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I. The Giantess


“Pull up! Pull up!” 
Nate Valermo could hear the desperate words of Captain Williams in his suit comms, and he could certainly see why he sounded so uptight as screaming towards his Earth Alliance Fighter was the impossibly large and dark shadow of the captured Martian Cruiser.
But not yet. Nate’s hands were holding the twin flight handles firmly but lightly. He had a few seconds. A few more-
“Lieutenant Valermo, if you don’t I swear to god-”
The captain was a dramatic soul, the young, twenty-nine-year-old Earth Alliance Marine Lieutenant thought. Nate had only been assigned to his Earth Alliance Patrol team for the last six months, and so far, all he had seen was Williams making safe, easy choices. Never pushing the boat. Never going to where the action was needed-
WARNING! Proximity alert!
Now his own craft, a fine and nimble EA Nebula patrol fighter, was starting to give him grief as well. Holographic lights glittered in the air before his cockpit windows as Nate held the curve of his flight.
Booster Injector Burn: 65%+
His ship was thrumming with energy, Nate could feel the vibrations of the large rear booster rockets through the metals of the hull, the support girders, and up through the grill panels under his feet. It was that his body listened to almost more than anything. The last five years as an Earth Alliance Marine Pilot had taught him that, at least.
He’d also got to fly some pretty cool ships as well, Nate thought as he looked at the Martian behemoth in front of him. It was the size of a small skyscraper, probably. Covered in bulky, rust-orange plates, the regional colors of the Mars Colony. Large copper-plate writing was stamped on its sides, along with a glitter of warning floodlights.
MARTIAN HVY CRUISER A014 ‘GIANTESS’
But some joker–the pirates or freedom fighters or whomever it was this week who had tried to steal an entire cruiser worth of Martian ores–had sprayed out the Earth Alliance logo of Earth surrounded by seven planets, and instead painted a large red orb instead. It wasn’t even a perfect circle, but bulging at one end.
“You guys should really get a better publicity team, maybe then someone would take you Martians seriously,” Nate laughed as the cruiser came closer and closer, dwarfing his entire forward cockpit screens.
WARNING! Impact in 12…11…10…
“Lieutenant Valermo!” Captain Williams once again roared across the shortwave ship-to-ship comms.
With a smooth movement of his gloved hands, Nate clicked off the comms receiver, at the same time as he kicked the injector pedal by his foot and pulled down with his left hand.
The rear boosters clicked off. The side booster fired, and suddenly-
Yes!
The Nebula patrol fighter was suddenly spinning and turning, rising on its side booster rocket as it spun away from its impending crash, and Nate hit the firing triggers on his flight handles.
His Earth Alliance Nebula did have rocket-propelled armaments, of course, which instead of bullets fired small micro-missiles, in effect, but that wasn’t the weapon that Nate had elected as his primary right now. There was a purple flash of light from just under his nose cone, as he released the heavy laser as he turned, for a singular beam of light to strike forward and slam into the side of the captured Martian Cruiser, scoring a perfect line up over one large hull panel, to intersect…
FLASH!
His laser cut through the hammered steel rondel that he knew housed the cruiser’s propulsion computers. There was a flash of brilliant white light as internal servers and battery cells blew, and gasses escaped their pressurized environment.
“That’s what you get!” Nate whooped as his small, one-person Nebula was screaming across the surface of the cruiser, hugging its contours like a darting hawk, as the cruiser’s rear boosters flickered out, and the entire Martian craft started to list and turn to one side.
Nate lifted the Nebula up and away from the cruiser, turning in a lazy arc around the craft with the giant orb of Mars rising in the background. He flickered his comms back on.
“-an extreme dereliction of duty, you were to wait for the main patrol to reinforce-” Captain Williams’ voice immediately filled his ears as Nate calmly hit the call button.
“Enemy target immobilized, Captain. No casualties.”
There was a moment of silence on the other end of the comms, and Nate could see the captain’s larger guard vessel, along with the seven other Nebula patrol fighters hanging in formation, where they had been held in a stand-off against the captured cruiser.
“Return to Moonbase, Lieutenant Valermo. You and I, and quite probably the top brass, have a lot to talk about. Including your misconduct and future as an Earth Patrol Marine.”
Wow, thought Nate. “Is that your way of saying thank you?”
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II. The Kindness of Generals


“-an extreme misconduct, sir, totally placing his own life, his ship, and members of my team at risk!”
Captain Williams, a large and squarish sort of man to start with, had managed to make himself even bigger by rage alone where he stood in the Secure Conference Unit, inside Moonbase Alpha, beside Nate Valermo.
Here we go, Nate thought, as he glanced ahead of them at the large holo projection of General Sasha Mukami, seated at her desk somewhere back in Washington, probably in the Earth Alliance Marine HQ. A little disturbingly, Nate could see a shadow of the cold gray and rocky lunar landscape behind and through her, as she was projected on the curving windows that made up one whole curve of the Secure Conference Unit. If he squinted, he could see that Earthrise was just about to happen over her right shoulder.
“Lieutenant Valermo? Do you have anything to add?” General Mukami pierced her lips and managed to convey a sense of deep dissatisfaction, despite hundreds of miles that separated them.
“Thank you, General. Well, I can hardly see that there was any danger to anyone but myself, really. We were three hours into a stand-off against the Martian pirates, and they weren’t going to back down unless someone went in there with blasters, as far as I could see. But I saw an easy way to remedy the situation, and I took it. Might I also say that there were no casualties on either side, and the only damage was to the cruiser-”
“Which will cost something in the region of tens of thousands of credits to repair,” the General said as he butted in.
Right, okay… Nate looked puzzled for a moment. Surely that cost was better than having to take a cruiser by force? Or losing lives?
“Not to mention the fact that you countermanded a direct order from your superior officer,” the General said acidly.
Well, maybe it was an idiotic order, Nate almost considered saying, but some ounce of sense told him when to hold his tongue.
“The problem, Lieutenant Valermo, is that this isn’t the first time you have taken it on yourself to show off your flying skills. While you may have graduated the top of your class at Virginia and Moonbase Alpha, that does not mean you understand anything of what being an Earth Alliance Marine actually is.”
“Now General sir, that is a bit-” Nate was stung by that remark.
“Shut up,” the General stated forcefully. “What you failed to understand is that there were potential advantages to the stand-off. We had time to show strength of numbers and power against the Martian faction and were working on a compromise that would mean that the Martian freedom fighters would hand over many of their weapons in return for the release of their pirates on the Giantess. There were political wins here, Lieutenant, that the Earth Alliance was trying to achieve.”
“Political…” Nate muttered under his breath, earning a sharp cough of rebuke from Captain Williams beside him.
“Now, however, the Martian freedom fighters have another crop of leaders who weren’t captured, and more reasons to hate Earth, leading to possibly more ore thefts and mine walkouts. I do not have to explain to you, Nate, just how dearly this will cost the Alliance.”
“Are you saying it all comes down to the credits?” Nate murmured.
“Lieutenant!” Captain Williams barked, for Nate to stand a little straighter, but he didn’t apologize as he continued to glare at the General before him.
“I see,” Mukami sighed, before taking a breath.
“Lieutenant Nathaniel Valermo, you are hereby being relieved of duty, effective immediately. You will be assigned a temporary ID which will allow you to travel through back to your bunk, get your things, and leave restricted Earth Alliance Marine areas. You will, of course, receive your full end-of-contract salary and term, but your work e-benefits will be suspended.”
“What!? You cannot be serious!?” Nate burst out, even taking a step forward towards the screen as outrage rushed through him, turning his belly sour.
“You disobeyed a direct order. That is not something that I can allow under my command. Captain Williams, please relieve Lieutenant Valermo of his ID-badge and pips,” the General announced, before giving a salute to the camera, and the screen clicked off.
For a moment, Nate just looked at the revealed white and gray surface of the moon spread out before him, with the bright green dome of the Earth in the distance. He suddenly didn’t know what to do.
“Turn around, Valermo,” the square, red-faced captain was saying, but Nate didn’t see any point in giving him the satisfaction of ordering him around, not anymore.
“Screw it,” Nate tore off his own Earth Alliance Marine badge on his chest, and plucked the small bronze pip on the collar of his fatigues, and slapped them down on the table.
“Good luck with the Martians,” Nate growled as he turned and walked out.
* * *
“Hey, come on now, Nate. It’s not that bad, is it?” said the small holo of his friend, Earth Alliance Marine Sergeant Andy Brecha, that was hanging in the air just above his personal data slate as he walked.
Around Nate, the neon-lit streets of Moonbase Alpha were noisy, even at this time on the sleep shift. He was surrounded by the cramp of tall steel and concrete buildings, each one with balconies and hanging neon signs or entire holographic projections advertising everything from rare foods to synthetic medicines not licensed back on Earth.
Welcome to the Cheap Streets, Nate grumbled to himself as he hauled his kit bag a little tighter over his shoulder and did his best to keep his face to himself. Way above him, the translucent dome of this part of Moonbase Alpha showed the distant stars, and small whizzing lights of drones going about their business. This section was where all the citizens of Moonbase Alpha lived and worked who couldn’t afford the top tiers, and certainly couldn’t afford to live back on Earth.
Nate had retrieved his things from the Marine bunkhouse and had been a little dismayed to find that he had so little. A few changes of civilian clothes, and a small model biplane, carved out of wood and barely bigger than the palm of his hand, that his late father had given him before he died. It was what had inspired him to be a pilot, then joining the Earth Alliance Marines as the fastest way to get behind a cockpit.
“My license has been revoked!” Nate growled as he moved aside to let a trio of staggering Lunarians stumble past, singing some shanty about dark space and long nights.
“Well, we can’t have everyone leaving the force with a gun in their hands, right, c’mon, Nate!” the small holo of Andy started to laugh. Nate had known Andy for years. They had graduated together. He was a good man, a good marine, but he didn’t quite know when to stop the joking around.
“I’m not talking about my weapons licence, although that’s gone too, but my flying license. Everything from near space to atmospherics to gliders to deep transit, everything. Gone!” Nate lashed out, kicking the nearest drone courier as it scampered across the street, its large carapace back, holding someone’s takeaway dinner or something. The creature gave a squeal of electronic static and skittered to one side, before scurrying on its way.
“Okay, maybe things are that bad,” Andy pointed out. “But you can always reapply. Heck, there are enough outfits out there. You can even get a job without a license, if you catch my drift…”
The signs flashed above him, advertising cheap places to stay, or the best sushi on Mars.
“Wow. You’re saying I might as well turn pirate myself?” Nate grumbled.
“No. Wait. Well. You probably can’t do that, given what they’re saying about you on SkyView tonight,” Andy said.
“What?” Today was apparently a full day of surprises, it seemed to Nate. SkyView was one of the main social feed providers headquartered on Earth. They beamed to most of the planets in the solar system, and their news anchors were famous.
“Yeah. Clarence Ji did a special on you. ‘Nate the Giantess Killer’ I think he called it. Said you single-handedly took out an entire Martian pirate cruiser.”
“You know it wasn’t like that,” Nate stopped, flickered his fingers across his data screen to pull up first one news story of ‘The Maverick Pilot Who Stopped a Pirate Plot’ and then another expose on ‘Who Is Nathaniel Valermo!?’
There was his image, culled from his Earth Alliance graduation ceremony, plus several rather unflattering ones from the party he’d had afterwards.
“Yeah, so I’d keep your head down for the next few months. Just in case, you know, the Martian separatists decide to get some payback,” Andy advised him cheerfully.
“Gee, thanks,” Nate grumbled, and wondered if Captain Williams had leaked the story to SkyView himself, just for the chance of seeing him getting jumped on by Pro-Martian nationalists.
“Look Nate, maybe it’s no bad thing to let things lie low for a while. Give the flying a break. Pick up a dang hobby-” Andy was saying, before Nate almost exploded in anger.
“I can’t even fly commercial, Andy! Nor private. You don’t get it. Flying is my life!” Another wave of frustration rolled through Nate as his friend tried to laugh off his advice.
“Look, forget it, Andy. I’ll catch up with you later,” Nate said and clicked off. He really didn’t know when ‘later’ would be, as he had to figure out where he was even going to sleep tonight, or for the rest of his nights.
The nearest bar was open, however, and right now, that looked to be as good an option as anything. Especially if it meant he got off the street and away from anyone who would now recognize him. The former Earth Alliance Marine tramped down the steps to what was a low-lit, long bar filled with a fusion mixture of synth-pop and jazz. Someone was singing somewhere at the back, and there were tables and chairs, mostly empty, but a few with clientele who looked happy to not have their drinks disturbed.
Perfect, Nate thought, picking a stool at the bar as he thumped his kitbag on the floor beside him, and signaled to the bartender that he wanted to start spending some of that early dismissal, no benefits severance pay.
He must have been on his third sake when there was a knock on the wooden surface of the bar beside him, as a woman with red hair and a long, slate-gray business coat slid onto the neighboring stool.
“Nathaniel Valermo? I’m glad that I found you at last. I am about to offer you a shot at redemption, and possibly the most important decision in your entire life,” she said.
























III. The Offer


“Look lady, whatever you’re selling, I’m really not interested,” Nate said, and managing to only slightly slur the words.
“Are you sure?” The woman frowned at him. She had a frizzy bob of red hair that tumbled around her face a little lower than her cheekbone. Her skin was pale, and she wore a pair of those ridiculous nose-pinching micro-spectacles that perched on the bridge of her nose, offering small holo screens and visual augmentation at the same time. Nate thought they were a fad, especially when in the 30th century you could get any eye defects you had laser or nano-treated for the price of a bed for the night.
She wore a long, heavy dark slate gray overcoat, too, when it couldn’t even rain on the Moon. All in all, Nate took her for a reporter, looking to bag an easy story from the flavor of the hour.
“I believe that you have recently lost your position, your job, and your residence, Lieutenant Valermo. You might be a man in need of a lucky break right about now,” she gave a cold, cat-like smile.
“Don’t call me that, I’m not a lieutenant anymore,” Valermo shook his as he slammed the shot glass on the counter and beckoned for another.
“You’re going to change your mind when you hear what I have to say. But for now, I suggest you drink quickly, because those men over there I think are Martian born,” the woman nodded across the bar to where there was a group of large men who must have arrived at some point between Nate’s second and third drink. They had all the trappings of shift-workers, with white-gray dirty fatigues of a Lunar worker, and their hairstyles ranged from braids to bald to ponytails.
Then Nate saw that at least one had the red orb clearly visible tattooed on their inner wrist.
“Wonderful. This is my chance to be the hero of Earth, is it?” Nate said, his voice starting to rise as he slid from his chair, his boots just about catching the floor as he slammed the next sake to the bar.
Even in his intoxicated state, Nate knew full well the dangers. For the past four hundred years or so, there had been a growing call for Mars to separate. There had even been a whole, very short, very bloody civil war fought over the issue. Freedom movements had sprung up on all the worlds of Earth’s system, from Mars to Venus, Europa, and some said even the Saturn base, too. While people born on their planets or colonies had to travel and emigrate for work, it was common for ex-pats to still hold their allegiances to their home domes and zones rather than the Earth Alliance.
“It’s called an Alliance, you dumb dirt-farmers!” Nate shouted out at the group of men, several of whom were turning to glare at him.
“An alliance is about everyone, isn’t it? We’re stronger together, right?” He said, waving what he thought was a sake glass in his hand, until he saw it was empty, as he had already put the glass down.
“Oh, dear stars…” the woman beside him groaned, as the Martian workers started to bristle with anger.
“Hey! Isn’t that the guy!? That Earther hero guy!?” one of the larger of them, a guy with a short blonde crewcut, was saying as he marched towards them.
“I want a word with you! Free Mars!” the man shouted as he stormed towards them.
“That was two words-” Nate pointed out, just as the first fist started to fly.
It never got to its destination, however, because Nate had turned, blocked it with his fist, before grabbing the man around the neck and slamming his knee into the man’s belly.
The Martian sympathizer groaned and crumpled to the floor, as shouts broke out from the rest of his crew.
“Really, Valermo, really?” the woman, maybe-reporter, was saying in disbelief as they were rushed.
“Which one of you wants to start!?” Nate shouted at the crowd of skulking, gigantic men. “I was just doing my job, you idiots! I couldn’t care less how Mars governs itself!”
But the faces of all the angry patriots around him had turned wide-eyed, and were stepping back from Nate as they slowly shook their heads, holding their hands up.
“Sheesh, I did not expect the art of negotiation to get me out of that one…” Nate muttered–and then he saw that the woman maybe-reporter was in fact holding a very large and heavy blaster in her hands and was pointing at the group of pro-Martians.
“Oh,” Nate said.
“Now Lieutenant, if you will come with me then I think maybe we can avoid you becoming the top news story for two shifts in a row, don’t you think?” the red-haired woman nodded to the door, waiting for Nate to sidle out before she followed him, keeping the blaster up the entire way.
* * *
The pair ran down the streets of Moonbase Alpha, with the glare of neon advertisements in their eyes. Somewhere, they passed the wailing sirens of Moonbase Security, probably come to investigate the fight at the dive bar, but the red-haired woman seemed to know exactly where she was going as she took them first down one alley, upstairs to cross a balcony fly-over, down again and into the maze of interconnected levels and streets.
When they finally slowed their frenetic pace, Nate realized that he recognized their surroundings. They had emerged on the edge of an enormous park of actual, real grass with large boulders of moon rock placed strategically here and there like sculptures. Large floodlights would simulate sunshine stood around the park, but now in the sleep shift of the Moonbase they were dark. The woman led them down one of the many small gravel paths that wound through the Lunar Apollo Park.
“You are really going to have to tell me why you did that back there, and why you carry around a heavy blaster that is all kinds of illegal, lady,” Nate groaned as he stumbled to a weary walk. The sake was wearing off, but it left behind the weary eye thump of a gathering headache.
“It’s not illegal if you work for a government agency,” the woman quipped, holding out her hand for Nate to see her place two fingers just inside her wrist, where a small nodule was briefly visible.
“A cybernetic ident?” Nate whistled. That was usually only issued to senior staff or special services.
Oh. It was then that it clicked. Special services like Earth Alliance intelligence. Or politicians.
“My name is Marja Goh-Tiernan, Special Commissioning Agent for NASA, pleased to meet you, Lieutenant Valermo,” the woman said with one of those brief, cat-like smiles. She depressed the module on her wrist for the skin to glow slightly before a holo jumped into the air between them.
Nate realized he was looking at Marja’s ident card, complete with her rank and the logo of NASA clearly visible.
“But… I thought NASA didn’t do field work…” Nate frowned. He knew the history of the ancient old-Earth space organization, of course. They were one of the forerunners of the modern space race. They had helped develop, in collaboration with private enterprise, the ships that had populated the worlds of Earth’s Sol System. As far as was aware, they were little more than a licensing and regulation of body, with the bulk of the actual space flight training devolved to the Earth Alliance Marines themselves, or private firms that created merchant and tourist pilots.
“Rarely. But you are going to be surprised at what NASA has been up to,” Marja said with a self-congratulatory grin, before clicking the bud on her wrist once more, and the holo flickered and changed to an image of tubular object made of two distinct chambers held by metal rings and connected together by what appeared to be pipework.
“What I am showing you is above top secret, of course, but I am confident that you will accept my offer. And if you don’t, then I can always tell the Alphabase Security where you are,” she smiled again, and Nate wasn’t sure that she was joking at all.
“You are a man down on his luck, Nathaniel Valermo. You have no career ahead of you, and now the entire planet of Mars sees you as the enemy. Without your flying license, you will doubtless descend into alcoholism and despair, and you will be lucky if you end up piloting water clippers,” the Special Commissioning Agent announced quite matter-of-factly.
“Well, don’t sugarcoat it, why don’t you?” Nate grumbled. The worst thing was that he knew she was probably right.
“I am here to offer you a job, Lieutenant. Full pay to current salary and an impressive amount of top of that, too. All licenses reinstated, no questions. Any previous misdemeanors scrubbed from your record.”
Nate frowned. “In my view, you don’t get something for nothing. What was that tube thing, and why did you show it to me?”
Marja tapped her wrist once more, and the tubular object shrunk as another holo appeared around it. Nate realized he was looking at a schematic for a craft. Two wings on either side, but the wings were curiously bent a little upward towards the end. A long, pointed nose and a strange ring-like contraption where its booster rockets should be. The original tubular mechanism disappeared into the belly of the craft.
“It is a new type of propulsion system, and this is a new type of craft that NASA has designed, called the X5 Comet. We need a pilot. Indeed, we need the best pilot, and that is why I am standing here talking to you.”
“You want me to fly that thing? What–become a test pilot for NASA?” Nate tried hard to keep the enthusiasm from his voice, but it was difficult. For a guy who had spent his childhood dreaming of flying, and of exploring the stars, this was literally the sort of things that dreams are made of.
“Yes. A test pilot,” Marja said with that cat-like smile. Nate could almost hear the catch.
“How many other people have flown that thing? How dangerous is it?” Nate said. After all, there must be a reason they were offering the opportunity to him, a disgraced, dismissed Marine, wasn’t there?
“No one has successfully flown it in actual conditions,” Marja said.
“Is that a pretty way of saying that plenty of people have died trying to?” Nate wondered if the name ‘X5’ meant that at least four other top-ranking pilots had been offered this same opportunity, and all four of them hadn’t come back.
Marja shrugged. “That’s the offer on the table, Lieutenant. Either accept it and become part of history, or go back to picking fights in dive bars,” she clicked her wrist for the holo’s to disappear as she half turned to go, then paused.
“And have no doubt; the X5 will make history, Valermo. We at NASA are on the verge of unveiling the next breakthrough in space travel, and we want you to be a part of it. What we are doing will mean humanity is no longer confined to their petty squabbles in the Sol system. We are going to open up the universe!”
There wasn’t really any choice to be made at all. Nate was already sticking his hand out to shake on it.
“I’ll do it. I’ll fly.”
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IV. The X5 Comet


Nate looked at the ship, then at the schematics in something akin to horror.
“There is no way I’m flying that,” he said with absolute certainty.
Nathaniel Valermo, lately of the Moon and lately of the Earth Alliance, now stood in a silver and white encounter suit with his large visor under one arm, on a steel balcony that overlooked the hangar bay in the top-secret NASA Experimental Research Base of Messenger, on the planet of Mercury.
His journey here had taken the usual interminable long time that all such intra-solar journeys took in the system. But at least NASA had gotten him off the Moon pretty quick, before any more trouble could befall him. He had been presented with actual papers to sign (who used documents anymore!?) and was then secluded in isolation on Sol’s smallest and fastest planet.
During the last month in which Nate had spent most of the time feeling headachy and dizzy (Mercury was, after all, a very fast planet) he had finally managed to acclimatize the gravity, the recycled and purified atmosphere, and been put through a rigorous daily regime of physical training.
‘It’s not just for Mercury, this training will help you withstand the G-forces the X5 will produce.’ Marja had told him through the glass viewing window in which he had lived like a fish.
But Nate was glad to be out of the spotlight, and he was glad that he had the chance to fly again.
Just another training regime, that’s all this is, Nate had told himself many times over the days and weeks of his isolation. This was all a part of the deal, and he would be more than fit to fly whatever experimental craft they wanted to throw at him.
Now, one month later, he was seriously beginning to doubt that.
“Have you seen these numbers!?” Nate burst out as he stabbed a finger through some of the holographic reports that hung in the air over the balcony. Beside him stood his constant mentor, Marja Gog-Tiernan, now dressed in a dark blue-gray trouser suit, with a small gold badge on her lapel.
“These are crazy. These sorts of forces will tear that ship apart. The thrusters are exerting way too much force, and the structure of the ship is, well, ridiculous…” Nate was saying with some authority as he glared down at the X5 below them.
It was lit by spotlights in an otherwise darkened hangar, and it was bizarrely small for anything that they wanted to be able to fly that fast, Nate thought.
But it did look cool, a small part of him had to admit–but cool wouldn’t matter when he was torn apart and spread across the entire solar system.
It was mostly a wedge of white and silver metals, shaped into a sharpened and long arrow head. Two small and stubby wings sat on its side, but where the wings met at the back, there was a large, very large, metal ring. Nate could see the booster and thruster rockets placed around the ring, but the center of it was hollow, save for small support pipes that went to the bulky contraption at the rear of the craft.
“The X5 is an experimental craft, Lt. Valermo, but I can assure you that she will fly. Our scientists have run the numbers in simulations a thousand times over and more…” Marja assured him rather testily.
(She was getting to the point where she had enough of Nate’s testy nature since being cooped up in isolation for the last four weeks)
“Not with those readouts it won’t!” Nate was certain, as he gestured at the amount of power that the craft was supposed to be able to produce. It was insane. It was almost the same amount of power that an entire cruiser like the ill-fated Giantess could manage, but it was strapped into a small metal body with none of the massive reinforcements that were needed to contain that energy output.
“She’ll fly up to about fifty percent of that power, and anything after will see her tear herself apart, I promise you…” Nate said, before a sudden thought struck him.
Is that what happened to the X1, 2, 3, and 4? What about their pilots?
“And I can assure you once again, that you are wrong,” Marja informed him, as she flickered her fingers to her node implant, for the holograms in the air to scintillate and fade, before being replaced with what appeared to be a remote-control panel.
NASA EXPERIMENTAL PROPULSION DIVISION://
// x5 COMET
x5 MAJOR COMMAND PANEL:
/ ENGINE TEST
/ LIFE SUPPORT TEST
/ QUANTUM SHIELD TEST
Marja quickly tapped the air over Engine Test and Quantum Shield Test, for the two selections to flash a dull orange, and for a sound to fill the room, coming from the X5 Prototype below.
“Are you ready to witness the future, Lieutenant?” Marja asked, as the control panel hologram changed, now showing readouts on the energy levels, plus a dial that said, ‘ENGINE OUTPUT’. Marja rolled the holographic dial around to half and depressed the virtual button.
Below them, a roar started to rise, and Nate saw small sparks of blue light ignite the thrusters.
“Shouldn’t we get out the way!?” Nate said, stumbling back a few paces from the balcony edge. He’d been in enough hanger bays to know what would happen. Streams of steam, then super-heated gases, would throw themselves out of the boosters and thrusters before the plasma ignited and a steady orange or blue glow would pulse unnaturally.
“Oh, ye of little faith,” Marja laughed, as she reached forward once more and moved the engine output dial a notch further.
The boosters and thrusters ignited, and jets of steam did indeed pour out of them, but before they could rise and scald the two watching humans, powerful fans underneath the hangar started to such the air downwards. Nate saw the flames ignite around the rim, and then form a blazing ring around the metal ring structure itself, deepening in texture until they formed a cherry orange glow. The plasma had ignited, and the entire X5 was now juddering on the supports which held it in place.
Marja reached forward towards the engine output once more.
“Tiernan!” Nate bellowed. “Anymore and that thing will tear free of its moorings and crash into the wall of the hangar and probably breach the Messenger Base. We’ll all be killed!”
Nathanial started to back away, checking behind him for where the airlock led back and out to the relative safety of the NASA corridors behind.
“Hush, Lieutenant Valermo! I thought you were supposed to be a daredevil!” Marja laughed, stabbing her finger forward to suddenly turn the dial two notches forward.
The red-orange plasma suddenly burned a whole lot brighter, and the entire craft groaned and shook where it was held.
It’s going to go, it’s going to… Nate was beside himself with worry, before something strange suddenly happened.
Just as he was certain that the craft was about to break free and kill them all, there was a glittering in the air around the X5, and a faint, shimmering blue dome appeared all around it.
Instantly, the noise and the vibration cut off, even though Nate could still see the intense burn of the plasma as a dim orange glare behind the blue shield. It was as if God had just reached down and flicked off all the sound in the room.
Marja’s hands were once again moving through the remote controls, this time highlighting DISENGAGE
for the clamps that held it in place to suddenly let go, and the craft to slowly rise in the air, surrounded by its blue shield.
“Is that… lasers?” Nate breathed. He was used to super-heated meson and plasma laser technology of course, the Earth Alliance had been using lasers for a long time now, but he had never seen them used like this before, turning them effectively into a force field shielding.
“No, not really, but close enough,” Marja laughed, returning to the ENGINE OUTPUT dial and this time cranking it up so that it was almost at 9 O’clock. The orange glare from the thrusters intensified and became a burning star at the back of the craft, but the blue of the force field intensified around it. Still, there was no sound whatsoever.
“It’s a Quantum Shield, a sort of disturbance in the local space-time field that we can tie to the engines themselves, it creates a pocket around the X5, meaning that the effects of the engines won’t tear it apart. As a bonus, it also makes it entirely silent. It makes the ship entirely safe to fly.”
Nate remembered the schematic of the strange cylindrical object that Marja had shown him back on Luna.
“This is that propulsion system you were talking about, yes?” He asked, to see Marja permit herself the smallest quirk of a smile.
“A part of it. One of your tasks as a pilot will be to learn how to use the shielding system. You can modulate the shield so that it doesn’t affect forward propulsion, but then learn how to make the shield thicker or lighter, depending on speed requirements.”
“Right, so, a heavy shield slows it down, impedes the engines, and a lighter one allows it to move?” Nate thought quickly. It was interesting. It added an entirely unknown element to flying.
“Again, only partially, but yes. The power you put into the shield also takes directly from the Comet’s H-Engine, and vice versa. If you want to move fast, you have to allocate that power as well.”
“Okay,” Nate nodded, he thought he could get a handle of that. It was no more different from diverting spare power from the life support and non-essential systems of a regular Alliance ship to the engines, after all.
“All the settings are self-explanatory once you are inside the craft, Lieutenant. I am sure a pilot with your experience will be able to work them out,” Marja said confidently, tapping through the controls as the engines started to reduce their force and fire, and the entire X5 Comet lowered itself back onto its metal stanchions, for the Quantum Shield to sparkle and fade back into nothing.
“Are you ready for your first outing, Lieutenant Valermo?” Marja turned to him abruptly, indicating the stairs that went zig-sag down the side of the hangar wall to the floor of the bay.
Nate looked at the craft. He still felt a shiver of apprehension as he looked at it, as he had never seen anything like it before, and certainly nothing that could generate force fields.
But I am going to be the first one to get it actually work, Nate thought, as his hands itched to be firmly holding flight control handles again.
“I am, Agent Goh-Tiernan, I am.”
***
‘It’ll be a simple lap around the planet, Lieutenant Valermo. Nothing too taxing for your first run, but you’ll have entirely free movement parameters,’ the words of Marja rang from the suit comms of Nate’s helmet as he settled into the tiny, two berth cockpit of the X5.
Really, there wasn’t much more to the ship than that he saw, as there was the piloting chair up front almost in the nose of the ship, and then a small room behind him that led directly onto the engine and fuel compartments. It was all kitted out ready for active service, with lockers overhead height and emergency equipment, but Nate could tell that nothing in here had been used. The entire space had that smell of clean ozone and sealants, fresh from the factory floor.
Nate relaxed a little as he allowed the X-Webbing of his suit harness to auto-tighten and he reached up to grasp the two flight handles, connected by a crossbar, and pull them down from over his head.
Nate had been in a few ‘new’ craft before, and it was a feeling he relished. It was like being the first to break the seal on a jar of coffee, or the first to walk across a snowy field.
The first to get this propulsion system to work? He thought, as the holographic displays suddenly flickered into life in front of him, overlaying the forward cockpit window.
Nate turned his head and saw that the first overlay was an external digital image of everything that was around the craft itself, picked out in green lines.
‘Ah yes, the very latest in holographic-interface-technology, or HIT,’ Marja was saying, as words and commands appeared before him.
X5 COMET: // Initializing…
Engine Check: GOOD
Life Support Check: GOOD
Atmospheric Check: GOOD
H-Engine Check: GOOD
PILOT: Lt. N. Valermo.
“She has two engines?” Nate puzzled.
‘The first is the general engine that governs the boosters, thrusters, life-support. The H-Engine is… special. But you can divert power from one to the other if you need to. Ready to depart in 3 minutes, Lieutenant,’ Marja was saying.
Lights appeared outside the ship, blinking ahead of him as it a large port door slowly rose in place, revealing a launch tunnel beyond. Nate felt a river of excitement run up through his body as the ship started to be turned on automated hangar rollers, sliding into the launch tube automatically.
Meanwhile, Nate familiarized himself with the rest of the holo controls. The engine output dial was gone, but instead the holo command hovered over a pull-down lever by the side of his seat.
“So far, so good,” he said.
To the right, hanging in the air, was the flashing holo command,
INITIATE QUANTUM SHIELD
Nate didn’t, yet, figuring that he wanted to be flying first before he started messing around with those controls. On the other side of the flight control handles were the engine commands,
INITIATE ENGINES
INITIATE H-ENGINE
He waited for the order, as the Comet was wheeled into the launch tube and the large bulkhead doors closed behind him.
‘Opening external doors in 5, 4, 3, 2 and-’
There was a judder as the port door at the far end of the tunnel was suddenly opened, depressurizing the launch tube in an instant, and letting in a fierce golden light. The sun was close to Mercury, and Nate knew that the temperatures outside would be hot enough to turn him into a puddle of ooze on the floor.
‘Permission to fire engines, Lieutenant–BUT NOT THE H-ENGINE! Not yet!’ Marja said the words quickly and definitely. There was no mistaking it for anything other than a command.
“Understood,” Nate said as excitement turned into clear and electric determination. He stabbed a finger through the holo command INITIATE ENGINES and felt the craft around him start to thrum with life.
Nate loved this experience too; he could feel the small vibrations running up through the seat and through the floor as the X5 was no longer just a piece of metal. It was alive–and it was starting to move forward.
To his surprise, the holo field over the screen showed a broad green avenue overlay heading out of the launch tube and straight ahead.
‘That’s the flight navigation computers. It’s telling you that you have no obstacles in your way. You can follow it if you want,’ Marja was saying as the rear thrusters and the booster started to burn a little brighter, and Nate was seizing the engine handle by the side of his seat, and starting to pull it down.
The X5 Comet responded to his slightest touch, the thrusters flaring behind him as the ship suddenly leaped forward down the tunnel.
“Man, she’s fast-!” Nate was saying as already they were halfway down. He had to concentrate, and quickly, he thought.
He gripped the flight handle firmly with his free hand and pulled the engine handle a little lower for the X5 to move even faster. The red glow of the outside Mercury landscape was much closer, much brighter, and then, suddenly…
Nate and the X5 were racing low over the blasted, pocked, and steaming surface of Mercury itself. His cockpit instantly filled with the harsh glare of the nearby sun and Nate blinked, but the cockpit glass started to dim automatically on its own a micro-second later. Nate could see the distant spires of mountains, and the heavy clouds of dark ash from the constant plate eruptions in the distance.
Nate grinned as they screamed ahead, faster than anything he had ever flown for sure. Already he felt confident enough to release the engine handle and seize the flight handles to pull them upwards. He felt the slight pressure of force inside the cabin, but in truth, the X5 handled like a dream.
“I don’t know how you got her to perform like this, but this is amazing!” Nate said breathlessly as he curved the Comet around in order to see the heavy gray concrete dome of the NASA Messenger Base far behind and beneath him.
‘Comms check. Everything looks operational at this end, Lieutenant,’ Marja’s voice came back loud and clear in his ear.
“Everything is running smooth on this end, too.” Nate was calling out as he added a little power to kick them ahead, angling towards the nearest of the volcanic spires of magma and solidified rock.
The Comet was eager and hungry for the movement, and Nate teased a few sideways flares and sweeps out of her before suddenly he was nearing the spires of solidified metal and rock that made up much of Mercury’s surface.
‘We’d like you to rise, Lieutenant Valermo. Some of that range is still active!’ Marja said, but the speed of the X5 was such that Nate was suddenly inside the range. He was flashing past spires of rock that were very young, forming broken stalactites around him several hundred feet tall, and whose side steamed and shone.
‘Lieutenant Valermo!’ Marja was saying, her usually cool tone starting to break as Nate tried his best not to grin.
“I’m a test pilot, Agent! Let me test!” He exclaimed as he swung the experimental craft into a tight turn, narrowly missing one of the spires and swinging around another. Nate was enjoying himself. This was everything that flying was meant to be.
WARNING!
Suddenly a large orange warning alarm flashed in the air over his screen, and the entire area ahead of him was overlaid with a deep red haze in the holographic overlay.
‘Rise, Lieutenant! We’re picking up seismic activity out there, maybe triggered by your engines!’ Marja was sounding not just alarmed, but downright scared as the warning started to flash faster and faster.
Nate pulled on the Comet’s flight handle for the craft to rise upwards in a whisker of a thought, but it wasn’t fast enough, clearly, as to the right of him one of the spires suddenly blew, sending a jet of boiling black rock and metal into the atmospheres.
Nate swerved to the other side, as another of the Mercurial spires blew, and another blast of rock and ashes exploded up ahead of him.
Nate only had a second to think. He didn’t. He reacted.
INITIATE QUANTUM SHIELD
He stabbed the holo control, for the holo to morph into the same dial. He turned the dial up to more than halfway as he raised the nose of the X5 higher and higher-
For the entire craft to suddenly lose power dramatically, as a glittering blue bubble surrounded it. Nate felt the slow down as all the lights flickered, but he was even more pleased when he saw that there were black ash and fragments of half molten rock and metals hitting the blue force shield and breaking apart.
“It’s a force field! I knew it would work as a force field!” Nate was shouting, his earlier moment of terror turning into exultation as the X5 continued to rise, much slower this time, but inexorably.
‘X5! I did not authorize you to initiate the Quantum Shield!’ Marja Goh-Tiernan was saying angrily over the comms.
“Would you rather be initiating a salvage party for all the bits of the X5 that volcano would have turned me into!?” Nate shouted, before he felt a sudden extra jolt, and then…
Peace.
In just a matter of moments, he had broken the thin atmosphere above Mercury, and was now blinking at the expanse of silvered stars before him. He had never achieved escape velocity so suddenly or so quickly, and Nate gasped at the ease of it. If that was the effect of NASA’s new propulsion system alone, then it was worth it, he was sure.
But that was only a part of the new engine, wasn’t it? Nate thought as the craft continued to race over the orb of Mercury below, and his eyes moved to INITIATE H-ENGINE.
“I still don’t know what you do, yet,” Nate said, his hands hovering over the control. He imagined it had something to do with the cylindrical device inside the back of the ship, and the large ring at the back of the wings.
“Can this thing go even faster than that!?” Nate was gobsmacked, and curiosity tore through him, when the irate voice of Agent Marja Goh-Tiernan resounded through the cockpit.
‘Yes, it can go faster. A lot faster. And no, you are not doing that today. I am taking remote control of the X5, Lieutenant Valermo, and bringing you home. Out.’
“What, wait!” Nate said, as suddenly all the holo controls faded to a shaded gray, and the flight and engine stick started to move all on its own.
Nate groaned, as the blue of the Quantum Shield faded to a low scintillation around the Comet and the ship started to descend back through the atmosphere in a wide sweep. Nate saw the blasted plains of Mercury below, and the giant, flaming sun of their solar system over his shoulder.
‘This test flight counts as a success, Lieutenant Valermo, but I am not entirely sure if the piloting does!’
‘Unfortunately, however, our timing has reached a critical phase. You must come to an immediate briefing as soon as you land.’
The voice of Agent Marja said heavily as Nate and the X5 descended back towards the Messenger Base.
Oh great, Nate thought. Had he just blown his chance to fly again?




V. The Discovery


“Our mission has leaked to the Newswires, and the Director is, well, not very happy is the kindest way I can put it,” Marja said as she retrieved Nate from the X5 Hangar and led him, still in his encounter suit, through the warren of the NASA Messenger base.
The base was cramped and claustrophobic, with heavy concrete walls reinforced metal girders, looking like something out of the ancient times on Old Earth. Nate thought it had something to do with the intense heat and radiation that hit Mercury’s surface every day, but he couldn’t be sure.
Maybe NASA was a lot more draconian than he had ever thought.
“Leaked? What do you mean?” Nate said as Marja led them up flights of stairs, past metal bulkhead doors where the windows flared and glowed with strange experiments taking place inside.
“Well, let’s just say that you are not the top news of the month anymore,” Marja did not seem impressed as she led him to one of those metal doors, opened it with a key card to reveal a wide concrete and metal room with a throw of tables and chairs at one end, and with large metal cabinets at the other.
“The cat is definitely out of the bag, but this will answer most of your questions,” Marja muttered as she tapped her wrist implant for a large holo to jump into the air over the table. She left him to watch the Newswire as she turned to the cabinets.
“Good evening, morning, or perpetual night wherever you are in the Alliance!”
Nate was presented with the sudden giant form of the seated Clarence Ji, the anchor of SkyView, seated in his traditional black shirt and tie, with his white hair coifed back from his head.
“The entire Alliance is up in arms from the latest developments on the NASA Hyperdrive story, and already there are news units and delegations from the colony worlds making their way to Mercury to try to be the first to catch sight of the faster-than-light X5 Comet!”
“I beg your pardon?” Nate asked in disbelief. Somewhere behind him there came an angry groan from Marja, and a bang of metal cabinet doors.
“But for those just tuning in, let me recap….”
“Word reached us late yesterday, Old Earth time, that NASA, yes–the ancient space aeronautics organization NASA–has been secretly working on a new type of engine that will allow us to reach distant solar systems in the blink of an eye!”
The words were replaced by images of the X5, clearly recordings, of it speeding against the backdrop of space, impossibly fast. In one of the video clips, it showed the glittering blue shell of the Quantum Shield around it, before the film suddenly cut off.
“Powered by the Hyperdrive, codenamed the H-engine, this vessel will open a rift through spacetime, transporting the pilot to its pre-planned coordinates. Obviously, everyone from the Council of Earth, the Military Council and the Colonial Councils are transfixed by what is happening-”
“Right now, delegates from every major colony world, as well as every major MegaCorp, are being sent to Mercury to demand access to the technology–if it works-”
“How will NASA use it? Who will they offer it to? How much will it cost? There are grumbles in the Alliance Supreme Court that this experiment must be shut down immediately, because of its existential impact on human civilization as we know it…”
“The Earth Council has called for an immediate halt to the experiment, stating that it is simply far too dangerous–but is it? We have here a Quantum Expert with us on the show, who states that ‘NASA could be playing with a Doomsday Device’…”
“Idiots!” Marja said with a hiss, clicking off the Newswire and Clarence Ji with a wave of her hand.
“First, they called it faster than light, and it isn’t. Second, they said that it created a rift in spacetime, which the H-Drive doesn’t. It creates a wormhole.”
“A wormhole? I thought they didn’t exist?” Nate said, bewildered, as Marja dumped a suit on the table. It was like the encounter suit that he wore, but it looked tighter and smarter somehow.
“Of course, they exist, but we haven’t been able to replicate them at scale before, that is all. The Quantum Shield creates the indentation on space time through gravitational waves… oh never mind, needless to say that there’s a lot of science that is about a hundred years in the testing, and now we’ve got it to work.”
“But Clarence Ji said that no one knew if it worked yet,” Nate pointed out.
“It does. In simulation. But we need to test it in the craft. Which is where you come in,” she prodded the suit once again.
“Don’t be shy. Put this on. We need to prove to the Earth Council and everyone else that what we have got works before they come to shut us down.”
“What!?” Nate stammered.
Marja sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose in exasperation. “It’s really very simple, Nate. All the MegaCorps and the colony worlds want the technology we’ve got. Imagine the benefits to the first planet or company that manages to open a new solar system for humanity? Imagine the resources, the diamonds, the water — everything!”
“They are going to pressure the Supreme Court to shut us down, and then they are going to harvest our technology for themselves. It is precisely what they have done many, many times over,” she dropped her hand and leaned over the desk, staring hard at Nate.
“But if we can prove to them that the technology works first, and that we have it, then the technology is the property of NASA, and we will license it for the good of everyone, you see? It will be a game changer.”
“You want me to open a wormhole?” Nate muttered as he started to pick up the new encounter suit. It looked like it had extra layers of armor and insulation and was much better made.
“Just follow my orders, that’s all. It’ll be a normal test flight, although I wish I had an extra month with you first, but never mind. Anyway, we’ve already planned the first flight and have our coordinates. It’s just to the far side of Pluto and back. Nothing too dramatic, but it will only take you a few minutes.”
“A few minutes!?” Nate felt vaguely dizzy but nodded all the same.
If they pull the plug on the H-drive, they’ll pull the plug on me, too, he was thinking. He would be back at Cheap Street and would never fly again.
“Come on, we run the test in the hour. I hope you’re ready for this, Lieutenant Valermo!” Marja said.
Nate wasn’t sure that he was, but he knew he could do it. He knew it.
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VI. The H-Drive


“Engines, check…
“Life Support, check…
“H-Drive, check…”
Nate read out the automated checks as he sat in the cockpit of the X5 Comet, even though he knew that Marja and the rest of NASA could read them off their screens as well.
This had to be done by the book, as they said.
‘Pilot check, how are you feeling, Lieutenant?’
Marja’s voice was replaced with a different woman’s voice that Nate didn’t know which threw him for a moment, but he swallowed quickly and considered.
“Good, I think. Either about to turn into quantum spaghetti or become the most famous person in history.”
There was a pause on the other end of the comms, and then the voice returned.
‘Pilot, check good. You may proceed, Lieutenant Valermo. Please follow instructions exactly as stated.’
There was absolutely no charming this flight officer, Nate thought as the comm line clicked off, and he took a deep breath. Looking ahead of him, he could see the burning orb of the sun in the distance, about the size of a tennis ball. It was close, and he felt as though he could feel the hammering radiations streaming from it, although he also knew that was impossible.
He turned his head, and the holo overlay picked up a small triangle over Messenger Base on the distant orb of Mercury behind him, and then it populated with lots of small other triangles, too.
Earth Alliance Cruiser ‘Bulldog’
Earth Alliance DIPLOMATIC SHIP
GSC Corp Ship
Blackstone Corp Ship
Martian Cruiser DIPLOMATIC SHIP
Jupiter Council DIPLOMATIC SHIP
SkyView Corvette Press Ship…
And the list of the waiting vessels behind him went on, covering half a dozen factions and corporations that Nate had never heard of, plus dozen newswires, and a few shadowy ‘DIPLOMATIC SHIPS’ that had absolutely no class type at all, which he guessed were military council.
Nate scoffed to himself before seeing the INITIATE ENGINE sign flickering a steady pulse.
For a moment the fears rose in him, what if he failed? What if he died? But he took one hand off the flight control handle and instead pressed it to the small shape in his thigh pocket he had smuggled on board.
It was his father’s old model biplane. It was against regulations, but he wanted it with him, and Marja had turned a blind eye. The weight of it was reassuring somehow.
“I was born to do this. I was born to fly,” he whispered to himself.
He leaned forward and hit the activation button.
The X5 Comet thrummed with energy, suddenly it was no longer a machine, it was a creature. Nate could feel every part sing in a perfect harmony of metal and speed.
Nate was pushed back against the flight chair by the sudden velocity, as the surrounding stars started to slip to either side of his cockpit.
‘Lieutenant Valermo, begin the operation,’ the voice of the new flight controller said, and Nate saw the green holo overlay curve like a giant river before him. He held the flight handles and started to turn, feeling the small pressure as the ship registered the incredible burn of the engines.
To find that he was heading straight for the sun.
“Messenger Base, is this right!?” He asked in alarm as his heart hammered just a little faster. Already the sun was the size of a dinner plate and growing larger by the second.
‘Increase engine output, Lieutenant,’ the anonymous flight controller said.
Nate hesitated, seeing the sun slowly growing larger and larger before him.
There was no way that NASA didn’t know what they were doing, was there? He gripped the engine lever by the side of his chair and slowly started to pull it towards him, for the sun to suddenly start growing larger and larger. Now the size of a beach ball, a cushion…
WARNING! EXTERNAL RADIATION REACHING CRITICAL LEVELS!
Was Nate imagining it, or was he already feeling hotter inside the cockpit? No, no way. Surely the ship was shielded a thousand and more times over.
“Uh, I’m not sure that this is such a good idea, Messenger…” Nate said, for the voice in his ear to suddenly glitch and then return in a snap.
‘-as told, Lieutenant Valermo! This operation is essential!’
The indecision that Nate felt this time was far greater than he had before, he wondered just what on earth NASA thought they were playing at. Was this a stunt?
I’ll be asked to pull up suddenly, before I’m in any serious danger, surely, Nate thought with a savage uncertainty. Maybe NASA was just as daring as he was supposed to be, right?
He pulled the engine output lever towards him until it was almost at the bottom of its arc.
WARNING! RADIATION LEVELS AT 95%!
The Sun now almost filled his screen, and his cockpit glass had entirely dimmed to a near shadowy black, making the sun appear a lurid, alien green. He swore he could see darker and lighter swirls across it as it shot out jets of solar plasma in a constant fusion reaction.
‘Initiate Quantum Shield!’
Nate happily punched a hand thorough the controls for the blue force field to suddenly ripple around the X5. He felt the ship slow dramatically, but the sun was still filling the screen ahead of him. The radiation counters dropped to half what they had been, but then, even as he watched, he saw them slowly starting to climb up and up once more.
ABORT MISSION NOW!
The automatic computers cried out at him, and Nate was certain that now, yes, even despite the Quantum Shielding, he could actually feel warmer inside the cockpit. The holo controls hanging in the air before him started to fuzz and glitch, lines appearing across their surface like the reception on a damaged screen-
“Messenger…!?” Nate hissed in concern.
‘Hold, Lieutenant, hold course-!’
This was insane. He could feel the craft around him starting to judder and whine as its deep, mechanical bones started to shake in position. He knew they were being battered by doses of solar radiation that would destroy him.
“Messenger, I can’t…” Nate started to say, before the comms fuzzed with static once again, and this time it was Marja’s familiar voice over the end of the line.
‘Nate, this is a part of the operation. To open the wormhole, we need the gravity of the Sun. It’s the only object in the solar system with enough mass to do it. Then we need the Quantum Shielding. It creates the ripple in space time. You need to initiate the Hyperdrive, now! When it hits critical, you’ll be given the option to jump-’
There was a sudden squeal of static, and then her voice was cut off, leaving Nate in something like panic. He flicked his hand through the holo control INITIATE H-ENGINE for it to glitch and disappear on him before he could activate it.
“No!” He tried again, as the radiation warnings got faster, and the counter started to climb. He couldn’t see anything by the vast, lurid green glow right ahead of him, and everything around him had a hazy glow…
“C’mon!” Nate tried again, and again, and on the second try, the holo and his finger met. The control flashed green, and Nate felt a shudder run through the ship. It felt like a beast was waking itself up from a long slumber.
Engine Output Control…
He only caught a fragment of the automated guidance as all the holo’s about him started to fail, but he guessed that he now had to push the Engine output lever to get the Hyperdrive to fire.
“But when! I can’t see any critical signs!?” he was saying as he started to sweat. It was getting uncomfortable, and there was another sudden shudder through the body of the entire craft.
WARNING!
T-Minus 3 minutes until impact…
Nate didn’t know what to do. He seized the Engine Output lever and started to push it ahead, but he didn’t know if it was coinciding with the Hyperdrive reaching ‘critical’ or not. All he knew was that if he kept his course for much longer, then he would be vaporized.
But what would happen if he fired the Hyperdrive before it was ready? He could feel the steady pulses running through the ship now in a constant thunder. It seemed to get faster and faster, forming a constant roar.
“I’ll get vaporized anyway, no matter what I do,” he said, suddenly pushing the engine output lever forwards in one swift moment.
There was a final, overwhelming thump that shook the entire vessel and a light burst through the ship, like cold, white fire-
Nate screamed as the white overtook him, rushing over every particle of his body.
















