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INTRODUCTION


My name is Will Kaufman. Usually, I would tell you that I’m an archaeologist, pursuing my PhD. But lately my role has been more like a… space explorer?

It all started on a dig that went wrong. There was a plane crash, exposure to the elements, and ultimately… a dormant spaceship. Well, technically a Voidship. Somehow, I activated the thing and awoke its AI—a bit of a jerk named Quin who used to be the captain of the ship, Phaelon.

Turns out that Phaelon was a bounty ship, hauling the galaxy’s most wanted criminals before it crashed on earth some 4,000 years ago. When I stumbled on board, one of the prisoners, a war-obsessed Vorvak named Sert, got loose. And promptly jettisoned the escape pod while leaving us stuck on a trajectory toward certain death.

That’s how I discovered I had a secret skill. A gift, if you will. I could hear the song of the Void and navigate my way through the mysterious reality that allowed impossibly fast travel between stars. Of all the human-like species in the galaxy, I am the only one who seems capable of Navigating the Void.

Soon the rest of the crew woke up, including a beautiful Astradian co-pilot with blue skin and a tough-as-nails demeanor named Fera. We found that the galaxy was under the brutal rule of a galaxy-spanning empire called the Imperium.

That seriously put a damper on my efforts to get back to Earth.

Somehow, I got myself mixed up in multiple battles against armored soldiers, a rebellion in hiding, and a space battle that would have wiped out any home of freedom in the galaxy had I not been able to execute a Void jump at the last second, bringing Phaelon and her allies back to safety orbiting Earth.

Now all we have to worry about is how long we have left until the Imperium hunt us down. My planet isn’t exactly ready for a galactic civil war. But then again, we humans might be closer to advanced civilizations than I once believed…
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“For the glory of the Vorvak!”

The alien warrior’s clubgun bucked with a spray of charged particle beads that caught a retreating Drayth techno-pirate in the back. The victim was small and armored, but at point-blank range, it stood no chance against such a savage weapon wielded by one of the galaxy’s deadliest warriors.

The Drayth’s body flew apart to become an airborne scrap pile. Grisly debris hit the ground and scattered across the bleached white grass at the edge of a massive industrial factory. A severed head, breathing mask still attached, rolled on in the direction the cyborg gunfighter had been running and came to rest at the clawed feet of another Vorvak with a scarred lip and a predatory grin.

Dirk raised his foot and crushed the head in a vicious stomp. “Take no prisoners! Give them no quarter!”

The bloodlust was palpable in the echoing chant of the massive swarm of four thousand Vorvak spread across a twenty kilometer semicircle around the installation. The chant, like the wave at a sporting event, echoed, echoed, echoed across the expansive battlefield.

“No quarter! No quarter! No quarter!”

The reply from the hundred or so Drayth pirates surrounding the installation was nonverbal, simply the heightened fire of pulse weapons and the full-throated crescendos of grenade launchers sending explosives airborne.

Clubguns boomed intermittently as the Vorvak identified targets and wrecked any Drayth that failed to find solid cover. The carnage was limitless, much like the strength and tenacity of the warriors who wreaked havoc everywhere they roamed.

The battle continued at a feverish pace.

When I got everything situated on Earth, the last thing I expected was to be called away on an urgent mission directly from General Mira’dna herself. But there I was on the Phaelon, racing just out of the gravitational reach of Scialabba, a gray and black marble world situated at the outer border of the goldilocks zone in a binary star system at the inner edge of the Orion Arm. It was disputed territory, a world on the border of Krayvox and Drayth territory that the gerrymandering in the New Federation had left as officially undeclared territory.

Encouragingly, the Drayth and Krayvox were on board with the designation. The problem was the Blue Wave—a group of Drayth techno-pirates hell-bent on seizing the premier research and development infrastructure the Krayvox had built during their time of controlling the planet.

“What exactly can the Krayvox build that the Drayth can’t?” I asked. In the back of my mind, I wondered what the New Federation offered that induced the Krayvox to give the facility up to begin with.

Benegal responded as he worked the fire control station terminal at the rear of the bridge. “It is not what we can make. It is the fact that we are making anything at all. The Drayth Collective wants a monopoly on technology. They aim to protect it by keeping everyone else at diminished levels of development.”

“So they don’t want to seize it, they want to destroy it?” I asked. I’d decided that it wasn’t the time to point out that these pirates weren’t technically part of the Drayth collective.

“Precisely,” Benegal hissed and squeezed the trigger on the sidestick.

The deck rattled beneath my boots. I kept a close eye on the scope as pulse rounds rendered by the main mission computer spat out of the Phaelon’s cannons and knifed into a stray Drayth Lancet fighter. The ship took the brunt of the salvo and fragmented into a spiral of disparate metal as its IFF transponder went dark.

“Nice shot,” Fera said.

Benegal grunted his thanks. The Astradian and the Krayvox might never be able to get along, but they were able to put their species’ animosity aside long enough to work together. That too was an encouraging sign for the advancement of the New Federation.

“Has anybody heard from Sert?” I asked. “He’s been down there almost an hour.”

“Probably having the time of his life,” Fera said.

Lockett spoke up. “That was a wise decision to insert his team from the dark side of the planet. Less wise is relying on Vorvak to cross three hundred kilometers in one hour.”

“They have those hover bikes, though,” I said. “The ones that you and the Delluvians churned out last month. You said the prototypes were capable of a thousand kilometers an hour across flat, level terrain.”

The Drayth’s iron lung popped, his equivalent of a scoff. “Lockett provided information but was not involved in that deal. Too busy with Earth. Therefore Lockett cannot be sure Vorvak stupidity will not override product design.”

Earth. That was a whole other subject, and kind of a sore one for me. Lockett’s heavy involvement in the rapid development of technology on my root world made me a little uneasy, but this wasn’t the time to get into that.

Quin turned his holographic visage toward me. “To answer your question, Will, Team Savage, led by Sert and his half of the Vorvak Dozen, will be arriving at the rear of the facility in less than one minute. They had to divert through the city, as the steppes east and west of the factory precluded hover-bike travel.”

A sick feeling churned in my gut. I could not imagine six Vorvak riding hover bikes through the city without drawing attention—and probably responding to that attention with their clubguns. My hope was that Sert would keep his focus on the objective, but chaos was the default setting for his species.

General Mira’dna is going to rip me a new one for that.

Fera must have seen my thinking through the ramifications from her place at the pilot’s station. “I hope you’ve got your tactical hat on, Will. No losing focus. We’re going in hot, and this is gonna get even more kinetic in a hurry.”

Fera’s abrupt side came out when she was in her element—piloting the Phaelon—and I couldn’t fault her for checking on me.

“I’m good,” I said, switching the screen in front of me to the starfield.

Come. Back.

A shiver ran down my spine.

The memory of The Hollow was so vivid, I almost thought it was real. The void within the Void that broke through the haunting melody… it left me rattled. Every Void Drift, it seemed to become more prominent, more… insistent.

Quin wasn’t sure what it meant, or even what it was. Uriel, the Fleuridian, told me his people had been there. I didn’t know what to make of it or how to handle it. Really, the only thing I knew was that when I sensed it, an overwhelming feeling of danger came with it.

“Will, focus!” Fera snapped.

“Sorry.” I examined the map on the scope.

Two Drayth pirate cruisers were parked on the edge of the system, well outside firing distance from the Krayvox carrier in orbit of Scialabba. The ships were attempting to hide behind stealth fields, but Lockett had hacked those into oblivion with a few programs he built on the fly. It paid to have one of the best hackers in the galaxy on the crew roster, even if he was prone to making mission-impacting mistakes on occasion.

The cruisers were cigar-shaped, but with rough angles cut along the edges of several wedge-shaped decks stacked in layers. The wedges at the front and rear faced in opposite directions, their points looking toward the bow and the stern, with a raised column of dark metal that ran the length of the ship. Blunted spires protruded from the central column like the spine of a dragon.

I recognized these as the same style of vessel the Imperium preferred. We’d boarded one, the Seventy, and seized it at the start of the old war.

The larger vessel behind them gave me pause.

It was a Drayth super cruiser, so similar to the New Federation’s Three-Oh-One I had to do a double take to make sure the ship’s IFF tag didn’t match that exact description. These pirates had a formidable fleet.

The Drayth ship was designated the Zeroizer.

The actual Three-Oh-One was a slaving vessel seized from the Imperium during the war. It had become a central figure of the New Federation fleet. We brought it with us on this mission—it was currently keeping our flanks covered with its imposing size and wicked load of armaments.

“Incoming connection request from the Three-Oh-One. Shall I patch it through?” Quin asked.

“Go ahead,” Fera said, sounding annoyed as she put the Phaelon into a looping arc that took us away from the planet. Two squadrons of Lancet fighters broke off from atmospheric defense to pursue us.

I felt a small bloom of warmth in my chest as Fera chewed her lip, concentrating to navigate the starfield as fighter ships spread into formations and surged toward us.

She was beautiful, smart, and capable... and I was a lucky guy.

Captain Esmila showed her face in a breakout window on the primary bridge display. “Captain Fera, do you have eyes on the target?”

Fera chewed her lip. “We’re a little in and out on that right now, ma’am. Be a lot easier if you dispatched your fighters so we can cool things off up here. I’m not risking another run to the surface the way things sit currently.”

Quin began pacing the bridge, hands clasped behind his back. “That is a wise decision, Fera. The Blue Wave and their Lancet fighters have the atmosphere completely blockaded. We managed to deliver the Vorvak to the surface, sure, but the element of surprise is now long gone. Any attempts at inserting an orbital drop team now wouldn’t be able to slip through without sustaining heavy losses. A ship certainly wouldn’t make it as far as the troposphere before getting blown out of the sky.”

Fera arched a brow at Captain Esmila. “You see my dilemma?”

The frown on Esmila’s face showed that she did… but there was little she could do about it.

“The techno-pirates have littered the surrounding space with several jamming beacons. I’m afraid we don’t have the time to hunt them all down. I know that puts a blind spot into the equation we weren’t planning on dealing with, but we have to make do. If they seize that factory, it will set the Krayvox back two hundred years in terms of developing their own fleet.”

Benegal sneered. “They aim to destroy it. Not seize it. And… we will see about that.”

Quin interjected with an ahem. “Captain Esmila, we do have Team Savage and Sert’s Vorvak army on the surface, including one SLAM team en route to the facility via hoverbikes. They will do what they can to keep the ground forces from locking down the factory, but without close air support, I am afraid their effectiveness diminishes with each passing moment.”

Benegal’s mood grew more sour by the moment. “I strongly advised against leaving orbit after their insertion. The risk of our being detected early did not outweigh our current predicament.”

Quin rolled his eyes but didn’t argue the point.

Lockett tapped furiously at his terminal, adjusting the deflector shield to cover our six as Fera continued to throw us into wild evasive maneuvers. “Lockett sees no way around this. Drayth technology is the best for a reason. The pirate scum are good at what they do. Only means of solving this problem is to destroy their ships.”

“Sure. Easy as that,” Fera snarled. “We can’t go on a wild pigeon chase and atomize them all. By that time, the facility will be raided and destroyed.”

I narrowed my brows at the flaw in the translator. It didn’t do well with English idioms, but I knew what Fera meant, and we were about to run into thickets of Drayth fighter ships. According to my display, we were thirty seconds out from entering the effective firing range with the Phaelon’s pulse cannons.

Two formations of five Lancets each burned hard and fast on our flanks, loosing probing shots that came nowhere near us but forced Fera to constantly redirect our flight path. Benegal returned a few stray blasts from the Phaelon’s cannons, but they were more warning shots than anything.

I tapped my MFD to bring the Vorvak ground feed back into my display.

A pair of Drayth crouched at the front entrance of the warehouse, surrounded by a half dozen more that sprayed pulse rounds in a discordant array over the battlefield, providing cover for the two grenadiers, who looked comically small compared to the large-bore launchers they carried. Along the underside of the large weapons, a faint blue corona pulsed rhythmically—gravitronics with magnets calibrated to oppose the polarity of the ground beneath them. The tech made the weapons easier to manipulate, and the high-powered launchers were the only thing keeping the Vorvak from surging right into the Drayth defensive positions and ripping them all limb from limb.

“Scum suckers open wide, grenades for everyone!” one of the Drayth cried.

Both weapons chuff-chuffed like the belabored exhales of giants.

Grenades sailed through the air in tight arcs and smacked into the ground with earth-churning explosions. Each detonation rattled the Vorvak, causing them to stumble, though none fell. They tucked their chins and charged, blasting gouts of plasma, screaming in rage as they ran toward the danger, heedless of the three-meter-wide craters ringed with burning grass that bloomed beside them.

Against a conventional military force, the Drayth would have reigned supreme. No army on Earth could have overcome the technological advantages possessed by the super hackers turned pirates.

The Vorvak were not from Earth, nor were they a conventional military force by galactic standards. The only thing they knew how to do, and do well, was fight.

On the bridge of the Phaelon, Quin’s hologram quickened its pacing, his long-fingered hands clasped behind his back. He paused to glance at the carnage unfolding on the primary display as the Vorvak broke cover and charged.

“Quin, what do you think?” I asked.

“This battle is lasting far longer than I expected it to,” he said, crossing his arms. “You unleash a Vorvak in the middle of a fight, odds are things are going to get broken and people are going to get killed, but… these Drayth pirates are putting up one hell of a defense. Considering we have four thousand Vorvak down there… I’m astonished.”

A sound like a toilet flushing drew my eye to the sensor operator station behind my seat at the pilot’s station. Lockett was giving his species’s version of a scoff through his breathing mask.

“Lockett does not agree with piracy. These units have lost their way. It is unfortunate they take Drayth technology and use it for nefarious activity.”

Fera blew a lock of raven-blue hair out of her eyes. The glow of her terminal screens highlighted the white lines on her face, and for the millionth time, I found myself almost alarmed by just how beautiful she was.

“The Vorvak are doing their share of the killing, but nobody ever said the Drayth are pushovers,” she said, yanking the stick to put the Phaelon into a wild tumble below the ecliptic. The inertial compensator kicked in, simulating g-forces that slid my stomach into my throat. “Except maybe Sert.”

I was sure I’d heard Sert say exactly that, as I forced myself to breathe through the strain and manipulated my MFD to pan the camera, keeping the Vorvak assault against the Drayth defensive front and center on my primary display.

True to the way of all the cybernetic evangelists, everything about these pirates—equipment, armor, weapons, and ships—was technologically advanced. What the aliens lacked in physical strength, speed, and finesse, they more than made up for with radically advanced tech.

Upward of 300 of the Drayth pirates swarmed at the front and side entrances of the factory, holding up in defensive positions they’d brought with them: MBAs or Mobile Barricade Assemblies. If it were just a simple stationary shield carried in a portable tube dispenser by each Drayth, that would have been formidable enough—each tube was able to dispense too many nanobots to count that formed ballistic shields. But the MBAs were controlled by advanced algorithms—unique to each individual Drayth—through some sort of ambient power source. They hardened, solidified, deflected, and moved all to the advantage of their operator.

Whatever powered the things, the New Federation could not determine. It was one of many examples of tech the Drayth Collective kept for themselves. Aside from being complicated enough to induce a headache just thinking about it, the nanobots could alter their state of matter at the speed of thought.

The result was 300 Drayth with breathing masks who were obscured by floating shields; that made them difficult targets to begin with. Add that, even when you found an opening to shoot at, those shields reorganized to block incoming fire. Add further than the Drayth themselves could shoot from behind their shields, which would make a split-second hole to allow their shots through and then zip back closed and, well… you had a recipe for a really sucky fight.

But not an impossible one.

At close range, the nanobots could be overwhelmed and scattered. The Vorvak knew that, which is why they were rushing across open terrain, suffering the grenades launched at them by the enemy.

I could think of few other species that would charge incoming grenade strikes like that, and only the Vorvak would ever seem to enjoy it. One of many reasons why they were the most feared warriors in the galaxy.

A twinge pinched something in my chest. Sert was down there. I knew he could handle himself, but after all of the close calls we’d had, I always worried about my friends when they were in harm’s way.

The hover bikes zipped into the scene with a blur and arrived at the exposed flank of the building, which was lightly defended by a few dozen Drayth. Sert and his half of the Vorvak Elite—a dozen of Sert’s finest warriors—did a tuck and roll off the bikes, leaving the driverless vehicles to roll off in various directions. Some carried onto the lines to be ruined by the crash as the nanites re-formed to deflect the unmanned bikes up and flip them over with bent and twisted forward stabilizing forks.

Sert hit the dirt and executed a forward roll across the bleached grass. He came up firing, bellowing a curse in his native tongue. The warriors beside him charged, thundering booms echoing as they brought their clubguns to bear on the Drayth between them and the warehouse.

I exhaled a fast, excited breath as I watched Sert and Dirk lead their fighters through the deluge of pulse fire in a perfect pincer move, leaving wrecked piles of Drayth pirates in their wake. The Vorvak swarmed the exterior of the building, splintering the pirates at point-blank range with their clubguns. In seconds, the monstrous warriors beat down the exterior door and used their clawed scutes to rip the interior door clean out of its track.

They executed perfect breaching tactics almost simultaneously and stormed inside the building, where they would press their advantage in a brutal close-quarters battle.

Sensing that now might be the best opportunity we’d get to check in, I leaned forward and pressed my finger on the comm switch. “Sert, how’s it going down there?”

The comm opened with static and a rumbling grind that sounded like a miter saw.

A Drayth screamed. The channel went silent but stayed open.

“The installation is seized. Kill count twenty-four,” Sert said, like he was telling me the weather was nice. “They will have difficulty destroying it now. I cannot speak to whether they gleaned anything of value, however.”

A fresh explosion rattled the frequency.

“Kill count twenty-six,” Sert said casually.

A salvo of charged particle rounds raked across the Phaelon’s rear deflector shield, jostling me in my seat.

Fera snapped at Benegal to keep up the fire. The Krayvox hissed a curse in response.

I double-checked the threat indicators on the ground feed, a sinking feeling in my chest. “Did you manage to capture any of the pirate leaders?”

Sert’s scoff was like a brillo pad scraping across the receiver. “Vorvak do not take prisoners.”

I opened my mouth to reply, but Fera chose that moment to pop the reverse thrusters, cutting our speed by over fifty percent. The surge of momentum sent blood rushing to my head with negative g-forces. Before I could fully recover, she slapped the stick to the side and advanced the throttle to maximum, putting the Phaelon into a spiraling barrel roll back toward the planet.

Our ship passed through both formations of Lancet fighters. Benegal worked the fire controls, trading blasts at close distance with the enemy for a split second as we passed each other.

Two of the ten fighters caught pulse rounds on their fuselages and disintegrated in atomized clouds of shrapnel. The remaining eight peeled off in perfect synchronization, sweeping in tight arcs to continue their pursuit.

As the Phaelon started to settle in its new direction, my breath came back to me. I heaved a sigh and tried the comm again.

“Sert, we went over this before you dropped in on the dark side of the planet. You need to try to take some prisoners. The New Federation wants a trial to show lawlessness like this won’t be tolerated. Not to mention we need to pump them for intel.”

“Ridiculous!” Sert snapped. “The punishment for piracy is death. Why delay the sentencing when I can carry it out in real time? The end result is the same. As for intel, I can ‘pump’ it out of them so well, they’ll beg for the death they were already sure to receive.”

Quin tilted his head sideways, seemingly finding it difficult to disagree. “He does have a point.”

I shook my head. “General Mira’dna gave the orders, Sert, I’m just passing them to you. Do your best. Like… at least one. Please.”

“Very well, Will Kaufman. Because this has been good training for my honor guard and because it is for you.” Sert cut the connection.

Fera sighed. “I bet he still doesn’t do it.”

“Help is on the way!” Quin cheered.

“About time!” Fera said.

I tapped my MFD to clone her screen to mine so I had some context for what she was talking about. The Three-Oh-One trundled through open space, closing distance with the Zeroizer at 300,000 klicks. Weapons bays along the finger-like armor sections slid open, birthing two-dozen missiles. Cold gas emissions spewed from the launch ports, just enough to separate the ordnance from the hull of the ship, before columns of fire punched out from the tail section of each missile.

Twenty-four comets with tails of fire leapt toward the Zeroizer like flaming arrows on the scope. A countdown to impact timer appeared above each missile, along with a dotted line tracing their intended path toward the Drayth super cruiser.

“Looks like Captain Esmila’s going for broke,” I said. “The Drayth take a lot of pride in their ships. Losing one might rattle them.”

Lockett agreed. “Collective builds the best ships. That is no secret. Even match between us and them. Zeroizer will likely flee the battlespace once the Blue Wave realizes they have lost control of the facility. Not smart to risk destruction.”

“If they do not, we will cripple them,” Benegal said, sounding as though he hoped that would be the result. “In which case, we can board and take the prisoners General Mira’dna requested. No need to rely on the restraint of a Vorvak.”

With the Imperium gone, the New Federation was now the largest military force in known space, but the reputation of the intergalactic governing body was still being developed. From my seat on the Council, I could tell we were one territory dispute going wrong from losing credibility.

The Drayth, at least these pirates that called themselves the Blue Wave… they now got to experience the New Federation’s first true show of force. I’m sure that something about losing 300 troops and staring down the scopes at a fleet that outnumbered and outgunned them would set them down a peg.

But we still had to deliver…

A third of the missiles detonated prematurely, leaving blooming heat clouds in open space several klicks from their intended target. A handful more were cut down by the Zeroizer’s point defense cannons. Thirteen of the missiles struck the super cruiser broadsides. A shimmering blue field of energy coalesced around each impact site, rippling like dropping a rock in a still pond.

Lockett sat back in his chair. I read his body language as surprised, but with him it was hard to know for certain.

“The shields held against the missiles, but they will not sustain much more,” he determined.

Lockett had barely finished speaking when the Zeroizer began redirecting its path toward the FTL gate at the edge of the system. Without a Void Navigator, that was the only way they could travel at anything close to relativistic speed. I cloned Lockett’s screen to my own to get the pertinent data on the Drayth super cruiser, which confirmed what I expected—they were cutting and running.

“They’re rerouting all power from shields and weapons systems to their propulsion section. I think—” A sudden surge in g-forces cut me off.

Fera pulled back on the throttle, stopping the Phaelon a few thousand klicks short of a torrential slew of pulse rounds. Two seconds passed before two squadrons of Lancet fighters passed by on intersecting paths. Benegal tagged one of them, leaving a slow-spreading cloud of disparate metal spiraling away from the enemy formation.

It felt like the tide was turning in our favor. I eased back a little in my chair, letting the Delluvian fibers adjust to my new position.

Quin stopped his pacing and glanced at the map of the starfield. “Fera, there is an opening positive of the ecliptic. I’ve sent the coordinates to your terminal if you wish to join Team Savage on the ground.”

She looked questioningly at me. “Air support or chase that ship and try and disable?”

I answered with my finger on the comm. “Three-Oh-One, this is Phaelon. Objective is secured. We’re going to take Caravan Delta down to the surface to pick up Team Savage and the rest of our people.”

Captain Esmila responded, almost out of breath with excitement. “That is good news, Phaelon. You are cleared for insertion. Three-Oh-One is going to keep the pressure up on the two cruisers. If we can bring one of them off-line without destroying them before they make the FTL gate, we will.”

I acknowledged the transmission and nodded to Fera.

“On it,” she said.

Lancet fighters abandoned the fight and sped off at maximum velocity, angling to get a seat in one of the docking bays on their parent ships before they left the system. Fera let them go and instead built and executed a flight path that brought the Phaelon down to the surface of Scialabba.

Part of me still wasn’t used to space travel, and I wasn’t sure if I’d ever be.

We set down. I stepped off the ramp with my KR-44 held in the mag slot of my modified Drayth armor, my rail pistol tucked into the leg compartment—essentially a side holster built into the uniform. I couldn’t help but feel a bit of whiplash. Five minutes ago, we were engaged in a space battle, managing the tactical combat action of a ground battle, and now….

The installation was covered in carbon scoring from energy weapons. Scars that actively diffused thin wisps of white smoke from impact craters left behind by grenade launchers. Viscera and all the horrors of war were visible everywhere. The smell of scorched earth and hot metal made the breathable atmosphere unpleasant as I took in the toll of the battle.

Also… being in the midst of so many Vorvak made me uncomfortable. We’d worked with Sert’s Dozen before, but an entire army was a whole other story. It was… unsettling.

To say the least.

I put on a good face as I led Fera and Benegal through the crowd of bloodied and sometimes smoking warriors, coming down from their blood frenzies. They bunched up in defensive positions or scoured the wreckage of the battlefield, clawed scutes irreverently kicking at discarded Drayth parts as they searched for any survivors. So they could kill them, of course. A section of the shell-armored warriors was posted up in a perimeter around the installation, clubguns clutched to their massive chests at low ready as they scanned the horizon in every direction, ready to put down any stragglers that showed themselves.

A handful of the Vorvak were wounded. None of them had been killed that I could see.

Yet over 300 Drayth were left scattered across the battlefield in bits and pieces. The skirmish in the atmosphere and surrounding space fared similarly—minimal casualties on the side of the New Federation, whereas the Blue Wave had suffered extreme losses.

I found Sert, Dirk, and the Vorvak Dozen that made up Team Savage in the Krayvox facility’s primary meeting room. Thirty or forty of the reptilian Krayvox themselves were crouched along the sides of the room, still flex-cuffed. The work of the Drayth pirates, I assume. So far, Sert hadn’t seen fit to release them. Perhaps there was a reason, but most likely they were viewed as unimportant by the team.

A holobard at the end of the room was being manipulated by one of the Vorvak, who used his fiber-link to repurpose what had been a mundane report of some sort into a leaderboard… like from Call of Duty or something.

The roster of Team Savage ran down the left side of the board. On the right was a kill counter. The discussion all centered around the accuracy of the standings, but Sert’s name stood out at the top of the list, followed by Dirk and the rest of the team.

“Comrade Sert,” Dirk said, grabbing his shoulder and giving him a shake. “You bring much glory to the name of Vorvak.”

Sert’s grin was almost diabolical. “Glory to the name of Vorvak! My place as leader is secure, but this is not mine to hold above you, Dirk, or any of my combat brothers!”

Sert raised a fist. The Vorvak emulated the gesture and roared, causing the Krayvox to squirm in discomfort.

Sert lowered his fist. His voice dropped to a low rumble. “The Drayth are good target practice, but they are not a true test of our strength, comrades. More opportunities will present themselves, and when they do, we must be ready to answer the call of war.”

Homicidal agreement passed between the warriors, which quickly devolved back into their pointing at their names on the leaderboard and squabbling over accuracy as they jockeyed for position and thumped their armored chests. Maybe your kill count correlated to your rank or standing among your fellow soldiers? It seemed that way. I’d have to ask Sert about it another time.

For now, there were other matters that needed attending to.

I approached Sert, dodging a careless elbow from a Vorvak as he celebrated one of his fifteen kills by reenacting ripping a Drayth in two with his bare hands.

“Sert, your team did excellent work here,” I said, unable to stop myself from noticing broken Drayth components scattered across the floor… along with plenty of blood and gore. “I take it you weren’t able to secure any prisoners?”

Sert guffawed. “The Drayth made no offer of surrender. There was nothing to do but kill them for their insolence.”

“Even though, usually, you’d kill them either way?” I asked, hoping Sert would see my point. I’m not sure he did.

“Exactly.”

Dirk sneered, an expression made more horrific than usual on a Vorvak, owing to his scarred lip. “Justice has been served to the pirates. None deserve mercy from a Vorvak, but least of all such scum as these.”

Fera leaned in to whisper in my ear. “Maybe Captain Esmila can disable one of the Blue Wave cruisers. I don’t like the idea of returning to General Mira’dna empty-handed.”

I nodded and kept my opinion that General Mira’dna would have to learn to accept some disappointment. We were being run ragged and overutilized, and it seemed like there was never time to catch our breath.

I saw those same thoughts reflected in Fera’s eyes.

Benegal left my side to address his people lined up along the walls.

“Who leads this den?” he asked in a gruff voice.

“Kerakis.” The lizard man who stepped forward had a barrel chest that didn’t seem to fit his frame, but the rest of his body was the normal, lithe Krayvox build indicative of his species. As he stepped toward Benegal, he lowered his snout in a conciliatory gesture.

“The den is secure,” Bengal said, “though I cannot say you had much to do with it.”

Kerakis bowed his snout farther still. “You speak the truth, brother of war. Our legacy as a species was in jeopardy, and we were powerless to stop the pirates from savaging our facility. The dishonor and shame is too much for us to bear.”

Benegal raised a fist, and for a moment, I thought he was going to punch Kerakis in the face. Instead, he converted the fist into a knife hand with all the swiftness of deploying a switchblade, then used his fingers to force Kerakis to raise his chin and look him in the eyes.

“You will restore this facility and resume operations immediately. We will no longer sustain ourselves on the scraps the Drayth Collective is willing to sell to us at criminal prices we cannot afford. Let the successful production of the first true Kravyox vessels be your path to redemption, brother.”

That’s odd. I assumed that this facility would have to have been abandoned, given the New Federation’s declaring the world it existed on as neutral. Maybe that was the deal. The world was neutral, but the Krayvox were allowed to use the facility they’d built on it.

Kerakis stood tall and gave a single, stiff nod. “Understood. We will deliver the beginnings of the fleet on schedule, despite this setback.”

Benegal snorted. “See that you do.”

I turned to Fera and Sert. “Looks like this house is back in order. Sert, let’s get what remains of those hoverbikes loaded up into the caravan and get back to Earth for a proper debrief.”

Benegal walked past me with disgust written on his face.

“Benegal, wait up,” I said.

He stopped and craned his neck to look at me over his shoulder.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

He took in several deep breaths, as if taking time to choose his words. “I will rendezvous with you at a later date. I have… affairs to attend to that cannot be delayed.”

Fera crossed her arms. “Why am I not surprised? The first one on the team that needs a vacation would have to be our Krayvox member, wouldn’t it?”

“This is no vacation.” He shook his head. “And Astradians are full of empty promises. The Battle of Astrada comes to mind.”

Fera flinched. That was a low blow, his referencing when Fera’s people promised to throw in with the New Federation but rode the fence between the Imperium and the New Federation’s rebellion until it was clear which side was more likely to be the victor. Fera took offense and made no attempt to hide it.

“Just tell us one thing, Benegal,” she said with an edge to her voice. “Is it Atron, or is it something else?”

Benegal’s slitted pupils narrowed dangerously. “My personal affairs are none of your concern. I will return.”

With that, he left.

“Great,” I said with a sigh. “I hope he knows what he’s doing.”

Sert barked a laugh. “The skink moves through dark circles.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

Fera put a hand on my shoulder. “If he’s going, we can’t stop him. Let’s get back to Earth. Maybe I can convince General Mira’dna to give us a day or two of shore leave so we can finally have that dinner with your parents.”

“Oh… right,” I said, suddenly feeling less inclined to return home.
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We exited the Void in the Sol system a short time later. The flare of whiteout dissolved as the starfield came into view, and I sank back into the pilot’s chair.

Fera had a few back-and-forth transmissions with Space Traffic Control and the Earthborn. She plotted a course and let the autopilot take over, keeping a watchful eye on her display.

Sert was already coordinating a transport vessel down to Earth. He wanted to check on the progress of a group of his Vorvak that were in training with Duna Defense.

Lockett opened up a channel to talk with Silicon Valley. I heard snippets of the conversation and was surprised to recognize the very human voice on the other end—one of the CEOs of a leading social media company. Before I could listen in to catch any details of the conversation, EDNA appeared in her holographic form and started catching up with Quin.

That was the conversation I was least interested in, but as it unfolded in real time on the bridge in front of me, I was a captive audience.

“EDNA,” Quin said, “pleasure to once again speak with you.”

She gave a measured smile. “I trust that you’ve been keeping immaculate records on the progress of my constituents, Quintar. Are they not the most impressive species you’ve ever seen?”

Quin snapped his fingers, producing a holographic table and chart that floated between them. He considered it, stroking his chin with his thin fingers. “Crime appears to be on the downturn but has not yet returned to even the ghastly high it was before disclosure happened. As these knuckle-dragging primitives adjust to the fact that they are not the center of the universe, I detect adverse trends in public opinion regarding globalization, but… oh, look at this! There’re a lot of positive comments on Delaney Hicks’s new music album! Well, that’s something to celebrate!”

He clapped his hands together sarcastically.

EDNA frowned. “Quintar, I’m surprised at you. You’ve completely overlooked the progress Danu Defense has made with the armed forces. In particular, the Space Force has just graduated its first round of astronaut pilots, and the plans to colonize Mars have just been finalized by the Department of Defense and the White House. Humanity will become a multiplanetary species before the close of this fiscal year. That in and of itself is no small achievement, wouldn’t you say?”

“Oh, yes,” Quin scoffed. “Humanity’s brightest minds have combined their intellectual powers to rise to the level of a Foris elementary school class.” He flattened his face, his tone deadpan. “If they manage to set up a successful colony with their sticks and rocks—without killing anyone—they might just get a passing grade.”

EDNA looked hurt. Quin crossed his arms and looked away.

I shook my head. They were handfuls by themselves, but together… it was more than I wanted to deal with at the moment.

I perked my ears up at the sound of Drayth negotiations.

“Lockett will accept precious metals only for this service. Human dollars and cryptocurrency hold no value… yes, three hundred pounds of gold is sufficient, should the purity be according to the standard conveyed. Deliver to location by end of day, and Lockett provides service as requested.”

The connection closed.

“Lockett, what are you doing?” I asked.

The Drayth leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers. “Lockett does not discuss business affairs with the uninitiated.”

I rolled my eyes. “Quin, what’s the dollar value of three hundred pounds of gold?”

“Another inferiority of the human condition is your economic system. Talk about volatile! And don’t get me started on your myriad ways of measuring–”

“Quin, just answer the question.”

“About ten million US dollars.”

I let out a low whistle. “Lockett, you’re making out like a bandit.”

The Drayth swiveled his chair so that he was facing away from me. “Lockett resents the implication that nefarious activity is in progress. This is a legitimate business deal with Lockett’s bros in the land you refer to as the Silicon Valley.”

I screwed up my face in confusion. “‘Lockett’s bros?’”

“That is correct vernacular, is it not? Its regular usage among my business partners indicates its use as a cultural sign of acceptance.”

“Guess so,” I said with a yawn. “Just thought it was interesting is all.”

I reclined my chair and let myself drift along the coast of sleep, staying there but never quite sinking into its restorative depths until Fera took back manual control of the Phaelon and brought us into the docking bay of the Earthborn.

I came back to myself feeling slightly energized but aware of a deeper fatigue still inside of me. No opportunity for my three rest cycles always left me a little ragged; the constant back and forth over the last few months was getting old.

My trip through the Earthborn and into the secure briefing room with General Mira’dna felt like it happened while in a trance. People were talking, but I was having trouble keeping abreast of the conversation.

I blinked away the mental apparition of the darkness and tried to focus on what General Mira’dna was saying. She’s been painting a stark political picture, about how things on Earth were progressing mostly peacefully since Protect Earth Sovereignty was out of the picture. There were ongoing disputes about Earth’s resources being exploited by the New Federation, but that was for the Council to work out with EDNA. Things were delicate, and overt attempts to globalize Earth would result in global war.

Perhaps somewhat too abruptly, I said. “Well, it’s a work in progress. You said you needed to speak with me about something of high priority?”

Admiral Tanoka and Brigadier General Stallings—the star on his chest was freshly minted just a month ago—both stared daggers at me.

“Will….” Fera cautioned, her brows furrowed.

“No, uh… no disrespect. It’s just that, I see Master Sergeant Arvin and his men here and figure that has to be for something, and frankly, I’m running on empty and would like to hear what it is before I collapse from exhaustion.”

The room was stacked with brass, Council members, and a few other VIP visitors at the General’s request. The breath went out of all of them. No one spoke to General Mira’dna like I just did. Her long-lived race, the Piari, were revered as the wisest of all species, and their near-extinct status lended them an almost reverent gravitas.

The stone-faced general—a living statue—cleared her throat and pursed her lips. She didn’t like me talking to her like that, either. A tinge of embarrassment warmed my cheeks, but it didn’t override the fatigue that weighed me down at the moment.

“I’m sure you are exhausted, Will. It pains me to continue to ask so much of you, I hope you understand that. I also hope you understand how tenuous our current position is as a new governing entity. The galaxy waits for no one and is in a constant state of flux as the various inhabitants of the stars work to draw lines around their territories and secure them. In addition to territory, resources are another area of concern we are working to address. It is incumbent upon us to ensure each member nation of the council is provided assistance when they call for it. Earth continues to build its personal defense fleet and militia along projected lines. If that is sustained, your world will become a vital part of the military force that provides security and peacekeeping operations, integrating with the New Federation forces. As we have already established, to mitigate political fallout, your leadership will be pivotal in that regard.”

She wasn’t helping my condition. My eyelids were getting heavy as she droned on. What she was saying was important, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that a Sword of Damocles was dangling over my head, and she was about to let it drop right on me.

“To your point,” General Mira’dna said as she interlaced her fingers, “we have been utilizing you as a Void Drifter for far too long without granting you the proper recognition, Will. My pressing matter is to offer you a commission with the New Federation Naval Corps. This will affirm your position as Lead Navigator for the New Federation, and it will come with a generous bonus for past services rendered.”

I should have been honored to receive a commission. A headline flashed through my mind. Will Kaufman sells out: Becomes First Human To Accept Commission In Alien Navy.

That might not go over well among the already volatile homeworld situation. In addition, if I accepted it, I’d be adding yet another thing onto an already very full plate. Council member, leader of the Earth Space Force, the only Void Drifter in the New Federation, and now a dedicated responsibility to be at the beck and call of the New Federation Naval Corps?

There wasn’t enough of me to go around, and I was already spread too thin as it was. “General, I thank you for the honor, but I cannot accept it.”

She didn’t seem surprised by that, and her lack of surprise threw me.

“I understand. You are very busy. The crew of the Phaelon continues to be integral to the development of the New Federation. The vital role you play in our operations is not overlooked.”

The room remained silent, and I got the sense that my answer was what everyone inside—the general in particular—had expected to hear. Mira’dna didn’t entreat me to even spend some time thinking about it. She simply moved on to another matter.

That left me feeling a bit out of sorts. I found myself scrambling to think of a way I might still be of help. “Maybe,” I began before pausing to acknowledge Fera as she put her hand on my arm. “Maybe if I can get a break in the action, I can start working with Victor Aslanov. I know the Federation needs Navigators, and I’ve been meaning to work with him, given his apparent sensitivity, but it’s just too much to try to work in some on-the-job training while we’re on real world missions.”

Again, the room reacted in a way that suggested they all knew—or expected—something that I didn’t.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

General Mira’dna pursed her lips. “There was an incident. Victor Aslanov is in solitary confinement.”

“What? What happened? What sort of incident?”

“I’ll send you the report. He’s being held aboard Earthborn should you wish to speak with him, but I advise you read the report first.”

I rested my head in my palm and massaged my eyes. This was all feeling like too much. And surely there was more to come. “How long until the next mission?”

“Given the circumstances,” Mira’dna said, “I believe a small rest is necessary. Can you be ready in forty-eight hours?”

“Yeah,” I said, and then got to my feet. “If you’ll excuse me, I want to make the best use of that time as possible.”

Fera got up to go with me, but Mira’dna stopped her. “If I may, there are further matters that need discussing, Captain.”

With a nod, Fera settled back into her chair. She forced a smile to her face as she looked at me. “I’ll meet you back on the Phaelon, Will.”

I smiled back. “Won’t be soon enough.”
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Maybe I should have, but I didn’t bother reading the report. Given my fatigue, I wasn’t sure I’d follow it all that closely to begin with. Plus, I wanted to hear Aslanov’s story without any prior biases.

It felt odd walking the corridors of the Earthborn. Sort of like I’d gone back in time and the war with the Imperium was still raging. Sailors and soldiers offered me greetings, each looking somewhat awed from seeing the Hero of the Rebellion. I did my best to reply as gracefully as I could, despite my fatigue.

Upon reaching the lower decks, I gained access to the brig and asked for Aslanov.

“Third cell on the starboard side,” the deck officer told me. “Corporal Ballas will escort you.”

Corporal Ballas was an Anunnaki male who appeared to be around my age. He gave me a courteous nod and gestured for me to follow him. “This way, Ambassador.”

The lighting was purposely dim near the brig, in the lower decks, as if trying to convey the feeling of entering a dungeon. We stopped at Aslanov’s cell, a gunmetal gray door with a twelve-centimeter-squared window at eye level. The Corporal rested his hand on his service pistol and activated a comm button to communicate with the prisoner.

“Aslanov! Visitor!”

No sound came from inside the cell. I glanced questioningly at the guard.

“You sure he’s alive in there?”

Corporal Ballas laughed. “Of course, sir. He’s probably still recovering.”

I raised a brow.

The corporal’s expression changed, and he rushed to clarify. “After his physical injuries, he spent twelve solid hours in a medical tank.”

I wanted to ask what happened, but that was on me for not reading the report, and I wasn’t sure that the corporal even knew the whole story. I leaned in to take a look through the viewing portal. A single beam of light offered a weak dose of illumination to an otherwise dark, closet-sized room. Aslanov was seated against the wall, his legs stretched out so that his boots rested in the light, but the rest of him was hidden in the shadows.

“Can you open this so I can go in and see him?” I asked.

The guard nodded. “And don’t worry. He’s locked down tight. Won’t have the chance to kill anyone else.”

My eyes went wide. The statement shocked me to the point that I had no words except a quiet, “Thank you.”

Corporal Ballas pressed his palm to the pad next to the locking mechanism. The lock clanked open, allowing the door to slide into the bulkhead. “Take as long as you need, sir.”

I left Corporal Ballas standing in the hall and entered the room.

“Aslanov?”

I could see him sitting against the wall, but he gave no reply. His breathing was a breathy sawing, like someone snickering despite trying to hold back a fit of laughter. Aslanov’s chest was covered in a thin white X I recognized as a futuristic straitjacket—it held his back to the wall, so that even if he stood, he could only move two paces in either direction.

I gauged the distance and made sure I was outside of that range. I didn’t know what I was dealing with, and Aslanov was a big guy. Add his Spetsnaz training to that, and I didn’t want to take any chances. Especially if he really had killed someone.

“Aslanov… are you alright? Can you tell me what happened?”

He lunged toward me.

The tether that held him snapped taut, leaving him a few short centimeters from headbutting me and breaking my nose.

I reflexively raised my arm and hopped back half a step, my heart jackhammering in my chest.

Aslanov’s eyes were covered in a bandage that matched his skin tone. The flesh at the edges of the bandage was an angry red and mottled with snow-white scars in the shape of what looked like fingernail marks.

He opened his mouth so wide his cheeks stretched, as though he was doing everything he could to chew through the air between us and get to me. A vein quivered in his forehead as he emitted a series of sounds that were not words.

It was like he was gurgling his own blood.

What in the hell had happened?

It dawned on me then that the noise was… laughter. A deranged laugh that strangely reminded me of a dog that had its vocal chords surgically severed to tone down its barking.

I took a breath, my lungs feeling as though they quavered under the effects of adrenaline.

“Can you… talk? The guard told me you killed someone? What happened?”

Aslanov rocked his head side to side, mouth still open as he puffed his manic laughter with the utmost intensity he could muster. As if something occurred to him, he stopped and slowly lowered himself back to his seat against the wall.

A chill raced across my arms and the back of my neck.

I knew what this was, but I didn’t want to admit it.

Aslanov had been on the Earthborn since we’d rescued him from the Arctic Trefoil. He never had an opportunity to try to travel the Void. Without a Voidship, how had he made contact with the Void?

Or had it made contact with him? Was that even possible?

Quin had told me what could happen to Void-sensitive people, if they gave in to the song of the Void. He said people would lose their minds… even their souls. He mentioned that whatever feeling they had when they gave in, they were trapped in it forever.

Aslanov continued his odd, almost voiceless laughter. At first, I thought the marks on his face were from whoever he’d assaulted. Now, remembering Quin’s stories… I wondered if he hadn’t tried to claw out his own eyes in madness.

“Is he here?” a strained female voice asked from the hallway.

“The ambassador? Yes, ma’am,” Corporal Ballas said curtly. “But you’re not permitted to enter.”

“That’s fine, I’ll wait,” she said, her voice crackling.

With an explosive shift in force, Aslanov sprang up to his feet and lunged at me, cackling his voiceless laughter.

Up close and in my face again, I examined what I saw. There was no reconciling the man I knew with the picture of pure insanity tethered to the wall in front of me.

Guilt hit me like a tidal wave.

“You came to me and told me everything,” I said. “About the Void. You told me, and I just… didn’t prioritize helping you make sense of it. I thought it was just a… thing. Thought… thought we had more time.”

Aslanov thought that was pretty funny.

The guilt sank deeper. Somehow, he’d heard the song of the Void, and that sensitivity must have driven him mad.

“I’m sorry,” I said weakly, before turning and stepping toward the hall. There was nothing I could do for him standing around.

A muted slam stopped me in my tracks. Then another.

I turned around to see him as he reared back and slammed his head into the wall. The spongy surface of the padded room prevented any damage from happening, but that seemed only to encourage him. He headbutted the wall three, four more times before the fatigue overcame him and he fell onto his back, gasping between fits of laughter.

I left the room feeling dread and helplessness—and then I ran into Di outside. Only she wasn’t as I’d last seen her. I had to double take on account of the lingering damage to her body.

Her hair was a mess, and the faded bruising along her throat told me what I had missed in the report. She pulled the sides of her red flight jacket tighter around her chest, as if she was cold.

“Di, what the hell happened?” I asked.

She gave me her trademark lopsided smirk, revealing the dimples in her cheeks, but it didn’t carry the same infectious levity it did the last time I saw her.

“Will,” she rasped. “I see you found Aslanov.”

She wrapped her arms around me in a tight hug and put her head on my chest. Her body trembled against me, and I felt a new wave of guilt crash over me. She took a few moments, a few shuddering breaths. When she finally released me, she left tears on my neck.

“What happened? I heard he killed someone.”

“No,” she said. “He tried. Showed up in the middle of the night, tried to kill me.”

“What? I didn’t even know you two knew each other.”

“We were talking. Before.” Di put a finger to her eye to collect a tear. “He seemed like such a good guy, Will. And then he just… snapped. Like he went crazy. He told me… about the Void and that you were trying to help him. What happened to him?”

She looked at me expectantly, eyes still glossy with welling tears.

But what could I even say?

I prioritized missions over helping this man, and because of that, he was left defenseless against a power he didn’t understand. One that I didn’t even fully understand.

The selfish part of me wanted to blame General Mira’dna, the New Federation, and the governments of Earth. If they could all just figure out their own problems, maybe I would have had the time….

No, I told myself. This is no one’s fault but yours, Will.

“Di, it’s….” I stopped myself from saying it’s okay, or it will be alright.

Because it wasn’t okay. And chances are, no matter what I did, nothing would change. Quin had made it abundantly clear in his warning to me that this kind of Void madness was permanent. Di was lucky to be alive.

That she was here, behaving the way she did, told me that a relationship had formed between the pair. Not a shocker. Aslanov was a commando, and Di was a thrill-seeking pilot with a reputation for falling in and out of love as though it were a revolving door.

Something I’d learned about her, though, was that she really felt the emotion. It didn’t matter if it was fleeting—it was her reality. Right now, she was hurting for reasons bigger than being attacked. And she was still waiting for me to offer her a glimmer of hope.

I gave her what little I could.

“I’ve only heard about this before,” I admitted upon starting anew. “Never seen it. But if there is anything, or the possibility of anything that can repair his mind… I’m going to find it, and I’m going to help him.”
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There has rarely been a day since I first stepped foot on the Phaelon that I didn’t feel at least a little lost and confused. Space was a big place, populated with a variety of cultures and species, fantastic advanced technology… and a whole lot to learn.

I had always relied on the crew—Quin, Fera, and even Sert and Benegal—to fill me in on details pertaining to the alien races, galactic politics, and history. But when it came to sorting through matters on the Void, there was really only one person I could talk to, and that was Quin.

With Fera busy piloting the Phaelon, taking us to Danu Defense’s newest joint training site, a place outside of Dallas/Fort Worth, Texas, called Phoenix Base, I figured now was the best time I’d get for a private conversation with the AI.

“I’m gonna go do a quick weapons check in the armory. Be right back.”

Fera gave a curt nod and kept her focus on the flying.

As the armory door slid shut behind me, I took in a breath of the industrial smell that had become so familiar after all the trips across the stars. That scent seemed to have a way of enveloping me, but I only ever smelled it while inside. It never lingered elsewhere thanks to Phaelon’s ventilation system. In a strange way, the familiarity gave me a small bit of comfort as I fought to erase Aslanov’s scratchy, voiceless laugh out of my memory.

I made use of the workbench by field-stripping my rail pistol. Owing partly to my fiber-link and partly to Sert’s instruction, I knew every step of caring for the weapon and did it routinely after missions.

“Quin, I know you’re everywhere on this ship. We need to talk.”

The AI projected his hologram beside me in a puff of swirling light particles, a quizzical look on his face. He crossed his arms. “I thought your exit was a bit hasty, Will. Do you know how difficult it is for me to project myself in two places at once? And to carry on more than one conversation simultaneously?”

“How difficult?”

“Not difficult at all. I’m a modern marvel.”

“Quin, drop the shtick for a minute, can you? I need someone to talk things over with, and you’re the only one for the job right now.”

His narrow face beamed with pride. “Because you needed the most intelligent opinion you could gather on the topic.”

I let that one go. “In this particular instance… sure. Yes. I….” The pistol slipped out of my hands and clinked against the workbench. “It’s about Aslanov.”

His face softened. “Oh, yes. Terrible thing, that. I’ve seen it a time or two in my day—or rather, my biological predecessor did. But those memories remain sharp and clear in my neural mapping. It is as I told you, Will. Under no circumstances is the Void something to be trifled with. The consequences of surrendering to its whimsical call are, in most cases I’m afraid, worse than death.”

Aslanov’s bandaged eyes flashed through my mind. I blinked them away and went back to my work.

“Well now I’ve seen it firsthand, too.” I squeezed the rail pistol until my knuckles went white. I’d intended to ask Quin about whether there was any hope for Aslanov, but instead my deeper concern came tumbling out. “I don’t want that to happen to me.”

Quin took a step closer and leaned in, glancing at me with a side-eyed look. “Do I detect a trickle of fear in our Hero of the Rebellion?”

I glared at him. “Quin, I’m serious. And I’d have to be a little crazy not to fear what happened to Aslanov. It’s terrible.”

“And, in addition, you’re feeling responsible for it. Correct?”

I felt something metaphorical inside me break. Like I was deflating. I tossed the pistol onto the bench, turned around, and slid my back down the front of the bench until I was sitting on the deck.

“Yeah,” I said when I could speak again. “I knew he was sensitive to the Void, that he was having difficulties with it, and I just… left him to his fate.”

Quin sat cross-legged in front of me, placed an elbow on his knee, and rested his chin in his hand. He stared off toward the ceiling, as if he were trying to think his way through what he was about to say.

When he lowered his chin to look at me, he looked stern.

“You are aware that’s total bullshit, right?”

Quin’s frankness took me aback. “What?”

His amphibian eyes narrowed. “I know you better than you know yourself, Will Kaufman. Humans are not complicated, and you are the human I know most intimately. You are a wellspring of optimism with limitless depths. This last deal where the Skwin-Jin almost caused your species to kill itself tested that, but you came through like you always do.

“However… you take too much on yourself, young human. I cannot begin to understand why you are Void sensitive—any more than I can guess at why Aslanov was Void sensitive, either. I thought for sure we were about to witness the biggest mistake in the Great Algorithm’s ever-fluxing equations, and that all primitive humans were going to be sensitive. Could you imagine the catastrophe that would follow? Fortunately, reality has not changed all that much since I integrated with this ship and the rest of the crew went on ice four thousand years ago.”

I frowned and shook my head. “Doesn’t change the fact that when Aslanov showed that he was sensitive, I kind of brushed it off to deal with later. Now he’s… gone. He nearly killed Di—the first reports I got were that he actually did kill someone.”

“That wasn’t in the official report,” Quin noted.

“No.”

“But you didn’t know that because you impulsively went ahead without having all the facts.”

“Yeah.”

“Typical.” Quin reset, softening his tone. “Aslanov is an example of why simpler life-forms like yours should not be tampering with such advanced concepts as Void travel. There is⁠—”

I interrupted. “Quin, have some sympathy for the guy! He didn’t ask to be Void sensitive.”

“No,” Quin said darkly. “He did not. But he did allow himself to have a weak mind.”

“He was Spetsnaz!” I snapped. “That might not mean anything to you, but on Earth, that means he’s physically and mentally tough. He should have been able to handle⁠—”

Quin stopped me with a raised hand. “Please don't presume to lecture me on what mentally qualifies an individual to Navigate the Void. Especially with such a specious and easily refuted argument as the one you are now, in your guilt-ridden sorrows, attempting. You were not Spetsnaz. Yet here you are, having executed multiple Void Drifts and even broken the rules a few times in ways that make my circuits quiver in fear. Things my biological predecessor would never have dreamed of, you’ve thought up and actually accomplished.”

He looked over both shoulders, then leaned in close.

“Don’t tell anyone I said this, but you’ve really impressed me.”

“Secret’s safe with me, Quin. No one would believe you said it anyway.”

He laughed, which caused me to do the same.

The feeling didn’t last. I was still feeling guilty about Aslanov. “I appreciate your assurances that I’m not on track to go crazy. But Aslanov—once someone who’s sensitive surrenders… there’s no way to bring them back?”

Quin looked sad. “I’m afraid not. But let me tell you something, primitive. You’re one step above your species, and although that’s an insignificant margin in terms of intellectual development, it’s made quite a difference for the galaxy. I shudder to think what would happen if you humans ever attained the basic decency of the rest of us civilized societies.”

He was trying to cheer me up, and I appreciated it. Most Foris would never care enough to make an attempt for someone outside their species. It actually spoke volumes about Quin’s character, despite his priggishness.

But the opportunity to push his buttons at that moment was too much to pass on my part.

“Never thought I’d see the day when you and Lockett were in agreement about how humanity might end up running the whole show one day.”

“Running it right into the ground. Or the closest star, sure.” Quin rolled his eyes. “No, I don’t think the greater galaxy is in any danger of being conquered or ruled by your people. What I meant by that was that humans are unpredictable. More so than even the Krayvox and their fickle history of betraying their allies when it suits them.”

I waved a hand. “Quin, after the way things went with the Skwin-Jin and EDNA, I’m inclined to agree with your pessimistic view of my people, at least generally speaking. In any case… I made a huge mistake with Aslanov. I should have started his training right away. Things might have turned out differently if I⁠—”

Quin shook his head. “No, they wouldn’t. He was weak-minded. Whatever military training he’d undertaken, it was a mask for his true psyche. The Void proved that. Plainly.”

I let out a sigh. “I guess.”

Quin wasn’t having it. “Let me remind you I am speaking from experience. The biggest part of the Void Drifting training is not teaching the techniques or managing the potential Drifter’s talents. It is in gauging their capability to resist the call, yes, but it goes deeper than that.”

“Deeper? Like The Hollow deeper?”

Quin made a pfft sound. “Stop talking, stupid human. I am telling you something important. Honestly, you primitives and your inane chirping could drown out a thunderstorm. Let’s try this again, and I’ll use smaller words. Nod if you understand.”

I nodded.

“Good.” Quin huffed. “The real difficulty in training a Drifter is in giving them the means to Navigate the void. Not the subspace dimension with transient Drift Lanes, mind you. The void within themselves. All biological beings with the capability to reason struggle with something internal. Some past trauma, or a broken part of themselves”—his voice trailed, his amphibian eyes glossing over—“or something they desire above all else but know they can never have.”

I shifted my spot on the deck, suddenly very uncomfortable. “Did you ever train any Drifters?”

He laughed. “Of course not! I did not possess the patience for such an involved task. I considered training Fera, but that was short-lived, as she displayed no sensitivity to the Void. You are my only pupil.”

“Star pupil,” I clarified.

Quin didn’t argue that but instead came back to himself. “The point I’m making is, Navigating is as much an internal act as it is an external one. Your mental landscape must be resilient. It is a requirement. Navigating the chaos and the tug of war between perfection and disaster is the art of Drifting, but striking true and pulling through on the correct Lane is the skill. It is a delicate balance to walk, and not one for those who have not mastered themselves.”

“What you’re saying is that if Aslanov lost himself to the Void, it’s a sign that he could never have mentally handled Navigating in the first place.”

“Precisely.” Quin nodded. “Besides, what sort of narcissistic God complex are you suffering from that you think every little thing that goes wrong is your fault? Honestly, Will, try to rise above your primitive human instincts and look at this objectively for once, will you?”

I laughed. “Guilty as charged.”

It didn’t take away all of the weight I’d been carrying, but it did make me feel a little better. I didn’t know that piece of information about the internal landscape being so important to resisting the call. Up until Quin told me that, I thought it was strictly a mental-toughness thing. A focus issue.

I wasn’t going to let myself give up on finding some way to bring Aslanov back to himself, but for now, I felt a little less responsible. Another thought occurred to me.

“Quin… Aslanov was on the Earthborn, which hasn’t Drifted since he’s been on board. How did he get exposed to the Void at all if that’s true?”

“Will,” Quin said softly. “You need to get some rest. You’ve had twenty-one minutes and fourteen seconds of sleep in the last forty-eight hours. That is not sufficient, especially considering you have conducted two Void Drifts in that amount of time.”

“Okay, but you didn’t answer my question.”

Quin shook his head. “Not all questions have answers. I can speculate, but that will do no one any good.” He tilted his head, as if an idea occurred to him. “On the other hand, you did experience an event in your sleep a while back.”

I frowned. “Is that unusual?”

Quin shrugged. “Can’t say I recall my biological predecessor ever having dreams about the Void, despite how interested I was in it.”

That made me uncomfortable. Quin saw the look on my face and sighed.

“You are far too young and naive to dwell on these things, Will. You’re not going to fix the galaxy overnight, and you certainly aren’t going to learn all of the secrets of the Void today. Some mysteries take a lifetime to unravel. Some, much longer, and still some are never resolved.”

“Maybe it’s a human thing,” I suggested.

Quin didn’t answer for several beats. He just looked me right in the eyes, seeming like he was on the verge of responding but never quite working up to it. I was about to break the silence when he looked away and began pacing.

“I confess, I have an entire subroutine running a problem-solving loop on that subject, but so far, it has produced nothing of merit. I will update you as soon as I arrive at something worth discussing. Until then”—he wheeled around with a stern look—“you are unsafe to Drift, pilot, fight, or carry on a conversation until you’ve caught up on your rest cycles. Too many people are counting on you to have your shit together when the next crisis arises. Do us all a favor and sleep so you can be prepared.”

I took in what he was saying, admitting to myself I was exhausted. The idea of a long winter’s nap was a good one, but deep inside, my emotions were churning. I had pushed myself further in the past. I knew what my limit was, and while I was close, I still had more left in the tank.

“Thanks, Quin. I’ll get some sleep after we take care of the business at our next stop.”

The stern look on his narrow face softened. “You just don’t know when to quit, do you?”

“Actually, I think I do,” I said.

I left the armory with Aslanov’s laugh echoing in my head.
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I stepped off the ramp of the Phaelon and immediately regretted it.

The humidity was atrocious. My skin sprang a leak of sweat that collected at my temples and eyebrows. The Drayth suit wicked away most of it, but it couldn’t do anything for my head, face, and hands.

“Wow, this is… unpleasant,” I said, glancing around at Phoenix Base.

Lockett bumbled down the ramp, spewing frothy curses at the weather.

Fera followed and blew a lock of hair out of her face.

“They’ve certainly been busy while we were away,” she remarked.

Up and down the flight line, dozens of ships occupied the parking aprons—mostly the fighter/bomber AX-71s, a few atmospheric craft, and at the far end, a pair of larger ships my fiber-link designated as TT-17s, Troop Transport vessels.

Impressive as the ships were, the facilities were what drew my eye.

Boxy hangar-sized buildings connected in an intricate grid with smart-glass wall panels. Most were darkened, the lone exception being the tallest building in the center, a klick away. Thanks to the visual aid of my implant, I could see a large amount of Vorvak inside, moving between barricades and firing stun rounds. At the opposite end of the building, human operators moved from room to room, clearly engaged in a breaching-and-clearing exercise. The sounds of the fire exchange did not escape the confines of the building, at least from this distance, leaving a light breeze and the smell of sun-bleached concrete to give Phoenix Base a distinct ambience.

The mood was one of quiet professionalism. This was the preparation area for Earth’s space-faring infantry.

All the structures had gone up quickly—just a month ago, this entire area had been a strawberry farm. The rapid development left me with an unsettling feeling. I recognized some of the architecture as the quick assembly prefab-style structures of the Skwin-Jin, which seemed out of place on Earth. I made a mental note to ask whoever was in charge here about that.

It might be that out of all the things I’d been politically involved in, one thing actually panned out. The Skwin-Jin were vultures, but they were also very efficient construction workers. Part of me was uncomfortable with alien structures in Texas, but I guess that was what the future of Earth was going to be like: a lot of integration of new technology and new facilities geared toward space exploration and defense.

Two white eighteen-passenger vans drove down the road that separated the buildings from the flight line and turned down the row, headed toward us. I saw DANU DEFENSE stenciled in blue on the sides of them and wondered if Kelly Durant was going to personally greet us, or if we were going to be corralled into one of the buildings for a meeting.

“You okay?” Fera asked.

“Earth is never going to be the same,” I said. “It’s just a weird feeling, y’know? Imagine what it was like on your root world when it opened up to the galaxy.”

“Not all change is bad.” She stood beside me and wrapped an arm around my waist. I grabbed her shoulder and pulled her against me, savoring the notes of Astradian cherry blossom in her hair.

“The change itself isn’t what I’m thinking about. It’s the fact that I’m responsible for a lot of it… for good or ill.”

“The alternative being the definite ills of the Imperium.”

“Fair point,” I said.

The two vans came to a stop in front of the Phaelon. The passenger door of the lead vehicle opened, and out stepped Kelly Durant in a smart business suit and a wide grin.

“Will! You got here just in time!” She waved me over. “Come check this out.”

Fera gave me a look. I returned it.

Kelly’s enthusiasm was new to both of us. She was a shrewd businesswoman, and as the CEO of Danu Defense, she was in effect the successor of Marcus Eddison. All that Earth had at its disposal in terms of galactic defense technology was left behind by Eddison when he took off for an unknown sector of space. Kelly stepped in and negotiated prime contracts with the armed forces and most prominent governments on Earth.

She had even provided some of those resources to us when we needed to conduct a raid on a terrorist base in the Arctic Circle.

“What’re we checking out?” I asked.

“The Vorvak have been training with our Frontline Defense Forces. The culmination exercise is underway right now. You’re going to want to see it.”

After a quick trip aboard the vans and then Fera, Lockett, and I followed her through the front doors of the illuminated central building and into the viewing room. Screens lined one of the walls floor to ceiling, showing the entire facility from multiple angles. What I couldn’t see through the smart glass, I could easily find on the screens.

We stayed and observed the sheer ferocity of the Vorvak for thirty minutes or so. The tactics they employed were the same Sert had shown me on Jyraxis, and they worked well. Kelly mentioned that she was grateful Lieutenant Berrios had also volunteered to conduct the training, and that it was a boon to her company.

“It’s been ’round the clock since the facility opened up. We’ve already pushed and graduated one class of French operators. The Germans are next, Israelis after that, and… all slots are booked for the next three years, actually.”

“This is all for breaching training, or is there more to it?” Fera asked, less interested with the schedule and the names of countries, which meant nothing to her, than with the tactics themselves.

“There will be much more,” Durant said. “Phoenix Base is being expanded to accommodate the full spectrum of galactic infantry. General Stallings has been instrumental in building the training programs for us. And you as well, Will.” She gave me a slight nod of acknowledgement. “The footage from your battle in the Arctic has been huge for Danu Defense from an enlistment perspective. We have recruiting slots that make the traditional branches of the military look obsolete.”

“How’s that working out?” I asked. “Are you getting pushback from the military sector at all?”

She smirked. “Not as much as you’d think. We solved that problem by requiring six years of military service before we even consider a candidate for our company. That way, we get competent operators, and they get a steady stream of new enlistments themselves.”

I shook my head but couldn’t stop myself from smiling. “Like college basketball leading to the pros, huh?”

It made sense to me. As long as the Earth remained relatively stable, I wasn’t going to try to intervene.

“You haven’t heard anything from Eddison?” I asked.

Kelly pursed her lips for a moment before answering. “No. He’s gone, Will. I don’t know that he’ll never return, but he’s completely removed from what we’re doing now, if that’s the intent of your question.”

“It wasn’t. I just don’t like not knowing where he went.”

“Well, regardless, Danu Defense is essentially a zombie corporation. The flesh and bones are all Eddison’s work, but the brain… that’s all me, now.”

