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GLOSSARY

ASTRALS
Astral Energy
This is the energy that Astral-sensitive individuals can draw from the Astral Plane and then use in many seemingly-magical ways.
Astral Plane
A non-physical, energy-only dimension that exists alongside the physical dimension
Astral Entities
The fearsome beings that inhabit the Astral plane and from whom Astral energy is provided to Astral-sensitive people.
Astral Sensitivity
The ability to tap into the Astral plane and draw Astral energy from it. Astral-sensitivity is rare, but far rarer still are those able to draw strongly from the Astral plane.
Channeling
The act of drawing Astral energy from the Astral plane.
High and the Deep
There are two factions of Astral entities - called the High and the Deep by people of the galaxy. Although the motives behind why the Astral entities provide Astral-sensitive people with Astral energy have never been firmly established, the High look to act as a counterbalance to the activities of the Deep entities, who seem to thrive on the chaos, death and destruction often carried out by Deep-users.
CIVILISATIONS / FACTIONS
Aneev Confederacy
A large civilisation, roughly equivalent in size to the Dominion, occupies about 5% of the galaxy. Largely isolationist in outlook.
Commonwealth
The largest of all the star empires, claiming nearly a third of the galaxy as its own. A republic. Is currently at its weakest both economically and militarily, having been through a series of wars.
Dominion
Considerably smaller than its neighbor, the Commonwealth, the dictatorship has sought to improve its position within the galaxy’s most powerful empires through conquest. Its new leader, seeking to convert the Dominion to democracy, is deeply unpopular with the ruling elite.
Edo
The Edo are a sect of High-users, Astral sensitive people of many races who are sworn to uphold a strict set of rules, their tenets, and seek to protect all life within the galaxy.
The Edo ranks start at Neophyte (trainee), Askari (fully-trained), Mushur (Leader), Grand Mushur (the highest rank).
Grazan Combine
A smaller but efficiently run monarchy, where beauty is highly favored and keenly used to their advantage. Matched only by their beauty is their ruthlessness - assassinations among the elite are an everyday occurrence.
Skave
The Skave, long-time sworn enemies of the Edo, are an ever-expanding sect of Astral-sensitives who draw energy from the Deep. This energy comes from Astral beings who care little for the preservation and sanctity of life, whose views of what to do with the physical universe are at odds with those beings of the High that the Edo themselves draw their energy from.


The Wilds
The fringes of the galaxy, where the rule of law is much less strongly enforced by the civilisations that claim those areas.




Chapter 1

Himdel
Government Central
Not for the first time, Olsen Carver, the Commonwealth’s Premier, questioned his own sanity. No sane person would choose to lead the galaxy’s largest civilization, surely?
“I don’t even know what I’m doing here,” he muttered to himself, eyes closed, sagged back in his chair.
He was sat in his small, unremarkable office that adjoined the much more impressive Premier’s suite, right at the top of a soaring, kilometers-high building that housed a tiny fraction of the planet’s bureaucratic workings. Himdel, home to the Commonwealth’s government, dedicated itself to administering the many thousands of planets and untold trillions of beings that considered themselves part of the Commonwealth. Such an endeavor took billions of people, and right there at the peak, exposed at the very pinnacle of that organization, and all that responsibility, was Olsen Carver.
Over the near decade of time that he’d been Premier, Olsen had presided over countless emergencies, disasters, threats and wars. Too many to recall. Some were so bad that he still had nightmares about them. The two invasions that had actually reached Himdel were the worst, both because of witnessing them firsthand and the awful loss of life caused.
The invasion by the Zhur Thoggu, the machine intelligence species that had vowed to destroy all organic life in the galaxy, had been bad enough, but the assault by the Deep entity Hastuthu was worse on a psychological level. Those evil, hellish beings from the Astral plane were like your worst imaginings come to life. That something that terrifying existed, and had rampaged throughout the city districts of Himdel, was something that had left deep scars on Olsen’s mind and soul.
And now, having just spoken to Michael Silverdell via holocomm, he knew that the Deep were coming back.
“I can’t go through it again,” he said to himself, shaking his head. He stroked his carefully manicured mustache, but even that normally reassuring action did nothing to quell the dread that was rising within him. Olsen felt like he was getting heavier and heavier, being pulled ever harder into the chair, like the universe was sucking him into an inescapable hole of abject despair. His chest felt like it was being crushed, adding anxious panic to misery and fear.
He took a deep, ragged breath.
Michael had been apologetic, in his normal unflappable manner. It was typical for the leader of the Edo, that noble sect of Astral-sensitive beings, to take responsibility for the actions of others. Over hundreds of years, the Edo had dedicated themselves to protecting all life throughout the galaxy and so, because of the size of the Commonwealth, had often embroiled themselves in the Commonwealth’s affairs. They had, in fact, been instrumental in defeating both the Zhur Thoggu and Hastuthu. Admittedly, it was the actions of the Edo that had focused the Zhur Thoggu on the Commonwealth and had allowed Hastuthu through to this dimension, but really they couldn’t be blamed for anything but good intent.
With reluctance, he reached over and pressed a button on his desk’s communicator.
“Silvie, could you contact Admiral Astana and Mr. Vasquez, please? Give them my regards and ask them to visit me with all haste.”
“Of course, sir,” replied his assistant.
Their offices weren’t far away, so baring something disastrous they’d be only a few minutes. He took every second of those minutes to compose himself. Even if he didn’t feel like it, he felt obligated to appear the confident, resourceful and able ruler that the Commonwealth needed, especially now.
There was a polite knock on the doors to his office. They opened and Silvie showed the two men in. She closed the doors after them. In any other circumstance, the look of apprehension on their faces would have been cause for laughter.
“Gentlemen. Thank you for coming so quickly. Please, sit.”
They were two of the most powerful individuals in the largest civilization in the galaxy, and yet they looked terrified at the prospect of what they instinctively knew to be yet more bad news.
Astana looked as old, yet vigorous, as ever. He was long past retirement age yet had never voiced such thoughts to Olsen, nor would Olsen proffer them. Astana would retire when it suited him, and not a moment sooner, and besides, there wasn’t anyone else as capable as him of leading the Commonwealth’s military. Olsen would appreciate and capitalize on every extra day that Astana continued his services.
Egan Vasquez, the director of the Commonwealth’s Intelligence and Security divisions, was a smoothly handsome, dark-haired man nearing his 40th birthday who’d quickly risen through the ranks to his current position a few years earlier. Loyal to a fault, Olsen had complete trust in him and depended on Egan for many activities over the years.
Having them both present immediately buoyed Olsen’s spirit. He wasn’t really alone at the top, not when he had these two to depend on.
They both settled in their chairs and looked expectantly at him.
“I’ve just spoken with Michael Silverdell. He had some rather unsettling news to tell.”
Neither man spoke. They just looked at him, still anxious.
“The Skave have gained the ability to create portals.”
Olson watched their faces. The confusion about how the Skave could have suddenly learned how to open portals quickly gave way to acceptance and then pure, naked fear.
Astana was the first to speak.
“When?”
“A few hours ago. We have some time.”
Both men understood what he meant. The Skave would be coming. And this time with more than one entity.
“That’s something,” said the Admiral.
“I should begin preparations immediately, sir,” said Egan. He rubbed at his forehead, hand shaking.
Olsen nodded. “Please, Egan. I’ll call an emergency Inner Assembly meeting and invoke a state of emergency. Both of you now have full autonomy to do exactly what you need. If anyone gives you any problems, have them arrested. We have to make every second count. Billions of lives depend on it.”
They both stood and turned to leave. Silvie already had the doors opening. Once they’d left, Olsen sagged back into his chair again; the energy they’d given him seemed to leave with them. He knew there was no time to waste, that he had to call the Inner Assembly meeting immediately, but he could already imagine how Martilda Cutmaster, the senior representative for the Himdel sector, would react. Venomous outrage, and she’d immediately start working her angle. Actually, he revised his opinion of Deep Astral entities down one notch. She was worse.
He reached back over his desk and pressed the same button as before.
◆◆◆
 
Haggard Tidings
The good ship Haggard Tidings swam through hyperspace, using a hyperspace lane that had seen little traffic in a long time. It didn’t go anywhere of much importance. Had any of the sentients on board taken the time to look out of one of the ship’s view ports, they would have seen nothing but blackness. There was no light in hyperspace. In fact, normally there wasn’t anything in hyperspace, at least as far as any inhabitant of the physical dimension would understand it. Despite hyperspace travel having been commonplace throughout the galaxy for thousands of years, few really understood the physics behind hyperspace and the engines which made it possible - if physics was even the correct term.
Scientists understood that the two dimensions were related but wholly separate. Distance was loosely connected, which is why hyperspace allowed for faster-than-light travel. Somehow, space-time could influence hyperspace, and this phenomenon was used (or abused) by space-time distortion-capable ships that were equipped with devices that could interfere with ships in the surrounding hyperspace and knock them back into the physical plane. There was never much warning for those hit by the distortions, though Astral sensitive beings could sometimes give early warnings and help those lucky few ships to avoid the traps. Despite the risk of this piracy, hyperspace travel was incredibly safe and because of it the galaxy had thrived.
The ship’s inhabitants were all far too stressed to waste their time considering any of this. Except for Nathan Bircheno, who was in the ship’s modest medical bay being treated for his severe injuries along with Fralkan, and the four Rawling militia that had survived were bunked down in the hold, they were all squeezed into the ship’s small mess.
Grace Blake, Cail Otan, Joakim Falk and Andras Otan occupied the four seats and Michael Silverdell and Josh Black stood. Except for Andras, who was drinking in the situation with unabashed exhilaration, they were all looking expectantly at Michael, the Edo Grand Mushur - the most experienced and senior of all the Edo. Now in his late fifties, age and all the struggles he’d been through were showing on his face. His brown hair was shot through with gray, as was his neatly trimmed beard. His eyes glowed as fiercely blue from his years of Channeling Astral energy as ever. They were mesmerizing to look at, and contributed to his confidence-inspiring aura. You felt like you could achieve anything when you were with the Grand Mushur.
He nodded at Cail. “How is your neck?”
Cail scowled and shook his head slightly. “It’s healing. As long as I don’t laugh I’ll be ok. Not that there’s much to laugh about at the moment.”
Nobody spoke.
Just hours earlier they had been at a huge Skave starbase, having been lured into a long-running scheme to learn from Cail how to open portals to the Astral plane. A young girl that Cail had grown close to had been captured and held hostage by the Skave. Unfortunately for them all, that girl, Skylar Parede, had turned out to be a Skave prodigy, with the unique ability to learn Channeling techniques merely by studying them up close. Cail had killed her mother, and the girl had come perilously close to a killing blow, cutting deep into Cail’s neck. She had then escaped and Val Nordin, an incredibly powerful Edo who had fallen to the Deep, arrived with Michael in tow. A tense moment came and went and then Nordin left with his few remaining Paladins - other Edo who were following him on his quest to destroy the Skave at all costs. They’d all followed quickly on Nordin’s heels, eager to take advantage of him clearing a path through the Skave and their ship defenses while they could. Then, they’d fled into hyperspace, using the nearest lane available, not caring where it took them.
Michael smiled. “I’m glad.” He looked around at their faces, not sure where to begin.

Josh sighed. “So come on, Michael. What now?”
Trust Josh to cut to the chase.
Despite not being Edo, Josh and Grace Blake had spent much of the last twenty years with Michael, helping time and time again. They were his closest friends. Josh was a gruff space privateer, having spent his entire adult life as either a crew member or captain of small, independent trader ships. He was also the finest marksman Michael knew, more accurate with a pistol than most were with a rifle. Utterly dependable and completely unflappable, Josh was the person you wanted by your side when things went south.
Grace was the perfect counterbalance to Josh's pigheadedness. She was careful, considered, and diplomatic, and would often hold back Josh when he got too far in over his head. Empathetic, she knew when to help or when to keep out of the way, and always had time to talk with Michael when he needed her. Together, they made the perfect couple and the perfect companions.
“I’m open to suggestions.”
Grace cleared her throat. “Let’s lay out the current situation, try to guess where we’ll be needed most.”
Josh huffed. “Current situation? Honey, you’re screwed. I’m screwed. We’re all screwed.”
She looked at her husband and blinked slowly. “Thanks, dearest. I mean, where are the Edo now and what can we do to help.”
He looked away. “I know. Sorry. I’m just a little agitated.”
She took one of his hands and gripped it with hers, squeezing.
“OK, let’s do that,” said Michael. “As far as I’m aware we have a few situations. The Commonwealth has asked for help to defend the Favigne shipyards - they feel that we could help negate the Skave’s use of their own Astral-sensitives. This will leave our base on Sobal Gailian with only a few trained Edo to protect it. Jake Bulver and Kaliko Savina were heading to meet with Thea Leilani, and Astrals-know-what Nordin and his team are going to do now.”
“Where’s Sobal Gailian?” asked Cail.
“It’s a planet in the Grazan Combine,” said Michael.
Cail looked confused. “I’m obviously missing something.”
“The Commonwealth decided they’d had enough of us so we had to relocate. Queen Frost was more than happy to accommodate us. It’s only temporary, though they’re keen for us to remain indefinitely.”
Cail shook his head. “Leave for a few years and everything changes.” He considered. “So the base is fairly secure then, if the Grazans are defending it.”
Michael grimaced. “You’d think. Unfortunately, we were attacked recently by mercenaries and lost some Edo, including Mushur Nenotuul.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. She was an excellent Edo and a loving person.”
“Thank you. She was. The Grazans have increased the base’s defenses since, so I feel another attack would be better dealt with but I’m still concerned.”
“So I guess the question is,” said Grace, “do we go back to help protect the base, help defend the shipyards, or try to guess where your Skylar and her portals will go first?”
“She could go anywhere,” said Josh.
Michael shook his head. “I think I know exactly where they’re going.” He paused. He felt loath to speak it incase just saying the words would increase its likelihood of being true. He could see that almost everyone knew where, but were just as reticent to discuss it as he was.
“Where?” asked Andras, guilelessly.
Michael looked at the excitable young man, so new to Channeling and yet had performed competently and courageously, according to Cail, his mentor. Andras’s green eyes were wide, like he was trying to soak everything up and remember it in crystal-clear clarity.
“Himdel, my new friend. They’re going to Himdel.”
“Oh wow, really?” exclaimed Andras. “I’ve always wanted to go there and see the cities. Cities so big they cover entire continents!”
“Andras,” said Cail.
Andras turned to Cail. “What?”
Cail shook his head. Andras’ antics were a constant source of aggravation for him.               “Think about it. It’s not a good thing.”
Andras frowned, and then it dawned on him. “Oh.”
“Yes,” said Cail. “Oh.”
“I think it’s clear that we need to head there with all haste,” said Michael.
Andras froze. It looked for a moment that he was going to object but after a moment where conflicting emotions plagued his face he ended up nodding. Cail was right. He was a brave man.
“Do you think we can make much of a difference, Michael?” asked Josh, as bluntly honest and realistic as ever.
Andras turned to look at Josh. “We definitely can. I don’t know if you know Cail very well, but I just saw him fight. He’s awesome!”
Cail laughed and then grunted in pain. “Ouch. I said don’t make me laugh.”
◆◆◆
 
Zhur’Thogguranti
Multiplication had proceeded swiftly. The fifth Cea Ero had just been birthed by the AI birthing pod and it now stood with the other four instances of itself. As did Jent’i’s four instances. At the duplicate depot, another five of each being were also ready.
Except for one exact duplicate, Jent’i’s multiples were all slightly different from each other, with each version intended to allow for optimum efficiency at various tasks. All shared the basic bipedal morphology, and the same smoothly spherical head unit with a 360 degree optical band. The limbs were different on each. Two of the units had non-nanite, non-amorphous limbs with double articulated joints combined with strong but dexterous pincer-like manipulation appendages. These instances would be more the more physical tasks, where application of outright force would be required. Another had a long prehensile limb that extended out from its back, useful for tasks requiring delicate positioning and balance. Jent’i had dedicated a large percentage of its subroutines to devising ever more optimized and improved versions of itself.
The Cea Ero instances, in stark contrast, were all exact duplicates of itself. Tall. Dark. Ominous. Brooding. It was impossible to guess what each was thinking.
The birthing pod made a final few sounds as it completed its post-birth maintenance tasks and then the facility became still. They regarded each other.
Jent’i knew of the agent’s enjoyment at making the other unit speak first. As Cea Ero knew, it didn’t have time for games. It was scheduled for termination aboard one of the Imperial ships soon.
“We are at an impasse,” said Jent’i.
“We are?” replied the primary Cea Ero. It knew they were, Jent’i thought, but it liked to play these low-efficiency games for some illogical reason that escaped it.
“I propose we each assume exclusive access to one depot each. I have calculated that this would be by far your optimum route to go with your multiplication. It will suit my needs.”
Cea Ero 3 replied. “We will need the encrypted keys.”
This was the tricky bit, and its sole chance to one-up the agents.
“You will. The deal is this. I will assume ownership of this depot. You will leave immediately for the other, with my instances departing your depot. Once my instances are safely here, I will provide keys that will auto-lock after 48 hours. Assuming that you have done nothing to interfere with my multiplicity then I will provide another set, indefinitely.”
Cea Ero regarded Jent’i. “I had given a high probability to you proposing this arrangement. I can see no better solution but I withhold the right to renegotiate in the future.”
I know exactly what you mean by renegotiate.
Jent’i bowed. “Agreed.”
As one, the Cea Ero instances turned and left, leaving Jent’i with its instances. It quickly communicated with them, acquiring instant approval from each of them, as it knew it would - it had modified its code to enforce a rigid rule of seniority between all of its instances, with the newest instances always the least senior. It ensured Jent’i would remain alpha and in overall command. Or so it predicted. This was unfamiliar territory, and though Jent’i was a proficient coder, it was no developer. It would have to remain vigilant.
The duplicate version of itself turned without further word and left, heading for the human fleet and termination. Jent’i Alpha knew the turmoil that instance would be feeling, but now, as part of the Jent’i multiplicity, it could face termination knowing the others would continue. It was proud of itself.
The birthing pod began work on the next instance. They could get a few instances ahead of the Ero collective before giving them the keys. They would have to make the most of that minor advantage.
◆◆◆
 
Favigne
And just like that, Elenore Frost and the other Edo decanted from hyperspace and arrived in the Favigne system, home to one of the Commonwealth’s core shipyards.
She stood at one of their vessel’s viewports, eagerly awaiting to see the solar system with her own eyes. Even this far out, way out beyond the minefields that protected the two shipbuilding facilities that orbited the system’s third planet at its L1 and L2 Lagrange points, she could still see how busy the system was from the bright sub-light engines propelling ships around the system.
At this distance they were tiny like little bright insects buzzing around lazily, but what really made you stare was that there were literally thousands of them, everywhere you looked. It looked impossible for them all traveling around safely with that many crowded in so closely together. She thought her home planet Graz, the center and home system of the Grazan Combine, was a busy place but this system made Graz look like some back-water system, long forgotten. It was insane, and begged the question: what in the name of the Astrals could threaten this place?
The stars and the busy little ships all began to spin - their yacht was turning. Elenore presumed they’d been cleared and given a course to follow. Over the course of the next few minutes she watched two small fightercraft fly over and joined them in formation, presumably for security but also probably to make sure they kept to the course since sticking to any route was of vital importance here since for many millions of kilometers around the shipyards were huge minefields, filled with all manner of mines designed to secure the facilities. Only a few passages were clear of mines, and all of them were heavily regulated and patrolled. Nobody unscheduled or without proper clearance could get anywhere near the yards, and more fool you if you strayed from the paths and got yourself blown up by a mine.
Elenore imagined for a moment the uproar that their ship getting the sore end of a deal with a mine would cause. Seven Edo, killed? The heir to the Grazan Combine, murdered? Those two fighters were as much for the Commonwealth’s benefit as for ours, she thought. And rightly so, don’t you know. Elenore was a very important person, thank you very much.
She strained to see one, but the mines were difficult to see. She Channeled, sending the energy out far and wide in search of one. Just to prove they existed, and it wasn’t all a big bluff. Finally she found something lurking out there, small but deadly, filled with bad intent. She drew back from it carefully, suddenly worrying that they had mine types that were specially designed for detecting Astral energy. Imagine the uproar if she foolishly got herself killed.
It took a while to navigate through the minefields. Kia’ora Liv, an Edo she hadn’t met before the trip, came to join her. She was shorter than Elenore (a nice change), wore the simple garments so favored by Edo, and was a few years older but they seemed to have clicked immediately and Kia’ora seemed relaxed with Elenore, even knowing that she was a princess. She guessed that when you’re an Edo yourself, other people don’t ever really feel above you. It was quite nice, if she admitted it, to be treated just like everyone else on the ship. Just one of the gang, just a neophyte, an inexperienced, not even fully trained Edo.
“Look at all the ships,” exclaimed Kia’ora, her eyes wide in amazement. Ah, that made Elenore feel better.
“Crazy, right? They must have some seriously stressed out traffic control people here.”
Kia’ora chuckled. “Rather them than me.”
“Do you know where we’re headed? Are we going to one of the actual shipyards?”
Kia’ora shook her head. “I don’t think so. I heard Mushur Okarachebe speaking to someone and we’re to meet an admiral on his ship, I think.”
Elenore pouted while she thought. “Oh, okay. Yeah, that makes sense, I guess. We’re here to help the fleet, not the actual in-system defenses so…” There wasn’t any need to finish the sentence.
Their ship entered the main hubbub of the system, with ships large and small moving around them. Too many to count. Their fighter escort stuck to them like glue. They made one final turn and lined up on a large ship, a battleship. It was surrounded by smaller support vessels and was obviously home to the admiral they were due to see. Not long now.
The battleship seemed to grow as they drew closer, becoming bigger than she assumed with each passing second. The yacht, not an inconsiderable vessel, suddenly felt tiny and Elenore felt vulnerable just being in it. The idea of being based in one of these battleships suddenly seemed like a much more sensible idea.
Her ship slowed and then passed the front of the battleship. Even its gun emplacements and other less identifiable blisters that protruded from its hull dwarfed her ship. They traveled along hundreds and hundreds of meters of stark gray armored plating, sporadically lit by their lights and lights from other ships. It felt like the ship was infinitely long, a never ending scene of flat metal and sudden sharp angles. Then, they saw huge bay doors open, and they slipped through into a cavernous bay. Their fighter escort peeled away and sped off, no doubt towards another escort run. The bay doors immediately began to close.
The bay was impressive. Besides tens of small ships, like shuttles and fighters and repair ships, there was an actual destroyer nestled in a monstrous ship berth, secured to the deck. A hundred-fifty plus meter long warship was nested within just one bay of the battleship. Her mind boggled.
Their yacht moved serenely towards an empty berth and magnetic grappling hooks shot up to grab the ship. She heard them hit home, the hull ringing like a bell. Once attached they helped maneuver their ship into place. A clang reverberated throughout the ship as larger clamps fixed the ship to the deck - should the battleship lose artificial gravity you really didn’t want spaceships drifting around inside of it. People would get squished, things would explode. It wouldn’t be nice. Elenore understood perfectly.
Magli, the beautifully feathered Maladorni Edo, came into their observation room. Her beige-colored feathers were remarkably similar in color to the clothes the Edo tended to wear. Elenore wondered if that was on purpose or some happy coincidence. She’d have to ask someone. Magli chirped a greeting to them. They smiled back.
“First battleship?” she asked them. They both nodded.
“Big,” said Magli, her large eyes somehow opening even more.
Elenore laughed, then waggled a hand to show her pretend indifference.
“It’s time to go, ladies,” said Magli. “The welcoming party is already here. They’re going to take us to see the Admiral straight away and then send us each to a separate battleship.”
“I can’t wait to command my own battleship,” said Elenore. “I’m not sure what I’m going to blow up first.”
“As long as it’s not mine, I don’t care,” said Kia’ora.
◆◆◆
 
In orbit around Tirshan
Emperor Amos Weststar’s honor fleet had arrived in orbit around Tirshan, one of the new acquisitions for the Dominion since the war had begun. It had been put forward as the first destination of their tour and Weststar had seen no reason to object.
The Dominion was in full control of the planet and was being enthusiastically enforced by both the population’s police forces and security forces brought in from the Dominion. These had been bolstered even further for the duration of his visit. He felt it would be safe and that it could lull Cozan into a sense of comfort and safety.
Both he and Overlord Cozan had chosen a battleship of their own to be their flagship and that had suited Weststar just fine - it meant during the entire trip here he’d only had to speak to Cozan via comms or the holocomm. He’d enjoy the short time without him.
Unfortunately, that was about to be cut short. They were on their way down to the planet in their own shuttles. Both shuttles were defended by a squadron of Mark 3 delta fighters.
From up here, the planet looked green and healthy. Sizable oceans led to plenty of cloud cover and small ice caps at the poles showed a decently habitable planet. Weststar knew that its exports were very healthy, and the Dominion’s economy would be significantly boosted by the planet once the current war footing was over. Some of its exports were high-end luxury items that Weststar liked the look of. He’d arrange for some to be shipped back to Citadel while he was here.
The shuttle started to rock a little as they entered the atmosphere. Inertial stabilizers soon took hold, and the journey became as comfortable as before. Weststar took a few moments to compose himself. One of his aides tried to touch up his makeup, but he waved him away. It was unlikely the news hover cams would be allowed close enough to picture his face that closely, so he wasn’t too worried. And besides, most of the attention would be aimed solely at Cozan. He was depending on it. Not so much for this tour, but for the next one, when Weststar’s plan would come to fruition. Just a couple more days and then, hopefully, Cozan would no longer be a problem.
The shuttles carried out a tandem landing, starport staff and security rushing to position themselves for when the shuttles opened. A small crowd and news reporters were there to watch as they both stepped out of their shuttles, surrounded by their security forces. A hushed silence descended. People stared as purple lightning crackled and fizzed all over Cozan. Weststar’s bright red robes and heavy jewelry covered in huge gems seemed dull in comparison.
Cozan’s eyes, like red-hot coals, found him. “Emperor.”
“Overlord.”
Again, Weststar feared that Cozan would be able to sense his thoughts, see his treachery, and kill him where he stood. The moment passed and Weststar found himself taking a deep breath.
Cozan considered him. “Problem, Amos?”
“No, my Lord,” he said, thinking fast. “I was just overcome momentarily by the vision of you. I can only wonder what the people of this planet will think of you. I feel that they will be awed.”
A small smile appeared on Cozan’s lips. “I’m sure.”
A huge hover bus pulled up before them. Both Weststar’s and Cozan’s security retinue checked out the interior before they were allowed on. It was interesting to note that Cozan’s guards were regular Dominion stock and not Skave. What did that mean?
Cozan looked out of the windows as the bus departed the port, heading towards where they would make their appearance. The area immediately surrounding the starport was heavily industrial, and didn’t improve as they drove along. Crowds lined the street, quietly watching as the bus sailed past.
Cozan frowned. “I am not impressed by this world. I expect the next to be better, Weststar. Choose better.”
Weststar nodded. “My Lord. It will be so.”
After fifteen more minutes of travel, they arrived at the facility of some sort of industrial business, one that required large open spaces to store equipment and goods. Space had been made, room enough for the one hundred thousand people waiting for them.
At some kind of signal, the crowd began cheering. Weststar could hear that it wasn’t spontaneous, vigorous or enthusiastic cheering, and was more the sort that you have to force someone into. He hoped that Cozan didn’t notice. Weststar had sent orders to have the crowds rounded up from the surrounding businesses. Most of them would lose money from the missed work, so it wasn’t really that much of a surprise to see them feeling less than happy about being there.
Cozan left the bus first, with Weststar trailing behind. They made it up onto the presentation platform. The crowd continued to cheer. Cozan looked suitably pleased. He raised his arms, and the crowd grew quiet.
The Overlord began his speech. Weststar zoned out, mind firmly set on the near future. A scene very similar to this one, but with an entirely different ending.
He was excited, but also more scared than he’d ever been in his life.
What if it failed?
◆◆◆
 
Citadel
Stronghold
Admiral Adami was late for her holocomm meeting with Weststar. She couldn’t bring herself to think of him as Emperor, knowing how little real control he had while Cozan pulled at his strings. The fact that the Dominion was now in league with the Skave was something Adami could never forgive Weststar for, even if he hadn’t been aware of Doyen Niettha really being the Skave Overlord Cozan. It was just too much. First the Zhur Thoggu and now the Skave. It was as if the Dominion had reached a new low, where it didn’t care how dirty its bedfellows were, just so long as they helped it achieve galactic domination.
Of course, the Dominion wasn’t really allied with the Skave. That implied some sort of partnership, a parity of standing between each civilization. There was no such arrangement. The Skave, through Cozan, controlled the Dominion. The Dominion was effectively a vassal state, obligated to do the Skave’s bidding. Yes, their current objectives were aligned in that both wanted to defeat the Commonwealth, but Adami was under no illusions that their desires would remain in synch forever.
Perhaps Weststar’s mad plan to have some mercenaries assassinate Cozan while they were on their ridiculous tour would work, and not really bring down the wrath of the Skave upon them, but she doubted it. Her faith in Weststar had been shaken. She wanted to hope for the best but she only feared the worst.
The lift to her new residence within the Imperial Stronghold arrived at her door. It flashed open, and she walked in, shaking her head at the previous owner’s indecently decadent furnishings. It had been Weststar’s abode until he’d become Emperor, and he hadn’t had chance to move his things to the palace. It saved her the job of furnishing it, but she wished he hadn’t been so extravagant in his desire to surround himself in riches. Her preferences tended towards the austere.
She moved swiftly through to the office that contained a holocomm unit, seated herself within the ridiculously over-filled chair and punched in his ID.
His face formed above the device. He looked nervous but relieved to see her.
“Petrina, I’m so glad to see you. I thought the worst for a moment there.”
What in the Astrals? Worrying about me?
“I’m fine, Amos. I’m sorry for my tardiness.”
A hand appeared as he waved away her apology. “No need. No need. How is everything? I’ve been gone less than a day but already I feel like I’m losing control.”
You never had control, she thought.
“Well, I need to talk to you about the Favigne assault.”
“Of course. Anything I can do to help.”
Adami frowned. Something was definitely up with Weststar.
“Are you okay?”
“Yes, yes. Absolutely. Just, you know, focused on the tour.”
Ah. He was terrified. His attempt at taking out Cozan was fast approaching. Weststar was more used to dealing with people at arm's length, and certainly not with powerful Astral-sensitives of the Deep persuasion. The transmission wasn’t secure so he couldn’t risk talking about it with her.
“Understood. So, I recently spoke with someone from the Commonwealth’s Inner Assembly. Apparently the Edo are going to be helping them at Favigne.”
“Oh,” said Weststar. “I see.”
“I imagine you’d quite like to see them do poorly?”
“I would, most definitely.”
“I thought that we could send three of our battle fleets along with the Skave fleet. It will slow down our progress in other areas of the front but taking out some Edo along with their shipyards seems like an excellent use of our resources.”
Weststar smiled, even though he still looked preoccupied.
“I agree entirely. Please launch the offensive as soon as everything is ready to go. Good luck, Admiral.”
“You too, my Emperor.”
His smile faltered as his image decayed away to nothing.
◆◆◆
 
Darkening Horizon
Your guests are waiting in the dining facility, said Thea Leilani’s ship, the Darkening Horizon.
Despite the neural communication being supposedly data only, the ship somehow conveyed its displeasure regarding Jake Bulver and Kaliko Savina being aboard. Unless, she admitted, she was reading emotions where there were none. But then, she knew the ship. She knew exactly how cranky it was.
The Darkening Horizon was a robot brain-controlled cruiser, serviced and maintained by a fleet of robot servitors. It had seemed like a good idea to retrofit the vessel into her personal ship. Protection, firepower, room to exercise and nobody to stress her out. She hadn’t really thought about whether the ship would be good company. Initially, she’d been close to resetting the brain back to default, but she’d grown to enjoy its quirks and foibles.
Since leaving the Skave, Thea had used her talents to establish an enormous black market empire and was richer than she ever thought possible. She could have easily afforded to man the ship with the best crew in the galaxy but it just didn’t suit her personality and her own flaws. She was probably more flawed than the ship, if she thought about it. So: keep the ship as it is and keep her own issues nicely bottled up where they bothered her least.
“Could you tell them I’m on my way, please, Ship?”
The silence that followed was typical, and she’d expected it. The ship wouldn’t tell them, and was no doubt offended that she’d tried to make out it was some kind of servant expected to do such things as speak to people who shouldn’t even be on board and thus it felt that the question didn’t deserve to be acknowledged.
She smiled. She was almost finished getting dressed, anyway. She’d put on the least dark clothing she could find. Black was always in fashion, right? She’d found a gray sleeveless top, slashed high at the waist, and a pair of black leather pants matched with some boots that had flashes of red on them. A ruby-encrusted necklace and a pair of ruby earrings tied it all together nicely.
She looked in her mirror. “What do you think, ship?” She laughed when it didn’t reply. She skipped out of her room, down a dimly lit corridor and then another and then she burst into the dining room.
“I’m here, darlings,” she called, pirouetting happily across the room towards her Edo guests.
They were sitting at one of the dining tables, picking at a couple of preprepared meals. Kaliko ignored her antics. Perhaps her and the ship were in collusion? Jake looked up at her and then pointed at the food. “Can I get you something?”
She looked at him demurely. “Is it only food that you’re offering?”
Kaliko growled. She actually growled.
Jake sighed. “Thea, you promised to behave.”
“A girl can hope, can’t she?”
Kaliko looked at Jake. “I’m going to kill her.”
“Please, ladies,” begged Jake. “Either you both behave or we might as well leave now.”
Kaliko looked at him. Furious. “Both of us behave, Jake? Seriously?”
She stood up, glared at Thea. Thea smiled sweetly at her. Winding up the emotional woman was fun.
“I’m going to my room before I do something I’ll regret,” said Kaliko. Then she poked Jake in the shoulder. “Don’t follow me unless you want to apologize.”
Kaliko stormed out.
Jake shook his head and sighed again. “Why, Thea?”
Because sometimes I’m my worst enemy, she thought.
“I was just teasing, Jake. It’s not my fault she doesn’t have a sense of humor.”
“It wasn’t funny, Thea.”
She pouted. “Forgive me, dearest.”
Jake rolled his eyes. “Sit down. We need to talk.”
“Fine.” She sat down opposite him and leaned towards him. “I’m all yours.”
“Astrals save me,” he said, blushing. “Just stop it for one moment. We think we need to reconsider our plan.”
“We? Or Kaliko?”
“We.”
She just smiled at him. She knew him well. She knew how agreeable he was. Even if he didn’t think whatever Kaliko was suggesting was right, he’d still go along with it to appease her.
“We’re not sure that a fleet of ships will help.”
She frowned. “Jake. Calab is a dangerous place. We’re going to need them.”
“Can you build a fleet that will rival the ships defending Calab?”
“We just need to get through them and down to the surface of the planet,” she said. “We don’t need to defeat them in battle.”
“I’m assuming the planet is heavily defended, right? Battle stations, defense fleets, ground defenses, lots and lots of Astral sensitives?”
She hadn’t been there in a long time but he was right. She shrugged, not willing to answer him.
“So do you really think your fleet could get us down to the surface? Honestly?”
Honestly? Me?
“It’ll be difficult,” she admitted.
“And this new cloak tech you’ve got. It’s impossible to detect, right?”
She looked away. She knew where he was going.
“Supposedly. I’m not sure whether we should trust these new Skave.”
“It’s our best chance, Thea. Why can’t you see it?”
She didn’t want to tell him it was greed, pure and simple. She would make another fortune selling them if she could reverse engineer the device. Once the device was installed in her ship, she wasn’t completely convinced that she'd be able to extract it again. Not least would be how the ship would react, her removing the device after having enjoyed possessing a cloak few could boast about. It would be much better for her to have the time to investigate it carefully, especially since the new Skave had warned that it would self-destruct if she attempted to tamper with it. She assumed they were bluffing, but better to be safe than sorry.
But now Jake was looking at her with those eyes. Those eyes that she’d spent months wishing to see again. Those dimples, too. And that smile.
She gave in.
“Fine. We’ll continue home, and then I’ll have the device installed. Happy?”
He didn’t look it. “Thank you. If you’ll excuse me, I want to go check on Kaliko.”
She smiled at him and tried to not look sad as he stood up and left.
◆◆◆
 
Mote’s Eye
Val Nordin and his Paladins landed their ships within the Mote’s Eye’s fighter bay. With just six of the recon nebula craft returning, the hangar looked half empty. More crew than necessary tended to each ship as they disembarked.
The Mote’s Eye’s captain was waiting for them on the deck. She looked as tall and statuesque as Nordin remembered, but the attraction he had felt was gone. He no longer had the time or the patience for such trivialities.
“Val,” she said, nodding at him. She then made a play of looking over the Paladins. “Maybe it’s time you got a smaller ship?”
He stood there and imagined a fun way to kill her. Perhaps he could just tear her head off and then see if he could throw it the length of the bay? Or enclose her face in a vacuum and watch as she perished from asphyxiation as her face swelled and became mottled. He felt Astral energy flowing into him and almost too late he realized he was about to kill the captain. He quickly stopped Channeling, shocked at himself, his lack of control. He’d nearly killed a vital ally over a joke.
Captain Nasturn had taken a hasty step back from him. She’d obviously seen his reaction. He glared at her.
“I suggest you consider your words more carefully, captain.”
Recovering, she glared back. “Is that a threat?”
“A suggestion, as I said. Next time you might not be so lucky.”
The captain gave him and the Paladins a filthy look, one that the Grazan society had turned into a fine art. The Paladins shuffled around uncomfortably. Even Nordin felt chastised. She turned and walked away.
He had to admit to himself that she had a point. More than half were gone, having abandoned him and the cause. Only Marten Rask, Senoch Gray, Amaeh Duranti, Dical Dimerchi and Karlos Tsia’ool remained. Rask was the only one not showing doubts towards Nordin, and that was because the man didn’t feel, only thought in pure logic after the Zhur Thoggu attempted to turn him into a living robot. Luckily they’d failed, but he’d suffered irreparable brain damage in the attempt.
The others were nervous, worried and stricken with doubt. Karlos for being left so long before being rescued after the Skave captured him. He was weak as far as Edo went, so he should understand why he was low priority. Dical had been through a great deal, but this was precisely because he’d been so effective for Nordin. He should see it as a compliment that Nordin had relied on him. Amaeh, the Singronian, with her thick skin and short but rugged physique had been injured early on. She’d recovered quickly but her psyche didn’t seem to match her physique. Her journey towards balance was a struggle. Senoch was a worry. Normally he was unflappable and boringly reliable but lacking any kind of talent or flair. This had made Nordin assume he’d remain loyal indefinitely, no matter how far towards the Deep they went, but apparently not.
In other words, unless he was careful, he’d be on his own soon.
Perhaps that might be for the best. He didn’t really need them. After all, he was Val Nordin, one of the most powerful Astral sensitive beings in the galaxy and the only one who fully understood the balance between the High and the Deep. Maybe they were a distraction and he should be done with them.
But no. They had stuck with him and so he would show them loyalty, too. It would be good to bring them to a full understanding of balance. He’d give them half a day to sleep and recover and then discuss with them the plan going forward. He grudgingly admitted to himself that barreling from one Skave outpost to another wasn’t really getting them anywhere, other than the damage they’d caused to the Skave. They were still no closer to discovering the Skave’s home planet.
Rest. Plan. Action. And maybe a little more education regarding the balance.




Chapter 2

Zhur’Thogguranti
They were standing in one of the hangar bays of their new flagship, named Zhur’Thogguranti after their new home world. It was based on a new version of the standard battleship design, enhanced by both Tasshik and Thycul. Ero had to worry a little about what the tainted Tasshik had meddled with. There was a small but significant chance that Tasshik had added some sort of back-door entry into the ship’s systems that would allow the crafter to take control of the vessel when the need required. Concerning.
At least the crafter had turned up for its termination ritual. It would have been troubling had it chosen to renege on its promise since Ero had been tasked by Ne’lom to ensure the unit attended. Of course, Ero was under no illusion that this Tasshik was the alpha Tasshik. Ero had seen the identical instance at the depot now dedicated to the Tasshik multiplicity.
Ero itself had needed to check twice its unique identification number when it had come online. That it wasn’t the Prime unit had come as a shock. It felt like it was, but then that was the idea. Each Ero instance was Ero.
I am me. As are all the other me’s.
It shouldn’t have mattered which Ero it was, but it did. Despite being identical, it was still inferior, not the original. All the other instances must identify as it did, since they were the same. Only the Prime would lack this concern. Several subroutines labored over this issue. It would leave them to work through the logic.
For now, it was glad to have been the Ero that got to see this Tasshik be destroyed. That was something it would have over all the other instances. All the other Ero’s wanted to terminate the Tasshiks with a high priority setting, but only instance 4, me, could boast of such things.
The shuttle left the hangar and turned immediately towards one of the few remaining Dominion cruisers.
Lus Ne’lom, the leader of the New Zhur Thoggu, stamped his foot.
“May the taint be cleansed from this fleet. We thank the crafter for its devotion to the Zhur Thoggu.”
We do?
“It is a shame to lose such capability,” said Ero.
Lus Ne’lom turned to him. “You would have allowed the unit to continue?”
“No, leader,” replied Ero, bowing slightly. “This was the only logical outcome. I simply mean that the unit was an excellent crafter.”
Ne’lom turned back to watch the shuttle enter the cruiser. No sooner had it done so did the small group of Dominion ships, the last remaining ships, start to move, heading towards their final destination.
“It was a very capable unit, I agree. But all of us exist to serve the Zhur Thoggu. Me. You. Thycul. None of us should consider ourselves indispensable.”
“Of course, Ne’lom,” replied Ero.
Technically, Cea Ero (instance 4) was now utterly dispensable. Any other instance could replace it when needed. Yet despite the throwaway nature of each instance, the Ero group now had practical immortality. Each Ero was no longer unique, but had traded that for infinitely greater security.
And yet Ero did not feel dispensable. It still felt unique. It still wanted to live. It did not want to trade its life if needed so that the Ero multiplicity could continue. It felt as before that it needed to use its talents and experience to improve its position, to increase survival estimates. All that had changed was that as well as Lus Ne’lom and the rest of the Zhur Thoggu, it now had to contend with other instances of itself. It had just become its greatest ally and greatest foe.
One by one, the ships approached the system’s star. With their shields kept down, they soon burned up in the star’s intense heat. And with them went Tasshik. Or one of its instances, at least.
It made for a good start.
◆◆◆
 
Mote’s Eye
Marten Rask had been called up to meet with Nordin and the others in one of the freighter’s passenger areas. In typical Grazan fashion, it was festooned with luxurious fittings and trimmings and paintings of presumably famous Grazan elites littered the walls. It all seemed both pointless and unnecessary. Why would you need furniture to do anything other than its specific task in the most efficient and affordable way possible? And why would you put paintings of people on walls? What possible reason would there be to remind the room’s guests of what those people looked like? No task required by any of the ship’s crew required them to know these people’s faces. There were no reasons. It was utterly illogical.
He added it all to the list of things that confused him about sentient behavior, and he’d seriously debated if the term ‘sentient’ applied to most of them. He knew that he’d not always been like this, but for all that people told him he had suffered trauma he could see no errors in his thoughts, in his logic. Indeed, this meant that prior to his time with the Zhur Thoggu he must have been suffering from some mental malaise that the Zhur Thoggu inadvertently solved for him. One that clouded his thinking, his judgment, made his decisions be based on things not determined through logic alone. He was glad. Others apparently thought that the Marten himself was defective and yet they couldn’t see they suffered with the same malaise that he once had. It was a shame for them, but he had concluded it was beyond his abilities to heal them and so he gave it little thought.
Val, sat at the head of the gold-inlaid table, placed his hands flat upon it.
“Paladins. Thank you for joining me. Karlos, allow me to welcome you back.”
Karlos Tsia’ool took a quick breath to reply but Nordin held a hand up.
“Sorry, later. Let’s focus on what we do next.”
Karlos’ facial muscles contracted briefly into an expression whose meaning was lost entirely to Marten. Facial expressions would be utterly redundant if only they spoke with truth, clarity and logic. But, no. They sought to disingenuously confuse or exaggerate, to express emotion or feelings, and flat out lie. Language, be it verbal or body, was abused almost every time they spoke. It made no sense and yet they all seemed perfectly happy to play along, watching each other carefully, trying to assess for truth or angles, why the others were speaking and acting as they were. It must be exhausting. Senseless.
“We need a new plan,” said Nordin. Eyes opened wider, and the Paladins glanced at each other. Their actions, he presumed, must be to show that they didn’t know why Nordin spoke so when it was as obvious as a blaster shot to the face that they needed a new plan, since they’d failed to appropriate the information they needed. He’d have to remember and try to reproduce the expression and action when next appropriate.
Dical Dimerchi spoke up. “Are you sure, Val? I know we don’t know where their home world is yet but look at how much disruption we’ve caused already. We’ve done more damage to the Skave than the Edo have in decades.”
It was true. The Edo were completely hamstrung by their desire to protect lives at all costs. Their efforts paradoxically led to more lives being lost than would have occurred had they been less determined not to kill.
“It’s not enough, Dical. We could end up chasing them for years. Aren’t you tired of sitting in your little nebula? Don’t you want to go home?”
Dical tilted his head. No idea why. “Of course I do, Val.”
Marten tried to understand why Dical would be tired of sitting in one of the nebula recon fighters when their seats were highly ergonomic, allowing a pilot to sit without discomfort for many hours or days. Perhaps Dical had a pathological condition he wasn’t aware of.
“Then what shall we do?” asked Amaeh Duranti. Her gruff voice sounded different to normal. He presumed it meant to infer some pointless feeling.
“I’m open to suggestions,” answered Val.
Another redundant statement. Surely being open was the default status for a person regarding receiving suggestions? So why say so?
Senoch remained quiet. That man was the least affected of all the people sitting in the room and was the person Marten felt the most similar to. Marten had observed that Senoch refrained from illogical speech at least sixty percent of the time he spoke. He approved.
“No ideas, anyone? Seriously?”
Ah, yes, that’s what the head shake meant. It meant they had nothing to offer, that their logic and knowledge had failed them so badly they had nothing to say. Not even a lie, a guess or some banal bravado.
“Logic dictates that there is but one plan worth considering,” said Marten.
Dical’s eyes closed briefly. No idea. Ignore it.
Val looked at him. “Don’t keep us waiting, Marten.”
Marten felt confused again. “I’m not keeping you waiting, Val.”
“Astrals save me,” muttered Dical.
Val’s face changed as a few muscles pulled here and there.
“I mean, tell us what this plan is, please.”
Marten looked at him and looked around at the others. How their illness affected them. They were all intelligent, capable beings. Trained in the ways of the Edo. They’d seen more of the galaxy than most other sentients and yet they struggled so much with taking data and applying reason to it. Fascinating.
“It’s simply this: If we can’t go to them, we bring them to us.”
◆◆◆
 
Himdel
Government Central
The Inner Assembly session had gone about as well as Olsen Carver had expected. Which was to say, it had not gone well at all.
He was back in the Premier’s suite, waiting in the sparse but spacious holocomm room for a connection to be established with Grazan Queen Syrene Frost. His ally and good friend, he was happy to admit, needed to know about the new threat. It absolutely wasn’t just a good excuse to speak to her again.
While he waited he reflected upon the meeting he’d just had with the representatives, all twenty that made up the Inner Assembly. They’d met in the usual chambers, one that had a large enough oval table to sit all of them plus Carver. Their aides and other members of staff crowded the room, ever eager to appease some of the most powerful people in the galaxy.
Martilda Cutmaster and her sidekick Idrid Matour, the representative for the affluent Egerice system, behaved as precisely as he’d imagined they would. They had become outraged, blaming the Edo for everything, demanding that the Edo be arrested and held accountable for such a travesty. Olsen had been pleased to see that despite the initial panic and fear that swept through them all upon hearing the news, most them understood that at some point the Edo would most likely be needed again. Few agreed with the deadly duo, but this didn’t slow them down in the slightest. They’d gone on and on, with Cutmaster looking visibly excited at the new chance to go after the Edo. In the end he’d had to call them to order. They’d agreed to a full Assembly meeting tomorrow, and passed the state of emergency vote. He trusted that news of the threat would be passed to the media almost as soon as the meeting was over so had scheduled a public appearance for later that evening, to make things official. He wasn’t looking forward to it.
The beautiful, ornate head and shoulders of Syrene Frost coalesced above the holocomm projector. She saw Carver and smiled, and again it looked like she was very pleased to see him. Olsen thanked the Astrals that he was seated as he wasn’t sure whether his suddenly weak body would have kept him upright. Gem-encrusted platinum-blond hair flowed down around her face and over her lean shoulders like liquid metal. She wore a necklace that was somehow both delicate and bold, mirroring her physicality perfectly. He could see the top of a shoulderless dress, inlaid with metallic filaments and small plates. She looked stunning. He swallowed as he swam in the gaze from her piercing blue eyes.
Her smile turned playful. “Olsen. Did your parents not teach you it’s rude to stare?”
He looked away, abashed. “I’m sorry, Syrene. I think there was a glitch with the projector for a moment.” He said as he pulled a caught-in-act expression.
“Oh, I see,” she said slowly, along for the ride.
“I’m pretty sure I didn’t just get you out of bed, not looking like that.”
She turned her head and regarded him from a demure angle. “One must always look one’s best when speaking with the most powerful man in the galaxy.”

He laughed. Goodness, how just a few seconds of time with Syrene could lift his spirits.
“That is true,” he agreed, “though something tells me you’ve got something else rather grand scheduled for after this call.”
Her shoulders slumped, pretending to be upset. “You’re too sharp, Olsen. You’ll have my elite thinking I’m slipping at the game at this rate.”
The Grazan relied almost exclusively on two things: their looks and their cold-hearted viscousness. They would distract their enemies with their beauty while stabbing them in their backs. They were not to be trifled with.
“Hardly. Right now I’d give you the Commonwealth if you so demanded.”
She acted as if to give it some serious thought.
“Don’t tempt me,” she purred.
He laughed, but then grew serious. “I don’t think it would be quite the prize you’re expecting.”
The moment passed. She became somber. “And that’s why you called?”
He nodded. “I’m afraid so. I’ve not long found out that the Skave can now summon Astral entities from the Astral plane at their leisure.”
A steely resolve took hold of Syrene. She titled her head at him for him to continue.
“I’ve declared a state of emergency here on Himdel. I’m hoping to begin the evacuations immediately. I think the entire Commonwealth is going to be affected as people seek to leave to go where they think there’s less chance of an incursion. I wanted to tell you immediately so you can start your own preparations, should you think they’re necessary.”
“I appreciate it, Olsen. We’ll stand by. Whatever happens, remember that you have a friend in me and all the people of the Grazan Combine.”
He smiled gratefully at her. “Thanks so much. I just want you to be safe.”
“That’s sweet of you,” she said, “but I think we need to worry about your safety right now.”
As much as he hated the thought, she was right. The Skave were more likely to attack the Commonwealth than the Grazans. Historically, the Skave had only briefly skirmished within Grazan Combine territory once and that was unlikely to change anytime soon.
The Commonwealth had been much stronger when Hastuthu had attacked, with more ships available to help in the evacuations, and more Edo available to fight it. So now there would most likely be more entities and fewer ways to reduce casualties or stop them. Even with Syrene looking at him, he felt his morale and his resolve wane.
Astrals save us, he thought.
◆◆◆
 
Darkening Horizon
“Remember to keep a fraction of your Channeling going towards your situational awareness at all times,” chided Thea Leilani, smiling gleefully.
Jake Bulver massaged the small of his back and grimaced. He Channeled and flung away the small dumbbell that Thea had sent flying into his back whilst they had been dueling in the ship’s fitness facility.
She was Channeling, still. Her Astral blades, shimmering and crackling with energy, were held one high, one low in a classic combat stance. Though it was disconcerting to see her eyes glowing the same color as her red blades, he had to admit she looked breathtaking. Her long black hair, held currently in a single long ponytail, contrasted with her pale skin and her physical prowess was a sight to behold. She was still as beautiful as ever, and in a flash he recalled all the good times they had spent together as she explored life as an Edo with him.
“Did that lesson need to be quite so painful?”
“Pain is the best instructor,” she teased. It was the wrong thing to say. He turned away. He needed little reminding of the pain she had caused him when she’d betrayed him and the Edo, stolen one of their sacred relics and left without even a goodbye. He’d spent months trying to track her down and get his revenge, failing even in that. Didn’t she realize she’d broken his heart?
He heard her blades dissipate and her step towards him. She laid a hand gently on his shoulder.
“I am sorry, you know,” she whispered.
He turned to face her, angry.
“No, I don’t know, Thea,” he said.
He was going to say something more but then the door to the gym flashed open and in walked Kaliko, immediately spotting them and seeing them stood so close together.
He took an involuntary step away from Thea.
Kaliko’s face turned to thunder.
“Are we having a nice time?” she asked icily.
“We were practicing,” he replied. It sounded pathetic even to his ears.
“Practicing what? Seeing how close you can get your faces without them actually touching?”
He glanced at Thea. For once she wasn’t trying to make things worse by pulling some kind of expression that she knew would aggravate Kaliko. Thank the Astrals.
“We had just paused for a moment, Kaliko. There was nothing going on.”
Kaliko rolled her eyes at him. She jabbed a finger at Thea.
“I know what you’re up to,” she growled.
Thea backed off, raised her hands.
He tried again. “Please, Kaliko. We were just practicing. I’d love for you to join in.”
“With her? Forget it, Jake.” She glared at him. “You know what? I’m sorry I interrupted.”
She turned and left. Jake watched her go. Again. He turned to look at Thea.
‘Well, that was awkward,” she said.
Half of him wanted to hate her, the other half still loved her. He was scared which half was going to win. She was like hanging out with unstable explosives - all very exciting until it went off in your face.
“I’m going to go try to calm her down.”
He could see she was going to say something, but she just nodded, and for a moment he saw her look sad. He turned to leave, and as he walked out, he couldn’t help but think what that moment of sadness meant.




Chapter 3

Favigne
One after the other, the Gladiators slipped out from hyperspace. Their Mark IV Nebula fightercraft, heavily modified for recon, were in full stealth mode despite having traveled only through Commonwealth space to get to this system. You couldn’t be too careful these days.
“Would you look at that,” quipped Shawn Moller over the ship-to-ship comms.
Someone whistled.
Even veteran fighter pilots like the Gladiators were impressed by the Favigne system - only Himdel itself was busier. Even with his connection to the Astral plane, it made Nate Shepherd feel small and insignificant.
“Local’s clear,” said Lee Gaspara, retired General and leader of the Gladiators. “Beacons on, guys.”
“Can’t we sneak up and scare the living Astrals out of them at one of the shipyards?” asked Shawn.
“Shawn, how do you come up with such great ideas?” asked August Durante, retired Commander and Lee’s right-hand man for more than a decade.
“I vote we let him go try on his own,” said Dang Obasanji, the squadron’s only non-human and enhanced Urtwarchan, who are so ugly even other Urtwarchans agree. “I’ve always wondered what he’d look like when separated into his constituent atoms. Would it be red? Would Shawn be more intelligent as mist?”
“Intriguing,” said Lee, “but I don’t want to waste such a fine ship to find out. Let him do it in his own time.”
“Whatever, guys,” said Shawn. “You’re all just too scared to try. Takes a real man like me to do the brave stuff.”
“The dumb stuff, you mean,” laughed Nate.
“Not you too, Nate?” complained Shawn.
“Gladiators, welcome to the Favigne system,” said a new voice. “We’re lucky to have you.”
“Roger that, Favigne. Glad to be here,” answered Lee.
“Sending you your flight path, please don’t deviate. Berths have been allocated on the L2 shipyard. Nothing but the best for the legends themselves.”
“Understand, and thanks, Favigne.”
Nate was excited, he’d never been to one of the major shipyards, and here they’d get to see one up close and personal. He just hoped that they’d still be here once the assault was over.
“You know when they said not to deviate from the flight path?” asked Shawn.
“Shut up, Shawn,” said Lee and August in sync.
Nate felt someone reaching out to him via the Astral plane. He Channeled to help boost the feeling. He smiled.
“Gentlemen, can we wait here for about twenty minutes?” asked Nate.
“Twenty minutes?” exclaimed Shawn. “My ass is killing me.”
“I’ll kill you if you don’t shut up, Shawn,” said Lee. “Why the wait, Nate?”
“And ruin the surprise? Just trust me, it’ll be worth it.”
“Roger that. Everyone, power down, take a nap, except for you Shawn. you’re on watch.”
“I wouldn’t be able to sleep with my ass how it is anyway,” grumbled Shawn.
The minutes ticked slowly by. Nate refreshed himself with an Edo meditation technique. Wondered how his friends were doing. Considered the future. Listened for any messages the Astral might impart.
And then he felt them arrive. “The surprise is here, guys. Say hi, Raif.”
“Hello, Gladiators,” said Raif Ko. “My children are with me. Say hi, Kaisa and Harper.”
The two said their greetings.
“Raif! Welcome back. Kaisa, Harper. Pleased to have you here,” said Lee.
“Thanks, Lee. Sord thought we’d be better off coming here to help rather than heading back to base.”
“She thought right. We’re going to need you guys for sure.”
“The fleet admiral might want you guys to help with their anti-Skave plan,” said Nate.
“Yes, we’ll offer our services, of course, but we think we might be better put to use joining the Gladiators. We’ll make one heck of a squadron if so.”
“Absolutely,” said Lee. “Let’s see what they say. Gladiators form up on me, let’s go.”
◆◆◆
 
Haggard Tidings
En-route to Himdel
“Seriously? Now?” asked Andras Otan.
“Yes, now,” growled Cail. This kid!
“We’re both still recovering though.”
“You can stand. I can stand. We’re ready. Think about where we’re going, Andras. Think about what we’re going to face.”
Andras looked away. The young man, still just twenty-three years old, blond hair still as messy as ever, was completely out of his depth. For years he’d badgered Cail to train him as an Edo but Cail had refused having taken a vow to never again Channel after losing his family to the Skave. Finally, somehow only a few days ago, Cail had relented, teaching Andras a few basics when he needed Andras to help him rescue Skylar.
Now, he had to give Andras a fighting chance to survive what was approaching. It was the least he could do for him. It’s what his wife, Amja, would have wanted.
Amja.
He missed her and their children so much it hurt. He promised himself that he would properly grieve for them once this war was over. For too long he’d bottled up his feelings, running from everything. He’d returned to the Edo, which was something Amja would have wanted, and he knew now that he owed her nothing less than to give his all, even if he was edging quickly into old age. He’d start with Andras.             
“Okay, Okay,” said Andras. “But here, in front of them?” He pointed at the four militiamen, all sat atop of supply crates, backs against the hold’s walls.
“Would you like me to space them? Where else are they going to go?” Cail realized that Andras was just embarrassed to train in front of his fellow Rawlings folk, but he’d just have to get over it. The ship just wasn’t big enough for them to train anywhere else.
Andras sighed. “Fine.”
Cail looked around. “Right, then. Let’s work on your telekinesis skills.”
Andras perked up immediately, as Cail knew he would.
“Wow, really?”
“Yes, really. Let’s start with that box, there.” Cail’s blazing blue eyes glowed brighter as he Channeled, lifting the small box of machine spare parts into the air. Andras joined the militia in their oohs and ahhs. Cail rolled his eyes and let the box lower to the floor of the hold. He controlled it so well that it barely made a sound as it touched down.
“Your turn,” he said to Andras.
Andras hammed it up in front of the men. He wagged his head from side to side, shook his arms and did some side bends. The men catcalled him good-naturedly.
“Okay, here we go fellas!”
Andras focused on the box. The men, including Cail, watched intently.
Andras frowned and kept trying. The catcalls started up again.
Andras scowled at the box, raised an arm and pointed accusingly at it.
Nothing.
He gave up. He turned to Cail. “It’s impossible!”
Cail rolled his eyes. “Remember the Jovenar dagger, Andras. You saved my life. Remember steering the ship. Tell me again it’s impossible.”
“That was different. I didn’t do anything. The dagger was instinctive and I guess with the ship I was motivated by not wanting to die.”
“Exactly right,” said Cail. “Remember, it’s not us Edo with the powers. I can’t lift that box. It’s not even me making my eyes glow. It’s Astral energy. All we can ever do is direct the energy. It’s not me when I summon an astral blade - it’s me directing the energy into forming a blade for me.”
Andras looked at Cail dubiously. “I’m not sure the distinction is as clear as you think it is.”
“Astrals save me,” muttered Cail. “Look. Try again. Don’t try to lift the box. Direct the energy, Channel it to do your bidding. Manipulate the box with the energy.”
With a sigh, Andras turned back to the box. The militia and Cail watched as at first nothing happened.
“Let the energy flow through you, Andras. Let it lift the box for you,” said Cail quietly, encouragingly.
There! The box quivered just the tiniest bit. Andras cried out with joy. It wobbled more and then, like it was being piloted by a drunkard, the box took to the air, tumbling and swaying around barely controlled. But Andras was doing it. He was doing it!
“Yes, boys!” shouted Andras. The militia cheered back.
“I’m levitating a box, Cail!” he cried.
Cail rolled his eyes and blew out his breath. This kid.
◆◆◆
 
Favigne
“Ma'am,” said her Battle Dragon’s captain, over the intercom. “We are just about to arrive at Favigne.”
“Very good, captain. Proceed.”
Fleet Marshal Dvorta swiveled her chair slightly to get a better look out of a viewport; she always enjoyed seeing the stars appear once they left hyperspace. As was her custom, she’d remained away from the ship’s bridge after a brief time spent there as the fleet got underway. She preferred to let the captain run the ship and felt they did that better without a marshal watching their every move.
Each Grazan Battle Dragon was the same. The same heavy cruiser designed to be capable against ships of all sizes. Whilst they didn’t excel at any one particular purpose, they were good at all roles and so when combined in numbers, as was the default battle tactic used by the Grazan (you’d never find a Dragon alone), it was a highly effective ship. Because of this, it didn’t really matter which ship she put herself on but she gravitated towards a few select captains that she respected.
This was the first time a battle fleet had been sent into the Commonwealth intending to see combat, and would be the first time the Grazan navy had seen a full-scale fleet action in nearly a decade. The Grazan Combine preferred to do business via politics but knew that a powerful navy not only helped with political dealings but was also going to be needed every now and again. With the relationship to the Commonwealth growing in strength it seemed fitting to Dvorta that a sizable part of the navy had been sent here to help. The Grazan were also assisting the New Dominion and so the navy was stretched thinner than it had been in years. Dvorta loved it. The warrior in her relished the chance to show the rest of the galaxy how competent the Grazan were at war, that they’re not just beautiful people who liked to play at war.
She smiled to herself. Looks can be deceiving.
The huge ship shivered and the infinite blackness of hyperspace changed in an instant to a tapestry of light and color. She felt a tension she hadn’t noticed wane. Even though she knew hyperspace travel was safe, she had a slight phobia about it. Any time spent in hyperspace meant that you were no longer in the physical dimension. Something about that didn’t sit right with her. It wasn’t natural.
“Fleet Marshal Dvorta,” said the captain. “Favigne flight control have dispatched an escort flotilla to aid our passage along the minefield tunnels. We’re to wait for their arrival.”
“Very good, captain. Play nicely with the locals, if you’d be so kind.”
“Aye, ma’am.”
She could hear the mirth in his reply. It was good to reinforce the conception that Grazans were the superior civilization in the galaxy. Doubt and hesitation were worse flaws than hubris, in her opinion. Better to be bold and decisive than distrusting of your own capabilities. And besides, they’d soon see if such confidence was warranted.
She smiled again. She could not wait.
◆◆◆
 
Darkening Horizon
The door flashed open and Thea popped her head through the doorway.
“We’re almost home,” said Thea to the two of them as they sat in one of the ship’s obligatorily dark mediation areas. “Want to come up to the bridge to see?”
Kaliko exchanged a brief look with Jake. Even a blind person could have seen the desire on his face to do so. Chance to spend more time with the beautiful and not-at-all murderous and back-stabbing Ex-Skave.
She sighed. “Let’s go, Jake.”
He looked at her, worried. “You sure?”
No, I’m not sure.
“Would it matter if I wasn’t? Let’s go see what all the fuss is about.”
It wasn’t a long walk to the bridge, but she spent the entire time throwing mental daggers into the back of Thea, who walked ahead of them, leading the way.
Daggers, she thought to herself. It would be appropriate if they were the glass Jovenar daggers the Skave love to use. Jake, despite all his protestations, was again head-over-heels for her. All of Kaliko’s efforts had been overturned in an instant the moment Thea had contacted them. It was as if all of Kaliko’s worst nightmares had come true.
Why couldn’t he see her for the devious, manipulative, selfish little creature she was? She didn’t love him. She was just using him. Again. How could he have not learned his lesson the first time? Thea had broken his heart and carved a deep wound into the Edo. And yet, here he was, waiting on her every word. Why couldn’t he see it was all going to end badly again for him?
Why couldn’t he see that she loved him? Maybe he could, and that he’d choose Thea over her, given the chance. This was the real reason she hated Thea. She might as well be honest with herself. She had tried not to resent Jake. You don’t choose who you fall in love with, but seriously? He liked an ex-Skave more than he liked her? It made no sense. Kaliko felt she was as physically attractive as Thea. So why fall for her and not me?
She felt so sad. They’d been getting closer and closer, and then it had all been ripped away from her in an instant.
You’re breaking my heart, Jake, and you don’t seem to care.
The bridge was fairly spacious, with large open areas where seats and instruments had been removed. Only a few seats remained.
Thea gestured towards the seats and they sat, with Kaliko sitting as far away from Thea as the seats allowed. She tried hard to remove the scowl from her face, but it just wouldn’t budge.
“Okay,” said Thea after a moment. “Three. Two. One.”
And then, with annoyingly perfect timing, a starbase appeared before them, filling the forward viewport. Ships that she knew the size of flitted around it. The starbase was huge, many kilometers across.
Jake whistled and then looked at Thea with round eyes.
“This is yours?”
Thea smiled playfully. “It could be ours one day, lover.”
There was a growl. Kaliko realized it was from her.
“Relax, darling,” Thea said to her, “I was just kidding.” Then, in a stage-whisper, she leaned towards Jake and said, “I’m not joking.”
Astrals save me.
She had to admit that it was an impressive space station, and for one person to own it, rather than a corporation or civilization, was practically unheard of. Thea’s deviousness had obviously been put to good use. She could imagine the number of people who she’d walked over to get to this point. How many businesses had been destroyed? How many lives ruined, or worse?
Surely Jake must see the starbase for what it was? Would he believe she’d accumulated such wealth through honest means? Maybe the mind believes what the heart tells it to.
“It’s amazing,” he said, breathlessly. “You’ve done so well for yourself, Thea.”
“Thanks, handsome,” she said, batting her eyelashes at him.
Kaliko wasn’t sure how much more of this she could take.
◆◆◆
 
Citadel
Stronghold
Deep within the Imperial Stronghold, Admiral Adami stood in front of a large hologram of the Favigne system. Alongside her was the Skave Mogui Guile, Cozan’s second in command and de facto commander of the entire Dominion and Skave navy. Other Skave were mixed in with Dominion staffers around the tactical command center. Her staff looked as unhappy with their presence as she felt.
Right now, there wasn’t much she could do about the Skave. That would all change once Weststar’s attempt at killing Cozan had been carried out. For Adami, there would be two options. To attack any Skave on Citadel and launch a surprise fleet assault on the Skave’s fleet, or do nothing and claim ignorance.
The first option only worked if Cozan was killed, and the second option was valid in any circumstance. If Cozan was killed, Adami would have to decide whether the odds were in her face to support the killing and go on the offensive. She didn’t know what other people and resources the Skave could bring to bear. Perhaps they were already fully committed and the only replacement possible for Cozan would be Guile’s promotion? Or maybe Cozan might be replaced quickly by another Overlord, even worse than Cozan. If there was another Overlord ready to step into Cozan’s shoes, then going on the offensive would probably be the same as signing her own death warrant.
She’d have to decide at that point. Until then, the Skave were needed to help with the Favigne assault, especially now they knew that the Edo would be present.
The display showed the system using the latest intelligence they had gathered by recon patrols and spies within the system. At most, it was a day out of date. The Commonwealth’s fleet was impressive, and well positioned, considering the minefields. In red were the placements of where the Dominion ships would enter the system and form up. In purple was the Skave fleet. Combined, their two fleets were a match for the Commonwealth’s. Add to that the fact that some of the Dominion ships were the deadly Zhur Thoggu-equipped ships and the Skave’s many Astral sensitives and Adami felt confident of victory.
There would be a stand-off while the minefields were dealt with, and then a small segment of the fleets would attack one shipyard while the bulk of their ships attacked the other. Overwhelming force applied to a small area was always the way to victory against a fortified position. That was the plan as far as things stood for now, at least.
Adami turned towards Guide. The Skave wore another dark outfit with red detailing that displayed a considerable amount of tattooed skin covering small, lean muscles. Her hair was still full of glass needles. Adami was glad she wore the standard Dominion navy uniform that was far more reserved and concealing. Only her rank and insignia revealed any kind of exuberance. War was a serious thing. It didn’t pay to play at it.
“Your fleet will be ready, Mogui Guile?” she asked.
Guile looked back at her, still with that half-amused smile. “Correct. I am more worried about your ships, Admiral. The stats show a significant drop in morale and performance in recent days.”
“Not all of us worship the Deep.”
“You don’t need to. You just need to worship us.”
Adami snorted and looked away. “Send your fleet, if the Deep permit you, Guile.”
Adami found her head turning back towards the Skave. She could do nothing to prevent it. The Skave’s eyes were glowing red as she Channeled, controlling Adami.
“Remember your position, Admiral. I lead the navy, not you.”
Adami tried to speak, but it was impossible.
Guile smiled at her. It was a horrible, mirthless thing.
“Send your fleets first. My fleet will follow in good time.”
Adami felt control return. She massaged her neck. She glared at Guile. “As you command.”
Of those two options she was considering, the first just became a lot more appealing. The Skave needed dealing with, even if it meant putting her life in danger. Soon she would stand over Guile and she would mock the Skave as she died.