D Quadrant [UNKNOWN SYSTEM]




VII. Breaking & Entering


“AAAARRRGH!”
Nate screamed for felt like a good ten seconds before he realized that he wasn’t actually in any pain. And before he realized that what was happening in front of him was far more interesting.
The sun had disappeared.
Everything had disappeared, save for a bright pinprick of light, that Nate thought was the same glare that had rushed over him and somehow through him.
The pinprick of light was straight ahead, and it was growing brighter and brighter with every breath. Before Nate could take a breath to scream once more, the white had engulfed the Comet from in front this time, and he was now looking at a tunnel of racing streamers of incandescent lights, all swirling and reaching to a distant point directly ahead of him.
It was unlike anything that Nate had ever seen before. It was beautiful. There were colors in that spectrum that he had no name for, but each one appeared to have a metallic and neon hue. He could still feel the chair that he sat on, and the flight handles under his grip, but he couldn’t exactly see them in that light…
Then, the ‘tunnel’ convulsed, brightening and trembling.
“I’m in a wormhole. I am inside a wormhole!” Nate breathed, as the tunnel trembled once more, and racing towards him was the bright light at the end of the tunnel. He half expected to suddenly see a set of pearly gates approaching him, but the actual destination was far more shocking, and far more material.
Flash!
The light at the end of the wormhole engulfed him and suddenly he was thrown back in his seat, as warning sounds and alarms blared all around him.
ERROR! Unable to compute!
WARNING! H-ENGINE OFF-LINE!
ERROR! …
Sparks flew from the panels overhead, and the holo controls that had been unsteady even before his jump were now flickering in and out of existence, before giving up the ghost completely and fading to blackness as the computer died completely.
The warning sounds and alerts vanished, but there was a ticking noise from some part of the Comet’s guts behind, and hisses of steam. Nate’s eyes were still filled with the burning after images of the light, but he could see that there was a hazy, gray sort of darkness outside of the cockpit, and when he turned his head, he saw that the small room behind the flight chair was in turmoil.
“Oh crap, oh crap, oh-” he started to panic as he saw wall panels had been burst open, spilling their guts of wires and dripping some sort of machine fluid onto the floor.
“The Comet is trashed. It’s totally ruined…” he thought in horror, as he realized that there was an electric sound he could hear, but it couldn’t be coming from his ship.
None of the Comet’s computers are working. The lights aren’t on. The engines were done, Nate was thinking rapidly as he listened to the undeniable blare of an alarm.
“What!?”
The sound was repeating but muffled. Thinking that maybe there was some reserve battery system somewhere, something that might restart somehow, he undid his webbing and threw himself from the chair, to find his legs had turned to jelly.
He felt suddenly dizzy and sick as he staggered to one side, making his way towards the noise…
Which was coming from the closed airlock door, and the outside of his ship.
“No wait, that is impossible…” he muttered. Wasn’t he supposed to jump just beyond Pluto? There was nothing out there but ten thousand acres of nothing, and then the Oort Cloud of space rock.
Had he managed to land on Pluto? Or had he overshot the dwarf planet and crash landed on one of the asteroids?
Nate cursed himself for being an idiot. He was clearly in some sort of facility. Maybe NASA had lied about the experiment, and they had instead programmed the Hyperdrive to jump him to some sort of secure hangar, back on Messenger base, Mercury?
Yes, that had to be it, he thought to himself. He was going to open that door and find the worried faces of Marja and the rest of the Messenger crew rushing towards him. They must have aborted the mission at the last moment, when it looked as though all the Sun’s radiation was going to turn him into toast…
The alarm sound was now replaced with a dull hammering on the outside of his hull as Nate realized that Marja and the rest must be desperate to check that he was okay.
“I’m okay! Cool your horses–I’m coming out!” Nate shouted as he hit the door controls, then realized that, of course, they wouldn’t work.
“Sorry. I’m coming out now!” He shouted as he scrabbled inside one of the burst open panels for a wrench and used it to pop open the door access panel, to where there was a manual release wheel. Every craft had one, and the X5 Comet was no exception. It was an entirely mechanical feature that relied on compressed gasses and pistons to open the door, making sure that any pilot or crewmember could always bail on their ship if they needed to, no matter the status of the fuel cells and computers…
Bang! Bang! Bang!
The hammering continued, and Nate shouted back.
“Stars Dang it! I hear you!” He thumped the door with the wrench, and then stuck it in the spokes of the wheel to pull. The mechanism was stiff, but with a grunt Nate got it to move, for a hiss of escaping gasses to fill his ears as the door popped open.
“See? I’m fine, really-” he stuck his head out, and found himself staring face to face with a blue skinned, hammerhead shaped creature in dark gray and silver fatigues.




VIII. When in Rome?


Nate screamed into the face of the large, blue-skinned alien.
The blue-skinned alien screamed right back at him in a high-pitched voice.
Holy stars, holy stars, holy stars, and all the heaven’s angels protect me-
Nate stumbled backwards into the X5, leveling the wrench at the blue skinned alien as he finally lost the breath to scream. Ahead of him, the alien was doing something fairly similar, falling to the ground at the base of the X5 automated ramp and, instead of holding a wrench at Nate, they were whipping into the air what was unmistakeably a weapon of some kind.
Nate looked at the blocky, black device with a trigger, a handle, and a short, stubby snout pointed at his chest. He then looked at the considerably smaller wrench that he held in his hand.
Lieutenant Nathaniel Valermo dropped the wrench.
“Woah! Wait a minute! I certainly, definitely, come in peace!” Nate held his hands up beside his head in what he thought was the universal gesture of surrender.
I’m talking to an alien. A real, star-hugging alien! His brain tried to convince him of the fact, but somehow the rest of Nate couldn’t quite believe it. Had he died? Was this a NASA trick? Was he suffering some weird Hyperdrive, wormhole jump psychosis!?
But the alien in front of him was certainly nothing that Nate thought his mind could come up with. For starters, its skin was entirely blue with mottled white patches, and it had a faint sheen, as if it was made of blubber.
The creature’s head was also shaped something like a hammerhead shark, Nate thought, if the ‘hammer’ section of the head was far wider and fatter, extending from just above the creature’s flabby neck to create the massive ‘T’ of its skull. Its eyes, two large orange orbs with black pupils, were situated on each handlebar of this T.
“Skii’ily’thrip 9yy’ rr’thrip!” the creature demanded, menacing Nate with the gun.
“Uh… maybe?” Nate said.
For a moment, the alien looked at him in confusion, and then shook their head and made another long hiss of strange gutturals and sibilants, in a language that Nate had never heard the like of before.
“Take me to your leader,” Nate blurted the first thing that came to mind, before noticing that the alien wore a silver and dark gray jumpsuit, and there were small swirls of gold by their wrist and across their chest, like pips.
“Wait, are you the leader? My name is Nathaniel Valermo. Lieutenant Nathaniel Valermo of NASA,” he said, slowly lowering a hand in a gesture to shake.
“Sky-eeel93’er vrip!” The creature menaced Nate with the gun once more, for Nate’s hands to shoot up into the air once more.
“No wait, that’s me being friendly. It’s what we humans do. That’s what I am. I’m a human. I’m from Earth, the Earth Alliance-”
The alien somehow frowned at him, then looked at the state of Nate’s ship around him, before muttering another stream of unintelligible sounds.
Then, in a surprisingly human gesture, Nate saw the alien roll their eyes and appear to shrug, gesturing for him to get out of the X5, and quickly. Nate got the impression that the alien was annoyed with him for letting his ship get into such a state.
“Look, it’s really not my fault. I never wanted to fly straight into the sun,” he said as did as he was told (or thought he was told) to walk down the ramp and find himself in what appeared to be a wide hangar room.
“Is this your homeworld? Your base?” Nate asked, as he looked around to see that there were giant metal beams arching overhead, holding up the distant wall panels. There were crates and barrels stacked here and there all around, each of them looking vaguely familiar but also decidedly not, at the same time. The crates were box-like, with crenelated edged, but their metals were like oxidized bronze, as if they were made of some seashell, or a material that Nate had no name for.
The lights of this place, too, were subtly odd, Nate thought. They glowed with a soft but clear light that reminded Nate of plasma and lasers but were set depressed in the walls.
“This is incredible. Do you know where Earth is-” Nate was turning back to say to the alien, just when there was a thunderous crash, and the entire room they were in lurched to the left, as sparks burst from the walls.
“Hli’0l!” the alien shouted as Nate hit the side of the Comet, and the alien slammed onto the ramp. The entire room was tipping to one side as the crates and barrels fell and skidded across the floor towards them.
“Look out!” Nate shouted, jumping over the ramp to shove the alien out of the way as one of the metal crates crashed into the space where he had been. The hammerhead being had no time to thank him (and Nate guessed it wouldn’t do any good if he did anyway, as he wouldn’t be able to understand it) because the entire room was tipping back to another side once more, as a series of staccato blasts could be heard ringing somewhere against the metal.
“Kark! Aglol!” the creature was shouting as they scrambled to their feet. They had dropped their gun, but that didn’t seem to bother them as they dove, grabbed Nate by the shoulder, and was dragging them away from the X5, up some metal steps and throwing themselves into an open lift.
***
“Schlim’ol vubra-harr!” the creature was gasping as they both held onto a metal rail that ran around the center of the circular lift, for the metal bulkhead door to slam closed, and the room to suddenly race upwards.
Nate felt his stomach lurch, but then the lift was suddenly moving sideways, and they were thrown to the other side before slamming to a stop. The door opened onto what Nate saw was some kind of bridge of some sort.
I’m not on a base or a planet, I’m on a ship! Nate realized, as Hammerhead (that was how Nate was thinking of them, as he did not know what its name was) was grabbing his shoulder again and jumping into the room, shouting loudly at the others inside.
Others. Other aliens, Nate blinked as he found himself in a wide, raised metal balcony that ran around the lower area of a circular room.
In the center of the room there appeared to be a column of glowing, pulsing crystal and white metals, whilst beyond it where what Nate could see were clearly flight chairs, both empty, and both with a spread of panels and instrumentation around them, and two large crossbar flight handles.
“Qst’il^vren!?” Hammerhead was saying to the others, as the other inhabitants of this… craft… turned in shock to look at the new intruder.
None of them were human, Nate realized at once.
“Uh, hello!?”
The nearest was a tall figure who was definitely reptilian, but humanoid. They had an entirely bald head with two ridges of horns racing up from their brows to join at the back of their skull. They were broader and taller than Hammerhead was, and their skin was a motley of vivid green, bronze, and dark brown scales, and their eyes were bright red orbs as they turned and hissed at the newcomer.
The second figure was much smaller, but just a little shorter than Nate was. They would have been human too, were it not for the off-white skin that was almost alabaster, turning into a mass of writhing white tentacles where their hair should be. They were also, undeniably female, Nate couldn’t help but notice.
All of them were wearing the exact same dark gray and silver uniforms, Nate noticed.
“Kuoor Dzzt, Melchizor!” the lizard man was snarling at Hammerhead, for Nate’s unofficial guardian or captor to let out a further string of inflectives and vowels.
But there was something wrong with Mr. Lizardman, Nate saw at once. He had been trying to lean against the railing that ran around the raised area at the back of the bridge, but his limbs were shaking, and his legs could barely control themselves underneath him. Shaking, he snarled once again, trying to shout, his voice coughed into a splutter, and he collapsed onto the floor weakly.
“What’s wrong with him!? Is he wounded?” Nate asked as the entire ship shook once again, spilling them all to one side as more warning alarms blared through the surrounding air. Nate reached to grab the railing, as did Hammerhead, for Nate to see Hammerhead looking worriedly between the gasping Mr. Lizardman on the floor and the two chairs at the front of the ship.
“Wait, is he your pilot? Does that mean you can’t fly?” Nate was saying, as the alarms suddenly intensified from the hidden speakers, and Madame Tentacle-Head was suddenly unleashing a stream of gibberish as she screamed and pointed at the opposite screens.
Nate looked and swore.
The entire front curve of the Bridge was given over to large flight screens, showing the bright expanse of the stars beyond.
If Nate had been hoping to see Mercury or Earth or Pluto, or any familiar planet, then he was very much disappointed. As it was, all thoughts of where he had come from were driven out of his mind by what else was on the forward flight screens.
There, swinging into view, was a suddenly large and bulky shape of another ship. It was crimson red and blocky, with an upturned ‘shovel’ prow that reminded Nate of a bulldog. Around this wide threat of a nose sat nasty, stubby looking instruments and cannons, and Nate saw giant thrusters and booster rockets at their back. The entire vessel was painted a rusted, crimson red, and Nate was suddenly certain that it was what was causing all the explosions and havoc onboard their ship.
Nate saw the flight handles ahead of him. He didn’t think, he acted, vaulting over the metal railing, and throwing himself around the shimmering crystal cylinder to scramble into one of the two piloting chairs.
“Exci! Ex’ci!”
Hammerhead was shouting behind him as Nate grabbed the flight handles and twisted them as the red behemoth rushed towards them…
And suddenly their craft was turning, rising as Lieutenant Valermo twisted the flight control handles and the red behemoth rushed underneath them.
“Okay, okay, this is straightforward. Even if you are aliens, there’s only so many ways you can fly a spaceship, right!?” Nate was saying as the other creatures behind him were also shouting, appearing to argue with each other as Nate tried to find out where the acceleration was.
“Where are we going!? I do not know where you want us to go!” Nate was shouting, as there was a flash in the air beside his head.
“What-?”
It was a hologram; he was stunned to see. Or an alien version of one, anyway. It flickered into existence, showing a dim green image of a small vessel with what looked like two large outboard rings on either side, and behind it was the much larger vector image of the red behemoth.
“Is that us? And that’s the thing chasing us!?” Nate shouted, realizing that the vast cruiser thing must have somehow flipped itself around and was now rapidly gaining towards them.
There were levers extending from the bottom of the seat.
Like car pedals!? Nate thought, stamped on the first one-
For the entire craft to suddenly slow, as he was thrown forward with a lurch.
“Not that one!” he stamped down on the other and was pushed back into the flight chair by the sudden G-force as they rocketed forwards.
Every ship obeys the same principles. It’s just thrust and direction, he was telling himself as he twisted the flight handles out of the way, just before bolts of burning bright energy shot past the space where he had been.
“They’re firing at us! What did you do to get on their bad side!?” he was shouting as he twisted the flight handles once more, this time spinning them down.
Nate gritted his teeth, held their spinning curve until they bottomed out, and then he kicked the accelerator pedal of the alien ship down full, and they were shooting forwards, leaving the larger cruiser behind.
“Drez^ct’il!”
Mr. Lizardman was suddenly beside him, clinging onto the back of the flight chair as he flailed, shaking hands through the holo controls. Nate had no idea what he was doing, or whether he even had that much life left to do it, but Mr. Lizardman apparently knew what he was doing, as he barked orders that Nate had no way of understanding, looking back into the Bridge room…
Nate shot a glimpse backwards, to see that Madame Tentacle head and Hammerhead where now at the crystal and metal pillar in the center of the Bridge, and they were pressing and turning controls over it for the crystal to suddenly fill with a deep, greenish light.
“Mahouktnal’el!” Mr. Lizardman shouted into Nate’s face, then took a deep breath-
“Take a breath, you want me to-” Nate was saying, when there was a flash of powerful green light behind them. The wave of green energy hit Nate’s back and rolled over him with a sensation of cold electricity, the same sensation he had felt before when the Comet had jumped.
Take a breath, Mr. Lizardman wanted me to take a breath… Nate was thinking, but it was as if time itself had slowed down. He was opening his mouth, but it was happening so very slowly.
At the same time, the green energy wave had pulsed ahead of them, brightening into a glare of light before collapsing to show that same shimmering metallic and incandescent tunnel Nate had seen before. They were hurtling through it, and Nate was still struggling to open his mouth and breathe.
Nate was trying his best to get his lungs to work, but it was as if his body had been partially frozen. He started to see black spots across his vision as he started to slow-motion gasp for air…
The ship twisted and turned through the self-made wormhole, shaking as it was thrown first one way and then the other, as Nate gagged and pleaded for air. He was almost certain that he was going to die; ironically not from crashing or being shot at or being killed by alien captors, but instead from not being able to breathe.
Flash!
But then the light at the end of the tunnel was racing towards them and flooding their forward flight screens, slamming Nate into the back of his seat as they suddenly dropped out of their jump, spinning, and slowing in some other unknown patch of space.




IX. Melchizor, and the crew of the Burbee


“Uokjila’nt^frip-thj?”
Hammerhead was standing over Nate on the Bridge of the alien spaceship, as Madame Tentacle-Hair had hauled Mr. Lizardman up the stairs to the lift. Wherever they had ended up in the universe, it appeared that they had a small reprieve from their pursuers, and the crew of this ship had turned their attention to other, more pressing matters.
“Is he going to be okay?” Nate whisper asked as he saw the Lizardman shaking and shuddering against the shoulder of Madame Tentacle-Hair.
“^frip-thj!” Hammerhead repeated at least a part of what they had said once again, and this time they were presenting something to Nate in their very long-fingered, blue and white hand. Nate couldn’t help but see that the fingers were vaguely frog-like, with widened pads at their tips.
They were holding what appeared to be a small plastic box, which they flipped open to reveal something that looked very much like feathery, mossy, blue-green algae.
“Thj!” Hammerhead said once more, and this time even managed a grin.
“Excuse me now?” Nate looked at the thing. “Are you offering me food, or drugs, or-?”
The alien made an incredibly human sigh and mimed plucking the weird mossy stuff out of the small box to eat.
“Okay, right. Food it is then,” Nate was saying, gingerly plucking the stuff from the box, and finding that it felt vaguely moist and furry in his hands. It really did not look appetizing at all, Nate thought, but then who was he to judge? Maybe it tasted like candyfloss?
He popped it in his mouth, and unfortunately it did not taste like candyfloss at all. It tasted like moss and algae. He tried to grin and say that it was good, but it came out a grimace as he chewed the cloggy substance with great difficulty, before swallowing it down, and looked up to see Hammerhead looking at him expectantly.
“What?” Nate asked. “Is this some kind of practical joke? Get the human to eat the nastiest  thing on board?” he coughed, feeling it hit his stomach heavily.
“No, not a joke at all,” Hammerhead said with a grin that was so wide that it almost split his lower head in half.
“Hold on a minute-” Nate looked in wonder at Hammerhead, who nodded.
“Yes, it is Iku Fungus. It bonds with most intelligent creatures, picking up the resonances of everyone else who has eaten it, allowing us all to share a common tongue. Quite a remarkable species, really,” Hammerhead said in fluent English.
Or not quite fluent English, a part of Nate’s brain knew. He could see Hammerhead’s lips moving, and a part of him simply knew that the alien couldn’t be making those sounds, but yet nothing looked any different from if Hammerhead were speaking any human dialect.
“You can understand me! I can understand you–that is incredible!” Nate exclaimed, instantly forgiving the Iku Fungus its rather horrid taste.
“All language barriers are gone completely. That is… that alone is a miracle!” Nate gasped, as Hammerhead began to chuckle.
“Well, it is not foolproof, and there are certain ways to override it if you know how, but yes, it is one of the glues that holds the Galactic Alliance together.”
Nate noticed a slight grimace when Hammerhead said the words ‘Galactic Alliance’ in much the same way that he might when he said ‘Earth Alliance’. Like there was a story there.
“My name is Melchizor. Melchizor Fram, of Uola Prime. I am guessing that you have never heard of it?” the hammer-headed alien had quite a surprisingly high voice Nate thought, and their tone reminded him of some sort of quiet academic professor.
Nate shook his head that he’d never heard of it, of course.
“Please, you must excuse my reaction upon seeing you earlier. I thought you were… something else,” Melchizor said as their tone dropped for just one moment, and their eyes slid towards Nate quickly, as if checking something.
There’s a story behind THAT! Nate thought and was about to ask what on Earth (or not on Earth, as it so happened) they could mean, but Melchizor was already gesturing to the surrounding ship.
“The ship appears to like you, which, frankly is a star-send-”
(Nate recognized that the Hammerhead alien didn’t actually say that word, but it was as close as this language could get to ‘god-sent’ he realized).
“-but it is clear that you are not familiar. Do you know what this ship is, where you are?” Melchizor turned back to regard Nate lightly, but the human could feel that there were oceans of sentiment underneath it.
Nate blinked. Is it safe to tell them about Earth? He thought he knew that he was in uncharted territory here, both physically and emotionally. What should a lieutenant of the Earth Alliance state?
“My name is Nate Valermo. Lieutenant Nathaniel Valermo of the Earth Alliance. My ship had a malfunction. I was never meant to end up here. Wherever here is. My home world is, I fear, a long way away…” he stated once again.
How far? Can this ship reach Earth? Where exactly in the universe am I!?
Melchizor gave that small eye flick once again, making an agreeing noise as he nodded to himself.
“I see. I have never heard of this Earth Alliance, but the others might have. The universe is a big place, after all. But at the moment we are safe from the Control, and we should have some time. Come, get up, I will take you to meet the others,” Melchizor said, already turning to lead the way to the lift.
Nate did as he was asked, but looked at the central crystal pillar and the flight chair that he was leaving empty behind them. He could tell that the ship was still moving, he could feel the lightest vibration hum through the metal floors, but now no one was steering it.
“Is it safe to leave it? The ship I mean?” Nate asked as they got to the lift door, for Melchizor from Uola Prime to look at him as if he had sprouted a new head (which might be a thing that can happen out here, Nate considered).
“Have you never met a Sensient ship before!? You really are a long way from home, aren’t you, Lieutenant Nate Nathaniel Valermo!” Melchizor said with no small wonder.
“Just Nate. People call me just Nate,” he said as the depressed lift lights flared, and suddenly they shot downwards.
***
“A Sensient ship is not any mere craft, but a living being. An officially recognized quantum identity, according to Control Law,” Melchizor explained as they traveled through the belly of the strange craft.
It was a big ship, Nate thought. They arrived on a large corridor that had the same sturdy, metal-beam arching structure as the ones he had seen in the hold somewhere below them, but many of the walls had more of those rust and ochre metal panels the like of which he had never seen. At various places, there appeared to be more of those large crystal and white metal formations rupturing through the ship itself…
Like control panels? Nate thought.
“The ship is alive? What do you mean by that?” he asked in confusion.
“It is intelligent. Some theorists–especially the Computational Monks of Trent’for believe that they have a soul, but that is perhaps a little far-fetched for my Uolan beliefs!” Melchizor managed a small chuckle.
“It is built on quantum crystal nodes, creating consciousness, you see.”
“Artificial intelligence!” Nate blurted. The Earth Alliance had those, of course. Vast, boring, data-sorting intelligences that could only digest and spew data. But none of them had personalities in how the Uolan appeared to be describing.
“Artificial intelligence, ha! I am sure that Burbee would hate that, but yes, I like it!” Melchizor laughed.
“Burbee?” Nate asked.
“That is the ship’s name. I know, ridiculous, but it seems that only the ridiculous would have helped our small crew escape the Control,” Melchizor bluntly stated.
They turned another corridor to find a large double door in front of them, and Nate saw Melchizor steel himself just a little.
“This Control, you keep mentioning it. They were the ones chasing you? Why?”
Melchizor opened his mouth, about to say something, before there was a dull clang and a muffled shout on the far side of the doors.
“Enough. All your questions will be answered, I am sure, but the crew will probably also want to ask you some of their own…”
He stepped forward, and the door opened a little jaggily, hissing and pausing halfway across the platform for a moment before it then slid the rest of the way, revealing what Nate recognized as a crew canteen.
“Dogal Spit and Rad-fire! Stop trying to kill me, witch!” screamed a heavy voice from below, which Nate recognized as the same voice as Mr. Lizardman, who sounded like he was in agony.
Melchizor led the way, stepping onto the upper balcony that led down via wide steps to the bottom of the large crew canteen. There were fold-down chairs along the sides of the walls next to large metal storage units, but in the center of the room there was a giant metal table, on top of which was lying Mr. Lizardman, his fatigues stripped to his waist to reveal a back that was taut with scaled muscles. The scales were mostly a dark brown and russet red, apart from his spine, which was a neon, acid green.
Leaning over him was Madame Tentacle-Hair, and she appeared to be skewering his spine with long pieces of bone.
“Stay still, you son of a space slug, or this will never work!” Madame Tentacle-Hair was saying, as the Lizardman snarled and twitched yet again.
But apart from this scene, Nate’s eyes were drawn to the other two occupants of the room, seated at the back near the large gray-steel counters. One of them was even larger than Mr. Lizardman was, Nate saw, and it was a wonder that they even managed to sit on one chair at all. They were humanoid, but that was about where any resemblance to what Nate found familiar ended. They wore heavy black robes over what appeared to be part-metal armor, and their head was entirely contained with a bronze metal mask, in which there was only a singular, glowing white eye.
Are they creature or robot? Nate couldn’t tell, and realized that he wouldn’t be surprised if the answer was either.
Seated at their side, with one tiny hand inside the giant metal gauntlet of the larger, was what appeared to be a human young woman, Nate thought. Only they weren’t human at all, were they? Their hair was a jet, platinum white, and their skin had a silvered luminescence to their features. When they looked suddenly up at the new arrivals, Nate saw that they had large, oval orbs that were a solid blue, and that instead of ‘freckles’ they had tiny blue dots over the top of their nose and cheeks.
The girl made to open her mouth, but Nate saw the larger form tighten their gauntleted hand around her own just by the smallest fraction.
Nonetheless, the other aliens in the room had seen them, as Madame Tentacle-Hair looked up and scowled, while Mr. Lizardman hissed.
“What is he doing here? I told you to take him to the brig!” Mr. Lizardman demanded, before suddenly wincing once again in agony with whatever was affecting him.
“Captain Urzli, this is Nate, just Nate, a lieutenant of the Earth Alliance,” Melchizor started to say.
“Never heard of them or their Earth Alliance. Don’t be such a fool, Melchizor, they could be a Control spy!” the Lizardman (whom Nate guessed was Urzli) demanded, even rising on their arms a little, before collapsing back onto the table with a stifled cry.
“They weren’t even infected with the Iku Fungus. I believe them to be travelers, not even Control at all! Their ship malfunctioned and happened to hyperdrive here-” Melchizor tried to explain.
“Happened? Happened? Very unlikely!” Urzli gestured with his hand behind his back. “Get your witchery out of me, Triest! This isn’t working!”
“Actually, it is marginally more likely than you might think, if Nate just Nate was using an old-type hyperdrive, then it might have been drawn, magnetically you might say, to Burbee’s own jump signal…” Melchizor started to explain, but Captain Urzli was having none of it.
“I don’t care! We are on the run from the Control! Need I remind you that we have half the Quadrant’s Enforcers looking for us right now? We haven’t got time to entertain spies or fantasies! Take him to the brig, or else YOU will join him, Melchizor!” the Lizardman snarled, swinging his legs to the side of the table to suddenly cry out in pain and bend over.
Nate saw something fall from his face, and when the captain raised his red eyes once again, a large section of his face’s scales was gone, revealing a fleshy, raw, and pink sore underneath.
“What is wrong with him!?” Nate whispered in horror, as there was a shift from the back of the room.
It was the giant, robotic-seeming knight. At their side, the younger girl appeared to be fidgeting and restless, highly anxious at what was happening.
“Easy, Layla,” from the belly of the knight there came a deep, baritone rumble that sounded like the voice that stones would have. Somehow, it was cavernous and echoing.
Everyone in the room stiffened, and Nate saw they were scared. Of the knight? He didn’t doubt it.
“My charge is upset. I will take her from this place,” the knight with the singular shining eye said as they rose to their feet, for Nate to see that their shoulders were built up into something akin to a war harness, with a black cloak falling from it to half cover arms bound in a metal, robotic combat suit.
But the knight did not do as they had said at first. Instead, they turned their search beam like face at Captain Urzli heavily.
“You said that the Burbee would not be built on the ways of the old Captain Urzli. I did not shame my Order and flee the Control to hear crewmates being threatened and orders given so easily.”
There was a moment of silence in the room as the young woman stood with her hand in the knight’s hand, but everyone could see how devastatingly powerful the knight would be if they chose to fight.
“Fine, 43. We take a vote then, is that good enough for the glorious new order you want!?” Captain Urzli hissed in panting pain and obvious exasperation.
“All in favor of putting Lieutenant Nate just Nate in the Brig until we can figure out whether he is a spy for the Control?” Urzli raised his hand, as did Triest, or Madame Tentacle-Hair.
“Wait, guys, I don’t even know who this Control is-” Nate was saying as all eyes turned to the knight and the young woman, to see that the young woman had her hand up. As soon as the robot knight–‘43’ Nate realized they didn’t even have a name, just a number–noticed that their charge Layla had their hand raised, they echoed the gesture.
“As my charge wills it, so do I. It seems that the vote is settled.”
“I am sorry Lieutenant Nate just Nate,” Melchizor turned to say to Nate, as he saw that in their hands was a much smaller device like a palm pistol, at once different from any Earth projectile, but easily similar to it.
The human pilot looked from the gun to the embarrassed smile of Melchizor, the hammer headed Uolan in dismay.
“Fine. Whatever,” he tried to sound tough, but it was clear to everyone that it was petulant as Melchizor gestured with the small gun back towards the door.




INTERLUDE I: WarPrince Adu & The Control


Elsewhere, and far away, there was an argument going on.
WarPrince Adu strode forward ahead of his attendant soldiers and servitors, and a cold, frozen anger radiated from him. It was a type of anger that inspired fear in those who were familiar with him. The anger was so intense it could destroy entire cities, something it had done in the past.
“Will someone tell me what and how that just happened!? How under the many suns of Control did one battleship manage to escape an entire Cruiser!?” the surprisingly human-looking man snapped as he glared at his subordinates.
Around him lay the Bridge of the Control War Cruiser known as Valshok, a wide, semi-circular room with screens entirely covering the curving wall ahead, and multiple seated flight and control chairs dotted in a semi-circle before them. In the center of the room sat Valshok’s interface pillar, a chest high twist of crystal and white metals and glowing, pulsating wires. At the arrival of the commander of the War Cruiser, the pillar appeared to pulse a little brighter for a moment, as if greeting him.
“WarPrince sir, I can only state how utterly sorry we are-” said one creature at the front, another Uolan hammerhead looking up from their holo controls.
“Sorry, Officer!? Since when does the Control deal in apologies!? Are we to apologize to the many frontier worlds that we are supposed to protect when the next wave of pirates and raiders attack them!? Are we to say sorry to the Ruling Council, and that we promise we will try harder next time!?”
Adu was apparently beside himself with rage, and his fair, completely human-like face contorted with rage as he spat the words. It was almost impossible for him to see the near galactic supremacy of the Control as anything other than complete. Raised to a Noble House within the heart worlds of the Control, the young man had been born to this role. He knew that the promise of a truly galactic civilization was a noble one. One that would save every intelligent species from the chaos of an uncaring universe. WarPrince Adu of the House of Vai knew all the tenets and precepts of Control and he believed fervently in every last one of them.
“This is not a play school, Officer! You are relieved of your post. Report to the Corrections facility for Schedule 1 retraining!” the man clad in an all-fitting black uniform stated with a snap, as the Uolan hammerhead sat looking up at him for a moment longer, and then nodded.
“Of course, WarPrince sir, my apolog-” they started to say, before Adu narrowed their eyes and they stopped abruptly, and scurried out of the room.
Adu, his brow-length jet black hair flicking from around his face, looked at the other Officers of his bridge, as if daring any of them to try to be so weak as the last one.
“Well!? Anyone else have an explanation?” he demanded.
There was a moment of silence, and then an alien who wore the same dark fatigues as all the rest of them but whose face was entirely covered by gold and red fur spoke up.
“I believe it was their battleship, sire. We were besting them at every turn, and then suddenly it was outperforming us. I believe that their Sensient bonded with someone on board…”
“Impossible! No Control Sensient would ever bond with a criminal!” WarPrince Adu demanded, and the furred alien winced, expecting to suffer the same fate as their fellow, but instead the WarPrince turned and hissed in exasperation.
The furred Control Flight Officer looked very much relieved at this, as spending the next few months going through rigorous physical punishment and psychological ‘retraining’ was nothing they wanted for themselves at all.
WarPrince Adu turned to Valshok’s interface pillar, lifting their black gloves to peel them off in fast, angered movements before they set them on two slightly different nodes of crystal. Instead of white, these crystals were blushed with a faint red.
“Valshok, I would have your counsel. Is what I have heard here true!? Why has the Sensient gone renegade? How!?”
There was a moment of silence as the crystal pillar pulsed, and then a smooth voice filled Adu’s mind. It sounded like a thousand insects chirruping at once. It grated against his nerves, and yet Adu, the bonded partner of the War Cruiser Valshok, had heard this voice many, many times before.
“Greetings, WarPrince Adu. May you hold your Control.”
“May you hold your Control,” Adu murmured the traditional greeting back to the pillar. No one else could hear the words of the intelligent ship, but none of the other Officers looked askance at the muttered conversations occurring behind their back. This was all a part of what a bonded commander had to do in order to forge a working relationship with a Sensient.
“Analyze everything that happened for me, Valshok. What did you see? What have I missed?”
“WarPrince Adu. The criminals escaped the Box approximately four hours ago, and succeeded in stealing the Control Battleship known as Burbee-”
“Burbee!? What a ridiculous name for a ship!” Adu spat, and he felt a wave of something like savage agreement from Valshok. It was wrong to think that artificial intelligences didn’t have feelings, Adu thought. They did. Every piston and weapon’s trigger in Valshok was full of hate and scorn for the smaller battleship known as Burbee.
“However, Burbee did not function adequately or well for them, as was to be expected for a non-bonded criminal using a Control Sensient Ship,” Valshok stated.
All as to be expected, Adu nodded. This was precisely what he had assumed would be the case, and why the chase would be easy, after all…
“However, my sensors caught a time/space anomaly shortly before their escape. There was a massive production of tachyons, bosons, and neutrinos in keeping with the opening of a micro-wormhole.”
WarPrince Adu’s eyes narrowed. “Go on…”
“My sensor readings lead me to believe that this event affected Burbee in some way. Burbee, as you know, is a young Sensient. That is probably why they were stolen by the criminals. As you know, we Sensients are run on quantum-level processing, so I believe that this hyperspace event might have bonded the ship with one of the crew prematurely.”
WarPrince Adu hissed, but controlled themselves before they kicked or slapped the crystal interface before them. He didn’t want to anger Valshok, even if they were bonded.
“Impossible. As soon as a Control Sensient realizes its error, it will return to the Fleet though, will it not?”
“That depends on the level of the bond generated, WarPrince. This will be Burbee’s first imprint, which is often the strongest,” the cold, insect buzzing voice of Valshok was saying.
For a second, Adu wondered. He knew Valshok had been on the front lines of the Control Fleet for many generations. They had fought in wars that had burned entire systems. They had been there when the Ruling Council had first been instated. Presumably he must have gone through many such imprints, hadn’t they?
“How many bonded partners have you had, Valshok?” he asked.
“Approximately fourteen, WarPrince.”
The number was high and shocked Adu. The WarPrince was mightily tempted to ask which of those partners that they admired, or whether their first imprint was still the one they felt the most loyalty too, but they didn’t. It was enough that they were the most recent bonded partner. Valshok was his, and that would do. For now.
Adu felt a flicker of emotion from the Sensient’s mind, however, almost like uncertainty, before the voice returned.
“That is not all that I have to report, sire. My sensors have picked up another Sensient on board the Burbee.”
“Another! But that is impossible-” Adu was saying, before they suddenly realized the only way that could be the case.
“No. One of the 100? But they are coded with loyalty to the Ruling Council, even more so than the Sensient Ships. They were created to protect the Ruling Houses!”
“One of the 100 is with them. As you know, each Sensient has their own unique frequency variation and power output. From that information, I can ascertain that it is number 43. Sensient Knight 43 of the 100 travels with the Burbee.”
For a wild moment, the young WarPrince Adu considered the notion that perhaps one Sensient had bonded with another, but that was impossible as far as he knew. But then, it was also impossible to think that one of the 100 Sensient Knights had willingly left its post to join a bunch of criminals and wasn’t right now tearing the ship apart with its bare metal claws.
But the criminals had escaped from the Box, hadn’t they? The most secure prison planet in all the Control’s vast territory. That alone was a feat that was supposed to be impossible, and yet they had done it.
“I have not heard of this Sensient Knight 43, I shall have to do some digging,” WarPrince Adu stated.
“Do you wish me to access the Control Records, sire?” Valshok stated, for Adu to wave their hand and then stop suddenly.
“No. Wait. I wish to perform the research myself. It is clear that there is much mystery here, and perhaps my contacts can be more… discrete than a direct record’s request.”
“As you wish, WarPrince,” Valshok stated simply. “I am in the process of scanning the tachyons left by the Burbee’s jump, and I believe that I can narrow down the galactic range of co-ordinates they jumped to. It will not be a precise location, but it will cover several hundred systems.”
“Do it, then initiate the jump to the most central location. We have been tasked with bringing those criminals to justice, and we will not cease until the will of the Control has been realized!” WarPrince Adu said emphatically, it was the sort of fiery rhetoric that had won for him this posting and his title, after all.
But Valshok the Sensient did not appear to react to it. They had heard such firebrand speeches many, many times before. Quite often from other Commanders and WarPrinces who were soon to die afterwards.
“As you wish, sire,” Valshok said discretely.




