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Things…

The breeze from the lake made the air smell fresh and a little salty. I 
basked in it for a stolen moment with my eyes closed. I took a deep 
breath to quiet myself. 

Slowly, I turned to see the city. It was lifeless and dead. The build-
ings that should have been tall and beautiful were now sad and still. 
They lacked the neon electrical glow that all cities emanated to make 
you bask in their unique glory.

A dirty orange house cat walked alone in the debris; it stopped and 
stared at me, wondering why I didn’t stop this devastation.

The tallest of the towers had already fallen. Without the gravi-
ty-xelds to keep them standing, they had simply crumbled under their 
own weight. Thousands would have died in that moment; I was glad 
I had arrived here too late to see it. There would have been nothing I 
could have done eMcept bear witness. jaybe there would have been a 
small “ustice in that simple act.

There was a companion there with me, but I couldn’t make her out 
in the “umbled events of the dream that I was now only realising I was 
having.

A sound from above startled me. I looked up, so did my companion.
?What is it”H she asked.
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?1ne of the orbital cities is falling, now that the power’s o2,H I 
replied. The dream knowing far more than the dreamer.

The clouds burst in a rainbow hue as the falling titan emerged. It 
was covered in all the colours imaginable. The dream knew it resulted 
from gasses being ignited by the heat of an unprotected planetary 
re-entry. jillions would be dead already; more when it made plan-
et-fall. 

An ethereal, yet familiar voice xlled the air, as if the sky itself was 
talking to me. 

“Did you think you were done?” she asked.
The world faded to black around me, leaving only the cold dead 

remains of the city in front of me, and the cat. 
“It’s only just started, Jon.”
The dream fell away; I let my vision linger for a xnal instant as I felt 

myself waking.



Chapter 1

Scenic

It wasn’t the sound of the ship’s braking thrusters mring that woke 
.ec I’. not .ulh of a pi;otv whateLer yea was doing at the lontro;s 
was none of ., lonlernc It was when the hu;; started shaking with 
weapons mreT I delided I .ight take an interestc

I turned oLer in the tin, bed to ask ., wifeT yibb,T what she thought 
of the sounds of altion and adLenturev she was gonec I b;inked id;, at 
the e.ptiness for a .o.entc

zhe ship shook again and the sounds of the shie;d generator mNNing 
in response m;;ed ., earsc I sat upT slratlhing ., s,nthetil ar.T whilh 
lonstant;, laused .e a Ler, s;ight irritationc zhe ship alle;eratedv I 
fe;t the qip in ., sto.alh that i.p;ied we were inLo;Led in one of the 
.ore lo.p;ilated defensiLe patternsc Aow ., interest was piOuedc 
I grabbed so.e trousers and wandered out of the .odest;, siNedT 
uti;itarian bedroo.c

I found ., wa, to the bridgeT whilh wasn’t altua;;, .ulh ;arger 
than ., ;iLing spalec S bad;, ;it roo. with a gre, .eta; qoor and three 
stationsc HperationsT weaponsT and qightc zraditiona;;, yea wou;d q,c 
Ehe was one of the mnest pi;ots I had eLer knownT and it was her shipc
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I sat at the operations station and ,awnedc It ollurred to .eT I 
probab;, ;ooked a .essc I had found trousers and an o;d white tjshirtT 
but I hadn’t so .ulh as thought about a brush for ., teeth or hairv 
a;soT I wasn’t wearing an, shoesc

I ;ooked oLer at yibb,T who was sitting at the weapons lonso;ec 
Ehe was nonjorganil and possessed superior reqe“esT whilh .ade her 
e“leptiona;;, we;; suited to shooting thingsc Xer kind had natura; 
e“le;;enle at thinking in ter.s of speed and .otionT so.ething that 
organils a;wa,s strugg;ed withc Ehe was better at spalejbased lo.bat 
than an, taltila; lo.puter and far .ore enGo,ab;e lo.pan,c

”Bood .orningT ., ;oLeTM she said with a s.i;e and a lutjg;ass Loile 
that I adoredc Ehe mred the .ain energ, lannon at who.eLer we were 
;olked in lo.bat with and g;anled balk at .e with a winkc 

Ehe was e!ort;ess;, beautifu;c W;onde hair and fairjskinned with 
spark;ing green e,esv e;egant and unwaLering;, we;;jspokenc zoda, she 
was wearing a qattering for.jmtted b;ue Gu.pjsuit and her hair was in 
a bare;, organised bunc