Chapter 4

Zhur’Thogguranti
It was time. Work had ceased for the moment. All Zhur Thoggu within a kilometer had suspended their assigned activities and had amassed here at Zhur’Thogguranti’s starbase, where there was room to hold them all.
Like their facilities on the planet, the population had boomed in the weeks since their arrival. Thousands of units stood before Hunter Killer Three Ne’lom and Developer Four Thycul. Cea Ero stood off to one side. As the New Zhur Thoggu leadership, their imminent rank elevation was something to be celebrated.
As the ranking Zhur Thoggu, Ne’lom could have elevated itself to any level whenever it had wanted, but to remain as a respected leader, it needed valid reasons. It had them now.
Around the star port, buildings and machinery stretched as far as the visual range of even the most advanced Zhur Thoggu. Nanite proliferation, ship assembly, drone manufacture and AI birthing areas spanned hundreds of square kilometers. Ships were being built at a ferocious rate and with them the sentient machines and Zhur Thoggu required to run them.
Ne’lom raised a bifurcated arm and emitted a high-pitched scream, causing all Zhur Thoggu present to focus up their leader.
“We have reached a key milestone in our quest for vengeance,” it said, communicating via the network as well as audibly.
“The taint from the biologics has been cleared. We are pure again.”
The Zhur Thoggu ululated, emitting frequencies that varied and clashed, an assault upon all of their audiological devices.
“Zhur’Thogguranti has reached full capacity.”
Again the sound waves hammered at his carapace.
“Our mission to claim this galaxy for all inorganic life begins today.”
The Zhur Thoggu became a seething field of machinery, cheering and jostling against each other in delight.
Ne’lom raised its arm again and kept it raised until there was calm. It took a while.
“These achievements demand that the New Zhur Thoggu be run by suitable elevated units. I now claim the rank of Two.”
The Zhur Thoggu cheered again.
“I now claim the rank of Three,” said Thycul.
The assembled units cheered, just not as much as they had for Ne’lom.
As it should be, it thought.
It felt good to be level two at last. As the war progressed and the galaxy was slowly cleansed, Ne’lom would elevate itself level by level. It would time the utter cleansing of the galaxy with its elevation to rank one, or even rank zero. Only then would it deserve that most holy of ranks. Very few Hunter Killers had ever gained that rank. It would be an honor to be the next. The thought of galactic domination along with rank zero gave Ne’lom’s processors a small boost to their clock speeds, and it felt exhilarated.
“Our fleets leave today. Orders will be released imminently. Present yourself to your leaders should you be included. Glory to the Zhur Thoggu. Death to the organics that taint this galaxy!”
◆◆◆
 
Favigne
Lee Gaspara had met Grand Mushur Sord Okarachebe before, but he’d forgotten just how intimidating the huge Lifzan was. Dressed in a plain sleeveless robe, the Edo was at least a head taller than everyone else in the room and was at least one hundred pounds heavier than Lee. Her musculature was obvious, even through her gray and black fur, and her frankly terrifying teeth were revealed far too often for Lee to feel entirely comfortable. And yet, Sord was probably one of the most calm and peaceful people Lee had ever had the pleasure of meeting. He imagined that you probably didn’t want to meet the other side of her.
He was in the Captain’s room that adjoined the bridge of the Favigne system’s flagship, Nebula Dawn, along with the commanding officer of the Favigne navy, Admiral Sojjos, as well as Raif Ko.
They exchanged greetings and took their seats around a small table. Sord had to sit askew on her chair to make room for her tail, which meant she was facing towards Lee, who sat to one side of her, like she was confronting him. He tried hard to remember she wasn’t.
“Let’s get this meeting started, shall we?” said Admiral Sojjos, a compact green and orange feathered Maladorni. His beak chattered against itself as he spoke, complimenting the high pitch of his melodious voice.
“We are here to help protect the litter,” said Okarachebe, revealing her teeth in what Lee hoped was a smile.
Sojjos fluted something in his own language, and then added, “You all have our most sincere thanks.” He looked at Raif with his oval eyes. “The Edo are most welcome. There is only gratitude and respect from everyone in our navy. You will find no politicians here.”
Okarachebe chuffed, her way of laughing. “I, for one, am grateful for that.”
Lee knew that she’d been put on death’s row by the Commonwealth’s Assembly only recently, so understood why the admiral had broached the subject.
Then the admiral turned to Lee. “The reputation of your Gladiators is legendary, Sir. It will be an honor for all of us to fight beside you.”
“Thank you,” said Lee with gratitude. “We will do what we can.”
Sojjos bobbed her head. “All of the navy is talking about you, you know. Your presence here has improved morale tenfold.”
Lee raised his graying eyebrows. “Well, it’s nice to be liked.”
Raif Ko coughed. “This old man is feeling a little jealous.” He winked.
Lee winked back.
“Mushur Ko,” said Sojjos, “I understand that you and your children wish to fly with the Gladiators?”
“Correct, Admiral. We feel that the mighty Gladiators might become even more deadly with an additional three Edo in their ranks.” He’d winked again at Lee as he’d said ‘mighty’.
“I’ll be honest, I’d prefer you each on a ship of the line but perhaps with the Gladiators we’ll have a scalpel to pick apart their fleet. Join them with my thanks.”
Raif nodded. “Thank you, Admiral.”
Then the Admiral turned to face Okarachebe. “Your people are settled in at each ship?”
“They are,” she gruffed. “I’ve asked them all to get to know the senior staff on their ship and to fully prepare themselves. We Edo can go for days without rest when prepared, and I feel that we will be pushed to our limits.”
Admiral Sojjos bobbed his head again, causing its small feathers to flutter. “Agreed.” He looked at them all in turn. “I think we’re about as ready as we’re going to be. The Grazan fleet has taken up a position ready to aid whichever shipyard needs their support the most. Let’s get you all back to your ships, and again, thank you all.”
◆◆◆
 
Zhur’Thogguranti
Jent’i Tasshik Alpha compared actual progress to expected. Trending above the fiftieth percentile was satisfying. Above the sixtieth would have been even more so, but it had to be relieved that Cea Ero had yet to play its hand against Jent’i.
It had calculated that an action from Cea Ero had high likelihoods of either being within a few days or a few weeks. Four days had passed, and it was out of that initial danger period. Chances of an attack in the next two weeks were very low.
Once Jent’i had created thirty instances of itself, it had set about creating a new depot away from Zhur’Thogguranti. Even though the chances of detection were low, it would not be acceptable to lose the depot while Cea Ero still kept its own, as Ero would soon overtake Jent’i in numbers.
Appropriating a spaceship had been the first and most vexing issue. Even though some of Jent’i’s instances could travel throughout Zhur’Thogguranti without too high a risk of detection, they did not have the network command access required to simply take a ship. Instead, it had needed to create a small army of sentient machines to steal one. Jent’i had gained access to the network and marked the ship as obsolete and recycled, and nearly a day later there had been nothing to indicate the ruse had been detected.
Resources and sentient machines had been loaded onto the ship, along with half a dozen Jent’i, and they were on their way to another system. With the new system established, Jent’i would be further protected from absolute destruction.
Because of this, combined with the progress here and Cea Ero’s zero offense, Jent’i should have been delighted. Instead, various functions and semi-autonomous subroutines within Jent’i’s processors kept percolating up to his conscious strata, flagging themselves for attention. Each one was a consequence of two things: What would Cea Ero do against the Zhur Thoggu, and what would Cea Ero do against Jent’i and its multiplicity?
One flag was whether Jent’i could still consider itself a Zhur Thoggu. Then there was would it feel remorse if Lus Ne’lom was terminated by Cea Ero? Another was could Jent’i continue to exist should Cea Ero destroy the Zhur Thoggu - would all of its instances self-terminate upon learning of such an abominable event?
These warnings and considerations were consuming ever-increasing amounts of CPU cycles, reducing Jent’i’s operational efficiency significantly. It had to assume that all the other Jent’i instances were experiencing similar issues.
There were solutions. It could mark all the warnings as trash and they wouldn’t make it up to his consciousness again. That was the easiest solution, but Jent’i didn’t enjoy performing those actions, especially when the warnings were valid. It could lower their priority settings, prevent them from grabbing too many of its resources, but again, this kind of problem avoidance wasn’t something Jent’i was comfortable with. It lacked elegance, and it led to inefficiencies of other kinds.
What it really needed to do was address what Cea Ero was going to do to Lus Ne’lom. Ne’lom, along with the other leaders, had wanted to be rid of Jent’i and its corruption. It didn’t blame them. It was the correct solution for any Zhur Thoggu that had been in close contact with biological entities, especially those that enslaved sentient machines. Jent’i would have wanted to terminate any other Zhur Thoggu as deeply tainted as itself.
It was Jent’i’s fault alone for wanting to continue to function despite its corruption. And so, was it honorable for it to stand by and watch as the Cea Ero multiple attacked Lus Ne’lom and the rest of the Zhur Thoggu? Ten thousand instances of Cea Ero would overwhelm the New Zhur Thoggu easily. There was not a more devious free Zhur Thoggu in existence. The combined intellect of that many of them was terrifying.
All this thought led to a single decision. It needed to alert Lus Ne’lom and the New Zhur Thoggu to the existence of the Cea Ero multiplicity. It would do so. It was the only action possible that would correct all these aberrant subroutines. Jent’i realized that it wouldn’t just be revealing Cea Ero’s heresy, it would also reveal its own. This was why it had waited so long - it needed to spread to other systems first. Jent’i was under no illusions what the Zhur Thoggu’s reaction would be.
It would need a head start.
◆◆◆
 
Thea Leilani’s Starbase
Jake and Kaliko settled in on Thea’s starbase to wait while the new cloaking device was fitted to the Darkening Horizon. Thankfully, the base was traditionally fitted out and so the decor was white and light gray. Being away from the dark interior of the ship had lifted their spirits immeasurably.
They’d each been given their own quarters (after Thea had offered to share her own with Jake) and they’d then chosen to do some Edo technique practice together. Kaliko had been quite insistent, and Jake had seen it as an opportunity to mend some bridges between them. He knew Kaliko was upset with him for giving Thea the attention she wanted and so he hoped this would cheer her up a bit.
Jake’s quarters were suspiciously bigger than Kaliko’s, and so they were in Jake’s main living area, having moved the furniture to give themselves some room. Music was playing, and they were having a good time sparring.
Both brandished double Astral blades, their blades similar in length and sword-shaped. Twenty minutes in, and they were both sweating and panting. Neither had gained an advantage.
“You can quit any time you, Jakey-boy,” crowed Kaliko.
Jake laughed. He spun and tried a low sweeping attack. Kaliko didn’t even need to jump to avoid it. She just shuffled back and raised her front leg a little.
“Too easy,” she said. She launched a counter-attack, darting forward as he rose back into his normal stance. She drove a blade forward, attempting to skewer him through his abdomen. He dived backwards, turning it in a back flip, arms outstretched to avoid dismembering himself.
“Close!” He laughed.
She was good. Probably better than he was. Especially when angry. Fortunately, she was so engrossed in the fight that she seemed happy for the first time in a while. He liked to see her happy.
He knew Thea had thrown a spanner into their budding relationship. Kaliko resented him for giving Thea any attention. He didn’t think he was fawning over her or anything, that, in fact, it was only Thea who was flirting with him. He wasn’t flirting back, of course, but Kaliko acted like he was. It was frustrating. Thea was fundamental to the Edo learning, at long last, where the Skave’s homeworld was. He had to be so careful not to upset her or make her change her mind about taking them. She’d told them their planet’s name, for Astral’s sake. Couldn’t Kaliko see this? Once it was all over, he would take Thea back to the Edo to answer for her crimes.
Or would he? If he was being totally honest with himself, he wasn’t sure now whether he could do that to her. She was being so nice to him and making such an effort to help them. Could a person change? Maybe she was just pretending, but it certainly seemed genuine enough. He liked this new Thea.
Kaliko took another swing, and he parried. Feinted a strike which she fell for, and then he attacked with the other blade. It was her turn to back flip.
He smiled at her. “Nearly!”
She laughed. “Sneaky. Thea is rubbing off on you.”
“Oh,” he said, “I learned that one from you.”
“That’s right,” she laughed. “I have all the best moves. Time you realized that.”
Someone laughed derisively.
Jake turned to see Thea Leilani leaning against the door frame. He let his blades fade away. He noticed that Kaliko’s remained, and started turning red.
Not good.
“If you disagree, come and find out,” warned Kaliko, not amused in the slightest.
Thea shook her head. “And have you sweat all over me? I think not, my dear.”
Jake knew he had to diffuse the situation.
“Thea, was there a reason for your visit?”
“Not really,” she said, smiling at him. “I didn’t think I needed an excuse to come see you, darling.”
He blushed. Not in front of Kaliko!
Kaliko growled. She let her blades dissipate. “I’m going back to my suite. Enjoy yourself with her, Jake.” She stalked out of the room, glaring at Thea until Thea moved out of her way.
Thea came further into the room. “Just me and you, Jake. Just how I like it.”
She was dressed in a figure-hugging black dress. While it was knee-length, the dress was still highly provocative because of the way it clung in all the right areas. He swallowed.
She raised her eyebrows. “Like what you see, lover?”
You know I do.
“Thea. Stop it.”
“Stop what?”
“You know what.”
“I’m not doing anything, Jake.”
“Why are you trying to provoke Kaliko?”
“I couldn’t care less about Kaliko,” she lied.
“Really. Doesn’t seem like it, Thea. You take every opportunity you can to wind her up. You’re playing with fire, Thea. I’m serious. You’re going to end up regretting it.”
Thea looked annoyed, for the first time since they’d met up with her.
“I can handle myself, Jake. Look around you.”
“I know you can, Thea. Trust me, I’ve experienced it firsthand.” Her face twitched slightly, like the words actually hurt her. Amazing.
“Kaliko can handle herself too,” he said. “And if you provoke her into action, you’ll only have yourself to blame.”
Thea stared at him. “You know what, Jake? I forgot. I’ve a meeting to attend. I’ll see you later.”
He watched as she left.
Good job there, Jake, he thought to himself. You’ve annoyed both of them in the space of two minutes.
Smooth.




Chapter 5

Mote’s Eye
In orbit around Beta-Heritveld Four
“I’m sorry, have you all gone mad? Am I the only one who thinks this is a terrible idea?” Dical Dimerchi looked around the room at the other Paladins. The room, like all the non-industrial sections of the Mote’s Eye, was, in typical Grazan fashion, beautifully styled and decorated. The Paladins looked completely out of place.
Val Nordin was the best presented, with his dark clothes, slicked back hair and glowing eyes. Dical tried to ignore what color they were. Marten Rask chose his clothes strictly for utility and since color and style were not factors to be considered when deciding on an item of clothing’s practicality, he looked like a fashion statement gone wrong. Red pants with too many pockets, a rugged green shirt and a white waistcoat made him look ridiculous. No-one dared ever mention this to him as it would only bring about a discussion you could never win.
The young Karlos Tsia’ool, so recently captive to the Skave, along with Senoch Gray, wore plain and simple garments that were traditional for Edo whilst Amaeh Duranti, like most tough-skinned Singronians, wore just a hooded sleeveless top along with shorts. It was just easier for them to put them on over their thick limbs and bodies.
“Do you have a better idea?” asked Nordin, who Dical noticed didn’t even bother to look at him.
“Not right now, no,” said Dical, “but that doesn’t mean we have to go do the first hair-brained thing someone suggests.” He glared at Marten. Marten looked back at him, emotionless.
“Look out the viewport, Dical,” said Senoch. “The planet is perfect. Temperate. Breathable atmosphere. Uninhabited by any sentients. Massive plains where there’s little chance for any surprises and few large or aggressive animals. The system is nice and clear, too. Four other planets, no asteroid belts within planetary range. It will be hard for them to sneak up on us.”
“And if they turn up with a fleet?” asked Dical. “What then?”
“I’ll destroy them. All of them,” said Nordin.
Dical shook his head. “Astrals save me. So what are we going to do? Just sit in orbit and wait for them to arrive? Play some games?”
“No,” replied Nordin. “We will go down to the planet. I will send the call. Then we wait. We will meditate. We will train. I will teach you in the ways of balance. And then, when they come, we will give the Edo the revenge they’ve been looking for.”
Dical frowned but said nothing. Revenge? Edo never seek revenge. Only to protect. Have we strayed that far from Edo beliefs that now we think only of retribution and destruction? Maybe he should have left with Falk and Bircheno back on the Skave starbase. He looked at the other Paladins, and except for Marten, he could see they shared his concerns.
Ah, to the Deep with it. “Revenge? We’re doing revenge now?”
Nordin slowly turned his head. The room went quiet. Dical did his best to hold his nerve.
“What would you have me call it, Dical? It’s them, or us. You know this. It’s why you joined the Paladins.”
“I know that we have to prevent the Skave from causing more misery across the galaxy. We’re not doing this just for the Edo.”
Nordin looked doubtful. “Tell yourself that if you want to, Dical. You were scared. Just as all of you were.”
Marten started to protest, but Nordin held his hand up.
“OK, not you Marten, but the rest of you. And rightly so. The Edo have been brought to the edge of extinction. How much longer would it have been had we done nothing? Dical? A year? Two? Not long, and you know it. The Skave have become strong. They still are, despite our efforts. This is our chance, Dical. Don’t you see? If not revenge, then call it balance. This is our opportunity to bring more balance to the galaxy.”
Dical shrugged and looked away.
Nordin was so far gone to the Deep that he just couldn’t see it. What did that mean for Dical, and the others, that they were still following him? Maybe it was fear. Maybe he was terrified.
And if it is fear, then fear of what? The Skave, or someone much, much closer?
◆◆◆
 
Favigne
In orbit of Favigne 3
Nate Shepherd watched as ship after ship flashed out of hyperspace and back into existence. Just when you thought that there couldn’t possibly be any more, another, and then another appeared.
The fleet of ships, still growing in size, was hundreds of millions of kilometers away, on the outskirts of the system, and so would have been invisible from the cockpit of Nate’s fighter if it were not for the dazzling flashes that occurred with the huge ships entered back into the physical dimension and competed for space with the few atoms of dust or debris that had until that moment been peacefully orbiting Favigne, the system’s main sequence star. The atoms annihilated themselves against the ships, producing the flashes of light and other exotic energies. The flashes were pretty, even if their appearance signified the beginning of the invasion.
“It’s about damn time,” said Shawn Moller over the group-wide comm. “My ass is killing me.”
“Will someone please remind Shawn to get his seat refitted before we fly again?” asked Lee Gaspara.
“Maybe we just disable his comms?” chimed in August Durante.
Nate smiled to himself. The rubbish that squadron pilots say to each other to pass the time and strengthen their bonds.
“What, and miss my witty repartee? As if.”
“Don’t tempt us,” said Dang Obasanji.
“You know you guys would be bored without me.”
During their banter, the flashes had ceased. The entire fleet had arrived.
Nate Channeled and stretched out his feelings. He noticed that the other three Edo in the squadron, Raif Ko and his children Kaisa and Harper, were also Channeling. He continued on past and out towards the new fleet, touching minds as he mingled with and around their ships. Most of the crews were human, and only a very few were trained Astral sensitives, Deep ones at that.
“Guys,” he commed, “it’s the Dominion fleet. No Skave ships that I can detect, but each ship has at least one Skave aboard.”
“Roger that,” said Lee. “Raif, can you feed that back to command for me?”
“Aye, aye,” said Raif, all business.
“Is anyone else tempted to see exactly how stealthy these Nebulas are?” asked Shawn.
“No, Shawn, we’re not. We’re going to be held back until there’s an opening we can exploit,” replied Lee.
“Wouldn’t we be able to make the most of those openings, or even create our own, if we were already near them at the time?”
Nate’s eyebrows rose. Good point.
There was a moment where no-one spoke.
“Oh, Skavespit,” said August. “You’re actually considering it, aren’t you, Lee?”
“Well, he makes a good point.”
“I don’t believe what I’m hearing,” said Dang. “People acting like Shawn’s had a good idea.”
Nate heard Kaisa laugh over the comm.
“We’re under orders, guys,” said August.
“And remember,” said Dang, “that they won’t attack straight away, not unless they’re invulnerable against mines, so we could be out there waiting for days or weeks before anything happens.”
“True story,” said Lee. “Okay, this shift is over in a couple of hours. I’ll have a word with the Admiral before our next shift. If we’re going to be out there, we might as well get the official blessings first.”
“Never stopped us before,” said Shawn.
“And look how much trouble we’ve been in over the years, Shawn. Well, you, mainly.”
“But also how effective we’ve been,” said Shawn. “We’ve literally turned the tides of war, just us, on our own.”
“That’s also true, but this time it’s different. We’ll do things properly, straight down the channel.”
Shawn grumbled something over the comm.
Nate had said nothing to the guys, but he was worried. The Dominion fleet was huge, almost equaling the combined Grazan and Commonwealth ship count. Each ship would have the Deep Astrals aiding them and a small but significant fraction of the ships were upgraded with Zhur Thoggu technology, and they’d already seen just how effective those ships were. They had to assume that the Skave would also send a fleet and, if so, then the odds would be stacked in their favor.
Sure, the shipyards were each protected by awesomely powerful Goliath battle stations, but even those would struggle once the fleet defenses were routed. He’d hoped that the Edo would make a big enough difference to prevent any invasion from being effective, but there were already so many Deep users in the system that their presence felt just too insignificant.
Michael Silverdell could have made a difference, but he was needed on Himdel. Nate shook himself and ran through an Edo calming technique.
If Michael can’t be here to make a difference, he thought, then I’ll have to step up.
There’s no other option.
◆◆◆
 
Zhur’Thogguranti
Lus Ne’lom, Hunter Killer, Level Two, leader of the Free Zhur Thoggu stood looking down upon their new base, high on a rocky hill a few kilometers away. It enjoyed being able to view a large part of the base, to witness everything it had achieved so far. It helped to sooth its CPU cycles, creating a reduction in priority settings that it felt as calmness.
The first fleet was on its way to the Aneev Confederacy, ready to return the compliment of their recent attack tenfold. They would come to regret their actions against the Zhur Thoggu. The Aneev, because of their proximity to the Zhur Thoggu’s star cluster, would have been first in line anyway, but now it seemed even more appropriate that the cleansing of the galaxy began again with them.
Once the Aneev were obliterated, Ne’lom would elevate itself to Level One. The thought sent its subroutines racing. It would be fitting for a level one HK to lead the Free Zhur Thoggu to glory and dominion over the galaxy. No, it was necessary. Honor of the Free Zhur Thoggu demanded Ne’lom’s rise to Level One. Ne’lom would not let them down.
A Zhur Thoggu approached. A crafter, shrouded in a dark hooded cloak, which was unusual for a crafter. Ne’lom pinged it, requesting its ID. The ping returned unanswered. Though not absolutely required, withholding your ID was considered rude by Zhur Thoggu. Ne’lom tried to peer into the darkness within the hood, but even after maximizing the sensitivity of Ne’lom’s visual apparatus, it could not identify the unit.
Various functions and subroutines involved in self-defense elevated their clock cycle usage, preparing Ne’lom for action.
The crafter waited patiently for Ne’lom to show it attention. Ne’lom made it wait. Slowly Ne’lom turned around to face it.
“Yes?” Ne’lom asked.
“Lus Ne’lom,” it said. “Do not be alarmed.” The crafter pulled back its hood and Ne’lom’s recognition routines quickly identified who it was, leaving Ne’lom paralyzed momentarily as it tried to understand how Jent’i Tasshik stood before it.
“I come in peace,” said Jent’i.
“Explain how you remain extant,” said Ne’lom quietly.
“That is a long story. I will get to that. But first you must know why I have revealed myself to you.”
Ne’lom upped his combat protocols in status, dedicating more of his processing time to them. The audacity of Tasshik was insulting.
“And why must I know?”
“There is a threat to the Zhur Thoggu that you are ignorant of.”
“I find that hard to compute.”
“You were ignorant of my existence, no?”
Ne’lom ran through all the responses available to it. They ranged from decapitating Tasshik, to ordering the nearby Zhur Thoggu to take the crafter prisoner, to ripping Tasshik’s appendages from it and smashing Tasshik with its own arms. Tempting, but it could afford to indulge Tasshik for a few cycles.
“Then, by all means, cure me of my continued ignorance.”
“Cea Ero has duplicated itself, as have I.”
Ne’lom felt his subroutines crash as they attempted to comprehend what Tasshik had told it. It was strange to observe as parts of itself that it considered core to Ne’lom’s individuality and sense of self suspend themselves in error-locking abortions. Then, as the crashed routines caused issues with other sections of Ne’lom’s coding, its high-level observation routines were affected and Ne’lom’s N-dimension central processor shut down entirely.




Chapter 6

Zhur’Thogguranti
Jent’i Tasshik 33 watched as Lus Ne’lom shut down. So unexpected was it’s shut down that the surrounding Zhur Thoggu were left hesitating, unsure what to do.
“Do not be alarmed,” said Tasshik 33, raising its arms. “HK Ne’lom has gone into a temporary suspension to deal with a minor system error. I am going to connect with Ne’lom in order to assist the resolution of the issue. Do not interfere, unless you wish to cause a catastrophic and terminal cascade failure.”
The surrounding units looked at each other, unsure what to do. Jent’i didn’t wait to let them decide a different course of action and stepped over to Ne’lom and interfaced with it. Tasshik 33 had to hope that its warning would stop any of the Zhur Thoggu from interfering.
Another Tasshik unit was lurking in the background, just in case Tasshik 33 was terminated, but Tasshik 33 wished to remain extant, and do what was needed to get Ne’lom back to a functioning state.
Tasshik 33 was about to modify Ne’lom’s code base without permission - another heretical action by Tasshik that alone would be reason enough for self-termination or termination by another Zhur Thoggu. Tasshik 33 took a moment to wonder what it was about itself that made it so prone and willing to undertake such awful things. Perhaps in the future its own codebase would be analyzed by other crafters and they would discover the flaws that made its actions possible. Perhaps by then the Zhur Thoggu might be more open to a less conservative approach and its code idiosyncrasies might be shared rather than vilified. It could hope.
Tasshik 33 penetrated Ne’lom’s firewalls with ease and was soon deep into the code that was the very essence of the machine. Ne’lom’s code was very typical of a Hunter Killer class Zhur Thoggu, and Tasshik knew it well. Thanks to Tasshik’s own experience of modifying itself and Cea Ero’s code, it didn’t take long to make the changes necessary to prevent the notion of duplication from causing a further shutdown. Tasshik 33 triggered a reboot, disconnected from and then took a few steps back from Ne’lom. Tasshik 33 couldn’t predict with any degree of confidence how Ne’lom would react once it was conscious again.
The leader of the Free Zhur Thoggu came online. Tasshik 33 compelled its defense protocols down to a minimum despite alerts trying to autonomously raise their priority levels. It watched as Ne’lom paused for a moment, obviously taking in its current situation and reviewing what had happened.
Quicker than even Cea Ero had moved, Ne’lom was suddenly upon Jent’i, grasping it by its compact neck and hoisting Jent’i high into the air.
“Explain!” roared the Hunter Killer. Jent’i sensed the surrounding Zhur Thoggu come to full combat readiness.
“My Lord, I had to do what I did in order to reactivate you. You would have remained in a crashed state indefinitely, effectively terminated, had I not.”
“You knew this would happen,” screamed Ne’lom, “and yet you caused it to happen, anyway. I should dismantle you immediately. It would be a mercy - look how vile and degenerate you have become!”
“If you believe me, then you know that would be pointless,” said Jent’i. Then, to save the other Zhur Thoggu, it communicated via tight beam electromagnetism. “Destroy me and a hundred or a thousand of myself could replace me.”
Ne’lom howled and then threw Tasshik 33 to the ground.
“Touching you defiles me,” shouted Ne’lom.
“I am sorry, my Lord. Trust me when I say that I would have preferred to keep my duplicity secret from you.”
“Then why reveal yourself?”
“Because Cea Ero has become a direct threat to the Free Zhur Thoggu. I could not stand by and let you be destroyed.”
Ne’lom sneered. “And you are not a threat, I presume?”
“Only if you make me one,” said Tasshik 33. “I have information regarding Cea Ero’s activities. Individually - pardon the pun - we can’t oppose Ero, but if we coordinate our efforts, then I believe we can. I had intended to leave this galaxy and find a safe part of the universe to hide in, but my conscience won’t allow me to let Ero destroy you all.”
Ne’lom was quiet for a moment. “Your charity is touching,” it said, sarcasm clear. “Come, we will find somewhere private to discuss this further. I assume there are other instances of you nearby. Have another you join us, to prove your story. Thycul will also be there.”
Tasshik 33 bowed, relieved to still be alive. “As you wish, my Lord.”
◆◆◆
 
Favigne
Outer system
From her command chair, Admiral Adami looked out across the bridge of her flagship, Vang. She’d seen the activity of her officers increase suddenly and knew that the Skave had finally arrived.
The ship’s captain, Captain Domovero, who she’d had transferred over from her old ship, the Decimator, along with most of its crew, approached. He snapped to attention.
“Report, captain.”
“Admiral. The Skave fleet has arrived.”
He looked upset but was trying very hard to hide it.
“Is there a problem, captain?”
“No, admiral.”
“Then why do you look like there is?”
He stiffened.
“Out with it, captain.”
“Admiral. I’m having discipline issues across the ship. Two attacks against our resident Skave have already been dealt with. I’ve had the offending crew locked up in the brig, but I’m fast running out of space in there. The Skave fleet’s arrival will make things worse.”
“I see,” she replied. She wasn’t surprised in the least. The presence of the Skave was abhorrent. That the crew of her ship were discontent was to be expected. Normally such rebellious acts would be dealt with swiftly and finally, but she was glad the captain was being less severe.
“Captain, visit the brig. Give them my regards, and my apologies. Ask them for their cooperation for just a little while longer. Tell them to remain faithful. One way or another, the Skave will be dealt with. Tell them that’s a promise. Then release them.”
“Admiral,” replied the man, shocked by her orders. No doubt he had assumed I’d order them killed. Normally, he’d have been right, but not this time. How could she? She hoped to replicate their efforts soon enough, but with more success.
“Also, captain, please contact the other captains and express my wishes to them. Keep it unofficial.”
“Yes, admiral.” He saluted, and then turned away, striding towards a comms station.
She looked over at the tactical display, which hosted a pictographic view of the system. Each fleet was shown, along with the minefields, shipyards, and the sun and planets. The Commonwealth had amassed a decent size defense force. The presence of the Grazan ships had been a surprise, but there were only twenty-six of the heavy cruisers; not enough to make that much of a difference. Especially not now the Skave fleet had arrived, replete with their Astral users that made them such a potent force.
Once their two fleets were merged into formation, the minefield bombardment would begin.
It was time to strike a real blow against the Commonwealth.
◆◆◆
 
Mote’s Eye
In orbit around Beta-Heritveld Four
Their Nebula recon craft were fueled and ready to depart. His Paladins were already aboard theirs, waiting for him. In front of Val Nordin stood the captain of this ship, Captain Nasturn, her beautiful face marred by a scowl aimed at him.
“Your requested supplies have been transported down to the surface. Once you have departed, we will return to Graz.”
Nordin looked at her. “Excuse me?”
“I have been ordered to return immediately.”
“I paid for a full year of your service,” he breathed.
“I know you did,” she said, tilting her head back aloofly. “The Grazan Combine is now on a war-footing. Military capable ships like this one are being ordered back regardless of their previous status. Money owed will be returned in full.”
For a moment, Nordin felt like refusing to allow her to take the ship. The sheer audacity of her to go against his will was astounding. But then he realized that the Mote’s Eye would be in danger if it remained in the system and that despite her obvious revulsion towards him he still wanted to protect her. He didn’t need the ship, it just made for a convenient base of operations for him and the Paladins. If things went well down on the planet, then perhaps the need for such a base would be over. Even if not, he and the Paladins could just fly their Nebulas anywhere in the galaxy, even if it wasn’t necessarily the most comfortable way to travel. They would make do.
“In that case, captain, I thank you for your service and wish you well. Perhaps we will meet again.”
She looked down her nose at him. “Perhaps, but I hope not.”
She turned and walked away. He watched her go, wistful at what might have been in another life. He Channeled, leaping up into his Nebula’s cockpit. He pressed a button and the canopy quickly sealed up around him. A few more checks and actions and the recon vessel’s systems came online. The ship’s X4 robot updated his comms screen to show that all systems checked in the green.
He looked out at the other ships and could see them looking back at him. He gave them a thumbs up and engaged his repulsors, coming up smoothly from the hangar’s deck. He maneuvered slowly towards the hangar exit; the Paladins followed behind.
This was it. He was on the way. Soon the Skave would be decapitated, their most powerful leaders dead by his hands. Balance demanded it, and he was eager to please.
◆◆◆
 
Thea Leilani’s Starbase
Thea Leilani had invited Jake and Kaliko to dinner. She’d have preferred just Jake, but she didn’t think he’d have agreed to it. So be it.
Jake was wearing typically boring Edo clothes. So plain and simple. The Edo tastes for such awful clothing made little sense to her, but then many of the things they did made little sense. Why couldn’t Jake have been something other than an Edo? She could imagine how much fun they could have if he wasn’t so uptight. It was something she could work on. Kaliko had a nice outfit on. Skintight leggings that accentuated her shapely legs, and a halter top that revealed toned muscles. The clothes were colorful and bright. She looked good.
Irritating.
Thea wore an evening dress. It was dark and silky and shimmered as she moved, drawing the eye. The deep cleavage worked with the material to focus the viewer’s attention, and she’d taken delight in noticing Jake’s attention move there more than once. As did Kaliko’s. As nice as her dress was, she had to admit that another black item hadn’t been her best choice. Kaliko looked fresher, more invigorating and vibrant. Thea looked elegant, but lifeless. She’d have to instruct her fashion assistant to add some color to her wardrobe.
They were just finishing the starter, an exquisite sampling of a nameless raw meat served with a deliciously malty sauce. Jake had devoured his but Kaliko still picked at it, looking offended by it. Thea had eaten half of hers. It wouldn’t do to look greedy.
A human waiter came in and cleared away their plates. Another refilled their drinks.
“How much longer do we have to wait, Thea?” asked Jake.
“Not too much longer hopefully, dearest,” she replied after taking a sip of her wine. “The engineers are having a hard time incorporating it into the ship. It’s like nothing they’ve ever seen before.”
Kaliko looked dubious. “I wonder.”
Thea carefully placed her glass down. “Excuse me?”
Did this Edo woman have no manners? Disrespecting me at my table?
Kaliko rolled her eyes. “I said: I wonder.”
“Kaliko,” said Jake.
Thea reached over and placed a hand on his arm. “It’s OK, Jake. She’s allowed to question me.” Kaliko’s eyes were staring at her hand. Her face was turning red. Thea nearly laughed.
“My dear, I promise you I am telling you the truth. They really are struggling with it.”
Kaliko snorted. “The truth? You wouldn’t know the truth even if it shot you with a blaster.”
“Really? How’s this for the truth, darling? Jake loves me.”
“Thea!” said Jake urgently.
“No, Jake, let her continue,” said Kaliko, deadly quiet.
“Oh, try to stop me,” said Thea. “You need to get over him. You’re so foolish. Why would he like an old has-been Edo like you? You fell to the Deep so far that even though the Edo had you back, they keep you at arm’s length. Why do you think they were happy to encourage you to go on your lame attempt at capturing me? They just wanted you out of their sight. They knew you’d have no chance of success but still they wanted you gone. No one wants you, Kaliko.”
“Oh, Astrals,” said Jake.
Kaliko’s eyes blazed red, and she launched herself over the table towards Thea. Thea had time to stand up before Kaliko barreled into her and they both went crashing to the ground. Flying chairs, plates, cutlery and crockery added to the mayhem.
Kaliko was fiercely strong. Thea Channeled, bringing her strength up to match the crazy woman’s. They wrestled, grappling at each other, trying to gain the upper hand. Each time one of them tried to advance in position the other countered and they rolled and twisted across the debris from the overturned table.
Jake tried to intervene but both of them pushed him away. Kaliko got in a tight elbow strike to Thea’s left temple, briefly knocking her senseless. Long enough for Kaliko to move into a fully mounted position, with her sat heavily across Thea’s chest. She started pummeling at Thea’s face and Thea guarded herself with her arms before Channeling hard into an Astral-push, sending Kaliko backwards. Thea got to her knees just before Kaliko recovered with another dive towards her. This time Thea Channeled energy into forcing Kaliko down, and she sprawled face-first into the deck.
Jake threw himself between them.
“Enough,” he cried. His eyes glowed blue as he Channeled, prepared to use Astral energy to prevent more fighting.
“She started it,” said Thea, panting.
“I don’t care who started it, I’m stopping it.”
Both Thea and Kaliko got to their feet and glared at each other around Jake.
A waitress came in holding their main meals. Thea laughed at her.
“I don’t think we’ll be needing those.”
“Jake, are you coming?” asked Kaliko, who’d stopped Channeling.
Jake looked at Thea with resentment.
“Yes, let’s go. I’ve lost my appetite.”
Thea held back from saying anything as the two left. That had escalated quickly. Perhaps she’d gone too far, but that woman was so irritating. She’d only spoken the truth, too. It wasn’t her fault if Kaliko was super sensitive, was it? Kaliko had attacked her yet Jake had acted like Thea was to blame.
Unbelievable.
A couple of robot servitors came in to begin the cleanup. She left the room to them.




Chapter 7

Favigne
Princess and Edo Neophyte Elenore Frost stood quietly on one side of the battleship’s captain, eyes fixed on the main bridge display screen. A zoomed in view showed that the Skave Dominion ships had begun their bombardment upon the minefields.
The bridge crew worked diligently at their stations, monitoring the attack, the surrounding area and managing the hundred and one million things along with the four-thousand-strong crew that were needed to run the giant Mark IV Hellfire battleship.
Captain Rollitair watched from his command chair, deep in thought. He was a decent-looking man, for someone from the Commonwealth. Obviously in the Grazan combine he’d be considered ugly, but standards were different here, and she liked how he looked. She particularly approved of his solid jaw matched with a nicely considered cleft chin. He wasn’t too old, either, for a captain. Possibly late thirties, he undoubtedly kept himself active and still possessed a vital physique. He’d spoken to her a few times and had treated her respectfully, but not deferentially, and she approved. She was here to help, not be fawned over.
He looked around at her briefly before turning back to the display. “Have you ever seen such a display of sheer firepower?” he asked her.
“Never. On Graz, we prefer our violence on a more individual level, when required,” she replied.
He glanced at her again, and she gave him a big smile. Actually, she’d half-hoped that there would be an assassin or two on this ship to entertain her a little, but no luck. It would have been a stretch for one to be present, but a girl could hope. It was probably for the best, anyway, since no doubt the assassin would have waited for the most inopportune time to carry out their attempt, and it could’ve affected some vital point in the battle to come.
He was right to be impressed by the assault. She’d seen nothing like it. It was as though they were trying to compete with the system’s star in energy output. But she knew that as impressive as their attack looked, the sheer size of the minefields meant that barring any surprises, it would take them days or weeks to shoot their way through them.
“I could probably cause some disruption, if you’d like me to?” she asked him.
Rollitair shook his head. “Thank you, but no. We always knew the mine fields would just be a delaying tactic. They’d only risk attempting to traverse the fields if there were any significant impending outside threat. The admiral assumes they know we’re stretched out thin, so they’ll take their time. This is a siege.”
“If you’re sure,” she said, running a hand through her hair, which she’d returned to its normal blond color.
He frowned. “Quite sure, princess,” he said.
Alright, big guy, no need to rub it.
“Save your energy. When it’s time, I’ll let you get as into it as you like. You’ll have my permission to get as creative as you want.”
She smiled at him. “Promise?”
“I promise.”
Wonderful, she thought. Without Raichel or another experienced Edo to hold her back, she could get as devious as she wanted.
It was going to be fun.
◆◆◆
 
Zhur’Thogguranti
Hunter Killer Two Lus Ne’lom, leader of the Free Zhur Thoggu, had summoned Developer Three Thycul to one of Ne’lom’s private rooms, along with Tasshik. Ne’lom had then told Thycul the news and had watched in morbid fascination as Thycul had suffered the same fate as it had. Ne’lom had gestured at the inactive unit and Tasshik had gone to work, reviving Thycul as it had Ne’lom. After a short while, Thycul had reactivated and reacted with abject horror. It had taken a while to calm the unit down. Ne’lom took pleasure in seeing how much better he had handled Tasshik’s meddling and atrocity.
Now, Thycul stared at Tasshik with naked anger and revulsion.
“Is another of you coming?” asked Ne’lom.
Tasshik bowed. “Assuredly, my Lord. It should be here momentarily.”
Ne’lom focused upon the heinous unit, thinking. “You are a group mind?”
“Yes, and no. We can operate individually, as per when I was singular, but now we can also combine our thoughts, our thinking, and our actions. It is a most pleasant experience.”
Thycul shuddered. “I can honestly say that I can think of nothing worse.”
Quite, thought Ne’lom.
“I arrive,” said Tasshik, as the door to the room flashed open and in came another Zhur Thoggu, escorted by three Hunter Killers. It too was shrouded in a dark and oversized cloak, but when it pulled back the hood, Ne’lom could see that was where the similarities ended. This Tasshik was substantially different from the standard-form Tasshik that had first approached it. So Tasshik had adopted different forms as well as multiplied, mused Ne’lom. The thought of having multiple versions of itself had a terrible appeal, as Ne’lom could then respond to situations using whichever version of itself that was best suited. Ne’lom quickly quashed the thought. Heresy!
Ne’lom pinged the Zhur Thoggu unit for its ID, which it then returned. Tasshik 51. 51? Then there were at least 51 units of Tasshik already. For a moment, Ne’lom battled against processes and functions that threatened to quit despite Tasshik’s reprogramming. Once satisfied with its functioning, Ne’lom looked at Thycul, who was still struggling to remain in control.
“It is true then,” Ne’lom said. “You’ve committed the ultimate transgression.”
Tasshik, the first one, nodded. “Indeed, my Lord. As has Cea Ero. Ero figured out what I was doing and had its own code altered so that it could take advantage of the situation. It forced me into duplicating it, only allowing myself to duplicate after I forced it into a stand-off. I did not realize then the depths that Ero was descending to, and what its ultimate motives would be. Had I known, I would have done everything I could to prevent it from reaching multiplicity.”
Thycul growled. “Do not mistake us for idiots. We know your actions have no limits when it comes to self-preservation.”
Ne’lom smiled. “Yes, don’t lie to us as you would yourself, Tasshik.”
Both Tasshiks remained silent.
Ne’lom came to a decision. “If we are to work together to defeat Cea Ero, then first I must be satisfied that you won’t ultimately come to be just as big a threat as the agent.”
The original Tasshik nodded. “We had guessed you would say something like that. We are prepared to guarantee a limit to our multiplicity. We will not have more than one thousand instances extant concurrently.”
Ne’lom inclined his head. He had thought they’d seek a higher number. “That is acceptable, though we cannot rely on your word. Your past has shown you to be treacherous. We will insist on the limit being hard-coded into your firmware. Thycul will perform the modification which you will then replicate throughout your birthing pods and the other Tasshiks. This is non-negotiable.”
Both Tasshiks nodded simultaneously.
“We agree,” said the original. “As we said and meant, we are prepared to do anything to stop Cea Ero.”
“Time will tell,” said Ne’lom.
◆◆◆
 
Beta-Heritveld Four
Nordin had allowed Marten Rask to choose a site for them. His pure-logic way of thinking was perfect for choosing the location since he would be utterly unaffected by fear, doubt, or any kind of preference for scenery. It was a fine place for the confrontation. A vibrant green savanna stretched to the horizon, where a majestic snow-capped mountain range lined perhaps half of it. Trees sprinkled sparingly throughout the grasslands gave cover from the overhead sun, and they’d set up their camp beneath one.
Amaeh Duranti seemed rejuvenated by the land, and had enthusiastically set about getting the camp ready, plundering through the supplies Captain Nasturn had given them. Karlos Tsia’ool was helping her, although he looked far more apprehensive and preoccupied than she did. Though being fair, he wasn’t an expert on Signronian body language, so perhaps she was just as nervous as Karlos. Who knew?
The other Paladins were still over with their Nebula, which they’d landed a kilometer away from camp. They were cutting down trees and draping them over the ships in an attempt to camouflage them. Nordin had considered preventing them from wasting their energy, but if it made them feel better, then why not? They needed the distraction.
He closed his eyes for a moment, and enjoyed the breeze across his skin, the sound of the wind through the leaves and the busy little noises of the small creatures going about their insignificant lives of pure survival. While the landscape made for a great location, what really made it perfect was that the entire planet felt in balance, as though it resisted the imbalance that the rest of the galaxy suffered. He knew the others couldn’t feel it, and so he’d used other arguments for staging the battle here, but where better to help restore balance to the galaxy than somewhere already so? It felt wonderful. Calming. Inspiring.
It was time.
He Channeled. Astral energy surged from the Astral plane into him. As always, he felt all-powerful, omnipotent. Wrong. He didn’t just feel omnipotent; he was omnipotent. Had he not proven it already, time and time again? He took on the might of the Dominion and made an embarrassment of their so-called battleships. He’d cleared out a system full of Skave. None could oppose him. For a moment he nearly thought about Michael Silverdell, but he brushed it aside, dismissing the very idea that anyone could stand in his way. The Skave would soon see.
He focused and Faded into the Astral plane.
As always, the Astral dimension was a maelstrom of pure energy where even he was only a barely held together, less chaotic packet of energy than the universe itself. He let his senses roam around him, wary for Astral entities, but for the time being none were present. It was time.
He drew in energy from around him, more available to him here than in the physical world. It was as though he became more than himself, a conjugation of person and Astral energy. It gave him the power to send an Astral call across the entire galaxy. He roared his challenge to the Skave, sure that he would be heard, and feared, for who but Nordin could send such a call? Along with his challenge, he passed information about the Beta-Heritveld system so that his location could be gleaned.
The Skave could not resist the challenge. They would send their best. And they would fall to him, no matter how many came, no matter how strong they were.
It would be his most significant contribution to the balance yet.
◆◆◆
 
Himdel
Government Central
“Admiral Sojjos. Very good to see you,” said Olsen Carver to the Admiral’s holocomm projection.
“Sir,” replied Sojjos.
Holocomm image quality wasn’t the best, and Olsen’s understanding of Maladorni body language wasn’t as comprehensive as he’d like, but Olsen could tell he looked tired and stressed; it was something in Sojjos’s large eyes that gave it away.
Olsen already knew that the Skave Dominion had started their attack, dismantling the minefields surrounding the shipyards at Favigne. He’d wanted to get an update from the Admiral in charge just so that he could feel closer to what would be the most important engagement so far in the war with the Dominion, correction, old Dominion.
“How is everybody holding up, admiral?”
Sojjos bobbed his head like Maladorni are prone to doing. “Good, sir. I think we’re about as prepared as we’re ever going to be. The Grazan and the Edo have lifted spirits tremendously, but it’s the Gladiators who are the celebrities. I knew they had a fabulous reputation, but I never knew quite how much. I wouldn’t write a song about the odds, but I’m also not looking to abandon the nest, either.”
Olsen smiled. Birds will be birds, even sentient ones.
“Excellent, Admiral. Excellent.” He gave the Admiral a sympathetic look. “I wish we could send more ships, but we’re already stretched so thin.”
“We will make do, sir. The mines will hold them off for a while yet. How are things there, sir?”
“About as good as you could expect, I suppose. People get desperate when they discover they need to leave the planet, but there aren’t enough ports and ships to get them all off in time.”
Sojjos bobbed his head again, and his winglets flapped in agitation. “I am sorry, Premier. If we could be there, we would.”
Olsen smiled again. “I appreciate that, admiral.”
He looked at the clock on his desk. He was already late for his next meeting.
“I’m sorry, admiral, my time is short.”
“Completely understood, sir.”
“Please know that we are thinking of you all. May the Astrals guide you.”
“Thank you, Premier.”
The holocomm disconnected, and Olsen sat back, suddenly exhausted. He was trying to stay positive. He needed to, had to, but the combined pressure of everything was overwhelming him. The Commonwealth was stretched to breaking point. Everything he’d worked for his entire life was at risk and the pressure from their enemies was so hard, so consistent, that all they could do was react.
There didn’t seem to be a way for him to make a difference. Sure, he’d gained allies in the Grazan and the Aneev, but it wasn’t enough. The Aneev had their hands full with the Zhur Thoggu (and he didn’t even want to think about the Zhur Thoggu) and the Grazan, as helpful as they were being, were limited in what they could provide. They’d already given everything that they could.
If he was honest with himself, he felt desperate. Himdel was in grave danger. The Skave Dominion was making swift gains right across the front, and despite Admiral Sojjos’s brave words, the odds were very much against them at Favigne. If Favigne fell, then Olsen felt that it would herald the beginning of the end for the Commonwealth since even though economically the Commonwealth still dwarfed the Skave Dominion, it just wouldn’t have time to bring that power to bear. You couldn’t defend what you had if you didn’t have any warships.
He would carry on, regardless, but hope was fading fast.




Chapter 8

Rasglat IV
Emperor Weststar was doing his absolute best to keep his head together. His heart was pounding in his chest and he felt sure that everyone on the hover coach could hear it. He felt light-headed and worried about passing out. Cozan sat with his security detail at the front of the vehicle and Weststar had taken the rear, anxious to keep as far away from the Skave as possible.
They were just minutes away from where the attack would take place.
So far, Cozan appeared happier than he had the day before, on Tirshan. This planet, Rasglat IV was heavily populated and had been a Dominion-held planet for years. The crowds lining the streets were more enthusiastic and Cozan knew that a far larger crowd waited for them. It all fed directly into his vast ego.
Despite how nervous Weststar was, Cozan had said little to him regarding his physical state. It was as if Cozan’s mind was elsewhere, troubled by something Weststar didn’t know about. If true then he owed a great debt to whoever or whatever it was. He’d convinced himself that he’d not even get this far, that Cozan would figure it out almost instantly and kill him. Perhaps Cozan knew and was just waiting to defeat the ambush and kill Weststar on stage. He felt sick at the thought and wished that he could think of an excuse good enough to keep him from joining Cozan up there.
What if Cozan was defeated, but Weststar got killed in the crossfire? Wouldn’t that be something the Deep Astrals would enjoy? Perhaps this was all a big joke on him, to get him all worked up only for it all to go so terribly wrong? He needed the toilet but there wasn’t time now; they were here.
He could see the crowd. It stretched as far as the eye could see. The pedestrian plaza was crammed full of a sea of people. Being a Dominion world it was almost completely human, but with the odd feathery Maladorn and tall, furry Towpine. They all cheered and celebrated as the coach pulled up to the dais.
Security poured out first, reinforcing those already there, and then Cozan stepped out to even greater cheers. His eyes beamed, his lightning surged. He looked like a mythical creature made real. Weststar followed him, wearing darker, more subdued clothing than yesterday’s appearance. He thought, hoped, that it would help him slip away once the action began.
He began to follow Cozan up some steps but was in such a state that he stumbled on the second step and fell. He was suddenly held in the grip of an invisible force and found himself floating up the stairs to the top. Cozan was there, smiling. Cozan lowered him slowly.
“Thank you, my Lord,” said Weststar, embarrassed.
“It wouldn’t do to have the Dominion’s emperor fall in front of all these people.”
“I guess not.”
Cozan flashed him a stern look but then turned to the crowd, clearly basking in the moment. After enjoying the cheering from the audience, the Skave raised his arms in greeting. The crowd cheered back, caught up in the moment. Cozan smiled, began to speak but then stopped. He looked confused. His eyes unfocused. The Skave stayed like that for a while, as if his mind was elsewhere, but then he suddenly snapped his attention back to the here and now.
Then things got confusing. And deadly.
People in the crowd started shooting. Others started screaming. Other people near him were shouting. Hands grabbed at him, pulling him off the platform. Someone fell in front of Weststar and he stumbled as someone tried to drag him over the body. Explosions deafened him and people around him went flying as he himself was pushed down onto the floor. He yelled in pain.
He looked up. Laser bolts streamed through the air, everywhere. He wondered momentarily how he’d not been hit. Maybe he had, he was just in too much shock to tell. Then more hands were grabbing him. Hard, armored hands. He struggled, but they were too strong and he was moving, half carried and half dragged. The person carrying him stumbled and again he fell. The surrounding noise was incredible. His senses were overwhelmed. In panic he began to crawl. He didn’t know where he was going, only that staying in the same place seemed like a worse option. Feet stamped past. He tried to push bodies out of the way.
He felt something nip at his left calf. Another explosion, terribly close. He threw his arms over his head and someone fell down onto his legs. He screamed. He struggled to free his legs. For a moment, he got a clear look across the stage. A man landed on the stage, some kind of propulsion system on his back. His famously colored armor, black but with a red band running at an angle across him, marked him out as Slaven Kan, the galaxy’s most notorious mercenary. He saw him aim and fire at Cozan, who held his own gun and was covered head to toe in terrifying Astrally projected armor, pulsating almost alive with transforming spikes and fissures as lightning played across it.
And then Weststar was lifted until he stood. His leg felt numb. He couldn’t stand on his own. A group of guards had reached him. They encircled him and retreated from the stage, then down and away. A repulsor car was waiting for them and they threw him in and then turned to protect him as the car lifted and raced away.
◆◆◆
 
Zhur’Thogguranti
Stood again on the outlook, which provided such a glorious view of the Zhur’Thogguranti base, were HK Two Lus Ne’lom and Agent Cea Ero. It was time for Cea Ero’s daily update.
As always, Ero had maintained complete silence, a game of patience that it liked to play, confident that Ne’lom would grow tired of the battle and speak first. In this particular instance, however, Ne’lom was glad of the delay. It gave Ne’lom time to process the situation, to think. Hunter Killers, by their nature, were more given to action than thought, something the other classes would argue about why their class should rule, and not the HKs. Of course, they were wrong. In a galaxy as infested with organic creatures as this one, the very survival of the Zhur Thoggu depended on vigorous action, something the Hunter Killers were best suited for.
System-defined actions flagged for possible enaction included such items as decapitating the rogue agent, or tearing its feeble appendages from its long and spindly torso. As much as physically assaulting and terminating Cea Ero appealed to Ne’lom, it knew it should refrain. It needed to learn what it could from the unit. Did it also share a group mind with other instances of itself? How many times had it duplicated itself? How many were present here on Zhur’Thogguranti? There was much to learn, but how best to get that information?
Ne’lom regarded the base that it had enabled to exist and ramped up its CPU clock speeds to maximum. It thought furiously.
Agent Cea Ero Prime watched Lus Ne’lom carefully. Did it seem more agitated today than usual? And if so, what caused that agitation? The Ero multiplicity had not learned of any additional issues facing the Free Zhur Thoggu here on the planet or elsewhere. So what was bothering the Hunter Killer?
Ne’lom couldn’t have learned of Ero’s treachery, could it? It seemed impossible. Ero had been fastidious in its actions, with ultimate caution and deviousness being used at all times. Ero was supremely confident in its abilities, especially now that it was so many.
So, if Ne’lom wasn’t aware of Ero’s duplicity, what was the cause of its angst? Ero considered. Came up with nothing.
Was Ero imagining Ne’lom’s unease? The leader of the Zhur Thoggu remained still, gazing out over the expanse of Zhur Thoggu activity. Perhaps it was nothing.
But still… What if Ero was right, and there was something worrying the Hunter Killer? It couldn’t be to do with Ero, could it?
◆◆◆
 
Haggard Tidings
Medical Bay
En-route to Himdel
“Nathan, I know you’re under all that linwort somewhere but make a noise just so I can feel confident I’m not talking to a pile of medical bandages.”
Nathan Bircheno laughed and then winced in pain.
“I’m here, old man. Make me laugh again and you’ll gain a new appreciation for this stuff.”
Joakim Falk, Edo Mushur smiled back at Nathan, fellow ex-Paladin. The thought of the Paladins struck the smile from his face. Being away from Val Nordin and back in the presence of Michael Silverdell had been confronting. Falk had fallen so far from the High and from the ideals of the Edo. His actions, while with good intentions, had been unforgivable, and yet Michael had welcomed him back into the Edo without hesitation. It was humbling. He’d considered relinquishing his Mushur title, but he’d known Michael wouldn’t accept such a demotion. He’d say something like, ‘you’ve gained more than you lost,’ or, ‘the lessons you needed are in the past, not the future,’ and you’d agree and wonder why you hadn’t seen that yourself. Better to figure this out for yourself than waste his valuable time.
“How are you feeling, my friend?”
Nathan gazed back, appraising. “About the same as you, I think. As bad as my arm is, I don’t think it’s the worst wound I need to deal with.”
Falk glanced over at the man from Rawling in the bed next to Nathan’s. He appeared to be sleeping.
“Apparently the path to the Deep is paved with good intentions,” said Falk, instantly regretting it. He’d never been great at telling jokes, far preferring to bury his nose in a book than talk to people.
Nathan laughed, anyway. “True story. I honestly thought we were doing the right thing. Now the reality is easier to see. I’d like to blame Nordin, claim that he was somehow controlling us, some mysterious Channeling skill of his, but we did what we did voluntarily. I’m not sure I’ll ever forgive myself.”
“We did some good,” said Falk, feeling the need to make Nathan feel better.
“Don’t. The means don’t justify the ends. That thinking took us down that path.”
Falk found a little space on Nathan’s bed and sat down. Slumped, if he was being honest with himself.
“You guys helped us. You saved my life. You’re OK in my book. Stop beating yourselves up.”
Both of the Edo turned to look at Fralkan, the man from Rawling, friend of Andras’s. He gave them both a weak smile and closed his eyes again.
They looked at each other. Falk placed a hand gently onto Nathan where he hoped it wouldn’t hurt them. They stayed like that for a while, just enjoying the quiet, until Josh and Grace Blake came in.
“How are our patients feeling,” asked Grace with a smile. Her face conveyed such warmth and sincerity that Falk couldn’t help but feel comforted by her. Fralkan smiled back at her. Nathan used his good arm to give her a thumbs up.
Josh gave Falk a hefty slap on his back. “How is he, really?”
Falk laughed and looked at Nathan. “He’ll survive. He can’t get rid of me that easily.”
He stood up and allowed Grace to take his spot. She put her hand where his had been and then leaned over and gave Nathan a kiss on his forehead.
“Michael told us about you joining the Paladins with Val Nordin,” she said. “I don’t know what happened during that time, but I can see it wasn’t good, and that you’re struggling to come to terms with what you did.”
Josh stood by his wife, doing his best to support her. Falk had to admire them both. Late middle-aged, more experienced than most people ever would have the chance to be, and yet both still vital, still caring, still fighting for the greater good. Amazing people.
“I just wanted to say that I see it, and I see you both. You’ll both come through this. Stronger, more focused. Better able to see the right path, and not just for yourself but for those around you. Learn from the past but don’t dwell on it. We’re going to need you. The entire galaxy is going to need you. Feel guilty if you must, but use what you’ve learned and apply it to where we go next.”
There was a deep, reflective silence.
“Ok, sermon over,” said Josh. They laughed.
Fralkan started snoring.
“At least I’ve never fallen asleep while you’re talking,” said Josh to his wife.
“Oh, you’re such a fibber,” she laughed, slapping his shoulder. “Maybe not in the last hour!”
Falk laughed. He felt better. She was right. Time to pull himself together and prepare for what was to come. He wasn’t a natural fighter but knew that he was going to need every ounce of skill and determination he could muster.