I nodded in understanding. Durant’s issues with Eddison weren’t the same as mine. She was probably thinking in terms of how to solidify her place at the top of the fastest-growing company on the planet. For me, Eddison was an itch I just couldn’t scratch, and it felt like the harder I tried, the more I wounded myself.

Fera put a hand on my shoulder. “One problem at a time, Will.”

“Yup.”

For now, we needed to reclaim Sert and see what General Mira’dna wanted us to do next. A ping of guilt came over me. I wasn’t needed for this, and I was sure the General assumed I’d be resting during this furlough.

But here I was anyway. Pushing limits.

We watched the Vorvak and the human operators pepper each other with stun rounds for a few more minutes. When the last human operator was tagged, a green strobe light illuminated the ceiling of each room. A chiming tone echoed off the walls.

The exercise ended with the Vorvak victorious, having only taken one casualty.

Lieutenant Berrios’s voice came through the PA system.

“ENDEX, ENDEX, ENDEX. Exercise is terminated. Final tallies will be displayed on the board. Defenders, you put up a good fight, but the Aggressors have the victory on this one. Congratulations. That’s a wrap for today, everyone.”

Rousing cheers echoed off the walls as the Vorvak raised their clubguns in celebration. They stomped their feet and beat their chests with their huge fists, roaring with murderous fervor.

The PA clicked. Sert’s gruff voice boomed through the speakers. “You have been tested, and you have been found worthy of honor. Vorvak brothers, gather in the Hall of the Feast for after-action reports. The bounty of champions awaits!”

After another round of cheers, the Vorvak formed up into a gaggle and exited the room in a single-file column, with Sert leading the way. They marched through an enclosed corridor into the building next door.

Lockett shook his head. “Many things have changed in the galaxy, with the exception of the Vorvak. Lockett sees the murderous tadpoles are still bloodthirsty monsters. Lockett questions their role in training—one day they will slip and kill an entire class. Just watch.”

Fera patted Lockett on the back. “In that case, I recommend you don’t sign up for Earth Defense, Lockett.”

The little Drayth scoffed.

“Well, it looks like you’ve got a good operation going here, Kelly,” I said, stepping past Lockett. “I hope you’re done with Sert, though, because I’m going to congratulate him and then he and his team are going on assignment after this.”

She gestured toward the corridor. “Yes, I was notified. Thank you again, Will. Because of you, we have the infrastructure, assets, materiel, and people to round out a decent defense for our home world. You’ll go down in the history books as the most influential person of the twenty-first century.”

My smile was all self-deprecation. “Thanks, Kelly, but I’m just trying to do the right thing.”

“The humble hero of humanity.”

I laughed. Fera and Lockett followed me down the corridor into the building to greet Sert.

The door slid aside with a whisper of pneumatics that was immediately overpowered by the smell of seafood and the dull roar of a Vorvak celebration feast. The room had a very warehouse-like vibe, with stark walls and diminished lighting. Twenty circular tables meant for seating six humans apiece were spread throughout the room, piled with cooked lobsters. Some of the red-shelled delicacies were still emitting faint wisps of steam.

Sixteen of the elite warriors crowded around the tables. A door at the far end of the room opened, allowing forty or fifty more Vorvak into the space.

They descended on the seafood banquet with zeal, scooping up whole lobsters and crunching them down in a frenzy. Owing to the combat training fugue and the general disposition of the warriors, their movements were careless and rough.

The tables didn’t last much longer than the lobsters laid out on them.

“Sert is our commander, and he leads the Vorvak to glory!” Dirk bellowed, hefting four lobsters—two in each hand.

Another Vorvak cried, “Comrade Sert!”

“He is just like the warlords of legend!” one of the warriors close to me mumbled between crunchy bites.

Sert claimed his haul and devoured a fistful of his favorite Earth treat before trundling over to me, his large orange eyes sweeping the room, always monitoring his people.

“The call of war is at hand?” It was a question, but he said it like he already knew the answer.

“Soon. Still have to get the details from General Mira’dna, so we need to stay together.”

Sert crunched down his last lobster. “That is acceptable. I will return to the ship once the after action reports are complete.”

“Warlord Sert!” One of the Vorvak cheered almost drunkenly from the far side of the room. Several surrounding warriors started wrestling with him, splintering the table under their powerful legs as they pounded around in a circle.

I raised a brow. “What is all this ‘warlord’ business about? That’s new.”

Sert’s nictitating membranes clicked a few times. “It is nothing.”

Fera crossed her arms. “No. There’s not a single title used by the Vorvak that’s without meaning. Sert, what’re you hiding?”

He balked. “I hide nothing. The Vorvak are currently without a leader. The Throne of Stone is broken and desecrated. The Chief Warlord is long dead, and there has been none worthy to reclaim the title. The lesser warlords, also, were lost to the destruction of Farakar. When I was frozen”—he paused to glare at Fera—“my people held much honor. Warlords were plentiful, and the Chief Warlord, Palk, was feared and respected across the stars.”

Sert heaved a heavy sigh, filling the air with the foul stench of seawater.

“It is not so now. The once mighty Vorvak are today a disorganized, pitiful remnant of what we once were. The scraps of that legacy may one day be rebuilt, but we are far from achieving that.”

“I get all that, Sert,” I said, trying to tread delicately—the horrible story of the desolation of his root world was a touchy subject, “but why are they calling you a warlord? Are you one? How do you become one?”

Sert scoffed. “Only the greatest of Vorvak warriors would be bold enough to claim warlord status for themselves. I reject the title, for I am not worthy of bearing it.”

“What makes you say that? Because from where I stand, I disagree.”

Sert considered for a moment, watching his people destroy the tables, scratch up the walls, and consume the final bits of the lobster haul.

“I am strong. I have held wisdom in my grasp more often than most of my kind. I know these things to be true, but when I measure them against the warlords of my time, and the warlords of legend… I know I am not worthy.”

That gave me pause. I couldn’t imagine a Vorvak more deadly or more capable than Sert. I was sure the odd exception could be possible, but I’d seen him in action plenty of times alongside his honor guard, the Vorvak Dozen. Sert’s combat prowess and battlefield exploits were leaps and bounds ahead of even his heavily trained, elite inner circle.

I looked at the other Vorvak carousing about the room, debating if I wanted to belabor the point. I decided that I did, because I thought Sert should know how other people saw him.

“You have a tight-knit, highly capable team here, Sert. You built that.”

He raised a hand to wave me off, but I kept talking.

“The four thousand Vorvak on Scialabba… you didn’t just get them all to follow you, you led them. We would have had one hell of a time breaking the Drayth pirates’ hold on that facility if it weren’t for you and your people.”

“Team Savage,” Sert said with a knowing nod. “Yes, that is true. But it is not the same as Warlord Palk securing Grathok II from the Krayvox, or Warlord Meshk, who led a raid on a Drayth supercruiser and brought it down on the surface of Divorak a millennia ago.”

“Those are legendary only because of the passing of time, Sert,” I said, putting a hand on his elbow. “You’ve got four thousand loyal followers willing to face their Day of Reckoning at your command. I don’t think they would have organized, and I know they wouldn’t be effective fighters if it wasn’t for you. In time, your exploits will be seen the same, Sert.”

He grumbled. “Perhaps.”

Fera nudged me. “Enough with the pep talk. If we leave now, we can still make that pit stop at your parent’s house by dinner time. You look tired. You sure you’ve been getting enough rest.”

I smiled, hoping to disarm her. I hadn’t been getting enough rest, but I’d been gone enough that she at least believed I was being responsible. A deflection was needed. “You really want to eat more human food?”

She shook her head. “I’m more interested in talking to your mother again. She was nice. And she has so many interesting stories about your juvenile stages. And pictures.”

My stomach clenched. I forced a smile. “Can’t wait.”
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I sat on the bed in my quarters, trying to distract myself from the nerves by watching my beautiful alien girlfriend fret about her dress. The bulkhead wall itself had transformed into a full-length mirror through tessellating shapes of various colors locking into place, transforming the surface.

Fera frowned at herself, tugged at the waistline of her dress, and groaned in frustration.

“What is it?” I asked.

She pivoted on the balls of her feet and tilted her hips. “Are you sure this looks okay?”

I stood, wrapped my hands around her waist, and pulled her in for a kiss. “You look beautiful. My parents already like you. What’re you worried about?”

“Nothing,” she said, turning back to the mirror and pulling at the straps along her shoulders.

“Fooled me,” I said, rubbing her neck. The muscles were hard as iron rods—tight with tension. We were both worked to the bone, but it was hard to turn down assignments and missions, especially when everything seemed to be a number one priority for the New Federation. As I pressed my fingers into her neck, I felt the tension starting to loosen up.

I placed my forehead against hers and locked eyes. “Just relax.”

She frowned and pushed my shoulders to create some distance between us. “Your tie.” She began adjusting it. “I know enough about Earth fashion to see that you’ve got it knotted all wrong. You didn’t dress up much when you were an archaeologist, did you?”

“Hardly ever. Didn’t lend itself to a dig site. It’s dusty, or muddy, most of the time. I was more of an unbuttoned collar kind of guy.”

She finished with the tie and patted me on the chest. “That’s better”

The chime of a priority sounded. We both grimaced.

“Please tell me I’m imagining that,” I said.

“Sorry, Will,” she sighed. After giving her dress one last look over, Fera used an eye wave to dissolve the mirror on the bulkhead. She activated her tablet, which produced a holographic screen.

Admiral Tanoka’s head and shoulders appeared in the floating window, and his expression was stern at first. The sight of Fera in a dress caused his military bearing to almost crumble.

“Captain Fera… I see that I’m interrupting something. My apologies.”

Now Fera wore the stern look. “I’m less concerned with apologies as I am why you’re contacting us before our furlough is up. We still have eight hours by my count.”

He frowned. “Not any longer, I’m afraid.”

I stepped closer to Fera, putting myself in the Admiral’s field of view. “What’s up?”

Tanoka nodded in acknowledgement. “We have just received word that Intibo has been razed to the ground.”

“Intibo?” I asked a split second before my fiberlink did the work of giving me the information.

Fera was already familiar. “It’s in Anunnaki-controlled space. Admiral, what happened?”

Admiral Tanoka shook his head. “We’re not sure at the moment. Preliminary reports from a crisis research team suggest orbital bombardment, but that has not been definitively confirmed.”

Fera and I had the same reaction: stunned silence.

The Admiral, however, had time to absorb the news and did the speaking for all of us. “First Mayalka, then Cin-Cala, and now Intibo. This marks the third colony world that has been attacked in the last thirty days. Third Fleet was postured to respond to this latest attack, but without Void Drift capability, the attackers fled by the time they arrived. These colonies are not close to each other. This mystery fleet could not possibly travel across those distances in such a short time, even with the use of FTL gates.”

More silence passed between us as the weight of his words settled.

Tanoka cleared his throat. “You know what this means.”

Fera’s face paled. “There’s a Void Drifter behind this.”

A chill snaked down my back. My throat went dry.

“Eddison,” I croaked.

Admiral Tanoka nodded. “That, or a rogue Imperium faction that has escaped our notice. Everything but the results of the attacks are speculative at the moment. You see now, I hope, why your time has to be cut short, though I am sorry for it. The Federation is behind the power curve in this situation without you to Navigate, Will. I’m sending you your orders.”

Fera’s tablet chimed at the same time as a message icon flashed in my fiber-link HUD.

“It says here that the Skwin-Jin are already scavenging the wreckage of the first two worlds?” I asked after skimming the briefing.

Fera was shocked as well. “They’re willing to risk provoking the Porlinga on Cin-Cala?”

Admiral Tanoka’s expression darkened. “They are not setting up colonies there, just a quick battlefield salvage before the Porlinga on Cin-Cala mount an attack or the Minka on Mayalka find a way to steal whatever they brought with them. The Anunnaki on Intibo is a different situation because they have already written that world off as a loss. Intel reports the Skwin-Jin are en route to Intibo now. The Anunnaki have notified the New Federation that they have no intentions of stopping the Skwin-Jin from occupying that world.”

“Okay, so where does that leave us?” I asked.

“Once the Skwin-Jin begin their work, we may not be able to get a clear enough picture of what happened. Satellite and remote viewing isn’t enough. We need you to arrive first, assess the scene in its current state, and gather any evidence you can that will help us positively identify what happened and who was the aggressor. Due to the time-sensitive nature of this mission, your presence back at the Earthborn is not required. Make your preparations quickly and depart for Intibo immediately. Report your findings through FTL gate transmissions as soon as you have an update.”

“We can be moving in two hours,” Fera said.

The Admiral frowned. It was clear that wasn’t fast enough for him, but he didn’t argue the point. “Very well. Good luck, Captain.”

Tanoka’s head and shoulders dissolved as Fera cut the connection and tossed the tablet on the footlocker. She turned toward me and pulled down one, then both shoulders of her dress, and dropped it to the floor.

I raised a brow. “Fera⁠—”

She silenced me with a kiss. “I was looking forward to tonight, Will, but”—she kissed me again and undid my tie with a tug—“looks like we’re just going to have to skip to the best part.”
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“Void engine online,” Quin said.

“Setting Drift,” I replied.

I sat in the co-pilot’s chair on the Phaelon, feeling much better after Fera and I got some time together. The lack of rest was going to be an issue, though. I needed to take care of that.

Lockett tapped idly at his station, keeping an eye on the ship’s systems. Sert and his Vorvak Dozen were in the hold, impatiently awaiting the next battle. I didn’t know if we were going to walk into a combat situation or not, but having a team of Vorvak at my side almost made me feel sorry for whoever tried to pick a fight with us.

The chill of space settled over me as I programmed the flight path into the main mission computer. My side screen indicated all parameters were normal, the Void engine was up and running, and my heart rate was slightly elevated.

I took comfort in Fera’s side-eye glances at me as I worked the terminal, the scent of her Astradian cherry blossom tickling my nose, and the hum of the Phaelon’s reactor. Even Quin’s pacing felt comforting. This ship had become my home, and while I wasn’t in peak condition, I was ready for a Void Drift.

“I should try this sleeping thing more often,” I said after stifling a yawn.

“Should have agreed to upgrades,” Lockett huffed. “Sleep optional.”

Quin shook his head but kept his comments to himself. I can only imagine how Sert would have reacted to hearing it.

The Void engine indicator pulsed on my display. The coordinates I’d entered flashed on the screen, switching from yellow to green.

“Void Drift in five, four….”

A heavenly chorus sprang up from somewhere out in the distance. The hairs on the back of my neck tingled with static.

The opening fanfare of a Drift Lane coming to life skirted the boundaries of my hearing. I leaned into it, focusing all of my attention on the path into the Void.

“Three, two….”

The stars on the primary display began to quiver, as if space were an ocean and I’d just dropped a rock into it. Ripples of distortion coruscated across the vacuum, pulling stars one by one out of their position.

The sense of motion was nonexistent in the Phaelon.

Everything was internal, sensed only by me, and maybe to a lesser extent, Quin.

My finger hovered over the switch as the song of the Void reached a crescendo.

“One.”

I depressed the switch.

Stars became racing comets, whipping by the Phaelon in spreading streaks of pure illumination. As the whiteout consumed the display and filled the bridge with a blinding light, a rousing drumbeat clashed into the scene.

A ring of darkness formed over the display, trickling solitary motes of teeming shadow as the inverted stars returned to their resting places.

A shudder passed through the ship. My boots rattled against the deck.

“We have successfully entered Void Space,” Quin intoned. “STEM core readings normal. You are free to Navigate, Will.”

I wanted to relax, but tension locked me in place.

The fanciful notes of the Void caressed me with an enticement to bliss, but I knew the score. None of it manifested in a way that I could actually hear it, but the tingles and pulses along my skull told me the sensations were real.

The danger was, too.

The ceaseless war between bliss and chaos played incessantly in the backdrop of my mind, subtly shifting my mood as the extremes tugged me in opposite directions. One moment I wanted to sing, the next I wanted to blow an airlock and end everything in a fit of rapid decompression.

I hummed the melody weakly, my voice breaking every few notes as my concentration intensified.

Lockett’s raspy breathing was the loudest sound on the bridge.

Quin paced in his usual manner.

Fera’s gaze held me, kept me grounded to the Phaelon. To the reality from which the Void was trying to uproot me.

Before, I wouldn’t have noticed those things. My attention had been so fixed on the Void that whatever happened aboard Phaelon… it was like it didn’t exist. Maybe I’d grown better attuned at sensing my physical surroundings. Or maybe I was being too cavalier with the Void?

I didn’t think so, but the thought of what happened to Aslanov had me double down into a sort of hyper-focus.

Like a stone in a river, I let the waves of sensation rush over me, straining my senses to reach out into the chaos. Somewhere in the sonic storm I could feel but not hear, the way out was waiting to be discovered.

Something was trying to prevent me from finding it. I could sense it, like the feeling of being watched when you’re alone. Whatever it was, it didn’t feel sentient; there was no entity here observing me. It was as much a part of this realm of subspace as the song itself. Maybe it was a part of the song.

Interference. Drift Lanes by the dozen, popping and crackling, blaring their melodies with a demanding insistence.

All of them lies. A wrong path would bring the chaos to a sudden, explosive conclusion. I continued my search, wincing at the clash between the notes I hummed and the confusing tumble of options that just felt wrong.

The bridge darkened.

Black lightning tore across the primary display. The bolt forked into two jagged tears in the whiteout, connecting distances of unfathomable length for a few seconds before going grayscale and slowly fading into empty nothingness, as if it had never been.

“Will, are you doing okay?” Fera asked.

“I’m… good.” My voice barely left my throat.

“His heart rate is elevated,” Lockett said.

I ignored him. It’s always elevated while navigating the Void. How could it not be?

Multiple bursts of black lightning streaked across the display, undulating with soundless melodies. I shifted my focus through the storm, advancing the throttle with my left hand and altering the Phaleon’s trajectory with the side stick controller in my right hand.

I had nothing but instinct to guide me. As often as I’d done this, it never got any easier; it just became more familiar.

The song of the Void called me. Far beyond our local area, a maelstrom of darkness swirled and spun with malevolent intent. I could not see it on the display any more than I could see the source of the Void song itself, but it was there.

The Hollow.

Was it a rift? A void within the Void? A celestial phenomenon like a black hole or an inverted quasar?

Or was it something else… something sentient?

I was torn. The archaeologist in me with the heart of an explorer wanted to know. Wanted to go there, to search out its mysteries in the name of discovery.

The Void Drifter in me knew better. Whatever else the Hollow was, it was also dangerous.

Come. Back.

It wanted me. The same way a spider draws its prey into its web, The Hollow emitted a sense of otherworldly hunger. The Void itself presented a call to bliss, a false promise of ascension into a higher realm.

The Hollow was something else. Something… sinister and unknown.

In the back of my mind, I heard Aslanov’s voiceless laughter. What had he seen? What did he know–even briefly–before losing his mind to the madness of the Void?

I blinked through the uncomfortable, distracting thoughts, searching the storm of black lightning for the melody of the Drift Lane that would bring me out of the chaos.

A lifeline in the storm.

The truth in a sea of lies.

“Will,” Quin said, his voice slow and distant.

Billowing like a storm cloud announcing its intent to ravage the landscape beneath it, The Hollow appeared in the far distance of the Void. Coiled tendrils of darkness stretched and contracted, sweeping across the pale backdrop of subspace.

I felt wounded. As if the mere presence of the darkness was eating away at me, draining my strength, fracturing my focus into scattered scraps and dispersin them to the vestiges of the Void.

My breath caught in my chest. I clenched my diaphragm, struggling to keep the melody in my head. Every muscle in my body went taut. Sweat beads sprouted on my forehead and dripped down the sides of my face. My heart jackhammered against my ribs.

I took a shuddering breath, managing to keep the emerging panic at bay, but I knew I couldn’t hold out forever. This was new, and it scared me. Navigating the Void was difficult enough without interference from… whatever that was.

Is this what happened to you, Aslanov? Is this how it started?

His ghostly, broken laugh mocked my thoughts.

A sudden, oppressive sensation hit me. It felt like some unseen force was trying to stuff my brain into my spinal cord and rip it out of the back of my skull.

I grunted.

“Will?” There was alarm in Fera’s voice.

“Focus,” Quin urged. “I feel it, too.”

It now took everything in me to keep a lid on the panic. I feared to even speak, worried that the slightest thing might break my concentration. I held my breath and listened to the song of the Void, squeezing the controls until my hands shook.

An image flashed through my mind’s eye.

Physically, my vision began to take on a shade of red as my body entered the beginning stages of hypoxia.

Mentally… I began to lose myself.

“Will has not drawn a breath in nearly two minutes,” Lockett said.

Fera was on the verge of panic. “Will? What’s going on?”

“Both of you, shut up and trust him!” Quin snapped.

The sensation of falling onto an unyielding surface that was covered in a thin layer of water overcame me. It felt cold against the skin of my hands and knees. I hung my head, both unable to breathe and unwilling to try. A mirror-black landscape stretched as far as I could see. A faint glare of colorless light hovered over the surface.

Relent.

My skin went gooseflesh. I was locked in a metaphysical tug of war with something I didn’t understand. The Hollow was communicating with me.

But relent I would not. My muscles cramped with fatigue as I struggled against the weight bearing down on me. Air squeezed out of my lungs in a low groan.

A ripple passed through the surface of my awareness. A new image.

I was sinking deeply in an ocean of darkness. A refracted glint of light shimmered in the waves above.

Vertigo lifted my stomach into my throat.

The melody passing through my lips in strained vespers of my last breath echoed somewhere out there in the pale expanse of the Void. I shifted my awareness toward the source of the nascent Drift Lane.

“Here,” I croaked with the last of my breath, tapping my display to place a waymarker in the whiteout.

To Fera, it must have seemed like a random dart thrown on a map.

My breath came back in a rush, as though I’d just crossed back from death to life. My heartbeat thundered in my ears. Pins and needles raked my face, neck, and arms.

The mental image dissolved in a cloud of swirling darkness.

I took deep breaths as fast as I could, slowly coming back to myself.

Fera tapped her MFD. “I’m taking over.”

Quin looked from her to me, his amphibian eyes radiating concern.

Fera angled the ship toward the waymarker, aligning the directional indicators on the display, and advanced the throttle to its forward mechanical stop. The reactor churned, dumping power into the propulsion system. Quivering pinpricks of darkness, inverted stars prepared for the coming shift.

I could feel the drive cone extend out of the rear of the ship, pushing to maximum velocity. A Drift Lane pierced the whiteout, passing within a few thousand klicks of us. A second Lane erupted from the opposite side, crisscrossing the first.

Both Lanes faded above us.

A third Lane appeared at the upper edge of the forward display, spiking downward with impossible speed.

“Deactivating Void engine in five,” Quin announced.

Fera guided the Phaelon into the Lane as it solidified. The ship pierced the boundary of the Lane and passed through.

It was like parting a celestial curtain.

The tension left my body immediately. The ringed shadows on the primary display faded. Stars raced back to resume their places in the darkness. In the span of a few seconds, the starfield reverted back to itself with a new addition in the center of the display.

A yellow and brown marble a little more than half the size of Earth, orbited by three moons.

I sighed with relief. “We made it.”

Lockett made a gurgling sound through his breathing apparatus. “Just what all passengers want to hear from Void Drifter. Surprised relief. Perhaps human should actually rest instead of risking Lockett’s life!”

I realized I was soaked in sweat. I lolled my head to look at the AI. “Quin, I⁠—”

He cut me off. “We’ll talk about it later, Will. We’re here now, that’s all that matters.”

I winced inwardly. That was uncharacteristically generous of him. I expected a verbal beatdown about going too far, or letting the Void influence me too much.

Something.

I found his dismissiveness to be more concerning.

I went to adjust the long-range scope from my station, but Fera was way ahead of me.

“Cursory view incoming,” she said. “Take it easy for a bit, Will. You’re spent.”

The surface of Intibo spread across the primary display, but only for a second. I was about to remark on the sand dunes and the ruins of what could have been pyramid-like structures when a second window layered over top of the image.

It was Admiral Tanoka, and he did not look happy.

Quin turned around to face me, one hand adjusting the probes at the top of his head in a nervous gesture. “Priority message from the Earthborn. They sent this an hour and a half ago through FTL relay.”

“Play it,” Fera ordered.

Quin snapped his fingers, spurring the image of Admiral Tanoka into motion.

“Will, if you’ve received this message, that means you made it to Intibo. That’s good. We’ve just been alerted to an attack in progress at Peraligis II. That is very close to Intibo, which tells us that this mystery fleet made use of the FTL gate to hit a second target of opportunity. If you Void Drift there now, you might arrive in time to interrupt the attack. Respond when you receive this with your intentions. Tanoka out.”

Fera sat back in her chair, stunned.

Quin crossed his arms. “We will not get another opportunity like this. We have to take it.”

I was surprised to hear him say that. So was Lockett.

“Lockett wonders if AI has need of reprocessing. Another Drift will get Locket killed!”

I leaned back in my chair. I hadn’t recovered from the Drift I’d just executed. Jumping right into a second one was really going to leave me utterly depleted. If I could perform it at all.

“I appreciate the opportunity we have,” Fera said, “but it feels to me like we just barely made this last Drift. You two are sure we can make it there? Keep in mind that if whatever is waiting for us is more than we can handle, we’ll need to make still another jump to get away with our lives. Phaelon isn’t the ONE. We can’t just sit tight and slug it out with an entire fleet.”

I was starting to feel better. My heart rate was lowering again. My lungs felt better.

Come. Back.

I shivered. The interference from The Hollow was becoming more of a problem. I was more afraid of that than I was of performing the actual Drift. In fact, if it weren’t for the Hollow, I think I’d have already been calling for the Void engines to be fired back up.

The problem with the Hollow was snowballing into something that I could no longer ignore.

“Quin, I’m not sure about this,” I admitted.

He nodded. “It’s up to you, Will. There is of course no point in taking this opportunity if it is going to end with the Phaelon as a field of scattered particles across two dimensions of space-time.”

Fera searched my face, and I found that I couldn’t read her expression.

“I can do it,” I said, “but it’s… it feels like it’s getting harder. And not just because I need rest. There’s something wrong with the Void. Something… I don’t understand.”

“Well… there is a lot you don’t understand about the Void, Will,” Quin said. “You’re hardly an expert Navigator. Your human arrogance only makes you think⁠—”

Fera cut the AI off to address me. “You’re sure—completely certain—that you can do this?”

I nodded and opened my mouth, ready to answer reflexively that I was. But that’s not what Fera was after, nor was it what the crew and I needed. I closed my trap and thought for several moments, assessing how my body felt, how my mind felt.

Finally, I said, “I’m sure.”

Fera tapped her MFD, porting the primary controls over to my terminal. “If we can stop this attack, or at least identify who is behind it, it’s worth the risk. But if you get us killed, Will—I’ll kill you.”

I laughed and wiped a line of sweat from my forehead, then started punching in the coordinates. “Quin, I want to try something.”

“Oh by the Algorithm—Will, this isn’t the time for science experiments!”

Lockett made a wet coughing sound. “Lockett agrees. Will’s words sound like prelude to something very unsafe.”

“I’ll make it as safe as I can,” I assured him.

“Lockett does not hold his breath for success on this. Increased payments required for pain and suffering.”

Fera rolled her eyes. “Aren’t you milking more than enough profits from Earth already? Just shut up and let him do it. You don’t hear Quin telling him no, and if there was an issue, he would. Right?”

Lockett’s breathing apparatus popped as he mumbled to himself, “What good is Lockett’s profits if Lockett dies before Lockett uses them?”

Quin asked me a question in his most professorial tone. “I would like to know what, exactly, you’re going to try, Will.”

“A trick I saw once. Bring the engines back online.”

I took a breath and steeled my nerves. Once before, at the insistence of Uriel, our Fleuridian prisoner, I had called a Drift Lane into existence. I wasn’t sure how I did it, but if I could figure it out, that would solve my problem with The Hollow, at least temporarily.

If I did that, it would be like a shortcut.

I hoped.

As the Void engine came back online, Fera watched me like she was expecting me to pass out at any moment.

I set the Drift and pulled the Phaelon back into the Void.

The song lifted me with serenading notes of bliss.

The song beat me down with hammer falls of despair.

The Hollow was there.

I put it all away. The whiteout of the Void, the song, the sensations—everything.

Stretch out and feel it. The path is there. You must call it.

I listened to the words of Uriel buried deep in memory. I stretched my awareness out into the silence I’d forced upon myself. For several beats, nothing happened. My body responded to the silence in the same way a drowning man watches a piece of driftwood sail by, just out of reach.

I kept my mind locked in tight, refusing to give up so easily. Unwilling to give into the negative thoughts clouding me.

In a supreme act of faith, I clung to the silence, despite the increased pressure of The Hollow bearing down on me.

“Will, what’s the plan?” Quin asked. “Just surf the Void aimlessly for a while, or are you looking for a drift lane? I ask because your heart rate is much lower than normal and…”

I tuned the Foris out. Air slipped through my lips, slowly at first, and then in a measured cadence.

From the silence and the pervasive darkness, something was born.

A new melody.

I listened until I could hum it myself.

“Will, what are you doing?” Quin asked, sounding genuinely perplexed.

His voice echoed at the edges of my awareness. I didn’t fully let it in, didn’t understand the words at the time despite the fact that I’d heard them. The sensation of being lifted up in a fast-moving elevator ran through my body.

My attention was beyond the Void. It was focused on the destination.

Peraligis II.

“The human has doomed us!” Lockett shouted as a fierce bolt of black lightning slammed into the primary display, blanketing the bridge in total darkness. The ship shook like it was going to come apart at the bulkhead seams.

Fera yelped and grabbed her head with both hands. Quin crouched and shielded his head probes.

The navigation screen on my terminal went blank.

For a single heartbeat, nothing happened.

The song of the Void was gone. The thrum of the Phaelon’s reactor was gone.

Lockett’s frothy breaths were nonexistent.

All at once, it felt like a sledgehammer landed on the crown of my head.

I collapsed into the pilot’s chair. Delluvian fibers adjusted to my position, making me comfortable as the seat automatically reclined.

The primary display came back on, revealing the starfield ahead. The Void left with a faint, lingering peal, a fading dirge of missed opportunity.

Fera dropped her hands and shoved her face close to the display at her station. When she spoke, her voice was filled with disbelief.

“We’re there. That’s Peraligis II!” she announced, then whipped her head around, flinging her hair. “Will, what just happened? That wasn’t like any Void Drift I’ve ever been on.”

I took a moment to catch my breath. My head was throbbing with the worst migraine I’d ever experienced. The shipboard lighting felt like it was ten times stronger than I knew it was, and it scratched at my eyes like sandpaper.

I shut them and rubbed the discomfort away.

“So… that worked,” I said between ragged breaths.

Quin was at my station, leaning over the terminals with a glare on his face. “I know what that was, and it was not Navigating! You just pulled off some Fleuridian magic trick and risked all of our lives in the process!”

“Lockett thought our lives were already risked. At least this trip was shorter.”

I smirked, feeling weak and wishing my skull would just split open already, because maybe then the throbbing would cease.

“You’re welcome,” I said, my words slurring.

Lockett shifted abruptly in his seat. “The human has suffered a stroke.”

Quin frowned. “Will, say my name.”

“Queen,” I groaned, suddenly feeling like the whole ship was stuck in a barrel roll.

I realized my balance was off. I needed to vomit, also I needed some water. My hands shook as I unfastened my straps and stood. As I braced myself on the deck, something caught my eye in the hologram of the starfield.

“Primitive fool, you’re going to crack your skull on the deck unless you sit down this instant!” Quin shouted.

“She-ip,” I slurred, pointing at the hologram.

Quin turned around in time to see the unidentified vessel—about the size of one of Eddison’s light cruisers, though the details were hard to make out—suddenly dissolve in a smear of pure white light.

“Ship? What ship?”

I blinked. It was like someone took an eraser to the ship and just wiped it out of the starfield. I recognized the departure of a Voidship when I saw it.

My stomach folded in on itself. I really needed to take care of this, and the bridge wasn’t the place to lose my lunch. I hauled myself up onto the walkway and staggered toward the door.

“Will, don’t!”

Fera slapped the autopilot switch and hastily removed her straps. She didn’t get all the way out of her seat before my balance shifted hard to the left and I followed it all the way to the deck.

“Don’t you leave, too!” Quin demanded. “There’s supposed to be a hostile fleet nearby, and we’re just going to sit here idly? What is wrong with you people!”

I lay there, breathing, twitching, my head feeling like it was on fire.

“Oh, this is just great!” Quin said with disgust. “Lockett, get him to the medical bay before he….”

Whatever Quin had to say next, I didn’t hear it.

I passed out.
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I think it was Fera picking me up and tossing me back in my seat that made me come around again.

“The medical bay!” Quin demanded. “And Lockett needs to do it so we can still fly! Will’s intracranial pressure is off the charts!”

But Fera had her own ideas. “I’m going to hit him with the equalizer if you’d just shut up for a second!”

Despite my disorientation, some instinct—or maybe it was a simple bout of paranoid fantasy—told me I had to get out of here, and fast. I struggled out of the chair, but Fera shoved me back down. My head bounced against the headrest, making my skull feel like shards of broken glass were knocking around inside.

I cried out in pain, which quickly gave way to frustration. “Let me go!”

I tried to stand again, but Fera used her forearm to pin me to the seat. “Will, come on, you’ve got to hold still. This will help, trust me.”

Under normal circumstances, I could have overpowered her—I was in far better physical condition than I was when we’d first met—but I was still feeling out of it.

Thunder wracked the inside of my skull. I pressed at my temples, feeling like my head was going to explode. I forced my eyes open, letting in a near-blinding light and a series of images between tight, long blinks.

Fera’s face, brows furrowed, concern in her eyes.

Her hand on the slot in the leg panel of her armor.

A strange device in her fingers.

She pressed the device to my forehead and squeezed the trigger.

Something knocked against my skull, right between my eyes, as though she had flicked me with a finger.

Relief flooded me. The pressure and the pain coalesced between my eyes and funneled out through my nose in a sneeze. Static skittered between my inner ears.

My vision returned unblemished as Fera took a step back.

“Better?” she asked.

I took a few breaths. My eyes roamed the bridge, catching small details: Lockett watching in stunned fascination from near his station, Quin facepalming, the starfield…

“The starfield!” I shouted.

“Shows no ships in the vicinity of the planet,” Quin said drily. “But that doesn’t mean they aren’t out there somewhere.”

A light, airy feeling filled my head, as if the migraine leaving had left some empty space in its wake. I felt… great.

“What happened?” I asked.

“You decided to forgo Navigating to behave like an imbecile,” scolded Quin. “Fera thought of a quick way to alleviate your deserved discomfort.”

Fera spun the device on her palm and stowed it back in the slot on her armor. It looked like a miniature percussion massager. “It’s an ICP equalizer. Whatever trick you pulled to get us here, it built up a lot of pressure in your head.”

“You knew that how exactly, Doctor Fera?” I asked.

She shrugged. “I’ve seen a few things in my time as a Federation Agent.”

Lockett tapped his fingers on his console. “Upgrade to fiber-link. Lockett can install regulator. Human will never get headaches again. Much less likely to kill us on next Void Drift.”

I waved him off, turning my attention to the empty space where the ship had entered the Void. “That ship… where did it go?”

Quin stepped between me and the hologram, his solid black eyes pinched with fury. “What ship?”

“There was a ship when we came out of the Void.”

The Foris shook his head, almost as if in disbelief. “You need to slow down, Will. You are pushing yourself beyond your limits. You’re taking on things beyond your capabilities, you’re talking crazy, and you’re putting everyone on this ship at risk. I don’t know when you became an adrenaline junkie, but I suspect Fera’s been rubbing off on you in more than one sense.”

Fera rolled her eyes. “It worked, Quin, that’s the important thing. We’re here and we’re alive.”

Quin wasn’t having it. “Oh well, let’s just keep relying on luck for every Drift then. Lockett, do you want the next go-round. Will never needs to rest again, we’ll just all be lucky!”

The lines on Fera’s face shifted as her mood darkened. “That’s not what I was saying.”

“It certainly sounds like what you're saying. Fera, never make the exception the rule. Even Astradians have to recognize the wisdom in that old adage.”

Lockett sat down at his station, his fingers hovering over his screen. “Will does his job. AI should do the same and mind its own circuits.”

Quin was indignant. He put his hands on his hips and raised his chin at the Drayth. “And just what do you think I was doing, gearhead? The survivability of this ship and its crew are my concern. A little appreciation for my trying to convince Will here not to play guessing games with your life is in order, I say.”

I cleared my throat. “All of that is a moot point, anyway. The ship is gone.” I furrowed my brow. “Quin, can you trace its exit path? Maybe I can find it if we go back into the Void⁠—”

“That ship was a figment of our imagination!” Quin seethed. “You think I wouldn’t have picked up on my sensors? Or is it the case that you believe your migraine-wracked eyeballs are somehow more sensitive than the Phaelon’s entire sensors package? You are in no condition to dictate our next move—not to mention that we still have the unknowns to deal with on Peraligis II. The Lagrange points around the planet are devoid of any FTL communications satellites. The distress beacon must have been taken offline or deactivated before we arrived.”

Fera picked up where Quin left off, letting me down easy. “Will, we’re on a scouting and reconnaissance mission. We arrived at the system undetected, no sense looking for trouble.”

“And even less sense attempting a chase through the Void—which rarely ends in success, I might add,” Quin said with a note of finality.

I felt indignant. I’d just performed what I felt was a remarkable feat. Quin didn’t seem to care. Furthermore, I was sure that I hadn’t imagined a ship.

“Well,” I said, “we did it with Tror during the war.”

“That was different,” Quin scoffed. “Even if you were in a better state, it would still be too dangerous.”

I disagreed, but when Fera started talking, I knew this was an argument I wasn’t going to win.

“We’re not prepared for a boarding action,” she said. “The Vorvak Dozen are an army in and of themselves, but we would have to figure out where this mystery ship went, catch up with it, disable it, and then board it.”

I accepted the logic with a nod. “Okay, but I know I saw something. I saw a ship just before it entered the Void.”

“Human is correct.”

The whole bridge fell silent at Lockett’s declaration.

“Snapshot of mystery vessel on-screen. Lockett used passive monitoring cams and identified visuals manually. Sensors were fooled. Image distorted. Lockett cannot identify profile. AI should work some algorithms to clean up the image, maybe tell us who the ship belongs to? Lockett will attempt to upgrade sensor package.”

Quin turned around as Lockett sent his screen to a breakout window on the primary display. The Foris AI rubbed his chin thoughtfully, considering the image for several seconds. “I don’t believe it.”

“But can you identify it?” I asked.

“Well, I can clean this image up and pair it up with our database to try to get some kind of confirmation on the profile, but we would be better served to meet with the planet’s Irvlan in their Citadel. My active scans are picking up lots of ship activity down there, and a fair amount of activity on the ground. Highly unusual.”

“What kind of activity?” Fera asked. “Will, are you in good enough shape to get the long-range scope working?”

“On it,” I said as I settled into my seat and keyed up the sensor.

As I moved the scope over the surface of Peraligis II, I had to intensify the zoom and switch the filter to pierce the thick cloud layer. Thousands of kilometers of dense rainforest obscured large portions of the actual ground. Indicators began to bloom at various points, indicating ships, buildings, and equipment. I tried not to be distracted by the vibrant lavenders and blues of the tree leaves. There was some green mixed in there, mainly in the trunks and branches, but it was the most alien forestry I’d seen in my travels so far. A steady rainfall scattered over a forty kilometer stretch that straddled both sides of the equatorial line.

“Weather looks abysmal,” I said. “But I’m guessing that’s not what Quin was noticing.”

The AI happily took the opportunity to go into lecture mode, announcing in his pedantic way all of the important environmental details of Peraligis II and its Irvlan inhabitants. I knew the bird-like species primarily from a run-in they had with Sert at Engama Station.

I worked the scope, searching the planet for any signs of Imperium or Eddison’s people. Quin prattled on about high frequencies of precipitation, an average ambient temperature range between twenty and thirty degrees Celsius, and near-constant sunlight based on the planet’s S-type orbit around Rubla, unlike Peraligis I’s P-type orbit around the binary star pair of Pera and Rubla.

“See anything?” Fera asked.

“Of course,” Quin continued. “Pera is a white dwarf star and Rubla is a red giant, which means….”

“Quin, nobody cares,” I said, harsher than I intended. It got the AI to stop and mutter curses under his breath about how uncultured I was.

“I’ve got something.” I tapped at my MFD. “Passing you the coordinates. Looks like a forest fire twenty-five klicks south of the equator.”

The scope locked in on the coordinates I’d selected, giving us an up close and personal view of the destruction.

About sixty kilometers in length and thirty five in width, someone had punched a crater into the surface of Peraligis II. Tongues of flame stretched above the tops of the trees, funneling black smoke into the sky in thick columns. It was difficult to see, even in the ultra-high-definition feed from the scope, but I thought I could make out the remnants of infrastructure buried in the fallen trees.

After almost a full minute of scanning and adjusting the angle on the carnage, I gave my official determination. “No signs of life around the fire. Was this just a hit-and-run, or did they abandon the attack because they knew we were coming?”

Quin laughed. “Oh, Will, your simple mind is so refreshingly predictable. How could they possibly know we were coming? We used a Void Drift to get here. Unless someone on this ship sent our mystery fleet a message in advance, they could not have possibly known.”

Sidestepping Quin’s snide attitude took some effort on my part. “Okay, so they started a massive forest fire and just left? Or is that ship activity connected to the attack? They dropped off an air assault force and just abandoned them here?”

Quin’s face froze. “That… is actually a valid point. We won’t know the answer to that until we investigate further. I’ve just sent a connection request on all emergency channels utilized by the Irvlan. If I get a bite, I’ll put it through on the primary display.”

The door to the bridge slid aside, followed by the unmistakable stomping footfalls of a Vorvak. I didn’t need to turn around to know it was Sert wondering what was taking so long.

“My warriors tire of star travel,” he grumbled, plopping down at the fire control station we’d modified to accommodate his large size. “As do I.”

“Tadpoles will get their chance to kill soon,” Lockett wheezed through his breathing mask. “Check this.”

An amber box popped up on the primary bridge display. I panned the scope over to it and zoomed. A break in the trees over a hundred klicks from the site of the attack revealed a muddy clearing with ripped up bits of grass and the carcasses of a herd of animals. The animals could have been a hybrid of a zebra and a rhinoceros without the horn.

“Are these dead, or just sleeping?” I asked.

Quin let out a low moan. “Well, our situation just got more complicated.”

“Gonna have to fill me in,” I said.

“They’re dead. And if you had listened to my full briefing on the planet,” Quin began, “you wouldn’t need to be filled in because you’d already know that⁠—”

Fera cut him off. “Irvlan don’t kill for sport, and they don’t cull herds of their local fauna. That’s a sign right there that something nefarious went down here. A chemical or biological attack maybe.”

“Speculation,” Quin said dismissively. “Ding-ding! I’ve got a response from the Irvlan. Before I put that through though, I do want to mention that I’ve identified six Drayth dropships and one cargo hauler that have set down south of the equator. Anyone’s guess as to what the Drayth are doing here.”

All eyes turned to Lockett. He put a finger to the diamond plate in his forehead, and the LEDs in his eyes flashed rapidly. After a moment, the lights went solid.

“Blue Wave,” he said. “If it comes to light that these renegades are connected to the attack, the Collective will be most displeased.”

“What do a bunch of techno-pirates want with a low-tech world like Peraligis II?” I asked.

Sert crossed his arms and leaned back against his oversized chair. “What do any imperialists want?”

I thought about it for a second. “Resources?”

Sert nodded. “Irvlan do not use crude oil, though their worlds are typically rich with oil deposits.”

I frowned. “You use oil? Isn’t that like… an outdated resource when you have fusion drives, Void engines, and gravitronics?”

Quin was more than happy to enlighten me. “On the contrary, Will. While primitive humans still bathe in the stuff and ingest derivatives of it in their medications and by other means, the rest of the galaxy has realized crude oil is a very useful chemical feedstock for the production of ship, armor, and weapons parts.”

“Okay, that’s fine. Just put the Irvlan through,” I said.

“You have it.” Quin waved a hand at the primary display. The window broke into the image of the ravaged surface of Peraligis II, displaying one of the avian bird creatures. I recognized the short, stiff plumage on its face, but the cranial feathers that normally stood tall and bounced with head movement were wilted down both sides of its ostrich-like head.

“New Federation at last!” the creature squawked. “Distress call went out hours ago! We are under attack! Attack! Attack!”

Fera winced at the shrieking tones. I did my best to keep a calm demeanor, despite the strong vibes of fear and panic emanating off the creature.

“I’m Ambassador Will Kaufman of the New Federation. We’re here to help. To whom am I speaking?”

“Róisín!” it cried. “I am the Spiritual Advisor to the Citadel, married to Father Sky of Peraligis II, and now the sky falls and the ground is drenched in the blood and bile of my flock! Anarchy abounds! We are desecrated⁠—”

The bird continued chirping, but someone cut the audio.

Quin confirmed it was him when he shivered. “Oh, the Irvlan and their higher vocal register always grate on the nerves, don’t they?”

I gaped at him. “Quin, he’s telling us important information, and now we can’t hear it!”

Fera crossed her arms. “Quin, if we don’t get permission to land, this is all for nothing. Put him back on. And, Will—tell him to shut up and grant us landing access. Whatever the Blue Wave is up to, we can put a stop to it.”

“She,” Quin said.

Fera blinked. “What?”

“She,” he said again, a little rougher. “The Irvlan we are speaking to happens to be the female priestess of the Third Ring. And just because I muted her doesn’t mean I don’t know what she’s saying.” Quin clasped his hands behind his back and started his leisurely pacing. “The Irvlan are an avian species with a highly regimented caste society, and as such, they believe the ground of their root worlds are sacred. The First Ring is comprised of nestlings and lesser members of the species—those who are not blessed into their religious order—and they are permitted access only to the upper reaches of their organic housing structures. The working class embody the Second Ring. These Irvlan are permitted access to the mid range and are responsible for the expansion and defense of their infrastructure. The Priesthood is the elite Third Ring, and they actually descend to the surface of the planet to gather water and, when certain celestial phenomena are in alignment, engage in religious hunting of the local fauna for feasts, celebrations, and… reproductive ceremonies.”

Sert clapped his hands together and rubbed them with eagerness.

“There will be a great hunt. The Vorvak will kill many birds. This presents a fine opportunity for my warriors to test themselves against an agile aerial threat, the likes of which they have not encountered in the modern age.”

I shook my head and shot the Vorvak a look of disbelief. “Sert, we’re here to help them. Hunting them doesn’t accomplish that objective.”

“The Drayth techno-pirates are the real threat here,” Quin agreed.

The Vorvak blinked. “Very well. But tell the Irvlan to stay out of my way.”

I held up a hand. “Quin, I’ve heard enough. Put the bird back on.”

Quin spread his hands apologetically. “I told you that I’m still monitoring the transmission. I’m just sparing you the hysteria. She’s saying the Drayth are responsible for this attack, and that they came out of nowhere, dropping bombs on their Lower Citadels. The death toll is in the tens of thousands, a large portion of it in the First Ring population. She believes herself to be one of only a handful of Priests and Priestesses still alive.”

I tapped the comm switch at my station.

“Róisín—”

“—and with no FTL satellites, our communications are cut off, and with our communications cut off, we have no means of signaling to the rest of the New Federation that we need assistance! And if we don’t receive assistance from the New Federation now, I will have no choice but to don the war skirt of the Great Tiercel and to beseech the divine energies to invoke the wrath of Pera⁠—”

“Róisín, if I may!”

“Quiet, fool!” Sert bellowed.

The bird ended its tirade with a strangled choke. It snapped its beak shut, blinking its huge eyes expectantly.

Taking advantage of the silence, I said, “We detected another ship departing your system just before we arrived. Whether they are part of the Blue Wave is unknown at this time. If you want our help, we need clearance to land. We’ll fight them off, try to capture a few of them and interrogate them for further information.”

Feathers lifted and quivered as a shiver passed through Róisín. It raised up on its haunches, shaking rainwater off its back, then settled down.

“That is acceptable. I will form a Concordat with you, Will Kaufman, Ambassador of the New Federation. You will be permitted to walk the hallowed lands of Peraligis II. You will spill the blood of our enemies! Our hallowed ground will drink the blood of our enemies that you spill upon its wounded surface, and the divine energies will be strengthened! Pera will⁠—”

“Róisín, thank you,” I said.

The bird clicked its beak shut and glanced around with jerking motions, as if it were hearing something. After a moment, it let out a squawk.

“The Concordat is sealed with the verbal acknowledgement of both parties,” Róisín said.

“Agreed. I will make contact with you once we’ve had time to develop the situation on the ground.”

The bird opened its beak to reply, but Quin cut the connection.

“We’ve got what we needed,” he said, turning his back to the burning rainforest on the display. “This is a rare honor, Will.”

“Then why does it feel like we’re doing the crazy birds’ dirty work for them?”

“Because we are,” Fera said with a smile. “That’s the job of an ambassador for the New Federation, isn’t it?”

I stood, gauged my sense of balance and found it was back to normal, then mounted the walkway. Fera was right behind me.

Sert was already moving through the door. He paused at the threshold and took in a huge breath. “Team Savage, prepare for war!”

Fera and I slipped past him on our way to the armory. Before the door sealed shut behind us, the rumbling roar of our resident Vorvak warriors shook the bulkheads.

Fera locked eyes with me. “This is going to be tricky.”

“Reining them in?” I asked, grabbing a KR-44 from the rack. “Or something else?”

She retrieved her PMC. “Avoiding a galactic incident. If one of those Irvlan gets caught in the crossfire, they’re likely to declare war on the Vorvak.”

I paused midway through checking the chamber on my weapon. “Are you serious? I didn’t think anybody would be stupid enough to declare war on the Vorvak.”

Fera made a face. “Not four thousand years ago, no. But the Imperium changed all that. Sert’s people are on the rebound, but they’re still considered on the path to extinction. The Irvlan have, what, eleven planets they consider root worlds? They’ve got numbers.”

I closed the chamber and slid a magazine into the weapon, charged a flechette into the chamber, then flicked the safety to ON and stowed the weapon on the mag slot at the back of my armor.

“Still don’t like their odds, but I don’t think it’ll come to that. Point taken, though. We’ll be careful.”

“That’s all I ask.”

The chanting of Team Savage kicked up a few notches, echoing from outside the door.

Fera frowned. “The question is whether our Vorvak will do the same.”
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As the ramp lowered, a low-lying fog rolled into the hold of the Phaelon.

Lockett took one look at the weather and turned to head back inside. “Lockett forgets his environment suit. Weather does not agree with Drayth cyborganic microbiome.”

I frowned at that, wondering what the Drayth was talking about. Lockett had set foot on nearly every world we had with no issues.

“A little fog is making him nervous?” I asked Fera.

She lowered her PMC from her shoulder, catching the forward section of the barrel in her left hand as she stared into the spreading mist. “I guess so. Can’t imagine why it would bother him and not our techno-pirates, though. But it must be true. He would never cowardly try to avoid combat.” Fera called after the Drayth, “Would you, Lockett?”

“Lockett resents that!”

“Probably better off without him for now,” I said as I gave a final check to the KR-44 in my hands.

The weapon wasn’t exactly lightweight, but its perfect balance made holding it feel effortless. The rounds counter on its side showed a full magazine. I gestured for Fera to go ahead.

“Lead the way, Captain.”

The tactical map updated with our current location, showing us twelve klicks from the enemy landing site. We were starting with a slight elevation advantage, which would give us defilade over the Drayth dropships if we were able to maintain a stealthy profile on approach.

“Close quarters battle is most effective against these scum,” Dirk said, his scarred lip quivering. “If the enemy engages from afar, we will knock down the trees and burn the forest to the ground around them!”

Vorvak rattled their armor with chest-bumps and cheers.

“Hey, guys, can we tone it down a bit? We’re going for a stealthy insertion,” Fera asked.

With difficulty, Dirk restrained himself from sharing a chest-bump with another warrior. “Very well, Astradian.”

I double-checked the seal on my helmet, despite the fact that the air was breathable. My fiber-link reminded me that my suit’s oxygen system was available, but that it would operate with the air source in AMBIENT mode until I elected for 100 percent oxygen.

The helmet filters worked well, but the aroma of wet vegetation and stagnant water mixed with mud still managed to creep through. I stepped off the ramp, KR-44 at the ready.

My fiber-link plastered information on my helmet visor as I took in the scenery, searching the trees and the shoreline of a river that snaked through the thick forestry. Ever since the war with the Imperium, I couldn’t look at things the way I had before first leaving Earth. I had developed a tactical perspective, and it impacted almost every thought from where to sit in a public place to what terrain was best suited for an ambush.

The archaeologist in me was still there, too. The ‘ceaseless fountain of optimism,’ as Quin would call it, but… fighting for my life, and ultimately the survival of Earth, took a toll on me in unexpected ways and put that old part of me in the back seat, as it were.

Instead of admiring the large lavender sheafs of the trees as I once might have, I forced myself to look down and not be distracted by their beauty. The dark green trunks and branches beneath those brilliant petals, or the splotches of mud with tall, wilting grass protruding in random thickets were obstacles to be considered and little more.

I looked in the gaps between those things, trying to see through the rolling fog, to predict where the enemy would be hiding. Any empty space, or lack of space, where a Drayth techno-pirate could be concealed, just waiting to deploy their Mobile Barricade Assemblies and send fire our way.

My Drayth armor was tough, but everything had its limits.

Including my patience when it came to fighting Drayth.

The Imperium was a shoot first, ask questions later kind of threat. They came with big guns and in large numbers, usually throwing everything they had into their opening salvo. The Skwin-Jin on Mars had gone for a blitzkrieg style approach to combat.

But the Drayth…

In my video game days, I would have called them campers. They tended to bed down, stick to an area they claimed, and fight with a sort of zone defense mentality, hoping to win a game of attrition and survival.

We slowly moved deeper into the trees.

Dangling leaves and creeper vines dragged across my armor. I kept my KR-44 handy, ready to snap it to my shoulder at a moment’s notice.

Things most humans would pay exorbitant sums of money for the chance to see, I gave no more than a passing glance. A curtain of translucent static fell like rain down my HUD as the motion tracker extended its range, fighting the interference of the dense foliage in its search for biosignatures.

After a few seconds, the scanner flashed twice and disappeared.

NO THREATS DETECTED.

Yet, I mentally replied to the text in the corner of my visor.

“Landing zone plus three klicks looks clear,” Fera said over the comm channel. “It’s going to be a hike, but what we lose in time, we make up for in the element of surprise.”

That was true. And, since the cruisers dropped them off here, the pirates probably weren’t in any hurry to leave.

Sert and Dirk moved past me on either side, each leading an element of five Vorvak warriors sniffing the air, as if they could smell impending combat lingering in the nonexistent breeze. Maybe they could.

The helmets the Vorvak wore varied in appearance, but Sert’s iconic piece with two horns was by far the most menacing. Low lying branches scratched and cracked against the integral shell armor of the warriors as they stalked through the detritus. The Vorvak passed through a thicket of what looked like cat o’ nine tails, their heavy scutes drawing scars in the mud, leaves, rocks, and twigs they left in their wake.

They were moving as quietly as they knew how, but there was no hiding the fact that we were here.

Sert paused a few meters ahead and threw a fist up over his shoulder.

Dirk emulated the gesture. Our patrol came to a halt.

“I smell… something,” Sert said, turning his head side to side.

Dirk stepped up beside him. “I smell it too, Comrade.”

A twig snapped. The location of the sound was lost in the thick vegetation, but that did not stop everyone from pressing their weapons to their shoulders. Vorvak armor crackled as Team Savage swept their clubguns over the surrounding terrain, craning their necks. Each of them bore the same expression on their dinosaur-turtle hybrid faces: an air of personal offense.

I saw more than one clawed finger slip inside trigger guards.

Better get ahead of this, I thought, keying my comm.

“Hold your fire,” I said, repeating it two more times to ensure the Vorvak couldn’t pretend like they didn’t hear me. “If we don’t see anything, keep moving. We’ve still got”—I checked the indicator on my HUD’s tactical map—“seven klicks to the objective.”

Sert did an about-face and slammed the butt of his clubgun against a nearby tree, producing an explosion of blue ichor that spray-painted his helmet.

“Got it,” he said, shaking his weapon until it was mostly clean of the gore.

A winged insect—or the squashed remnants of one—dropped to the muck at the burly warrior’s feet.

Fera shouldered me. “Came all this way for pest control? Kind of anticlimactic, isn’t it?”

The top of the tree Sert whacked swayed back and forth, jostling loose a flock of plump birds with small wings. The birds chirped in alarm, pumping their wings so hard dozens of feathers broke free from their plumage and floated down in a slow cascade.

Almost in perfect unison, we all crouched into the muck, gaining a bit of concealment from the tall fronds of grass.

The Vorvak couldn’t hide, but they did minimize their target profile as they got low to the ground, tracking the birds with their clubguns. To my surprise and relief, they stopped short of pulling triggers.

I guess miracles do happen, I thought with a sigh of relief.

One by one, the birds alighted onto a nearby tree, clawed talons stirring up a racket as they secured new perches for themselves. They sidled across branches and disappeared behind the thick dangling canopies, their inconvenienced screeches falling silent.

My HUD locked onto one of the plump birds, the last of the flock to find refuge on a thin branch. The bird turned toward me, as if it could sense my lock on it. It puffed its chest, opened and shut its thin, pointy beak a few times, then moved one clawed step at a time until it faded from view.

Alien script scrawled across my HUD and froze. I almost asked Fera if her HUD was malfunctioning in the same way until the text erased itself and reappeared in a form I could read. The scientific classification of the bird came into view, but also a more pronounceable name.

JAMAICAN IBIS.

“What the hell?” I wondered aloud. A Jamaican Ibis… I thought those were extinct. What are they doing here, so far away from Earth?

I must have been mumbling on an open channel, because Fera replied immediately.

“Something wrong?” she asked.

“Think my translator might be off. It’s saying those birds are called Jamaican Ibis. Which… couldn't be.”

“Why not?” She paused. “Oh. Oh, my link is telling me the same thing. The bird’s origin is Earth. That’s impossible.”

I filed that tidbit away for later investigation. For now, we had a schedule to keep.

One of Sert’s Vorvak took a half step toward the tree, teeth bared in a wolfish grin. “If we are delaying, I would like to taste the flesh of one of these.”

Images flashed through my mind of the massive turtle trying to climb the tree, or just grabbing it and shaking it until it uprooted. I wasn’t sure what kind of threat the Vorvak thought the birds were, but I knew I needed to correct that notion before it became a problem.

“No time.” I paused to clear my dry throat. “We’re moving. Engage with the Blue Wave directly, and remember we want to take some prisoners if the opportunity presents itself.”

“No headshots!” Sert barked. “Kill the Drayth, but preserve their memory cores. Data can be siphoned from their corpses.”

I rolled my eyes. Sert had a way of modifying my orders that just barely toed the line. I was sure he was correct; as long as the memory cores weren’t physically damaged, Lockett could probably do a forensic analysis and still pull the data out of them.

But on the other hand, the Drayth were crafty with their technology. For all I knew, they could be running a subroutine in their programming that wiped their memory at the moment of death. We could end up collecting a bag of crystal cores, only to find out they were bricks. I guess we had Lockett to help with those sorts of complications, though.

We continued the hike, pressing deeper into the foliage, brushing shoulders against each other. The terrain picked up at a slight incline for almost a full kilometer before leveling off and dropping back to a relatively steep six percent decline. That was where everything took a turn for the worse.

It started with Sert taking a knee and raising his fist. The Vorvak stopped in their tracks and assumed kneeling firing positions, scanning the scrub brush and the trees with their club guns pressed into their shoulders.

Sert sniffed the air, then pointed.

A threat indicator appeared in my HUD behind the tree line 300 meters down the decline, almost at the point where the landscape resumed a flat, level plane. A lone Drayth pirate bumbled along a path of wilted grass, looking bored. The half cyborg, half organic being going for a stroll in the jungle looked out of place.

The alien wasn’t alone, and not because of our presence, either.

Trees rustled nearby. The Drayth was oblivious until leaves detached and fell in a flurry, revealing a dozen or more Irvlan perched on branches, rifle-style weapons in their taloned fingers.

All at once, they opened fire.

The cacophony that ensued lasted barely two full seconds. Laser blasts shrieked like a sudden thunderstorm. Blue-tinged bolts of energy punched into the Drayth, knocking it off its feet. The techno-pirate hit the ground in pieces. The metal parts glowed with white-hot edges where the laser blasts burned clean through. Cyborganic fluid spread across the grass.

The Vorvak tensed at the display, angling their weapons up toward the Irvlan.

The lead bird alien let out a squawk and leaped down to the ground. It took two lumbering strides toward the wreckage of the enemy, reared back with one of its ostrich-like legs, and kicked the debris.

“Desecrators!” It shouted.

The Irvlan were actively defending their turf. That was a good sign. But there was the potential for a friendly fire incident since they didn’t seem to have any idea we were nearby.

I chinned my comm to activate my helmet’s external speakers.

“Friendly!” I called out to the oversized bird.

It acted as though it didn’t hear me.

I tried again. Still nothing.

So, I got up and moved to the open.

“Careful, Will,” Fera said.

Cautiously, I began to creep down the decline, hands up. “Hey! Friendlies!”

Now the Irvlan turned and looked at me, beak poking the air as it looked at me with each eye. All at once it raised its rifle and fired.

The energized bolt crackled within millimeters of my helmet as I dropped straight to my knee and brought my own weapon up, finger not yet on the trigger, but ready.

“Cease fire! We⁠—”

My words were drowned out as the Vorvak opened up with their clubguns. The shots went not only at the one who fired on me, but at every Irvlan in the vicinity. The bird-like aliens took flight as plasma beads raked over their position, punching divots in the trees. Two of them went down in flames, wings ripping free of their thin bodies.

Fera was shouting for the Vorvak to cease fire, but to no avail; they surged through the tall grass with a mean streak, the deep resounding boom of their shotgun-style weapons dumping superheated plasma into the Irvlan.

We were supposed to be helping them, not killing them—but they shot at us first. It was too much to ask of a Vorvak. I gave my own call for a ceasefire, but with little hope it would be obeyed—the Vorvak were berserking, and the only thing that could stop that was running out of targets.

The Irvlan refused to abandon the field, however. They swooped overhead, firing on us from the air. Energy bolts dug rents into the earth around us. The distinctive ping of laser blasts hitting armor played on repeat as the Vorvak took the brunt of the attack—they presented much larger targets than Fera and me.

I moved through the tall grass without toppling down the decline as the gun battle raged, and reached a nearby tree close to the gory, dead Drayth. Leaning against the tree and partially concealed by the canopy draped overhead, I could see threat signatures highlighting the airborne enemy in my HUD between gaps in the purple-toned leaves.

I brought my KR-44 up and squeezed off a burst of fire. The Irvlan I hit went down in a heap, as though I were pheasant shooting, but another noticed my position and redirected its path over the trees to enter into a dive-bombing run straight for me.

I pivoted, bringing the crosshairs of my targeting reticule to a meters’ lead on the bird, and fired. The first round was a miss, but the second two flechettes spiked the bird at the top of its head. The creature’s long neck wilted as it crashed onto the ground in a lifeless heap.

“I thought we had a Concordat!” I fumed.

“Guess they didn’t get the message!” Fera said.

Her PMC erupted in a two-second long burst of fully automatic fire. Two Irvlan hit the ground a few meters in front of her, plumage smoldering. Dirk and his half of the Dozen rushed down the decline, passing her up, some of them still firing, others loading shells into their weapons as they moved.

Fera keyed her comm as she lowered her weapon and moved to follow them. “More at the base of the hill!”

I peered around the tree and saw what she was talking about. A swarm of Irvlan in numbers too large to count lifted up from the treetops. Like a murder of crows or a flock of starlings, they moved in a cloud. Each was equipped with laser rifles, and they targeted Dirk and the leading half of Team Savage.

Vorvak bellowed war cries and stepped up their rate of fire.

At least thirty of the avian attackers dipped their beaks and fell like missiles toward the Vorvak. At the last moment, they inverted to land talon-first on the shoulders and heads of the scaled warriors, alternating between firing their rifles at point blank range, stabbing at them with their beaks, and slashing with their clawed talons. They must have felt this was the better tactic after seeing the limited effect their rifles had against Vorvak armor.

Dirk staggered as three pairs of talons slashed at his face, beaks poking at his eyes. He tucked into himself, then sprang up, throwing his arms to the sides with a blood-churning roar that shoved the birds clear of his armor.

With his attackers spread out, he began to put them down one at a time in rapid succession. The bursts of plasma came so close together, it blurred into one revolving crash. Not waiting to let the dust settle, Dirk then lashed out with his weapon like a bludgeoning club. The blow landed on the side of the enemy’s head with such force it snapped the thin neck, restructured the cranium, sent gore and brains flying, and ultimately dropped the creature to the ground several meters away.

“Tighten up! Defend your brothers!” Dirk snarled.