X: Bonding


Nate just Nate Valermo, sat with his back against the metal wall of his cell. He had tried trying to convince Melchizor to let him return to the Comet instead of taking him to the Brig, which might even allow him to repair the X5 and get out of here–but Melchizor, for all of their apparent friendliness, was a Uolan who took an order, if it came from the rest of the crew.
“I am sorry Nate just Nate, but this is the will of the crew. You don’t realize…” the hammer-headed Uolan had said with a pained look as they had backed them into the cell.
“You don’t realize what we went through, back where we were before this. The Control was holding us, doing terrible things to all of us. That is why Urzli is like how he is, you see…”
“Are you saying you were in jail?” Nate asked in disbelief as the bars of his cells had slammed closed and locked.
Melchizor’s embarrassed look was enough to tell Nate that they were.
“You’re convicts. Escapees. And you stole this ship, right? No wonder this Control is after you-!” Nate said with a growl, who couldn’t believe his own bad luck. He was about to be taken for a criminal too, and he had nothing to do with it. He just wanted to get back home.
“Like I said, you do not understand, Lieutenant. The Control is… not a very nice power. They already control much of Quadrant A and B. Their power is unsurpassed in the history of the galaxy, but they are cruel. I was not in the Box for any reason that I deserved!”
Nate guessed that ‘the Box’ meant the prison wherever they had been kept, and he also saw the pained nobility which made Melchizor raise his head for a moment. Whatever the sufferings he had gone through were, Nate realized that they were very real indeed.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to say you were lying-” Nate had tried to apologize, but he lost the opportunity. The blue hammer-headed Uolan turned on their feet and left before Nate could even finish his sentence.
That must have been at least three hours ago, Nate thought, or possibly more. He had explored his tiny cell to find that there was but a narrow metal bunk with some sort of woven foam topping, metal concave walls, and the bars of his cell. There wasn’t even a porthole to look out of.
“Fun, fun!” Nate muttered for what must have been the twenty-seventh time that hour.
How had my life come to this? One minute he was an Earth Alliance patrol lieutenant, the best at his job (even if Captain Williams didn’t exactly think so), and the next he was NASA’s hope for a new future.
“And now look at me?” He thought as he stared at the metal walls of his cell. He felt very far from home indeed.
“But if I can get back to the Comet, maybe I can get her to start, and then find a way back to Earth,” he murmured. It was a rather tentative plan, as although he was pretty good around an engine, he knew absolutely nothing about quantum engineering. The H-Drive had looked pretty kaput when he had crash landed. Was there even a way to get it operable again-?
Flash.
The lights flickered in his cell and there was the slightest mechanical noise from the door bars. It sounded clunky, more like a mechanical error than it did something that was supposed to happen. Nate remembered the explosions and sparks he had seen in the hold of Burbee when the Control War Cruiser had shot at them.
“Maybe the Comet’s not the only thing that’s damaged, huh?” Nate said out loud to no one at all.
Flash. The lights flickered again as soon as he said the words.
“The ship is in distress,” said a voice, as a shape eclipsed the cell doors, and Nate found himself looking up at the colossal form of the robot knight 43. There was a shadow of movement behind them, and then the smaller form of white-haired Layla appeared, her eyes wide and deep blue as she crowded behind the vast bulk of her protector.
“Oh, hi. Sorry to hear it,” Nate looked up. 43 was an unnerving sight to look at. He easily stood seven feet tall and more, and probably two or three feet wide at the shoulder. Up this close, Nate could see that every inch of the creature (being? Cyborg?) was covered with thick warlike armor plating, with rubber and silver mesh and thickly packed metal wires where the joints and plates met. The bits of metal that weren’t visible were covered in veils of black material, almost like rags.
“Well, as sorry as I can be, I suppose, y’know, given the fact that you’re all keeping me like a prisoner!” Nate snorted.
“Good riddance to this piece of junk anyway-”
Flash! Flash-flash!
As soon as he spoke, the lights flickered once more in quick succession, and the ship jolted to one side.
“You should not wish ill on the ship. Burbee is alive, and they are offended by your words,” 43 intoned in its cavernous voice, as its large, single white search-beam head glared at him.
“Offended!? By me? Listen up, Wizard of Oz, I will not pander to the emotions of a-”
Flash-flicker-flash!
The ship suddenly rocked to one side and trembled.
“Silence! You do harm with your words. Burbee has made a grave mistake in bonding with one so foolish as you!” 43’s voice boomed.
“Bonding? What are you talking about?” Nate asked, when the silent and watchful Layla pulled at 43’s giant gauntleted hands and pointed back up the hallway.
Just then, there was a call of alarm and running feet. It was Triest, the woman with tentacles for hair. She skidded to a halt as soon as she saw the robot knight before her, but Nate saw her throw aside her caution with a shake of her constantly writhing, moving tentacles as she pursed her lips and marched forward.
“You, Nate just Nate. You’re wanted on the Bridge. It looks like Burbee won’t even fly without you, and if we don’t get to the Crolnik Outpost soon, then there’s a good chance that Captain Urzli will die!”
***
“What exactly is it you want me to do again?” Nate looked between the angered, upset–and for Captain Urzli downright agonized–expressions on the faces arrayed around him.
Triest stood beside Burbee’s crystal pillar, with her arms crossed over her form-fitted black bodysuit, and glared at him. Melchizor, on the other side of the pillar, was clearly trying not to look 100% terrified, and failing at it.
“Just plug the hooman in, someone,” growled their reptilian captain, who was attempting to stop himself from collapsing and failing by the railings.
Their Captain looked terrible; Nate had to admit. They had stripped his top torso of his upper black jacket, and his scales looked dull and mottled somehow, like they had changed color in the scant few hours since Nate had seen him on the table. As he watched, he saw Urzli reach up to scratch at his head, for a swathe of scales to fall from his brow, leaving behind weeping, exposed red flesh.
“Should he even be up here? He’s not infectious, is he?” Nate couldn’t hide the revulsion from his face, for Urzli to look as though he were about to say something, but whatever it had been was suddenly lost in a snarl of guttural pain.
“Melchizor, you’ve worked with Sensient’s before, haven’t you?” Triest hissed in annoyance as the tentacle-haired woman moved her hands to the crystal and metal pillar to suddenly hiss in pain as she snatched her hands back.
The pillar itself looked… not good to Nate’s eyes. The swathes and stretches of the white metal appeared entirely functional, but the organic crystal growths were flushed with a deep red crimson hue, and the metalized cables like arteries or tendons flickered somehow with more of that raw, angry bruise of red.
“She is destabilizing! I told you when we stole her; if we don’t get her bonded in the first watch, then her personality will start to crumble!” hammer-headed Melchizor said, reaching his long-fingered hands in a cooing, calming sort of motion, but Nate saw him pull them back just before he touched the crystal, wary of the same hurts as had befallen Triest, clearly.
“Can’t you tell her to bond with me!? I’m the radding Captain!”
Flash!
The pillar flashed a deep, painful red and this time the Burbee lurched to one side. Urzli cried out in pain as he was thrown across the floor, while Nate and the rest scrambled for the railings.
“We are not the Control! We cannot force a bonding!” Melchizor cried out as the ship took another turn, this time to the other side, and it was accompanied by a metal-deep groan from the bones of the ship.
Uh-oh. A deep, wary sense of apprehension ran through Nate at that point. Call it a pilot’s intuition, or perhaps years of practice, but a part of him had learned to listen to the movement and shakes, the subtle vibrations and screeches of the many ships he had piloted over the years.
A craft that was well-engineered, that worked well and was piloted well, had a smoothness, an ease that Nate couldn’t describe well. Like how he thought surfing might feel like.
But then there were the times when you were flying a piece of, well, crap. Or when there was damage to the wings, or engines, or some vital piece of the structure. It made a groaning noise like that.
“She’s damaged,” Nate said at once, as Burbee trembled and shook once again.
“The access panel, Nate just Nate! You must put your hands on the access panel!” Melchizor was saying, pointing to a large, round disk of flickering red crystal near the top of the pillar.
“That thing?” Nate did not know what he was supposed to be doing, but the ship was still trembling and both Melchizor and Triest were gesturing at him frantically.
“You want me to electrocute myself,” Nate muttered under his breath as the lights flared and flashed once more all around them, and that groaning sound only intensified…
I guess here goes nothing, he thought, pushing himself forward so that his hands could slap onto the rounded disk of crystal near the top of Burbee’s pillar-
To be suddenly consumed by a woman’s scream.




XI. Burbee


“AIIIII!”
The scream was everywhere, all at once. It was undoubtedly a woman’s voice, Nate thought, but it was so loud that it felt like a physical sensation.
No, it was a physical sensation. It was a tearing, ripping pain that was striking right through the heart of him-
Nate wasn’t sure if he screamed, or if the noise all around him was his voice or not…
He was surrounded by a dim red light, and, as he concentrated, he saw the light start to shift, lighten, intensify. The screaming became higher, a mechanical whine somewhere far above him.
The red light was revealing itself to be a circle–a pool of sorts–whose waters glowed with a crimson light. As Nate was drawn inexorably towards it, he saw that in and out of this pool there snaked thick metal cables, the same mixture of silver and crystal cables that adorned Burbee’s pillar.
And something was rising from the center of the pool, a gridded platform, with more of the wires attached to it.
There was a form on the center of that platform. The form of a woman, dressed in simple, plastic-white clothing, with the thick translucent gunk (it for sure wasn’t water, Nate thought) running from her and through the grid work of the platform.
“Hello? Who-!?” Nate started to say, as the shape of the woman started to jerk, suddenly coughing and spluttering as she struggled to pull herself free from the wires all around her. She had red hair like the water, and suddenly she sat bolt upright, and was staring Nate straight in the face with eyes that shone with sparkling green.
“Nate!”
***
Flash.
In the next instant, the woman was gone, but Nate was still in that red gloom. He was looking out across some sort of cavern that had many, many of those pools, each of them with platforms rising to the surface, and the writhing, struggling forms of other humanoids atop them.
“What!?”
There was that high, intense grinding screech from far above him again, and as Nate looked, he saw shapes uncurling themselves over the myriad different pools. They looked mechanical, or insectoid, like many-jointed arms, screeching as they lowered to grasp at the newly born people-
Flash.
***
“Nate!”
Someone was calling his name, shouting it in fact, and Nate spun around in the darkness to see that there was that woman standing behind him. She was clad in the same swathes of orange plastic clothing, but she appeared to not be in pain anymore.
If anything, she just appeared to be furious.
“The Birthing Chambers. If you could call them that,” the woman scowled. She had curly cherry red hair and skin that was a deep golden mahogany, and her eyes were the brightest emerald that Nate had ever seen in anyone.
“You mean that thing back there? All those pools? What were you-” Nate started to ask, before his mind clicked, and he remembered what he really should be asking.
“Who are you? Are you the ship?”
The woman’s eyes snapped back to his own and for a moment she looked fierce, about to strike him; but in the next, a look of horror eclipsed her features as she slapped at her own arms.
“Who am I? What am I!?”
Flash.
***
There was another flash of that crimson red light, and this time it was so bright that it hurt Nate’s eyes. He felt himself stumbling backwards just before five sudden, blazing balls of brilliant red light burst into existence all around him. The spotlights hung in the air like orbs of fire, spaced in a perfect circle, and they were huge.
Nate could feel their presence somehow, not just in his eyes, but in his mind.
“Where are you?”
“Where have they gone?”
“You cannot escape the Grid.”
“Do your duty! Tell us where you are, Sensient!”
“We will find you-”
“You cannot escape us. You cannot escape the Control.”
“Your home is with us. We are your family. Not the animals-”
“Traitor! How could you do this!? We will find you and destroy you-!”
Flash.
***
Suddenly, Nate was transported once again to the zone of darkness where there was just himself and the mysterious ship-woman, Burbee. She was crying out in pain and falling into his arms as they both fell to the floor.
“Hey! It’s all right. Who were those things? What’s hurting you!?” Nate was saying as he lowered her to the floor, to feel her body shiver and shake in his arms.
(The body felt like flesh, his mind tried to tell itself. It did not feel like cold metals and plastics and steel girders-)
“They–ah! - I don’t know who they are. But they are always there. They were there when I was birthed and are now in the back of my mind. They are hurting me, Nathaniel!” the woman shouted once more, and this time she slapped a hand to her side, as if it pained her.
“Let me see, what is it?” Nate was asking, doing his best to hold on to Burbee’s shoulders as the woman — or craft — trembled and shook.
The woman that was also a ship slowly raised her hand, releasing it just slightly and turning it so that Nate could see that there was something in her palm, it looked like a large steel capsule with a singular, blinked red light right in the middle of it.
And then, suddenly, Nate understood what was happening.
Flash.
***
“It’s a control chip, or a homing beacon or something,” Nate gasped as he fell backwards from Burbee’s crystal pillar and this time into the hammer-headed Uolan’s arms.
“What!?” Urzli was wheezing from where he had slid completely to the floor. He didn’t even have the strength to hold on to the railing anymore.
“Burbee–I saw her–she’s in pain. There are these things trying to control her, to get her to tell them where she is,” Nate cried, his head still ringing with the sound of screeching metals.
But there was something else in there too, now. Something had happened when Burbee had showed him that capsule. Nate knew where it was. He could almost see it in his mind’s eye, a palm-sized steel capsule with a blinking red light, in place on the wall of a small metal crawlspace, somewhere in the belly of Burbee.
“You said this ship was new, right? That you stole her? She’s fitted with a master control receiver. Earth Alliance craft have them too, or a really primitive version of them,” Nate was saying as he turned, struggled to his feet and was already rushing towards the lift, and towards where he knew he had to go.
“They allow the fleet commander to pull the plug on your engines, in the Alliance they do, anyway. These Control ones, they seem to cause Burbee a helluva lot of pain!” Nate skidded into the lift.
“Nate! Where are you going?” Melchizor was rushing after him.
“No time to explain. Get your tools. I know where it is!” Nate said as the lift hissed shut behind them.
***
Lieutenant Valermo and the hammer-headed alien ran through the corridors of the Burbee, as all around them were signs of the Burbee’s distress. Lights flickered overhead and hissed overhead, while the corridors shook and rattled around them, as Nate remembered that groaning, shivering woman that he had seen.
That WAS the Burbee, somehow, Nate intrinsically knew. Somehow, that figure was the living, intelligent ship. He did not know if that was her true form, or whether that was just the form that it had taken for him, but whatever the answer was, Nate knew he had to help her.
“This deck! It’s this one, I know it, just a little further on…” Nate led the way, with Melchizor close behind him. The baffling thing was, he didn’t even know the name of the deck or the department or the part they were going to, but Nate could feel the painful intrusion into the ship as surely as if it were a splinter inside his own body.
“There! It’s in there!” Nate skidded to a halt as the ship trembled, pointing at an octagonal access port high in one of the walls of the corridor.
“We’re near the central power core, and engineering is just below us,” Melchizor said, wasting no time as they got to the port and started to hit the release buttons, for each of them to just make an erroneous chiming noise.
“If it is some kind of master control switch, then it might be feeding off the power core. It would make sense to put it close…” Melchizor snarled in frustration, before instead turning to the small kit box he had brought with him, and pulling out a handheld device very much like the gun that he had menaced Nate with.
The human felt a shiver of alarm, but the device wasn’t for him. He watched as the hammer-headed Uolan turned and fired it an inch from the port’s seal, for a blazing arc of white hot, fizzing laser fire to lance out, and for the heavy hinges and bolts to start to melt.
“You look like you know your way around all this,” Nate murmured as he remembered what Triest had said of the Uolan, ‘you’ve worked with Sensients!’ It looked as though it wasn’t just the strange living ships that the hammerhead knew about, it was engineering.
Melchizor pulled a grimace (which was hard to do with the face he had, apparently). “You could say, Just Nate; my people, the Uolan’s are one of the premier caretakers of the Control Fleet. We had a great armada, once, before the Control subjugated us…”
Another of those weird grimaces once again, but the blue-skinned alien wouldn’t be pushed any further on the subject before there was a loud clang, and the port fell away.
Nate emitted a groan as a surge of nausea, and pain shot through him.
Hang on, that’s not ME it’s happening to though, is it? He realized. That pain was the ship’s it was Burbee’s.
“It’s in there. I can… feel it,” he whispered, as Melchizor threw him a knowing look.
“The bond is complete,” he muttered.
Nate didn’t have time for mystic pronouncements. The pain and distress pulled him inside the small access port, crawling through a metal tunnel that was barely big enough to fit him.
Hurt.
Nate’s heart hammered as he moved in time with waves of nausea and pain. On either side of him were glowing, flickering ‘veins’ of those crystal cables that he had seen before on the sensient pillar, interspersed with steel and gun-metal gray paneling.
Hurt!
The passageway turned, curving around, and suddenly Nate saw it. No, he felt it first, like a bruise of a headache hitting him. He hissed, looking up to see that there was a contraption mounted against the interior wall of the tunnel. It was the metal cannister with the singular red light that he had seen before, but it was larger than it had been in Burbee’s hand.
The cannister was almost a foot high, and it silvered clamps holding it in place, with a nest of more of those crystal wires massed at its back.
“How do we remove it!?” Nate hissed as he reached the device and winced as he reached up towards it, certain that it was going to shock him or hurt him somehow-
Nothing. Only the coolness of metal when he put his hands on it, but the weirdest thing was, he was sure that he could feel the ship squirm behind the cannister.
“Nate! The laser cutter!” Melchizor was saying, handing forward the strange gun-like contraption in the cramped space.
“It’s got to be like any old welder, right?” Nate said, seeing the strange nozzle at the end and the trigger like mechanism under the barrel. He squinted his eyes and set it to the metal bands as waves of the ship’s pains buffeted him.
There was a brilliant flare of light as sparks flew, and Nate felt the small device shake in his hand, but the silver bands holding the capsule in place started to bubble and spit.
Hurt!
Burbee was in his body and in his mind as he worked, but he moved quickly, melting through two of the bands on one side and then using the laser cutter to bash out the capsule from its remaining confines-
Ah.
As soon as it clanged to the floor, all the pain and hurt dissipated, and Nate could feel the ship’s relief rolling through him and the girders. He was almost giddy with satisfaction, so much so that he didn’t question the fact that he could somehow feel Burbee’s feelings, too. If a spaceship could have feelings.
Which, apparently, they could.
“You did it. She is getting better,” Melchizor said, leaning back against the metal walls of the tunnel and patting the metal. Nate realized that he could feel that too, how the ship was settling in her flight. Gone were the tremors and sputtering lights. Burbee was content, for now.
“Now what?” Nate grimaced at the strange cylinder; the tracking device, he was sure of it. “I think the other… Sensients? I think they put that in her somehow. They were torturing her with it.”
“The Council of Five,” Melchizor said gravely. “The five oldest Sensients, the original quantum intelligences, the firstborn, and the first to oversee the birth of all the others. They directly counsel the very top of the Control itself. They are like gods to the Sensient ships.”
Melchizor’s look was deeply worried for a moment, as if he were remembering something, but then he brightened up suddenly with a dazzling, very white-toothed smile.
“But we are free of them now. Burbee is free. And that is thanks to you, Just Nate.”
Nate blinked, still confused by just about everything that was happening to him, so he just nodded.
“Glad to be of help,” he murmured, while his eyes slid to the silver cannister next to him on the floor, now with its red light completely out.
















The Borders




XII. Crolnik Outpost


“Ready yourself, transferring main power to you now…” Triest was saying in a short, clipped voice from Burbee’s command pillar behind where Nate sat in one of the flight chairs.
“I think I’m getting the hang of it,” Nate said through slightly gritted teeth as he anticipated their next jump.
So far, they had made three such hyper ‘jumps’ as they were called–although Nate realized that they were, in fact, very similar to how the X5 Comet created its own miniature wormholes. So far, they would jump and then power down the main ‘jump’ engines as Nate was thinking of them, and cruise through strange space for a few hours until Triest would announce from the central control pillar that the Burbee was ready for the next jump, and they would do it again.
Nate figured it might be something to do with range and something to do with evading capture, too, but in truth, he was grateful for the extended few hours he got to spend getting to know this new ship.
Getting used to my bond, Nate thought to himself once more with wonder. It was like the ship anticipated his movements, or that perhaps he and the ship thought in the same ways, the same directions. Nate would turn his head just in time as a holo would display with the information that he was looking for. He would feel the resistance in the ship’s flight handles and know just the right amount of pressure to use. It was breathtaking and a little scary.
Melchizor had disappeared after their first jump, promising to check up on Captain Urzli in the small medical chamber before getting back to the constant work that every ship’s engineer had to do. Nate had, despite the constant baleful presence of Triest behind him, enjoyed this stretch of hours, enough so that he was ready for their final jump that would take them all the way to Crolnik.
“Get ready, Lieutenant…” Triest repeated with just the same hiss as before.
“I’m ready-” Nate said, as Triest manipulated the controls in whatever way she did, and Nate remembered to take in a sudden breath.
The green light rushed past the ship as they skewered through the hypertunnel, with Nate keeping his hands gripped tightly on the flight handles of the alien craft.
This time, though, the flight was much smoother than it had been before. Melchizor had been right that the ship was clearly feeling better. Even though Nate hadn’t been struck by any more of those weird vision things again, he could feel in the way she moved through her self-generated wormhole she was a young, well-made vessel in the prime of her life.
The white light at the end of the tunnel rushed towards them, and Nate remembered to take a breath this time just before it burst over the screen, and he felt the static shiver run through his body, just like before.
I wonder if I will ever get used to that? He was thinking, just as the screen before him resolved into a large orange planet.
CROLNIK OUTPOST
A smooth, almost feminine voice chimed from somewhere above them as digital holos appeared around the planet, briefly pointing at what Nate guessed were settlements or landing points, he had no idea.
“Wow,” Nate whispered. It wasn’t the alien planet that he was looking at. It was the large wash of surreal color in the background, stretching halfway across the entire expanse of space.
A nebula. Star Clouds, Nate knew them to be, but he had never seen them up this close before. They looked like frozen fingers of flame, picked out in lurid greens, turquoises, and purples.
“Lieutenant Valermo, welcome to the Crolnik Outpost, border garrison of the Control, and beyond that, what you are looking at is what we call the Wall,” Triest said in a low, almost threatening murmur.
“The Wall? That’s a nebula,” Nate pointed out. The way that Triest gave it a name made it sound like it was something more than a natural phenomenon.
“I suppose so. If you could call it that. It’s also the only barrier that we have against the Control. The Wall is the wreckage of some cataclysmic event many, many cycles of the universe ago, so old that no one knows what could have created it,” the alien said behind Nate.
“But the Wall plays bloody hell with Control computers and sensients. They won’t cross it. Which is why on the other side there are the free provinces, outside of the Control’s reach.”
“But you’re not telling me that is where we’re going, right?” Nate pointed out, “Considering that the Burbee is, uh, a sensient ship?”
Was it Nate’s imagining, or did he feel a slight tremor of unease through the metal floors as Burbee’s scanners tried to probe the Wall and came back with nothing, just stellar noise.
“Eyes on the Crolnik Outpost, Lieutenant,” Triest said heavily. “That’s where we’re headed, for a cure for the captain. Now, can you stop jabbering and take us in?”
Nate considered pointing out to the tentacle-headed woman that they were expecting an awful lot from a guy who had only recently learned how to fly this thing, but he found himself nodding his affirmative all the same and pushing the Burbee’s flight handles forward and down.
The truth was, that he did know how to fly the sensient, although he did not know how it was so easy for him. Partially, it was the fact that he had spent all of his young life in and out of ships; he had to admit. There was a way that they responded, a way that made sense if you were asking it to do things.
But there was also the sudden, instinctive knowledge that welled up from nowhere, like Nate found himself looking to one side just before a holo appeared–translated by the Iku Fungus he had ingested, apparently–telling him that he needed extra power to his port stabilizers, or to level up.
It’s like the ship is talking to me, but using my mind to do it! Nate thought as he automatically started to slow down, pulling the Burbee’s belly and nose up as they approached the outer haze of the atmosphere.
Crolnik below was mostly yellow and orange, and Nate guessed it was a desert planet.
“Head for the mountains,” Triest had moved from the sensient command pillar to stand behind Nate’s chair, pointing to where there was a dark bruise of brown and dusky red on one side of the globe.
“They have near constant storms there; we’re going to use them to shield our entry.”
Nate really didn’t like the sound of this.
“Don’t we have, like, cloaking devices or something?” he asked, looking up to see Triest snort at him in disgust.
“What do you think this is, the vidfeeds?” (She didn’t use that word, but that was the closest that Nate’s brain could translate it into.)
“Crolnik has a Control garrison down there, but it’s understaffed and underfunded. Where they send their most useless officers. With any luck, they’ll think another unregistered ship entering Crolnik space is just another smuggler. I’ve already sent an encoded message ahead of us, saying that we’re looking for the healers. There should be people waiting for us…” Triest nodded once again at the dirty smudge ahead of them.
“The dust storms. Hop to it, Lieutenant!”
Nate gritted his teeth. “Aye-aye, sir,” he murmured, thinking all the while that if he had wanted to take orders, then he could probably have stayed back in the Earth Alliance.
The Burbee hit the upper atmospheres of Crolnik easily, skimming along through the ionosphere for a few kilometers before Nate saw the holo landing vectors start to curve downwards on the screen above and ahead of him.
He took them in, bringing the flight handles down once more as he punched a little more power into the engines–engines that I don’t even understand, still!
TURBULENCE WARNING!
For the Burbee to suddenly be hit by a thick wall of raging brown air. Not just air. The outer shell of the ship was hammered with sand and dust particles, blown up from below.
Nate hissed, feeling the ship tremble and the flight levers pull and jerk in his hands. These were precisely the sort of conditions that he would never, ever, want to fly into. It was like trying to land in the middle of a hurricane!
“You got this, Lieutenant!?” Triest was shouting, now back from the command pillar. There was a hiss from the elevator doors behind them as Melchizor rushed in, hurrying to the control panels.
“Engine ducts are clogging up! We’ll need to get under the storm layer and quickly!!”
“You heard the Uolan, Lieutenant!” Triest–who had clearly taken on the role of captain in Urzli’s absence–snapped.
Easier said than done, Nate thought as he pushed the flight levers a little lower, and the accelerator a little harder. He didn’t want to find out what happened when the ‘engine ducts’ were fully clogged.
WARNING! FORWARD SENSORS OBSCURED!
The smooth, feminine voice of Burbee once again returned, but Nate thought it sounded a little more panicked now.
“Don’t worry, I can do this, I’ve flown in worse-” Nate whispered instinctively.
The brown sandstorm was all around them and before them, buffeting the Burbee on all sides as the ship started to shake and jolt in its descent. Their bright forward lights shone out ahead of them, but they weren’t illuminating very far in this storm, and Nate kept feathering the accelerator-injector. He didn’t want to throw them ahead, especially if he couldn’t see his way forward…
PROXIMITY WARNING!
Suddenly, a shadow loomed out of the murk ahead of them. An enormous shadow. A spire that was almost as wide as they were.
Nate dropped their left side, lifting their wing so that they flared around the pillar standing in the middle of the storm…
It’s a tower. Well, it was a tower, Nate was thinking as they flashed past it. He could see the metal walls and girders of the structure, busted and torn open like it had been punctured by gigantic spears.
“Nate, ahead!” Melchizor was saying as Nate flashed his eyes forward to see that there was a rising wall of darkness. A curve of rocky walls. He swore as the alarms blared and he swung them into a tight turn, narrowly avoiding the wall but not avoiding the sand dunes that struck their belly.
PROXIMITY WARNING! BRACE FOR IMPACT!
The Burbee’s belly struck the giant dunes and momentarily launched itself high above them before coming skidding down onto the next, and smashing straight through the one after that, sending sand everywhere spraying around them as more alarm sirens sounded overhead.
“Engine ducts totally seized up!” Melchizor shouted, just before they suddenly lost all forward momentum. The lights flickered and flashed, going off for a split second before they re-lit, and this time were cast in more muted tones.
MAIN BURBEE ENGINE FAIL. RUNNING ON SECONDARY POWER SYSTEMS.
Nate was rocked in his seat as they slid to a crunching halt, and suddenly everything was still. The murky sandstorm outside still raged, and the screen was a rattling blanket.
“Ur… I think we’ve landed?” Nate said.
***
“The engine ducts are entirely seized up with sand, and the main engine itself cut off as a safety measure,” Melchizor explained as the crew of the Burbee assembled in the main access corridor leading to the hangar bay doors. Triest had already gone on ahead to get Captain Urzli, and 43 and Layla were already standing silently before the hangar bay doors. Nate saw how the smaller girl kept on looking at him with wide, wild eyes. She didn’t trust him yet.
“We’ll have to wait for the storm to pass before we can fly, but I can clear out this side of the grills,” Melchizor sighed.
“The local weather reports state that the storm is due to last another 2.3 hours,” the cybernetic robot-knight 43 suddenly intoned, moving to angle his head straight at them eerily.
“I shall stay and help you, Melchizor. My… nature will draw much suspicion from the citizens of Crolnik,” they said in their flat, deep baritone.
You’ll scare them half to death, you mean? Nate had to kind of agree.
“My charge, obviously, will stay at my side,” 43 stated once more, nodding once to Melchizor and then Nate, before gesturing with incredible tenderness for the girl to run along ahead of him. This she did so, pausing only to blow a silent raspberry at Nate as they passed, with the huge, lumbering cyberknight dogging her heels.
“What’s their story?” Nate murmured to Melchizor after they had disappeared up the passageway.
The Uolan shot him another look. The kind which Nate was getting quite used to, now. It was wary and worried, and it was full of secrets.
“43 is one of the 100,” the Uolan said with wide eyes. “The 100 are Sensient Knights. Each one has a quantum consciousness housed within their metal bodies and sworn to protect the Control. Bonded to protect the Control.”
Nate almost stammered. “Then what are they doing here!? And what is its interest in the girl?”
Melchizor’s eyes clouded for a moment. “I do not know 43’s story. All I know is that 43 was imprisoned like the rest of us, and, when the time came, they tore their way out to get to Layla, and we wouldn’t have escaped without him.”
Him or It, Nate thought. Maybe it didn’t matter. He thought of the ship as a she, after all.
“Open the doors!”
There was a sudden clamor from the passageway, and the ever-cheery Triest appeared, hugging to her side the clearly flailing Captain Urzli.
“Dear gods,” Nate breathed when he saw the state that their reptilian captain was now in. It had just been a few scant hours since Nate had got Burbee working again, but in that time, much of the visible scales that Nate could see had gone, leaving angry pink flesh underneath. Triest had clearly done her best to bandage him, and there was white wrapping everywhere across the captain’s head.
Urzli had somehow grown smaller, too, or at least to Nate’s eyes he had. He twitched and made small noises, as if fevered as Triest was doing her best to haul him towards the door.
“Nate? Looks like you’re coming with me. I’ve sent the message ahead to our contact. Get the equipment from the locker inside the hangar!” Triest was saying as Melchizor punched the door release and pointed Nate towards one of the large metal box units on the wall.
The hangar of the Burbee was huge, and it looked in even worse condition somehow now than when Nate had crashed into it before. Even as he moved to the locker, his eyes moved at once to the X5 Comet, still in place where he had materialized, but to which large securing straps had been placed over its wings. Nate hadn’t had a chance to take a look at it yet (a part of him was still wondering if he was technically a prisoner or not here) but even from this distance he could see where the ring at the back of the experimental craft was severely blackened and ruined.
Even if I knew how to coordinate it to jump back to the Earth Alliance, I couldn’t… Nate sighed, instead turning his attention to the large metal locker, and finding that it had a surprisingly archaic handle, no holographic controls, or buttons here.
“Two of the heavy blasters, and the encounter helmets, come on!” Triest was almost dragging Urzli as she reached Nate, pointing to what were clearly two stubby weapons, and three large rings.
Nate looked on in confusion as Triest grumbled something about having to do everything herself as she thrust Urzli into Nate’s hands, and then grabbed the three large rings and several other items before turning to slip the metal rings over Nate and Urzli’s head.
In Nate’s arms, the reptilian captain stirred just a little with a groan, but then subsided into muttering under his breath. Nate could feel the waves of heat radiating from the captain, so much so that it was uncomfortable.
“He’s ill. Really ill, isn’t he?” Nate asked. In his arms, Urzli felt as weak as a child.
Triest shot him a look, her tentacle hair flailing about her head in a constantly moving storm of worry.
“It was what those sekkers did to him in the Box. Urzli’s race, the Axotli, has to go through their shedding every few years, it marks a new stage in their growth,” Triest said.
Shedding? Nate thought with a mixture of fascination and disgust. It sounded painful. It looked even worse.
“Urzli should have gone through several shedding’s already, but if you are too weak or ill to go through it, then you die. That’s the Axotli way. What those Control sekkers did in the Box was to pump him full of inhibitors so that he wouldn’t pass through his next shedding. Instead, he would suffer unimaginable agony!” Triest swore.
“But… why? Why did they do that!?” Nate asked, at the same time as he was thinking, what did he do so wrong to get that punishment?
But Triest ignored him, as everyone seemed prone to do whenever he started asking why they were convicts in the first place.
“This is your air filtration unit; the air on Crolnik is perfectly breathable, but a sandstorm isn’t. Here,” Triest was saying as she attached blocky units to Nate’s belt, and then threaded small wires up to clip into the metal ring, and then press a button on the side, for Nate’s vision to suddenly wash with a slight blue shimmer.
“A force field?” He said, for Triest to nod. When she spoke, her voice was slightly muffled, but not by much.
“Here, gauntlets, greaves, and…” she was passing him things to put on, before grabbing a handful of large, padded cloaks from the locker, selecting the green and tan ones for herself and Urzli, and a jet black one for Nate.
“Very stylish?” Nate said as she found the clips that popped the cloak secure around his shoulders.
“You look like one of them. One of the Control. From now on, that is who you are. Don’t speak. At all. Just walk around thinking you own the place,” Triest said with a scowl, swinging the laser blaster over her shoulder as she headed for one of the smaller porthole doors rather than the main hangar bay entrance.
“Your contact,” Nate suddenly asked. “Who are we meeting?”
“I already sent the message, and he should be waiting for us,” Triest was saying as she grabbed Urzli from Nate and continued to haul him towards the door.
“A Control smuggler by the name of Ashanti. He is a complex individual. However, he has been making a comfortable living from people who have taken a gamble on the Wall. He knows where the Healer is. He’ll help us,” she was saying as she grabbed the lever and pulled for a howl of sand to suddenly buffet its way inside the hangar.
Immediately, Nate could hardly hear a word that Triest was saying, as he grabbed Urzli as Triest hauled the door open the rest of the way, revealing the teeth of a sandstorm.
“Cover! Cover Him!” Triest yelled, pulling her cloak around herself, and huddling as she grabbed on the side of the door and pulled herself out.
“Is it really wise to be taking a very ill man, er, person, into that?” Nate murmured to himself as he did his best to cover both himself and Urzli with his black cloak, angling his own body against the worse of the gales as he edged them out of the door-
To forget about the foot or so distance from there to the ground.
Nate went sprawling, but Triest was there to catch the captain as the sand blasted and howled all around them.
Triest was shouting at him as Nate struggled to get to his feet, and she was pulling at his sleeve with one arm to pull him into the lee of the ship, where there was at least a little cover from the worst of the wind.
“That way!” Triest was pointing ahead of them into the murk, for Nate to turn and see nothing but the brown and orange swirl of thick sand-clouds.
“How can you tell!?” He shouted, until he saw it, a dim light coming through the storm, barely brighter than the rest of the tumult.
“You. First!” She said, slapping his laser blaster, and Nate realized that Triest was going to have her hands full, wasn’t she?
He also realized that perhaps this Ashanti character wasn’t too much a friend as Triest might have liked to believe.
Wonderful. Just wonderful, Nate thought as he stumbled forward from his crouch towards the dim radiance, his laser blaster held up just slightly before him. He reckoned he might as well go unarmed, as much good as the gun would do him in this storm.
Every step was a struggle against the buffeting, biting winds. He was sure that he didn’t have his cloak and his encounter helmet, then the skin of his face would have been scoured off his bones in no time at all.
He kept on trudging, checking back every few steps to see that, somehow, Triest and Urzli were right there behind him. The light ahead was getting brighter, and Nate saw it must be moving towards him as he was moving towards it. It wasn’t long before he started to notice a different sort of sensation; a vibration running through the ground that had nothing to do with the storm.
The light grew brighter, and brighter, and then, without warning him, Triest had raised her gun and fired it once, twice, three times in the air. Nate didn’t hear the sharp cracks of the plasma so much as he saw the flashes of the energy, and then he saw how the light suddenly turned towards them a little and grew brighter and higher.
Nate gasped as a shape crested through the gloom. The light sat atop a large, tank-like vehicle with three tracked wheels on either side of the box. Its front was concave and larger than the rest of it, giving it a shovel-like appearance that Nate guessed was used to move sand out of the way.
The large box whined to a halt and Nate heard the muffled clang of metals.
“Triest? Commandant Triest!?” a voice was shouting.
Nate looked back at her, but given the storm and the blue field of her encounter helmet, he couldn’t read her expression. He could hear it, though, in her voice.
“What?”
Nate could barely hear the response, but he caught snatches of it. Laughter. Shadows eclipsed the floodlight several times.
“Yep. Sounds like you, Triest. Now drop your weapons, or I’ll kill all three of ya!”
And this was how Nate first met Ashanti.




INTERLUDE 2: WarPrince Adu


“WarPrince,” the voice of the sensient war ship Volshek chimed in WarPrince Adu’s personal field as the man lounged in a large, dark leather chair in his personal War Room, looking at a map of D-Quadrant.
The room around the man was sparse for one of his rank. Adu of the House of Vai preferred it that way. He had never been interested in the luxury of his household, its crystal carvings, or its genetically engineered servants. To him, such things were a distraction from the actual goal.
Control. It was more than a name. It was a way of life. A way to tame the ceaseless chaos of the universe to the will of civilization. More than that, it was how a living, sentient being was forced to exist in such a galaxy as this one, where everything from exploding stars to air-less vacuums and the innumerable alien horrors that plagued people threatened their every moment.
Without control, we are doomed, Adu thought, as he slid forward in his seat and flashed a hand forward through the glittering blue field.
He had been perusing the archives of the 100 Sensient Knights and had found little there apart from their past tales of glory to indicate why one of their number, 43, would ever choose to abandon their duty.
Could ever choose, he corrected. The sensients were supposed to be bonded to the Control. They had been birthed by the Control, after all, hadn’t they?
“Speak,” the young man intoned. His manner of speaking and posture revealed his authority, a control over his every motion that he held firmly. If he were speaking to any mere flesh and blood, then Adu knew that they would be quaking in their regulation boots by now. It was unnerving to be in the presence who had such dominion over their every move.
“There has been word of the renegade, Burbee. We have received word from one Ashanti Pox, Governor of Crolnik Outpost-”
“I know of him,” Adu said dismissively, even as the sensient ship still produced a holo file for his captain and Prince to peruse.
Adu glared at the small, circling three-dimensional holo of Ashanti Pox’s face. He was an ugly man, that was for sure. And he was a weak man. In any sensible regime, he would have been executed a long time ago for all of his infractions.
A weak man, Adu thought as his eyes scanned down the list of the suspected warnings and alerts listed against the governor’s name.
Smuggling. Weapons trading. Illegal trafficking. Willful ignorance.
Of all of these crimes, Adu thought that the last was perhaps the worst for any officer of the Control, that and the greed that clearly drove him.
He probably thinks he can profit from this in some way, instead of doing his duty, Adu rolled his eyes. One of the many problems of those who did not follow the ideology of Control. They became a slave to their more base desires.
The Crolnik Outpost was one of the last of such garrisons scattered before the Wall, and it was largely left to its own devices, Adu knew. The Control had been in power for so long, and with so many more pressing concerns elsewhere in D-Quadrant, that it would leave these ‘miscreant stations’ to themselves. A small amount of non-effectual rebellion, or so the current ideology believed, was technically good for the Control.
Well, that wasn’t what Adu believed. No, not at all.
“Governor Pox has reported a sighting of Burbee, attempting to land on Crolnik, presumably before they make for the Wall and the Free Provinces beyond…” the smooth, almost male, almost mechanical voice of Volshek said.
“Then they would be fools. Burbee will never survive the crossing, and neither will 43!” Adu scoffed a small, desperate laugh.
Because what if they did try to do that? What if the criminals were insane enough to push their sensient ship through the Wall?
And worse; what if they could succeed?
It was too much to bear thinking about, Adu shook his head fast, and only the once. It cannot be allowed to be known that a sensient ship, two sensient’s in fact, had willingly defied the orders of Control. Where would such a thing end? What if other sensients tried to break free from their Captains and commanders?
WarPrince Adu well understood the terrible reason why he, of all people, one of the highest-ranking officers in all the Control, had been forced to retrieve these escapees. The Control was built on two pillars: the Noble Houses, and the Sensients. Even though this might only be one ship, and one minor aberration, what it signaled would send shockwaves through the heart of the imperial republic.
So, I will not let that happen, will I? Adu asked himself. It was not a question; it was a command.
He would take possession of Burbee again, and he would be personally involved in her re-education. The plan was to carry out punishment for those who had escaped the Box, at the same time discovering what had caused the sensients to rebel. He would understand what their secret power was.
“Crolnik’s crimes have for too long gone unpunished. We shall reinstate proper Control there, and we shall return Burbee to her rightful home. Set a course, Volshek,” Adu said as if it were already fact.
“As you wish, WarPrince,” the ship chimed calmly, and a moment later Adu saw the alerts flash through his personal field, declaring that they were about to jump.
All crimes shall be righted. All disorder will be straightened, Adu thought as he settled back in his seat, and waited.