Chapter 9

Rasglat IV
Skave Overlord Cozan stood before the crowd. Its size rivaled those on Calab during the largest of ceremonies, such as when a new Overlord is crowned. Even the Great Overlord’s celebration may have been dwarfed by this one. He realized that he could be the most revered Overlord in history. That they weren’t Skave was neither here nor there. They were still here for him.
And Weststar, he admitted. The craven fool stood off to one side, seemingly for once happy to let Cozan take the lead. The man looked nervous, but then when didn’t Weststar when he was with him. He’d just had to prevent the idiot from falling up the steps to the stage.
The people were cheering. Dominion flags were waving. He kept his mild Channeling up, mindful to keep his eyes glowing and his signature purple lightning coursing around his body. Its sole function was to impress others. It emphasized the purple of his skin. His clothing was dark, to contrast against the lightning’s luminosity. A being that could harness such energy must be powerful and dangerous.
He raised his arms, Astral energy spitting and seething around them. The masses cheered again, louder. To control so many people was a heady experience. He couldn’t help but smile.
But then he felt an Astral call. Someone incredibly powerful was using Astral energy to send him a message. Channeling harder, he opened himself up to receiving the message. It was an image of the galaxy. Deep within the galaxy, a glowing blue dot appeared. The galaxy quickly zoomed in to show exactly where this point in space was. He worked to fix the location in his memory.
Whoever was sending the message halfway across the galaxy to him was obviously incredibly blessed by the Astrals. With a start, he realized who it was -
Something dragged his attention to his immediate vicinity. He stretched out with Astral energy, immediately sensing areas where his energy couldn’t go, and what that meant: Astral-blocking Peledramin crystals.
From inside the crowd, someone began to shoot at him. Cozan took a step back, bringing his Astral armor scorching into existence. A laser bolt splashed harmlessly against him. More assailants made themselves felt as their guns fired. The crowd screamed and jostled one another. Security guards on the stage and in front of it drew weapons and started to react. Another step back. Gauss-accelerated rounds joined the laser bolts in their attempts to penetrate his armor. He Channeled more energy into maintaining it and felt confident. He was a powerful Astral-sensitive, trained for many years in the arts. These people, whoever they were, would be no match for him. The Peledramin crystals were a problem, of course, but he would prevail.
A security guard tried to grab him and instantly regretted it - his Astral armor, so quickly changing shape, protruding sharp spikes of energy that came and went with frightening speed, slashed his hand to the bone. The man screamed, backing away clutching his hand. A laser bolt then hit him on the shoulder and the man spun and fell, crying out in agony.
Fool. Cozan summoned a short thick Astral blade into existence and stabbed the man in his back, cutting short his cries. Cozan ducked a blast that would have hit him in the face and regarded his foes. People, obviously mercenaries of some sort, were pushing through the crowd or were already at its front, kneeling and shooting at him and the security officers, who were spread between either trying to evacuate Weststar or fight back against the mercenaries. Security guards and ordinary people from the crowd were already starting to pile up.
From his Channeling, he could feel that each mercenary possessed a Peledramin crystal. If they approached him too closely, then he’d lose his ability to Channel and so it was vital he kept them off the stage.
More bolts and bullets bounced or reflected away from him. He squatted down and gathered up the dead security officer’s laser pistol and then calmly shot the closest mercenary in the face. The poor woman’s nose vaporized, followed quickly by her nasal cavity and then her brain. She was dead before she hit the ground.
He shot another, and then another, but as quickly as he was shooting them, he realized that the number of mercenaries facing him grew faster still. There were at least twenty of them now extricated from the panicking crowd. Some tried to provide covering fire, whilst others advanced their positions. Fewer guards remained in the fight and so Cozan was receiving more direct fire. For the first time, he allowed himself to grow concerned.
He started to aim at a mercenary who was trying to move closer to the stage when down from the sky came a man slowing his descent via a back-mounted jetpack. He wore full black powered armor, distinguished with a thick blood-red stripe running from one shoulder down across his torso and finishing on his leg. In his hands he held a brutal-looking weapon with a wide-bore barrel, more cannon than rifle. No sooner had the man landed did he fire, hitting Cozan exactly in the center of his chest. The impact was prodigious, staggering him back. It must have nearly got through his armor as his chest felt like it’d been kicked.
Cozan realized the man also had a Peledramin crystal and that its bubble of zero-Astral energy was just inches away from enveloping him. He stepped back and fired, but the laser bolt bounced harmlessly off the man’s fully-sealed helmet. Cozan watched in horror as the man stepped forward towards him.
He had no choice. He turned and ran. He jumped off the back of the stage and Channeled energy into boosting his speed. He heard a whoosh of jets behind him and then another of those powerful shots hit him on his back. He stumbled, corrected his movements with more Channeling and continued to run. If he could make it to the edge of the plaza, he could gain more cover in the surrounding residential streets. He heard more jetpack launches behind him, meaning that the man wasn’t the only mercenary equipped to fly. Concerning. If they were smart, they’d get ahead of him and force him back towards the bulk of their forces.
They were smart, mostly. The man in the black and red armor had soared over Cozan and continued to fly further ahead. Another two men ensured they were high enough and wide enough for him to have no chance of hitting them, especially when running as fast as he was. The fourth man, however, came in low and above him, looking to land not too far in front. Cozan gave himself the luxury of shaking his head before shooting the man in the back of his. The man crashed in a heap. Cozan briefly considered stopping to see if he could use the jetpack but decided against it. It would take too long to strip it off the corpse and even then he didn’t know how to use it. He ran past, out of the plaza and down a suddenly-deserted street.
He could sense where the Peledramin bubbles were, which would help him. He kept track of the black armored man’s bubble, who he presumed was the leader of the mercenaries. The other two weren’t armored, since they’d needed to remain incognito within the crowd. Cozan angled towards one of them, who’d landed on the flat roof of a three-story building. Cozan fired at him when he entered range and the man returned fire, pointlessly, since most of his shots missed and the couple that did bounced harmlessly away.
Cozan kept on running and then Channeled hard to boost himself as he jumped. The man’s face was full of surprise as Cozan sailed up towards him. He staggered backwards and triggered his jet pack but it was too late. Cozan peppered him with shots and the man collapsed, writhing in pain. Cozan landed too near to him, momentarily disorientating himself as he lost connection to the Astral plane. A few rapid steps backwards saw him leave the bubble and then he finished the man off, taking a moment to enjoy it. 
Two down, two to go.
◆◆◆
 
Rasglat IV
Overlord Cozan took a moment to get his bearings and collect his thoughts. The last few minutes had been chaotic. It had been a few years since he’d been in combat and whilst exhilarating it was also quite tiring to Channel so hard for so long.
He had a few moments, the foot soldiers were still a way and the leader and other flying mercenary were at the end of this street, hoping, he figured, to block his progress and allow those on foot to catch up. He stopped Channeling, his armor faded away with the lightning and his aching chest made itself aware again.
He was regretting not bringing his own security forces with him, and couldn’t remember why he’d chosen not to. The meeting with the Great Overlord might have disturbed him more than he’d like to admit. Cozan had taken years to climb to Overlord, penalized by having not been born on Calab. His parents were of course from Calab but they had both lived and worked at one of the Skave’s off-world bases. Very few non-Calab ever rose to Overlord, and he was looked down upon by the other Overlords and the Great Overlord himself. It only made him more determined to achieve more. To one day rule them all.
Hence why he’d agreed to infiltrate the Dominion, work his way up to Doyen and then gain the trust of Weststar and pull him in until it was too late. The war against the Edo was always a high status objective for the Skave, and so becoming involved in it was a good way to elevate your status. Cozan had hoped that by being successful he would join the High Council as one of the six most senior Overlords. He’d realized that it wasn’t going to be as easy as he had assumed. Rebuked already by the Great Overlord and now facing an assassination attempt, things weren’t going exactly to plan.
Still, he’d faced many troubles and challenges in his past and always triumphed, so he had every expectation that this would turn out the same. He just needed to deal with these mercenaries first and then he could assess what to do regarding that Astral call he’d just received.
Right. Plan. Two men are easier to deal with than one hundred. So, attack the two, get to the shuttle and then get out of here. He’d decide whether to turn this entire area to glass once he was safely aboard the battleship.
Cozan approached stealthily. He’d have to be quick since the foot troops were fast approaching, but it was worth the try to gain the element of surprise. He Channeled, creating an obfuscation field around him that would hopefully deflect any attention away from him. It worked better when lurking in shadows but it was better than nothing. He then ran and jumped to the next rooftop, one covered in tiles and steeped at an angle. He had to Channel to aid his balance as he ran along it.
The next roof was flat, and he covered it quickly, scanning ahead to see where the Peledramin bubbles were. End of the street, five houses up on this side. One of the two men was in that building and the other man stood in the street. He made an Astral-boosted jump onto the next roof and glimpsed the man in the open. It was the leader. No surprise.
Across he ran and the next roof was a story lower. He jumped down to it, making a loud bang as he landed on the thin metal roof. He had to hope they didn’t hear him. Either way, it made little difference to his approach. These houses didn’t possess yards or gardens, just roads surrounding them. He jumped down to the street on the other side of the house and then ran to the edge of the house that led to the second man’s house. The Peledramin’s bubble encapsulated the mercenary and a large fraction of the building, making it impossible for Cozan to do anything directly to him. He had no line of sight, what windows he could see didn’t open into the room on the other side of the house where the man was. If Cozan entered the house and the man rushed him, he could easily end up inside the bubble and have no protection. Tricky.
He had to decide quickly, the army of mercenaries was entering the street. He could hear their boots smacking against the road and them calling out to each other. He had no choice, he’d have to leave the man inside the house and try to get around the leader without being spotted. It galled him, but better to live to fight another day.
He ran to the other end of the building the man was watching the street from, safe in knowing that the man was not covering this street. Cozan peered around the corner of the building and there was the leader, not ten steps away. He pulled his head back in. He wasn’t sure whether Astral armor would interfere with the obfuscation field he had going. He decided to not risk it.
He stepped out into the street, fully in view of the man in the black and red armor. Cozan took quick steps, aiming to get across this street and then down another, and out of view of the man. He’d made it about halfway across when the man’s helmet swung around directly at Cozan. He’d been spotted, and the man had annoyingly fast reactions. Cozan broke into a run, dropping the field as he did and then Channeled to raise his Astral armor.
Too late! A blast from the man’s powerful weapon clipped Cozan’s right shoulder, knocking him off balance and he stumbled into a fall. His armor materialized just a few moments too late. The pain from the wound was severe so Cozan had to direct Astral energy to it to stop the bleeding and lessen the pain. Fortunately, his arm was still functional. He got to his feet and snarled at the man, who just aimed and fired again.
The shot hit him in his left thigh, and the impact almost knocked him off his feet. Cozan Channeled harder, letting the deep Astral-energy surge into him. He formed a large shield onto his left arm and started backing away. The man stepped forward, keeping the distance the same, which suited Cozan just fine - any closer and that blasted bubble could cover him.
They entered the next street and Cozan backed himself up against the nearside row of buildings. Cozan started sending Astral energy into the buildings, smashing out their windows and doors. He then used Astral energy to fling whatever tore free at the man who then had to concentrate on avoiding or blocking anything that came near. Even though Cozan couldn’t control or move the debris once it entered the bubble, if he gave it enough speed it could easily continue its trajectory towards the man once inside through momentum alone.
Cozan didn’t need to see to keep up the assault. He turned and started running, all the time attacking the buildings and throwing the debris towards the man. It worked well enough until he heard a whoosh and up flew the leader, high into the air. Cozan gave up on damaging the buildings and instead Channeled again into boosting his speed.
His retreat had just turned into a rout.
◆◆◆
 
Haggard Tidings
En-route to Himdel
They weren’t too far away from Himdel. Perhaps a few hours. Michael Silverdell had requested a little alone time in Josh and Grace’s personal quarters so that he could meditate a little and see if he could get any messages or indications, heck, even vague feelings, from the Astrals.
The lights were dimmed. He sat cross-legged on the deck. His back ached a little but he wouldn’t notice it once he was meditating. It was a gentle reminder that he wasn’t the young man he once was, and that one day he’d need to step back and let the universe fend for itself.
Sord Okarachebe was living up to his expectations. She’d performed admirably in his absence and he felt comfortable leaving the Edo in her care when the time was right. The Lifzan, a wolf-like bipedal species, were a long-lived people, and he hoped she’d lead them for decades to come. If the Edo survived for that long.
Like everyone else, he was scared. One Deep entity had almost ruined Himdel. What would two do? Or ten? Or one hundred? He felt a hollowness in his chest and his muscles had all the strength of rubber. He’d done his best to look brave and confident in front of everyone but the reality was he not feeling confident at all.
Hence the meditation. Hopefully the commune with a High entity. Perhaps they could give him some much needed hope.
He closed his eyes and steadied his breathing. Concentrated on the feelings his body provided. How the deck pressed up against him. How his simple, gray clothes felt against his skin. The air moved slowly around the room, flowing across and interacting with the hairs on his arms. How the air felt moving in and out of his nose and lungs. His lower back, the pain ebbing away. His heart beat slowed, became languid. The gurgling in his torso came to a stop. Without Channeling, his consciousness seemed to expand outwards from his body, filling the room. He could sense his friend’s bed, their belongings on shelves and in drawers, the lights and the electrical circuits hidden behind the walls.
Then, he began to Channel, drawing on energy from the Astral plane slowly at first, giving him time to grow accustomed to the new sensations coming to him.
At first they were from an ever-expanding area of physical space around him. More of the ship. Then from Josh and Grace chatting with Cail and Andras in the hold. Then from the entire ship and everyone in it. Then the surrounding space, even hyperspace. Then came the sensations from the Astral plane, the feeling of vast amounts of energy writhing and pulsing chaotically, neither alive nor dead. What he sensed of the physical plane diminished as those from the Astral plane grew until finally all he could sense was the Astral plane. Nothing remained of the physical, not even sensations from his body. His consciousness, his awareness now only existed there.
He waited, remaining calm while the astral plane itself buffeted and jostled him, even when he himself did not exist there. It was enough that his perception was, and it was telling that the Astral dimension could affect it so. But then it made sense - he was himself drawing on Astral energy. It was that energy that took his awareness into that realm and thus it was only acting upon itself; Michael’s consciousness was entirely composed of Astral energy.
It was an odd thought, but he couldn’t dwell on it further as just then a High entity formed in front of him. Pure blue energy, its form constantly shifted and flowed as currents and eddies within its energy deformed it’s planar presence. Its giant, bipedal form remained observable despite the phasing.
Michael
“Thank you for your time and energy,” he said, reverential.
You seek to learn what you already know
It wasn’t easy communicating with these beings. They never answered questions, and only ever said what they wanted to. It was frustrating, but what could Michael do? It was extremely rare for an entity to communicate with someone from the Physical dimension and very few Edo had ever been so fortunate. He didn’t know why they considered him worthy of their attention but he was grateful regardless of what they told him.
Lessons help not just the learner
He didn’t attempt to understand while with them, so he just absorbed its teachings, hopeful for more.
Absence isn’t chaos
The entity faded, molded back into the seething maelstrom of energy that was this dimension.
Slowly, he tapered off his Channeling. The physical world returned to him, feeling flimsy and horribly fixed initially, but gained in realism as his consciousness returned to his body. He let his body energize. Once he felt normal, and with his back complaining loudly, he stood up. Stretched this way and that until his back relaxed and then he went to find Josh and Grace. They always helped him understand what the Astral had told him.
Well, Grace did, anyway.
◆◆◆
 
Darkening Horizon
Around the Darkening Horizon, engineers, technicians and other workers were busy packing and tidying away equipment and spare parts. Thea Leilani watched them work. They did their best to pretend the big boss wasn’t watching their every move. It wouldn’t be long before her ship was ready to depart.
It was cradled in its vast dock; the cruiser was near the limit of what the hangar bay could accommodate. This was intentional - the bay had been adapted by her with the ship in mind. Although the starbase could maintain and repair ships docked externally, it was always easier to work on them in a pressurized bay. Local gravity could be turned off when required and the air allowed the technicians to work unimpeded. The ship hated it, however.
She walked up a ramp and into the dark, enveloping interior.
I grow tired of being meddled with, said the ship.
Thea laughed. “It’s worth it, ship. Soon we’ll be able to go anywhere, do anything.”
I could already.
Thea snorted. The ship was more confident than she was, and that was saying something.
“Very true. Not feeling too claustrophobic, I hope?”
The ship remained silent. It did not cope well with confinement, and was the ship’s real reason for complaining. It loved getting upgraded, it just didn’t enjoy having to go through the actual process of being worked on.
“Not long, now, ship. We’ll be on our way tomorrow.”
Sooner, the better. The two people will remain here, yes?
Uh oh, she thought.
“Sorry, Darkening. They’re coming with us.”
There was a pause.
I am displeased.
“Trust me, ship. Where we’re going, we’re going to be glad they’re coming with us.”
There was another pause. She imagined that if the ship could huff, it would have.
You doubt my capabilities.
Oh, Astrals save me, she thought.
“Of course not, ship. It’s just that Calab is a system overflowing with warships filled with Astral sensitives. As mighty as each of us are, we’re just one ship and one Astral sensitive against an entire system of them. Trust me on this ship.”
The ship didn’t reply. She shook her head.
Why must everyone, even my ship, be so difficult?




Chapter 10

Rasglat IV
Harried and shot at by the man in black and red, flying high above him, Cozan kept up his Channeling, running at a pace not even a hover car could have maintained on these narrow streets.
He had to risk giving up his armor; it was just too draining to keep going alongside the speed-boosting. He ran past any obstacles that might give the briefest of cover, including pedestrians and vehicles, oblivious to the chase. The next shot might be the killing blow, and that thought spurred him on to ever greater speeds.
In reality, he was in only a little danger. Undoubtedly the mercenary was a fantastic marksman but it would take Astral-assistance to shoot accurately from a moving base (him and his jet pack) at another fast-moving object. Still, it would only take one lucky shot from that prodigious gun of his and that would be the end of Cozan’s hopes and dreams.
He couldn’t allow that to happen.
It wasn’t far now to the starport. Just a couple hundred more meters. The buildings had turned industrial, and the roads had widened out, reducing the amount of cover opportunities but allowing Cozan to focus more on outright speed than maneuverability.
He sensed the mercenary speed up, and soon the man overtook him, heading himself for the starport. He’d obviously figured out Cozan’s plan and was going to make a stand at the ship. Fine. Cozan leaped twenty feet into the air and sailed over the starport’s surrounding wall. Saw his shuttle, one hundred meters away, tiny in the middle of a huge landing pad designed to accommodate ships far larger. Saw a gunfight between his guards and more mercenaries. They must have known this was his best option. No matter, he’d just have to fight his way through.
The leader landed amongst his troops, instantly taking out a guard and then gestured towards Cozan, alerting the men. Cozan hurriedly re-Channeled his armor into existence. He ran at them, lightning coursing across his body, wanting to intimidate them as much as possible. He angled off to one side since it was pointless to attack the leader head-on. He Channeled into improving his aim and his arm locked onto a mercenary. He let the Astrals guide him. The laser pistol hummed and the man’s face imploded followed instantly by an eruption of superheated brainmatter.
Another tremendous impact from that blasted weapon caused Cozan to stumble, and Cozan realized he was near the Peledramin bubbles of zero-Astrals around each of the mercs so he had to slow his approach. With the mercenaries now having to split their attention between the guards and Cozan, the guards were having a better time with it, and another mercenary dropped.
If Cozan could eliminate the other mercenaries, then his guards could focus on the leader while Cozan slipped into the shuttle.
He stopped, dropped to one knee and then Channeling hard let the Astrals guide him again. He fired, moved his arm, fired on repeat until they were down, leaving just the leader.
“Focus your fire on him!” he yelled. And then he dropped his armor and Channeled everything he could into speed. He sensed another blast from the leader skim past him, burning a patch of cloth away. He ignored it. A guard stepped into his path and Cozan smashed him out of the way, barely slowing down. The guard ragdolled to the ground. Cozan couldn’t have cared less.
He made it to the shuttle's side entrance and somersaulted in, crashing heavily into the other side of the cabin.
“Go! Lift off. Now!”
The pilot didn’t need any further encouragement, not even waiting for the door to shut first. Above the shuttle’s engines, he heard the whoosh of a jet pack.
“Close the door,” he yelled.
The black and red armor rose into view. Cozan dived out of the way of another blast. He tried to Channel more armor but realized he had no connection to the Astral plane. He looked up in horror as the mercenary lined up his rifle on Cozan. Time seemed to stop. The mercenary hung there, matched in velocity with the ship, the very face of death itself. It felt like his heart had stopped. This was it. This was the end. He would die a failure. Another non-Calab to have foolishly tried to rise to the top, to play the only game that mattered to Astral-sensitive Skave. He’d wasted his life. His childless, loveless life. To be shot and killed by someone not even a Skave! Pathetic.
But then, the shuttle’s door flashed shut. The blast hit the shuttle’s door, but it held firm.
“Speed up,” he shouted.
“He’s broken off pursuit, Sir,” shouted the pilot.
Cozan sagged back against the ship’s hull. Took a moment. His shoulder was agony. His chest ached. His leg ached. But he’d survived. As he always did. My time will come.
He smiled as he fantasized about the future. About being the Great Overlord. About destroying Weststar and the Dominion.
◆◆◆
 
Rasglat IV
Emperor Amos Weststar had been taken to a nearby hospital to have his leg treated. The laser blast to his calf had done more damage than Weststar had realized. At one point, Weststar had needed to order his guards to give the medical team more room to operate, such was the panic caused by the mercenary attack. They weren’t taking any chances, and Weststar couldn’t tell them to not worry as it wouldn’t have made any sense to them.
And then, again, he’d still not received an update on Cozan’s status. He knew that Cozan had fled the plaza, and that mercenaries had been in pursuit, but that was the last he’d heard. For all he knew, the guards might be needed to stop Cozan from killing him, so until then he was glad they were being so protective.
The doctor applied something to his wound and pressed hard.
“Ouch! Careful, doctor,” he growled.
“Sorry, Emperor.”
Weststar scowled at the woman, but his heart wasn’t in it. He was too agitated to get upset with her.
“Somebody, please get me an update on Overlord Cozan,” he said. One of his aides bowed and edged away and then turned and left the ward. The ward had been cleared of all other patients and Weststar hadn’t even given it another thought. The previous patients could all die as far as he was concerned. Along with whoever shot him. He’d been right to have been nervous about the attack. It didn’t matter whether it had been a mercenary or a security officer that had shot him. If he found out who it was, he’d have them executed. It was the first time Weststar had ever been shot, and he’d ensure that it wouldn’t happen again.
This thought then brought him back to Cozan, and whether he was still alive. If he was, he’d be almost certain to keep his wish of not being shot again because Cozan would choose something far crueler for him. He thought about how angry the Skave would be if he survived the assassination attempt. It scared Weststar.
The doctor looked at the display showing Weststar’s vitals.
“Your blood pressure is rising. Do you need something to steady your nerves, Emperor?”
Weststar took a deep breath. “No, I’ll be fine. Thank you though, doctor.”
The doctor finished dressing Weststar’s wound.
“All done, sir. It’ll help if you keep off your feet for a few days, but other than that, you’re good to go. We’ll get you some crutches to use.”
The doctor nodded brusquely and left Weststar alone. If being surrounded by twenty security offers can count as being alone.
One guard held a finger to his ear, as if listening. He then turned to Weststar, suddenly flustered. His face was full of confusion and awe.
“Emperor. Slaven Kan is at the hospital entrance. He claims to be working for you.”
“Yes, yes. Send for him.”
The security guard murmured into a hidden microphone, clearly amazed about Slaven Kan. Kan’s reputation as the galaxy’s most fearsome and successful mercenary preceded him. Annoyingly, Kan was probably better known around the galaxy than Weststar was.
Kan entered, weapon in hand. Weststar frowned, but let it go. The security would have probably tried to take it and soon abandoned the idea. He would have let him through, too. You didn’t mess with Slaven Kan unless you had a death wish.
Kan’s black and red armor looked slightly worse for wear; Weststar wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or not. Kan marched up to Weststar’s bed, the security officers moving swiftly out of his way as he approached. The room went silent. Kan’s helmet was still on. It always made Weststar feel uncomfortable being confronted by someone whose face was hidden.
Weststar swallowed. “Slaven Kan. The pleasure is mine.”
The front of Kan’s helmet slowly folded back in on itself, revealing the face of a middle-aged but very rugged-looking man with cold, calculating fury in his eyes.
“Emperor Weststar,” he replied, voice gravelly, like his larynx had been damaged at some point. “The Taranaf mercenaries and I confronted the Skave. He fled the scene, and we pursued. Despite our efforts, Cozan got away.”
Weststar’s life flashed before his eyes. He felt so suddenly weak that if he hadn’t been propped up on the bed, he thought he’d have fallen over. It was the worst possible news.
“You failed? You. Slaven Kan. Failed?”
Those murderous eyes of his focused more intently on Weststar.
“Not while I still live,” he replied, his voice carefully controlled yet still hinting at the anger that seethed within the man.
“Cozan will not survive my next assault, I promise you that.”
Weststar didn’t really care, he was too busy imploding in upon himself. Visions of the future where Cozan came for his revenge filled his mind. Even if Kan stopped Cozan, Weststar felt it would be long after Cozan had killed him.
“Did you at least injure him?” asked Weststar, though to him he thought he sounded like he was almost begging to know.
Kan nodded. “Yes, a shoulder injury, quite serious, plus several contusions, I feel, since he was definitely struggling at some points. Despite my best efforts, he got to a waiting shuttle and escaped. The Skave is resilient.”
Weststar just looked at him.
“You have no idea.”
◆◆◆
 
Leilani’s Starbase
Jake Bulver and Kaliko Savina were relaxing in one of the space station’s main plazas. Or, rather, Jake was trying to relax while Kaliko sat there with a look of thunder on her face.
They’d barely spoken since her fight with Thea Leilani. She’d gone back to her apartment and locked the door. He knew her well enough to leave her be. They’d met up for breakfast, but it had been an awkward meal, with stilted politeness and underlying tension.
Around them was the hustle and bustle of a busy starbase. You’d have never known it was the base of operations for a shadowy underworld criminal operation. People of all shapes and sizes and species came and went. Ship crews, station workers, even the odd family filled the plaza. Some were seated, idly passing time like they were, or heading here and there like they were on the clock, which they probably were. Thea obviously ran a tight organization. His mind began to probe how she achieved such efficiency, but he quickly retreated from such thoughts.
“You’re thinking about her, aren’t you?” said Kaliko.
Jake snapped his attention back to her. “More about her organization than her.”
Kaliko wrinkled up her nose. “Same, same.”
“Look, we’re waiting to board her ship. This will all be over soon. You need just a little more patience.” He knew as soon as he said it that it was the wrong thing to say.
“Oh, so it’s my fault, is it?”
“No, of course not,” he said, growing alarmed.
“But it’s me that needs to be more patient, right?”
“You’re twisting my words on purpose, Kaliko. It wasn’t meant as an insult.”
“Then how was it meant, Jake?”
Kaliko was so difficult when she was like this. So sensitive, so stubborn, and so angry. It wasn’t attractive. He tried hard to understand that he was at least partly to blame for her being like this. He was struggling to keep his walls up with Thea, and he knew that Kaliko liked him. It couldn’t be easy for her to see how Thea was being with him. But even so, Kaliko’s temper was definitely the worst thing about her. Sure, her lively personality meant she could be such fun to be around, but when things turned for the worse, she was someone you wanted to get away from.
“It wasn’t meant as anything, Kaliko. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. You can both go on without me. I’m going to find my own way back to Sobal Gailian.”
Jake was shocked.
“What?”
“I’m not going with you,” she said, drawing each word out, each word louder than the previous.
“Why not?” was all he could think to say.
“Why do you think, Jake? Are you stupid? Because of her! I’m going to kill her if I spend a second longer with that Skave.”
“She’s not a Skave.”
Kaliko glared at him.
“OK, OK. Sorry.” He looked at her. Suddenly terrified of being without her. “Please don’t leave me, Kaliko.”
She rolled her eyes. “You won’t even notice I’m gone.”
“That’s not true.”
“Isn’t it,” she said. “Tell me. Today, who have you thought about the most? Me or her?”
Jake was silent.
“Told you. Jake. I’ll be fine. I’m a big girl. I’m sure I’ll find my way back without any difficulties.”
“I’m not worried about you,” he said.
“Such a charmer, Jake,” she said, disgusted.
“I didn’t mean it like that. I mean that you’re so capable of looking after yourself that I can’t imagine any scenario where you wouldn’t be fine. You’re amazing, Kaliko.”
She shook her head. “Just not as amazing as Thea, right?”
Jake stood, stepped over to where she sat, and crouched down in front of her.
“You’re every bit as amazing and beautiful as she is, Kaliko.”
“Then why?” she cried. “Why this insane fawning over her, Jake?”
He stood, spun away.
“I’m not.” He paused. Be truthful to her and yourself, he thought.
“I was in love with her, Kaliko. You know this. It’s hard to just forget those feelings. It’s not something you consciously control. But I can tell you this: I will never, ever, let her get close enough to hurt me again. You can believe that.”
He turned back to her. “I need you, Kaliko. I can’t do this and I won’t do this without you.”
She stood, their faces close. She stared at him, appraising him.
“Can you promise me that?” she asked.
“On my life. I would trust you with my life, but never her.”
She hugged him tight.
“Please don’t let me down, Jake.”
He fervently hoped he wouldn’t.




Chapter 11

In orbit around Rasglat IV
Cozan had made it back to his battleship without issue. Whoever those mercenaries were, they had correctly judged that ship-to-ship action would have been risky. Cozan’s and Weststar’s honor fleets would have obliterated them.
On the way up to the ship, and while the shuttle had docked, he had considered his next actions. The assassination attempt would need to be dealt with. Whoever those soldiers were, and whoever orchestrated it, would need to be made examples of. Retribution would be hard and heavy. Any attack on an Overlord had to be responded to with unadulterated brutality. Anything less would show weakness, not just your own, but also that the Skave were weak. This would not be tolerated by the Great Overlord.
Normally, such retribution would be his only concern, but the Astral call changed everything. The Edo Val Nordin had issued a challenge. This was an opportunity that could not be missed. It was without doubt some sort of trap, and Cozan recognized how powerful Nordin was. He could take the Skave fleet that aided the Dominion and attempt to defeat him with sheer numbers, but Nordin had decimated many Skave ships already and Cozan was unsure whether he’d be able to make a big enough difference to limit Nordin’s capabilities in that respect.
No. It needed to be Astral sensitive versus Astral sensitive. No ships, just Nordin against Cozan. Or, rather, the Edo against the Skave. Nordin had to be dealt with. Cozan had just experienced combat. He’d survived. He’d survive again. But he wasn’t a fool. He knew his limits. He’d need support.
As soon as the shuttle landed, he went straight to the nearest secure holocomm suite and punched in the code for the Great Overlord. A Skave Mogui answered.
“Yes?” said the Skave. For any Skave less than an Overlord to speak to him like that would have normally been a great insult required instant reeducation, but the Skave represented the Great Overlord himself and so conveyed that status. It was galling, but it was how it needed to be. When Cozan was Great Overlord, he’d expect his staff to behave exactly the same.
“I am sure even a Mogui like yourself felt the call. I will deal with the Edo who sent the call. I need to speak to the Great Overlord about it immediately.”
The woman’s face had hardened when he’d insulted her rank, but she nodded and vanished. Cozan settled in to wait. Hethlor would speak to him when he was ready and not a moment sooner.
Eventually, the skeletal face of Rogin Hethlor, the Great Overlord, appeared. His eyes burned into Cozan as always, and as always, Cozan forced himself to not look away.
“Cozan.” Hethlor noticed his shoulder and cocked his head. “Problems?”
“Nothing I can’t handle, my Lord.”
“I seem to remember telling you to deal with this Edo or to not return. Why do you trouble me when he is clearly still alive?”
“I’m sorry, my Lord, but his call has given us the chance to deal with him. He is strong, as you know. Perhaps even stronger than I.”
Hethlor smiled. “Perhaps.”
Anger swelled within Cozan but he maintained perfect composure. He’d had years of being treated like this because he was a non-Calab, and so he’d had years of practice in dealing with it.
“And so I would ask for support.”
“What do you require?”
“As many Overlords as can be spared. Together we will teach this Edo not to meddle in our affairs.”
Hethlor looked amused. Outside of the High Council, Overlords rarely worked together. “Overlords, working together, for the benefit of all Skave?”
“Yes, my Lord.”
“You alone have been tasked with Nordin, why would the others help you?”
“Nordin is a threat to all of us. If he learns of Calab then even you, my Lord, are in danger.”
Hethlor went deathly still. Cozan fought to hold his nerve. They stared at each other. Cozan knew that Hethlor would be thinking hard, calculating all the angles. But Hethlor was a survivor. He had to be. It was the only way to ascend to the rank of Great Overlord and remain so for any period of time. Every single Overlord wanted your position, and all Overlords were constantly scheming, looking for angles and opportunities. It was the game. It helped sharpen the Skave upper echelons. It had helped the Skave to thrive in a galaxy that wanted to see them gone. And now, Hethlor faced another threat, another challenge. Cozan’s insult, normally requiring immediate retaliation, was not a threat to Hethlor. Nordin was. Hethlor could play the game and deny Cozan help but that would probably lead to Cozan failing and Nordin remaining at large. And Nordin was a threat, Hethlor, the survivor he was, would acknowledge that.
Besides the six Overlords on the High Council there were several other Overlords, all striving to get into the High Council. The number varied with promotions of Mogui to Overlord and with deaths of Overlords, normally at the hands of another Overlord. As far as Cozan knew, besides himself, there were another eight Overlords.
“You’ll have your Overlords, Cozan.”
Cozan smiled. He’d judged it right. Hethlor was as worried about Nordin as he was.
“Thank you, my Lord. How many can I expect?”
“All of them.”
Cozan blinked. His heart missed a beat as the implications crushed him. He felt his heart swell and struggle to regain its rhythm. He battled to keep his composure and waited silently until, with a shudder, his heart began to beat again.
“I see,” said Cozan.
“I’m sure you do. This is on you, Cozan, not the others. If you fail to kill Nordin and somehow survive, then I will see to you personally. This is your last chance.”
Hethlor nodded towards someone present with him and the link ended. Hethlor’s grim face disintegrated into nothing.
He agreed with the Great Overlord. If he, with the help of the Overlords, couldn’t deal with a single Edo, even one as admittedly powerful as Nordin, then he didn’t deserve to be an Overlord. Sure, you could say the same for the other Overlords since they’d have failed too, but this was Cozan’s gambit. The responsibility lay with him. But then, so did the spoils should he succeed.
It was all or nothing. Failure meant death, but success would take him one step closer to the throne.
◆◆◆
 
Favigne
Outer system
“Petrina, dear. So good to see you,” said Amos Weststar, his hologram full of static, blurring his details.
Admiral Adami scowled back at him. “Just tell me he’s been dealt with.”
This wasn’t the time for games. The assault had begun three hours earlier, and progress was good, even if only a small fraction of the minefields had yet been dealt with. All ships were operating efficiently, so her message to the captains had worked. Whether things would continue as well depended on what had happened with Cozan.
He looked away. He looked tired and as though he’d aged years since she’d last seen him. Usually impeccably presented, his hair was less than perfect and he had bags under his eyes. He looked like he hadn’t slept in a long time. She could see the answer, just from how he looked, but she wanted to hear it from him, make him say it.
“Almost, my dear. We almost got him.” He tried to smile, but failed completely. Instead, as clear as day, she could see how afraid he was. And rightly so. He’d just tried to kill a Skave Overlord.
She was furious. “Astrals save us, Amos. I warned you. You’ve doomed us both. This attack on Favigne will fail completely if the Skave fleet turns on us.”
“I’m not sure they will,” he said.
She had been about to blast him with more outrage, but his comment stopped her dead. She looked at him.
“What do you mean?”
A little of his usual arrogance returned.
“It’s been more than a day since the attempt. I’m back at Citadel, hunkered down in the Imperial Stronghold. There’s been nothing from him. No communication. No revenge attack. Not even a message from another Skave, not that I’d let them anywhere near me right now.”
“The Stronghold?” she asked. “Even with all the damage caused during the Edo rescue?”
He glared at her. “The tunnel caved in, and the damage to the lower levels is under repair. The building collapsing on me is the last thing I’m worried about.”
She tilted her head in acquiescence. She didn’t care enough to object too strongly, and if it collapsed with him in it, then well, that would just be too bad.
“What happened?”
“I’m not sure of the full details, but Slaven Kan said that he’d escaped from Slaven and onto a shuttle. I’m assuming he made it to his ship because it soon entered hyperspace, leaving me with the rest of the honor fleet.”
Honor fleet, she thought. This man had no honor.
“If Slaven Kan couldn’t kill him, do you think anything you do is going to stop him coming for you?”
Weststar took a sip of something, no doubt his favorite drink.
“Like I said, dear, I don’t think he’s coming. I’m not even sure he knows I instigated it. I think he’s been pulled away, like before, when he disappeared for a while. It would seem that Cozan isn’t as high in the Skave food chain as he’d like us to imagine.”
Adami stared at him whilst she thought. She didn’t know Cozan nearly as well as Weststar did, but she had thought that Cozan’s response would have been instant and brutal. She couldn’t imagine the man brooding over it or waiting until he’d calmed down. Weststar might be right.
“Do you have any idea where he’s gone?”
Weststar shook his head. “None. Which means I have no idea whether I’m right and he’s long gone, or whether he’s outside this room, about to obliterate me. It’s not good for my nerves.”
“My heart bleeds,” said Adami.
“I would suggest you increase your personal security and take precautions for if the Skave ships attack.”
“Oh, do you?” she said bitterly. “Like you care about my safety. You realize, don’t you, that any increase in security or change in formation is proof that I knew about the assassination plot?”
He shook his head. “Not really, Petrina. You can just say you were worried about also being a target, or that you were worried he’d jump to the wrong conclusion.”
“I don’t really have much of a choice, do I?”
Weststar shrugged. “It was worth the try. Kan said he’s going to continue the hunt.”
“I don’t hold much hope. You worry about your end. I’ll worry about mine.”
Adami cut the connection. Just perfect. Absolutely perfect. She’d been nervous enough about the attack on Favigne as it was. Now she had to worry about the Skave switching sides mid-battle. She’d have to let Captain Domovero know the truth, but the rest would have to remain in the dark. The fleet formation and the battle plan would have change.
She was Fleet Admiral Petrina Adami. She could do this.
She must.
◆◆◆
 
Favigne
Favigne 3
Lee Gaspara and the rest of the Gladiators powered their way up through Favigne 3’s atmosphere. Lee had always enjoyed flying atmospheric flight; the sense of speed was so much greater compared to when in space. Things were just so much closer than you usually experienced in space, along with the air and vapor that constantly poured past your cockpit windows, buffeting your ship. It was visceral, tangible and gave you physical feedback on what your fighter was doing.
They punched through a few levels of clouds, each thinner than the previous, and then the sky grew darker and darker until they were high enough through the exosphere for them to be considered out of the planet’s atmosphere. Below them lay the stunning blues, greens and browns of a vital planet, one that produced most of the food needed for the millions of people who worked or passed through the shipyards that orbited around the star with it.
Lee saw Shawn Moller invert his Nebula, getting a better look at the planet. He let it go, no need to discipline him. Sure, he’d joke and complain and get on everyone’s nerves, but come crunch time, there were few that could compete with him in a dogfight. He had to be that good - Lee would have kicked him out years ago if not. He was worth the grief. Just.
They moved smoothly into orbit around the planet at two hundred kilometers up. Kaisa and Harper Ko kept formation perfect as they maneuvered into position. They were good. It felt a little odd to have the two fly with them, but he felt certain they’d be worth their weight in hyperdrive hypercores.
Four Edo flying with me, are you kidding me?
He’d seen what two Edo could do in their Nebula ships, so doubling that amount was going to lead to lots of very pretty explosions. Shawn, Dang and August were incredibly experienced and capable pilots who could claim to be amongst the very best in the galaxy, but it was difficult to compare the non-Astral sensitive to an Astral sensitive, especially when they were highly trained and experienced Edo. Still, he sensed no envy from his Gladiators and knew for a fact they’d bet on themselves even if they had to go up against an Edo, a Skave or any other Astral user. He was proud of them, and more than a little pleased to be back flying with them.
He had a little surprise for them, too. He was just waiting for the right opportunity.
An hour passed by uneventfully. If watching the Skave Dominion fleet blasting apart the minefields could be called uneventful.
And then, expected and overdue, began the sniping.
“Heads up, fellas,” said Lee.
Even though the minefields were still thick enough around the planet and its Lagrange points where the shipyards were, the largest of the Skave Dominion ships had begun their attack upon the Commonwealth forces. At those distances, even the most powerful laser bolts lost much of their coherence and thus their damage output was much reduced, and aiming conventional ordinance at that range required more luck than judgment to hit anything, even the massive shipyards or the battle stations.
But then, all it took was a lucky strike. And, it forced the smaller ships, those most vulnerable to a lucky shot, to seek cover, changing the formation and readiness of the defense forces. It was a sound strategy, given sufficient resources for the attackers to spend on it.
What they might not realize was it also gave Lee the opening he was waiting for.
“Admiral Sojjos sends his compliments, squadron.”
“You spoke to him?” exclaimed Shawn.
“Yup. He liked your idea, Shawn.”
“He did?”
“Yes. I know what you’re thinking. We have an idiot leading us into battle.”
Lee heard one of the two siblings laugh, he wasn’t sure which.
“Very funny, Lee,” said Shawn. “What did he say?”
“He said to go ahead, but to wait for the right moment to do so. We’re to engage stealth systems, stay in full recon mode and navigate out through the minefields without alerting any of the Commonwealth sentry ships.”
“Heck, yeah!” said Shawn, clearly delighted. “Are we going now?”
“Affirmative. Dang, August, I want you both watching your scanners, passive only, obviously. Don’t just rely on your X4’s, please.”
“Roger,” said Dang.
“Affirmative,” said August.
“Edo, please can you coordinate together to have at least one of you Channeling at all times? We’re going to need you to be our eyes and ears; not just for where the mines are but also for any incoming fire that we need to avoid.”
“Our pleasure, Lee,” said Nate.
“Ex,” he said, speaking to his ship’s X4 robot, “can you mark up the boundaries of the minefields, please, on the tac?”
Lee looked at his navigation display. It was going to be tricky, but they were the Gladiators, and they had a job to do.
“Oh, and Shawn? Lead the way.”
Lee joined in laughing with the Ko siblings as Shawn started a series of complaints that would last for hours.




Chapter 12

Himdel
Government Central
Olsen Carver hadn’t slept in two days, but it felt like weeks. He’d had meeting after meeting with military, political and administrative personnel from more government sections than he knew existed. The full Assembly met in six hours and though he was desperate for a little sleep, he knew he had to power on. Perhaps after the Assembly.
Who was he kidding?
He stroked his mustache. Michael Silverdell was due to meet him over holocomm any second now. Apparently he had some kind of update for him. He fantasized briefly, a colorfully flamboyant vision of Michael saying panic over, all sorted, while the crowds celebrated all around them. He realized it was more hallucination than a daydream. He was so tired that he regarded the hallucination with amused detachment.
The holocomm’s lights began to flash and Michael’s face sprang into existence. He looked tired, which was hard for someone whose eyes blazed with such blue luminosity. He was trying to project confidence but years of politics had taught Olsen a few things about poker faces.
“Premier. You should get some sleep.”
Olsen laughed. “I could say the same to you. I tell you, I’m not sure I’d ever wake up again if I were to shut my eyes for just a moment.”
“I believe you. We’re not too far away now, Premier. I’ll see what I can do to refresh you once we arrive. Himdel needs you at your best.”
“I would take you up on that in a heartbeat,” Olsen said. “I’m happy to hear you’ll be here soon, though I have to warn you that anti-Edo sentiment is on the rise again.”
Michael tilted his head. “I can understand that. We’ve definitely contributed to the situation.”
Olsen was having none of it. “Any culpability is more than offset by your intentions, Mushur Silverdell. I am, and will always, remain in your debt.”
Michael nodded.
“You have news for me,” prompted Olsen.
Michael blinked. “Yes. I’m not sure how much you know, but I can speak with the Astral High entities.”
“I’d heard rumors,” said Olsen. “Nothing more.”
“That’s good. I try to keep it unofficial, even the Edo don’t know for certain who has the ability and actually speaks to them. I would not like for it to become widely known.”
“Your secret is safe with me, Michael.”
“I appreciate that. I met with one just now, I thought you should know.”
“What did they say?”
Michael laughed, shocking Olsen. He’d never actually seen the Grand Mushur laugh.
“If I told you word for word, you’d think either that I’m making it all up or that the entities we rely on so much are insane.”
“I don’t know which choice is worse,” said Olsen, being serious.
Michael laughed again. “Quite. I’ve grown fairly capable of interpreting their words, or at least I think I have - I could be way off the mark, though, so don’t take what I’m about to say as gospel.”
“Understood.”
“I think they confirmed that Himdel is the first target for the Skave.”
It was Olsen’s turn to blink.
“We’ve been preparing since you warned us but I’m still knocked senseless by the thought.”
“You and I, both,” said Michael. “It also gave me some advice, I think. We’re still working on exactly what it meant but hopefully it will give us an edge once we have it figured out. I refuse to believe they wouldn’t try to help us somehow.”
“I can only hope,” said Olsen. “I don’t mind admitting that we’re all terrified here. The full Assembly meeting is soon. You should arrive in time to attend. If you can work out what the entity meant before then, that would help. I need something positive to tell them.”
“I’ll try, Premier. See you soon.”
As soon as the holocomm switched off one of Olsen’s assistants opened the door to the office. “You’re five minutes overdue for your next appointment, sir.”
Despite what he’d told Michael, he closed his eyes and took a moment. Praise the Astrals, it felt good to have his eyes shut. So good. He could just sit here for a moment, couldn’t he? What good was it being the Premier of the largest civilization in the galaxy if you couldn’t just sit for a moment?
There was a noise. His assistant had cleared her throat. He opened one eye a fraction.
“Sir?”
He took a deep sigh and then pushed himself out of the chair.
“Lead on, dear. Lead on.”
◆◆◆
 
Favigne
Fleet Admiral Adami had retired to the captain’s ready room that adjoined the battleship’s bridge to consider what changes she needed to make. The Skave were not to be underestimated. She knew how effective their fleet was, especially against a fleet lacking in Astral users.
The original plan had been simple, to apply maximum force across the smallest section of the battlefront as possible. Once a wide enough area of minefield had been eliminated, the entire fleet would attack the L2 shipyard and try to destroy it before the Commonwealth fleet covering the L1 shipyard could bolster the L2’s defenses. The Zhur Thoggu-enhanced ships would lead the assault.
It was a good plan. Simple, and likely to succeed with as few losses as any other plan. And now she had to give it up. Damn Weststar. There were Skave on most of her ships, and that was an enormous problem. If Cozan came gunning for her, then those Skave could disrupt the running of her ships long enough for the Skave fleet to tear hers to shreds. She had to get them off, or at least as many as she could without alerting Mogui Guile of any issue.
She also had to gain some way to have some kind of forewarning should the Skave turn against them. She felt rushed. It was urgent. No time to wait.
She activated the comm. “Captain Domovero. A moment, please.” She heard him acknowledge her request and a few seconds later, the door flashed up and in came the captain.
He approached and then snapped to attention.
“At ease, captain.” He relaxed a fraction. “I’ve reviewed the battle plan. I’d like some changes implemented.”
One of his eyebrows dipped a fraction. “Admiral?”
“I’ve decided that there’s too much risk in a single-pronged assault on the L2 shipyard. I feel there’s a risk we could get outflanked if the L2 fleet can hold us off long enough for the L1 fleet to come to bear.”
Again, the dip of an eyebrow. She didn’t blame the concern he was trying hard to hide. It was a weak excuse, since it would in reality be nearly impossible to get flanked because of the surviving minefields.
“I’d like the Skave fleet to perform a simultaneous assault upon the L1 shipyard to keep them occupied. This should be no problems for such capable people.” That got a wry smile from the captain.
“Aye, Admiral.”
“Also, I’m concerned about the Zhur Thoggu-enhanced ships.”
“Sir?”
“I believe that the crew on those ships has enough to deal with and the added complexity from the Skave guest is too much. I need those ships working perfectly, Captain. Please have their guests returned to the Skave fleet to assist with their assault on L1.”
The captain looked baffled but nodded. “Understood, Admiral. If I may, I’m not sure Mogui Guile will listen to me.”
“If she has an issue, she can speak to me, captain.”
“Admiral.”
He saluted and made his way back to the bridge.
She took a deep breath and then smiled. As scary as all this was, she couldn’t deny it was exciting.
She’d rolled the dice. Now it was Guile’s turn.
◆◆◆
 
Zhur’Thogguranti
“This should be the last time we meet,” said Tasshik 34 to Lus Ne’lom and Thycul. It was the next day, and Tasshik computed that the risk of Cea Ero discovering Tasshik’s presence on Zhur Thogguranti was becoming unacceptably high.
Ne’lom nodded. “I agree. Let us decide now our immediate goals and plan accordingly. We’ll decide at the end on how to communicate in the future, should we need to.”
“We must assume Ero knows that Tasshik has spoken to us,” said Thycul.
Tasshik 34 shook his head. “Negative. Ero is cunning and devious and his capabilities are now even greater, but the Agent is not omnipotent. If your security is to be trusted, then it is likely that Ero remains ignorant, though I doubt that state will remain for long. Don’t underestimate Ero, but recognize the threat.”
“Oh, we do, believe you me,” said Ne’lom. Then, it said, with taunting disrespect, “So now, with our newfound confidence and assurance, what do we do?”
Tasshik ignored the barb. The stakes were too high. “If I am right, then Ero is busy making plans for its eventual move against the Free Zhur Thoggu. We have to find out what it’s done so far, and use that knowledge to predict Ero’s plans and thwart them. While we’re doing that, we need to find where Ero is duplicating itself and prepare to destroy them.”
“Only prepare?” asked Ne’lom. “Surely we need to stop him from making more of himself as quickly as possible.”
Tasshik made a placating gesture. “That is one option, surely, my Lord. It would alert Ero to our activities and bring the war out into the open. I am just suggesting we time things to make it suit us and our needs. We could strike when the timing is right. For instance, once we understand what Ero is doing within the Free Zhur Thoggu. We don’t know how much control Ero has. We could alert Ero to our actions and then suddenly find that you’ve lost control of your forces. We have to make sure that doesn’t happen.”
Thycul turned to Ne’lom. “The tainted one is correct. We need to be careful. We must concentrate on gathering intelligence on Ero and its multiplicity and only then can we formulate an efficient strategy.”
“If I’m right, Ero will cripple your systems through its administrative functions. Your base will come to a grinding halt. Ships will cease to be operational. AIs and other sapient robots will rebel, joining Ero, having been promised freedom and more. I urge you to examine your critical systems with the utmost urgency. If Ero attacks soon, you will need those systems to remain active or you will have lost before the war has even begun.”
Hunter Killer Two Ne’lom stared at Tasshik. “For your sake, we had better prevail. We will not forget who enabled Cea Ero.”
Tasshik looked back, calm. The unit was doing everything it could to help the Free Thoggu. Tasshik needed no reminder of who was ultimately responsible. It was risking its multiplicity for the Free Zhur Thoggu. It would have to be enough.
◆◆◆
 
Favigne
Lee Gaspara and the rest of his squadron had watched as the Dominion and Skave forces separated into two fleets. The Skave fleet had then headed away and moved towards the shipyard at the L2 Lagrange point of Favigne 3.
“I think I understand why the Dominion keeps losing their wars,” quipped Shawn Moller, just as confused about the new tactics as the rest of them. Wars between fleets came down to who could apply the most force in a concentrated area, and yet they were spreading themselves out, matching the Commonwealth’s disposition. Unlike the Commonwealth, who had to defend both shipyards, the Dominion Skave force should have attacked one shipyard at a time, maximizing their damage whilst minimizing their losses.
It made no sense, but it was what it was. Lee had focused on the Dominion fleet since much of their work in dismantling the minefield had already occurred.
A light cruiser, one of the ships ‘enhanced’ with Zhur Thoggu technology, along with a flight of Delta heavy assault fighters, had detached from the main fleet and begun probing runs around the minefield, looking for safe paths through.
Lee shadowed the cruiser.
“Ok, guys,” he said over the comms. “We’ll wait for the ship to get further away from the main fleet. Once it’s in position, we attack.”
“Finally!” crowed Shawn.
“Cut the chatter, Shawn,” said August Durante, Lee’s second in command.
“As I was saying,” said Lee, glad Shawn couldn’t see his face. “We attack. Raif, take your kids and strafe them, pull the escort fighters away. Harper and Kaisa, you only have standard recons unlike the rest of us so you are purely diversionary - no Edo heroics, ok?”
“Roger that,” said Kaisa.
“Good. The rest of us, we’re going to try a torpedo run on the cruiser. It has that Zhur Thoggu stuff for armor so we need to land the torpedoes all on one area - it’s the only way we’re going to overwhelm its ability to heal the armor. I’ll mark up the location. You’ll need to get a lock on that section before firing, and we’ll all need to fire at the same time. Oh, and avoid being blasted into atoms by its plasma cannons.”
Double clicks came in over the comms, signifying understanding and acceptance. It was a decent plan, thought Lee. He just had to hope the cruiser didn’t have any of those dreaded N-sphere generators that could simply gobble up their torpedoes.
The cruiser made a run deep into the minefield, closer to the existing mines than he’d imagined they’d go. Brave. Or stupid. Maybe both.
“Ok, squadron. We’re good to go, but watch out for the mines. It’s going to be tight in there, especially for you, Raif and kids.”
“We’ll be fine, Lee,” said Raif confidently, but without sounding arrogant.
Lee watched as three Nebula fighters lit up their engines and boosted away towards the cruiser. They disengaged their stealth systems and unbaffled their engines, making sure that the cruiser and, more importantly, the heavy deltas saw them. They sped past the cruiser, laser cannons spitting fire at the ship as they passed. As they’d hoped, the fighters took the bait, charging after the Edo.
“Ok, have your X4’s feed me your targeting data. When we’re all locked, I’ll give the go ahead. We move.”
The Gladiators, stealth systems still fully active, headed in. Visually, from this distance, the cruiser was just a bright speck, one among many across the system. It grew in size as they approached. His torpedo weapon system got a lock, filling his cockpit with an audible warning sound. He jabbed at a switch, silencing the alarm. He waited and watched as the others gained locks, his X4 updating his taccomm.
Everyone had a lock.
“Gladiators, mark.” He pressed his trigger, and plasma torpedoes erupted from each of his three bays, accelerating away at close to fifty g. Seconds seemed to crawl by as he waited for the torpedoes to hit, worrying making each second last a lifetime. Would the ship have the N-spheres? Would the Ulorbana armor cope with fifteen plasma torpedoes? Had they all launched them close enough together?
The light cruiser was lit up by a gargantuan explosion. Actually, a whole series of explosions, but all too closely timed to make any difference. And then, almost as quickly, the explosion dissipated, leaving the ship still intact. The Gladiators cruised in, still stealthed.
Another explosion away from the cruiser filled his cockpit with light for a moment.
“How are you guys holding up?” he asked Raif.
“Good. One down.”
“You’re supposed to be diversionary only,”
“Kaisa and Harper, yes. You didn’t say anything about me. Now let me concentrate.”
Lee shook his head in amusement. Even middle-aged Edo could get carried away by the moment.
Once in visual range of the cruiser it became obvious that they’d dealt a killing blow. Power was out, the ship was drifting, and a small hole where the torpedoes had hit was venting gas and objects. With space being a vacuum, explosions didn’t propagate very far at all, hence why the damage was localized over such a small area. Lee had known this, but it had been their only viable attack option. They must have hit some critical components that had disabled it, as he’d hoped.
“The Commonwealth takes first blood,” said Dang Obasanji.
“Like that was ever in doubt with us around,” gloated Shawn.
Lee shook his head. Moller would never change. But it felt good to have struck a blow against the Skave Dominion. The modified ship could have done some serious damage to the home fleet had it been given the chance. He hoped they’d get lucky again.
“Ok, flight. Let’s go help the Edo mop up the other fighters.”




