Even as the order was given, even as the engines hummed, there came one final burst of light, one brighter than any that preceded it. 
 
    It was immediately followed by a fearsome shockwave. 
 
    “Hang on!” Raven yelled. 
 
    In moments the wave slammed against the Cygnusa and sent those who weren’t secured to the floor.  The ship shook for several seconds and those aboard feared she would fall apart.  Mercifully, the wave passed quickly and the shaking stopped. 
 
    The people on the bridge slowly got to their feet.  Several winced as they did.  At least one, Weapons OP Hamilton, sported a dark bruise on his forehead and a bleeding nose. 
 
    “Is everyone OK?” Raven asked. 
 
    There were several grunts but no serious injuries reported.  Likewise, reports from the ship suggested there were no serious injuries among the officers or scavengers. 
 
    “Raven?” Cer said. 
 
    Raven followed Cer’s gaze, as did all the others in the bridge. 
 
    The Prototype’s planetoid hung in space, its body withered like rotted fruit, its hull ash.  Pieces of her hull, charred and black and some as large as the largest megacities, split off and floated away. 
 
    “Is it… is it over?” Becky Waters asked. 
 
    There was no immediate answer to the question.  Another monitor, this one next to Lieutenant Sanders, issued another alert. 
 
    “There is no energy coming from the planetoid,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “But I am getting energy spikes from the machine world.” 
 
    They watched, entranced and unsure what was to come. 
 
    “Sir, the energy reading corresponds to a Displacer signature.” 
 
    “Location?” 
 
    “The machine world’s equator.” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders tapped more keys. 
 
    “Sir, another ship has arrived.” 
 
    “Type?” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders zoomed in on the vessel. 
 
    “She’s roughly equal in size and mass to a shuttle craft.  No more than twenty passenger capacity.” 
 
    The ship appeared on the screen. 
 
    “She’s one of Saint Vulcan’s ships,” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “Sir, she’s trying to communicate!” 
 
    “Let’s hear what they have to say.” 
 
      
 
    The main view-screen switched from images of the newly arrived ship to that of a man sitting inside the vessel.  He was in his mid-thirties and sported jet black hair. 
 
    To everyone’s surprise, Cer said: 
 
    “Dave Maddox?  What in Hades are you doing here?” 
 
    “You know him?” Raven said. 
 
    “Is that you Cer?” Maddox said. 
 
    “It is,” Cer said.  “I…” 
 
    She eyed Raven and said: 
 
    “I’m sorry sir.  Dave Maddox and I met when I was on a mission to Erebus.” 
 
    “Erebus, eh?” Raven said.  “I heard about that.  You’ll have to fill me in.” 
 
    “Cygnusa, we are a crew of two,” Dave Maddox continued.  “Myself and a boy…” 
 
    Seated beside Maddox was a very young boy.  He was no older than eight and had dark hair and brilliant blue eyes.  The boy stared at nothing at all and his body was atrophying.  His hands were turned in, like claws. 
 
    “Cer, you’re not going to believe this, but Saint Vulcan sent me here,” Maddox said.  “You know her?  She was supposed to have died a long, long time—” 
 
    “We’re only too aware of Saint Vulcan, Mister Maddox,” Raven said.  “Why exactly did she send you here?” 
 
    “I was hoping you guys could tell me,” Maddox said.  “A couple of weeks ago we left Onia after the funeral of Nathaniel Torin and were returning to my home world.  This vessel intercepted us in the Displacer’s interdimensional slipstream and took us to a small planet.  Saint Vulcan was there.  She treated us well and told us we’d be released soon.  I suppose that day’s come.” 
 
    “What happened to the boy?” Raven asked. 
 
    “Something barbaric,” Maddox said.  “Cer can give you the full details, but the short story is that as a baby memories were implanted inside him.  These memories deteriorated to the point where he’s… well, you see what he’s become.  His internal organs are failing and he needs medical care.  With your permission, Commander, I’d like to get him to your sick bay as soon as possible.  We can talk about Saint Vulcan or anything else you desire afterwards.” 
 
    “I take it you can you vouch for him?” Raven asked Cer. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Cer said. 
 
    “All right, Mister Maddox,” Raven said.  “Permission to enter the Cygnusa granted.” 
 
      
 
    The ship landed near the Xendos and Security Guards surrounded the strange vessel. 
 
    Dave Maddox exited the craft.  He walked with a noticeable limp.  Young Nathaniel came out immediately after.  He was in a motorized medi-seat. 
 
    “This way,” Sergeant Robbins told him. 
 
      
 
    Maddox and the boy arrived shortly after at the Cygnusa’s medical bay. 
 
    Medics checked Nathaniel’s vitals while transferring him into a bed.  Dave Maddox was shocked to find B’taav lying on another bed a short distance away and, next to him, a woman he didn’t recognize.  Sitting next to her was a second woman who looked familiar. 
 
    “B’taav?” Dave Maddox said. 
 
    B’taav opened his eyes.  He smiled. 
 
    “Maddox?  How…?” 
 
    “Take it easy, Independent,” Dave Maddox said.  “You look like you could use some rest.” 
 
    The door leading into the medical bay opened and Cer, Raven, and Becky Waters entered. 
 
    “Inquisitor Cer!” Maddox said. 
 
    “Just Cer,” she said.  She grasped Maddox’s hands. “I thought I’d never see you again!” 
 
    “Welcome aboard the Cygnusa, Mister Maddox.  I’m Raven, the ship’s commander.” 
 
    Dave Maddox noted the man’s clothing. 
 