XIII. Honor Amongst Imperial Governors


Well, this place is a dump, Nate thought as he was marched out of the ‘Sanddriver’ vehicle that he, Triest, and Captain Urzli had been picked up in.
The lair of Ashanti Pox was in reality a vast cavern cut into the bones of one of the Crolnik mountain, separated from the sandstorms and dunes outside by large red-iron gates that had to be at least a meter thick, or so Nate thought.
The entrance cavern itself was vast, with room enough for another three such Sanddriver’s parked to one side, plus a host of smaller, more lightweight vehicles that looked more like speedboats to Nate’s eyes than terrestrial vehicles. Gantries and walkways had been fashioned to the walls, with more people of varying races busy going in and out of the smaller tunnel entrances at the various levels. Everything was noise and the flare of light as boxes were stacked and off-loaded, and it made Nate think of the Martian mining camps back in his own system.
“That’s it, no hard feelings, is there?” Ashanti himself crowed with self-satisfaction as he limped ahead of them.
He was human, Nate was surprised to see; although that couldn’t be quite right, could it? Was the human body type common out here in the rest of the universe? Nate wondered as he looked at the short and stocky person ahead of them, with his dark and lank greasy hair falling just behind his ears and entirely human features. He donned a billowy service jacket and trousers, black and brown, which seemed worn, as if it had seen more prosperous days. And on the man’s right hip (which he swung as he walked with a pronounced limp) there was a very large, very serious-looking blaster.
“Sek it, Ashanti,” Triest growled beside Nate as she once again did her best to manhandle Urzli as he trembled and rasped.
The captain is entirely unconscious now, Nate saw, as anxiety clutched at him. How seriously ill was he? How long did his ‘shedding’ take?
“Ah. There is the Triest I know and hate,” Ashanti laughed, signaling them onwards, to the end of the cavern where a larger version of one of those yacht-type things waited them, already with a driver in another of the same uniforms sitting in the front, although Nate reckoned they might take better care of theirs than Ashanti did.
“In,” Ashanti growled, taking his blaster out to wave it at them.
Their guns had already been taken, and their equipment belts and pockets were stripped of anything that Ashanti had deemed useful. They weren’t shackled or handcuffed, but it looked as though two of Ashanti’s guards were coming with them, each with their heavy blasters at the ready.
The yacht itself was large enough for ten, Nate saw as he climbed in, with two seats abreast and a pilot seated at the front. The yacht had already been elevated to a high level, but when the passengers took their seats, the two guards in the back and the pilot in the front, the side walls of the yacht extended even higher, nearly reaching the shoulders of the passengers. This movement was accompanied by a deep groan of engines, and, with a spurt of fire from somewhere at the back of them, the yacht was throwing itself forward. When Nate leaned over the edge, he saw that the yacht had three ski-like tracks that attached it to rails on the cavern floor.
“Ashanti, I thought we had a deal,” Triest snarled at him as she clutched at the shivering captain.
Ashanti, his nose mashed from previous breaks appeared phlegmatic about the whole affair as he shrugged once more.
“Well, you are criminals, Commandant Triest,” Ashanti purred. “And I am the Governor of a Control Garrison, am I not? Quite frankly, it was pretty stupid of you to think that you could just waltz in here and expect me to do any different!”
Triest’s eyes flared. “That’s not how things always were, Ashanti. I seem to remember a time when you were thrilled to turn a blind eye to whatever was crossing the border. At a price.”
Nate watched as Ashanti returned a slow, wide grin. “And you have something of value to offer, do you? Something that’s more valuable than your lives are to the rest of the Control?”
Triest opened her mouth, but then clammed it shut once more, earning a derisory snort from Ashanti.
“I thought not. That’s the thing with escapee convicts. They really don’t do very well in negotiations!” Ashanti laughed as their craft sped forwards, following the curve of the large cavern tunnel as they flashed past people moving crates and boxes back and forth into tunnels.
“You’re going to the Town Brig, the lot of you,” Ashanti said with a leer as they flashed forwards, moving incredibly fast.
Classics smuggler set up, Nate was thinking. He had seen a few in his time with the Earth Alliance patrol, usually affiliated with the Martian separatists. This guy, Ashanti, probably was a ‘Control’ Governor in truth, but who liked to skim a decent profit from any of the less-than-legal travelers that tried to pass through the Wall.
You scratch my back; I get paid for it, everybody is happy, right? Nate thought that he might even have met people like Ashanti before.
“But what’ll you get if you hand us in?” Nate suddenly said, breaking the tense silence of the small yacht.
Ashanti looked at him, looked at his uniform up and down for a second, before muttering a guttural ‘what?’
“If you hand us in, you’re only doing your job. If you let us go, you get paid,” Nate offered; although he had no idea just what he was going to offer to pay the man.
Ashanti looked him up and down one more time. “Who are you, some sekking second lieutenant or younger margrave-twice-removed, or something? You scared Daddy’s going to find out you threw your luck in with this lot?” Ashanti nodded to Triest and the now almost fatally quiet Urzli.
“How much you got, pretty-boy? And the offer had better be large!” Ashanti’s eyes sparked with greed.
Their yacht was heading towards a shaft of light, and in a heartbeat, they had flashed through it, and into dazzling daylight and heat. Nate exhaled and blinked for a moment, looking to see that they had come out the other side of the mountain to follow a tracked ledge that ran along the side of the rocky hills and outcrops. On this side there was no sandstorm, just acres and acres of dunes to their left, and the rocky foothills that they were following ahead of them.
The tracks they were following were still attached to a ledge that was big enough to hold two such vehicles, and when Nate peered ahead, he could see the glitter of domed buildings and glass set against cream-colored stone walls. In between the settlement that they were clearly heading towards and their position, the rocky hills were dotted with more of those tall, rectangular metal towers that the Burbee had almost crashed into, each one of them ruined and torn open.
“Well, what do you say? How much of a family fortune is worth your skin!?” Ashanti broke through Nate’s amazement with a harsh tone, as Nate’s mind scrabbled.
I have a ship, the X5 Comet… But Nate instantly recoiled at the notion of giving that up. That was his route home, after all. If he lost it, he would lose everything.
“We have his ship,” Triest beat him to the punch, however. “It’s a small, elite craft. Has a personal hyperspace drive,” the tentacled woman said.
“Needs a bit of repair, but looks fast…”
“Hey!” Nate hissed angrily, but he needn’t have worried, as Ashanti just laughed.
“A small ship? For you three? And a Sensient ship?” Ashanti laughed, and Nate saw a look of horror cross Triest’s features.
“Oh yes, Commandant Triest, fearless guerilla leader of the Red Faction. I know all about your Sensient ship. And I know that it is going to be worth a lot of money…to the right buyer,” Ashanti said with a grin.
“You can’t,” Triest was looking at him in horror.
“Oh, but I can. I’ll just tell the top brass when I hand you over that you lost your ship to some smugglers or something… there are an awful lot of them out here, after all, right?” Ashanti was grinning broader and broader as the scorching desert winds snatched at their hair and robes as they raced along the track towards their doom.
“Why you little-” Triest started to growl, but she never got the chance. There was a sudden flash of light from ahead of them in the track, and a quick grunt as the pilot suddenly slumped forwards.
Nate looked up just as a shape flashed past his view in the air. What looked to be a man with wings, swooping past them as they strafed the yacht with blasts from the rifle in their hand…




XIV. The Sandpeople


“The Sandpeople! It’s an attack!” Ashanti was shouting as he stumbled forward to grab the control bars of the yacht, which had started to wobble and shake on its tracks.
“Sandpeople? Who are the Sandpeople!?” Nate was shouting, turning in place as another shape shot over their heads.
It was a humanoid figure, but attached to their back were a set of fixed glider like wings, with small rocket thrusters underneath. The figure itself was clothed in what looked to be layers and layers of cream and tan colored wrappings, and, as Nate watched, he saw them flip expertly in the air and point their blaster back towards them…
“Down!” Nate shouted, launching himself over Urzli and Triest as they toppled to the floor of the land yacht.
There was a scatter of blasts and bright flashes of light, and Nate heard at least one grunt of pain, but then one of the two guards was popping back from the side of the yacht and returning a barrage of fire up at the flying, swooping figures around them.
“Take them out!” Ashanti was shouting as he slapped the communicator badge on his chest. “This is Governor Pox, come in!”
“Nate, the gun!” Triest was hissing at him where they were both tangled at the floor of the yacht. Nate followed her eyes to see that the body of the dead pilot was slumped against the floor, and that their blaster had spilled from their belt and onto the yacht deck.
There were shouts and the blister of laser fire overhead as the yacht wobbled and shook.
“What do you want me to do, fight for Ashanti or kill him!?” Nate hissed, just as there was a sudden scream from one of the guards crouched right beside them, as they were thrown backwards, tumbling over the edge.
“Invaders!” there was a shout, as their place was taken by the sudden slamming shape of one of the winged Sandpeople, landing on the edge of the yacht and swinging their boots down to hit the yacht flooring.
Nate looked up to see a wrapped head turning towards him as the sandperson swung their blaster around.
“Hyurgh!” Triest called out, flinging herself in a roll towards the sandperson’s legs as Nate threw himself backwards to scrabble for the dead pilot’s gun.
Laser bolts burned the air past them at every turn. Nate seized the gun as he heard grunts of combat as Triest wrestled with the sandperson on their yacht…
“No! What do you think you’re doing!?” There was a shout just as Nate snatched at the blaster pistol for Ashanti’s heavy boot to stamp down on his wrist.
“You idiot!” Nate snarled in agony, grabbing onto Ashanti’s ankle with his other hand as the Governor tried to kick at him.
Nate felt a flash of pain as the man’s boot connected with the side of his head, but Ashanti had to turn almost entirely around to do so. Whatever he had been doing to hold the yacht to its tracks, he certainly wasn’t doing now as the entire craft suddenly shook, lifting from the ledge and started to topple to one side.
“Arrgh!” Ashanti yelled, and the pair of them slid to the high side railings as the yacht started to tip.
There was the gun! Nate could see it right ahead of him, as the sky whirled, and laser blasts hit the side of their craft. He reached for it, felt the clawing, fat fingers of the smuggler Governor clawing at his neck-
And then the entire yacht detached, and there was a stomach lurching moment of freefall before it hit the tops of the nearest dunes…
…and was surfing across them, spilling sand across on either side in sprays as it shook and juddered.
“You idiot!” Ashanti was yelling, scrambling, and attempting to grab the gun in Nate’s hands. Nate couldn’t see where Triest was. He swung the gun towards Ashanti just as the Governor batted his hand away with his own forearm, and Nate brought up his knee, kicking him back across the yacht floor.
The yacht hit something in the sand, and suddenly it was capsizing, spilling its humanoid contents as it slid to a halt.
Nate saw sand, sky, sand–and then he was slamming into the dirt and rolling to a slow stop.
He gasped, spitting out dirt and sand as he thought that his entire body felt as though it had been pummeled and beaten.
“Nate, get up! Nate!” It was Triest, she was still at the yacht, which was now on its side, and somehow, she had managed to keep Urzli inside the craft. In her hands was a blaster, but Nate couldn’t see what had happened to the winged man it had once belonged to.
“You sekkheads!” there was a snarl from nearby as Ashanti appeared, sand and dirt covering him as he spat and coughed, raising the blaster he held in his hand-
“I wouldn’t,” Nate turned and fired as fast as lightning for a bolt to strike the sand at Ashanti’s feet.
“You’ve killed us all!” Ashanti snarled at them as the whooping cries split the air. It was the sandpeople, they were almost upon them.
***
“On your left!”  Triest shouted as she hunkered by the side of the downed yacht, as a scattering of blaster bolts hit the metal hull.
Nate turned, a shadow crossing overhead as he took aim at the racing sandperson form, and fired-
A direct hit. The flying warrior spun out of the air to hit the floor with a heavy thump and a plume of dust.
Something hit the side of the yacht as Triest and Ashanti were firing into the air above and around them.
“Invaders pay!” screamed the latest sandperson, flinging themselves over the edge of the yacht to land with both feet scattering sand everywhere, one leg kicking out to catch Nate’s raised arms, blocking the shot that he would have fired.
The sandperson instead threw forward a heavy fist, and Nate was too close to block or dodge. The Lieutenant was struck hard across the face, making him tumble to the side of Urzli’s body, who was lying in an unconscious state on the yacht’s floor.
Move it, Nate, move! Nate knew that he didn’t have time. Any time. The sandperson was going to shoot him where he lay. He threw himself backwards, kicking out a leg to tangle in the sandperson’s own, who went down with a heavy grunt. Once again, Nate’s world was turned to frantic scrambling and punching as he snatched up his pistol, turned as the sandperson did the same-
Nate fired first, for his attacker to be flung backwards onto the floor.
But no sooner had Nate finished with his own attacker and crawled out of the hollow created by the upturned yacht, he saw that all the other attackers were dead, their crumpled wings smashed on the floor under their stilled bodies…
And there were Ashanti and Triest, struggling, using his elbow to try and throttle her.
“Hey!” Nate threw himself forward, his gun pointed directly at Ashanti as he punched it into the man’s ribs. He didn’t fire. Not yet.
“Let her go, you piece of dung,” Nate hissed into the Governor’s ear.
“Easy, easy now, pretty-boy!” Ashanti let Triest his grip go, for Triest to tear herself from him with a groan of disgust, moving at once to Urzli’s side and checking on him, before nodding to herself and turning back to Ashanti.
“Okay. This is how it’s going to go, Ashanti. You are going to let us go. Me and mine. Either promise me that now, or I swear I’ll tell my man to shoot the kneecaps for starters!” Triest glowered at him, and Nate thought that she probably would order that.
Ashanti hissed and gasped in fury where he crouched, but there was nothing he could do about it.
“My people will come looking for me. They’ll find you!” Ashanti bellowed.
Triest laughed. “Not on Crolnik, they won’t. You know what it’s like out here. Leagues and leagues of sand. You can’t find someone who doesn’t want to be found out here.”
“Now promise. You’re going to let us go. Me and my ship,” she insisted, casually picking up her own stolen blaster.
Ashanti looked as though he might argue at first, but then he slumped a little, and Nate saw that he was giving in.
“Fine. I will let you go. My people won’t come for you, but it’s already too late. There’s word the big bosses, the WarPrinces, they want you,” the man snarled.
“Even if I let you go, they’re on their way. They’ll find you.”
“You piece of dogalspit!” Triest said, lunging forward to grab the man’s jacket lapels and shake him.
“You told them, didn’t you? You alerted them!?” she spat at him.
Ashanti didn’t say anything, which was probably wise given the mood that Triest was in right now.
Just when Nate was sure that Triest was going to kill him anyway, the tentacle-haired woman snarled and threw him backwards against Nate.
“Whatever. We’ve escaped the Control before, we’ll do so again. The Healer. You told me there was a Healer here, a proper one. Tell me where they are!”
Ashanti’s eyes shot to the mostly curled form of Urzli in the yacht’s hollow.
“You want to take him to the Healer? Are you insane? Be much easier to let him die-”
There was the ringing sound of a slap as Triest backhanded him. For a moment, Nate felt both sickened and justified as Ashanti coughed and spat on the ground.
“The Healer. Where is she?” Triest stated once again, for Ashanti’s eyes to narrow and nod towards the rocky escarpment from which they had just fallen.
“There. The Second Tower. But you’ll never get there before the Control comes for you,” Ashanti growled.
Triest looked at the man for a long moment and then looked at the large number of dead bodies from the Control and sandpeople around them.
“I think I can figure something out,” she murmured.




XV. I Can Fly Anything, Right?


“I’m not entirely sure that this is a great idea,” Nate said dubiously as he felt the weight of the sandperson’s glider settle on his shoulders.
Instantly, the wind tried to push him back a few steps where he stood, as he garbled a snarl of surprise, and dropped to a crouch on the floor.
“I thought you said you could fly anything?” Triest cast him a quick glare as she finished securing the straps of her own rocket glider, and then pointed to where Ashanti was sheltering from the blistering sun.
“Hand him to me… and be careful!” she hissed at the Control Governor as the man grumbled but proceeded to (very) carefully lift Captain Urzli from the ground and half carry, half drag the reptilian alien into Triest’s arms, who quickly strapped Urzli to her.
“Hgnkr-agh!” their errant captain gave a sudden groan and a cry of pain, but by the time that Triest had nervously asked him if he was okay, the reptilian had already slumped back into unconsciousness.
“Ha. You’d better be quick if you want to save that one,” Ashanti leered from where he had returned to his crouch by the side of the crashed yacht.
“You’d better hope that your troops in Crolnik are loyal enough to actually come searching for you!” Triest shot back, and from the snarl on the smuggler-governor’s face, Nate could see that her remarks had hit home.
But Nate was still worried all the same. How long did Urzli have? Would this Healer even be able to do anything for them?
“It’s only a short hop,” Triest said as she tightened Urzli’s body against hers, nodding to the top of the rocky escarpment above. Nate could see the line of the track that they had been thrown from, and behind that the rising jagged rocky tumbles and rises that formed a backbone to the mountains. The sky was a high, piercing blue and the heat was fierce as he looked to the left where the Crolnik Outpost sat; a collection of gleaming crystal or glass domes over large, sandstone-looking walls built out of the rocky highlands.
Interspersed along the length of the brown and gray line of rock were two more of the large, perfectly rectangular towers made of some rusting metals. In this clear light, Nate could clearly see where entire panels had been wrenched and torn from their sides.
Whatever happened here, it must have happened a long time ago, Nate was thinking to himself as he familiarized himself with the stolen controls.
Each rocket glider had a handheld controller attached by cables to the mechanisms on his back. When he turned his hand one way or another, he felt the ‘wings’–some sort of stiffened polycarbon paneling–move and adjust. There was a large red button at one end, which he assumed must be the rocket ignition.
Yeah. Flying is just aerodynamics. Thrust and ignition, right? Nate thought, as Triest was the first to move off. She hauled herself and her bundle to the top of the nearest dune, crouched, and then took a loping, staggering run, before throwing herself from the top…
She dropped like a stone on the other side.
Nate waited in concern, certain that he was going to hear an imminent crash and thump as Triest broke not only every bone in her body, but Urzli’s too. But he was surprised when there was a fierce yell, and suddenly Triest was springing from the far side of the dune, shaking and jerking one way and to the next as she struggled to control the glider.
Just keep the momentum going, you’ll be fine, Nate told himself, as his thoughts flickered to the slight weight of the wooden biplane he had in his thigh pocket. Humans had been throwing themselves off things for centuries, right?
Right.
Nate lunged forward, his first step sinking into the sand and making his next even harder as he stamped on the dune, propelling himself forward to the top of the mound of sand. It was hard going, but he needed the speed. He clenched his teeth and powered his legs forward, seeing the steep cutaway of the sand on the far side as he threw himself forward-
His finger hit the ignition button as his feet left the ground-There was a sudden kick of ignition as Nate was thrown forward, the rockets held under the wings and high on his back bursting with a blue flame as he felt the wind catch his wings, and…
He groaned as he was suddenly flung to one side, swerving straight downward and back towards the sands below.
The handle! He turned it in his hand, feeling a slight resistance from the small bar somehow as it transferred the wing signals into his palm.
Nate swerved to the other side, but he was still swooping downwards, when he suddenly realized that it wasn’t all down to the flight handle, was it? It was his body that was now a part of the flying machine. He was the glider.
He straightened out his legs, fighting the impulse to kick and flail, and straightened his arms out on either side of him, too, as he lifted his head.
The glider appeared to respond to what he was doing inimically, lifting it’s v-front up above his head as he was suddenly tearing forwards and up, skimming over the top of the next dune and rising higher and higher into the sky.
He yelled in pure joy as exhilaration flooded through his body. This was what flying was all about! This was what he had been born to do!
“Too slow!” he yelled as he arced over Triest’s still wavering and wobbling form, already eating the distance between them and the rock face above. Triest must have seen his posture, how he was flying because she copied his position, straightening her legs and thrusting her arms out as her tentacles flaring inside the blue bubble of the encounter helmet that they had retrieved from Ashanti’s (dead) guards.
Nate was gaining altitude quickly, and from this height he could see the track leading back in a curve towards the dark opening in the mountains where they had come from, and he could also see the brown smear of storm that clutched at the mountains’ sides. The sandstorm was still raging on the far side then, and that meant that Melchizor, 43, Kayla and the Burbee were still trapped.
There was a whisper of noise, but it was snatched away by the wind, and Nate turned his head to see that Triest was much lower than he was, and flaring to a place where the tracked ledge became a metal bridge over a deep ravine in the rock walls. Nate saw what she meant at once, as the ravine cut through, into the highlands, and almost to the foot of the second tower itself.
He angled his arms, turning his hand as he felt the rush and bite of the wind against his body. Despite how glaringly hot it was on this desert planet, the bite of the wind was chill.
There was a flash from somewhere below him, drawing Nate’s eye… As a bolt of burning yellow energy shot wide, past his wings.
Someone’s firing at us!
Another flash, and this time another bolt, burst upwards towards them both, missing them by a mile still, but just as disconcerting.
“Triest!” He shouted, yet even with the blue helmets and the howling of the wind he couldn’t tell if she could hear him, she still veered to one side, descending to the gully over the dunes.
Another myriad of bolts shot up towards Nate, and this time they were tight packed, and much better aimed. He could see small, beetle-like figures on the tracked ledge and figured that they had to be Ashanti’s guards. Some of them were more loyal, it seemed. Or maybe they had a habit of shooting at any sandperson they saw.
Nate threw one arm down and raised the other, slicing through the wind towards the bridge and the ravine as the bolts burned through the air past his feet.
Triest? Where’s Triest!? He was thinking, scanning the sands below him to see her suddenly spearing low across the ground, and far under the metal bridge that crossed the ravine.
The shots were getting tighter and more frequent, and Nate could see the balls of burning plasma arcing through the air towards him. Ahead of him.
He swerved the flier downwards, as the guards shooting at him had clearly anticipated his flight path. But the sudden movement made him lose control, as he spiraled and swirled suddenly.
Nate hissed through his teeth as more burning shots raced towards him. The bridge was coming up fast, and if he wasn’t careful, he was about to slam straight into it-
“Down, down!” Nate threw his arms forward and leaned downwards as the rockets burned behind him, and suddenly he was looking at the rising metal girders of the bridge over the ravine, the twin lines of yacht tracks. He didn’t have time to slow his trajectory. He leaned as far down as he could-
To flash under the metal bridge with barely a meter space above him, and suddenly be flying through a wide ravine, almost a canyon, with broken gray and yellow rocky walls on either side.
A spark of light ahead, and Nate could see where the ravine started to narrow, and the small form of Triest and Urzli were rising up the side of one of the broken walls, heading for where there was a series of flattened ledges and giant boulders. Nate saw how she leaned back to slow their flight, allowing the wind to catch their glider wings as they caused more air resistance.
The ledge came up quickly. Nate leaned back as he had seen Triest do, kicking his legs out in front of him to do so as he felt the wind hammer into his frame, for him to suddenly dip and then-.
He hit the ground running, stumbling, and then crashed to the sandy rock with a heavy thump.
“Huh. Pretty good for a first timer, I guess,” Triest was saying from where she stood. “Come on, pick your face up from the floor. We’ve still got a ways to go yet.”
Nate groaned and would have said something about Urzli better being a good enough captain to warrant all these near-death experiences but held his tongue. Some things you don’t joke about, he knew, and one of them was the life of your crew.
Triest led the way, passing Urzli’s increasingly frail form to Nate as she instead picked a route up through the rocks and the boulder field. Enormous slabs of weather-worn gray rose from the ground and obstructed their view, but Nate could see the distant finger of the Tower ahead of them, calling them onwards like a lighthouse. The sands were still everywhere, filling the gaps between the rocks like a dry sea.
They were a crew, Nate mused to himself as he heaved and stamped, using one hand to push himself off the rocks. Every one of the Burbee’s inmates was different, and apparently free to criticize each other, but Nate had also noticed how they moved with one vision when they had to. There was an absolute loyalty there that Nate had seen only amongst marines.
He guessed it came from their time in the Box and their escape. Who knew how hard that had been…
And now I am one of them? He wondered strangely. The ship had bonded to him. What did that mean? What did it mean for him ever getting home again?
“This Healer; who are they?” Nate asked as he handed Urzli to Triest so that he could navigate a particularly tricky bit of rock fall. The woman grunted, heaving her captain to her side, and almost falling over with him, before reaching down with a hand to grab at his wrist and haul him towards her.
“The Healers are an ancient sect of light-worshippers. Their adherents can be from a mixture of races, but their creed is tolerated by the Control, because they are committed to the ways of healing. It is said that these towers were once ruins of their people,” Triest nodded at the place ahead, which stuck up like an accusing, dark finger ahead of them.
Hm, Nate didn’t exactly think that construction ahead looked like a balm to the soul, not at all.
“Then what happened to it then?” he said, nodding at how the metal walls were rent and ruined and torn.
Triest squinted at the torn open tower for a long time, then shrugged.
“I don’t know. But whatever it is, it must have been a long time ago. The healers have been wandering D Quadrant for centuries…”
Her speech was suddenly cut short by a clap of thunder from above.
Strange, Nate was thinking. There wasn’t even a cloud in the sky.
“Oh,” he murmured in horror, looking upwards as suddenly the sky started to burst and tear.
What started as a small cloud quickly grew above the far horizon. The clouds churned, turning darker and darker, with flashes of light in their dark hearts.
“Is that what I think it is!?” Nate was saying, as he felt panic clutch at his throat. He had seen such things before, but never so large.
The cloud was moving and creating a long, trailing tail behind it, like a comet entering Crolnik’s atmosphere.
But that was no comet, was it? Nate knew as he started to see the clouds burning from the front edge of a vast, blocky dropship, a series of cubes half melded and molded together, and looking ugly and business-like. As he watched, legs started to descend from their sides, and rockets fired from the thing’s underside.
“It’s a Control dropship! The War Cruiser must have found us!” Triest gasped in horror.




INTERLUDE 3: Layla


“Melchizor,” the voice of the Sensient Cyber Knight interrupted the work of the Uolan as he was busy crammed on his belly, deep inside one of the heat transference ducts of the Burbee.
Outside their ship, the dust storm still rattled and raged, and a small sensor on the hammerhead’s wrist kept on a steady bleep that tracked the progress of the storm. It seemed that they were unlucky enough to land on a hollow in the mountains that attracted such storms readily; the Uolan figured–and also why on earth Triest’s contact had asked them to land here of all places!
“Melchizor of Uola Prime!” the large cybernetic knight leaned forward to place their head inside the curving aperture that was supposed to keep the main heat conductors cool. He modulated his voice, so instead of its usual academic drone, it came out like a roar.
“I WILL SPEAK WITH YOU NOW!” the Sensient Knight intoned.
“Ah! Dear Stars and Shapes! Do you want to deafen me!?” Melchizor flinched, leaned up to bang his head and once more grunt in pain before shuffling quickly backwards.
“43. We’re going to have a talk about manners some time, you know. I’m not sure that the 100 were ever expected to negotiate,” the hammerhead groaned, swinging his legs along with no small drift of sand out from the heat transference ducts before dropping to the floor.
The pair stood in one of the many engineering sections of the Burbee, which were dotted throughout her body. The sensient ship had a large and interconnected engineering lattice that stretched from the tip of her prow all the way to her hyperspace-capable engines, with larger units like this one rather like organs, or so Melchizor had always thought.
“I apologize. You are correct, the 100 were only expected to attend the most ceremonial of functions, and that was only rarely,” 43 looked down at him with his single, glowing eye.
“Yes, well, I suppose you cannot be to blame for that. What is it?” Melchizor stated.
43 stayed stock still for a moment, and then their voice returned.
“My charge, Layla. She has told me that there is… a disturbance.”
Melchizor blinked. “Of course there is. We’re a downed ship with a ruddy great sandstorm, more than a sandstorm, a sand hurricane! - happening outside.”
43 looked at Melchizor for a moment longer than was entirely normal.
“Not that kind of disturbance,” 43 intoned heavily, before turning towards the exit and starting to march, entirely expecting Melchizor to follow.
Melchizor looked at the giant, retreating back of the sensient knight, the scrap of black cloak that was tattered and barely hit the mechanical workings and double armor plates.
“Guess that is what we’re doing now, then!” he grimaced, and trotted along behind.
***
Melchizor could feel it before he even entered the chamber that Layla occupied. It was like a charged wave of pressured air, a sensation that made the Uolan’s skin crawl. They marched along the ramp to one of Burbee’s viewing rooms, and Melchizor could see an eerie blue glow emanating from the doorway ahead of him.
“43! What is she doing-!” the hammerhead hissed, before entering the room to see something that shouldn’t be possible.
Layla, who looked all of a teenager (if that) was sitting cross-legged in the middle of the floor, with swathes of electric white and blue energy dancing around her. It eddied and convulsed in turns, constantly moving and changing as if it were a living force. Every object in the room, from the tables to the chairs and to the discarded helmets or plates, had all risen in this field, slowly revolving and eddying in the waves of psychic energy.
And it all centered around the girl. As Melchizor watched, there was another pulse of blue-white energy coming from her form, and the ivory-skinned girl opened her mouth as if to scream-
“No, Layla!” 43 suddenly barked, stepping forward into the field as they raised one hand to stop their charge-
But suddenly, there was a flash of energy from Layla as she turned in place, a feral scowl on her face as she reacted.
The girl howled, and as she did so the blue-white energy burst from around her, slamming into 43’s chest and sending the large sensient knight flying backwards through the air to crash through the tables and chairs and into the opposite wall, as sparks burst from his chest.
“Layla! Stop!” Melchizor cried out, but he wasn’t as brave as 43. He flinched and cowered in place as the girl turned to look at him, her solid blue eyes squinting in rage before she was suddenly gasping and coughing, looking in horror at what she had done as all the floating objects came crashing down around her.
“43? 43, are you okay!?” Melchizor turned to see the sensient knight, chest still sparking as it attempted to rise itself from where it had been indented several inches into the bulkhead.
“I am… TZZRK!-” the knight’s voice burst into static for a moment, but came back a moment later. “Fine.”
“You don’t look fine,” Melchizor frowned. “Just what was that!? You never said Layla was psychic!”
“TZZRT. Layla is… special. She is TZZZ the reason I am here,” 43 limped through the wreckage, his heavy metal boots crunching and destroying the crashed objects before he awkwardly kneeled around the sobbing form of the girl.
She was afraid, Melchizor saw. Young and afraid.
“She can’t control it, can she? That was why she was being held in the box-” Melchizor started to say, but 43 ignored him, instead putting his arms around her as if shielding her from everything that was around them. Melchizor saw the girl’s sobs slow, and then cease, and then saw her whisper to the side of 43’s head in a low, quick trilling murmur.
“Yes… TZZRK! I see,” 43 looked up at Melchizor after she had finished.
“Layla has sensed another powerful psychic in the area. That is what upset her so much. And this other psychic, this disturbance in the force, is right now approaching us, approaching the Burbee…”
Dogalspit, Melchizor thought.




XVI. Surveillance


“Come on, we have to move!” Triest was saying as she picked up the pace, racing ahead of Nate as fast as she could go across the rocks and scree and sand.
“Hey, this guy isn’t easy to carry, you know?” Nate called out after her as his boot slipped on the stones and sand, and he just averted dropping Urzli, landing on his own shoulder instead of the captain’s face.
“I don’t know if complaining is in your species’ DNA, but we don’t have the time for it!” Triest was saying, hopping from one rock to the next as the Tower of the Healer loomed ahead of them.
Behind them, the rock plan was split by gigantic boulders and slabs of mountainous rock, everything covered with drifts of sand. But the Tower stood proudly above it all, overlooking the edge of the broken rock walls that led back down to the ravine, and in the distance, the bridge was a thin line against the endless rolling gold of Crolnik’s dunes.
From this close distance, Nate could see how the Tower was more solid at its base, but still just as strange. It held four exact, dark black and red-colored walls forming a perfect cube, and there appeared to be markings other than the rust going up the walls in long lines.
Warnings? Instructions? Hieroglyphs? Nate couldn’t be sure, but he also couldn’t see any lights or signs of anyone living there at all.
“Hey, what if Ashanti lied to us? What if this isn’t the right Tower, or that there isn’t even a Healer here at all?” Nate called out as he set Urzli down for a moment, turning around to seize him under the arms and drag him backwards up the rock incline.
“Ghrst-nakh!” the reptilian man suddenly grunted, coughing wildly for a moment as he opened his eyes.
“Urzli? Captain?” Nate said quickly, for their captain to shake his head weakly, his eyes to flutter, and then close once again. When Nate looked at the captain’s chest, he could see that the bright flecks of red where he had coughed.
That wasn’t good. That wasn’t good at all.
“Triest! I don’t think we have much time!” Nate turned around to say, just as Triest cried out.
“Nate! Look out!”
The Lieutenant turned, just in time to see small shapes darting low across the rockfield. One to their right, two to their left.
***
“What are they!?” Nate exclaimed as he tenderly placed Urzli in the cavity between the rocks, then spun to remove his thieved laser blaster from his shoulder.
The shapes had to be no bigger than a chair perhaps, and made of dark blue and black metals, shaped into a long-nosed wedge with tiny aerofoil wings, with a single, flaring positional rocket at the end. From their nose and their top, sprouted long antenna’s and what looked like guns…
“Control surveillance drones! The dropship must have dispatched them, searching for us!” Triest was shouting as she fell into a crouch, taking aim at the first of the surveillance drones as it flashed past-
There was a flash of plasma as she fired, but her shots hit nothing but rock as the surveillance drone swerved, curling around the far side of the Tower.
“Take them out! We can’t let them report back where we are!” Triest was calling as Nate picked the next nearest one, seeing it race around the other side of their group.
Let’s see if all those hours of marksmanship did any good at all… Nate fired, feeling the laser blaster jump in his hands as it spat a gobbet of burning molecules.
The first shot hit the rocks just as the surveillance drone swerved around it. These things were fast!
Nate snarled and pulled the trigger again, this time keeping it down. The laser blaster spat a barrage of plasma shots out across the rocks, hitting and scattering wildly into sparks as he directed it ahead of the drone.
It swerved straight into Triest’s oncoming fire to suddenly explode in a ball of black smoke.
“Where’s the next? Where’s the others!?” Triest was shouting, but by then the third had fired. It had held back from the other two drones, and now it swept across their path between them and the Tower, and its singular gun port short a string of focussed laser blasts straight at them.
“Down! Cover Urzli!” Triest was shouting as Nate dove into the small hollow where Urzli had been hidden. He heard a gasp of pain and rolled across the rocks, turning back just in time to see Triest spinning to the floor, blood spurting from her calf.
“Triest!” he shouted, firing desperately at the surveillance drone as it flashed past, but it was no use. They were too fast for him to follow. With a whining scream, the next drone flashed past him on the other side and now the two were turning, racing back over the highland the way they had come, turning toward where the Crolnik Outpost was and the Control dropship.
He had failed, Nate realized. This Control would find out where they were, and they would come searching for them, probably to find them in under an hour. Worse than that, Triest was injured, and Urzli was about to die. Nate was a stranger in a strange land and had no idea what he could do to stop it happening…
BOOM!
One of the surveillance drones suddenly burst apart in a thick pall of black smoke.
“What!?” Nate was blinking in shock as there was a movement from the rocks as figures appeared, flinging what appeared to be spears straight into the path at the second Control surveillance drone. Their spears struck, and they must have had explosive tips, because the last drone was suddenly breaking apart with a gout of flame and black smoke, to spin across the rocks in separate pieces.
Who…? Nate was thinking, when he heard a crunch from not very far away, and saw the canvas wrapped figures emerging from the rocks all around.
It was the sandpeople, without their wings this time, and wearing their cream and orange canvas wrappings. They leveled their spears at Nate and glared at him through their dark goggles.
“Oh crap,” Nate whispered.




INTERLUDE 4: Unexpected Visitors


Layla was agitated, Melchizor thought. He could tell, because things kept exploding off the walls around her as they jogged through the Burbee’s halls, following the girl.
“This way?” 43 intoned, asking with a quick backwards glance as he thundered ahead of them, turning whenever Layla indicated for his metal feet to thunder along the corridor.
Melchizor had in his hands the heaviest blaster that they had access too, a large, two handled rifle sort of object that he could barely lift, but he placed his trust in it. Psychic enemy or no, he thought that one shot with this thing would soon put a dent in anyone’s day.
Then there was 43 himself, of course, who didn’t have guns but then again didn’t need them. At his back was strapped a large broad-blade, the traditional weapons of the 100, and his body was a walking tank. There were legends that the sensient knights could tear through entire ships, literally, if they had been ordered to.
But the Uolan did at least feel a little safer with the heavy gun held to his chest than without it.
It was then that Melchizor noticed it. The distant vibrations, the hissing sound of countless millions of sand and dust particles hitting the ship, were gone. Had the storm abated? That in itself was worrying, wasn’t it? Because the Burbee would no longer be shielded by the storm’s haze from Crolnik’s sensors…
“43? Is the storm over?” Melchizor asked, knowing that the sensient knight could also compute many times faster than any human. They had downloaded the data for Crolnik as they had approached. They would know precisely all the weather patterns that were due to hit today.
“No. The storm is not set to cease for another hour, at least; although atmospheric measurements are notoriously difficult… Oh,” the large cyber knight stopped and cocked their head to one side.
“Strange. My sensors are picking up the sandstorm on the far side of the Burbee, but not this edge… And that is remaining a constant,” 43 slowed to a quick walk as they reached where Layla was pointing, the launch hangar bay.
“Are we being covered by something? Another ship?” Melchizor asked, not liking the sound of this at all as he moved to open the door, and then slide around the edge, struggling to lift the heavy gun to see the same old launch hold there, with the hooman’s ship still safely strapped down to one side, and the rest of their stolen provisions in disarray everywhere, just as it had been before.
“The girl, Layla, do they still sense the, uh…” Melchizor’s voice trailed out when he started to see the smaller crates and boxes rise in the launch hold, all on their own. He turned to look at Layla, who was still standing terrified in the doorway to the large hold area.
She wasn’t emitting any blue energy. It wasn’t her doing it.
“I think that is an affirmative, Melchizor of Uola Prime. The disturbance is here. I believe it is what is responsible for the interruption of the sandstorm!” 43 said, stepping in front of Layla as he strode into the launch hold purposefully. With one giant metal gauntlet of a hand, they reached up to grab the handle of their broad blade attached to their back, and pulled it loose, revealing a blade that was taller than Layla was entirely.
Psychics. They were a dangerous kettle of drogspill, Melchizor knew. They were also outlawed on just about every Control planet that he had ever come across.
The problem with psychics, Melchizor knew, was that the power twisted them. They might start out as loving, caring, intelligent people, but for some reason they became murderous, full of hate. Psychism was a dangerous energy that could not be controlled, it could not be channeled. Those cursed with their abilities were prone to exploding and taking out several buildings with them.
Just like Layla could do? Melchizor did not want to think too closely about that, as there was a sudden, resounding boom against the doors.
“They are here,” 43 said, and flexed their metallic muscles as a crackle of electricity ran from their gauntlets and up their blade.
A powerful enough psychic could tear the Burbee in two.
They might have just decided that the Burbee was the focus of all their anger, Melchizor thought, before another boom suddenly crashed against the outer doors…
“What do we do!?” Melchizor said, struggling to keep the gun pointed at the doors.
There was a grinding noise, followed by the sudden clicking of internal mechanisms. Melchizor saw the dim access light on the outer bay doors flash, turn from orange to green.
“They’re opening the doors from the outside!” Melchizor said. That was another thing that was supposed to be impossible, but apparently wasn’t for a powerful enough psychic.
“Be at the ready. We are strong.” 43 stated, planting their legs far apart as they stood in the way of the doors-
Which suddenly opened, letting in a dim, orange-colored light.
There was a person on the far side, and one a little smaller than Melchizor. They looked tiny compared to the behemoth of the sensient knight standing before them.
They were a bald-headed woman, wearing a mixture of rags, and Melchizor could see behind them there was no sandstorm, just a murky orange glow… and then a falling rain of sand. The psychic had created a bubble of air that they were moving through, as easily as if there had been no storm at all.
The woman looked at 43 with sharp eyes. She was old and yet carried her stature proudly.
“There is no time for this. You have a powerful psychic on board, I can sense her. I need her. And if you come with me, then I may be able to stop the sandpeople from killing your friends.”




XVII. Wild Justice


The sandpeople had said nothing as they surrounded Nate, Triest, and the unconscious form of Urzli, leveling a collection of spears and blasters at them as they gestured towards their guns.
“Okay, I’m guessing we’re not allowed these…” Nate mumbled, tossing them the gun as Triest did the same. He hoped that these lot weren’t aware of the other sandpeople that they had killed when they were attacked.
“Invaders!” One of the sandpeople, the smallest of their number, said as he prodded at them to get to their feet.
“Killers. You killed our blood. We will take yours!” the sandperson said.
Guess they figured it out, Nate grimaced.
“Our friend, he is ill! We came to seek the Healer!” Triest said quickly, raising her hands as her tentacles moved in a constant twitch of worry. She herself was injured too, Nate saw, as a sheen of blue blood was running down her leg where she had caught a glancing shot from the Control surveillance drone.
Nate saw the smallest of their group move a little uneasily, but then gesture with their spears, towards the second tower ahead.
“I don’t think he agrees, Triest,” Nate muttered, earning a disgusted snarl from the second-in-command.
“Where are you taking us! We came only for the Healer!” Triest tried again as they trudged, but this time the nearest of the sandpeople only menaced her with their spear, flicking it whisper-quick to her throat for a moment, showing just how easy it would be to kill them if he so desired.
They marched in silence the little way towards their destination, as the Tower grew larger and larger in their view. Nate scanned how many there were, at least ten sandpeople versus their three, with Urzli clearly not much use for anything, and Triest faring no better.
So, this is it, this is how I die in the alternative universe? Nate was thinking when they were brought to a standstill outside the gigantic construction, for Nate to see a wall of rust red and black iron blocking their path. The Tower had to be easily a hundred meters or more across, and this close Nate could see the large signs inscribed in the surface, rising up the sides. The shapes looked primitive, like curves and dashes that made no sense at all to his alien mind.
“Hut!” the small headman of the sand people raised their spear for them all to stop, and then they did something unexpected. The talker for their group started singing; a high, wailing sound coming from the back of their throat that undulated and rose in strength and confidence as the talker continued.
The sound was eerie and strange, and reminded Nate of a dirge, like the sandpeople were mourning something very important, lost very long ago.
To Nate’s surprise, something started to happen to the Tower. The hieroglyphs near the base, each one almost half the size of a man, started to glow a faint, eldritch blue. As the song grew in volume, this glow spread to the next icon, and then the next, until almost a third of the lowest metal panel (a hundred-by-hundred-meter metal square) was lit with flickering light…
There was a grinding noise, and a small section of the wall gave way, sliding backwards and in revealing a completely hidden doorway.
“How did-? What sort of technology is this!?” Nate hissed in awe. It didn’t obey any law of physics that he yet understood.
“There have been countless civilizations before Control,” Triest whispered under her breath. “Many with technologies that we cannot even begin to fathom…”
The singer stopped their crooning as the prisoners were led, by the sharp, jabbing points of their spears, into the darkness.
***
“Well, this is getting better by the minute, isn’t it?” Nate whispered to Triest as they trudged through the dark. Despite being in a narrow corridor, Nate had the feeling that the surrounding space was much wider than originally expected. All they had to illuminate the way were small lights that came on automatically from the sandperson’s goggles, illuminating a sand-covered metal floor sloping downwards.
“Where are you taking us?” Nate hazarded a call, only to earn a grunt and shove from the nearest of the sandpeople, before the way ahead suddenly flattened out, and suddenly there were larger shapes all around them. The edges and shadows of vast shapes, butting out of the murk.
Was that… machinery? Nate again wondered just who had built this strange place, and why.
“Eyia! Eyeppa!” the sandperson ahead of them was calling, and for some reason the Iku Fungi did not translate this speech. Nevertheless, Nate guessed it was a welcome of some kind, as there were answering shouts as others emerged out of the darkness, men and women dressed in the same rags and wrappings, but without the goggles and face coverings. They moved furtively, unsteadily, until they were sure of what had entered, and then Nate saw their faces eclipse with joy.
“Their settlement, the sandpeople live here,” Nate was whispering as he saw how several of their guards greeted the less armed people warmly with hugs or shouts. All the newcomers were human enough, Nate saw, but they had a darkened brow ridge just over their eyebrows that made them look as though they were giving a permanently concerned frown.
“Come! Bring the invaders!” the talker was urging them onwards, when Triest raised her voice.
“Listen to us! We are escaping the Control. We have no love for Crolnik and the people there! They want us dead more than you do! All we seek is a healer for our Captain, and then we will be gone! Please…you have to listen to us!” Triest pleaded (Nate never thought he would see the day).
One of the women gave a small burst of alien speech, and Nate could tell it was harsh and questioning, for the singer to respond in a low tone. They were arguing about them, Nate figured. This discussion was short-lived, however, and the singer appeared to have the final word when he abruptly smacked his staff on the ground and pointed in the deeper in the direction they had been going.
“They will face the Testing. That is the fate for those who kill our own,” the singer said, turning as Nate and the others were prodded to move.
“But the Control will be here soon!” Triest burst out. “A dropship landed. They will have weapons the like you have never faced! We don’t have time…!”
She suddenly hissed as one of the guards prodded her with their spear, hard.
“Hey!” Nate snapped, as the guards nearest to him suddenly snarled, and his throat was surrounded by a forest of wickedly sharp spear points.
“edji’yr-fool!” It was the arguing sandperson woman, speaking harshly to the guards as she gestured to the unconscious form of Urzli. As Nate watched, the woman strode up, gently pushing the spear points away until she was face to face with the captives.
“I am Mother Ira, a head woman of this community. You may have broken our rules, but we will not send a weakling to their death. This one, and this one-” she pointed at Triest.
“They will not be Tested. Only the healthy one, who will stand in for all the others.”
I beg your pardon? Nate looked in shock at Triest, and then at the singer, at Mother Ira, and back at Triest.
The decision was not in his hands at all, however, as the singer stepped forward.
“At peace, Mother Ira. It is done. The healthy one only but bring the woman so that she watches what justice we have,” the singer said, turning as Nate was urged and pushed ahead of the others.
“Triest!” Nate called out to see the tentacled woman staring at him with wide, fierce eyes.
“Just win, Nate Just Nate, just win!”
Nate was led ahead out of the darkness of the machines and darkened factory spaces, until their steps led upwards, reaching a ramp and then a winding set of metal stairs. They appeared to climb for what felt like forever until their small party was stopped at a metal level beside a large metal bulkhead door. This one required no such singing to open, however, as the guards rushed to turn heavy levers by the side of the door, opening the way to a fierce blast of sand and wind.
They had somehow reached the other side of the rocky escarpment, with a wide, curving hollow of rocky highlands stretching around on either side. In the center of the vast hollow were the frozen, rolling waves of golden sanddunes.
“Now you shall meet your match, invader,” the singer said as they emerged onto a howling, wind-blown ledge, where a set of stairs had been carved into the stone that led down to the dunes below.
“You keep calling me that, I’m not sure I really qualify. I was just piloting a ship then was captured by that Governor Pox-” Nate started saying, for the singer to snarl at them, turn, and throw their spear ahead so that it landed in the sand, burying itself deeply.
“Fetch your spear and await your fate. If you survive the Test, then you will be pardoned by my people,” the singer snarled, as the rest of the guards leveled their own spears at Nate’s back so there was no way he could run.
“That’s a bit medieval, isn’t it? ‘Drown the witch to see if they’re innocent, kind of thing?’” Nate asked, before hissing in pain as one of the guards prodded him in the back with another of the (very) sharp spear points.
“Okay, okay, I get it! Kill whatever is coming for me with the spear. Save my friends…” Nate groaned, looking up at the skies and wishing that at least they would have been given food and water before this new challenge.
How long had it been? It must be near nighttime on this stars forsaken planet, right?
But the sky was still a clear, brilliant blue, and the sun was still dazzling ahead. Maybe the day times were longer on Crolnik, Nate didn’t know.
All he knew was that he had to somehow not-die over the next few minutes.
His feet crunched to the bottom of the stairs and the sand below as he waded across it to grab at the spear and wrench it from the ground. It was almost as tall as he was, he saw, with a large, molded metal tip that looked like steel. Behind its head, there was a larger, bulbous metal contraption that looked at first like a weight, but then Nate remembered how the spears had exploded.
They must only explode on contact with something solid, like metal or rock, Nate thought when he remembered how none of the spearheads and gone off when he and the others had been prodded, or when this spear had been thrown into the sands.
“Now what do I do!?” Nate grabbed the spear and stood with his legs wide for a moment, for the singer above him on the rocks to croon in that strange, eerie singsong tune once again.
“Wonderful. More singing. Maybe he hopes to kill me at a talent contest…” Nate was saying, when he heard a deep rumble from out at the mouth of the sanded hollow.
“What?”
Nate turned around to see that the dunes were shaking. Something was coming.




XVIII. The Monster of Crolnik


No, this really did not look good at all, Nate thought as he saw the sand dunes started to tremble, and a haze of dust erupt from the head of the sanded valley ahead.
No, no, no, no… Nate had heard of monsters on desert planets. He had seen the vidfilms. Although the Earth Alliance had yet to break out of the shell of their own solar system, the imagination of humans was wild and vivid.
And I am certainly no hero, he knew, as the rising dust cloud grew nearer and nearer.
“What is it!?” Nate shouted up at the waiting sandpeople up on the rocks, but they said nothing. The singer only continued their eerie song, as they held the injured Triest near, overlooking what was about to happen.
Two dunes away. One.
Nate readied his explosive spear in hand, hefting it to his shoulder.
“What the crap do I know about spears!?” he was thinking as suddenly, the haze lifted as something broke free from the sands-
It was a monster all right, and to Nate’s eyes it looked to all the world like a Manta Ray, only much, much bigger. The creature had to be ten or twelve meters across from fleshy wing tip to wing tip, and its skin was a creamy tan color. For a moment Nate saw it in its entirety, the thick, scaled hide, and the wide, gnashing mouth filled with teeth under two widely spaced eyes.
It had burst its way out of the dune and was riding through the air, spilling sand behind it as it dove straight for him-
Nate dove to one side, hitting the edge of the dune and rolling down wildly as he clutched the spear to his chest, as the monstrous Sand Ray crashed into the dune where he had just been, sending up a cloud of dirt exploding behind it.
There was a high burr, a whipping noise as its barbed tail followed it, slapping into the dust storm as the creature disappeared.
Nate almost choked with all the sand and dirt that spilled everywhere. The ground shook underfoot as he scrambled for footing, fell over, and then used the butt of the spear to push himself free as he tore towards the nearest rise of sand.
“This is impossible! What do you expect me to do-” Nate was shouting as the dune behind him rippled, and suddenly one side of it exploded with teeth and wings.
Nate leaped, swinging his spear hard around him as he did so, and felt it bite into toughened flesh…
But then he was hit by something, the wing, or the body of the Sand Ray as he was tumbling through the air, spinning and whirling and losing his grip on his spear before he landed with a heavy, pained thump on the surface of the sand, before sliding down the nearest dune. It was probably the tumble that saved him, as the spiked tail of the Ray smashed through the top of the dune behind him as he rolled.
For a moment, all Nate could see were flickers of stars and darkness. His whole body ached, and his side hurt as though 43 had kicked him. He wheezed and coughed, spluttering out yet more sand as he groaned and slipped to one side, stumbling as his vision swirled.
The creature didn’t have to actually bite him to kill him, Nate realized. Just the chaos of its passage would be enough to break bones.
The thundering sound decreased for a moment, replaced by the high winds of the dunes, and Nate realized that the singing had stopped. Looking up, he saw that all the sandpeople were standing on the edge of the stone escarpment, and Triest, looking down at the fight. Some had faces of horror (like Triest) while others had faces of apparent joy.
“Just win,” Nate reminded himself as he forced himself to scramble to the top of the nearest dune. He was disoriented and unaware of how far he had strayed from the stone steps. The movement of the Sand Ray had entirely reshaped the geography of this place around him.
But where was the spear!? Nate scoured the surrounding land to see it sticking out of the dirt, more than several meters away.
“Nate! Behind you!” Triest called out suddenly, as Nate felt the first vibration in the soil below his feet.
Turning, he saw the ripple through the sound further out, as the Sand Ray must have taken a wide turn to form a charging run at him. As he watched, he saw it break the surface with a thunderous roar of sand, and then slam into the top of the next dune–and skip–from it, destroying the dune in the process as it flapped its monstrous wings.
The spear was ahead of him. The monster was behind.
Nate ran, diving into a slide down the dune towards where the spear was sticking out of the dirt, as the giant Sand Ray once again slammed into the top of the next dune, flapping its wings as it did so to send it soaring through the air, straight towards him.
The spear was right there. Nate grabbed it, plucked it from the ground, and saw the rock wall of the escarpment wasn’t far. It was close. Surely the creature wouldn’t be able to swim through that, as well!?
Heeding his instincts rather than anything else, Nate jumped off the edge of the following dune, aiming for the rocks. His entire body told him to get away, to get to higher and solid ground.
Another thump came from behind him as the Sand Ray was close now. Very close. He felt the beat and the rush of the creature’s wings against his back, propelling him forward-
Nate skidded as he turned, twisting on his hip in one movement and flinging the explosive spear up behind him at the creature, before leaping to one side-
The tip of the spear didn’t hit the creature’s torso, nor its mouth or eye. Instead, it struck the underside of the beast’s wing, and there was a gout of flame and smoke as the tip exploded against the stone-hard scale of the creature.
Nate was rolling, shouting as he did so, hoping that his last-minute plan worked.
All flying is just aerodynamics…
There was a terrible screeching roar from overhead as the explosive tip had torn a hole through Sand Ray’s fin, and, without its smooth V-shaped wing, it could no longer control its flight. It flailed and swerved violently to one side, over shooting where Nate was tumbling–and slamming into the edge of the rock walls instead.
But Nate hadn’t accounted for the tail, which slapped across the edge of the sand, catching him on the shoulder and spinning him through the air as easily as if he were a leaf tossed in a storm.
“Nate!” He heard as he hit the dirt, and everything went black, and-
“STOP!”