His squad was already doing that—closing the distance with each other, each Vorvak working to clear the enemy from the shoulders of his comrade. More than one of the big aliens howled in pain and rage as beaks and talons struck at their most vulnerable—the eyes. Irvlan slashed and pecked to get underneath the war helms in an attempt to blind their foes.

The attack did nothing to stop the warlust that filled the Vorvak. With eyes squeezed tightly shut, some blind-fired, narrowly missing their own heads as they deplumed the Irvlan swarming about them in a cloud of blood and feathers. There were so many of the birds, the Vorvak could scarcely miss, but I worried that some would end up killing their comrades—if not accidentally killing themselves.

I cursed. This was not going according to plan. What was the purpose of coming down here to assist if we were effectively fighting on the side of the Drayth techno-pirates?

Fera was hurrying toward Dirk. I pushed off the tree and ran to catch up to her.

Two of the birds landed beside Fera. She adjusted her footing and brought the barrel of her PMC lower to deal with the new threats.

They went down hard, but Fera wasn’t finished. She jogged steadily forward, firing and pivoting, pivoting and firing. Nitrate cartridges expended from her weapon as she worked the underbarrel-mounted launcher. Puffs of feathers whipped away from each Irvlan she put down. A trio of airborne enemies made a banking turn and descended for her from behind.

The distance was too great to expect much accuracy out of my KR-44.

Should have grabbed an MD-14, I lamented.

“Fera, watch your six!” I warned.

She spun and dropped to a knee, finger on the trigger.

Several pulse rounds leapt from the barrel of her weapon, tagging the lead fighter with a blast of raw energy. The trailing two ignored the loss of their leader and slammed into Fera like missiles, knocking her off her feet.

My heart leapt into my throat. I sprinted toward the hill, watching in horror as Fera tumbled across the ground, the two birds slashing and pecking at her helmet visor.

Fera knocked one of them away with the butt of her PMC, but the second reached out and grabbed hold of the weapon. The enemy she’d hit rolled across the grass and caught itself with its talons. It shook its beak, regained its bearings, and brought its rifle to bear but held back as Fera struggled in a tug-of-war with the bird that had its feathered fingers wrapped around her PMC.

Blood thundered in my ears. The chaos on the comms—screams and howls from the Vorvak, curses and calls of reloads in progress—it all faded to a dull roar in the backdrop of my mind.

I was fifty meters away when the Irvlan finally wrenched the weapon out of Fera’s grip.

In a smooth, practiced motion, Fera drew her rail pistol and punched two holes in the bird’s chest. Plumage and viscera ejected out of the bird’s back.

“Behind!” I gasped.

She rolled in the opposite direction as a salvo of pulse fire cooked the ground where her head had been a moment before. A glancing hit smoked at her shoulder panel, but she squeezed off her own flechettes before the bird could adjust its aim.

It dropped its rifle and collapsed.

The firefight was ongoing, but a smidge of relief passed through me. That was close. I didn’t know if the Irvlan claws and beaks could pierce crystalline, but I didn’t imagine they’d try it if they couldn’t.

“Reloading!” Fera said, her voice shaky with adrenaline. She scooped up her weapon, broke open the breach, and pushed the spent charge pack out when she jammed a fresh charge pack into it. Flipping the breech shut, she planted her feet and worked selective fire on the birds harassing the Vorvak.

My comm crackled.

“Make way!” Sert roared.

I spared a glance over my shoulder.

Sert and five of his warriors tucked their weapons against their chests and threw their heads forward. The beastly fighters entered a bouncing roll down the hill, picking up speed and kicking up a thunderous racket as their bulk slammed across the grass.

I went prone. Sert bounced and knocked against the ground millimeters from crushing me. He continued his rolling descent in a blur of speed until he and his squad joined the fracas at the heart of the Irvlan swarm. Rolling onto my back, I saw the Irvlan overhead in a circular flight pattern, like a tornado. They glided with their wings spread, rifles pumping energy bolts across the hillside with intense fury.

I did a back bridge and used my core strength to pop myself up to a crouch, then shouldered my KR-44 and unleashed three bursts as fast as I could acquire targets.

Flechettes pierced bird flesh, knocking them out of the sky. Despite the significant losses they were taking, the Irvlan gave no indication they were going to retreat. And why would they? This surely felt like an existential threat to them—an invasion. Under those circumstances, any species would fight to the death, to the last man.

I fired until the grip of my weapon rattled, signaling my magazine was empty.

There’s no winning this, I thought as I executed a quick reload.

“What the hell is going on over there?” Quin asked in my ear. “Is this the human idea of stealth? Just shoot the place up? Borrow that from the Vorvak, did you? We have been granted an exemption to walk the surface of an Irvlan world—not something they take lightly, mind you—and you’re attacking them!”

“They shot first!” I protested. “Cut the diatribe and bring the Phaelon over here!”

Accentuating my need for close air support, a smattering of energy bolts raked over the ground near me. Three glancing hits rattled against my Drayth armor, doing minimal damage.

“Oh sure, so they can fly into our engines and put the whole ship down. Real smart, Wi⁠—”

“Now!” I snapped before returning fire.

An explosion shook the ground and rattled the trees. I traced the epicenter of the blast to a dense section of the rainforest, where a mountain of fire bloomed a few klicks in the distance. A thick column of black smoke roiled skyward, followed by the sheer pitch of a ship reactor operating at peak capacity.

“The Drayth!” Fera shouted. “They’re leaving!”

I saw the ship as it broke the canopies of the trees, but it wasn’t on an atmospheric trajectory. It was headed west—on my tactical map, that was the nearest break in the jungle foliage. The majority of the Irvlan formed up into an airborne column ten birds wide that stretched back for a half a kilometer. They executed a sweeping bank and came in low over the trees.

“Let them go!” I said. “Better they chase the Drayth than stick around for us.”

But some of course had. Although not in the manner I expected. The Irvlan began to drop out of the sky, but not from any fire we were putting up. In groups of four or five, the birds flapped their wings to cut their airspeed, dropped into the upper layer of the canopies, and perched amongst the branches.

The gunfire dried up. A few stray shots from the Vorvak continued, until Sert gave a throaty roar to cease fire.

The numbers of the Irvlan airborne element whittled down to a little over a dozen that kept a slow, meandering circular pattern over the clearing. Four of the birds dropped to the ground, flapping their wings and squawking.

“Cease fire! We call for a ceasefire!”

One rogue Vorvak let off a final shot. An Irvlan screamed and fell out of a nearby tree, flames chewing at its midsection. The four birds calling for a ceasefire watched their comrade die with a choked gasp at the base of a tree.

The lead Irvlan, wearing the necklace-dress object around its neck denoting it was a priest or priestess, took two tentative steps forward. “Your point has been made.”

Sert glanced at me. I nodded. He lowered his clubgun but kept it at low ready. I was grateful he made no moves to target the Irvlan as it took a hesitant step forward.

“We will discuss terms of your surrender, or we will resume the battle,” Sert said.

The bird’s eyes bugged with panic. “The battle is over, Vorvak. We must have discussion.”

Sert nodded.

A shiver of rippling feathers passed through the creature. It seemed to take a second to gather its nerve before it started leading its three friends across the open clearing toward us.

I took stock of the Vorvak and found one lying on the ground, both eyes a ruined mess. One was worse than the other; a gaping hole of ruined flesh was all that remained. Vorvak didn’t take naps on the battlefield, so I expected the injury was fatal.

From my sweeping glance, I gathered one dead, four with one or both eyes destroyed, the rest covered in bleeding cuts or missing scales on their heads and necks.

I chinned my comm. “Quin, cancel the close air support, but we need medical help here.”

Fera came to my side. “Let’s get this sorted out before the shooting starts again.”

I nodded. “You scared me for a minute.”

She raised a brow. “Didn’t think I could handle myself? I’m a better fighter than you are, human.”

I laughed. “No, I know you can. Just how those bastards almost snuck up behind you.”

“I managed.”

“You more than managed. You kicked their asses. That was some good work, Fera.”

I could tell she appreciated the praise, but Fera wasn’t one to let the praise go to her head. She raised her chin. “C’mon. Let’s go inform them that we’ve been granted the right to be here and they’re idiots for opening fire on a troop of Vorvak.”

I turned toward the Irvlan, who came to a stop three meters from us.

“We’re en route,” Quin said with a flat, level tone. “Let them know we’re not coming to firebomb them from the skies. FYI, the Drayth haven’t left. They’ve simply moved their operation to a different location, approximately twenty-five klicks due west of your current position.”

“What kind of operations are we talkin’ about?” I asked.

“The two dropships they have are not identical. One is personnel, the other is equipment. From the looks of it, they intend to start up a mining operation.”

“Understood. Gotta chat with the bird lady.”

The Irvlan in question clicked its beak in anticipation of what we had to say.

“You were wrong to attack us,” I said. “We had an agreement with…”

I stalled, trying to recall the priestess’s name.

“Róisín,” Fera supplied.

“With Róisín to help your people. Your soldiers opened fire in complete disregard of that fact, despite my having my hands up and alerting them to my presence.”

The Irvlan lowered her head. “I was not aware… I am Pádraig, Priest Guardian of the Nest.”

I gave a nod. “Will Kaufman. Earth Ambassador for the New Federation. This is Fera, captain of the Voidship Phaelon, and Sert, Vorvak warlord.”

Sert growled in a way that told me he didn’t approve of the introduction, but he held his peace.

Cranial feathers lifted and wilted in recognition. “You are the Hero of the Rebellion.”

I looked around at the carnage. “Yeah, well, not feeling too heroic right now.”

Pádraig lowered her beak. The birds behind her emulated the gesture. “This is shameful. We were not informed of any Concordat. We should not have attacked. Forgive us, Ambassador. We take our holy grounds quite seriously. Desecrators incur a death penalty that must be carried out at the earliest opportunity, but no later than one rise and fall cycle of Pera.”

A single day. That was efficient.

“Tell us what happened,” Fera said. “About the invasion, I mean.”

The bird clicked her beak a few times, eyes quivering as she collected itself. “We were attacked without warning. We are still trying to learn exactly what has happened. All that we know is that our root world is devastated. The attack occurred at our Nest on the First Ring. We have lost….” She made a mournful, choked noise from deep in her throat. “We have lost nearly an entire generation of eggs.”

I shook my head. That was a tragedy. I imagined it would have been like if the Drayth had come to Earth and firebombed hospitals.

“Well, if you can promise me that we can travel your world without further attack from your people, we still desire to deal with these pirates—they are a rogue element and not representative of the Drayth as a whole.”

“All will die,” Sert said, racking his clubgun.

Pádraig bobbed her head in a nod. “Nothing can undo the damage we have sustained. It will take many years to recover. But yes, we stand ready to prevent further harm from occurring.”

She turned back to her followers and squawked a few times. The birds considered and spoke with each other for a moment. Pádraig turned, opened her wings, and spread the feathers to their full three-meter span. The sunlight backlit the feathers, which were the color of an oil spill, dark with purples, blues, and yellows in them.

“We will honor the Concordat. We will fight beside you and assure that any of our people not aware of your status will not harass or impede your efforts.”

Sert nodded. “The Vorvak will show the Irvlan the way of war.”
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The native Irvlan hadn’t only been attacking us, though it certainly felt that way on our end. When the Drayth techno-pirates set up their mining operation, it was under regular attacks via flyby shooting sprees. Unfortunately, those high-tech shields that had kept Sert’s Vorvak at bay in our previous encounter were easily absorbing the attacks, like umbrellas staving off a spring shower.

In most cases, the arrogant Drayth did not even bother to return fire.

“It would seem beyond the Irvlan’s capabilities to stop these pirates on their own,” Quin noted. “I assume the Drayth are equipped with other countermeasures that prevent them from flying in with beaks and talons the way they attempted to stop the Vorvak.”

“Must be some counter,” Fera said, taking a look at the damage those aerial attacks had managed on our Vorvak casualties.

“A lot more Drayth on planet than Vorvak,” I noted.

Quin brought the Phaelon in for landing at the clearing, and we spent an hour getting the wounded Vorvak patched up. The sheer size of the large warriors made squeezing around the med bay’s cramped quarters difficult. But lacerations and dislodged armor scales were cleaned, patched, and sealed.

Some of the Vorvak had lost eyes, and those weren’t so easily healed.

Lockett saw an opportunity to build some rapport with Sert—or to fulfill his species’ Ecumenical Upgrade—and offered his services. “Lockett can fabricate photoreceptors for the tadpoles. Many improvements over biological eyesight. Small fee, of course.”

“Our warriors do not need your machine parts,” Dirk snarled, answering for his leader.

That didn’t seem to sit well with Sert, though. The hulking warlord put a clawed hand on Dirk’s shell armor. “I will speak for myself. A blind Vorvak is worth a small army of any other species… but these will require their sight if they wish to remain among my elite.”

Dirk’s jaw dropped. “You would have our comrades accept the contaminated code of the Drayth into their bodies? It is unthinkable!”

Sert wheeled around and pushed his face close to Dirk’s. “It is necessary. If you dispute it so strongly, perhaps you think yourself worthy of the title of Warlord?”

Dirk withered. “I do not, Comrade.”

Sert shoved Dirk against the bulkhead and released him. “Though I am not a Warlord, I remain your master. Do not question the orders of your leader. The Vorvak have fallen far from the glory we once knew.”

Dirk hung his head in shame. “We have not fallen that far, Comrade Sert. We will rise to glory once again under your leadership.”

Sert glared at him. “The day approaches when one of us will emerge worthy of the title, but it is not today.”

“It is not today,” Dirk agreed solemnly.

Lockett stood in the doorway of the hold, watching the exchange with intense interest. He knew well enough not to speak again until Sert invited him.

Sert’s scales crackled as he turned on the Drayth. “You can do this? I do not assent to your network of implants and upgrades. Only that my warriors’ sight will be restored.”

Lockett’s breathing apparatus huffed. He nodded.

“Then do it.” Sert turned to leave.

Lockett crossed his arms and made a popping noise through his rebreather. “There is only the matter of payment.”

Sert froze in his tracks, his big shoulders rising and falling with a deep breath.

Fera eyed Lockett like he’d grown a second head. “Lockett, don’t push it.”

“Lockett provides services, but not for free.”

The Drayth, ignorant of the wound he was rubbing salt into with his words, doubled down. “Else the tadpoles can use tree branches for walking sticks.”

Fera blanched.

Sert wheeled around in a blur, then slammed his fist into the bulkhead next to Lockett’s head. Tesselating shapes fled from the impact site. The Drayth jumped a split second after he’d already been dead had Sert been aiming for him.

The veteran Vorvak snarled through bared teeth, “You have already received your payment in spades, coward! You did not fight! We fought in your stead. You will receive no payment.”

I stepped in before the situation could get out of hand.

“Lockett, just send the New Federation an invoice. Sert’s right. The Vorvak are fighting on our behalf right now, and the New Federation isn’t even paying them. The least we can do is cover their medical expenses.”

Lockett nodded. “Very well. One at a time, blind tadpoles come to medical bay. Lockett will fabricate photoreceptors and install them. Simple task. Drayth learn such things before school.”

Sert retracted his fist from the bulkhead. The crystal surface was undamaged. The break in the colored pattern of shapes coalesced along the bulkhead to fill in the empty space where Sert’s fist had been.

The blinded members of Team Savage stayed with the ship and formed a queue. Quin informed us that Lockett would need an hour per unit to fabricate the photoreceptors, and the medical suite for two hours per Vorvak to perform the surgery to install the components and conduct functional checks.

That kind of a turnaround—on the fly, no less—felt like an absolute miracle to me. But time wasn’t a particularly well-stocked commodity, as Quin soon reminded us.

“I hate to be the only one who cares about the success of the mission, but the Drayth are already shoring up defenses around their chosen mining site. So unless the goal is to complete this mission on the highest difficulty… no more delays!”

“Okay, we have a plan,” Fera said. “Let’s make sure our Irvlan escort is ready to help us execute it.”

As we began to depart, I put a hand on Sert’s elbow. “You and your people ready for this?”

Dirk looked disdainfully at me, and then up at Sert. Something about the gesture reminded me of a younger brother looking at an older one. And this time, Dirk waited for his leader to answer.

“Worry about your own preparedness, human.” Sert grinned. “Seven Vorvak are still better than a thousand of any species. We are ready.”

I made a quick stop at the armory and picked up an MD-14. By the time I returned, the Vorvak were outside, geared up, and ready for more combat.

I guess they were always ready for more of that, though.

Pádraig was waiting for us, backed up by three Irvlan, when we disembarked the Phaelon. Maybe a group of advisors. More waited in the trees.

“Again, we must apologize for the confusion with the Concordat,” she said, dipping her beak. “How fare your injured warriors.”

Sert sauntered past her. “Better than your own.”

Fera waved him off. “They will be back to fighting shape soon. Where can we discuss the plan so all your soldiers can hear it?”

Pádraig gestured to the woods. “This way.”

We followed Pádraig and her people into the forest, to a section of the First Ring where the Priests and Priestesses of the Irvlan kept their dwellings. The smell of the rainforest was reminiscent to me of the Peruvian jungle, the petrichor scent of impending rain mixed with rotting moss.

I expected treehouses, maybe something that looked like a grouping of large nests, but what we found wrapped around the trees was more modern than that.

Circular platforms of what looked like aluminum were installed in the trees with gravitronic pucks underneath them to keep them aloft. Dozens of Irvlan moved along the platforms, carrying out mundane daily tasks. A few flitted between the platforms, relying on their wings to glide the few meters’ distance between them.

Pádraig led us to an empty platform that rested on the ground at the base of a large tree. There, a series of stone pillars protruded from the base of the platform and were covered in holographic maps of the surrounding terrain.

We talked over the terrain, the location of the two Drayth dropships, and came up with a means of attacking from multiple vantage points. We ran through a few contingencies and decided what we came up with was going to work. The Irvlan broke away to get their weapons ready. We stayed put and did the same.

“There’s only one problem,” Fera said, staring at her tablet.

I tinkered with my KR-44. “What’s that?”

“Where’d they all go?” She showed me her tablet.

I grabbed the screen and tilted it so I could get a closer look.

“Quin, is this a live feed of the target site?” I asked.

“Fera, is that purple armor you’re wearing?” Quin asked.

I shared a look with Fera.

“Just answer the question,” she scoffed.

“Oh, sorry. I thought we were playing a game where we all ask stupid questions with really obvious answers,” the AI responded.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” I said, swiping the tablet to zoom in on the image. It was the same as the hologram we’d used to build our plan with the Irvlan. “Now answer Fera’s question, Quin. Where are the Drayth?”

“I do not know,” he admitted. “But I am working on the problem.”

“How do you not know? They were here a minute ago, weren’t they?”

“No-o,” Quin said, making the word two syllables, “they were there four minutes and twenty-three seconds ago. Then, all visual and biosignature data disappeared simultaneously. As I said, I’m working on why, despite certain distractions.”

I frowned. “Maybe a signal jammer or something? This is Drayth we’re talking about, so they’re sure to have some tricks.”

“Thanks for the tip, primitive. I would have never even considered scanning for signal jammers. Wow. Stunning.”

I let Quin’s dig roll off my back. This was a serious problem, and I didn’t want to get dragged into an argument.

Sert’s Vorvak grumbled amongst themselves, forming a sort of makeshift security perimeter around the platform. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I got the impression they were not happy about fighting alongside the Irvlan when they had just fought against them a short while ago.

I didn’t blame them. I was reasonably sure Sert could get them to play by the rules of the Concordat we’d made with Pádraig, so I didn’t anticipate any problems with friendly fire going forward.

“Well let me know anything you even think is a possibility,” I said. “I’m not trying to walk into an ambush here.”

Fera nodded. “I was thinking the same thing. The Drayth want to set up their resource mine here, but they know we’re here. They can’t get started without addressing the threat we pose to them, which gives them two options.”

I picked up what she was thinking and gave it a voice. “Set an ambush, or attack us straight up.”

Quin’s voice came in over the comms channel. “Let’s assume they are lying in wait somewhere nearby. If they were headed this way, I don’t know of any technology that could hide that. If you like, I can take the Phaelon for a flyby and see if they are more easily detected with closer proximity scans.”

“No,” I decided. “Let’s rely on ground patrols for that. I don’t want Phaelon shot down over hostile territory, and they’ll be looking for us.”

“Air strikes or other orbital attacks would make short work of this problem,” Sert grumbled.

“No can do, buddy,” I said. “We’d take out the surrounding Irvlan nests right with them.”

“Such is war.”

Fera shook her head. “We’re on their root world. We have to play by their rules.”

She watched the Vorvak milling about the perimeter with her arms crossed and a look of concentration on her face. “We need to capture some of the Drayth techno-pirates. The resource angle makes sense for their being here, but Will saw a ship leave with a Void Drift, and Lockett verified the fact. If the Drayth have Navigators, we need to know about it.”

That was a good point, and one I hadn’t fully thought through at the moment. “All right, let’s gather everyone up. We’re going to have to take it slow and watch out for ambush sites, but the objective is still the same: we disable the dropships so they can’t leave, and we take as many of the Drayth prisoner as are willing to surrender.”

Sert stretched his neck, producing a loud crack. “And if they are not willing to surrender?”

I looked him straight in the face. “You’ve got that covered, big guy.”

He hefted his clubgun and nodded with emphasis. “Kill them.”
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It turned out not all of the Drayth were lying in ambush.

A four-person crew of the cyborgs were out in the open at the drill site and in the process of un-crating and assembling a large drilling mechanism, using spider-like bots to do the heavy lifting. Apparently, they had determined this location to be the best place to tap the oil reservoir beneath the surface.

Where the remaining crew roster of an estimated 400 Drayth were hiding remained to be seen.

Sert led Team Savage and a group of twenty Irvlan fighters to the northern edge of the fresh mining site, traveling where the rainforest was thickest. It made for slow going on the part of the Vorvak, but it also effectively concealed their presence from any Drayth who might be pulling security, although they probably relied on some tech to handle that rather than doing it themselves.

Fera and I had our own platoon escort of forty Irvlan on the far west corner of the site, and there were two flights of sixty Irvlan each waiting for the signal to lift off from the trees two klicks to the east and swoop in for some additional fire support. There might be more who survived the attacks and would join a concentrated fight as well, or so the locals suggested.

All in all, I felt like we had plenty of firepower and options to tailor our response to the Drayth resistance accordingly. The plan was for my element to engage with the Drayth and draw them out, allowing Team Savage to rush in and either disable the dropships, or rig them for demolition. If anything went south, we could call on the airborne Irvlan to sweep in and overwhelm the techno-pirates with superior numbers.

Hopefully, somewhere in the chaos, we would be able to secure a handful of prisoners, too.

Fera and I crouched behind a fallen log covered in a patch of rotting moss. The Irvlan, spread throughout the trees behind us, shifted nervously as they waited for the call to charge. I watched the tactical map, growing impatient for Sert to let me know his team was in position.

“Fera… was it always like this? Before you went on ice… was the galaxy just a bunch of fighting between species, people stealing resources and territory from each other?”

“Yep,” she replied without missing a beat. “That’s what my job as a Federation Agent largely consisted of, when I think about it. People committing crimes and getting away with them, then we would get the call to bring them in. It’s always been that way, though, and it always will be. The bigger problems are really the ones that need to be handled, though. Power struggles with the Imperium, things like that. No one should have everything, you know?”

“I know,” I said, thinking of Marcus Eddison for the millionth time.

He was an Anunnaki masquerading as a human, and he had been the richest man on Earth before he left for Imperium Space. From a human perspective, he did have everything. All the money, power, influence, fame… but he wanted more. He wanted to conquer the galaxy, to bring everything into his control.

I was sure of it.

It was a weird concept when I thought about it. What kind of callous, heartless person did you have to be to literally want… everything?

I didn’t know, and I knew I’d never understand it.

“Team Savage in position,” Sert transmitted.

I chinned my comm. “Copy. We’re making our move now. Stick to the plan, and remember we need prisoners for interrogation.”

Sert didn’t reply.

I locked eyes with Fera. She nodded.

I threw a hand up and waved it forward.

The Irvlan at my back kicked up a fracas, pumping their wings hard and fast until they lifted over the trees, bringing their rifles to bear.

“Go!” Fera said.

We hurdled the log at the same time and moved at a light jog toward the two dropships, keeping our weapons up.

The Drayth and their bot assistants were making fast progress with the drill rig. The fulcrum was set into the ground, the penetrator arm already linked into place and angled over the earth, tension cords dangling from one side. My fiber-link recognized my focus on the object and dumped a stream of specifications into my brain, but I let it wash over me without giving it any attention.

The Irvlan opened fire first, targeting the Drayth trying to hastily finish assembling the industrial drill. Pulse rounds cascaded over the equipment and the grass, and peppered the Drayth to no avail. One by one, Mobile Barricade Assemblies snapped to life. Blue ovals hovered a few centimeters in front of each pirate, absorbing the incoming fire the split second before it could find its true target.

Fera and I closed inside of fifty meters from the dropships. We slowed to a measured walk and sent probing fire from our weapons into the Drayths’ shields. Scintillating flashes of light and sparks danced in front of the pirates, leaving them unharmed. Portions of the shields dissolved each time they returned fire with their pulse weapons, allowing their own energy bolts to pass through without interference.

“Dropship One!” Fera said, angling toward the targeted vessel.

“Following!” I said, increasing my rate of fire to try to suppress the incoming and provide her some cover.

Ten meters above my head, the Irvlan bobbed and weaved through the air, firing from their hovering positions. The four Drayth were outnumbered and overwhelmed with two firing angles coming in their direction. They quickly abandoned the drill rig and sought shelter in Dropship Two.

Fera’s boots hit the ramp of Dropship One. She activated her helmet’s external speakers. “Any Blue Wave in there, you come out with your hands up, now!”

No response.

I mounted the ramp and patted her shoulder to let her know I was beside her.

Fera nodded and moved into the dropship, her PMC leading the way.

I kept an eye on the perimeter as Fera searched the ship. The threat detection suite, or TDS, in my HUD scanned the area and returned NO THREATS DETECTED.

About thirty seconds later, Fera returned.

“It’s clear. A ton of crates and equipment, but no pirates.”

“Damn,” I said. “We have to move on Dropship Two.”

She shook her head and stowed her PMC on her back. “We have a sure thing right now. Keep guard. I’m going to gut the Internal Guidance System.” She produced a cutting torch from a slot on her armor and lit it. “Be right back. Four minutes, maybe less.”

“I’ve got you covered,” I said, sweeping the surrounding area with my MD-14.

Outside, half of the Irvlan descended from their hover and moved on Dropship Two. The birds made their awkward, shaking steps up the ramp, squawking commands that sounded weak and disjointed from my position twenty-five meters away. Pulse rounds discharged inside the ship. I monitored the shared frequency between us and the Irvlan, but it remained quiet.

“Pádraig, tell your people they need to communicate, please,” I said.

Pádraig was monitoring the radio traffic from the First Ring and quickly replied with a rebuke to one of her fighters. It garnered an almost immediate report.

“Loerin to Ambassador, four pirates dead. Dropship is empty,” one of the birds transmitted, sounding out of breath.

“Clear out and regroup in the clearing,” I said. “We’re going to have to—” An electronic pop came from behind me, where Fera had gone. “Stand by.”

I switched to a private channel. “Fera, you okay?”

“I’ve got the casing opened. Another two minutes,” she replied.

I flipped back onto the team channel. “Loerin, regroup at Dropship One.”

Sert stepped on the end of my transmission. “That is it? There are no more enemies?”

“Assume they’re somewhere,” Quin transmitted from the Phaelon, “I just can’t locate exactly where. I advise you to relent with your ground surveillance and allow Lockett to pilot the ship over the target site; otherwise, you are all operating blind. They know you’re there now anyway.”

A beat of silence passed over the frequency.

“Okay, that sounds like a⁠—”

My words were cut short by the sound of a pulse round discharging, then something knocked against the bulkhead, followed by the sounds of a struggle.

“Fera?” I turned on my heel and moved quickly to the cockpit of the dropship.

Fera’s PMC lay on the deck next to the panel she had removed. Behind it, a Drayth techno-pirate had its hands wrapped around her neck and was trying to slam her helmet against the console. Her fingers strained for the torch she must have dropped in the struggle, but it was just out of reach.

I flicked the safety off the MD-14, placed the reticle at the crown of the pirate’s head, and squeezed the trigger. The flechette sparked against the back of the helmet and careened away. The force of the impact pushed the Drayth off-balance. Instinct pulled his attention toward me, which gave Fera an opening.

She seized the torch and activated it, then plunged the plasma tip into the side of the pirate’s neck. Smoke billowed from the wound, filling the cockpit with the stench of burning metal and frying circuits. The pirate pulled his hands away from Fera’s neck, convulsed, and dropped to the deck. He lay there, twitching in his death throes for a few seconds, then went still.

Fera stood and brushed her hands down the front of her armor. “Thanks. Bastard snuck up on me.”

“How, though? I was watching the ramp.”

She threw her hands up. “Then I guess he was already inside.”

My ears went hot. Yeah, that was kind of a stupid question. Fera must have missed him on her initial sweep when she thought she cleared it.

Fera knelt down and shoved the torch into the underside of the open panel. Grunting with effort, she worked the torch until a large cylinder dropped through the panel and rolled across the deck. “Either way, that’s one dropship down. We need to get the other one, too.”

I extended my hand. “The Irvlan cleared Dropship Two. Let’s go.”

Fera took it and pulled herself to her feet, drawing her PMC from the back of her armor.

Gunfire popped on the outside of the ship.

“Sounds like more trouble.” I led the way with my MD-14 up and ready, my trigger finger on the magazine well.

My boots clomped down the ramp and onto the grass outside as I moved into an active warzone. Pulse rounds erupted from the tree line at multiple angles, tagging the Irvlan fire team that was on the ground by Dropship Two. The birds caught the rounds on their unarmored bodies, dropping with puffs of smoking feathers and strangled squawks of pain.

My threat detection suite scanned the tree line but did not highlight any threats.

“They’re in the trees!” Fera said, waving for me to move on Dropship Two.

“Quin, what’s going on?” I asked. “Why isn’t the TDS picking them up?”

I sent a few probing shots into the tree line, mostly to draw any attention away from Fera. Flechettes spiked into trees or disappeared in the thick foliage. I saw no indication any of my rounds were actually landing on targets.

The Foris AI took a few seconds to respond, and when he did, he was exasperated. “I already told you, Will, I am not a miracle worker. There is some advanced technology at play here. I can’t tell you why you can’t see them. The manifest on Dropship Two shows a crew roster of two hundred Drayth, so if you can do the math, you should have a whole bunch of them to deal with!”

The thunderous boom of Vorvak shotguns split the air to the north, followed by a roar of a Vorvak going berserk. The news of so many in the tree line—now springing their ambush—would make at least one species happy.

“Pursue them! Do not let them escape!” Sert bellowed.

The Vorvak signatures on my tactical map began to spread out, looking almost like ants in an ant farm scattered through the rainforest. I didn’t see any tactical plan being implemented, just Sert telling his people to find and kill the techno-pirates.

Fera moved around the corpses of the Irvlan fire team and reached the ramp of Dropship Two. She bounded inside, swapping her PMC for her rail pistol.

I ran through the incoming fire, taking a few glancing hits on my Drayth armor until I was able to take cover inside the ship. My HUD flashed a damage report, showing pulse damage to my knee and chest, but the armored cords were still intact.

I fired a few more rounds into the trees, achieving nothing more than putting holes in bark and ripping up a few tufts of grass when a telltale energy shield didn’t materialize to protect what would have been hits. Fading back behind the bulkhead, I kept a close eye on the tactical map as I swapped magazines and chambered a new flechette.

Sert’s frustration was palpable as he came back onto the team channel.

“Stay vigilant, comrades! The pirate scum have persistent cloaks. You will not see them before you kill them. Trace the incoming fire!”

Was that it? They were using cloaking technology? Like the Predator?

My fiber-link supplied a definition for persistent cloaks; also called active camouflage, persistent cloak technology emits an electromagnetic field that bends light around a ship or an infantry soldier to render them invisible to the naked eye. When paired with electromagnetic frequency scramblers, this battlefield technology can render a unit completely undetectable. This technology is highly experimental and has not been battle-tested in a significant capacity.

But yeah… exactly like the Predator. Unreal!

“Visible or not,” Dirk bellowed, “they all will die the same!”

A heavy salvo of pulse fire slammed into the deck at my feet, kicking up sparks. I squeezed myself back against the bulkhead as heat waves distorted my view of the battlefield outside. The stench of ozone slipped through my helmet filters and made my eyes water.

“Fera, how much longer?” I asked, hoping that the Irvlan hadn’t missed any pirates on Dropship Two the way we did on Dropship One.

She keyed her comm and grunted something between clenched teeth. I couldn’t tell you what it was, but I knew better than to bother her further about it. She was working.

Adrenaline coursed through me, raising my heart rate as I watched the Vorvak spread further apart. I was about to key my mic when a feeling came over me, something that lifted the hairs on the back of my neck with static cling.

It was that feeling of not being alone. Something was out there, maybe right in front of me.

But I didn’t see a shimmer of light or anything like that.

On instinct, I pushed off the bulkhead and collided with something solid but unseen. A sharp blow to the helmet sent me staggering back.

I recovered quickly and fired my MD-14, pivoting the barrel a centimeter up, down, left, and right. I fired as many rounds as I could manage in less than two seconds. The distinct snap of the mass driver punching flechettes at high velocity reverberated in the confined space of the ship.

Most of my shots spiked the dirt or raced harmlessly out of the back of the ship.

The last round I fired produced a tiny fountain of sparks within arms’ reach.

The sparks cleared, revealing the shoulder panel of a Drayth techno-pirate, the edges blurred with something like the steam given off by dry ice. In a split second, I estimated where the rest of the Drayth’s body was and threw myself toward it.

“Contact at Dropship Two!” I said.

The chest panel of my armor slammed into the enemy. I felt its arms wrap around me, going for my neck, but I brought my invisible attacker to the deck in a vicious body slam. My MD-14 fell out of my grip and bounced away, leaving the two of us locked in a wrestling match.

As we struggled, the helmet and triangle-shaped breathing apparatus fizzled in and out. The rest of the Drayth’s body remained obscured by the active cloak.

The pirate was smaller than me, but his servo-assisted cyborg body gave him an unfair advantage in the strength department. I took two sharp blows to the stomach and felt my armor bunch up, the wind threatening to leave my lungs.

I raised a fist and slammed my knuckles into the helmet visor. Crystalline cracked but didn’t break. I reared back for a second punch, when a pulse round discharged at point blank—right into my exposed stomach.

Cursing at the sudden surge of heat, my punch became a descending forearm that landed on the Drayth’s throat. I pinned his neck to the deck and torqued my shoulders, leveraging my weight over him to keep him down.

“Dropship Two disabled!” Fera reported.

A handful of pulse rounds smacked into the deck, the ceiling, and my exposed left side. I didn’t need to look to confirm more cloaked enemies were rushing toward me, firing at me without worrying if they were going to hit their ally that was tangled up with me at the moment.

My armor absorbed the incoming, but the energy dispersion worked me over like hammer blows. I lost my leverage on the Drayth, and he capitalized on that with a headbutt that cracked against the faceplate of my helmet and threw me into a fit of vertigo.

I switched to my left hand on the Drayth’s neck and drew my rail pistol.

“Will!”

Before I could bring the weapon around to fire, Fera’s boot descended in a vicious stomp. The Drayth’s helmet crunched like a soda can—not going flat, but misshapen. Cybernetic eyes flashed red once, then powered off. The active cloak powered down too, revealing the rest of the Drayth’s black armor panels.

The incoming fire was disjointed and inaccurate.

Fera worked her PMC, blind-firing a steady salvo down the ramp. I fell back to a crouch and brought my rail pistol up.

Pulse rounds popped above the ramp, scattering sparks through the air and bringing Drayth pirates into view in bits and pieces. The crown of a helmet. An armor plate that covered a knee joint. A chest panel.

They were firing so rapidly that it kept their shields down. That gave us an opportunity to hit them back. I lowered the barrel of my rail pistol to target the exposed knee joint, squeezed the trigger, and walked my shots up until a flechette pierced the helmet visor in a spray of crystalline fragments.

Fera put a pulse round into the invisible visor below the exposed helmet.

Both pirates popped into view as they collapsed and rolled off the ramp. Fera followed up with three rapid discharges of nitrate rounds, funnels of explosive shotgun rounds creating a hailstorm of Drayth parts that clattered against the ramp and fell away.

I fired my rail pistol until the grip rattled, signaling an empty magazine. I dropped the weapon and reached back to retrieve my MD-14, just as Fera fell back to the opposite bulkhead.

“Changing!” she said, jamming a fresh charge pack into her weapon’s open breach.

The rounds counter in my HUD told me I had four rounds left in the magazine loaded into my MD-14. My instinct told me to dump all four rounds down the ramp, but I held my fire, keeping the barrel of my weapon trained on the ramp.

Fera finished her reload and broke cover, firing single shots to probe the air.

Grass shredded and caught fire, but no return fire came our way.

“I guess it’s clear for now,” she said. “Sert, SITREP?”

She was asking him for a situational report. I glanced at the tactical map and felt a sinking feeling in my gut.

There were still seven biosignatures up and active, meaning no Vorvak had been killed, but they were spread over a distance of three kilometers, with plenty of places for the stealthed Drayth to hide. We fought our way out of one ambush, but with so many, how could we be sure they weren’t walking into secondary ambushes, this time as isolated targets?

“Sert, call your Vorvak back to you. Regroup and maybe we can draw the Drayth to us. We have both of their ships. Besides, you can’t hunt something you can’t see or detect with scanners.”

His reply was a gruff dismissal. “Do not underestimate the Vorvak, Will Kaufman.”

Fera kicked one of the pirate corpses. “Let him go. Sert needs to lead his team as he sees fit, Will.”

She was right about that. I’d gotten so used to calling shots aboard Phaelon and during the war with the Imperium that it had become a second nature. But Sert wasn’t my personal general, and his Vorvak were loyal to him, not me.

I looked at the wreckage of the cyborg pirates at the foot of the dropship ramp. “No guarantee we’ll get anything useful out of these, but we should check.”

Fera knelt down and undid the clasps of the Drayth’s helmet, then pulled it off and tossed it aside. She reached down to the base of the skull. With a twist and a yank, she removed a crystal cylinder.

“It’s worth a shot,” she said, tucking the memory core into a slot on her armor.

Light flashed in my peripheral, ending with a gout of sparks from Fera’s chest armor. She staggered back with a curse, hand flying to the impact site to assess the damage.

I turned toward the source of the shot just in time to see grass wilting unnaturally in a path headed toward the tree line. I brought my MD-14 to my shoulder and slipped my finger inside the trigger guard. After placing the reticle at the head of the wilting grass, I pulled the trigger.

The distinct ping of metal impacting metal rang out, producing a black back panel of Drayth armor. I fired three more rounds, scoring hits on the back of the helmet, the shoulder, and a thigh panel, leaving the Drayth about halfway visible as it scuttled toward the concealment of the rainforest.

“Fera, are you good?” I asked as I did a quick turn of my head to check on her. I’d already heard her scramble up to her feet and add to my own fire.

“I’m okay,” she said. “Didn’t punch through.”

“I’m going after him,” I said, tilting my head toward the ship’s exit. “Try to get him alive. We need one alive,” I insisted.

“I’m coming with you,” she said as I thumbed the mag release to drop my empty and reload my last fresh one. “Hunting down a fugitive is kind of my thing.”

I smiled. “I’ll try to make up for not having Quin.”

She shoulder-checked me playfully. “That won't be difficult.”

We shifted gears, transitioning from gunbattle to hot pursuit, and hurried through dense scrub bush and dangling leaves, always watching for more Drayth, but they seemed to have bugged out.

Maybe this guy was leading us to them. If so, we needed to catch him first.

I stowed my MD-14 and hopped a small creek, almost slipping on the slick surface of the river rocks and the muck at the opposite bank. Throwing my arms out to keep my balance, I leaned into the momentum and entered a light jog, watching the surrounding trees for signs of cloaked Drayth pirates.

Fera slid through the muck and landed on her backside with a curse.

I planted my boots and skidded to a stop, shredding grass and sinking a few centimeters into the muck as I turned to see if she was alright.

Fera shook mud from her gloves, her nose wrinkled inside her helmet. “This is disgusting.”

“Come on, before he gets away,” I said, grabbing her hand and pulling her to her feet.

“Benegal is the only one who ever got away from me,” she said with steel in her voice. “And that didn’t last long.”

Leaves rustled up ahead, maybe ten meters away. We were closing on the little bastard, but he was running like his life depended on it, because it did. Thankfully, our legs were longer and faster. He couldn’t outrun us.

Fera pointed. “Follow the path. There’s a clearing he’s headed for two klicks in that direction. This looks like a shortcut—I’ll take it. You push him right into me, and we’ll trap him from both sides.”

My HUD updated in real-time as she spoke.

“Sounds good,” I said.

Fera parted dangling lichen, moved into the forest, and disappeared from view.

I resumed my jog along the muddy path, searching between trees and moss-covered rocks for any sign of the techno-pirate. The airborne Irvlan passed by overhead, feathers rustling as they flapped their wings. In the distance, I heard the continued fire exchange between the Vorvak and the Drayth, punctuated by the throaty warble of an Irvlan screaming.

My comm crackled intermittently, keeping me updated on the Vorvak’s hunt in progress.

“Ten targets eliminated,” Dirk said. I could hear the scarred Vorvak’s menacing grin in his voice.

“Comrades, focus fire on the cropping of stones!” Another Vorvak transmitted.

I kept the tactical map in my peripheral, mostly hoping not to see any friendly signatures wink out, but also growing more nervous as the distance between them seemed to increase with each passing minute.

An explosion shook the earth in the distance. My gut clenched as one of the Vorvak biosignatures disappeared from the tactical map.

“Krelig has met his Day of Reckoning,” Dirk said grimly. “Cowards have dispersed mines at the base of the steppe.”

Sert didn’t miss a beat. “Comrade Alcar, load the ATM-G.”

“With pleasure,” the Vorvak’s basso almost trembled with delight.

I didn’t bother trying to talk Sert out of employing the rocket launcher. If he felt it was necessary, it probably was—despite the fact that it could start a fire that would consume a large portion of the Irvlan’s holy land.

The birds would have to chalk it up to the cost of war. If not… they could deal with this problem on their own. Once we had our prisoner, that is.

My legs were just starting to feel fatigued by the time I reached the edge of the clearing. I slowed to a walk at the edge of the trees, stepping carefully to keep myself from tripping over gnarled roots.

The detonation of the high explosive round from a few klicks away, punctuated by the rolling cheer of Sert and Team Savage over the comms, told me the missile had hit with good effect. That would take a chunk out of the opposition.

Who knows, maybe there’d even be a survivor among the carnage.

A flash of light bloomed at the corner of my HUD. I heard the shrill whine of a pulse round discharging and felt pressure against my abdomen. After dropping to a knee, I brought my rail pistol up and searched the purple-tinged foliage for any sign of the enemy.

“New Federation—show yourself and surrender, and you’ll be spared from the Vorvak!”

“It is you who will surrender, human! You’re outnumbered and outgunned! Surrender, and we’ll let you live!”

I blinked. The electronic distortion of the voice told me it was a techno-pirate, but I could not locate the direction the voice came from. A second pulse round leapt from the foliage and slammed into the tree beside me, leaving a smoking hole in the bark.

Guess I didn’t surrender quick enough for them.

I squeezed off a handful of flechettes, spiking trees and shredding leaves.

Fera broke through the foliage in a leaping tackle—at nothing, it seemed to me, until the Drayth rolling across the grass beneath her became partially visible. She slammed the butt of her rail pistol against the techno-pirate’s helmet, producing a sharp, metallic clang.

The Drayth went still. I hustled over to her, keeping my weapon trained on the stunned enemy’s visor. “He says there’re more out here.”

We looked a moment, Fera’s gun pointed at the pirate’s face.

“A bluff,” she decided.

The Drayth lolled its head to the side, sputtering a frothy cough through its breathing mask. The glow of its cybernetic eyes pulsed with a dim blue light. It reached for it’s opposite arm where a series of what looked like buttons glows on an armored sleeve.

Fera whacked the pirate square on the crown of his helmet. He went limp.

“Told you I was going to catch him,” she said.

“I never doubted you,” I told her, then switched to the team channel. “Quin, bring the Phaelon to my location. We’ve got our prisoner.”

“We are en route,” he said. “Lockett has made significant progress. He has completed the operation on two of the Vorvak so far.”

Before I could answer, several more booms sounded. More Vorvak heavy munitions.

A deep, abiding silence fell over the area as the Irvlan rose higher in the air, taking the horrible spectacle of war on their home planet in.

“The hunt is completed,” Sert declared. “The Drayth scum are vanquished. We will return to the Phaelon.”

“Alcar and I bear the remains of the Honorable Krelig,” Dirk added.

A beat of solemn silence passed over the channel.

Before I could transmit my thanks, I heard the rustle of grass at my feet.

Fera slapped my arm and took a step back, her eyes wide. “Will.”

Our captive Drayth convulsed with sudden, violent spasms. The blue glow of his eyes vacillated between rapid blinks of red and black. I knelt down beside him and grabbed the neck collar of his armor. A chittering hiss leaked out of the thing’s mask. I recognized it for what it was—one last breath.

The spasms stopped. The Drayth’s head fell back, his body suddenly limp as a noodle.

“Quin, get over here quickly. There’s something wrong with the prisoner—maybe a suicide, I don’t know.”

I set the techno-pirate on the ground, unsure of what just happened.

Fera looked angry, not at me but at the outcome. “When the Phaelon gets here, we’ll take him to the medical bay and see if Lockett can do anything with him.”

“Nothing can ever be easy, can it?” I asked. “Think Sert left enough Drayth pieces for us to stitch together at least one captive?”

“I doubt it.”

“Yeah… what I figured.”
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“He’s dead.” I tossed the Drayth onto the slab in the medical bay with disgust.

Fera and I both unsealed our helmets and set them down on the bench beside the table. The smell of electrical burn filled my lungs. I brushed off some carbon scoring from my armor as I watched Lockett begin his initial scans of the pirate.

“Not dead,” Lockett hissed. “Dying.”

“Can you stop it? Because I think this is our best shot at having a prisoner we can interrogate.”

Lockett waggled his fingers at me, but his eyes never left the Drayth laid out on the table. “Lockett can work miracles and magic like nobody’s business. The effectiveness depends on the algorithm contained in the memory core. Four thousand years is much advanced code to decipher.”

“Which means?” Fera asked.

“Lockett makes no promises.”

“If anyone can do this, it’s you, Lockett,” I said.

Lockett tilted his head as if to say, “that’s true,” then ran his fingers over the techno-pirate’s armor, unlatched pieces, and tossed them to the floor. The armor itself wasn’t the only thing he removed; in less than two minutes, the Blue Wave brigand was without arms and legs, and it had its helmet removed, revealing a mechanical skeleton with very little biological material at all.

Disgusting as that looked to me, Lockett was captivated.

“Advanced, this one,” he mumbled. “Very close to full transcendence. This is… incredible.”

There was a gleam in the pulsing light of Lockett’s murky eyes. He was actually excited to see one of his own people had almost completely replaced their entire body with machine parts.

“Marvel at it on your own time,” Fera said. “Can you save him, or at least get the data from his memory core?”

Lockett placed his hands on both sides of the pirate’s head and turned the chin side to side, almost like a chiropractor preparing to pop the neck vertebrae. With a sharp twist, Lockett removed the head completely from the body.

I almost flinched, but there was no blood. A beveled metal ring with locking tabs protruded from the bottom of the head, where a silvery tube protruded from the base of the skull and connected inside the neck and chest cavity.

“Incredible,” Lockett said in a breathy tone. “Lockett is very behind on upgrades. Shameful.”

“Oh,” was all a disgusted Fera managed to say in reply.

The disconnected head twitched in Lockett’s hands. Red circles bloomed in the eye sockets.

“Blue Wave does not surrender,” the prisoner rasped.

Lockett flicked one of the eye sockets. The light blinked.

“Blue Wave does not surrender.”

“But you will part with your secrets, traitor,” Lockett said, producing a small tool from his belt. He unfolded the device, which looked like a protractor or a pair of tweezers, and slid the tips into the circle under the head unit.

“Blue Wave does—” The voice died with a tiny click.

The eyes went dark.

Lockett twisted his hand and pulled. He held the extractor tool up to the light.

A translucent silver and blue film—almost like an old 35 mm film negative—quivered in the tangs of the tool, like it was alive. Lockett dropped the head unit onto the table unceremoniously, produced an empty, transparent vial from his belt, and slid the film inside. He thumbed the circle tab at the top, activating a vacuum seal with a soft thimp.

“Curious,” the Drayth murmured, holding the vial up for inspection.

“That’s a memory core, right?” Fera asked.

“It is… important, yes,” the Drayth allowed.

I studied the “film” inside the vial, watching it move in a sinuous manner, almost like a sea sponge. “Can you get anything from it?”

Lockett replied without taking his eyes off of the thing. “Perhaps. But there is no need to try. Too sophisticated for Lockett to devote the time and effort to it, when there is one who can do it much quicker.”

Fera looked at me, her brow furrowed. I knew what she was thinking, because I was thinking the same thing… and we didn’t have time for a detour.

“Lockett,” I said, “we’re all short on the minutes—we’re supposed to be chasing down whoever brought the Blue Wave here. They have a Void Drifter, which means they can strike again anywhere, whenever they want. How much time are you talking about saving, exactly?”

Lockett looked at me, his murky eyes darkening. “Enough to make all the difference. Make time now, learn something. Do not make time, chase shadows across the Void.”

My shoulders slumped, defeated. I couldn’t really argue with that. “Okay, fine. So what happened to this guy? Suicide pill or something?”

Lockett’s iron lung popped with a laugh. “No pill. Fail-safe. Drayth zeroized memory core, corrupted itself to prevent analysis and data capture. This is why we must find the codebreaker.”

A moment of silence passed, and then the Drayth added, “If she is still available.”

“Okay,” Fera said. “So you know her personally? And she’s still in business?”

Lockett rubbed the diamond-shaped plate in his forehead. “Yes.”

Quin popped into the room in a flurry of scattered light particles, looking aggravated.

“Will, you have a message request from the Irvlan Priestess. She wishes to express her gratitude for your intervention on behalf of her people, and also to demand that you declare no Vorvak will ever set foot on the surface of their world again. Apparently, our warmongering turtles are getting part of the blame for the destruction of the Irvlan nest on Ring One.”

Fera scoffed. “They’re lucky we were here in time to assist them. The Irvlan would have been hunted down to extinction if it weren’t for Sert and Team Savage!”

Quin shrugged. “Yes, well, they don’t see it that way.”

I waved him off. “I’ll send her a message before we leave.”

Quin rolled his eyes. “Ah, yes, the codebreaker. I was listening, and before I share my opinion on this little diversion, we should address a more immediate question—are you ready for another Void Drift, Will?”

The reality was that I was just starting to feel the now-familiar exhaustion as my adrenaline cleared out. But… we needed to keep moving if we were going to catch up to this wandering fleet.

“I’ll be fine. Lockett—where to?”

“Engama Station.”

Fera gave me a look of concern. Things didn’t exactly go smoothly the last time we were there.

I shrugged. What else could we do?

“I’ll go check in on Sert,” Fera said. “You take a rest cycle in before we leave. Captain’s orders.”

I nodded and watched her go.

Quin crossed his arms and glared at me. “Time is a factor here, Will, but it’s not the only factor. I’m not sure one rest cycle is going to do it. If you keep pushing yourself⁠—”

I cut him off with a raised hand. “I know my limitations, thank you. If I can’t pull it off, you’ll be the first to know. Have Fera get the ship onto the boundary of Peraligis II’s gravity well. I’m going to send that message to Róisín, and then I’m going to follow orders and snag one rest cycle. One. When I’m up, we’re going.”

Quin surprised me by closing his mouth. He gave me a curt nod and dissolved in a swirl of scattered light.

Lockett eyed me with suspicion.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing.” He returned to studying the film inside the vial, turning it over in his fingers.

“Hey,” I said, pulling his attention back to me. “You’re positive this codebreaker can extract the information? I don’t want to visit Engama Station unless we know it’s a sure thing.”

Lockett gave the vial a gentle shake. The film inside coiled, stretched, and spun.

“Nothing is for certain. Probability, however, is on our side.”

That would have to be good enough.
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Despite Quin’s protestations, my trick to shortcut the Void Drift worked better the second time around. Probably thanks to the brief rest. I wondered how it would play out if I attempted it when fully recovered.

As soon as we entered Void Space, I pulled the lane out of the ether and called it straight to us. We rode the black lightning through subspace and onto the outer edges of the gravity well at Engama Station without incident.

I was still in a cold sweat, but The Hollow seemed to need a bit more time to hone its focus on me. As long as my treks through the Void were relatively quick, I seemed to escape its notice entirely.

The relief I felt overrode the usual post-Drift fatigue and gave me a light, airy feeling that lifted my mood. I whistled a tune, despite myself, drawing confused looks from the rest of the crew. I stopped, but the good feeling continued. Not even Fera arguing with the traffic controller or Quin throwing insults at my “wreckless, newfound Navigational obsessions” could put a damper on it.

Actually, I kind of liked how annoyed the Foris got at my making something so unorthodox not only work—but work well.

Despite the pressing danger of this mystery fleet destroying colony worlds, I felt like we were on the right path. All we had to do was get to the codebreaker, collect the information, and act on it.

My budding optimism took a reality check after we docked.

“It wouldn’t be Engama Station without that squeaky clean smell,” I said as we passed through the airlock and into the access corridor.

Fera smirked. “You mean the smell of a recent homicide.”

Lockett’s oxygen mask hissed with a laugh. “The Astradian is not wrong.”

“Shame that they cover it with chemical cleaners,” Sert rumbled. “Death brings with it a savory aroma, only secondary to the warmth of a Vorvak maiden whose garden is ripe for harvesting.”

Fera and I locked eyes. She made a face like she was going to throw up. I was too diplomatic to laugh, but I felt much the same way.

“Biological fluid exchange is grotesque,” Lockett said with a shiver. “An inferior means of reproduction.”

I wasn’t in the know of the Vorvak’s mating practices and quickly dismissed my implant’s attempts at giving me the dirty details. Just hearing Sert talk about it was enough to turn my stomach.

“Okay, anyway,” I said, hoping to change the subject, “we’re here. Do you need to check a directory map, or do you know where we’re going, Lockett?”

The Drayth waddled between Fera and me, the fancy knapsack slung over his back. His baggy camo uniform, pressed to his torso by the chest piece of Drayth armor he wore, made him look like a rebellious teenager that had packed everything he owned into a small bag before he ran away from home.

“Memory core is zeroized. Four thousand years on ice, Lockett is behind on advanced cryptography. Lockett cannot undo this. We take core to codebreaker, codebreaker executes forensic sift of the corrupted files, maybe finds scraps of leftover information. Very advanced work.” He quickly added, “Not beyond Lockett’s skill, but beyond our window of time to achieve.”

I crossed my arms. “And again, you’re absolutely sure she can be trusted? Because I have a hard time trusting anyone on this station.”

Lockett’s electronic eyes blinked. “Trust Lockett. Codebreaker has the aptitude for this task and can perform it far more quickly. This decision is highly logical and not open for debate or dispute from the likes of you, human.”

I wondered if he was serious or not—it was hard to tell from his distorted voice and the very non-human features of his face—not to mention all of that hidden behind the breathing mask.

“Okay. If you’re sure, you’re sure. Let’s go.”

“Trust me, bro,” Lockett said.

I rolled my eyes. Here was one alien who spent too much time in Silicon Valley, bouncing between meetings with white collar tech tycoons and crowds of hipsters.

“What I want to know,” Fera said, “is who this codebreaker is. I don’t appreciate your being so tight-lipped about the details, Lockett.”

“Astradian will have to deal with it.” Lockett walked ahead, done with the conversation.

“He better know what he’s doing,” Fera said to me. “C’mon, let’s keep up before he gets too far ahead. Remember what happened the last time we were here.”

“I remember,” I said darkly.

A sudden surge of air pressure accompanied by a suction sound drew my attention to the intersection ahead. One of the station’s cleaner bots activated its ventral scrub brush, startling a pair of meandering Krayvox. The squat little machine reminded me of Dumpy, Lockett’s old, repurposed Imperium bot—may his circuits rest in peace.

The Kravyox found it less endearing. “Clear out, simple machine!”

The closest lizard man sent a stiff kick into the bot’s housing, producing a rattling clang. The bot responded with an electronic warble that sounded like an apology before switching off its cleaning brush.

Once the Krayvox ambled out of earshot, the bot resumed its cleaning task as if nothing had happened.

Lockett led the way, passing easily through the congested corridors. Most spacers gave the Drayth a wide berth, probably on the assumption that he was waltzing around with a siphon token or something that would steal their personal data. Not a bad assumption now that I’d gotten to better know the species as a whole. The more I traveled the stars, the more I realized how difficult it was to overwrite thousands of years of species-specific stereotypes. Everyone seemed to generalize, to put round pegs in square holes and slap labels on them.

The Krayvox were slimy stealth assassin types, not to be trusted by anyone.

The Vorvak were the galaxy’s most deadly warriors, and as such, were not to be trusted.

Astradians and Foris had their own as well, both which suggested superiority complexes pride and arrogance. I wondered what fugitives thought when they saw Quin and Fera chasing them down, way back when…

The Piari, General Mira’dna’s species, seemed to be the only ones who were universally revered. But there were almost none of them left.

I stayed close to Fera, keenly aware we could be set upon by Universal Sight cultists, marauding thieves, or something equally nefarious at any moment. Fera kept a close eye on the left-facing corridors, which left me to keep watch on the opposite side as we crossed a few intersecting compartments. Sert boomed behind us both, looking straight ahead with a withering gaze that would make anyone think three times before circling around to try and stab us in the back.

Foot traffic was sparse in the docking corridors. The ambience was dark and foreboding. Aside from our boots clomping along the deck, the spin gravity of the station gave a whisper of a breeze that could be heard but never quite materialized. Or if it did, I didn’t sense it on my Drayth armor.

The effect diminished when we made it to the central hub, where magboots were required. I dialed up the magnetic field through my Drayth suit’s interface, then checked it with a jump. My knees stretched, but when I pushed off the deck, I stayed stuck to it like glue.

That boded well.

In the event something got blown up, I would at least stay where I was standing at the time.

We continued following Lockett at his almost leisurely pace, blending ourselves into the organic crowd of spacers moving between establishments, departing and arriving through various spokes on the hub, or just wandering with no particular destination in mind. I remembered the place as if I’d been there yesterday; the same seedy establishments were operating around the ringed balcony. Engama Station had been my first taste of galactic civilization… it’s a wonder I didn’t refuse to ever leave the ship again after that.

Now, some of the signs bore different logos or names, but the colors, the ambience, and the smells were all too familiar. The same was true of the crowds. With so many people, moving in unobserved was out of the question.

“Seems the population has increased dramatically since our last visit,” Quin said through my fiber-link. “Chalk that up to the fall of the Imperium.”

“Will,” Fera said, a casual note of warning in her tone.

I turned and took a step back as two Porlinga moved in almost slow motion, taking heavy steps through the spot on the deck I’d just been standing in. Their thick slabs of armor plating bounced and rattled obnoxiously as they moved. Following close behind them was a squad of five Krayvox wearing the white and red robes with the Eye of Ra flashed onto their shirts. They made no attempt to hide the hate-filled stares they leveled at Sert.

Sert raised his chin in a challenge and kept walking. Even with the Porlinga on their side, the Krayvox dipped their heads—they did not want any Vorvak smoke. Neither did anyone else. The crowds parted around the big Vorvak killing machine, giving him a large enough berth that Fera and I could follow in his wake without bumping shoulders with anyone.

Before I could remark to Fera my concern over how the Universal Sight members eyeballed Sert, a small group of Minka slipped through the crowd toward us, chittering in their strange language. The furry little thieves had their hands tucked into pockets or buried under tufts of their fur, beady eyes dancing around as they looked for easy marks.

I placed a hand on the butt of my rail pistol just before our paths converged.

The leader didn’t break his stride and gave me a dirty look as he passed by. I waited until we were out of earshot before I clicked my helmet’s external speakers.

“Not feeling too popular right now,” I said.

“I’m sure they just didn’t recognize the Hero of the Rebellion is all,” Fera said, prompting a chuckle from me. She nodded. “Here we go.”

I followed her gaze over to a holographic sign one third of the way across the walkway. It simply said REPAIR. An open alleyway ran between the repair shop and something with blacked-out smart-glass windows that equally simply declared itself ENTERTAINMENT.

Lockett tucked his chin and pressed the convoluted tubing from his breathing mask tight to his chest as he headed for the repair shop, squeezing between two Astradian spacers.

“Slow down, Drayth,” Sert rumbled, picking up his pace.

Fera and I followed suit, passing Sert, who only narrowly avoided crushing Minka and other smaller species that impeded his path.

We passed the ENTERTAINMENT shop and the alley, and arrived at the entrance of the repair shop in short order. Fera’s attention immediately diverted to the Anunnaki security guard posted out front, and the hand cannon in the drop holster on his left leg.

His bald head and smooth features hid his age well, but I could tell from his wandering eye and deep, sighing breaths, the guy was on the older side. He probably took this job as a supplement to whatever retirement he was getting from his previous line of work. That thought brought something up I hadn’t considered until now.

Do Ambassadors have a retirement plan? I can’t believe I agreed to this without looking at stock options and making sure a 401K was a part of the hiring package.

With Lockett having already dipped inside, Fera glanced over both shoulders. “Where’s Sert?”

I spun around in a full circle, searching the crowd. The big guy was nowhere to be seen. “I don’t see him. A Vorvak like him just walks off and out of eyesight in a matter of seconds? Doesn’t seem possible.”

I keyed my mic on the open team channel. “Sert, this is Will. Where are you? You didn’t get lost, did you?”

No response came, so I tried our AI. “Quin, are there any… I dunno—seafood joints here? I think Sert took a detour on us.”

“Curiously, the Vorvak has switched off his comms unit; therefore, I am unfortunately unable to track him.”

“Why would he do that?” I wondered aloud.

“Never mind,” Fera said. “We’ll wait outside a bit. If Lockett’s not out or doesn’t contact us in the next two minutes, we’ll head inside to see what’s going on.”

The two minutes came and went. At what I’m sure was exactly the 120th second, Fera said, “We’re going inside.”

Only, the repair shop evidently wasn’t open for business at the moment. The Anunnaki guard moved to block the door, hand resting on the large pistol in his drop holster.

“I’m afraid you can’t go in right now. One customer at a time,” he said in a gruff, no-nonsense tone.

Fera didn’t seem concerned with his refusing our entry. She pointed over the man’s shoulder, at the sealed door.

“Our friend is in there right now, talking to… someone important.”

The guard shrugged. “Should have gone in with him, then. Sorry. No exceptions.”

I knew Fera pretty well, and I knew she was about to unload on the guy.

Before she had the chance, Quin entered the comms channel, sounding exasperated. “Honestly, are you both so incapable? Just tell him you’re an ambassador, Will. He’ll have to let you in, then.”

That sounded like a better option than whatever escalation Fera was probably aiming for, so I stepped up. “As an Ambassador for the New Federation, we’re going inside.”

A well-worn look of boredom crossed Anunnaki’s face. Here was a guy who’d heard it all before. “Oh, sure, sure. I almost forgot it was Ambassador’s Day on Engama. And this is the Astradian Viceroy, right?”

Fera scowled as the guard continued.

“I’d love to take your word for it, but I get paid to not let everyone inside just because they say so. You got any proof, Ambassador?”

I wondered how isolated or unconcerned from galactic politics Engama Station truly was if the guy didn’t recognize me. Edison and the New Federation has plastered my face everywhere during the war. Or so I thought; there were no Will Kaufman posters hanging up on these space station walls.

It was actually kind of… refreshing.

“Yeah, one sec.” I retrieved my Tab from the slot in my armor and flashed my credentials.

That got me a slight raise of his eyebrows but no appreciable look of shock. “Next time, lead with the important stuff, Mr. Ambassador. You’re free to go through.”

I took two steps into the shop when I saw Fera make an abrupt stop in my peripheral vision. I turned to see the guard had stopped her in place, his palm pushed against the middle of her chest.

“Unless you’ve got a tab saying you’re an ambassador, too, this is as far as you go. I have to let him in. Not his entire entourage.”

Great. A rent-a-cop… in space.

“She’s coming with me,” I said. “Don’t like it, file a report.”

I pulled Fera beyond the threshold. The guard gave a disgruntled look but didn’t try to stop her this time. And of course, Fera shoulder-checked him on the way in, leaving him to silently fume and curse on the outside.

“The guy was high on his own supply,” I said over the private channel.

“I don’t understand the reference, but he seems like Imperium material, that’s for sure,” she agreed.