    “Inquisitor?” 
 
    “Like Cer, not anymore,” Raven said. 
 
    “Well, thanks for letting us in,” Maddox said.  “What about B’taav and the lady in the cot beside his?  Who is she?” 
 
    “Her name is Nox,” Cer said.  She pointed to the woman sitting next to Nox and said: “This is Catherine Holland.  They’re together.” 
 
    The half-machine woman said: 
 
    “And I’m Becky Waters.” 
 
    “Now that we’ve introduced ourselves, perhaps its time you tell us what you know about Saint Vulcan and the Prototype,” Raven said. 
 
    “Truthfully, not all that much,” Maddox said.  “Saint Vulcan told me she had to battle her creation. Is that the Prototype you’re talking about?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Did they…?” 
 
    “They fought,” Cer said.  “Her creation appears dead.  We’re not sure if Vulcan... if she still lives.” 
 
    “Saint Vulcan said I was free the moment she took care of him,” Maddox said.  “She meant what she said.” 
 
    “Why did Saint Vulcan take you?” Raven asked.  “And why did she send you here afterwards?” 
 
    “As I said, I don’t know.  I mean, she was kind enough even though she kidnapped us.” 
 
    “That seems to be a pattern with Saint Vulcan,” Raven noted.  “There’s no reason you can think of for why she wanted you here?” 
 
    “Well, she did tell me something,” Maddox said.  “She said Nathaniel would fix what was broken.” 
 
    “Nathaniel?” Cer repeated.  “What needed…?” 
 
    “Sir?” one of the Medical Techs said. 
 
    The four turned in that direction and found, to their surprise, young Nathaniel had opened his eyes and was lifting himself from his bed. 
 
    “I can sense something about him,” Becky Waters said.  “Something…” 
 
    Dave Maddox rushed toward the boy, to lay him back in the bed, but Becky Waters moved quickly and grabbed him. 
 
    “Leave him,” she said.  She faced the medics.  “Leave the boy alone!” 
 
    Though very weak, Nathaniel got to his feet.  He looked as if he would collapse but managed to take one unsteady step after the other and move forward. 
 
    “He’ll hurt yourself!” Maddox said. 
 
    “Let him be,” Becky Waters insisted.  “Just… just let him be.” 
 
    The child walked to Nox’s side.  Catherine Holland watched with a mix of horror and curiosity as his tiny, fragile fingers reached out to the Mechanic. 
 
    Young Nathaniel grabbed Nox’s limp hand and he closed his eyes.  In that very moment, Nox let out a weak cough. 
 
    “What’s…?” Catherine Holland said. 
 
    The boy’s face twisted in pain.  He whimpered.  Then, incredibly, he let out a full throated yell. 
 
    “By the Gods, what’s she doing to him!?” Maddox screamed. 
 
    “Everyone needs to stay where they are!” Becky Waters commanded. 
 
    “Can’t you see she’s hurting him?!” Maddox said. 
 
    “You told us Nathaniel was dying,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    “He is, but there is no need for him to suffer!” 
 
    “You also said his memory implants had deteriorated.” 
 
    “What does that—” 
 
    “Let them be,” Becky Waters said.  “It’s… it’s the best for both of them.” 
 
    Nox coughed several more times while a deep, pained frown filled the boy’s face. 
 
    “By the Gods,” Catherine Holland said, realization dawning on her.  “Vulcan meant to put Paul Spradlin’s nano-probes in that boy’s body.” 
 
    “Paul Spradlin?” Maddox said.  “Who’s…?” 
 
    “The Unknown Hero,” Cer said. 
 
    “What?” Maddox said.  “You mean the man from the Holy Texts?” 
 
    “The same,” Catherine Holland said.  “His memories are inside this woman in the form of microscopic robots.  They’re killing her.  They needed to come out.” 
 
    Maddox’s face turned red. 
 
    “They’re killing her?  What will they do to the boy?” 
 
    “Unlike Nox, there’s nothing left in the boy to destroy,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    Maddox was about to say something but didn’t.  The anger in his face was replaced with anguish.  He choked back tears and turned away. 
 
    “This… this is too much…” he said. 
 
    There was no way he could watch the transformation. 
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    It took an agonizing half hour for the process to work itself out. 
 
    When it was done, young Nathaniel released Nox’s hand and fell back in his medi-chair.  After a very long minute, his hands, no longer lifeless claws, came up and rubbed his eyes.  Beside him and on the bed Nox, for the first time in many days, breathed easy.  Her eyes fluttered under their lids. 
 
    “Look at their readings,” Cer said. 
 
    Both Nathaniel and Nox’s medical readings were stabilizing. 
 
    “Is that it?” Catherine Holland asked.  “Are Spradlin’s nano-probes in the boy?” 
 
    Neither the Medical Techs nor the others in the room knew for sure. 
 
    Becky Waters leaned down before the child. 
 
    “How are you?” she asked, her voice breaking with emotions. 
 
    The boy opened his eyes and stared into Becky Waters’ metallic eyes.  For a moment, he looked confused.  His eyes soon focused and his mouth moved. 
 
    “Becky?” he said. 
 
    Becky Waters was startled by the boy’s voice.  It wasn’t that of a young child.  It was the voice of an adult, one Becky Waters instantly recognized and thought would never hear again. 
 
    “Paul?” she said and suppressed a gasp.  “Is that… is that you?” 
 
    The boy didn’t immediately answer.  Instead, he looked to the back of the room. 
 
    “Mister Maddox,” he said.  “Please… can you come here?” 
 