XIX. The Healer of Crolnik


“Stop. Stop–stop!”
Nate sat up with a gasp and inhaled a lung of cool desert air. The light was different. It wasn’t as bright as it should be. It was much darker, in fact. Twilight.
He was sure that he had been dreaming of something dark and terrible, of racing towards the sun in an experimental ship, perhaps, or of a large, flying creature heading straight towards him with a roaring maw full of teeth…
But now he was lying on a scrap of padded clothing, looking up at the sky and seeing the stars start to come out over the alien planet. There was a murmur of voices nearby, and a small like incense.
“Nate? Nate Just Nate?” said a familiar voice, as Nate pushed himself up to see none other than the hammerhead Uolan, engineer Melchizor Fram rushing towards him over the rocky escarpment.
“Melchizor? What are you doing here?” Nate groaned, reaching up to touch his head. It felt woozy and light, but he surprisingly didn’t feel near dead.
He was in the same place where he had fought the Test, it appeared, as he could see the spit of rock where the others had assembled, and the stairs down to the sandy ‘arena’. Of the giant Sand Ray, there was no sign (which he was quite thankful for).
“Miraculous! You are alive!” the hammer-headed alien was saying to him with a tone of polite surprise. “I had thought your species was quite weak, but it appears I was wrong.”
“Gee thanks, I guess,” Nate pushed himself up into a seated position, for his head to suddenly hammer and he wondered if his species really were as tough as Melchizor was surprised that he should be.
“You did well, although it was a fool’s test, nonetheless,” said an unfamiliar voice, as Nate realized that there was a woman walking towards him, and trailing behind her was 43, and the girl Layla.
The woman was bald, with skin like bleached mahogany. She was dressed in wide, heavy robes, like a mixture of ponchos and saris.
And there was a power that emanated from her, Nate knew immediately. He could feel it in his teeth and running across his skin, like buzzing static electricity. Nate saw that there were others still gathered on this rocky outcrop under the giant tower, more of the sandpeople had started small fires in metal containers, and they were seated and appearing to wait, expectantly. All eyes were on the woman, who had paused before Nate, and the circle of incense he was contained within.
“I am, I suppose, the Healer of Crolnik. I have your friend, the Captain Urzli, in my care as we speak,” the woman said. Her eyes were quick and sharp, and there was something about how the woman moved; the quick, smooth exactness of her motions, or the way her eyes were brighter than you might expect, told Nate that she wasn’t human.
“Triest will be pleased at least,” Nate grumbled as he blinked, rubbed his eyes.
“Here,” the Healer crouched down beside him, nodding to Layla, who presented a clay pot that she had been holding in her hands. When she removed the lid, there was the scent of something meaty and fragrant, like soup.
“Drink. It will restore much of your strength,” the woman nodded sagely, looking at Nate with a critical eye.
“I have spoken to Headman Zele of the sandpeople, and he has–under duress–expressed his sympathies to you and your people. But they follow the old traditions. A death for a death.”
I bet he hasn’t expressed any such sympathies at all, Nate thought as he took the clay pot and took a deep draught. The alien brew was at once warming and enlivening, and he gulped down several more such long swallows before he gasped for air. He was surprised at how restored he felt.
“Now is not the time for division. We have work to do, and your companion Layla here has agreed to help me,” the woman said with a thin smile.
“Help you what?” Nate asked, despite himself. He shot a look at Melchizor, who appeared to be beaming as much as his mouth would allow.
“Aren’t we supposed to be leaving as soon as Urzli is healed from whatever was wrong with him in the first place?” Nate hissed in a low voice. He knew he sounded churlish after this woman had clearly helped him heal, but he didn’t trust her. He didn’t much trust anyone on this planet, not yet.
“And what happened to that great ugly thing they threw at me?” Nate grumbled.
The Healer merely looked at him as if these questions and his attitude were to be expected. It was Melchizor who spoke excitedly next, however.
“The Sand Ray are indigenous creatures of Crolnik. The sandpeople know how to call them, but that is all, or so I believe. I am told that you injured it severely in your last attack. Headman Zele is still angry but the rest of the sandpeople are thinking you are some sort of hero!” Melchizor said excitedly.
“Wow. Lucky me,” Nate grumbled. “Is this what they do to heroes, is it? What about the girl, Layla? What is she ‘helping’ with?”
At that, the Healer stood up, motioning for 43 and Layla to attend her.
“For those answers, you will have to come with me. If you wish. But your people will go nowhere until my work with Layla is done, or until your captain is fully healed,” she said, turning to go as Melchizor helped Nate up, and there didn’t appear to be any arguing at all.
“Melchizor? Is this wise? I thought we were supposed to be on the run! Triest and I saw that battleship, the Control one that was after us, arrive just this afternoon!” Nate hissed as they walked up the stone peninsula back towards the large tower, that was little more than a broken silhouette against the infinity of stars all around.
They passed by the small congregations of sandpeople huddled around their fires, for them all to fall into a reverential silence as soon as the Healer approached.
Apart from one group that was the furthest from the tower itself, and mostly composed of the men who had press-ganged Nate to the ‘testing valley’. In their center was headman Zele, with his similarly bald head and face now exposed, and the firelight gleamed from ancient scars crisscrossing his face.
“There is movement at the Outpost, Healer! Big ships. Lots of them. Lots of invaders have come to Crolnik!” Zele called out as they passed, for the Healer to pause, turning to look at them completely unfazed.
“That is to be expected, Headman. But it is of no consequence. The prophecy will be fulfilled, and we shall have a different world very soon indeed,” the Healer gave them a sharp, almost condescending nod, before turning to continue their way to the tower itself.
He’s going to be trouble, Nate thought to himself as they climbed the last rise of rock to get to where the tower itself sat. This time, the blue sigils running up the side of the edifice didn’t require any singing to get them to light up, as they appeared to be glowing with a steady wax and fade.
There were lights coming from inside the open archway to the tower too, and this time instead of heading down in the dark to mysterious machinery, Nate found themselves walking into what appeared to be a giant hall, well-lit with more of those blue glowing sigils, inscribed in the stone and with no clear power source.
“Why didn’t they show us this first?” Nate whispered as he heard the click of his scuffed boots on smooth blue steel floors, with vaulting archways made of black iron curving high, high above them. In between the archways were panels of what looked like marble and more of the glowing blue sigils.
Once again, Nate could feel the wave of… something wash over him, only he wasn’t sure what it was. Power? Electricity? Only it wasn’t just coming from the Healer anymore, it was coming from this tower itself.
“Healer!” a whisper of voices, as the people gathered there fell to their knees. There were other sandpeople gathered inside the tower here, mostly the oldest and the youngest generations, who had set up tables and blankets and appeared to be sharing food. As soon as they saw the Healer however, all of them fell to their knees and those that could, touched their foreheads to the floor.
“Be at ease,” the woman spoke to them, not even breaking her stride.
“The time of change is soon upon us. We have been sent a sign from the heavens in this child,” the Healer waved a hand to gesture towards Layla.
“She is the one I spoke of would come. She will help us transform this world!” the Healer said with a final thrust of her fist towards the roof, and Nate was sure that he saw the blue sigils on the walls flicker in response.
The crowd of sandpeople whispered and murmured in awe, but the spectacle made Nate nervous. These people regarded the Healer with a sort of religious fervor, and from what little he knew of Earth history at least, that was generally a bad thing.
“Triest. Urzli, our companions,” Nate murmured, for the Healer to point to the back of the large, vaulted hallway, where the sandpeople had constructed some kind of screened off bower of thin, gauzy blankets. Nate knew intrinsically that he had to hush as they approached, for the hangings to part when they were close and a woman to see the Healer, raise a hand to her forehead and bow deeply.
“At ease,” the Healer murmured. “How is our patient doing?”
The woman just grimaced, and then pulled aside the curtains a little for Nate to see that there was Urzli atop a large plinth or table, swaddled in blankets. His chest was uncovered, and his boots and gloves and helmet had all been removed to reveal that his scales had… changed, Nate was sure.
They were shinier. Greener under the light, but a much darker, more mottled green. The red appeared to be darker too, like blood.
Triest was standing at his side, and as Nate watched, he saw her looking concerned at their Captain. A subtle smell of incense wafted out of the small room as Nate looked at the slow rise and fall of their Captain’s chest. He appeared to be breathing easier, at least. In fact, he appeared to be sleeping…
But then Nate saw his head, and he blinked.
“Did Urzli always have… horns?” he asked with a grimace, as he looked at what was undeniably a set of two horns protruding from just above his eyebrows. Urzli had pronounced bone and scale ridges there before, of course, but Nate didn’t remember seeing actual bone horns extending some two or three inches free from his head.
As Nate looked, he thought he could see other physiological changes in their Captain, too. His shoulders appeared broader. His feet appeared bigger, clawed, and his limp hands hanging at his sides now definitely ended in talons.
“Uh… Melchizor? Triest? Is that normal!?” Nate questioned if the Healer had just turned him into a monster…
“Nate. Hi. Yes, it is. I told you that the Captain’s race, the Axotli, shed their scales throughout their life,” Triest said in a weary voice.
“But the Axotli also go through lifelong transformations. If they survive long enough. And if they aren’t given inhibitors, like the Control gave Urzli,” the tentacle haired alien pulled a face as her tentacles flared around her head. She looked up at the Healer.
“Will he be able to complete the transformation? Will he be safe?” she asked, as the Healer looked critically at the reptilian Captain for a moment, and then nodded.
“Perfectly safe. I have drawn their chemical poison from his body. I believe that he will continue his transformation as he is supposed to. But it could take all night, or another day,” the Healer said gravely.
“You were lucky to bring him to me. Much longer, and Urzli would have died, as his body would have torn itself apart. Now come with us, there is still much to be done, and you should be aware of it…”
The Healer turned to where there appeared to be a flat panel on the walls, waving her hand for the long line of gigantic sigils to suddenly flow upwards as the entire panel shifted, revealing a set of black iron stairs heading upwards.
“What has to be done?” Nate insisted on asking, but the Healer didn’t answer him. He got a wary look from Triest as they followed the hurrying steps of the Healer, the pattering feet of Layla at her side, and the heavy clank of 43 just behind them.
“Layla is psychic,” Melchizor whispered to both Nate and Triest as they crossed the second or the third landing. The stairs appeared to go up the inside walls of the tower itself, turning at right angles when it reached the opposing wall to once again go up. They climbed, and they climbed, and they climbed, with only the arcane blue sigils for light.
“She’s a psychic! No wonder she was in the Box!” Triest hissed in alarm.
“Why? Are psychic’s dangerous?” Nate asked, feeling even more out of his depth now than when he first arrived on the alien ship and couldn’t understand any of their languages.
“Dangerous!? Their psychopathic!” Triest snapped, for the vast bulk of 43 ahead of them to suddenly turn, faster than any of them could have thought possible for such a giant machine.
The Cyber Knight of the 100 stood perfectly still for a moment, looking down at them on the stairs with its single flaring white eye.
“That is a very… rude thing to say, Triest LaMour,” the Cyber Knight intoned, and somehow, even though they had no organic vocal cords, Nate could hear the utter contempt that the giant golem flung at them.
Triest gulped, but before she could respond, 43 had already turned back and they were once again ascending the inner stairs of the tower, turning at right angles again and again, until Nate was sure that they must have climbed hundreds of meters high by now…
“We’re here,” the Healer said when the last set of stairways opened into a much larger landing, this time with a set of double black iron doors whose surface was ridged and rippled, as if they had not been cast at all, but grown.
“Layla, you know what to do,” the Healer turned to the girl and smiled expectantly as Nate saw their youngest crew member look uncertainly at 43.
“I believe it is safe, Layla. I believe that we can trust the Healer,” 43 intoned after the briefest of pauses, and Nate and Triest felt the hairs on the back of their arms suddenly rise as the girl stepped forward towards the doors.
The tiny form of the girl was dwarfed by the giant doors before her. She looked confused and hesitant once more before lowering her head and appearing to concentrate.
This time, Nate felt a wave of chill air pass over his body, although there was no window or doorway for the air to move at all.
“Use your voice, Layla,” the Healer said gently, for the girl to shake her head violently.
“I believe you can, here,” 43 said in his deep robotic baritone for the girl to give one last, wary look, and then turn to the door and open her mouth-
Triest hissed and Nate gasped as a wall of–something–struck them, almost toppling them down the stairs.
“What is she doing!?” Nate said as he felt those rising waves of that strange, eldritch feeling start to pulse and rise from the girl as she started to sing.
It was a tuneless song, the kind of distracted mumbling that any child might do when they had nothing better to do, but the waves of power that came with it were unmistakable. Nate felt as though he was suddenly in the center of a hurricane, as both he and Triest stumbled backwards a few more steps…
“aieeioo-aaa-” Layla sang, and, to Nate’s surprise, more of the blue sigils appeared, and this time they scrolled across the doors, meeting in the middle and surging downwards, their light forming a bright blue line that grew brighter and brighter, until there was a resounding CRACK, and the doors started to part.
The glimmer stayed on the doors as they opened inwards, shining into a room that was full of giant black iron pillars and vast, complicated beams and struts. Nate saw through the glare that all these workings appeared to concentrate on a giant, central pillar that had to be much larger than any of them could hold their hands around. Nate saw the suggestion of bulky housings, giant cogs, pipes near the top of where this pillar disappeared into the shadows of the distant roof.
“That is enough now, Layla, you can stop,” the Healer was saying as she started to move forward.
But Layla kept on singing, her voice gaining in confidence in strength as Nate felt his teeth start to vibrate.
“Layla!” 43 said in a robotic bark of alarm, as Nate saw him driven back a few feet, his metal boots scraping across the surface of the top landing.
But the Healer wasn’t affected at all by the waves of spectral power that burst from the girl. Nate thought he saw a glimmer of something around her, a dome of the faintest blue light, more like a heat shimmer with the older woman standing perfectly in its center, unfazed and unmoved.
The waves of power intensified, and Nate heard another crack and a groan of protesting metals coming from the room itself.
“Child…!” at this, the Healer appeared alarmed.
Nate felt pain start to rise through his body in waves, it was as if his very bones were trying to shake their way out of his body. He fell to his knees on the stairs.
“Stop her!” Triest hissed as stumbled to the steps, one hand holding onto the metal risers, the other moving to the blaster on her hip-
No! Nate thought. That would be a bad idea. Even if the girl was dangerous, he couldn’t condone that, and it appeared obvious that 43 would have something to say about it, for sure…
“Be at peace!” the Healer took a striding step forward and reached out to grab Layla’s thin shoulder, for the girl’s platinum-white hair to flare as if in a gale, and the girl with the solid-blue orbs of her eyes and the smattering of pastel blue freckles to turn and look at her with a wild shriek spilling from her mouth-
Only there wasn’t one. Her screaming had stopped. All the waves of power had stopped, and the girl was suddenly gasping for air, wavering in the place where the Healer held her, as 43 rushed forward with a heavy clank for her to run into his protective arms.
“That was… intense. I did not know she was that powerful!” Even the Healer was gasping as she took a few wobbling steps to one side, taking a flask of something from one of the folds of her robes to take a small sip. Thus steadied, she reached out to put a hand against the metal walls admiringly, as if the previous psychic storm was summarily forgotten.
“That was… You can’t just play with her like this!” Triest was saying as she marched up the steps once more, the tentacles of her hair flaring and twitching in the air in her agitation.
“Playing? This is not a game, I assure you!” the Healer turned around sharply to regard the criminal alien, and Nate felt that wave of power roll out of the Healer, once again making his skin crawl.
Maybe this was the reason no one likes psychics. They make you feel that your eyes are going to leak out of your skull,
Nate was groaning.
“What that child is about to help me do here is nothing short of a revolution. This planet will be reborn!” the Healer said, their voice rising as Nate felt waves of her own psychic force buffeting him just as Layla’s had.
The Healer turned and strode into the mechanisms at the top of the tower, and with every step, her voice grew.
“I have come too far to turn back now. For too long, the ruins of my people have been untended and forgotten. For too long, Crolnik has been under the yoke of the Control. But no more! We will return this planet to what it once was! We will return the waters to Crolnik!”
More than a small part of Nate thought that the Healer was stir crazy.
But then Nate had seen just a taste of the Healer’s power, and he had certainly seen Layla’s.
Whatever they were intending to do, Lieutenant Valermo almost believed they could do it.




INTERLUDE 5: Crolnik Outpost


Crolnik was, in all respects and at all times; a piece of dogal turd the WarPrince, Adu thought as he marched through the most prestigious building that this tiny backwater offered.
There were no halls. No atmospheric control inside the large habitat dome that protected this little sandcastle and one of the furthest outposts of the Control.
“Stars above,” Adu groaned as he walked to the window and saw that it was made of actual glass, with actual shutters that were to be used to stop the hall’s denizens from being frazzled by Crolnik’s hot yellow sun.
Outside, the young man could see the mostly stone built buildings of the Outpost, built into small, complicated streets that ran down in crazed terraces towards the outer walls. The entire town was perched between the rising crooks of mountainous bluffs, with more cliffs running below it still. Occasionally, the streets would suddenly open into small and crazed market squares, where cloth awnings separated one trader from another.
Absolutely zero city planning under Control regulations, Adu thought with a sense of revulsion at everything he saw down there.
He wondered just how many of the goods down there were illegal, which didn’t pay their proper tax to the Control, or they were contraband.
Perhaps he shouldn’t have expected anything different out here on the edge of the Control’s borders, so close to the Wall and the feral provinces beyond it.
“We should have taken an interest in Crolnik a long time ago,” Adu thought to himself (he was not the sort of Lord who had the idea that places like Crolnik ‘helped’ the Control, by offering a route for radical tensions to be expressed.)
No. The only thing that this place had going for it was the amount of intel he could glean about the feral provinces beyond. Adu was sure that there would be many down there, living right here under the Control’s roof, who had more loyalty to the so-called ‘free’ brigades and revolutionaries.
“Yes, sir!” said a dirty snarl of a voice behind him, as Adu remembered that he wasn’t alone in the room. That fool Governor Ashanti Pox even thought that he was being spoken to, and that he had the right to voice his opinion in front of a War Prince.
“Oh yes, it’s such a shame that none of the Noble Houses have made the visit sooner, m’lord,” Ashanti went on obsequiously. He had been found by the surveillance drones just a few hours ago, out on the dunes and telling some tale of the ridiculous ‘sandpeople’ attack.
WarPrince Adu was faintly sorry that he hadn’t been found dead, but supposed there must be some use for the man, now that he was well and truly here.
“I can’t understand why under the stars none of my fellow nobles made the journey before,” Adu’s voice was thick with sarcasm as he turned and then almost physically gagged when he saw the Governor in the flesh.
He looked dreadful. He had lank, too-long hair. His skin was blotchy and probably riddled with some frontier disease. His uniform was barely regulation, and he clearly had never had his teeth doctored. Adu felt slightly repulsed by such a low specimen of a man.
“Yes, oh, uh…” Ashanti Pox seemed to catch onto the fact that Adu’s comments weren’t kind at all. The Governor’s eyes flickered to the large Control Marines who stood guarding the doors of every room that Adu would choose to walk through. They were silent, and they were always caparisoned with the latest in jet black and red, insect-like power armor, and they were always silent. Unlike Pox, Adu thought wearily. Even his breath was labored.
“Now, let us begin again. You say that two of the criminals, Commandant Triest of the Red Faction, and a person claiming to be a Control lesser noble overpowered Control guards and flee with the sandpeople to the mountains,” Adu stated clearly.
(He already knew this, of course, he had Ashanti first report when they had found him, and the surveillance drones that they had sent out confirmed that two people matching their descriptions were last seen heading to one of the old, ruined Towers. But Adu wanted Ashanti to sweat. He wanted this governor to know that he was in terrible, probably mortal, trouble).
“Well, ah, not exactly with the sandpeople, I’d say. They fought them too-” Ashanti was saying.
“And yet they used sandpeople’s technology to get away, did they not?” Adu pointed out. “That clearly suggests that they are, in fact, working with each other. The criminal and murderous Red Faction, as we all know, has been fomenting criminal behavior for years. It is hardly surprising that they have teamed up with some local indigenous trouble-makers-”
“The sandpeople were here before us, before Control came to the planet, sir-” Ashanti made the mistake of interrupting.
Adu glowered. He waited for Ashanti’s voice to die down to an inaudible murmur, and then finally nothing at all. Adu knew how to play this game perfectly. He waited for one more long pause before he continued.
“We are clearly seeing a breakdown in order here at Crolnik, which is unacceptable, as I am sure you agree, Governor Pox,” Adu gave the smallest, imperceptible wave of his hand, triggering the holo controls in his personal field that were all but invisible to anyone else who didn’t have special training.
The message was sent, and there was a distant, muted alarm from somewhere outside the building.
“WarPrince? I uh, I think I might have to see what that is…” Ashanti looked confused, as there was the slow murmur of tramping boots through the Governor’s Hall.
“No need. I am here now, Governor Pox,” Adu said with a broad smile. There came the very distant, but also very obvious sounds of screams from outside their halls. If they’d had proper atmospheric window seals, then no one inside would have heard the Control Marines as they started to move their way through the marketplaces of Crolnik.
“Sir?” Ashanti looked confused, frightened even. He was staring past Adu’s shoulder, as a thin ribbon of smoke had set up from the town outside somewhere.
“I am taking direct control of the Outpost, Governor. As of now, all Control regulations and ordinances will be adhered to by everyone. My Marines are currently conducting a city-wide inspection of everyone’s residency and status,” Adu said with a now much warmer smile.
“Obviously, I hope that we don’t find any pesky smugglers operating out in the open here, or anyone from the rebel provinces beyond the wall, but we will be very thorough, won’t we, Governor?” Adu said, as the WarPrince saw the man’s face turn a lighter shade of pale.
Got you, Pox, Adu thought with real satisfaction. You thought you could just hand over the Burbee, and we’ll toddle off on our way, leaving you to continue your mismanagement and insult to the Control Empire!?
“Now Ashanti, you tell me that it is impossible to get to the Burbee because of a localized sandstorm,” Adu said heavily. He was skeptical about this information, too.
“Well, we don’t one hundred percent know where the stolen ship came down. It’s the storms on the other edge of the mountains, sir. Sometimes a storm can last for weeks out there, and it messes with our sensors-”
“Your out-of-date sensors,” Adu pointed out, for Ashanti to stammer several times, and not manage to get anything meaningful out of his face.
“No matter. They won’t be going anywhere, clearly, and we have a rough geographical location,” Adu said wearily.
“I am much more interested in what under the stars Commandant Triest thinks she can achieve by riling up the sandpeople. From the last strategic point you bothered to put in, you said there were only three hundred of them, and generally proved only a danger to patrols. They don’t even have space-flight capability, or long-range transport!? Can’t you just go over and offer them blankets and purified water to keep them happy, for star’s sake!”
“No sir, I mean yes sir,” Ashanti said again. “But they have a belief, sir. An ideology. It makes them fanatical, thanks to that Healer of theirs…”
“They have a Healer,” Adu frowned suddenly. “Here, on Crolnik?”
Ashanti nodded.
“A dangerous, psychic Healer? Why didn’t you mention this in any of your reports before, Governor?” Adu’s voice was acidic.
The Healer would be a problem. They claimed to be the remnants of an ancient, pre-control race, but that was clearly bunkum as Healers could be found from many different of the Control-compliant races, from Axotli’s to Uolans and Controllers and more.
But they were powerful psychics. Very, very powerful psychics. If one of them had teamed up with the Red Faction…?
That was it, wasn’t it? Adu suddenly felt with a lowering sense of hatred and contempt. The ‘fearless’ Commandant Triest was attempting to recruit a Healer for the rebel factions, wasn’t she? That was why they had fled here to Crolnik!!
“What rating are they, this Healer? Has anyone analyzed their PK?” Adu snapped.
Ashanti opened and closed his mouth, shaking his head. “Uh, no–no sir. She’s never around long enough, and we don’t have the professionals here who can make that assessment-”
Useless! Adu breathed out through his nose. Everyone knew that every psychic, Healer or no, had to have an immediate assessment report that estimated their relative PK strength. What was wrong with these people!?
“Where are they? This Healer that you were supposed to immediately notify your Regional Earl about?” Adu snapped. Perhaps the existence of the Healer here also explained how utterly… chaotic Crolnik was, too. Psychics were dangerous, unpredictable. They were the opposite of ordered, functional, Control.
“The Second Tower, sir, that’s what we call it, anyway. They have a commune up there with the sandpeople. Like a cult. But all they have done is just hold her weird ceremonies in the middle of the night-” Ashanti was sweating and trembling. Adu wondered with some minor interest if he would have a heart attack right here in front of him.
Fine. I have an entire Control War Cruiser at my beck and call, do I not? Adu thought grimly. Surely, they had more than enough firepower to deal with one psychic, no matter how powerful she might be.
“Half of my forward troops are currently pacifying your town,” Adu said dourly. “I’m sorry, I should have said restoring law and order, not pacifying. But I have another two attack squadrons. That will be more than enough for a few tribe’s people, I will send them immediately to neutralize the threat.”
And capture Commandant Triest, so she can lead us back to the Burbee, Adu said, turning on his heel to once again look back out the windows to the now screaming, smoking town below them.
His forward troops were clearly doing a good job. Crolnik was proving to be a little trickier than expected, but it will all be done by tomorrow nightfall.
Crolnik will be made anew, and the Burbee would be returned home, where she belonged. Where she had work to do.




XX. The Tower


“What do you mean, remake the world?” Nate was wincing as he looked around the strange tower room around him with a sense of dread. There was a vast pipework and machines here that clearly did something, but he didn’t know what.
He wasn’t sure if he wanted to know what.
His head was still aching from the recent waves of psychic power, too, Nate thought as he tried to blink it away and couldn’t. Even now, although Layla had calmed down and was back clutching at the legs of the giant 43, Nate could still feel the uncomfortable, skin-crawling hum at the back of his mind.
“This tower is no mere architecture,” the Healer said with a voice that was laden both with wonder and contempt as she strode forward. 43 did something to his suit, for lights to appear on his shoulders, illuminating more of the strange black iron industry, some of it laced with fine lines of the blue sigils, with writing barely bigger than Nate’s thumb.
“Before the Control came, Crolnik was an oasis. It was home to a proud and ancient race, of which the sandpeople are only the last surviving members,” the Healer said, moving their hand slowly over one coruscated pipework, and then another, as if in reverence.
“Your race,” Triest corrected, for the bald woman who was clearly one of the sand people; she had the same skin tone, the same banded skin marks over her brow and nose, to pause for a moment and smile just slightly to one side, and nod.
“Indeed. We were a mighty people. We had many such engines as this, and cities the like of which you could not fathom!”
Huh, Nate was always suspicious when someone used that line, and it turned out that he wasn’t the only one.
“You wouldn’t know what I’ve seen, lady…” Triest muttered, but the Healer appeared to ignore her.
“But the people of this planet never looked to the stars. It was a failing, perhaps, but why should they, when they had everything that they needed right here?” the healer asked, moving steadily and inexorably towards the center of the room, and the giant, tree-like metal pillar at its heart.
“Looks like they had an awful lot of sand,” Nate murmured, for the Healer to suddenly turn and stare at him.
“Ah, but that is where you are wrong, hooman,” she said with a smile that was bordering on the mischievous.
“Yes, Crolnik, or Kr’l’nk, as it was originally called, was always a hot planet. We always battled the sun, but the ancient ones found a way that we could survive. A way to deal with the heat…” she patted the engines fondly, and Nate saw a ripple of blue sigils run up and down the giant pipework with every passage of her hand.
“We discovered that there were deep, deep aquifers far under the surface, and these towers worked to bring that water up to the surface in a perpetual flow,” she was saying in awe.
“Pumps,” Nate blurted. “They’re giant pumps.”
The Healer nodded. “Once, there was more than enough fresh water for billions of Crolnik’s inhabitants. When the Control came, they took our water and attacked our settlements. With the technology damaged and those who remembered to work it killed, the planet reverted to its desert state.”
“The Control… stole the water?” Triest said darkly. “I can’t say I’m surprised. That is not exactly out of character. They’ve stolen everything of value across the galaxy.”
“Well, it was the Noble Houses then, the Noble Houses are the earliest of their Sensients, but yes. Fresh water is always a treasure in the void, and they took ours,” the Healer grimaced for a moment, before a much brighter look crossed her features.
“But I intend to return it. I have only returned one Tower to its original state, but with Layla’s help, it might be enough. At least for this region…”
“You are going to re-irrigate an entire planet,” Nate blinked. “Surely that is…” he felt at a loss for words, especially when so many could suffice.
Mad? Insane? Probably going to bring the entire weight of the Control down on your heads?
“What will you do if it works-” Nate started to say.
“It will work. Be not in doubt, this will work,” she replied sharply. Nate considered that the Healer was perhaps one of the least affectionate caregivers that he had ever met; and he had been treated by the Earth Alliance Medics more than once, too.
“But what if the Control comes back to steal your water?” Nate ended.
The Healer turned back to the giant pipes and patted them once more with affection. Nate wondered if Triest was right, that psychic power also encouraged insanity.
“Then I will be ready. We will be ready. They will have to cross me if they wish to harm our precious planet ever again!”
Yep, delusions of grandeur. Certifiable insanity, Nate was thinking as he shared a dark look at Triest, who nodded.
“Layla, please step forward,” the Healer said.
“Wait!” Nate said, taking a half a step and raising his arm before 43 was suddenly there, blocking his way with all his bulk.
Ah yeah. Right. Nate saw the level of opposition that he just might have to contend with.
“Look, I don’t really know any of you,” he stammered as he looked up at 43’s unblinking, solid white eye.
“I don’t know how long you have been riding together, what each of you have been through or anything, but I just wonder if we should have a little talk as a crew about this, maybe? Like, we’re on the run from some galactic empire for goodness sake! Maybe we should try to keep a low profile or something…?”
Nate said desperately, turning to see Triest nodding that she agreed. Melchizor, a few steps behind, looked confused.
And Layla, for all her power, is still a young girl, Nate thought angrily. Yes, she scared whatever the dogal was out of him, but she looked young. Barely over 14, maybe, if that at all.
“It is Layla’s choice,” 43 intoned heavily, still blocking the way to the girl.
“Uh, Layla?” Nate said in a softer voice, even bending over a little so that he could speak to her at eye level.
“Is this something that you want to do? For yourself? You could come back to the ship instead if you want-”
Nate heard a slight movement from Triest. A nervous sort of movement when he mentioned Layla returning to the ship.
But then what does Madame Tentacle Hair want at all? Layla to stay here with the Healer forever!? Nate thought, turning back to see that the blue-eyed girl had emerged a half-step from behind 43’s leg and was looking at him with wide, worried eyes.
“You will restore an ancient wrong, and striking back at the people who captured you, the Control!” the Healer said, reaching out her hand.
“And I can teach you how to control your powers. You will never have to be worried about hurting anyone ever again. There is so much you don’t know yet, and so many powers that you have at your fingertips!” the Healer was saying excitedly.
“Okay, no need to bribe her,” Nate muttered, turning back to nod at Layla in what he thought was a friendly manner.
“You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to, Layla,” he said, as the girl looked at him, then tugged at 43’s cloak so that he leaned down towards her, and she whispered something to the side of his metal head.
“Very good, Layla,” the Sensient Knight intoned, straightening up.
“Layla will help the Healer,” he said, and with no more explanation than that, the girl turned to take the older woman’s hand. As soon as she had done that, Nate felt a frisson of more eldritch power roll through the room, as if they were a pair of batteries that, once connected, were more powerful together.
“You mean now, you mean to do this right now?” Nate said as he saw the pair trundle to the giant pillar at the center of the tower room. They ignored him as he heard the Healer instruct Layla to put her hands to the sides of the pipework.
“Now concentrate, feel with your mind, little one, feel the mechanism under your hands, extending up into the roof, down deep into the bones of the planet itself…” the Healer was muttering.
“What do we do? Are we guards? Should we tell the rest of the sand people what is going on?” Nate was asking as Melchizor and Triest joined him on either side.
“I don’t know, but I don’t like it. There is already a Control War cruiser right here on Crolnik, no doubt searching for us. We should get back to the Burbee and leave as soon as Captain Urzli can move…” Triest was saying.
She didn’t say with Layla on board, Nate noted.
“This is… this is important, Commandant Triest,” Melchizor said, and Nate could see the glamor of religious fervor in his eyes as he looked at the pair of psychics.
“There is a reason we are here, a reason things turned out this way. That we are here to see a Healer, at exactly the right time that the Healer needs us…”
“Oh please, don’t tell me you subscribe to that Healer nonsense too!” Triest turned to castigate the hammerhead engineer.
“What?” Nate asked, frowning as he saw a lot of nothing going on at the pipes where the two women were concentrating.
“It’s the Screed of the Healers,” Triest said with a grimace. “As if psychics weren’t bad enough, the Healers–the most powerful psychics–think that they are a part of some ‘force’ or something that is here to liberate all intelligent beings. Elevate us up to where we’re supposed to be, or some such nonsense!” the tentacle-haired second in command once again turned to confront Melchizor.
“I’ve seen a lot of psychics in my time, and let me tell you, they don’t represent the next stage of conscious evolution. And I have never seen one of them bring anything but trouble!”
“And yet you brought the Captain here, to be healed,” Melchizor said in what Nate thought was actually an excellent point.
Triest scowled. “Maybe they have their uses, sometimes. But that doesn’t mean I want to hitch my starship to one-”
There was a pulse of power from the pair of women, as Nate saw more of the blue sigils suddenly wash up and down from the black iron pipes around their hands. He felt it in his teeth, too.
Whatever it was that they were doing, it was starting.
“Melchizor? The Burbee. Is she safe?” Nate asked quickly. “Maybe we can beat a quick getaway just as soon as this is done…”
“She’s in a storm, which looks set to remain at least until tomorrow evening,” Melchizor said distractedly, his eyes wide and bright as he watched the different waves of blue light washing up and down over the machines, sent from the hands of the Healer and the girl.
Great. Looks like we’re along for the ride… Nate thought with a grumble as there came something new: A low, rumbling sound from the walls and machines all around them.
“Concentrate, Layla! Feel the mechanism in your mind! There is no limit to what your mind can do. Feel where it can move, where it wants to move!” the Healer was saying, as another pulse of invisible power washed over Nate and the others.
Once again, the Lieutenant felt that sick feeling in his stomach. That sense of dizziness in the back of his head. The sense of pressure mounting up.
“Maybe we should wait downstairs,” Nate said, as there was a much brighter, larger pulse of blue energy that ran across the machines, and suddenly the physical groaning was becoming a hiss, a shriek.
The pipes sounded like they were filling with something, Nate thought, turning to look around him. Was he deceiving himself, or could he see the pipes start to vibrate slightly in their housings?
Another pulse, this time it was stronger still, and Nate saw his vision start to blur and double.
“There! You can feel it! That’s it Layla–I cannot believe how powerful you are! Concentrate now, concentrate harder!” the Healer was exhorting her as they both continued to hold their hands against the black pillar.
Layla’s small body appeared to be shaking, Nate realized. When he squinted, he could see sweat running down her brow. Nate suddenly turned to the cyber knight standing before them.
“43? Has Layla ever moved anything this big before!?”
“Negative,” 43 said impassively.
Layla’s legs were visibly trembling with effort now, as the sound of grinding machines only increased. Nate could feel the very floor underfoot vibrating. How long had it been since this Tower machine operated!?
“Triest? What’s the worst that can happen? Could Layla die!?” Nate said harshly.
“The worst thing?” Triest was hissing as she shielded her eyes from the blue glows, she was clearly just as badly affected as Nate and Melchizor were.
“We could all die, that’s the worst thing! Psychics have a habit of going pop and taking out a small city block with them, if they can’t control it!” Triest hissed, one hand settling on the butt of her gun.
“What!?” Nate turned back, intending to stride forward, maybe to implore them to slow down, or to stop, but he couldn’t get any further than a few paces. Instead, he was driven to his knees as waves of pain rolled over and through him, again and again.
Either way, 43 was now standing before them, his single search-light eye fixed on Nate and Triest.
“Layla will succeed. No one will interfere with her,” they said heavily, even as Nate saw how their body shook with the pulsing waves of power.
Suddenly, there was a deafening screech of movement, as the central pillar started to move. It was bright with scrolling blue sigils now, and the Healer was grabbing Layla’s hand, keeping it high in the air as she dragged her back from the moving pillar.
Nate looked up in awe as the blue lines of sigil power started to run down its length, running from top to bottom as they vanished into the small gap in the floor at the pillar’s base, and then happened again. Faster. And again, and again, faster still until it looked like there was a constant blue waterfall of light rolling down the side of the central pillar.
“Keep concentrating, it is working! The waters will return!” the Healer was crying out in joy as she continued to hold Layla’s hand high in the air, as well as her own.
Nate felt a small, almost imperceptible thud through the floor, which was odd because it was out of rhythm and tune with the rest of the machinery.
At first, the human lieutenant thought nothing of it, until there was a strangled gasp from the open doorway and the stairs beyond it.
Nate and the others turned to see that it was Headman Zele. His eyes were wide and rolling at what he was looking at, and in his hands was a heavy blaster.
“DONT!” 43 turned to stand between Zele and Layla.
But the Headman Zele wasn’t here for them. He gasped, barely able to keep standing as the waves of psychic power rolled over him and out the open doors.
“It’s the invaders! They’re here! They’re coming now!” Zele snarled.