Most places on Engama Station were small. Real estate was finite and valuable. This place was one of the larger spaces I’d seen, though every square inch was being used. Work tables, inventory, and what I assumed were partly finished projects were stacked throughout the 200-square-meter room. All the way in the back was the reception desk, manned by a cheerful-looking Astradian clerk. Behind her may have been still more space, like a stockroom. Lockett and a Foris spoke around a workbench that was brightly lit by a suspended hook light above it. The distinct smell of fresh solder worked its way through my helmet filters as I tried to identify the variety of advanced electronic components scattered over the tables, and still more piled up on storage racks around the perimeter of the room.

The Foris reminded me a lot of Quin, except its coloring was dark purple, verging on black, and her eyes seemed small for a Foris. When it spoke, I realized this was the woman Lockett had spoken about. I had assumed it would be a fellow Drayth. I was wrong.

“I can do this for you, Drayth,” she said, her voice sounding like turning the pages of an old, dusty book. “But we will first discuss the price for services before they are rendered.”

Lockett tilted his head to the side, as if he was really thinking it over. “Immediate access. No damage to corrupted files. Imprint stored in memory. These are Lockett’s conditions.”

The Foris pursed her lips and shook her head, as if Lockett were asking for the world on a silver platter and she wasn’t willing to accommodate. She glanced at Fera and me with the barest turn of her head but didn’t otherwise acknowledge us.

“Very well, you have set your conditions. Now we will discuss mine.”

Lockett twitched. “Name the price. Lockett will pay. Half up front, half after completion.”

Her laugh was demure. “I am not one to be taken advantage of so easily, little cyborg. Money is something I have in great abundance—you do not entice me nearly so much as you think by offering it. I require something more… recherché.”

I recognized French when I heard it but didn’t speak it. My fiber-link still hadn’t picked up the rest of the human languages, leaving me at a total loss as to what the Foris was talking about or how she even knew the word. I wondered if that was a translator flaw, or if the alien was actually speaking French, because… that would open up all kinds of questions for me.

“Lockett understands the nature of the request but has nothing of value to offer in that regard.”

The Foris shook her head but never broke eye contact with the Drayth. “I do not believe you. Anyone with your skills, your connections, must be in possession of something valuable.”

She placed her hands on the edge of the table and leaned over them, staring deep into Lockett’s murky cybernetic eyes.

“Is there… is that…. something? I detect emotion that is unusual for a being of your race.” Her smile could have frozen a star. “Do tell, little Drayth.”

Lockett produced the vial with the memory core film inside and showed it to her. “Lockett carries no emotion, only logic. The information contained in this core is of vital importance to the New Federation. Compensation will be provided according to the terms Lockett has already set forth. There will be no other forms of payment.”

The Foris ran her thin fingers over her head probes for a moment, eyes boring into Lockett like she wanted to punch him. “You drive a hard bargain for one who comes to my shop seeking a favor. Your rigidity does you credit—it tells me your need for this information is great. Which means… you are desperate.”

She drew back her fingers and examined them idly, letting her words hang in the air. Lockett scoffed but said nothing. He looked to me, then back to her, clearly struggling with something internally.

Fera broke the awkward silence. “Lockett, just give her what she wants. We need that information, and she knows it. She’s got you over a basket, and we’re just wasting time here.”

“A barrel,” I corrected.

“Whatever,” Fera said with an eyeroll. “It’s not like you don’t get a thousand Astradian idioms wrong, you know.”

I hadn’t thought of that. I guess it all depends on how well the translators did the job of interpreting our intended meanings.

Lockett set the vial on the desk and started wringing his hands together. “There is… one thing Lockett can part with.”

“Valuable?” the Foris asked.

Lockett nodded.

“Then let us have it,” she said, picking up a tablet and offering it to him.

Lockett unspooled the interface cable from his head and plugged it in. He heaved a sigh as a dense datastream flowed over his eyes. The process took three seconds, and then his eyes returned to their murky color.

He retracted his cable and pointed at the vial. “How long?”

The Foris clutched the tablet to her chest. Her reply was almost a purr. “Not long. Give me… two hours.”

Lockett spun on his heel and bobbled his way between Fera and me. “Lockett is finished here.”

The Foris looked at the two of us in turn. “I provide services in exchange for valuable information. What your friend just gave me… is worth a great deal. I will not impart it to you unless you have something of equal or greater value with which to reciprocate, but I am now giving you that opportunity.”

“We’ll pass,” Fera said with a frown.

It was clear she didn’t like this Foris. From what I’d seen, I felt the same way. I put a hand on Fera’s shoulder. “Come on. She’s just trying to bait us. We’ll see you in a couple of hours… whatever your name is.”

The Foris sneered. “My name is Vapis. And… bait you? Such a wild, primitive misreading of the situation. But you prove my insight to be correct. You do not know your companion half as well as you wish you did.”

“Care to elaborate?” I asked, noticing that Lockett had already exited.

“For a price…”

“Maybe next time,” I said as Fera gave my shoulder a gentle tug.

“Will, let’s go. We still have a missing Vorvak we need to locate.”

“Yeah,” I said, staring at this Vapis for a beat before turning to leave.

And wishing…

…That I didn’t believe her so much.
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Lockett was waiting for us at the entrance to the repair shop, observing the crowd of spacers passing by. The doorman kept a close eye on him, hand resting on the weapon stowed in his belt.

“You want to tell us what the hell that was about?” Fera snapped.

Lockett flinched. “No.”

I glared at him. “Too bad because you’re going to… after we find Sert. Nobody saw what direction he wandered off to?”

Heavy foot traffic roamed the concourse and was as diverse as the galaxy itself. Anunnaki, Porlinga, Astradians, Krayvox, Minka… spacers from just about every species had a few people here, but not a single Vorvak.

“Was he hungry?” Fera asked, nodding across the walkway. “There’s a restaurant over there.”

Lockett shook his head, jostling the breathing tubes dangling from his mask. “Big oaf is more likely to be picking a fight somewhere.”

“A bar, then?” I suggested.

“No shortage of those,” Quin said and provided three such establishments with various themes in the area.

My fiber-link dropped the tidbit that four more were located in various arms of Engama Station, including Wayward Haven, the tavern we’d visited on our last stop here.

“Well,” I began, “let’s get moving. The station is big, but it’s not that big. Should we split up, or⁠—”

Fera shook her head. “No, splitting up isn’t a good idea. We’ll work a circle, check all the shops. He shouldn’t be hard to miss if he’s inside. Maybe he had some private business. You know how Sert gets.”

First up was the ENTERTAINMENT shop, spelled out in big, holographic letters.

“Exactly what kind of ‘entertainment’ are we talking about?”

“Companionship,” Fera said flatly.

Lockett shivered. “Fluid exchange. Disgusting.”

“Well, Vorvak don’t seem interested in any non-Vorvak, so I think we can rule that out, at least.”

“Agreed,” Fera said.

“Heartily,” Lockett added.

We walked around the main hub over the next twenty minutes, poking our heads in the various shops and restaurants until we ended up right back where we’d started, with no sign of Sert. That left us staring up at the adult establishment, the suspicion—more like fear—that Sert was drawn inside now mounting.

Fera crossed her arms. “I’d just as soon wait. I don’t want to go inside and see something I can’t unsee.”

I found myself nodding in agreement. “Me either.”

Both of us turned to Lockett. It took him a moment to realize we were staring at him, and when he noticed, his cybernetic eyes dimmed. “Do not look at Lockett. Drayth have no need to denigrate themselves in this manner. Lockett’s kind is not welcome in flesh shops, nor would we want to be.”

That started an argument between us of who was going to be our sacrificial lamb to send inside, but it didn’t last long. As Lockett was pointing his stubby fingers at me, I got the sense that Fera was about to pick the Drayth up and toss him through the door.

“Maybe we can just pay someone off the street to go in and take a look?” I glanced at a Krayvox stumbling out of the place. “Or maybe ask someone who’s been inside if they saw a Vor⁠—”

A slam sounded from the alley nearby, loud enough to shut me up.

“That was big,” Fera noted.

“Lockett heard it, too.”

I moved first, brushing past Fera and turning the corner between REPAIR and ENTERTAINMENT. A few angled pot lights in the sides of the compartments provided barely enough light to see by, but what I saw made me put the brakes on and hug the side of the alley.

Five meters up, a dumpster unit was pressed against the side of the compartment. Metal grated against the deck as the dumpster shook and slid. Three Krayvox appeared from behind it, their attention fixated on something out of view.

“High prices!” one of them hissed.

“Plasma cannon for the ship!” Another replied.

Fera was at my side in an instant. “What’s going on?”

“Don’t know,” I said, patting her shoulder and moving quickly and quietly forward to find out.

I’d made it only three steps before I heard the wordless grunt of a Vorvak.

“Hey!” I called out, dropping stealth in favor of a sudden show of force. Maybe surprise would work to my advantage.

The lizard men froze. One of them turned and pulled open its duster jacket, revealing reflex armor and a hand cannon tucked into its belt.

“Stop there!” it hissed, nostrils flaring with rage.

I did as instructed while dropping my hand to the butt of my rail pistol. “What’s going on over here?”

“No business of yours!” The Krayvox pointed toward the dumpster with its snout. “Leave now or the refuse collector can serve as your coffin.”

Movement in my peripheral drew my attention. I flicked my eyes up, just for a moment, and caught sight of Lockett scrambling along the station pipes and maintenance walkway over the REPAIR compartment. I didn’t know how he’d gotten up there so fast, or what he planned to do—the Drayth wasn’t worth much in combat.

I locked eyes with the lizard and took an easy step forward, keeping my pistol holstered but ready to draw at a moment’s notice. “Sounds to me like you have one of my friends over there. Which makes it my business. Why don’t you let him go?”

The lizard made a show of hovering his hand over his own weapon but didn’t draw. My fiber-link had scanned it and reported: PPC-45, plasma projector cannon. Five shots per battery pack.

I wondered how my Drayth armor would hold up to that.

Fera stood beside me, apparently not worried about the weapon. “We’re only going to ask this once. Let him go.”

“This one?” one of the lizards asked in a laughing hiss.

Both of the leader’s companions stepped out from behind the dumpster, dragging Sert by a collar with considerable effort. The chest and shoulder panels of his armor had been removed, leaving only his natural shell protection—which was plenty. But they’d managed to get the upper hand somehow. Sert’s breathing was ragged.

A sudden flash of blue energy arced along the base of Sert’s burly neck, drawing my attention to a collar ringing scorched flesh and blacked armor scales. The collar was connected to a leash so thin, I hadn’t noticed it at first. Every time Sert made a move they didn’t like, one of the Krayvox yanked on the leash, sending a jolt of debilitating electrical energy.

Tiny plumes of smoke wafted from the scales beneath Sert’s jaw and at the nape of his neck.

“A stun collar,” Fera muttered under her breath. “Big one. Probably for Porlinga.”

I figured that much, but I was still surprised that such a simple object could immobilize the big guy. These Krayvox must be needing credits in a bad way if they were willing to go after a hard target like a Vorvak.

“Last chance for both of you,” the lead Krayvox said. “Leave or die.”

I dryly noted that it was at least their second such last chance. These guys didn’t want an altercation any more than I did… but they refused to negotiate and were forcing my hand.

I shook my head, teeth gritted. “That’s not going to work for us. You let him go, now.”

The lizard man sneered. He turned his head and snarled something my translator didn’t catch. A door opened behind him. Six more Krayvox entered the alley, hand cannons drawn and pointed in our direction.

Overhead, Lockett worked at a feverish pace, unspooling a cable from his belt and attaching it to a small box. From my vantage point, it was hard to see much detail, but I thought it looked like a miniature microwave oven, with two vents on one side and a few prongs on the opposite side.

I scoffed, seeking to buy time for whatever Lockett had planned. “What’s your expectation here, exactly? Kill the two of us, lose a few of your own in the process, then sell our friend here as slave labor or something? You think you can actually control a Vorvak?”

“Typical Kravyox lunacy,” Fera spat.

The lizard drew its hand cannon. With so many guns on me, I didn’t think it was wise to draw my own weapon. Not yet.

“I will begin counting down to zero,” the Krayvox said. “Three...”

Lockett held the device over the lip of the REPAIR catwalk, letting it sway at the end of the cable. He started unspooling it one hand-length at a time, slowly lowering it over the heads of the enemies.

“Help me out here,” I said, “I’m sure there’s some kind of an arrangement we can come to.”

The Krayvox wasn’t having it. It tilted its chin up, slitted pupils narrowing.

“Two.”

“Okay,” I said, raising both of my hands. “Okay, just don’t do anything crazy. We’re leaving.”

Lockett lowered the box until it was a little over a meter above the Krayvox, then pressed a finger to his wrist. An electronic scream warbled out of the box. All of the Krayvox glanced up, but it was too late.

The sonic stunner went into effect, paralyzing the lizard men where they stood. As soon as the device activated, it converted the armed thugs into a terracotta army, harmless as a grouping of stone statues. A tingling pressure made the air inside my helmet feel staticy, but otherwise I was unaffected.

“Lockett employs sonic stunner. Recommend you keep your helmets on.”

“I’ll get their weapons,” Fera said nonchalantly.

The lizards’ eyes twitched and moved to follow Fera, snarls of protests puffing out of their nostrils. They watched helplessly as they were disarmed.

I rushed up to Sert to remove the collar. “Let’s get Sert out of here and get back to the Phaelon. He looks in a bad way.”

One by one, Fera deprived the Krayvox of their weapons, stripped them, and tossed the various parts into the dumpster while pocketing the firing mechanism. I wrenched the collar off of Sert’s neck and added it to the trash pile.

“You okay, big guy?”

He shook his head like a wet dog, scales crackling. “We will not ever speak of this.”

Before I could follow up, he lashed out like a child throwing a tantrum. His big fist connected with the chest of a nearby Krayvox and made the sound of a sledgehammer on concrete. The paralyzed lizard flew into the side of the repair shop with a crash and dropped to the deck.

Sert stomped forward, picked up one lizard in each hand, and slammed their scaled heads together hard enough to snap their necks. He left the corpses at his feet and bellowed a roar as he moved to the remaining four lizards still held in the grips of the sonic stunner.

I wasn’t brave or stupid enough to step between a Vorvak and its prey. I understood Sert’s rage at being captured, but it didn’t warrant murdering helpless people.

“Sert! Stop!”

To my surprise, he did. He wheeled around on me, rage and dismay on his face.

“What is it to you, Will Kaufman? These skinks deserve a slow and painful death for what they have done!” He backhanded a nearby Krayvox, spinning its head around as the neck shattered and the body went limp. “That is a mercy from me!”

The remaining captives had eyes wide with fear. What a nightmare, to stand there helpless as your buddies were killed, one by one.

“Capturing you?” I asked, confused. “I get that you’re pissed, buddy, but we’re going to draw a bunch of unwanted attention if we stack these bodies right now.”

“There’s a dumpster right there. They’ll find no evidence until trash day.”

Fera stepped forward. “Explain to me how you abandoned the mission and, on top of that, allowed yourself to get captured to begin with!”

The heat she delivered with the question seemed to cow Sert. Or maybe it was the shame of his answer.

Sert ran his clawed scutes over the damaged scales on his neck, his big orange eyes looking hungrily at the remaining Krayvox. “It has been some time since… since I had a warrior’s reward.”

Fera blanched. “You were looking for a female? Here, on Engama Station?”

Sert bristled. “Do not mistake me for one so weak-willed as to avoid the pleasure of flesh. My people are on the verge of extinction! Vorvak maidens are not as plentiful in numbers as they once were. I wished… to sire a new line of warriors.”

“Lockett tires of holding the stunner. Kill or discard the lizards so we can leave.”

Sert glared up at the Drayth but said nothing. “Kill. Leave no witnesses.”

Before he could do the job—and before I could protest—a plasma blast fired from somewhere overhead.

I looked up in time to see Lockett’s arm disconnect from his body in a cloud of circuits and metal fragments, the skin wrapped around his components burning with a foul stench that made its way down to the deck.

The Drayth screamed, fell over the ledge, and landed inside the dumpster. His severed arm came down on top of him a split second later. The cable wrapped around the wrist and connected to the sonic stunner went slack as the device hit the deck and broke into several pieces.

“Lockett!” I shouted as the static pressure eased up inside my helmet.

Instinct brought my rail pistol up as I searched for the shooter. A second burst from a hand cannon punched into the deck at my feet.

Fera identified the target first and fired three flechettes from her rail pistol. The Krayvox on the roof of the ENTERTAINMENT building ducked behind cover.

A brawl erupted in the alley as the effects of the stunner wore off. The Krayvox nearest Fera tackled her against the REPAIR compartment and struggled to wrench her weapon free. I swung my pistol around to assist her but caught a scaled elbow in the visor of my helmet.

The blow staggered me, and my weapon nearly slipped through my fingers. I brought my fists up to shield my face as a clawed swipe dragged across my helmet, leaving thin lines in the crystalline.

The third Kravyox pounced on Sert, slashing wildly for his chest.

“Suffer!” Sert roared, lashing out with his fists. The crunch of bones snapping was loud and repeated as the Vorvak pummeled the lizard into the deck.

My own attacker surged forward, slashing and punching in a wild frenzy, just as likely to keep my gun hand from getting a bead on him as it was to cause me any harm.

I caught most of the blows on my armored forearms, planted one of my boots on the deck, and sent the heel of my boot into the Krayvox’s stomach. The tink of armor hitting armor was satisfying, but the lizard didn’t stop or slow as he forced me up against the blacked-out smart glass of the ENTERTAINMENT compartment.

I ducked a swipe meant for my neck and threw a combination of punches into the lizard’s chest, using the butt of the weapon like an iron fist. I landed three punches before I reared back and slammed an elbow into the snout.

Dagger-like teeth broke off and spiraled away from the blow. I torqued my hips and followed up with another kick, this time feeling the crunch of cartilage in the knee joint bowing under the tip of my boot.

The lizard shrieked and dropped to the deck. With room to maneuver, I aimed my pistol at the alien’s head, only for Sert to stomp over and crush the Krayvox’s head under his massive foot.

I took a fraction of a second to assess the alley, noting several lizard corpses sprawled across the ground. Lockett was still in the dumpster, making no moves to climb out. Fera exchanged punches and kicks with two Krayvox—it seemed there was more backup arriving than just the shooter on the roof. She was holding her own, but they were forcing her toward the back of the alley, where a faint red light brought the outline of an airlock into view.

“Fera! Watch your back!” I shouted, digging my heels in and launching myself toward her.

Three more Kravyox leaped over the side of the compartment, teeth bared in hissing snarls. Two of them landed on Sert’s back, claws slashing at his scales. I stopped in my tracks as the third hit the deck in front of me and blocked my path.

“Go!” Sert roared, trying to shake the lizards off his back.

This is going from bad to worse, I thought.

The Krayvox in front of me raised its clawed fists and opened them, ready to intercept me if I tried to run past him. I steadied my gun and shot him square in the forehead, causing him to tip over backward like a fallen tree.

I guess Indiana Jones and I have more in common than just archaeology now.

Fully committed to my mad dash to get to Fera, I couldn’t put the brakes on fast enough when I saw a tri-bladed throwing dagger suddenly protruding from one of the lizard’s throats.

Recognition hit me like a lightning bolt to the brain.

Sansulu, Krayvox grenade.

The crack of the shotgun shell embedded inside the throwing star erupted. It tore the lizard’s head clean off its body. Torsion buffeted me as the discharge rippled through the air, leaving misted blood spatter on my helmet. Fera got it even worse.

Fast as a gale-force wind, Benegal rushed past me, his blue and white robes billowing as he tossed his throwing star grenades into the swarm of Krayvox that were trying to bring Sert down.

Three pops shook the alleyway. Krayvox screamed and rolled across the deck, gaping wounds in their chests, some missing limbs. Benegal leapt and pumped both legs out in a double jump kick that sent another enemy tumbling across the deck.

My mind raced. Despite the fact that the galaxy was a big place and the odds of Benegal being here right now were astronomical, I didn’t have time to think that through or to ask him how he managed to get here just in time to help us out.

I spun on my heel, hands shaking with adrenaline as I moved to better Fera’s odds.

The remaining lizard man lashed in and out, keeping light on his feet, probing Fera’s defenses in an attempt to keep her back against the airlock door. Fera ducked a right hook and came up with a snapkick that connected with the Kravyox’s snout, staggering him.

I pumped my arms and legs, closing the distance with huge strides.

The Krayvox saw me coming in its peripheral and decided to pounce Fera before I could get there. It wrapped its arms around Fera’s waist and tried to lift her off the deck, tucking its snout as she slammed hammer fist strikes into the back of its head.

Undaunted, the Krayvox raised up on its haunches and brought its shoulder down, slamming Fera onto her back.

“Fera!” Benegal called.

I saw a newcomer in that split second, jumping through the air on a flight path that would bring its clawed feet directly on top of Fera’s head.

My angle was all wrong—there was no way I could stop him mid-jump.

Fera saw the attack coming, though. Still being held around the waist by the one Krayvox, she jerked her head to the side, bridged her back, and tried for an intercepting kick.

Krayvox claws scratched the deck millimeters from her helmet. Her boot swiped through the air, missing her onrushing attacker as the toe of her boot slammed onto the control panel for the airlock.

The red light flipped to amber as the door slid aside.

I body-slammed the standing Krayvox into the bulkhead. Fera struggled to her feet, grappling with the other lizard, who drove them both into the airlock in an attempt to take her off her feet again.

My breath came in fits and starts as I slammed my fists into the Krayvox before me, the armored gauntlets of my Drayth armor ringing with each blow I landed. I caught a clawed swipe to the neck that sent sparks flying across my visor, but I didn’t let up. I worked the lizard over like a boxer training on a speed bag, and when the lactic acid built up in my shoulders to the point that I felt my skin was burning away, I took a step back and sent a boot slamming into the alien’s shin.

Bone snapped. The Krayvox snarled in agony and bent over the ruined joint, howling.

All I could think about was Fera struggling inside the airlock. It was back on top of her, and it was winning the fight, lifting her by the shoulders and slamming the back of her head down onto the deck.

Something inside me snapped, and I gave myself over to the blinding rage I felt building.

I wrapped my arms over the Kravyox’s neck and squeezed. The lizard jerked and scratched at my armor in a futile attempt to shake itself out of my grip. I threw my leg behind the lizard, using my hip as a fulcrum, and wrenched my shoulders up.

The crack of vertebrae snapping seemed as loud to my ears as a gunshot, as if every sense I possessed was strained toward detecting signs of this thing—this hated thing’s—demise.

I dropped the Krayvox to the deck, breathing heavily as fatigue washed over me. Black spots bloomed in my vision. Blinking through the distortion, I almost walked right into the oncoming pair of Krayvox that charged into the airlock.

As it was, I spun around, my mind catching up to what was happening. The rush resulted in me careening out the airlock while one Krayvox jumped atop of Fera and the other attempted to hit the brakes and pull me back inside.

In that split second, as its claws were grasping for my throat, I saw the door’s emergency button and slammed it shut. At once, the doors slid together, severing the arm, which fell at my feet.

These doors were designed, if activated, to close immediately and without hesitation. An atmospheric breach aboard an enclosed station such as this could have catastrophic results, and no Federation safety inspector was going to change any minds about the dangers of losing a limb because of it.

Through the viewport in the door, I saw the maimed Krayvox silently howl as it held its stump of an arm, stumbling backward against the airlock’s back wall. Its partner continued to assault Fera.

I was still seeing spots and sucking wind. I tried to find the control system to re-open the blast door, when Fera called me through the comm.

“Will! Hit it!” she said through gritted teeth. “Cycle the ’lock!”

Under normal circumstances, I might have argued with her. The tightness in her voice told me she wouldn’t ask me to do something like that if her life didn’t depend on it.

I twisted the control arm, freeing it from its base, and pulled it down, initiating the lock sequence, then craned my neck to look back through the viewport.

The amber light flipped to red as the outer airlock door slid open.

Fera was lying on the floor, the Krayvox straddling her with its clawed hands over her throat. As the airlock door slid open, a torrent of rushing air was sucked out into the void through decompression.

The armless Krayvox went out first. The other lifted off the deck, dragging Fera out with him.

What did I just do?

I slammed my fist against the viewport. “Fera!”

Fear clamped down on me like a vise.

Just as quickly, it dissipated in the cool flow of relief.

Protected by her suit, Fera caught the lip of the airlock seal with her fingertips and held on for dear life.

The Krayvox was not so lucky. The effects of the vacuum overwhelmed it, and soon it drifted, spinning off into the cold, hard vacuum of space to join its friend. Ice crystals bloomed along its scales, freezing its face in its soundless, dying scream.

I chinned my com. “Fera, are you okay?”

She pulled herself into the airlock, floating almost lazily in the null gravity. She reoriented herself and activated her magboots, sticking herself to the deck.

“I’m… okay,” she said between ragged breaths. “That’s a ride I’d rather not take again, though.”

“Starting repressurization,” I said, and began the sequence.

I looked over my shoulder and down the alley.

Twelve or more Krayvox corpses lay motionless between the compartments. Sert sat with his shell armor resting against the wall, breathing heavily. Blood lines from claw swipes criss-crossed the sides of his face and the back of his neck, but nothing bad. His hide was armor enough for most beings. He stood and kicked one of the corpses.

“Before my Day of Reckoning, the galaxy will remember the fear and awe it once had for my people. The mighty name of Vorvak will be feared across the stars once again!”

Benegal stood beside him, arms crossed as he eyed the Vorvak. “Your legacy is one of honor, Sert. These skin traders employ underhanded tactics. Do not let them taint your state of mind, my friend.”

Sert grumbled something that could have been a curse or a word of thanks, it was hard to tell.

The lock opened again. Fera stepped out and crushed me in a hug.

“Thank you.”

My chest tingled. I held her close to me, my hands shaking with the aftershocks of an adrenaline dump. “Yeah…” I breathed. “That was… not how I wanted things to go….” I took a deep breath, steadied myself, and declared, “That was too close.”

She nodded, looked at the carnage, and then froze. “Is that… Benegal?”

I turned as the Krayvox approached us, a look of disgust on his face.

“I see you have provoked Universal Sight once again,” he said. “Lucky for you, I happened to be in the area.”

“Yeah, real lucky,” Fera scoffed. “You were stalking us, weren’t you? What’re you playing at, Benegal? Gathering information for Atron? You know, he’s supposed to be working with us.”

Benegal’s response was a wordless snarl. Fera rolled her eyes.

I retrieved my rail pistol and stowed it on my belt. I understood the need for operational security, but Atron’s continued lack of communication with us was not inspiring a lot of confidence. But that was another thing we could deal with later.

“Let’s regroup at the ship,” I said. “I’ll give you the rundown and⁠—”

Sert rolled his shoulders, crackling his scales in the process of interrupting me. “We are chasing a fleet of hostile ships. Atron has a fleet of ships, whereabouts unknown to the New Federation.”

Benegal glared up at Sert. “Have a care with your accusations, Vorvak.”

Sert made a fist, and with great effort, loosened it.

“Hey, enough of this,” I said. “We have too many problems without going at each other’s throats. Work it out on the ship. Let’s go.”

Benegal shrugged but made no move to leave. “Atron’s business is his own. I do come bearing some news on the subject, however.”

My curiosity was piqued. “Okay, good, but let’s talk it over back on⁠—”

“I have met with him face-to-face. For now, the den is secure, but there are rumors. The Imperium is not dead, they are simply removed from the Orion Arm of the galaxy. Their whereabouts are largely unknown to us, but what is certain is that Marcus Eddison is with them.”

My gut clenched. “Atron’s sure about that?”

Benegal nodded.

Fera shook her head. “That’s not news. We already knew that.”

“You suspected it,” Benegal said. “Atron’s spies roam the dark vestiges of every sector, and from this darkness, they hear whispers. They have confirmed it. And more. Marcus Eddison is searching for something.”

Fera gave Benegal a challenging look. “What?”

Benegal looked away for a moment, then looked me right in the eyes, as if petulantly not wanting to admit he didn’t have a clear answer for Fera.

“That, we do not know,” he said. “We can infer that he has not given up hopes of crafting a planet-killer weapon. It is presumed he seeks some piece of technology left behind by the Fleuridians. Something that can be reverse-engineered to produce a weapon with the devastating power he needs to threaten the greater galactic community to bend the knee to the Imperium once again.”

The destruction of Kastar flashed through my mind’s eye.

I shivered at the implications. Another planet killer in the hands of anyone was a dealbreaker for me. Technology like that shouldn’t exist.

“Well, we’re all here. Let’s get back to the ship and wait for—” Fera started.

Something shifted inside the dumpster. A small hand reached up out of the refuse, like a zombie breaking through the ground at a graveyard.

“Lockett!” I shouted, rushing over to the dumpster. “So sorry, buddy!”

“No help for Lockett,” the Drayth muttered. “Lockett gets shot, everyone talks about their own problems. Nevermind Drayth circuits fried and the arm will die if not reconnected in the next hour!”

Lockett looked like a chimney sweeper from a vintage 1930’s film. He was covered in soot and chemical fluids, and with his right arm sheared off at the joint, I was surprised he was still up and moving.

He reached down and scooped up his arm, then tossed it over the side of the dumpster.

“Help Lockett out,” he demanded.

Sert ambled over to the dumpster, reached up, and plucked the Drayth out of the refuse like he was a pair of dirty gym socks. With a flick of his huge wrist, Sert tossed Lockett onto the deck.

The big guy looked conflicted for a long moment before he said, “Your contribution to the battle was… admirable.”

“And look at what it got Lockett!” the Drayth seethed, ignoring what for Sert was an incredibly humbling compliment and pushing himself to his feet with his one arm. “Never again!”

Fera and I exchanged a look. We were a raggedy bunch of hooligans, but we were at the tip of the spear when it came to defending the New Federation from the Imperium.

Benegal strode past me, his robes billowing with each step.

“I will clean up this mess and meet you back at the Phaelon.”

Fera gave him a hard look. “You’d better.”

“You have my word, Astradian.”


10


[image: ]


“Well,” Quin said, materializing in the medical bay the instant he spoke the word, “I must say that was an exciting hour of television. If only the miscreants had targeted your subvocal lattice, Lockett, they might have spared us your complaining. I can’t think through so much grumbling.”

Quin heard everything that went on aboard the Phaelon unless he specifically cut himself off from a room for the sake of privacy.

Lockett had been sitting on the bench in the medical bay, working a soldering tool with deft trigger pulls, and, yes, he hadn’t stopped grumbling for a moment. The tool sparked, spewing noxious fumes as it melted nanofibers into the crystal circuit boards inside his severed arm.

Fera and I watched from the back of the room while Benegal and Sert caught up back at the hold.

Quin’s chastisement shut Lockett up for at least a minute. Finally, the Drayth set his tool tool down and pointed at me.

“Arm.”

I came to the bench and lifted Lockett’s severed arm. The flesh around the edges was still blackened from the plasma round that had burned through it.

“You sure it’s ready?” I asked dubiously. “It looks… messed up.”

“It is ready. Open clasps.”

I looked inside the wound and found pairs of what looked like staples inside.

“You want me to touch these?” I asked.

Quin couldn’t resist inserting himself into the situation.

“A bit squeamish for a cannibal, aren’t you, Will?”

I shot him a glare. He laughed.

“Ignore AI, human. Look at Lockett.” The Drayth pointed at his eyes with two fingers. When I looked at him, he indicated the wound at the top of the arm. “Pressure opens them. Lockett will help you guide them into place, and you will engage the clasps. Then Lockett fuses them into place, good as new.”

“Okay,” I said, not really feeling squeamish, but nervous about messing this up. We relied on Lockett quite a bit, and I wanted him to be in good working order. “You know, when I got swept to the stars on the Phaelon, I had no idea I was going to be performing surgery on alien body parts.”

Lockett spluttered a laugh. “Stupid human. This is reconnection of parts, not surgery. Long way to go before you are competent enough to work on actual wetware.”

“Even when the time comes, I’ll pass,” I said, pressing down on the staples. They opened like the yawn of a venus flytrap. One by one, I repeated the process for the twenty or so clasps inside. Once I had them all opened, I brought the arm up to Lockett’s shoulder.

“Not so fast.” Lockett fanned his fingers like he’d touched something hot. “Slow, steady, deliberate. Incorrect alignment will cause many problems.”

He guided me through the process of aligning it properly with his torso.

“And… push.”

At the Drayth’s direction, I pressed the limb into its home at the shoulder.

Twenty rapid-fire clicks stacked over each other like a fast-spinning ratchet.

The arm felt lighter in my hands. It was attached, allowing Lockett’s body to bear the weight of it. I let go without being asked, and Lockett motioned for me to hand him his soldering tool. I picked it up and passed it to him.

“Good. This is good,” Lockett decided.

I breathed a sigh of relief. “Thanks for having our back out there, Lockett.”

He grunted, paused, and said, “You see what it gets Lockett? No more combat.”

Over the next few minutes, Lockett pierced the skin wrap of his arm several times and fired off the soldering tool. The smell was atrocious—like old grease in a deep fryer—but I did my best to stay by Lockett’s side for moral support.

Once the last clasp was permanently locked into place, Lockett stood and stretched his newly attached appendage. “Good as new. Lockett resumes work on the Vorvak next.”

Fera, who had been studiously looking anywhere but at Lockett, whipped her head around. “What about the codebreaker? It’s been three hours. She isn’t ready yet?”

Lockett took in a shuddering breath. “Codes have been sent through encrypted transmission. No need to return.”

I gaped at him. “You have the data you need to sift the techno-pirate’s memory core?”

His cybernetic eyes flared and dimmed. “Yes.”

“Prioritize that. The Vorvak need their eyes fixed, but if nothing else, we can pass a message along to General Mira’dna based on what we find in there. Do that first.”

Lockett turned to the terminal by the bench with a shrug of indifference. “First you pay… then Lockett plays.”

While the Drayth meandered toward the exit, Quin made the soundless steps of a hologram and came to stand between me and Fera.

“He’s a real pain in the ass, but he comes in clutch sometimes, doesn’t he?”

I raised a brow. “Comes in clutch? Where did you pick that up?”

Quin was indignant. “Part of the side effects of my quantum tether with EDNA is that I have been consuming a lot more content from Earth. I have the latest and greatest news, if you’d care to hear that—spoiler alert, it’s mind-numbingly banal—but, I can catch you up on the latest entertainment streams.”

I shook my head. “As long as things are relatively settled there, I’m good for now.”

“Your parents are doing well. Oh, and that professor of yours, Dr. Heidelberg, he’s petitioned your alma mater to grant you an honorary doctorate degree.”

“Really?” I didn’t know how to take that news. It surprised me, for sure, but holding a PhD suddenly didn’t have the same weight to it. I was traveling the stars on a Voidship, exploring alien cultures vastly different from my own, and actively trying to stop the resurgence of an Imperium that wanted to press the whole galaxy under its thumb.

Who needs degrees when you have real life adventures like this?

“That’s… nice of him,” I said as we made our way to the bridge where Lockett began working the data. “A fine gesture. But one I don’t deserve. Not really. I haven’t contributed much in the way of archaeology.”

“Perhaps he wishes to make you a doctor of nearly getting us killed with your wreckless approach to Void Drifting,” Quin said derisively. “Oh, yes. Don’t think I’ve let that one go, Will.”

Fera rolled her eyes. “How long is this going to take, Lockett?”

“Almost done. Chill for a sec, babe.” The mechanical delivery of Lockett’s next words clashed with the easy flowing lingo.

Fera’s eyes narrowed. “What did you just say to me?”

I laughed. “He’s just using some Earth lingo. Don’t worry about it… babe.”

She pointed at me. “Don’t you start.”

We both watched the Drayth as he sifted the data streams, his cybernetic eyes changing shapes and colors while his internal processor crunched all of the information.

Quin leaned over to me and lowered his voice. “Will, you know we really do need to talk about this new tactic you’ve been using for Void Drifting.”

“What is there to talk about, Quin?”

The Foris AI seemed surprised by my abruptness, but I didn’t let that sway me. “That you even have to ask is profoundly disappointing, Will.”

“It works. That’s the important thing.”

Quin looked away, a strange tightness in his expression. It could have been… embarrassment? Something that didn’t look right on him.

Finally, he turned back and said, “I know it works. You’ve done it enough now to demonstrate proof positive of that. What I’d like to talk about is how you do it. Calling a Lane to yourself is… well, that’s something my biological predecessor had never even heard of before you did it.”

“You’d be better off asking Uriel. He’s the one who showed it to me.”

“Yes, well, that Fleuridian was a walking time bomb.” Quin shivered. “I only regret that we didn't get rid of him sooner.”

“There’s something else on my mind that I wanted to run by you, though,” I said, pressing a finger to my temple. “Benegal said he’s heard rumors that Eddison is with the Imperium, and that they’re searching for something. Any idea what that could be?”

Quin’s face narrowed. “I heard that, but, no. I wish I did have an idea. Am I correct in inferring that you asked me that question at that moment because you think the Imperium is scouring the remnants of Fleuridian society, hoping to find some discarded piece of higher technology?”

I made a slight shrug. Quin was observant, that was indisputable. “It makes sense, doesn’t it?”

Quin looked pensive. “Eddison has his spies everywhere, as does Atron. Those two are mirror images of each other. One wants total control, the other total anarchy. Neither should be allowed to reach their goal.”

“Where does the New Federation fit into that?” I asked. “Because I can see both of those extremes being a problem for us.”

“Somewhere in the middle.” Quin said it like it was obvious.

“Where at in the middle, though? Eddison didn’t like the Federation because he wasn’t going to be in charge of it, and Atron… Benegal back in the day, too, I guess… they didn’t like it because it had rules and laws? Is it really all that simple?”

Fera snorted. She had been eavesdropping on our quiet conversation. “Kinda-sorta. The Federation wanted limited control. Just enough to keep the peace. People like Benegal and Final Equinox were fools. They couldn’t see the good that came from a system in place that everyone’s a part of. They would rather there be no system, which creates a cesspool of vigilantes.”

I was about to ask her to expound on that when Lockett jumped in his chair with a screech.

We all rushed over to his side and stared at the terminal. Something like binary code waterfalled down the holo screen with blinding speed. I had no hope of translating or understanding a single line of it.

I gave him a slight nudge. “Lockett, what’s going on? Are you all right?”

He nodded dumbly.

“Lockett?”

He continued nodding until Fera slapped the back of his head.

“Abuser!” Lockett shouted, rubbing the back of his head. “Keep hands to yourself, Astradian. Your temper is worse than the Vorvak!”

“Then stop sitting there like a stupefied bobblehead and come out with it!” Fera said.

I smirked. She was a firebrand. And not just any firebrand—she was mine.

That said… I appreciated when I wasn’t on the receiving end of her temper. Lockett wasn’t exactly wrong about that.

Our resident Drayth shook his head and took a few breaths before responding. “Most of the data is corrupted beyond use. Bits and pieces, though, when combined and compiled, form fragments. Lockett has pieced together fragments to produce this.”

He wagged his chin at the terminal.

A document materialized in the hologram window. It was missing pieces, but I saw the logo at the top, part of the signatures at the bottom, and a few paragraphs between—all written in English.

“Looks like a contract….” I said, trying to skim-read it as fast as I could.

“Correct,” Lockett said, “and a lucrative one.”

“Someone was paying the Blue Wave to attack the colony worlds?” Quin asked, rhetorically. “Interesting.”

“How lucrative?” Fera asked.

“Suffice to say⁠—”

She cut him off. “Wait. What is this logo? I don’t recognize it.”

It was a less-detailed version of the Seven Sisters constellation, or the Pleiades. Arched over the symbol was the company name ORION INDUSTRIES.

A company name I was familiar with, because it was from Earth and had been party to some of the meetings I’d been in upon returning to the planet. They were one of the lesser defense contractors responsible for providing high-octane fuel to NASA and the military.

“Oh boy,” I breathed. “This is… not good.”

“What? I don’t get it.” Fera said.

“It’s an Earth-based company. And how does such a company get in contact with, and make a contract with, a Drayth techno-pirate organization like the Blue Wave? At best—at best—they’ve talked with a legitimate member of the Drayth collective. But pirates…?”

Lockett showed empty palms. “Lockett does not know.”

Fera shook his chair, rough. “I don’t buy it. You’re working independent deals with the humans all the time. They’re notorious gossips.”

“Hey,” I protested, but she talked right through it.

“No one you spoke to had any inkling of any other company working with an independent Drayth agency? Or are we to conclude that the Drayth Collective itself is serving as a proxy to these pirates?”

Lockett tried to utter an explanation, but I wanted to get close to the source and start searching there. I turned to Quin. “I need to talk to EDNA.”

A look of horror crossed the AI’s face. “Oh, no. Please, no. Will, I can sift the entire Internet on Earth right here, right now, without need for⁠—”

That brought Fera around. “Quin! Just bring her here.”

Quin’s head probes waggled as he shook his head. “I don’t have to do what you say, Fera. You may be captain of this ship, but I get to make my own decisions.”

Fera arched an eyebrow. “The last time you made your own decision, you tethered yourself to EDNA. The time before that, you let a Vorvak fugitive nearly destroy Phaelon. The time before that, you locked me in cryo for four thousand years.”

Quin squirmed. “All I am telling you is that it is not necessary to contact her. By virtue of that tether, EDNA and I have access to the same information. Everything she knows, I know. And vice versa.”

I saw his discomfort plainly, and it made me pity him just a little bit. Despite how Fera had put it, Quin had sacrificed himself to give Fera a chance to survive their crash landing on Earth 4,000 years ago. That decision ended up being the first stepping stone toward what would eventually bring down the Imperium. Not to mention meet me. That was worth something.

“Quin, I know you don’t like to deal with EDNA directly, but I want to hear it directly from her. Please, just bring her here. You don’t even have to do any of the talking. I’ll handle all of it.”

“I just know I’m going to regret this.” Quin deflated like a stuck balloon and disappeared entirely. “I’ll make the call.”

Sert and Benegal joined us on the bridge, and Lockett left to go work on the Vorvak by the time the connection was made. As I waited, the chill in the air cycling through the filters felt more potent, but it could have been psychosomatic on my part. Something about this situation just rubbed me the wrong way. I wasn’t going to get any kind of relief until I heard from EDNA that Earth had nothing to do with the techno-pirates and this mystery fleet.

Benegal leaned against the bulkhead next to Sert’s station, looking bored.

Quin materialized in a flurry of light particles, working his fingers in the air by his face as if typing on an invisible keyboard. The primary bridge display shifted from the star-studded void to a blank slate with pulsing ellipses beneath EDNA’s logo.

The AI hurriedly stepped out of view of the frame.

The blank slate parted like a curtain, revealing EDNA’s avatar. Behind her, NSA Director Mercado was busy typing at a computer. He looked over and saw us, then returned to his work as if he weren’t surprised to see us.

“Quintar?” EDNA asked in her soothing, motherly voice.

“EDNA, it’s Will. How are you?” I asked.

“I am well, thank you for asking, Will Kaufman.” She frowned, eyes dancing back and forth as she searched for Quin. “What is this silly game you are playing, Quintar?”

Fera glared at Quin and motioned for him to step into the frame.

Like a child avoiding the discipline of a parent, Quin shook his head.

I decided to cover for him. After all, I’d said that I would do the talking.

“EDNA, Quin’s currently working through a mountain of data we’ve collected from a Drayth memory core, so he’s a bit preoccupied at the moment. I asked him to put a connection through on my behalf. What we’ve learned from the data so far is problematic, and I’m hoping you can help us with it.”

“How is it problematic? I will assist you in any way that I can.”

Behind EDNA, Director Mercado’s ears perked. His fingers ceased their typing.

“You’re up to speed on the recent attacks on colony worlds within New Federation boundaries?” I asked.

EDNA nodded. “Certainly. When Quin’s database was updated with your most recent findings, I ran some calculations of my own, and I agree with your working hypothesis. The frequency of these attacks would be hard to explain without the assistance of a Void Drifter.”

Still hiding in the corner of the bridge, Quin winced. He didn’t like having to share his database, I could tell.

I cleared my throat. “That’s good news, EDNA. Not about the Void Drifter, but about your coming to the same conclusion as us.”

“Get to the point,” Benegal grumbled behind me.

I ignored him. “The prevailing thought is that the Imperium is behind these attacks, but as I said, we encountered Drayth techno-pirates at the most recent colony. We were able to extract some information from one of their memory cores, and it appears there is some sort of contract between these techno-pirates and Orion Industries.”

EDNA frowned. “Orion Industries?” She must have done an information pull through her own database, because a split second later, realization dawned on her face. “I am familiar with this company, but I am not finding a record of this company working with any off-world entities.”

“Our investigation says otherwise.” Fera tapped the MFD at her terminal and transmitted the fragmented file over to her.

EDNA’s brows knit together. “That is concerning. I am speaking with the CEO and the officers of Orion Industries right now through their fiber-links. I have built extensive algorithms based on my observations of human behavior, and I do not detect any misdirection or false assertions coming from them. I will admit this fragmented document you have provided is concerning, but I have no means of authenticating it. At this moment in time, I have a reasonable degree of certainty that this company is not involved with the Drayth at all.”

Sert exhaled an obnoxious snort. “This chasing shadows is pointless. We should wait for another attack, Void Drift to them, and board one of the ships. Assault the bridge, kill everyone on board. Only force will stop them.”

“Typical Vorvak,” Quin muttered under his breath.

Fera looked at me with resignation. I knew why.

If EDNA didn’t have anything, and Earth didn’t have anything… the Drayth were the only ones who might know something.

You do not know your companion half as well as you wish you did, Vapis had said.

I shook my head, clearing the female Foris’s parting words out of it. “Thank you for your time, EDNA. We will continue our search and reach out to you if we need your assistance.”

She smiled. “Very well, Will Kaufman. I only wish I could be of more help.”

Fera slapped the connection off on her terminal, returning the primary display to an open view of the starfield.

For a few seconds, no one spoke. The bridge felt tense.

Quin scuttled his way front and center and assumed his usual position at the helm, hands clasped behind his back, eyes fixated on the starfield. But, remarkably, he kept quiet.

Fera broke the ice by clearing her throat. “At what point are we going to hold Lockett down and cut his memory core out? He knows something.”

I blanched. “Fera, come on. We⁠—”

Sert had already sprung up from his chair and cracked his knuckles. “I will hold him down.”

Quin looked at Fera over his shoulder. “You will get nothing from the Drayth.”

“How do you know?” Fera demanded.

Quin returned his attention to the starfield but said nothing.

I gave him a beat. “Okay… Quin, do you know something you’re not telling us?”

He shook his head. “No, but I have my suspicions.”

“How about sharing them with the rest of us?” Fera growled.

Benegal walked across the bridge, pausing between the pilot and copilot stations. I thought he was going to punch Quin in the back of the head. If the AI wasn’t a hologram, he might have done just that. Instead, the Krayvox raised a clawed hand and pointed at him.

“There is only one way to confirm the data, and you know it, Foris.”

Quin turned and put his hands up. “Slow your roll, there, Benegal. I’m still running probability calculations in my subroutines. I have not yet come to a conclusion.”

“Catch us up to speed, Quin,” I said. “Because this secrets upon secrets schtick is getting old. We’re a team. We have to be able to trust each other.”

“Done.” He snapped his fingers, then looked Benegal in the face. “You are right. There is a forty percent chance if we try to forcibly extract the information from Lockett directly, he will zeroize himself, but… we already know how to work around that.”

“The codebreaker,” Fera said, leaning into the word to encourage Quin to continue.

“Yes. Vapis is highly skilled at forensic data analysis.”

Benegal scoffed. “It is no wonder the Federation fell so quickly to the Imperium. No stomach for immediate action. We need intelligence we can act upon. There are enemies poised for another attack. They will not wait on our account. They hit and fade, hit and fade. At this rate, they will strike every planet in New Federation space before we track them down.”

Sert dragged his claws along the scales of his shell armor, like he was scratching an itch. “Would that they would strike Farrakar and feel the wrath of their mistake. Nevertheless, we must kill them. When word reaches us of the next attack in progress, Will, you bring us there, and my Vorvak will board their ships and put a swift end to it.”

Fera chewed her lip. “To what end? We caught the Blue Wave and got nothing from it but a couple of blind Vorvak.”

Sert growled a warning.

“My point is,” Fera continued, “that if Lockett knows something, we need to know it, too. Will is right. If this crew begins to mistrust each other…”

She left the ramifications to our own imagination.

I let out a sigh. “So how do you get Lockett talking when he doesn't want to? Everyone get out your wallets. Let’s see how much we can bribe him with.”

“He’ll be much more agreeable after I’ve torn a few limbs from his body,” Sert suggested.

It was a joke, but something about it triggered an idea for Fera. “No… Lockett might know something, but we don’t need to force it out of him. We need leverage.”

“Fera,” Quin said with a heavy sigh of his own, “just where do you suppose we can find something to dangle over the head of our resident Drayth? His loyalty is clearly to himself over the rest of us, and short of forcibly extracting what he knows, there’s no carrot sweet enough to entice him, and no stick big enough to threaten him into parting with that information.”

Everything Quin was saying made sense. It started the wheels turning in my head.

Lockett was a Drayth. The Blue Wave were Drayth, too.

Both from the same species, working in different capacities for the same organization: the Drayth Collective.

“Quin, where’s the Drayth’s root world?” I asked.

He stopped mid sentence with a frown. “Divorak? Why do you ask?”

“You want to go to them.” The way Fera said it, it wasn’t a question.

“I’m thinking about it,” I admitted.

“Why, though? You think the Drayth Collective is going to own up to a connection with the Blue Wave?” she asked.

Benegal’s smile showed his sharp teeth. “This has merit. Ask the source—if it be the source—directly, provide them the proof of the connection. It may be that they are not a party, but having a person such as Will before them, showing suspicions may serve to galvanize them to help us regardless. As it is said, to best a Drayth, seek out a Drayth.”

I wasn’t familiar with that expression, but evidently Sert was. I could tell by the way the big guy’s nictitating membranes clicked as he thought it over. “I do not relish the idea of meeting with the gearheads, but this is a sound plan that will give Lockett plenty of time to restore my Vorvak to combat-ready status.”

Quin made a face. “It has a certain sort of direct charm to it, I guess. The Drayth Office of the Justicar is our best bet. Of course, they’re bound to be busy sleuthing through all sorts of cybercrimes and the like.”

“Are you telling me they don’t take walk-ins?”

“Did you want me to book you an appointment?” Quin asked, incredulous.

“No, we’ll just show up and try to explain our situation. Maybe, since their species are the ones implicated in this right now, they’ll up our priority to try to clear their name.”

Quin shrugged. “It’s as good as any other plan we have going for us. The question being… are you capable of another Void Drift right now?”

“I’m going to need to catch a few rest cycles,” I confessed, then turned to Sert. “Make sure your people use the downtime to get some rest, too.”

He nodded and left the bridge without complaint.

Benegal’s cranial spines lifted, changing through a variety of colored hues. “Atron’s information on the Imperium, tied with this rogue Void Drifter…” He sniffed. “I sense something momentous lingers on the horizon, just out of view.”

“I get that feeling, too,” I said, but for different reasons, I’m sure.

The rumbling of The Hollow rolled through my memory. I suppressed a shiver.

Fera sat back in her chair, keying up the Void Drift suite on her terminal and sliding it over to mine. “This is better than sitting around waiting for another attack. We go to the Collective and show them what we’ve found. If that doesn’t work, we go with Sert’s plan and just Drift to the site of the next attack without missing much.”

Quin shook his head. “Yes, well, the Vorvak’s bloodlust-ridden enthusiasm notwithstanding, we’re not equipped to engage directly with a warship.”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” I said, getting up out of my chair. “Phaelon’s taken out its fair share of giants since I’ve been on board at least.”

That made Fera smile.

I trudged toward the door, feeling as though I could curl up on the deck in that moment and fall right to sleep.

“Quin,” I said through a yawn, “wake me after three rest cycles.”

“Of course.”
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My body benefited from the rest cycles. I wished I could say the same thing about my mind. It seemed that every wink of sleep was plagued with nightmares about the Void. When I woke up, I had Lockett’s secrets in my brain, and I wondered if I’d been dreaming about that, too.

A sense of anxiety rested heavily as I began to stretch upon waking.

And Lockett… though I’d tried to give him the benefit of the doubt, it chafed me to no end that I didn’t know what he’d told Vapis and that he wasn’t willing to divulge it to the crew. Whether he shared some proprietary information on his business dealings or something else, I felt like I had a right to know, and it troubled me that the Drayth felt like he couldn’t trust me.

Maybe by going to the Drayth Collective directly, I could cut him out of that loop, get to the bottom of our problems, and leave everything else behind us. By the time I’d slept, showered, eaten, and made my way to the bridge to get reacquainted with the crew, Lockett had finished fabricating the photoreceptors in the shop and performed the surgeries on four of the six Vorvak.

I opted to hold off on the Void Drift for another two hours to give him the time he needed to finish up the remaining two surgeries. They each spent an hour in the medical pod and washed in the purple-tinged biogel to seal up their wounds, then we were back to peak operational status.

The delay was worth it to me, because if we did indeed have to make one of those borderline-suicidal boarding missions again, I wanted as many of Sert’s elite with us as possible.

I performed my new trick on the Void Drift, which worked even better than the previous two attempts. Chalk it up to being well rested.

“That was… kind of smooth,” Fera said as we exited the Void into Drayth space.

The binary star pair resolved in the center of the primary display, along with a massive asteroid field near the boundary of the stars’ gravity well. Two planets, one at the inner and one at the outer edge of the Goldilocks zone, sported a healthy amount of moons. Sprinkled here and there in the surrounding darkness, thousands of transponder signals began to percolate on the scopes as Quin ran an active pulse scan.

I came back to myself, the siren song fading into the backdrop of my mind.

“It’s weird,” I said, adjusting my position in the pilot’s chair, “It doesn’t get easier the more often I do it, it just… I don’t know, feels a little more predictable.”

Lockett sauntered onto the bridge, looking exhausted.

“Lockett has returned to the Collective,” he said with a slight wheeze. “Lockett vowed never to get so close to this place again.”

“Why’s that?” I asked, feeling like this was the first time I’d heard that.

He shrugged. “Lockett’s upgrades were nearly complete here. Wanted to spread the efficiency and optimization of Drayth technology to the stars.”

“More like wanted for crimes against the collective,” Fera muttered.

“That, too,” Lockett admitted.

“Well, rest easy,” I said. “Statute of limitations was up for everyone else. Why not you?”

“Drayth, like Foris, have long lives,” Quin said, eyeing the primary display. “Though their longevity is entirely due to their technology. Look here, Lockett—it appears that the last four thousand years have been rather busy for your people. Active pulse scans are returning no less than ten thousand space habitats in orbit of Divorak and Nexia, the two habitable worlds here. That does not include the exponentially higher figure of ships and drones milling about the system.”

I took in the starfield at a glance, the ultra high definition renderings in the hologram breathtaking in their clarity and detail.

Divorak was a metropolis, a world almost completely wrapped in a cocoon of artificial constructs. What I might have mistaken for natural mountain formations were actually multiple tiers of buildings layered on top of each other. Clearly modular in design, the planet-wide city seemed like a series of interconnected rubix cubes that shifted and moved at random. I had no idea what the purpose would be for a mobile city that could change shape, but the Drayth clearly wanted that capability.

“Wow,” I breathed, “that’s… kind of miraculous.”

Lockett sputtered out with pride, “Height of advanced engineering. Cannot upgrade perfection. You turn the ship back now. There is nothing to discover here. Nothing new.”

I broke my gaze at the incredible architecture to glare at him. “It’s our best shot at getting ahead of this problem. Unless you want to share whatever secret you sold to that Foris with the rest of us.”

Lockett crossed his arms. “Lockett’s secrets do not concern you and are of no use for this mission.”

“So says you,” Fera countered. “But helpful or not, you’re acting strange. We’re all on the same team here.”

“Some of us are, anyway,” Quin said, casting a dark look at the Drayth.

“Lockett does not hold information back that would help Phaelon find Blue Wave or the fleet that ferries them around. Lockett’s information is business. Not human business or Astradian business. Drayth business.”

Quin took a step toward him, raising a finger. “That’s one slip up too many, perhaps. So you admit that you’re working on behalf of the Drayth⁠—”

Quin flinched as if he’d been shot. Something electronic popped, like an arcing wire. His body dissolved in a stream of fading light confetti. Behind the empty space where the Foris AI’s hologram had been projected, the primary bridge display winked out, showing only an empty bulkhead.

My eyes wide with surprise, I looked at Fera who was equally bewildered.

A dull, droning whine pulsed along the bulkheads, followed by a rattling shake that vibrated across the deck, knocking against my boots like a small earthquake.

All at once, systems went offline.

My terminal blanked and powered down. The air recyclers coughed and fell silent. The lights went out.

Backup emergency lighting kicked in, tracing strips of dim red light along the walkways. It was barely enough to see my hand in front of my face, and it ran on power cells separate from the primary energy circuit, which meant it was only good for a few hours.

“What the hell is going on?” Fera asked, slapping at her controls. “Quin?”

She yanked the stick and slid the throttle back and forth a few times, but the Phaelon did not respond to her inputs. The sounds of components hitting their mechanical stops was loud in the sudden quiet.

Benegal unstrapped himself from his seat and moved swiftly for Lockett, caught off guard for a moment by the sudden loss of gravity. He glided somewhere in the dark, and then I heard his magboots latch to the bulkhead.

“What have you done, Drayth?” Benegal hissed.

Lockett waved his hands helplessly. “Lockett does nothing. Phaelon suffers brownout.”

“Brownout?” I asked.

“Total loss of power,” Fera said, chewing her lip and still trying to coax some life out of the controls at her terminal. “Everything is down… including life-support systems. Collective’s work, no doubt. We’ve got limited oxygen, and we don’t know what else they have planned, so everyone get your helmets on.”

I reached for mine, which was stowed under my seat, but stopped when Lockett shouted for everyone to relax.

“Standard procedure for unannounced visitors to collective. Drayth can never be too safe. There is much technology that can be stolen even from a simple, unexpected sensor sweep. Not that anyone on this ship would know how to do it! Except Lockett.”

“We’re moving!” Fera said, craning her neck as she searched the darkness. There were no viewports on the bridge to prevent combat vulnerability from incoming rounds, but now it felt like an oversight—with no power to the holograms and displays, we were literally drifting blind.

Lockett stepped up to Quin’s usual spot at the helm and produced a Tab from his oversized fatigues. He held out the device, which was flashing green with an incoming connection, and accepted it.

A miniature hologram of a Drayth appeared above the Tab, slowly turning its head to catalog everyone on the bridge. I didn’t know how it could see anything in the lack of lighting.

“Unauthorized Void Drift detected in Collective Space,” the mechanical voice announced. “Identify yourselves or prepare to be fired upon.”

Lockett spoke before I could. “This is Lockett of the Drayth Collective, on board the New Federation Voidship Phaelon. Also in attendance is Will Kaufman, Earth Ambassador to the New Federation.”

“Tell them we’re trying to talk with someone in the Justicar’s Office,” I said.

Lockett parroted my request. The response was not what I was hoping to hear.

“Sector Patrol Officer Didjat acknowledges Will Kaufman. Valid Void Drift is now registered.” The hologram tilted its head toward Lockett. “This one has been gone so long from the collective it has forgotten the ways of the Collective.”

“Four thousand years,” Lockett confirmed.

“Impressive, but no excuse,” the Drayth calling itself Didjat said. “Lockett knows the Justicar does not meet with outsiders. Internal investigations consume their workflow, currently. Downfall of Imperium allows breathing room for Collective but also creates gaps in firewalls. Many rogue elements seek to burrow into these gaps and extract wealth, power, influence, control for themselves. Disaster mounts with each passing cycle that resolution is not obtained.”

Lockett nodded. “So it does.”

I waved a hand at him and mouthed, Blue Wave.

He nodded.

“Lockett is in search of information on rogue elements that operate under the moniker of the Blue Wave. Techno-pirates, resource scavengers. Connected to attacks on other colony worlds. Possible evidence of Void Drifter transporting them to and from attack sites.”

There was a pause.

Then…

“Didjat requires some proof of this.”

“Lockett tires of this exchange. Ambassador presence on board this vessel is verified. Restore power to Phaelon or suffer consequences from the New Federation. Meet with Lockett and Ambassador like civilized people. Lockett is in possession of multiple organic life-forms on board that will die without oxygen supply, including Will Kaufman.”

A beat passed with the hologram Drayth and Lockett staring at each other.

“Request granted in part,” Didjat said between pops in his breathing apparatus. “Minimal systems are returned to you.”

Something clanged beneath my feet. A shuddering click played over my head repeatedly, slowly ramping up to the sound of a fan cycling back on as life support was resumed. The emergency lighting faded beneath the relatively strong main lights, followed by a low, droning groan from the terminal in front of me. Slowly, other systems started powering back up.

The primary bridge display illuminated, bringing the starfield back into view—and two unidentified Drayth vessels. They were each twice the size of the Phaelon, about the same relative shape, but with electromagnetic pulses of light emanating from their noses.

“These guys don’t mess around, do they?” I asked.

Quin popped into existence like he’d been shot from a confetti cannon. As he resolved into his Foris shape, he let out an exasperated sigh.

“We’ll definitely be filing a formal complaint with the New Federation about the Collective’s treatment of Ambassadors on diplomatic missions. So much for the pinnacle of civilization!”

Lockett winced. “Comm is still active, stupid AI.”

The Drayth hologram turned to regard Quin, then glanced at me. “Is your life support back online, Ambassador?”

“It is, thank you,” I said. “Pass us the coordinates of the meeting location, and we will proceed to it directly.”

“Yes,” Lockett said. “You get Lockett to Justicar, Lockett asks questions, then leaves without protest.”

“The collective will not accommodate this request.”

“This is Captain Fera, and I need to know why not,” Fera demanded. “You can’t just seize an Ambassador’s vessel at your whim. We’re protected under New Federation law!”

I started a verbal protest of my own, but Didjat cut me off with a slashing motion.

“We will not accommodate this request until after Lockett and Ambassador Kaufman are provided a tour of Nexia. This should answer any questions you have regarding Collective involvement with Blue Wave.”

Quin rolled his eyes. “Oh, yes, a tour. That’s what we need. Watch the elves in Santa’s workshop.”

I glanced sideways at Quin. “You keep up with the analogies, and I’m going to mistake you for a human.”

He gave me a flat stare. “Don’t ever say anything so patently disgusting again as long as you live.”

Lockett wasn’t interested in a tour. “Lockett declines. Information exchange is all that is required.”

“Declination declined,” the Drayth countered. “The tour is required.”

Lockett fumed but didn’t argue any further. I guessed that was how things worked among what you had to admit were among the weirder aliens the galaxy had to offer.

Fera sat back in her chair in frustration.

“Aren’t you gonna fly us in?” I asked.

She gestured to the controls as if the answer were obvious. “I can’t. We have to let them steer us along with their tractor beams. Ridiculous.”

Benegal, who had been studiously watching the exchange without comment, threw in his two cents. “Whatever they wish us to see, it must be of some significance. The moment they realized an Ambassador was aboard this ship, the entire discussion shifted. The link between these techno-pirates and the Collective itself may be tenuous at best, but it’s clear the Collective wishes to make an effort to show they are not a party.”

“Blue Wave are heretic outcasts looking to make their own way through the galaxy apart from the Collective,” Lockett declared.

Fera snorted. “Convenient.”

“We don’t know what we’re looking at until they show us,” I said, settling into my chair. “Let’s just give them the benefit of the doubt for now.”

Lockett inclined his head to me, almost in a gesture of thanks.

“Don’t think we’re done with you yet,” I told him. “If we find out you have a connection to the Blue Wave, or any of these shenanigans, it’s going to be your ass.”

Lockett hung his head. “For the twenty-third time, Lockett is innocent in this. But do not expect to find a connection. The Collective is known to banish sectors of society that do not fall in line with the Ecumenical Upgrade.”

The Phaelon shuddered as the tractor beams tugged at her hull, dragging her through empty space without the benefit of the propulsion section. The life-support systems pumped air into the bridge, but without some of the other systems online to warm it up, it felt like sitting in a blast chiller.

And… the lack of scanners, scopes, and navigation data that should have been available made me paranoid. I didn’t know how anyone conducted space travel without the extra layers of information.

Quin grumbled about it as we were brought into the upper reaches of the atmosphere of Nexia. “The nerve of these Drayth!”

Turbulence rattled the bulkheads as we broke through the troposphere. A long line of cirrus clouds parted in front of the primary display’s forward camera feed, revealing a sprawling mass of green grasslands and large bodies of water. The planet could have been a smaller Earth.

“Look on the bright side,” I said. “At least they let our external cams stay active.”

“Remind me to write them a letter of thanks,” Quin said.

The comm board lit up with an incoming transmission. I activated it. Didjat’s voice floated up from the speakers.

“Observe the surface of Nexia. Until one hundred and thirty one days ago, this was a world frequented by the youth of our species. In order to understand the need for the Ecumenical Upgrade, our progeny spend time cut off from all technology, where they languish in the ineptitude of biological ecosystems. After the coming of age, they are given the blessings of upgrades and welcomed into the Collective.”

The single continent was about the size of the United States and shaped oddly similarly to Australia. Amidst the greenery, three major cities lay in ruins.

My stomach jumped as our escort ships dropped closer to the surface far less smoothly than Fera would have.