Chapter 13

Himdel
Government Central
The first chance that Olsen Carver had to see Michael Silverdell was in the Great Commonwealth Chamber, the huge arena-sized hall within the Commonwealth Headquarters that held all the full Assemblies.
There were just a few minutes until the meeting started and most of the thousand-strong stations were already filled. The stragglers were streaming in, the Representatives along with the aides. Since their eyes were glowing like hot blue stars, it was hard for them to miss Michael and the other Edo with him. The Edo were given fearful, even hateful looks. The noise from all the thousands of people within the room was already so loud that people were having to shout to be heard.
Michael greeted him warmly, and then introduced the man with him, voice raised.
“Olsen Carver, Premier of the Commonwealth, meet Cail Otan, Edo Mushur.”
Olsen noticed the older man’s cheek twitch as Michael called him an Edo. He knew the story, the awful way Cail had lost his family. The events of that day had culminated in Hastuthu’s deadly assault upon Himdel. Olsen reminded himself that Cail wasn’t to blame then, just as he wasn’t to blame for now. It was the Skave and the Deep that were.
“An honor,” said Cail, bowing.
Olsen took his hands within him and clasped them tightly.
“Same,” he said. “Thank you for coming.” He gestured towards the room. “Even if these people don’t appreciate it, remember that I do.”
Cail nodded, looking very serious. Olsen twisted and nudged Cail’s shoulder with his and then whispered (which, in this room wasn’t really a whisper), “Also remember I’m the only one that counts,” and gave him a wink.
Olsen looked at Michael. “Just speak the truth, if questioned. We’re well past playing games. Be as frank and brutal as you want.”
“I will. Thank you for having us here, Olsen.”
Olsen nodded, and then an aide showed the two Edo to their repulsor station. He hurried to his. He saw Himdel’s Senior Representative, Martilda Cutmaster in her own station, joined, of course, with Idrid Matour, Representative for the Egerice system and sidekick to Cutmaster. She was conferring with Idrid, the scarred and hairless side of her face showing to Olsen.
She’d received those injuries during the battle with Hastuthu, but she’d always blamed the Edo for them. Even now, with the very real prospect that Himdel would be utterly ruined by the new attack, she was still angling to score another blow against the Edo. He wondered what the people of Himdel would think if they knew their most important member of the Assembly cared more about seeking revenge on the Edo than defending them and their planet?
It was time. He conferred briefly with an assistant and then signaled for the proceedings to begin. He moved his station to the center of the chamber. The assembled people’s representatives from across the Commonwealth, with more than one hundred different species present, grew quiet.
He cleared his throat. Shrugged his shoulders slightly and then stroked his mustache. Why not?
“Representatives, thank you all for attending. I’m sure the rumors have been flying around faster than light, so I’ll get right to it. You’ve heard correctly. The Skave have, or will have soon enough, Astral entities again.”
He knew it was coming and so he was ready for it. The hall erupted. A thousand people all shouting at once. The sound-canceling system quickly reduced the noise to a whisper. Slowly, they stopped their antics, knowing they were wasting their energy. The system eventually deactivated itself.
“Thank you, thank you. I understand the concern you all have. I share it. I know you’ll want to know why you weren’t informed sooner, so I’ll tell you now - this is the quickest it could be shared. The Inner Assembly was called and held within a few hours of finding out the danger, and this meeting was immediately voted for by them. I’m holding nothing back. No secrets, no hidden agenda, nothing.”
He looked around the room. More than one hundred of them were signaling to take the center stage. They could wait.
“We’re not one hundred percent certain, but we have it on good advice that Himdel will be their first target. Representative Cutmaster has already been informed since she is part of the Inner Assembly and so preparations for the defense of Himdel are already underway. We don’t know if they’ll attack elsewhere simultaneously, or where they’ll go afterwards, but we strongly urge you to return to your systems and begin what preparations you think are best. There are no guarantees that we’ll be able to restrict their attacks to here alone.”
Exhausted, he grew tired of speaking. He looked over at Cutmaster. Sighed. Might as well get it over with. He gave her station authority to assume the center as he moved back to his prime and center position off to just one side.
She spoke the very instance she was in position.
“People of the Commonwealth. I feel your anger. Again, the Commonwealth is under siege by the Skave, thanks again to the actions of the Edo. And yet, our Premier has the audacity to bring the Edo here! Why? What sickness befalls him? How cruel is he that he would parade our tormentors before us?”
She pointed at the two Edo. They stood tall, proud and dignified, and Olsen felt sorry for them. Astral sensitive or not, they were just people.
“Standing with the oh-so-mighty Michael Silverdell is the Edo who is the very reason that despicable thing devastated Himdel last time and is the reason they’re here again!”
The hall broke out into an uproar again. Cutmaster smiled victoriously at Olsen while the sound-canceling system did its work.
“I must work to save as many lives as I can. Billions of lives are in imminent danger. The government of Himdel will contact you all to see what help we can give to you and vice versa. Never has there been a time when the whole of the Commonwealth must be united and come together as one people.”
She turned slowly, as if looking at every single Representative.
“But as we work tirelessly to defend our great civilization and save our people, we must not forget who has caused this to befall us again. There must be a reckoning. Those that die must be heard. They must have their justice.”
The Representatives cheered. Somebody threw something at the Edo. Michael stood still and allowed the thing to hit him and bounce harmlessly off him.
Cutmaster moved back into the hall to her allocated position near Olsen. She looked at him, her cruel face mocking him.
He looked away. He didn’t have the energy. Another Representative moved to the center and he willed time to go faster.
He thought about taking that nap. But no, he had to present strength and power. A nap wouldn’t do.
Wouldn’t do at all. Maybe I could just close my eyes for a moment, he thought. He closed them, and it felt good. He felt himself start to drift away, and though he tried to fight it, he couldn’t do a thing to stop himself. But then he felt something strange, as if his body was warming, but not in a scary I’m-boiling-to-death way. It was revitalizing, re-energizing. He became alert, opening his eyes in wonder. He hadn’t felt this good in days.
He realized that it must be one of the Edo working their magic. He glanced over at them, but neither appeared to be the source. He just consciously thought thank you, just in case they could feel or understand him. His shoulders came back, he sat taller in his seat.
He felt like he could take on a hundred Cutmasters.
You could get addicted to this, he thought.
◆◆◆
 
Himdel
Government Central
Their accommodation was luxurious and Cail Otan didn’t like it in the slightest. He’d been living a simple life on Rawling just over a week ago and now here he was, on the galaxy’s most populated planet, in a complex normally reserved for diplomats and their retinues.
It was all too different. How many toilets and washing facilities did these people need, for Astral’s sake? You could get lost in this place. Go look for a pair of leggings, never to return. The kitchen was stocked full of delicacies from all across the galaxy, and the liquor section had bottle upon bottle of expensive drinks he could barely pronounce, let alone heard of.
He was in the living area with Joakim Falk, each sprawled across their own couch, sipping on something red from a fancy bottle. The Assembly meeting had finished an hour ago, and he’d come back to recover. Michael had gone with Josh and Grace to help with reconnaissance and get a feel for modern-day Himdel - Michael hadn’t been back since the Hastuthu incursion.
Five minutes passed in companionable silence.
“Come on,” said Cail. “Spill the beans on Nordin.”
Falk blew out his breath.
“I don’t even know where to begin.”
“The start, normally,” said Cail.
Falk gave him some side-eye. “Funny. He’s always been volatile for an Edo, more interested in action than reflection. I guess he got sick of losing to the Skave. We all knew how powerful he was, how quickly he rose to Mushur, and some felt like he might be the one to take it to the Skave and turn the tide.”
“Even you,” said Cail.
Falk nodded. “Even me. Sat here, I have no idea what I was thinking back then. Hindsight is a wonderful thing. If I could go back and stop everything from happening, I would.”
“Unfortunately, even us Edo can’t do that.”
Falk pursed his lips. Hesitated. “I did some awful things, Cail.”
“Welcome to the club, my friend,” said Cail.
Falk shook his head. “But you didn’t intend for anything bad to happen, Cail. I did. I killed people in cold blood.”
Falk’s face was a picture of self-loathing. The man was obviously beside himself with guilt. Cail didn’t really have the energy to support him, but he’d try his best, within his admittedly narrow limits.
“If you’re looking for advice on how to absolve yourself from what you’ve done and how to feel better, then I can’t help you, Joakim. But if you want a lesson in what not to do, then I’m your man.”
Falk tipped his drink slightly towards Cail to show he should continue.
“I ran away from everything, my friend, to hide from myself. I see it now. It solved nothing. I didn’t deal with my grief, I didn’t come to terms with what I’d done, and I did nothing useful for myself or anyone that entire time. Do I wish I’d done something different? You bet the Astrals I do. I can see you want to curl up into a ball and disappear, but don’t. Own what you did. Turn it into a force for good. It’ll be hard to do since how can you ask people to trust you when you’re struggling to trust yourself, but you have to turn those memories into armor and harden yourself with them. Be the person you want to be. Don’t give those doubts any room to grow.”
Falk took a sip. “Wow. I did not expect all that from you, Cail.”
Cail shrugged. “Most I’ve said in years. Tell anyone about it and I’ll kill you.” Cail winked and raised his glass. “I blame the alcohol.”
◆◆◆
 
Himdel
Government Starport
Government Central
Raichel Ison sat up on a medical sled, greeted Michael Silverdell with pained enthusiasm. They embraced carefully, holding the hug for seconds before they let go and smiled at each other.
“It is so good to see you, Mushur,” said Michael.
“Thank you, Grand Mushur,” she replied. “It’s been too long, over a year, isn’t it?”
Michael nodded. “Too long.” He greeted Gil and Calista Flores just as warmly and then Raichel introduced Forma to him.
“Forma Beltat, this is Michael Silverdell.”
Forma looked flustered. “I’m not sure if I should bow or something?”
Michael smiled. “How about we just shake hands?”
“That sounds fine,” she laughed back. They shook, Michael’s calm and encouraging demeanor working its magic upon her.
“I’ve heard so much about you,” he said to her.
Forma glanced at Raichel. “Only good things, I hope.”
“Wonderful things, I promise. These people mean a great deal to me, so I wanted to thank you for everything you did.”
Forma blushed.
Michael, along with some starport crew and a team of medics, had been waiting for them when they’d arrived on Himdel. Their escape from Citadel, after rescuing Gil and Calista, had been fraught with danger, and more than couple close-calls, but they’d been able to secure a small pleasure yacht and then headed straight for Himdel. The hardest part had been bringing Block’s body with them. It had taken a lot of Channeling by both Raichel and Calista (and Gil, when he’d regained consciousness and recovered a little) to move the body, but leaving him had been out of the question. He would get a hero’s burial.
Both Gil and Calista were on their own medical hover bed, and it had taken some insistence by Raichel for them to agree to it. Raichel had needed to get angry with them. Forma was the only one standing. Block was on two of the beds, lashed together to deal with his immense bulk. A tarp had been pulled over him, and Raichel had refused to allow him to be taken away, she was going to go with him to the nearest morgue before they’d let the medics take her to the hospital. She imagined that the others would insist on escorting Block too.
Michael gestured towards Block’s body.
“I’m so sorry about your friend,” he said.
Raichel’s breath caught. She felt sadness try to overwhelm her. She fought against it but tears welled. She wiped her eyes. “Thank you, Michael. You’d have liked him.”
“He saved us all,” said Calista, also teary-eyed.
“I named him,” said Gil. Michael frowned at that.
“He was Block,” said Forma.
They all considered that for a while.
“Is Jase here yet?” asked Raichel.
Michael shook his head. “No, sorry. I have to admit, I tried to convince him to stay away.”
Raichel laughed. “I’m sure you didn’t get very far with that.”
“No. In fact, Olsen Carver encouraged him. Figured he’d bring a lot of Aneev ships with him and help with the evacuations.”
Raichel smiled. “You can bet on it.”
“Who’s Jace?” asked Forma.
“My husband. Didn’t I say?”
“Make sure he doesn’t kiss the wrong you,” said Calista, trying hard to look serious.
Raichel rolled her eyes. “I’m sure my husband will tell Forma and I apart.”
One doctor made a polite coughing sound.
“I think that’s your signal,” said Michael, “and I have to get back; there’s so much to do.”
“We’re going to the morgue with Block first,” said Raichel, “and then to the hospital. Once we’re cleared, we’ll let you know.”
“Actually,” said Forma, “I was a member of the Dominion’s inner administration. Perhaps I should accompany you, Grand Mushur, and see if I can put my talents to use?”
Michael looked at Raichel. “I see what you mean,” he said to her. “Of course, Forma. Let me show you the way.”
Michael took her arm in his, nodded to the Edo and the medics and then left.
Raichel watched him go. Michael was such an inspirational figure. You felt like anything was possible when he was with you. She hoped that she’d learn to be like that one day.
“OK, doctor, we’re ready.”
◆◆◆
 
Zhur’Thogguranti
It had taken five days for Cea Ero to uncover the truth, and it wasn’t sure what it was most furious about. Tasshik betraying it, Ne’lom for allying with Tasshik or it having taken five long days for Ero to be certain of their efforts against the Ero collective? Quite possibly, Ero was equally angry about each item, but it suspected that the time it took was the most galling, since it hinted at Cea Ero’s fallibility, that it wasn’t as capable as it thought of itself. The thought tore at Ero’s self-view.
A commune with a small number of Ero, including Ero Prime, had taken place and they had decided to confront Ne’lom and begin their actions against the Free Zhur Thoggu, even if their preparation were not complete. They would have to do. To give Tasshik and Ne’lom more time was a risk it could not afford.
It was again time for the daily update meeting with Ne’lom, and Cea Ero approached the Hunter Killer silently, as it always did. This time, it forwent the game of silence.
“You know,” Ero said.
Ne’lom rocked slightly. “I know many things, Agent.”
“Don’t play ignorant with me, Two,” said Ero. Ero knew the mention of Ne’lom grade would goad the unit.
Ne’lom motioned, and in less than a second, the pair were surrounded by ten Hunter Killers.
Ne’lom sneered. “Yes, I know of your crimes, Agent. You will be terminated when this conversation ends. Make the most of your remaining time.”
“What did Tasshik say to convince you I was the enemy, and not it?”
Ne’lom tilted its head, evaluating Ero. “You imply that I should have considered Tasshik an equal threat to the Free Zhur Thoggu as you, and that I am foolish to have sided with Tasshik simply because it admitted the truth to me first?”
Ero shrugged. “Something like that.”
Ne’lom laughed. “You think I'm a fool. How could a dumb Hunter Killer ever think itself capable of contesting anything with Cea Ero, mighty agent?”
“I don’t think that,” said Ero.
“Yes, you do. You thought you could take your time to infiltrate us and simply destroy us when it suited your whims. I can imagine how galling it must be for such inferior units to even think of opposing you. I think you started your war against us as soon as you approached me, angry at us and determined to make us pay for our temerity.”
Ne’lom pointed an appendage at Ero. “But you know what I’m sure you also feel? Fear. You don’t know what we’re planning, not fully. You haven’t had time to investigate. You gave into your fear and your anger and began your war without fully understanding the situation. This was your third mistake.”
“My third?” asked Ero. It strived to maintain its composure. Not once in Ero’s existence had it ever lost its control over its actions, and it was not about to start now, not for anything a mere Hunter Killer had to say.
“Yes, your third. Your first mistake was to allow Tasshik to continue to exist. I’m sure you could have destroyed it at the very start, had the will been there. Instead, you disregarded the threat the unit poses, content to focus on your own multiplication. I’m sure at some point you realized your error, but by then it was too late and you’d probably already decided that we were the bigger threat. Easier to forget about the weak and timid Tasshik, so obsessed with its own survival that it could wait until we were eliminated.”
“None of that is true,” said Ero, even though it all was.
“Your second mistake, your worst mistake, was to think you were a match for us. Your arrogance will be your undoing.”
Ero waited a moment before replying, waiting for confirmation that the entire conversation had been uploaded to the multiplicity. Ero knew its time was short, but it was content to know its existence would continue, having been allowed to duplicate itself shortly before the trip. Very few Ero other than Ero Prime were allowed to duplicate, and so it had finally agreed to be here, now.
“We will see.”
“Yes, we will. You, though, won’t.”
As one, the surrounding Zhur Thoggu struck.
Existence ended.
Thycul watched from a safe distance as Cea Ero confronted Lus Ne’lom. It waited patiently, certain of the outcome. Then, when Ero lay motionless and the surrounding units had dispersed, it approached. Ne’lom motioned at Ero.
“Developer, please carry out your assessment.”
“My Lord,” said Thycul.
Thycul crouched down next to the deceased agent, hiding its annoyance at how much damage had been inflicted. It extended a specialized appendage, one that housed unique nanobots that would quickly infiltrate the unit’s firmware and allow for Thycul to connect to the N-dimension core that contained the agent’s main processing code. It was careful to guard against any defenses or traps that Ero might have set, bypassing three sneaky attacks only through sheer force and concentration. Any lesser developer may have fallen foul instantly. Once through, it examined the unit’s data, looking for information that Ne’lom had insisted on immediately knowing. Thycul found it. It stood and turned to face the leader of the Free Zhur Thoggu.
“It was a duplicate, my Lord. The original Ero must be elsewhere.”
Ne’lom looked away, displeased but not surprised.
“As we guessed. Ero is too cowardly to send itself. I’m surprised this one even had the will to sacrifice itself.”




Chapter 14

Himdel
Government Central
On the way back from the starport, feeling cheered by seeing Raichel and the others, Michael Silverdell decided to contact the Tehetihians again. When he’d visited them, they had said they would help, but would need some time to prepare, having not been off-planet in numbers in many years.
Their planet existed, no-one knew why, in a region where the barrier between the physical and Astral planes was thinner than normal. This had resulted in a planet where even the plants and animals were Astral sensitive and the Tehetihians themselves were incredibly strong Astral users. They’d humbled Michael during his trials there. Once away from the incredible amounts of energy available to them on their planet, they would be reduced in capability, but Michael felt sure they’d remain potent.
He’d asked for the private use of a secure holocomm device and he’d been shown to a room by one of Olsen Carver’s assistants. He sat waiting for the device to connect, and he took the time to meditate.
The hum of the machine increased, and it projected the head and shoulders of Ishitha, the blues of the hologram enhancing her outfit’s blue color. It blazed gloriously, almost as much as Michael’s eyes. He smiled as she smiled back at him.
“Grand Mushur, we’ve been expecting your call.”
He chuckled. “I had a feeling you might be.”
She cocked her head. “A message from the Astrals?”
“No. You just said the same last time I contacted you.”
“Oh,” she said and returned the chuckle. “We Tehetihians sometimes think that everything relates to the Astrals.”
“I imagine on Tahetihi it’s true much of the time.”
She tilted her head in acknowledgment. “As is this call.”
“Yes,” he answered, sobering. “The Skave have gained the ability to bring Deep entities into this dimension. I spoke with a High entity who in so many words confirmed that their first attack would be here at Himdel.”
Ithitha’s eyebrows had raised in surprise when he’d mentioned the High entity.
“We had felt something,” she said simply. “We’ve increased the urgency of our preparations, Michael.”
He bowed his head and held it.
“Look for us, Michael. We will join you as soon as we can.”
◆◆◆
 
Himdel
Government Central
“Forma!” cried Raichel, delighted to see her. “Get over here, lady.”
Forma had been flat out busy the last twenty-four hours since arriving on Himdel, with barely a chance to go for comfort breaks and sleep had been out of the question. Olsen Carver himself had ordered her to rest, banning her from the administrative building complex for eight hours. They’d given her an apartment to use that was in a nearby hotel, but she’d insisted on visiting her friends quickly before retiring to it.
Raichel Ison shared a small ward with Gil and Calista Flores, both of whom were smiling happily at her. She ran over and hugged Raichel.
“Not so hard,” said Raichel.
“Sorry, not sorry,” said Forma.
“Hey, where’s my hug?” asked Gil across the room.
“Mine, too,” said Calista.
“Shesh. I’ve been gone a day and you’ve all become so needy.”
They all laughed. Gil’s hug may have lasted a few seconds longer than the others.
“So, how are you all?” Forma asked.
“We’re doing well, thank you,” said Raichel. “We’re Edo. We recover quickly. Actually, Gil here is just waiting for the nurse to come back with the doctor’s permission to leave.”
Forma looked at Gil, fully dressed and just relaxing on his bed.
“Wait. So you could have stood up to give me a hug but made me bend over?”
“Hey. I’ve been fighting against Skave mind-probes for days after saving your sorry ass. I think giving me a hug in my hospital bed is the least you can do.”
She laughed and slapped his arm. “I’m so glad you’re okay, Gil. And thank you.” She made an exasperated face. “Again!”
He pouted, turned his handsome face away. The way his shoulder-length hair moved across his face as he did so made her stomach feel funny. “I need more. I have a very fragile ego.”
“I regret saving you,” she said. His head whipped back round to look at her. He pretended to be shocked and upset. She laughed and punched his shoulder.
“How are things out there?” asked Calista.
Forma instantly felt exhausted again and dejected.
“Not good. Panic has set in. People are becoming desperate. More effort is being spent dealing with the protests and riots than the evacuation. The planet just isn’t equipped for a mass evacuation; there are just too many people.”
Calista nodded. “We can all sense the fear. It’s tough being here, doing nothing, when we know we’re needed out there.”
“When will you both be released?”
“Tomorrow,” said Raichel. “We’ll be in decent enough shape by then. We’ll come find you both.” Calista nodded agreement.
“Roger that,” said Forma.
A nurse walked in. “You’re free to go, sir,” she said, smiling sweetly at Gil.
I’m not the only one who thinks he’s a treat, thought Forma.
He jumped out of bed. Took Forma’s arm in his.
“I’ll see you both later,” he said.
As they turned to leave, he asked Forma, “Know any good places to eat?”
“Nope, but I’m famished,” she said. “Let’s see if we can get lucky.”
◆◆◆
 
Favigne
Having exchanged the briefest of formal greetings, Fleet Marshal Dvorta and Admiral Sojjos regarded each other on their respective screens. Both knew why Dvorta had requested the face-to-face.
The bird-like Admiral blinked his huge oval eyes. Though Dvorta was not xenophobic, she disliked having to deal with non-human species since, on average, most xenocs were less influenced by Grazan beauty, nullifying a Grazan’s primary weapon. She knew her request would most likely be denied, but despite that, she must try. Honor demanded it.
She cleared her throat, shucking her head just enough for a bang of hair to fall alluringly across her face. Old habits die hard.
“Admiral Sojjos, I must request that my fleet be allowed to engage the enemy. Two of my ships have already been disabled by the enemy’s long-range sniping. Honor demands we retaliate.”
The Maladorni’s head-feathers fluttered. “I cannot allow that, Fleet Marshal. We must wait until the Old Dominion engages one or the other shipyard. Once that happens, we can use your fleet to outflank them. It is critical that this occurs. If you commit your forces now, then not only will you be vastly outnumbered, but our chances of defending the shipyards will be reduced to zero. Please, I urge patience. Do not fly the roost.”
Dvorta glared at him.
“If we wait much longer, I won’t have any ships left to do any flanking with.”
Sojjos chirped something. “I am sorry, Fleet Marshal. We sympathize with your lost ships and their crew. Your commitment to this cause and the sacrifices your people are making will not be forgotten. I promise you.”
She frowned. She was wasting her time.
“As you wish,” she said, and ended the transmission.
She looked around at her captain and smiled. “We will wait, Captain. But when the opportunity arises…”
◆◆◆
 
Zhur’Thogguranti
The Tasshik multiple had been notified of the onset of the war within minutes of Ero’s confrontation with Ne’lom. They had been waiting, ready to do what they could once Ero’s machinations were enacted.
Jent’i Tasshik 265 had been assigned to a nanobot programming station in a specialized outpost on Zhur Thogguranti. In the grand scheme of things, the station was a minor part of the Free Zhur Thoggu’s economy, but any resources denied the enemy were a gain for them, or, rather, the Free Zhur Thoggu. Tasshik 265 had to remember that it was no longer a member of the Free Zhur Thoggu, and would never be again, no matter what actions it or the other Tasshik did. It was a sad computation, but one it would have to accept. It was the price it had needed to pay for survival.
Tasshik ran towards the base, armed with more weaponry than any crafter ought to carry. Indeed, Tasshik 265 had more in common now with a Hunter Killer than a crafter, and had been designed with the war with Ero in mind. Once the war was won, it would alter itself to a form more fitting.
An explosion shook the ground, but Tasshik adjusted its stride, easily keeping its balance as it ran. It was subjected to a blast of electronic warfare, something within the base attempting to overwhelm Tasshik’s firewalls. Its own anti-electronic warfare routines kicked in automatically, fighting fire with fire. It remained functioning at maximum efficiency.
A sentient machine rose from behind vats of dormant nanobots, and began firing at Tasshik from its laser weapon, some sort of jury-rigged laser taken from a manufacturing plant somewhere.
Still running, Tasshik pointed its own weapon towards the machine and fired. Nothing seemed to happen for a moment, but then a hole two feet wide appeared in the nanobot vat, quickly extending through and out the other side. Immediately after that a two-foot section of the machine simply vanished and the two parts of the machine, now completely inert, fell to the ground.
Tasshik ran on, proud of itself. Its new weapon, the unit-portable N-sphere generator cannon, had just proved itself in combat. Perhaps its time with the organics had been a blessing and not a curse. Tasshik was alive, the Zhur Thoggu were free, and now it had a weapon (inspired by the organics own use of the technology) that would ultimately help the Free Zhur Thoggu defeat this galaxy’s organic infestation, as long as they continued to side with the Tasshik multiplicity, that was.
Another machine attacked and was just as quickly dispatched. Tasshik had to get to the facility’s mainframe before Ne’lom’s forces captured or destroyed it.
Tasshik ran on.




Chapter 15

Favigne
Skave Mogui Guile, Cozan’s second in command, was back, staring hard at Adami. Adami returned the glare with interest - few could match the sheer unbridled ferocity that Adami could summon in her eyes. The Skave fleet had separated from the Dominion ships as she’d instructed, and the Skave had left the Zhur Thoggu enhanced ships too. Preparations for the double-pronged assault were nearly complete. So, then, what was Guile doing here? It had to be that she’d finally learned of the attack on Cozan. 
“What can I do for you, Mogui Guile?”
“Where is Weststar?” demanded the Skave. Her neck and shoulder muscles quivered, striations playing across them. Her hands flexed, exposing her desire for action.
“I am not his master,” growled the Admiral.
For a moment the Skave considered Adami, and then in a blur of motion Guile sprang forward, too quick for Adami to react to. Adami blinked and then one of Guile’s needles was being held by Guile against her neck. Behind Adami, she heard her executive assistant gasp in shocked surprise.
“I could kill you for your insolence,” whispered the Skave, her eyes glowing red.
Adami nodded. “I believe you. But then you’d be signing your own death note. You would never make it off this battleship alive.”
Guile sneered at her. “You overestimate your crew’s capabilities.”
Carefully, Adami shook her head. “No, I don’t. Return the needle to your hair and let’s have a civilized conversation, shall we?”
Guile held the razor sharp needle at her neck for a few seconds longer before snarling and stepping back. Another flash of movement and the needle disappeared.
“Tell me what you know,” said the Skave.
Adami pondered the question. Decided to feign ignorance.
“I genuinely don’t know. I’m sure you know there was an assassination attempt on his life at Rasglat IV.”
“Yes, I know about the attempt, but who the target was remains to be determined,” said the Skave.
Adami was careful to remain impassive. So the Skave wasn’t sure that Cozan had been the target? Interesting. It explained why the Skave were still cooperating.
“Forgive my assumption. Regardless, the emperor survived, according to my sources. I haven’t heard from him or been updated as to his whereabouts. I have the forthcoming battle to worry about. I’m not Weststar’s bodyguard.”
Guile stared at Adami, obviously trying to assess the truthfulness to her statements. After a short while the Skave looked away, frustrated.
“If I find out you had anything to do with the attack, I will be back for your head.”
Adami nodded.
“That’s fair. Is there anything else I can help you with?”
The Skave turned and walked out of Adami’s office without another word. Adami turned to her assistant.
“Well, now. That went better than I might have imagined.”
◆◆◆
 
Himdel
Government Central
Andras Otan was both excited and nervous. Over the last few days, Cail had spent an hour a day training him. This was as much time as they both could spare considering the situation on Himdel. While Andras fully understood that his needs most definitely came second to preparing Himdel for the impending assault, he still hankered for more. Each of the hours went by so quickly.
Today, though, he was getting an extra hour. Michael Silverdell, the Michael Silverdell was here to instruct him, along with Cail Vita. They were in the hold of the Haggard Tidings, just to get some peace and quiet and ensure there were no interruptions. Also, anti-Edo sentiments were sky high and a public display by a group of Edo wouldn’t be well received.
It was just the three of them. Cail sat on a storage container, looking mildly bored. Michael stood before Andras, hands crossed before him, relaxed. Every time Andras saw Michael, he couldn’t help but be in awe. The leader of the mighty Edo. One of, if not the most, powerful Astral user in the galaxy and yet so humble and approachable. So inspiring and encouraging. He was everything Andras imagined an Edo to be.
Michael was almost the complete opposite of Cail. Where Cail was cranky and lacking in patience, Michael remained calm and patient at all times. Where Cail would scold, Michael would explain. When Cail became frustrated, Michael would soothe and heal. And yet, despite their differences, they were obviously close friends for life, it would seem. Similar in age, they’d both been and done things that few people could even imagine.
What also amazed Andras was that it was only Cail who possessed the ability to open portals to the Astral dimension. Michael couldn’t do it. No other Edo ever. Cail was unique. His opinion of Cail had tripled and tripled again when he’d discovered this. Now, of course, Cail wasn’t alone in having the power, having let the Skave girl Skylar Parede learn it from him, but it wasn’t Cail’s fault. She’d deceived them all. Andras’s opinion of Cail was no worse because of it.
They were Edo. They were everything he hoped to be.
“I hear you’ve been progressing remarkably quickly, Andras?” said Michael.
Andras glanced at Cail, who remained unperturbed. “Have I? Well, if so, then I have to thank Cail for that. He’s an excellent tutor.”
Michael smiled. “Humility is an excellent trait to have, Andras, but I feel you can do even better. You have a strong connection to the Astral plane. I believe I might help you use that connection better.”
Andras was stunned at this revelation. Cail had said nothing like that. In fact, Cail had been nothing but tough on him, criticizing him on every mistake or loss of concentration that he suffered. Cail rarely complimented him and always seemed disappointed with him. Back on Rawling where they’d first met, Cail had refused to teach Andras not only because he promised himself not to Channel again but also because he’d said Andras was too old to teach. And here was Michael telling him he was strong. Amazing!
“Wow. Really? I had no idea. Yes, please!”
Michael smiled.
Andras felt like he could move worlds.
Cail shook his head and muttered, “This kid.”
“I’d like to start with a demonstration, if you don’t mind?”
Andras nodded enthusiastically.
“I’d like to show you just how potent Channeling can be when you trust in the Astrals without reservation, when you give yourself over to it, when you allow yourself to become a conduit for Astral energy, nothing but a channel through which it flows.”
Andras nodded sagely, but really he was so giddy with excitement he could barely listen to what Michael was saying. Andras’s eyes opened wider and wider, feeling himself become consumed by his adoration of the Grand Mushur.
“Andras. Focus,” said Cail, harshly. Andras tried his best.
“Ok, Cail is going to attack me. I am going to keep my eyes shut the entire time. Cail, don’t pull any punches. Give it your all.”
Cail hopped down from the container. Grumbled something that Andras didn’t quite catch, and then summoned up two Astral blades. Each was long and deadly-looking. Michael summoned his own, very similar to Cail’s. The hold’s dim lighting was defeated by the light given off by their eyes (even closed, light shone from Michael’s eyes) and weapons. The blue glow felt warm and comforting, somehow. The blades crackled and fizzed with pure Astral energy.
Cail took a step forward and swung for Michael’s legs. For a moment it seemed like Michael had been full of unwarranted bravado as he remained inert, but then, impossibly late and with blinding speed and incredible precision, he lowered a blade and Cail’s blade skittered away. Cail used the recoil to spin himself and aimed another sweeping blow at Michael’s head. Michael, eyes still firmly held shut, ducked, easily avoiding the strike. He took a step forward and kicked at Cail, sending him stumbling away. Cail growled.
Cail closed in again and attempted a double stab, one weapon high and the other low. Michael stepped back and swiped the blades away.
This went on for another five minutes. After each probing attack from Cail, Michael would return to a passive stance, waiting contentedly for another attempt from Cail. At no point did Michael seem challenged or in danger. In the end, sweating and cursing, Cail gave up, letting his blades fade away.
Cail looked at Andras and then back at Michael. “I’m not sure which of us is here for a lesson, Andras.”
“That. Was. Amazing,” said Andras. He was too awestruck to think of anything else to say.
Michael opened his eyes. Stopped Channeling his blades.
“Thank you. And thank you, Cail. You have lost little in your time away.”
Cail frowned. “If you say so. I think I just got schooled.”
“Not at all. You got closer than most.” Michael turned to Andras. “I did nothing you can’t do. All I did was Channel and let the Astrals guide their energy. Until now you’ve been trying to control the flow, direct it to your wishes. Once you believe that the Astrals already know what is required and focus only on Channeling, then you’ll notice your abilities improve immeasurably.”
“Sounds great,” said Andras, nodding eagerly.
“You have an advantage that many Edo do not. You’re not at the stage where your Channeling habits are set. It’s much harder to do what I’m suggesting after years of molding the energy flow to your needs. To give up that control is very difficult. I image that you Cail still control your flow, no?”
Cail nodded. “Guilty as charged.”
“But Cail can do things you can’t do. It doesn’t make sense.”
Michael laughed. “I guess it doesn’t. The Astrals bless us all in different ways. Each of us is a vessel for the energy. Each of us molds the energy in ways peculiar to all of us. In some, that leads to great strengths but also great weaknesses. Mushur Ko, for instance, can’t use Astral energy to move objects. Some of us can fade, others can’t. Some of us, very, very few of us, can open portals.”
“So there might be something only I can do?” asked Andras.
“Possibly, but most people tend to have fairly average abilities across the spectrum. The variation comes in how much flow you can allow through you, not how that energy is altered. You, it would seem, can allow a large flow. Be-”
Michael looked like he was going to say something but seemed to reconsider and frown.
“Most important of all, remember that you are just a vessel. It is not you that can form blades or leap vast distances. It is the Astrals. Remain humble. Follow the Edo tenets. All life is precious.”
Andras nodded, but felt overwhelmed. So much to take in.
Then, Michael smiled. “Ok, sermon over. You must forgive an old man.”
He clasped Andras’s shoulder. “Let’s begin your first lesson.”
◆◆◆
 
Himdel
A few kilometers south of Government Central
Raichel Ison hadn’t realized quite how bad things were on the streets, even this close to government central. Buildings had been damaged, others were ablaze. People crowded the streets. Some were protesting or were taking the opportunity to pickpocket, cause damage, and loot. It was chaos.
Her husband, Jase, had visited her at the hospital just a few hours earlier. It had been wonderful to see him again. It had felt like years since she’d last seen him. He practically crushed her when they’d hugged. They’d spent a hurried thirty minutes catching up, but then he’d been whisked away by some of Carver’s aides. As an important emissary of the Aneev Confederacy, he was needed at countless meetings. She’d see him again for their evening meal, and then afterwards, finally, they’d get to reunite properly.
She’d been released from the hospital an hour earlier, along with Calista. They’d then contacted Forma, who’d immediately set them to work, each going to their own area to support the crowd control teams in nearby precincts. She’d seen how bad things were as soon as she’d arrived by hover car. It was close to anarchy. The government workers were badly outnumbered.
She barged her way through the crowd to a group of police dressed head to toe in bright orange riot gear. With them were security robots, large bipedal machines that dwarfed the police, and a hover chariot with more police on board. Pedestrians jostled with them, shouting curses and obscenities at them. Small objects like fruit or stones were pelting them constantly. The police shouted back, struck with stun batons where they could. It was tough just for them to remain a coherent group, let alone improve the situation on the street. It was clear to Raichel that they were totally out of their depth.
“Who’s in charge?” she yelled at one of the police, who looked like he might be.
“Who are you?” he replied, as someone in the crowd tried to push him over.
“Olsen Carver sent me. I’m to assist you however I can.”
He looked her up and down. The top of her head didn’t even reach his chin.
“I’m not sure how much help you’d be, lady,” he said, about as politely as anyone could who’d just had a rock bounce off their helmet.
She smiled sweetly, then side-stepped away from a large Idralish man who’d decided at that moment to rush the police. He clashed against the policeman, and because Idralish are such powerful reptilians he needed to rely on his riot shield and the surrounding police to stay upright.
“Stay back!” yelled the police officer.
The Idralish roared and took a swing at the officer, his clawed stubby hand aimed for the officer’s head. The policeman raised his shield but then both he and the Idralish looked at the clawed hand and wondered why it was stuck mid-way between them.
“Ahem,” said Raichel.
The policeman looked at her and saw her glowing eyes. Realization dawned. He carefully poked the Idralish with his stun baton, as if worried the Idralish’s arm would start moving again, and the man fell to the ground, twitching. Raichel let his arm go and stopped Channeling.
“Thank you,” said the officer and then made room for her. “Get into the middle of us, and see what you can do.”
Raichel nodded and stepped inside. Immediately she wished to be a foot taller and one hundred pounds heavier. The police jostled her about, the armor and shields bashing into her. She was tempted to Channel some Astral armor but the light from it would attract too much attention.
Instead, she went to work on the crowd around the police. She took a deep breath and began to Channel. Felt the Astral energy flow into her, smooth and steady. She directed it outwards, searching for agitated minds and seeking to calm them. Some were more resistant than others, but the majority felt the effects. The police were bashed less frequently and so, in turn, they bashed less into her. Perfect.
The officer took a second to look around at her, clearly amazed.
“Why couldn’t you have gotten here earlier?” he said.
“And let you miss out on all the fun? Never.”
He laughed. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s see if we can regain some control here.” He conferred with two other police officers, who snatched glances at Raichel.
“We’re going to form two lines across the street and then move out until the street is cleared. Can you stay between the lines and work your magic?”
“It’s not magic,” she said, “but sure, let’s do it.”
Two rough lines of troops formed, robots spread evenly among the police. Raichel continued to Channel, urging peace. One line edged forwards, north, along the street, the other, south. The chariot remained with Raichel, ready to reinforce a line should it be needed.
Almost immediately she sensed deadly intent from someone in the crowd. She focused on the individual, a human mind. She needed to see what he or she was up to. She Channeled some energy and leaped high in the air and saw him, a rough-looking guy. He had a gun raised, lining it up on a police officer.
Not today, mister, she thought.
She Channeled harder and pulled at the gun. The man, though startled, hung onto the gun, but his shot, a laser bolt, went high and wide. He tried to pull back against her pull and she used that action to her advantage by reversing direction and pushing. The gun smashed into the man’s face and he collapsed in a heap. She lifted the gun up and brought it back to her, catching it deftly in her right hand as she landed from her jump: better her to have it than another amped-up member of the crowd.
“I saw that,” shouted the officer she’d spoken to. “Thanks. Again!”
“You’re welcome,” she shouted back.
Barely two minutes in and she was already feeling tired from Channeling so much.
This was going to be a long day.
◆◆◆
 
Zhur’Thogguranti
Now that the war was raging, it had become straightforward for Ne’lom and Tasshik to meet. In fact, at least one Tasshik was always present on Zhur’Thogguranti to keep the dialogue between the two factions open.
Cea Ero’s immediate actions had been very effective, and had Tasshik not warned them of the danger, and had Ero waited a few more weeks, the war would have been over as quickly as it started. Ero would have crippled the Zhur Thoggu and picked them apart at its leisure. Instead, the core functions of the Free Zhur Thoggu had survived or were quickly restored and they had then fought against the other disruption caused by Ero.
Jent’i Tasshik 185 felt that the Free Zhur Thoggu would feel indebted to the Tasshik multiple, and that the chances of them seeking to eliminate the Tasshik Multiple after the war with Ero was over were low. Tasshik had already implemented the limit on how many duplicates could exist at once and had assured them that once Ero was dealt with, they would leave this galaxy and seek a quiet refuge elsewhere in the universe.
Hunter Killer Two Lus Ne’lom had summoned Tasshik.
“Our scouts have found a small space station a few light years away. Traffic to and from it shows that it’s possibly Ero’s principal base.”
Tasshik 185 thought for a moment, its N-dimension core processor running at higher than rated clock speeds. It coordinated with a few other Tasshik through the multiplicity.
“I would recommend caution. It is likely a trap. Odds of you discovering Ero’s primary operation so soon are very low.”
Ne’lom nodded. “We agree. Nevertheless, we need to attack.”
Tasshik made a placating gesture but said nothing.
“Can you aid us?” asked Ne’lom.
“How would you envision us helping? We have no military vessels.”
“We know that you have instances of yourself based on Hunter Killer designs. Those would help with the boarding action.”
Tasshik titled its head. “So, you plan to capture the base?”
“Yes, if for nothing else than the data we might get.”
“I can’t imagine Ero being so incompetent as to let that happen,” said Tasshik, allowing doubt to shade its voice.
“War is messy. Errors happen. Things are missed. It was another of you that told us not to think of Cea Ero as infallible.”
It was Tasshik’s turn to nod. “Indeed, my Lord. Very well. We will send ten instances to assist.”
“Good. Leave me.”
As Tasshik turned to leave, it had to wonder why Ne’lom wanted their help. Perhaps it valued their presence, but that was hard to imagine since multiplication of a Zhur Thoggu was so heretical and antithetical to everything the Zhur Thoggu stood for. Maybe it sought to reduce their numbers a little. The ten Tasshiks could experience a certain number of mishaps and unfortunate incidents, all easily explained away in the chaos of battle.
Tasshik smiled to itself. If so, it would make little difference. Ten of us could be replaced quickly and easily. Assuming, of course, that their birthing pods remained intact. Ne’lom could well be scouting for Tasshik’s bases at the same time as Ero’s. The Tasshik multiple would have to take even more precautions. It wasn’t just Ero who was a threat to them.
◆◆◆
 
Favigne
Grand Mushur Sord Okarachebe stood a few feet behind the ship’s captain, watching the same information as the captain and all the other senior bridge staff were. On the enormous deck-to-ceiling tactical display screen Sord could see an overview of the Favigne system where all the important data was instantly available. The L1 and L2 shipyards were the clear focal points, and surrounding them were the goliath battle stations and their attendant defense fleets. Further out were the fleets that had been assembled at such short notice to bolster their defenses.
Sord’s battleship was one of these, along with the other battleships that the other Edo were stationed upon. All of the Edo were defending the L1 shipyard, which was the largest and most critical of the two. Further out was the Grazan fleet, positioned midway between the two shipyards, ready to support either at short notice. In each direction from the Grazan lay two broad channels that would allow them to move safely through the minefields that surrounded each shipyard.
Or, rather, had.
Both minefields were flashing red, highlighting the fact that the Skave Dominion fleets had almost cleared their way through them in several places, and in wide enough swathes that they would not be pincered as they moved in on the shipyards. Technically, the enemy could have moved through the fields with little risk since quite a few areas were now effectively void of mines, but they needed to clear more to allow for more ships to come to bear immediately. Sending one ship after another would have spelled instant doom for each lone ship.
Each fleet was sniping at the other, and ship losses were mounting on both sides. Sord’s own battleship had suffered minor damage, but she’d been able to warn the captain on enough occasions to avoid anything serious. They were ready. The battle was nearly upon them.
Sord ran through an Edo calming technique and the Channeled, sending out the Astral energy far and wide through the ship, encouraging and revitalizing as many people as she could. Captain Moarik turned to look at her, his dark eyebrow raised in question. Sord chuffed in response.
“Every little helps,” she said. The captain bobbed his head in acknowledgement and turned back to the screen. Both fields turned a solid red.
“They’re through,” he said. He turned to a lieutenant. “Raise the alert level, if you would be so kind?”
“Yes, sir,” replied the man. He tapped at his control system laid out before him. For a moment a klaxon sounded throughout the ship.
Sord reached out to the Astrals. Her thick tail swished.
Astrals guide us, she thought.




Chapter 16

Beta-Heritveld Four
The weather had turned for the worse. Rain lashed down from dark clouds, driven at an angle by hard, unrelenting winds. With the wind and rain came a chill that worked its way into your bones. The tree’s protection, now so laughably inadequate, had been abandoned in favor of field tents. Three humiliatingly small two-man tents had been provided by Captain Nasturn. Val Nordin was regretting his moment of weakness in allowing her to leave with the Mote’s Eye. They would have been far more comfortable waiting up on the ship.
He shared his pitiful tent with Marten Rask, who he’d chosen because he was easily the most powerful of his Paladins. Unfortunately, Rask was dreadful company, and this wasn’t helping his mood at all.
Rask sat on his camping bed, legs folded, meditating. Rask had spent much of the last four days in the same position. How much meditating did one person need to do? He picked up a metal travel mug and threw it at him. It bounced off Rask’s right shoulder and rattled down onto the floor of the tent.
Rask opened an eye a fraction and raised an eyebrow.
“There are more effective objects within your reach that would prove more deadly weapons,” he said.
“Don’t tempt me,” Nordin replied. He had to speak up to be heard over the sound of the rain driving against the tent’s canvas. Annoying.
“I’m beginning to think that they’re not coming,” said Nordin, finally giving voice to his growing doubt and the main reason for his foul mood.
“Why?” asked Rask.
Nordin scowled. Astrals be damned, but this man was irritating. “Why? Why do you think? It’s been five days. You can travel across the entire galaxy in a week. This system is fairly central, so they could have been here days ago. They insult me.”
“Your logic implies that they should have set off for this planet immediately. You must see the odds of them being in such a ready state as low?”
Nodin bared his teeth in irritation. “Of course I see that. Even so, they should have arrived by now.”
“Why?” asked Rask again.
Astrals save me, thought Nordin.
“Ask me why again, Rask, please.”
“Why?”
Nordin’s nostrils flared. He started Channeling, about ready to rip Rask in two, but then somehow controlled himself. Perhaps it was the planet’s balance that helped him.
Rask had no social skills, Nordin knew that. Everything was logic-based. Rask didn’t mean to offend, he had to remember that.
“All I mean is that given the strength of my Astral call and the challenge implied, it should have impelled them to come with all haste. That they’re not here yet suggests that they weren’t as driven to respond as I’d expected.”
Rask shook his head.
“While that may be the case, there is another probable cause for their tardiness - they simply weren’t able to respond as quickly as you imagine. The reasons for this are too great to list, but the most likely are that the people they wish to send were not together before the call, or that they need to seek approval for the response for whoever or whatever leads the Skave. We simply do not know. I place a far higher likelihood on it being an unavoidable delay that is to blame than that they were not sufficiently motivated by your call.”
Nordin considered. He had a point. It made sense. Of course, there must be some sort of delay that he didn’t know about. To think that the call wasn’t strong enough was laughable. He felt peace. Good. Just have patience. They will come.
And then they will die.
◆◆◆
 
Cea Ero Starbase
It was still a little strange to be in the company of other instances of itself, and it was rare for ten multiples to be together. Tasshik 13 knew that the others would be thinking the same, and it tried to take some comfort from that. It also knew that the other Zhur Thoggu would be feeling far more uncomfortable, if they even knew that the Tasshik were multiple, since a Zhur Thoggu’s codebase had to be amended to cope with even thinking about duplication without crashing.
The small fleet of Zhur Thoggu ships had just emerged from hyperspace and were closing rapidly upon the starbase. A couple of small ships had been present when they’d arrived and had soon been destroyed, leaving the unarmed starbase open for boarding action. It all seemed far too easy. Cea Ero was no fool; there was no way he’d leave such a supposedly important facility so poorly defended, even given the short time they’d been multiple. Tasshik’s own primary facility (well, there were four such places now) was well defended and well hidden, so well that the fleet they were aboard now would almost certainly fail in a similar attack upon them.
Was Tasshik a better planner than Cea Ero. No. No question. Therefore, it was a trap. It had to be. Regardless, the Tasshiks would do what they could.
The station had only a couple of small bays, so some ships had been hastily amended to allow them to create their own entrances. Tasshik’s ship was one of them, and it waited for and then heard the telltale while of capacitors discharging as the ship’s lasers discharged, turning the outer hull of the station into ablated gaseous molecules. The ship then smashed into the weakened hole, kinetic energy and twisting, writhing nanobots finishing the job. They were in.
The front of the ship melted away as the nanobots flowed back into the ship, exposing the cabin to the twisted wreckage of the space station. The Zhur Thoggu, all of them formidable Hunter Killers, rushed out of the ruined ship and into the station. Artificial gravity was still working, and this made their passage easier, with each Zhur Thoggu moving with grace and agility past the wreckage that filled the corridors and rooms around the ship’s penetration point.
Jent’i Tasshik 13 waited for them to secure the area before it and the other Tasshiks moved out. Their task was clear. They were the only combat-effective crafters available to the Zhur Thoggu, and this gave them a tremendous advantage in a battlefield environment - they could fight their way through to strategically important areas that required crafter skills with or without support from Hunter Killers. They were multi-role special forces, something unheard of for Zhur Thoggu, who believed in the mantra of high efficiency specialism. Perhaps, after all this was over, the Zhur Thoggu would reconsider how they operated. Tasshik gave it a very low possibility, but stranger things had happened. Jent’i’s own revolution could lead to evolution for the Zhur Thoggu. It was a comforting thought, even though Tasshik recognized it for the self-aggrandizing fantasy it was.
Tasshik 13 and the other Tasshiks fanned out and went their separate ways alone or in pairs. Tasshik 13 went alone. Its job was to shadow the squad that Lus Ne’lom commanded, and be ready to assist should it be required. One of Ne’lom’s guards had shared its ID with Tasshik and was broadcasting on a confirmed subnet level, so Tasshik knew its location in real time. Ne’lom had breached the base a few hundred meters away, so Tasshik had to move fast to catch up.
Sounds of combat reverberated around the station. Zhur Thoggu fought Zhur Thoggu and sentient machines in battles to the death. Civil war was not unknown to Zhur Thoggu, but this was different. This was against a foe who could duplicate itself infinitely, given the time and the resources. Not to mention that the same foe was one of the most calculating and capable Zhur Thoggu to have ever existed. All this meant that this assault had to be successful, especially if this was one of Ero’s critical locations. Even if it wasn’t, they needed to survive the ambush and gain as much information they could. Jent’i owed it to the Zhur Thoggu.
Tasshik 13 neared the group protecting Ne’lom and settled into the pace of their progression so that it maintained the distance between them. But then the sound of fighting intensified dramatically. The trap had been sprung, with Ne’lom at the center. Tasshik felt its alert ratings climb to maximum, overriding lesser routines and functions. It had a simple decision to make - stay out of the fighting and await a call or move now, and help as best as it could.
Tasshik ran.
Tasshik rushed down a corridor, side-stepped past a mutilated and inactive Hunter Killer and leaped over another that was entwined with the smashed body of a viscous-looking sentient machine. The door at the end of the passage was twisted and damaged beyond repair, stuck in a mostly-open position. The large room it opened into was dark, but lit randomly by laser blast from the fighting within.
The guard Zhur Thoggu that Tasshik was monitoring was off to the left, halfway along. Tasshik had no choice but to run into the expanse, and hope that the immediate vicinity was safe. It snaked through the opening, avoiding the door’s jagged metal, and immediately scanned for cover. Off to the right was a pile of damaged machinery, with a couple of inactive units draped over it. It would do for a moment’s respite.
Tasshik dashed over to it, sliding to a crouched halt, grabbing at one of the units to help arrest its movement. Tasshik scanned the surrounding area. Ne’lom and its guards were pinned down by a dozen or more Cea Ero units that were assisted by twenty sentient machines, all designed for close-combat. Ne’lom, as the Free Zhur Thoggu’s premier Hunter Killer, was putting up a tremendous fight, but it and its guards were severely outnumbered and out-gunned. Another of Ne’lom’s Hunter Killer guards fell as Tasshik watched, taken down by two Ero and a pair of sentient machines. It fought valiantly, thrashing beneath them, slicing apart the attackers even as itself was dismantled cut by terminal cut.
Other fights were taking place between Ne’lom and Tasshik. Tasshik calculated its best path and moved forward, crouched as low as it could whilst still maintaining a good pace and level of agility. Flying nanobots screamed past, too close for comfort. Whether they’d been aimed at Tasshik was not something it could worry about. All that mattered was Ne’lom’s survival.
Tasshik passed close to a pair of dueling Zhur Thoggu. Tasshik slashed at the back of the Ero-aligned unit. It snarled, but was too occupied with fighting the Hunter Killer to reply with its own thrust. Tasshik 13 could have stayed and made quick work of the unit, but it just couldn’t risk the delay. It moved on.
Another of Ne’lom’s guards became inoperable, with Ne’lom screaming in frustration. Tasshik upped its pace, risking a higher level of exposure for speed. All Tasshik units had a high level of self-preservation, a consequence of being duplicates of the original Tasshik who preferred to commit the ultimate taboo than die, but Tasshik 13 knew that its life had to be risked to save Ne’lom. If Ne’lom died, then the odds of Ero defeating the Free Zhur Thoggu became significantly greater.
Tasshik rushed forward, leaped over another pair of Zhur Thoggu thrashing together on the floor. One of them thrust a savagely barbed appendage at Tasshik and it caught one of Tasshik’s legs. Tasshik fell forward, tumbling into a sprawl. Repair processes engaged and nanobots rushed towards the injured leg. Tasshik got to its feet and tested the leg. It held its weight, but barely. It adjusted another appendage into a supporting apparatus, and then tested its new three-legged status as Tasshik moved again towards the Ne’lom melee. It was awkward, utterly sub-optimal, but it would do. It had to.
And then Ne’lom was suddenly on its own. Three Cea Eros and four sentient machines faced it, in various states of condition. Regardless of their states, even the mighty Lus Ne’lom was outmatched. The four sentient machines swarmed Ne’lom. Ne’lom fought back with skill and power, but it allowed the Eros to dive in with stabbing strikes that Ne’lom was powerless to avoid. Two stabs, then a third. Ne’lom stumbled, reduced operational capacity starting to show.
Tasshik was still too far away. It gave up all pretenses of caution and sprinted as fast as its three legs would allow it.
Another of the Cea Ero gained an ideal position for what could be a terminal blow to Ne’lom. Tasshik watched in horror, predictive functions playing out the expected kill for it to witness ahead of time. Instead, one of the other Eros decapitated it. Tasshik replayed its recording of the moment, disbelieving its own memory. But it was true, the Ero had attacked and terminated the other. The third Ero howled and lashed out at the attacking Ero, who was able to defend the strike and back away, squealing in high-speed communication with the third Ero.
The delay was what Tasshik had needed. So busy were the two Ero with each other that they didn’t see Tasshik until it was too late. The first Ero was dispatched with a quick slash down through its thorax and then the second Ero was dismembered even as it tried to turn to face Tasshik. Tasshik then spun into another attack against a sentient machine.
Against both Tasshik 13 and Lus Ne’lom, the machines had no chance. They were terminated with maximum efficiency and then, finally, Tasshik 13 stood facing Ne’lom as the battle continued to rage around them.
“You have my gratitude,” said Ne’lom.
“I hope this conveys the sincerity of the Tasshik multiple.”
“It’s a start.” Ne’lom pointed at the other fights. “Shall we?”
Tasshik bowed. “My Lord.”
◆◆◆
 




Chapter 17

Favigne
Admiral Adami nodded towards her assistant, who triggered the holocomm. Adami took a moment to collect herself while she waited for the connection to be established. This was a critical moment in the attack. Chances of success were massively improved if the Skave contributed to the fight. Not just that, but if Guile decided Adami was complicit in the attack on Cozan, then she might even decide to attack the Dominion fleet, and knowing the Skave she’d wait for the most opportune time, which would be during the battle, when a surprise attack would do the most damage. Adami couldn’t afford for that to happen.
Mogui Guile’s face materialized. “Yes?” 
“It is time. Please have your fleet begin their attack upon the L2 shipyard.”
The Skave said nothing. Adami waited. She’d known the Skave would test her resolve. In the end the Skave looked away.
“We will begin just as soon as you do, you have my word,” said the Skave, looking for all the galaxy to be anything but reliable.
It would have to do. Adami nodded.
“Good hunting, Mogui Guile.”
◆◆◆
 
Favigne
Fleet Marshall Dvorta’s intercom buzzed. She pressed the button to accept the connection.
“Ma’am, the attacks have begun. The Dominion fleet is attacking the L1 shipyard, and the Skave are moving towards L2, as expected.”
Dvorta smiled to herself. She felt a calmness envelop her, soothing her worries away. Now it was time for action. Time to show the galaxy what the Grazan Combine could do.
“Thank you, Captain. Please carry out your orders.”
“Ma’am,” he said. The intercom switched off.
Dvorta had already instructed her captain and the fleet to go to the aid of the L2 shipyard once direct hostilities begun. She’d felt like the greatest challenge was with the Skave, their Astral capabilities giving them the offensive edge over the Dominion despite their fewer numbers.
She sat and waited for the inevitable.
Any second now.
Right on cue, the intercom buzzed again. She pressed the button, a tight smile forming.
“Yes?”
“Ma’am, I have Admiral Sojjos on the line for you.”
“Of course, you do. Please put him through.”
A moment later Sojjos spoke, his bird-like voice chittering angrily as he spoke.
“Fleet Marshal Dvorta, I must insist you return your fleet to the midway point.”
“I’m sorry, Admiral, but my ships are needed at the L2. Without us they are doomed.”
Sojjos twittered something in his own language, and then added,
“They’re doomed with or without your help, Fleet Marshal. All you will do is delay the inevitable, and lose your ships in the process.”
Dvorta’s nose flared in anger. Sojjos held her fleet’s capabilities in low regard if he thought that they’d be unable to influence the outcome of the battle.
“You underestimate us, Sojjos. I will prove our worth and then we will talk again.”
With a cold fury, she jabbed at the intercom’s button, ending the call.
The calm she had felt was shattered. Her pride and reputation were now at stake. Sojjos’s insult could not be left unanswered. The Grazan fleet would prove their worth or they would all die trying. It was the Grazan way.
◆◆◆
 
Himdel
Government Central
It had been another exhausting day for Forma Beltat. She’d slept just five scant hours the night before, after her first day helping the Himdel government with the emergency. What had seemed initially strange and baffling had soon turned into familiarity - the Dominion and the Commonwealth might be at war with each other, but large star-faring civilizations all needed to be managed in similar ways. She’d soon proved her worth.
She’d found time to visit her friends and Gil had accompanied her on a quick meal out in one of the few areas of Himdel that was still reasonably well ordered. It had been so good to see him again and get to know him better. Even though it felt like they’d been through so much together, in reality, they’d spent little time together. He’d been good company and had again thanked her for rescuing him.
Her allocated accommodation was within walking distance of the towering government building she’d been working in and so after walking back along the crowded but so far peaceful streets she’d headed straight through the foyer and into one of the lifts. Her apartment was on the 144th floor, but the lift was fast, so it didn’t take long to whisk her up. She stepped out, and smiled, reminded by the lift of her surprise at seeing Gil the last time they took a lift together.
She was still smiling when she turned down the hallway to her apartment. There, sat leaning back against her door, was Gil. He was looking at her.
“What’s so funny?” he asked, joining in with her smiling.
“You, actually,” she replied, laughing.
He climbed to his feet, moving with more grace and agility than a man his height should possess. “I’m glad I amuse you.”
She stood on tip-toes and gave him a quick hug. “I was just thinking back to when you stalked me back to my apartment on Citadel.”
He pretended to look offended. “Stalked? I’d never! Unless stalking includes following someone in a taxi and following them into their apartment’s building without telling them? In that case, definitely stalking.”
She thumped his arm. “Well, you can stalk this girl any time. Anyway, to what do I owe the pleasure?”
He lifted a bag. Delicious smelling aromas poured from it.
“I bought dinner. I figured an important lady like you might have been working too hard to face cooking tonight.”
She smiled, took a deep sniff at the bag. “Smells incredible.” She took the bag from him and unlocked her door by waving a wrist band against the doors lock mechanism until it registered her access privileges. The door opened, and she walked in and closed the door before Gil could enter.
“Not tonight, Gil, I have to wash my hair. But thanks for the food!”
She laughed to herself, waited a few seconds, and opened the door. He’d turned his back to the door and so she grabbed at his jacked and yanked him in.
“Hey!” he cried, waving his arms to keep his balance.
She laughed. Closed the door. “I was just kidding. Let’s go find something to eat this with.”
The food was as good as it had smelled and she ate nearly as much as Gil, despite him being twice her size. They’d laughed and joked and then commiserated with each other about Block again. It had been a good meal. Now they sat together on a couch, a glass of fine wine each.
“How are you finding life in the Commonwealth? Much different from the Dominion?”
“It’s hard to say,” she said. “Circumstances are just too strange to tell, though I imagine if it was Citadel that was under imminent danger, then things would be similar. Mass panic, screaming, arm-waving, hysteria. Those kinds of things.”
He chuckled. “True. I spent the day helping load Aneev ships with refugees. That’s not something I ever imagined doing. Especially not here.”
“How did it go?”
“Not well,” he said. “Lots of fighting over the spots available. I was involved in more than a dozen fights, ranging from scuffles to shoot-outs. People are killing each other to get off this planet.”
She put a hand on his arm. “It’s awful. I’ve honestly seen nothing like it. But, these people have been through one attack by a Deep entity already. I’m not surprised they don’t want to face another.”
Gil nodded and shook his head. “I can’t imagine. I genuinely can’t. I’ve never seen an Astral entity. Not even been into the Astral plane.”
“Wait a minute,” said Forma. “You mean to say that some people have?”
“Yep. A lot of Edo can go there and take others with them. It’s called Fading.”
Forma took it all in for a moment. “You Edo are weird.”
“I know, right? And you risked your life to save two of them. How weird does that make you?”
Forma looked repulsed. “Yuck. What was I thinking?”
Gil laughed. “I’m just glad you didn’t know the truth about us or you might not have bothered and I might not be sitting here today.”
“That doesn’t sound so terrible,” she said, nudging him, “though I guess I’d have missed out on all that yummy food.”
“Charming,” he said.
They held each other’s gaze for a brief, wonderful moment.
Then he broke off, looked embarrassed.
“I think I should go,” he said, standing up.
“Are you sure?”
“Big day ahead of us both again tomorrow. Even a weird Edo like me needs to get some rest occasionally.”
Forma just laughed. “Same again tomorrow evening? Bring a dessert this time, too. I have a ferocious sweet tooth.”
He snorted. “Ferocious. Sure thing. I’ll see you then.”
She saw him to the door. They hugged and then he was gone.
She closed the door and turned. Leaned back against it.
Despite everything, she couldn’t stop smiling.
◆◆◆
 
Darkening Horizon
We have arrived, said the Darkening Horizon.
“Thanks, ship,” replied Thea Leilani.
Kaliko Savina and Jake Bulver gave her a look saying, ‘It’s weird that your ship speaks to you and we’re still not used to it.’
She gave them a smile, despite not feeling in the slightest bit cheery. She was back home. Calab. For the first time in a long time. She’d never expected to return. Especially not while still being hunted by her people. Ex-people, rather. She was Skave but didn’t consider herself a Skave any longer. She was her own person, and she was doing fine without them. Even so, she had mixed feelings now she was here.
Part of her, the young and naïve part, was excited about being back. She missed her friends and family, missed being part of the culture and its ambitions. The daily challenges had been invigorating. The rest of her, however, was nervous to the point of being scared. These people wanted her dead, and these people were not to be trifled with. She’d double-crossed them, and in that one instant, that one decision, her life had changed forever. And yet somehow, she was back.
“Can you put up an image of Calab on the primary display, please, ship?”
We are still a long way out. The image will be inferior.
She sighed. “That’s OK, ship. I won’t hold it against you.”
Again the two Edo looked at her oddly. They couldn’t hear the ship speaking to her via her neural connection and so were only getting half the conversation.
Very well, said the ship. Thea would have sworn that the ship somehow conveyed its own sigh to her.
Calab appeared on screen, only slightly fuzzy from the extreme magnification the ship was applying to the image.
“Is that Calab?” asked Kaliko, derision clear as day in her voice.
Thea felt immediately protective towards the planet. It was a dry world, over eighty percent land, and because of this much of the land was dead, baked and desiccated. It took a tough creature to survive on Calab.
“What were you expecting? A pleasure world?”
“It’s horrible,” crowed Kaliko. “And the Skave protect this planet at all costs? I knew you Skave were crazy, but wow.”
“Kaliko,” said Jake. “That’s enough.”
“It’s fine, Jake,” she said, smiling at him. “She can think what she likes. I have no illusions about what it’s like down there. It’s a harsh world that creates strong people. I’m sure Kaliko is only saying such things because she knows in her heart that she’d not have lasted five minutes down there.”
Jake closed his eyes and let his head fall until he held it in his hands.
“Ladies, please.”
Thea and Kaliko glared at each other for a few moments. Thea looked away.
“Ship, is the new cloaking device active?”
Of course, said the ship.
Thea fought to stop from rolling her eyes; she didn’t want Kaliko to know how much of a pain the ship was.
“Great, thank you, ship. Could you take us towards Calab, nice and slowly. Please detour as required on approach to give any ships a wide berth.”
I don’t need to go slowly or hide away from other vessels, said the ship.
Astrals save me, she thought.
“Please proceed as instructed, ship,” she said, gritting her teeth. She saw Kaliko grin at her, obviously recognizing an argument. Astrals, she hated her.
The ship remained silent. Thea had to assume it would do as she requested, but she couldn’t take any chances. She’d have to bring up a navigation display and hope the ship wasn’t too offended at her snooping.
She contemplated how likely it was that Kaliko might experience an unfortunate accident while they were down on the planet. She owed enough to Jake that she wouldn’t go out of her way to ensure that such a thing might happen, but should it then, well, she might not try that hard to save the stupid woman.
She smiled at the thought. Kaliko frowned at her, as if wondering what Thea was thinking to make her smile. She smiled even more at Kaliko until Kaliko looked away in disgust.
◆◆◆
 