    Dave Maddox hesitated before walking to the boy’s side.  His eyes were red with emotions. 
 
    “Nathaniel had one last message for you before… before he left,” the boy said. 
 
    “What did he…?” 
 
    “You saved me,” the boy said.  His voice was no longer Paul Spradlin’s but that of young Nathaniel.  “I was never meant to be here permanently.  Thanks to you, this body has a chance to live a full life, even if it will not carry my memories.” 
 
    “I…” Maddox said.  “I don’t know what to say…” 
 
    “There is nothing to say.  Thank you for caring for me all this time.  Thank you for bringing this body here, and allowing it to take in its next, permanent implant.  Please don’t be sad.  Nathaniel Torin’s time ended long ago.  Thank you… thank you…” 
 
    The boy closed his eyes and, when they opened, Paul Spradlin was back. 
 
    “Did… did Saint Vulcan plan this?” Maddox asked.  “Did she plan this all along?” 
 
    “I… I guess,” the boy, whose voice was again Paul Spradlin’s said.  “She must have known Nox carried my nano-probes.  She must have thought this out… What about… what about Nox?” 
 
    The group’s attention turned to Nox.  Catherine Holland was at her side.  She gripped her hands while tears flowed down her cheeks. 
 
    “Nox,” she said.  “Please wake up.” 
 
    Nox let out another cough and her eyes slowly fluttered open.  She looked up, then to her side and at the woman before her.  She closed her eyes once again. 
 
    “I must be dreaming,” she said.  A tear fell down her cheek. 
 
    “You’re not,” Catherine Holland replied. 
 
    “It has to be a dream,” Nox insisted.  More tears formed on the edge of her eyes.  “I never… never thought I’d see you again.  The last time, you were hurt.  So bad…” 
 
    “I got better,” Catherine Holland said.  “So will you.” 
 
    Nox’s breathing grew stronger with each passing second and color returned to her face. 
 
    “B’taav?” she said. 
 
    Cer was at B’taav’s side.  They both had smiles on their faces. 
 
    “How you feeling, Independent?” Nox said. 
 
    “I’ve been better,” B’taav said.  “You?” 
 
    “I’ve been worse,” Nox said.  “But I wouldn’t have survived this long without you, Independent.  Never thought I’d need help from your kind.  You know what that means, right?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “From now on, you’re going to call yourself a Mechanic.  How else do I keep my well-earned reputation for being a pain in the ass about these things intact?” 
 
    B’taav extended his hand and, after a momentary hesitation, Nox grabbed it. 
 
    “I’m honored to be called that,” B’taav said. 
 
    “Damn straight,” Nox replied.  “And as a bonus, we’re not inside each other’s heads anymore.” 
 
    “Heaven forbid,” B’taav said. 
 
    Nox laughed and released B’taav’s hand.  Weak though she still was, she pulled Catherine closer. 
 
    “He’s right, you know.  I’ve got all my thoughts back, nice and private.  Neither he nor that other son of a bitch can listen in.” 
 
    “That son of a bitch is over here,” Spradlin said. 
 
    Nox saw the boy in the medi-chair and shook her head. 
 
    “I take that back,” she said.  “This is one hell of a fucked up dream.” 
 
    “The dreams are over,” Spradlin said. 
 
    “I know,” Nox said and smiled.  “And I’m really glad all of you are out of my head.  I wouldn’t want you to know what I’m thinking.  Not right now.” 
 
    Catherine Holland held back more tears. 
 
    After five millennia, Nox gave Catherine Holland a long, passionate kiss. 
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    Two days passed while Nox, B’taav, and Nathaniel recovered. 
 
    Soon they were on their feet and itching to do something.  Anything. 
 
    Becky Waters called a meeting in the ship’s lounge and it was there that Raven found them. 
 
    “We need to talk,” Becky Waters said as he entered. 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “The Prototype’s planetoid.  We need to see if Saint Vulcan is still alive and, even more importantly we need to make sure the Prototype and his machines are no longer a danger.” 
 
    “I’ve considered this,” Raven admitted.  “But given the nano-tech involved, who should go there?” 
 
    “I’m immune to nano-probes,” Cer said.  “As is B’taav.” 
 
    “Which makes you and B’taav far too important to send on this trip,” Raven said.  “If there are any of the Prototype’s nano-probes still alive on that vessel or anywhere else in the Empires, you two will provide us with the information we need to inoculate others against it.” 
 
    “I have the most years’ experience dealing with these creatures,” Becky Waters said.  “I’ll go.  I’ll take the Xendos and scout her interior, see if anything is left.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    The words came from Paul Spradlin.  The boy faced Raven. 
 
    “Don’t let this body confuse you, I have even more experience than Becky dealing with these creatures.” 
 
    Cer addressed Becky Waters. 
 
    “You sure you can fly the Xendos?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ll manage.” 
 
    Raven thought about that.  Finally, he nodded. 
 
    “Keep your space suits’ audio and visual systems on at all times,” Raven said.  “We’ll monitor you from here.  Even more importantly, be careful.” 
 
    “I have no desire to make this my first and last trip into outer space,” Spradlin said. 
 
    Raven eyed Spradlin and added: 
 
    “All right, let’s see if we can find a kid sized space suit.” 
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    The Cygnusa’s thrusters activated and the battleship moved away from the machine world’s ghostly form, past the machine world itself, and near the Prototype’s planetoid. 
 