After a beat, Didjat asked, “Do you notice anything?”

Quin zoomed in, and soon we all saw with our eyes what Didjat meant. The place looked like it had been through a war.

I muttered a curse. “What happened here?”

“You tell us, Ambassador,” Didjat said coolly. “This attack was sophisticated. We believe it was plotted and carried out based on insider information passed to enemies of the Collective.”

Nexia’s surface rolled slowly beneath us. I took stock of the wreckage that had once been Drayth cities—not the postmodern metropolis style of their root world Divorak, but something that was meant to be a bit more… rustic. For a Drayth, I mean. Rather than exotic metal and smart glass panels, wood, brick and some concrete analog was smeared across the ruined landscape. As a whole, I’d say the place looked like a modern European city… after a blitzkrieg.

But the design was interesting. Old and new… hardly a luddite zone. Extremely un-Drayth.

I guess that’s what passes for technologically “roughing it” for a Drayth.

Of course the real problem–and the real horror–was what the attackers intended and achieved in hitting Nexia. This was where the Drayth put their most vulnerable, and someone had conducted an aerial raid on the planet, leaving nothing alive in their wake. It was as brutal and unforgiving as any battlefield I’d ever seen—the civilian side of war and suffering.

Whoever did this—moral leanings aside—must have had some serious technology. The Drayth shut down Phaelon almost as soon as we entered orbit. Obviously not so with these attackers. Little wonder that they believed it was, at least partly, an inside job.

Benegal gave voice to my own thoughts. “This has the mark of the Imperium all over it.”

“They showed greater mercy than at Farrakar,” Sert declared.

Lockett shook his head, jostling the breathing tubes that dangled from his mask.

“Didjat, what data has been gathered following this atrocity? Scans of the destruction? Accountability sweeps for survivors? Investigation into the situation on the ground to determine who is responsible for this?”

“No,” the other Drayth replied tersely.

That surprised me. “What? Why not?”

“We are not permitted to carry out such operations. The Nexus Mind has spoken. The surface of the world will be torched, the ashes collected and shipped off-world. Even now, the asteroid belt is being mined for precious metals that will be used to construct our new military complex. Once the Drayth Collective has constructed a military force of its own, there will never again be another devastation on one of our worlds like this.”

Lockett looked like he was experiencing a migraine. He leaned over his terminal and rubbed the diamond plate in his head. “This is why… this is why… Lockett cannot return….”

I looked at Fera. The Phaelon was essentially being towed through the atmosphere, and the flight felt like a commercial jetliner back home.

She nodded, unstrapped herself, and walked to stand beside the Drayth at his station. In a rare show of tenderness, Fera tenderly placed her hand on his back.

“Hey. We’re here for you, Lockett,” she said in a soft voice.

Usually Lockett would recoil at contact with something as unclean as a non-upgraded individual. But not then. He took a deep breath, his oxygen mask gurgling. “So much loss. Many young Drayth, lost in a single moment in time. A terrible, horror-filled moment.”

“I can’t believe no one’s been down to the surface of the planet to investigate,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s suspicious. I can’t see it any other way.”

“One wonders how much they truly know about the attack,” Benegal said. “They seem curiously disinterested.”

Quin leaned close to me and spoke with his voice at half volume. “The Drayth are not human, nor Krayvox. They are their own species and react to situations in their own unique way. Will, would you want to scour the remnants of a similar disaster incident on Earth?”

“Not personally,” I admitted. “But I would if I had to. Lots of people have jobs like that—police officers, EMTs, any first-responder. They see stuff like that on the regular. I understand completely why some of the Drayth don’t want to go through a graveyard of their youth, but to just ignore it… that doesn’t pass muster.”

“Drayth have always been cowards,” Sert rumbled.

Quin wrinkled his brow. “Didjat, this is Quin, AI for the Phaelon. I have a little question. How is it that a highly advanced, religiously technical species like yours could not have identified the attackers here?”

Didjat’s answer sounded as though he were barely restraining from exploding with rage. “We were blind… and the attackers knew we would be!”

Quin rolled his eyes. “Can you clarify that, please?”

The Drayth made a wet coughing sound. “Insider information must have been passed from within the Collective. It is the only way this insidious act could have been carried out. Twice per solar year in this local system, the Collective goes offline for forty-eight hours. Intensive system updates are pushed to network repeaters that send those updates in patches to FTL relays across the galaxy. No one outside of the Collective knows when this will happen. No one!”

Didjat sounded as though he were hyperventilating through his breathing apparatus.

Occasionally, the Drayth would try and suggest that they were driven by dispassionate logic, as if they were Vulcans like Spock from Star Trek. But they were as emotional as any other species I’d encountered. Didjat, whom I had to assume was sent by the Collective specifically to deal with us, since we hadn’t been handed off to anyone else, was furious.

The Drayth continued. “The furthest reaches of space collect that data and push it to our expeditionary units in about one week’s time. Here, we are essentially put in a standstill until the updates are confirmed by engineers in the Mainframe Tower. Once the green light is given, systems come back online, and society resumes as normal.”

“That is a… gaping vulnerability,” Benegal hissed.

Fera clicked her tongue. “I can see now your certainty that someone within the Collective was responsible. Could it be the Blue Wave? Would they have access to that information?”

“Speculation,” Didjat said, a one-word dismissal. “Unfounded. Unsound.”

Lockett nodded in agreement. “Blue Wave is rogue, but even rogue elements of the Collective would not dare attack their own root worlds. To do so would be to extinguish one's own ecumenical purpose.”

All of this was still a shocker to me, and I was processing it piece by piece.

“Why didn’t you report this to the New Federation when it happened?” I asked.

“This is Drayth business!” Didjat snapped, his anger flaring once again. “We are not required to report it. We have no recordings of the incident, and only vague sensor data that is not worth the space it takes up in our databases.”

There was a long pause punctuated by more strained breathing and, finally, a request.

“But you are here now, Ambassador. The Collective is agreeable to the New Federation investigating this on our behalf.”

Quin muted the comm. “I’ll remind you that this is not abnormal for the Drayth. Their revulsion to death not only deters them from entering combat unless they are sure casualties will be light, but also explains in part their religious affinity for technology that lengthens their lifespan.”

“So many words just to say, ‘coward,’” Sert rumbled.

I nodded. “Tell Didjat that we’ll investigate. But only if they restore Phaelon to its full and ready state and allow Fera full control for the duration of our time.”

Fera added, “And tell them that the New Federation might have been able to prevent this from happening had the Drayth humbled themselves and asked for a defensive fleet during its time of vulnerability.”

“Message sent,” Quin said and then cleared his throat. “Except for Fera’s addendum, that is. I felt it might be counterproductive, and we do want some answers about what is going on. Perhaps this attack is related to the others, even if the Blue Wave was not involved.”

It took a couple of minutes for Didjat to get approval for my request, though it was hardly a big ask. Benegal and Fera spent that time arguing over the merits of any Federation member refusing to share its vulnerabilities. Benegal saw the Drayth’s side of things and wouldn’t dream of sharing such a Krayvox vulnerability himself. Fera saw the positives, and neither of them were capable of seeing the other’s point of view.

Or at least they were unwilling to admit it, if they did.

When Didjat came back to us, he sounded almost relieved. “Terms agreed. Landing clearance granted.”

“Thank you,” I said. “We’ll send you a report along with a recommendation before we funnel the information up to the New Federation proper.”

A soaring whine spun up from the aft end of the Phaelon.

Immediately, full power returned to the ship, and we were flying in the highest of altitudes under our own power.

Fera positioned in her captain’s seat and gripped the flight controls appreciatively. “I’m bringing us in for landing.”

Suddenly in a hurry, Quin turned and marched toward the primary bridge display and waved a hand in front of it. Active scanner data layered over top of the aerial view of Nexia, like a scatter plot. Various points tagged with different alphanumeric codes that my fiber-link translated for me; much of it was debris, some of it decaying organic matter, but one of the dots drew my attention.

“What’s that energy source?” I asked.

Fera popped the braking thrusters, bleeding off our airspeed as she prepared the Phaelon for landing.

Quin shook his head but didn’t answer me directly. “This is curious.”

Behind me, Lockett shifted in his seat. “Local archives. The mainframes are kept underground to shield from weather and temperature swings between seasons. Facility is used by Collective to overhaul subcomponents—update navigation data, calibrate sensor outputs, tune frequencies for fast burst transmissions, and many other things.”

“The mainframes are still intact?” Benegal asked almost incredulously.

“It appears that way,” Quin said. “Which suggests the attack was psychological—the destruction of Drayth young rather than the ruination of data.”

If that was true, it was having the desired effect. Didjat had been a barely contained ball of rage, and Lockett was trembling.

I grabbed my pistol belt out of the compartment, readying myself to debark. “Looks like we found our starting point. Maybe we can recover some logs or records of what happened here. Lockett?”

I was asking for confirmation, but our resident super hacker was lost in his own mind.

“Lockett,” I said again, firmer this time.

The little Drayth snapped to. “If there is anything worth recovering, it will be there. Lockett does not want to do this.”
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Since Nexia was a planet on the outer edge of the Goldilocks zone, it enjoyed a relatively stable climate and was home to a lush and diverse catalog of flora and fauna. I’d been told that the Drayth kept the world primitive to teach their young about the need for upgrades, but I was still surprised at how natural the planet appeared. It was almost like stepping on the Phaelon and onto an Earth clone.

The vegetation was simpler, mostly fern-like plants, and the sun seemed weaker, otherwise, it was familiar.

But all of that was the periphery—the unspoiled wilderness away from the simple cities. The population centers were utterly destroyed. Not a single building was left intact. The few structures that still stood were empty husks, their contents spilled out into the streets in piles of rubble.

“Atmosphere is breathable,” Quin told me as Lockett wheezed and bumbled down the ramp beside me.

“After what just happened, pardon me if I don’t trust you,” I answered.

“Fine. Breathe your own gasses,” Quin answered. “See if I care.”

Benegal and Sert trundled down the ramp, both sniffing the air with curiosity.

Sert looked appraisingly at Lockett. “You are beginning to show the first signs of growing a spine, little Drayth. What we uncover here will surely stir in you feelings of death—the desire to bring it to those who have wreaked havoc on the world.”

Lockett looked sick, and I wasn’t sure how he’d answer. But to my surprise, he gave a slow, fractional nod and balled his hands into fists. “Yes.”

Sert gave an approving snort. “There is hope for you yet, Drayth.”

I decided that if Benegal and Sert could breathe without issue, I’d be more comfortable in the open air as well. I took my helmet off and cinched it to my belt.

Whoever had attacked was long gone, but we carried our weapons with us just in case. A cursory glance and the TDS scans in my HUD told me there was nothing left alive.

Quin placed a waymarker in my HUD. “Descending staircase is located here. I’m detecting at least two levels of basement beneath. The energy source is on the second subterranean level.”

Fera was quick to get things moving. “Thanks, Quin. Sert, see if you can clear some of the debris from the entrance to those archives.”

The Vorvak acknowledged her with a grunt.

Over the next few minutes, Sert moved concrete blocks and broken rebar while the rest of us sifted the debris. Lockett watched with his head hung in defeat, a heavy weight on his shoulders.

Benegal, who was pulling security, tightened his grip on his MD-14. “We have seen destruction like this before, at the hands of the Imperium.”

Fera nudged a pile of rocks with her boot. “Orbital bombardment was their calling card, and this has all the signs of the same.”

“Why would the Imperium attack the Drayth, though?” I asked.

“Because they could,” Sert said before heaving what looked like a two-ton slab of stone held together by cracked mortar.

“Vulnerabilities aside,” I said, continuing the thought out loud, “all they could hope to do here is alert the New Federation to turn the military power already in system against them. Maybe they’re thinking their Void Drifters will get them out before we can stop them, but they had Void Drifters before, and we won all the same.”

“Maybe it’s Eddison,” Fera said.

“Maybe,” I conceded. The thought had occurred to me. “But… what does he gain by it? The rest of the galaxy isn’t exactly burning to find him. We’ve shared my concerns with the Council, and they seem content to let Eddison go and do his own thing, provided it doesn’t interfere with the New Federation.

“No,” I said, shaking my head as my opinion firmed. “He’s too smart for that. He would be trying to sway some factions back to his side, and he wouldn’t do that by attacking them. Unless there’s someone out there who would join in exchange for punishing the Drayth. But who would that be?”

No one had an answer.

“Well,” Quin said over the comm, “hopefully there’s something useful in those archives that can shed some light on exactly what happened here.”

The aura of mystery hung over us like a dark cloud. I tried to put myself in Eddison’s shoes, to think like he did.

“It’s like someone wanted us to think this was Imperium… to hide their tracks,” I mused aloud.

Fera watched Sert pick up a concrete block the size of his head and hurl it ten meters to the side.

“But the Blue Wave wouldn’t do this to their own people,” she pointed out. “Unless Lockett is wrong about them.”

“Lockett is not wrong.”

Sert stood and stretched his back, then drew his clubgun. “The way is clear. I will take point.”

“I will remain on security and bring up the rear,” Benegal said.

Lockett waddled over to us, and we formed up in a stack at the rectangular-shaped hole in the ground. Sert moved down the steps, taking three at a time with his big strides. I drew my KR-44 flechette rifle and held it at low ready, following the big guy into the darkness.

My fiber-link adjusted my view to an enhanced color night vision.

“Feels like descending into a crypt,” Fera muttered.

The staircase brought us to a corridor. Our steps echoed in the quiet stillness as we followed the corridor to a large underground room. My fiber-link highlighted several workbenches with machine parts splayed over them. The space smelled like the shop on the Phaelon.

“This does not bode well,” Benegal muttered.

“What am I missing?” I asked.

Lockett sputtered a mirthless laugh. “There was something being built here, yes.”

That didn’t clear things up much for me, but evidently Benegal and Lockett were on the same wavelength. I kept quiet, figuring they’d say more when they saw more, or that I’d put two and two together on my own eventually.

Storage bins lined the walls floor to ceiling. My fiber-link highlighted one of the bins, denoting constituent parts that could be assembled into pulse weaponry, as well as two doors between the shelving. One door led to a small anteroom. The other sealed off a corridor in the direction of the archives.

Lockett stopped and stared.

“What is it?” I asked.

“War bots,” the Drayth said with a whisper of awe.

Sert paused at the door. “The Drayth were building an army.”

That shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. Every faction was recovering from the war with the Imperium in their own way, and most of them were shoring up their military defenses, but for some reason, I never imagined the Drayth Collective would shift their focus from ships to war bots.

“All factions will build armies now that the Imperium is overthrown,” Benegal mused.

Dots connected for me. I had no idea if they were making a coherent picture, but it was something. “Lockett, the techno-pirate we captured… you said he was almost completely transcended, right?”

“Yes,” the Drayth replied warily.

“Well, bear with me here, but suppose he wasn’t transcended? Would it be possible for the Drayth to build the machine and then transplant the Drayth’s organic material inside?”

“You mean like what Quin did to himself with Phaelon?” Fera asked.

“Yeah.”

Lockett shook his head. “Not impossible but unlikely. Blue Wave does not originate from here. Lockett can determine that based on observations in this room alone.”

Quin cleared his throat. “What I did was a highly advanced operation that not even the Drayth could pull off. They could attempt it, to be sure, but the gearheads would overlook some minor detail or three and ruin it. Trust me.”

Lockett scowled but didn’t argue the point.

“Okay,” I said. “So maybe I’m jumping to some conclusions. But I thought these were information archives. So why are we seeing a… war bot factory?”

“Few places are limited to a single use,” Benegal hissed.

“Correct,” Quin said pedantically. “It would appear that the Drayth were also using this facility to assemble and program automated soldiers. The readings I’m getting relayed from your suits are becoming clearer. The energy source is a magnetic accelerator relay, used for the rapid charging of batteries.”

“Lockett, did you know anything about this?” Fera asked. “Is this a normal thing for this planet?”

“Not normal. Lockett knew only that the Collective was building more ships.”

Benegal looked from Fera to Lockett. “Curious how little the Drayth seems to know about his own people.”

Lockett glared at him. “Krayvox was very much in the dark about its own people. Four-thousand-year absences are considerable.”

“Point taken,” Benegal said softly.

It was always curious to me how Benegal could be gentlemanly and admit errors in his thinking for all of us except Fera. I guess I should just be happy that the two didn’t openly resort to blows.

Sert had been less interested in our conversation than he was at a nearby door’s access pad. Abruptly, he slammed his fist on the door itself, bringing an echoing boom to our ears and snapping our attention to him. “Access pad does not work. Drayth, plug yourself in and open this, or I will kick it down.”

Lockett trundled over, and Sert stepped back. At that moment, something pounded on the opposite side of the door.

Sert racked a charge in his clubgun and narrowed his eyes. “It seems we are not alone, after all.”

Every gun but Fera’s was aimed at the door in a flash.

“Wait,” Fera said. She approached the door and rapped her knuckles at it twice.

Two knocks answered back.

“I don’t detect anything on the other side of this door,” Fera said. “How is that possible?”

Quin answered immediately. “I just did an analysis of the machine parts on the benches—something Lockett should have done, by the way, but there I go, always doing everyone’s job for them—and they are composed of dielectric-metal nanocomposites. Much like the persistent cloaking technology used by the techno-pirates, this material is extremely difficult to detect.”

Another slam shook the door. Whatever was on the other side had some size or muscle.

Benegal’s cranial spines bristled, but he held his position.

Fera drew her PMC and tilted her head. “I’m starting to think that maybe they aren’t friendly.”

Sert seemed excited at the prospect of that being the case. “If they are using the technology of war found in this room, assume they are an enemy.”

Quin agreed. “They’re likely locked in—the same way we’re locked out. For safety’s sake, I advise we all follow Sert’s directives and treat them as hostile until proven otherwise—there is a high probability these are hostile war bots, given what we’ve seen here.”

“Great,” Fera muttered.

“It’s not as bad as that,” Quin added. “Based on what I’m seeing of these spare parts and partially completed bots, you’ll handle them so long as you stay in your armor and don’t run out of ammunition.”

Sert hefted his clubgun. “The advantage will go to the one who batters down the door first. Ready?”

“Helmets,” Fera said.

We fully buttoned ourselves up as Sert stayed poised at the door like a hunting dog that caught the scent of its prey. Benegal moved up and mirrored him on the opposite side.

Lockett moved to the side of the door. “Let Lockett try and open it first. Door is too thick, even for Vorvak.”

An augmented reality keyboard appeared above the door as he approached. A couple of eye waves from Lockett threw the switch and unsealed the door with a whisper of pneumatic pressure.

“Open it,” Sert ordered.

Lockett obeyed.

Before I even saw the bots, Sert’s clubgun belched roiling plasma into the corridor. Benegal moved next, MD-14 knocking high-caliber flechettes as fast as he could pull the trigger. Metal fractured, filling the air with smoke and the stench of electrical burn.

Sert charged through the open door, firing his clubgun repeatedly. Benegal was right on his heels.

I stepped past Lockett into the corridor, my KR-44 up, holographic sight sweeping the path ahead. Corridor was a bit of a misnomer—five meters ahead, the walls widened and the floor became a descending stairwell that opened up into a circular room that was mostly empty—except for Drayth war bots.

“These look like the real deal,” I said.

“They’re not,” Quin intoned. “Deal with them before they deal with you.”

I think the place had once been a lecture hall, or a staging area of some kind, but now it was a shooting gallery. The bots moved, firing pulse rounds from bullpup-style rifles in three-round bursts. Scintillating flashes of light lanced through the air, popping against my armor and the walls beside me, leaving wisps of black smoke in their wake.

I broke right as Fera moved to the left, both of us pouring fire into the crowd of bots.

Sert tucked his chin and bulldozed his way into the center of the room. He hit the formation like a battering ram, scattering bots in a crashing pile across the floor, but he didn’t stop there. Swinging his clubgun, he slammed the stock of the weapon into three of the bots, denting their head units, and fired at point-blank into the nearest enemies.

He could have just shot them, but honestly I think Sert did that sort of thing just because he thought it was fun.

Benegal was right behind the Vorvak, keeping a smart distance as he walked steadily and placed precision shots on the bots one at a time, knocking them down like targets in a carnival game.

I picked off targets of opportunity, taking my reticle from one to the next with a double-tap that left spikes in head units or bursts of sparks in chest panels. Fera worked her PMC in like fashion, raking the bots with scorching pulses that put the enemies down hard.

The whole affair lasted less than a minute. My armor took a few decent hits, but nothing that threatened to burn through or cause serious damage.

Quin’s assessment of our abilities next to the machines’ had been spot on.

When it was over, Sert stood dead center in the midst of a scrapyard of ruined war bots, reloading shells into his clubgun. “That was fun.”

“The capabilities of these war machines are severely lacking,” Benegal said. “I expected better from your kind, Lockett.”

“Be thankful Lockett did not design these, then.”

“Stay focused,” Fera said, hopping from the stairwell to join Sert at the bottom. “Archives are this way. I doubt that was the last of the bots, so stay sharp.”

Lockett was the last to reach the fray, and he lingered once he got there, his cybernetic eyes assessing the damaged bots. He bent down and picked up a severed head module.

“Systems are scrambled,” he said. “These should never attack a Drayth.”

“Perhaps they did not see you cowering in the back,” Sert said.

“Unless you can pull something useful from that head unit,” I said to Lockett, “let’s keep moving.”

Lockett tossed the head unit back onto the scrap pile. “Lockett will follow.”

Through the next door, we encountered another wave of fifteen or twenty bots. Sert and Benegal provided the brunt of the attack, cutting the enemies down with an impressive display of fire, neither of them wasting a single round. We found the descending stairwell to the second basement level and fought our way past the room with the energy source Quin had detected. The magnetic accelerator relay was an unremarkable piece of equipment, and it gave us no information. After a quick sift through the systems there, Lockett found nothing of value.

More war bots waited for us around each corner. We fought our way through two more corridors, trading fire with the enemy at close range, always leaving scrap in our wake.

Battles can be exciting, but these really weren’t. They were annoying more than anything else. But we did our best to stay switched on, and nobody got hurt as a result.

That should have been good news, but it was gnawing at Lockett. By the time we arrived at the archives, he was distraught.

“Too much,” he muttered. “This is not how Drayth are supposed to operate. Something is broken. Something wrong. Lockett can feel it.”

“We are nearly done, little Drayth,” Benegal hissed.

“Your species has always been weak. Your machines are as well.” Sert kicked aside a ruined bot and pointed at a nearby terminal. “Get us the information we require and let us be on our way.”

Lockett grumbled something that could have been a curse but gave Sert a wide berth as he plugged his helmet jack into the terminal.

Quin broke into the comms channel. “Set up a live link so that I can scan the data in real time, Lockett.”

Lockett nodded but didn’t offer a reply.

“Oh, that’s much better,” Quin said, as if he was suddenly soaking in a hot tub.

Fera and I exchanged a glance. She inclined her head toward Lockett and spoke to me on a private channel. “You think he’s okay?”

I thought about it for a second before answering. “He’ll be fine. Just a lot to go through when it’s your own root world. Remember how despondent Sert was when we found him on Farakar.”

“Yeah. That’s true.”

I smiled. “Good shooting back there, by the way.”

She beamed. “You, too.”

“Pay dirt!” Quin shouted triumphantly. “All right, everyone, get back to the ship. We’ve got what we came for!”

Lockett disconnected from the terminal, his shoulders sagging. He wiped at a line of sweat on the diamond-shaped plate in his forehead.

“What is it that we found?” I asked, hoping to be filled in on whatever info Lockett and Quin acquired.

Lockett put his hands up defensively. “Not what we wanted, but something we can use.”

“Is there anything else to be gained from down here?” Fera asked.

“I don’t believe so,” Quin answered.

“Neither does Lockett,” said our resident super hacker.

“Okay” I said, glancing around the room at the pieces of Drayth war bots. “Let’s get back to the ship and see where this leads us.”
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We gathered at the slab seats in the crew ready room. I think we were all wondering exactly what we’d found. I know I was. But Lockett and Quin weren’t talking until the formal debrief.

Quin, of course, relished the opportunity to speak. “Now then… while we don’t have an ID on the ships or the attackers, we do have something actionable. The log of incoming and outgoing ships was wiped from this terminal.”

I frowned. “Who has the ability to wipe that record? Just the Drayth, right?”

“Only the Collective,” Locket confirmed.

“I don’t think we’re any closer to answer then, sorry. Didjat already clearly believed it was an inside job, owing to the nature of the attack. This might make that seem more likely, but it doesn’t tell us anything.”

“Yeah,” Fera agreed, “that doesn’t sound like pay dirt. It sounds like a clue.”

Sert snorted. “This is an endless chasing of shadows. We would do better to rally my Vorvak on Farakar and strike out for Imperium space. Destroy them in their own territory. The battle will be long and arduous, but those who live to return would bask in glory for eternity.”

“That would be committing an act of suicide, and you know it,” Fera balked.

“I know no such thing,” Sert immediately countered.

Fera let out a little sigh. “We don’t even know exactly where in Imperium space they are. We’d be going in blind, scouting territory that’s at least as vast as the Federation systems, and dealing with a fleet that one would assume is as big as the Imperium fleet we just defeated, but probably bigger.”

Sert scowled. “All for the great glory!”

“Let’s agree to disagree on this,” I said, feeling like it was getting us nowhere useful. “Does anyone have anything that will be of help? Not only to us but to the Collective?”

“I have a theory,” Quin practically sang.

“Let’s hear it,” I said.

“Based on the data Lockett was able to glean from these archives, I established a timeline of the destruction here on Nexia and compiled it into a chart with the attacks on the other colony worlds. This has led me to draw the conclusion that Nexia was actually hit first, followed by the remainder of the colonies.”

“The Drayth have been sitting on this for that long?” Fera asked.

“It would seem so,” Quin said. “What I’m seeing establishes a clear pattern, as well as a general direction of what we should begin considering a campaign.”

My gut clenched. “What do you mean, a campaign?”

Quin sobered. “These are not random, hit-and-fade attacks. With Nexia viewed as a starting point, the extrapolation is that of an army marching from one side of the Orion Arm to the other.”

“Leading to where?” Sert asked, his interest piqued now that military campaigns were the subject.

“Earth,” Quin said.

My heart sank. “You think they’re heading to Earth?”

“Eventually, if the trend continues, yes. There are one or two more significant colony worlds between Intibo and Earth that a tactician may wish to wage war against.”

“That changes things,” I mumbled. Then, aware that the others might be thinking that my only concern was Earth, I straightened up on my slab seat and said, “And not just because it’s my root world we’re talking about here. If they are marching in a specific direction, we can set up defenses and meet them head-on.”

Quin gave me a measured look. “There is something else that concerns me and you specifically as Void Navigators, Will. Look at this star chart recovered from the archives.”

Quin’s hologram swept his hands in flourish, changing the hologram above the table to a starfield. My fiber-link helped me recognize part of the constellations as being located near the inner rim of the galactic core.

A shiver snaked down my spine.

“The Hollow,” I said in a whisper.

Quin nodded. “Oh, yes. While there is no data to suggest any flight plans in the area, it is curious that the Drayth would be actively looking into this. There is nothing out there beyond a few jump gates allowing deep travelers to change directions should the need arise.”

Fera raised a brow. “The Hollow… that’s that dead space in the Void, right?”

I nodded. “And the thing that made Aslanov lose his mind, if you ask me. But I hadn’t realized that it corresponded to a specific area of real space. I thought it was just… an anomaly.”

“It is an anomaly,” Quin confirmed. “But all Void Space is a representation of real space, only it’s randomized and jumbled, as you know. It requires intensive effort to find the pathway to where a Navigator wishes to head. The Hollow is, in a way, no different. But this research suggests that the Hollow itself is a sort of constant. Perhaps even a North star by which Navigators could better orient themselves within the Void. If you see the Hollow, you know you have a lane proximity that would lead into this dead celestial expanse.”

Fera shook her head. “Well if the Drayth are interested in this, you can believe they have some kind of budding technology—or at least theoretical tech—tied to the research.”

I gritted my teeth. “My worry is that Eddison is likewise after this, whether working directly with the Collective—this still appears to be an inside job–or via his spies in an attempt to take the research from the Drayth.”

“Why not simply steal that research quietly?” she asked. “He did that to the Imperium, didn’t he? Why the slaughter? That would seem to only draw eyes to him when he’s been working to stay hidden.”

“He relied on Atron for a lot of his espionage,” Quin said, reminding us all of that fact.

All eyes went to Benegal, who crossed his arms.

“If Atron is involved, I doubt even he is aware of it. There are no signs that such is the case. If we can interdict this mystery fleet, we should do so. But be cautious. With Eddison, things are never as they seem, even at this level of discovery. Eddison wants his opponents to think he is doing one thing, when in fact he is doing another.”

Benegal had a solid point there. As much as I wanted things to be cut and dry between Eddison, the Blue Wave, the Collective, and their plans… experience told me there would be layers. Not only layers, but likely multiple independent groups working for their own personal goals, but always helping Eddison with his own vision, maybe even unwittingly.

It happened to me during the war with the Imperium, after all. It happened to all of us in the New Federation.

Lockett’s iron lung popped. “Lockett sees no point in further work here. If Collective is compromised, sharing our discovery will only hurt efforts. Better to confirm what they have told us, but offer no speculation as to who is responsible. Our true efforts are better suited to stopping the next attack.”

Fera nodded. “Lockett’s right. Quin, you said there were a couple of targets prior to Earth. Where? Perhaps we can muster a fleet of our own and ambush them before they arrive.”

Quin rubbed his head probes thoughtfully. “If there are no leaks in the New Federation to alert them not to come, you mean.”

“Can’t plug a leak by doing nothing,” I offered.

“True enough,” Quin agreed. “There are two possible options, according to my calculations. But we should go to XiaTul first.”

I furrowed my brow. “Why? That was the second colony hit, wasn’t it? Didn’t the New Federation already conduct an investigation?”

Quin nodded gravely. “The investigation was cursory at best. The Anunnaki have abandoned the world to the marginal Porlinga population in the wake of the assault. There may be evidence they’ve overlooked. I’m still trying to narrow down the location of where I think the next strike will occur, but if my chart is correct—of course it is, I’m a Foris and I’m never wrong—we have just under a week before we should expect another attack. Plenty of time for us to get to XiaTul and see what the New Federation missed.”

“And for the New Federation to quietly move ships to the Sol system,” Fera said. “If Earth is the end target, we need to make defensive maneuvers to protect it as a member planet of the Federation.”

It relieved me that someone other than a human made that suggestion. Sometimes it was hard for me not to feel like I was working for my own people and asking a diverse crew to just go along with it. But this was an issue for the New Federation to deal with, and I was starting to feel like we were finally getting some forward momentum in doing just that.

I rubbed my hands together. We didn’t have all the answers, but we had enough to point us in the right direction. Hopefully, this next stop would give us some hard evidence—and allow us to make a plan to stop the mystery fleet in its tracks.

“Okay. This is good,” I said. “What kind of opposition can we expect if the Annunaki handed the planet over to Porlinga? Those aren’t exactly the friendliest species in the galaxy.”

Sert’s face cracked into a wide smile. “They will no doubt aggressively attempt to deny us a foothold. Hard targets for my Vorvak to earn their stripes. This is working out very well for us.”

Lockett tilted his head back and stared at the ceiling. He was either rolling his eyes or thinking, it was hard to tell. “All Vorvak will be ready for action by the time we arrive. Lockett is nearly finished with upgrades.”

Fera smiled. “I love it when a plan comes together. But let’s not delay. Quin says a little less than a week, but I’d rather we get bored waiting for the fleet to arrive than just miss them again. Let’s make sure we get this mission to XiaTul done without delays—just in case we find something that leads to another location.”

“We’re one Void Drift away from getting somewhere,” I said.

“It’s not the trip, it’s what happens when we arrive at the destination,” Fera countered. “You can’t Navigate us out of reality.”

Benegal stood. “We will find this fleet, and we will put a stop to it. If I have learned anything since being awakened from the ice, it is this: The crew of the Phaelon does not fail. We are, however, provoking fate by not pursuing this fleet immediately.”

I raised a brow in Benegal’s direction. “What do you mean by that?”

“I mean,” he said, shoulders swelling with irritation, “that anything we learn from XiaTul will pale in comparison to actually encountering this fleet and catching them in the act. Up to this point, we have only vague sensor data. This new enemy’s capability to avoid detection is unrivaled in galactic history. This speaks of new technology, or old technology that has been reverse engineered. In either case, it is something we do not understand.”

“So you think we should skip XiaTul?” I asked.

Benegal bounced his snout in an affirmative nod.

Quin made a pfft sound. “Offense intended, Benegal—your days of tactical genius are over. You lost to us, you lost your territory duel with Atron, and you’ve been scrambling for relevancy ever since. It makes sense to ferret out any minute details the New Federation overlooked because if we know exactly who is behind this, we can pivot accordingly.”

“Quin, shut up,” I said. “Why do you think that, Benegal?”

Benegal fumed at the AI. “Insult me all you like, Foris, but it does not make you more correct, nor does it make me less correct. What we need is to set a trap for this fleet. Get an interdictor ship to prevent their Void Drifting out of harms’ way. Then, move in with the New Federation fleet and board them.”

“I mean, if we could do that we would have already, right?” I asked. “We have an idea of where they’ll be and when they might hit, but outside of hanging out in the Void and hoping to come across them and chase them down⁠—”

“An exceptionally long shot and a waste of time,” Quin cut in.

“No!” Sert raised a fist and pumped it. “I would see XiaTul and fight the Porlinga if the opportunity presents itself. My warriors need exercise. Let us go and hunt!”

I stopped myself from rolling my eyes, but just barely. The disconnect between the team was a normal thing, if not always productive. Sert was overconfident, Benegal was skeptical, and the rest of us were usually somewhere in the middle.

“We’re going to XiaTul,” I said. “Not to fight the Porlinga, but to see if the enemy made a mistake and left anything behind. It’s not going to put us out too much, because if there’s another attack along Quin’s projected route, we’ll be close enough to get an emergency alert through FTL transmissions in time to respond.”

“We would better spend that time searching for the enemy,” Benegal insisted. “Even if it means hours in the Void.”

“Easy for you to say,” Quin said. “There’s no tactical value to wiping out what little strength Will has on an endless Void chase.”

“Watch your tone with me, artificial Foris,” Benegal hissed.

I got the sense that we were on the brink of a heated, fruitless argument.

“Lockett, what do you think?” I asked.

The Drayth crossed his arms. “It matters little to Lockett. Clue hunting is acceptable. Springing a trap is acceptable if possible. Human Navigator probably cannot perform that task.”

I didn’t appreciate the dig, but he was probably right. The exertion of a Void jump aside, I wasn’t looking forward to spending any more time in proximity of the Hollow than was required.

“We keep going in circles here, but we ultimately end up at the same place each time,” Fera said. “Use our spare time to look for clues. Be ready for the fleet when it shows up next.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Let’s send reports to General Mira’dna, using Quin’s data as justification for moving a backup fleet to Earth. Hopefully we’re done on XiaTul quickly enough that we can be ready and waiting when the next attack occurs.”

A few head nods, a few shoulder shrugs. But it was a plan.

And so…

I had a Void Drift to carry out.
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The whole time I was in the Void, I kept my senses attuned to The Hollow. I tried to pierce the teeming darkness of it, to sense what lay within the veil of shadow.

Each time I probed it, I almost lost control.

It was a wall of madness. The walls to a padded room with an insane person in a straightjacket locked up inside. The harder I tried to peer within, the more difficult it became to keep my tenuous grip on reality. We were in the Void for only a few minutes, basking in the limitless whiteout criss-crossed with jagged streaks of black lightning when I called the Drift Lane to us.

It was all me, inside and out. Calm in the storm was the requirement, even when the storm had its eye set directly on you.

Our exit was immediate and complete.

It should have been easy, but sweat ran down the back of my neck and the sides of my face because of the Hollow. I caught my breath in ragged gasps. Fera watched me out of the corner of her eye, trying to give me some space but also monitor me.

“We’re good,” I sighed, feeling like whatever research the Drayth had done tying the Void to a section of dead space, there was still something missing. An element that only a Navigator could grasp… only I couldn’t.

But we had a mission to focus on now. “Fera, go ahead and take us in.”

“Assuming controls,” she said, working her MFD with deft fingers. She spoke under her breath. “Sure you’re okay?”

I nodded. “Yeah. Thanks.”

After keying up my station, I switched my display to mirror the forward camera, bringing the XiaTul system into view.

The planet the system was named after was a small rock about half the size of Earth that orbited a K-type star at the inner edge of the Goldilocks zone. Three gas giants filled out the system at a further distance, but no gas mining operations had been undertaken by the Anunnaki since settling here a few thousand years ago.

The archaeologist in me found the ruins fascinating, if a bit bleak. The pyramid structures of Anunnaki architecture were dead ringers for those found predominantly in Egypt and other places on Earth. Unlike the ancient ruins I’d studied as an undergrad, these were an advanced design made of exotic metals, and they seemed to be designed to collect, concentrate, and disperse solar energy through some sort of ambient power grid.

The majesty of what must have once been a grand city was now little more than a graveyard. The Porlinga, who were shipped here some decades ago to be utilized as laborers, had found themselves inheritors of the planet once their captors had been bombarded and attacked from the skies by the mystery fleet.

Porlinga were hard to kill. They were also dull-witted and slow. If they’d been witnesses to the attack—and of course they were—it was doubtful they could provide anything of benefit about who had perpetrated it. The Federation would have gotten that much out of them if it were there, and they hadn’t.

A wave of excitement filled the crew as we disembarked and scoured the ruins of the Anunnaki city of Amosis. XiaTul’s climate was balmy, the only relief coming in drafts of cool breeze that carried the scents of the ocean over the thousands of island chains, archipelagos, and atolls that made up the majority of the landmass. Palm tree analogs danced in the breeze, occasionally dropping fruit that my mind told me should be large coconuts but were the color and rough shape of bananas.

Amosis was situated on the largest island, a landmass about the size of Cuba, which gave us a decent amount of ground to cover in our search for anything the attackers could have left behind. We started with the largest pyramid, which now looked like a sandcastle that had been stomped on by a giant. The tip was punched into the center, the subsequent layers broken and caved in at forty-five degree angles.

Other, smaller pyramids along with rectangular buildings had all been flattened. Sometimes they fell apart in a way that you could see holes left by the tungsten slugs or scorch marks from plasma cannons that had razed them.

There was no sign of the dead; the bodies of the Anunnaki who had once lived here had been recovered and given proper burial rites by the New Federation. No other Anunnaki made an effort to claim the planet, which didn’t surprise me. They weren’t really a united species, but much more like humans.

Even if there had been interest among other Annunaki, I could only imagine what must have gone into constructing such glorious and large-scale buildings. Removing the debris and starting over would be twice the effort. Modern technology is great and all, but the galaxy is vast, and there are still worlds out there like this one that wouldn’t require the same effort to re-colonize.

Aside from the sun-bleached stone and sand, the glare of the sunlight reflecting off the surface of the ruined metal steps of the pyramid, the environment was welcoming and relaxing—it gave off vacation vibes that made me yearn for some downtime to spend with Fera, far away from all the problems we were dealing with at the moment.

“This place reminds me of Hawaii, or Cuba, or some place like that,” I said.

“Seems nice enough,” Fera said as we walked.

Quin cut in. “It’s actually closer to the Azores, if you’re looking for a direct comparison to Earth topography.”

“I wasn’t,” I said.

Fera snickered. Quin was never one to keep his opinions secret.

“Lockett does not like it. Too remote.”

No one had any further comments. Lockett muttered to himself about how primitive his surroundings were as we continued our path to the ruined city.

The crew of Phaelon led the way, with the Vorvak Dozen bringing up the rear in two groups, their strength now only diminished by the one warrior who had died fighting with the Irvlan and Drayth techno-pirates. The Vorvak with the cybernetic eye implants were formed up as if nothing had ever happened, but I could sense a bit of tension between those who had undergone the surgery at Lockett’s hand and the rest; the “upgrades” made some of the all-natural warriors uncomfortable.

Sert had been very clear with his people that the modifications were necessary, and under the threat of death, he made sure to keep Lockett honest about what was contained in the implants and the requisite patch to the Vorvak fiber-links. Even so, I got the suspicion that trouble might be waiting if anything went wrong with the cybernetic eyes… or if those Vorvak equipped with them took any outward amount of pride over them.

Sert and Dirk made small talk as we moved.

“Porlinga will be an excellent test of our Elites’ strength,” Dirk said. “They are formidable.”

“Yes, but we will not provoke wanton slaughter. There is… politics involved here.” Sert said the word as though it were unclean, his face scrunched up in disgust.

Dirk gave me an ugly look. His face scarred the way it was, that was kind of the only look he could give, but I sensed beneath the evidence of his combat prowess, the Vorvak did not like that I was advising against combat at the moment. He probably felt as if I were afraid, because that’s how Vorvak think.

“Look, I get that you want to fight, but you’re smart enough, Dirk, to know that sometimes a mission requires something other than direct force. Sert has told me enough Vorvak war stories that involve cunning and subterfuge prior to the big fight.”

“We merely speak of the importance of battle,” Dirk countered.

“My foot,” I said. “I know Vorvak small talk when I hear it.” I began my imitation of their gruff voices and manners. “May we kill those things? No? What about those other things? No? Argh!”

“Vorvak are not difficult to please,” Sert said with a grin.

Dirk scoffed. “Your Vorvak impression is pitiful.”

Quin came to my defense. “I thought it was a faithful representation.”

Dirk fluttered his nictating eyelids in what passed for a Vorvak roll of the eyes.

As we traveled, the Porlinga, who were easily two to three times the size of a Vorvak, roamed the wastes and ruins at their leisurely, lumbering pace. Some of them carried massive pieces of rubble over their shoulders. Others worked in pairs to clear out the large pieces of ruined pyramid structures.

“What are they doing?” Fera asked. “And before you get smart, Quin, I realize they’re clearing out the damage. But are they repurposing it, or just moving it out of the way?”

“Honestly, I’m not sure,” Quin said, his tone thoughtful. “Perhaps they intend to build some permanent structures for themselves with pieces gathered from the ruins. That level of civilization is not beyond their otherwise primitive capabilities.”

Lockett tapped the diamond plate in his forehead. “Wonder if they want upgrades? Colony life is easier with upgrades. Can increase IQ several points.”

Fera shook her head. “Go ahead and ask them. Just be ready to jump out of the way when they try to step on you like a bug.”

Lockett shivered. “Astradian is probably correct.”

Tremors shook the ground as one of the large aliens stomped by, moving to join the rest of its people nearby. In person, I had never seen a Porlinga without its armor—I’d gotten far too close for comfort to some of the beasties in their armor and in a fight. They almost looked like standing elephants, but with skin that was the pinkish color of a traditional farm pig. Armored or not, they were dangerous and not the sort of beings you wanted to provoke into a fight.

Unless you were a Vorvak.

But even then, it was no easy victory. The powered-up one we’d taken down on Kastar had nearly killed Sert. But then, the Vorvak were firm believers in the adage that whatever didn’t kill you… made you stronger. I’m sure that’s why Dirk and Sert were so eager for hostilities to break out. His surviving warriors would be that much more lethal because of it.

“Keep your distance,” Sert grumbled to his elites. “Porlinga are fiercely territorial when approached. If you do not come within ten meters of them, they will leave you alone.”

We paused our walk to let the giant move past. Once it had cleared the way, we pressed into the ruins of Amosis proper. Rough-hewn edges of fractured metal glinted in the sunlight along the streets of smooth, hard-packed sand and dirt. A glint of light caught my eye.

“What is that?” I asked, pointing to a marble-white spire up ahead.

“That is the corner post of what appears to have been an outdoor bathhouse,” Quin said over the comm channel.

Beside me, Sert froze. Dirk had to sidestep to avoid bumping into him.

“That is… impossible,” Sert said.

Dirk nodded wordlessly beside him.

“Not impossible. Lockett sees it plain as day.”

“What’re we looking at?” Fera asked.

Sert blinked but said nothing. He seemed engrossed in whatever he’d identified.

Benegal pointed at the spire. “Let us not just stand here gawking. Sert, take us to what you see.”

“Lockett sees it, too,” the Drayth said indignantly. When no one acknowledged him, he threw his hands in the air.

Sert moved, still not saying a word. We followed, scrambling over piles of rubble until we arrived at the base of a spire. All of the Vorvak spread out in a semicircle around the spire, keeping watch on the surrounding area.

Once I was close enough to touch the spire, I saw what Sert was talking about.

On the face of the marble-white object was a bloody handprint, sun-bleached until it was almost black. There were five fingers so it couldn’t belong to a Porlinga, but it was far too large to belong to a human or an Anunnaki.

Sert took slow steps across the rubble to maintain his footing.

“I have not witnessed such a spectacle in quite some time,” he said.

“Nor I,” Benegal said, his slitted pupils narrowed. “This cannot be.”

“There can be no doubt!” Dirk roared.

“Someone fill me in because my fiber-link’s got nothing,” I said.

Sert placed his hand beside the marking, which was about twice the size of Sert’s large mitt.

“The Mark of Conquest,” Dirk muttered like it was a prayer.

The Vorvak warriors echoed the term, their gravelly voices quavering with awe.

Sert turned and sat on the rocks at the base of the spire, resting his shell armor against it. He lowered his chin. His nictitating membranes clicked a few times before he spoke.

“It is good that we came here,” he said with a heavy sigh. “It is Vorvak who are behind these attacks.”

“Traitors,” Alcar said. “Cowards who did not answer Sert’s call.”

Fera looked shocked. “Sert, what do you mean? The Vorvak are all stranded on Farakar.”

Sert glared at her. “Evidently not.” He pointed up with a clawed finger. “This is undeniable. My people have used this symbol for generations. It is a holy symbol. It is the Mark of Conquest.”

I was getting a little impatient, but mostly at myself for not knowing what was happening. “Guys, I hate to be the slow human here, but I’m just not up to speed on Vorvak history to know what the hell is going on.”

I’d half-expected Quin to provide the answer, but the AI kept quiet, allowing Sert to explain.

The massive warrior’s eyes glossed over with memory. “It is the symbol of victory. My people, when we have conquered an unworthy adversary, leave no survivors behind. This mark is not of some zealous spawnling marking his territory. It is the symbol of total domination. When the last enemy is vanquished and the battlefield is cleared of all life, the blood of the final enemy is used by the Warlord to make this mark and to declare victory.”

“Who dares to seize the title Warlord when the Throne of Stone has been put asunder?” Alcar growled.

I had other questions, like why the symbol would be made when there were clearly Porlinga left alive. But for the Vorvak, the question seemed to come back to titles.

Sert shook his head. He looked defeated. “No Vorvak would dare to use this symbol unless he has attained the title of Warlord.”

I frowned. I remembered Sert said he didn’t think he deserved being called Warlord when his army attempted to foist it on him. If Sert wouldn’t take the title, I couldn’t imagine any Vorvak who would. The big guy was the most devastating, competent, and capable killer I’d ever seen.

“So there’s another Vorvak who managed to sway your people on Farakar to his tribe?” I asked. “Even if that were true, how did they get here? The Blue Wave? Would a Warlord align themselves with Drayth pirates? Rely on them, even?”

Sert locked eyes with me. Unchecked malice burned in those orange orbs, to the point I could almost feel the weight of his rage in the look. “It can be nothing else. One has risen to power while I was away, challenged all competitors, and proved himself worthy of the title. This one has become the Superior Warlord. He must rule from the Throne of Stone even now.”

Fera and I exchanged a look. I felt for the guy, but the political situation among the Vorvak was of less interest to me at that moment than figuring out who decided to give them ships to lead a conquest away from their root world. The only two potential matches I could think of were the Blue Wave and Eddison. Maybe both.

Dirk dropped to his knees, a sigh of defeat spilling out of his mouth. “It cannot be so, Comrade Sert. The Throne of Stone is broken and has not been rebuilt. The temple is desolate, and we do not have enough females to produce spawnlings in numbers sufficient to restore our army to its former glory. There is no single Vorvak in this generation who has accomplished half of what you have on behalf of our people. If any of our number deserve that title, it is you.”

“Warlord!” the other Vorvak shouted. “Warlord!”

Sert quieted them. To Dirk, he softly rumbled, “You know not what you speak.”

Alcar hurried toward Sert and excitedly dropped to one knee. “Comrade Sert, the Mark of Conquest calls us to war. If you deny the title, we must find this Warlord and join with him. Our honor demands it.”

Sert stood to his full height, towering over the kneeling Alcar. He looked down at him like he was considering an enemy he’d just vanquished.

“We will not.”

Alcar stiffened. So did a lot of the other Vorvak. Even Dirk flinched.

“If we do not follow the Warlord,” Alcar practically stammered, “then there must be a challenge. You know our laws better than any of us. The glory of the Vorvak depends upon it!”

Sert hesitated, then looked away.

Dirk stabbed the pile of rubble with his claws, lifted a fistful of pebbles, and crushed them into powder with his fist. “We must not allow this rogue Warlord to ruin all you have built for us, Comrade Sert. You raise the Banner of the War torch, and we will follow you.”

Sert’s big shoulders rose and fell in a sigh. It was hard to determine if it was resignation, sadness, or shame. None of the emotions fit the Sert that I knew, and I felt a tug in my chest. The big guy had been through a lot since coming off the ice in the Phaelon’s cryostorage bay. Arguably, more than the rest of the crew, since he came back to find his planet a devastated wasteland and his people on the verge of extinction.

And now he had to deal with his own people throwing in with Eddison. Which was tantamount to the Imperium in my mind—the same Imperium that was responsible for the downfall of his people.

Benegal shifted his weight on his feet, setting loose a tiny stream of pebbles that rolled down to the bottom of the pile of ruins. “There can only be one who would provide the Vorvak with ships and a Void Navigator to carry out these acts of aggression.”

Now we were getting to talk about what I felt was most important here. A horde of Vorvak on the loose was bad enough. That much was evidenced by the wake of destruction we’d seen. But throw in a Void-capable fleet powered by the machinations of Eddison, and the New Federation is looking at an existential crisis that could spell its end.

“Eddison,” I said as I turned to Benegal. “And if he’s gained the loyalty of the Vorvak, he has an army ready to stand against the New Federation in any battle.”

“The question remains,” Benegal said, “how could he have recruited them to such purposes?”

“And how did the New Federation miss this?” Fera asked, gesturing to the mark.

Quin was quick with a speculative answer. “The Vorvak have been out of the galactic picture for four millennia. It’s doubtful anyone would know it when they saw it. That makes Eddison’s recruitment—which I believe the most plausible explanation—all the more impressive.”

“Vorvak side with Imperium,” Lockett declared. “Strange days.”

“Imperium!” Still kneeling, Dirk let out a pain-filled bellow. “Vorvak would never bow to those who sought to stamp out their fierce light! There are lies here, somewhere… politics!”

A few of the Vorvak warriors pumped their fists at the sky and gave voice to their own anguished roars.

Sert stood in a flash. The violence of his movement was a guillotine to the chant, forcing the Vorvak to fall silent as Sert stormed over to Dirk, grabbed him by the neck collar of his armor, and pulled him up to his feet.

“Do you not think our people could see through the trickery of Marcus Eddison, Comrade? War is the business of the Vorvak. We care not who provides the opportunity. It has always been our way, and it will not change. The Imperium has been to Farakar, and they have recruited our misguided youth to facilitate our own destruction.”

Dirk twitched with rage. A low growl rattled in the back of his throat.

“We will kill them! The traitors will receive their Day of Reckoning at the first opportunity!”

The Vorvak Dozen followed an impromptu chant started by Alcar. “Kill the false Warlord!”

Sert let go of Dirk and looked away, disgusted. “The Vorvak remain on the brink of annihilation. We should not be turning our clubguns against one another. We should point them at the ones responsible for our desolation. It is an insult to the honorable name of Vorvak that these misguided spawnlings rush to aid in their own destruction.”

“Even a spawnling is punished for wrong,” Dirk said, defying his leader. “They were not ready to join your army, comrade. Now, they march untrained and untested for nothing but the spoils of dishonor.”

Sert looked at me, and for a moment, I thought he must be recalling a memory. Maybe the time I told him something similar, when he had Malk the Defeated at gunpoint and I talked him into sparing the Vorvak raider’s life.

Sert spat. “They are no longer untested.”

Dirk tilted his head. “It is shameful!”

Other than Fera, if there was a crewmember I felt closest to, it was Sert. I was by no means an expert on Vorvak, but I’d learned enough to at least hope that what I was about to do wouldn’t be a mistake. Sert looked like he was caught on the edge. He knew the Vorvak’s former glory and could not see himself as one worthy of it. He also saw that someone who knew far less about what it meant to be a Vorvak warrior had claimed for himself something that was not his.

I felt he needed a push, and I just hoped my words would be strong enough to send Sert toward his destiny.

“I was the first human ever to step foot on Farrakar,” I said. Every eye was set on me. “Vorvak raiders attacked me, my captain, and Sert indiscriminately. Only one survived, an act of mercy requested by me so that the Vorvak could know that there was hope—they could again be warriors like Sert.”

Sert’s eyes narrowed in their peculiar, sideways fashion. He didn’t know where I was going with this.

I was only half sure myself.

“My first impression of this galaxy was formed by an Astradian, a Foris AI, and a Vorvak. Of the three, I was struck by the honor, power, and abilities of the Vorvak. I was in awe of Sert. He made me the warrior I became, just as he did to all of you. I would never have become the ‘Hero of the Rebellion’ had Sert not taught me how to fight.

“I saw right away that Sert was a powerful ally. And I saw that the galaxy would be free of tyranny with an army of Vorvaks even half as capable as Sert. My planet, and others in its path, are in danger. What my people need is what the galaxy needs: A restored Vorvak built on the strength and honor of those who once sat on the Throne of Stone. A true Warlord.”

I paused, hoping I could cross the goal line. My chest felt tight with anticipation.

“Earth and its people recognize Sert as Warlord.”

The gathered Vorvak roared in approval, chanting “Warlord! Warlord! Warlord!”

Sert looked at me. I nodded.

He made a fist. “We will fight.”

The Vorvak whipped into a further frenzy at his words.

“Fight! Fight! Fight!”

Fera and Benegal shifted their stances, eyeing the boisterous Vorvak. Eleven biological killing machines primed and ready for war with no valid targets in their vicinity was enough to make anyone uncomfortable, me included.

Sert continued. “We will show them the error of their ways. But we must do so with an official challenge. I will take back the Throne of Stone from this Warlord. I shall not sit and watch as a fool guides our people to their final death. The name of Vorvak is too sacred, too honorable, to see its flame extinguished in such a disastrous way as this.”

He looked at Fera, and then me. “We must go to Farakar. Only there can I make the challenge. When this traitor is dead and my boot is upon his neck, I will bring the Vorvak back to their former glory.”

I heard Quin in my ear, talking just to Fera and me. “Careful what you wish for… this could be the same result under new management. Vorvak are Vorvak. Do we really want them united under someone as capable as Sert.”

We didn’t have time to discuss the merits of those concerns, given the circumstances. Sert was waiting for an answer. For my part, I felt that Sert had repeatedly proven his trust and his allegiance to me and the New Federation.

Fera might have seen things differently though.

“You mean right now?” she asked. “We’re running a tight window already. I don’t think there’s time to go to Farakar and still set up a proper ambush for this fleet like planned.”

Now Quin spoke to everyone. “Not to mention the only reason we came here was to gather information, to better prepare us to stop this fleet in its tracks. Surely we can’t abandon whatever world they hit next to destruction?”

Sert didn’t reply to either of them. He stepped right up to me, towering above me. “Will Kaufman, I must go to Farakar. There is no other course of action better suited to stop the Conquest. Even if it is as the Foris says. Even if more death must be dealt before a final end.”

I looked at Fera. She shook her head emphatically.

Benegal cleared his throat. “Let Sert run his challenge for the Throne of Stone.”

Quin scoffed. “I’ll be damned if that isn’t the exact wrong thing to do right now. We need to cut the fleet off. They won’t know this Warlord—assuming Sert is correct—is overthrown even if we are able to make that happen. For all we know, the Warlord is with the fleet. Why wouldn’t he be? Challenge him when we ambush them!”

“That is not how it works!” Sert growled.

Quin sighed. “The fleet is operating under its own assumptions; otherwise, the Vorvak would all still be on their root world to begin with. We need to deal with the most immediate threat first.”

Lockett crossed his arms. “Lockett is not willing to die for a cause. Any cause. Least of which is human survival.”

“We don’t have time,” Fera said again, more insistently this time.

“I must go!” Sert roared. “I will not let my people be made to be the architects of our own extinction!”

“Okay, look,” I said, putting my hands up. “I understand everyone’s position on this, but the fact that this fleet and Vorvak army is now headed for Earth changes things. A lot.”

I swallowed a lump in my throat. I couldn’t play peacemaker on this one. There were two exclusive choices. Both required a Void Navigator, and I was the only one available. I had to make a decision.

“We’re going to Farakar,” I said.
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Into the Void. Out of the Void.

It was my third drift in two days, and I was feeling the fatigue again.

We made a quick stop at a refueling station and picked up some metallic helium-3 and a few additional supplies, which gave us enough time to send updated reports to General Mira’dna via the FTL relay before Void Drifting to the edge of the Farakar system. I’d placed my money on Sert when it came to protecting Earth, but that didn’t mean the New Federation couldn’t still position ships in defense of my home planet, all the same.

I tried to get in a few rest cycles during our layover, but it was a draining experience. The haunting beckoning of The Hollow never seemed to fully leave me. I thought about it constantly, heard the distorted song of the Void when I was alone in a quiet room, and felt that hungering presence of the void within the Void constantly.

Aslanov’s tortured laugh echoed inside my head.

Eyes shut, breathing slow and steady, I waited to slip through the cracks of consciousness and drift into the realm of sleep. But my mind would not calm itself.

My little armada, far from what will be New Federation territory, poses no threat to what we are building in the absence of Imperium control, Marcus Eddison had said.

He had worked to devastate the Imperium for his own gain. He used me to take down his political opposition, and my gut told me that when he returned, he would be leading the charge against the New Federation. If what we were thinking about the Vorvak was any indicator… he already had.

A groan passed through my lips. I shifted under the bed sheets, trying to find that pose that would at last settle me into sleep.

I couldn’t shake the feeling that with each passing day, Eddison was building a stronger Imperium than the one he’d helped us overthrow. A force that we would have to face long before we were ready.

I felt like a fool for ever working with the man. The Anunnaki who posed as a human, someone who built a secret fleet of the galaxy’s most advanced warships, probably had ulterior motives.

Not just a fleet, either. He’d tried to take for himself the development of a weapon capable of extinguishing entire star systems.

The goal of victory allowed all of us to look the other way during the war. In retrospect, I felt foolish. But, I suppose, so did the allies once Stalin resumed his bloody work at the end of World War II.

Another Marcus Eddison-ism came unbidden to my mind:

In the end, I produce better products than what I started with.

I began to feel angry at the whole situation and had to fight against the urge to open my eyes and set my quest for rest back to the beginning. I calmed myself, squeezing my eyes tightly shut and spreading my arms and legs out.

The song of the Void sprang up from the ether, flowing through me like a slow-moving river. On the turn of the moment, the flow became a series of white-water rapids, lambasting me with an insistent pull.

It was trying to sweep me away. To separate me from myself.

Leave me exposed.

The whiteout slammed over me like a cage. My breath caught in my chest.

Aslanov laughed.

Lying on my back in the bed, every muscle in my body tensed, I felt the call.

Come. Back.

I tried to grit my teeth, to ball my hands into fists, to throw a defiant curse at The Hollow, but my body did not respond. Nothing moved. It was like my brain stem was severed, the electrical discharges from my synapses stuck in an endless loop, unable to travel to the nerve clusters in my muscles. The commands were given, but they never reached the parts that mattered.

Sleep paralysis. It figures that’s the only way I could actually manage to slumber.

Shadows swirled in my mind’s eye, heavy and dark and impenetrable.

I felt as though I were suffocating. Like my body had forgotten how to breathe automatically, and I couldn’t force my lungs to perform.

My head felt spacey, empty, devoid of any higher functioning. My diaphragm squeezed in vain, failing to force air into my lungs.

I choked, tried to shout, hoping the sound would snap me awake, but all I managed was a weak moan.

The song of the Void carried on its tune.

I saw The Hollow there, at the center of the universe. A black hole that was so much more than the celestial phenomenon I’d learned about in high school science class.

It was… alive. It hungered.

And it had its gaping maw, angled toward me.

The Hollow surged and swirled, barreling across the blank expanse of the Void. It moved like a creature from the deep, an apex predator who had never failed to consume its prey within the boundaries of the maelstrom it brought with it.

There was no help.

It was me and the unbroken darkness of The Hollow.

I struggled. I resisted. I fought against it with everything I had in my pitiful, paralyzed state.

I tried to block out the song of the Void. I tried to call a Drift Lane to myself.

I tried everything and achieved nothing.

The song became the howl of gale-force winds. I saw The Hollow up close, the bottomless pit that stretched from one reality to another, and at the deepest point within that malevolent celestial body, I saw the vanishing point.

My heart hammered inside my chest. I thought again of Aslanov. Was I seeing what drove him mad? Was I at the brink—at the breaking point—of my own sanity?

In that moment, I knew what it was.

A total absence of light and matter. The ultimate void. An eraser. A cosmic undo button on matter, life, and reality.

It was simultaneously the origin point and the termination point of everything.

Ashes to ashes, and dust to dust.

I screamed.
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When I woke up, drenched in cold sweat, my heart racing like a double bass drum in a breakdown, my first thought was that I had been Navigating.

Slowly, I came back to myself.

I was in my bed. I was alone.

My arms and legs twitched, and I steadied my breathing. My heart rate began to slow. Peace settled over me.

When I checked my Tab, it had been a little over two hours. I doubted I benefited from the nap.

A lingering sensation of fear stuck with me. As though there were devils hiding in the shadowy corners of my quarters.

It’s all in your head, I thought. Deal with it.

Aside from just flying straight into The Hollow, I didn’t know how to handle it. That would probably be a death sentence, but at least then I might learn a little bit about it. Of course, that would do me no good if I took that knowledge to the grave. Still… maybe I wouldn’t die. Maybe…

“What are you even saying?” I asked myself out loud.

Fly in The Hollow? Just to check it out?

Those weren’t the thoughts of a rational, sane person, and it alarmed me that I’d just had them.

I rubbed my face vigorously, trying to distance myself from the nightmare.

What a nightmare, though… The Hollow as some kind of entity that wanted to consume all life, all matter, in the universe.

That was the stuff of sci-fi movies. That couldn’t possibly be real, could it?

And how much science fiction became real when you got on the Phaelon, Will?

I hated that thought, mostly because it was true. What I didn’t want to be true—desperately so—was this nightmare about The Hollow.

The compulsion to get away from the scene of my torment—that would be my bed—overtook me. I hopped onto the deck, my feet curling against the coldness of the floor, and left my bunk to go grab a drink from the galley.

“What if he has a newer, bigger fleet?”

I blinked. That sounded like Fera’s voice, coming from outside of the Captain’s quarters.

“That’s a possibility we can’t discount,” Quin said. “But does it really change our course of action? The New Federation isn’t going to roll over and submit to Eddison. They have their first taste of power in the last four thousand years, Fera. They’re not going to let that go without a fight.”

Benegal’s distinctive snort cut into the conversation.

“Eddison is no fool. He will not make his move until he is absolutely certain of victory. If we are to plan smartly, we should expect new ships, weapons, defensive technology… Everything he could possibly improve, he will do so. He has kept his technical genius hidden away on Earth for some time. The Imperium will be much stronger this time around than they ever were before.”

There was a meeting going on. One that evidently couldn’t wait for me.

“To be fair,” Quin said, “it was his ships and technology that really delivered the punch to Tror’s fleet. He already possessed a technological edge. In any case, this is a huge problem for the New Federation. As far as Will is concerned, Earth is not safe, and that’s going to affect our resident Void Drifter’s readiness. He’s not getting the proper rest cycles, he’s not taking care of himself… he’s overwhelmed.”

Standing there in the hallway, I caught a whiff of the smell of my own sweat. I needed a sonic shower, sooner rather than later. I didn’t harbor any ill will that the rest of the crew was having a discussion without me. How many times have I gathered a partial crew to discuss Benegal or Lockett?

As I turned to go back into my quarters to clean up a bit, the conversation continued with a sigh from Fera.

“I tell him as often as I can, without nagging him, that he’s doing too much. But he always has an answer, and he’s always right—Will is the only Void Drifter we have. General Mira’dna asks too much of him, but Will feels the weight of his position and won’t say no.”

“There remains a solution for that problem,” Quin said.

Fera didn't sound so sure. “Tethering is helpful, but it’s not a second Void Drifter.”

Now I felt invested in the conversation. I promised myself I wouldn’t take any of it personally, but I got the sense that I was hearing things that, perhaps due to feelings of fondness, weren’t being said to my face. And maybe they needed to be.

Benegal hissed like he’d touched something hot. “There is no easy solution. Will is the lynchpin for the New Federation’s operations. Just as he was the lynchpin to their ability to effectively wage war against the Imperium. Without him, we will witness history repeat itself.”