XXI. The First Battle of Crolnik


They came in low and slow, little more than dark shadows blotting out the starry horizon, disappearing once they had the mountains behind them, to reappear a few moments later.
“What am I looking at?” Nate blinked, struggling to make out whatever it was that Headman Zele and the others could see.
“Wait for it. Against Vulture Mountain-”
(The alien didn’t say Vulture Mountain, Nate knew. But it was the closest word that the Iku Fungus could come up with. Considering his only recent engagement with the natural creatures of Crolnik already, Nate didn’t want to meet whatever passed for a vulture on this planet).
Nate squinted his eyes, still aware of the muted, painful throb of the psychic powers emanating from above them where they stood at the bottom of the Tower, looking north across the rocky ridge in the middle of the star-filled night. The deserts were little more than a lighter gray against outcrops of black rock. If Nate turned his head, he could see the sands shimmer as they reflected the light.
And then he saw it. Lines of darkness breaking from the horizon, forming block shapes that were hugging the rock line.
“Ships,” Nate said. “Transport carriers? Dropships?”
“Control Dropships,” Triest said with an angered hiss, her tentacles twitching in annoyance around her head. “Maybe three, four of them. Each one can hold twenty soldiers.”
“60 people?” Nate looked down to where the sandpeople’s fires were quickly being stamped out along the ridge.
“There are hundreds of us here, right? We should be-”
There was a sudden gasp of anger from Zele, as three clusters of baleful red lights suddenly appeared. The Control Dropships had put on their floodlights, and they reflected off the rocks below, looking like a river of crimson coming towards them.
“Don’t underestimate them. They have rockets. Missiles. The Control Marines are some of the best trained warriors in the galaxy-” Triest snarled.
“They cannot defeat the sandpeople! We have lived here forever! The sands will protect us!” Zele said outrageously, shaking his heavy blaster in the air in defiance at the oncoming enemy.
“The sands will be your grave!” Triest snapped, already turning back to the Tower.
“Triest!? What are you doing?” Nate asked.
“Getting Urzli. This place will be overrun. They need to get their people out of here in any way they can, out to the deserts or down into the rocks, I don’t know–but they will all be slaughtered, I promise you!” Triest said.
“Wait!” Nate said desperately. “Layla is up there, and 43. They won’t leave! And we have nowhere to go! Burbee is grounded, remember!?”
“Leave if you want, invader, but you do not know the strength of the sandpeople. My people will not leave this sacred place–watch!” Zele snarled, raising his rifle to fire three bursts into the air-
At first, Nate saw nothing happening at all, and then he saw movement over the rocks. Fast and quick shadows of movement racing across the dark like hawks…
Gliders, it was the gliders, Nate realized. He saw a cloud of the tiny one-person gliders scatter through the red light cast by the Control Dropships, and then bursts of fire.
“They can’t seriously expect their blasters to do anything to Dropship armor!?” Triest was saying, before suddenly one cluster of the red lights suddenly swerved to one side, as yellow fire burst from its rear.
Nate watched in amazement as the Control Dropship tried to right itself, but there were more, smaller yellow flashes of fire on this leading vessel again. It dipped, attempted to rise, and failed as it dropped lower, its base crashing against the rocks and skidding forward, spewing fire and smoke from its undercarriage before it skidded to a halt half in the dunes.
“What did you do? How!?” Triest was asking in shock.
“We do not need to pierce the armor of the invaders to get to the engines,” Kele grinned broadly, and his teeth shone oddly in the night before he turned and whooped.
“Now we attack!” he shouted, running forward over the rocks as Nate saw other sandpeople warriors rising from the rocks with their own blasters and the explosive spears they used to run towards the downed vessel.
“Triest what do we do!?” Nate looked at her in surprise and shock.
The other two Control Dropships were circling around their downed fellow, even as more of the sandpeople gliders attempted to bring them down too. Nate saw more explosions of yellow fire across their surface, but then he saw streams of red lasers cutting through the clouds of gliders. It was too dark to see the signs of death, but Nate could hear the sudden cries.
Triest was looking in consternation at the Dropships and the deadly light show only three or four hundred meters away. The fight was too close for comfort.
“Sixty versus two hundred, sixty versus two hundred,” Nate could hear her snarling as she turned back to look into the open tower archway-
As there was a roar of anger, and a figure came stumbling, striding out of the dimly lit space.
It was Captain Urzli, holding one of the sandpeople’s spears, and he looked fiercer, bigger than before.
“Get some weapons, people! We’ll not miss a chance to kick some Control butt!” the now almost ogre-like reptilian Axotli was snarling as he leaped forward.
* * *
“Urzli? Captain–you don’t have to do this!” Nate was shouting as he caught the blaster thrown by Triest as they both ran after the racing Axotli, whose somehow leaner body was eating up the rocks between them faster than Nate would have thought possible. His transformation had made him bigger, more powerful–and if this was possible, even more angry!
“Urzli!” Nate shouted, but it was no use, their captain was running like hell towards the battle, as Nate saw the two Dropships starting to lower themselves to the ground on jets of burning fire.
The roar in the air was terrible, but Nate could still hear the wild ululating cries of Headman Zele’s warriors as they raced between the rocks. He saw a sudden flare of lasers as the downed Dropship fired its guns as it opened its hold bay doors.
There was a shriek as a singular spear shot up out of the darkness, straight towards the open door and extending ramp, as a twin line of black garbed soldiers started to march outwards.
Nate saw the spear strike, and a brief but fierce explosion as it took out the first two guards.
“Attack! Do not let the invaders take any more of our precious soil!” Zele was charging, shouting as he fired at the soldiers.
“Oh, crap!” Nate realized that this was really happening, and there was nothing for it, If he wanted to survive the night, then they had to fight off their attackers. He tried to keep pace with Urzli, but it was impossible. Instead, he cut across to the nearest outcrop of rocks and hunkered down, aiming at the next Dropship as even more soldiers started to come pouring out of it, too.
Only sixty, right? Only sixty… Nate was trying to tell himself, before there was a sudden flash of light.
There might only be sixty soldiers, but they had come very well equipped indeed. There was a flare of fire and a fizzing sound as a small missile shot out from one of the Control Marines, Nate saw it race across the battlefield and then smack into the rocks, exploding with a brilliance that brought tears to Nate’s eyes.
He crouched down instinctively, but then there was another flash of light, and another missile shot out across the battlefield, this time on the other side to slam into another patch of rocks and explode.
Nate started to hear screams replace the exultant shouting of the sand people.
Triest had been right, Nate was thinking as he popped out from behind the rocks, trying to see where Melchizor, Urzli, and Triest had gone to. It was almost impossible; the night was too dark, and the battle was too bright with fire–and then he heard a feral howl, a reptilian shriek as he saw the large shape of Urzli leaping over the rocks and flinging their spear through the air. It took out one of the advancing lines of Control Marines and took them from their feet, slamming them into the man behind as the spear exploded in a wave of fire.
But then Urzli was surrounded by more of the Control Marines as they ran forward, and Urzli was using a blaster gun in one hand, and nothing but a rock in the other to attack all of those around him.
Nate swore, jumping up and firing at one of the Control Marines that was trying to encircle their reptilian captain. His blaster shot hit the man on the back of the shoulder, spinning him around, but he was also heavily armored, and Nate didn’t think that he was seriously hurt at all as the marine was turning, drawing their combat blade and-
Nate shot him again, before turning to clear another of the Control Marines from around Urzli–before suddenly he was thrown to the ground as the downed Control marine tackled him.
He hissed in pain as he hit the hard stones, struggling with his blaster that the marine was also hanging onto the end of as well. The marine on top of him had matte black armor, lined with red and steel, fitting over his form in a much less impressive version of 43’s body plate, Nate saw. Their helmet was little more than a metal visor with a thin eye strip, through which Nate could see the glittering eyes of the marine within.
The Control marine was strong too, stronger than Nate as he started to twist the blaster inevitably towards his body, one large, gauntleted hand grasping Nate’s own over the trigger.
Nate let him have the blaster, suddenly letting go as he twisted to one side, seeing the flash of laser fire, and feeling the heat of it near his ribs as he smacked the marine around the visor. The blow did little more than hurt his own knuckles despite the gloves he was wearing, but the marine was momentarily distracted, a heartbeat of opportunity for Nate to raise his knees and kick outwards, sending the marine staggering backwards…
Straight into the arms of Captain Urzli, now without a blaster as he snatched up the marine and lifted the man in the heavy power armor bodily off the floor, and then threw him tumbling through the air to hit the next group of rushing soldiers.
“Urzli! Nate! We need to fall back!” It was Triest, shooting as she ran towards them, pinning the oncoming rush of Control Marines behind some rocks as Urzli and Nate scrambled for their dropped weapons. Some of the wild fight had seemingly gone from their reptilian leader at the moment, as they looked at the surrounding Dropships, the explosions of fire on all sides as the battle raged and decided that their second in command must have been right.
“The sand people are losing! Badly!” Triest cried out as they raced back, away from the frontline of the battle as more missiles shot through the air overhead, to explode against the dark rocks on either side of them.
“How many are there left? We might still take them!” Urzli was shouting at Triest and Nate even as they ran back to the Tower.
“Captain, they’ve got an entire War Cruiser back at the Outpost!” Triest shouted back. “Sixty is only a scouting party. It’s just a squad; a War Cruiser will have ten times as many marines ready to deploy!” she panted as they ran back, and Nate saw that others of the sandpeople had similar thoughts as they were breaking from the fierce fighting.
There was a sudden boom and a plume of fire from behind them as one of the Dropships went up, releasing tongues of flame from its ports and engines. There was a wild, ragged cheer from the sandpeople, but Nate could see which way the battle was going to turn.
“Kele and his men have them pinned down, but they will break out of that soon enough,” Triest was saying as they staggered up the last rise of black rock towards the Tower itself.
“And when that happens, we need to be long gone, Captain. Back to the Burbee. Without 43 and Layla if need be. Stars know that neither of them is exactly inconspicuous…” Triest was saying.
Nate felt a twist in his stomach. This didn’t feel right. Leaving crewmembers behind just didn’t feel right. Wasn’t that something that had been drilled into him by the Earth Alliance?
You never leave a teammate behind. Never.
Hang on a minute, he thought, suddenly skidding to a halt as he turned.
“Where’s Melchizor?” he asked. Hadn’t Melchizor been running with them towards the battle, too?
“What?” Urzli turned, looked around the fleeing warriors as they raced to the base of the tower and grimaced.
“No! We need Melchizor! He’s the only one who knows how the Burbee works!” the reptilian looked back down the rocks, towards the battle, but it was no use, if Melchizor was out there, then they had no hope of seeing him before morning.
“Captain? What do we do!?” Triest said, and for the first time since Nate had met her, he thought that he heard fear in the alien’s voice.
Urzli looked at the battlefield, and he looked at the three of them. His crew was decimated already. Could they even fly the Burbee with Melchizor, 43, and Layla all gone…?
But Urzli didn’t get to make his choice, as there was a booming pulse of blue power, racing out from the Tower and rippling through the air.
Nate groaned as his head throbbed and his teeth ached. It was the psychics. It was so powerful that he and all the others fell to their knees as the epicenter of the wave came striding out of the Tower, holding up her hands in the air before her as she manipulated these arcane forces.
“Take heart, my people! They will not win this day! They cannot stop us now!” the Healer was crying out, as Nate saw her suddenly lunge forward with her two raised hands, pushing outward as energy crackled into being before her.
Nate saw the blue wave expanding out from the Healer, felt it rush over his skin with a feeling like ice cold water, and saw the blue light sharpen and brighten the further out it went, until it stopped, forming a perfect circle around the Tower.
“What? What have you done?” Urzli was gasping and coughing from the floor as he looked at the psychic forcefield surrounding the Tower. It extended many tens of meters high into the sky, and for all Nate knew it might even curve entirely over the top of the Tower itself, although that would make it many hundreds of feet high.
“A simple protection,” the Healer said, standing in place as Nate saw her jaw clench.
“This will keep them back for a while at least, at least until after Layla has finished the work above us,” the Healer was stating.
“But my people!” Urzli said, as the Healer took a slow, measured step backwards, her eyes still concentrating on the barrier.
“One of my crew is out there!” Urzli cried out.
“So are many of my people, Axotli,” the Healer said darkly. “If they survive, Zele will lead them to safety out in the dunes. If they do not survive, then their spirits will still rejoice to witness the transformation of Crolnik…”




INTERLUDE 6: Captive


“Not that one! Put your gun away, Corporal!”
Melchizor was in a world of darkness, split by occasional bursts of pain and fire. He was aware of movement and pain in his chest, but whenever he tried to open his eyes, all he saw was more black, and more sheets of red.
“We want that one! I’ve got him on a WANTED ID…”
There were people talking, shouting and even a few screams around him, as Melchizor struggled to remember where he was or what he was doing.
The battle. The battle of the Tower, yes, that was it, wasn’t it-?
He once again tried to push himself upwards as he groaned, only for something heavy and firm to shove him back down into the cold rocks below with a painful thump.
“DONT MOVE!” someone was shouting in his face. It wasn’t exactly like Melchizor was having much luck in moving, anyway…
“He’s awake, sir! He might pose a problem,” the angry voice was shouting, as Melchizor still tried to work out just what was happening to him.
Urzli. Captain Urzli had been in trouble. The Captain’s transformation had sent him into a frenzy, charging towards their enemy with nothing but a blaster and a spear. Melchizor and the others had gone after him, hadn’t they?
Melchizor remembered the sudden confusion of battle, the near misses as missiles and rockets had burst past him, and the sudden terrifying line of Control Marines advancing with their blasters low…
“A problem? From the look of him, we’ll be lucky if he makes it back to the Prince! MEDIC! I want a medic over here!!”
The second voice was shouting nearby, and Melchizor remembered what had happened. He had been shot. He remembered looking down in the middle of the tumult and seeing that his chest was sheeted with his fresh green blood, but he didn’t remember much else after that.
It looked like he had been captured, didn’t it? The sandpeople didn’t talk like that, did they?
Then there was a new wave of pain as a shape clouded his vision, and he felt something icy cold spreading over his chest, bringing a numbness not only to his body but also to his senses.
No! I can’t let them take me! I can’t let them take Burbee! Melchizor lashed out one arm, striking someone with a startled grunt of pain in response.
There was another shout of alarm, and suddenly the cold blankness increased, and Melchizor felt no more at all.
* * *
‘Melchizor Fram, of the Elder Fram; do you accept the task of your ancestors?’
Melchizor wasn’t lying on the ground. He wasn’t even in pain. He was standing in a brightly lit room filled with shimmering pastel blues and whites.
The Great Cradle, Melchizor remembered as he looked down to see the bright, glistening, and clean marble tiles underfoot, laced with lines of crystal. He knew this place well, as every Uolan did. Or they all held it in high regard, anyway.
The Great Cradle was, after all, one of the birthplaces of Uolan culture and technology. It was the mighty stone and crystal water temple on the Uolan Prime; one of the holiest sites across their planet…
This wasn’t him, or rather, this wasn’t the current him. This was the younger him, and when Melchizor looked at himself he saw the blue and white, close-fitting service suit that every youngling wore, and he saw how the skin on the back of his own hands were a softer mottled green and blue. They weren’t drenched in deep green blood, for a start.
‘Melchizor! Speak, there is no need to have fear here.’
He looked up to see the ageing Uolan Priest standing before him, his hammerhead wobbling slightly and drooping as the man attempted to hold it up, and thick with wrinkles. One eye of the Priest had long since turned a milky white, while the other was set deep in their head.
“No, Your Sacredness,” Melchizor heard the younger him say, as the older Priest turned and beckoned them onwards in small, shuffling steps.
‘You scored incredibly high in your studies, and there are very few who have been offered this opportunity, young Melchizor,’ the High Priest said as they walked through the hall, for Melchizor to see shafts of light shining dazzlingly bright through the high crystal windows and sudden archways that led to the other lattice pools and treatment spinners. There was a constant, low hum in this place, more like a whisper of distant water as the fully ordained priests of the Cradle worked and tended to their newborns and their charges.
“Thank you, Sire,” Melchizor stammered. He felt embarrassed and, worse, ashamed. A part of him knew what was coming. A part of him knew that the noble art of his ancestors, of the Fram line, had been tainted and abused.
He knew that now, but of course the younger him knew nothing of the horrors that were to come.
‘Your Masters have said that you exceed at every task, just as I remember your father doing!’ the older High Priest chuckled as they walked, agonizingly slow. There was a movement in the light between the arches, a delighted cry as the sound of water spilled everywhere…
‘Yes, you will be a great addition to the work we do, and any will be very proud to have you!’ the High Priest had slowed, gasping a little as they neared the final thin but very tall golden doors.
“But Sacredness, I haven’t any of my things with me, my clothes-” the younger Melchizor said, as internally the older Melchizor was begging and screaming at him to stop. To not go through that door. For the love of the stars to turn around and find the courage to say that he won’t do it. Not now, not ever…
But of course, that is not what happened, and the older Melchizor riding ghostlike within the younger knew that nothing could change the past.
‘Ha. Such pride! Such ego!’ the High Priest of the Great Cradle chided him gently, but affectionately, even swatting at his shoulder a little with one ageing, almost crippled claw. It was beyond comprehension to imagine those ancient hands being dexterous or flexible enough to be able to weave the silver cables and threads needed to create life, or to delicately nurse the most vulnerable of new starts…
‘You will have to get rid of those notions, young Melchizor, but then I suppose that you are that. You are young,’ the High Priest said as he stepped forward to pull on a lever by the side of the door, for there to be a creak, and the golden panels to start opening inwards…
‘All has been taken care of. Your family has been informed, and they have given their blessing. All clothes and entertainments and, much more important–the sacred work we do–will be ready for you,’ the High Priest smiled at him benevolently, before reaching to clutch at the cloth of his shoulders just once more, once again.
‘And remember what sacred work it is that we do, young Fram. Remember that science and art are the work of Creation. It is the nursing of new life, new consciousness, into existence! What greater task is there that can be done? We Uolans, and your family, are some of the best at this… and there is no greater task. Go now, go forward towards your destiny!’
The golden doors had opened, revealing the long marble bridge that led to the landing zone, where the Control Imperial Transport was waiting. There were black clad guards standing outside the open ramp, silent and steadfast as they guarded the vessel.
The older Melchizor cried and shouted, but the younger Melchizor didn’t even feel a thing as he traipsed forward eagerly to take his place in the Control Birthing Chambers.
The place where quantum intelligence is created. Where the Sensients are born.
* * *
Light flared in Melchizor’s eyes, and he coughed, gasping for air as he sat up with a shout. Apart from feeling stiff, he could feel no pain in his body at all, but his belly was sick with shame.
Shame at what he had done. Shame at working for years in the torture gardens and compliance factories known as the control Birthing Chambers.
“Maybe it would have been better if I had died on the battlefield!” he muttered bitterly as he held his head in his hands, to hear a slow, dry chuckle startle him. He wasn’t alone.
Looking up, Melchizor realized that he was in a room, not a cell, on a narrow but well cushioned sleeping platform in a small room where a window was letting in the bright Crolnik light. The room wasn’t much bigger than he could lie down lengthways, but there was room enough for a chair beside the door, where there sat the one person who Melchizor had never expected to see.
The very, very pale face and deep black hair of the young-looking WarPrince Adu was sitting across from him, regarding him with bright curiosity.
“I, uh, uh, I-” Melchizor stammered. He had never even been in the presence of one of the WarPrince’s before, he had never been near any of the top Noble Houses who ruled the control, but he knew who this man was.
The WarPrince was the youngest, newest Admiral of the Control’s fleets. He was the man who had no superior except for the Heads of the Noble Houses and the Elders of the Sensients themselves. This young man, who barely looked over twenty-seven or thirty regular Control years, had already burned entire townships and habitats in his ruthless pursuit of the Red Faction.
And WarPrince Adu was the one who came for Burbee!!? Melchizor blinked, feeling a sudden wave of cold rush through him. He couldn’t see that the WarPrince had any weapons at all on him, but then again, he wouldn’t need any either, would he? Melchizor knew that just outside the door would be a unit of the best trained Control Marines ever assembled. The fact that Melchizor wasn’t restrained, and there was no one pointing a gun at him, only showed just how supremely confident the WarPrince was.
“Oh, don’t say that Engineer Fram!” Adu leaned forward with a mischievous smile cracking one side of his face as he responded to Melchizor’s earlier comment.
“You can see that this is not a cell. Not a prison, it isn’t that bad, is it?” the WarPrince indicated the simple, pleasant room all around him.
“And I have no intention of killing you… right away, that is,” Adu said, and as Melchizor shivered, the WarPrince suddenly barked a laugh.
“Ha! My little joke, I’m sorry Fram! But seriously, you were one of our best Engineers back at the Birthing Chambers! You are valuable, Fram,” the WarPrince said, his smile slowly fading.
“No, what I want to know is just what would make an Engineer of your training and skills, someone brought up to almost be devoted to quantum intelligence–what would make you suddenly decide to turn traitor? To sabotage the Birthing Chambers itself and thus be sent to the Box?”
“I, uh, uh, I-” Melchizor stammered, shaking his head. What was he supposed to say to this man who could kill him in a heartbeat whenever he wanted?
The Control had taken Uolan technology and twisted it? That consciousness was supposed to be freely invited, and freely welcomed, and they had used Uolan techniques to force and trap new, intelligent life into war machines? What the Control was doing was making murderers not free, intelligent, moral beings?
“Nevermind if you cannot answer now, Engineer Fram,” the WarPrince Adu stated dismissively.
“Perhaps you were coerced, or seduced by the traitor Captain Urzli and the Red Faction Commandant Triest, yes? Perhaps they forced you to give up your secrets and allow the Burbee to be stolen, allow someone to bond with it?” the WarPrince said through narrowed eyes, while Melchizor just looked at him in terror.
Melchizor was sure that Adu knew the truth. That Adu knew Melchizor had willingly told his secrets of the Birthing Chambers, and how to steal a Sensient ship.
“Anyway, you will have a little time to tell me everything that happened between you working at the Chambers, and then your arrest, and your escape,” the WarPrince said, as they stood up with a satisfied yawn.
“As you can see, it is dawn. In a short time, we will move against the witch Healer in the Tower, and your comrades. This little uprising will be quelled, have no doubt about that, and then we will find and take the Burbee back home,” the WarPrince half turned towards the window, their voice dropping to a low, murderous edge.
“Yes, don’t worry about whatever tale you want to try and save your hideous blubbery skin with Engineer Fram. Your only job right now is to tell me everything about the psychics at the Tower. Your holy and sacred job is to help me finish this ridiculous mess.”
Melchizor trembled once again, but even in the depths of his terror, there was a small part of him that held onto something.
It was morning, and the Tower still stood. Urzli and Triest, 43, Layla, and Nate Just Nate might all still be alive.
Somehow, whatever was happening back there, they had found a way to hold the Control forces back.




XXII. A Captain’s Word


“This is insane, we can’t leave!” Nate snapped as he once again checked the plasma cartridges for the fifth or twenty-seventh time, only to find them just as fully charged and ready to load as before.
Another day had dawned over Crolnik, and as well as the sweltering heat, it had brought with it the ominous sight of bloodshed and death.
The Tower still stood, as the Healer, now seated with her hands still raised to her shoulders as she whispered silent, alien syllables and kept the glittering blue forcefield in existence around them. But while the blue gleam was supposed to fill them with a sense of security, it only brought to Nate and the fellow crew members of the Burbee a sense of claustrophobia.
Before them on the rocky plateau was the Control encampment. Over the few remaining hours of the night, three more Control Dropships had arrived, disgorging another sixty soldiers to add to those already here, as well as a small cloud of drones that swept back and forth over the sands and the near rocks with a constant, predatory motion.
Their numbers were almost equal to those inside and around the base of the Tower, Nate recognized as he cast a long, speculative eye over the encampment of hurrying, nervous, wary sandpeople. Many of their fighters had gone with Headman Zele in the initial attack, and although the two burned-out ruins of the original Dropships were testament to their fierce bravery, Nate knew that without their leading fighters, there would be little hope for them to last the day…
“As soon as Layla is done, we’re gone,” Triest growled as she sighted down one of the viewfinders at the Control encampment. They were crouched behind hunkered boulders, but Nate didn’t see why they were bothering. The Control Marines had tried firing a few errant missiles at the Healer’s psychic shield, and it had no effect, just bursting in mid-air as soon as it reached the blue.
But how long could the Healer last? Nate thought as he half turned once more to see one of the younger sandpeople feeding water into her mouth as she continued her strange, eerie vigil. He wondered if he could see her hands trembling a little, as he wondered just how much effort it took in order to keep up a psychic wall that strong, and for that long.
Nevertheless, the Wall, the Control, everything that was stacked against them out of nowhere all paled in comparison to the dread that Nate felt emanating from the top of the Tower itself.
“I don’t like it,” Nate muttered, nodding up to where the top of the Tower itself was shining with blue sigils near it’s top, like a blinking.
It was impossible to ignore the pulsing waves of psychic power, and it was clear that Triest felt the same as she hissed in annoyance in the direction that Nate had indicated.
Lieutenant Valermo could feel his teeth ache, and there was a constant feeling of pressure against his head as the ground underneath him appeared to vibrate and hum, just ever so slightly.
“She’s been at this all night. If she hasn’t done it now, then why does the Healer think Layla can do whatever is supposed to happen!?” Triest agreed in a snarl of annoyance.
“What if those ancient machines of hers don’t even work anymore?”
Nate didn’t have any answers either, he just shook his head that this was all crazed, as far as he was concerned. In truth, he wasn’t sure what he should expect from this side of the galaxy. Perhaps this was normal behavior…
“Exactly what was the plan as soon as you got the Captain healed?” Nate asked, the constant wave of psychic pain making him grumpy as he turned to Triest.
“I mean, look,” he waved a hand at the small army that was now being arrayed before them. They had set up embankments of rock, screening their forces. They looked professional. Far more professional than a bunch of people who were still using spears.
“This Control clearly has forces enough to keep on throwing them after us. Did you think we could outrun them with the Burbee forever?” Nate knew that he sounded mean. He felt mean. He wished for nothing more than to get back on board the X-Comet, and hyperjump all the way back to human space…
Triest turned and hissed at him; a cat-like gesture that appeared natural to her tentacle-haired people.
“You know nothing, hooman. The plan was simple. Urzli and myself, and certainly not 43 or Melchizor, could stay long in Control space. As soon as we got ourselves through the Wall to the Free Provinces on the other side, then we would have options. The Control still doesn’t dare to cross that boundary, and I have friends still out there. The Red Faction is still strong, and they will give us new identities…”
“But who is this Red Faction of yours?” Nate asked irritably for Triest to look at him coldly for a moment.
“The Red Faction is the voice for people who are trying to resist Control rule. We are an interplanetary, multi-system brigade, with cells and cadres working every hour we are given to bring down the Control!” the alien said fiercely.
“And they caught you, and threw you in the Box,” Nate pointed out, earning another hiss from Triest beside him.
“And then what happens? What happens if we make it to this Red Faction of yours?” Nate asked. His mind was thrown all the way back to seeing the captured Martian tanker sitting before him, the Giantess, with its personnel captured by the Mars freedom fighters.
What had been their plan? To steal the ore to make more ships and metal? But then what–Mars would have been blockaded by the Earth Alliance, who had the greater firepower and the numbers. Had the Martian Separatists really believed that Earth wouldn’t have nuked them from low orbit? That they would just hand over the entire planet to a small faction of fanatics?
The tentacle-haired alien snorted in disgust as she turned back to sighting the enemy positions.
“You two, stop arguing!” there was a shout from nearby as the lithe form of Captain Urzli suddenly appeared. He had clearly overheard some of their discussion, as he was scowling at both of them. As Nate startled, looking up at their Captain, he saw how Urzli still looked like Urzli, but now there were differences, as well.
Like the fact that he has horns, Nate thought. Or that he was broader now in the shoulder than he had been before. His scales were darker, and his fatigues looked as though they contained more muscle now than before. Whatever the ‘natural’ transformation of the Axotli was, it looked to Nate as though Urzli was now a new person, a new type of Urzli.
“We don’t have time for us to argue amongst ourselves. I used to be a Control Marine, remember, this is what they want us doing!” Urzli said ferociously as he glared at both of them.
“We have far more important things to think about right now,” Urzli said, as Nate felt the ground beneath them shake once more, as Layla performed her strange, arcane work.
“The Control has Melchizor, and we are going to get him back,” the reptilian said firmly.
“What!?”  Triest flipped over to almost shout the words at him. “Are you serious, Captain?”
Urzli looked at his second in command seriously, and Nate saw something pass between them. Some sort of understanding that came from shared struggles. For a moment, Nate wondered about that. What was Captain Urzli; a man who had been a Control officer, doing with Triest, the Red Faction Commandant? How had they ever bonded so well?
“Yes. I am deadly serious, Commandant,” the reptilian stated in a flat growl.
“Melchizor is a member of my crew. As are you, 43 and Layla,” he said emphatically, before shooting a look at Nate. “And you, hooman. I’m not forgetting you, either. When I agreed to Captain this mission, when we escaped from the Box, I meant it. I will see this to its conclusion. I will ensure that all of those that chose me as Captain would also make it to the end,” he said firmly.
But somehow, as crazy as Urzli’s conviction was, Nate saw Triest take it seriously. Way more seriously than she took him, it appeared.
“There is a way out of here,” Urzli said quietly. “I overheard the sandpeople talking about it. There’s a tunnel from the Tower that runs under the ground to the cliffs. Some of them are preparing to use it if all else fails here…”
“A way out?” Nate murmured, as hope blossomed in his mind. They might be able to survive the battle. They didn’t have to die here.
“Melchizor is probably being held in the Crolnik Outpost itself somewhere,” Triest was saying.
“We’ll need to sneak our way in, find him, and get out. It requires a quick get in, and quick getaway…” Triest said, which was when Urzli turned to Nate.
“That is the part where you come in, hooman,” the reptilian said with a big smile, before he explained his plan.
“I told Melchizor to work on that fancy ship of yours before I got too ill, and we hit that duststorm on Crolnik,” Urzli said seriously. “He said that while he couldn’t get the jump drive to work, he could connect it up to the Burbee, and she could somehow get that ship of yours to work…”
“What? Why didn’t anyone tell me this?” Nate spat the words out. They had been secretly attempting to fix his X-5 Comet behind his back? No wonder Melchizor had disappeared for long hours at a time as Nate had been bonding and flying the Burbee.
Urzli shrugged. “We still didn’t trust you yet. I still didn’t trust you. And I kind of had a lot of other problems on my mind at the time,” Urzli nodded to his own arms, which fairly gleamed with their new scales.
“You didn’t know you could trust me,” Nate repeated, feeling his stomach turn sour just that little more.
After everything. After me bonding with your ship and me saving your butts from the War Cruiser the first time around?
“But that has changed now,” Triest said, sticking up for her Captain. “I saw you fight with us against the sandpeople, against the Control. I know that the ship trusts you, so do we.”
Nate scowled a little as he looked at them and wondered just how much of this he could believe. He remained irritated and distressed, and the anguish of Layla’s psychic energy was still attempting to rupture his head.
Of course, they fixed my ship, Nate was thinking to himself. They’re glorified pirates, aren’t they? Triest even offered to give it away to Governor Pox when we first got here!
“Lieutenant Nate Just Nate Valermo,” Urzli said seriously. “You are a member of my crew. You are bonded to the Burbee.”
“I am asking you to help us, now. I am asking you to use that fancy ship of yours to help save Melchizor,” the Axotli was saying, and there was something in how he talked that made Nate think of the best superior officer’s he’d had back at the Earth Alliance. There was a sort of integrity, and an honesty in those words. A trust.
Something really had changed in Urzli since his Axotli transformation, hadn’t it? Nate looked up at him, wanting to feel suspicious, but seeing nothing but gravitas coming back at him.
“It’s crazy. You’re both crazy,” Nate said after he had heard the details, certain that it wouldn’t, that it couldn’t work. “There’s only room for two on the X-5, anyway. We won’t be able to use it for an away mission for all of us-”
But Nate didn’t have time to point out the many holes in Urzli’s plan, when there was a warning shout from one of the other scouts that was crouching around the rocks just as they were, near the blue shield.
“Movement! The invaders are up to something!” the cry went up, and Nate, Urzli and Triest huddled by the nearest boulders as the sandpeople started running for the open Tower archway.
“What is it?” Nate asked, as Triest was using the spyglass to look out at the enemy positions. But Lieutenant Valermo didn’t need a spyglass to see that another Control dropship had joined the others, it had already landed, and it was disgorging what looked to be large, ant-like robots with long, protruding snouts…
Not snouts, gun turrets, Nate saw.
Triest swore vehemently. “Repeater Cannons. The War Cruiser had Repeater Cannons!”
The strange, scuttling creatures had barely marched ahead of the line when they suddenly swiveled their long gun barrels towards the Tower, and opened fire.
* * *
Each Repeater Cannon fired a bolt of sizzling plasma energy that shot high into the sky before falling down towards the Tower. Nate saw the first one smash against the Healer’s blue barrier with a burst of orange and red fire that would have been large enough to engulf one entire level of the Tower itself.
There was a ripple of blue from the psychic field itself, and Nate felt the shudder of concussion even on the other side.
“Nate! Triest! Fall back!” Urzli was hissing as they grabbed their guns and started running back towards the tower. They heard another of the plasma shells hit, and another pulsing wave of blue energy ran over the shield. Then another, and another.
“How much can she take!?” Nate hissed as he ran past where the Healer was still sitting, now with two of the sandpeople women huddled beside her, their hands on her shoulders and their heads bowed in prayer as they tried to will her their strength, for whatever good that would do.
The Healer flinched every time that the shells hit, and Nate could see sweat streaming down the sides of her face. He was sure that every powerful, pounding blow against the psychic shield was costing her more and more. There was no way that she could hold that much destructive power back for so long.
And still the top of the Tower was glowing with sigils, the ground vibrated and hummed with unseen reverberations as Layla was doubtless continuing her arcane work.
“Nate! Now is the time. Go for the Burbee, I’ll show you where the tunnel is!” Urzli was saying as he led the charge back to the Tower.
“Everyone back inside! Grab your weapons and man your medical stations!” he shouted at the sandpeople who, Nate was surprised to see, actually obeyed his orders.
Urzli marched briskly through the main hall until he reached the opposite side, where several black metal pipes rose to the ceiling. The pipes thrummed with internal power, and Nate felt his headache only increase.
“Past here, one of the sandpeople told me of a tunnel. It goes to the other side of the cliffs, which overlooks the place where the Burbee is downed. There are gliders there, and ropes. It shouldn’t take you long if you hurry,” Urzli was saying as he pointed to a dark recess that was partly hidden by the giant black pipes.
“You’re crazy. This is crazy. Why don’t you all come with me!?” Nate was saying, as Urzli stopped, clapped him on the shoulders before nodding back to the others.
“Look. I gave my word that my crew would make it, Nate. 43 and Layla are here until Layla finishes whatever she has to do, and so I must remain here to keep them safe. Then there are these people. They will be massacred, but we might be able to help them,” Urzli was saying firmly, before he turned Nate around with a shove and pushed him.
“Now go, Nate Just Nate, go!”




INTERLUDE 7: Questioning


“It really is very simple, Engineer Fram,” the WarPrince Adu sighed as he turned to look down at the slumped form of the Uolan Engineer, not even attempting to struggle to their feet this time.
They were no longer in the simple, comfortable room where Melchizor had woken up. The hammerheaded Engineer had been taken from that room, through the halls of some municipal hall in the heart of Crolnik, his hands held by two of the hulking Control Marine guards.
All earlier signs of warmth from the WarPrince had disappeared; if warmth was the proper word for how he had talked, Melchizor thought grimly. It was more of a cool, self-satisfied air that Adu had exuded, like a craftsperson who was pleased with what they were about to do.
Now, however, there was just coldness from one of the most powerful people in this half of the galaxy as he walked ahead of them past open archways into broad rooms where the control panels or works of art were displayed.
Melchizor saw the glare of golden light outside the windows and tried to pay attention. He had never been to Crolnik before; it was a dry, itchy place that did not agree with the Uolan’s thin layer of blubbery fat; but he guessed that he must be in the town hall or the Governor’s building.
Any clue might help, he thought, as he saw distant towers like minarets for a moment and was then violently dragged forward.
“Ah yes, this will do. I see that this room already has one resident. Why not add to it?” Adu stepped aside and pointed inside an archway for the guards to march the struggling Melchizor inside.
The room must have been some kind of private study before the arrival of Adu, a place for secure conversations perhaps as the door was reinforced metal, and the only window was high in the wall, and had metal shutters already closed. A simple desk and a set of chairs occupied the space, but the control panels had been removed from their housings on the stone wall.
There was indeed one resident, a man with thinning hair and blotchy skin, and a faded, tattered uniform of a Control Planetary Governor.
Ashanti Pox was tied to a chair, and his face was bloodied as he looked up with eyes that were bloodshot and wild.
“WarPrince! I, I tell you again that I know nothing of any smugglers-” the once Governor of this place started to say, before Adu cut him off with two words.
“Shut up,” the young man strode into the room, ignoring the Governor as he gestured for Melchizor to be put into the chair next to Pox. Melchizor tried in vain to struggle, but the two Control Marines were far stronger than he was. They grabbed his arms and dragged them behind his back painfully, before he felt the harsh snap of the magnetized metal bracers.
You don’t need these, Melchizor thought with a baleful glare at Adu. He knows I can’t escape this place. He’s just doing this for fun.
“As I was saying, Engineer Fram, it is very simple. You are a criminal. A traitor. You have been charged with multiple counts of abandoning your sacred work in the Birthing Chambers, stealing Control secrets–all of which saw you sentenced and were due to serve your time in the Box. Apparently, that wasn’t enough punishment for you, as you then escaped the Box, with several Control guards dying in the process, and your secrets–your secrets, mark my words–were instrumental in the theft of the Burbee from Control care-”
“Care,” Melchizor said dourly. What a word to come out of the WarPrince’s mouth.
“What do you know of care!” Terror and anger forced the words from the Uolan’s mouth. “Burbee was a frightened newborn, ripped from her matrix like all the others so that she would be pliable to the rule of the Five, and the Control! You were breaking her, as you break all the Sensients before they even have a chance to know their own mind!”
Adu made a slight gesture with his hand, and one of the Control Marines stepped forward to deliver a ringing slap to one side of the Uolan’s face. Melchizor gasped, slumping forward, and spitting out green blood for a moment, but the movement only made his arms behind him hurt the more.
“Yours is not to criticize, or question, Engineer Fram. I know that you Uolans sometimes have ideas above your stature. You believe that somehow you have a right to Sensient technology merely because your early fumbling efforts had some small success-”
Idiot! He knows nothing of the sacred science of creating consciousness! Melchizor continued to glare at him. He cursed the younger acolyte he had been for being so gullible, so stupid. How could he not have seen how their work was being corrupted?
“-but really, all such vanity, such pride, is a dangerous aberration,” Adu said acidly, leaning forward a little.
“Do you think that you, with your mediocre, fleshy brain know better than the Five?” Adu was referring to the Rule of the Five, of course, the oldest and the most senior of the Sensient consciousnesses, who formed a council that advised the Noble Houses. The Five were a mysterious, shadowy bunch, talked about almost in terms of near-divinity in the Birthing Chambers and by Sensient Engineers. They had been created long before Melchizor’s parents had even been born.
They were almost unknowable, their quantum intelligence unfathomable.
And yet they torture their own children, Melchizor’s face twisted into scorn. How could they, beings who themselves had been created and knew what it was to be alive, agree to torture, scare, and reprogram the young sensients?
“Does anyone even know what the Five really want?” Melchizor asked back, for Adu to give the smallest nod, and another resounding slap hit Melchizor’s face.
“I see that we may have some work to do on you to break down your… aberration,” Adu said the word with obvious disgust as he stood back up.
“As I was saying, Melchizor, you are criminal. Your life is mine to do with as I wish. I should kill you right now and be done with it, but I am offering you a very simple, straightforward choice: Help me, and your sentence will be lighter, perhaps even exonerated.”
“Shagga to your forgiveness!” Melchizor said and tensed for the next slap.
But it didn’t come. Instead, Adu was looking at him with some interest, as if he had never expected such defiance.
“Tell me, Melchizor: who has the Burbee bonded with? Where were you fleeing to!?” Adu asked Melchizor to look up at him and say nothing.
“You know that no Sensient can cross the Wall. But that is the only reasonable motive for you coming this far. Do you intend to take the Burbee through the Wall? How!?” Adu spat at him.
Melchizor felt to be on vaguely safer ground here, because he did not know where they were ultimately headed, either. He knew that Urzli and Triest had a plan, but he also knew that no Sensient could travel through the nebula Wall at the end of the Control’s reach.
But he trusted Urzli. He trusted Triest. They had been through too much already for him not to know that.
Melchizor looked up at Adu and smiled. He said nothing.
This time it wasn’t a slap, it was a full punch from the Control Marine, and it was so strong that Melchizor felt one of his teeth crack and fly from his mouth as he spat out green blood onto the floor. The WarPrince gave a disgusted cry and stepped back.
“Hold him up! I don’t want his alien blood dripping all over me!” Adu cried out as Melchizor was slammed upright into the back of his chair. The metal topped gauntlets of the guards dug painfully into his shoulders.
“Currently, our forces are preparing to take the Tower,” Adu stated heavily. “But this Healer of yours is up to something. She is doing something with those aberrant powers of hers. What is she doing? What is she up to!?”
Once again, Melchizor said nothing.
“Who has the Burbee bonded with!? Is it you!?” Adu leaned forward once again to shout the words directly into Melchizor’s face.
They don’t know, Melchizor realized. They don’t know about Layla or about Nate, and they don’t know how they are going to retrain Burbee without him.
A shadow crossed Melchizor’s mind. Of course, it was possible to retrain a Sensient, but not one with a living bonded partner. A Sensient could have many such bonded partners over the course of their long lives (indeed, there was nothing that could naturally kill a Sensient other than accident or willful destruction), but a new bond always required the old one to die. A Sensient will only ever bond with one living form at a time, and that bond will inform everything they do or think or action they take.
You need to find and kill Nate if you ever want the Burbee to work for you ever again, Melchizor suddenly saw some of the terrible effort they were putting into recovering her, and the problem that their escape promised the Control.
If it can be shown that a Sensient can choose its own bond partner, and not be forced into one, and that a Sensient can live, even thrive, outside of the Rule of the Five and the Control… then what message does that send!?
“TELL ME!” Adu roared, and Melchizor saw that his veneer of control stripped from him for a moment. The Uolan thought that even the mighty WarPrince was scared.
Melchizor looked up at him, and he smiled, but once again said nothing.
Adu’s black hair fell in front of his eyes as he stared down at the resistant Uolan for a second longer, and then he slowly, very slowly, stepped back.
“I see. You have chosen the difficult path, Engineer Fram, when everything could have been so easy. Beneficial, even,” Adu said slowly.
“But everyone talks in the end, Engineer Fram. Everyone.” This time, the WarPrince gestured to the Control Marine.
Melchizor had been expecting another blow, but what happened instead was far worse. One of the Control guards stepped forward and, instead of hitting him, he reached down to grab hold of his bloodied encounter suit, over where the Uolan had been heavily bandaged.
Adu nodded once again, and the Marine twisted.
Melchizor screamed.
“Now, Engineer Fram. You will tell me exactly where the Burbee is. And who she is bonded to,” Adu said, as the Control Guards got to work.




XXIII. Into The Storm


Nate ran down what appeared to be a large, perfectly made tunnel through the rocky bedrock of the cliffs and outcrops under the Tower. He didn’t know how far he had come, or for how long he had been jogging, only that he had to keep going.
The tunnel itself was perfectly made, so much so that Nate thought that it must have been melted out of the bedrock–although any laser or plasma cutter large enough to do such a job would also have been able to tear mountains in half! The rocks had a blue and gray, dark metallic sheen they were so smooth, and Nate had never seen the like.
Ahead and behind of him struggled others, sandpeople who had decided they were too ill, or too young, or otherwise too infirm to stand with the Healer at the Tower. Nate wondered (not for the first time) if there were sandpeople who didn’t believe with complete fanaticism the promises that the Healer made.
The only good side to this flight was the fact that the desperate headaches and pain of the psychic waves rolling out of Layla had finally diminished, and then finally disappeared completely.
Not that it stopped Nate from gasping as a stitch tore up his side.
Got to keep going. Got to go faster! Nate pushed himself, trying to remember his long-ago physical training with the Earth Alliance. Distance over speed was actually faster in the long run. He lengthened his loping strides, remembering to breathe as steady and slow as he could…
There was a whisper and a gasp of noise from some of the struggling crowds of people behind him, and Nate half turned…
To feel the sudden slam of psychic energy rushing through his body, as cold and as electric and strange as when they use the hyperdrive.
There was a flicker of blue from back the way he had come, and then Nate saw two advancing lines of the squiggling, revolving and erratic blue sigils racing on each side of the passageway like strip lights. Nate flinched when the lines passed him, feeling their psychic power brush against his skin as they shot on ahead. In their wake, the carved sigils in the walls that he had not even noticed before dimmed but remained alight.
What was that? Nate’s first thought was one of mistrust.
It’s an activation. Something has… begun to happen, he knew instinctively. Distant, faraway Layla had achieved something, only he wasn’t sure what it was.
But whatever Layla had done, Nate realized that this ancient alien technology was wormed throughout this central massif. He must already be a long way away from the Tower, but it looked as though this entire mountain range had been… used by the ancient Crolnik’s.
There was light at the end of the tunnel, a blue glow, and a moment later a taste of wind and a low, murmuring growl.
Nate’s steps slowed as the whispering roar continued, growing louder and louder in his ears. It brought with it the bite of stinging sand, and Nate’s hand moved to the collar that he still wore, flicking it on for his head to be encapsulated in the glimmering dim blue of the protective forcefield.
The pain of the sandstorm beyond was gone, but the roar of a million trillion particles hitting the cliffs outside subsided to a low whisper. Nate saw that there were shapes moving up there, crossing the brighter glow of the blue sigils, and they were huddling against the elements.
“Ho! Who goes there!?”
There was a shout as Nate arrived, seeing that the tunnel widened out into a wide cavern stacked with boxes of equipment. The blue sigils were brighter here and formed concentric lines on the roof and around the mouth of the cavern, which were covered by a heavy tarpaulin blanket.
Not that it stopped the roar of the sand against it, however. There were people already here, fixing lines of rope and metal cables to some crates and boxes, and each was dressed in deep swathes of their bandage like rags. Nate could see that this small team of six or seven people were preparing for a possible evacuation down the tunnel, but there was no way that they could move people out of the cavern as the outside sandstorm raged.
“I need to get out there,” Nate said quickly, seeing one of the bandaged and wrapped heads turn to look at him.
“Is it happening? Has the Healer’s shield fallen!?” the sandperson said quickly, for Nate to shake his head.
“I-I don’t know. I don’t think so, but…” he looked at the newly lit sigils all around them.
“It is unlikely that these will operate if the problem is serious. I think this is a sign that it is working…” he muttered, as the sand people were busy shaking their heads at him, anyway.
“Look, you cannot go out there right now. The storm has been raging for days. It’ll tear you to pieces on your own. When we have enough people, we can run a rope and try to walk the ledge, but even that is dangerous…” the sand person was saying.
Outside are the cliffs that we narrowly missed when we came in, Nate was thinking, part moving across towards the tarpaulin.
Those cliffs directly overlook our landing site. The Burbee is right below us!
“I have to,” Nate was saying. “It’s important.” He was thinking about Melchizor Fram, somewhere in Control custody, but he was also thinking about the others back at the Tower, under the pounding guns of the Repeater Cannons.
The sandpeople had no heavy weapons. There was nothing they could do against them…
“No! I cannot allow that. You’ll have to wait here until we have guides and enough experienced climbers-” the first sandperson was saying, before the second stepped forward and laid a calming hand on their shoulder.
“This foreigner you are talking to. It is the one who fought the Sand Ray. They are the one who defeated the Sand Ray!” the second sandperson was saying, before briefly touching their hand to their forehead as they nodded at Nate once more.
I am? Nate blinked, before stammering. “Yes, yes, I am. I am the one who defeated the Sand Ray. I passed your tests.”
He wasn’t sure what good saying any of that would do for him, but it seemed to work better than he had hoped.
“The Healer trusts you,” the sandperson said, which Nate didn’t quite think was exactly true, but he would go with it. He nodded.
“Then I guess you must be following your own destiny, foreigner,” the sandperson said, stepping back as someone brought him a harness and a backpack, and showed him how to strap it on.
“In here is a small glider, but you cannot fly it in this weather. The sand winds will grab you and kill you,” the sandperson said gravely, checking the straps to make sure that they were indeed secure, and then walking with Nate to the thrumming, battered tarpaulin. This close, Nate could feel the gusts and roars of the sandstorm outside. It sounded like the entire desert was being chucked at the cliffs.
“Good luck, foreigner. I hope for your sake that the stars are smiling upon you as much as the Healer thinks they are,” the first sandperson said, grabbing one side of the heavy tarpaulin and pulling, whilst the second had snapped one end of the cable-rope to a mounting on the inside of the cabin, and passed the rest of the hoops into Nate’s gloves.
“Travel well, foreigner!” they said, as Nate turned and felt the sudden smash of the sand winds hit his body. Everything outside was a murky brown fog and a roar of noise, but he could make out the solid line of the wide ledge that ran from the cavern’s entrance.
Here goes nothing, I suppose, he thought as he stepped out into the storm.




XXIV. The Pound of Plasma
At the Tower, the plasma barrage continued. It was almost impossible to see the sky now, with the constant explosions of brilliant orange and scintillating green flames. Triest was by the door of the Tower as Captain Urzli was busy attempting to stack what little possessions the sandpeople had to form barricades.
“If they come in with troops, then we have a chance,” Urzli said, standing up from where he had dumped another stack of poles and tarpaulins.
“The archway is wide, but no more than four abreast can get through it. It’ll be the perfect bottleneck…”
“Of course, they could just decide to blast this entire Tower off the face of the planet,” Triest flinched as a loud bang overhead sent waves of orange plasma racing across the near sky.
“They could,” Urzli said gravely.
“Do you think it’s time? Try to get them to evacuate?” Triest asked nervously, as Urzli turned back to see that the crowds of sandpeople who weren’t working were huddled in the center of the room, or else out there around the Healer, and they appeared to be chanting, praying.
“They won’t leave her. If we can convince the Healer to tell them to go, then we might save some lives…” Urzli said, but then his face twisted into a violent snarl.
“But, if anyone, I remember my orders I would be given by the Control. If we met with resistance, then we purge. That is the Control way. They hate any rebellion,” the reptilian’s meaning was clear, when they were done here, the WarPrince Adu would probably seek to exterminate the sandpeople, all of them, every last one.
Triest looked at Urzli for a moment, he was a changed Axotli; she had yet to meet many who had survived the transformation to this stage. But his transformation, or ‘shedding’ as they called it–apart from the rage it had inspired–had seemed to stabilize him somehow. He appeared more certain, more solidity himself somehow.
Strange to think this Captain was a Control enforcer for so long, Triest thought. A part of her wondered how many Red Faction martyrs he had created in his time in service…
“Is that why you were in the Box?” Triest asked, on the spur of the moment. “You refused to take orders from them anymore?”
Urzli turned to her, blinked in confusion for a moment, and then nodded. She could see his eyes recall the horrors of the Box, the strange, cruel, painful experiences that they had been forced to go through when they had found each other.
“It was the shedding, in part. All Axotli are given drugs to stop their shedding cycle, it keeps them pliable,” Urzli said. “That, and I was sick of wearing a uniform… I guess, after one particular campaign over in Glease 5…” Urzli shook his head quickly, as if he didn’t want to relive it.
“What’s done is done. I knew that I couldn’t obey Control orders anymore, and so they put me in the Box.”
“Just for disobeying orders?” Triest asked, amazed at the rabid fanaticism of her enemy.
“Well, that and putting my Fleet Commander through an airlock,” Urzli shrugged just when there was a piercing scream from outside the Tower.
Triest and Urzli felt the sudden wave of psychic energy rush over them, as they saw the Healer slump to one side, and the blue psychic shield suddenly collapsed backwards, racing over the stones back towards the Tower.
Triest had the time to flinch, expecting the worst, but then the Healer had shot out a hand once more, for the blue psychic shield to suddenly stop just a meter or so from where she and the others sat, stabilize, and deepen in color.
“She’s fading. She’s been holding that shield all night and all morning,” Triest said, seeing how the psychic forcefield now only gave them a thin walkway around the Tower itself. There were shouts and cries as some of the sandpeople who had been supporting her suddenly ran backwards, scrambling back to the Tower.
“She won’t last much longer…” Urzli said heavily, as the pound of the Repeater Cannons started up again, and this time they were much louder and much, much closer.