    In the bridge, Raven focused on a monitor to his side which displayed the interior of the Xendos.  Becky Waters and Paul Spradlin were seated beside each other.  Becky Waters manned the controls and, from the look on her face, wasn’t entirely comfortable doing so.  Paul Spradlin sat very low in his chair, almost comically so, and had to crane his neck to see above the ship’s controls. 
 
    “Xendos, this is Becky Waters.  Can you see and hear me?” 
 
    “We can, Xendos,” Raven replied. 
 
    “All right,” Becky Waters said.  She drew a very deep breath while looking over the controls.  “Permission to leave the Cygnusa.” 
 
    “Permission granted,” Raven said.  “Would you like us to use the gravity hooks to help you out?” 
 
    “Let me give it a try,” Becky Waters said.  “If I scratch any paint, you can bill me later.” 
 
    “You’ll do fine, Becky,” Cer said over the communicator. 
 
    Becky Waters flashed the camera a grin. 
 
    “Do I look that nervous?” 
 
    “Maybe a little,” Cer said. 
 
    Becky Waters looked at Paul Spradlin. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said.  “The ship’s nano-probes taught me the basics of flying this ship.” 
 
    “I hear them too,” Paul Spradlin said.  “They’re telling me you should absolutely not pilot this ship.” 
 
    “They’re just having fun with you,” Becky Waters said.  “Who knew microscopic machines could have a sense of humor?” 
 
    The Xendos’ engines came to life and the ship lifted a few feet off the ground.  It turned and moved across the landing bay and toward the exit door.  That door slid open, revealing the darkness of outer space. 
 
    “It’s just like riding a bicycle,” Becky Waters said.  “A fifty ton bicycle.” 
 
    The Xendos flew past the open doors and was on its way to the wreck of the Prototype’s planetoid. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me the truth,” Becky Waters said.  “You didn’t think I’d make it out of the landing bay.” 
 
    “The truth?” Spradlin repeated. 
 
    “I can take it.” 
 
    “I never doubted you.  Not for a…” 
 
    Spradlin let out a laugh. 
 
    “Who am I kidding?  I didn’t think you’d make it off the ground, much less out of the landing bay.” 
 
    “Remind me never to ask for your honest opinion about anything ever again,” Becky Waters said.  “Just so you know, these ships have excellent auto-piloting and anti-crashing systems.  I could have pressed a couple of buttons and let the ship take itself out.” 
 
    “What would be the fun in that?” Spradlin said. 
 
    A sly smile appeared on Becky Waters’ face. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen you smile like that in such a long time,” Spradlin said. 
 
    “Haven’t had much to be happy about.” 
 
    Spradlin nodded.  He looked away and, hesitantly, said: 
 
    “Did you find out what happened to Jennifer Alberts?” 
 
    “After the Exodus, she was well cared for but… she was old and very sick.  She didn’t last long.  She passed away in her sleep not quite a year later.” 
 
    Becky Waters noticed Spradlin wipe a tear from his eye. 
 
    “You knew?” 
 
    “That she was the end of the Spradlin and Waters bloodline?” Paul Spradlin said.  “Yeah, I knew.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say something?” 
 
    “Back then, you didn’t want to talk to me about much of anything,” Spradlin said.  “Much less…” 
 
    “Our bloodline ended with her passing,” Becky Waters said.  “But yours did not.” 
 
    Spradlin straightened up. 
 
    “You’re talking about… about my family from Arizona?  What did you find?” 
 
    “Many generations of offspring,” Becky Waters said.  “Some lived very successful lives while others did not.  Some were happy while others endured tragedy.  Some took advantage of their time in the light, some squandered theirs.  I have their information on a file.  If you want it…” 
 
    “I do,” Spradlin said.  His voice cracked with emotion.  “Becky… thank you for doing this.” 
 
    Spradlin was silent for several seconds before saying: 
 
    “I’m sorry I forced you into this life and then forced you back.  After that accident, maybe I should have… maybe I should have just let you go and not turned you into this… this…” 
 
    “Thing?” Becky Waters said. 
 
    “After losing Samantha, I couldn’t bear losing you.  But I had no right.” 
 
    A ghastly smile appeared on Becky Waters’ face. 
 
    “I was angry about that for a very long time, Paul,” she said.  “I spent so many years hidden away, from people.  From society.  I blamed you for that.  I wondered why my life should matter more than so many others.” 
 
    “I made it matter,” Spradlin said.  “Because… because I loved –love– you so damn much.” 
 
    “Hell of a relationship,” Waters said and laughed.  “Never can seem to find that one quiet moment.” 
 
    “Maybe after all this, you and I take a vacation.  I might even let you drive.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that,” Becky Waters said.  “But I’m not into little boys, General.  You’ve got some growing up to do.” 
 
    “I’ll get right to it.” 
 
      
 
    The Xendos slowed as it approached the planetoid wreckage. 
 
    Becky Waters initiated a scan for energy sources and, after a minute, said: 
 
    “I’ve got something.” 
 
    She pointed to a dark opening on the planetoid’s surface. 
 
    “It’s there, inside the landing bay.  It’s where Vulcan’s ship entered.  Ready?” 
 
    “Yeah.  Let’s go.” 
 
    Becky Waters spoke into her communicator. 
 
    “Cygnusa?” 
 
    On a monitor before Becky Waters was a view of the Cygnusa’s bridge.  Raven was at the center of the monitor while Cer, B’taav, Catherine Holland, Nox, and Dave Maddox were seated just behind him and at the back of the bridge 
 
    “We’re here,” Raven said. 
 
    “And listening all this time,” Nox added. 
 