“It won’t,” Fera said with an edge to her voice. “Not as long as we have Will.”

“Agreed…” Quin said, “but we’re back to square one, relying entirely on Will even if it means seeing him physically—not to mention mentally—break down. How long will he hold up under this stress? I can tell you my calculated assessment, but I don’t think it’s necessary. If we’re honest with ourselves here, this business with The Hollow is taking a toll on him. His newfound tactic of calling Drift Lanes to him is little more than a bandage on a bullet hole. It covers the problem but does nothing to address it.”

Sert spoke in a stern, defiant voice. I hadn’t realized he was part of the discussion. All that was missing now was Lockett, and he was probably there, too.

“Will Kaufman has risen to meet every challenge thrown his way,” Sert said. “He has a tactical mind and the heart of a warrior. He will not fail us. Just as I will not fail my people.”

“Yes, Will is essentially an honorary Vorvak, isn’t he?” Quin’s verbal eye roll was evident.

“Without him, the Imperium would have crushed the New Federation beneath its boot,” Sert growled.

“We know this for truth,” Benegal was quick to add. “He was able to convince Atron to come out of hiding to decisively take a side out in the open. That is no small feat.”

“Even so,” Fera said, “the best teams are only as strong as their weakest link. Will’s no pushover, but there’s no time for him to catch his breath. At some point, he’s going to hit a wall, and when that happens, there’s nothing we can do for him. None of us are Void sensitive, and not even Quin knows how to handle this Hollow business. We’re at the ragged edge here, and there’s no end in sight.”

“One solution has been overlooked by all,” Lockett said, confirming what I already thought about him being present. “Human can get further upgrades. Fiber-link was a good start, but there are many more modifications that can be made to increase his peak operating time. Machine parts need no rest cycles.”

“I can’t believe I’m saying this,” Quin said, sounding queasy, “but I think the Drayth is correct.”

That got Lockett excited. “Replace heart with a Blood Flow Proportioner motor and map brain to neural network… cut down his organic matter by fifteen or twenty percent.”

Fera snapped. “Are you kidding me? When Quin went full AI with his little operation, that almost completely killed his connection to the Void. Don’t you think the same thing will happen to him?” She lowered her voice. “No. We’re not turning Will into Lockett’s pet project. He’s not a ship that can be upgraded, he’s a human!”

“Even if you all agreed, I would stand in your way,” Sert thundered. “Will does not need any more interference from the Drayth.”

“I agree,” Benegal said. “Corrupting the human’s soul is not a solution.”

Lockett scoffed. “Soul is an illusion of the mind. Not real.”

“Let’s table this discussion,” Quin said. “Lockett offered a potential solution, and I was just making sure everyone was informed on the feasibility of it. Sheesh, you people need to crawl into bed with Will and take some naps of your own. This hostility is uncalled for!”

Feeling as though I’d heard the relevant portions, and still needing a shower, I retreated back into my quarters.

Everyone was worried about me, and not because they didn’t think I was capable. They were worried about what needed to happen, and the very real consequences of failure. I appreciated the sentiment. When I left Earth on the Phaelon, I didn’t just physically leave my home. I left everything I knew behind. My friends, my family, my people.

I’d since found new friends. A new family.

I was, for some inexplicable reason, the only Void Drifter outside of the Imperium’s control. That would change in time, other Void-sensitive races like the Foris would identify potential new Navigators, and Quin and I could train them. But until that time… anything that required near-instantaneous travel across the galaxy had to be carried out by me.

I looked at the sonic shower, a shiver coursing down my spine, and not from the chill of the ship.

Everyone was counting on me. Earth was facing a dire threat. There was too much riding on this for me to let my own personal fatigue be the thing that stopped us from being successful. I had to come through. For Earth, for the New Federation….

For Fera, and for my friends.

Anything less was unacceptable.

“It’s what I have to do,” I said, my voice barely a whisper.

I felt like an old man with bad joints as I shed my sleeping clothes and stretched. I was still tired, but I’d been in worse shape than this before. College came to mind.

I can manage, I thought. I have to.

I ran through the sonic shower sequence quickly, suited up in my Drayth armor, and took in a glimpse of myself in the mirror panel on the bulkhead.

My face was starting to look gaunt. Bags under my eyes. I splashed water on my cheeks and rubbed some relief into my eyes. Dried off, grabbed my Tab, and slid it into my leg armor, then made for the bridge.

“Will, shouldn’t you be resting right now?” Fera asked. “We’ve still got time for a few more cycles.”

“Not sure that time would be of much use,” I confessed as I marched across the walkway and plopped down into the Captain’s chair. “Tossed and turned more than anything else. Besides, we have business on Farakar that is only waiting on our arrival.”

I clapped my hands and then rubbed my palms together, hoping it would hide the fatigue I felt. “Anything I need to know before we Drift to the edge of the gravity well?”

Quin stared at me, his dark amphibian eyes almost quivering. “I’ll alert the rest of the crew that we’re departing early. As for your request… nothing new to report. No signs of the mystery fleet, no message updates from General Mira’dna.”

The AI grew quiet, as if debating how much more he wanted to say. After a beat, he said, “You weren’t asleep long enough for anything meaningful to happen in your absence.”

“Two hours is plenty of time for the galaxy to fall apart. But I’m glad it didn’t.”

The door swished open, and the rest of the crew came in and took their stations. Every one of them took a long look at me, no doubt worried at my having cut the planned rest cycle in half.

When they were situated, I said, “Okay, good. Everyone ready?”

Fera wasn’t able to hide the concern on her face. I’d learned to read those lines. But her words were loud and clear, free of all emotion.

“Ready, Captain,” she said.

I smirked at her. “You know, that joke’s getting kind of old. Captain.”

She smiled, but there was no warmth in it. It didn’t reach her eyes, and I thought she was going to come right out and ask me if I was insane, or try to talk me out of continuing the mission altogether.

She didn’t. We both knew that wasn’t an option.

“Navigator,” she said, “you are free to begin Void Drift.”

Fera’s words gave me a boost of confidence. She didn’t agree with my decision to go to Farakar, but she supported me anyway. That kind of trust and loyalty was hard to find.

“Void Engine online,” Quin said robotically.

The primary bridge display showed a binary star system with only three planets. Two large gas giants hung in wide orbits at the edge of the system. The third was near the inner edge of the Goldilocks zone, and that was our target destination.

Farakar, the brown and gray marble that had once been the height of the Vorvak civilization. Their root world was forever changed by the Imperium, and if Sert had his way, it was about to change again. Behind me at the weapons officer station, the burly Vorvak’s armor crackled as he leaned forward.

“I am ready.”

“I know you are, big guy,” I said, working the MFDS. “Setting Drift.”

Lockett’s iron lung pumping was suddenly the loudest sound on the bridge.

I adjusted the dials and brought the Void engine into alignment.

“Farakar, here we come.”
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As strange as it had been to visit my first alien world, returning to Farakar was stranger yet. While the harsh terrain was the same—it looked like the Arizona Painted Desert if everything was a lunar gray and brown—the ruins that had marked the Imperium destruction had been mostly cleared.

Level stones marking new construction had been erected.

“They’ve been building while we were away,” Fera said, working the control to bring the Phaelon in for landing.

Sert grunted. “So they have. I am curious to see the state of the Throne of Stone. The Vorvak masons who built the original met their Day of Reckoning generations before I was forced into cryostorage. I have significant doubts such artisans were spawned in their absence.”

Quin stood at the helm, thoughtfully considering the landscape on the primary display. “Rebuilding a hallowed artifact is not something just anyone can do. It is likely, in their haste, this new Warlord would have clumped together a pile of rocks and given it the moniker.”

Sert gritted his teeth. “Such blasphemy will be punished with death.”

Benegal eased back in his chair. “We would do well to reserve judgment until we see the situation for ourselves. Idle speculation serves no one.”

Sert was fired up and viewing himself–rightfully so, in my mind—as the true leader of the Vorvak. The Warlord. “Speak for yourself, skink. I know the wiles of those prone to dishonor amongst my people. They do not march with my army for a reason. The fools will suffer for their insolence.”

Fera put the ship down at the outskirts of the escarpment where the temple was being rebuilt. We suited up, armed up, and formed up into a group in the cargo hold. Once the ramp was dropped, we marched into the recently cleared streets.

The last time I was here, everything was desolate. Raiders had watched us from afar and attacked us without warning. Now, dozens of Vorvak moved through the streets. Among them were juveniles. I’d never seen anything but a mature Vorvak prior to then.

I was unsure of their exact ages. They might have been teenagers or even children, but they were small—roughly the same size as me. Their skin had brighter shades of yellows, grays, greens, and browns than the fully matured, whose armored hides fade into a sort of natural camouflage.

Two columns of twelve youths marched past us in a smart military formation. Each was led by a fully mature adult.

These troop leaders bellowed from the head of their columns, “Vorvak! Vorvak red, Vorvak black! Warriors! Attack!”

“Red for blood! Black for death!” the warriors chanted as they ran.

Sert paused until the group had passed by. He seemed to savor the cadence. “Well do I remember the warrior songs. It is to call upon the spirits of our mightiest warriors from days past… to strengthen for battle today.”

The further we walked along the avenue toward the rebuilt temple—the more things started to look like a boot camp or training compound. Young Vorvak practiced combatives, which looked absolutely brutal. There was no easing up, and I wondered whether the bloodied fighters would only stop when one of them was dead.

Sert nodded approvingly. His elites trailed, similarly looking pleased.

I couldn’t help but note that our Vorvaks were a lot bigger and meaner looking than any I saw. Perhaps that’s what allowed us to travel free from any confrontation.

The scent of something cooking carried its way to us. I could detect only a trace of it through my helmet’s filters, but Sert took in a huge whiff.

Dirk and Alcar and the rest of the Vorvak did the same. I could sense the excitement among them.

Two Vorvak pushed wheelbarrow-type machines from a covered overhang where a thick pipe of white smoke wafted into the air. Piled high on each of the wheelbarrows were the thickest cuts of steak—or something like steak—that I’d ever seen, each of them about the size of a shoebox. The stacks were seven or eight pieces high, seared and slightly charred from the cooking going on in a nearby tent. The Vorvak rushed their carts of food toward the temple, with the urgency of servants tending to an impatient king. They pummeled the sand and dirt with the dull thuds of their broad feet.

“The roasting of the Ellik,” Dirk said. “We have not had such a bounty in many years.”

“Indeed,” Sert said, sounding conflicted. “Those left to rebuild have not been idle.”

“I see our future clearly,” Alcar said in a rattling whisper. “This is truly a marvel. Hope is restored to the Vorvak.”

“False hopes heaped on our people by an impostor!” Dirk snarled at him. “Comrade Sert is the true Warlord. Keep your foolish musings to yourself, Comrade Alcar!”

Alcar seemed chastened, but he did not hide his appreciation for the improved state of his people. Neither did any of the other Vorvak.

Neither did Sert for that matter.

Fera walked close beside me, rubbing her shoulder against me. “Will… how’re you holding up?”

“I’m fine,” I told her, forcing a smile I didn’t feel at the moment. I remembered the discussion I’d overheard and knew that, despite our mission, Fera’s thoughts were still fixed on my well-being. I did what I could to assuage her concerns. “I know you think we’re wasting time here, but I feel like this is important. I didn’t want to contradict you just to contradict you, you know.”

She gave me a smile that changed the shape of the white lines on her cheeks. “I know. I’m the captain of the ship, but it’s not my planet at stake. I defer to your judgment on that score.”

I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and pulled her in for a hug. It made our steps awkward, so I didn’t linger, but I wanted her to know I appreciated her.

“Thanks. I’ve been a bit tired lately, but it’s everything to me to know you’re backing me up. I couldn’t do this without Phaelon’s crew—I especially couldn't do this without you.”

“Just know that as Captain, I reserve the right to protect the crew—and you for that matter—from any more harebrained ideas you come up with while exhausted.”

“Aye aye, baby.”

We shared a laugh. The moment didn’t last.

A group of twelve armed and armored Vorvak exited the temple, clearly sent out to head us off before we entered the building. It seemed, imposing as our honor guard was, there was only so much room to roam we would be allowed.

We met them in the courtyard before the temple, which at this point in construction was little more than a sand-strewn stretch of land. The craters that had been here last time had been filled in and pressed down to make flat, level ground, but the mismatch in hue left the area looking scarred and patched.

The lead Vorvak came to a stop. Immediately, the rest of his entourage also stopped and drew their clubguns from their armor and slapped them into shape. They kept the weapons at low ready, but it was clear they were prepared to use them at their leader’s command.

Dirk and the rest of Sert’s elite had beaten them to the punch but had not fired. Still, it was clear that if sudden violence had been a desire, those coming from the temple would have been wasted before they could get fingers on triggers.

“I know you, Sert,” the leader of these intercepting Vorvak said. “You plucked warriors to make them lackeys to the interlopers who now walk under your protection. How much did the Federation pay for such loyalty?”

Sert’s roar caused the Vorvak to take a step back. “My loyalty is to the mighty name of Vorvak! I bend the knee to no one!”

He raised his chin and took a step forward, then slammed his fist against his chest and pointed two clawed fingers at the speaker. “The progress I called upon those not worthy of testing themselves in my army has unfolded in my absence… but never would I have expected to see it polluted with such vanity. Tell me, spawnling, are you the one who assumes the title of Warlord?”

The speaker, already cowed by the physical specimen that Sert was compared to himself, flinched at the insult. “No, Comrade. I am Clag, and you despise the name of Vorvak by giving me the title of a youth when you clearly see I am a Flameholder.”

He slapped a clawed hand at the shoulder pauldron of his armor. Sunlight reflected off of the material, emblazoning a stylized flame carved into the metal. My fiber-link highlighted the symbol, informing me that ‘flameholder’ was the Vorvak equivalent term for ‘sergeant.’

Sert wasn’t impressed. “Flameholder or no, you disgrace our people with this charade. There are none on Farakar worthy of the title Warlord. Until now.”

The opposing guard of Vorvak grew restless but held short of pulling triggers. This of course prompted Sert’s elite to snap their weapons to their shoulders in a show of disciplined professionalism that put the other side to shame.

Those of us who weren’t Vorvak kept our hands away from our weapons. None of us saw any sense in stirring things up further. Sert had made it clear before we left the ship that this was a Vorvak matter.

“More disrespect from the interloper,” Clag said with a shake of his head. “I cannot say I expected anything less from the likes of you.”

“The words of a fool are but the passing of time.” Sert curled his fingers into a fist and shook it. “I come to claim the title of Warlorld. If you have claimed it, face me now, as the legendary warriors of old once did. For honor and glory! If not… step aside.”

Sert was head and shoulders taller than Clag, who looked to his left and right, his confidence waning. I didn’t see how this guy had managed to proclaim himself Warlord. But he was in the way, that much was sure.

And if I could read Vorvak body language… he was regretting that decision.

“Comrade. I am not Vorvak’s Warlord. But I have been ordered—” Clag started, but a deep, booming voice calling from the temple interrupted him.

“That will not be necessary.”

Goosebumps ran up and down my arms. The deep voice sounded like a human with spasmodic dysphonia. Distorted, scratchy, and broken up with odd intonations of breath, it was the voice of a warrior who had survived a close call with death.

“Look who it is,” Fera said in a hushed whisper.

I did as instructed, relying on my implant to give me a zoomed in view of the Vorvak with the distorted voice as he descended the stairs of the temple.

I recognized him, all right. The last time I’d seen him, he was choking on his own blood…

Malk the Defeated.

I couldn’t believe it. He was the one, the Vorvak whose life I had convinced Sert to spare. Now he was here, with silver trim on his ceremonial armor, a blackened scar over his throat, and an air of authority draped over his shoulders. The lower half of his jaw was covered with a silver chin guard that matched the trim of his armor.

A wicked grin spread over Clag’s face. “You have provoked the attention of the Battle Commander. Let us watch how the Comrade squirms in the presence of such power.”

Sert snorted. “You will meet your Day of Reckoning before you see me squirm, spawnling.”

Clag’s smile was replaced with a glower, but he held his tongue as Malk made his way to stand between the two opposing groups of Vorvak.

“One warrior welcomes another, Comrade,” Malk said, extending a hand and showing his empty palm.

Sert glanced at the gesture disapprovingly. “The theft of honor is punishable by death, Comrade. You dare to seize a title you have not earned by shedding blood with the enemy? You spurn the honor of the mighty name of Vorvak with your groveling to one who claims a throne he did not earn through challenge and conquest!”

Malk nodded. “There is some truth to what you say, Comrade Sert.”

Clag shot a surprised glance at Malk. The rest of his minions clenched up, suddenly unsure of what to expect. To them, it probably sounded like Malk was taking Sert’s side.

Sert was all menace. “You know it to be pure and utter truth. You also know what I must do to correct the errors of your ways.”

Malk held up both hands. “You have said it yourself. Much has changed in your absence. Let us shed scales and discuss the matter in the proper way. I welcome you into the Temple of the Superior. You will recline and share the warrior’s bounty. We will inform you, and you will see the truth for yourself, Comrade.”

Sert considered his words for a moment. He glanced at Dirk out of the corner of his eye. Dirk gave him a less than subtle nod.

Sert dropped his fist to his side. “The shedding of the scales is an honorable tradition. The exchange of information between war parties. Escort my warriors into the hall, and we will recline.”

Malk’s smile failed to deliver a warm welcome, but it was one step above pointing a weapon. He barked an order to Clag, who reiterated it. Both sides of the firing line collapsed and stowed their clubguns.

“Inside, Comrade,” Malk said, beckoning that we follow him. “Behold the temple.”

On the comms channel, Quin heaved a sigh of relief. “That went well, all things considered.”

“It’s not over yet,” Fera muttered.

Benegal fell in behind us, Lockett at his side.

“The Vorvak hold honor above all else,” Benegal said. “There is little chance they will strike at us inside the walls of their holy temple.”

Lockett shrugged. “Biological meat sacks only care about food. Important matters to discuss, shrinking timeline, fate of Earth in the balance… but let us eat and tell stupid jokes around the dinner table. Much better plan.”

I looked at Lockett. “Deal with it, buddy. It’s custom, and we abide by customs, same as when we were on your root world. It’s respectful. They’re not going to attack us.”

Benegal sighed. “We need not expect an attack, but we should be on guard nonetheless.”

For the first time that I could remember in my galactic adventures, there was no weapons checkpoint ahead of such a vital and sensitive meeting. There were honor guards posted, but they looked ceremonial and completely disinterested in us. We crossed the threshold of the temple’s main entrance and followed Malk and the rest of the Vorvak into the inner sanctum—an open-aired, huge room with a large carpet made of some sort of animal fur in the center. The carpet was a deep red ringed with black. Just outside of the circle, twenty-four boulders with flat surfaces served as chairs. The Vorvak moved toward the seats, leaving us non-Vorvak to stand outside the circle.

At the back of the room was a dais with a single stone chair atop it.

“The Throne of Stone,” Alcar said with awe.

It didn’t have the same effect on me. I was… underwhelmed. For as much as I’d heard the Vorvak go on and on about it, the object itself was sort of unremarkable. It looked crude, roughly hewn out of rock with a hammer and chisel, most likely. An H-shape of thick slabs made the seat and the arm rests, with the full height of the stone being used to form the back at a perfect right angle. I’m sure it was a lot of work to chisel that out so smooth, but it looked like something out of the Flintstones if you asked me.

“Doesn’t look very comfortable,” Fera said.

“That’s because you don’t have the ass of a Vorvak,” Quin piped up.

I looked at Fera and winked. “I like your ass much more than a Vorvaks.”

Even over the private comm channels, we kept our voices down so as not to disrespect the Vorvak in front of us. The discussion died away once the mighty aliens were ready to deal in business.

Once the Vorvak had taken their seats, Malk stepped into the center of the carpet and raised his hands. “Let the scales be shed, warriors. Feast upon the bounty of Farakar, as our ancestors did for many generations.”

A dozen Vorvak youth emerged from hollow spaces in the walls, carrying thin slates of marble. Each slate sported one of the huge slabs of scorched steak, as well as a sort of grail-style cup with two-tailed shrimp analogs that were thicker than they were long. It took two trips for the surf and turf dishes to be handed out to each of the warriors, who ate their fill in seconds.

As soon as the meal was finished, the Vorvak stood and slammed his slate onto the rocks outside of the circle, shattering it.

Lockett flinched and covered the sides of his head with his hands every time a slate broke. He saw me watching him and narrowed the light in his murky eyes.

“Unseemly display of barbarism,” he griped. “Flying pieces could injure Lockett.”

“You know, on Earth, in a place called Greece, it’s tradition to smash plates like this at weddings.”

Lockett shook his head. “Humans and Vorvak sometimes so close, it is scary.”

Once the last slate had been dashed against the stone floor, Malk called for attention. “The bounty of the warrior is vast and it is sufficient to sustain us for our next battle. The scales have been shed, and now it is time for talk.”

Sert stood. “Speak, Comrade. But take care in how you do so. I come bringing death for all those who would defile the Vorvak honor.”
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Malk spoke at length. His distorted, damaged voice matched the grim recounting of the destruction of Farakar in grim detail. He left nothing out—the orbital bombardment, the thousands of Vorvak youth and females left as funeral pyres in the wake of the Imperium assault. Everything that had been handed down to him. The momentum picked up as he drew near to the conclusion, his words echoing with a gravitas that made it seem as if the events he was describing had happened only yesterday.

He closed out the story describing Korba’s Day of Reckoning.

“The warrior whose final breath came on that fateful battlefield was one by the name of Korba. He who single-handedly bested a legion of Krayvox fighters in the Battle of the Spire. In the Twenty-Eight Faction War, it was Korba who crushed the skull of Rashak in his mighty fists. The honorable Korba died with his bloodied knuckles raised to the sky, one final affront to the cowards whose ships would not touch down on the surface of this world to face us in combat.

“His is the legacy of a Vorvak warrior whose dying wish to face his enemies was denied by the cowardice of those who struck from the safety of their ships. If they had been made to stand on this soil and face us like true warriors, they would surely have fallen to the might of our warrior brethren.”

I felt an intense rush of surprise as his words echoed off the stone walls. If this was the story the Vorvak told about the Imperium, how could they willingly fold themselves into that same enemy force? It didn’t make sense.

“And then…” Malk transitioned to the next story by clearing his throat.

“On the heels of that devastation, we persisted in squalor and misery for many thousands of years. The days of war and of glory and honor… were nothing more than the fading memories of a long lost generation. Crawling on our bellies like snakes, we ate the dust and chewed the rocks that once formed our temples. Mighty warriors, despised and forgotten by the galaxy. Left to die out to extinction.

“It was not until Comrade Berg descended from the stars and raised the Banner of the War Torch that we saw the first glimmers of our former glory begin to return.”

Sert’s shoulders rocked with a sharp intake of breath. This was the part of the story he was most interested in, and he was listening with rapt attention.

Malk continued. “From the midst of our remnant, one stood and took up the call. One who offered his challenge to every Vorvak in known space. There were many challengers who rose up, but none proved worthy. All were put down into the dirt. None could stand against Berg, the mightest of us all. He rebuilt the Throne of Stone with his own hands.” Malk pointed at it, drawing all eyes to the throne, then back to himself.

He leveled a harsh glare at Sert. “And by these acts, Berg has been rightfully declared Warlord of Farakar. Superior of the Vorvak. His strength becomes our strength, and we march to war, and to victory, at his command. We are the Mighty Brood.”

The air was rife with tension. It was so quiet, I thought I could hear Lockett’s internal servos clicking as he turned his head, observing each of the Vorvak and their reaction to Malk’s account of Vorvak history.

Sert bristled. “This Berg from the stars… under what banner did he arrive?”

Malk raised his chin slightly. “It was the Banner of the Umbraic Curtain.”

Quin whistled in my ear. “That’s Imperium. Old Imperium. Positive confirmation that Eddison was involved in this.”

I muttered a curse under my breath.

Sert raised his hands. “Who amongst those gathered here so willingly bows to the power that brought us asunder? The Imperium and one rogue Anunnaki, Marcus Eddison, have captured you.”

“It is not so!” Malk spat. “You speak blasphemies to aid your own cause! Berg conquered the Imperium and returned to us!”

Sert took a step forward, his chest puffed out threateningly. “This Anunnaki has exploited your warrior spirit for his own gain. You side with him for the opportunity of war, but you side with the Imperium all the same. Will they not toss you aside like useless dogs the moment you are no longer needed? Even if it were not so… they remain destroyers of our root world. This Berg, rather than kill them and the ships that shamefully denied Mighty Korba’s last wish… has joined them.”

Sert spat on the carpet. “This is not the way of the Vorvak. It is the way of spawnlings.”

Malk took a step forward. “You know not what you speak, Comrade. Berg has⁠—”

“Bewitched you, perhaps.” Sert chest-bumped him. Malk staggered back, clawed feet tearing rifts in the carpet. “Mistakes may be forgiven, warrior to warrior, but now that you know the truth… willfully helping the Imperium will only be met by death.”

Malk looked down, then back up at Sert. “You challenge me, Comrade, but it will be to no avail. War General Nord and Superior Warlord Berg have formed the Mighty Brood from the bulk of our new forces. The Mighty Brood has gone with them in their ships. They have won many victories across the stars already. And now they set their sights directly on the ultimate target.”

My blood froze. Quin’s calculations put them at striking a colony world or two before Earth. If they were going straight to it… then Fera was right.

We were out of time.

Sert made a slashing motion across his throat. “The spirit of conquest runs strong through our people. It gives me hope that our glory days are not lost to the pages of history. That one day, we can rise from the ashes of misery and defeat to seize hold of that glory once again. But it will not be as you say. I know this Anunnaki far better than the likes of you or Berg. He seeks only destruction and control, and that by any means necessary. You throwing us to the grind of the war machine at his behest is an affront that will not be tolerated!”

Malk chest-bumped Sert. Owing to the size differential, the gesture had minimal effect.

“For the first time in our history, the Vorvak have a Void Navigator at their disposal!” Malk growled.

My eyes widened. A Vorvak Navigator? They were supposedly among the species incapable of Navigating.

“You surely do not mean one of us?” Sert scoffed.

Malk shook his head. “Captain Delpit, an Annunaki Navigator. He Drifts at the command of Warlord Berg.”

Sert chuckled. “This Captain Delpit is a coward. He fought against us as part of the Imperium and lost his leg for the trouble. Now he will lose his life. Berg has no control over a Void Navigator. He relies on Eddison’s Imperium. He is a servant. No more. Certainly not Warlord.”

Malk’s face grew more disgusted. “So you say. But it is Berg who leads the Mighty Brood to extract due retribution upon those civilizations who did nothing to stop the destruction of Farakar. Our warrior ancestors rejoice from their place in the eternal void as their disgraceful deaths are avenged. And now, we will Kavat with humanity.”

Sert froze. “Is it so?”

I wracked my brain, trying to define the word. Quin must have known I wouldn’t understand it, because he jumped in to translate.

“Kavat is the Vorvak word for greet. Not sure why the translator didn’t pick up on that for you, Will. It is Vorvak custom for them to greet newcomers to the galactic stage with an invasion force, both to assert Vorvak dominance and to assess the combat capabilities of their enemies.”

“Thanks,” I muttered, the existing worry I had for Earth amplified now.

Malk cleared his throat again, struggling to speak clearly in such an important moment. “It is as I say, Comrade. You have stepped back into the fold of our history at a time when the rise to glory is at hand. Do not interfere with it, for you will fail. Warlord Berg has defeated the best of us. He has earned the title of Warlord, despite what you may think on the subject. The ultimate target is ripe for war. Our Mighty Brood has been tested and earned its stripes under Warlord Berg’s leadership. The Vorvak will know true glory once the Kavat is complete. It will send a signal to the greater galaxy that the Vorvak have returned.”

Sert took half a step away from Malk and lowered his chin, consumed with the revelations that had just been dumped over him in a deluge of new information. I wished I could peek inside his head, to see how he felt and what he was thinking. Going off his body language, all I could tell was that he was angry and distraught.

Even so, I might have predicted what he was about to do next.

Sert turned the heel of his left foot and balled his hand into a fist. In an explosive movement, he launched a full-forced punch into Malk’s chest plate. The savage force of the blow sent Malk sliding back a full meter, his claws tearing across the carpet. Malk, caught completely by surprise, pressed his hands to his chest. The armor panel fractured inside his claws. Pieces clattered to the ground at his feet.

No one moved. The entire room held its collective breath.

Malk coughed up a thick, syrupy mouthful of blood. Sert approached him, snatched him by the neck collar, and lifted him up off the ground. Muscles tensed and rippled along Sert’s arms and neck. The claws of Malk’s feet swiped through empty air as Sert pressed his face close, brandishing a murderous scowl.

“You are not worthy of your prestige,” Sert said just loud enough for everyone to hear. “I let you live once to encourage my Vorvak brothers to rebuild, awaiting my return. I will spare you a second time for much the same… You will stand down, and you will tell the rest of this so-called Mighty Brood to do the same, lest their lives all be forfeit for siding with the Imperium. I will go to challenge Berg, and I will crush him. When I return, we will restore honor to the mighty name of Vorvak.”

Sert reared back and slammed his forehead into Malk’s in a vicious headbutt. The thunderclap could have been two stone boulders slamming into each other at terminal velocity.

Malk went limp. Sert dropped him to the floor and whirled on his underlings. “If this coward dies, you will be expected to deliver his message.”

Then he marched toward the Throne of Stone. Not so much as a finger was lifted in an attempt to stop him.

Sert ran his hands across the cold rock, but did not sit in it. “The Throne of Stone was said to be impervious and eternal. This is a cheap imitation!”

Sert reached down with one of his massive hands and gripped the base of the great stone. He performed a deadlift, his already massive back, leg, and arm muscles all bulging to ridiculous sizes as he first tipped the boulder, adjusted his grip, and then managed to heft it above his head.

I had never seen such raw power in my entire life. Sert looked capable of tearing a starship in half at that moment.

“Did Berg never hear the name of Sert?” he bellowed, then slammed the solid throne down against the steps leading up to it. The stairs pulverized under the weight. The throne itself split down the middle and came apart as it rolled loudly to the bottom of the regal dais.

Sert sauntered down the ruined steps and spat on the defiled throne. He turned to face the circle of Vorvak and bared his teeth. The roar that erupted from his chest echoed off the walls. It filtered through the unique construction of the temple and radiated outward into the streets.

Several of the Vorvak, even some of his own elite, hid their faces.

“The Vorvak have returned,” Sert declared. “But only a Warlord may lead them. Only I will lead them!”

Malk lifted his head from the ground but made no effort to get up. I doubt he could.

Sert stomped over to him. He yanked him up and set him down on his knees, glaring balefully at him. “You are no Battle Commander, the same as Berg is no Warlord. I will correct this error. You will now tell every Vorvak on Farakar of Berg the Coward, who dared to claim the title Warlord before seeking out Sert, the true and future Warlord!”

Sert’s nictitating membranes clicked as he stared daggers at the Vorvak around him. “Unless one wishes to offer a challenge?”

The Vorvak shifted on their stone seats. None stood.

“Then it is decided,” Sert said. “I go to war. When I return, all those still loyal to the Imperium and their lapdog Berg… will die.”
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Back on the Phaelon, I immediately strapped myself in and keyed up the Void Drift suite. A shudder ran through the deck as the reactor came online. The screens at my terminal flashed to life as power routed to the ship’s primary systems.

“Okay, we’ve got to get back to Earth as soon as possible. Quin, get the ship up and running. We’re out of here.”

Quin popped up next to me in a flash of light, his hands on his hips and elbows flared. “Forgive me for being under the impression that coming here would prevent us having to go stop Eddison’s fleet on Earth. It seems like all of this could have been accomplished without the diversion!”

Fera found her seat and strapped herself in, already working the controls to run preflight checks. “You act like you weren’t there, Quin. This goes deeper for Sert than stopping an attack on Earth.”

Everyone else was in position. Sert kept silent.

Lockett, however, was aggravated. “Stupid AI is trying to hide embarrassment over poor math. Need to go back to Foris preschool. Calculations were wrong!”

“Wrong?” Quin gasped. “The only thing I did wrong was use the data you provided me, you walking wind tunnel. Honestly, how do you expect me to come up with perfect solutions when you provide me with imperfect data? It’s not like I can read minds here, and last I checked, I have no crystal ball to shake and draw visions of the future out of it!”

“Enough!” I shouted. “We’re in a bad spot right now, but it’s not unrecoverable. Fera put the word to General Mira’dna to get additional protection to Earth, and hopefully she did just that. Now we just have to Void Drift back home and hope the invasion force hasn’t arrived yet. Quin, your calculations are fine. They were just based on a false premise.”

Quin gaped at me, his mouth hanging open. “How dare you!”

“It’s true.” Fera snapped her fingers to draw his attention over to her. “We thought the attacks were working their way toward Earth, but that’s not the case. They were targeting specific worlds that were in a position to help Farakar during the Imperium bombardment four thousand years ago, but they just stood by and let it happen. Neither of the two worlds we thought would get hit next had been colonized by that point in time. Now that they’ve made their point, the rogue Vorvak working with the Imperium are preparing to launch an invasion of Earth.”

“I got all that, thank you, Fera,” Quin groused. “What I don’t get is how I’m receiving any blame whatsoever at all over this.”

“Preflight checks are green across the board,” Fera said curtly. “I’ll get us to the edge of the gravity well, and you Drift back to Earth.”

“I’m ready,” I said, already feeling my nerves starting to fray.

The Hollow would be waiting for me, of that I had no doubt.

Quin sighed theatrically. “This is all fine and well, but there’s another false premise we need to deal with here. How exactly does Sert expect an Imperium-controlled Vorvak to halt their invasion just because he wants to make a challenge to the Warlord? The Imperium is more likely to atomize our ship than they are to agree to that!”

“Quin,” I said through clenched teeth, “what do you want from us? Sert knows the ins and outs of being a Vorvak far better than any of us.”

“Seriously,” Fera added, “we didn’t have time to make this little pit stop, and now we’re really behind. For all we know, Earth could be getting invaded right now. Focus on that. Please.”

Quin flailed his hands, as if shaking off something unpleasant that was stuck to his fingers. “I am focusing on that. And, apparently, I’m the only one thinking logically as well! We’re just going to rush off to Earth and hope we can provoke some sort of standoff? Honestly, does that make sense to any of you?”

“Enough, AI!” Sert slammed his fist against the console at his station.

“Take it easy!” Fera scolded, unwilling to let the Vorvak get away with harming her ship, even if he was rightfully frustrated with Quin.

Sert paid her no mind but focused on the AI. “You insult me and my warriors with your doubt. If you were a physical being, I would rip your head from your shoulders!”

“When I was a physical being, you couldn’t manage, so let’s not kid ourselves.” Quin huffed.

“Stop aggravating him, Quin,” I said.

Benegal finally chimed in. “All of us would do well to lower the tides of our emotions.”

“Consider my emotional tide lowered then,” Quin said. “Now try and get this through your primitive minds: We are going into this blind. Will—you have to recognize that. I understand how easy it is for your chimp brain to be consumed with emotion and fear. I see it in your elevated heart rate and your increased rate of respiration. The olfactory sensors on this ship detect the ripe aroma of your sweat. You think making haste to Earth is the way to solve this problem, but because of that, you are not thinking clearly. I am.”

“Brace for liftoff,” Fera said.

The primary bridge display became the forward-facing camera, giving Fera a clear view of her intended flight path. She slapped the GEAR UP switch to retract the landing struts. Immediately, she increased the throttle. The ship’s response was immediate, pulling us up off the surface of Farakar with thrusters firing.

I was pulled back into my seat by g-forces. Quin stood at the helm, arms crossed, almost tapping his foot with impatience. Two full minutes went by as Fera guided the ship through the upper reaches of the atmosphere, adding to the building tension of our interrupted conversation.

The weightlessness of space took hold, freeing us up to talk again.

“Quin, you can rant on and on to your heart’s content,” I said, “but it’s not like you’re offering anything whatsoever that would have us skip going to Earth, right?”

“Well, no, but there are further considerations that should be carefully weighed prior to a Void Drift.”

“And those considerations aren’t going to change my mind. Earth is under threat. Nothing is more important to me right now than making sure eight billion people don’t get ripped to shreds by an army of Vorvak.”

“An army led by a coward and a traitor,” Sert rumbled. “My own warriors are ready for this. My Savage Brood is four thousand strong. They are ready and willing to meet their Day of Reckoning, should it come to that.”

“See, now we’re talking about something useful,” Quin said. “How large is Berg’s army in comparison?”

“Quin, you know we don’t know,” Fera snapped.

“Precisely my point,” Quin said coolly. “We know next to nothing about this. We could be flying straight into a trap. You will remember Eddison’s cunning in this last war.”

I wanted to argue, but the words died in my throat. Quin was right. Eddison had outsmarted us. His contrived plan to assist the New Federation with the overthrow of the Imperium had actually been a means to take down his chief rival, Prefect Tror. We’d played into his hands perfectly.

Benegal’s cranial spines pulsed through several shades of red. “The enemy is smart, dangerous, and conniving. But he is not infallible. One can be too cautious in war, just as one can be too reckless.”

Quin scoffed. Fera looked between Benegal and the Foris AI, her brow furrowed in thought.

“Fera, what’re you thinking?” I asked.

She shook her head. “I don’t think we can avoid a battle on Earth at this point, but…”

I could tell she was holding back. Maybe because she thought it might hurt my feelings.

“Say whatever is on your mind,” I urged her. “We all may need to hear it.”

“Suppose Eddison doesn’t care about you or Earth? What if we’ve been going along with what’s ultimately an ego-driven perspective. Don’t take that the wrong way, Will. But… what true value is there in conquering Earth?”

“None.” It was Benegal who said it. “Some day, perhaps. But now… it is an insignificant planet except for one notable member of its dominant species. Will.”

“Exactly,” Fera said. “This also almost feels to me like… like a distraction. Whatever Eddison wants, unless it truly is to hurt you, Will, I don't think it involves Earth. I don’t think he’s going to commit all his forces to your root world and force a final confrontation just for that.”

Lockett shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “Anunnaki means to draw New Federation forces to defend Earth, leaving other territory exposed. Exactly what has happened.”

My stomach twisted. “You might be right. But it doesn’t change the fact that an army that’s already completely annihilated several colony worlds is headed to my home.”

An uncomfortable silence settled on the bridge. Sert broke it.

“We will not let this happen to your people.”.

Fera frowned. “But… it does feel like a trap.”

“We don’t have anything else to go on,” I said. “But let’s pass the theory onto Mira’dna before we make our Drift. The rest of the New Federation should be on high alert.”

Quin had a smug smile on his face. “A much more suitable plan of action. See how easy that was?”
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The Void Drift was quick and non-eventful, and calling the Drift Lane to myself made me feel as though I’d only run a half-marathon instead of a full one. Whatever solace I took in dodging The Hollow was overshadowed by the immediate hail we received from the Earthborn.

Admiral Tanoka appeared in a breakout window on the primary display. “Phaelon, glad you could make it. We have many things to discuss, and as you know, we are running short on time. Report to the Earthborn immediately for debrief and to discuss next steps.”

The Admiral cut the connection without waiting for us to acknowledge him.

Fera dialed in the frequency for Earthborn Control and took us through the ships gathered in orbit of Earth. “Guess that’s an order. You’d think we were in the Navy.”

I didn’t answer. Despite having been through a war and participating in my share of space battles, I found myself gazing through the primary display as we passed within a few thousand klicks of the starships that made up the fleet. The older freighters were mixed in with the new craft Eddison had built in secret. It was an odd juxtaposition of hard-nosed old ships and cutting edge new ones, and it emphasized the New part of the New Federation.

“At least the defensive force arrived ahead of Eddison,” I mumbled.

“Eight cruisers, twenty light cruisers, and two interdictor ships,” Fera mused as she guided us into the docking bay. “It’s actually a decent sized fleet.”

Benegal scoffed. “Atron’s is three times the size.”

“Honestly.” Quin put his hands on his hips and talked over his shoulder. “You talk as though this is all there is. The New Federation has more ships, they’re just not here. Atron’s fleet is also stretched thin, if the information contained in the last interstellar relay I interfaced with is to be believed.”

Benegal waved a hand. “This New Federation is woefully unprepared to fight another war. They try to do everything all at once. It is inefficient and foolish.”

Fera wasn’t going to take that sitting down. She actuated the docking clamp and unfastened her straps, ready to make her way over to Benegal to give him a piece of her mind. I hastily unsecured my harness, caught her by the shoulders, and pulled her into a hug.

“Hey,” I said softly. “We’re all on the same team, here.”

She looked over my shoulder and stared daggers at Benegal. I gave her shoulders a squeeze.

“Fera. We’ve got too many bigger things to worry about right now. One problem at a time.”

She sighed. “You’re right. We’re lucky we got here before the Imperium Vorvak did. That should give us room to come up with a plan.”

Sert laughed. “The plan is simple. When the enemy arrives, I will challenge Berg, and I will kill him. The usurper will pass the title Warlord to me, and I will lead his misguided Vorvak to their destiny as conquerors of the Imperium.”

Lockett scratched his head. “What if the Warlord refuses?”

Sert’s nictitating membranes clicked. “He will not. It is a Vorvak custom. He is bound by honor to take up the challenge.To refuse is to admit he was never a Warlord to begin with. His army would be duty-bound to kill him for dishonoring them.”

“What if he they do not?” Lockett asked, coiling a breathing tube around his finger. “If new Warlord has already assumed the mantle dishonorably, and army followed, why start obeying customs now?”

I looked at Sert. “It’s a fair question. One we should plan for, just in case.”

Sert shook his head. “He will die. This ends when I crush this traitor and spill his blood and bile across the battlefield.”

Fera wrinkled her nose. “That’s a pretty picture.”
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It felt like the war had never ended once I was in the situation room aboard the Earthborn, surrounded by the brass of the New Federation military. The nervous energy in the room, the whispered conversations, and the cross-talk between the pilots, soldiers, and technicians awaiting the war plan… felt oddly nostalgic.

The surprise to me was that I almost missed it. The tension, planning, and preparation before an important battle. I learned something about myself.

Sergeant Fel’s absence cut back some of the nostalgic feeling, though. He had always been present for the big missions. I hoped he was enjoying his time off with his two wives and his children, and wondered when he would be returning. Apparently the New Federation military offered generous paternity leave benefits.

On the other hand, Di’s presence had the opposite effect. She, too, had been integral in times like these throughout the war with the Imperium.

I noticed her when she waved at me from the airborne defense section. Her usual dimpled smile never quite materialized, filling me with a sense of sadness. I still owed her an answer on Aslanov, an explanation for what happened to him, and a possible solution to bring him back from the brink of peak insanity.

But I was nowhere near having any of that.

Beside me, the crew of the Phaelon shifted in their seats.

“You are too close,” Sert rumbled, using his elbow to push Lockett two steps to the side.

“Lockett is fine. Tadpole is too big.”

Fera scowled. “Let’s try to be professionals, can we? At least until the briefing is over.”

I rubbed her back. “We’re all a little on edge. At least we have time to formulate a plan.”

She shrugged my touch away. “That’s not professional, either. Focus on being more concerned that we’re on the verge of a new war with the Imperium than how tight my shoulder muscles are.”

I didn’t have a reply for that.

The starfield projection of the Sol system slowly rotated above the dais, showing the sun in the center, and all the planets spread out in their orbits stretched to the edge of the system. I noted the asteroid field between Mars and Jupiter, the New Federation refueling station I’d helped haul over from a distant system via Void Drift, and the bulk of the fleet in orbit of Earth. It was a strange thing, trying to reconcile the maps I’d seen in school—planets and stars—now populated with ships, stations, and aliens.

Benegal was studying the map as well, its light giving the soft scales on his face a blue-tinted hue. For all the grief he could cause Fera, his mind was working toward a solution, and I was glad that he was here. In his old life, when he had been the leader of the Coalition Rebellion, he had planned and executed several operations that frustrated the old Federation to no end. It was good to have that kind of tactical mind on our bench.

The door slid open, admitting Generals Mira’dna, Stallings, and Admiral Tanoka. Everyone stood as the leaders of the New Federation military took their seats, with the exception of General Mira’dna, who remained standing.

“Please, take your seats, everyone,” she said, mounting the dais and adjusting a dial on the control panel.

The ultra-high-definition renderings of the planets and the asteroid field froze. Transponder data materialized like the lights on a Christmas tree being switched on. The space between planets was heavily populated with ships. I recognized several of the designations, ranging from the Three-Oh-One to the Seven-Oh-Seven, and many others that had been seized from the Imperium during the old war.

At some point, I figured those ships would be renamed, but evidently that wasn’t important to the New Federation. Maybe an example of a collective alien thought process that I didn’t understand as a human.

“Thanks to the efforts of Will Kaufman, Captain Fera, and the Phaelon, we have been given intelligence vital to the stability of the New Federation.”

She paused and locked eyes with me. There was a heaviness there, but also resolve. This was not the desperate leader of a fledgling rebellion.

“We must be clear on this,” she said, pausing to walk her gaze from one side of the room to the other—assessing the mental state of her leaders, or simply stressing the importance of her words. “Winning the war with the Imperium has given the galaxy hope. That hope is already under threat, but we are no longer the underdogs, fighting with our backs against the wall. Our intelligence sources are still working behind the scenes to develop a complete picture of what we’re up against, but the immediate threat is here.”

She pointed a finger at Earth.

“I remind you all that we have once already done the impossible. We defeated the Imperium. Prefect Tror is dead. His legacy of domineering cruelty, shattered. We were left with the task of picking up the pieces and putting them back together, and we rose to that occasion. It is still a work in progress, but what we have achieved in such a short time is incredible. We are building something good out of the control system the Imperium had in place for the last four thousand years.”

Something about Mira’dna’s voice held the room in rapt attention. Her Piari wisdom notwithstanding, she was an incredible speaker. Her delivery had the simultaneous effect of inspiring the room without sugarcoating the bleak reality.

“We now know the Imperium has been to Farakar. They have conscripted the Vorvak into their service. This was the missing piece of the puzzle in regard to the recent attacks on colony worlds.”

A few gasps of surprise rippled through the ranks who were hearing this information for the first time. I was surprised the General would have withheld that, but the reason for that became clear as she continued.

“Marcus Eddison left for Imperium Space at the conclusion of the war, but his spies did not. While our Void Drifter and the crew of the Phaelon were tasked with missions vital to the New Federation, the Imperium swept in under our noses and exploited the Vorvak. An attack on Earth is imminent, and I need not remind you of that planet’s membership in the United Council of Free Worlds. If the New Federation does not intervene, we risk sending the wrong message to this Council—that through preference or weakness, we are unable to rise to our duty to defend our worlds. For the sake of the New Federation and the people of Earth, we must posture ourselves to best defend against this pending attack, and have already begun to do so.”

General Mira’dna paused for a breath. The strength she usually projected evaporated. Her pale, white marble features suddenly looked porcelain as she gave a sad shake of her head.

“This is an unfortunate moment in time. The enemy has put us at a distinct disadvantage. The majority of our fleet remains in Astradian airspace, with a few smaller fleets dispersed to Krayvox and Anunnaki space for peacekeeping operations. Without Void Drifters to bring them here, we will not be able to count on them arriving in time. Even through FTL gates, it will take weeks before they arrive.”

She locked eyes with me and lowered her voice.

“Tactically, we are prepared for an assault on Earth to be a feint. But if it is an attack in force, what is here now is all that will be. Our chief involvement in this defensive action will be to provide intelligence and offer tactical advisement to the Earth fleet.”

I felt like I’d been sucker-punched.

After everything I’d done… all the sacrifices I’d made with my time and energy, and putting my life on the line during the Imperium War, a few ships and some ‘advisement’ were the best the New Federation could do for my root world?

It was insulting.

I took in a sharp breath. Fera put a hand on my forearm. When I turned to look at her, I saw the concern in her eyes.

The logical side of my brain rose to the fore. Unless I planned on Void Drifting out and back several times and bringing the fleets back here with a tether—which we didn’t have time for—then there was no logical method of gathering the ships in time to be of any help.

Further, I saw the wisdom in what Fera had said about Earth not being of such singular importance that Eddison was coming back solely to crush it.

But Earth was still my root world, and I was still worried about its future.

I just hoped Fera was right.

The reality was that the man thought further ahead than rivalries. He had the opportunity to kill me well before he disappeared, had he wanted to, and I mean beyond instructing a spy to turn on me after Tror had been dealt with.

General Mira’dna, seeing I was not going to press the issue, turned her head. “Admiral Tanoka.”

“Thank you, General,” he said, standing and smoothing the front of his dress whites. “We do not know the exact entry point or time that the enemy fleet will arrive. Because of that, I have devised a plan that will offer Earth the best chance of defending its atmospheric sovereignty. That plan involves positioning the New Federation’s limited vessels, as well as those of Duna Defense, to cover the entirety of the Sol system.”

He pointed at Neptune, the asteroid belt, then Earth. “This is your Front Line, Rear Line, and Fallback Position. I am designating these fleets as Spear, Hammer, and Dagger. Captains, the roster of ships, and positions will be published at the conclusion of this meeting on the secure network. When the battle begins, you will respond and address threats based on the dispersion of the enemy ships.”

The New Federation captains—all of which attended this meeting in hologram form, their physical presence maintained on their respective ships—gave verbal acknowledgements.

Tanoka nodded in turn. “Spear Fleet will attempt to stall the enemy advance at Front Line, though I expect most of the fighting will take place at the Rear Line, leaving the job to Hammer Fleet. If Spear is able to stonewall the enemy advance, all the better. In the event Front and Rear Lines are bypassed or Spear and Hammer Fleets are rendered ineffective, the final stand will be left to Dagger Fleet at location Fallback. The primary objective is to prevent the Imperium ships from deploying their Vorvak troops to the surface of Earth.”

Captain Esmila of the Three-Oh-One spoke up. “Admiral, what’s the status of spaceward defenses in place around Earth? That last update we had was that they were in active development.”

“What is the concern, Captain?” Tanoka asked.

“The ability to Void Drift gives the enemy flexibility to attack without consideration of our defensive posturing. A single spy—likely given Eddison’s history with Earth—can transmit our positions. That way, the enemy could enter the starfield at the Rear Line and bypass our outlying defenses entirely.”

Admiral Tanoka nodded gravely. “Do not forget that Phaelon will be in play as well, which gives us the option to tether and Void Drift our ships to respond swiftly to any surprises.”

Captain Riggle, the human Space Force officer of the destroyer Liberator One, cleared his throat. “Respectfully, Admiral, the lack of proper defenses around Earth is being overlooked. Spreading the fleet has tactical merit, to be sure, but that is in the realm of a fleet-to-fleet engagement. The enemy’s objective is to insert ground troops on Earth. Would it not be prudent to form a defensive ring around Earth proper and simply allow the enemy to come to us? That would allow us to consolidate our firepower and strike the enemy en masse once they enter our effective firing range. This will also put our fleets in prime position to deploy our AX-71 fighters for near-ship defensive measures, and to mobilize atmospheric fighters on Earth to assault the Vorvak orbital drops as they commence.”

Admiral Tanoka looked down his nose at the human officer. “Your suggestions are taken under advisement, Captain. I understand and appreciate that you are a highly decorated officer, but I also know that you possess limited experience with space combat. But that’s what we are here for, to advise you on tactics, techniques, and procedures for this impending conflict. Time restraints do not allow me to explain to you why your plan is too complex to implement effectively. You will have to trust my judgment on that score.”

“Very good, Admiral.” Captain Riggle’s tone was professional through and through. Maybe he still disagreed, but he respected the rank structure too much to argue or act sullenly.

In the back of the meeting room, Lieutenant Berrios and Kelly Durant whispered together. The disturbance was loud enough that it drew Admiral Tanoka’s attention.

“Does Duna Defense have something to add?” he asked.

“Yes, Admiral.” Kelly Durant stood. “If I may?”

At Tanoka’s nod, she started speaking.

“The extent of Marcus Eddison’s plan to defend Earth against Prefect Tror’s fleet was limited to his secret fleet of light cruisers,” Kelly said. “We have the AX-71s, and we have the light cruisers, but thanks to Eddison’s groundbreaking engineering, the light cruisers’ capabilities are more like destroyers. Those defenses, belonging to Earth, are planning on forming the inner ring of security for Earth’s atmospheric border. However….”

She looked back at Lieutenant Berrios. He smiled and nodded.

Kelly turned back to Admiral Tanoka. “My research and development department has been working on orbital defense platforms, which potentially may be of use here.”

General Mir’adna furrowed her brow. “This was not reported to us.”

Admiral Tanoka shook his head. “What is the status of these weapons?”

Kelly nodded empathetically. “They are not yet ready to enter the test phase, let alone be utilized in an actual combat scenario owing to our need for plasma generators. But it has come to my attention that your destroyers keep redundant generators. If we could come to an agreement for their use on the platforms, I believe we can bring them to operational status in just a few hours.”

I laughed inwardly. Kelly was a cunning businesswoman. She was trying to use the dire circumstances to score her company high-dollar parts to complete one of her projects at the expense of the New Federation.

Admiral Tanoka waved a hand dismissively. “Helpful as the platforms may be, we may not have a few hours at our disposal. Further, our destroyers carry extras because they often need them. I’m unwilling to put our fleet at such risk. Thank you, Ms. Durant.”

Kelly sat down, looking somewhat chastened.

Just then, an idea occurred to me, and I blurted it out. “Quaker Guns.”

Kelly perked up, her eyes suddenly bright again.

All of the non-human officers and soldiers exchanged confused glances as their translators no doubt tried to make sense of what I’d just said.

Kelly stood again. “Quaker Guns. Yes. Admiral, we can launch these platforms and lock them into geosynchronous orbit at the Lagrange Points ahead of schedule. When we are able to procure plasma generators, we’ll have them installed in orbit. In the meantime, they can be made to look like they’re functional. Of course, once the enemy fleet gets within range and they aren’t being fired upon, that’s it. Jig’s up.”

Fera raised a hand. “So a ‘Quaker Gun’ is just a… decoy weapon?”

I could have launched into a lecture on the history of painted logs being used as mock cannons in the Revolutionary and Civil Wars but decided at the last second it was best not to go full Quin on the issue, so I gave her the abbreviated version.

“Exactly. Weapons that look real from a distance but aren’t functional. If the enemy scans them and sees we have orbital weapons platforms, they might hesitate to rush Earth, and that should give us time to tangle them up with our fleet at a safe distance from the planet.”

Fera nodded. “That could work.”

Admiral Tanoka deferred to General Mira’dna.

She considered it for a moment, then nodded. “I see value in this. Proceed.”

Kelly smiled. “Excellent.”

Mira’dna craned her neck to make eye contact with General Stallings and gave him a nod.

The old war hawk stood, the wrinkles on his face changing shape as he puffed his chest and worked some air into his lungs. “As it stands, we have solid plans to deal with the space side of things, but we must consider the very real possibility of planetside conflict.”

Sert stood abruptly, knocking Lockett into the bulkhead. The Drayth muttered a curse, but Sert talked right over his outburst.

“I do not wish to see my people atomized like Krelliks in a can. Leading the charge for this fleet will be a Vorvak warrior named Berg. He has taken up the mantle of Warlord—a title he has not properly earned. I will challenge him, and I will fight him on Earth. This entire conflict will be ended quickly with no need for all of this plotting and scheming.”

General Stallings raised his shoulders. “Honorable Vorvak, your combat sensibilities are legendary, and your valor is not in dispute. I respect your position in this, but I must tell you that such an outcome in this instance is unlikely.”

Sert snarled. “You doubt that I will defeat him?”

If I were Stallings, I might have crapped my pants, the way Sert growled the accusation. But the General held his own, remaining calm.

“Not at all. I have no doubt you would be victorious—you have proven your prowess repeatedly against the Imperium. However… the honor that you appeal to may be lost given that this is an enemy who has demonstrated their willingness to exterminate entire populations on a whim.”

Sert’s grimace showed teeth. “It is honor that caused just that. The false Warlord has repaid those worlds who sat by idly while Farakar was reduced to rubble. It is because Berg did not spare those worlds to make straight for Earth, as the Imperium would have wanted, that I trust he will meet me in battle. There should be no ship-to-ship combat until I have challenged this false Warlord. He will not refuse the challenge unless he has completely forsaken the way of the Vorvak.”

General Stallings gave a sad smile but was careful not to provoke the big warrior. Always a good idea.

“I fear it will not be so tidy and neat,” Stallings said. “Even if it is, as you say, that the Imperium no doubt control the fleet itself. Unless you can guarantee that the Imperium will allow safe passage for you to come aboard and fight this Berg, I do not see how any non-Vorvak leader would allow their plans to be so derailed.”

Sert gave a cold stare at the General but said nothing. I think that’s because Stallings had just pointed out a significant flaw in the big guy’s reason. One that I saw as well.

“The general is correct,” I said. My comment caused Sert to whip around, a look of confusion in his face. I quickly clarified before he had reason to think I’d just betrayed him. “The Imperium don’t care about the Vorvak or their honor. If they find out what Sert has planned, they’ll make sure Berg doesn’t know about it. What we need to do is have Sert in position to stop that army the moment it reaches planetfall. That can only happen if he’s already on Earth and waiting. The Imperium won’t be able to recall its forces once that occurs.”

Sert considered this for a moment. “Yes. This will work. My army will defend Earth. We would be wasted in ship-to-ship combat unless boarding and taking more prizes was the order of the day.”

Stallings seemed pleased with that outcome. “I will liaise with the armed forces of Earth.” He inclined his head toward Kelly, who reciprocated the gesture.

“The Vorvak do not need the assistance of the New Federation!” Sert bristled with indignation. “I do not care how many there are. If Berg had one hundred thousand Vorvak, he would still fail. I have personally trained my four thousand warriors. There are none deadlier in the entire galaxy. They have earned their stripes, and they are eager for conquest. If Berg dishonors my challenge, we will face his brood on the field of battle, and we will make the traitors suffer for their insolence. This is the opportunity for the Savage Brood to seize the banner of glory, to restore honor to the name of Vorvak. We will not fail.”

General Stallings set his jaw. “We will see the enemy’s response soon enough.”

Admiral Tanoka looked between the Generals on either side of him, then clasped his hands together. “The Fleet battle plan is finalized.”

General Stallings cleared his throat. “I will finalize the ground operations at the conclusion of this meeting.”

General Mira’dna slowly looked about the room. “If there are no further questions?”

Silence.

“Very well. This briefing is concluded.” When everyone popped up to their feet, she cleared them away with a “carry on, thank you.”

As people began to file out of the briefing room, Sert grabbed my shoulder and pulled me aside. “I will go to Earth and make my preparations. Where would you have this challenge take place, Will?”

General Stallings paused and turned, his curiosity piqued.

“That’s a question for EDNA and the Earth Council,” I said. “I have no idea. Someplace away from infrastructure would be my only suggestion.”

Sert’s nictitating membranes clicked. “It is unlikely Berg will choose such a place to begin his assault, but I may choose the place of meeting.”

I nodded. “And since we want that determined sooner rather than later, let’s assume he goes after a target in the US first. So maybe you set up in the middle of the country? Like an Iowa cornfield or something?”

General Stallings leaned in. “Sert, if you would join me, I am going to have a conference call with EDNA. We can work out the details that best suit your needs for making this challenge.”

Sert looked at the wizened old general, then back to me.

I gave him a nod, and he followed the General out of the room.

Fera put a hand on my shoulder. “You ready for action?”

“Always. But are you sure there’s time?”

It took her a second to catch the innuendo. “Will, I’m being serious. You’re incorrigible.”

I smiled and then heaved a sigh. “Yeah. I’m ready as I’m going to be. There’s a lot riding on this, and a lot of moving pieces. All things considered, though… yeah, I’m good. You?”

She nodded. “I’ve been ready. Only missing piece is where your head is at.”

I moved to kiss her. “Good enough for me.”

With the room emptied out, she was willing to kiss me back. “Get some rest while you can, in case the fleets need to be tethered for Void Drifts. The plans all sound simple, but reality will be anything but.”

“I think you’re right,” I said, turning to follow the final stragglers filing out of the room.

“Will,” Benegal hissed.

I stopped in my tracks. Fera rubbed my back and left the room.

“What’s up, Benegal?”

His slitted pupils danced back and forth as he scanned the crowded room. “I would speak with you concerning your root world. Alone.”
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I led Benegal into a sideroom next to the briefing area and slapped the control panel to seal the room off from the corridor.

“What is it?” I asked, wondering what he had to say that couldn't have been volunteered during the meeting. Benegal had never had trouble voicing his opinion in the face of Federation luminaries in the past. In fact, he rather relished contradicting them.

The Krayvox paced back and forth, scratching three of his claws together on one hand. It was the closest thing to a nervous gesture I’d ever seen from him, and it left me unsettled. He was either trying to talk himself out of killing me, or he was trying to determine if he could trust me with whatever he was going to say.

Preferably the latter.

I held a yawn at bay and looked on in grave silence, unwilling to interrupt whatever odd thought process Benegal was in the midst of completing.

In the end, my silence won him over.

He stopped suddenly and spun on his heels, his slitted pupils narrowing, nare flaring with a strange intensity. “I must know that I can trust you.”

I examined him, careful not to look hurt or bothered by the suggestion. “I think you know that you can. After everything we’ve been through⁠—”

He stopped me with a raised hand. “Even your Astradian lover must not be given this information. It was entrusted to me by Atron himself, and I am bending the boundaries of operational security by sharing it with you. You will be a third party stakeholder in this. I will not risk a fourth party entering the equation.”

I glanced around. The SCIF was secure, but I wasn’t clear on if that security extended to the glorified closet attached to it. Were Quin or EDNA able to listen?

I guess that was up to Benegal to determine, because I didn’t know.

“Okay,” I said with a nod. “I won’t tell Fera any of it.”

He narrowed his gaze.

“I’m serious,” I said, raising my right hand. “I will not tell her anything we talk about in this conversation until you or Atron gives me release to do so, or until the information becomes public knowledge through other means.”

Benegal nodded. “Very well.”

The cranial spines on his head lifted and blurred between several shades of blue before settling back to their natural greenish hue. “I have received word that Eddison’s forces intend to destroy Earth with the Vorvak army.”

I blinked. “Benegal, are you serious? Where the hell have you been for the last forty-eight hours?”

He exposed his teeth in a sneer. “Don’t be so hasty, Will. Neither be so condescending. I was simply prefacing this intelligence with background information.”

I was too tired to deal with the idiosyncrasies of interspecies communication right now. I waved for him to continue.

“This invasion is only one of their plans. As you know, master strategists rarely commit all of their efforts to one course of action. Eddison is a master strategist.”

I steeled myself. Eddison was crafty and manipulative, and he could scheme with the best of them—he’d demonstrated an unrivaled cunning in that department. If Benegal thought it was worth mentioning, though, I needed to hear it.

“Acknowledged. What else is he planning?”

Benegal looked away, working his jaw for a moment. When he looked back, there was a weight in his gaze that hadn’t been there before.

“The former Federation Agents you work with captured a Fleuridian on their bounty-hunting vessel four thousand years ago named Uriel. We enabled it to achieve its full ascendancy with the technology on Tror’s ship, the ONE.”

“I’m following,” I said, annoyed at the ‘additional background’ he was providing.

“For many millennia, there has been much speculation on that species in particular. The first to discover Void Drifting, and arguably, the ones who advanced that mystical science to its fullest extent. Even now, your experiments in alternative methods of Drifting exceed the capability of any Drifter of the old Foris school.”

I tensed, sensing another shoe about to drop. “Benegal, where are you going with this?”

He was irritated with me, but he kept his composure. “I am telling you that Uriel’s presence was not overlooked by the Imperium. That is what Atron’s spies have returned from their time in Imperium Space. Uriel’s ascendance triggered Eddison’s interest. There are three Fleuridians that remain lost to the vestiges of space, but that is not Eddison’s concern or area of interest. He has commissioned research teams under the banner of the Imperium to scour ruins of the Fleuridian’s ancient burial sites. Places they were when they achieved ascendancy. You understand what this means, Will?”

I did, but I didn’t want it to be real. I couldn’t bring myself to say it, so I just nodded.

Seeing that I followed, Benegal didn’t hesitate to continue. “He is looking for something theoretical. An ancient device of untold power.”

“What is it, like a superweapon or something?”

Benegal shook his head. “Something far more useful than a weapon.”

I was growing weary of Benegal’s choice about when to give—and when to withhold—context. He was much too heavy with background details I already knew and not nearly deep enough with info that would help me understand exactly what Atron had discovered.

To avoid provoking him, I only gave a nod of encouragement.

“That is why Atron assigned me to infiltrate Universal Sight. Which is why you found me on Engama Station. The core of their strange religion is centered around an all-powerful being with the ability to see the entire galaxy all at once, and ostensibly to control the happenings inside it.”

He huffed, a Krayvox eye roll, then continued.

“Eddison knows that and is using their religious fervor to spur them forward on their hunting quest. During my time embedded with that detestable cult, before I encountered you on Engama Station, I was able to learn what it is they seek, and why Eddison wants it so badly.”