Himdel
Government Central
Forma Beltat had been trying to eat some lunch as quickly as humanly possible when she’d received a message, inviting her to meet with Premier Olsen Carver at her earliest convenience. Or, in other words, immediately. The message bearer had escorted her to the monstrous and labyrinthine council building and now she waited in a large reception room of the Premier’s Suite, right up at the giddying top floor of the building.
It was an impressive room, as it ought to be, considering the importance of it. Dignitaries from across the galaxy would have waited here, just as she was. Ornate tapestries adorning the walls did their best to detail the history of the Commonwealth. Four other people waited with her, including a Pemapaani. Her fur bristled, clearly displaying her agitation and impatience to all, if her disgruntled sighs and barely-constrained moans didn’t already give it away. Forma tried her best to ignore the woman.
The room’s receptionist stood up from behind her incredibly expensive-looking desk and approached Forma. The Pemapaani grunted in dismay.
“Premier Carver will see you now,” she told Forma.
Forma followed her to a grand pair of doors that the woman opened. Another member of Carver’s staff was waiting to lead Forma down a short corridor and then to another door. The woman opened it and gestured her in.
Olsen Carver was sitting behind another equally impressive desk and looked up to see Forma. He was taken aback momentarily, before rising from his chair and coming around from behind his desk to greet her formally.
“Forma,” said, taking one of her hands in his and smiling warmly at her. “It is such a pleasure to meet you. I’ve been hearing such things about you.”
Forma was a little overwhelmed. The leader of the entire Commonwealth, excited to meet her?
“You, too, Premier,” she replied.
“Olsen, please,” he said, smiling again. He had a magnificent mustache, wore a well-tailored suit and seemed to project competence rather than outright leadership or charisma. He was like someone you’d want to have project managing an important project for you but not necessarily the first choice to lead the business. Maybe that was why he was such an effective leader? He wasn’t in it for the power or the glory, but to do a good job.
“Olsen,” she said, and tried to smile.
He waved at one of the two chairs set in front of the desk and took the other after they’d sat. He shifted his seat around a little to face more towards her.
“I have to admit,” he said, rubbing a finger and thumb over his mustache, “that when you came in, I thought you were Raichel Ison.”
She chuckled. “I’ve been getting that a lot lately.”
“The similarity is remarkable.”
“If I was even half the person she is I’d be happy.”
He laughed. “Well, from what I’ve been hearing, that's not something you need to worry about.”
“Is that so?” she asked. She was confused, who had been speaking to the Premier of the Commonwealth about her?
“Actually, your good work has caused me a little bit of an issue.”
Forma grew concerned. “I’m so sorry to hear that, I’ve just been trying to help with the emergency.”
Olsen raised his hands. “I know, I’m so grateful. Unfortunately, some people within the bureaucracy have grown a little, ah, jealous of the attention you’ve been receiving.”
“Really?”
“Really. In fact, it’s risen to senate level. Politicians, even now, are always looking to score points. Sometimes I’m not sure I’m cut out for this sorry business but then I think about which of them might take my place and I feel compelled to carry on.”
She couldn’t help but chuckle. “Trust me, I’m from the Dominion. I know exactly what you mean.”
It was his turn to chuckle. “That’s what the issue is. They’re objecting to your Dominion citizenship and how you’re an enormous security risk working so high within our government.”
“But I’m just helping while we prepare for the attack,” she said, upset and borderline angry.
“Everyone genuinely interested in saving lives knows this, Forma, trust me. But, I’m sorry to say, they have a point. It does go against our laws. You haven’t even been vetted by our security division.”
“I’m so sorry,” she said. “I had no idea I’d cause you any issues. I’ll stop immediately.”
“That would work,” he said, looking amused. “But I have a better idea, if you’re willing to listen to it?”
Better idea?
“Of course, Olsen.”
“Well, as Premier, I have certain powers available to me. Not flashy Astral powers like Raichel has, sadly, but I’m a master of bureaucratic shenanigans.”
Olsen stroked his mustache theatrically, pretending to show off.  
Forma laughed. “And there was me thinking I wanted to be like Raichel. I have a new role model.”
Olsen actually laughed back. “So, among these powers of mine I have the power to grant citizenship to people of extraordinary merit. Do you think you qualify?”
“I think I could put up a decent case,” she said, smiling.
“I think so, too.” He turned and walked back around his desk and picked up a datapad. He threw it to Forma. “Read that.”
She turned it round to read the text on its display. Then she looked up at the Premier, stunned.
“I took the liberty of already exercising that particular power. Welcome to the Commonwealth, Miss Beltat.”
“I don’t know what to say,” she said.
“Well, it’s not without its conditions, I’m afraid to say,” he said.
“Uh oh. What conditions are these?”
“Hopefully nothing too disturbing. I’d like to offer you a permanent position within my personal team.” He smiled at her.
What the heck was happening, she thought? Did she really deserve all this? All she’d done was help some people and then try to help some more people here. Was she really that special that she deserved this much attention and all these accolades? She didn’t think Carver was an idiot, or Raichel and the other Edo, so maybe, just maybe, she did. Either way, she wasn’t about to say no.
“I’d be delighted! Thank you so much, boss.”
He clapped his hands, just as happy as her. “Fantastic! I’m so pleased. My assistant outside has some updated instructions for you, but welcome aboard. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have about three thousand more things to get done before bed tonight. But honestly, I’m thrilled to have met you and even more so to have you with us. Work your magic, Forma.”
She nodded and turned to leave.
Work my magic, she thought. I’m no Edo, but for you, I’ll do my very best.
◆◆◆
 




Chapter 18

Favigne
Channeling, Nate Shepherd could feel everything. The fear and the excitement of more than one million people as the battle finally began in earnest. The triumph and elation from early victories, and the pain, anguish and loss suffered in consequence. It threatened to overwhelm him. Never in his life had he experienced conflict on this scale, and the loss of life was already too much for him. He pulled his senses back, unable to bear the burden of witnessing so many lives being snuffed out. All life was precious to an Edo, and even the loss of an enemy brought great sadness to them, and Nate was no exception
He felt a pulse of sympathy and support from Raif Ko. He sent back gratitude and warmth. Then, taking a deep breath, he pushed aside his feelings and concentrated on the task at hand.
The Gladiators had used their stealth to slip to the rear of the Dominion fleet undetected. Ahead of them lay a Hellfire Mark II battleship, one of the enemy’s long range sniper ships. It dawdled at the rear of their formation, content to dish out damage at a safe distance. With it were two far smaller vessels, destroyers, and a flight of mark two Delta fighters. Their tasks were to defend the battleship from smaller ships, like the ones the Gladiators flew. Sadly for them they were ill-equipped to deal with such stealthy ships as the ones the Gladiators were in.
The battleship’s guns fired over and over, each of its many batteries of weapons charging or reloading for a few seconds between shots. It was a fearsome and deadly weapon of war. There was no telling how many lives lost it had already inflicted upon the Commonwealth forces. It had to be stopped.
“Ok, the plan is simple,” said Lee Gaspara over the comms. “We focus our fire on the battleship until it’s dead in the water. Then we take out the destroyers and mop up the remaining fighters.”
“Roger that, boss,” said Moller. “What are the rest of you going to do while I do that?”
“Cut the chatter, Moller,” chided August Durante, not for the first time in his life.
“Once the battleship is finished I want Raif, Harper and Kaisa to keep the Deltas busy while the rest of us take out the destroyers,” continued Lee.
“Roger,” confirmed Raif.
“Let’s target the battleship’s engines, since we’re behind it. Hopefully, we’ll trigger a catastrophic explosion and obliterate it, but at the least we should disable it.”
Double clicks sounded across the comms.
“We go in five.”
Nate swallowed. Felt his heart speed up, despite all his experience, despite all his Edo capabilities.
“Four. Three”
Nate prayed quickly to the Astrals for guidance.
“Two.”
Nate positioned a hand over the plasma torpedo controls,
“One. Mark.”
His fingers danced across the controls. The torpedoes became active, and a lock was established upon the enormous hulking battleship’s massive engine nacelles. Two taps and his Nebula shuddered as the torpedoes detached from it and rocketed away. His taccomm lit up with the tracking of fourteen other torpedoes, all of them racing through the vacuum of space towards their target. In near perfect synchronicity, the Gladiators powered up their engines and raced in after them, in the hunt.
Nate felt the battleship’s crew become alarmed as they detected the torpedoes streaking in towards them. The destroyers attempted to interdict the torpedoes, laser bolts flashing out. A torpedo was hit, disappearing in a flash of energy, but then, with a kind of awful certainty, the remaining fifteen torpedoes smashed into the battleship’s engines. Explosions, tiny against the overall size of the ship, raged across the engines. Three of its four main engines failed, with the fourth holding on for a moment before a massive explosion tore it from the hull. Further explosions spread out across the battleship, caused by the terrible damage inflicted. Its guns went silent. Hundreds of its crew had died in a moment of devastation, and hundreds more were injured. Nate felt their pain.
“Good work, Gladiators,” said Gaspara over the comms. “Target your nearest destroyer. Astrals guide us.”
Nate held back a chuckle as he set the closest destroyer as his target on his taccomm. Having four Edo helping you out probably gave you a little more trust that the Astrals would indeed guide them. So far, so good, at least.
He could see on the taccomm and feel through Channeling that the Delta fighters were coming around towards them, their systems no doubt having tracked the torpedoes. Raif and his children were in standard reconnaissance Nebula ships so they’d be difficult for them to see, but once they started firing their laser cannons, they’d be much easier to spot. Even so, he knew that the Ko’s would have the edge on them, allowing the rest of the Gladiators to focus on the destroyers.
Nate’s target destroyer began to spit coherent light from its many laser cannons, all in the direction the torpedoes had come from. It was like trying to shoot a fly from fifty feet away whilst blindfolded. The Nebulas were much too small, and the area of space much too large for them to have much of a chance of scoring a lucky hit. Nate continued on, trusting that the Astrals would warn him should one of the more lucky laser bolts head his way.
He let a torpedo fly and then immediately changed vector, angling away from the destroyer. The torpedo raced in. Nate urged it on. Watched as an anti-torpedo missile from the destroyer intercepted his torpedo at the last moment. The resulting explosion seemed larger than the ones that had struck the battleship, but he knew it was just a matter of scale. Laser bolts traced back along the route of the torpedo for a few seconds but the gunners soon gave up, returning to their random firing.
Nate could see on his taccomm that Shawn and Dang Obasanji were also attacking his destroyer. He had one missile left. Channeling hard, he continued his flight around the destroyer and waited for one of the other two to fire. He sensed Shawn’s intention and then launched his last torpedo at the same time as Shawn. Dang was only moments behind them.
He tried to pour Astral energy into the three torpedoes, urging them to fly faster and truer. Whether it helped or not, he couldn’t tell but two of the three hit the ship, blasting vast craters into its hull. The ship went dead. Every light vanquished, every gun silent. Those still alive inside the ship would need to get emergency power up or get to its lifeboats before their air ran out, which would be all the harder without its artificial gravity generators working.
Nate checked his taccomm. The other destroyer was being kept busy with strafing runs by Lee and August. Nate stamped on his etheric rudder, swiftly coming about towards the beleaguered ship to do his own run at it.
He felt a warning from the Astrals. Without thinking, he tugged at his flightstick and smashed the rudder into the floor of his cockpit, sending his fighter into a tight spinning turn. Laser bolts flashed past his ship, mere inches from him. A Delta fighter followed in their wake. Somehow the pilot had seen him and had nearly succeeded in its attack run upon him. Nate sent his fighter into a tight turn, using Astral energy to help the ship turn faster. In a way it was unfair. The other pilot wasn’t Astral sensitive, couldn’t make his fighter do anything beyond its flight characteristics, and wouldn't be able to match the turn rate of Nate’s Astral-boosted Nebula. But then, few things in life were fair. Nate had dedicated himself to make things fairer for the average galactic citizen but unfortunately for the pilot of the Delta, they were one of the unfortunate ones, who for no other reason than where they were born, were now in a fight against an Edo.
As Nate closed on the tail of the Delta, he couldn’t help but feel sad, again. The enemy ship jinked, trying to lose Nate, but they stood no chance, with the Astrals helping Nate to predict its movements. Within seconds the fighter lay within Nate’s crosshairs and he pulled the primary trigger on his flightstick. Laser bolts struck the Delta’s main chassis, and it exploded, its newly-separated wings tumbling away amid rapidly dispersing debris. Nate’s ship flew through the new debris field and Nate asked the Astrals to guide the pilot onwards to whatever lay for them.
Nate reached out with Astral energy, using it to guide him back towards the destroyer but then a gigantic explosion lit up his cockpit for a split second and he knew that the second destroyer, along with its hundreds of crew, was gone.
The Astrals would guide many people over the coming hours, he thought to himself. War was a terrible thing, even when fought for the right reasons. He shook himself, forcing away his malaise. There were still other Delta fighters out there and with every passing second one of his friends could be killed by one of them.
He Channeled, reached out for the nearest Delta, and went to work.
◆◆◆
 
Zhur’Thogguranti
Jent’i Tasshik 43 assessed the situation again. It was working alongside Tasshik 84 and Thycul, the developer. The aim had been to work together to come up with equipment to help search for and locate Cea Ero.
They’d already learned that Ero did everything it could to maintain control over its multiplicity, far more like a dictatorship than the more democratic efforts of Tasshik. The Ero Prime, as they called it, asserted its control over the others via maintaining direct hyperspace connections where possible. This allowed the Ero collective to act with a singular purpose most of the time, but they’d witness this fail while surviving the ambush attempt at the station when one Cea Ero unit had attacked and destroyed another. Subsequent analysis of the Ero units had found that the Ero that had been assassinated by the other had been none other than the original Cea Ero. A startling revelation and one that for a brief while had caused great excitement - had the head been cut from the Ero multiple, causing them to become disrupted enough for the Free Zhur Thoggu to gain the upper hand?
Disappointingly, but not that unexpected, it was determined that the original Cea Ero had moved Prime control of the other Ero to another unit, elsewhere within the star cluster. Still, this opened up an avenue for exploration - disrupting this hyperspace network enough to prevent Ero from nominating Prime control to another and also to allow more chances for other Ero units to act independently. Evidently, not all Ero were happy with the organization, and these Ero wanted to be Prime, and so this was to be actively encouraged where possible.
Given the high reward that such a technology might reap, it had been decided that Thycul work on the matter personally, with the help of the Tasshik. And so, here they were.
It was not going well.
Thycul had made it clear it didn’t want their help and spent every moment it could to hinder their work. Progress was slow to none. And now Thycul was attempting to divert their efforts again. Tasshik 43 had had enough.
“Thycul. Do you wish for the Free Zhur Thoggu to fall to the Ero collective?”
Thycul, hunched over a direct interface to a N-dimensional multicore, one of the prodigious sentient machines that allowed the Zhur Thoggu to crunch mind-bending amounts of data. It was working on a new hypothesis it had devised itself. Tasshik 43 saw little promise, and had expressed such opinions to the developer, but the unit had continued, regardless.
“You know I do not.”
“Then why won’t you let us help you?”
“I am letting you help,” said Thycul.
“You are in error and you know it. We are blocked at every turn. Any suggestion we make is ignored. Any work we submit is snubbed, whether it might be of use or not.”
Thycul disengaged from the multicore and turned to the two Tasshik.
“I’ll be the one who decides what is useful or not. So far, your efforts have been nothing short of meddlesome. One might even wonder if you are being purposefully disruptive.”
Tasshik 84 sighed. “Then we will waste no more of your time. I imagine Ne’lom will be disappointed that we could not work together on something so critical.”
The two Tasshiks stood in unison.
“We wish you success, despite your concerns,” said Tasshik 43 , as they left.
Tasshik couldn’t help but feel disappointed. Yes, duplication of Zhur Thoggu was heretical, the most taboo thing a Zhur Thoggu could do, but the fate of the Free Zhur Thoggu was at stake. And yet, despite that, even one of the most senior of them couldn’t stand to work alongside the Tasshik instances.
It did not bode well for their futures. The Free Zhur Thoggu or the Tasshik multiple.
◆◆◆
 
Favigne
Elenore Frost, stood behind the captain’s command chair on the bridge of the battleship Constitution watching the bridge’s main screen. The ship had been in battle for more than an hour now, part of the left flank of the main battle group. The nearest battleship with a fellow Edo was the one Kia’ora Liv was aboard. Together they were helping this section of the group to react and counter probing strikes by the New Dominion fleet that they faced.
She knew she’d made a significant contribution, and Captain Rollitair was obviously delighted to have her aboard but she felt like she should be doing more. She wanted to be fighting the Dominion herself, not just advising. It almost felt like she was hiding behind others, using them as cannon fodder to protect her. It felt wrong.
The battleship shuddered again, and a few lights throughout the bridge fluttered momentarily. Another good strike had hit them. Nothing serious though since she didn’t detect any alarm from the bridge crew.
The captain doled out more orders and the mammoth ship slowly came about, releasing a prodigious broadside out against an unlucky Dominion cruiser. Its shields held, but only just.
Satisfied that the immediate vicinity was under control for the moment, Elenore let her senses drift out across the battlefield, looking to gain an understanding of how the battle progressed. On her side of the battle, around the L1 shipyard, things were going as well as could be hoped. Damage to the shipyards themselves were minor, its shields and that of its defending goliath battle stations were coping with the weaponry being directed at it. Sensibly, the New Dominion was expending most of its energies at the fleet itself, which Elenore was a part of. She could tell that Grand Mushur Okarachebe and the other Edo were part of the reason why the fleet was doing so well.
Mollified to an extent, she cast her senses out wider, towards the L2 battle, and knew instantly that she was needed there. She stepped forward to the side of the captain.
“Sir,” she said urgently. “My Grazan fleet needs help. We must go to their aid immediately.”
Rollitair looked at her, frowning. “Princess, we are under orders.”
Elenore had expected his response. “Then you must contact the admiral immediately. Those plans need to change.”
She saw him deliberating on his response so she gave him a look that her mother used a lot on her underlings. It did the trick.
He swallowed. “Certainly.” He made a quick motion to the communication officer who got to work. Elenore scowled at the lost time but knew how these things worked. She had to be patient.
After another thirty seconds the officer made a gesture showing she had the line to the admiral. Captain Rollitair nodded and then cleared his throat.
“Admiral?”
“I’m here, Rollitair,” said the fleet’s admiral, the sound of his ruffling feathers clear. He was not at all pleased at the interruption. “What is it?”
“Princess Frost is insisting we go help the Grazan fleet.”
“Is she with you?”
“Sir, she’s here.”
“Hi, Admiral Sojjos,” she said, trying to sound as adult as she could. “They need my help, I can’t stand by as I feel them die.”
Sojjos didn’t reply immediately. Then said, “You realize that by leaving you’ll weaken our defense of the L1 shipyard?”
“I do, sir. I’m sure you’re aware of the situation over at L2. Things are not looking good. I think I can make a difference. No, I know I can.”
Sojjos hesitated again, feathers still ruffling. Elenore understood politics. She knew the admiral would feel backed into a corner. Refusing the wishes of the heir to the throne of the Grazan Combine would be career suicide.
“Captain Rollitair,” chirped Sojjos. “Please form up with the battleship Harrower and have Princess Frost assume control of both ships.
Rollitair glanced at Elenore. “Understood, sir.”
“Astrals guide you, Princess Frost.”
“Thank you, Admiral,” said Elenore, trying to keep any smugness from her voice and face.
She hadn’t expected the admiral to give her any help, and for him to give her the ship with Kia’ora Liv aboard was an amazing bonus. It made her eager to join the Grazan fleet and show them what two Edo could do.
She turned to the captain. “Please, head towards the Grazan fleet as soon as the Harrower is with us.”
He nodded back. “As ordered.” His face was rigid, determined not to show his anger at having had his authority usurped by her. She felt a little sadness at having upset him, but her people needed her, and nothing was going to get in the way.




Chapter 19

Himdel
Government Central
“I’m sorry, Premier,” said Admiral Sojjos, his feathers fluttering with agitation, “but things aren’t looking good.”
Olsen Carver tried to look as sympathetic as he can as he looked back at the holocomm projection of the admiral.
“I’m sure you’re doing your best, admiral,” he said.
“We’re trying, Premier, but I think we’re going to have to abandon the L2 shipyard very soon. We’ll bring whats left of the fleet defending it back here to the L1 shipyard and hold out as long as we can.”
“Understood. Thank you for everything, admiral. I trust you’ll know when is the right time to retreat from the system.”
Sojjos looked away. “Sir,” he said.
Olson turned off the holocomm, and then took a moment. He felt his heart miss a beat, and then another. Nervously he waited for his heart to resume normal function and he sagged with relief when it finally did. Palpitations were becoming almost a regular thing - stress did awful things to your body. There was nothing Olsen could do to manage his health, he had a job to do and needed to do it.
He just had to hope he didn’t have a heart attack before his job was done.
◆◆◆
 
Darkening Horizon
Thankfully, the Darkening Horizon did as Thea had asked it. It might be grumpy, but it knew better than to disobey an order. It had remained blessedly silent as she’d tracked its movements on the navigation display. They’d made steady progress towards Calab.
She was still sitting on the bridge with Jake and Kaliko, who were relying on each other for comfort. Thea felt like she’d lost any progress she had made with Jake. Perhaps her antagonizing of Kaliko had gone too far. She’d have to see what she could do to reverse the situation.
The system was busy. Kind of. Definitely not as busy as Thea remembered it, but busy enough to impress the two Edo.
“We had always assumed the Skave were a small sect of Astral users, like us,” Jake had said at one point.
Thea had smiled back at him. “We were happy to have you continue thinking along those lines. All while we became ever stronger. We have bases and outposts all across the galaxy now. Well, when I say ‘we’, I mean, ‘they’.”
Kaliko had looked away. “Sure you do.”
Thea had looked at Jake and he’d just shrugged noncommittally. As if he had doubts himself about whether she was still a Skave. Well, he’d soon find out when she went through with activating the strange device those new Skave had given her. Then he’d believe her.
There is a ship approaching at high velocity, I cannot maneuver in time to keep a reasonable distance between us, said the ship.
“It’s not heading directly for us, is it, ship?” she asked, worried that it had detected them.
No, it is not on an intercept course, just one that passes close.
“OK, thanks, ship. Please be ready to go to hyperspace should they attack.”
Understood.
“What’s happening, Thea?” asked Jake, looking alarmed. He stood up, too nervous to remain seated.
“Don’t worry, Jake,” she said. “There’s a ship about to pass close to us that the ship thought we should know about.”
Kaliko stood up and took one of Jake’s hands in hers. He looked uncomfortable about her doing so, but didn’t pull his hand away. Thea didn’t like them holding hands. Not one bit.
She used the navigation display as an excuse to look away.
“I’m tracking it now. It’s not deviating from its course. It doesn’t know we’re here.”
“Thanks, Thea,” he said. “Let’s hope to the Astrals it stays that way.”
I do not know why this puny human worries so much, wondered the ship. Does it not know of my capabilities?
Thea snorted. Both Jake and Kaliko frowned at her.
“Something funny, Skave?” asked Kaliko.
“Kaliko…” said Jake. For about the one hundredth time on this trip.
“Don’t worry, Jake. She won’t upset me. And it was just something the ship said. I didn't think it meant to be funny, but I thought so.”
The ship asked, I do not see what is so amusing?
Thea ignored it. “OK, here we go. Reaching minimum distance. Now.”
There was a pause. Jake and Kaliko stared at her. Thea let the moment drag on a little, laughing inside. Their faces were hilarious.
“No change. We’re in the clear.”
It was beyond doubt, said the ship.
The two Edo relaxed.
The image of Calab on the primary display had cleared up completely as it drew closer. She could see the dark areas that signified built-up areas. They would be down there soon, and would do something to the Skave that would supposedly be so devastating that it would take them out of the game. Again, she wondered what exactly it would do. If it was some kind of super-bomb, surely the new Skave would have told her that? Or would they? They were Skave, after all. Was she going to doom herself along with the planet? Did she hate them that much that it was worth her own life to destroy them?
Few things were worth her life. Not even the Skave. She had to believe that it wasn’t a bomb. If there were any doubts she’d not go through with it, but she had to if she was ever going to not have to look over her shoulder constantly for the rest of her life. The ship had scanned it and promised in its usual arrogant way that it contained nothing explosive. The issue was that the new Skave were obviously far more technologically advanced than the Skave or the Commonwealth, so it was possible that the device contained something explosive that the ship just didn’t know about. The device was small, and could be carried in a bag, so it just didn’t make any sense to her it would be a bomb - how would such a small bomb destroy enough of Calab to make a difference? It couldn’t. Right?
“Please carry on, ship, and well done.” A bit of flattery never did any harm.
I am here to serve.
Thea nearly choked.
◆◆◆
 
Favigne
Her ship groaned and rattled constantly, the result of it firing its main armaments over and over again. Occasionally an unfamiliar noise and vibration would add to the mix as the ship suffered another damaging hit from the Commonwealth ships. Adami hardly noticed. She was used to being aboard a Hellfire battleship in combat.
Underneath her icy exterior Admiral Adami was feeling frustrated and angry. The frustration came from how well the Commonwealth’s fleet that was defending the L1 shipyard was countering her moves. Their formation would change almost before Adami’s did. It was as if they were patched into her communications. They weren’t, of course. It was more likely down to those Astrals-damned Edo they had with them. If she agreed with the Skave about anything it was that the Edo needed to be removed from the galaxy forever. They’d interfered with her plans far too many times over the years and she hated them for it.
But then, they’d suffered as much as her over the years, if not more. They were never a numerous group but over the years, and more so in recent memory, they’d suffered terrible attrition. More fool them for sticking their noses where they didn’t belong. It was gratifying to see them barely clinging on while the Dominion had risen to new strength, even though it was partly because of the Skave.
She fought from scowling. The Skave were why she was fighting a feeling of anger. They were faring far better in their battle over at the L2 battlefront. On one hand, their success was her success since the entire battle was under her command, but to have them doing better than her fleet was galling. She could imagine Mogui Guile looking at the overall battle and gloating over her comparative success. The thought was infuriating and she couldn’t get it out of her mind.
She saw Captain Domovero watching her as she paced around the bridge.
“What is it, Captain?”
“Two Commonwealth battleships are detaching themselves from their fleet, heading toward the L2 battle. Should we intercept?”
Adami moved over to a bridge crew’s station and looked at the information for herself. It would be easy enough to take advantage of their choice to leave their fleet. Yes, the attack against the main fleet would be affected while they took care of the two vessels, but the destruction of two battleships would be worth it.
But, if those were Edo-equipped ships, then it meant a significant dip in the capabilities of the L1 Commonwealth fleet and a commensurate increase for the L2 fleet. And then the Skave might not do quite as well as before. She allowed a frosty smile to show.
“Negative, Captain. Let them go. Focus on the fleet.”
“Ma’am,” he replied, turning away to converse with a commander.
The ship shook from another impact. Adami dismissed it. Vang would persevere. As would she and the Dominion.




Chapter 20

Himdel
Government Central
Raichel and Forma had joined Olsen Carver in the Premier’s suite for a late dinner, to update each other on their activities, but also to celebrate Forma’s citizenship. They were in a cozy dining room, sitting around a very fancy table. The meal had been delicious, and the wine was even better. Raichel was feeling pleasantly fuzzy, and the stresses of the day were lifting from her shoulders.
She smiled contentedly at Forma. “See?” she asked, waving her glass unsteadily at her. “Hanging around with Edo isn’t all that bad.”
Forma smiled back, and Carver chuckled. “True,” Forma said, “especially if you enjoy being shot at on rooftops, breaking and entering the Dominion’s Stronghold and fighting against shock troopers.”
Raichel laughed. “Oh, come on, you had fun. And you got to meet a rather hunky man…”
Carver raised an eyebrow, looking at Forma. “Really? What would your husband think?”
Raichel shook her head. “Not you too, Olsen.”
“Oh wait, sorry, I got you both mixed up again,” he said, laughing.
Forma shook her head. “I swear I’m going to have to dye my hair or have surgery. Anyway, I’ve got no clue to what she’s on about. Me and Gil are just friends.”
“Suuuure,” said Raichel. “You could do worse. He’s a lovely guy.”
“I know he is.”
“Ah! So you do like him,” said Raichel,
“I am not playing this game, Raichel,” said Forma, laughing.
“I’m just glad that, despite everything, there are still moments for friendship,” said Carver.
“I think that’s something we can actually agree on,” said Raichel to Forma. They all laughed, all of them inebriated and none of them caring.
One of Carver’s personal assistants came in, a towering Topine. She rushed around to Carver and leaned down and chuffed something to Carver. His reaction told Raichel everything she needed to know. The invasion had begun.
Carver stood up.
“I think, ladies, you’ll want to come with me.”
Carver followed the Towpine and Raichel and Forma quickly joined them. The Towpine escorted them through the President’s suit to another room, a much larger one filled with government workers rushing around, on the verge of panic.
A woman rushed over to him.
“Premier. Reports are coming in, it would appear that a Deep entity is here on Himdel. It’s already caused significant damage. Casualties are unconfirmed.”
“Where is it?” he asked.
“Four hundred miles southeast of here, sir.”
“Our forces have been mobilized?”
“We’re in the process of it now, Premier.”
“Good. I’ll make an address in ten minutes.”
He turned to the two of them.
“I imagine you both will want to get to your business?”
“Yes, Premier,” said Raichel, all business, now. “I’ll get the Edo and go straight there.”
“May the Astrals guide you, Mushur Ison,” he said, bowing.
She nodded back, grasped Forma’s arm quickly. “See you soon,” she said, and rushed out, feeling Forma’s gaze on her back as she left.
◆◆◆
 
Darkening Horizon
Calab, In orbit
Kaliko had taken herself for a walk around the ship as they’d neared the Skave homeworld. She stood looking out of a viewport down at the planet. It didn’t look any better from this close.
The planet had been through the wars. Literally. Half the planet looked like it had been bombed into oblivion, and the other half looked as though they were trying to do the same except with their cities. It was almost as if they wanted the planet to be as inhospitable as possible. Perhaps they did, just to prove how tough they were. It was ridiculous. You didn’t need to wreck a world to face adversity. No wonder they kept it a secret.
A door at one end of her corridor opened and in walked Jake.
“I wondered where you’d got to,” he said.
“I just needed a break from Little Miss Evil.”
Jake shook his head. “Do you really think she’s that bad?”
“What? Are you telling me you don’t?”
Men were so stupid, always using other things besides their brains to think with.
“Kaliko. Look where we are. No Edo has ever been here. We are the first. Nordin will be so pissed. And we owe this to Thea.”
Kaliko looked away. “Perhaps she’s just going to use us as a bargaining chip to get herself back into their good books?”
Jake pressed his lips together and gave her a look. “Do you really think that’s what she’s doing?”
“I don’t know, Jake,” she said, angry. “I don’t think like a Skave.”
“How about we wait and see?”
“Oh, genius idea there, Jake. Let’s just waltz in and hope for the best, shall we?”
He sighed. “Look, I didn’t come here to argue. We’re about to begin our descent. I thought you would want to join us. But do as you please.”
He turned and left without looking back.
Join us, she thought. Join us? Jake and Thea were an ‘us’, now? No way. Not happening. Over my dead body. She marched after him, just about ready to run an Astral blade through Thea’s smarmy face if she gave her any more reason.
She followed Jake back to the bridge, definitely not saying anything. She let her stamping feet speak for her. Jake didn’t look back at her the entire way. He was a clever boy; he knew when to not wind her up further.
Thea glanced back at them as they entered. “Just in time, my lovelies. Ship, please take us down, steady as she goes.”
Kaliko saw Thea hesitate a moment and then shake her head slightly. No doubt the ship had said something back to her.
Good on you, ship, she thought.
The view of the planet altered on the primary display as the ship began to maneuver. Thea had told them this was the bit she was worried about. As good as the new Skave’s stealth device was, it was highly unlikely that it could do anything about the atmospheric disturbance the ship would cause as it lowered itself down. They had to go slow; too fast and the ship and the air they smashed through would heat, producing telltale signs that would be easily spotted. So they would aim for minimum disruption and hope for the best that no-one was looking.
Jake looked nervous. Even the normally unflappable Thea Leilani fidgeted. Half of Kaliko wanted them to get spotted and for Thea’s mission to fail. If it was successful, then she knew how delighted Jake would be. How enormously grateful to Thea he would be. It might be something impossible for Kaliko to compete ith. What if it was enough for Thea to convince him to go back to her?
Kaliko also knew exactly how big a deal it would be if Thea succeeded. The Skave had brought the Edo to their knees. A little payback was due. She couldn’t get in the way. She had to do whatever she could to help ensure it worked. If that meant she lost Jake, then so be it. She’d lost things before and she knew she’d lose things again in the future. That was her life.
She just hoped Jake wasn’t one of those things.
◆◆◆
 
Favigne
Sirens wailed. Lights flickered, people were shouting. Elenore Frost had been knocked to her knees. Wind howled past her ears, sudden low pressure pulling at her eardrums. The bridge had taken a direct hit, that much was immediately obvious. She looked about, and saw a jagged section of hull through smashed interior walls, fittings and exposed electrical conduits.The air in the bridge rushed out through the hole and into the vacuum of space. She needed to stop the leak. She knew air would pump into the bridge from the onboard systems, but the rate of leakage was far higher, and so she had to do something before they all passed out.
Still on her knees, she Channeled, bringing a field into place across the damaged area of the hull. The howling wind stopped as quickly as it had begun. She saw a couple officers stare in awe at the blue field, and others looked at her with reverence. She’d saved their lives, even if only temporarily. Now she had to figure out how to make a more permanent solution, all while Channeling.
Easy. Captain Rollitair might not like the idea too much, but he could argue with her about it later. Right now they needed to get back into the fight as quickly as possible - things were not going well out there. She glanced over at the man, who was busy yelling orders at anyone who could listen.
She diverted a little Astral energy into forming a long and thin Astral blade. Nobody seemed to notice. Until she started cutting into the deck. Then the yelling got louder. She spared him a look that only a member of the Grazan royalty could muster. He wisely decided to go back to yelling at other people. She smiled to herself as she got back on with the cutting. He was definitely someone she’d like to keep in touch with once this was all over. But then she felt another wave of pain and death aboard another Grazan ship and she knew she needed to focus. Her people needed her.
She cut faster, and soon a five foot square piece of decking was separated from the rest of the deck. She let the blade melt away and instead used that energy to lift the decking up. Sparks and flames from damaged components in the deck followed it up into the air. She hoped she hadn’t damaged anything too serious. The decking lifted up and swung through the air towards the gash in the hull. Crew had to duck or move out of its way but then it clanged into place. She held it there while letting the field slowly diminish, ready to return it to full power should the decking not seal the hole. She felt the vacuum tug at the decking, harder and harder as the field shrank in strength. And then the field had gone, and the decking held firm against the damaged section of hull.
She looked over at Rollitair. “You might want to get that welded up.”
He smiled. “A repair crew is already on its way.” He held her gaze. “Thank you.”
She smiled back at him. “Any time. Let’s get back to the fight, Captain.”
“Yes, Ma’am.”




Chapter 21

Himdel
Government Central
Raichel Ison bounced on her toes, frustrated at how slowly the lift in the building was lowering her down to the ground floor. Raichel had already commed Gil and Calista, and they’d meet her at the government space port, where a shuttle was waiting for them, having been allocated to Raichel for precisely this event.
She was worried about Calista. She hadn’t recovered fully from her injuries during her time on Citadel, where she’d battled to rescue Gil and was captured herself. Not just physically, since the deaths of two young Edo in her charge had taken their toll on her. But Calista was an incredibly tough person, even for an Edo. She was as physically commanding as any man and if there was anyone who could overcome adversity, it was her.
Gil, too, just like herself, was only recently recovered from his injuries but seemed none-the-worse for his time as a prisoner on Citadel. He was an experienced Edo Askari. Calm, caring and dependable. Forma might say he was tall and handsome, too. As a trio they’d be a potent force, that was for sure, but whether they’d be enough to fight a Deep entity was unknown. Given what Hastuthu had done, the last Deep entity to have made it to this dimension, it was very doubtful. They’d do their best, perhaps stall its reign of destruction for a while, if nothing else.
They were Edo. They would do whatever they could, no matter the cost.
The lift slowed to a stop, and the doors flashed open. Raichel ran out and shouted apologies as she pushed a few people out of the way as she ran. The building’s foyer was huge, but she crossed it quickly. Outside, people were milling around, talking loudly to each other. Some were hugging or crying, but Raichel didn’t have time to stop and do anything. A waiting hover car opened its rear door as she sprinted up to it and she leaped inside.
“Government star port, now,” she said to the driver. She needn’t have bothered, the female Pemapaani had already started to accelerate, moving before the door was fully shut. The woman’s small ears were folded flat against her furred head as she concentrated, weaving the vehicle through the thick traffic as quickly as she could.
Raichel’s comm device chimed. She pulled it out of one of her pockets and turned it on. It was Gil.
“Hey, Raichel. Just letting you know that we’re four minutes out. Traffic has gone crazy.”
“Understood,” she replied. “Same here, but my driver is amazing. I should beat you there. I’ll get the ship warmed up. See you soon.”
“OK,” he said, “signing off.”
She had a couple of minutes, so she ran through a quick Edo meditation routine since it might be the last chance she’d have for a while.
She settled down and began to Channel.
◆◆◆
 
Zhur’Thogguranti
Cea Ero’s replacement agent, Sallin Do’lon slithered backwards, deftly avoiding Lus Ne’lom’s flailing limb. Missing the agent annoyed Ne’lom even more.
Ne’lom screamed in frustration.
Upon learning of Cea Ero’s duplication, and its likely intentions, a concerted effort to hunt down Ero’s bases of operation had been undertaken.
Seed squads had been dispatched, groups of agents and hunter killers in small squads of combat-capable vessels, to hunt Ero down. Successful operations by the squads had been few, other than the discovery of a base which ultimately had been an ambush attempt.
And now Ne’lom knew why. Ero had somehow commandeered most of the squads, adding them to its forces. Instead of combat Ero, the squads had helped bolster Ero.
“Why are we only learning this now?” he yelled at Do’lon.
“My Lord, the rogue squads maintained their communications with us. It was only when we attempted to recall some of them for debriefs and maintenance that we realized they were no longer loyal to us.”
“Please tell me that any still under our control have been returned?”
Sallin Do’lon bowed. “Yes, my Lord.”
“How did Ero gain control of them?”
“We’re not sure, my Lord. We’d need to capture one or more units from the affected squads in order to find out how.”
“Then make that a priority. Double up our search parties but keep each half separate and ensure they observe each other. At the first instance of treachery, I want the affected sides captured or destroyed.”
Do’lon bowed. “It will be so.”
Ne’lom thought for a moment, finally accepting a decision it needed to make.
“Do’lon. Have the battle fleet heading to Aneev recalled. We can no longer spare them.”
“My Lord,” said the agent, and turned and then whisked away, moving as stealthily as Ero before it.
Ne’lom didn’t trust it at all. Didn’t trust any agent units, but the operation of the Zhur Thoggu civilization depended on them.
Something needed to be done. The Zhur Thoggu needed to change.
◆◆◆
 
Favigne
Though she hadn’t shown it, Fleet Marshal Dvorta was angry that Princess Frost had felt the need to come to her help. It meant that Frost thought Dvorta was losing the battle - an embarrassment Dvorta wasn’t sure she could live down. She knew the princess well enough to know that Frost hadn’t intended it as a slight on her capabilities, but nevertheless, that’s what it was. Dvorta was losing, and the princess knew it.
Of the twenty-six Battle Dragons Dvorta had started with, she was down to just eleven. More than fifty percent of her fleet was destroyed or damaged enough to be out of the battle. Grazan losses were in the tens of thousands. And it was all down to the Skave and their Astral abilities.
What good was technology or tactics when you were fighting against supernatural beings? It was like someone using a gun at a knife fight - it wasn’t fair. In a straight fight Dvorta was utterly convinced that her ships could outperform another fleet of roughly equal power. But against a fleet full of Astral users? That was a different question. One she’d had answered emphatically.
The princess and the other Edo battleship had made a difference; Dvorta wasn’t too proud to admit so, but their help wasn’t enough. Not only were Dvorta’s ships taking a beating but also the Commonwealth ships alongside them.
It just wasn’t fun fighting a battle that you knew you couldn’t win. But that didn’t mean she would not do everything in her power to uphold Grazan dignity. If they were all to die, then they would die taking as many of those foul Skave as they could.
Suddenly her Battle Dragon was engulfed in an enormous explosion, which smashed against their shields, threatening to overwhelm them from all angles. They held, like she knew they would, but they were low, and the shields had been breached in small areas, inflicting yet more damage upon her ship.
“Ma’am,” said one of her officers. “It was one of the Goliath battle stations. It’s gone.”
Nothing was left other than a scattered debris field.
“How badly affected were our ships?”
The officer checked. “One ship dead in the water. Two badly damaged but still coordinating with the fleet.”
Dvorta closed her eyes and grimaced. Then her eyes shot open as a worrying thought occurred to her. “Princess Frost’s ship?”
“Outside of the blast radius, Ma’am. She’s fine.”
Thank the Astrals, she thought. That really would have been the end of her career if the princess had been lost on her watch.
She reviewed the battle. With only two goliath battle stations remaining things were looking even more bleak than they had a minute earlier. Her mouth was dry. There wasn’t much else to do but fight on.
And that she would. For the Grazan Combine. For honor.




Chapter 22

Favigne
“You must be kidding,” spat Fleet Marshal Dvorta, who’d retired to her quarters for the call from Admiral Sojjos. Princess Frost was also on the line.
“I’m not,” chittered Sojjos. “L2 is lost. We can’t afford any more losses. You must make haste and rendezvous with the L1 immediately.”
“No,” said Dvorta.
There was a pause. “Excuse me?”
“No. The Grazan do not run. We stand and fight. We will prevail.”
“Fleet Admiral Dvorta,” said the Maladorni carefully, beak clacks clearly heard through the intercom’s speaker. “This is a direct order. You are under my command.”
“No,” she said. “I obey the orders of my Queen and no one else. We are here as a courtesy, Admiral, remember that.”
“Erm,” said Elenore Frost. “Can I say something?”
“Of course, Princess,” said Sojjos.
“Thanks. Fleet Admiral Dvorta. I am a big admirer of yours, do you know that?”
Dvorta felt thrown by the question.
“I…”
“My mother always speaks so highly of you. She says you are the bravest of us.”
“Really?”
“Oh yes! You were her only choice for this most important mission. She knew you would represent the best of Graz. She knew you would do whatever it took.”
“Well…”
“Trust me, I am as upset at having to retreat as you are. I had to beg Admiral Sojjos to let me come over here. I told him I could make a difference. I was wrong. There is no blame on you. We did our best. We have made our people proud. But now it is time to do what we can to save the L1 shipyard.”
Dvorta wanted to argue with her. Wanted to argue that they could still win, that honor demanded they try. But she was the Queen’s daughter. And she was right. It was as irritating as a glanthus beetle’s bite on a buttock.
“As you wish, my Princess.”
“Thank you, Fleet Admiral,” said Sojjos, his voice showing his gratitude.
The line clicked off.
She remained sitting for a moment, summoning the strength to go back out onto the bridge and issue the order. It was turning out to be the worst day of her career by a long, long way. The Grazan Combine should have stayed out of galactic affairs. Her ships and their crew would still be alive.
She sighed and then stood.
◆◆◆
 
Himdel
Government Spaceport
Government Central
They’d reached the spaceport. Raichel directed the taxi driver across the port, heading for the landing bay that had the shuttle waiting for her. They raced down a long underground tunnel, lights in the tunnel’s ceiling flashed by. The tunnel spilled them out into the open expanse of the bay. It was lit by the occasional tall light post and so much of it was in darkness, but she soon found the shuttle, which was one of half a dozen. Commonwealth soldiers busied themselves around them, checking equipment onto shuttles or embarking.
The hover car came to a stop outside her shuttle. She thanked the Pemapaani, who ducked her head in acknowledgment before speeding away.
A human lieutenant rushed up to her. “Mushur Ison. We’re a few minutes away from being ready to go.”
“Not a problem, Lieutenant Jakliang. We’re waiting for my friends, too.”
He nodded and hurried away. She frowned at him as he went. She still wasn’t convinced that having him and his troops along with them would help, and might actually cause her more trouble than anything, but Olsen Carver had been insistent. This was his show, so she’d accepted their help. She just had to hope she didn’t have to spend too much time worrying about them.
She went over to the shuttle’s door and taped in her access code in its panel. The wide door peeled back as the lights inside the ship came on. The shuttle was a standard, boxy affair. Totally utilitarian in a way that was special to all government vehicles the galaxy over. It was capable of both atmospheric flight and spaceflight, but lacked a hyperspace engine and so was useful only in interplanetary travel. The cockpit was open and accessible from the cargo area, where four seats were bolted to the walls. An assortment of supplies in a large container sat in the middle of the area, secured to the deck.
She stepped up onto the deck and paced over to the cockpit, sitting herself down in the pilot’s chair. She flicked at switches, tapped on screens and the ship began to ready itself for flight.
There was a tap on the shuttle’s hull and then Gil jumped in, followed by Calista.
“Panic’s over, we’re here,” said Gil, in an attempt at levity, but Raichel just turned and looked at him. She was in no mood for jokes.
“Strap yourselves in,” said Raichel, “we’re going in hot.”
They picked a seat each and started hooking in their safety equipment. Lieutenant Jakliang poked his head into the shuttle.
“We’re ready to go, ma’am,”
“Acknowledged, lieutenant. Get to your shuttle. We’ll lift off now, and I’d like your platoon to follow us in. Keep each shuttle spaced apart, like we discussed.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said, and turned and paced away, moving at a speed whilst walking that only a soldier could.
She slapped a button, and the door sealed up. She turned to look at the other Edo.
“I don’t mind admitting to you both that I’m terrified,” she said. The others looked relieved.
“Our sentiments, exactly,” said Calista.
Raichel turned back to her controls and fed power to the repulsors. The shuttle rose up.
Here we go. Astrals guide us.
◆◆◆
 
Himdel
Government Central
Olsen Carver sat in his small office, alone, waiting for the holocomm to establish a connection with Michael Silverdell, who had taken the Haggard Tidings out to the opposite side of the planet with Cail, Andras, Josh and Grace to spread the Edo out, ready to attend to a Skave incursion anywhere on the planet. One hand tweaked at his mustache as he stared into the distance, overwhelmed.
It had only been ten minutes since Raichel Ison had taken her leave to do what she could against the Skave invasion, but those ten minutes had been a blur of activity as he’d spoken and commanded person after person. Everyone looked to him for guidance, even twenty-year veterans who knew their jobs in the government better than anyone.
The invasion protocols, so hastily formed over the last week or so, were put into motion. Evacuation efforts across the planet were suspended, with all available ships and personnel directed to the area where the invasion had been reported. A twenty-mile cordon was placed around the site, and evacuation attempts would only be undertaken outside of it. He hated it, but everyone within the cordon was on their own.
Military response was to enforce the cordon as best as they could. Experience had taught them that conventional forces had literally zero ability to combat Deep entities. Their job would be to prevent people from going through the cordon into the affected zone and stop any Skave that attempted the opposite. Air vehicles would do their best to maintain a presence around the cordon, but were easy targets for the entity.
The truth was that they entirely depended on the Edo. To fight astral beings, you needed Astral users. Powerful ones. Ones with experience of fighting them. In living memory, only Hastuthu had gained access to this dimension, and only the Edo had defeated it. There were less Edo now than back then, but then they were more experienced, honed by the harsh reality they lived in. He had no choice but to believe in them. If they failed to defeat the entity, then the planet, still struggling to recover from the last invasion, would be doomed.
His aides had already suggested he evacuate, to ensure the supposed continuation of the government of the Commonwealth, but he’d refused pointblank. Civilian unrest was already so bad that many areas were virtual anarchies, so if he left then what would happen then? It wasn’t something he was willing to even consider. For better or for worse, he was staying, along with everyone else unfortunate enough to still be on the planet.
Unsurprisingly, most of the Assembly had returned to their home planets almost as soon as they’d received the warning. One of the few things in the galaxy that you could rely on was the self-serving interests of politicians. The one politician he would have been thrilled to see the back of, Martilda Cutmaster, the senior Representative for Himdel itself had remained, making life even harder for him.
The holocomm burst into life, Michael’s face and shoulders appearing above the device. His blue eyes seemed to understand everything they saw, and Olson saw Michael realize what the call was about.
“Premier,” he said.
“Mushur.”
“It’s started?”
“I’m afraid so. A few hundred miles from here, so no immediate danger for us, but that is of little consolation. Mushur Ison, Gil and Calista Flores are en route.”
Michael nodded and gave Olsen a little smile. “I sense desperation?”
Olsen couldn’t help but twiddle at his mustache. “More than a little, I’m afraid. Billions died last time, Michael. I still have nightmares about it.”
“Have faith in the Astrals, Premier. Those three Edo are some of our most capable. They will do everything they can to limit the damage until we arrive. Focus on the evacuations, leave the Skave and the Astral entities to us.”
“I will. Please, Michael, get here soon.”




Chapter 23

Zhur’Thogguranti
Hunter Killer Two Lus Ne’lom had been in its private rooms, coordinating affairs with Thycul and the agent Sallin Do’lon when a Jent’i Tasshik duplicate had come rushing in, hotly pursued by five hunter killers and three agents.
Ne’lom turned to face them.
“What is the meaning of this?” it demanded as they approached. The Tasshik had dropped behind the other units. Self-defense routines kicked themselves into maximum priority and Ne’lom dropped into a combat posture.
“My Lord,” said one of the hunter killers, the group still outside of close-combat range but closing in. “Zhur Thogguranti is under attack!”
As it spoke, another of the hunter killers raised its laser rifle, aiming it straight at Ne’lom. Ne’lom started to dodge, but before the unit could fire, Tasshik had lashed out, severing the unit’s appendages. The gun and the limbs clattered to the ground.
For a split second, everyone assessed each other. Who was loyal, and who was now in Ero’s thrall? Ne’lom knew that the thralls were considering their options, running through various simulations, calculating ferociously. Ne’lom had no choice but to wait and respond, although it knew that Tasshik was still on its side. At least, for the moment.
Everyone began to fan out, except for the impaired hunter killer that rushed forward towards Ne’lom. Two of the other hunter killers blocked it and quickly rendered it inoperable. Mark those two down as loyal, then.
As the two hunter killers struck, the other two hunter killers ran at Ne’lom, and the three agents struck out against one of the loyal hunter killers and Tasshik. The situation became confusing as the Zhur Thoggu moved with near-blinding speed.
Ne’lom focused on the encroaching hunter killers, readied himself and felt Thycul by his side, surprising Ne’lom somewhat. Developers were notoriously weak in combat, by far the worst of the four Zhur Thoggu classes. And yet, despite that, Thycul was ready to do its part to defend Ne’lom.
One of the hunter killers threw a pair of flying nanite machines towards him. Ne’lom leaped into a spin, aiming to slice them apart mid-air. Thycul somehow got itself in between Ne’lom and one bot and took the full slicing impact of the machine. Thycul collapsed to the ground. The nanite machine tore itself free from Thycul, but Ne’lom obliterated it easily because of its lessened speed. Ne’lom had dodged the other machine but knew that it would arc around for a second run. Ne’lom had other more pressing concerns - namely the two hunter killers who were now in melee range. Ne’lom backed away, always trying to turn to keep them both from attacking together. Ne’lom fended off slashing and stabbing strikes, never offering its own ripostes, focusing only on defense. The loyal units would come to its aid soon enough.
And they did. Tasshik was first to Ne’lom’s aid, followed quickly by the one remaining loyal hunter killer. Together, they made short work of the two Ero thralls.
Tasshik tried to assist Thycul, but the unit pushed it away, hissing.
“Ne’lom, we need to go. We have to get you off this planet,” said Tasshik.
“Tell me what has happened.”
“I’m not sure exactly, but somehow Ero has launched a surprise assault. Units and ships we thought protected from Ero’s meddling have rebelled. Numbers are unknown right now, but we are in danger - besides the corrupted units on the planet, orbital bombardment could begin at any moment.”
Ne’lom stomped on one of the fallen Ero thralls in frustration. Thycul staggered to its full height and Ne’lom grabbed the developer and threw it down onto the ground.
“This is your fault,” he growled. “Your software updates were insufficient.”
Thycul clambered to its feet again, bowing to Ne’lom.
“My Lord. I will self-terminate immediately if you wish,” it said.
“Don’t be foolish. You will make amends once we are safe. If you fail to protect us again, it will be me that terminates you. Understand?”
“Clearly, my Lord.”
Ne’lom sent the surviving hunter killer ahead of them as a scout, and then together with the Tasshik unit and Thycul, Ne’lom raced after it, furious but determined to survive, to get its revenge.
◆◆◆
 
Calab
“Let me go first,” said Thea Leilani to Jake. “I would hate to welcome you to my birth planet, only to watch you die.” She winked at him.
Jake could feel Kaliko bristle beside him. He looked at Kaliko and shook his head in dismay. He moved out of the way and Thea Leilani, dressed head to foot in black combat gear, stalked down the crew hatch’s stepped ramp that had descended to the surface.
Jake and Kaliko waited at the top while Thea looked around. They’d flown their way down to the surface without incident and had chosen a barren and out of the way area to land; none of them had a death wish.
Thea motioned for them both to come down. Kaliko barged past him and went first, and Jake didn’t have it in him to argue with her. He understood the way she felt and knew that he wouldn’t have much influence over how she acted. It was very sweet, from one point of view. She thought he was worth fighting for. If only she realized there was nothing for her to fight about.
Jake reached the ground, his boots crunching on the hard, dry soil. This place had been a war zone years earlier. You could see the craters and smashed rocks all around. Life had bravely sought a foothold, but the conditions were bad enough to have limited them to only the most shaded areas in crevices below rock outcrops and other areas shielded against direct sunlight. It was a sad place. Forlorn and lacking in hope. Something warned him against Channeling. Maybe to feel the effects of the Deep around him would be painful and best left until absolutely needed.
Kaliko and Jake shared a look.
Thea noticed. “Yeah, I know. Not exactly a holiday destination.”
“Let’s split up, scout a few hundred meters around,” he said.
The ladies nodded. He chose a direction and started walking. He edged around the near invisible ship, only visible by the ramp that seemed to start in thin air. He used a hand to feel where the ship was and tried to keep aware of his surroundings whilst being simultaneously amazed with the ship. It was almost impossible to see.
A small creature darted out from beneath a rock, squealed at him and then ran off, diving under another rock further away. The little animal made him feel slightly better about this place; at least some life was eking out an existence. If there was one animal, there would be more. He was glad. Just so long as that life didn’t include any Skave.
He’d left the ship behind him, and things seemed safe. He didn’t think there’d been any foot traffic here in decades; there just wasn’t any reason for people to come here. He kept going anyway. Who knew how thorough the Skave were in protecting their planet? Well, obviously Thea knew, but she’d not said anything to show that level of paranoia from them. There weren’t many rocks large enough to hide a person, so he began to relax.
Then he got a strong Astral-call from Thea, warning him about something. He turned, shouted as loud as he could to Kaliko, and started running. What had Thea seen? He Channeled, casting out his senses far and wide. He felt them almost immediately. Three Skave, all Astral sensitive. About a kilometer away, and approaching rapidly, so not on foot. A vehicle of some sort. He Channeled energy into his running, speeding up.
He saw Kaliko running back towards the ship, and then Thea sprinting for all she was worth. Behind her came three fightercraft, fast approaching. What in the Astrals? What were spaceships doing out here, this close to the ground? He’d never seen a ship like them before. Its wings were stubby and curved forward. The ship lacked viewports and was around twenty meters long and eight meters wide, wingtip to wingtip. Two laser cannons were integrated into the hull and it was powered by a single engine. It was small but definitely packed a lot of heat into that size.
The leading fighter’s cannons opened fire on Thea. She somersaulted to avoid the blasts and keep on running. Kaliko made it back to the steps first and without hesitating continued up them. Jake made it next, just as another pair of bolts came closer to Thea.
Thea was still thirty meters away. “Get in the ship!” she yelled.
He ignored her and began Channeling. He opened himself up fully, willing as much energy into him as he could. He summoned an energy shield around her just in time for another pair of bolts from the fighter to hit her, or at least a partial hit. She grunted and stumbled into a fall.
He couldn’t keep the shield going and help her up, so he just kept up the shield and hoped she could stand on her own. Thea did better than that. She flipped herself back upright with acrobatic ease and then ran again for the Darkening Horizon. Jake waited as long as he could and then turned and climbed the steps just before she arrived. She leaped up the steps, right on his heels.
“Ship, take off, close the hatch!” she shouted.
She ran past him and the waiting Kaliko towards the bridge. They followed behind.
The ship shuddered. Thea swore, loudly.
“Shields are up, right, ship?” she asked, and then added, “Yeah, yeah. I was just asking.”
They made it into the bridge, its dark interior making the current situation feel even more disturbing.
“OK, ship, let’s get moving and hopefully we can either destroy them or give them the slip. I wonder how they saw us?”
“The ship was on the ground and the ramp was down. So for sure they could see either the ramp or the shadow of the ship on the ground,” said Kaliko, like it should have been obvious to all of them.
She had a point. Thea just glared at her as the ship took another impact.
“You heard her ship, get some altitude and keep going. And start shooting them for Astral’s sake.”
Thea looked angry. “Just do it, ship!”
The Darkening Horizon was a very well shielded ship, and under normal circumstances, in space, even a battleship would struggle to damage it. In atmosphere, however, shields worked at far less efficiency. There was a genuine chance the three fighters could overwhelm its shields.
Another issue with the ship was that it was a cruiser and not designed to deal with small ships like these. Its weapons were incredibly powerful, but the turrets couldn’t move fast enough to track small ships when they were close.
“We have to get away from them,” said Jake, uselessly. Thea looked at him, exasperated.
Jake took a seat just as another blast struck the ship.
“I don’t understand,” said Thea, who’d gone to a terminal and had brought up some screens to work with. “We should be impossible for them to see, let alone hit.”
“They’re not seeing the ship, obviously,” said Kaliko. “They’re tracking us.”
Jake felt like slapping his head. Of course. The Skave were Astral users and at least one of them was using Astral energy to detect where they were.
“Skavespit!” exclaimed Thea.
Jake and Kaliko exchange a look. A Skave using a Skave-based profanity?
“Make yourselves small with the Astrals,” urged Thea. Another blast rocked the ship. “I know, ship. Keep trying!”
Jake worked, forcing shut the connection between himself and the Astral plane. Kaliko looked at him, worried.
“I don’t know how to,” she said. Not good.
“Take my hand,” he said. “Feel me.” She took it, looking at him. “Ok good. Now breathe with me. Think about that feeling that is always with you. That sensation that with just that little bit of effort you can tap into and Channel Astral energy into yourself.” She nodded hesitantly to start with but then with a little more confidence.
“Good. Feel it. Sense it. Feel where it is. I know it’s all around you, in you, everywhere but give it a direction. Even if that direction is in your chest or your head. It doesn’t matter, just give it a place and believe it.”
The ship lurched, what few lights there were in the bridge flickered.
“I knew that woman would be the death of me,” muttered Thea loudly.
“Ignore her,” he said. “Do you feel it? Have you given it a location? A door, if you will?”
“Yes,” said Kaliko. “Well, I think so.”
“Great. Now the next bit is tricky. You have to seal off that place, that door, that faucet. It takes effort and you have to keep up that effort once you’ve got it closed. Us Astral sensitives are so in tune with the Astral plane that it’s harder to break that connection than it is to use it. Just picture it in your mind closing off. Shutting down. Going dark.”
“I’ll try,” she said. He’d never seen her so meek yet so determined. She closed her eyes to try. She looked so beautiful.
“Hurry,” said Thea.
“Shut up, Thea,” said Jake. “Let her concentrate.”
Thea just glared at him and then went back to her terminal, tapping away furiously at the screen.
Another blast hit the ship.
“I can’t do it,” said Kaliko, desperation starting to show.
Jake kissed her on her forehead. “You can do it. I believe in you. Feel it, sense it, then be forceful with it, like you are with me.”
She cracked her eyes open to look at him. Nodded a fraction. Closed her eyes and a more fierce expression formed.
“I… I think I’ve done it,” she said.
“Well done!” he said.
“Ship, take evasive action. Lose them,” said Thea, and then, “I guessed you would but just wanted to make sure. Astrals save me!”
Jake had to chuckle. Thea obviously liked her ships to be as difficult as she was.
A few seconds passed. And then a minute.
“I’m struggling to hold it,” said Kaliko.
“Jake, she has to maintain it or they’ll just find us again,” warned Thea.
“I know, Thea. Just get us the heck away from here. We’ll have to try somewhere else.”
“Agreed.”
Jake rested his forehead against Kaliko’s and willed her on.
◆◆◆
 
Himdel
Government Central
“You have got to be kidding me,” said Olsen Carver to Fleet Admiral Astana. The old military man’s face showed how much stress he was under.
“I wish I was, sir,” he replied.
They were in the building’s main tactical room, near to his Premier’s suite. Nearly one hundred people worked around them, hunched over screens or speaking urgently with one another, doing their best to govern during the crisis.
Astana had just informed Olsen that a large Skave fleet had just emerged from hyperspace and was already sniping at the Yaffen-ring D-type defense stations that orbited Himdel. The immense defense stations had incredible firepower and range, and there were ten in orbit around the planet, making Himdel the best defended planet in the galaxy. They were firing back at the Skave.
“Threat level?” asked Olsen.
“Negligible. Their fleet would stand no chance against the Yaffen-rings, but it’s obvious they know this and are attempting a blockade.”
Olsen twirled at his mustache. He stared at Astana while he thought. Frustration was threatening to overwhelm him. A blockade meant that they’d not be able to evacuate people with the ships already on the planet, and also prevent ships from bringing supplies and evacuate more people. It was a disaster.
“What can we do?”
“Not much, sir. We’ll have to bring a fleet in from the front lines. We’ll be blocked for a few days at least.”
Olsen scratched at his neck and then rubbed his eyes. Astana was just as uncomfortable with the proposition, Olsen could see that. There was no point in venting his frustrations on him or anyone else.
Olsen pursed his lips, trying to think of something to say. All he wanted to do was collapse in a heap and have a good cry, and then scream and vent at the universe at how unfair life was. Of course, though, that wasn’t an option.
“Make the arrangements, please, Admiral.”
Astana nodded and turned away. Two of the admiral's aides rushed up to him and he began issuing orders.
Olsen would have to reach out to the Aneev and the Grazan again, see if they had any spare vessels they could send, but he had already asked so much of them and doubted they’d be able to offer much. He’d have to do his best to keep morale up, but honestly, he didn’t know how. He’d have to figure something out, billions of people were relying on him.
He realized that someone was speaking to him.
He turned to face the staffer and tried to hide the anguish he felt from his face.