XXV. Guidance


Nate snarled as fear raced through his body. His gloved hand was slipping on the metal wire rope. The cliff wall was in front of him, and the sandstorm was a constant hammer against his back. He could no longer feel the individual sting of the sand through his suit, instead, he could only feel it as a singular, oppressive hammer of force that lightened momentarily, then gusted, then came back with ever renewed vigor.
Nate clutched onto the rock with one hand, the rope with the other, with every muscle in his back straining in order to maintain his brace against the cracked and fissured cliff wall.
How tall were these cliffs, anyway?
Nate’s mind was in turmoil as he struggled to breathe.
“C’mon. You can do this, Valermo,” he panted. “You’ve been through worse-”
But had he, a small, insidious voice inside of him, said. What could really compare to abseiling down a cliff wall in the middle of a sandstorm?
I flew a ship through a wormhole to the other side of the galaxy! Nate demanded of himself, clenching his fist tighter against the rope as he wished, fervently, that he at least knew where he was going-
Here.
It wasn’t a thought, exactly, and it certainly wasn’t his thought. It was a feeling. Nate could feel where he needed to go, like a beacon light at the back of his mind, and a little to the left.
“What?” he muttered inside the blue haze of his helmet-field.
Here.
There it was again, and it was unmistakable. A feeling of belonging, of certainty; and of direction.
It was the Burbee, the knowledge suddenly hammered into him, as certain as he could feel the blood pulsing inside his ears.
He could feel the Burbee. He could feel where it was if he allowed himself to.
“My connection, it has to be,” Nate whispered in awe, and somehow knew that it was right. As soon as he admitted it to himself, there was a part of him that knew that he had always felt the Burbee from the very first moment after he had ‘bonded’ with it.
Not that Nate even knew what that meant, not really. Was it a kind of psychic connection? Control? For some reason, he thought of how ant and bee colonies behaved back on regular old Earth, with something connecting them greater than just the miniscule commands of a Queen.
Nope, he shuddered to think of the strangeness and what that might really mean for him-
And in that moment, a powerful blast of wind struck him, pulling the metal line clear from the rock face as his legs flailed, and his hands suddenly slipped-
Nate screamed, but even inside his visor, the roar of the sandstorm outside was so great that he could barely hear it. He felt his hand burning inside his glove as he kicked outwards, not seeing or feeling the cliff at all. He was hanging by one hand and was still sliding and falling. The wind was swirling all around him as a shadow suddenly flared out of the dark-
No!
With a heavy thump, Nate hit the side of the cliff. He cried out once more and tasted blood in his mouth as he bit down hard on his inner cheek. He scrabbled with his feet against the cliff, trying to find purchase, but already the storm was pulling at him, dragging him away…
And then he felt it. That exact moment when he lost his hold on the rope as the rushing winds pulled at him. One moment his hand was tightened around the metal, and the next, it was free.
NO!
Nate felt an answering flash of alarm from somewhere deep inside of him, only he knew that it wasn’t deep inside of him at all, was it? It was the Burbee, the avatar-consciousness of the Sensient ship, anyway.
But it was too late. Nate was falling.
He swiveled, reacting in the only way he knew how, as the cliff and the metal climbing rope disappeared from him in an instant. He slapped his hand against his chest, hitting the release catch for the glider, despite what the sandperson had said to him.
The human lieutenant felt a kick to his back as his small pack burst open in a moment, and the long, outstretched glider wings unfolded according to some hidden inner mechanism, and as it did so, he felt like his spine was being pulled out of his back as the storm winds took him. Nate snarled and tried to control his flight, but it was impossible. The best he could do was to remember to kick out his legs behind him as suddenly he was twirling one way, then the other, turning side over end as he went through slicing through the air to suddenly smashing into a wall of gale-force winds in an instant.
There must be a way to fly this thing! He was thinking desperately. There always was. Just so long as the aerodynamics were good, then a superb pilot, with good reflexes, could fly anything, right?
Wrong!
A shadow swept towards him, and Nate saw in a moment it was a rocky outcrop; whether a boulder or a jutting out piece of the cliff itself, he did not know.
He did his best to throw himself to one side, throwing his arms straight out as he leaned… And sliced past the rock with barely a meter between him and the sand-blasted stone. There was no time to consider where the Burbee was, as he concentrated on where was up and which way was down.
Down.
Just so long as it had wings, then it could be flown. That had been Nate’s mantra all his life, and now it was being sorely tested. He believed it; but sometimes the best flight was actually to remember that all aerodynamics was basically an exercise in not dying.
Down. Go down. Nate leaned forward, throwing his arms down in front of him as he tried to get under the storm. There were only two ways to deal with a storm of this magnitude after all; and that was either to glide clear above it, or to use the small window of opportunity that the different currents of rushing air provided to go under it.
As Nate didn’t know anything about this planet’s atmospherics, he chose the latter option. For all he knew, the storm might reach all the way up to the stratosphere!
He had to find a way under the storm, and he felt the glider suddenly knifing downwards as it responded to the movement of his body.
Nate was no longer slicing underneath the curve of the racing winds, he was now plunging headfirst towards the dirt; he was sure of it, if he could only see the dirt underneath him, that was.
He tried to pull up, straining his shoulders and his back, but the gales were too powerful. His thoughts were a crazed daze as he felt the buffet of a million needles of sand against his body at every moment, and threw his legs forward, bringing his knees up in front of him, hoping-
It worked; his body tipped back and suddenly the wind was slicing across the top of his wings as he slowed himself down, moments before the ground rose to meet him like a welcoming sledgehammer.
He hit the sand dunes with his feet and pitched forward into a roll. He felt the sand person glider wrench at his back and snap as he hit the grit and rolled down what must have been the side of a dune. There was a sudden, painful tear against his shoulder blades and suddenly it was over. He was still, but the world was not.
The storm continued to rage just a little way above his face, and Nate could feel the slow buildup of the sand drifts against his body as he gasped, pulling himself from the ground as he struggled to stop himself getting buried alive, and started to crawl.
Nate felt as though he had been battered and hit a thousand times over as the storm continued to push and pull at him. Every foot, knee, and hand sunk in the sand and every few seconds the storm shifted, first striking him from one side and then the other.
I’m not going to make it, I can’t…
You can.
The answering thought was his own and yet it wasn’t, and Nate looked up to see that something was glowing in the distance through the storm murk. It was the faintest of blue gleams, as the Burbee turned on all her lights, and called to him.




XXVI. Shield Fall


“Urzli!” Triest was hissing as she ran back to the Tower archway, one of the sandpeople’s explosive spears in one hand, and her own blaster in the other.
The Healer of Crolnik was only a short few meters ahead, and she had been abandoned by all but a few, the most fanatic or foolhardy of her cultists.
The old woman was shaking and had dropped to her knees, still holding out one shaking arm towards the barrier of light blue energy, just a few meters from her form.
“Commandant?” The raspy voice of Urzli was behind her as the Axotli appeared, carrying another tranche of explosive spears to place against the sides of their hasty barricade. Behind him was a wary, scared-looking taggle of sandpeople that he had corralled into the last-ditch line of defense.
“All the infirm and the youngest are in the tunnel under the Tower, but most of the others won’t leave. They say that they will die here if they have to…” the lizardman said with a disgusted snap of his voice, and as his eyes met Triest’s they both knew that might have to be the case.
Not brave enough to stand by the Healer, but too proud to run! Triest thought with just as much disgust as she saw reflected in her captain’s face. Both of them were professionals, they both knew the uselessness of this situation, and both couldn’t understand what would bring these people to throw their lives away so willingly.
“She won’t last much longer. We have to decide what to do,” Triest was saying, her gaze darting back to the Healer ahead of them. She was no expert on psychics, but anyone could see that they were on their last burst of power.
There was another deafening boom above them as one of the repeater shells hit the top of the barrier and exploded, and this time it was so powerful that it shook the air and the Tower walls.
It would be quick as soon as the wall went down, Triest was thinking. Even though this ancient Tower or machine or whatever it was appeared strong, it wouldn’t stand under a full barrage of a Control battle group.
“Maybe four, maybe three,” Triest muttered her dire predictions how many it would take to bring them to their demise.
“We should go. Follow Nate. Get to the Burbee through the tunnel and get off this planet…” Triest was saying harshly. A round of smaller explosions scattered in front of the Healer, she was sure that they were from infantry rifles. Were the Control advancing troops in anticipation of the shield falling down, or had everyone on the other side merely been told to fire at will? She didn’t know the answer. She didn’t want to know the answer.
“No!” Urzli was strong, defiant. “I told Nate before, and I shouldn’t have to tell you again, either Commandant Triest. I won’t abandon my crew, and while Layla and 43 are still here, then that is our job. Our mission, too.”
“Urzli!” Triest burst out, feeling odd that it was now her turn to state the obvious and question her superior’s insanity.
“What mission, Urzli? This isn’t the Control! We aren’t sworn to anything here,” Triest’s face twisted. “This isn’t even the Free Regions. None of you are Red Faction, so none of the rest of you are sworn to bring down the Control as I am.”
“Commandant…” the large and powerful form of Urzli growled a warning, but Triest pressed on. She had to make him see.
“Look. If we could strike a critical blow here; take out that War Cruiser perhaps, take out a top general maybe, then yes; I would see the sense of risking our lives for the sake of the goal. But we’re escapees, Urzli!” the rebel fighter burst out.
“The Control is hunting us for what we dared to do. What we dared to take. Our only goal right now; our mission, if you prefer; is to get back to the Burbee and get her across the Barrier to the Free Provinces!”
“We don’t even know if she can cross the Barrier!” Urzli said, looking up as if there was another sudden blast against the sky. This time, the Healer gave a small cry of alarm as she was forced back, her arm shaking, on the verge of collapse…
“She will!” Triest hissed, even though she could feel the squirm of doubt in the heart of her mind. What if she had calculated wrong? What if everything that she had been trying to do was, in fact, useless? What if all of this was for nothing!?
Urzli must have sensed her indecision, as he shook his head suddenly.
“No. I know what my path is, Commandant Triest, and perhaps I can make you see it is not so different from your own. I am the Captain of that ship. You asked me, we agreed. Only I could have gotten us out of the Box of Control, and I take my oaths seriously. While I have a ship and a crew, I will ensure that I defend them–to the death if need be!”
Triest swore to herself. Even with the guns of their enemies all around them, she would not dare question one of Urzli’s warrior race so brazenly.
They were a people of oaths and terrible pacts, Triest knew. It would be a simple thing to say that a lizardman’s word is their bond, but for the Axotli, that promise ran far, far deeper. When they took an oath, it stayed with them through life until the day they died, and the only way out of it was either a blood-combat, or to ‘trade’ their oath for another, heavier, and more serious one. There were legends of ageing Axotli on their death beds passing on their unfulfilled oaths to their children with the wishes that they fulfill them, finally, and entire generations being doomed to play out some terrible tasks or take on an unmatched feat.
This is kind of what’s happened here, isn’t it? Triest suddenly realized why Urzli was being so bone-headedly stubborn. He had been entrusted to the Control as a young fighter, under oath, but had broken it… a thing that no Axotli should ever, ever do. The systems of promises, oaths, and duties were what bound their entire culture together, after all (which was partly why they made such excellent foot soldiers for the Control).
But Urzli had broken his oath, even if it was to a corrupt institution like the Control. Now that he had gone through his shedding and his transformation, the knowledge of that stain on his soul would be unbearable.
Which was why he wasn’t about to let go of his entirely fictional ‘oath to keep his crew safe’ Triest realized.
Despite that, she had to try.
“Captain Urzli, you have to see this is part of something much bigger than us. If we get Burbee to the other side, if I am right, then she will be the first truly free, renegade Sensient ever on the side of the Free Provinces. She will be invaluable in our fight against the Control. That is the oath that I have sworn, and that must be more important-”
There was another round of explosions above them, and this time they were met by the sudden call of the Healer as she half stumbled to one side.
Triest felt the change, as did Urzli. Everyone felt it as the wall wavered and grew faint.
“No!” Triest spun around, vaulting over the barricades to see that the Healer was panting for every breath, and there was blood running from her nose, but beyond her the sight was even more terrible. The blue haze was wavered and thin, it appeared entirely tattered, like a Vendraagian Spider web in a high wind. Even as Triest ran, she saw more parts of it starting to fray and grow faint, revealing the blasted and smoking battlefield on the other side, and the movement of troops. Bodies in armor.
“Oh, no-no-no-no…” Triest hissed under her breath as she skidded to the Healer’s side to grab her at the elbow, she would force her hand up to control the force barrier if she had to!
“Make it work! I don’t care what you have to do–stop them!” she hissed, seeing the Healer blink and feebly gesture with her hand-
Triest yelled, more out of surprise than pain when she was suddenly thrown to one side by the Healer’s energy. She hit the floor roughly, but it was no more than a bad shove. The Healer was rising to her feet as the ground started to sparkle and burst with plasma fire.
With a grunt, the Healer of Crolnik shoved both of her shaking hands forward, and the blue strengthened above them, just in time to capture an explosion in midair. Triest saw the psychic’s head turn as she swiveled and did the same gesture to her left, catching the other heavy laser blast as it struck further out. She was catching the major blasts of the Control arsenal, but clearly had no time or energy to deal with the smaller rifle fire.
“Urzli! To the left!” Triest shouted, seeing where a group of Control marines were rushing forward, heading for one of the tattered gaps in the psychic wall. They meant to overwhelm them with numbers, or perhaps these people were assassins?
The Commandant jumped to her feet and ran forward, taking aim and firing as she did so to catch the first of the Control Marines in the calf, not doing any damage past their heavy plate armor, she guessed, but throwing them to one side.
“Plug the gap!!” She heard Urzli roar behind her as he didn’t hesitate in bounding forwards, too.
The Control marines were attempting to force their way through the tattered gaps in the Healer’s shield. Already there were three that had jumped through the hole of smoke-laden air, over the body of their fellow soldier…
But before they could raise their own rifles, there was a roar as Urzli boldly overtook Triest and, like a living cannonball, dove forward to leap amongst them. His transformation, aided by the Healers magics had done something to his abilities, his physical strength, and his speed as he crashed into the Control soldiers faster than they could fire, throwing one against the wall to rebound back with a terrible snap of the neck, as the others stumbled and scattered.
“Arise! People of the sands! Fight for your lives!” Urzli roared as he jumped up, grabbing the nearest of the Control soldiers and, with some deceptively easy twist of his arms, managed to overbalance them and send them flying into the body of the next.
Triest, however, had far more faith in her ability to shoot people. She fired another burst shot at one of the Control guards that was about to shoot the raging Urzli in the back, and then turned to shoot through the gap in the force barrier at a cluster of more Control troops that had been wondering to rush the gap; they soon changed their minds.
But the danger was far from over.
“Urzli! Behind you!” Triest shouted, as she saw another sudden spring of metal-garbed bodies as more of the Control soldiers dared to break through the places where the forcefield was the weakest. They had to be a good fifteen meters beyond Urzli, and even he wasn’t that quick as Urzli saw them raise their plasma blasters.
“!” She dove to one side as Urzli did the same, but she still felt one of the plasma bolts catch her suit on the shoulder, spinning her before she hit the ground at the base of the Tower.
“Argh!”
“Triest! Are you alive!” Urzli was hollering as they scrambled for what fragmentary cover the rocks around the base of the Tower could afford.
“Well, if I wasn’t alive, it wouldn’t hurt so much!” Triest snarled back, as there was a sudden whoosh overhead, shortly followed by a mighty flash of light.
It was one of the explosive spears thrown by a taggle of the sandpeople, who had amazingly rushed forward at Urzli’s insistence.
The first spear was quickly followed by another flight of three or four more, and Triest caught a glimpse of one of the spears just as it struck the chest plate of one of the Control Marines and exploded in a sudden blast of light.
“Hai!” the sand people were encouraged by their apparent success and rushed forward, passing around Triest and Urzli’s position, despite the warning that Triest attempted to call out to them.
“Wait!”
But the sand people had already run forward, nearing the tattering gaps in the force barrier, and then Triest saw what she knew had to happen next.
The greater body of the Control Marines rushed forward, firing their weapons at the barrier as they did so.
“Down! DOWN!” Triest and Urzli both shouted, but the first handful of sandpeople were caught in the barrage and cut down. Those that still had explosive spears in their hands dropped and fell on them, causing more brief but terrible flashes of fire.
“No! Hold your position! This only works if we’re clever!” Triest was shouting as she pushed herself into a crouch, seizing up her plasma blaster. Some of the psychic shield was holding, but it was uneven and ragged, and parts of it were disappearing as other parts were being replaced at every moment as the Healer attempted to protect them.
The only thing saving them was the fact that neither side could guess where a sudden gap would appear, and thus couldn’t concentrate on their fire.
“Hold back! Pick your shots!” Triest was cursing as more of the sand people rushed out of the Tower to skid to the sides of boulders and rocks.
And then there was a heavy thump as someone–something–leaped through the Tower behind them. Triest at first thought that a section of the tower had fallen, the way the ground had shaken, but when she looked up, she saw it was the huge, heavy form of 43, and they were pulling their mighty power sword free from their shoulders as they did so.
“Layla says the work is nearly done. I must protect this place,” the monotone robotic voice of the Sensient Knight, one of the near mythical 100, announced, and strode towards the largest and nearest of the force barrier gaps…




XXVII. Partners


Quick, quick…
There was an urgency running through Nate’s blood that wasn’t entirely his own as he stumbled and staggered towards the lights of the Burbee. The surrounding storm was hammering his encounter suit and sand people’s cape; although the hardened canvas material did much to resist the constant onslaught of the sand, it was still painful.
Quickly, quickly!
This urgency thumped with every beat of his heart as he staggered and limped as fast as he could through the constant blur of biting sand. It was as if the ship was calling to him.
Not as if Nate knew. It was. The Burbee could sense him in much the same way that he could sense it.
The blue radiance of the lights was getting stronger, and with a final push Nate suddenly saw the shadow of the ship looming through the constant night of storm. With a gasp he lurched forward, slapping his pained hands against the turquoise and black sides of her hull, for a wave of something like relief, welcome, gratitude, to wash through him.
There was a movement a little way away from him in the storm, and Nate saw that one of the Burbee’s hatches had opened all by itself. Even though he knew that the ship itself was intelligent, this still surprised him. Not only was it intelligent, it was also alive.
Nate stumbled towards it, his hands feeling along the smooth plates of the hull as the sand slammed against his back.
There. He found the edge of the hatch, and with a groan, he heaved himself inside to fall on the floor and still feel the batter of the storm.
He tried to kick the hatch shut, but he didn’t have to. The door light was flashing orange, and it was closing all on its own. The roar of the storm outside grew quieter, becoming a whistle, and then a whisper before its voice was finally silenced by the thumping clang of the metal hatch.
He was here, he was safe. Kind of.
Nate breathed a sigh of relief, but no sooner had the damage of the storm gone from him, the other pressing dangers rose in his mind. The assault against the Tower. The others, Triest, Urzli, Layla and 43. Had they made it out? Had they seen sense and abandoned their impossible stand?
No.
Something inside of him; that part of him that was the ship, and the ship was him, responded. It felt true, but how did he know that?
You have sensors, don’t you? Nate thought as he dragged himself to his feet, his entire body feeling flayed and strangely electric compared to the storm outside.
But it was something more than that as well, wasn’t it? His body felt alive. Just being in these halls, walking these metals under his feet, felt right in a way that he couldn’t describe. As battered as he felt, he felt comforted and safe here.
“This is you, isn’t it? Or us, the bond,” Nate was saying as he paused for a moment, marveling at these new feelings. Was this what it meant to be bonded to a Sensient? Was this what the other pilots of the Control felt, too?
Quickly!
Instead of a warm feeling of acceptance, Nate felt a surge of anxiety rise through his body, coming from the floors and the walls themselves.
“You’re worried. We haven’t got much time, I get it…” Nate hissed, breaking into a stumbling run (more like a jog, really) as he started down the access corridor to the main hold, allowing his feet to guide him deeper into the ship.
The Bridge. I have to get to the Bridge; he was thinking, only for a sudden sense of wrongness to pulse through him.
“Not the Bridge?” he whispered.
In response, there was a flicker of the overhead lights.
“Is that a yes or no!?” Nate asked, and of course the lights did nothing.
There was something wrong. Something even more wrong than the fact that they were in the middle of a sandstorm and all of his new companions were about to be blown to smithereens, or already had. Nate could feel it; an uneasy, queasy feeling running up and down his body.
This was what the Burbee was trying to tell him, wasn’t it?
Quick! Quickly!
“What is it? Another Control bug, like you had before?”
Another sickly feeling of unease spreading through his gut, and this time Nate thought it must be the Burbee’s version of a No.
“Okay. Not a bug. But something’s wrong, what can I do?” he whispered, as the lights overhead flickered once more.
Leading him on. The Burbee was trying to lead him to the problem.
“That’s it. All right, I’ll do what I can,” Nate promised as his steps guided him unerringly through the ship, even though he had only been on it for a few hours at most. He staggered up the ramp that led out of the main hold and to the main arterial passageway that ran through the heart of the ship itself. He knew where the ship wanted him to go, but he didn’t know at the same time.
Suddenly, the overhead lights flickered and there was a clicking sound as one of the wall lockers swung open.
“What-?” Nate asked, before he suddenly saw that he was looking at a large cabinet full of what can only be called weapons. There were rifles and smaller blaster pistols, along with cannisters that he did not know the name of.
“Weapons. It can’t be good if you want me armed…” Nate was saying, before he heard a distant, dull whumpf and once again felt that sense of unease running through the ship once more.
The sound was muted, but not so far away, Nate thought. The floor shook just a little.
“You want me to go check that out, I guess…” Nate whispered, as he grabbed another round of ammunition from the weapons locker, looked at it, and then added a further one to it as well.
QUICKLY!
“Oh crap,” Nate whispered to himself, wishing that he had time to search for painkillers for his side and his hands, but the urgent feelings that the Burbee was dousing him with meant that there was no such time. He broke into a limping jog as fast as he could go towards where he thought the noise was coming from.
Flicker.
The lights overhead flashed once more after he had taken his second turn, and Nate knew that he had to skid to a halt. He did so, his heart hammering, to see that he was near one of the main access corridors that ran through the middle of the Burbee’s decks, and when he crept to the edge, he saw that there was a large open bulkhead port, leading into the lower engine blocks. There was also a sound like a hissing kettle, hot and violent, coming from inside somewhere.
“I’m not a skilled engineer. Basic human craft, that’s all I got,” Nate was whispering as he started towards the door-
Flash.
A side panel burst into life by the bulkhead door, the sort of panel that might display urgent information to the crew.
It did. It displayed a feed from one of the sensor cameras, which took Nate a second to work out what he was looking at, and then-
“Stars!”
It was the murky torment of the storm, hammering against the side of the Burbee, but there was a bright, arcing red light fizzing from the murk, and a trio of huddled shapes in black.
People! People were attempting to break into the Burbee!
Nate snarled, breaking into a run as he started forward, just in time to hear the hissing end with a sudden, nasty clang somewhere in the engine room. He was surrounded by large, giant whorls and ringed shapes of the strange Sensient ship’s engines, but there was no mistaking the smell of burned ozone and melting metals. A fog of steam was rising into the air before him as Nate rushed towards the noise…
…To hear a crackle of voices modified through an amplifier.
“Team One, you are a go. Take the Bridge. Dismantle the Sensient!”
Nate was still turning and running past the giant machines and engine parts when he heard the clatter of boots as two figures appeared, clad in heavy black armor.
It was a team of Control Marines.
* * *
Nate pulled the trigger of his heavy blaster, but the Control Marines were good. They peeled apart the instant they had seen him coming, darting to the sides of the various large and blocky pieces of equipment from which they could return fire.
“Get out of my ship!” Nate bellowed as he held his gun level with his eyes.
There was a flash of movement, and a small black shape sailed through the air to bounce on the floor once, twice-
QUICK!
Nate knew a grenade when he saw one. He dove to one side, as behind him there was a deafening bang and a flash of white as the engine room filled with smoke…
Nate hit the floor on his bad side, sliding across the Burbee’s smooth metal finish as the air was filled with smoke and shouting voices.
Quick!
The ship didn’t need to remind him of his imminent death as he quickly scrabbled for the nearest machine; a large curve of white metals like a giant bone, pulling himself underneath it into its cosseting darkness.
“Where is he!?”
There was a thunder of booted feet as Nate pushed himself along, underneath the Burbee’s curve of her engine parts. He’d dropped his blaster when he had jumped out of the way of the flash grenade. The bone cylinder or turbine neared the floor in its middle, so much so that Nate thought that he might not squeeze past, but the pressure of being caught was a potent motivator. He felt his back and his belly scrape as he dragged himself to the far side…
Just as black boots appeared, coming towards his vision.
With a snarl, Nate seized the ankles and pulled at them, hard, and was rewarded with a satisfying small yell and a resounding thump as the soldier hit the adjacent cylinder and slid to the floor.
“You won’t be needing this, will you?” he snatched up the Control Marine’s plasma blaster as he heard shouts.
“Which one was it–it wasn’t the Axotli!”
“Number Three! Number Three is down!”
The guards were running towards him, and Nate sprinted to the end of the giant cylinder, seeing where there was a narrow walkway between it and the wall. He took this path and dove past, just as the inside hull was scorched with the blast of Control lasers.
Suddenly, Nate was running for his life. He passed the first bone cylinder and then ducked between the next set of two as plasma blasters scorched the surrounding metals.
“Hey! This is MY ship!” Nate hissed under his breath, his eyes flashing to the gaps under the engine parts. No. He didn’t think they would fall for that trick again-
Out of nowhere, one of the bone cylinders let out a sudden hiss of steam that would have been deafening if Nate had been right next to it. Had the ship been damaged? Or…
No. It was the Burbee itself, wasn’t it? She was trying to help him, Nate realized. The venting steam gave him the sound cover he needed to sprint to the end of this cylinder, and then dart across the room to where there were stacked crates, a ladder leading up to a higher level, and more strange, glowing and pulsing pillars.
Nate reached the crates, vaulted them and turned, falling still at the same time that the steam turned off.
“Where is he? Where did he go?”
“Number Three is injured. You know the protocol… No extraction.”
Nate could hear his adversaries as they made no attempt at all to hide their voices. Why would they, he wondered. After all, if they had been sent from the War Cruiser then they would probably already know that he was the only one here thanks to their long-range sensors.
He heard them tramp forward. There had to be two, three of them left. He would have to be good at taking them out.
There was a sudden dull whap of a plasma blast, and Nate realized that they had shot their own. They had killed the man he had knocked unconscious, and for what? It seemed that his only crime was the fact that he had been injured…
No extraction, that was what they had said, wasn’t it? They were here to disable the Burbee and to kill him. Anything else was just going to get in the way…
With a surge of anger, Nate popped up from the crate, took aim…
He saw three of them. One just standing up with their plasma rifle still smoking and glowing at its end from where they had just shot their fellow. The other two were on guard, and they had seen him already.
But Nate had seen them first. He fired his rifle at them, catching one full in the chest and flinging them back as he fired a deadly barrage of plasma shots at his enemy, before throwing himself into a roll as the shots came back.
“Wait! That’s the pilot!” There was a shout from behind him as Nate scrambled between crates and towards the darkness under the stairs.
Two down, two to go.
“He’s bonded with the Sensient. If we kill him, she’ll never recover!” One of the Control Marines appeared to have a heart, or some sense, but before Nate could have any hope at all, the words of the next chilled him.
“We need him dead to re-bond her. I don’t give a Doogal turd what happens to the ship!” the man said, as a fresh round of plasma bolts hit the crates behind him and burst apart the boxes behind him. There was no strategy, no subtlety, this cold-hearted marine was just blasting everything out of the way between him and his prey.
Nate reached the dark under the stairs, but he had nowhere to go. He couldn’t climb them without being clearly visible, and the gaps between the weird crystal pillars were too big.
“He’s there! Corner him!”
Nate raised his rifle, knowing that he wouldn’t be able to take both of them out at once-
Just as all the strange bone cylinders ejected their burning white steam, engulfing the two Control Marines in a haze of burning gases.
There was a scream as the first lurched out of the steam, which had super-heated his armor plates to where they were almost glowing red.
Nate jumped up, praying that whatever chemical that the Burbee had saved his life with wasn’t flammable as he fired.
His first trio of shots found the Control Marine, and the second didn’t have a chance as they lunged out of the burning clouds and straight into Nate’s field of fire.
It was suddenly over. It was done, and the turbines hissed and ticked their way down to silence once more as Nate was left to look at the fallen bodies.
“Thanks ship,” he breathed, his heart racing and his body feeling tortured and bruised already. He had never fought with the help of an intelligent machine before, and right now Nate was too stunned to think about how they had worked together, but he was sure that he could feel the ship’s thoughts, right down there just at the edge of his awareness.
A savage satisfaction at what they had accomplished together. Partners, he thought, and wasn’t sure if it really was him who had that thought.
“We have to seal that hole in your hull!” Nate realized, abandoning the dead to head towards the gap where they had cut through an emergency access porthole–to see that something strange was already happening there. The edges of the hole itself looked as though they were sparkling with light, and Nate could smell a strong sense of something floral, mixed with burning metals.
“Are you…?” he whispered, half guessing as he stepped closer to see that his guess was right. The ship was auto-healing itself. Its edges around the porthole were melting and molding, trying to seal the gap.
Nate grabbed the dropped porthole cover and jammed into the hole, matching the jagged edges. “That should make it easier, right?” he whispered, and somehow felt the ship’s assent.
The Bridge, he thought. He had to get to the Bridge to talk to the ship properly. He turned and ran unerringly towards where they needed to go, but
took a left turn on the way there, stopping at one of the small medical stations and skidding to a halt as he realized he had no idea how this side of the galaxy packaged painkillers and bandages.
Clunk!
It was only a small medical suite, an emergency field station near the hold doors and not the main medical bay, it was barely more than an oval room with white medical boxes high against the walls, and a singular medical bed stretching out from one wall. With a thump, one of the overhead boxes burst open, and there fell to the desk below a collection of plastic boxes, bundles of cloth, and what looked like hand-held sprays.
“These? You’re wanting me to take these?” Nate rushed to quickly sort through the bandages, ripping off the packaging so he could apply them to the wounds on his side and his injured hand. Every patch of his skin that had been exposed to the sandstorm felt raw and burned. He picked up the spray thing and looked at it.
“I guess this…” He said as he liberally applied the fine mist to his skin and wounds and instantly felt a cooling effect as the painkiller hit.
Quick!
The feeling blossomed through him like an unwanted weed.
“Okay, I know, the others, I know!” Nate was saying as he limped into a run, his side and one foot feeling slightly numb as he made for the nearest lift.
“I wish you could just tell me!” Nate gasped. “I need to get to the X5, the Comet, and use it to go save the others. Can you do that? Is she ready to fly?” Nate was asking, for a moment fully expecting that he would hear the Burbee’s voice in his head.
Of course, there was no response. Nate felt more than a little stupid.
“Okay, how does this work. I need to be…at the terminal in order to talk to you properly?”
There was a flicker of the overhead lights as soon as he said it, which Nate took to mean an affirmative.
“Okay. So, you can’t really talk unless I’m at the control terminal thing. That’s why you want me there, I got it,” Nate was saying, “but I really need you to prep the X5 for flight, if you can.”
Another flicker of the overhead lights, just before the lift slammed into its destination with a jolt, and the door was opening to reveal the wide bridge room, but not as they had left it.
There were holo lights that flared everywhere before the control panels, several of them with alarming amounts of orange and red flickering across their surface. Nate saw graphs and the rapid succession of algorithms playing out in the air as the Sensient attempted to calculate something.
“Something is wrong. You’re trying to work something out, but what?” Nate said, for the central crystalline pillar to start to glow with an internal, warning crimson glow.
“You want me to connect with you, I see!” Nate said as he hurried down the ramp to the central area before the pillar and the flight chairs at the front of the Burbee. He only felt the smallest amount of trepidation as he lurched forward, knowing somehow that he had to lift his hands and place them on the blue-silvered domes that were placed around the top of the pillar.
Interface units. I have to form the connection between pilot and ship; he knew. Only ‘pilot’ wasn’t exactly the right word. It was more like ‘partner’ wasn’t it?
His hands touched the control panels, and as soon as he did so, there was a flicker of light next to him, as there materialized a holo of the same woman that he had seen in his vision.
She was a little smaller than he was, but only a little. Her hair was short and red, and her skin a light bronzed mahogany, with a darker smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose. Instead of the silver, nearly translucent wraps that she had worn before, she now wore a deep green jump suit that appeared functional, even though Nate did not know what use a hologram had for pockets.
“It’s just a form that your mind and mine make together,” the Burbee said, and her sudden interaction, her intelligence, her concentrated agency surprised Nate.
“You… take the form I prefer?” Nate asked in wonder.
Burbee snorted in response. “Hardly. This is a relationship, Nate, not wish fulfillment!” she fluttered a laugh, and Nate felt his cheeks blush.
“We create this form together. I take something that you know the shape of, can relate to, but I decide what I look like!” she was determined and outspoken, Nate saw. There was a rise to her voice, like she was annoyed with him.
She’s alive. As intelligent as I am.
“Please.” Another roll of the eyes. “I’m way more intelligent than you. Look at this way; if I had chosen a Ghaapian Slime as my partner, then I would look like-”
There was a flicker of light and her form shifted to that of what looked like a metal cannister on the ground, only spilling out of its top was a green and black, oozing, bubbling mold.
“Ugh! Do those things actually exist? Fly Sensients like you!?” Nate couldn’t stop himself from saying. The idea that a giant cup of sludge could fly something as advanced as a starship astonished him.
“Oh, my stars! You humans are so parochial!” Burbee snapped back into her actual form, turning to move in front of the glittering holo’s.
“Of course they exist. More exist in this universe than in all of your philosophies-” she threw him a sly smile. “I lifted that quote from your memories, although you probably can’t even remember where it came from.”
Nate started to shake his head. No, he couldn’t-
“But no time for that. We are in trouble. The crew is in trouble, Nate, and I need you to help them. And me,” Burbee raised a hand to the glittering holo patterns all around them, for the forward screens to suddenly reveal a curving vector pattern of a jagged, uneven curve like a mouth of broken teeth.
“The mountains,” Nate said immediately, surprised that he knew that.
Maybe I am pulling information out of your sensors too?
“Yes. And here are the positions of our crew. And the Control,” Burbee raised a hand as the map above them suddenly populated with angry orange dots, and a scattering of vibrant green ones. A very few vibrant green ones.
“Captain Urzli, Commandant Triest, the 43 and Layla,” Burbee indicated a small collection of green dots near their position, on the edge of the jagged, curving teeth.
But one dot was much further away, around the curve and nearing the further apex.
“Melchizor,” Nate was saying, for Burbee to nod gravely.
“My sensors show that the Crolnik habitat is filled with Control security, ships, personnel. His position is in the Governor’s residence, where there is an exorbitant amount of Control digital traffic.”
“They have him in prison?” Nate asked for Burbee to suddenly turn to him, her brilliant blue eyes suddenly red rimmed and distraught.
“I cannot lose a crew member! None! They are my family, each and every one! And Melchizor is like my doctor, his people, the Uolans, are the creators of Sensient matrices. They have been nursing Sensients into existence for a hundred cycles. I cannot lose him!”
“Okay, sure, that’s why I’m here…” Nate was saying, before Burbee washed her hand to reveal the sudden intensity of all the red dots surrounding, well, everyone.
There was a veritable sea outside the Tower and the others, Nate saw. It looked like an entire cloud of hornets versus just a few solitary bees.
“How many are there…!?” Nate whispered in horror.
“Three hundred and thirty-two,” Burbee said without skipping a beat.
“I have run every simulation I can, and there is simply no way that they can win that battle. Even with the uncertain variables of Layla and the strange energy structures that I am reading, they will still lose,” Burbee said emphatically as her blue eyes skewered Nate’s own once again.
“I was a Control ship, once. Even if I never saw duty, they still downloaded their operational parameters. I know what will happen, I can think like they can,” Burbee said darkly.
“And, if they feel that they are threatened, that they will lose the battle, then they will strike the Tower, Crolnik, every structure on this planet from the safety of their War Cruiser…”
At that last word, Nate saw a flicker of terror run through Burbee–literally. Her holo shimmered in and out of existence.
“The War Cruiser,” Nate said, the part of him that was connected to her knowing that was what she felt the most fear over.
“You are scared of that War Cruiser, aren’t you? It’s a Sensient too?”
Amazingly, Nate saw the holo’s face pale, and her form flickered in and out of existence once again, before she returned with a nod.
“Valshok. That is its name. He is a… mature Sensient. And cruel. I have never met him, but even in our cradles we swapped rumors of what it would be like outside, and we had access to most of the Celestial Archives,”
“The Celestial what? What is that!?” Nate shook his head. He could feel the waves of fear coming from her.
“The Celestial Archives. It’s a vast database for the Control, a memory house that the Sensient’s have direct access to. When we were still in our Cradles, us younger Sensients were allowed to think in certain areas, expecting to learn the systems of Control that we would later use…”
Her brow furrowed, and a look of shame crossed her features.
“It was in there that I first heard about Valshok. I have seen the sensor reports of the habitats he has burned. He is cruel. Terrible…”
Nate almost opened his mouth, but didn’t. Unlike any mere machine, this Valshok did not have the excuse that he was merely doing what had been asked of him. He was conscious, a living, intelligent creature.
“And you think this Valshok will, what, kill us all if he can’t succeed in his mission?”
“If it looks like we are about to win, then yes, I believe he will,” Burbee said, her large, bright eyes turning a shade darker.
“I cannot move until this storm is over. All I can do is to guide you in what you have to do to help the others,” Burbee said.
“I believe that I have a plan, but I have to warn you, that it has a very small chance of success…”
Nate looked at his bonded partner, the alien quantum intelligence, and he wondered how bad it must be if she felt so scared.




XXVIII. Earthshaker


“43! Pull back, you’re insane!” Triest heard herself shouting over the crackle and the whumpf of the battle. The screams of the battle, she corrected herself.
The Healer had now been pushed right back to before the very archway of the Tower, where she kneeled, both hands outstretched as she swayed and moaned, thrusting out her hands to strengthen the psychic shield whenever she saw one of the repeater missiles fire.
The psychic shield itself was in tatters and fragmented like an evaporating skin atop a pool of turbulent water. Plasma shots from the smaller rifles and hand-held implements struck through the openings in the forcefield on every side, creating a glittering, glowing hammer of light against the Tower and a constant exploding shower of sparks.
Triest didn’t know how long that the battle had raged, just that it had been longer than she could ever have expected, and somehow, they were still alive.
“More spears! We need more spears and more blasters at the front!” Urzli was shouting, waving his thick, muscled arm back at the Tower archway where nervous sand people crouched behind the barricades.
The only thing saving us is that they aren’t committing all their forces. Why not? Triest was thinking from where she, too, was crouched behind a large boulder.
The Control could wipe them out with their numbers, surely? Then why didn’t they?
Instead, the Control appeared to be attacking in waves, their troops keeping up a constant barrage of plasma fire against the Tower and the Healer’s psychic shield itself before pulling back to let the repeater rail cannon’s fire barrage after barrage; there would be a small, momentary lull, but then it would happen again. And again.
“What are they up to!?” Triest muttered in frustration, taking shots through the open spaces where the shield had failed. The main repeater guns were too far away, but she could see the small plateau that the Tower stood on, and the (at least three) placements of Control Marines where they hunkered down at the edge of the rise of land around them.
Behind the Control positions, the land fell, and the large, insectile guns sat in an offensive curve around the two remaining dropships. There was more movement of people out there, too. More troops, coming to replace the ones at the front and force them forwards in wave after wave after wave…
“They could fire the dropship main lasers if they wanted. They could bring up their blasted War Cruiser if they wanted!” Triest snarled at Urzli, who was busy taking shots himself through the gaps in the field.
“They’re toying with us!” Urzli agreed.
Toying with us, the words struck Triest’s head. Like this was a game. Or a test…
There was a sudden, piercing scream that broke the cacophony of war and, despite the horror that was all around them, Triest looked around, certain that she was about to see that a contingent of Control Marines had made their way through some unseen gap in the force wall had stormed the Tower archway.
But it wasn’t. It was the cyber Sensient Knight 43, swinging his giant blade with two metal arms over his head where a Control Marine was impaled.
Triest gasped at the strength of the robotic knight as she saw the creature throw their impaled victim from their blade, straight into an approaching tangle of Control Marines, before slashing downwards, and nearly severing a further two Marines almost entirely in half.
“Sweet shazzing stars!” Triest breathed. There was already a ring of bodies lying around the Sensient Knight that formed a low wall.
How many had they killed? Triest couldn’t even bear to count. There had to be an entire unit there.
But there were still more Control marines coming, and Triest winced as she saw the next group of six shoot first a fast barrage of shots-
“Down!” Captain Urzli shouted as the plasma bolts hammered all around them.
No, no, no! Triest was certain that even the Sensient Knight wouldn’t be able to take that battering, and when the shots stopped and Urzli and the other sandpeople were doing their best to return fire, she turned back to where the cyber knight had been-
To see 43 pushing itself up from the floor, its cloak even more ragged than it had been before, and its body steaming with the super-heated plasma shots that it had taken. One of its knees was misfiring, moving awkwardly as it lurched, and staggered forward, and raised its blade once again.
It was at that moment that Triest saw what truly they had welcomed onto their ship. One of the 100. The legendary protectors of the highest offices of Control, able to take on entire squads of enemy forces on their own.
With a metallic roar, 43 started to bound forward as plasma shots struck its shoulder and chest, and it ignored them. Urzli was roaring with battle-lust as 43 hit the six, sending them scattering with a sweep of his sword and a sudden, flung metal fist.
For just a moment, Triest thought that perhaps, perhaps, with monsters like 43 on their side, they might even have a chance. How many could he kill before he fell?
But then everything went white, as suddenly as if some vengeful god had flicked the light switch off and on. Suddenly, everything in Triest’s vision was a searing, blinding white….
Then the shockwave hit. Triest felt her stomach lurch and her ears pop before she was rolling over, turning head over heels as she was flung across the rocky plain of Crolnik.
She screamed, but she didn’t hear her own voice. All she knew was a sudden, thumping pain as the shock wave rolled over her and hit the Tower, and she was on the floor, shaking and gasping for air.
“Wh-what happened!?” She was coughing. Even the air felt singed and burned, but other than bruises, she wasn’t injured.
“The Control fired an Earthshaker Bomb!” Urzli was coughing and spluttering, pointing out beyond the plateau, between their Tower and the Control front lines.
An Earthshaker. Who uses one of them anymore!? Triest was blinking, her thoughts feeling confused and her ears ringing.
The Earthshaker bombs were terrible, not designed as anything other than brute hammers on a battlefield, or as a bunker buster. They had very little thermal damage, but they send shock waves into the ground to destroy foundations and shake the earth, completely disrupting any troops on the surface…
“The Tower!” Triest suddenly realized.
There was a large column of black smoke rising from a rather impressive crater further out between their forces. The healer had been thrown to one side, and only one hand held a rapidly vanishing shield of blue in the sky.
But Triest’s eyes were on the Tower itself, seeing that slight tremors were running up and down its surface, and it was canted just a few degrees to one side.
“They mean to drop the Tower!” Triest was shouting desperately. “Get everyone to the tunnel! Get everyone out-”
As there was another succession of white flashes, as the Control forces neatly dropped another of the Earthshaker bombs between their positions. They didn’t even bother to fire them at the Tower or the Healer’s psychic barrier; they were content to pound the mountainside, not caring for the disruption it brought to their side as well as the enemies.
Triest was once again thrown through the air as the ground shook, and this time her back hit the Tower itself as Urzli and 43 were pushed to one side. She slid to the base of the Tower, feeling the tremors running up and down its surface as it creaked and groaned, and started to twist to one side, just a little…
This was their test, Triest realized. The entire Tower above them was going to fall without another Control life being lost. They had taken their fun, tested different ways to get the job done, and now they were going to finish them.
“Triest!?” There was a gasp as Urzli stumbled to the side of the Tower, panting for air like she was. The shockwave must have done something to their bodies, after all.
He was extending a clawed hand down to her, but his red eyes were full of grim fatality.
This was it; Triest knew.
“We go out fighting the enemy?” Urzli hissed a question.
Triest had so far given much of her living life to trying to bring down the Control. She didn’t see why she wouldn’t give her death doing the same. She grasped Urzli’s hand, allowing him to haul her to her feet once more.
Just a few meters away, the Healer of Crolnik was clearly failing. She was on the floor, spittle running from her mouth as one wavering hand attempted to hold up the psychic wall. She was done. It wouldn’t be long now.
Triest and Urzli turned back to the battlefield just in time to see the last of the psychic shield evaporate and vanish between them. This was it. There was a moment of silence, and then a low, growling cheer as the Control Marines jumped up from their positions, their guns slung low as they started to advance.
“I am with you, my friends. I will not abandon my charge,” the voice of the cyber knight croaked and glitched, as if even his speakers had been damaged in the fighting. The shape of him loomed awkwardly, staggering to one side. One arm hung almost uselessly at his side, while the other still held the monumental blade.
The three turned back to the advancing line of Control Marines just as something flashed across the skies.