Again, he let the words dangle, the sentence unfinished.

“What is it? Why does Eddison want it?” I asked.

Benegal shook his head. “I cannot reveal that to you now.”

I almost punched him. “Benegal, don’t screw with me.”

He showed me his teeth, a clear warning that I ought not to screw with him, either. “I am telling you this because Atron wants to meet with you. He will give you the details himself… if a compromise can be made. One between you and him only.”

“No deal,” I said, almost reflexively. “No matter how hard I try to bring you in, you just can’t grasp that this is a team. We all crew the Phaelon. We’re all equally important, and none of us are more valuable than the other.”

“Says the Void Drifter,” Benegal sneered.

“I didn’t volunteer for that, I don’t lord it over anyone, and you know it,” I said, jabbing a finger at him until he bared his teeth. Better to pull the finger back than lose it with a snap of Krayvox jaws.

Benegal began to pace. “The offer is Atron’s. I am only a messenger. You do me a disservice by equating him with me.”

Great. Now I feel like the jerk.

“When’s the meeting?” I asked. “And please know that I’m annoyed with you right now. You know what he knows, but you’re still dangling this carrot in front of me—at the wrong time, I might add—and expecting me to jump for it.”

“Will Kaufman, listen to me.” Benegal stepped right up to me and put his snout a few centimeters from my nose. “There is a shadow war being fought every day throughout Imperium Space and the Orion Arm of the galaxy. One that the New Federation has neither the ability nor the guts to wage. Atron’s spies war with Eddison’s spies in the backdrop of every major star system. The war is an information war, and it is in a constant state of flux. The only thing that is certain is this… if this technology falls into Eddison’s hands, the New Federation will be unable to stop him from achieving his goals.”

I arched an eyebrow. “Are you on the New Federation’s side now? Because when you talk like that… sounds like it.”

Benegal showed me his teeth yet again, but this time with a half smile. “On this issue, yes. It is an existential threat to any who resist Imperium control.”

I studied the lizard man’s face for a moment, turning over the implications of this information in my own mind. I didn’t like that I couldn’t talk this over with Fera, but… it sounded important. Potentially devastating, if Eddison got to this mysterious artifact first.

“Atron wants the artifact for himself, doesn’t he?”

Benegal flinched but recovered quickly. “Of course he does. If the Krayvox attain it, Atron will use it to level the playing field, not to assume complete control of it.”

“That sounds familiar. A lot like something Marcus Eddison once told me.”

“Don’t be so sure you have Atron figured out,” Benegal cautioned me. “His intentions are the polar opposite of Eddison’s. His treatment of the prototype planet killer weapon should serve as ample proof of that.”

That was a valid point. But not so much that I was convinced Atron possessed a heart made of gold.

“There is now nothing more to be gained by further talk,” Benegal decided. “I urge you, as a friend, to at least agree to meet with him when the time is right.”

Atron had earned my trust before; Benegal was right about that. But how far could I really trust him? His obsession with secrecy and now dealing with just me and no one else… I’d been down this road before with Eddison, and I wasn’t crazy about the outcome.

“I’ll think about it,” I said.

Benegal hung his head. “You do that. After we save your planet again, you give me a decision. Go back to your Astradian. Enjoy her while you can. The outcome of this is not decided in our favor, not by a long shot.”

“Sage advice,” I said, turning toward the door. I stopped, my hand hovering over the access panel.

“You want to know something?” I asked.

Benegal paused, a curious look coming over his face.

“You’re different now than you were when we pulled you off the ice.”

“In what way?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. You’re less… angry. More cold, more calculating, and slightly empathetic.”

“This is a concern of yours?”

“It’s interesting. It makes me wonder.”

“I am none of those things,” Benegal said, almost with a hint of shame.

“I think Atron kicking your ass was some much needed humble pie for you. You know you’re not the Krayvox that calls the shots, but you’re still devoted to your cause. It’s made you… more reasonable. Even-keeled.”

“Open the door,” he said. “You waste both of our time.”

I didn’t do as he asked. I wanted him to hear this. I wasn’t convinced Benegal saw himself the way he really was, and I wanted to take this opportunity to make sure he knew he wasn’t the vicious terrorist he used to be.

“I don’t think you’d make the same decisions now that you did back then,” I said. “Would you?”

“Will, open the door.”

There was no sense in pushing things any further than that. I opened the door and stepped aside. As Benegal slipped out, I called after him, “You’re turning a new leaf, Benegal. I just wanted you to know that I see it, and it’s a good thing.”

I stepped outside the secure room, and immediately a notification appeared in my fiber-link’s HUD. I accepted it with an eye wave.

Admiral Tanoka appeared in a small window, his countenance grim. “Ambassador. We’ve been trying to reach you.”

“Sorry. I was still in the SCIF. What is it, Admiral?”

“Void Drift signatures have been detected negative of the ecliptic at the edge of the Sol system.”

My breath caught in my chest. They’re here.

“General Stallings and Sert have procured transport to Earth with Duna Defense,” the admiral continued. “The fleets are already moving into their positions according to my plan. It is time to put our defensive measures into action.”

“I’ll be right there.” I called after Benegal, who was power-walking down the hall. “Benegal! Go time!”
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The bridge of the Phaelon was cold and tense. The whirring of the life-support systems and the occasional chirp or chime of systems updating with new threat signatures stood in for conversation during the time we worked our stations and got a sense of how the starfield began to shape itself into a battlefield.

A wicked sense of foreboding lingered in the air as Admiral Tanoka broadcasted over the open channel, “All vessels at Front Line, sound off.”

I manipulated the long-range scopes, matching up my visuals with the ships as they responded.

“Neptune Falcon in position at Front Line.”

“Neptune Eagle in position at Front Line.”

“Neptune Hawk in position at Front Line.”

A few more reports came in over the next minute.

“Three-Oh-One in position at Front Line, Spear Fleet is combat ready, Admiral,” Captain Esmila reported.

The display lit up as the super cruisers’ transponders updated their locations. They took up space at the edge of Neptune’s gravity well.

Admiral Tanoka shifted his focus back to the asteroid field. “All vessels at Rear Line, sound off.”

“Justice IV in position at Rear Line.”

“Liberator Two in position at Rear Line.”

The remaining destroyers called in. Half were on the Sol-side of the asteroid belt, the other half on the opposing side in an alternating pattern.

“Liberator One in position at Rear Line,” Captain Riggle reported. “Hammer Fleet is combat ready.”

“Spear and Hammer Fleets are postured appropriately,” Admiral Tanoka said. “All Fallback vessels, sound off.”

“Seven-Oh-Seven in position at Fallback.”

“Seventy in position at Fallback.”

When the entire fleet roster had reported in, Captain Caldera’s smooth voice came in to round off the report. “Sol Hammer in position at Fallback.”

I quirked my eyebrow. “I thought Caldera was Captain of the Earthborn?”

Fera shook her head without looking away from her screens. “Captain Winterbottom took that position. Caldera was reassigned to Sol Hammer a month ago. You don’t remember we were invited to the Change of Command ceremony, but we missed it?”

“I don’t get much sleep,” I said with a grin.

Fera didn’t notice, and she didn’t laugh. I knew she was concerned about my state of restedness as it was, but we couldn’t exactly ask the enemy fleet to hold off so I could catch a couple of winks.

I panned the long-range scope out to the furthest edge of the starfield, where swirling vortices of white light continued to flash in and out of visibility. As the light faded, new ships exited Voidspace.

Quin frowned. “This is unusual. The Imperium must be letting Berg make the tactical calls here. There is no reason for them to be exiting the Void so far away from their target.”

Fera arched her brow. “Unless they want to give humanity the chance to surrender.”

Benegal scoffed. “Impossible. The Vorvak do not accept surrender without first proving their dominance on the field of battle.”

“While I am loath to agree with the Krayvox, I must in this instance,” Quin admitted.

Fera put her hands up. “Hey, I’m just saying. Vorvak aren’t space combat fighters, they’re ground pounders. If they’re not rushing to get to the surface of Earth, there’s got to be a reason for it, right?”

Benegal grumbled something unintelligible that sounded like an insult, a curse, or both. Finally, he said, “A fair question. I do not know.”

Lockett manipulated the sensors at his station. “No updates from Earth. Duna Defense fleet in position.” He tapped his screen a few times. “Quaker guns locked in geosynchronous orbit along Lagrange points.”

I took in a breath and slowly let it out. “This is it. Quin, see if you can reach out to the lead vessel. Maybe they want to talk after all.”

“Belay that!” Fera said, throwing out a hand toward Quin.

“What is the matter, Fera?” the AI asked.

“Let the Earthborn do it,” she said, sounding as if she were developing a plan as she spoke it into existence. “They know Will is our only Void Drifter. Right now, they don’t know where we are. We should keep it that way as long as possible.”

“Okay, good call,” I said. “We probably have a pretty big target on our backs.”

Quin looked like he’d been slapped, and I suspected it was because he hadn’t picked up on the tactical error I’d nearly made. I also knew that he would have loved to rub it in my face if he had.

“That is a good point, Fera,” the AI said, attempting to play it off. “Perhaps you can make it a little more difficult for them to locate us and pull us into that asteroid belt.”

“That’s too far from Earth,” I said with a shake of my head. “We need to stay here in case⁠—”

“You can Drift us back if we need you to, Will.” Fera tapped a few switches at her MFD. “Everyone brace for acceleration.”

Fera gave us a moment to settle back into our seats before pushing the throttle up. The deck rattled with the increased thrust. The inertial compensator pressed simulated gravities against my chest, flattening my back against the seat.

I kept my eyes glued to the display as we passed Mars and approached the asteroid field. More ships exited the Void, bringing the enemy fleet’s strength up to twenty vessels of various profiles and types. Searching through the transponders, I settled on a ship that looked like an Imperium cruiser, with the distinctive black spires protruding from the uppermost deck along the spine. Seven more in similar design but much smaller were fanned out in a wedge formation behind it. The lead vessel was designated the Mighty Flame, each of the others Ember-1 through -7.

“That’s them right there,” I breathed. “A cruiser and seven light cruisers. Quin, what’s the troop capacity for vessels of that size?”

“Standard troops, or Vorvak?” he asked.

I gave him a flat stare.

“Oh, you think the Vorvak army is contained in those ships and are not interested in the potential that we’re about to face regular Imperium troopers as part of tactics. Right. Well… I’d say the maximum capacity of each of those vessels is about ten thousand humanoid soldiers. Now, the Vorvak are much larger than a human, but a conservative estimate would be… and this is of course considering that they’re slam-packed to the gills, mind you… about five thousand Vorvak per light cruiser. Maybe—maybe—twice that on the cruiser.”

I felt like an iceberg had just sunk into the pit of my stomach.

“That makes… do you think they have thirty five or forty thousand Vorvak? I didn’t think the population on Farakar had grown that much.”

It was Quin’s turn to give me a stare. “Did you conduct a census on our last visit? How about the one prior to that? Will, don’t be a stupid human. You can’t possibly make accurate conjectures when you have not done the homework!”

“Did you?” I asked.

Quin deflated. “Well, no. But that’s beside the point because I didn’t assume I knew Vorvak troop strengths. We don’t know what we don’t know, and because of that, we should reserve judgment until we encounter factual data points.”

“Lockett, can you access the ship rosters? Would they list the Vorvak on the manifest, do you think?” I asked, my worry over my home world growing.

“Will, Will,” Quin laughed. “Your simplicity and your naivete are so charming. Of course he can’t. We’ve done all of this multiple times over. Nothing has changed. Calm your primitive mind. Please.”

“All right. Yeah,” I said, trying to settle down. I wasn’t doing anyone any favors by freaking out. But, I couldn't help but worry. “If we can take those transports out now, we can stop the Vorvak from getting close to Earth. We are not equipped—I don’t think Sert is equipped, even—to handle a Vorvak army that size.”

Fera nodded. “We can stop the invasion before it happens.”

Quin squirmed. “Sert wouldn’t be happy to know that you’re thinking of killing his people in such a callous fashion. Especially if the numbers prove to be far more significant than we were initially projecting.”

Lockett’s iron lung sputtered with a scoff. “Since when does the AI care what a Vorvak thinks?”

Benegal interrupted Quin’s reply. “The AI raises a valid concern. We must let Sert make his challenge to the Warlord.”

I flipped the comms array from the open channel to a private connection with Sert.

“Hey, big guy, you read me?”

“I read you,” he said.

“The ships are here. There’s a chance you’re looking at thirty-five or forty thousand warriors. Are you sure⁠—”

Sert barked a curse. “Numbers do not concern me, Will. I have told you as much already. These will be youths who have barely taken their first steps from the spawning pool. If Berg cowers at my challenge, we will fight our way to him, and I will eviscerate him in front of these forty thousand. They will behold what a true Warlord is capable of.”

Quin made a pfft sound. “He certainly isn’t lacking in confidence.”

I ignored the AI. A confident Sert is exactly what we needed. The last thing I wanted to happen was for the big guy to start doubting he was worthy of the title again.

“Let’s try to avoid a full-scale battle if we can,” I said. “If we can make a direct hail to Berg, Quin’s going to relay your challenge.”

I paused when I saw the location of the transponder on his comms unit. “Hey, Sert, can you confirm your location?”

“My Vorvak gather in the land of Texas. It is correct,” he said. “If this bothers you, take up the dispute with General Stallings. I care little for the location of the battle, only that it takes place.”

Quin piped up, rubbing salt in my wounds as he always did. “You know, Texas has a rich history of rebellious humans. It makes perfect sense to install a boisterous Vorvak army in that location to pay homage to that rebellious spirit. As a human, you should have recognized this, Will.”

I rolled my eyes. “They’re at the outskirts of Phoenix Base. I didn’t want there to be any chance of collateral damage. That’s why I suggested places with wide open spaces. Even Texas has wide open spaces! Why are they so near a metropolitan area?”

Quin shrugged. “At this point, all bets are off. EDNA and I are working in tandem to ensure the Earth Council keeps its military out of the battle. They are actively evacuating the civilian population in the area and are on standby to provide emergency services in the event of collateral damage. I am ready to relay Sert’s message to the”—Quin squinted at the display—“ooh, the Mighty Flame. Sounds appropriately Vorvak.”

Fera snickered. I couldn’t bring myself to see the humor in it. My stomach was queasy as I imagined ten thousand warmongering Vorvak falling out of the sky over Texas. It was about to be like an alien Ghengis Khan and his alien Mongols running roughshod over the Dallas/Fort Worth area, pillaging and burning humans with impunity.

I rubbed at my temples, feeling a headache coming on. My adrenaline was already cooking, my muscles shaking with pre-combat jitters. I watched the enemy ships forming up into wedge shaped clusters at the edge of the system and lamented the fact that Earth’s orbital defense platforms were inoperable.

“We have a connection with Berg!” Quin shouted triumphantly. “Transmitting the challenge.”

A breakout window materialized on the primary display, showing Sert standing in a rolling field of Bermuda grass. The Dallas skyline sprang up behind him in the distance, and the sight of it left me unsettled.

This is it, I thought.

And this wasn’t the initial plan, either. No one pushed back on it, but in that moment, I realized that my fear of harm coming to Earth caused me to push forward Sert’s challenge. Which meant that if the Imperium were in full control, and didn’t want the potential showdown, it may have been a tactical blunder on my part.

I was tired, and maybe that was messing with my judgment. I hoped not, but there was no turning back.

“Berg!” Sert slammed his fists into his chest and bellowed a war cry that shook the camera feed. He took a menacing step forward and showed the camera his clawed fist, his chest heaving as he bellowed his challenge.

“You who would claim the title of Warlord! You who are nothing but a coward who has taken advantage of our youth! Even now, you spur our people to fight for their own destruction. The Imperium desecrated our root world and brought us to the brink of extinction. You do the bidding of the ones responsible for our downfall. It is treason, and it will be the end of the days of Vorvak.”

Sert lifted a leg and slammed his clawed foot into the grass, again shaking the camera feed. He bared his teeth and lifted his chin in a universal sign of defiance.

“Prove your worth or forever be branded the coward that you are! I am Sert of Farakar! A Vorvak warrior known to all—including you. A warrior you purposefully avoided to falsely claim your title! I challenge your claim to the title of Warlord! You are bound by the honor of the mighty name of Vorvak to accept this challenge. I stand here on the human battlefield of Texas. Face me in mortal combat, or crawl back to the spawning pool in shame!”

Sert added a few more curse-laden insults before the message cut to black.

Quin mimed folding an envelope and tossing it. “Signed, sealed, and delivered. That was quite a colorful way of expressing his displeasure.”

“This Berg guy is going to be livid if he’s really a Vorvak,” Fera said. “I don’t see how he can avoid facing Sert after something like that.”

Benegal grunted in agreement. “We will see how much value this new Warlord places on the honor system of old… and how much sway the Imperium holds over the so-called leader.”

“Lockett is hopeful the tadpoles kill each other. Vorvak extinction is net positive for the galaxy.”

I glared at the Drayth, who was comfortably seated at his sensor station. “You can’t really believe that? Sert’s gone out of his way to keep you alive multiple times.”

Lockett mumbled something that sounded like, “Doesn’t count.”

Quin started pacing. “The FTL repeaters should only give about ten seconds of delay on the message. We should be hearing back from Berg here in the next few minutes.”

Fera tensed. “Active pulse is returning FTL signatures from the enemy cruisers.”

I knew what that meant. “They’re deploying lightning rods.”
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“Lightning rods it is,” Fera agreed. “Plotted trajectory points to the sunward side of Neptune. They’re going to drop their fighters behind Front Line, which probably means⁠—”

Admiral Tanoka broke into the open comms channel before she had the chance to finish.

“Attention all fleets, attention all fleets, this is Earthborn Actual with a situation update. Lightning rods inbound to rear of Front Line. Spear Fleet, launch fighters and maintain a defensive perimeter around your vessels. Weapons hot and prepare for the enemy fleet to advance. Missiles first, plasma cannons and laser batteries second. Rely on PDCs as a last resort.”

Fera raised her eyebrows at the Admiral’s micromanaging. “He really doesn’t like humans, does he?”

I shrugged. “I never picked up on that before, but maybe he’s just making sure the human captains adhere to the basics? To be fair, air and sea warfare is completely different from space combat.”

Quin eyed me sidelong. “Yes, that is true, and your Space Force is about five minutes old compared to the rest of the New Federation. Not to mention the Earth Defense fleet is about five seconds old. That notwithstanding, the human captains have been working simulators like their lives depend on it—which, clearly, they do. I’m not sure Admiral Tanoka’s babying them is actually warranted.”

If the captains felt slighted by the commands, it didn’t come through in their response. Acknowledgements came in from Neptune Falcon, Eagle, and Hawk, the three cruisers offering up our initial defensive layer.

The report, “Fighters deployed,” then came in triplicate.

It took almost a full minute for the tactical display to register and render the fighter icons. The battlefield was spread over the entirety of the Sol system, but it wasn’t going to stay that way. In just a few minutes, ships were going to be burning in toward Earth, shrinking the distance and rendering the light delay a nonissue.

Di’s voice floated over the comms channel. “Amber Lead to all fighter squadrons. Move to heading one seven zero, positive ecliptic. We’re going to catch these rods in the act. Do not hesitate to fire on targets that haven’t disengaged. This is a breach of sovereign territory, all units are considered aggressors and are therefore valid targets.”

I moved the long range scanner at my station and pointed it at Saturn.

The active pulse scans from the Phaelon married up with the return signatures from the FTL sensor probes scattered throughout the system, giving us as close to a real-time read across the vast distances as was possible.

The pale brownish yellow of the hydrogen-helium gas giant looked vibrant, the rings of ice and dust almost glared with a brilliant glow. I watched as drive plumes arced above the rings, following dozens of AX-71 fighters moving at Di’s command.

Flashes of light popped in the hard vacuum of space, first one, then two, up to six. The lightning rods materialized inside the cones of dissipating light. FTL engines floated just outside of Saturn’s rings. When I zoomed in, I saw the telltale puffs of cold gas emissions as enemy fighters began to detach from their hard points.

“Enemy sighted. All squadrons break into your wings and form into attack positions,” Di said. “Switch comms to frequency three on your boards so we don’t clutter the main traffic channel. Take ’em out!”

The comms chatter from the fighter squadrons went silent, partly owing to the sensor net being stretched over such a large swathe of starfield and partly because the systems were taxed with generating a deluge of information all at once. The tactical display didn’t bother trying to render any of the laser pulses traded between ships.

Di and her fighter squadrons swept over the lightning rods at attack speed. Dagger fighters disintegrated into clouds of sublimated metal shrapnel in bunches, half of them not even fully detached from their lightning rods. A few of the daggers managed to light off their drive plumes and speed away unscathed, already looping around to bring their pulse turrets to bear on the flanks of the combined Earth Defense and New Federation fighters.

Several tense minutes passed as the agile ships executed multiple flybys, raking each other with bursts of fire as their opposing formations jousted at maximum speed. A few disc fighters lost their trajectory but maintained their hull integrity. The AX-71s did not fare as well—their lack of shields left them as almost one-shot kills for the enemy.

Curiosity made me dial back into the fighter frequency for a quick check on their status.

“Draw them into the rings!” Di said. “Use the ice and debris for cover.”

A wave of acknowledgements peppered the frequency, intermixed with panicked calls from other fighters locked in spiral chases with the aggressive dagger fighters.

“Happy hunting, Di,” I transmitted, then flipped the comms back to the open channel.

“Look,” Fera said, pointing at the open starfield beyond Pluto.

Two Imperium cruisers, designated the Ninety-Nine and the One-Sixty-Six lit off their drive plumes, angling for the deep blue marble that was Neptune. The active pulse scan refreshed every few seconds, showing them making rapid progress as they moved to engage with Spear Fleet at Front Line.

A dozen light cruisers with various Imperium designations emulated the maneuver, though their projected flight path took them several hundred thousand klicks wide of Neptune Falcon.

“They think they can just race right by,” Fera said in disbelief.

A breathy female voice broke into the comms channel. “Spear Fleet, this is Neptune Falcon. We are moving to engage Imperium light cruiser, designation Three-Sixteen, at the head of the invasion column. Diverting power to our drive system to facilitate maneuver. Request cover on our flank.”

The reply came from a stern male Captain. “Neptune Eagle moving to assist. Be advised, cruisers Ninety-Nine and One-Sixty-Six are moving to engage. Make your maneuver, but do not cut power to your plasma cannons. You’re going to need them.”

“Acknowledged,” the female captain replied.

The big ships moved toward the approaching column of light cruisers. My nerves felt raw as I watched the demarcation lines of effective firing ranges drawing ever closer with each active pulse scan update.

The battle continued. Imperium daggers chased AX-71s through the rings of Saturn, catching an onslaught from the Anunnaki disc fighters that were in hot pursuit.

Part of me longed to be in my own AX-71, to be flying beside Di and the rest of the nimble, agile attack ships. My piloting skills weren’t up to Fera’s, but I had held my own during the Imperium War.

Being the only Void Drifter limited my options, though.

A chime on the tactical display drew my attention to our own Dagger Fleet at location Fallback—Earth’s atmosphere.

Two plumes of light signaled lightning rods had arrived in the local area. By the time I got my long-range scanner in position to assess the situation, the daggers were already separated from the throwaway FTL engine and moving toward the orbital defense platforms.

A terse broadcast came through the open channel. “Dagger Fleet, be advised, Seventy firing plasma cannon.”

I watched in awe as a massive spear of light and liquefied energy in the form of high-intensity plasma leapt out of the Seventy’s cannon.

The scope rendered the destruction with stark clarity.

It was like watching a solar flare. Heat and light lanced through one of the two lightning rods and cooked it. The single-use FTL engine blackened and splintered, longerons and structural bits spinning away in the tidal wave of sudden force.

A dozen dagger fighters caught the blast wave and suffered a similar fate.

Captain Caldera lit up on the comm board. “Dagger Fleet, this is Sol Hammer. Launch fighters, but do not break formation. We are the last line of defense, and we will hold that line!”

The skies over Earth became clouded with hundreds of fighters—AX-71s, Anunnaki disc fighters, and even a squadron of Delluvian snub fighters. The capitol ships that made up the heavy hitters in the defensive ring around Earth, ships like the Sol Hammer and the Earthborn, opened up with their tungsten slug-firing PDCs and portside pulse turrets, saturating the starfield and harrying the swarms of fighters.

The small, agile daggers weaved and banked, most of them dodging the incoming as they formed up into attack patterns, largely ignoring the Earth Defense fighters as they targeted the orbital defense platforms.

AX-71s and Delluvian snub fighters outpaced the highly maneuverable Daggers, but the close proximity of the enemy to their targets meant nothing could stop the veil from being lifted on our ruse.

One of the Dagger formations executed a strafing run on an orbital defense platform. Pulse fire from the Delluvians in pursuit atomized two of the five daggers, leaving three to rake pulse fire and drop a single ship-to-ship missile apiece into the useless hunk of metal masquerading as a deadly ship-killer cannon.

Heat signatures bloomed along the surface of the beryllium alloy. The ablative plating sublimated and flaked away like scintillating pieces of chaff, catching fire and burning up in the atmosphere below. Distorted lines of momentary heat, instantaneously squelched by the lack of oxygen in the vacuum of space, caused the center body of the cannon to swell and rupture, spewing components and structural frame in a rapidly spreading cloud of debris.

All at once, the enemy fighters abandoned the Lagrange Points of Earth, instead turning their attention to the Sol Hammer and the Earthborn. As if connected to some kind of hive mind, eight more lightning rods dropped in on the dark side of Earth, adding several squadrons of daggers into the mix.

I checked the tactical display twice to make sure I was reading it correctly.

“The Seven-Oh-Seven is the only ship on that side,” I said. “Are they going to leave it to get chewed up by those fighters, or…?”

“We could Drift in and assist, but one Voidship against two hundred fighters isn’t going to make much of a difference,” Fera said.

“Let the captains manage their areas of responsibility,” Benegal said. “They will call for assistance if they need it.”

Just like that, the scales had tipped heavily in the favor of the attacking force, leaving us to scramble to keep our defenses in place. Clusters of dagger fighters swept right by the orbital defense platforms, ignoring them completely as they savaged the capitol ships with repeated strafing runs.

“Guess our secret’s out,” Fera muttered.

“We knew it couldn’t last, but I was hoping for a little more time,” I said.

Quin cleared his throat. “If I may direct your attention to the Front Line, I think we are about to see some action.”

Fera held the controls steady, keeping us moving at a leisurely pace along the asteroid field.

The cruisers in Spear Fleet continued to put some space between themselves, angling their broadsides toward the column of light cruisers, leaving their dorsal plasma cannons in prime firing position on the Imperium cruisers. I read the telemetry data as it updated every few seconds, showing the envelope had closed between Front Line and the enemy fleet, finally putting them inside effective missile range.

I expected a series of calls from captains on missile launches, but the comms channel was eerily silent.

“They’re awfully hesitant for an invasion force,” I muttered.

“Despite losing our Quaker guns so quickly, this isn’t off to a bad start,” Fera said, pulling the stick to move us around a cluster of asteroids. “Admiral Tanoka’s plan seems like a good one right now.”

“It’s just going to depend on what the Mighty Flame decides to do,” I said.

Quin turned and held up a hand. “We have our answer, and I don’t think you’re going to like it, Will.”

A hologram materialized above the Foris AI’s open hand.

Warlord Berg’s head and shoulders floated menacingly in the air. It was hard to get a sense of scale from the incomplete image, but it looked like his head was twice the size of Sert’s. That correlated somewhat with the large Vorvak handprint we’d seen left in Anunnaki blood on the pillar at XiaTul.

“Sert!” Berg seethed. “Your challenge is invalid. Your hubris will be your downfall. Your Vorvak will meet mine on the field of battle. Only one of us is the true Superior Warlord. You will suffer defeat. Your Day of Reckoning is at hand!”

The message cut off abruptly.

“Vorvak honor just isn’t what it used to be.” Quin shook his head.

Fera blanched. “Looks like a ground battle is inevitable at this point.”

“No,” I said. “Not if the fleets can hold them off.”

Benegal snorted. “Berg is a fool. He plays directly into Sert’s hand. The Vorvak lust for war, but they will not so easily forget their honor.”

“Wait,” Quin said, his voice tight. “Wait.”

All eyes fixated on the tactical display.

The Mighty Flame and its seven light cruisers disappeared.

“Quin, what—” I started.

“Void Drift signatures,” he practically stammered. “Will, I think they’ve learned our tethering tactic. The Mighty Flame and its light cruisers have entered the Void!”
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The comms channel erupted with the sounds of space combat. It was like I’d stepped into a time machine and transported myself back to the Battle of Astrada, or Elbun Gal. Requests for assistance, notifications of missile launches, and callouts of enemy ships changing positions were layered over each other in such a chaotic frenzy, it was almost too much to parse through, even with the data updated live in front of me.

Icons raced across the starfield: missiles, batches of laser pulses, and arrows that represented bursts of PDC fire. The whole thing looked like someone had kicked a celestial hornets’ nest.

Front Line was getting savaged by the two Imperium cruisers while also trying to stall the advance of the light cruiser column. It was a gatekeeping tactic to protect the Rear Line, and ultimately Fallback positions.

The Imperium lightning rods bypassed the blockade, but the bulk of the enemy fleet was still hung up at the edge of the Sol system. For how long was anyone’s guess, given the tactics being employed.

Fallback was putting up a fight against a high number of fighters. They were holding their own, but if something didn’t give in the next few minutes, they were going to find themselves overwhelmed… most likely by the Mighty Flame Void Drifting into the scene to deliver a killing blow.

I watched it all with a sick sense of fascination. It felt like one of those Real Time Strategy games I used to play in my high school days… Except this was no game.

Every time a ship transponder winked out, every missile icon that detonated against the hull of a cruiser… these were real weapons, real ships… real people dying.

I steeled myself. The weight of it all could make you freeze. Could cripple you into inaction if you let it.

I hadn’t forgotten what war was like; it had been less than a year since I’d last fought in one. But I could see how peacetime had dulled me a bit.

No time for that now.

The war hadn’t truly ended. That much seemed obvious to me now. What I had thought of as the victorious war against the Imperium now appeared only to have been a series of battles—the beginning stages of a much larger war. One that included Earth. Prefect Tror’s defeat was a setback. Maybe even a necessary sacrifice by Eddison’s own twisted calculations. But always, beyond this corner of the galaxy, the larger entity of the Imperium lingered beyond the reaches of New Federation space.

“Will?” Fera asked.

I heard the note of concern in her voice. I took in a breath, channeled my anger into confidence, and started talking my way through our next course of action.

“We have to Drift to Fallback,” I said. “Berg’s ships are tethered. They’ve already Drifted. There’s no other place he’ll take them. He’s got to get his Vorvak planetside, and to do that, he needs to get his ships as close to Earth as he can. He’ll ramrod his way straight through the blockade and start the orbital drops at the first opportunity.”

Quin wasn’t so sure. “Sit tight for a moment, Will. We don’t know that for certain. Of course, we don’t know they won’t do that for certain, either, but I advise caution and patience. Owing to your thick-headed human nature, you have ignored my advice to get yourself rested up for this event. I’m afraid your obstinance has put your tactical options in a sort of cage.”

“No it hasn’t. I’m wide awake. I could run there if I had to.”

He gave me a blank stare and dropped the sarcasm when he answered, letting his words come out as the advice of a friend. “You’re going to deplete your stamina rather quickly if you start Drifting every five minutes to try to personally rush to everyone’s aid. Please, be selective about your choice of Drifts. You want to maximize any advantage you can squeeze out of them, because—again—you are operating at limited capacity right now.”

He was right. My gut told me I was right, too. At least about the decision to Drift after Berg. I needed to be there to head off Vorvak’s ships.

“Well I see something that’s got to be a priority,” Fera said, pointing to the Ninety-Nine. “Look at those weapons bays. That’s an orbital bombardment vessel.”

I read the schematic breakdown on the scanners, my gut tightening into a knot.

Unlike the PDC turrets, these slug launchers were wide-bore tubes intended to launch tungsten rods about two meters in diameter and three meters in length. Achieving relativistic speed in their descent from the atmosphere, they would have devastating kinetic effects once they struck ground targets. Any major city, any military or government infrastructure, was readily exposed.

This ship, or one like it, had probably been used in the destruction of Farakar.

“Earth doesn’t have any defensive measures in place to stop something like that,” I noted.

Benegal made a derisive coughing sound. “Few worlds have the means to fund and build such defenses. The Imperium used this tactic in the beginning to great success. Were the Coalition Rebellion not beset upon by the Federation, we could have sabotaged the factories that provide the ammunition for those ships on Rialis Minor.”

“Now’s not the time to reopen old wounds, Benegal,” Fera snapped. “How about focusing on what’s in front of us for a change?”

She was right, of course. And what was in front of me right now was a difficult decision. I had the slow-moving but deadly threat of the Ninety-Nine and its kinetic strike weapons, and I had the imminent arrival of the Mighty Flame and its orbital insertion of a large Vorvak army.

It was like a game of Chess, and Eddison had maneuvered his pieces so that no matter what I chose to do next, I would pay a price.

“Quin, how long until the Ninety-Nine is in position to drop its kinetic strike weapons on Earth?”

He rubbed his chin. “Assuming it cuts a path straight through the fleet defenses, three hours. Of course, that timeline will probably be extended if it gets tangled up with the ships at the Front and Rear Lines. And a Void Drifter throws even that out the window, as you know.”

The radar threat warning system chimed, drawing my eye to the tactical display.

Fera cursed and muted the alarm with a slap on her console. “We’re not anonymous anymore. Imperium sensors have a lock on us.”

“Put the asteroid field between us and them,” Quin suggested. “Regroup with Green Wing, the Anunnaki fighters.”

Fera put us into a tight loop. The inertial compensator pulled my stomach into my throat as we went inverted relative to our former position, and it intensified when Fera pushed the throttle up to MAX.

Blood rushed to my head. I worked my diaphragm to pull in a few sharp breaths, narrowly avoiding blacking out. My annoyance at her making a combat maneuver unannounced dissolved when I saw rendered pulse rounds impacting on nearby asteroids, coming dangerously close.

“Don’t waste the boosters now,” Quin cautioned. “There’s still plenty of cover here.”

“I. Know,” Fera growled through gritted teeth.

Quin rolled his eyes. “Of course you do, Fera. That’s why the switch guard is lifted and your finger is next to it.”

I fought the simulated gravitational force to turn my head and saw Fera close the switch guard. She shoved the sidestick forward and to the side, putting us into a sharp spinning nosedive.

Asteroids whipped by on the primary display, close enough that a collision warning flashed on the heads-up at my terminal more than once. Quin flinched theatrically as we avoided atomizing ourselves against the obstructions by tens of meters.

Fera proved her skills, skirting the edges of the rocks, always banking at the last possible moment. The radar warning alarm sounded again, but this time it cut itself off as an asteroid in the upper quadrant of the forward camera feed came apart in a soundless flash of light.

Lockett blathered a frothy curse as he worked the controls at his station, spinning the deflector shield to absorb the brunt of the debris cloud.

Clattering knocks cascaded over the hull. A damage report materialized on my sidescreen, showing minor scrapes on the dorsal section but nothing to be concerned about.

Fera snapped the throttle back and popped the braking thrusters.

My guts slid back into place as a wave of vertigo tried to lift me up out of my seat. The harness straps clamped down, pinning me in place, but I was freed up to crane my neck back at Fera’s station.

She had the forward camera on her primary display, the pineal or rear camera in her side display, along with a targeting reticle. Both screens were a swirling smear of stars, and I couldn’t make out anything in either of them.

“Benegal, now!” she gasped.

“Firing,” he replied.

The deck thrummed as Benegal sent a torrent of pulse fire streaming right into the rapidly swirling starfield. As the main mission computer rendered a few of the pulses, it also brought threat signatures into view.

Four Imperium daggers adjusting their yaw to maintain their pursuit angle.

Benegal’s burst caught the enemy right in the teeth. The two lead fighters disintegrated in a momentary flash of light that faded into scattered shrapnel. The remaining two broke off at separate angles—one of them right into the reticle at Fera’s station.

She pulled the trigger, released, and pulled it again.

The enemy anticipated the first salvo.

A fistful of pulses scattered across the starfield, narrowly missing the fleeing ship as it juked deftly out of the firing lane—and right into the second burst of fire.

Pulse rounds punched hard into the backbone of the ship, separating it into two pieces, trailing a thin stream of internal atmosphere bleed-off, but Fera wasn’t done.

She worked the controls in a manic fashion, chewing her lip as she increased the throttle and adjusted our angle of attack to bring the final ship into her scope.

Fera finished it off with a stream of pulse fire, walking her shots over a wide swathe of space that left no room for the enemy to escape.

The ship came apart in a stream of atomized particles.

“That was close,” she said, returning the throttle to a more comfortable coasting speed.

The comm board lit up before I could reply.

“Nice shooting, Phaelon! Can we get some of that action out this way?” Di transmitted. “ Three-Sixteen’s leading the charge toward Earth. She’s been taking a beating, but her fighters are preventing us from scoring on our primary target! They’ve got us playing touch-and-go on the sidelines.”

I found Di’s transponder on the display near Saturn, tagged as Amber Lead. Her AX-71 burned a line of thrust into the negative ecliptic, cutting through the Mimas Gap as she opened up with her plasma turrets and slagged two daggers before she cut thrust, adjusted her angle of attack in a hairpin turn, and poured on the speed. She rocketed upward, advancing above the ecliptic through the Encke Gap in the outer ring. Her two wingmen followed her flight path a bit less gracefully.

Along the orbital track of Pluto, Neptune Falcon and the rest of the cruisers at Front Line were pouring everything they had into the caravan of Imperium light cruisers. Vicious gouts of plasma, pulse rounds, and missile strikes met countermeasures and splashed roiling currents of energy and charged particles into the void of space.

Few of the missiles made impact on the thick nickel-iron plating of the ships. Damage assessments, derived on the fly by the Phaelon’s main mission computer, estimated minimal impact to the enemy fleet.

The light cruisers returned fire as they continued their race toward the center of the Sol System. Toward Earth.

The One-Sixty-Six, now safely nestled in the midst of the light cruiser formation, remained unscathed.

I searched the starfield and almost jumped out of my skin when the Three-Oh-One appeared at a much closer vantage point. The finger-like structural beams leapt into my long-range scope at the dark side of Saturn, shield generators up and running, a massive drive plume stretched behind the ship for several klicks as it burned hard to cross into Saturn’s local area. Cold gas chuffed along the weapons ports embedded into the hull as a slew of missiles ejected from the massive ship. A heartbeat later, drive plumes ignited, flooding the tactical display with twelve fast-mover icons that leapt from the dark side of Saturn and made direct flight paths toward the port side of the Three-Sixteen.

“Front Line fighters, all squadrons, this is Captain Esmila of the Three-Oh-One. Missiles are away. I say again, missiles are away. We are entering effective plasma-cannon range of the Three-Sixteen in ten minutes. Stand by for clearance to conduct strafing runs.”

“Three-Oh-One, Amber Lead, that’s not doing anything for the swarm we’re tangoing with currently. They have us outnumbered three to one!”

Captain Esmila’s verbal shrug was evident. “You do your job, Amber Lead, and I will do mine. Keep them off us, and we’ll put a hole in the Three-Sixteen. Neptune Eagle has its hands full with the aft section of the enemy fleet. It’s up to us to stall the forward advance.”

“Phaelon, we could use another gun over here,” Di said.

“What does she think this is?” Quin asked. “We were literally just talking about how we can’t go rush off to save everyone⁠—”

Fera cut him off. “Well we’ve got to do something. Di, what’s the primary target?”

“The quantum radar antenna, about midway along the ventral section. We take that out, and they’ll have to fire defensive batteries manually until they can get their backup system aligned. It’ll buy us ten minutes.”

“Strike or defend?”

“Your choice.”

“Plenty of time,” Fera said, her voice distant as she worked through the scenario in her head. “Let me see something.”

She pulled up the latest active pulse return signature on the Three-Sixteen. PDC turrets fired staccato bursts, creating an interference field that precluded fighters from getting too close, but with the arrival of the Three-Oh-One, that was about to change.

“Di, if you feint a strafing run on the stern, that should force the targeting systems to prioritize your squadron. I can do a max vertical climb at the bow from negative ecliptic and cut across the bow. I have one missile I can make use of here.”

Benegal snorted. “The fighters cannot break away from their engagement. The daggers will pick them off before they get close enough to draw fire from the Three-Sixteen.”

Quin was beside himself. “Fera, I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I have to agree with Benegal. This slapped-together plan is going to get one or all of us killed. No one takes fighters that close to capital ships without expecting significant losses.”

“It’s what the situation calls for, Quin,” Fera said coldly. “I have confidence in Di and Amber Squadron. If anyone can pull it off, it’s them.”

“I wasn’t referring to Di, I was referring to you!” Quin snapped. “It’s going to take those pulse turrets a fraction of a second to swing back our way, assuming Di can even break away from the fight to draw their attention in the first place!”

Fera looked at me, a question in her gaze. She wasn’t asking for permission; she was looking for a vote of confidence. The plan was crazy—desperate, even—but if anyone could pull it off, it was Fera.

I nodded. “Phaelon has the best pilot in the galaxy. Let’s move.”

She smiled and slapped the comms switch. “Di, make your move. Phaelon’s going in.”

“Hell yes, ma’am. Let’s do this!” Di replied with an audible smile.

Fera leaned back in her chair and lifted the switch guard on the booster module. Her voice was tight with adrenaline.

“Brace yourselves.”
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Fera moved the sidestick forward and depressed the booster switch. Asteroids rose above us in a rush. Stars became white lines in the forward display. Simulated gravitational force flattened me against my seat with enough pressure that I had to force my diaphragm to work oxygen into my lungs as the Phaelon surged forward.

Lockett gave a strangled cry of alarm.

My vision tinted red as blood rushed to my head. Fera slowly edged the sidestick forward, bringing us several thousand klicks below the fighting. We raced across the starfield at a ridiculous speed. I tried to see the speedometer, the attitude directional indicator, the g-force counter… but Fera was pushing the ship to its limits, and the rattling, shaking of the deck made my vision blur.

I didn’t know how I was going to hold on for the next ten seconds, let alone survive our rogue excursion into the heart of the battle at Front Line. Dark spots swirled in my eyes. I persisted through each breath cycle. Inhale, exhale, hang on ten more seconds, Will—inhale, exhale, one more time⁠—

The booster dried up, dropping our speed back to augmentor mode.

The pressure relented by degrees. I gasped, blinking through a distorted aura of hypoxia until I could clearly see the tactical display and the telemetry data once again.

Fera decelerated to a more comfortable eighty percent thrust, allowing us a few seconds to catch our breath. Lockett sputtered and coughed like he was in the throes of anaphylactic shock.

The mission timer showed four and a half minutes had passed, but more surprising than that, we had crossed over from the asteroid field right up to the edge of Saturn, which was now above us, along with the Three-Sixteen and the tense whirlwind of daggers, AX-71s, and disc fighters tangled up in a massive dogfight.

I didn’t know the orbital mechanics or physics calculations for what Fera had just pulled off—all I knew was that I had developed a slamming headache that I could feel in my teeth.

I shook the cobwebs and turned to check the rest of the crew… just in time to see Lockett making a rude gesture at the back of Fera’s head.

“In case anyone is wondering,” Quin said, “you all nearly killed yourselves with that little stunt.”

“I’m just getting started,” Fera said with a wicked grin. “Benegal, ready the missile.”

The Krayvox hissed a curse. “Missile armed.”

Di’s transponder lit up on the comm board. “And I thought I was crazy.”

Fera was fixed on business. “Ready, Di?”

Di sighed. “Ready. Green Wing, Blue Wing, this is Amber Lead. Cover our exit.”

Terse acknowledgements came through the frequency.

“Break for maneuver!” Fera said, snapping the sidestick back and slamming the throttle back up to MAX.

I saw two things happen simultaneously.

Di and her two wingmen made a sharp turn, gliding tens of meters along the surface of the ice rings, cruising at maximum burn. Once they’d cleared the outer edge of the ring, they lit off for the aft section of the Three-Sixteen.

At the same time, missile strikes from the Three-Oh-One began to land on the Three-Sixteen.

The first eight detonated against deflector shields, spreading columns of heat and shrapnel in a wide swathe along the portside of the light cruiser. The telltale lightning arcs of overtaxed shields breaking traced the columns of momentary fire as the lack of oxygen quickly snuffed them out, leaving particle clouds in their wake.

The next four missiles fell like hammer blows, punching into the armor plating, leaving the angry red glow of superheated metal as panels warped and began to change shape—but stopped short of effecting a hull breach.

The Three-Sixteen quivered under the onslaught, but it did not break.

It was an awe-inspiring spectacle to watch the raw power of future weapons—weapons that I used to think only existed only in Hollywood—on full display before my very eyes.

Di and her two wingmen arced up along the stern of the Three-Sixteen, taking potshots at sensor towers and unsealed weapons ports. Exactly as predicted, the light cruiser’s automated point-defense cannons angled toward the tight wedge formation of AX-71s, stitching the space with pulse rounds at a blistering rate.

On the primary display, the bow of the Three-Sixteen rose into view.

“Got you,” Fera said. “Benegal, now!”

I felt the deck shudder as the locking clamps detached from the body of the missile. A heartbeat later, the primary display was whitewashed with the contrail of the missile’s drive cone as it streaked off like a comet.

“Missile away,” Benegal said.

“Fera—!” Quin gasped.

Fera didn’t wait to watch the impact of the missile. She worked the controls like a madwoman. The Phaelon rocketed away from the Three-Sixteen, the starfield spinning in a wicked barrel roll as we dipped back down below the ecliptic.

“Lockett, deflector shields to the rear!” Fera snapped. “Everything we have!”

The streaming torrent of PDC fire—intermixed pulse and tungsten rounds—spun like a many-tailed whip, sliding toward us.

My sidescreen showed Lockett adjusting the deflector shield according to Fera’s order. It slid into place just as the deluge of incoming raked across our position.

Immediately, red lights blared on the console, accompanied by steady klaxons. Damage reports cascaded over top of each other: first the deflector shield was completely overwhelmed and knocked offline, quickly followed by blisters in the armor plating on the starboard and aft sections of the ship.

A final damage report stacked on top of the pile: hull breach in the engineering section.

“Hull breach!” Lockett squalled. “The Astradian has killed us!”

My heart jackhammered in my chest. I selected the damage report and moved it to my sidescreen, where it expanded into a full diagnostic report. Quin verbalized the report before I could read it.

“Oh, unknot your breathing tubes, simple Drayth! It is a slow atmospheric pressure bleed off, three cubic feet per minute. We should be more worried about those fighters coming in at our flank!”

Benegal was already slewing his targeting reticle, the pulse turrets articulating according to his command. “Eyes on ten, twelve… many daggers. Keep it steady.”

“No can do,” Fera said, jerking the Phaelon in a haphazard evasive pattern.

Benegal squeezed off a few bursts, each time signaling he had missed with a curse.

Di reported in. “Two squadrons of daggers on your six, Phaelon. Sit tight, we’ll break them up.”

“Sooner rather than later, if you please,” Quin griped.

As Fera worked to keep us out of the brunt of the enemy fire zippering our way, a chime sounded on the tactical display.

My heart sank into the pit of my stomach as the calling peals of the Void echoed in the distance.

Quin noticed it, too. “Void Drift signatures detected! Will, you’re up!”

I tapped the area on my MFD, forcing the main mission computer to calculate and slew my long-range scope over to the indication.

The Mighty Flame slipped through a spiraling vortex of pure white light—the Void—and penetrated Earth’s atmosphere on an arcing curve. The flight path was not intended for landing—it was to skirt the outer edge of the troposphere, prime positioning to disperse orbital drop troops to the surface.

Glancing hits knocked against the Phaelon, rattling my teeth in my head.

Fera, still fighting the controls, spared a glance at the tactical map. “It’s now or never, Will. Are we going, or are we staying?”

I didn’t have the proper decision space to think it through. I had about five seconds to make up my mind, and it had to be the right choice. A sweep of my eyes over the entire starfield gobbled up two of them…

“Quin, tether to the Three-Oh-One.”

“Will, you’re out of your mind,” he started, but I cut him off.

“Do it now!” I switched my station’s comm system to a direct connection with Captain Esmila.

“Phaelon, Three-Oh-One,” the captain responded. “We’re a bit preoccupied at the moment.”

In the background, someone shouted for a combat reload on the missile banks. Another officer was rattling off damage reports sustained from plasma barrages courtesy of the Three-Sixteen. The picture was grim, but I needed them to adjust their tactical mindset to accommodate my plan. There was no time for arguing, and no wiggle room.

“Captain, this is Will Kaufman. I have a priority one reassignment for you. Bring your Void Engine online. My AI is tethering with yours. We’re going to head off the ground invasion force, preferably before they drop their troops onto Earth.”

Tense silence filled the comms for a full second.

“Did this come from Admiral Tanoka? Does Captain Winterbottom know⁠—”

“Respectfully, Captain, I’m not asking.”

I expected an argument, or at least a delay. What I got instead, maybe owing to my reputation from the Imperium War, was unquestioned loyalty. If I had time to dwell on it, I might have been more grateful for the Captain’s willingness to take the word of a twenty-six year old Void Drifter over her chain of command.

“Void Engine coming online now. We’re prioritizing the Mighty Flame?” she asked.

“Affirmative,” I said, bringing my own Void engine online.

“Tether’s active,” Quin said. “You’re one crazy bastard, Will. I can’t believe⁠—”

“Setting Drift,” I said, the song of the Void becoming louder in my head. I looked at Fera. “Keep your situational awareness up. This is going to be a quick one.”

“Just get us there,” she said.

Our pineal camera feed showed Di and her wingmen streak by, heaving rapid bursts of pulse fire. Four of the lead enemy daggers came apart and collided with a handful more in their formation. The end result was half of the fighters wiped off the map. It didn’t give us the breathing room we needed, but it made it possible for us to make our escape.

Benegal worked the pulse turrets, his curses transforming to calls for positive hits on enemy targets.

Lockett sucked in a frothy, shuddering breath. “No more of this. Lockett does not want to fly with Phaelon anymore. Hazard pay is not enough for the strain on Lockett’s circuits.”

The Mighty Flame, locked in on my long range scope, skipped a few hundred meters ahead as the active pulse caught up to the light delay.

I felt out of time, like I needed to be there ten minutes ago. I skipped the countdown and hit the switch.

The Phaelon raced into the Void, dragging the Three-Oh-One behind it.

Before the whiteout had even fully wrapped itself around our ship, around the Three-Oh-One, and inverted the starfield with its extra-dimensional grip, I called the Drift Lane to us and deactivated the Void engine.

I was operating off of pure instinct, but my mind had a hard time reconciling exactly what had happened. The end result was like a warp shift in Star Trek or something. We crossed seven Astronomical Units in the blink of an eye.

A blinding flash, and suddenly Earth was front and center of our primary display. A heartbeat later, the Three-Oh-One winked into existence, tethers of black lightning gnashing at the nose of the ship as the vestiges of the Void faded back into high space-time.

A wall of fatigue slammed over me. Sweat dripped from my forehead onto the screen of my MFD. I breathed through the sudden surge of lactic acid in my muscles, hurriedly wiping the sweat streaks away so that I could get an accurate picture of where we’d ended up.

“Trouble!” Fera shouted, tapping and slapping at her station’s controls. “All of our avionics are on the fritz. We’re blind until the systems sort themselves out!”

Quin shook his head. “I can’t even… this is too dangerous.”

I gritted my teeth. “Try doing something useful, Quin! Untangle the circuits or whatever it is you do! Lockett, help him!”

The Drayth recoiled. “Lockett has never seen this before! No idea where to begin. Safe to let systems wring themselves out.”

Captain Esmila lit up on the comm board. “Our sensors are spinning right now, but we retain manual control of our weapons batteries. We are redirecting our attention to the Mighty Flame.”

I sat back in my seat and let a cleansing sigh pass through me.

“Negative, belay that, Three-Oh-One,” I said, relying on the visual scanners to tell me what my sensors could not parse through at the moment. “There’s a light cruiser on the outskirts of the Vorvak ships. That’s gotta be the Void Drifter vessel. Target that. Throw everything you have at it. Disable it if you can. Destroy it if you can’t.”

“Three-Oh-One acknowledges. Wilco.” Captain Esmila terminated the connection.

“We’re stuck here until these systems realign,” Fera said, “and the orbital insertion is already starting. Sorry, Will.”

Despite everything, we were too late to stop the invasion.
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The sun hung in the cloudless sky over Dallas. A regular day.

Until the starships arrived.

Earth had entered the galactic stage. Its governments had chosen to align itself with the New Federation, seeking protection. But war had come to the Sol system, and now… to the planet itself.

The ships locked themselves into geosynchronous orbit, hanging like floating fortresses at the outer edge of the troposphere. From the vantage point on the ground, they looked like a flying V formation—a flock of birds caught in some kind of glitch, like a proof of the simulation theory that was so popular on social media, with one glaring exception…

Birds didn’t spout columns of fire from their tail feathers.

Dark, malevolent swirls of exhaust fumes chased detached pieces of the ships as they fell away. As the fragments of the ships descended, they resolved into the shape of teardrops, but without the smooth, contoured edges. There were blocky, rough angles that served to buffet the airstream, to slow the descent of these mysterious objects. The pods were engulfed in streaking plumes of fire.

Through EDNA, news traveled impossibly fast. Citizens were sheltering in place. A fleet battled on Earth’s behalf out among the stars. An army of friendly aliens stood ready in defense of the planet.

Sert waited in the open grasslands to the southwest.

Behind him, 4,000 just like him marched in step, scaled alien faces with large orange eyes scanning the skies. Their shell armor swayed with their steps. Clawed hands flexed and released with anticipation. It was not fear that drew their eye to the approaching threat.

It was hunger. A ravenous, zealous desire for combat.

Berg, for all his dishonor, was bringing the fight to Sert, all the same. No doubt trusting in his superior numbers to put down what might be the only contender for his stolen crown.

Two Broods of Vorvak would fight for the future of their species.

One would be victorious.

Nearest to the landing zones, an evacuation effort was underway. Citizens had packed their bags hours ago. Many had left in all directions at the first hint of alien trouble. The Texas National Guard was staged at checkpoints around Dallas, guiding columns of traffic that made the city look like the beginning stages of a post-apocalyptic wasteland in the making.

Sert’s Vorvak waited two miles to the south of Phoenix Base and stood at the edge of a flat, level plain. The sun-soaked, dry grass spread in swatches of yellows and greens, exuding the scent of pollen from nearby trees and latent heat radiating from the slow crawl of the sun across the sky.

Like a rolling thunder, the roar of cutting air shook the skies.

The angled teardrops became streaking blurs of darkness that rocketed into the grasslands, into the streets of Fort Worth, into the sides of buildings. Explosions shook the foundations of the human structures. Smoking holes spewed glass and concrete into the streets, scattering over tanks, buses, and military transport vehicles. Car alarms blared with wavering, panicked tones.

Human soldiers in full battle rattle shook the debris from their kit. Some angled their rifles toward the impact sites. Radio traffic sprang up as damage reports, calls for medical services, and the panicked shouts of wounded stragglers echoed at various points inside the city.

By the hundreds, impact craters bloomed in a wide array across the open field. Columns of rent earth radiated from the pods at their violent insertion onto the surface of Earth. Tufts of grass ignited and flitted like flurries of ash caught in the wind.

Tremors raced across the ground, and all at once, silence returned to the scene.

A heavy, foreboding silence.

The crackle of a radio transmission sounded like a loudspeaker in the quiet.

“Sert, this is General Stallings. The enemy has made landfall. I have advised the ground forces to give you a wide berth to carry out your challenge. If the situation changes, advise me and I will mobilize all units in the area to come to your aid.”

Sert did not respond to the transmission. He stretched his clawed scutes in front of him, cracking the knuckles of his gnarled fingers in a staccato rhythm.

In like fashion, explosive release mechanisms shunted the edges of the drop pods. Superheated metal, still glowing red with the friction heat of cutting through the Earth’s atmosphere, slammed into the grass and skidded to a halt a few meters away.

Four Vorvak stepped from each pod, taking their first glances and sniffs at an alien world. The horizon was lost to the sheer size of the enemy presence; too many to count at a glance, but certainly in the tens of thousands.

The Mighty Brood stretched from one edge of the field to the other, and beyond.

Sert turned to address his Vorvak. “You see it for yourselves, comrades! Berg rejects my challenge like a coward!”

The 4,000 bellowed a roar of defiance. Berg was a coward. A disgrace without honor or standing.

Sert raised his fist to the sky. “I will hunt this coward! Show these spawnlings the error of their ways. Your claws are mighty. Your stripes have been earned through combat. You bear the glory and the honor of the mighty name of Vorvak. The warrior spirit of our ancestors courses through your veins. Rise, comrades!”

They chanted rhythmically, “Huh! Huh! Huh!”

A deep, primordial terror swelled inside all who heard it.

“For the glory of Vorvak! Savage Brood, seize your glory!”

The answering war cries were a rolling thunder.

Sert dropped his fist.

The ground quaked with the pounding strides of 4,000 Vorvak gone berserk, let loose on a foe who spat in the face of what it meant to be the noblest and purest of warrior species.

Spread across the field, ten times their number formed into a line and dug their heels into the grass and dried soil. They turned their large eyes up to the advancing enemy, confidence in their superior numbers written on the pale coloring of the scales on their youthful faces.

If the chanting of the 4,000 was a thunderclap, the war cry of the 40,000 was a volcanic eruption. Sert’s blood grew hotter, his determination more fierce.

“Yes,” he mumbled.

Across the Sol System, ships fired upon each other, slagging metal and breaching hulls, spewing bodies by the hundreds into the empty void of space. On the surface of Earth, humanity held its collective breath as two opposing factions of non-humans fought a brutal death match for dominion over their society.

Sert’s 4,000 were larger, battle scarred, some with cybernetic eyes from their encounter with the Irvlan.

Berg’s 40,000 were barely of age. This new generation of Vorvak were not as battle-tested as the Warlord would have the galaxy believe. That was evident from the moment Sert saw them.

What skill did it take to throw vastly superior numbers into the fray, to swarm and overwhelm even a capable military installation?

Sert shook his head and watched the proud warriors of his Savage Brood collide with the front lines of the Mighty Brood.

Half a ton of biological killing machines met like foes, and every swipe of claws cleaved scales, spilled blood onto the grass. This was a battle between Vorvak. It would be waged as they always had been—through muscle and might.

Thick cranial bones knocked against each other with the sound of lightning strikes. Two and three at a time, the Mighty Brood Vorvak swarmed individual fighters of the Savage Brood, pouncing like packs of hyenas, seeking to overwhelm the inferior numbers of their opposition.

But Sert’s warriors were as good as four or five of Berg’s. The Mighty Brood found themselves eviscerated. Throats slashed. Necks broken. Limbs ripped away from shell armor. Eyes crushed, skulls curb-stomped.

Alcar left a pile of dead enemies around him in a semicircle—thirteen of the Vorvak youth who dared to get too close to him. As he raised a clawed foot to stomp the skull of his latest conquest, a pack of six of the Mighty Brood bowled into him, knocking him back onto his shell armor.

Alcar bellowed a roar of defiance and rolled himself to his hands and knees.

The pack, spurred on by this opportunity, bloodlust in their eyes, pressed the advantage.

Alcar lashed out with his claws and fists, then bull-rushed through two of his attackers. Three more lunged in, attacking his belly. Scales ripped away, sapping his strength and bringing him to his knees. Alcar shielded his mortal wound with one clawed hand. With the other, he tore away an eye from a nearby attacker, but to no avail.

More joined the swarm, sensing a kill. Twelve surrounded him, shoulder-to-shoulder to leave no avenue of escape, war cries growled out through clenched teeth as they pummeled him into the ground. Alcar’s strength faded. He could not stand. On the ground, he slashed at knees and ankles, wounding three, four of the dozen until a stomp smashed his face into the soil.

The frenzied youth, so close to death despite their numbers, continued to beat the dying Vorvak until his skull cratered and his chest flattened.

The ruined mess of the great Alcar was unrecognizable.

This same tactic with the same unfortunate outcome played out on a grand scale across the fields outside of Phoenix Base.

The Mighty Brood sustained many more losses, but they could afford them.

Every Vorvak felled in Sert’s Savage Brood was a broken link in the chain, setting off second order effects as the charge into the teeth of the enemy was repulsed. The visceral fist to claw combat devolved into a desperate slugfest.

Sert watched the turn of the tide with a keen eye. He did not stay his hand for fear, nor for self-preservation. He searched the carnage and the chaos for one Vorvak, the coward who had refused his challenge.

He had not found him yet. But when he did, he would put an end to this senseless slaughter, once and for all.

The future of his people depended on it.
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Quin recoiled from the camera feed, looking queasy. “This tops even the most cannibalistic of human practices. I don’t think there’s been such barbaric warfare on the face of your planet until this very moment, Will.”

I agreed. The Vorvak were exceptionally violent.

“Lockett is glad to be on Phaelon while tadpoles kill each other.”

Benegal snorted. “Surprised you can stomach the imagery, Drayth. But this is why the custom that Berg denies was instituted. A full Vorvak Civil War is a monstrous spectacle.”

The only thing that gave me solace was that they were killing each other. As much as I didn’t want Sert’s Vorvak to suffer, I shuddered to think what Berg and his warriors would do if they were set loose on the streets of a human-crowded city.

“Alignment has started, should be just another thirty seconds or so before we’re back up and running,” Fera said, busying herself with the controls, trying to wrest back something resembling proper navigation data and spatial readings. She flinched when a comm request lit up on the board. She recovered quickly and patched it through.

“Phaelon, this is Earthborn Actual,” Admiral Tanoka said, a heaviness to his voice. “Drifting the Three-Oh-One out of position at Front Line was not a part of the plan.”

I jumped in before Fera could. “Admiral, this is Will. I made that call. I was trying to stop the Vorvak from getting their troops on the ground.”

The Admiral wasn’t moved by my words. “The Earthborn and the Sol Hammer are moving to intercept now. Those lightning rods have unleashed a deluge of fighters that are complicating things for us, but all is not lost. That is a tactical decision made by command, not by you.”

“Be that as it may,” I started, but Fera made a slashing motion over her throat.

She leaned toward the comms relay. “Admiral, Captain Fera. After the Drift, we had our navigation systems go haywire for a few, but we’re almost fully recovered. That goes for the Three-Oh-One, as well. What’s done is done. Where do you need us?”

“The ground assault is underway. We must leave those operations to General Stallings and Sert,” he said. “Colonel Winterbottom is consolidating forces around Earth in preparation for a final stand. Given the choice to Drift, I am withdrawing all ships to Earth. Front Line is essentially bypassed at this point. Rear Line will likely suffer a similar fate. If we consolidate the fleets now, we can create a blockade that will be much more difficult to break through.”

Fera and I shared a glance. That was exactly Colonel Winterbottom’s plan to begin with. The plan that Admiral Tanoka had shot down in the pre-mission brief.

“Understood,” I said. “We’ll stand by for further orders.”

“See that you do.” The Admiral cut the connection abruptly.

Quin snickered. “It’s a good thing you’re too important to the New Federation to stand before a Tribunal, Will. Another time and Fera and I probably would have been tasked with hunting you down and bringing you to justice.”

“Yeah, well, the Admiral should have focused on blockading Earth to begin with.”

Fera grew suddenly animated, her attention fixed on her displays. “Nav’s back up.”

“Active scan sent,” Quin replied immediately.

Telemetry data flooded my MFD and both sidescreens. The Three-Oh-One was moving toward the Void Drifter vessel, which now showed a transponder signature of Black Knight.

I frowned. “That’s a weird name for an Imperium ship.”

Quin nodded. “And, unlike most vessels, I don’t have a history of its manufacture or any additional data. The profile type is sort of a precursor to the light cruisers that Eddison manufactured on Earth. Those factors lead me to conclude that the ship likely came from Imperium Space.”

Captain Winterbottom’s crisp intonations broke through the comms channel. “Three-Oh-One, move to location two seven zero. Sol Hammer is priming plasma launchers, intending to target the Mighty Flame.”

I sent a transmission over the open channel. “Sol Hammer, this is Phaelon. Priority target is the Black Knight. They have a Void Drifter on board.”

The comm clicked, but I didn’t hear the response.

The serenading call of the Void washed over me with a striking intensity. I blinked. Realized I wasn’t breathing, and forced air into my lungs.

The song came with its nearly audible procession, strings or soprano notes carrying the promise of a mysterious paradise just at the edge of my awareness.

“Quin….”

“Will, before you do something rash⁠—”

The Black Knight disappeared in a flash of ambient light.

I had the Void Drift suite slaved to one of my sidescreens, the Void engine up and running but not activated.

Instinct brought my hand to the control panel, and my finger hovered over the activation button.

Fera gaped at me. “Will, don’t!”

I was already dialing in the Drift on the sidescreen.

“We can’t let them get away,” I said.

“Will!”

I depressed the switch, pulling the Phaelon into the Void.
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Whiteout flooded the primary display, washing everything in a hazy, sterile light.