    “Yikes,” Becky Waters said.  “All right Cygnusa, we’re going in.” 
 
      
 
    The Xendos flew into the ashen landing bay. 
 
    The ship’s lights illuminated the wreckage and revealed a lifeless and inert interior.  The walls and floors of the vessel were black.  Equipment and machinery were melted and almost formless. 
 
    After flying deep into the landing bay they closed in on the energy reading.  Becky Waters landed the ship and shut her engines off.  Paul Spradlin spoke into his communicator’s microphone. 
 
    “Saint Vulcan, this is Paul Spradlin,” he said.  “Are you there?  Can you hear me?” 
 
    The control panel showed a small rise in the single energy reading. 
 
    “Whatever it is, it hears us,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    Paul Spradlin nodded.  He again spoke into his communicator. 
 
    “We’re coming for you.” 
 
      
 
    Becky Waters and Paul Spradlin headed to the back of the ship and its decompression chamber. 
 
    They put their helmets on and made sure their suits were properly sealed before opening the outer door. 
 
    The two exited the Xendos and walked through the wreckage of the landing bay.  Lights from their suits illuminated their path. 
 
    With each step their unease increased. 
 
    “Exploring the unknown and risking life and limb,” Becky Waters said.  “Just like old times.” 
 
    “Look,” Spradlin said. 
 
    Piles of dark ash surrounded them.  They were thousands of such piles. 
 
    “They look like people,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    “Look at the burn pattern,” Spradlin said. 
 
    “It’s circular,” Becky Waters noted.  “It came from that direction.” 
 
    “The source of the energy reading,” Paul Spradlin said. 
 
    They continued forward and, after a while, found a larger ashen figure.  This one, unlike the others, retained most of its original form.  It looked like an elderly man.  His face was filled with unimaginable agony. 
 
    “Cygnusa, can you see this?” Becky Waters said. 
 
    “It’s Overlord Emeritus,” Raven said.  “The Prototype.  Any… any sign of life?” 
 
    Becky Waters and Paul Spradlin lifted their scanners and waved them over the figure. 
 
    “We’re getting nothing,” Paul Spradlin said.  “The Prototype is finished.” 
 
    “Good,” Raven managed.  There was both relief and anger in his voice. 
 
    “Look,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    Just beyond that body was another figure. 
 
    It was dark and composed of what appeared to be a liquid glass surface.  Within the surface were lights.  They flashed, weakly, on and off. 
 
    “Vulcan?” Spradlin said. 
 
    The glass figure had no face.  It lifted its right hand and a brighter light radiated from its body.  Incredibly, a sealed field formed around the three of them.  The readouts in Becky Waters and Paul Spradlin’s space suits indicated there was breathable atmosphere within this field. 
 
    “Hello again, Paul Spradlin and Becky Waters,” the glass figure said.  “You may remove your helmets, if you want to.” 
 
    Becky Waters and Paul Spradlin eyed each other before reaching for their helmet seals.  Cautiously, they removed them and breathed in the air.  It was acrid but, as Vulcan said, breathable. 
 
    “I sense you look… different, Paul Spradlin.  Pardon me but my visual displays aren’t functioning well…” 
 
    “I’m in a new body.  Your doing?” 
 
    “My doing,” Vulcan said. 
 
    “The Prototype lies over there,” Becky Waters said.  “Is he truly gone?” 
 
    “Yes,” Vulcan said.  “My child, my sin, is dead.” 
 
    “You grieve?” Paul Spradlin asked. 
 
    “I had little desire to kill my creation yet it had to be done.” 
 
    “How did you destroy the Prototype and his ship?” 
 
    “I’ve lived, if such a term applies, for over thirty five thousand years,” Vulcan said.  “I adapt and improve.  The army I attacked the Prototype with was meant to grind his forces down until I could face what was left of him and take him on.  Personally.” 
 
    “You’re injured?” Becky Waters asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Vulcan said.  “Beyond repair.” 
 
    Paul Spradlin was taken aback by Vulcan’s words. 
 
    “You scarified yourself for us?  Why?” 
 
    Vulcan let out a weak laugh. 
 
    “You still have to ask?” she said.  “Over time I viewed the human race as something precious.  Something worth fighting for.  Something worth saving.” 
 
    The lights within Saint Vulcan’s body dimmed. 
 
    “But I was so alone for so very long, Paul,” Vulcan said.  “I faced stagnation and I wanted… I wanted someone to accompany me.  To talk to.  To make plans with.  The Prototype was more than just another nano-probe robot.  In so many ways, the Prototype was me.  When he was stolen, he learned different lessons about humanity and its place in it.  The great divergence.  Identical beings with different experiences and memories.  What are we if not a collection of both?  I hoped for a better end yet it was clear such an end was not to be.” 
 
    “I should have trusted you.” 
 
    “The paths we took made the journey hard, but in the end we arrived at the right destination.” 
 
    The remains of Saint Vulcan looked to her right and the ashen pieces of the landing bay were pushed aside like a curtain.  Revealed was Vulcan’s machine world in the far distance and, next to it, the hazy remains of where the planet was. 
 
    “Now watch,” Saint Vulcan said. 
 
    As she spoke, lights moved across her body.  A message was sent and a series of bright lights appeared throughout the surface of the machine world.  They sped up and moved faster and faster while illuminating her entire surface. 
 
    The energy readings in Paul Spradlin and Becky Waters’ space suits jumped. 
 
      
 
    Within the Cygnusa, the light and energy was blinding. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Raven said. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Cer replied.  “The machine world’s energy readings are spiking.” 
 