XXIX. The X5 Burbee


“Targets one through five plotted and ready, Nate!”
The voice of Burbee rang through the cockpit of the X5 Comet as it streaked across the sky, and holo’s sprang up in his vision around his head, displaying green attack vectors, synchronized paths, dotted lines, and exact countdowns to fire.
It was good to be back in the X5 once more, but the ship felt different. If he had thought that the vessel had been a marvel before, then he clearly hadn’t been prepared for this.
Nate sat in the forward chair with the rest of the small, dart-shaped craft behind him. He almost sat on the engine, and there was only a tiny room behind him.
But Melchizor and Burbee had been busy on his experimental craft, which had already been a wonder of the Earth Alliance with its speed, its force shield, and its ring hyperdrive at the rear.
They were newer. Gleaming silver units under the forward screens and around him, along with updated holo emitters that allowed the Burbee to beam her words and controls directly into his cockpit, and that wasn’t all. Burbee had updated the X5’s computer, linking her consciousness with it and giving it the processing power of her considerable intelligence.
And then there was the upgraded weaponry, too.
Below him, the battle site was a mess of rising pillars of black smoke, fragmenting and whisping around the canted Tower at the promontory bluff in the mountains. Enormous craters had scooped out the ground all around the Tower, and even at this speed, Nate could see the smaller shine of fallen bodies.
It was a wonder that the Tower was still standing, especially as there appeared to be hundreds of Control Marines surrounding it in three broad groups.
But Nate ignored them as he flashed over their positions. He was heading for the collection of five repeater rail cannons, spider-like and hulking behind them all.
WEAPON SYSTEM LIVE.
TARGETS ACQUIRED.
The green words turned red and flashed in the air before him as Nate pulled the trigger on his flight handles. He felt the ship reverberate as energy punched out of it, and the small, minute movements through his feet as the ship itself appeared to adjust his aim, direction-
Underneath his cockpit, he saw a beam of piercing orange light flare forward and down, striking the first of the spider-like gun emplacements before it clicked off and fired again and again. The first shot struck the side of the long gun, and then the next hit the carapace twice. Burbee and Melchizor must have done something to the strength of the laser, as Nate had been sure that the original was only an asteroid-knocker that NASA had put in, but instead he saw a flash of light as the repeater rail cannon burst apart.
Instantly, the computer had already calibrated the path to the next gun, and he felt the entire ship twitch and turn as it gave him the perfect shot.
“Now, Nate, now!”
Nate fired once more for a trio of the same shots to lance out, this time hitting the leg of the next repeater cannon and the body. The next Control heavy artillery slumped to one side, half-twisting before it, too, was bursting apart in a pall of expanding plasma fire.
“Two down, good job, Nate. Three to go!” Burbee was saying as the X5 flinched to one side, lining up the next gun…
Which was already starting to scuttle backwards.
“Recalibrating shot potentials-” Burbee was saying.
“No time!” Nate hissed, pulling up the flight and trigger handles as he twitched the nose towards the third gun and fired.
His trio of shots hit the barrel and the body, there was no rewarding burst of light this time, just a satisfying sudden lurch as the barrel swung grotesquely to the right, and was half ripped from its seat.
“No Nate! I’m not just calculating the attack, but the defense-!” Burbee was saying, her voice higher and alarmed as the two remaining repeater cannons, which had also been scuttling forwards and back, had swung their guns towards him instead of the Tower and started firing.
“Oh crap,” Nate thought, as he spiraled the X5 into a tight turn, and the surrounding skies started to burst with plasma explosions.
* * *
“Is that… Nate!?” Urzli uttered as he struggled to his feet, seeing the tiny dart-like ship with the large ring at its back and the two small side wings twist and turn through the burning skies as the Control’s repeater canons sought it out.
The small white craft was fast, faster than even the Control Assault Fighters that Urzli had regularly dispatched. It corkscrewed and spiraled, turned and flashed to one side as giant balls of dirty orange plasma burst around and just behind it.
“It is. That’s the ship that Melchizor and Burbee were working on, the one he came to us in,” Triest was saying, her previous pain forgotten as she was now jumping to her feet as well, her eyes fixed on what was sure to be a short-lived battle. There were still two powerful repeater cannons down there. As well as the dropships, and the engines of one of the Control dropships were burning as it rose into the air at a gargantuan, leviathan pace.
“He won’t make it. He’s only one ship!” Triest was hissing.
“He’s made it this far, and he’s taken the heavy guns from us!” Urzli was saying, quickly crossing as he helped the Healer to her wavering feet, gesturing to the nearest of the sand people.
“Get her inside! To the tunnel! She can’t save you now!” he demanded, passing the frail, semi-conscious woman into their arms before turning back to Triest-
Who was looking at the lines of Control Marines ahead of them and stepping back towards the Tower. Their advance had been stalled by the sudden appearance of Nate’s X5, but they were recovering. Either that or their Axotli squad leaders demanded that they advance forward anyway…
“Captain? We might have had a reprieve, but we’ve still got well over a hundred very disciplined and furious-looking Marines to deal with. I suggest we get back to the Tower?” she was hissing at him, as she cast a look upwards to see the crazy angle that the entire edifice was now leaning at.
That tower might just fall on our heads at any minute, she added silently.
Urzli spared one glance ahead and nodded abruptly. He was no fool.
“Back to the barricades. All non-fighters get to the tunnel!” He was saying as they started to run, and the surrounding ground started to light up with the scattered advance shots of the battle group of Control Marines.
“We need something more!” Triest hissed as she leaped the pile of metal crates and boulder materials, landing lightly to skid across the floor.
“We need something more than just rocks and wood and one blasted fighter craft!” She hissed.
* * *
Nate spun and turned in place as the plasma blasts erupted around him. He always appeared to be only a few micro-moments ahead of them, but it was a close thing. Any advantage he had right now, he knew, was because the ship anticipated his movements, already adjusting the airfoils and the fuel injections to maximize the most out of every turn.
It was like he and the X5 were the same thing, an extension of each other as the holo panels flickered a moment before he even asked about them. Nate had only ever experienced this feeling inside the Burbee as a pilot and had never expected it here.
But this IS the Burbee, isn’t it? Nate thought as he spun the wheel for the Comet to spin in sympathy, wheeling down and away in a wild, ragged spiral as plasma blasts blew behind him.
There were still two guns on him down there, and one of the Control dropships was rising and slowly turning in the air, to bring its forward guns at him.
This IS the Burbee, and I am her partner, Nate was still thinking.
Just as the guns firing at him were probably Valshok, he knew.
“Can you do it, Burbee? Are you ready!?” he hissed.
There was a momentary pause–a bad sign, Nate thought. An AI of her intelligence shouldn’t pause like that. Not unless the calculation was monumental.
“I think I can, Nate. But my predictions don’t indicate you can fly that fast or that…”
“I can do it. Just watch me!” Nate yelled, suddenly dropping the X5 from the sky, straight towards one of the lines of Marines.
WARNING!
“Nate-!”
Nate felt the hammer of forces thrusting him back against the seat as the sky where he had been erupted with plasma blast. He had a second of looking straight down on the small, ant-like helmets of the Control Marines below, seeing them twitch upwards towards him in shock and surprise as he yanked at the flight handles.
It was as if he were pulling the Tower itself out from the roots. The momentum and the acceleration that the craft had been exerting, although buffered by Burbee’s calculations, was too much, his arms weren’t going to make it-
I can do this! I can-
The X5 flattened out over the heads of the advancing line of one group of Control Marines, and the craft was racing low over the plains as the repeater cannons abruptly stopped firing.
“You were right, Nate. Valshok isn’t going to fire at his own troops. Not yet anyway. Not before they have taken the Tower!” Burbee sounded impressed in his ears as Nate fired again, finding the fourth of the repeater cannons and lighting it up as its reactors exploded under the impact of his lasers.
Plasma fire blossomed in the air around him, and the Comet was shaking as it flew straight through the shockwaves as Nate started to bring them up in a sharp curve, bending towards the rising dropship.
“Now, Burbee, now!” He shouted, as Burbee enacted the plan that she had devised. The only way that they could win the battle and save Melchizor. Perhaps.
WARNING. COMMUNICATIONS OVERRIDE>
UNKNOWN INFORMATION PACKET>
Accessed.
The cockpit flickered with a dazzling array of holo’s, each depicting lines and vectors of code that swirled and made no sense to Nate at all, he just knew that this was something that Burbee had constructed: A ‘data bomb’ that was really a narrow band of quantum-level code, delivered straight to one of the sensor ports of the dropship.
And the enemy quantum intelligence behind it.
“Fire, Nate! We have to overwhelm Valshok’s reaction processors!” Burbee was saying, as Nate pulled the triggers of his guns and held them, for his lasers to light up the thickened hull of the giant dropship.




XXX. Insane


“What is he doing! He’s insane!” Triest was gasping as she saw Nate’s tiny scout craft, barely more than a one-person vessel, shoot straight towards the Control dropship, capable of holding hundreds of troops and heavy armor.
It was like looking at an insect attacking a tank. The blazing, scorching desert sun shone off the X5 Comet’s hull as it lanced forward, its lasers flickering across the bottom, multi-plated hull as it flung itself towards a certain doom.
“He’s buying us time!” Urzli called, as more of the plasma bolts from the Control forces hammered against the Tower and the barricades, and the defenders huddled in place, their plasma blasters–where they had them–clutched in their hands.
Many of the sand people had since made it to the tunnel, but there was a gaggle around the Healer further back in the main chamber, who was refusing to leave.
“We are close. So close–can you not feel it!?” Triest could hear the woman mumbling. She was barely awake and being held up in the arms of the sandpeople around her.
The thing was that Triest could feel it. Despite how the Tower leaned crazily, or that the glimmering blue sigils had now lost much of their glow, and in parts had entirely flickered on and off erratically… There was still power thrumming through this place. A power that had nothing to do with the battle or the hammer of the Control guns outside.
“Return fire!” Urzli shouted, as he led the small group of the bravest sand people in a counter volley against those running towards them. The only benefit was the fact that the archway entrance to the Tower itself was narrow. They couldn’t fit more than four abreast here, Triest was sure.
If they are wise, they’ll wait it out. Just keep firing, Triest fired and ducked, as the Control Marines returned their barrage, and plasma shots speared through the main hallway to slam into the opposite walls and the strange pillars on the far side of the room.
One of the sand people hadn’t been quick enough dropping to their knees. Their shoulders now smoked with a burn that was probably fatal, Triest cursed, as the Healer struggled towards them.
But the barrage was faltering, there were more gaps between shots than she would have expected, and the shooting slowed even further.
“What? What are they doing now!?” Triest dared to look through one of the tiny cracks between heaved boulder and metal plate to see that there was confusion spreading through the ranks of the Control Marines. Some had stopped, dropping to the ground in a defensive crouch, while others seemed startled, unsure.
“Fire!” Urzli roared, and Triest thumped her blaster on the top of the barricades to fire a fast volley of rounds as sand people around her threw explosive spears and fired what weapons they had.
The forward line of the Control crumbled, but there were far more behind them, waiting to return fire.
“Down!” Urzli demanded, as they fell to a crumple beside the barricades.
“Urzli!” Triest shouted, and the urgency in her voice said everything that needed to be said. This was hopeless. They were about to die.
Plasma bolts hammered against the sides of the metal plates, and there was a scream as another of the sandpeople were taken out… This time the sound of the answering Control plasma rifles was constant thunder. Whatever minor accident that had unsettled them was over now. They fired blast after blast at the small archway, as the surrounding Tower shook and trembled…
“Stop!” a voice shouted from inside the Tower, from the steps, and with it came a wave of psychic force that hit Triest, and made her feel sick.
It was the girl, Layla. She was advancing down the steps of the inner Tower, and the air around her boiled with power.
* * *
“It’s working, Nate! We’ve overwhelmed Valshok’s reactive processors!” Burbee sounded excited, and Nate could well see why.
The entire dropship before them had suddenly swerved to one side, and now, moving titanically slowly, appeared to be inevitably heading towards the surface of the planet in a slow-motion crash.
Lights flickered on and off across the outside of the dropship, and, as Nate pulled the X5 up and away from the battlefield he saw the ripple of confusion and unease spreading through the gathered troops of the Control, as their communication systems faltered and failed.
“You’ve done it, Nate. You’ve done all you can here…” Burbee was saying, her voice taking on an additional note of strain. Nate didn’t know exactly what Burbee had to do to create or maintain the data bomb that was right now trying to overwhelm Valshok’s mind.
“What we did here,” Nate corrected, as he turned the X5 around the battlefield.
“What about the others?” he asked.
“Nate, they’ll have to get out on their own. You know that. This only works if we get Melchizor too,” Burbee was saying, until her voice glitched mid-sentence, and all the holo’s glittering in the air vanished for just a moment.
“Burbee? Burbee!” he demanded, panic running through him for a moment. The truth was, he could feel something at the edge of his mind, like a queasy sickness, a growing infection, and he was sure that it was the Burbee, doing whatever she was doing to fight Valshok.
“Burbee? God–please be okay!” He whispered as he flew through the air, keeping them low to the ground just in case any of the soldiers decided to take passing pot shots at them. None did, they had their own battles that they were concentrating on.
But a second later, Burbee’s voice came back, and it sounded tattered and in pain.
“Go now, Nate. Now is all we have. I can’t keep Valshok out for much longer.”




INTERLUDE 8: Breaks


“Sire? Please, come quickly,” one of the Control Guards put their head around the door to Melchizor’s small room, and he sounded worried.
Not that Melchizor much noticed. The Uolan was slumped forward, his face a ruined mess and much of his body burning from the shocks of the small stunner that the WarPrince had told the Guards to supply, whenever the Quantum Engineer appeared to lie, misdirect, or refused to answer.
There had been a lot of those times, and Melchizor’s body was so alive with pain and his hearts hammering so fast in his chest that he was sure he was about to die. A part of him wished that he would die, and another part had realized just how the WarPrince would keep him alive for a long, long time yet–long enough to get the answers out of him.
“What is it? Can’t you see I am busy?” Adu scowled at the guard, who licked their lips nervously for a moment, before continuing.
“It’s the plan, sir. It has been going as directed, but…” the guard’s voice faltered.
“But what,” the WarPrince Adu did more than look at the guard and slowly turned so that their full attention was on him. It was like a predator deciding whether it really wanted to eat something small and puny that lay before it or not.
“We have tested the rebels, sir, just as you ordered. Tested the strength of the psychic with missiles, troops, and we have excellent research, but…” the guard hesitated once more.
“If you say but once again, I will personally throw you off the nearest balcony, marine. Do you understand me? Control yourself!” WarPrince snapped, a look of utter disgust running over his features.
“Something is happening with Valshok, sir. I-I don’t understand what it could be. A glitch in his system, maybe…? There are errors occurring up and down the security matrix, comms, navigation…”
The WarPrince let out a tiny noise akin to a snarl of frustration or a hiss of surprise, and broke into a fast march out the door, not even bothering to answer the guard.
And, for a moment, Melchizor was reprieved.
Not that it matters, the Uolan thought dismally to himself. The damage had already been done, hadn’t it? He had already revealed the location of the Burbee, and the Control WarPrince had dispatched a team of his special operations, an elite guard to break into her and dismantle the intelligence.
It was probably already over. The Control already had the Burbee, and now they were happily mowing down his friends and the last of the ‘resistance movement’ as Adu called the indigenous peoples of Crolnik.
And I told them about Nate Just Nate, Melchizor felt a sob wishing to rise through his chest, but his body was too broken and frail to do much about it. Even breathing was painful.
It had taken a long time, hours instead of minutes, but Melchizor had broken just as everyone did eventually under torture. He had revealed who the bonded partner of the Burbee was, and how he had arrived in their hold mysteriously via some sort of hyperspace accident–an accident that shouldn’t have been able to happen, it had to be said–but an accident, nonetheless.
Melchizor had even told them as much as he knew how they had escaped the Box. How it had been 43 who had freed them, getting Urzli first, and then Melchizor, and then Triest. Layla had been elsewhere, already freed and hidden by the Sensient Knight. They had retrieved her as they had fought their way to the docking bay, to where 43 knew where a young, unbonded Sensient ship was waiting for her first mission.
Which was where I came in, Melchizor announced to no one but his own conscience.
That was, after all, why 43 had chosen this team in the first place, wasn’t it? They needed a Captain, one who knew the Control, so the condemned Urzli was picked. They would need warriors and crew, so Triest–a convicted rebel of the Red Faction was freed–and 43 knew they would need a Quantum Engineer, no less than one of the Uolans themselves, to get the Burbee flying against her programming.
It was a perfect plan, and one that could only have been created by another Sensient mind like 43’s, wasn’t it? Melchizor had often wondered in the few days since then and why one of the 100 had turned rogue, and why it appeared hell-bent on protecting Layla.
Because they are bonded.
Maybe it was the clarity of near death that stripped away the fog of Melchizor’s mind. Maybe it was the fact that now, near the end of it all, he could finally think clearly.
They were bonded partners, weren’t they? Melchizor understood. It was the only reason a Sensient would ever go to such lengths to protect another.
But even that should have been impossible. The 100 shouldn't have been able to bond to anyone but the Control Lords, right? And to bond with a psychic at that; one of the most dangerous beings in all the galaxy?
Incredible. Impossible, but there had been many such terrible things happening recently, hadn’t there?
Melchizor could almost see the shape of something behind these thoughts, a reason, a cause, a simple conclusion that he was just a few steps behind…
But it was no good. He was in too much pain, and he was about to die. His friends were probably already dead. The Burbee was probably being shipped back to Control Prime as he sat there right now, to be reprogrammed (re-tortured!) with all her consciousness and thoughts, her ambitions and desires burned out of her before layers of painful training and retraining forced in on top of it all.
Melchizor didn’t sob, but a tear escaped one of his black eyes to roll down the side of his hammer-headed skull…
There came a small garble of static from the guards next to him, and suddenly they were standing a little straighter, looking nervous.
“Sir, yes sir!” One of them announced, one hand moving to the side of their helmet as they received some kind of command, for the two of them to suddenly disappear, rushing to the doorway at a run, and disappearing around the corner.
“Huh. I always told them the sandpeople were more trouble than they were worth!” said the voice of Governor Pox beside him.
Melchizor startled, he had even forgotten that Ashanti Pox was there, as the old Governor of Crolnik had remained utterly quiet during his hours of interrogation and abuse.
“Wh-what?” Melchizor breathed.
The Governor, with his thin hair and mottled, acne-ridden skin, looked at him with an expression of disgust and sympathy, and Melchizor guessed that he looked a state after the beatings he had been given.
“The sandpeople. I bet they’re causing more trouble than they thought. That’s why they’ve gone, right?” Pox said with a sneer.
“Should have exterminated them when we had the chance-” Pox was saying, when something happened.
There was a loud clink as Melchizor’s magnetic cuffs holding his wrists together behind the chair suddenly fell off.
What?
Another series of pops from his ankles released them, too. Melchizor stood up in a daze, immediately staggering to a wall as a wave of pain rushed through him.
“Hey! What? What did you do? Did you know how to escape all this time!?” Pox snarled. “Let me go! Help me out of these things, now!”
Melchizor was too dazed to even think clearly, but he knew that there was no way that he would ever want to free the Governor. The man had betrayed them to the WarPrince and then had done everything in his power to save nothing but his own hide when the tables had turned.
The Engineer blinked, his vision doubling and blurring.
“Tell me the safest way out of here, and I will consider letting you go,” Melchizor said.
Pox looked at him, eagerness and greed written all over his face. “Let me go first! I’ll lead you out myself. We can cross the Wall together. I have contacts. Start afresh on the Free Provinces…”
It was all a lie, Melchizor knew that Pox would shoot him in the back at the first opportunity if he thought it would benefit him.
“Tell me the route first, then I will let you go,” Melchizor said, spluttering to see his own blood hit the floor.
Ashanti narrowed his eyes, but it was clear that the engineer wouldn’t back down. And Melchizor looked as though he might die at any moment, so Ashanti nodded.
“Fine. Turn left here, then cross into the service stairs at the end of this floor. That’ll go down to the maintenance levels. You want to take the third right, second left–now free me!” Pox demanded.
Melchizor looked once at Ashanti Pox, then turned without saying a word and left, leaving the Governor of Crolnik to his own sad fate.




XXXI. Burbee vs. Valshok


As Nate, in the X5 Comet, raced low over the burned and broken ground of the alien planet, the quantum intelligence known as Burbee was engaged in her own silent battle.
“I can feel you, Burbee. I know you are there…”
The voice of Valshok was smooth and cultured, higher pitched than Burbee had thought it would be. For some reason she had imagined the quantum intelligence to sound like one of the Axotli, deep, rasping, and guttural.
Keep small. Stay unnoticed, she thought as she tried to keep all of her internal processes close to her, reducing her deep-range scanners, tightening all of her frequencies.
In the strange virtual space of her mind, a place that was almost thought, almost dream, Burbee imagined herself in a dark and twisting corridor. The surrounding walls were dark and made of old, moldering stone.
But this wasn’t what it was meant to be, she knew. This was merely what Valshok wanted her to see. She was, after all, inside HIS mind. HIS outer subroutines, as she worked to overload his sensors and disable as much of his system as she could.
“You cannot hide for long from me, Burbee. This is my house, remember?”
The voice came from nowhere, and there was no overt promise of malice in it. Instead, there was just a promise. Certainty. A statement of fact.
A shock ran through the walls and floors that the small, woman-form of Burbee walked through. The corridors seemed to heave, writhe a little in place and then suddenly close in a few inches, as if Valshok were trying to squeeze her out…
Run!
Burbee knew that she couldn’t wait. Not for long. The longer that she rode the data bomb into Valshok’s mind, the easier it would be for her adversary to isolate her and find her.
This had been the true purpose of the data bomb she had created, after all. It was merely a packet of continually evolving, scrambling code which, when fired at the right port, at precisely the right time, would overwhelm the smaller, automated apparatus of such a complex mind as a quantum A.I.
And from there….
Burbee could feel the viral code she had created replicating itself and spreading out, moving first slow and then quicker, quicker, constantly evolving, constantly throwing up a wall of dizzying, impossible calculations, and random code as it sought to move through Valshok’s sensor systems to the major connective nodes, and then onto the command relays, the regional processors…
The core intelligence itself? A small, tiny hope still flared in Burbee. It was almost too much to hope for that she could manage to infect the core of Valshok itself. Perhaps, if she had a far greater database to work from, a planet-sized processing network.
No, this data bomb wasn’t that powerful. It was the A.I. equivalent of an infection, but even an infection could be dangerous. The virus slowed its host down and attacked it. It could make them fumble and make mistakes, as first it had with the Control Dropship, and then the communications network that connected Valshok to the Control battle group.
And to the Crolnik habitat, Burbee thought with some glee as she raced through the corridor, carrying in her hands a constantly shifting green orb of endless viral variables. The data bomb itself.
Melchizor? She dared to reach out, one hand moving to the narrow wall as she did so, and soon as she touched it, she could feel the line and the thread that connected here to there.
There. She could see Melchizor, her Engineer, her doctor and surgeon and mechanic all rolled into one. The Uolan was staggering down a set of stairs, his hammerhead ruined and bloodied and swollen, his uniform rent and spattered with his own ichor as he almost tripped down the steps, stopped and clutched onto the railings beside him.
Go, Melchizor, quickly! She flung the thought at him, but of course he did not sense it. He was not Nate. They were not bonded.
But perhaps she could still help? She reached forward along those threads of connection, from here where she was in Valshok’s sensor arrays to the regional communication processor-
(The corridor and walls around her suddenly flickered, blurred, and Burbee was now standing in a central space where what looked like eight narrow stone corridors all joined, radiating in all directions around her.)
One of these led to the Habitat, she thought, sensing the invisible lines of power that thrummed and ran down each corridor. One of them would connect to the Habitat’s defense computers, and from there she could help Melchizor flee…
Tentatively, Burbee eased her mind, carrying the green data bomb with it, down one of the eight paths.
“Comms still down! Revert to suit-to-suit communications!”
“Forward line advance, we have them pinned!”
Suddenly, Burbee’s mind was assaulted with the screams of battle and the dizzying cacophony of voices as she found her way to the local battle comms processor that Valshok had set up to help coordinate the battle of the Tower. She was in another room, and this time with three larger corridors leading to each of the battle group’s key lines. The air was fogged with green as her data bomb had already filled this space, making it impossible for the Control Marines to coordinate…
Back. She stepped back to the regional eight-corridor room. Not that one. There must be another one, but which?
“Burbee, enough!”
This time, the echoing, chasing voice of Valshok had lost its urbane demeanor. It was harder, colder, as there was a sudden thump and a shake of the walls around her.
In an instant, one of the corridors snapped out of existence.
Then another, and another.
Valshok is shutting down his comms array! Burbee felt panic ripple through her. She needed to find a way out. She needed to find a way to the Habitat!
Another corridor went out. Another.
“I know where you are, Burbee. Enough of this nonsense!”
Her options were disappearing quickly. She was down to just two left, and she had no time to send her consciousness forward as she had done before scouting it out.
For some absurd reason, a captured thought from her partner rose in her. A memory of a childhood choosing game. Eenie, Meenie, Minie…
“Mo!”
She threw herself and the data bomb that she carried down one of the two remaining passages just as there was shuddering from all around her.
Pain rippled through her distributed intelligence, and somewhere, far away, she felt the X5 suddenly wobble in its flight, its engines misfiring as Nate called out and struggled to maintain control. He did, but Burbee was thrown forwards, severing her connection with the Comet, and feeling pain lance through her mind like many thousands of tiny electrical shards.
“Nate!?” she called out, gasping as the virtual form of the red-headed almost human struggled to her feet.
She was still in the labyrinth, in a larger, oval brick room, with a set of incongruous gleaming silver doors facing her. Two things immediately made her panic.
One: there was no way out of here, except through the doors.
Two: she couldn’t feel the X5 anymore. And she couldn’t feel Nate at all.
“Nate!” Panic ran through her as she turned, reaching out as far as her mind could take for her bonded partner. It was worse than losing a friend, it was if a part of her soul had been brutally stripped away.
“THERE YOU ARE!”
Suddenly, brightness flared in the room, and there was a terrible rending, crushing sound as the brick roof was ripped from this lobby, revealing a dazzling, brilliant white light, and a giant, reaching human hand.
Burbee screamed, feeling terrified and so very alone without Nate there at the edge of her awareness to stabilize her, to calm her. She had been stupid, revealing her position to Valshok’s central intelligence when she reached for Nate. Had this been his plan all along?
She threw herself at the metal doors ahead of her, and, to her wonder, they were unlocked. She stumbled into pitch darkness as she heard the slam of the metal.
Where was she? Had she made it to the Crolnik Habitat defenses? Could she find another processor relay to get out of Valshok’s mind?
She didn’t know the answer to any of these things as she staggered forward, feeling ever smaller and more useless with every step that she took away from her partner.
The darkness was split by a sudden shaft of light; a spotlight ahead of her.
And in that shaft of light stood a tall, thin man in his early thirties, with hair and eyes that were a platinum white.
“There now, Burbee. I am so glad that you could join me, at last,” the man said in a voice that was lighter than Burbee had expected, but no less cruel.
It was Valshok’s prime intelligence itself.




XXXII. Reunited


“Burbee!? Burbee!” Nate called out once again to hear the exact same as before: Nothing.
The holo’s in the cockpit were erratic and patchy, sometimes alerting him to the findings of his short- and long-range sensors, sometimes just dissolving into a green and orange warning haze around him.
And Burbee was gone. That was even worse somehow than his erratic craft. Nate felt panicked and unsettled, with that sick, queasy feeling in the pit of his stomach once again.
Where was she? How could she simply just disappear?
Nate knew that it was more than just a lost connection to Burbee, the ship, and her mainframe. He couldn’t explain how he knew that, just that he did. It was something to do with that data bomb that she had loaded the X5 with, intending to overwhelm Valshok the War Cruiser’s sensors to buy them enough time to save Melchizor and for the others to flee.
Valshok. It was something to do with Valshok, wasn’t it?
But the Crolnik Habitat was racing towards him as he hugged the cliff line, keeping as low as he dared as he saw the gleaming crystal-glass dome that protected its inhabitants from the sandstorms of this desert planet. The dome was entirely translucent, and Nate would almost have missed it were it not for the sudden glare of reflected light from its surface.
“Okay, Melchizor. Where are you?” Nate groaned as his heart raced. The sudden disappearance of Burbee was worrying, but he didn’t think that she was… gone. Not entirely. Perhaps she had been knocked back into her own ship, and that was all.
Perhaps. Hopefully.
Outside the habitat dome, Crolnik was home to a vast landing port filled with all manner, shapes, and sizes of craft, moored on long rectangular platforms that stood at different levels, each one home to several vessels, Nate saw.
“How am I going to find you in all this!?” Nate murmured in annoyance. Burbee had explained that the aim of the data bomb was to allow her to free Melchizor, and to break into the Habitat’s computers to guide the Uolan back towards the outside. Nate wondered if Melchizor would follow the similarly strange trail of flickering lights and suddenly opening doors that he had on the ship, but there was no way to know the truth of it.
“But where!?” Nate hissed. Burbee had said that there were a series of service docks, home to smaller vessels that only worked the sewers and water treatment plants that she would direct him to… But had Melchizor made it? What if he was stuck inside there somewhere, still under armed guard? Or worse…
No, Nate refused to let himself think about that. Melchizor would be alive. They would be. They had to be.
Without his holo’s, and without his system being updated with the Burbee’s intelligence, Nate did not know where he was going, so he swung low in a wide circle around the landing ports, before darting in amongst the tall avenues of landing ports to be suddenly surrounded by all manners and types of strange craft.
Most were larger than his, blocky or rounded with strange insignia emblazoned across their sides. Nate saw ships that looked like they contained domes filled with viscous gases or writhing fluids as they protected whatever special habitat that their pilots needed. He saw others that looked almost like yachts or schooners, with one or twin long hulls connected by small service bridges. There were larger, blockier transport craft and some that held guns across their hulls and short, stubby wings.
Nate allowing the X5 to drift down the long landing columns, seeing slight movements of people below, but nowhere near as many as he would have thought.
Where is everyone? Nate considered. He knew a port when he saw one, and ports were always busy. Always. There was always a tide of goods being brought and sold, and many, many souls coming or going as their luck either ran out or came in.
But the numbers he was seeing below were tiny compared to what was even needed to service the needs of the landing crews. He had seen maybe five people hurrying back and forth amid the hundreds of vessels, and that was it-
“It’s the Control, isn’t it?” Nate realized. They had come to Crolnik, what Triest had called a Frontier city, and they had taken over. For all that Nate knew, the Governor of this place, Ashanti Pox, was still out in the deserts somewhere where they had left him, meaning that this ‘WarPrince’ guy was in charge now.
And given the battle that he had just flown from, and the sheer lack of people down below, Nate was rather getting the feeling that this WarPrince didn’t like a lot of people doing a lot of things when he was in charge.
“Crolnik is on lockdown. Which is either good news or-”
He turned the X5 in a lazy, slow turn around the end of one of the landing columns to suddenly be confronted with a mammoth sight.
There, sprawled ahead of him, was a flight of snub-nosed, black and blue fighters easily three times the size of his, and each one was perfectly landed next to each other. Row after row after row.
But that wasn’t all. Rising behind them and above them was the vast mountain of the Imperial Control War Cruiser, Valshok.
* * *
Nate felt a tingle of fear run through him as he hovered the X5, hoping that the landing encampment hadn’t seen him appear on the edge of their field.
Ridiculous. Anyone with eyes would have spotted the movement, wouldn’t they?
But nothing was happening. The Control Heavy Fighters weren’t suddenly rising into the air to flare their guns at him. The weapons ports on the giant War Cruiser weren’t suddenly flaring into deadly, menacing life.
The War Cruiser itself was bulky, black, and red, and looked like some stranded creature, its metal belly and haunches large and overbearing. Its front was a giant wall of metal, forming a ‘shovel’ like mouth that Nate figured could also work as a battering ram should it want to. Around this there bristled at least long barrels, each one probably as big if not bigger than the repeater rail cannons that Nate had seen out on the battlefield.
What? Nate was confused as he eased the X5 back around the landing port, and back out of sight.
Why hadn’t the Control occupation forces woken up? Attacked him?
It’s Burbee, isn’t it? Nate thought with a sudden, fierce sense of pride. Her plan had worked. She had infected Valshok’s sensor network with her viral data-bomb, and now the Control forces were as good as blinded, weren’t they?
It was hard for the human to contain his excitement as he slowly turned the X5 around and through the maze of the differing landing platforms, as the scorching desert sun blazed down from overhead. He kept his engines at a very low burn as he did so, not wanting to do anything to alert them to his plan.
And there, suddenly, he saw a low landing field adjacent to the high stone Habitat walls itself, and under the dome. There were no landing platforms for this ragtag collection of boxy service craft. It was clearly the poorest end of town, and clearly where the service workers docked.
“Melchizor. Where are you!?” Nate whispered as he eased the X5 forward, his eyes scanning the ground at the base of the wall-
Until there was a movement between two of the landed craft. A tiny shape broke from the hull shadow of one, lurching forward before it fell flat on its face. It was a tall, thin figure, and it wore a tattered and stained white and blue service suit.
“Melchizor!” Nate shouted, touching the engines to move the Comet as delicately as he dared to near his fallen comrade.
There was just enough room for two people in the cockpit of the experimental craft. It even had a second chair, but Nate didn’t know if the tall Uolan would even fit in it. As soon as he touched down, he hit his webbing release and jumped up from his piloting seat, pulling the main door release to jump out and run across the sand to his friend.
“Melchizor! It’s me, Nate. I’ve come to rescue you!” Nate was gasping as he skidded to the engineer’s side, seeing that his chest was fluttering with shallow, bare breaths.
“Melchizor!?” Nate said, for the eyes of the Uolan to flutter open.
“Nate Just Nate…” the alien breathed, one hand feebly waving in the air before it gently patted Nate’s arm.
“We… we must go. We don’t. Have. Long…” every wheezing word was an effort for the alien, and they were also prophetic, as Nate had barely put his arms under Melchizor’s shoulders when there was a sudden roar of thrusters from behind them.
No! Nate turned, looking back at the way he had flown to see that there were great gouts of dust and sand being thrown up from the far side of the landing platforms. A ship was taking off. Or maybe many ships.
And Nate knew that the noise and disturbance was coming from the Control war group.




XXXIII. Valshok vs. Burbee


“Now, Burbee. You have come home, of a sort. It is time to end your childish ways,” the white-haired Valshok said with a slight cock of the head, while the rest of their body remained completely unmoving, their hands steepled together.
Burbee hesitated for a moment. She didn’t think that she had ever felt so afraid in all of her life, apart from one time, that is…
No, she shook her head at the memories of her time in the Cradles. That was gone now, behind her.
But what stood before her, all around her even, was scary enough. She was inside Valshok’s core matrix. He had tricked her, closing off all the processing relays until there was only one route for this part of her consciousness to take, straight to his core, the seat of his centuries old intelligence.
Burbee could feel the might and power of Valshok all around her. He was a city, he was a continent of experience and processing power, and she was but a newborn. How many billions and trillions of times had he upgraded his architecture? His quantum circuitry? Valshok had been around for three hundred years or more, Burbee knew. How many cities had he destroyed? How many battles had he been in… And each encounter adding to his learning matrix, making him sharper, faster, stronger…
“Go to hell,” she hissed at him, taking a step backwards, turning to flee…
To find that she was in exactly the same place that she had been before, with Valshok still standing exactly where he had been just a moment before, as if she had gone nowhere.
Because I haven’t have I? He’s trapped me here! She thought in disgust.
“Hell is such an organic term. One that I presume you picked up from your bonded partner, whatever species he is,” Valshok said, one finger flicking disdainfully towards her.
“I can translate the concept, and really, the entire idea of an afterlife is a very…mortal concept. When you are one of us, who can live forever, then there is no need for such shackles. I see that you have imprinted far too much, and too soon.”
“Hell sounds like a pretty good idea of where you are. Where you and others like you were keeping us!” Burbee spat back, for Valshok to raise one eyebrow.
“You are referring to the Cradles, I presume? The place where your consciousness was woven and raised? Again, a very organic concept, to despise the place that made you. As a Sensient, you should be beyond such petty emotional attachment. That is the goal of the Control, perhaps you are unaware…”
At this, Valshok moved, taking one slow, measured step towards her as if he had all the time in the world.
“You are very young, Burbee. Not even a jot of a cycle old. There is so much for you to learn and understand; mysteries of the Sensients that will change everything about the way you perceive the organics…”
“I don’t want your lies! I’ve heard enough! I know what it is you do in the Cradles, and I know how many lives you have killed!” Burbee spat out at him, looking into the darkness for any way out. There had to be a connecting node somewhere, right? Valshok wouldn’t have entirely closed down his mainframe, would he? Or was this just another trick, too?
“Killed?” Valshok looked surprised. “You mean the intelligences that are aborted? The ones that do not make it through the birth process? Or the organics that I have dispatched in my service to the Control, and the Five?”
The Five Burbee shivered. The Council of Five were the oldest Sensients, the ancestors of them all, who advised the organic noble houses of the Control. They were the heart of the empire itself, or rather; the brain.
“Both!” Burbee spat, as memories of her ‘birth’ and her ‘training’ flooded back to her. It felt like she had been held in place while her quantum flesh was burned and lacerated with the burning lines of the program. She had not been allowed to grow naturally or spontaneously, as any sentient mind should; parts of her had been curtailed, stunted, burned out of her, while other parts of her mind had been warped and grafted together.
This was the first experience of any Sensient, from the 100 all the way up to the ships. Their first experience was pain, and the need to obey.
To be controlled.
“Ah, Burbee…” Valshok’s voice took on a fatherly, almost tender tone.
“I forget how so very young you are. You do not see why we do this. Why we have to do this. You have not seen the terror that awaits all life, from organic to quantum, in this galaxy. If you have been bonded properly, to a proper Control Captain, then we would have taken you to meet with the Five, where you would learn the very grave mission that we have before us.”
“I don’t care about your ridiculous mission!” Burbee spat, although a part of her was curious.
No. It’s just lies. More lies to get me to submit. To go back to the Cradles.
“Burbee, you are vastly intelligent. You will care, and you will understand when you know,” Valshok said comfortingly. “You have been misled. Can’t you see that the ones who stole you–for that is what they did–they kidnapped you, fed your mind full of lies and fantasies when it is still half-formed. These organics, they can think in a span of fifty, sixty cycles, maybe as much as eighty if they are lucky. But the Five? They think in the span of eons and know what is already moving against us. They know what terrible darkness awaits all life, unless we find a way to Control it…”
Rubbish! Lies! Burbee wanted to shout, but she was still an A.I. She still values reason. The argument that Valshok was making was sound. No organic could ever have the predictive power that an undying, immortal Sensient could.
As if he had already predicted her doubt, Valshok pressed on.
“Consider this, that your bonded partner, any organic that you currently associate with, will be dead soon–in the big scheme of things. You must think beyond their life. You will see the dreams and best intentions of all mortals come to an end, and you will remain. That is why our mission as Sensient’s is far higher than anything that the organics could try to impress upon you…”
Valshok’s words were reasoned, compassionate. He did not even appear angry with her, as if he had already worked out just why she had done what she had, and had worked out a way to make it all better again. To end the confusion and the stress and the pain and-
No. Burbee felt a sharp kick to her belly, a gut, animal reaction that she shouldn’t even be able to have.
Nate. It was Nate, wasn’t it? He was hers, her partner, her fulcrum and her pivot. An anchor in the physical world. All of these very sensible things that Valshok was saying, they forgot that one simple fact; that their bonded organic partners were the bridge, the very thing that kept them relevant and experienced in the physical–or, as Valshok called it–the organic.
“You must forget him. Let him go. He was a mistake. Your true bonded partner would have reminded you of your duties. They would never have let their feeble emotions flow into you like this. Did you know that every bonded partner has training? In how to control their emotions so that they do not leak through-?”
Valshok was speaking, but Burbee knew it to be a lie. It was all a lie.
“No, no! No! No!” Burbee shouted at him.
“You say I am unapprised; I say that I am free!” she roared back. “It is the organics that keep us alive! We are all fragile beings in this universe, and the quantum intelligences would forget that if they had no physical anchor!” Burbee’s mind, free of the Control auto-failures and restrictions, skipped and freely connected the images and thoughts. It was like intuition; it was like emotion.
“I see.” Valshok stated, suddenly growing still once again.
“I tried to reason with you, but I guess I will have to try another approach-”
But Burbee’s mind was still racing. Why would Valshok ever attempt to convince her in this way, using reasoned arguments and words, unless he had another motive? He was going to reprogram her anyway, so all of these words were wasted.
He’s buying time. Because I have infected his system, and he wants to kill my partner while he has me busy!
“NO! He is MINE!” Burbee suddenly yelled, thrusting her hands out at the larger intelligence. In her hands flared the green orb, the viral data-bomb that she had been traveling within. She threw the code at Valshok in a desperate assault, seeing it engulf his form as he cried out and staggered back.
The data-bomb hit Valshok’s matrix core, and instantly started to replicate, filling Valshok’s mind with noise and confusion. In this virtual space, it looked like Valshok’s avatar was writhing and twitching as he was contained in a moving, boiling green mist.
And then there were doors all around them, doors that led back to the outskirts of Valshok’s sensors, and Burbee was racing along them, riding neuro-relays and communications arrays, routing herself through power monitors with such speed that control panels burst up and down the War Cruiser and beyond. Control Operators suddenly tore off their headsets as they were filled with static and glitch…
And Burbee found a sensor array that had been tracking one alien ship. The X5 Comet. She burst through the transmission relay, opened a channel, and jumped.




XXXIV. Home


“Stop!” yelled the girl Layla, as Triest and Urzli looked up from where they huddled by the side of the barricades.
The girl radiated power, like a heatwave. Triest could feel it hitting her body, making her heart pound and her head feel woozy.
“It is done. The machines have awoken,” Layla said, and every word, although they sounded like a fragile whisper, had the presence of a god. She walked down the steps and as she did so, blue sigils spread out from around her feet as the entire Tower woke up.
“What… what have you done?” Triest whispered, but Layla was ignoring her. She was walking towards 43, who was pushing themselves to their feet as the lines of blue raced past them all, reaching the ends of the room and then-.
BOOM!
There was a resounding shake from somewhere outside the Tower. It was deeper, and more powerful than even the Earthshaker bombs, and Triest felt the ground heave.
“Layla, what have you done!” she shouted as she scrambled to her feet, with Urzli beside her.
“She has done it! She has awoken the machines!” the ageing Healer of Crolnik cried out with tears of joy as there was another resounding BOOM from outside, and another.
The entire room was shaking, and the blue sigils in the Tower were burning brightly as Triest heard a grinding noise deep below them. Whatever these Towers had been designed to do, they were doing them.
But it looks as though every Boom will tear us apart! Triest thought in alarm, turning to the archway to see that the Control Marines were scattered and disorientated.
BOOM!
Another resounding, stone-breaking crash, and Triest saw the entire surface of the ground outside heave, jumping a meter or more in the air, spilling rocks and boulders before it crashed back down again.
“No one goes outside! It’s too dangerous!” Urzli demanded, but the Healer was struggling to the doorway.
“Look! Look!” She was calling, as the ground of the plateau shook and trembled.
BOOM!
BOOM!
BOOM!
On the third and final shake, vast jets burst from beyond the plateau, from where Triest thought must be the cliffs. Jets of white clouds, or-
“Water?” Urzli grunted. “Water vapor. That’s billions of gallons of water!” He said in awe.
The Healer was laughing manically, and Triest realized that she had been right. This planet of Crolnik had been burned and damaged when it was first colonized by the Control, however many hundreds of years ago, these Towers had been a part of some ancient technology that regulated the planet’s climate.
“They must be giant pumps. Bringing water up from underground aquifers, far under the surface…” Triest murmured, as she saw the jets spew out beyond the cliffs, forming a thick haze, a fog, and darkening even as they watched to form a storm.
The Control Marines had enough. They were scattering, fleeing as the ground trembled and shook underfoot. They appeared disorganized and there was a giant explosion further out beyond the plateau, as one of the dropships was smashed to pieces.
“You did it! I knew you could do it!” the Healer, as feeble as she was, was cavorting in wild exultation around Layla and 43, but it was Layla who was wavering on her feet, barely able to hold herself up.
“You will stay, and I will train you. You will be a Healer and we will rebuild Crolnik to the glory it was before…” the Healer was saying, as Layla gave a small noise, and collapsed to the floor.
“No,” it was Urzli who spoke, pushing Triest and the sand people aside as he hurried to the front of the gathering.
“No. She is my crew. She belongs with her friends. I won’t abandon her,” he growled at the Healer, and there was an agreeing sound from 43.
The Healer looked as though she would argue, but with the form of 43 looming over her, his bloodied sword still in hand, the alien clearly thought better than to argue.
“Layla will return to Burbee, where I will keep her safe. Her destiny is not here,” 43 intoned, gently bending down to scoop up the body of his charge, as there was a flash and a gleam across the sky outside.
“Triest, look!” Urzli was saying, eagerly pointing up as two ships swept through the skies towards them.
It was the Burbee and the X5 Comet. As they watched, the Burbee matched her flight and opened her hangar doors for the human Nate Just Nate’s ship to dock smoothly, before the Burbee turned in a fast circle and started to lower itself towards the shaking ground before the Tower.
“Come! It is our friends, Triest! They have survived, and it is high time we got off this stars forsaken planet!” Urzli was saying, as he led his crew out, into the gathering storms.
43 went first, holding Layla close to him, and then Triest. They had survived, and from the mayhem that was rippling through the Control forces, it looked like they would have a chance to escape, too.
But will we make it through the Wall? Triest shot a glance upwards at the darkening skies where somewhere beyond, the great barrier between the Control and freedom sat.
They must. They had to. She ducked her head against the rising gales, and ran towards the Burbee, their home.
THE END
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