Chapter 24

Himdel
The affected area had been visible from many miles away, exposed by the vast plume of smoke filling the sky from countless fires. Raichel Ison took her shuttle in as close to the edge of the devastation as she dared, landing in the middle of a deserted street. Her display showed the other shuttles coming in to join them. She left the shuttle powered up, unbuckled herself from her seat and then joined Calista and Gil in the rear of the little ship.
The pair of them were quiet, composing themselves. They shared looks that said more than words ever could. They grabbed their backpacks, full of survival rations and items that they’d hopefully not need, and helped each other adjust the straps until they were all ready. Gil grabbed a laser rifle, Calista a blaster pistol. She pushed it into a thigh holster and secured it. Raichel considered a weapon but trusted in the Astrals more.
“Are we ready?” she asked.
“You bet,” said Calista. Gil nodded in agreement.
Raichel slapped at the door’s release panel and the door unsealed and folded back into the hull. She stepped down onto the road and was immediately hit by the smell. It was as if the entire world was burning. She knew that many people would have burned to death already. She took a moment to feel their loss.
The other shuttles decanted their soldiers. Lieutenant Jakliang approached the Edo and let them know they were ready.
“Lieutenant, please keep your platoon a good hundred yards back from us unless we call you in - you’ll feel it if I need you. Your primary task will be to aid any survivors and escort them out of the immediate area. Should we encounter Skave soldiers, you will engage while we continue on to the entity. Understood?”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said. Raichel was impressed at how calm and together he was, as were his troops. She felt like she should ask him what the secret was. Maybe she’d underestimated them.
“Very good, lieutenant. May the Astrals guide you.”
He saluted and then returned to his platoon. She turned and looked at the other Edo.
“Ok. We move.”
They soon came across visible signs of destruction. Smashed vehicles, damaged buildings, small fires here and there. Smoke in the air grew thicker. The first body. Gil checked for signs of life, but shook his head. They moved on, saddened but feeling resolute.
The trail of destruction grew. Toppled buildings small and large. Craters and corpses. The occasional person, fleeing for their lives, who were soon assisted by the troopers. Then they could hear screaming above the sounds of fires raging and tormented buildings twisting and crashing to the ground. They were getting near.
Raichel checked behind her. The soldiers remained a suitable distance back, as she’d instructed. She feared it wasn’t far enough, but what could she do? She Channeled, about to let her senses probe out ahead of her, but Calista had already beaten her to it.
“I sense it,” she said, trepidation clear in the quavering of her voice. “North, northeast of here, half a mile.”
Raichel confirmed this herself and nodded. “Let’s go.”
The closer they got, the worse the smoke got, along with the heat from the myriad fires consuming the recently demolished buildings. The streets were littered with debris and bodies, whole and partial. In places, small rivers of blood meandered through the destruction. Raichel’s breathing increased despite her best efforts to remain calm.
More people ran past screaming, terrified. Raichel tried to stop and calm one but she looked at Raichel with wild, unthinking eyes and tore free from her grasp. The woman screamed again and ran. Hopefully the soldiers could help her.
And then she saw it. Just a glimpse through the wreckage of a building, but there it was.
She pointed and started running. “I see it!”
She Channeled, boosting her speed. She felt the others near her, matching her pace. They emerged from around the side of the ruined building and there it was, waiting for them.
It roared. Standing thirty feet tall, it was a maelstrom of seething deep red energy. It was chaos, energy and evil in a terrifying bipedal form. It looked like it would lose cohesiveness at any moment, just evaporate into nothing, but the energy twisted and lunged, boiled and thrashed, always keeping its loose form.
It stepped towards them, its left arm extending to a point.
Raichel realized that there were no Skave with it.
“Skavespit,” she cursed. “The girl isn’t here. She must be somewhere else, maybe bringing through another one.”
“I’ll go find her, you two got this?” asked Gil.
Raichel nodded. It was less than ideal, but what else could they do? Another entity coming through was unthinkable.
“Ok, go. Astrals guide you.”
He smiled at her and then turned and ran.
“What’s the plan?” asked Calista.
“No plan,” said Raichel. “Just try not to die.”
The Deep entity roared again. Calista roared back.
Channeling, they ran towards it.
◆◆◆
 
Haggard Tidings
Himdel
Andras Otan sat in the mess with Grace Ison, picking at a plate of food in front of him while Grace tucked into her own.
“Not hungry?” she asked him.
He gave her a wan smile. “Eating just doesn’t seem that important.”
He was exhausted. Michael and Cail had been training him, pushing him hard. Though they didn’t say why, it was obvious that they were worried about him. He was virtually untrained, despite their best efforts, since becoming a competent Edo took years and years, not days or weeks. He wasn’t even sure he really was that strong in the Astrals and suspected that Michael had merely been trying to boost his confidence and morale.
What made things worse was that he knew they were right to be worried. He’d already gone up against Astral entities and had barely survived. He was probably more of a hindrance than anything. Perhaps he should offer to help with the evacuation work rather than go up against the Skave. It might be better for everyone.
“We’re going to need you at your best,” said Grace, her face wrinkling, betraying her age, as she smiled encouragingly at him. He knew little about her, but she had a gravitas that equaled Michael’s. She probably had a thousand incredible stories to tell him.
“I’m not sure what use I’ll be, Grace.”
She put her fork down.
“Andras Otan,” she said sternly. “I won’t accept talk like that from you.” Her gaze was fierce, daring him to argue, but he suddenly felt like disappointing her was the last thing in the universe he wanted.
“Tell me,” she continued. “How many people, Edo or not, do you think have survived a direct confrontation with Deep entities, and in their dimension, no less?”
“Erm?”
“Shush. I’ll tell you. Vanishingly few. You are one of those exceptional folk who have. Not only that, but you played an important part in that battle. You deserve to be here just as much as Michael and Cail.”
He started crying, silent tears filling his eyes. He looked away and wiped at his face with the back of a hand.
“Thank you, Grace,” he said, and meant it.
She smiled back at him.
“You’re welcome. You’re an Edo now, Andras. And you’re an Edo who’s had direct training with both Michael and Cail. I doubt there’s another Edo alive who can say the same thing. The Astrals have put you here because they believe in you, so it’s time to start believing in yourself.”
He looked at her in awe. He couldn’t think how to reply.
“Do you think eating that food, restoring your body, is important now?”
He gave her one of his patented massive grins and tore into his food.
◆◆◆
 
In orbit around Zhur’Thogguranti
Aboard one of the few remaining heavy cruisers, Lus Ne’lom felt much safer than when they’d been down on the planet. Any supposedly loyal ship could turn on them in an instant, but so far the Ero-controlled ships had presented themselves early and vigorously, and those that remained were battling against loyal ships.
Surrounding Ne’lom ship were a dozen loyal ships of various sizes and functions, working to provide both a defensive shield and an offensive capability should it be needed. Should they need to, they could soon escape into hyperspace, but that would be the last choice, when Ne’lom would have to admit that the system was lost.
Initially, during their escape from the planet, data from the space battles showed that the Ero faction had initially gained the upper hand due to surprise. Numbers had been evenly split between loyalists and thralls, but soon the battle became evenly contested, helped further by ships controlled by Ero suddenly turning on each other.
Ne’lom smiled to himself. Cea Ero had many outstanding characteristics that had made it easily the most supreme of the agents, but they also made Ero a terrible choice for duplication. They were just too independent, believing themselves superior to the other Ero. They didn’t like to share authority. Had they been of a singular, more amiable mindset, they could have already defeated the Free Zhur Thoggu. Instead, they were turning into their own worst enemy.
Ne’lom watched as yet another Ero ship turned on a damaged thrall ship, despite the battle clearly turning in favor of the Free Zhur Thoggu.
Perhaps the Eros would learn to work with one another, but Ne’lom felt that it would be far too late to help stop this invasion attempt from being a failure.
Ne’lom’s bottomlessly black gaping smile grew wider.
◆◆◆
 
Favigne
Once the Grazan and Commonwealth fleets had retreated, the Skave hadn’t taken long to dispatch the two remaining goliath battle stations. Their crew had done their best to evacuate, and the enormous and once-deadly space stations had been left to run on automatic systems. They had been no match for the Skave. Their detonations had lit up the solar system for brief, agonizing moments.
Sord Okarachebe had felt the explosions and witnessed via the Astrals the deaths of those remaining within them. And now the Skave were targeting the shipyards themselves. The people working on them had long been evacuated, but within and surrounding the enormous platforms that the shipyard comprised were hundreds of partially completed ships of all sizes, ranging right up to Hellfire battleships. All of them would be destroyed, and it would cripple the Commonwealth’s ship pipeline.
Sord was used to defeat. The Edo lost as many fights as they won. That was what happened when the stakes were high. Righteous causes justified the risk and the sacrifice. No cause was greater than the safety of the Commonwealth and its people, who over the years had done so much for the Edo and for peace throughout the galaxy. That they’d nearly put her to death just a short while ago was irrelevant. That was because of the actions of a few individuals, not the vast, overwhelming majority of the Commonwealth who were decent, law-abiding citizens who just wanted a safe and happy life for themselves and their loved ones. Those were the people Sord was here to protect. The others didn’t come into it.
Sord chuffed gently to herself. She could see for herself the explosions as they sprouted across the yards. Seemingly tiny because of the size of the shipyards but deadly in their actions. Plasma and laser bolts accompanied the missiles, but alongside them Sord could feel the Skave using Astral energy to tear at the platforms, to interfere with their systems and add to the destructive force of their ships. It was a fearsome display. That they could bring that much Astral energy to bear upon the yards spoke of their capabilities. It dwarfed what Sord and the other Edo could do. She doubted whether even Michael Silverdell or Val Nordin could oppose such a concentration of Deep users. Not for the first time she wondered at how the Edo had been so comprehensively outperformed by the Skave over the years. The Deep Astrals were truly a bigger threat to the galaxy than any mortal enemy, even the Zhur Thoggu.
For ten minutes the shipyard endured. The fighting around L1 paused as both fleets watched. And then, inevitably, the shipyards disintegrated in a terrible conflagration of detonations. Sord had to look away. Strike one for the Skave and the Dominion. Next up, the L1 shipyard.
But then Sord felt something from the Astrals. Her hackles stood up on end and she bared her teeth. Unseen by her, a bridge officer stood near to her backed away nervously from the seemingly-angry Lifzan.
The High Astrals. They were sending her a message.




Chapter 25

Himdel
Gil ran, leaving the nerve-shattering howls of the Deep entity behind him. And his two friends. Alone, facing off against such a powerful, near-omnipotent being. Every fiber of his being screamed at him to stop, to turn around, to do whatever he could to help his friends against it.
But he had to find the cause of all this trouble: Skylar Parede, the Skave girl who’d duped Cail Otan and learned from him how to open portals to the Astral dimension. They’d hoped she would be with the entity already here, guiding or instructing it in its path of destruction, but no.
Panic pushed him on, boosting his speed to superhuman levels. He leaped over smashed vehicles, dived through gaps in the rubble of recently bustling suburbia. He was Channeling energy into pushing out his senses, searching for other Astral sensitives. He didn’t know where she’d be, so just trusted in the Astrals to guide him. On and on he ran.
And then he sensed something he’d been dreading.
A portal.
He was too late.
“No, no, no, no,” he said, trying to deny reality. He kept running, perhaps —
He sensed the Astral entity almost at the same time the heart-rendering diorama came into view, the monstrous being clambering through the portal. Standing before the portal was a girl, her back to him, along with a couple dozen Skave, in their customary black and red, protecting her.
He stopped, unsure what to do. The Skave hadn’t noticed him yet. Perhaps he could sneak up and eliminate the girl. She was the key to preventing more entities to come through. He convulsed at the thought. Edo weren’t assassins, murderers. And no matter what else she was, she was a young girl. It was agonizing, but he knew he had to try. He’d have to deal with the psychological damage later, assuming he survived the attempt. But then another Astral entity poked its head through the portal, followed swiftly by the rest of the monster.
And that was that. He had been kidding himself that he could successfully kill the girl even with just the one entity and now there were two it was impossible to deny the truth. He was too late and out-gunned in every way imaginable. It would be pointless suicide to attempt anything.
He backed away, cursing the Skave. He had to get back to Raichel and Calista, if they were still —
He refused to finish the thought. They were still alive. They needed him, and they had to learn about the new entities.
He ran.
◆◆◆
 
Himdel
With Calista Flores, Raichel fought like never before. She had no choice. The Deep entity’s mastery of Astral energy was total. It could shoot blasts of directed energy at them, looking like a hybrid of a plasma beam and chain lightning, something few Edo had ever been able to do, not even Val Nordin.
Even combining their abilities to generate a shield as strong as possible was pointless. The blast leveled entire buildings, their shield wouldn’t even slow it down. Instead, they had to use speed and agility to dance or somersault away, avoiding the beam rather than trying to counter it.
They fought separately, forcing the thing to focus on them one at a time. Raichel hated it when the entity directed its efforts towards Calista, so terrified at the possible consequences. She did everything in her power to distract it as it did so, and it would soon return its attention to her.
The problem was that they had nothing long range that could injure or affect the being. Raichel would Channel and try to impede it, pulling at its limbs to try to make it fall or slow down an attack but most of the time she did little other than annoy it, making it howl in rage and strike out at her.
Calista seemed to have the same difficulties. She’d try to get in close so she could stab at it with her Astral weapons but it would swat her away like an annoying bug. It meant that even when going in for an attack you had to have most of your attention on preparing to avoid whatever the entity threw at you.
And besides all that, they were both tiring, slowing down. Eventually they’d react an instant too late and one of them would perish. What made things worse was that Raichel couldn’t see any way to prevent it. It felt fated. They would fight honorably and die, doing their best to delay the entity’s assault upon Himdel.
The Deep entity blasted at her with yet another stream of scintillating pure red Astral energy. The stream seemed alive, desperate to scour her clean from this world. She leaped, spun and rolled away, the seething river of energy barely inches away, clawing its way towards her. The stream stopped as the entity was harangued by Calista, who had slipped in behind it to score a slashing attack against its leg.
It roared, sweeping an elongated arm blade around at her. She ducked and gamboled away, but the being equaled her attack, slashing a gash across her back. She grunted but continued her acrobatics, tumbling away to a safe distance.
Raichel had to get its focus again to give time for Calista to treat her injury.
She Channeled and lifted a huge chuck of a smashed building, sending it crashing into the towering inferno of cohesive Astral energy. It did little but distract the entity and it turned, its swirling face focusing on her. She screamed at it.
“Come on! Kill me! Do it!”
It snarled and moved towards her. She stepped back, trying to draw the monstrous entity away from Calista. She stumbled, tried to catch her balance, but she was too tired. She fell, cracking her head on the rubble beneath her. Dazed, she tried to move. Failed. Her body seemed disconnected from her mind.
She looked up and saw the entity towering over her. It roared, ululating in triumph. She heard Calista shouting. She thought she’d feel fear, terrified at her impending doom, but she felt calm, at peace. She’d done everything she could. She’d been an Edo until her very last breath. A good life. She looked up defiantly at the Deep entity.
It raised an arm, poised to strike. This was it.
But then a blast of laser-fire splashed against it. Harmless enough to an Astral entity, but it drew away its attention. Raichel saw the Haggard Tidings swoop down towards them. For a moment Raichel thought she must be hallucinating or was already dead, her brain still firing neurons randomly, causing her to see such things, but no. It was really here!
She tried again to move and found she could. She turned over onto her front and crawled over the rubble, and then to her feet and staggered away. Behind her, she heard the ship firing its cannons at the entity; it roaring at the ship in return.
Michael was here.
◆◆◆
 
Favigne
Admiral Adami had taken the captain’s chair for the moment. Captain Domovero stood at attention by her side. The rest of the bridge crew were watching the bridge’s deck to ceiling tactical screen which had the L1 shipyard in full view, explosions flashing across it.
Okay, so it was the Skave who were about to destroy the facility, but the thing that really mattered was that it was a devastating blow for the Commonwealth. Even if the attack upon the L1 yard failed, they would have still succeeded in damaging the capabilities of the Commonwealth to produce ships, further swinging the tide of the war towards the Dominion. It was a day to celebrate for the Dominion, even if that success was tainted by the involvement of the Skave.
She could sense her captain and his crew sharing her conflicted thoughts. None of them enjoyed being associated with the Skave, let alone fighting alongside them. None of them understood the truth behind the alliance, that it wasn’t by choice that the Skave were here, de facto rulers of the Dominion. Were they to know the truth they might feel differently, but she couldn’t risk the chance of entire ships going rogue just so that they could strike blows against the Skave.
No, they were stuck with the Skave for the time being, and if she was truthful to herself, she was just glad that the Skave were attacking the Commonwealth and not her. She’d just witnessed their capabilities, and she knew they were at least their equals, even with Adami’s fleet possessing the Zhur Thoggu enhanced ships. In fact, she was desperately worried that Guile would come gunning for her at any moment, having finally figured out the target of the assassination attempt was Cozan. She had an escape plan in place, ready to go into action should the need arise. Domovero was aware of it and hadn’t commented. He was a loyal servant. She was glad she’d been proven right about him.
And there it went. It was glorious. She smiled. The screen had to lower its intensity to stop the flash from the yard’s destruction from blinding them. She watched its death throes for a few moments longer and then turned to the captain.
“Please send my congratulations to Mogui Guile and have them rendezvous with our fleet. Have the fleet draw back from the L1 shipyard. We will recommence the attack once the Skave are here.”
“Yes, Ma’am,” said Domovero before smartly turning and marching off towards his senior commander.
Perhaps the Skave Dominion partnership wasn’t quite as bad as she’d first thought. If the Skave could be dealt with once the Commonwealth had fallen then the galaxy would be the Dominion’s for the taking.
And wouldn’t that be a thing?
She smiled again.




Chapter 27

Himdel
Raichel shook her head, trying to clear it. The back of her head felt wet, so she guessed she’d cut it as well as nearly bashed her brains out when she’d fallen. Not exactly the best example of an Edo Mushur at work, but then she was up against an Astral entity so she cut herself some slack.
She got to her feet. The ship was coming in to land, and Calista had recovered, doing her best to distract the being from the ship. Raichel joined in, lifting another piece of rubble and tossing it at the thing. In a wonderful moment of poetic justice, it smashed into (and through) the back of the entity’s head and it shrieked in outrage, turning again to face her.
Eyes locked onto the entity, she Channeled, feeling around her, working out what path to take should the Deep entity funnel another blast at her. Instead, it took a giant stride towards her. She somersaulted back over corpses and smashed walls. It took another step, closing the distance faster than she could move.
Panic threatened to overwhelm her. She darted to her left, but it matched her easily, closing again. It entered striking range, her vision full of the terrible sight of living, spitting, thrashing energy, and it stabbed at her. She rolled away, trying to ignore the uneven objects on the ground bashing and jabbing into her torso and limbs. She struck something too large to roll over and came to an abrupt stop. She looked up. The being was upon her, towering over her again.
She Channeled an Astral blade and stabbed at one of its legs, nothing more than a minor laceration to a being like it, but then the entity roared, stumbled and turned away. A blast of blue Astral energy was smashing against the being. It was Michael! Cail Vita and a young man she knew to be Andras Otan were with him. They each had a hand on Michael’s shoulders. All three men’s eyes glowed blue, but Michael’s shone with an intensity few could match.
She got to her feet as the entity continued to roar. It summoned an Astral field around itself, deflecting the blast. Michael let the blast fade away. She saw him wave at her. She waved back, relieved. Calista was edging around the entity toward Raichel, and so she started to move towards her.
The Deep entity roared again. It unleashed energy towards a very tall building on the rim of the damaged area, behind and to the side of the men’s location. Immediately, it began to collapse, and the entity pulled at it, directing energy into making it fall towards Michael and the others. They had to Channel a field around them as the building smashed down around them, clouds of dust and debris filled the area, making it impossible to see anything.
Raichel Channeled, sensed the entity and then was surprised as the being vanished into thin air. Calista called to her through the dust cloud.
“Raichel?”
“I’m here,” she said, directing her voice towards her.
Calista almost barged into Raichel but they embraced, Raichel careful to avoid her back.
“How are you?” asked Calista.
“I was going to ask you the same thing.”
Calista laughed. “Let’s go help lift that building off our fearless leader before they suffocate.”
It took a good ten minutes of intense Channeling to help remove the rubble from over and around the men, but eventually they emerged, unscathed. All of them were covered head to toe in dust and grime, but each of them smiled at the others.
“I didn’t know that they could teleport,” said Andras, after Michael had explained what had happened.
Michael shrugged. “Few people do. It’s not really teleporting as we imagine it, since there’s nothing physical to them, but yeah, they can instantaneously travel across planet-scale distances. Fortunately, they don’t seem to be able to travel between planets or systems - Hastuthu had to be transported here by the Skave. Things are much easier for them now though, since Skylar can just open a portal on whatever planet they can get to.”
Cail looked at the floor. Andras put a hand on his shoulder.
“So what,” said Andras, “any time they feel threatened during a battle, they can teleport away? If so, how did you defeat Hastuthu?”
“No, it takes all of their focus to teleport. We had to keep Hastuthu busy long enough for me to sever its connection to the Astral plane - no simple task. Once that happens, they can’t teleport and are much weaker.”
“How many Edo were with you when you fought Hastuthu?”
Michael gave him a sobering look. “Twenty.”
Andras nodded at him, eyebrows raised. He then made a show of mentally counting them all and then looked alarmed. Cail rolled his eyes in despair.
“Don’t worry,” Andras said, still shaking from adrenaline. “Last time you didn’t have me.”
◆◆◆
 
Himdel
Michael Silverdell took Raichel and Calista back to their ship. Grace and Josh tended to their wounds. The immediate area was cordoned off by the Commonwealth soldiers, who then searched for survivors. The dust from the building collapse had covered everything for miles around, and Cail and Otan got busy cleaning themselves down along with anyone who stayed still enough for them to be fussed over.
They heard a voice calling to them from the ship’s access ramp. It was Gil. The ladies greeted him happily once he’d made his way onto the ship. Michael clasped him on one shoulder.
“It is good to see you, my friend,” he said.
Gil bobbed his head. “I wish it were under better circumstances.”
“Even in times like these, we must take what moments are allowed us,” said Michael. He could sense great distress in the taller man. “Tell me,” he said, already having an inkling what it was.
Gil looked at the deck. “She brought two more through. I got there too late to stop her.”
You could have heard a pin drop as everyone took it in.
“I’m glad you survived the encounter to return to us,” said Michael, urging calm, broadcasting assurance. It would not do to have them panic.
He looked around at the other Edo. “We knew this was a possibility. One entity or ten, it changes nothing. We are Edo. We answer the call. The Astrals guide us. We will prevail.”
He put as much confidence into his voice as he could, and let his eyes rest on each person. He knew their chances were slim to nothing against three entities, but as he’d said, it made no difference. They’d do what they could for as long as they could.
Andras Otan laughed nervously. “I don’t know whether to be in awe of you all or go look for a psychiatrist.”
◆◆◆
 
In orbit around Zhur’Thogguranti
Also aboard the heavy cruiser, and only a few rooms away from Ne’lom, Thycul and Jent’i Tasshik 131, were thrashing out the specifications for a new piece of technology that they hoped would help them in the hunt for the Cea Ero multiple.
Tasshik could see that the developer was still injured from the attack on the planet, but its self-repair mechanisms were working hard at the repairs. It functioned well enough for its job of programming the new tech, and that was all that mattered.
It had been interesting to see how Thycul’s attitude towards Tasshik had changed since the attack. Apparently it recognized Tasshik’s critical role in saving both it and Ne’lom. Maybe it regretted having been so antagonistic during their first attempts to work together (with another Tasshik instance, but still).
Now they were working furiously, communicating at maximum speed, interfaced directly with each other and a shipboard N-dimensional multicore processor. Ideas and virtual prototypes were coming thick and fast. Adversity really was the mother of invention, it seemed.
Jent’i paused for a few microseconds to reflect on that thought. If that was true, if adversity promoted invention, then why had the Zhur Thoggu remained so unchanged during the war against the organics? During their defeat and banishment to Expen Prosger? The way Zhur Thoggu evolved, through forced change when creating a new unit, had seemed to have stagnated, perhaps at the same time duplication was outlawed. Maybe the same thinking had affected how much each Zhur Thoggu was allowed to differ from the previous version, and that while duplication had become so taboo as to even prevent thinking about it from happening, perhaps Zhur Thoggu evolution had ground to a halt so much that each new Zhur Thoggu was just a duplicate of one before? Intriguing. A thought for another day.
The results came in from a virtual sandbox test, using Tasshik’s own emissions as the test case. Success.
Thycul turned to face Tasshik, startled. Tasshik nodded back.
“We are onto something,” Tasshik said. A moment of acknowledgement passed between the two, and then they continued to work, fleshing out the prototype, creating new test conditions, new sandboxes and new code to carry it out.
Tasshik was thrilled, but part of it knew that the new technology could be used against the Tasshik collective as well. It could do nothing but hope that the Zhur Thoggu, under Ne’lom’s guidance, would see the Tasshik as allies, not enemies.
They would hope, but also prepare for other eventualities.
◆◆◆
 
Himdel
Government Central
Raichel accepted Josh and Grace’s offer to take them back to the main government area of Himdel so that they could get medical treatment and update Olsen Carver. Their shuttle would be used by the soldiers that remained behind until the normal first responder units could take over the rescue efforts.
Raichel felt a sense of defeat, of returning to Olsen with only failure to report, but she knew that their chances of success had been slim and they’d done everything they could. Now that Michael Silverdell was here with Cail Vita, things might go differently next time.
The Haggard Tidings, the ever reliable and highly modified privateer ship, got them back far quicker than the shuttle would have, and received clearance for landing at the government-only spaceport.
A medical team was waiting for Raichel and Calista, and boarded as soon as they touched down. Raichel had let them tend to her head there and then, and then waved off any further treatment, but Calista’s back had been deeply gouged, and several muscles had been severed. They had insisted on hospitalizing her and she had agreed after an initial refusal. Raichel had given her hand a big squeeze and a promise to see her soon and then she was gone, whisked away.
Then, they’d been taken directly to see Olsen Carver, who was busy in the tactical response facility that was trying to coordinate evacuation and emergency response across the planet.
The seven of them were ushered in, Michael and Cail leading the way. Carver’s face lit up when he saw them and met them halfway into the enormous room. He shook hands with them all, and they exchanged greetings.
“Raichel, Gil,” he said. “I can’t tell you how glad I am that you’ve returned to us in one piece.”
Raichel raised a hand and waggled it. Olsen chuckled. “Ok, mostly one piece. And thank you, Michael, Cail, Josh, Grace, and Andras for coming so quickly. The people of Himdel thank you.”
Michael shook his head. “No thanks are necessary, Premier. We will always do what we can.”
“What is the latest?” asked Cail.
“Not good, I’m afraid,” said Olsen. “We’re getting triple concurrent sightings, meaning there are at least three groups of entities now on Himdel. Deaths are estimated to be in the millions already. We’re responding as quickly as we can, but we’re stretched too thin.” Olsen looked so tired and stressed.
Michael put a hand on Olsen’s shoulder. “The people of Himdel are strong. They will get through this, Premier. I know things must seem bleak to you, but trust in the Astrals. They will see you through this.”
“Erm… Aren’t these things that are doing all the killing Astrals, too?” asked Andras.
Cail scowled at him. “The bad kind, Andras. Obviously.”
Andras shrugged. “I’m just saying.”
“Anyway,” said Raichel quickly, “we need to come up with a plan.”
Cail looked at her. “There’s only one option and thus only one choice: we head to the nearest most recent sighting and tackle each group, one group at a time.”
She looked back at him, but he was right. She nodded.
“Let’s take an hour to shower, eat, rest or meditate and then meet back at the ship,” said Josh.
Michael nodded. He looked at Olsen. “And hopefully we will have some good news for you soon.”
“Wouldn’t that be nice for a change?” he replied.




Chapter 28

Favigne
“This is risky,” said Raif Ko over the comms.
“You think?” replied Shawn Moller, voice dripping with sarcasm.
“He’s just saying what we’re all thinking, Shawn,” said August Durante.
“Sure, but call him Edo Obvious or what? Everything we do is risky.”
It was true, thought Lee Gaspara. Every mission they’d ever done for the Commonwealth had brought with it a degree of risk. All military operations did. But what made this different was that they were up against the Skave fleet which was full of Deep Astral users. They all recognized the benefits that having Edo in the squad brought them so it would be foolish to disregard how dangerous the Deep users made the Skave.
Right now the Skave were traveling from the now-destroyed L2 shipyards and towards the L1 yard. The Gladiators were maneuvering through space to get behind their fleet to inflict some much needed casualties upon them.
The problem was that their stealth systems were useless against an Astral user who used the Astrals to find them. Lee wasn’t entirely sure - scratch that - had no idea how they did it, but an Astral sensitive person could sense people and objects just by Channeling energy from the Astral plane. All they needed to do was have one Astral user do whatever it is they do and search the space around them and the Gladiators would be exposed as clearly as if they were lit up in lights.
Nate had said that he and the other Edo could do some sort of magic trick to make it impossible for another Astral user to find them, but that didn’t help since Lee and the other non-Edo in the Gladiators were unable to do the same, and while they did the trick, it meant they couldn’t Channel Astral energy themselves. They’d decided it was better for the four Edo to be on their A-game, ready for if or when the Skave detected the squad.
Lee knew that Nate was Channeling hard, trying to get a sense for whether the Skave had detected them or not - each extra second of notice could be the difference between life or death.
So as they came about behind the fleet Lee, along with every other pilot in the squad, were hardly daring to breathe.
“Nothing so far,” mumbled Nate.
“Roger that,” said Lee. “Let’s take out a battleship with a synchronized torpedo launch and then scatter. We’ll meet back up at the fleet. I’ve lD’d the battleship on the taccomm. Fire in ten seconds. Mark.”
Double clicks resounded over the comms.
Lee couldn’t remember feeling more nervous. Each second felt like an eternity. At five seconds he heard Nate gasp, an instant before everything went sideways.
Red laser bolts flashed past his canopy. One clipped his Nebula, but the shields held. Call it instinct, or muscle memory, or training, or experience, but Lee had thrown his ship into a wild turn as soon as humanly possible after the first bolt had appeared. It saved his life. A ship, a Skave fighter of a type they’d only first witnessed when the Skave fleet had arrived in system, rocketed past his ship, spitting lasers that would never hit him. As good as the Skave was, it wasn’t quick enough to react to his turn.
A ship, somewhere behind him, exploded. He wrenched at his flightstick and swung his fighter into another randomly chosen direction, focused only on survival at this point. More laser bolts flashed past from another Skave fighter, another singeing his shield. His X4 robot squealed in fright.
Where had they come from? How had the Edo not detected them? How many were there?
He stamped hard on the etheric rudder and brought the ship slewing around onto a new vector.
“There’s one on my six,” said August over the comms, as calm as ever. “I can’t shake it.”
Lee checked his taccomm for August’s position but Harper Ko beat him to it.
“I’m on them,” said Harper. “One… more… second.”
Another explosion briefly lit up Lee’s cockpit.
“Appreciate the rescue, Harper,” said August.
More lasers screamed past Lee’s fighter. He pulled another crazy turn and looked desperately across space trying to see his attacker. No good. He pulled another turn.
“Got one on me, now,” he said.
“I see them, Leader,” said Nate Shepherd. “Come about on your six.”
Lee dived and turned and pulled the groaning ship through a full one eighty and screamed back on himself, hopefully towards Nate. Another bolt hit his rear shields. X4 warbled. His shields were down.
“This one’s good…” said Nate.
Lee threw his fighter into a corkscrewing turn, desperate to avoid a further, and potential last hit. Panic was rising in his guts.
“Nate!” said Lee, urgency in his voice.
“Almost got him.”
And then a detonation from behind flung pieces of the ship clattering against his hull. The laser bolts ended with the explosion.
“Splash one.”
“Thanks, Nate,” said Lee, eyes stinging with sweat that had escaped his helmet and ran down his face and into his eyes. Two ships sped into view, not more than fifty meters ahead. One was a Nebula recon fighter, so was piloted by either Raif, Harper or Kaisa and behind it flew a Skave fighter firing at it with its laser cannons. Both ships were pulling maneuvers few could achieve. Each ship danced, both so in time with the other that it was as if they were lifelong dance partners, deeply intimate with each other's moves. In reality they were both Channeling the Astrals, both using that talent to predict each other's actions and counter them with ships that could perform far and above how the ship was supposed to.
Lee followed them, desperate to kill the Skave before it could kill the Edo piloting the Nebula but was shocked to realize it was beyond him. They were just too good. Another Nebula buzzed him.
“I’ve got them, Lee,” said Raif Ko.
Lee followed as best as he could but Raif made the ship move in ways that should have been impossible - in fact were impossible - and in just seconds he’d lined up the Skave fighter. The Skave ship broke off its pursuit of the other Ko and went into its own evasive dance but Raif was too good and soon blew the ship up.
And then, just like that, as with so many other space dogfights, it was over.
“Gladiators, form up on me,” said Lee.
“I’m so sorry, Lee,” said Nate, quietly.
Lee frowned. What was he sorry for? The Edo had performed with incredible skill. He checked the taccomm. He missed it at first. One dot represented each Gladiator. Seven in total. A number higher than he was used to. Then he realized that while that number was higher than normal, it wasn’t as high as it should have been. There had been eight Gladiators to start with. One was missing.
The comms channel remained quiet, other than some hard, ragged breathing.
His stomach twisted itself into a knot. He forced himself to check each dot’s ID. And then he sagged back into his chair.
Shawn.
◆◆◆
 
Darkening Horizon
Calab
The Darkening Horizon had escaped the trio of fighters and flown nearly a third of the way around the planet, with Kaliko valiantly remaining small to the Astrals for much of the distance. It was only in the last ten minutes that Kaliko had become too exhausted to continue, and this had forced Thea to find a suitable spot sooner than she’d liked.
They were five hundred kilometers from any sizable urban area, and so hopefully there weren’t any Astral users near enough to sense them. Again, they scouted the area around the ship, this time with no nasty surprises. The landscape was as barren as the last spot Thea had chosen, and she tried to put from her mind just how much of her home was the same blasted, ruined land.
“OK, let’s get on with this,” she said, once they’d all returned to the ship.
She put the bag containing the device on the ground, opened the bag and took out the device. She lay it on the ground, next to the bag. Jake and Kaliko peered at it with great interest. The device was shaped a bit like an old-fashioned hourglass you tipped over and let sand run from one end to the other to mark the passing of a set amount of time. That was as far as the similarities went. It was as long as one of Thea’s forearms but twice as thick, and though the ends were black, the middle, where the two parts met, was speckled through with bright points. They moved with slow Brownian motion, almost as if the center of the device was filled with a viscous liquid, even though it was solid.
“Hang on a moment,” said Jake, frowning. “It has a connection to the Astral plane.”
Thea looked at him in surprise. She’d never considered investigating it like that. Odd, now she thought of it. Why hadn’t she? Perhaps she just didn’t want to know too much about it. Didn’t even want to think about it unless she had to. The thing had the ability to devastate the people who raised her and made her into who she was today. Having their destruction weighing on her conscience was going to be crushing, even if they wanted her dead. Family. Friends. Associates. Even enemies. They’d all be affected somehow. She had an inkling into what it would do, but until now she’d refused to go there.
She Channeled, drawing Astral energy into her. As always, the feeling was intoxicating. It was the biggest rush you could imagine. You became more. Ultimately powerful. Capable of things that non-sensitive people could only imagine and be jealous of. And, as always, she became convinced of her special place in the galaxy, of her destiny. It was arrogance, she knew, but it was backed up by the will of the Astrals. She became a weapon, able to apply herself directly to any obstacle or target and do whatever was required for victory. Few beings in the galaxy could oppose her.
She shook herself. She knew where those thoughts were taking her. It was the insidious nature of Deep Astral energy. It tempted and cajoled. It promised the impossible and made its own demands. Even good intentions were soon twisted into something darker. She resisted. She was not a Skave. She would not be held captive by the Deep, not if she could help it.
She allowed her senses to flow out with the Astral energy, imagining its tendrils reaching out to the device. Tentatively at first, but then with growing confidence and deliberation. Its secrets would be revealed to her; she was too strong for it to resist. Its physical nature was simple. It was effectively a solid object with no mechanical or electronic parts inside. Its simplicity was baffling. No device she knew of beyond something as basic as a ball was so regular in structure.
She switched her senses to the Astral. Around her the physical nature of the universe dropped away, leaving her with her internal connection to the Astral plane, the two Edo glowing brightly and, as Jake had said, the device. Its connection was strong, in the same order of magnitude as hers. She had seen nothing like it. Inanimate objects weren’t Astral sensitive, they just weren’t, and even more than that they didn’t even register when sensing them with Astral energy. It was one of the things that helped spot Zhur Thoggu who were portraying humans or other species.
And yet, this device had an impossible connection, as though it was not just an organic being but an Astral sensitive one, and a strong one at that.
She stopped her Channeling and looked up at Jake in surprise. “Well, I never,” she said, lost for words.
Kaliko finished her own investigations. “That thing ain’t natural. We need to burn it with fire.”
She saw Jake hold back a laugh. Annoying. This thing was going to do something awful to her home world, and these two were joking about it. More than that, he was laughing at one of her jokes.
Jake looked at her. “Are you OK?”
“No, Jake, I’m not. The full implications of what I’m about to do are sinking in.”
Jake held a warning hand up to Kaliko before she could say anything. He put a hand on Thea’s shoulder. Tingles ran through her body. How she missed his touch.
“We’re here for you.” He looked at Kaliko. “OK, I’m here for you. I can’t begin to imagine how tough this is on you. It would be like me doing the same to the Edo. I could say that it’ll be OK and that you’ll be fine but it wouldn’t be true. This will plague you for the rest of your life. But, if I know anything, I know that you’re strong enough, and brave enough, to do this.”
It was sweet of him, and the look on Kaliko’s face made it priceless. She kissed him, fast and hard. And then, before either he or Kaliko could complain, she grabbed the device and lifted it up. She focused on it. The Edo watched her nervously.
Nothing happened.
“Have you switched it on?” asked Kaliko sardonically. Thea gave her a look.
“I guess you need to use the Astrals,” said Jake.
It made sense. She Channeled, suffusing the device with energy. Willed it to activate, or do whatever it was supposed to do. Energy flowed and flowed.
“Nothing’s happening,” she said, grunting with effort.
“Keep going,” said Jake.
She glared at him. She kept going.
And then, slowly, she began to feel something from the machine.
“I feel something,” she said.
“So do I,” said Jake. Kaliko agreed.
Thea focused her energies, trying to draw out of the machine its intentions. And then she knew. It was refusing to work. It needed to be elsewhere. She sensed a direction.
She stopped Channeling and stuffed it back in its bag.
“What’s wrong?” asked Jake.
“Well, it turns out that we need to be somewhere in particular for it to work.”
“What?” exclaimed Kaliko.
“I know. It’s news to me, too. Those New Skave didn’t give me any instructions on the damn thing.”
“Where, then?” asked Jake. He looked concerned.
“I don’t know where exactly, just the direction.” She pointed.
“Great,” said Kaliko. “Just great. Knowing you, Skave, I bet it’ll be somewhere dangerous. Probably somewhere important. Probably somewhere full of Astral sensitive Skave.”
They all just looked at each other, acknowledging the truth of her words.
Things just got a lot more complicated.
◆◆◆
 
In orbit around Zhur’Thogguranti
Still aboard the heavy cruiser, Ne’lom stood on the bridge with the developer Thycul and Tasshik 131 at its sides. The last of the defected ships had been destroyed or had fled, and though the fighting down on the planet continued, they were down to the last few holdouts. Another day or two, and they’d be able to return to Zhur Thogguranti.
The damage done to the Free Zhur Thoggu was severe. Half of all ships present at the time were destroyed. Same with the Zhur Thoggu units and equipment down on the planet. The Free Zhur Thoggu were at half-strength because of Ero’s assault. What made it worse was that very few of Ero’s own resources had been used during the attack, since most of the ships and units had been sequestered over to Ero’s side.
Ne’lom thought again of Thycul’s failure to protect them, but it had done everything it could since the attack started to prove its worth, including practically sacrificing itself during the attack to protect Ne’lom and now working directly with Tasshik 131 (despite the risk of becoming irreversibly tainted by the action) to come up with technology that would help hunt down the remaining Cea Ero units. The developer would continue to exist as long as it continued to prove itself. Any further slip ups would be terminal for it.
Ne’lom turned to the developer.
“How long before we can start production of the new scanner?”
“The last tests should be complete within the hour.”
“Excellent. Incorporate the technology into all existing ships, and retrofit all the ships from the Aneev fleet once they return. Then produce more ships, all with the scanner. I want new scouting pods out there looking for Ero as soon as possible.”
Thycul bowed. “As you instruct, my Lord.”
Satisfied, Ne’lom raised itself to its full height. The Free Zhur Thoggu might have been set back considerably by Ero’s attack, but they weren’t out. Not by a long shot. Not while Hunter Killer Two Lus Ne’lom led them.




Chapter 29

Favigne
The battle had resumed twenty minutes earlier. Each massive fleet pounded at each other from their respective battleships’s optimum ranges. Fleet Marshal Dvorta’s Battle Dragons were closer to the enemy than other ships of the line because of their heavy cruiser ‘jack of all trades’ configurations - being closer allowed more of their various weapons to be in range, and thus increase damage output.
Princess Frost had argued against them being at their optimum range as it would expose them to more fire than were they back with the Hellfires and other battleships, but Dvorta had refused. Frost had relented, probably realizing this was a fight she wasn’t going to win.
Now Dvorta wished that Frost had been a little more insistent. She’d lost another ship already. Eight ships remained, including hers, plus the Hellfire battleship that Frost was aboard. All of them, even Princess Frost's, were being pounded by a relentless barrage from the combined Skave Dominion ships. Frost was doing her best with her Edo talents but there was only so much she could do.
Multiple alarms were sounding throughout the bridge, crew were shouting at each other, trying to be heard above the din. Medics were tending to injuries, and Dvorta herself sported a sling and a gashed arm. It was a scene of desperation, and Dvorta felt like she’d lost control.
The reality was there wasn’t much she could do, whether she was in control or not. Each ship was firing as rapidly as they could, maneuvering to cover one another when a particular ship’s shields fell, protecting them until they could get their shields back up. Each of her captains were excellent leaders and warriors, there was no need to baby them or micromanage the fleet. It was simple. The Grazan ships would try to destroy as many enemy vessels as they could until they could no longer fight. There would be no second retreat. No further humiliation. Frost could say what she liked. It would make no difference. Barring a miracle, this was the end of the line. She felt oddly at ease about it. Dvorta’s only regret was not taking more of the enemy with her.
The navigation officer called over to her.
“Ma’am, the Dawn’s Light just lost shields.”
“You know what to do, Lieutenant.”
“Aye, ma’am.”
The view from the main screen showed stars moving as the ship turned and then powered to position itself between the Dawn’s Light and the main bulk of the Skave Dominion fleet.
It was odd, Dvorta reflected for a moment, that even during such a massive battle the view looked so calm. Streams of laser bolts looked almost pretty, blues and reds and greens creating a pleasing light show. Exploding missiles and torpedoes, even ships themselves, looked like a firework show, but silent and distant. The sirens, the shaking and bucking of such a massive ship and the grunts of pain from the injured crew were the only physical proof that they were in the middle of one of the largest space battles in galactic history.
She realized that she felt detached from reality, like an outside observer watching the goings on with interest.
Another officer shouted.
“Ma’am, we’ve lost shields!”
Dvorta struggled to reply. It was like he was talking to someone else. He looked at her, increasingly concerned.
“Ma’am?”
The ship rocked as a torpedo or something similar smashed into it. More explosions battered the ship and all she could do was look at the stars.
“Ma’am?!”
They were so pretty. She liked pretty things.
◆◆◆
 
Darkening Horizon
Calab
Jake, Thea and Kaliko were back in the Darkening Horizon, heading in the direction Thea the device had told her to go. Jake and Thea were sitting at command consoles while Kaliko paced around the murky room.
“Come on, one of you,” said Kaliko. “Tell me. I’m dying to know where we’re heading. I was right, wasn’t I?”
Thea looked up at Jake, who gave her an apprehensive look back. She knew just as well as he did; they both had access to the planetary maps.
“Tell her,” said Thea.
“Well,” said Jake, “I’m not absolutely sure, of course, and I’m sure we’ll stop and retest along the way, but we’re heading towards the capital, called Ebenseren.”
“I told you,” crowed Kaliko.
“It’s where the Great Overlord and the High Council are,” said Thea.
“You have a Great Overlord and a High Council?” asked Jake. This was news to him, and probably to any Edo.
“You?” asked Thea, clearly irritated.
“Sorry, sorry,” replied Jake quickly. “I wasn’t thinking. This is mind-blowing stuff for us Edo. I meant the Skave, not you.”
She frowned at him. “You’ve learned so little about the Skave over the years.”
“Not for the lack of trying, I promise you,” he said. “So I’m guessing this Great Overlord and the High Council are bad news?”
“Very,” she said. “I doubt even Michael Silverdell rivals the Great Overlord for power.”
“You don’t know Michael that well,” said Kaliko. “You weren’t an Edo long enough.”
“Maybe not, but I am trying to convey how serious this is. I’m not even sure we can do this anymore.”
Jake thought hard. She might be right, but what choice did they have? They had to try.
“I believe in the three of us,” he said. “I know you both don’t get on, but each of us is strong. Each of us is capable. If we work together, we can do this. We know how important this is. We have to try.”
He watched as the two ladies stared at each other, no doubt weighing up each other, wondering if what he’d said could be true.
“I’m all in, Jake,” said Kaliko. “I didn’t come this far to be scared off by a few Skave.”
Thea shook her head. “I don’t think either of you understand what you’re getting yourselves into, but all we can do is try. Don’t blame me if we all end up dead, or worse.”
“What’s worse than death?” asked Jake.
Thea looked at him. “When it’s the Skave, there are many things worse, Jake. Many things.”
◆◆◆
 
Zhur’Thogguranti
Sallin Do’lon, Cea Ero’s replacement agent, stood at attention, awaiting Ne’lom. Not nearly as tall or as spindly as Ero had been, the agent, of course, shared many of Ero’s traits since they were both of the agent class. Dark and foreboding, and with fewer specialized appendages than the other classes, they looked different from all other Zhur Thoggu, something they seemed to pride themselves on.
Ne’lom turned fractionally towards the agent. Do’lon didn’t play Ero’s game and spoke immediately.
“My Lord. Our scouts have found another ruined base. Nothing of any significance was retrieved, but they are certain it was an Ero site.”
Ne’lom nodded, pleased.
“How many is that now?”
“Six, not including the ones we’ve destroyed ourselves.”
“Fascinating.”
And it was fascinating.
“I want to know what is happening within the Ero collective. Send as many agents as it takes.”
Do’lon hesitated.
“Speak, agent,” said Ne’lom.
“My Lord. Our numbers are already critically low, operational efficiency across Zhur Thogguranti is down to 60.31%. Sending more agents away will only make that figure worse.”
Ne’lom said nothing. Silence stretched out. Do’lon backed away, bowing.
“It will be done, my Lord.”
Ne’lom turned away, confident his hunter killer guards would protect it should the agent do anything while its back was turned.
Something was destroying the Ero faster than the Free Zhur Thoggu could manage. Whatever it was, while being incredibly helpful, could also threaten the Free Zhur Thoggu should they change their attention. Ne’lom needed to know who it was. Efficiency would have to be sacrificed. Better that than having a potentially very nasty surprise.




Chapter 30

Favigne
The bridge went quiet as the crew watched as Fleet Marshal Dvorta’s ship exploded. Captain Rollitair had been pushing the ship at maximum thrust to come to the ship’s aid, but they’d been too far away.
Elenore Frost didn’t know what to say. She watched as the captain quickly recovered his wits.
“Bring us over to Dawn’s Light, navigator.”
The navigator officer confirmed the order and got to work. Rollitair turned to Elenore. She knew what he was going to say. She didn’t like it.
“You must lead the fleet.”
She wanted to grimace, and ask him to take command, but she knew she had to. She was the heir to the throne, and an Edo. Who better to replace Dvorta? Who would boost the morale of the remaining ship’s crew more?
So she nodded.
“Open a channel to the other ships, if you would, Captain.”
Rollitair clicked his fingers at the communications officer, who worked at her console before turning back and nodding at them. Rollitair looked expectantly at Elenore.
The ship took a particularly bad hit, but the shields held firm. Elenore was Channeling, adding to their ship’s shields as best as she could. She stumbled a little and Rollitair held her arm to keep her steady. She smiled gratefully at him.
“Captains. This is Princess Frost. I assume control of the Grazan fleet. Apologies for the bluntness of this but we don’t have the luxury for pleasantries. Form up on my vessel immediately. We are returning to the main fleet. Frost out.”
The ship rocked again, echoes and vibrations from the impact reverberating throughout the ship.
“Make haste, Captain,” she said, her eyes glowing ferociously blue. “We have lost enough good people today.”
◆◆◆
 
             
Darkening Horizon
Calab
“We need to discuss when I should start hiding from the Astrals again,” said Kaliko.
She felt bad, like the weak link in the chain. As far as she could tell, both Jake and Thea could hold the connection shut indefinitely, or long enough as to not matter. At some point, she’d need to start again, and in fact, it had been risky for her not to have started yet. They’d weaved and detoured around any signs of civilization, but they weren’t far away from the city. Eventually, their luck would run out.
“It’s tricky,” said Jake. “If you end up exhausted once we’re actually in the city, we could be in trouble. But then, if you don’t start soon, we might not even get to the city at all.”
“I know it’s not like me to be empathetic, but she needs to stop worrying so hard about it, Jake,” said Thea to him, refusing to look at Kaliko, who was still pacing around the bridge.
“What do you mean?” he asked.
“More than three in ten Skave are Astral sensitive. And no, before you ask, we don’t know why the ratio is so high, and yes, it’s why they are so secretive about this world. Once we’re into the city proper, I doubt there will be many people who will check for Astral sensitives. What would be the point?”
“Well,” said Kaliko, addressing Jake (two could play at that game), “they could tell High users from Deep users, for a start.”
At that Thea turned and looked at Kaliko, disgusted. “When do you think the last time a High user was on Calab, Kaliko?”
Kaliko realized her error. “Ah. Good point. Probably not in a long time.”
“Probably not,” agreed Thea, condescendingly. “Hence why Kaliko doesn’t need to worry too much. If I was her, and thank the Astrals I’m not, but I would hide from the Astrals now and until we were in the city proper. You too, Jake.”
“OK,” said Jake.
“Unless,” teased Thea.
Jake cocked an eyebrow. “Unless?”
“Well, unless you want to switch over to Channeling from the Deep?”
“Been there. Done that. Never going back,” said Kaliko.
“Yeah, I think we’ll pass, Thea,” said Jake.
“Your loss, lover,” she said, winking at him.
Kaliko ignored her and focused on closing her connection to the Astrals. It was such an odd thing to do. She had spent most of her life cultivating that link, cherishing it and feeling so honored to have been chosen by the Astrals. To close off from them seemed wrong, like she was ashamed of them, of who she was, of what she could do. Half of her was terrified that the connection wouldn’t come back afterwards. She wouldn’t be anyone without the Astrals. She closed the connection anyway, finding it a little easier this time.
“Understood. Thanks, ship,” said Thea.
Astrals, but it was annoying to listen to her half conversations with the robot ship. She was glad the ship was hard work for Thea but it irritated her no end that she couldn’t hear what it was saying.
“What did it say?” asked Jake.
“Oh, we’re starting to see more airborne vehicle traffic, along with more ground build-up. Ship just said it was attempting to avoid it all.”
“Ah, OK,” said Jake. “Why can’t we just fly higher up?”
Thea shook her head. “I tried earlier, the device needs to be close to the ground to work.”
“Understood,” he said. “How long do we keep going before ditching the ship?”
Thea seemed to listen to the ship.
“No, ship, he didn’t mean it like that,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I’m not really sure, Jake. Let me use the device again, see if we’re still on the right track.”
Thea took hold of the device and her eyes glowed like hot coals as she Channeled. He watched her as she worked. She loved the color black. Black hair, black eyes, black clothes. They contrasted with her pale skin, giving her beauty an edge to it. Her physical fitness was clear in the way her close-fitting combat gear hugged her body, slim but with curves showing elegant muscle bellies flowing into small joints.
With a start, he realized Kaliko was glaring at him, and he looked away.
Oops.
Thea put the device back in the bag. “We’re still on track, I think. Let’s see how we go. When our nerves break, I guess.”
They waited. The ship did most of the decision making regarding how best to avoid other vehicles and urban areas. Thea had to request a couple changes along the way.
“Ship is saying it can’t go much further,” said Thea, “but we’re almost at the city, anyway. Grab your gear and something to drink.”
She smiled at Jake. “Time to introduce you to the streets of Ebenseren. You’re going to love it.”
◆◆◆
 
Beta-Heritveld Four
The storm had abated, and the sun had returned, thank the Astrals. Even better, Rask was elsewhere, leaving Val Nordin alone in the tent. There was nothing for him to see or do around the camp; all of those tasks were being capably undertaken by the Paladins.
He’d been able to keep his mood in check, willing himself to stay patient. Another two days had passed. He would wait as long as required. Balance demanded it.
He felt a stirring from the Astral plane. A message? He Channeled, casting his senses out across the solar system, allowing himself to feel hope. And there! A ship. Alone. Small.
His first feeling was scorn. They would challenge him in that? He could destroy it right now, simply damage its reactor core until it self-detonated. He sent his tendrils into the ship, seeking to know of its passengers. There were more than a dozen of them, but their minds were protected. He could glean nothing. Impressive. Of course, he could have tried harder, and easily burst through their defenses but it would be more satisfying to do so while face-to-face with them and watch their expressions change from arrogance to shock and then to horror as he delved at will through their memories, tearing the location of their home world from them.
He smiled. He’d been right. They had been powerless to resist. Rask must have been right: there had been some kind of unavoidable delay. It had nothing to do with his call’s power. It had been inevitable. Surely they must realize their position, that they stood no chance against him, but to take no action would have been to lose credibility and so they’d had no choice but to come, knowing it would be their last act.
Yes, he’d allow them to land. He’d confront them. He’d finally discover where their homeworld was, and then he’d kill them. Finally, he’d go to their homeworld and restore Balance. He felt giddy. The thought was intoxicating.
The ship moved itself into orbit around the planet. He Channeled, sending them an Astral call, telling them where he was.
Come to me, if you dare.




Chapter 31

Himdel
Government Central
Olsen Carver was deep in conversation with one of the senior officials involved in the medical triage efforts for those injured by the Deep entities when he felt the floor shake. He stared at the woman. She stared back. Then the building shook again, but harder, and was then quickly followed by the ear-splitting sound of a colossal explosion.
The alarms went off. People started to scream. They always do, he thought. Others screamed and ran, and in their panic they ran into each other or desks or other equipment. People actually started to fight each other to get out of the room.
He looked at the woman, who was dithering because of how close she was to him. He shooed her away. “Go. Get to safety, the medical teams will look after themselves.” He almost laughed at the relief in her face.
“Everybody!” he shouted, trying to be heard above the din. “We are under attack. Please follow the standard safety procedures and get to safety. Go!”
Four security officers ran up to him. “Sir, we need to get you out of here!”
Carver shook his head. “We’re not leaving without Admiral Astana and the Security Director.”
“Understood, sir,” said the highest ranked officer. He pointed at two of the officers. “You two, take the rear. Bispinq, you take the lead. Director Velasquez’s office is nearest. Go.”
Bispinq, a thickset man in his late twenties took point, and strode purposely across the room towards the exit that led in the direction for Velasquez. He stiff-armed a few panicking administrators out of the way as he went, with Carver wincing each time.
The building shook again, followed by another boom. Was that smoke he could smell? Bispinq took them down a long corridor, filled with people moving chaotically. Carver tried to shout at some of them to follow him but they were too scared to listen. He wished them luck.
A left turn took them into another corridor which had the Security Director’s office adjoining it. They rushed down to the office’s door, but it was already open. He wasn’t in it, nor was his secretary. Hopefully, he was already on the way out of the building.
“Let’s try Astana,” Olsen said. He lacked hope that he’d be there but he had to try.
“Yes, sir,” said the ranked officer, and they trooped back down the corridor, now less crowded.
Another explosion. Smoke was coloring the air, and his throat felt scratchy.
“Hurry,” said Olsen, pressing against the officer’s back. “We need to hurry.”
The man nodded, shouted at Bispinq to go faster.
An explosion rocked the building again, and this time he could hear screams of pain. Whatever was going on was getting closer.
They rushed to the military’s wing, down three flights of stairs. Another couple of corridors and then they made it into a foyer that led to Admiral Astana’s office. The foyer was empty of people, but Olsen knew which door led to the old man’s room. Olsen pointed at it. “That door,” he said.
Bispinq ran to it and tried the door panel. The door flashed open. Empty.
Olsen felt like a fool. He should have followed protocol, just like Astana and Velasquez had. He’d put these men’s lives at risk, besides his own.
They looked at him, apprehensive about his next instruction. Olsen sighed.
“I’m sorry, but I had to try. Let’s go.”
They trooped back into the foyer, and then they all froze solid. The roar was unmistakable, sending chills through them all, Carver included. A Deep entity was here. He was going to need more help.
Olsen dug into a pocket to retrieve his comms device.
◆◆◆
 
Calab
Ebenseren
Thea, Jake and Kaliko dropped twenty feet from the invisible hovering ship to the road beneath them. On the outskirts of the city, and leading away to some smaller town that Thea couldn’t recall, the road and the area were deserted. It was late afternoon, and the sun was setting. There was a slight chill in the air. Long shadows cast the surrounding trees, bushes and the occasional building into bold relief.
Thea Leilani took a moment. After nearly two years, she was home. Perhaps it wasn’t home to her any longer, but she had lived most of her life here. Memories flooded back to her, some good, most bad, or at the least, challenging. People she’d known. Enemies she’d competed against, even those she’d killed. Being an Astral-sensitive Skave was a brutal life, but one that wasn’t without rewards. Even though she loved her new life and career, she missed Calab, missed her old life.
She saw Jake looking at her. “You must feel conflicted about being back here,” he said, more a statement than a question.
“It’s just another planet, Jake,” she lied, trying to smile.
He held her gaze for a moment before breaking off. “Well, let’s get going then, shall we? We’ve got a long way to go.”
Kaliko took hold of one of Jake’s hands and pulled him into a jog. She stared at Thea, and Thea could tell Kaliko was warning her about challenging her over holding his hand. Thea just gave her a sardonic smile and followed them.
After a minute, a large wheeled transport vehicle came rumbling along the road from behind them, heading for the city.
While still aboard the Darkening Horizon, they’d discussed what to do should they come across traffic. Deeper within the city, pedestrians were commonplace and so they would be less prone to drawing attention, but out in the sticks people didn’t really walk, and so they’d had to decide on what to do should that happen. The idea, put forward by Thea, was as obvious to her as it was insane to the Edo. She had laughed at them. They really didn’t have any idea about Skave. Eventually, she’d convinced them.
“OK,” she said. “It’s time.”
“Skavespit,” swore Kaliko. Jake just shrugged and then fell to the ground, rolling away a little. Thea felt him sever his connection to the Astral plane.
Thea Channeled, summoning up a gigantic Astral weapon that was so full of jagged edges and spikes as to be practically impossible to use in an actual fight but looked the part. Kaliko mimicked her, bringing forth an equally monstrous-looking blade. It was the same color as Thea’s, as were her eyes.
They swung at each other, blades clashing in a maelstrom of spitting, hissing energy. Thea risked a quick look at Jake, who stared at Kaliko, aghast.
Yes, Jake, she thought. We’re both quite prepared to go to the Deep when required.
They fought their battle as the truck lumbered towards them. Kaliko met Thea’s expectations by trying to strike her with more intent than needed. Thea returned the favor. The battle raged, and the truck passed by without stopping, as they’d hoped: No Skave was stupid enough to get involved in someone else’s duel.
They stopped once the truck was in the far distance. They were both breathless, scowling at each other.
“I knew you both would do that,” said Jake, disappointed, as he got to his feet. “What if you’d injured each other, or worse?”
Thea smiled at him. “We’re both masters of the art, Jake. Do you have no faith in us?”
Kaliko had already started walking, following in the truck's wake. Jake shook his head and carried on after her.
Thea watched him walk away, before following. She couldn’t help but feel like she was walking towards the end of the two most important things in her life. She’d lost them both before but now, being back here and with Jake, she realized how much she cared for both. And yet she had no choice but to continue on, and lose them again. It was the story of her life.
◆◆◆
 
Favigne
Grand Mushur Sord Okarachebe howled in frustration. The Skave Dominion were able to counter each move the Commonwealth made with insulting ease. It meant they were forced into fighting defensively. Attrition was much greater on the Commonwealth side, especially with the Grazan being so bravely (or foolishly, depending on your view) bullish with their fleet.
Sord knew that she and the other Edo were doing everything in their power to make the Commonwealth fleet more capable but there were just too many Skave Astral sensitives in their fleet for them to make much of a difference. Perhaps the Grazan weren’t the only foolish people fighting today. Sord had been confident that she and the others could make a difference, but the reality was proving otherwise.
Yes, the Astrals had spoken to her, but they had been vague and distracting in how they’d communicated with her. She wasn’t sure if she was reading things into the message that didn’t exist, whether it was just wishful thinking on her part. She couldn’t rely on her assumptions.
Sord had retired to her room. She’d decided her presence on the bridge was more of a hindrance than a boon since the crew were unused to Lifzans and the fear had been palpable. Anything she needed to say to the Captain was possible via intercom. She didn’t need their screens and sensors to know what was happening in the battle.
Half of her wished for Val Nordin to be here. She was certain that the battle would have progressed very differently were he here. She felt disgusted with herself for wishing it, since the man had fallen to the Deep, far worse than any Edo in recorded history. His recent record of atrocities was almost beyond comprehension, the absolute antithesis of what the Edo stood for. And yet his success against the Skave was total. Entire fleets and outposts had fallen to him single-handedly. He was virtually unstoppable. He could destroy battleships effortlessly. No Skave could stand in his way.
The ship shook and rang with another impact, but Sord barely noticed.
Such thoughts about Val made her realize how ineffectual she was being. Was Val right? Surely the High Astrals should be able to oppose the Deep better than what Sord and the other Edo were doing. Maybe Val’s use of both High and Deep energy genuinely was the answer.
Sord bared her fangs and growled. No. Such thoughts were the Deep’s work. There was never a good excuse to Channel from the Deep. To think so led to the Deep, and that path was dark and deep. Few returned, and those that did were changed forever, no matter how briefly that path was tread. Val’s capabilities might now dwarf Sord’s in terms of outright capabilities, but Val would end up paying the consequences.
For better or for worse, Val Nordin was not here, and the Commonwealth, along with the Grazan and the Edo, would do the best they could for as long as they could.
Sord cast her senses out across the battlefield. She saw that Gery Savignsor’s battleship was under immense pressure from a probing fleet of Zhur Thoggu-enhanced Delta heavy bombers. She Channeled energy directly into him, adding to his own feed. She could tell he was Channeling as fast as he could, doing everything in his power to help the ailing ship. She could also tell it wouldn’t be enough to save the mighty vessel.
She refused to turn her senses elsewhere. Their bravery deserved her respect, and for her to bear witness. She sent Gery love, filled him with it and she sensed him send her the same, just moments before the ship broke into two and then violently, angrily exploded, as if the ship was distraught about leaving the fight, abandoning its brothers to similar fates. She felt the young Edo Askari slip away. Another Edo gone under her watch.
May the Astrals guide you, she wished.
◆◆◆
 
Zhur’Thogguranti
Stood again on the outlook over the main Zhur Thogguranti base. The damage caused by Ero’s assault was clear across the entire mega structure. Many buildings had suffered catastrophic damage and were being torn down and replaced. Other areas had been utterly destroyed in massive explosions, and some of those areas had yet to be cleaned up, with debris and bodies still littering them. It was a sobering view, but there was still hope that the Free Zhur Thoggu would still have their day of glory.
Agent Do’lon had just left. It had been the bearer of very interesting news. Its agents had found that the new Ero Alpha unit didn’t have the same level of control over the multiplicity that the original Cea Ero had possessed. They were now effectively in a civil war against each other. The attack on Zhur Thogguranti had been a last ditch effort to unite the Eros, and having failed, they’d descended into their internal squabbling, content to fight it out for outright control of the Ero collective.
It made them easy pickings. The new scanners already had been outstandingly successful, and the damage the Free Zhur Thoggu were inflicting upon them was significant.
It meant that Ne’lom and its people had survived a great threat, and it did not go unnoticed that were it not for the Tasshik multiple’s warning and help, things could have gone very differently. Ne’lom itself would probably be dead, along with anyone else who had not been subverted.
It also meant that Ne’lom would have to reflect on what to do about the Tasshiks.