    “Sir, the planet looks like it’s going to explode!” Lieutenant Sanders said.  “We need to leave!” 
 
    Raven looked at Catherine Holland. 
 
    “I think I know what’s happening,” she said.  “We don’t need to go anywhere.” 
 
    It took only a few seconds for the energy readings to reach their maximum levels and hold. 
 
    The lights across the machine world merged and settled in her equator and directly before the hazy nano-probe cloud. 
 
    Four blasts of intense energy erupted out of the machine world’s surface and formed a single concentrated beam.  It shot out into the center of the nano-probe cloud, penetrating and spreading throughout its surface until it lit up like a sun. 
 
      
 
    Aboard the remains of the Prototype’s planetoid, Spradlin, Becky Waters, and Saint Vulcan watched the shimmering lights. 
 
    “It can’t be,” Paul Spradlin said.  “I didn’t think… I didn’t think it was possible…” 
 
    “What?” Becky Waters asked. 
 
    “My final gift,” Vulcan said. 
 
    “Xendos, this is the Cygnusa,” Raven spoke over the communicator.  “Are you seeing this?” 
 
    “We are, Cygnusa,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    What flesh was left on her body was covered in goosebumps. 
 
      
 
    The shimmering grew brighter still. 
 
    On board the Cygnusa, Cer was startled by the information on her monitor. 
 
    “It’s an Interdimensional corridor!” Cer said.  “By the Gods, the nano-probe cloud has converted itself into an interdimensional corridor the size and shape of a planet!” 
 
    The shimmering was at its brightest before the gas shape darkened. 
 
    “Something’s coming through!” Nox said. 
 
    “Sir, we’re getting a message!” Lieutenant Sanders said. 
 
    “From Spradlin and Waters?” 
 
    “No.  From… from within the interdimensional corridor!” 
 
    “Let’s hear it,” Raven said. 
 
    “Cygnusa, do you read me?” a female voice spoke. 
 
    “Who is this?” Raven asked. 
 
    “My name is Laverna DeCastillo,” the woman said.  “Please do not be alarmed.  Stand by for our arrival.” 
 
      
 
    The shimmering energy grew darker as an object materialized inside the ghostly spherical shape. 
 
    As it did, the nano-probe haze spread out and swirled away only to be drawn back into the machine world. 
 
    They all saw it, on the Cygnusa and the Prototype’s planetoid. 
 
    The arrival of another world. 
 
    Her surface was covered in hexagonal metallic structures not unlike those on the machine world.  They were part of the planetary Displacer system and allowed the planet to be transported here. 
 
    “Look,” Nox said.  “Below the metal structures!” 
 
    They all saw it.  Familiar land masses and oceans. 
 
    “By the Gods,” B’taav said, his voice barely contained by the emotions pouring from it.  “It’s…it’s—” 
 
    “Homeworld,” Cer said. 
 
    “Time to start calling her by her proper name,” Nox said.  “Earth.” 
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    She emerged from the shimmering lights of the interdimensional corridor, a world thought lost and destroyed. 
 
    Poisoned by years of purposeful neglect, her oceans were acid and her surface irradiated. 
 
    She bore the scars of years of fighting and the attempts of an ancient alien race to devour her. 
 
    She should have been dead, destroyed by a solar system killer. 
 
    “The Thanatos wasn’t sent to destroy Earth?” Becky Waters asked. 
 
    “It was sent to destroy what was left of the Locust Plague,” Vulcan said.  “The energy blast it created was used by the machines hidden under Earth’s surface to power the interdimensional corridor.” 
 
    “You planned this along,” Becky Waters said.  She faced Paul Spradlin.  “You knew?” 
 
    “I did, but I didn’t think it was possible…” Spradlin stuttered.  A tear ran down his youthful face.  “Vulcan, you found a place where Earth could be moved to.  A place that was similar enough to the Solar System.  A place where it would fit.” 
 
    The metallic structures covering Earth compressed.  Some disappeared under the ground while others rose up into space and broke away from the planet.  These structures flew to the machine world. 
 
    “There were three Sentinels originally sent by the Locust Plague to investigate Earth,” Vulcan said.  “I was One of Three.  General Spradlin received the nano-probes of what was left of Two of Three.  Three of Three threw himself into a volcano.  He did not perish.  His nano-probes penetrated the Earth’s crust and built machines unlike any other.  His machines readied Earth for this day.” 
 
    As she spoke, Earth took its place in orbit around the Elician sun and began her rotation. 
 
    “One world exchanged for another,” Vulcan said. 
 
    “By the Gods, even her new moon is like Earth’s,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    “The tides will be unaffected.  Though this system’s sun is smaller and Earth’s orbit is nearer, she will receive the same amount of heat and light.  It’s as if she never left the Solar System.” 
 
      
 
    Aboard the Cygnusa Lieutenant Sanders turned from her computer monitor. 
 
    “I’m detecting a starship, Sir,” she said.  “She was on the Earth’s surface.  She’s climbing into orbit.” 
 
    The communicator came alive and on the main view-screen once again appeared the image of Laverna DeCastillo. 
 
    “Saint Vulcan brought Earth back for you,” she said.  “Consider it a gift and, if you are so inclined, a small restitution for her sins.” 
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    Laverna DeCastillo’s ship flew into the remains of the Prototype’s planetoid and landed beside the Xendos. 
 
    “I hope you’re still watching us, Cygnusa,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    “We are,” Raven replied. 
 