The Black Knight cruised through the absence of darkness at 60,000 klicks ahead of us.

“Will, you chimp-brained reactionist!” Quin belted.

“The human is suicidal!” Lockett seethed.

I only half heard the scared and angry remarks, concentrating on the Void as much as I was, but I realized I’d made a mistake half a second later. A third Void Drift signature appeared on the tactical display 58,000 klicks ahead and slightly off to our right flank.

The Three-Oh-One.

I forgot to tell Quin to disengage the tether. There wouldn’t have been time, anyway.

“Shit,” I sighed.

I’d dragged the Three-Oh-One into the Void.

Whatever physics or metaphysics were involved in the transition, it ended with the Three-Oh-One and Black Knight right beside each other with an uncomfortably close 8,000 klicks of space between them. Both ships unloaded their full complement of missiles, plasma batteries, and PDCs into each other.

The fire exchange was brutal, and it was quick.

Before I could even lock in on the entrance melody that carried me here, the larger vessels were slagging each other down to the structural rivets along their keel beams. Multiple hull breaches vented bodies and equipment into the far-flung expanse of empty light that was the Void, the tangled, spreading pieces flitting between the dark pinpricks of stars in the background.

The Three-Oh-One’s shields crackled and vanished.

The Black Knight’s exotic dark metal paneling shriveled in some places, mushroomed in others. Plasma wash coiled over the surface of the Imperium ship like fire chasing spray patterns of gasoline.

I didn’t know that space combat could be accomplished in the Void.

“Will, you’re acting without thinking,” Fera snapped. “I’m still the captain of this ship!”

I held up a hand. “Fera, I know—I know!”

“STEM core online, you are free to Navigate,” Quin said, sounding sick.

Slots along the midship of the Black Knight irised open, spewing dagger fighters. The Three-Oh-One mirrored the action, introducing a squadron of AX-71s in response.

“What are they thinking?” Benegal hissed.

“And just like that, everyone has lost their minds!” Quin shouted. “Those ships don’t have STEM cores. They’re going to⁠—”

It happened as he said it. The deceptive calm of the Void was eclipsed by the onset of a storm of Drift Lanes.

Jagged bolts of black lightning knifed through the local airspace, traveling at impossible speeds from unfathomable distances, connecting stray points of temporal space together, folding vast distances on top of each other in the span of an eyeblink.

Fighters were caught in the errant Drift Lanes and evaporated.

But not truly. They were transported.

Forcibly transited to some place very far away. Possibly destroyed upon arrival, definitely never to be seen or heard from by anyone who could assist with a recovery operation.

It happened again and again. Dozens of the fighters were ripped clean away from the battlefield, some of them actively firing pulse rounds, some making vain attempts to juke or otherwise maneuver out of the way. The ordnance between ships began to be sucked away in a similar manner.

“Will, you got us into this. Get us out of it!” Fera shouted. “Now!”

A thousand different courses of action ran through my mind, none of them locking into something actionable, but all of them competing for my attention.

The familiar plunge into the icy depths of a frozen over lake consumed me.

My body tensed, as if I were about to experience a seizure, or had suddenly been assailed by heavy g-forces.

The angry, hungry rumble of The Hollow echoed somewhere in the distance.

I sensed it. Felt it more keenly than I ever had before.

Come. Back.

Panic blazed in my chest like a fiery arrow. I writhed in pain, hands flying to my temples. The headache I’d felt coming on earlier reasserted itself like a vise locking over my brain.

I ground my teeth, trying to navigate the maelstrom inside my head.

The unfettered chaos outside the ship.

The feeling that certain death was seconds away.

Stringed instruments preened in the background, serenading the final step into a realm of total bliss. I could see the sepia-toned views of rolling grasslands, the bluest sky I had ever beheld… I could even smell the honeysuckle carried in the gentlest of breezes.

It was an overriding calm. The very definition of peace and tranquility.

It was there, right there, and all I had to do was allow myself to fall into it, and all of this could stop.

The pressure. The pain. The fear.

Relief was one heartbeat away.

A drumline shattered the pleasant imagery, casting darkness over me.

Piercing me with its lancets of hellish fire. Spears of doubt. Burning remorse with no access to forgiveness. Fire that gave no light but consumed all it contacted with an unquenchable thirst for destruction.

It was the truth. What really lay in wait for me at the end of the road.

It was The Hollow in its purest form, the essence of chaos.

Fera’s Universal Balance brought to life.

Harmony and Chaos. Good and evil.

It was real. It was here, in the Void.

And I was caught in the middle of it.

“Come back!”

I flinched. Almost lost my concentration.

My heart raced, beating so hard and fast I thought it was going to burst in my chest.

“What?” I asked, straining to hear.

“I know you’re here,” the voice said. “Just come back now, dammit!”

Shock broke apart the internal landscape I’d been crafting—my spatial understanding of the Void, the position of the ships relative to me inside the Phaelon. This voice… I recognized the voice.

I’d heard it on board the Three-Oh-One, long ago.

“Captain Delpit?”

The tumultuous symphony of the Void receded just enough for me to hear this fellow Void Navigator’s response clearly. “What the hell is this?”

“Captain Delpit?” I asked again, confusion overriding my fear of sounding stupid.

“There is no… where the hell did it go? I’ve got to get out of here, now! Where is it?”

A maelstrom of sentient darkness surged in the distance, drawing closer. It was as if the reality of space I’d left behind was swelling and rolling toward me like a tidal wave.

Somewhere far away, I could hear Quin cursing a blue streak.

Fera pleading desperately.

Lockett whimpering.

Benegal… he was just breathing. Meditating.

Closer, though… I could feel Captain Delpit aboard the Black Knight.

An image formed in my mind’s eye, projected out into the whiteout of the Void.

He was in his Imperium dress whites, his skin covered in a thick sheen of sweat. I couldn’t be sure what I was seeing was real, in real-time, or a figment of my imagination.

Not until he spoke again.

“I will find it. I always find it!” he seethed.

Panic was clearly etched onto his face. I floated before him in the whiteout, consciously aware that my real self was somewhere back on the Phaelon, but this… it was contained in my mind but somehow felt just as real.

“You are mine,” he said, closing his eyes.

An aura appeared around him. I blinked to confirm it was real.

The aura remained in place. It was a shimmering blue energy, not unlike some of the shades of smoke and light I’d seen Uriel the Fleuridian give off when he manifested himself in a somewhat physical body.

I looked down at myself and saw the same thing in a faint green hue.

I shook my head. “What the hell is this?”

The aura reacted to the sound of my voice. It shimmered and shifted, coiling like tongues of flame, every syllable I uttered changing the shape of it.

If I had a more direct connection in my mind with my body, I might have felt my heart race or the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. As it was, the disembodied feeling left me numb to the strangeness of what I was seeing.

“There you are,” Captain Delpit said in a singsong voice.

My awareness shifted. The song of the Void became strained. Pinched.

It caused me physical pain, though I couldn’t locate the source of the pain.

None of this made sense to me, but one piece of the puzzle fell firmly into place.

Captain Delpit was trying to Drift. He was searching for the exit lane, and he thought he’d found it.

I stretched out my awareness, reaching for that same Drift Lane.

The pain receded. The song came back at full volume—like a dog whistle, I could feel it inside my skull, but it never quite reached the level of true sound.

“What?” Captain Delpit shrieked. “No, no! Come back!”

Power flexed into my space, trying to pull the drift lane away from me.

It was a mental tug of war, and I didn’t even know where my hands were to grip the rope.

Captain Delpit didn’t either. As far as I could tell, he wasn’t even aware of me.

But I sensed the pull. The dire threat of his claiming the Drift Lane for himself.

I fought against it. Pulled with some part of myself that I didn’t understand.

The serenade and the dirge warred in the whiteout.

Bliss. Tortue. Creation. Destruction.

I didn’t know what was happening, not at first. It took a few moments for me to puzzle it out, and when I came to a conclusion, I couldn’t be sure I was correct, but I had no other choice but to act. I had no answers, but survival instincts rushed to the fore.

I acted before I even knew what I was doing.

Humming the melody I thought I remembered, leaving far too much to chance, I called the Drift Lane to me.

EARTH.

A primal scream erupted from Captain Delpit, echoing with tangible ripples across the soundscape inside my head. I felt each pain-filled note of his outcry like a tiny stab to the back of my head.

It was terrible. Horrible.

Something I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy.

Frost crackled along the inside of my skull as the realization hit me.

He lost focus. He’s gone.

Captain Delpit’s shrieks of madness pursued me out of the Void, then went silent.
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It was like one of those dreams where you’re falling, and you jerk awake just before impact. I came back to myself, covered in sweat, gasping like I’d just sprinted until my legs gave out.

The primary display flashed white, then black.

Sound returned in a deluge.

“What the hell is happening?” Fera cried.

“I don’t know I don’t know I don’t know!” Quin rattled off on repeat.

“We have returned to the battle!” Benegal shouted. “Maintain discipline! Focus on your stations! Lockett, contact the Three-Oh-One and verify their status.”

“Three-Oh-One, what is your status?” Lockett asked.

Static filled the comm, then resolved into Captain Esmila’s panicked voice. “Heavy casualties, multiple hull breaches, primary drive systems are down! I say again, this is Three-Oh-One with a priority one distress call! We have heavy casualties….”

Lockett switched the comm off. “Ship not doing well.”

“Will! Will, are you okay?” Fera almost screamed.

“Focus on the starfield!” Benegal snapped, unfastening the straps at his station. “I will check him.”

The comm board lit up with cross-talk between multiple ships. Everyone was confused by our sudden exit and rapid return.

I was aware, but I felt like I couldn’t move. I didn’t want to move.

I’d just done something terrible. Even to an enemy, that was a fate worse than death.

And I made it happen.

Fire chewed at my gut. I needed to vomit, and I needed to do it now.

Quin poked his head into my field of view. Benegal clomped his way across the bridge, his scaled snout appearing beside the Foris AI.

“Will, your vitals are all over the place,” Quin said. “I can see that you’re alive and functional, so do us all a favor and get your ass up!”

Benegal flinched and eyed the AI sidelong. “He has overtaxed himself, AI. Just like I said he would. He must rest and restore his faculties. We may need more Drifts yet.”

Quin shook his head. “Out of the question. He’s one good sneeze from cardiac arrest. Even with our advanced medical suite, something like that can be fatal to primitive humans.”

“Will,” Fera said, her voice shaking with concern, “can you make it to your quarters, or do you need Benegal to carry you?”

I came back to myself with a shudder. “I’m… I’m good. I’ll make it.”

Benegal gave a curt nod. “You will report to your quarters. We will continue the fight.”

I unstrapped myself and stood on shaky legs. I threw out a hand to steady myself, feeling like my equilibrium was off. Benegal stopped and looked at me out of the corner of his eye.

I dropped to the deck, catching myself on my hands and knees.

“I need to do some evasive action here, guys,” Fera said. “If he can’t walk, carry him!”

“I can—” I started, but my words finished in a spew of vomit onto the deck.

Quin made the most of the opportunity, throwing his hand up to his forehead in his trademark theatrical gesture. “Oh, that’s just disgusting!”

Lockett pulled an orb from under his station, fiddled with it, and set it loose. The air scrubbing drone set about to collect the contaminants I’d introduced onto the bridge, but it didn’t do anything to assuage the sting to my ego.

I forced myself up, but still found it difficult to maintain my balance.

“Quin… something’s wrong,” I said, allowing Benegal to duck under my arm to help me walk.

“You think?” He spat. “You’re playing fast and loose with things you don’t understand, and in the process, you’re carelessly playing with our lives!”

“No,” I gasped. “I can still… still hear it.”

Benegal tensed but kept me moving. “What do you hear, Will?”

Quin appeared in a swirl of light at the entrance to the bridge, his arms crossed, but his face flattened in shock. “Please tell me you don’t mean what I think you mean.”

I grimaced, caught somewhere between embarrassed and deathly afraid. “The song… the Void… I still hear it.”

Quin paled. His jaw opened, but no words came out.

“Quin… what’s going on?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know. But it isn’t good, I can tell you that. Benegal, get him in bed.”
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I lost track of the larger situation going on with the command section and the advancing Imperium fleet. The surrealism of a space battle unfolding in the Sol System—ships blasting each other to pieces around Neptune and fighting toward the asteroid field beyond Mars, intent on targeting Earth—was my worst nightmare come into reality.

“Step carefully,” Benegal said as the ship rocked from a salvo of pulse rounds.

Lockett’s distorted voice floated down the corridor. “Deflector shield is not back up yet! Fly better!”

“You want to take over?” Fera asked. “Oh, no? Then keep your opinions to yourself!”

Benegal palmed the access panel to my quarters and practically tossed me inside.

“You would do well to remain here until the battle is concluded.”

He slapped the switch. The door shut as he turned back to the bridge.

I staggered my way to the bed, plopped down with a weary sigh, and pulled the restraints over my hips. I manipulated the menus of my fiber-link to give me a direct link to the primary bridge display, Fera’s terminal, and Lockett’s sensor station in a multi-window view, then pushed them out of my internal HUD and set them to float at a comfortable viewing distance on the ceiling.

The intense quiet in the captain’s quarters was disturbed by a ringing sensation I could feel in my inner ear. The song of the Void, ebbing and flowing, still present despite the fact that I was no longer in the Void.

What does it mean? I wondered.

I tried to focus on my breathing and told myself it wasn’t dangerous.

Or that if it was, I could handle it.

Captain Delpit’s scream played through the song, and I knew it wasn’t a memory.

He was still there. Trapped in the Void on the Black Knight. Everyone on that ship was stuck there until someone got the nerve to try a blind Drift, or until the Void Navigator came out of his madness.

He wouldn’t, though. Quin told me once a Navigator succumbed to the song, that was it. They were a basket case for the rest of their life, trapped in whatever surge of emotion they surrendered to at the time.

Aslanov was taken by a laughing, crazed madness.

Captain Delpit succumbed to bone-crushing, suffocating despair.

And then there was me, laying down on a bed while my ship flew between cruisers and light cruisers and destroyers, trying to aid the defense of my root world.

I couldn’t stay here, but I didn’t have the strength to get up.

I linked to one of Lockett’s screens with an eye wave.

“What are you doing, human? Sleep!” the Drayth protested.

“Need to watch,” I said, ignoring him.

I manipulated the long-range scope and angled it toward Earth, then input Sert’s comm signature into it. The algorithm locked in on the signal and zoomed in, bringing the Vorvak battle into view.

There was no way I could sleep without knowing what was happening on my root world.
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The city of Fort Worth was burning.

Prominent buildings toppled into the streets with the destructive arrival of hundreds of orbital drop pods. Thick pillars of smoke rose into the sky. The fires blazed in the midst of the rubble. Sirens from emergency vehicles echoed up and down the streets. Fire engines arrived at several sites and worked quickly to attempt to contain the spreading infernos. Ambulances sped back and forth, clipping rearview mirrors and shearing open doors off cars as they squeezed through congested columns of standstill traffic.

Much of the city had been abandoned hours ago, but as is common with natural disasters, and the characteristic stubbornness of humans, some remained, intent on defending their homes.

The Mighty Brood clambered over mounds of wreckage, clubguns drawn, the thrill of the hunt driving them forward. The Vorvak tore through the streets in a vicious killing spree, pumping plasma blasts into anyone in sight.

Small-arms fire came their way from multiple vantage points.

Police barricades were positioned as roadblocks at several intersections. Riot control units deployed in an attempt to surround and contain the invaders. The National Guard quickly switched tactics from evacuating the civilians to stalling the advance of the murderous aliens.

US Army L-ATVs rolled through the streets with .50 caliber crew-served machine guns spitting volleys into the Vorvak. SWAT teams worked from sniper positions on rooftops, taking well-placed shots at the enemy.

The small-caliber rounds pinged against the Vorvak shell armor, flattened against the tough scales of their heads, necks, arms, and legs… and dropped harmlessly to the concrete and asphalt of the streets. Only the .50 cal seemed to chew its way through their scales and hides.

The Vorvak raised their clubguns and fired, targeting those that most hurt them first.

Humans died. Plasma rounds slammed into vehicles, incinerating drivers and gunners, warping metal and melting tires to the street.

The Mighty Brood, thousands strong, laid their claim to the streets with unchecked violence.

Ash and dust floated above the city. Droves of Vorvak in clusters of six to twelve formed hunter-killer teams, sniffing out enemy resistance and cutting it down with concentrated blasts from their clubguns, or bullrushes straight into the defensive measures. Like savage beasts from the ancient tales of humanity, the Vorvak broke barricades, leveled buildings, and burned everything in sight.

The panicked shouts of first responders and soldiers were interrupted by zippering bursts of fire from .50 caliber machine guns. Concussive blasts churned pits in the asphalt with the repeated detonations of 40 mm grenades fired from barrel-mounted launchers of M4 rifles.

Vorvak grew bloodied but didn’t slow. The only thing greater than the numbers of the Mighty Brood was their bloodlust. For the first time in 4,000 years, the spawnlings of the Vorvak were given the opportunity to test themselves against a new species in the realm of combat, and they rose to the occasion, carrying with them the ancestral proclivity for war and destruction.

Anti-tank munitions fired from the National Guard engulfed a small number of the invaders. The warriors that took direct hits were destroyed, and those nearby were stunned by the overpressure of the concussive force. Shrapnel coruscated along their armor, sparked and ignited, leaving a small handful of their warriors writhing in the streets, slowly consumed in the flames.

A small victory in an overwhelming series of lethal defeats.

Despite the best tactics and the lionhearted efforts of the human forces, their defensive action, their brave sacrifices… it wasn’t going well. These Vorvak couldn’t outright conquer Earth, I saw that now. Gather the armies of America alone, and the numbers would be too much for them to handle.

But they could destroy this city. And they would prove their point.

If it were not for Sert’s own Savage Brood, the tidal wave of the invaders would have already washed over the city of Fort Worth completely.

“Blue units withdrawing to the south side of Route 30. Cover them!”

The soldiers and the first responders did not blink.

“Rescue One, Hammer Zero Four with a priority one CASEVAC request.”

“Send it.”

“Fourteen civilian casualties, located at First Methodist Church. Mechanism of injury, uh… alien claws. Nature of injuries, blunt force trauma with some bleeding lacerations. Environment non-hostile for the moment.”

“Where’s that Carl G? Got a shit ton of them at Montgomery, light ’em up!”

They died fighting the enemy, fighting to save the wounded, to recover the fallen.

“CASEVAC is en route!”

Amidst the smoke and the flames and the screams of the brave human forces who stood their ground against the onslaught of an unstoppable enemy, an angry surge of gravity drives broke through the staccato gunfire and the steady pulse of the sirens. Sert gave the grip of his hoverbike several twists, revving the gravity drive until it redlined. The burly Vorvak warrior sped through the streets, passing within arm’s reach of burned out vehicles, piles of broken glass and cracked concrete and the casualties abandoned where they met their violent end.

Sert’s radio crackled with an incoming transmission. The breathy voice of General Stallings came in over the frequency.

“Stallings to Sert, do you read?”

“Yes,” he rumbled.

“Things look bad right now, but the violent action is contained to the downtown Forth Worth area. Warlord Berg is crossing a traffic corridor of some sort…”

They were talking about a freeway.

“...stand by for coordinate pin upload to your fiber-link.”

Ten additional hover bikes fanned out behind Sert. Dirk and the surviving members of his Elite honor guard glanced up at the sky as a UH-60 Blackhawk soared overhead.

“I have the coordinates,” Sert confirmed. “Berg will die this day.”

He cut the throttle and executed a hairpin turn. The grav-engines kicked up broken glass and ash as he came almost to a complete stop before twisting the throttle to full bore, accelerating at a blistering clip over the front lawn of a townhome, past an upside down military vehicle with shattered windows. The armor-paneled doors were scarred with the marks of Vorvak claws.

“Sert,” the grizzled General Stallings paused for a moment, his hesitation palpable. “This Warlord has no interest in meeting you for a challenge. He’s actively moving from your position, causing as much damage to infrastructure as he can. I have New Federation forces, as well as the Earth Defense forces, on standby right now. At a word from you, I can have them deployed to your location⁠—”

“No!” Sert barked. “This fool may balk at the traditions of the Vorvak, but I do not. Berg refuses the challenge like a coward. So I will hunt him down like a coward!”

Uncomfortable silence stretched over the frequency, disturbed only by low feedback and occasional static.

Strike Team Savage followed Sert, weaving their bikes between abandoned vehicles, craters left behind by grenades, and a few Vorvak corpses still burning in the street.

“Confine your efforts to humanitarian assistance and defense,” Sert said. “Until Berg is dead, the Mighty Brood will fight to the death. They must be shown the way.”

Sert dropped his voice to a lower, carnal register. A primal rumbling in the back of his throat. The warning growl of a predator about to strike.

“I will show them.”

Sert led his strike team over the street and up onto the freeway, pouring on the speed, cresting at 130 klicks an hour. He leaned forward over the bike, shoulders hunched aggressively, the airstream splitting over the crown of his scaled head.

He was on the hunt.

Nothing would come between him and his prey.
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Come. Back.

The song of the Void was no longer background noise. A ringing in my ears that could have been mistaken for tinnitus assailed me like a glass cabinet toppled in an earthquake. Pain lanced through my head. Shards of glass dragging along the inside of my skull.

I gasped. Tried to shout, but nothing came out.

I broke my concentration on the planetside feed of Earth, suddenly feeling adrift in the churning pull of whitewater rapids that I could not see and could not hear.

But I felt them.

The pull was a gale-force wind, and it tried to rip my head clean out of my body.

Not physically—the conscious part of myself.

I blinked, breathing ragged breaths, like I was fighting unconsciousness in a high-g maneuver.

I grabbed fistfuls of the sheets, my knuckles going white, my wrists shaking with pulses of adrenaline that chewed through my muscles like electrical surges. The pillow beneath my head was slick with my own sweat.

I’m dying. I’ve got to be dying.

“What the hell is happening to me?” I bellowed.

Quin popped into view, scraps of light dancing away from his hologram.

“Will, what are you doing?”

“I don’t know!” I said through clenched teeth. “It’s getting louder!”

Surprise and fear stretched his amphibian eyes into perfect circles.

“Oh. Right.” He looked away.

“Quin, help me!”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that, Will.” He shook his head and crossed his arms. “You have ignored my warnings and my advice one too many times. I don’t know how to help you.”

“Do something!” I pleaded. “Anything!”

I felt betrayed. Abandoned.

It crushed me.

Quin heaved a sigh. When he looked at me, his eyes quivered with pity. “Will Kaufman, you stupid, stupid human.”

It was hard to listen to him. Hard to focus through the pain.

But Quin was the only link I had to any knowledge of the Void. I’d read his Drifter logs, back in the beginning and several times since. None of them had ever mentioned anything like what I was experiencing. If he didn’t know what to do, then…

I was lost, and I didn’t know how to find my way back.

Come. Back.

I heard it in that staticky, distorted way I’d always heard the Void. A sound just outside my range of hearing, something felt more than heard.

The cackling laugh of a deranged madman.

Victor Aslanov.

The blood-curdling screams of an Astradian whose torment would never cease.

Captain Delpit.

I felt it in the deepest part of myself. The core fiber of my being.

I was next.

What shape would my mental prison take? Would I spend the rest of my life sobbing uncontrollably, locked in the cold iron bars of despair? Or would I become braindead? A mute zombie, unable to process the real world around me?

No. I wouldn’t let that happen.

I couldn’t. It was more than fear of death, or eternal torment. It was the fear of failure.

Of letting my friends down.

Of letting humanity suffer.

This was bigger than just me.

“Quin….”

The Foris AI gave a small nod. “In the beginning, I misjudged you, Will. I thought you couldn’t possibly be Void sensitive. You, a primitive human. It defied all logic!” He threw his hands up in frustration. “But here we are now, and you’ve Navigated in ways that fly in the face of all the experiences my biological predecessor ever noted in his logs. You have done things that should be impossible.”

He gave a mirthless laugh and a sad shake of his head, waggling his head probes. “You have superseded my ability in this area. You have gone too far. I don’t know how to bring you back.”

Too far. His words echoed in my head.

Too far, I thought.

Come. Back.

The Hollow raged. Teemed. Gnashed and churned, always consuming.

But if it had nothing to consume, then it would starve.

Wouldn’t it?

The pain did not recede.

The tidal wave threatening to pull me out of myself did not relent.

“If I went too far, then… I have to go back,” I gasped.

Quin narrowed his gaze. “What are you saying?” His tone became sharp and berating. “Will Kaufman, explain yourself! You do not—do you hear me?—do not throw yourself into the song! If you surrender now, all of this has been for nothing! Eddison will win. Is that what you want? For all we know, he was on the Black Knight and we’ve won! The war, the fight, always pushing yourself beyond the breaking point—you want that to be a waste?”

I cleared my throat. A sharp flex of pain made my eye twitch.

I was resolved. “I’m… going back.”

“No! Will, stop—” Quin’s shout was consumed by a deafening roar only I could hear.

I did not surrender, but I did let go.

I went back.
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Stringed instruments crooned with a desperate wave of non-music, calling from the ether of everywhere and nowhere. Their song was a desperate one. Pleading, beckoning, promising the stars.

The guillotine was about to drop. I couldn’t see it, but I knew it was there.

Waiting for me to lose focus. To catch me in a moment of weakness or idle distraction before it came crashing down.

Ping.

Floating in the nothingness of the white expanse between here and there, I felt cold. Detached.

Separated from everyone and everything I’d ever known.

Ping.

The sound of a submarine radar echoed in my head.

Sensation rushed back into my body.

Air brushed against my skin, carrying the smell of ocean water and rotting moss.

When I opened my eyes, the sky and the ground seemed joined together with no horizon to separate them.

Ancient rock surrounded me in shades of charcoal. My keen eye, courtesy of Dr. Heidelberg’s frequent reminders, recognized the formations as igneous—formed of volcanic material. Between the fragmented pieces, still puddles of water reflected the gray rock, the overcast sky draped in one single cloud from horizon to horizon.

I took in a sharp breath and shivered.

This was wrong. I shouldn’t be here.

It was a graveyard, but the graves were empty. Jagged rifts in the earth where moss-covered rock once marked the resting place of… someone.

Many someones. An entire race of people.

It reminded me of the Valley of Kings in Egypt, if the ancient tombs had been subjected to aerial bombardment and their grandiose architecture scattered in a debris field.

Crawling between the jagged edges of sheared rock, silhouettes of darkness darted between openings in the rubble. I’d been in combat enough to recognize enemy soldiers executing tactical movements in the field.

I stood, transfixed by the scene in front of me.

The soldiers of darkness worked to surround me.

“The Day of Reckoning is at hand! Seize your glory, Comrades!” Sert growled from somewhere behind me, but when I turned to search for him, I saw only broken rock and gray sky.

“Don’t break, Will,” Fera whispered. “Please, don’t break.”

Her breath scattered across the surface of the rocks. I could see the rippling of the sound waves, like the ghost of a breeze meandering over the graves.

“Humans are primitive. I tried to tell our young Will that he stands no chance against an enemy of this magnitude and scale, but did he listen? Of course not!” Quin proclaimed in his theatrical manner.

My hand grew heavy. I looked down to see an MD-14 in my grip.

The weapon’s design flashed in my mind. MD. Mass driver. High caliber flechettes dispensed through reciprocal magnets of opposing charges, actuated by depressing the trigger pad. Effective firing range up to 600 meters in standard atmospheric conditions and zero-gravity environments.

I blinked.

Thunder cracked in the distance. The air smelled wet. Moist.

A storm brewed on the horizon, darkening the clouds overhead.

Hail clattered against the rocks at my feet. Sparks danced along the ground.

I wasn’t fooled by the weather. These were flechettes inbound on my position.

I was taking fire, each strike of the ferromagnetic rounds ringing out like an armorer’s hammer striking the anvil.

Instinct lit a fire in my chest.

I dove for the nearest cluster of rocks and dashed my knees and elbows against the sharp edges of the rubble. Shadow warriors unleashed incessant volleys of fire that chipped away at my cover, chewing through the rock.

“Incoming! Sert, Benegal, move!” I shouted.

No response. I pressed my hand to the side of my helmet⁠—

The soft flesh of my palm contacted the side of my head.

I wasn’t wearing a helmet. How did I enter combat without a helmet?

“Atron needs Will Kaufman. The downfall of the Imperium is impossible if he does not survive!” Benegal howled from somewhere nearby.

His voice pulsed, ebbing and flowing with an underwater quality.

The incoming fire forced me to keep my head down. I could not try to locate my friends. I needed to deal with the immediate threat first.

Breaking cover, I brought my weapon up, finger hovering over the trigger pad. My fiber-link drew a holographic sight over the rail of my weapon as I swept the terrain in front of me.

Shadows stretched larger than life between the moss-covered rocks, like it was early morning or late afternoon. The source of the illumination was an effect of my fiber-link’s photon collecting view augmenting my visuals.

Through the phenomenon, red highlights drew themselves into the shape of Imperium soldiers.

The armor was black rather than white—against the dark backdrop of the ancient stones, it provided plenty of concealment as the soldiers broke cover and opened fire. A handful of officers in dress whites spread out amongst the rank and file, pulse pistols leveled as they shouted commands to their troops.

Not Krayvox, Astradian, or Annunaki. The soldiers were… different.

Elongated skulls, glowing eyes… they were familiar, in a deja vu sort of way that I could not narrow down at the moment.

I returned fire, dropping the first enemy I saw break cover with two presses of the trigger pad. The slam-slam of my weapon firing ended with two impacts to the lizard-man’s face. The serpentine skull changed shape in a cloud of viscera and swirling particles of purple light.

That light was familiar, too….

No time to celebrate my accuracy. More targets emerged from cover, saturating my position with a heavy scattering of flechettes.

I pivoted the barrel of my MD-14 and punched out a dozen rounds in rapid succession, scoring sparking hits on Imperium armor. The damage was enough to stagger a handful of my attackers, but the distance was too great for me to pinhole a helmet visor or catch one of the weak points at the neck liner or the joints.

I broke my sight picture and ran, incoming rounds slicing the air around me.

A waist-high tombstone offered me much-needed cover. Debris surrounded the base of it, spilled out in a two-meter swathe of pebbles and torn strings of rancid moss.

A puddle splashed beneath my boot.

I realized I was wearing my hiking boots, and suddenly nothing made sense.

I was in combat with no idea how I’d gotten here.

I ducked behind the grave marker and tried to catch my breath.

I tightened my grip on the MD-14 and followed my grip to my wrist, then to my bicep and my chest.

No Drayth armor. I was clothed in a long sleeve shirt and blue jeans.

“This is the Hero of the Rebellion,” a weak, scratchy voice breathed down my neck.

I recognized the voice. It was Tror.

I saw him die, I thought.

“This doesn’t make sense,” I said.

At the sound of my voice, the scene dissolved into darkness.

I looked down at my hands and found them empty.

When I raised my head to assess the scene before me, I was in a completely different space.

I smelled salt in the air. Felt tiny crackles of mist against my cheeks.

Heard the gentle rolling of an ocean tide.

The stones beneath me were an ornate white and black pattern.

“Where—?”

Something happened at that moment, like a switch thrown in the back of my head.

For the first time, I heard it. Really, truly heard the sound.

Tears flowed unbidden from my eyes. It was the most beautiful serenade, a song that celebrated life in all of its forms. My response to the overwhelming purity of the song came in a faint whisper.

“I came back.”

Acting on impulse, I raised a hand and opened my palm.

From the ether beyond space and time, directly in the heart of the void within the Void, the malevolent entity I knew as The Hollow, a Drift Lane broke through the limitless dark.

When it landed in my palm, I was swept away in its golden light.
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“The One-Sixty-Six just blew through the blockade at Rear Line, inbound for Earth!” Fera shrieked from her station. “Captain Winterbottom, if you don’t prioritize that ship, Earth is going to become the next Farakar!”

Like waking from a falling dream, my awareness came slamming back into my body with a jerk. An excited utterance leaped out of my throat before I could stop it. I was back in the Phaelon, alone in my quarters.

The Void faded as if it had never been. The song fell silent with a passing note of finality.

My body felt like I’d just run a marathon. Survived a heart attack.

I took slow, measured breaths to calm my racing heart.

Peace flooded me like a cleansing stream, and with it came restoration.

And clarity.

I might spend the rest of my life trying to sort through what just happened, but I had learned something.

“It’s always there,” I said aloud. “Even when I don’t hear it.”

I stood, adjusted my Drayth armor, and headed for the bridge.
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The battle for the Sol System had reached a stalemate.

Front Line was gone. Neptune Falcon and Eagle had been knocked out of commission. Rescue boats from Neptune Hawk were dispatched to evacuate personnel from both ships, but the outlook was grim.

The Imperium caravan of light cruisers spread their formation to cover a million square kilometers of space, trundling their way to the defenses scattered in and around the asteroid field at Rear Line.

Plasma cannons fired in measured cycles. Missile launches traded positions. Pulse batteries slathered energy damage that ruptured shields and chewed through nickel-iron hull plating.

Four Imperium light cruisers met their end with gaping hull breaches. Rapid decompression created a torrent of pressure that ripped the inner contents of the vessels into the hard vacuum of space. Soldiers, technicians, operators, and officers tumbled through a stream of equipment, structural pieces and panels, and venting clouds of precious oxygen.

The New Federation fleet fared no better.

Justice III succumbed to a cluster of plasma-cannon fire that severed the engineering section from the midship. The resulting reactor meltdown dispersed copious amounts of lethal radiation, taking the ship down with all hands lost.

The orbital bombardment vessel, designation One-Sixty-Six, slipped through the chaos, effectively clearing the blockade at Rear Line. Power redirected from offensive measures to propulsion, the ship barreled in toward Earth at maximum velocity.

Giving chase to the cruiser was not an option for Captain Riggle; he could not properly disentangle himself from the light cruisers ingressing on the asteroid field. In the face of such overwhelming firepower, the captain made the only decision he felt he could.

“Liberator Two, this is Captain Riggle of Liberator One. I am advancing into the enemy line. My reactor is primed for meltdown. My final orders are for you to redirect your position to one eight zero. Pursue the One-Sixty-Six to position Fallback, and godspeed.”

Liberator One did as instructed, retreating from the overwhelming firepower of a fleet they could not possibly threaten with their sole complement of ordnance. By the time they reached position Fallback, their weapons stores would be reloaded with fresh missiles, their plasma capacitors would be recharged, and they would be ready to fire off their final volleys in a Hail Mary attempt to stop the enemy from making the surface of Earth indistinguishable from the crater-ridden surface of its moon.

Desperation hung in the backdrop of every transmission.

The Imperium was winning, and everyone knew it.

But Captain Winterbottom on the Earthborn refused to accept it.

His long career as a decorated Captain in the United States Navy, bolstered with dozens of hours running simulations in the neural lace, coupled with the advice of his dedicated NASA team surrounding him and constantly providing advice… was no substitute for the real thing. But it did give him enough knowledge to at least extrapolate his maritime warfare acumen and translate it to the very new frontier of space combat.

“All fighter squadrons, this is Earthborn Control with a target priority change,” he transmitted. “Redirect all efforts to the One-Sixty-Six. Any damage you can do to that vessel, do it.”

“Control, Amber Lead, that’s going to leave your capital ships exposed,” Di said.

“Control acknowledges the risk. Orders stand.”

Di hesitated. “Amber Lead acknowledges redirect to One-Sixty-Six. Amber Squadron, form up.”

“Blue Squadron, coalesce,” the Anunnaki lead pilot commanded.

“Green Squadron, fold in.” The hiss made it evident the speaker was a Krayvox.

The starfield on the tactical display over position Fallback was crowded with fighters of all types as they formed into attack patterns and converged on the Imperium cruiser.

Captain Winterbottom hoped, perhaps more than believed, the fighters would make a difference. If they were able to damage antennas, receivers, sensing equipment… something vital on the ship, it might take their orbital bombardment option off the table.

Unlikely but worth the risk, in his opinion.

Imperium dagger fighters broke off their pursuit of the AX-71s and disc fighters and formed up in wings of their own, intent on laying down fire on the Earthborn and Sol Hammer.

Both capital ships had already been worked over by the daggers. They could take more punishment, but how much more was in question. The outermost layers of ablative hull plating had been weakened to the point that a single, well-placed missile would probably cause a catastrophic hull breach.

The options were limited. Desperate times, desperate measures.

Possible extinction was one hell of a motivation tool.

“Control, Sol Hammer,” Captain Caldera transmitted. “That’s a bold move.”

Captain Winterbottom did not offer a reply.

A reactor meltdown signature bloomed on the tactical display.

The transponder for Liberator One went dark. A few heartbeats later, two Imperium light cruisers transponders followed suit.

The bulk of the fight was largely over. It all came down to what happened at Fallback.

In the atmosphere of Earth, the fate of humanity was about to be decided.
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“Will!” Fera gasped as the door slid aside. “What are you doing? You’re going to get yourself killed!”

Benegal spared a glance in my direction, his eyes wide. “Will, you need to be recovering right now!”

I moved slowly, my limbs feeling like cinder blocks, my eyes heavy, but my determination unwavering.

Benegal stared at me, his jaw hanging open. Lockett’s murky cybernetic eyes followed me all the way to my seat in the pilot’s chair.

“Everyone, trust me,” I said with a weary sigh. “I can do this.”

Fera pressed her lips together, wanting to argue but deciding against it.

“I’m better,” I said again. “I figured it out. Trust me.”

“His vitals are… improved,” Quin noted.

“Okay.” She nodded and turned back to her screens.

I scanned the tactical display, putting the pieces together in my head as quickly as I could.

I saw a bleak picture. The only fight left was at Fallback, and the One-Sixty-Six was minutes away from anchoring itself onto a Langrange point and dropping landscape-altering fire onto my home planet.

The fear I’d felt when I first returned to Earth after the Battle of Jyraxis flooded me again.

It was my worst nightmare, and it was unfolding right before my eyes.

But I could do something to stop it. I had to.

Quin paced back and forth at the helm, hands clasped behind his back.

“Look,” I said, eyeing the starfield. I traced a finger from the position of the Earthborn to the One-Sixty-Six, then dropped a waymarker off into empty space beside the Earthborn. “Take us here.”

Fera raised a brow. “Will, that’s just empty space.”

“I know, it’s perfect.”

She gave me a blank stare. “What?”

“I have an idea.” I held up my hands to silence the disputations before they could come. “Time’s wasting, and if we had any other choice, we would take it.”

“Why does this idea of yours feel like a terrible one?” Fera asked, exasperated. She paused, relented, and said, “Just promise me you won’t get yourself killed.”

Emotion surged through me, but I cut it off before it could make me change my mind.

I gave a sad smile and said, “I promise.”

Both of us knew it was an empty one.

She bit her lip and nodded. “Strap in. Let’s go.”
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Fera worked the controls, bringing us into the empty space beside the Earthborn, and walked the throttle back to cutoff.

“Okay, we’re here. What now?”

I took in a shuddering breath. “Quin, follow along with me on this. No interruptions until I’m finished.”

He huffed and turned his back to me like a petulant teenager. I was too tired to roll my eyes.

“I’ve been calling Drift Lanes directly to us. It’s something Uriel showed me, before he Ascended. That’s how I’ve been dodging The Hollow. In my bunk, I realized that I have access to the Void at all times. Not just when I Drift.”

Quin turned his head slightly, his curiosity piqued.

I had laid the bait out there, and now I took the opportunity to set the hook.

“It’s why I had those nightmares, the same as Aslanov. Which means, we don’t need to enter the Void to Drift.”

Quin spun around, his mouth hanging open. “You’re going to attempt to call a Void Drift Lane here? How could you possibly….?”

“I don’t know if it will work, but….” I shrugged. “But it’s the only shot we have left.”

“This sounds like a bad idea,” Fera said, turning to Quin. “Is this going to undo reality, or create a rift in space-time or anything? What’s the possible negative outcome here?”

Quin let out an exasperated sigh. “I wish I knew.”

“This is uncharted territory,” Benegal said. “Dangerous.”

“Lockett would like to be let off ship first.”

“Out of the question,” Quin said. “I need you to keep running your station. And as for uncharted territory, we left that far behind, and long ago! Will is firmly entering into the realm of the abstract here. But supposing it is possible—to what end? That’s what I’m not understanding.”

“If I can call a Drift Lane to myself, I can call one to another Drifter, too.”

Quin gaped at me, but I could see in his eyes that he caught on immediately.

“Aslanov,” he said.

Fera looked confused between me and Quin.

“He’s still on the Earthborn,” I explained. “And Captain Delpit, the Astradian Navigator on board the Black Knight is still in the Void.”

Quin fidgeted with his head probes nervously. “It’s insane, Will. It won’t work. But… I’m in no position to stop you from trying.”

I smirked. “So you trust me, then?”

He frowned. “Not in the slightest. But it’s not like we have another choice if we wish to save your species.”

Benegal slumped back in his chair. “Whatever is to be done, it must be done quickly.”

Fera reached over, grabbed my arm, and gave it a squeeze. “I trust you.”

The One-Sixty-Six continued its path toward Earth, looking like a giant blade slicing through the gaps between stars. The telemetry data on my MFD estimated two minutes until it was in prime firing position.

Di and her fighters circled over the dorsal section, dodging PDC rounds and bathing sensor stations in pulse fire. The ventral section of the ship quivered with the pounding impacts of plasma launches. Missile strikes bloomed detonation clouds along the midship line.

But still the behemoth pressed on, undaunted by the incoming fire.

I steeled myself, then relaxed.

Nothing happened for several seconds, but I didn’t let myself doubt what I knew to be true.

The Void, whatever it was… it was always there.

I felt it. The slight raising of the hairs on the back of my neck.

Static electricity coiled against my skin.

Sound began to peak through from somewhere far away.

The serenade and the dirge, the harmony and the chaos.

I focused on the song, trying to keep my fascination with the otherworldly notes at the back of my mind. Stretching out my senses, without the aid of the Void Drifting suite, and without the Void engine powered on, I immersed myself in the Void.

It was like parting a curtain and letting the sunlight into a dark room.

I winced as the tortured screams of Captain Delpit assailed me.

Stretching out further, I found Aslanov.

He was laughing his hoarse, awful cackle.

Keeping the two sources of sound fixed firmly in my mind, I imagined a tether between them. The song of the Void rang out, like striking a chord on an instrument.

Something in my gut told me I was on the right track. That this could work.

Just… open the window.
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A Void Drift signature appeared on the tactical display.

Wrenched from the Void, the Black Knight surged back into reality, traveling at maximum burn as it followed the Void tether toward its intended target:

The Earthborn.

The only problem was that the intended flight path was obstructed by another ship.

The One-Sixty-Six.

The nose of the Black Knight pierced the larger cruiser at maximum velocity.

A colossal tangle of structural plating swelled and flexed around twin hull breaches. Gravitational forces of so much metal and material traveling under stress reacted in a kinetic firestorm of action and reaction.

Both reactor cores melted down. Radioactive fallout came in waves, dousing the surrounding starfield. Munitions exploded. Fuel cells ignited. It all lasted only a fraction of a second before the vacuum consumed it.

A thick field of shrapnel spread for hundreds of kilometers in every direction, pelting the Earthborn and the Sol Hammer, and smashing through several fighters that were caught in the blast radius.

The effort of straining against the Void took me over. I felt my body convulsing, but before I could react, paralysis slammed over me like a cage.

I didn’t pass out, but the fatigue was so overwhelming, lifting a finger was like trying to move a mountain.

Quin and Fera stared at the display, unable to speak.

Benegal and Lockett did the same.

I tried to talk, but the words only floated in my head.

I can’t believe it worked.
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Human bodies sprawled across the intersection, mingled with the wreckage of torn apart vehicles and structural rebar that had been shorn away from collapsed buildings. Behind the wall of death and ruin, a massive beast of a warrior stood to survey its handiwork. The scales that covered his body were calcified from many days spent under the surface of the polluted waters of his ruined root world. But it was there, deep under the depths, where the best prey could be found.

A true apex predator made its home near the source of its choice prey.

The Eylisk fish circled the darkness below. Low-swimming predators, they fed upon the more agile fish that congregated in upper levels, only leaving the comfort of their dark abodes when hunger forced them to do so. Ripe for the taking, if one could be fast enough to corner them, and strong enough to crush them before they wriggled out of your grip.

And so it was that Berg hunted the hunters.

He fed upon the bloated flesh of their bellies, and he shared none of his splendor with his fellow Vorvak. In time, the bounty of his skill was reflected in his prodigious size. He was the largest of his kind, the strongest, and the deadliest.

He had proved that fact time and again.

The various broods, in their ignorance, had challenged him.

He cut them down in the same way he cut down the skeletonized trees that refused to sprout the Honeydrip tubers the females once used to amplify their scent in the mating season.

He eviscerated them like he eviscerated the Eylisk fish, to show them not all hunters are blessed with equal skill. He crushed his challengers into the rotten dirt of his forsaken root world, the dirt that would not produce enough food to sustain his people.

And he hunted.

He hunted, he scored massive bounties, and he consumed them all by himself, because he was alone. His was a people waiting for the final sunset to signal the last Day of Reckoning for the final Vorvak.

It would be him. He would endure to that final day, and then he would shake his mighty fist at the sky, and the Vorvak would be no more.

This thought drove him to continue. To refine his skills, to kill any Vorvak that dared cross his path without a second thought. There could only be one Warlord, and though there were no wars to fight, he would maintain that legacy to his dying day.

Because Warlords showed no mercy. They took, and they killed, and they basked in the glory of their unshakeable strength.

Berg shared nothing because he owed nothing to anyone.

A loner from an early age, outcast for his rejection of the ways of the elders, Berg fed only himself. He became a perfect hunter. He refined the violence of his skills to an exacting art, though he knew there would never come a day when he could turn his claws and his rage on the enemies of the Vorvak.

Though the galaxy would never know it, he would not go quietly into death.

He would die a Warlord.

The Horn of Varakar changed everything for him.

When he heard the call of the Horn, his blood seethed with desire.

For the first time in his life, Berg tasted hope. He spat it out, instead chewing on the true meaning of the feeling.

Opportunity.

The raising of the Banner of the War Torch had been the call he’d waited for all his life. When he stepped forth into the midst of the Vorvak that would become his brood, he made the challenge. None took up the call. All bowed before him.

Including War General Nord.

In that moment, Berg knew he was right.

All of the Vorvak, the dregs of the galaxy’s mightiest warriors, were no longer hunters.

They had become prey. They were weak.

But he would make them strong. He would turn prey into predator, and he would prey upon all the enemies of the Vorvak across the stars.

And so he did. Berg forced the broods to swear loyalty to him.

They became the Mighty Brood.

As Nord agreed to follow him, their Annunaki Navigator took them from battlefield to battlefield.

Berg let loose his warriors upon the enemies of the Vorvak. They left none alive.

And now, the greatest test of all was upon them.

Conquering Earth. Once that was accomplished, he could rest easy on the Throne of Stone and wait for the lesser races to crawl before him, begging for mercy, offering tribute and bounties untold.

The Vorvak would be feared across the stars once again.

All that stood in the way of that vision was one rogue who had tainted his honor by falling into servitude of the lesser races.

Sert.

Warlord Berg laid eyes on the approaching hover bikes. He stood to his full four meters of height and slammed a fist the size of an engine block against his chest. His war cry shook the air with the threat of impending violence. A threat he had demonstrated he was very capable of carrying out.

Sert pulled up his hover bike and settled it onto the street. He dismounted and walked up the incline to meet Berg at the apex of the freeway, undaunted by Berg’s enormous size. “You have no honor! You will suffer.”

Berg flexed, muscles rippling and subtly changing the shape of the scales of his underbelly. A lifetime of pain and suffering fueled him to be strong. It was the raw power of his Warlord ancestors that coursed through him.

“And you,” Berg said, his voice like two boulders scraping against one another, “will die.”

Sert’s Elite fanned out to form a semicircle behind him.

They stowed their clubguns and watched.

The raised freeway made a spectacle of the challenge, visible for vast stretches throughout the damaged city of Fort Worth. The sounds of combat faded away as the Mighty Brood stopped their advance against the Savage Brood.

The only sound was the rotors of the CASEVAC helicopter transporting a batch of wounded to Phoenix Base.

Sert pummeled his chest.

Berg backhanded a stranded SUV and sent it spinning away, totaled.

So began the fight for dominion of the Vorvak. Sert tucked his chin and charged. Berg hunched his massive shoulders, clawed hands open in front of him. A wicked laugh spilled out of his stained teeth.

Sert slammed into the much larger Vorvak like a speeding bullet, a biological battering ram.

A crack of thunder split the air as the two warriors made contact.

Berg slid back along the asphalt until he anchored his claws to hold himself in place.

“Weakling,” he scoffed, shoulders dropping.

His arms wrapped around Sert’s midsection and heaved.

Sert went airborne, flipping head over heels. Berg turned and set his stance, thick tendons flexing along his joints as he reared back for a killing blow. Fast-twitch muscle fibers released their built up tension in a vicious snap as Berg sent a fist flying on an intercept path for Sert.

Sert lifted a knee, altering his fall to place his shell armor between himself and the incoming punch. Two large knuckles cracked against the thick shell armor.

Berg recoiled—not from pain, but to set up a follow-up strike with his left fist.

Sert slammed bodily into the street and rolled, a desperate move that spared his life as Berg’s left fist punched half a meter through into the street.

Sert found his footing and charged, this time with his claws up.

Berg yanked his fist free of the hole he’d made, raining asphalt in a wide arc in front of him.

Sert pounced for the giant’s knee with a series of furious swipes. Scales sparked and flaked away until the knee lifted and slammed into Sert’s chest, sending him ragdolling across the street, flipping end over end.

“You are weak!” Berg roared. “I will crush you into the dirt!”

Sert shook off his disorientation and charged again, this time at half speed.

Berg bellowed a war cry and slammed a clawed foot in a vicious curb stomp intended for Sert’s head.

Sert abandoned the charge, slammed the back of his shell armor against Berg’s knee, and lashed out with a swipe, leaving two lines of blood at the joint as he dove to one side of Berg’s massive legs.

The usurper howled, clearly more frustrated than hurt, and swung a fist behind himself. The blow swept harmlessly through the air, because Sert wasn’t there.

He had changed course again, this time prioritizing the other leg.

His claws savaged Berg’s calf with gnashing, cutting sounds like cleavers going to work in a butcher shop.

Berg threw his chest to the ground, burying Sert under him in a vicious body slam. The sound could have been a felled tree landing on a city street. The raised overpass of the freeway seemed to shake, its earthquake-resistant construction getting put to the test and, for now, holding up to the strain.

Berg flinched. He glanced down at the flattened ground, then raised his head in a howl.

As quickly as he could manage, Berg pushed himself up to his hands and knees, revealing Sert suctioned up to his chest like a barnacle.

Sert’s eyes were pinched and bloodshot, clearly damaged. His armor was cracked. But Sert’s claws were dug in up to his wrists between scaled shell armor in Berg’s armpit.

Berg stood and flung his arms, shaking like a wet dog. Sert stubbornly held on, a defiant roar spilling out of his open jaw. His arms shook with tension as he pulled, straining with every ounce of strength he could muster.

Something gave. Sert flared his elbows, the tone of his shout taking on a note of victory.

A sharp crack split the scene.

Berg turned and staggered to the edge of the freeway. He dropped to a knee and threw his shoulder forward, smashing Sert against the concrete and steel guardrail.

Sert was knocked loose and thrown free of his adversary. He skidded across the concrete apron and came to rest perilously at the edge. Blood soaked his palms and now poured from the wounds beneath Berg’s armpits.

Berg pressed his left hand to the wound at his right rib cage. When he pulled it away, the scaled palm was covered in blood.

The Warlord’s eyes grew wide with fear for a moment, then narrowed.

No one had ever hurt him like this before.

The ground shook with his heavy footsteps as he moved in on Sert, fists raised above his head, ready to deliver the elusive killing blow.

“I bleed,” he said, “but you die.”

Sert moved.

Fists and feet against the ground, he shoved, hard.

Berg’s fists punched clean through the surface of the freeway, opening a debris-filled hole two meters wide. So close to the edge, he was too committed to the attack to pull back quickly.

Sert rolled to his feet, tucked his chin, and charged.

Berg set his feet and held out his arms, straightening his back and crouching to lower his center of gravity in a desperate move to keep himself from toppling over the edge.

Sert’s charge culminated in a leap half a meter off the ground at the last moment.

He slammed the crown of his head into Berg’s spine.

The momentum was too much for Berg to overcome.

The fall was only seven meters, and landing on the crown of his head wasn’t a death blow.

But it did stun Berg him long enough for Sert to pounce and to rip out his throat.

Victory.

But…

The violence didn’t end there. Sert worked the big warrior over in a flurry of blood and gore.

When Sert was finished, he stood atop Berg’s chest, covered in the blood of his enemy. He held up two trophies.

The Horn of Varakar.

And the heart of Berg.

Sert spat blood. “I am Sert of Farakar,” he rasped. “Superior Warlord of Vorvak!”

After a few ragged breaths, he pressed the horn to his lips.

The horn sounded, and the Vorvak gathered near and far cheered.

Sert’s chosen elite began the chant, “Warlord Sert! Warlord Sert!”

The battle, the chaos, ended almost at once. Streams of Vorvak abandoned their work and trudged toward the sound of the horn until they had a view of the overpass and Sert.

Sert lowered the horn and wiped at a rivulet of blood that ran down his chin.

“I would address my people!” he bellowed.

“Silence!” Dirk shouted. “Your Warlord speaks!”

Sert gave him a nod of thanks as the rest of his Elite honor guard moved to stand beside him. To join their new Warlord.

Sert blinked his bloodshot eyes a few times, squinting at the crowd. “There is no honor in further subjugating Earth. This Kavat is complete, its purpose not honor—as Berg so clearly showed by refusing to meet me in battle that I may lead you—it was done to appease Berg’s master.”

He paused to suck in a breath and held up a clawed finger. “One Anunnaki. Eddison. The Imperium.”

All of the Vorvak seemed to be holding their breath. They hung on every syllable Sert uttered as he addressed them while standing atop the corpse of their former Warlord.

“Earth is small and helpless. It is weak. Though they fought bravely to defend. There is no honor in killing these pathetic humans! We want honor, comrades, and I tell you, there is none further to be found here.”

“Where shall we find our honor, great Warlord?” someone growled from deep within the crowd.

Sert set his jaw. “There is more honor in killing the predator than the prey.”

A beat of silence settled over the Vorvak. Sert waited a beat before continuing. “The greatest honor would be to fight and to slay one entity that claims it is unconquerable. The destroyer of Farakar. The Imperium!”

Cheers and shouts sprang up all around him. Sert waved a hand to stifle them.

“Despite Berg’s treachery, you have completed our Kavat with humanity. Unlike the Imperium, unlike Berg, they honor our tradition. My first act as Warlord will be to obtain a tribute from Will Kaufman, the king of the humans.”

“What spoils do the humans provide?” another voice asked.

Sert grinned. “There is a delicacy on this world, comrades. The greatest of bounties. It is called lobster, and the humans will prepare an honor banquet for us with much of this lobster. Tonight, we dine in victory!”

The Vorvak cheers echoed far and wide.
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I woke in the medical pod, feeling slightly delirious.

“Will Kaufman, you stubborn imbecile!”

“Hello, Quin,” I coughed.

The room started to resolve in my vision as I wiped the healing accelerant gel from my eyes and nose, and hacked up a fair amount of it that had gotten into my lungs. Quin stood off to the side, hands on his hips, glowering at me.

I looked away from him and found Fera at the side of the pod, working the controls. At the touch of a button, the glass tube raised into the ceiling, leaving me standing there with a thin pair of undergarments, the only thing preserving my modesty.

A shiver ran down my back as the cool air of space clung to the liquid running down my skin.

Fera stood and wrapped me in a hug. She kissed me. I kissed her back and tried to pull away, but she didn’t let me go.

“You have private quarters for that kind of thing,” Quin lamented. “This is the last thing anyone needing medical attention should be subjected to seeing. Besides, I have important things I need to discuss with that human, Fera.”

Fera released me. When she pulled away, her face was wet with tears.

“I thought you….” She couldn’t finish.

I brushed my fingers against her cheek. “I promised, remember?”

She laughed and shook her head. “I had two things I was going to tell you if you ever woke up,” she said with a sniff. “First… you’re completely insane.”

I gave her a half smile. “Guilty. And the second?”

“I love you.”

I don’t have words to describe the feelings that raced through me. She saw them playing over my face, and we both shared a smile.

“I love you, too, Fera.”

“Yes, yes, that’s all well and good,” Quin said, moving closer to me. “We can make a list of all the emotional connections we share with each other. It’ll be a fantastic waste of time. But there really is something I need to speak with you about, Will, concerning your blatant abuse of the Void!”

I waved him off. “C’mon, Quinn. It can wait. I need a break.”

He stared at me, flummoxed. “You… what?”

“Can’t you just give me an hour or something? I can’t handle a lecture right now. I’ll fall asleep or drift off, and you’ll have to explain it all over again later anyway. I’m human, Quin. You know this.”

“You’re using my words against me. To manipulate me. But you’re right, too, I suppose.” He snapped his fingers and disappeared in a puff of light particles.

Fera snickered. “I bet he gives you ten minutes. Tops.”

I shrugged. “Then let’s pray for twenty.”

She pulled me into a hug, and this time, didn’t let go. “Will, what happened out there? How did you… how?”

“I honestly don’t know if I could even begin to explain it. It’s like… it was like waking up and…” No, that was no good. I paused, reconsidered, and started over. “It was like when I suddenly knew I could understand Foris, kind of. But… I’m sorry. It’s… I don’t understand all of it. I don’t know what it means, or where I go from here.”

Something scraped across the deck and drew my eye to the back of the room.

I saw the last thing I expected to see: two Vorvak in the medical bay.

“We have company?”

Fera put a finger on my lips. “Layla is tending to Warlord Sert’s wounds right now.”

I narrowed my eyes in confusion. “Who’s Layla?”

She smirked and raised her eyebrows suggestively.

Layla was a female Vorvak, about half the size of Sert. Her shell armor was blunted at the top, not rounded like Sert’s. The coloring of her scales was a vibrant swatch of purples and greens that drew the eye. I watched her for a moment as she dabbed at Sert’s many wounds with a large medical towel.

I couldn’t believe it. A female Vorvak.

“The spoils of Berg’s harem,” Sert announced, as though it were the most normal thing in the world.

“Oh,” I said. “Uh, good.”

He grimaced. “I see your confusion. Layla is one of the last living female Vorvak. My Savage Brood now encompasses the totality of our people. We took her from the Mighty Flame.”

“It didn’t escape?” I asked, sure that the ship would have taken off once the tide of battle turned.

Sert’s grin widened. “The newly loyal Vorvak on board would not permit it. We plundered that ship, killed the Astradian crew on board, and laid rightful claim to what is ours.”

“Wow,” I said, truly astonished. “That’s a happy turn of events for you, isn’t it?”

Sert nodded. “The Vorvak will know glory once again. We have a Warlord, and he has his Queen. There are young warriors to train, and we have an enemy to test them against.”

“And lobster,” I said. “You’ve got that, too.”

He laughed. “More than you realize, Will.”

I wasn’t sure what to make of that.

“This is far from over, though,” Fera said. “We’ve got our work cut out for us. It’ll be good to have your people on our side, Sert.”

The mirth left him. “The Astradians will not work with Vorvak.”

“This one will,” she said.

“And I will, too. That means the New Federation’s going to have to take you guys seriously.”

Sert snorted. “We will see.”

Benegal and Lockett entered the room, the Drayth in mid-conversation with a holographic window that followed him.

“...is not what Lockett said. The Vorvak have made big sacrifice to prevent losses. Lockett has determined this is the smallest of gestures that can be made to demonstrate gratitude to the saviors of humanity.”

The person in the window was EDNA. She moved a lock of hair out of her face—I wasn’t sure why her programming elected to have her avatar do that—and smiled. “If Quintar is in agreement, I will make the arrangements. Is there anything else I can assist you with at this present moment?”

Lockett tilted his head. Benegal playfully swatted him on the back of the noggin. “Hang up, Drayth. You spend too much time communicating with people who are not in the room with you and not enough with those who are standing before you.”

Lockett cut the connection and rubbed the back of his head. “Skink better watch—ah!”

Benegal raised a fist, prompting Lockett to stutter-step away from him.

I raised a brow at Benegal, who simply shrugged.

“All in good fun,” he said, showing his teeth. “Quin told us you were ready for visitors… just not him.”

“Yeah,” I said. “What was all that about with EDNA?”

“The Drayth has convinced your people to provide a monument⁠—”

“The Lone Star atop the San Jacinto monument,” Lockett cut in.

“I’m confused,” I said. “Monument to who, and what’s the Lone Star… thing got to do with it?”

Benegal continued. “The monument is to the Vorvak on Farakar. The star is a gift of America, and humanity… should Warlord Sert wish to receive it.”

Sert nodded. “I accept. Though I never suspected a Krayvox would deliver such honors on behalf of a Drayth and humans.”

“We are one dysfunctional Den, are we not?” Benegal asked.

Fera smiled and shook her head. “We’re working together. That’s what Will was after almost from the beginning when I think about it. Seems like it’s working for us so far.”

I nodded. “And it’ll continue to work. We just have to extend this tight alliance to all of our people. Because it can’t just be the Phaelon against the Imperium.”

Layla, the female Vorvak, spoke. Her voice was surprisingly mellow and soft, not at all what I expected.

“The medical pod is ready for you, Warlord.”

Sert stood and put a hand on her shell armor. “You have dressed the wounds. More is not necessary. I will bear the scars of combat for the rest of my days, as a true Warlord should.”

Benegal stepped close to me and lowered his voice. “We have unfinished business, Will.”

Fera couldn’t help but have overhead the clumsy reminder. I gave her an apologetic smile.

“I know,” I said.

She frowned. “What’s going on with you two?”

I looked to Benegal to answer. He was on the spot, and I wasn’t sure if he was going to lie, deny, or just remain silent. Finally, he said, “Eddison is after something. We need to get to it first. Will’s root world is safe for now, but the rest of the galaxy is not.”

Sert stretched his neck, crackling his scales. “I smell war on the horizon.”

Benegal nodded. “The war has already begun. It never ended.”


EPILOGUE
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Wan sunlight fell over the monochromatic backdrop of the black sand shores of the Grand Archaeum. The Banner of the Umbraic Curtain draped itself atop an obsidian flagpole, unmoved in the lack of ocean breeze. The dark waters rested at the edge of the shore at low tide. The calm of the environmental phenomena seemed to match the stillness of the planet and those who gathered at the Arrow Cathedra.

The seat of Imperium power was quiet.

Still.

It was the deep breath before the proclamation.

The flick of the safety selector switch before the pull of the trigger.

Nord entered the Arrow Cathedra, unsure of how he was going to break the news to the Emperor Imperium. In his experience, it was best to just state the facts and take the abuse those facts warranted.

He had failed his people. He had failed in his campaign.

Most damning of all, he had failed his Emperor.

Berg had fallen to Sert in physical combat for the title of Warlord in the challenge on Earth. Vorvak honor and tradition held that the title belonged to him, although… Nord wondered if those honorable traditions had been for a more primitive time.

After all, even the Vorvak could recognize that strength without wisdom was not the best balance to have in a leader. Often, wisdom was actually more important.

He shrugged away the sentiment as he mounted the steps and entered the Arrow Cathedra’s grandiosity. Losing the bulk of the Vorvak was not an unrecoverable blow, but it was a blow nonetheless.

One that needed to be addressed. Accounted for, and eventually, corrected.

“Enter.”

Nord bowed before the throne, his eyes nearly touching the red carpet at the base of it.

“You bring news.”

Nord raised his eyes to look upon the face of his Emperor.

Marcus Eddison, they once called him. Vincere, they called him before, but now, he was known by another name.

Emperor Imperium.

Nord’s gut trembled with fear.

“Lord of Stars, I bring news from the battlefield of Earth. The Vorvak invasion has… it has failed.”

Nord held his breath. This was his first time bringing news of this nature to the Emperor. He did not know what to expect.

The reaction he received was the last he would have expected, which only served to chill his nerves even more.

The Emperor laughed.

“The struggles of our enemies are in vain, Nord. This little victory is nothing except a reminder that Will Kaufman remains a cunning warrior. We are not through with him yet.”

Nord was grateful he had returned his face to the floor, for he could not stop the shock and confusion from showing. How was a defeat nothing? It did not make sense.

“Bring up the star chart.”

Nord retrieved his Tab and activated the hologram function.

Stars leapt from the device, painting a black canvas of open space in the air between him and the Emperor.

“Stand.”

Nord came to his feet immediately.

“Are the Drifters ready?”

Nord swallowed a lump in his throat. “Yes, Lord of Stars. They await your command.”

The Emperor smiled. In that moment, he looked most like his former shell, the human man called Marcus Eddison. The mirage did not last. Grim determination melted those features away, replacing them with the stern visage of a conqueror who intended to seize their objective by any means necessary, regardless of the cost to the enemy, and to himself.

“Then let us begin.”
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