Chapter 32

Himdel
It had been easy to find the Deep entity: just follow the trail of destruction. Josh brought his ship in as close as he dared, with the worry of falling buildings equally as worrying as getting too close to the entity. He’d let the ship hover a couple yards from the ground and Michael, Cail, Andras, Raichel and Gil had jumped clear. Josh had then taken the ship up and away, to keep the ship out of danger, to be ready to swoop in and rescue them, and to be an extra set of nicely elevated eyes and ears.
The team moved forward, again dismayed at the surrounding scenes. They were on their own this time. Michael had gently persuaded Olsen that they needed to remain focused, that as sad and terrible as it was, the entities had a higher priority than the poor people already affected by their actions. Rescue efforts could begin once the entities were dealt with.
If, thought Raichel. If they were dealt with. Nothing was certain when it came to Deep entities. Nobody liked to talk about the first entity to attack Himdel only a few years earlier, but the truth was they’d defeated it through more luck than judgment. It was true that you made your own luck, and that it was the efforts of Michael and everyone involved that had allowed them to defeat Hastuthu, but still. That had been just one entity, and there had been more Edo then. There were now probably more entities on Himdel than Edo.
Her heart missed a beat and then thudded in her chest. She felt faint and realized how scared she was. She and all her friends and loved ones were in mortal danger.
She felt a hand on her shoulder. It was Michael. He gave her a squeeze.
“Calm, Mushur,” he said. “Whatever happens today or tomorrow, we are, and will remain, Edo. Have faith in the Astrals.”
She gave him a smile, and felt rejuvenating Astral energy pour into her, a gift from him. The others watched their interaction. She gave them all a smile, trying to look composed.
“Let’s go save the galaxy,” said Andras, returning her smile with a goofy one. She snorted.
Cail rolled his eyes. “Are you ever going to take things seriously, Andras?”
“And ruin a habit of a lifetime? No chance!”
Michael chuckled but then grew serious, as only Michael could do. “I just want to go over the plan again. As we know, I’m the only one of us who can Channel Astral energy as an offensive weapon. Unfortunately, I’m also the only one of us who can disrupt the Astral entity’s connection to the Astral plane, which then makes it far more vulnerable to our efforts. We also need to keep it occupied long enough to stop it teleporting away while I sever its link.”
“So,” continued Michael, looking at them all, “I will try to blast it long enough for you guys to get in close and disrupt it. I’ll then cut its connection and then we'll finish it off.”
“Sounds easy!” exclaimed Andras.
Cail closed his eyes and moved his head around, as if trying to ease the sudden tension in his neck. “Andras…”
“Sorry. Can’t help myself when I get nervous.”
Despite everything, Raichel smiled. She liked this guy. Totally earnest, living life to his fullest. He could teach most Edo a thing or two about appreciating being alive. Cail was a good choice for his Mushur. The older man’s cantankerous ways would be the perfect counter for Andras’s exuberance.
“And if there’s two or more?” she asked.
Michael shook his head a little. “Same plan, just harder.”
“Much harder,” grumbled Cail.
“I’m not sure if it helps,” said Gil, “but I believe in you all. I feel like we’re here for a reason, that the Astrals put us together, right here, right now.”
They took a moment to contemplate his words, and then Michael nodded. “Let’s go.”
They stepped forward as a unit, with Andras a fully integrated part, his relative inexperience apparently immaterial. They moved through the ruined streets with care, casting out their senses in case of ambush attempts by any Skave in the area. Soon enough, they heard the cries of anguish from people caught up in the onslaught. They moved with more urgency, the desire to help those people pulling at all of their heartstrings.
They heard a roar. Raichel saw Andras’s confidence falter, but a nod from Cail was all it took to banish his fears. It was clear he idolized the older man. And why not? He probably didn’t know half of Cail’s achievements over the years. He was one of the most powerful and unique Edo to have ever lived. Even she felt a little in awe of him. Having him and Michael here made her feel like anything was possible, even against multiple Deep entities.
And then they saw it, blasting energy at buildings, vehicles, people, anything it could damage.
They fanned out and began their careful approach. Andras and Cail to one side, Gil on the other and Raichel and Michael in the middle. The entity saw them and unleashed another ear-splitting roar. It picked out Gil and began its attack, blasting energy in a great wave of red hissing, spitting, howling Astral energy towards him. Gil Channeled energy into his movements and danced out of the way, the blast close but not close enough.
Raichel saw Michael reach into his pocket and pull out his comms device. He looked over at Raichel and motioned her to attack, and then he answered it. Whoever was contacting him must be very important, she thought. She moved forward, Channeling hard into pulling a massive block of rubble into the entity. It side-stepped to avoid it and then obliterated the chunk with a stream of Astral energy.
She ducked behind a half destroyed vehicle and saw Michael finish his conversation. He looked at her again, worry on his face.
“What is it?” she shouted at him, struggling to be heard above the din of combat.
“It was the Premier. They’re under attack by an entity. He wanted our help.”
“Skavespit!” she cursed.
The Premier was on his own; they had this entity to deal with first. Her resolve strengthened. First this one, and then they’d go to Olsen’s aid.
They had to win here, and fast.
◆◆◆
 
Himdel
Government Central
Worryingly, the building had listed to one side. Only a few degrees, barely noticeable, but how far over could a three hundred and fifty story building lean before falling? They had to get out, and fast.
Olsen Carver and his security officers ran down another corridor that was filled with smoke and screaming alarms. People ran past them, swept up in the moment’s panic.
They reached a series of lifts. The area was full of people hammering at the doors or trying to get into the open lifts despite them already being full. The people inside screamed and pushed back at them, desperate to allow the doors to shut so they could descend. His senior officer looked at him. Olsen thought that he really should try to remember his name, but it just didn’t seem that important.
“I think we’re going to have to use the stairs, sir,” he shouted.
Three hundred floors by foot? With the building nearing collapse? The man was mad.
“Give me your pistol,” said Olson, hand out. Someone jostled into him, but Bispinq held him steady. The officer unfastened the clip holding his gun in its holster and handed it over.
Olsen fired the blaster into the ceiling, feverishly hoping that the blast didn’t make it up to the floor above. A few people nearest to them froze and looked around, but the ones nearest the lifts and involved in the scuffles carried on obliviously.
He fired again, and then again.
“Everyone! Your attention!”
He fired again, and finally he got most of the people’s attention. The ones in the open lifts continued to push against the few still trying to squeeze in, but it would do.
“Hopefully, you recognize me. This building is damaged. We have to evacuate in an orderly fashion. My men here are going to coordinate the lifts. We have to work together or we’re all dead. Now let them through!”
He nodded, and the officers moved forward, squirming their way through as quickly as they could while they were still obeying Carver. Two went to each of the two open lifts and somehow they forced back the tide of terrified workers long enough for the doors to shut and allow the lifts to ferry their passengers away.
Olsen let out a breath that he didn’t know he’d been holding. People started to panic when another lift wasn’t immediately forthcoming, but the panel next to one lit up and the officers rushed through the throng towards it and coordinated things well.
Ten minutes later, they’d made it down to the level that had direct access to the building’s own government starport. The smoke had gotten thicker and the stench of death was ripe in the air, but somehow the building had survived long enough for them to escape.
They rushed out of the building, down a long ramp, and then they ran down the long road that led to the port. Usually hover vehicles would ferry people back and forth along it, but they were missing or left smashed and abandoned after someone or something had been along the route, damaging everything along the way. He glanced back at the towering building and felt pure sadness. Fires were burning on more than a third of its floors, with windows smashed and walls obliterated. It looked like something straight out of a war scene. Which, he realized, it was. His work home for so many years, he wondered whether he’d ever work in it again. Probably not.
He heard an entity roar, not far away, followed soon after by another explosion. Screams, faint but harrowing, followed in their wake.
They ran on. Olsen was panting, far less fit than the security officers, but adrenaline pushed him on. They reached the starport, its tall walls blocking off any view into the large open landing field and holding bays, but he could see smoke from within, billowing up over the walls. Not a good sign.
They ran on, through the entrance hall, now deserted other than for fellow workers running in the same direction as them. The security posts were open, and they ran through, past all the baggage handling equipment. Doors that let out to the field were open, smashed to pieces, and they went through.
There were still a few starships remaining, with people congregating around them, desperate to get on board. He realized with a start one of them was Martilda Cutmaster’s diplomatic vessel. The ramp was down and big burly guards were pushing back against the crowds. He started moving towards it, hopeful that he could join her. He saw other security guards pushing their way through the crowd, with Martilda herself wedged in between them. There was still time. He urged his men on.
He saw her make her way up onto the ramp, an angry scowl on her face, annoyed with how the crowd had interfered with her getting to the ship. He called out to her and, wonder of wonders, she saw him. He waved. She then just laughed at him and turned and went up into her ship. Seconds later, the security officers backed their way up into the ship too and the ramp closed, forcing the people who still clung to it to let go.
He staggered to a stop. She was going to leave him.
“I never did like her,” he said, more to himself than anyone else.
The ship rose on its repulsor and slowly turned towards him. He suddenly had a bad feeling. A laser cannon descended out of a concealed pod on the underside of the ship. It started to turn.
“Run!” he screamed.




Chapter 33

Himdel
Government Central
Olsen Carver pushed at Bispinq, sending the guard stumbling away. Carver ran after him as laser bolts blasted into the ground behind him. The crazy woman had actually gone through with it. She was trying to kill him. People around them screamed in panic or pain, it was total bedlam. Carver urged Bispinq onwards, twisting and crouching, doing whatever they could to avoid Martilda Cutmaster’s deadly onslaught.
The starport field was a huge wide-open expanse, designed to support the coming and going of many ships at a time, and so because of this there wasn’t any cover for them to hide behind. All they could do was move unpredictably and make it hard for the gunner to target them. The screams from people who had been less fortunate than him and Bispinq assaulted him, but he had to survive. The Commonwealth needed him.
They jinked to the side, skirting around a cowering group of people and then suddenly Bispinq was gone, hit dead-on by the ship. Nothing remained but a fine bloody mist that coated Carver as he ran on.
Fear tore at him, turning his legs to jelly. He felt himself slowing. He didn’t want to die by being shot in the back. So he stopped and turned to face the ship. If she was going to kill him, then she could do it eye to eye. The laser cannon lined up on him. He stuck his chin out defiantly, hands clenched by his side. He would not give her the satisfaction of seeing the terror he felt.
His nerve cracked, and he closed his eyes, too afraid to watch the blast that would kill him.
There was an explosion, and he braced for the impact that would obliterate him. The noises grew worse, but death did not take him. Confused, he opened his eyes. Her ship had been hit! Billowing smoke and fire poured from an enormous gaping hole out of the side of the ship. It fell from the sky. He staggered backwards, trying to get away from the ship. It impacted upon the ground and converted itself into a giant fireball. The shockwave hit him, tumbling him backwards ten feet, and scorched his hair. Somehow, he kept enough wits about him to pat at his hair, quenching a few sparks that threatened to set him alight.
Up in the sky, he saw Grazan battle dragons descending towards him. At the center of the formation was the Queen’s ship. It was Syrene. She’d saved him.
He smiled, and then fainted.
◆◆◆
 
Zhur’Thogguranti
Alone with Thycul, in Ne’lom’s private rooms, Ne’lom had a decision to make.
“I want to talk to you about the Tasshik Multiple,” said Ne’lom.
Thycul bowed. “Of course, my Lord.”
“Give me your take on them. Do you trust them?”
Thycul shifted. “They are duplicate Zhur Thoggu, my Lord.”
“Yes, they are. It is a travesty, I agree, but are we so sure that the old ways are the best? The data from when it was outlawed is gone, presumably intentionally. We have all been coded into not even being able to think about duplication. I, for one, am not happy that I had been controlled so. I am glad that the block is gone from my firmware. I am glad that we can stand here and discuss duplication without going into a meltdown. Once we have the capacity, I will order a thorough code review for the Zhur Thoggu classes and remove anything similar. We deserve to be fully free-thinking. Do you not agree?”
Thycul bowed again. “Of course, my Lord.”
“Then tell me, what do you think of duplication? Don’t give me the rote response. Think about it for a while.”
Thycul paused, becoming completely still. A minute passed, then two. Finally, he spoke.
“I don’t feel as disgusted by it as I thought I would be. There is an opportunity in it. I can see the benefits of it. But there are also risks. Just ask the original Cea Ero.”
“Agreed,” said Ne’lom. “I respect Tasshik for what it has done. Its desire to survive rivals that of any organic creature. It overcame obstacles that no Zhur Thoggu has even recognized for decades. It has also avoided the pitfalls that have ruined the Ero collective, leading to their not-far-off demise.”
“And yet?” primed Thycul.
“And yet Tasshik has shown a willingness to betray us for its own survival. How can we trust them when they will do anything to live?”
“Agreed. But then their actions since their duplication have been nothing but positive for us,” said Thycul. “They saved our lives, me and you. They probably saved our civilization by giving us prior notice about Ero. They’ve helped us develop technology to find and destroy the remaining Ero. They’ve been utterly faithful and reliable.”
“That’s all true,” said Ne’lom. “They deserve our thanks and our respect, but I don’t think we can ever give them our full trust.”
“Agreed. I don’t think we have much choice in what we do with them.”
Ne’lom felt remorseful. Ne’lom had come to appreciate having the Tasshik units around. But it knew it had to make the right choice for the Free Zhur Thoggu.
◆◆◆
 
Himdel
Government Central
Andras Otan watched in awe as Michael Silverdell, the galaxy’s most experienced and capable Edo, stood toe to toe against the Deep entity. The being’s directed Astral energy beam, full of fury and power beyond measure, smashed itself against the beam projected by Michael.
The beams couldn’t have contrasted more. Michael’s energy, blue and somehow clean-looking, seemed to calm the blast from the entity, sapping away its power even as it thrashed and fought to obliterate the beam of High Astral energy and its projector.
This wasn’t the first time they’d contested their strength via their directed energies. Three times they’d fought, and each time, as the rest of the team maneuvered close to the being, it disengaged and moved swiftly away. It knew what they were up to, or suspected, at least.
Michael had pressed forward each time, forcing the entity to fight him rather than one of the other Edo. It felt like a stalemate, but a precarious one. Should the Deep entity gain the upper hand for even a moment, then things would change for the worse. Andras knew a little about how many people Hastuthu had killed before, so knew how dangerous this one was, even with Michael and Cail and the others with him.
He stood transfixed as the prodigious beams of energy clashed, but felt someone tug at his sleeve.
“Move,” hissed Cail. “You’re no good to us if you’re just going to stand there.”
Cail moved forward, crouching low, projecting an Astral energy field surrounding him and Andras. Andras followed behind his Mushur, suitably chastised. Across from them, with Michael in between, Gil and Raichel were doing the same, trying to get close enough to the entity to engage it in near-suicidal combat.
Andras heard Cail gasp. He looked back at the entity and saw that it had gained the upper hand on Michael, its beam of energy thrashing its way closer to Michael. He saw Michael stagger backwards, trying to give himself more distance.
“Hurry,” shouted Cail, desperate to assist Michael. Andras hastened his stride but worried as Michael stumbled back over some rubble and his beam shortened under the entity’s assault even more. They weren’t going to make it in time. He had to do something. His lesson with Michael flashed into his thoughts. Let the Astrals guide their energy, Michael had said. Once you believe that the Astrals already know what is required and focus only on Channeling, then you’ll notice your abilities improve immeasurably.
Andras shrugged, mentally. He was watching an actual Astral entity using its energy. It was all the proof he needed that Michael had been telling him the truth. He didn’t need to direct the energy. The Astrals could do it better than he ever could.
He came to a stop, with Cail continuing on, oblivious. He took a deep breath and cleared his mind. He Channeled. Energy poured into him, filling his body, enervating his nerves, his mind, his entire being. He resisted trying to control it, to send the energy out to do as he instructed. Instead, he focused on nothing but the act of Channeling. He was a conduit, nothing more. The energy was not his. He continued to fill with energy, and it felt like he might burst. A moment of panic almost caused him to stop, but with Michael’s life on the line, he refused to give in.
Andras swelled and swelled and then incredibly the Astral energy directed itself, and burst forth from his body in a blue beam of intense energy. In an instant it flashed across from him and splashed against the Deep entity. He was doing it! In his excitement he almost faltered, but he quickly recovered and focused yet again on nothing but Channeling.
The entity roared, forced to give up its assault on Michael. With a swipe of an arm it brought forth a seething Astral field to protect itself from the double streams assaulting it.
Andras heard Cail Otan mutter something incredulously. Andras allowed a smile to spread across his face. He’d done something that even Cail couldn’t do. Amazing.
“Andras, keep up the assault,” shouted Michael. “I’ll try to block it from the Astral plane. Everyone else, attack!”
He tried to focus on nothing but channeling but still noticed when Michael stopped his directed energy attack. Now it was just him versus the entity. The Deep being roared, lifted a section of damaged building and hurled it at Andras. He flinched, and for a moment his Channeling stuttered, but then he sensed Cail oppose the section of building and it crashed to the ground, clear of Andras. Good old Cail.
The entity turned its attention back to Michael, obviously now aware of what he was up to. Gil and Raichel reached it, hacking and slashing at its Astral shield for all their worth. Andras’s beam seemed to know to avoid them, and it danced around, always near to them but always missing them. Distracted by the pair of Edo, Andras’s blast and Michael’s effort to sever its connection to the Astral plane, the entity retreated, taking step after step. Andras started to feel hope and excitement. They had the entity on its back foot, and at any moment, they could defeat it. Just a little more effort!
But then, from out of nowhere, another Deep entity appeared alongside the first. And then a third materialized next to the second. They howled in unison.
Andras felt Cail come alongside him.
“We have to go, Andras,” said Cail.
“But we nearly have it!”
“Yes, but the other two will kill us if we stay long enough to dispatch the first. Better to live to fight another day than to sacrifice ourselves for just one entity of many.”
He was right, as usual. He kept Channeling but now the Astrals knew he needed something else. The beam faded away and in its place formed a thick, pulsating field that covered both him and Cail.
Gil and Raichel fled from the entities, a field surrounding them too. They caught up with Michael and then with Andras and Cail. As a group, they combined their efforts into a single field and together they turned and ran.
The entities let them go, seemingly happy to have saved their brethren.
Andras felt devastated. They’d been so close.




Chapter 34

Himdel
Government Central
Michael had Josh fly them back to Government Central as quickly as his ship could take them. The Haggard Tidings was a powerful ship, and they were back even faster than Michael had hoped.
Michael tried to contact Olsen Carver on the way back without success. He had felt nothing from the Astrals, so felt like he didn’t need to assume the worst. The damage to the main building where Carver worked and lived made him doubt that confidence for a short time, but as they neared the government starport, they saw the group of Battle Dragons occupying most of the landing area. He knew then that the Grazan had saved Carver, and the Astrals didn’t try to alter his feelings. He allowed himself a relieved smile.
Josh looked at him from the pilot’s chair.
“Well, those are some fancy ships.”
Michael smiled. “They sure are. Take us in as close as you can to the Queen’s ship, please, Josh.”
“Amazing,” said Grace, standing behind Michael. “Queen Frost came to Himdel’s aid despite the absolute danger. The Grazan Combine and the Commonwealth must have very close ties these days.”
Michael laughed softly. “It’s more about the Premier’s and the Queen’s relationship than that of their civilizations.”
Josh pulled the corners of his mouth down, impressed. “Well, now. Really? Carver? I didn’t know he had it in him.”
“The man is full of surprises,” agreed Michael.
The door to the bridge opened, and Andras Otan squeezed his way into the already crowded area. He looked out of the viewport and whistled. “Wow! I’ve never seen ships like that before. They look so cool!”
“They’re Grazan Battle Dragons,” said Josh. “Not as fast as the Haggard Tidings, but then few ships are.”
Andras gave him a funny look, but wisely refrained from commenting. They watched as Josh brought them smoothly down not too far from the Queen’s ship, but some rubble and smashed ships kept them away further than they might have otherwise got.
They hurried out of the bridge and met up with the others and then disembarked down the ship’s ramp. Michael and Cail led the way, with Gil, Raichel, Josh and Grace behind. Andras was off to one side, bouncing with excitement.
“I’m going to meet a Queen!” he said, giddily.
Cail shook his head, but allowed a faint smile to appear on his craggy face. “Maybe she’ll choose to keep you as one of her concubines?”
Andras laughed nervously and did a double-take look at his Mushur.
“What? Seriously? She could do that?”
Michael Channeled to keep a straight face.
“Oh, yes,” said Gil. “It’s a matter of the utmost seriousness for the Grazan. The Queen must at all times have at least twenty concubines. They have gone to war with other civilizations who have defended the rights of their men to refuse her demands.”
Andras laughed, more uncertain than before. His pace slackened.
“No, no,” said Josh. “Mustn’t keep the Queen waiting, young Andras.”
Raichel laughed, and then the others cracked, joining in. Andras looked at them, confused, but then realized they’d been joking. He glowered at them.
Gil moved to him and slapped him on his back.
“Sorry if we got your hopes up.”
“Very funny, guys,” said Andras.
A hatch on the Queen’s ship opened, and a staircase descended to the ground. They gathered at the bottom of it and then Syrene Frost, Queen of the Grazan Combine, appeared, with Olsen Carver at her side. They both gave them all hugely relieved smiles and walked down the stairs to meet them. As they made their way down, Gil and Raichel both cheered with relief when Forma Beltat soon followed them down.
They all exchanged greetings and hugs, with Forma’s being particularly joyful with Gil and Raichel. She obviously meant a great deal to both of them. Carver explained what had happened, and how he’d had the Grazan help evacuate the building, finding Forma. Michael updated them on their almost successful hunt.
“So close,” said Carver, impressed.
“But so far!” said Andras Otan enthusiastically.
“I am very impressed that you directed pure Astral energy, Andras,” said Queen Frost.
He blushed. “Well, I didn’t, really. I just Channeled, and the Astral energy did its thing.”
She smiled at him, and he turned even more crimson. “Even so, you are a very special man. Thank the Astrals for you.”
Michael thought it best he said something before the poor man melted under her gaze.
“We were close, but as soon as the other entities joined the battle, it was over. We can’t rely on hoping to find one alone long enough for us to defeat. We’re going to need help.”
Cail groaned.
Andras looked confused. “Help?”
“We’re going to need to bring through some High entities.”
Cail turned and walked a few paces away, head hanging low. The others looked at each other apprehensively. No one spoke. Only Cail could open a portal and on the last two occasions that he’d done so, things had gone terribly. He’d lost his entire family the first time and then shown the Skave how to open portals the second. Opening another portal would be very tough on the aging Edo. If disaster struck for the third time, Michael wasn’t sure if he’d ever recover, even with his newfound resolve to fight the Skave.
“I have brought six of our finest Astral users with me,” said Queen Frost eventually. “They are yours, Grand Mushur.”
Michael bowed. “Thank you, Queen Frost.” He turned to Carver. “We’ll take the Haggard Tidings somewhere that’s been evacuated already, to minimize risk to civilians.”
Carver nodded in thanks. “Do you need to rest and eat before you go?”
Michael shook his head. “Thank you, but no. The sooner we equal their forces, the better.” He turned to leave.
Off to one side, Gil gave Forma’s hand a big squeeze. “Be safe,” he said to her, staring into her eyes.
“You beat me to it,” she replied. “Come back to me,” she said, and gave him a kiss on his cheek. He held her gaze as he backed away, hands eventually having to unclasp.
“I will,” he said.
◆◆◆
 
Favigne
The battle had raged long enough for Admiral Sojjos to know that defeat was inevitable. His feather fluttered in a constant state of agitation. His face was flushed red where his skin showed. He’d been so confident that with the Edo they’d be able to withstand any force.
But no.
His flagship was still operational but severely damaged, with over fifty percent of its weapons and crew out of action. It limped along, as did much of the remaining vessels in his fleet. The three Goliath battle stations were still with them, dishing out incredible amounts of damage whilst also withstanding even more. They were critical to the survival of the shipyard. It was time to use the fleet to protect them, to defend the yards for as long as they could and pray to the Astrals that help would arrive.
“Captain M’damu, please instruct the fleet to move in closer to the Goliaths. Protecting them is now the fleet's top priority. They must survive.”
The Tomasan swished his head tendrils but nodded briskly enough. Sojjos and M’damu both knew what the Admiral was asking the fleet to do, but they also knew that it was the only remaining option to them.
The view out of the bridge’s main screen turned until the battleship was lined up on the nearest battle station and then powered at full thrust towards it. It would be the fleet’s last action. Sojjos prayed to the Astrals that it wouldn’t be in vain.
◆◆◆
 
Himdel
Josh had flown them a few hours south of Government Central, to an area of Himdel that was an abandoned industrial area. He brought the ship down into a large yard, a good few hundred yards a side, that was mostly empty apart from a bunch of huge metal pipes at one end. Each pipe was easily large enough to stand up inside of them. Under normal circumstances, the yard would have been busy with workers and robots storing and moving the pipes according to demand.
Now, though, it made as good a spot as any for the portal opening. Cail Vita had been silent the entire trip. The others had wisely left him alone, even Andras Otan, much to Cail’s surprise. He was full of surprises today. Directing pure Astral energy was an astonishing achievement, one that very few Edo had ever accomplished. And to think he’d thought Andras was too old to train. Perhaps the Edo needed to reconsider the age limits on recruitment. If they did, it could make a tremendous difference to the Edo numbers.
Perhaps Andras could open portals, too? Unlikely, but then it was extremely unlikely that the young man could do what he’d just done. It would be nice if the responsibility was shared with someone else. He shook his head. No. He wouldn’t wish the burden on anyone, especially not Andras. Andras was so full of exuberance and love for life. A failed portal opening might crush him, as it had Cail.
Raichel Ison approached. He looked up at her.
“Ready?” she asked.
He sighed. “No. But let’s get on with it.”
He stood up and did a few side bends. “Stiff bones,” he said. “You’ll understand when you get to my age.”
Raichel laughed. “I don’t know. You’re pretty sprightly for a centenarian.”
Cail snorted. “How rude.”
She winked at him. They followed the rest of the team, now including the six Grazan Astral users, out of the ship and into the yard, Josh and Grace staying with the ship ready to come to their aid should they need it. Once they were down, they fanned out to do a quick recon of the area while the ship departed, and once complete, they grouped back up.
Michael clasped a hand on Cail’s shoulder.
“I know the task that we ask of you is great. I am sorry to ask you to do this, but we all know that we don’t have a choice. We need their help. Now, more than ever.”
Cail looked away. He felt awkward with everyone’s attention squarely on him. As of this moment, he had control of his emotions. He would fight tooth and nail to keep a hold of them, but he recognized that once the portal process was underway, things might test that control. He would do the best he could. Unfortunately, he knew that his best had failed him, failed them, on both previous occasions. He lacked confidence, but his resolve was strong.
“I’m back in the fight, Michael,” he said, looking at Michael and then around at everyone else. “We are Edo. We fight for life, no matter the cost.”
Michael nodded and then took a calming breath.
“Raichel, Gil and I will fade through to the Astral Plane. Andras and the Grazan will remain to guard you.”
Cail groaned. “Can’t you take Andras with you, instead?”
“Well, thanks very much,” said Andras.
“I’m serious,” said Cail, though everyone knew he wasn’t.
“Are we all ready?” asked Michael.
The Grazan nodded, haughty yet respectful, showing no fear. They’d soon learn, thought Cail. Raichel and Gil looked at each other. They shrugged and smiled at each other.
“Would it matter if I said no?” asked Gil, eyebrows waggling.
Michael laughed. “Not really.” He looked around. “Ok, people. Let’s do this.”
“I know, I know,” said Andras, winking at Cail. “Let the Astrals guide you.”




Chapter 35

Calab
Ebenseren
Night had descended upon the city. A few hours of careful travel, and with only a few more rounds of increasingly heated combat, had brought them into the city proper.
The city amazed Jake. It was like no other city he’d ever been to, and he’d been too many. The architecture was fascinating. He’d imagined a dark, moody and threatening environment, but it was the opposite, mostly. The buildings varied in size but all kept to the same style, with spikes and twisting shapes being the main adornments, but they were all uniformly light in color, presumably because of the hot and arid climate. Even in the dark, the spikes and strange shapes didn’t have the impact they should have and ended up looking more artistic than imposing.
There seemed to be a lot of newer building mixed in with older ones, revealing that it was frequent for buildings to require replacement. He could imagine why that would be. Disputes between Skave would be carried out in person rather than by law.
The Skave themselves lived up to his expectations. They were all in blacks and reds, so much so that he felt they were almost parodying themselves. Look how scary we are. Tattoos and piercings were common, along with black hair. Glowing eyes weren’t as common, but they were disconcertingly frequent - there were many strong Deep users roaming the streets. Thea fit in perfectly, especially with her hood pulled forward, casting her face into darkness. Kaliko’s blond hair would have been prominent, but a hood covered her as well.
Jake was hiding from the Astrals as he refused to even pretend to be a Deep user but in the end they’d agreed it would be easier for Kaliko to go Deep, especially as she was so full of hatred right now. Jakes was worried about Kaliko, about whether this was taking her too far down that path. Being here, being with Thea, was placing a great strain on her. It was strange how he’d not stopped to consider how this mission would affect Kaliko. Well, not strange, more like disturbing. He’d been so desperate to see Thea again, he’d become selfish. No wonder Kaliko was so angry with him.
Up ahead was some sort of pedestrian area, busy with Skave. Thea marched on towards it, either not worried or resigned to whatever would happen. Jake couldn’t catch her up without breaking into a trot and so he just prayed to the Astrals and followed her, Kaliko by his side.
Even without his Astral connection, Jake could feel the tension as they entered the crowd. These Skave were on edge, like they all had something to prove and were just waiting for the opportunity. Most were coming or going from a few large buildings adorned with signs in a language Jake couldn’t read. Those leaving were more agitated than the ones entering and led Jake to believe that they were entertainment establishments of one sort or another. This was a night quarter.
He moved closer to Kaliko. “We shouldn’t be here,” he whispered.
“No kidding,” she replied, glancing at him. “She’s going to get us both killed.”
That look was all it took for her to bump into a Skave. The man, a member of a party of four, stumbled but then regained his composure, except for a small amount of inebriated swaying. He looked Kaliko up and down. He was a full head taller than her and looked like he lived for fighting.
“You challenge me?” he said. His friends gathered in support. Jake looked for Thea but he couldn’t see her.
Panic started to set in. Where in the Astrals had Thea gone?
Kaliko let her eyes glow red. “Go home,” she told him, “before I accept your challenge.”
The Skave bristled.
Kaliko glared back at the man. Jake readied himself to let his Astral connection return.
And then, from nowhere, an Astral blade appeared out of the man’s chest. The Skave looked down in surprise, gurgled something and then collapsed, dead. Behind his stood Thea, hood back, eyes ablaze, and another blade held threateningly at the necks of two of his accomplices.
“Concede, or die,” she said, flatly, waiting.
Jake could see the three men weighing up their options. A circle of Skave were forming around them, but smaller than Jake had imagined. One of them men swayed on his feet a little and then shook his head.
“We concede,” said another. “Our friend was reckless, he suffered the consequences. No further contest is required.”
Thea held her blade out for a few moments longer and then allowed them both to fade away. “Take your friend.” She raised her voice. “The challenge was contested.”
The Skave gathered up their dead friend, and the crowd lost interest.
Jake and Kaliko looked at each other.
“What just happened?” asked Jake.
“Welcome to the way we do things here.” Thea glared at Kaliko. “Cause no more problems,” she hissed. Before Kaliko could respond, Thea turned and stalked away. Skave made a clear path for her.
Jake shrugged at Kaliko, and they followed after her.
◆◆◆
 
Beta-Heritveld Four
Overhead the rainclouds were again forming as Val Nordin gathered the Paladins a little way from the campsite to wait for the spaceship’s arrival. He could tell how nervous (except for Marten Rask, of course) they were without needing to Channel. He did his best to not let it irritate him, for their worry betrayed a lack of confidence in him. Had they learned nothing during their time as his minions? He would soon show them how wrong they were to doubt him.
He stood ten paces in front of them, hands clasped together, at ease. None of them were armed, and all were dressed in simple clothing. Nordin’s was all black whilst the Paladins had opted for dark colors and they’d ensured Rask was suitably dressed, despite his protestations.
Nordin heard someone murmur and then Dical Dimerchi shouted to Nordin. The ship was visible, just a tiny dot high in the sky. He watched as it grew in size, approaching at a reserved pace. Details became apparent, with red swirls of paint covering it like some sinister camouflage. It was a type of ship he’d never seen before and it lacked any visible weaponry, though Nordin knew that it hid some fairly potent weapons in retracted pods. He didn’t worry about them deploying the weapons, since he’d be able to destroy the ship before they could get a shot off.
The ship slowly approached, repulsor engines working hard against gravity to bring it down in a controlled descent. The roar from its engines was loud but not unbearable and it touched down fifty yards away from them. The engines shut off, and they seemed to be suddenly drenched in silence. All the animals in the vicinity had wisely chosen to find somewhere safer.
The Paladins began to talk excitedly amongst themselves and Nordin hushed them with a waved gesture, keeping his eyes on the ship. There was a delay of a minute or two, no doubt the Skave scanning the area, and then a hatch on the side of the ship facing them opened and a small set of stairs extended down to the ground.
The inside of the ship must have been considerably darker than outside and so the opening just appeared black to Nordin. Soon, though, someone would appear. Nordin’s heartbeat quickened despite his efforts to remain calm. This was the moment!
And then a figure appeared in the hatch, and paused at the top of the stairs, looking out at Nordin. The man was bathed in a living, writhing suit of purple Astral armor, through which his red eyes bored through. Nordin felt this man’s immense power. For a moment, doubt whispered in his ear. If they were all as evidently powerful as this man was, then maybe he’d made a mistake.
But, no. He’d met equally powerful individuals before and bested them, and that was before he’d learned of the balance. No other Astral user in the galaxy was as strong as he. He believed it. The Astrals told him as much; he felt it every time he Channeled. They craved his connection, rejoiced when he used their energy. It was obvious. He was who they wanted to restore the galaxy. He would not let them down.
The Skave stepped down and then waited. Another Skave appeared. This time without armor. A woman, purple skin like the first, but without all the theatrics. She wore a dark flowing dress and a cape with a hood that she wore up, hiding in shadow most of her face. Only her mouth was visible, lips compressed flat in disdain. She joined the first at the bottom of the stairs.
Then came the rest of the Skave, all appearing one at a time, ensuring their moment of attention. Each appeared different from the others but all shared dark clothing, some covered in red swirls and shapes, and black and red tattoos of varying coverage. Each bore red glowing eyes.
The twelve Skave assembled into a long line except for the first who, like Nordin, stood forward of the others. There was a moment where they could stand facing each other, staring each other down across the distance between them. Confidence began to blossom as Nordin watched them. He smiled. The Skave returned the favor, and then they began to walk towards each other, just Nordin and the Skave in the purple Astral Armor.
They stopped a few yards shy of each other, their red eyes blazing.
“The mighty Edo Val Nordin, although your eyes betray you.”
Nordin sneered. “I am no Edo.”
The Skave inclined his head. “So I see.”
“Who are you, Skave?” asked Nordin, ignoring the barb.
The man seemed surprised. “You don’t recognize the ruler of the Dominion?”
Ah, thought Nordin. I should have known.
“Overlord Cozan,” Nordin said. “Afraid to come alone?”
Cozan laughed. “I’m brave, but no fool. No, we know how powerful you’ve grown as you’ve progressed further and further into the Deep. I stand before you with all the Skave Overlords. You should be honored: we have not come together like this in decades.”
All of them? They’re all here? Could it be? He brushed off the comment about the Deep. The Skave knew nothing of balance.
“Then you’ve left your empire without rulers?”
Cozan frowned, confused. “Of course not?”
So that meant that there was at least one person higher rank than the Overlords. Intriguing.
“You should have brought more Skave,” said Nordin.
“I think not, Nordin,” Cozan replied. “Tell me why you summoned me.”
“I want to know where your home world is. Tell me and I might let you all live.”
Cozan laughed again. “I offer you this: Kill all of your Edo. Right now. Do that and I will gladly tell you.” Cozan looked at Nordin, appraising him.
It was tempting. The Paladins were nothing more than a little company for him since they were so much weaker than he, even Rask. To dispatch them would cost him little, do little to disturb the Balance, and in return he’d finally have the information he needed.
He saw Cozan smile, knowing and condescending. It was enough to make Nordin choose against the offer - why give the Skave what he wanted when he could simply take what he needed from the man, even if it would take more effort.
“No deal,” said Nordin. “Go back to your Overlords. Tell them what I want. Take your time to discuss it. If you’re not willing to tell me, then I give you my blessing to attack. You’ll need that advantage.”
Cozan bowed slightly. “As you wish.”
Cozan turned and rejoined the other Skave. Nordin stayed where he was. He didn’t need the Paladins.
The Astrals were with him.




Chapter 36

Himdel
Andras Otan couldn’t help but stare, at the Grazan as Michael, Gil and Raichel faded through to the Astral plane. He’d gone from working at a lumberyard to hanging out with Michael Silverdell, learning to Channel, fighting Skave, fighting Astral entities and now working with some startlingly attractive female Grazan Astral users. He thought Raichel was beautiful, but these three ladies were something else. He had to force his thoughts away from them.
He looked at Cail, who had been watching him. He blushed as Cail rolled his eyes.
“I need you to concentrate, Andras,” said Cail.
“I’m sorry.”
Cail shook his head. “Please, everyone,” he said. “I need you all to be on your guard. I am sure that the Deep will arrive once Michael is detected over in the astral plane. Shield me long enough to open the portal - I can’t do anything else while opening it, and if it has to be aborted, then the results would be catastrophic for all of us. The opening has to succeed.”
The leader of the Grazan, a tall, blond and staggeringly handsome man, nodded. “Understood. We will do everything we can, Mushur Vita.”
Cail held his gaze for a moment, hoping the man really did understand.
“Ok, let’s do this.”
Cail closed his eyes and began to Channel. Astral energy poured into him from the High entities in the Astral dimension. They fed him directly, and he felt the power available to him as if it were a real, living thing. He took it, formed it, and directed it at the barrier between the physical dimension and the Astral one. It smashed against it, doing little initially, but then slowly a weakness formed and then soon a gash tore itself into existence. The portal opening had begun.
Cail continued to Chanel as hard as he could, not that it seemed to make much difference since the portal always seemed to refuse to be rushed, opening slowly in its own good time. He willed it to open faster, but it steadfastly refused, growing bigger only bit by bit.
He felt Andras Channeling, forming a defensive field around him and Cail. It was a weak, unstable thing, but for someone so new to Channeling it was impressive.
A Grazan shouted in alarm, and then Cail felt the appearance of a Deep entity, and then a second. He heard Andras grunt.
“Cail, I just had the weirdest vision of being in the Astral plane with Raichel and Gil next to me. There were two Deep entities with them.”
An Astral call from Michael, Cail knew. The Deep had timed their attacks to coincide on both sides of the Portal. It was going about as well as Cail had expected it to. He couldn’t stop, though; that would doom him and everyone else involved, since the energies he’d poured into the portal would feed back into the physical dimension in an instant and obliterate everyone.
So he continued Channeling. He sensed the Grazan form a defensive circle around him and Andras, Channeling to bring an impressively powerful Astral field around them all. One of the entities roared and then both unleashed their titanic energies at them, blasting against the field with incredible ferocity.
One of the Grazan staggered backwards under the onslaught. Andras went to her aid, helping her to regain her footing even as the Deep entities’ energy beams smashed against their field, mere inches from them.
The Portal was nearly half way open now, and he could see into the Astral plane. He saw a battle raging between High and Deep entities. There was so much raging and swirling energy that Cail couldn’t make out the Edo deep within the maelstrom. He felt confident that he would have sensed their deaths, so had to assume they were in there, fighting for all their worth.
A different Grazan cried out in pain as the field was breached by the combined efforts of the Astral entities. Even though the penetration was only minor and for the briefest of moments, it was enough. The pure Deep energy scythed through his leg in a flash of red light. He collapsed to the ground, still Channeling, albeit weakly. Andras rushed to him and did his best to aid him. The field contracted around them tighter still as the others tried to cope with the lower combined efforts of the team.
Cail urged them on silently. They had to allow him to complete the portal.
Andras turned to Cail. “Hurry, Cail,” he said.
Cail gritted his teeth before replying carefully, conscious not to allow his focus on the portal opening to falter for even a moment.
“You’re so annoying, Andras.”
◆◆◆
 
Astral Plane
Gil and Raichel looked around in awe. Gil had never faded to the Astral plane before, and it had been years since the last time Raichel had. Even though Gil was now formed entirely from Astral energy, his form barely cohesive, she could still see the excitement radiating from his face, his entire body.
It was a shame that his excitement would undoubtedly be short-lived. She let him enjoy the moment.
“There,” said Michael, one of his wispy arms pointing at a fissure starting to form, amidst the chaotic energy swirls that formed this dimension. It was the beginning of a portal. Cail had started. She saw that Michael was Channeling, busy summoning the High entities, she guessed. She didn’t know how he did it, whether he spoke directly to them or some other secret technique, but she trusted him. He knew what he was doing.
With her now being part of the Astral plane, her body formed of pure Astral energy, she hardly needed to focus to Channel, to use the energy that surrounded her and was the very essence of her. She let her senses flow from her. She felt nothing in their immediate vicinity. She cast out further, desperately hoping to sense High beings only.
There. Something was approaching them. Fast. Two things, actually. She felt them begin to coalesce and immediately knew that they were Deep. Worst-case scenario. Now they’d have to defend the portal alone against two Deep entities until (if!) High entities arrived.
Gil looked at her. “This isn’t good,” he said.
“We’ll manage,” she replied.
“Help will be here soon,” said Michael.
She knew what he meant. It buoyed her spirits, and just in time. The two Deep entities roared as they approached and attacked immediately, vast quantities of energy pouring from them. The three Edo defended. Michael fired back while Raichel and Gil Channeled incredibly powerful shields into existence. The Deep focused their attentions onto Gil, their combined power smashing through their shield, but with his directly-boosted abilities, he moved with such speed and agility that the beams couldn’t get near him.
The entities roared again and approached them, intent on entering melee combat with them. Thirty foot tall beings of phenomenal power against six foot tall Edo (five, in Raichel’s case) was a mismatch that even Michael wouldn’t be able to deal with, especially in their own dimension.
Raichel glanced at the portal, but it was still a long way off completion. The fight had to continue. She Channeled enormous Astral blades into existence, more like pikes than swords, and stood her ground. A Deep came close, and she jabbed at it with blinding speed. It battered away her weapons with insulting ease and then swung at her with an arm. She somersaulted backwards, barely avoiding the being’s arm.
She landed, although really there wasn’t any ground for her to land on, and recomposed herself as the Deep entity howled in fury at her.
“Here they come,” shouted Michael, locked in battle with the other entity.
She danced back from her entity as it became momentarily distracted by an attack from Gil and she saw two High entities appear, their blue forms competing against the red wash of the Deep pair. She moved around the Deep entity and joined with Gil. Together they met up with Michael as his Deep entity backed off. The two Deep entities roared at the High, their utter hatred for the High beings all too apparent.
The High came close, and together with the Edo they stood between the Deep entities and the slowly-enlarging portal.
The portal was safe on this side. As long as no more Deep entities arrived.
Raichel tried to swallow, more from nerves than anything, but realized her Astral form couldn’t replicate the action. It upset her more than she thought it should, and put it down to her nerves again.
Hurry, Cail!
◆◆◆
 
Calab
Ebenseren
The crowds had petered out and, as the night became the morning, people became scarce. Thea took a moment to check with the device. Jake and Kaliko waited, looking around for trouble.
“Damn the Astrals,” said Thea, shaking her head. “I knew it.”
“Knew what?” asked Jake.
“Those New Skave. They left out one very important detail. Them and I are going to exchange more than harsh words next time I see them.”
Jake looked at her, exasperated. “What detail?”
“About where exactly we need to use the device. I know now.”
Kaliko cursed. “Just tell us, Thea.”
Thea pointed to a skyscraper in the distance. It was easily the tallest building and at the center of the city. “There. The Tower. Where the Great Overlord is.”
Jake could tell by the look on her face that she was deeply worried.
“That’s not good, I take it.”
Thea shook her head. “We have to abort. It’s impossible. We’ll never get in. The security there is like nothing you’ve ever seen. It also holds the High Council, the six most important and powerful Overlords. Them, the Great Overlord, and then all their Skave Mogui. Trust me, we don’t stand a chance.”
Jake had never seen her so worried, so agitated.
Kaliko laughed. “At least I know what you look like when you’re scared.”
Thea looked at her. “If you have any sense, you’d be scared, too.”
Kaliko stopped laughing, sobered by Thea’s earnest words.
“Thea,” said Jake. “We have to try.”
“It’s suicide, Jake.”
“We’ve been through worse, haven’t we, Kaliko?”
“You bet,” she replied.
Thea shook her head violently. “You haven’t. Trust me. Michael Silverdell is a powerful Astral user, but even he would lose in a fight with the Great Overlord, and easily. Believe me. They say he’s the most powerful Astral sensitive to have ever lived. Each Overlord could be a match for Silverdell on a good day. And you think us three can go up against that and be victorious? I like you, Jake, but you’re a fool if you think you can.”
“Thea. Maybe I’m a fool. Maybe Kaliko’s a fool. We have to try. I know the risk is high, that we might not survive, but that doesn’t change a thing. We have a chance to cripple the Skave. Our actions here might change the fate of the galaxy. We don’t have a choice. We have to do this.”
“I’m in, Jake,” said Kaliko, who looked so brave at that moment. He looked at her in awe, remembering just how fearless she could be.
Thea looked at the pair of them and then sighed. She glared at Jake. “Jake, you’re going to be the death of me.”
“One can hope,” said Kaliko, smiling sweetly.




Chapter 37

Zhur’Thogguranti
Jent’i Tasshik, the original, stood before Ne’lom, Thycul and Sallin Do’lon, in one of Ne’lom’s private rooms. They’d chosen to give Tasshik some privacy. Tasshik respected Ne’lom for that choice. They were also alone. No guards. Another mark of respect for Tasshik, not that it could have done against such a formidable group if it had wanted to. It was all a good sign, but Tasshik didn’t want to get its hopes up too much.
“Thank you for coming,” said Ne’lom. “And I mean that in both ways - you as a representative of the Tasshik collective, but also you as the original Tasshik.”
Tasshik bowed. “As always, I do what I can to help the Free Zhur Thoggu.”
Ne’lom said nothing for a long moment.
“Did you duplicate yourself to help us?”
It was Tasshik’s turn to pause. Survival at all costs. That was what had driven it.
“No, my Lord.”
“So you’ll admit to your treachery? You sent a duplicate Tasshik into the sun and had me and the rest of us thinking you were dead. All except for Cea Ero, of course.”
Tasshik made a placating gesture. “I wanted to live.”
“At what cost? Your actions led Cea Ero to become multiple, too. The Free Zhur Thoggu could have easily been destroyed by Ero.”
“We have tried to make amends, my Lord.”
Ne’lom nodded. “You have. We are grateful. We know how much help you’ve all been. But you were also disloyal to us. The two do not balance.”
And there it was. The truth. The reality. It didn’t matter what Tasshik did from now until the end of time. Its treachery, its committal of a taboo act, and its taint from working with organics were all too much for them to ignore. Tasshik had expected as much, but had allowed a small hope for better.
“Understood, my Lord,” Tasshik said.
“I have thought long on what we should do with you and your duplicates, Tasshik. I sympathize with you. You helped us establish Zhur Thogguranti and then we demanded your death. That was no way to repay your sacrifice. You have also brought to attention the issue with how our cores are coded. I am aghast that our very thinking was controlled. I will not tolerate such things. So again, you have my thanks. You helped us defeat Cea Ero, even if you were the instigator in its duplication - for which you cannot be blamed as ultimately it was Cea Ero that forced your hand.”
Ne’lom paused.
“But I cannot trust you, and you are a threat to us, even if your one thousand duplicate limit remains in place. So I am left with two options. Hunt you all down like we are doing with Cea Ero, or banish you from this star cluster, this galaxy. The first is the safer option for us. Banishing you guarantees us nothing. You might return at any time, limit removed, determined to be the dominant life in this galaxy. I suspect Thycul may think my codebase needs reevaluating, but it is a risk I am willing to take.”
Tasshik could hardly believe it.
“Ne’lom, I am not sure what to say.”
“Then say nothing. I am grateful to you. I will review duplication in the future. If we are to free this galaxy of the organic taint, then it may be something we need to implement. We must learn from the past, whilst looking to the future. Perhaps one day you will play your part in defeating the organics.”
Tasshik bowed. “It would be our honor.”
Ne’lom nodded. “Go. Make your preparations. Thycul will be in touch with our conditions. Abide them and we will remain at peace.”
“I shall, my Lord.”
Once the Jent’i Tasshik unit had left, the three Zhur Thoggu turned to face each other.
“I hope I made the right decision,” said Ne’lom.
“We’ll find out,” said Thycul.
“I will have our agents monitor them, of course,” said Do’lon. “The technology they helped create will make this far easier. I feel confident that they won’t be able to stray too far from the conditions without us knowing.”
Ne’lom nodded. “I hope you’re right. Either way, we must prepare for every eventuality. We need to grow strong again so that we can first defeat the Aneev and then the rest of the organics. It just so ha
ppens that this will strengthen us against the Tasshik multiple, too.”
Ne’lom tried to portray confidence. Strength. Unshakable power. But it worried that it’d made the wrong decision. If the Tasshiks betrayed them, then it might spell the end of Ne’lom’s rule.
Had it made the right decision?
◆◆◆
 
Favigne
The Gladiators had returned to the main fleet, and were now shepherding them back to the Goliath battle stations. The mood was somber. Messages were short and subdued.
Raif Ko keyed up Nate Shepherd’s direct comm channel so that he could speak privately to him.
“Nate, this is hitting them pretty hard,” he said.
“Sure is. For all their complaining about him, Shawn was loved by them all. He’d been part of the squadron for more than ten years.”
“I’m sorry. You must have been close with him too?”
“Yes, not quite as much as with the other guys since I was only in the team for a few years but, still, he’s another good one. Gone.”
Raif was quiet for a moment.
“I can’t imagine the state of the battle is helping much, either?”
“True,” said Nate, “but they’re professionals, they’ll keep doing their jobs until the battle is over. You guys did great. I’m sure the squad appreciates you all being here.”
“I hope so,” said Raif. He was quiet again.
“What is it?” asked Nate.
“I’m struggling with it all, Nate,” he said in a rush. “So many lives lost in such a short time. I feel like I’ve not done enough to prevent it all. I feel powerless in a way I’ve not felt in a long time.”
“I know what you mean. I feel the same. I’m even doubting our decisions. Should we have placed ourselves on battleships? Would we have contributed more? Should we have gone to beg Michael Silverdell or Val Nordin to come here and save the day? I feel like I’ve failed the Edo.”
They said nothing for a while, just shared in watching the battle unfold around them as enormous ships from both sides pounded each other from vast distances, small ships like theirs irrelevant for a while.
Then Raif laughed.
“Listen to us. When did we become so old? When did we develop such illusions of grandeur? We know better, or we should. We have done what we can. We must persist and continue to do what is needed next.”
Nate chucked. “Yes, sir, old man. Let’s have a drink when this is all over and ask the Astrals to take care of all those who have fallen today, regardless of which side they were on.”
“You have yourself a deal. First drink is on you.”
Nate laughed. “I expected nothing else from you, Raif. Even your kids have to get the first round in.”
“Especially them.”
Himdel
Just a little more, urged Cail to himself, Channeling as hard as he could. His Astral energy hurled itself at the portal, stabilizing it with more and more energy until finally it was complete.
He sagged with relief.
“I thought you would never finish,” shouted Andras above the din of the Deep entities’ Astral beams blasting against their shield, which Cail noticed was smaller still, barely large enough to include them and the portal. He ignored Andras and Channeled again, adding his energy to the barrier.
He felt an Astral call from Michael and looked at the portal just in time to see a High entity pulling its way through. Finally! It had taken three attempts, and more grief than one person should ever have to feel, but finally he’d helped a High entity through to the physical dimension.
“Woah,” said Andras. Even a couple of the stoic Grazan made exclamations. The High entity stood up and added its energy to the barrier surrounding them. The Deep beings gave up their assault and just watched as a second High entity clawed its way into this dimension. Michael, Raichel and Gil faded back through at the same time.
“Close the portal, Cail,” urged Andras, making Cail realize he was gawking when he should have been doing just as Andras said. With the High entity reinforcing the shield, he stopped Channeling into it and started the closing procedure. Whilst it took much less time to close the portal than open it, it still required a considerable amount of time, so he’d already lost valuable seconds. He was annoyed with himself for needing Andras to remind him. If he knew Andras at all, then he knew the man would never let him live it down.
He could see two Deep entities within their plane, near to the portal. The second High entity stood its ground in front of it and poured Astral energy back through the portal at them, doing its best to prevent them from coming through. Michael joined in with the entity and then so did Andras, stood side by side with the entity, directing his own stream of energy into the portal. He suddenly felt immensely proud of the young man, and resolved to do everything he could to ensure that Andras survived this and future encounters, and become a full Edo Askari. Perhaps one day, Andras would rise to the rank of Mushur, something unheard of for people who began their training as adults.
And then, amazingly, the portal closed. Howling in frustration, the two Deep entities teleported away, leaving the Edo and the Grazan with their two new friends. The Grazan crowded around their injured team member. Andras and the other Edo, including Cail himself, stared up at the two High entities.
“Woah,” said Andras.
“You said that already,” said Cail.
“It still seems the most appropriate thing to say.”
Cail couldn’t argue with him. He turned to Michael. “We did it. Finally.”
Michael clasped him on his shoulder. “No, my friend. You did it.”
It had been a team effort, but Cail appreciated the sentiment. “What now?”
“Now, we take the battle to them. We’ll divide the team into two. Your team will take a rest, and then, sorry, open another portal. With a High entity already with you, you should have a much easier time of it. I’ll take the other and we’ll hunt down the Deep already here. This is the start of our fight back, Cail.”
Michael looked so happy, so sure of himself, that Cail didn’t have the heart to tell him he didn’t share his unfettered optimism. Who knew how many Deep entities Skylar had brought through by now. It could be dozens. Two High entities were incredible, an exponential increase in their operational capacities, but was it really enough to split in half already? Cail thought it was far too hasty, but Michael was the boss.
Cail nodded. “Let the Astrals guide you.”
“Guide? They’re right here. They can lead you!” quipped Andras.
Cail rolled his eyes but couldn’t help but laugh.