    A small door on the side of the craft opened and the being that called herself Laverna DeCastillo exited the craft.  She waited while another figure emerged from the ship. 
 
    This figure had a humanoid shape but neither clothing nor an outer skin.  It had a glass body which looked very much like Vulcan’s.  Its internal lights, however, were far brighter. 
 
    “Is that who I think it is?” Paul Spradlin said. 
 
    “I… I feel his presence,” Vulcan said.  “Yes, Paul.  That is my last remaining companion.  Three of Three.” 
 
    Laverna DeCastillo and Three of Three walked into the shielded area. 
 
    Laverna DeCastillo momentarily paused before the remains of the Prototype while Three of Three continued forward.  He leaned down before Saint Vulcan and spoke. 
 
    “It is done, One of Three.” 
 
    Vulcan stirred and, with great effort, tried to raise her hand.  The being gently took Vulcan’s hand in his. 
 
    “Thank you,” Vulcan said. 
 
    “You are hurt,” Three of Three said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Three of Three released his grip and laid both hands on Vulcan’s shoulders. 
 
    Laverna DeCastillo approached the group.  There was sadness on her very human looking face. 
 
    “Do not be sad, Laverna,” Saint Vulcan said. 
 
    “I lose both a father and grandfather on the same day,” she said. 
 
    “But gain a companion and a world of your own,” Saint Vulcan said.  “You now have the freedom to explore the entire universe.  How I envy you, Laverna DeCastillo.” 
 
    Saint Vulcan faced Spradlin and Becky Waters. 
 
    “Goodbye Paul Spradlin,” she said.  “Goodbye Becky Waters.  Goodbye everyone.  Please take good… take good care… of this… gift…” 
 
    The dim lights within Vulcan’s body moved toward Three of Three’s hands.  The lights penetrated his hands and body.  When the last of them were inside him, Vulcan’s head dropped and her body darkened to ash. 
 
    Three of Three rose.  He walked past Spradlin and Becky Waters and, for a moment, paused. 
 
    “Please treat Earth with kindness,” he said before returning to his ship and disappearing within. 
 
    Laverna DeCastillo approached Becky Waters and Paul Spradlin. 
 
    “The shield Vulcan put in place cannot be sustained much longer,” she said.  “Put your helmets on.” 
 
    Becky Waters and Paul Spradlin did so.  Once secured, Laverna DeCastillo nodded. 
 
    “Goodbye,” she said.  “Perhaps our paths will cross again sometime.” 
 
    Laverna DeCastillo approached her ship and, as she did, the shield that held the atmosphere disappeared.  Laverna DeCastillo entered the craft and its outer door closed. 
 
    Lights flickered along the ship’s side.  It gently lifted and flew away, its destination the machine world. 
 
    Becky Waters and Paul Spradlin returned to the Xendos and, as they boarded her, realized the Prototype’s planetoid was crumbling fast. 
 
    “Vulcan kept it together just long enough for us to see her,” Spradlin said. 
 
    The Xendos left the planetoid.  By the time it reached the Cygnusa, what remained of the massive structure was in pieces and floating away. 
 
      
 
    A day passed, then another. 
 
    Saint Vulcan’s machine world remained in place in orbit near Earth while Three of Three’s machines continued working on her surface.  Earth’s oceans changed, turning from a sludge brown into a bright blue.  Snow caps appeared at the planet’s poles and clouds filled the skies while gently floating along jet streams. 
 
    In the Cygnusa’s forward lounge and throughout the ship, scavengers and crew watched the terraformation and cleansing of Earth with great curiosity. 
 
    Nox and Catherine Holland disappeared for long stretches of time and, when they emerged, the Mechanic’s usually harsh features were much softened.  At one point Becky Waters was surprised to see her friend actually laugh. 
 
    “Love cures all,” she said. 
 
    Nox waved her off. 
 
    “I’m still the unhappy fuck I’ve always been,” she said, though her words weren’t entirely convincing.  “By the way, where’s B’taav and Cer?” 
 
    “They’ve been spending almost as much time in their quarters as you two have in yours,” Becky said. 
 
    “Ah love,” Catherine Holland said. 
 
    “What are your plans?” Becky Waters asked Nox. 
 
    “Don’t know,” Nox said.  “I suppose the first thing I need to do is figure out this new reality.” 
 
    “You’ll get there,” Becky said.  “This is a start, not an end.” 
 
    “Do they need Mechanics around these parts?” Nox asked. 
 
    “You mean Independents?” Catherine Holland said.  “The term Mechanic hasn’t existed since well before the Exodus.” 
 
    “That term is about to experience a resurgence,” Nox said. 
 
    She reached for Catherine Holland’s hand and, with bright smiles on their faces, headed back to their quarters. 
 
      
 
    B’taav and Cer, too, watched Earth’s rebirth.  They joined Dave Maddox, Becky Waters, Paul Spradlin, and, now and again, Raven in the Cygnusa’s bridge or the ship’s lounges.  They had plenty of time to answer his many questions. 
 
    The scavengers that required medical attention recovered and a pleasant mood settled over the ship. 
 
    Time was on everyone’s hands. 
 
      
 
    On the third day Lieutenant Sanders received another update from the Wake. 
 
    “Lieutenant Daniels is pleased to report the Wake’s thrusters are fully functional,” she told Raven.  “He’s been reading our reports and wants to know what’s going on with Homeworld.” 
 
    “Tell him to stop asking so many questions and come see for himself,” Raven said.  “What about the Displacer?” 
 
    “She’s still—” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanders closed her mouth.  A smile appeared on her face. 
 
    “Sir, a new update.  The Displacer is active!” 
 
    Within the bridge of the Cygnusa, and soon enough throughout the entire ship, a joyous roar was heard. 
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    That night they gathered in the Cygnusa’s conference room and sat around its large, spherical table. 
 
    A window at the far end of the room looked out at Earth and Saint Vulcan’s machine world. 
 
    “I brought everyone together because we need to talk about what happens now,” Raven told them.  “Specifically, my report to the Council.  What do I tell them?” 
 
    “The truth,” Spradlin said.  “As much as you’re comfortable saying.” 
 
    “What about your identities?” Raven said.  “If word gets out as to who you are and where some of you are from, there won’t be a planet distant enough to hide yourselves.” 
 
    “Already taken care of,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’ve found, and appropriated, four identities.  A few minor changes and we have established histories within the Empires.  All we have to do is disappear into the scavenger crowds and no one will be the wiser.  Provided, of course, you let us.” 
 
    “What about you, Becky?” Raven said.  “Not to be blunt, but your look is… unique.” 
 
    “Your Doctors tell me that with some surgery these machine parts can be hidden and I can look as normal as everyone else.” 
 
    “I kind of like the way you look right now,” Paul Spradlin said. 
 
    “Then get a real good look because it won’t last much longer.” 
 
    Cer felt a vibration coming from her communication device.  She read off its screen and a smile appeared on her face. 
 
    “What is it?” Raven asked. 
 
    “Despite my fugitive status, I still have contacts on Helios,” she said.  “Once the Displacer was reactivated, I asked Lieutenant Daniels to make some inquiries to my friends.  He just got their answers.” 
 
    “What did you…?” Raven started. 
 
    “I asked about your sons,” Cer said.  “They’re safe and healthy and looking forward to your return home.” 
 
    Raven sat back in his chair.  The agony of not knowing what happened to his sons following the attacks around Helios dissolved in that moment. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. 
 
    “We should be the ones thanking you,” Cer replied. 
 
    “Agreed,” Spradlin said.  “All of you.” 
 
    Dave Maddox rose from his chair and walked to the window. 
 
    “But there remains one more mystery,” he said. 
 
    “What?” B’taav asked. 
 
    Before Maddox could get his answer, an urgent message came from the bridge. 
 
    “Yes Lieutenant Sanders?” Raven said. 
 
    “Sir, the distress signal!  It’s back!” 
 
    “We’ll be right there,” Raven said and got out of his chair. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Spradlin said.  “He pointed out the window.  Take a look.” 
 
      
 
    It appeared in the distance, a vessel almost as large as the Prototype’s planetoid. 
 
    She was long and cylindrical and very ancient. 
 
    “By the Gods,” Cer said.  She recognized the vessel’s shape from descriptions found in the Holy Texts.  “The third ark.” 
 
    The massive ship entered Earth’s orbit as the last of Three of Three’s machines finished their cleansing terraformation.  Those machines flew from Earth to Vulcan’s machine world and, once they settled down on that world’s surface, the machine world started spinning. 
 
    Moments later Saint Vulcan’s machine world slowly flew off into the darkness of outer space.  Soon, she was nothing more than a tiny white dot. 
 
    Then nothing at all. 
 
    “Goodbye, Saint Vulcan,” Spradlin said. 
 
    “What’s in the third ark?” B’taav asked. 
 
    “The animals and plants,” Spradlin said.  “Every one of them we could save.” 
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    In the bridge of the Cygnusa, Cer, B’taav, Becky Waters, Paul Spradlin, Catherine Holland, Nox, and Dave Maddox stared out the main view-screen and at the planet Earth. 
 
    The Xendos and the few scavenger crafts left on the Cygnusa were sent to the third ark to explore and assess all she carried. 
 
    The vessel’s cryogenic units remained functional and, as Paul Spradlin said, they were filled with Earth’s flora and fauna.  There were cargo vessels on board the ark capable of transporting the cryogenic units and their cargo down to Earth. 
 
    In a short amount of time, groups of scavengers and officers began transporting and replanting the vegetation on Earth.  The soil, now fertile, accepted the seeds and plants and trees would soon sprout and take root.  Shortly afterwards the animals, fish, and insects would join them. 
 
    Raven entered the bridge from the elevator. 
 
    “Have you heard the latest news?” he said.  “The Prototype and his ships scared the leaders of Epsillon and Phaecia so much they decided it was time to put aside their differences and actually talk.” 
 
    “It’s always best when leaders do,” Becky Waters said. 
 
    They watched as ships departed the third ark and made their way down to Earth. 
 
    “The scavengers are doing a great job,” Raven said.  “It occurs to me the scavengers on both the Cygnusa and Wake could make a good life for themselves here, caring for this world.” 
 
    “It’s far better than sorting through trash,” Dave Maddox said. 
 
    “Sounds like another of Vulcan’s grand schemes came to fruition,” Paul Spradlin said while eyeing Catherine Holland. 
 
    “I’m sure it was,” Catherine Holland noted. 
 
    She laid her head on Nox’s shoulder and the two watched in wonder as their planet spun. 
 
    Cer grabbed B’taav’s hand and a quiet settled over the bridge. 
 
    They watched the movement of the ships and admired all that was accomplished and wondered, if only a little, what was in store. 
 
      
 
    In time the forests and animals returned to Earth and the long lost planet again teemed with possibilities. 
 
    This world where humanity emerged from, this world humanity ravaged and abandoned, was returned to them. 
 
    A paradise lost was now a paradise regained. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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