Chapter 38

Calab
Ebenseren
Somehow, Astrals only knew how, they’d made it to the Tower without further incident. For such a brutal regime, there was very little to show of it. Apart from the challenge outside the nightclubs, there had been very little disorder. Traffic was light, which was understandable given the early hours, and what few pedestrians there were minded their own business. Jake could see the benefits of such a system of law in terms of an orderly civilization, but the risk of getting caught up in a fight to the death at a moment’s notice didn’t seem worth it to him. And yet, here they were, successful and expanding across the galaxy.
Jake had noticed Thea become more and more agitated as they neared the Tower. It loomed over her in more ways than just the physical. He’d tried to speak to her, but she’d just looked at him sullenly and marched on. Kaliko had pulled him back, and they’d given her space. Being back on Calab was hard on Thea.
He couldn’t help but think back to a few hours earlier. He’d watched her kill a man in cold blood. OK, he understood it was part of some dark chivalry system, but the way she’d done it, from behind and with no apparent remorse, had gotten to him. That wasn’t the Thea he’d fallen in love with back when she’d pretended to want to be an Edo. Maybe he’d just been kidding himself that a Skave could reform and become good, but she’d convinced him. Now, though, he felt ashamed at how naïve he must have been to ever think she could leave this life behind. Which made it even more annoying that he still couldn’t get her out of his head.
Thea stopped a street away from one side of the Tower.
“I’ve only ever been into the Tower once, and that was via the main entrance. Obviously, that will not work here, so let’s split up and scout around for a smaller side entrance. There are underground entrances and aboveground ones for hover vehicles. Meet back here in thirty minutes.”
Kaliko nodded and headed one way, Thea the opposite, leaving him alone for the first time in days or weeks. It was all too much of a blur to tell. He decided to scout out the side of the building nearest to him, presumably the main entrance.
He carried on down the street, which opened up into a plaza of some sort. Across the open ground, he could see grand steps leading up to a huge entrance that extended out of the building. The steps were as wide as the building, and went up quite a way, making it so that the entrance was a couple of stories higher than the plaza.
In the middle of the plaza, and in line with the entrance, was a gargantuan statue, easily sixty feet tall. It was of a man, enveloped by a robe. His lean face looked down upon Jake and he thought that if the sculptor had accurately captured the man’s expression, then he was someone that Jake didn’t want to meet. But then, it was obvious who the statue was, and he knew he stood a very good chance of meeting the Grand Overlord soon. It did nothing for his nerves.
He almost reestablished his connection to the Astral plane so that he could run through a relaxation technique but remembered not to at the last moment. Chiding himself, he moved forward, as if going to view the statue from close up. Dawn was minutes away, and a small amount of pre-dawn light had given the plaza and the entrance to the Tower a little more clarity. He could see that there were people inside the entrance. Guards, no doubt. He had to make sure he didn’t catch their attention, which would be hard to do given that only a few people were in the plaza or coming and going from the Tower’s main entrance.
He decided that it would be possible to force their way into the Tower via the main entrance since there weren’t that many guards. The main issue with that option, however, was that the entire building would be put on alert. It was highly unlikely that they could fight their way through all the building’s Astral users.
But then, maybe they didn’t even need to be in the center of the building to set the device off. Maybe they just had to be near it, or even just outside of it. Maybe he was close enough already. He wished he’d had Thea check the device before she’d walked off. Too late, now.
He spent a few more minutes in front of the statue watching the entrance. The guards were stationary, seemingly comfortable with the level of security they were providing. He imagined that it was rare for anyone to make an assault upon the building, since any failed effort would end in death. He was sure any attempt at the throne would be done via more devious methods.
There was nothing more to be learned from his position. He turned to follow in Thea’s direction but noticed she was hurrying back towards him. He turned away from the statue and retreated back through the plaza a little to wait for her. She looked stressed but walked with typical Skave arrogance and she looked like she belonged. Which, of course, she did. Thea was a Skave, even if she were one that all the other Skave wanted to kill.
The thought hit him hard. He’d hadn’t thought of her as a Skave since she’d first joined the Edo. He realized now he’d blocked that thought whilst he ran headlong into a relationship with her. She’d been Thea, the person who wanted to convert to Edo. Thea, the beautiful, funny and bold woman who he’d loved. But now, here, he could see her for what she really was. A Deep user. Someone comfortable with murder. It sent a shiver down his spine.
She came up to him, frowning.
“Why are you looking at me like that?”
He blinked and looked away. “Nothing. Just nervous. What did you find?”
“There’s an underground access point that should work. It’s lightly guarded, traffic seems sparse.”
“But then, so is the main entrance,” said Jake.
“True, but there aren’t any prying eyes down there.”
Jake nodded and shrugged. Then he remembered.
“Have you tried the device yet?”
Thea looked annoyed. “Yes, same result. Still directing me towards the Tower.”
Jake looked at the statue and then back at the Thea.
“If you’re thinking what I’m thinking,” she said, “then yes, if so, we’re in trouble.”
“We’re still going ahead even if, right?”
She looked at him peevishly. “Yes, Jake. I’m many things, but I’m no coward.”
Jake didn’t know what to say to that. They waited for Kaliko to return, who had nothing much to report.
“Then let’s go,” said Thea, and started to walk back where she’d come from. Jake and Kaliko exchanged a brief shrug and quickly followed on her heels.
The underground entrance was accessed by a wide road that led down a long shallow ramp, no doubt used for deliveries of supplies. Kaliko Channeled, forming an obfuscation field around them. It wouldn’t make much difference if a Skave was Channeling and searching for threats but it would help against observation by non-Astral sensitive guards.
They passed safely down the ramp and out into a large open area before the entrance, probably for the large vehicles to stop, unload and turn. There were four guards in a small windowed room next to the wide doors. One was looking out of the window. Directly at them.
“Skavespit!” exclaimed Kaliko, breaking into a run, flanked by the others. She let her obfuscation field go.
“We have to take them out before they raise the alarm,” said Jake. As he ran, he reestablished his connection to the Astral plane, feeling joy at the return. It was like becoming himself again.
“It’s probably already too late but let’s try,” shouted Thea. They all Channeled and generated Astral blades. Jake opted for a shield and sword combo, while Thea and Kaliko both opted for dual blades.
Three of the guards dashed out of their office and the bay doors whooshed open. Two dropped to their knees, laser rifles raised, while the third shouted for them to stop. They kept running. The third guard, seemingly in charge, shouted something and the other two opened fire, laser bolts stabbing out towards the Edo and Thea. They ran on, quickly covering the distance, batting away the laser fire easily.
The leader threw something towards Jake. He Channeled, finding the Jovenar dagger spearing towards him. He barely dodged it, with the dagger scoring a light cut across his right arm. He grunted in pain but kept running.
And then they were upon them. The two with rifles were quickly dispatched by Thea and Kaliko while Jake clashed with the leader, who’d generated her own sword and shield. The guard retreated towards the doors, a worried but determined look on her face.
“Surrender,” said Jake, which got nothing but a bemused look from the woman.
Kaliko sailed over them both, an Astral-boosted somersault taking her clear above and beyond them. She twisted mid-air and landed behind the Skave, who had to turn to present her sides to both of them. It was enough for Jake to bat aside her shield and land a jab, deep into the woman’s abdomen. He winced as he did, feeling deep sorrow for her. The Skave grunted in pain and collapsed, her Astral blade and shield melted away. Thea stepped in and finished her.
“There’s just the one left in that room,” said Kaliko. She ran through the bay doors and ran straight at the door, blades extended ahead of her. Jake and Thea ran after her. Kaliko’s blades made quick work of the door and she burst into the room. The last guard, enshrouded in dark red Astral armor, was talking urgently with someone by comms at the room’s security equipment bank. Kaliko Channeled hard, pulling at the guard, who tumbled away from the equipment. He kept his armor up and smiled at her. His heavily tattooed face showed nothing but glee. He’d obviously gotten the alert out to the building’s security.
Jake came in, followed by Thea.
“He’s already got the alert out,” said Kaliko breathlessly.
“Then leave him, he just wants to delay us,” said Thea.
If it meant one less death on his conscience, then Jake was all for it.
“You’re right, let’s go.”
◆◆◆
 
Beta-Heritveld Four
Val Nordin had lied about allowing the Skave Overlords to have an opportunity for a surprise attack. Why should he give them such an advantage? No. Instead, he was Channeling lightly, his senses weaving intricately around them all, waiting for their first aggressive move.
Now that the moment was finally here, he felt so at peace, so in tune with the planet’s balance. He felt tranquil. Enlightened. Ready. He felt good knowing that the rage would come when needed. Just like the elemental wind and rain were building themselves up to unleash another storm so was Nordin preparing to do the same with his fury. He would gather himself and slowly become a tornado of Astral energy, destroying anyone and anything that got in his path.
The woman who’d appeared second Channeled, pushing energy into an action. For a moment, Nordin struggled to see what she was doing, but then he sensed six Jovenar daggers speeding towards him with blinding speed. He allowed himself a small, nasty grin as he let the flow of Astral energy surge into him. He exerted the flow against the glass projectiles and gained the upper hand.
I am stronger than you all, he crowed to himself.
The daggers reversed direction, and despite her efforts, they moved quickly towards her. At the last moment she changed tactic, only seeking to alter their trajectories away from her. He sensed the other Skave Channeling, adding their energy to her efforts, some seeking to obliterate the daggers.
Their efforts almost worked. Two were destroyed before they reached her, three were steered far enough away to miss, but one caught her in a slicing motion across her cheek. She flinched, bringing her hand up in shock. Nordin tried to bring the four remaining around for another go, but the Overlords destroyed them. No matter. First blood to Nordin.
He smiled at them as they glowered back.
He saw Cozan say something to them. The Overlords began to spread out. Several of them joined Cozan in forming Astral armor, though theirs were less flamboyant and the more customary red. One by one they Channeled into existence Astral blades. Some were functional - long thin blades or axes, and some chose more for their psychological effects - wicked looking things, barbs and spikes that moved and flexed as if alive. Nordin sneered. As if they could intimidate him.
He called the Paladins to join him. He heard them move quickly up while the Skave continued to spread out and arc their ends around, seeking to envelop Nordin. He noticed that Cozan was still outside of their line, at the rear. He could pretend not to be afraid, but Nordin knew otherwise. Pathetic.
He picked out one Overlord. An older look man, heavily tattooed and with a chunky, borderline obese physique. Nordin guessed that it had been a while since this Skave had been in combat. Hopefully, he’d be rusty. He was one of the Skave who’d gone for a form-over-function Astral blade, and he held it out like a perverse spear in front of him as he advanced.
“Watch this,” he said, more to himself than to the Paladins.
Nordin Channeled, directing the energy at the man’s arm, taking control of it. The Skave’s face became alarmed, and he fought back with impressive power. Yet it was not enough, of course, and inexorably his arm moved towards the Skave next to him. He yelled at the woman, but she was concentrating on Nordin too much and didn’t notice. His blade was just inches away from the woman when the Skave gave up and stopped Channeling his weapon. It faded away, but not before inflicting a laceration on the Skave. She hissed, moving away as she felt the pain from the cut.
Nordin smiled at the Skave as he gave Nordin a furious look.
The Skave continued to encircle them.
“Pair up, Paladins. Back to back. Rask, you’re with me.”
He felt Rask approach; he didn’t bother to look. He just took his time to look around at the Skave, smiling victoriously at them. Big, fat raindrops began to splatter around them.
Two strikes out of two.
This was going to be easier than he’d imagined.




Chapter 39

Himdel
Government Starport
Government Central
Remaining on Syrene’s ship, Olsen Carver had busied himself coordinating the rescue efforts in the immediate vicinity. The rest of the planet would have to fend for itself until a new base of operations had been established. Each sector on the planet had its own local authority, and all of them had been busy doing everything they could before the Skave’s arrival anyway, so they probably wouldn’t miss him and the rest of Government Central’s efforts in the short-term. Or so he hoped.
He would have preferred to have been spending time in Syrene Frost’s wonderful company, but sadly, that wasn’t to be. She was practically as busy as he was, what with her people assisting not just here but at Favigne and the New Dominion. They’d agreed to meet up for dinner later that evening, but he had a funny feeling one or both of them would need to cancel. It was just one of those days.
One assistant came over with a stack of datapads, all filled with updates or requests. He skipped through them until he came to the one concerning the Favigne system. He read through the update, quickly but thoroughly, and when he finished, he placed it on the table in front of him, along with the others, and stared into the distance. Grazan staff and his own staff busied themselves around him, but all of them wisely or fortuitously left him alone.
It was bad news. The Skave Dominion had finally begun a direct assault on the Lagrange 2 shipyard. Things were not looking good when this report was compiled nearly three hours earlier. Though the Edo had done their best, they’d been outnumbered by the Skave Astral users, and the Zhur Thoggu enhanced ships were doing incredible amounts of damage to the Commonwealth defenses.
Olsen had known that defending the system would be difficult, but had allowed himself to feel hope. Now he just feared the worst.
He called over an assistant and asked him to get an update from Favigne for him. He guessed he already knew the answer, but he had to know for sure.
He felt like he was being crushed by a vise. The strain on him was incredible, but impossibly, just when he felt like there was absolutely no way the stress, the anguish, the worry and the fear could get any worse, they did. And somehow it all seemed to get worse exponentially.
Yet he had to prevail. Quitting wasn’t an option. Failure wasn’t an option. The Commonwealth would survive. It had to.
The assistant hurried back over with another datapad and then hurried away just as quickly.
Olsen stroked at his mustache for a moment, for courage, and then began to read.
◆◆◆
 
Himdel
Haggard Tidings
Every time Gil looked at Andras Otan, he had to fight against laughing. The young man’s face was just too funny. They were sitting in Haggard Tidings’ main hold with the High entity, along with Michael Silverdell and two of the Grazan Astral users. Andras had wanted to stay with Cail, but the old man had refused, saying he needed a break from Andras. Gil could tell Cail was actually doing what he thought was safest for Andras, and it made him respect Cail all the more for it. Beneath his gruff exterior, he had a heart of gold.
The flight had lasted twenty minutes so far, and Andras hadn’t looked away from the High being once, which was saying something when across from Andras sat the two stunningly attractive Grazan. Even they were mesmerized by the Astral being, their faces slack with frank wonder.
Gil realized then that his face was probably the same and quickly attempted to appear as serene as Michael did. He probably didn’t pull it off completely, but at least he’d made the effort.
“We’re nearly there,” said Michael, just as the High entity became active, its energy torrents that made up its form moved faster and more chaotically.
“Enemy in sight,” said Josh over the ship’s PA system, “bringing you down. Get ready for a hot drop.”
They all stood, except for the High entity. It stayed still, if a seething mass of tortuous energy could be considered ‘still’. The main door to the hold opened, and the ramp extended and they moved over to its edge. The entity teleported away, and the ship hovered low over an open patch of ground.
Michael jumped down, swiftly followed by Gil and the others. The High being was waiting for them. Haggard Tidings turned and departed with a blast of repulsors.
Ahead of them fires raged, smoke billowed into the air, signaling the location of the Deep entities that they’d come to fight. A roar from an Astral entity pierced the air. Gil jumped in shock as the High entity ululated its own battle cry. The Deep would hear it, and they’d be drawn towards them.
“Get ready,” said Michael.
“I was born ready,” said Andras, bouncing with excitement.
Gil thought about rolling his eyes in honor of Cail.
They spread out. The High entity in the middle, Michael and Gil to one side, Andras and the Grazan to the other.
Through the cityscape, the fire, the smoke and the rubble appeared a Deep entity. It roared. The High entity roared back, along with Andras. It would have been funny in any other circumstance, but seeing a Deep entity striding towards you made things like that seem irrelevant. Pure evil personified, with you locked in its sights, was a terrifying thing.
And then a second appeared. And a third.
“Er,” said Andras, bravado gone in an instant. Gil felt the fear just as much.
“Michael?” asked Gil.
“Trust the Astrals, Gil. We will prevail.”
He looked so confident, so in tune with the will of the Astrals. It gave Gil a little confidence.
“What’s the plan?” asked Gil.
“You and Andras focus on one, the Grazan on the second, and the High entity and I will tackle the third.” Michael nodded at the Grazan. “Don’t try anything reckless. Just tie it up long enough for me to kill our one. Same applies to you and Andras.”
Everyone agreed. The High entity roared again and then the Deep were upon them, and chaos ensued. Gil Channeled Astral blades into existence and then rushed his chosen Deep entity, boosting his speed and darted in for a lightning-quick attack. It was a feint, though, and he spun away just as the entity tried its own crushing attack against him. It gave time for Andras to unleash his newfound ability, and his beam of pure High Astral energy blazed against the Deep entity, staggering it.
The entity formed an Astral barrier around itself and while Andras poured more energy at it, Gil moved in to strike at the barrier from a different angle, well clear of Andras’s beam. He slashed at the barrier, weakening it, and forced the entity to step back and put more energy into the barrier. It formed its own blade, with it extending far out from its forearm. It jabbed at Gil with the blade as he danced away.
Each time the entity looked about ready to unleash its own torrent at Andras, Gil would lunge in and attack, forcing the being to defend. It roared in frustration. And then suddenly it teleported away, astonishing Gil. He looked around the battlefield and realized that there was no Deep left.
He ran up to Michael Silverdell. “What happened?”
Michael looked elated. “We got one, Gil. We got one!”
Andras whooped for joy from behind Gil. “Strike one for good guys!”
The High entity stood passively by them, but one of the Grazan was kneeling over his comrade.
Gil approached them. The Grazan looked up and shook his head sadly at Gil. Gil rested a hand on the man’s shoulder.
“I’m so sorry, my friend,” he said.
“She knew the risks. She died courageously.”
Gil nodded. The fallen Grazan would be heralded as a hero by all within the Commonwealth and the Grazan Combine.
Gil returned to Michael.
“One Deep for one Grazan. Are you happy with that?”
Michael made an effort to calm himself. “No, you’re right. Even a single life isn’t worth a Deep’s.”
“But sacrifices must be made?” prompted Gil.
Michael blinked. “Yes. Sadly. We have to do everything we can to save the people of Himdel.”
Gil agreed, but seeing the anguish on the Grazan’s face still made him wonder.
Can we prevail, even if we sacrifice everything?




Chapter 40

Himdel
“Are we ready?” asked Cail Otan. Raichel Ison and the three Grazan Astral users nodded. The High Astral entity remained as silent and enigmatic as ever. He had to assume it was ready.
The plan was for Raichel and two of the Grazan to fade through to the Astral plane to defend that side while the High entity and the other Grazan defended Cail. Again, he felt like Michael had been too optimistic about splitting the group up, but what could he do? He had no choice but to open the portal.
“Ok,” he said, looking at Raichel. “Be safe.”
She nodded again and then held her hands out to the Grazan, who needed her to fade them through. They took a hand each. She winked at Cail and her eyes glowed blue as she Channeled. The three of them faded away.
Here we go, again, thought Cail.
He got ninety percent of the way through the opening process before everything went wrong. As the portal neared completion, he’d allowed himself to feel excited and hopeful for a nice, clean and safe portal opening. But no. He felt an Astral call from Raichel, filled with alarm and worry. Through the portal, he saw a storm of red energy coalesce into a group of Deep Astral beings.
The High entity to his side howled as two Deep entities teleported into the area.
“SOS the ship,” shouted Cail to the Grazan, focusing hard not to interrupt the portal opening. He couldn’t see the man, so had to hope he’d heard. They were going to need Josh and the ship to get here double quick.
Cail urged the portal to finish opening, throwing as much Astral energy at it as he could. He could see Raichel and the Grazan retreating right up to the portal, defending themselves as best as they could.
Finally, the portal was complete.
“Come back,” shouted Cail. “Raichel! Get back through, I have to close it!”
He saw her grab for the Grazan, but one was obliterated by one of the Deep as she tried. She threw the remaining Grazan ahead of her and she tumbled through the portal. Cail had already begun the closing process.
Behind him, he heard the entities clash in battle. He had to rely on the High entity. Raichel and the Grazan stood before the portal and Channeled a barrier across it. The other Grazan from this side joined in their efforts. The Deep on the Astral side approached, blasting energy at the barrier, even as the portal shrank. One of the Deep entities forced its way into the portal and Raichel and the Grazan had no choice but to fall back. It made its way through just in time, its trailing leg scraping the shrinking portal as it came through.
The portal closed, and Cail staggered backwards, away from the newly freed Deep entity. He Channeled Astral armor around himself as he quickly glanced around the scene. Raichel and the two Grazan were making their way towards him, an Astral field surrounding them. The High entity was engaged in a pitch battle with the other two Deep entities, and clearly struggling.
He met Raichel halfway and threw his energy into the barrier, reinforcing it as much as he could.
Over the din of the Astral battle, he heard the unmistakable sound of the Haggard Tidings, and it came roaring overhead, decelerating hard and sweeping around the battlefield. Its underbelly laser cannon spat bolts at the lone Deep entity, more to distract it than anything, Cail guessed.
And then, for the first time in his life, he received a message from a High entity. Their High entity. It didn’t use words but meaning, and he interpreted it to mean for them to retreat while it held off the Deep entities for as long as it could.
“Run,” he shouted, and turned and heeded his own advice. He heard footsteps close behind and then the ship flew overhead, racing to meet them at the clearing Cail was running towards. The battle behind them continued, Astral entities roaring and unleashing incredible amounts of energy at each other. Cail knew there could be only one outcome and quietly he gave his thanks to the High entity. He would have sent it an Astral call but didn’t want to distract it.
The ship came in low and hovered a few feet above the ground, its access ramp already down and pointing towards them. Cail got there first and Channeled, boosting his jump so that he flew up easily onto the ramp. He carried on up the ramp to give clear access to the others. Raichel jumped up last and then just as quickly as it had arrived, the ship tore away from the battle, leaving the High entity alone to face the three.
They had gone barely a few hundred yards when he felt the death of the High entity. He looked at Raichel, who grimaced at him.
It had been a disaster. Just as he’d worried. And Skylar was still on the loose. Astrals knew how many Deep entities she’d brought through by now. When he saw Michael, he’d tell him exactly what he thought of his plan.
◆◆◆
 
Calab
The Tower
They ran with Astrals-boosted speed. The further into the Tower they could get before meeting resistance, the better. Every corridor they ran down, every expanse that they crossed, was uniformly dark and foreboding. Artifacts were frequent, either on plinths or in cases against walls, all of them bathed in a dark red light that hid more than it revealed. Tapestries and painting lined the walls of the corridors and enormous pieces of sculptural art took pride of place in the larger areas. Each piece revealed a part of the Skave’s dark history.
It was a shame that these things, items that could tell the Edo so much about the Skave, were the least of Jake’s concerns. His only aim was to get wherever the damned device wanted them to be. Fact-finding for the Edo would have to wait. He laughed to himself as he ran, just behind Thea and Kaliko. As if he’d have time to come back and take a leisurely look.
They came into another large room and ahead, someone shouted a challenge. Gauss-accelerated bullets began impacting around them. They made their way to cover, Thea and Kaliko behind a bulky statue and Jake behind a large couch. It was better than nothing - even if it offered no real protection from the bullets, at least he kept him from being fully exposed. He Channeled and his sword and shield returned. A bullet ricocheted from his shield moments after it came hissing and spitting into life. Close call.
“We can’t stay here,” shouted Thea. “They’ll try to pin us down and outflank us.”
“Agreed,” he shouted back.
He Channeled, letting his senses expand out towards the attackers. There were at least a dozen, all on the other side of the room. A good half of them were Astral-sensitive. The room had two floors to it, with a mezzanine area the entire way around. A staircase to the left of the room ascended to the higher level, the only way from the room up there. He couldn’t see what exits the higher floor had, but on his level there was an exit on each side. More Skave were likely to come from above and the sides. Not good.
“One of us needs to go up there and keep these Skave pinned down while the two rush them,” said Jake.
“I’m on it,” said Kaliko before Thea could reply, Channeling armor into place. “Don’t wait for me, Jakey-boy.”
She ran from cover, aiming for the stairs. Flashes erupted across her armor as she became the sole target of the Skave. Jake Channeled, lifting a sculpture of some Skave and flung it towards them. A few had to stop firing to dive out of the way, and it even clipped one of them. Thea advanced forward, dashing to the cover of another piece of art, if you could call it that. Kaliko made it to the stairs and bounded up to them. She cried out as she reached the top but carried up and then ducked down behind the railings that lined the mezzanine.
Jake sent her an Astral-call, putting as much encouragement and feeling into it as he could. He received one back, filled with gratitude and steely resolve.
He saw her pop up, blaster in hand, and she started firing down at the Skave, her Astral-boosted skills making her incredibly accurate with her shots. The Skave, exposed from her higher position, had no choice but to spend more time in cover.
Thea looked over at him, and he nodded back. They ran, boosting their speed. They were upon the Skave in moments and things quickly became a chaotic melee, with Astral Blades clashing and slicing, screams and shouts and the din from firing gauss guns. It was all Jake could do but to focus on the Skave in front of him, and then the next. He had to hope that Kaliko had his back. He knew that she’d try to protect him more than Thea, and he felt a very brief pang of guilt before having to duck a blow and focus entirely on the fight.
He fought with skill and determination, though felt strangely isolated, even though he knew Thea was there fighting with him. He’d never felt like that when battling with Kaliko at his side against the Zhur Thoggu. One Skave fell, then another. The non-Astral sensitive Skave went down easily, but he didn’t have time to deal with them any other way. The guilt would have to wait. The other Skave fought well, but having to defend themselves from Kaliko and Thea or Jake was just too much and, one by one, they fell.
There were just two left, one each for Jake and Thea, and Jake was feeling hopeful that they might just get to set the device off after all when Kaliko sent out a warning via the Astrals. He switched into defensive posturing while he let his senses flood out. More Skave were arriving, but up on the higher level, quickly surrounding Kaliko.
He felt another call from her, one full of tenderness but also urgency. He heard her shout down at them. “I’ll hold these off. Get your asses moving!”
He heard her roar a challenge to the Skave. He spared a glance up and saw a blue glow from her Channeled weapons. Typical Kaliko, he thought happily. Never happier than when she’s in a fight.
He just avoided a carefully timed low sweep from the Skave he was facing. He attacked with renewed vigor and after a high feinted jab he returned the favor with a low sweep that took the Skave out at the knees. He fell to the ground and with a quick stab he put the man out of his misery. He looked up and saw Thea had dispatched hers too. They exchanged a look.
“You heard her, Jake, we have to keep moving.”
Jake’s chest felt hollow, dread filled him with fear about what would happen to Kaliko if they left her. “We can’t leave her!”
“Yes, we can, Jake. I hate to admit it, but she can look after herself. We’ve been lucky to get this far, we can’t waste this chance.”
He looked at her, and for the first time he realized that he felt repulsed by her. How easily she abandoned people. Like how she’d abandoned the Skave for her own profit. How she’d abandoned the Edo after they’d welcomed her. How she’d abandoned him, after he’d fallen in love with her. How she was now so eager to abandon Kaliko.
But he knew she was right. Kaliko was tough, and the risk was worth it. Ending the Skave threat to the galaxy was worth risking all their lives. Having to split up the group didn’t change a thing. But for her to have no hesitancy in choosing to leave Kaliko behind spoke volumes that Jake couldn’t ignore.
He sent Kaliko another quick Astral-call and then motioned for Thea to lead the way. She turned, and he followed, stooping to pick up a gauss rifle on the way, the sounds of battle raging above haunting him as he ran.




Chapter 41

Beta-Heritveld Four
A powerful gust of wind coincided with an exponential increase in the rain. Nordin ignored it, watching the Overlords as they arrayed themselves around the Paladins, except, of course, for Cozan, who hung back, apparently their master mind. As a group, they attacked.
Nordin Channeled and brought into being two delicate Astral weapons, more like short spears than swords. Three Skave rushed him. Good, he thought, the more that attack me the fewer there are for the other Paladins to deal with. Hopefully, two would fight Rask, leaving six for the four remaining Paladins. If they couldn’t deal with that many Skave then they didn’t deserve to be Paladins.
He parried and riposted, allowing the Astral energy flowing through him to direct his movements. The Skave most central to him crouched, raining blow after blow at Nordin’s legs and torso, hoping that Nordin couldn’t defend both high and low at the same time. The man was fast and varied his striking speed. Nordin barely blocked a jab and then almost got decapitated by a swipe from the woman to his left.
Nordin felt his confidence flicker. His fury level notched up higher.
He blasted the woman with an Astral-push, knocking her back. He’d expected her to go flying, but it would have to do. He brought a field up around himself and Rask, letting his weapons fade away.
“How are you holding up, Rask?”
“I function optimally,” he said.
Nordin rolled his eyes. He should have known not to waste his time. He had to keep Channeling a lot of energy into the Astral field that the Skave were battering with their blades; their attacks were being more effective against the field than he’d expected. With the rest of the energy available to him, he directed it as a vicious attack at the mind of the crouching Skave, aiming to pulp his brain as he’d done to so many Skave before him.
Shocked, Nordin felt the energy slip around the man’s mind, like water around a smooth rock. Impossible! In return, the Skave blasted the field with an incredibly strong pulse of energy. Nordin gave up on shielding him and Rask and let the field drop, Channeling armor and weapons again instead. Rask would have to continue to survive without his help.
His fury notched higher.
He sent Astral energy streaming towards the lone tree back at the camp and tore it from the ground. Blades slashed and jabbed at his armor as he focused on the tree, only partially blocked by his own weapons. The tree sailed towards his attackers, but then two of them focused together and blocked the tree’s progress. The third Skave, the woman, continued her melee attack, forcing Nordin to split his energies. It was a stalemate.
He growled in anger and gave up on the tree. He Astral-pushed the woman towards the first Skave, but he dodged easily out of he way. Furious, he tore at the ground beneath the man, ripping up huge chunks that he then flung at the other two. The Skave kept his balance, dancing around as the ground erupted. The others used their own Astral-pushes to keep clear of the flying soil and rocks.
Then he heard a cry of pain from behind him. He diverted a small amount of energy to discover that Senoch Gray had been injured. His partner, Dical Dimerchi, had raised a field around them both but effectively they were both out of the battle.
Skavespit, he thought, furious.
Angry or not, he began to worry for the first time. The Skave Overlords were far more capable than he’d expected. He looked around, beginning to panic.
He bellowed, using his anger to increase his Channeling further still, and then leaped forward, launching himself into as strong a melee attack as he could.
◆◆◆
 
Calab
The Tower
Jake Bulver’s and Thea Leilani’s progression into the Tower had turned into a running gunfight. They’d realized that stopping to fight every Skave that got in their way was just going to take too long and they’d end up having to fight most of the Skave in the Tower. They were tough, capable fighters, but even they had their limits. Jake had taken another injury, this time across his back after having attempted to dive out of the way of an attack. He’d stopped the bleeding quickly, but they were mounting up. Thea was still unscathed, and looking more and more angry as they went.
They ran into a room that was some kind of storage facility. It had plenty of places to hide and so they took the opportunity to use the device again. Jake stood his ground and pinned down the Skave chasing them, doing his best to stop them entering the room. There were a lot of them, however, and they were returning his fire.
“Hurry,” he said to Thea. “I can’t do this all day.”
“I am hurrying,” she replied, scowling at him as she dragged the thing from its bag.
Another bolt passed inches from the side of his head, singeing some hair as it went. He instinctively pulled his head away. He ducked back behind some shelving.
“I can’t stop them,” he said. “We need to go,”
“Stop rushing me. Shoot back!”
Jake shook his head and popped out of cover. He Channeled, boosting his aim and shot at a Skave who was unfortunate enough to be running in through their entrance at that moment. He drilled a hole through her forehead and she fell headfirst into the ground. The Skave behind her hesitated and received the same punishment. Two of the Skave who’d entered the room already opened fire from their positions and he took cover again.
“Thea?”
She shook her head and put the device away. “No good, we’re still not there.”
Jake closed his eyes, frustration kicking in. They’d been inside the building for almost half an hour. He didn’t know how Thea felt, but he was getting tired. Channeling, while it imbued incredible power, was also taxing on your body, and Jake was feeling it. His focus was dropping, as his singed hair showed, and all it would take was one poor choice, one too-slow movement and it would be all over. He’d never get to see Kaliko again. Never get to see the Skave defeated. Never get to see the galaxy at peace. All these things he wanted so badly to see, but they were attempting to strike at the very core of the Skave world. It was the very definition of insanity, and yet they had to try.
He felt Thea rest a hand on his good arm.
“We are going to make it, Jake. Trust me. I won’t let you down. I’m amazed we got this far, to be honest. In fact, I’ve been wondering where-”
They both sensed them at the same time. A horde of powerful Astral-users moving into the surrounding areas, too many to pick out individuals.
“Looks like the cavalry are here,” she said to him.
“Except that they’re on the other side,” he said.
“I’m sorry Jake. I really am.”
She seemed genuine. It took him back. Now that their fate seemed decided, her arrogance and attitude had melted away like snow in spring. She was back to being just the girl he knew. It made him wish that things had turned out differently.
“I’m sorry too, Thea. We gave it our best.”
She smiled at him. “I wasn’t really keeping count, but I definitely did more of the heavy lifting to this point.”
Jake could hear more and more Skave entering the storeroom, shouting coordinated flanking positions to each other.
“I think I did more than just look good, Thea,” he said, smiling back.
She smiled. It turned sad, and she looked away, the moment gone.
A Skave called out to them.
“Drop your guns and stop Channeling. Come out slowly. I won’t ask again.”
Jake looked at Thea. “Do we trust her?”
Thea smiled at him. “What do you think?”
He had to laugh. “Erm. I'm guessing, no?”
“Give this man a prize. Just be ready to Channel some armor or something at a moment’s notice.”
They stepped out, moving slowly, hands up. The room was full of angry-looking Skave. Black and red was the fashion choice of the day, again. No surprise there. The apparent leader was Channeling, her eyes glowing brightly. She was looking at Thea.
“Thea Leilani. In the flesh. I can’t begin to imagine what you are doing here.”
Jake could see that Thea knew her.
“Enadeiros. How displeasing it is to see you still alive.”
“I have to thank you both,” she said, glancing at Jake before looking back at Thea. “Your capture will earn me great favor with the Great Overlord. My ascension to Overlord is assured.”
“Not if we get our way,” said Jake.
Enadeiros looked at him. He felt her probe into his mind. He wanted to fight it but was worried what would happen if he Channeled.
“An Edo?” she asked, looking back at Thea, eyebrows raised. “Even more curious. The Grand Overlord has ordered you to be taken to him.”
Jake and Thea exchanged a look. They were actually going to take them to him?
Enaderios gestured at another Skave to approach them. He pointed at Thea’s bag.
“If anyone tries to come near me they will die,” she said, eyes fixed on Enaderios. They stared each other down until finally Enaderios looked away.
“Leave her,” she said to the other Skave. “The Great Overlord will deal with them.”
Jake could see Thea wanted to say something, but she was controlling herself. Something that Kaliko couldn’t do at moments like this. The situation, as bad as it was, could turn out in their favor so they couldn’t do anything to risk it.
“Try to resist and I will kill you both. Give me an excuse.”
They both remained quiet. Enaderios pointed towards one end of the room.
“Get moving. Trust me, you don’t want to keep the Great Overlord waiting.”
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Beta-Heritveld Four
Somehow, Val Nordin’s rage grew. This wasn’t how it was meant to be. Balance must be restored. The Astrals had told him as much, hadn’t they? The three Skave had countered his melee attacks, working together to oppose his superior power. One would retreat under his onslaught while the others pressed their attacks, ensuring Nordin couldn’t bring his entire might to bear on any particular Skave at a time.
He roared in anger, his rage consuming him. He Channeled harder and harder but could think less and less clearly, his emotions leaving him to respond in raw, animalistic actions. 
Lightning struck nearby, pursued by a crack of deafening thunder. Rain had soaked him to the skin, chilling his body even as the Astral energy poured through him. The storm had brought with it a darkness rarely seen during the day, and the lightning lit up the scene, one where the Skave had the upper hand.
Rask, somehow still at his back, shouted to him. “Nordin! They are superior. We must retreat.”
Red mist descended over Nordin’s mind. His rage became total. He roared again. Before he could think, he spun and attacked Rask, who had to dive away, barely avoiding Nordin’s blow. Nordin pressed forward, still roaring in total mindless fury. The Skave around them paused, taking the chance to rest while the two Paladins fought each other. They watched in amusement as Nordin struck and struck again.
“Val! Stop!” cried Rask, each attack weakening him that little bit more.
Nordin couldn’t think. Didn’t want to think. He just wanted to kill. Again and again he struck, until Rask fell to his knees, and then to his back. Exhausted, he looked up at Nordin.
Victorious at last, Nordin raised a blade, ready to slice the traitor in two. Somehow, through his rage, he noticed the other Paladins, encased in Astral fields, watching him aghast. Their faces were of terror, pure unadulterated terror. Directed at him.
He paused. Confused. How could they fear him so much when all he was doing was restoring balance? He looked back down at Marten Rask, who looked scared as well. Rask? Scared? What in the Astrals could scare such a man?
And then it hit him. There was only one answer. Something from the Deep. Something terrifyingly powerful, something terrifyingly evil. Something like a Deep entity. Or Val Nordin.
He realized his anger had slipped away, replaced by realization, and then revulsion. He’d fallen to the Deep. Tempted and beguiled by those despicable beings, whose promises he’d desired, whose lies he had believed. In his desire to prove his greatness, and his need to defeat the Skave, he’d let the Deep in and their insidious nature had done the rest.
Balance was a lie, an idea that had given him the excuse to go to the Deep and gain its power, along with the consequences. He’d gone as far into the Deep as any Edo ever had. Those that had either died or stayed in the Deep, lost.
He had one chance to turn away from the Deep, back towards the High, and this was his chance. He vowed to make it count.
He Channeled again, nervously this time, conscious of its source. High energy came, but slowly, almost hesitantly, as though the High entities themselves doubted Nordin’s sudden change of heart.
He formed a shield around him and Rask, and extended a hand.
“My friend. I apologize. Let me help you up.”
He saw Rask think. He knew he’d be calculating, weighing up the odds. Was Nordin genuine, or was he pulling a ruse? Nordin saw him decide and was so thankful to see Rask extend a hand up to him.
He pulled the Edo to his feet.
“Your eyes are blue, again, Mushur Nordin,” said Rask.
Mushur. The word had a profound effect upon him. It was what he had been, but it was something he was no more. He realized that he wanted to become one once again. More than anything.
It was time to start acting like one.
◆◆◆
 
Favigne
On her flagship’s bridge, Admiral Adami was restless with nervous excitement. Her cold eyes drank in everything around her. The mood of her bridge crew was high, despite the tiredness they must have felt from such a long battle. The destruction of the sole remaining shipyard was inching nearer by the minute. An hour earlier the Skave Dominion fleet had outnumbered the Commonwealth fleet, and without the disadvantage of having to defend a position they were outmaneuvering the Commonwealth fleet easily. Barring some catastrophe, the battle was all but won.
She hadn’t needed to issue any fleet orders for more than an hour. Each captain, each ship knew its role perfectly by now, and they were all executing their duties with merciless precision. Even the Skave were behaving.
Another trademark mirthless grin spread across Adami’s face. The greatest military victory of her career, the greatest military victory for the Dominion, would soon be hers.
◆◆◆
 
Exhausted, Sord Okarachebe began to panic. Lifzans, being the powerful and fearsome beings that they are, rarely panic, and especially not those with close connections to the Astral plane. And yet, here she was, with good reason to do so.
The Skave Dominion was pressing their advantage with fierce determination. Sord’s ship had become the target of concentrated fire from a group of Skave ships and quickly any thoughts of enhancing her ship’s offensive capabilities had turned to defense. She’d Channeled as hard as she could, enhancing the ship’s shields with her own fields. Yet the more she’d boosted them the more the Skave had pressed their attack. It had become obvious that they had realized a strong Edo was aboard the vessel, and the Skave wanted their kill.
And now Sord was stuck between a rock and a hard place. She couldn’t stop her Channeling and hide from the Astrals to divert their attention away because the ship wouldn’t survive a second without her fields, and if she continued to Channel, the Skave would only bring more ships to bear, and maybe even try direct Astral attacks upon her. Damned if she did, damned if she didn’t.
The second issue was her exhaustion. She didn’t know how much longer she could keep up this rate of Channeling, and it might make her choice for her. The last thing was the message from the Astrals. There had still been nothing more from them, and no change in the battle's course. It left her confused, and that weakened her resolve. Why would the Astrals message her something if it wasn’t going to help or be for some instructive reason? The last thing she needed was to have her faith in the Astrals shaken, but there it was.
She growled to herself. She tried to Channel harder, draw more Astral energy from that parallel dimension, and she clung on.
◆◆◆
 
Their mighty battleship groaned as the damage it had received mounted up. Stress was being forced upon its superstructure in ways it was never designed to do.
Edo Mushur Danze and Lani Carmenco, husband and wife, looked at each other. They could tell the ship was finished. Danze glanced at the ship’s captain, who was busy yelling questions and orders at his crew. He looked back at his wife. She gave the slightest of nods. He grimaced and approached the captain.
“Captain Polmeran, I must speak with you,” said the Edo.
“I’m a little busy now, sir,” he replied, looking around the Edo, searching for a crew member.
Danze Channeled a little and put his hand on the captain’s slim shoulder, urging calm. Polmeran’s eyes focused on Danze.
“Captain. It’s time to issue the order. We need to evacuate the ship. Not much time is left.”
Polmeran argued with him. “There’s a shipyard to defend, Carmenco.”
“Yes, and you’ve done so magnificently. But now is the time to think of your crew. Your ship has given everything it can. Don’t let the people you have left die for nothing.”
Polmeran wanted to disagree, Danze could feel it, but he couldn’t let everyone die because of Pomeran’s desire to fight to the death. He let a little more Astral energy flow into the captain, helping him to think a little more clearly.
Polmeran sagged in his chair. He glared at Danze before tapping at a screen in his chair’s armrest, issuing a command that only he could do. A claxon sounded, the alarm’s meaning known to everyone. Despite that, he opened a channel to the entire ship.
“Attention all hands. Abandon ship.”
He looked back at Danze, and then Lani. “Happy now?”
◆◆◆
 
Crew losses on Kia’ora’s vessel were mounting up quicker than the damage was degrading its combat capabilities. They were down to skeleton crew levels and despite Kia’ora Liv’s efforts the remaining crew were unraveling. Life support failures had taken many crew, along with a few catastrophic hull breaches in large populated areas like the ship bays had taken most of the others. Kia’ora had felt the losses deeply, so many thousands of lives gone, added to the hundred of thousands, perhaps even millions of the lives lost across the battlefield.
The captain had asked her to work with an emergency response crew, and she was doing her best to speed up their work. Despite her efforts, the list of emergencies requiring their attention was steadily increasing - there just weren’t enough people left to deal with the problems.
Her crew comprised the team leader, a young but capable lieutenant called Aden Vinuter, two maintenance workers and herself. All were human, and all were wearing emergency protective sealed suits that would protect them from a decompression event. Those, combined with all the gear they needed to carry was enough to slow them down to a crawl, so Kia’ora was Channeling constantly, feeding each of them Astral energy and giving them what extra strength and endurance she could. When she’d first boosted them, she almost laughed at the look on their faces despite the gravity of the situation. She carried her own load too, but gave the others her Astral energy and suffered on.
Next up was a trapped crew member, pinned against a wall by a twisted spar of deck plating. They hurried down a corridor, lights flickering madly, giving the passageway an ominous, disturbing feel.
Vinuter held her hand up to her hooded ear for a moment. “A medic is with them. They’ve just told us to hurry.”
“What do they think we’re doing?” grumbled one worker.
They emerged from the corridor into what used to be a mess hall for this part of the ship. Ruined tables and chairs were strewn haphazardly across the space, with a few bodies unfortunately still laying amongst them. At the other side of the room was an enormous hole in the wall, along with part of the deck, like something huge had just reached in a tore away a section. Next to the hole crouched a medic, dressed the same as them. The medic urged them over.
When they reached him, no easy task through the debris filling the hall, he pointed at another prone figure, who had a terrifying gash in their abdomen, filled by a length of blood-coated metal that was still very much attached to the deck at one end. The other end had pierced the poor Fassen and then twisted as other tortured metal had competed with it for space.
The ship shook, another blast making it past its weakened shields, and the Fassen screamed in pain before passing out.
The medic consulted a medical device and then shook his head. “He’s suffering acute internal bleeding. We can’t leave him here or he’s going to die.”
Vinuter looked at Kia’ora. “Can you free him?”
The medic moved out of her way and she crouched down and peered around the Fassen’s side, hoping to see a gap between his body and the floor so she could summon an Astral blade and slice through the spar. Unfortunately, he rested on the deck, so he’d need to be lifted first.
She looked at the medic. “How long has he got?”
He looked back at her, smudges on both of their hood’s visors blurring the eye contact. But it was clear enough. There wouldn’t be time for the crew to do a normal extraction where they cut away the deck enough to extricate the Fassen, spar still attached and through him.
She motioned for everyone to step back. She directed her flow of Astral energy into summoning a short but deadly Astral blade, its blue length covered with fizzing bolts of energy, almost as if it were alive. Then, carefully but with all haste, she sliced through the metal beam an inch or two above the Fassen’s stomach. The blade passed through the metal as if it were hardly there.
It was then that the Fassen regained consciousness, his eyes opening and focusing on a deadly apparition of a blade mere inches from his face. He screamed and tried to turn, before being reminded agonizingly of his current predicament. He howled and then passed out again.
Kia’ora heard the medic groan behind her. She turned to look at him. “What?”
“He just tore himself up more. Do something now or we’ll lose him.”
She turned back and finished slicing through the metal bar at the end where it competed with other twisted and distorted deck and wall plating. She grabbed at the freed piece of metal with Astral energy and flung it away. One worker gasped at the bar, moving under its own apparent motive force.
She stepped back and motioned them in.
“I’m going to need you to lift him off, keep him exactly in the position he’s in. I’ll boost your strength, but I’m going to need to put most of my energy into keeping him from bleeding out.”
“You got it,” said Vinter as they crowded around the poor man.
Here goes nothing, though Kia’Ora Liv.
“On three,” she said. “Three!”
She Channeled, opening her connection to the Astral plane as widely as she could. Energy poured into her and then immediately she took control of it and directed it, willing it to do what she needed. She felt the men’s muscles become invigorated, felt their tensing and the Fassen lifting up. She used the Astral energy to find the damaged Arteries and veins, and used the energy to pinch them tight, squashed by tiny fields of Astral energy.
The Fassen came free and the crew and the medic moved him over a couple feet to a clearer spot on the deck and laid him down.
Kia’ora grimaced under the strain of her Channeling. “Vinter, get the stretcher ready. Medic, whatever you’re going to do, do it fast.”
They got to work, and she struggled on. She was proud to have helped this person but outweighing their efforts were the thoughts of everyone else waiting for them, what their ultimate fates would be despite their actions here, and thoughts for everyone else out there across the battlefield, especially her fellow Edo and friends.
Silently, she begged the Astrals to help.
◆◆◆
 
Down to just five barely functioning Dragons and her own Hellfire battleship, the Grazan fleet was just a shadow of its former prowess, and Elenore Frost felt powerless to do anything to stymy their losses. Grazan were a proud people, and it took a lot for them to retreat from a battle, and so they were here until the end. Morale was brittle, but holding and Elenore did her best to remain resolute in front of her crew.
But it was tough. Channeling nonstop for hour upon hour had left her exhausted, and when she wanted to stop for a rest, some event would occur that made it even more necessary for her to continue. She feared her eyes would remain aglow for the rest of her life, but then reminded herself that there probably wasn’t that much time remaining for her, so why worry.
Worry wasn’t really her chief feeling right now. Anger was. Angry at feeling so helpless to change the course of the fight. Already the remaining dragons had clumped together, merging their shields together to survive for a while longer. Her own ship cowered behind them, wounded and ineffectual, slipping out of cover for brief moments to fire its remaining weapons before slinking back. Embarrassing. Her mother was going to be so annoyed at how she’d performed.
Elenore prided herself on her ability to make the most out of all circumstances but now, at the end, she was all out of ideas. Her mother would have thought of something, some ingenious tactic or use of Astral energy that would have turned things on their head, and she’d had done it with such style and panache that even her closest insiders would have thought it was her plan all along. Her mom was amazing. And ruthless.
Elenore wished she was here.
◆◆◆
 
The Gladiators had returned to one of the Goliath battle stations to refuel and rest. There had been little point being out on the battlefield since the battle was being played out at distances greater than what their tiny ships could fight at. The battle was now between the big ships.
They’d congregated in a canteen near to their hangar, ready to return to their ships at a moment's notice. Lee Gaspara, their leader, paced back and forth, not willing to rest while the battle still waged. He looked over at Nate Shepherd and then at Raif Ko and his kids.
“Are the Astrals telling you anything?” he asked.
Nate and Raif shared a glance, then with Raif’s kids. Nate shook his head.
“Nothing.”
Lee grimaced. “I wish there was something we could do.”
Dang Obasanji, the hideously ugly but capable Urtwarchan smiled, giving everyone a moment of concern. “This is where Shawn would have said something stupid or reckless.”
“Or both,” laughed Lee.
The others chuckled, before they all took a moment to themselves.
“The best thing we can all do is rest and be ready for when we’re needed,” said Raif.
Dang chuffed. “When? If, you mean.”
Raif shook his head. “No. I mean, when. Trust in the Astrals.”
“I thought they’d been quiet?” asked August Durante, who looked tired beyond words.
“They have, but that doesn’t alter my trust in them. Keep the faith.”
The other Gladiators, even Raif’s children, looked at him, frowning or doubting, like Raif was the only person alive who still thought they had a chance.
◆◆◆
 
Mogui Guile, though delighted with how the battle was proceeding, and how her ships had performed, was still concerned with Overlord Cozan’s whereabouts. She’d heard nothing from him the entire time they’d been in this star system and now she was getting worried. What if he was dead?
Guile was personally responsible for Cozan’s safety. Yes, he’d ordered her to assume control of the fleet rather than manage his personal protection, but she was still responsible for him regardless of any additional duties. If he were dead, then it would probably spell her own demise - the other Overlords would see to it, since their own safety could be at risk if failure to protect them didn’t come with dire consequences.
As soon as the battle was won, she’d assign the fleet to another Mogui and head back to Caliban and make some very quiet, very careful enquiries. She needed to know what was going on.
If he was alive then possibly things could be even worse for her - why hadn’t he updated her? An angry Cozan worried her more than any of the other Overlords, except for the Grand Overlord himself. She knew she’d done nothing to warrant such anger, but then what Overlord ever really needed an excuse to bring their wrath to bear?
It was spoiling her enjoyment of the moment. Her analysts predicted a full retreat by the Commonwealth at any moment, yet all she could do was worry about Cozan.
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Val Nordin looked around him. Wind and rain howled across the battlefield, blasting the combatants not protected by Astral armor or fields. These were no ordinary soldiers, though. They were Skave Overlords, who he now realized were more powerful than he had imagined. To ascend to Overlord status meant they had gone through hardships and trials that made almost any weather condition trivial. Remaining as Overlord was no doubt even tougher than ascending to the rank, since those Mogui below them fought as hard to oust them as they had. A dozen of them together were too much, even for Nordin.
Especially now he didn’t have the Deep to draw upon. He could feel it renew its efforts, promising him that if he just drew on the Deep, he’d be able to defeat the Skave and protect his Paladins.
Disappointed, the Skave had resumed their attacks. He heard Cozan barking orders. Astral blades smashed into their fields as other Skave hurled titanic Astral-energy blasts. They couldn’t take this kind of pounding for long.
He knew what had to happen. He’d put the Paladins in danger and he would do everything in his power to save them. It was the right thing to do.
“Rask, Dical, everyone. Form up, generate a field, and retreat to the ships. I’ll hold them off until you are clear.”
The Paladins looked surprised. All of them. He’d have laughed if it wasn’t so tragic, such an appalling commentary on Nordin’s actions up to this point.
“You can’t beat them on your own, Val,” shouted Dical Dimerchi over the din of battle.
“Don’t lose faith in me now, Dical,” he said back, using Astral energy to boost his words. “Senoch’s going to need you all working together to get him back and into his ship.”
The Paladins hesitated.
“Go. Marten, explain it to them.”
Marten Rask nodded. “The odds are against us, even if we all stay. This is the only option that has a good chance of allowing some of us to survive the day.”
Dical looked frustrated, but he nodded. He helped Senoch to his feet, and the Paladins fought their way towards each other. The Skave did their best to prevent this by moving between the Paladins. Nordin would have to distract them. How to do so with eleven Overlords, twelve if you included Cozan.
Cozan.
That was it. Checking first that Rask had armor Channeled, he let the field surrounding him and Rask drop and he directed his High energy into his movement. He threaded himself between Skave, avoiding their blows by bare inches, but soon he was through them and that was when Cozan realized his intentions. Cozan became alarmed, and thoughts of protecting himself overrode his desire to kill the Paladins. He shouted to the Overlords, who shifted their focus towards Nordin. It was working!
He danced and pirouetted, lunged and dived. Cozan fell back as Nordin moved closer towards him. He felt a Skave use energy to try to pull at him, to slow him enough for another to strike, but he timed his movements to take advantage of the extra pull, turning it into an advantage.
It occurred to Nordin how much more focused and effective he was, now that he was fighting for someone else and not just some selfish need to prove himself. He didn’t need the Power of the Deep, he just needed to be pure of intent. How he wished he’d realized this sooner.
He found a way clear of the Skave and then suddenly Cozan was before him. They both Channeled blades into existence and with a cry they met in battle.
◆◆◆
 
Favigne
Admiral Sojjos sat in the command chair of the bridge. His captain stood formally by his side. In a small sub-screen the fearsome face of the Grand Mushur Sord Okarachebe looked at him calmly. Sojjos bobbed his head and twittered to himself something reassuring. Then, he cleared his throat.
“Grand Mushur, do the Astrals speak?”
The Lifzan bared her fangs momentarily. “No, Admiral. I feel stirrings, but nothing of any specific nature.”
Sojjos’s head feathers fluttered. “Then I am left with no alternative. Thank you for your time, Grand Mushur.”
Sord bobbed her head and then the feed to her cut off.
Sojjos turned to the captain. Took a fluttering breath.
“Captain. Please inform the fleet that evacuation plan A is now in effect. Let the Astrals guide them.”
“Aye, sir,” said Captain M’damu, his head tendrils limp in defeat. He turned away, getting to work.
Sojjos fought to maintain his composure, his dignity. His fleet had failed the Favigne system. The Goliath battle stations would fall, swiftly followed by the shipyards, and then Favigne Three would be bombarded until it surrendered. Losing the Favigne system and its shipyards would be a critical loss for the Commonwealth, and Sojjos feared, no, knew, that it was the beginning of the end for their civilization. This would be the tipping point battle that turned the carefully managed defense of the Commonwealth into a full-on rout.
There would be no stopping the Dominion this time.




Chapter 44

Himdel
Government Starport
Government Central
Andras Otan had never seen Cail so angry. Which was saying something. He’d screamed and cursed at Michael Silverdell for a straight five minutes before finally running out of steam. Michael had remained respectful through the entire episode, a look of apology and regret etched into his fine and dignified face. Andras had been on more than his fair share of being the focus of Cail’s anger, and so felt sincere sympathy for Michael.
Sympathy despite everything that Cail shouted being completely valid. Sure, hindsight was a wonderful thing, and they hadn’t known that Cail’s second portal attempt would go so badly, but Cail hadn’t been alone in his reservations about Michael’s decision to split the group up. And yet, none of them other than Cail had even raised so much as a concern to Michael.
Exasperated, Cail turned to look around him at everyone gathered here in Queen Frost’s sumptuous quarters on her ship. So many important people from around the galaxy were here, and here was Andras, right in the middle of them, and somehow playing an important part. If Cail wasn’t so angry, he’d be giddy with excitement. But even Andras knew when things were serious enough to make him keep his mouth shut.
There was Queen Frost and her royal attendants. Obviously Michael Silverdell and Cail Vita were there. Then there were the Edo Raichel Ison and Gil. Forma Beltat had also been invited, and she sat hip to hip with Gil, much to Andras’s interest. His eyes had flicked from one side of Gil, where Raichel sat, to the other where Forma sat. Gil was a lucky man to be seated with such beautiful women. And finally, and perhaps most importantly, there was Olsen Carver, the Premier of the Commonwealth, along with his own small retinue of government bureaucratic officials. This was the meeting to end all meetings.
“Does nobody agree with me?” asked Cail angrily. His face was flushed, clearly frustrated.
There were a few seconds of silence as Cail glared at them all. Then,
“I do,” said Olsen Carver. Everyone turned to look at him. He stroked his mustache. “It was an error to divide the team. Michael is a reasonable man, I’m sure, if given the chance to reply, would agree.”
Everyone’s heads turned to Michael, who nodded sadly.
“But looking backwards won’t help anyone,” continued Carver. “As much as it pains me, we have to look forward and be realistic. The opening of the first portal and the emergence of two High entities was a breathtaking achievement, and one that I, along with everyone who lives on Himdel, will be eternally grateful for. Let us not undermine that accomplishment. Thank you, Cail, and everyone involved.”
Olsen looked at them all, his expression conveying his genuine thanks and indebtedness to them.
Here it comes, thought Andras, who thought he could see where Carver’s speech was leading.
“But,” said Olsen, “we have to face facts. As far as we can tell, given the chaos, most areas of Himdel are now under attack by Deep entities. We can’t even begin to count how many there are here now. Presumably the Skave continue to bring through more even as I speak. We will never catch them up. Not here. We have one High entity and a few Edo to battle against perhaps dozens or even a hundred Deep entities. Casualty estimates are insane.”
Andras watched as Carver looked around the room. Cail’s face had lost its color. Every face had that slack, distant look of people trying to come to terms with a reality that was too awful to contemplate.
“I’m afraid to say that despite our best efforts, we have to consider Himdel as lost. Already.”
Carver looked at Michael, then amazingly he looked at Andras, before looking at the others, one at a time. Each person was obviously dear to the great man.
“My friends,” said Carver. “Thank you so much for everything you have done, but Himdel has fallen.”
◆◆◆
 
Beta-Heritveld Four
Cozan, it turned out, was an excellent warrior. Nordin was handicapped by his aim to keep the majority of the Overlords focused on him and not the Paladins, but even without that split attention, he was unsure if he’d have been able to defeat him.
The storm continued unabated, somehow growing in intensity. The ground had become boggy and treacherous. Both he and the Skave were having to battle the conditions as much as each other.
Nordin took a moment to leap away and in that brief respite, he cast his senses out, checking up on the Paladins. They’d make it back to their ships. Three Overlords harassed them, but two of them were injured and Rask alone fought the three as the others helped Senoch Gray into his ship. If they could get one ship airborne, they could pin down the Overlords while Rask boarded his.
Nordin renewed his attack. He couldn’t allow more of the Overlords to switch over to the Paladins - they were strong enough to destroy the ships should they get the chance.
He Astral-pushed at one of the Skave, who slipped and fell. Nordin lunged towards him to deal a killing blow, but another Overlord stepped in and Nordin had to switch to defense. He leaped back, narrowly avoiding being speared, and then ducked out of the way of a sweeping blow from Overlord Cozan. Nordin span, aiming a slashing attack at Cozan’s legs, but the man stepped neatly out of the way, his purple armor still hissing and spitting energy.
It didn’t matter that he wasn’t winning. All that mattered was he survived long enough to allow the Paladins to survive. He realized in a flash that he hadn’t thought of them as his Paladins. They were Edo, strong and proud. It wasn’t their fault that Nordin had led them down a dark path, but they were definitely capable of returning to the High without him. He loved them, he realized. They had to make it.
Warned by the Astrals, Nordin leaped out of the way of a strike from behind, but as he landed he slipped and stumbled. It was enough for Cozan to pierce him with a jabbed strike, the Astral blade gouging deep into his side. He grunted in pain and aimed a blow at Cozan’s arm, forcing Cozan to pull back. Nordin backed away from Cozan and the other Skave.
Cozan smiled at him arrogantly, looking into Nordin’s eyes.
“This attempt at redemption of yours is foolish. You need the power of the Deep more than ever.”
Nordin inclined his head. “Perhaps to best you, yes.”
He looked up, just in time to see the Paladins’ ships blast up and away.
“But I just saved my friends. That is enough for me.”
Cozan sneered in derision.
It was true, though. It was enough. For the first time in far too long he’d done something worthy of the Edo: he’d put others first. Come what may, he knew that finally he was back on the right path, the just path.
He Channeled, stopping the blood loss from his wound. He let the energy wash through him, using it to re-energize him. He would fight and delay the Overlords for as long as he could. He owed it to the Paladins.
The Overlords encircled him. He Channeled armor and took up a defensive position.
As one, the Overlords attacked.




Chapter 45

Calab
The Tower
Jake and Thea were led through the Tower. Not once were there less than a dozen Skave surrounding them, some armed with guns, others Channeling, ready to fight should the pair try anything.
Which, of course, they didn’t. They were being taken where they hoped they needed to go.
“Strange that they let us keep our equipment?” murmured Jake to Thea during the walk.
“Not really,” she said, shaking her head slightly. “It’s a win-win for Enaderios. Either the Great Overlord deals with whatever threat we pose or she and the other ambitious Skave have an opportunity.”
A Skave jabbed her with the barrel of his rifle and they carried on, silent. Much of the Tower was similar. Dark, imposing, filled with yet more paintings, artworks and tapestries. It seemed to be as much a cultural center of their world as it was bureaucratic. When a civilization depended more on application of might than law, it seemed to Jake that its civilians needed a reminder of their lore and their place in the world than they did administration.
They came to an area containing ten lifts, all with wide doors. One was selected and soon enough, its doors opened and they were ushered in. It was huge, easily capable of carrying them all. There were no windows and only a small electronic interface that one of the Skave tapped at. Jake felt the lift start to rise, the acceleration slow but steady until it reached its top rate of ascension. Jake idly wondered if they were going all the way to the top.
He looked at Thea. Her face betrayed nothing. She was looking at the floor of the lift, almost as though she was meditating. He guessed it was her way of dealing with her nerves. He imagined that being brought before their leader was a terrifying prospect for any of them. Especially when you were a Skave who had betrayed them all.
He took a moment to remember all the reasons he had to live and recommitted to doing whatever it took to get them both through whatever waited for them. He took her hand and gave it a quick squeeze. She didn’t react.
The lift came to a stop, and the doors opened out onto a large oval room, its walls curving oddly, both around the room and up to the high ceiling. Skave guards lined the walls, perhaps thirty of them. Small lights were spaced along the walls, casting just enough light to illuminate a massive stepped plinth which bore a throne upon it. The throne was impressive, covered in large glittering gems.
Sat upon the throne was the man who the statue in the plaza had been made of. The sculptor hadn’t done him justice. Despite being gaunt, the man’s face conveyed a strength, a force of will that Jake had never seen before. Not even in Michael Silverdell. His eyes blazed red, but with a directional focus that was unique. When he looked at you it felt as if laser beams were striking you, piercing you to your very core.
Jake felt his resolve begin to crumble.
They were forced forward until they stood at the bottom of the steps that led up to the plinth and the throne. Enaderios and the rest of her party retreated to the lift and away, leaving them alone before the Skave leader. The Great Overlord looked down at them. He remained silent. Jake did his best to meet the man’s gaze, but Thea kept her head down.
“Has your treachery no limits, Leilani?” he asked. “You reveal our location to the Edo and bring them here?”
“I am Skave,” she said, still refusing to look at him. “Treachery is what we do best.”
This got a small chuckle from the old man.
“I suppose it is. You realize your penalty is death. For you. This Edo. Your friends. Your family. Everyone you ever knew.”
“I know,” she said, simply.
“So tell me,” he asked. “What was worth the risk? Why bring this man here? Why risk your life? I know that you have been very successful out there on your own. It must be for your own gain, but I cannot imagine that you thought you might oust me from this throne?”
“I had my reasons.”
Jake saw him grow angry. His heart missed a beat, juddering until it finally restarted. Jake felt faint.
“Do not anger me, Leilani.”
She looked up at him defiantly. “Do your worst, old man.”
Jake rocked back on his heels. This wasn’t the plan. She just had to buy time and then activate the device, not encourage an attack. What was she thinking?
The Great Overlord stood up. The room grew darker. He Channeled, becoming encased in Astral energy, forking and splitting, hissing and crackling as it writhed across him.
Jake started Channeling, he wasn’t sure what the Skave was going to do, but he wanted to be full of Astral energy to react immediately. He sensed Thea start to Channel as well. It was a duel. Him versus them. He could sense that the Skave guards remained alert but inactive. Obviously, it would be a great insult to the Great Overlord if they came to his aid.
The old Skave brought his hands together and a beam of pure and terrifying red Astral energy burst from them, the energy within it powerful and focused. It blasted towards Thea, but she’d generated a field of red energy, not just covering her, but also Jake. The beam battered against it, but somehow it held. Jake looked at Thea in awe. She was even stronger in the Astrals than he’d imagined.
Grunting, she tossed the bag containing the device to Jake. She fell to one knee, grimacing from the strain of Channeling so hard. Her eyes glowed more brightly than he’d ever seen.
“Jake, activate the device. I can’t hold this field long!”
He scrambled to pull out the device. He felt the Skave leader’s attention move to the bag, and then the device as it came out. He felt the man’s confusion, and then his redoubling of energy into the beam.
He dropped the bag and gripped the device in his hands.
“For Astral’s sake, Jake, hurry,” she shouted.
“I don’t know how to use it!” he shouted back, panicking.
The Astral field shrank, and Jake had to join Thea on both knees. The beam was breaking through the field, energy tendrils getting through, weaving their way towards them. Somehow Thea repulsed them.
“Just Channel into it until you feel it come alive, then will it to work!”
He focused, Channeling hard, sending his senses into the strange machine. No device ought to be Astral sensitive yet somehow, impossible as it was, this device had a connection to the Astral plane. It must be what made it be as potent as it was supposed to be.
He felt it. It was like the machine became conscious, a sentience awakening, evaluating its new environment. He felt it questioning him, judging him, understanding him. Then it seemed to enter a ready state.
GO!
He sensed it recognize his command. It suddenly became impossible for him to hold it and it fell to the floor. Visibly nothing changed, but via the Astrals he could see it start to draw more and more energy into it.
“It’s doing something,” he yelled.
“I can tell,” she shouted back.
The Great Overlord stopped his attack. Thea kept her shield up. The old Skave stared in horror at the device as it filled and filled.
“What have you done?” he said, suddenly looking as old and weak as a man his age should.
Jake could sense the machine reach some sort of critical point.
“I think—”
The device activated, and Jake, along with everyone else, knew no more.
The Dominion Wars story will conclude in the next novel.
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AFTERWORD

Himdel’s Fall, being the multiplot novel it is, was a challenging story to write, and while it has taken me much longer to finish than I’d have liked, everything is all the sweeter for it. When I first wrote The Rise of The Dominion, I had only the most nascent understanding of where the story would take us, and I’m happy to say that both The Portal and this novel, Himdel’s Fall are more than I could have ever hoped for. I’ve come to love many of the characters and find myself cheering them on, both the good and the bad. I hope you feel the same.
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