”?orningR Uhat did I .iss5M I askedc Uondering if I shou;d be 
lonlerned about the shooting and hoping I lou;d mnd a lo!ee to b;ess 
., da, so.eti.e soonc

”yea started a mght with ,et another zhinker wingcM Ehe ro;;ed her 
e,es as she spokec 

zhe zhinkers were the rale that we were at war withc UeT being 
the Eo; a;;ianlec zhinkers were a rale that e“isted as pure energ, and 
funltiona;;, i..orta;c Ss sulhT not Ler, prone to riskjtakingc

Welause of this tendenl, to p;a,jitjsafeT the, had been sending 
SIjpowered mghter groups to Eo; territor, for weeksT rather than riskj
ing their own skinsv or whateLer the, had insteadc It wasn’t a partiluj
;ar;, e!eltiLe strateg,T but zhinkers weren’t good at warfarec zhis was 
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the mrst lonqilt in their rale’s entire histor, if the relords were to be 
be;ieLedv I was a ;itt;e dubiousc

I pushed so.e buttons on the lonso;e in front of .e to bring up 
the lurrent seltor slans and rested ., head on ., handc zhere had 
been three shipsc zhe nu.ber that .ade up a zhinker Cwingc’ Ue were 
now down to the ;ast onec zhe on;, reason that it was taking so ;ong to 
mnish this mght was belause yibb, was waiting for the perfelt opening 
to destro, it with .ini.a; da.agec

Eo; spale had been pealefu; for a;.ost a hundred ,earsc Aone of the 
liLi;ians had an, sort of shie;d on their shipsv the, had neLer needed 
the.c AowT we were at war though and shie;djgenerators were not 
on;, rareT but far .ore e“pensiLe than was reasonab;ec Ue were tr,ing 
to destro, the zhinker ships we enlountered in wa,s whilh ;eft their 
generators sa;Lageab;ec Ue .ade a point of donating the. to liLi;ians 
we .et on our traLe;sc 

yea a;so rea;;, enGo,ed testing the ;i.its of zhirteenc zhis Czhirteen’ 
was the selond ship to bear that na.ec zhe mrst was a Eo; a;;ianle 
shutt;e that we ;ostT a;ong with so.e friends in so.e relent uniLerse 
saLing unp;easantnessc zhis new one was inmnite;, betterc Bifted to 
yea b, an o;d friend of .inec

”Bot itRM yibb, said la;.;, as she mred the .ain gun with surgila; 
allural,c ?o.ents ;aterT I fe;t the ship’s .ain engine power down and 
the braking thruster’s mrec

”I swear the,’re altua;;, getting worseRM yea del;ared as she unj
bulk;ed herse;f fro. her seatc ”HhT he, YonTM she greeted as she notiled 
.ec 

yeaT ;ike yibb,T was a stunning beaut,c Jn;ike yibb, thoughT it 
was not belause her bod, was s,nthetil and designed to be sulhc yea 
was a Wrilkc S spelies who was genetila;;, predisposed to ph,sila; 
perfeltionc Ehe had mer, red hair and an ange;il fale that wou;d put 
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eLen others of her own kind to sha.ec Ehe wore her usua; Cunifor.’ 
whilh was a pair of mtted Geans and a hugging purp;e tjshirt that said 
C7aptain Xottie’ alross the front in b;alkc yibb, had .ade it for her 
as a GokeT but she ;oLed it and threatened that she wou;d get .atlhing 
ones for the rest of usc

”Wreakfast ti.e5M yibb, askedT ;ooking oLer at the wrelk that was 
.ec I qilked ., wrist to bring up the qoating interfale of ., 7irl;et 
deLilec I ;ooked at the ti.e and gaLe it another qilk to dis.iss itc ”It’s 
mLe in the .orningRM I said with heaL, e,e;idsc I was hungr, thoughc

Ue ;eft the bridge and .ade our wa, down the .eta; stairsc yea turned 
to the .ain ;iLing areac ”I’;; lookc Fou go get the shie;d lasesTM she said 
as she Lanishedc 

C7ooking’ altua;;, .eant pressing the CfaLourites’ button on the 
food hatlhc zhe auto.ated kitlhen wou;d take the food out of stasis 
and de;iLer it to the hatlh in .o.entsc EoT for yeaT looking Gust .eant 
not he;ping with the sa;Lagec Weing the laptainT it was her Gob to 
de;egateT or so she to;d usc

yibb, and I went down another delk to the botto. of the shipT to 
the largo ba,c Ue sea;ed the ba, and altiLated the shie;d CB;assc’ zhe 
ba, door opened ;ike a giant .outhc zhe CB;ass’ was a shie;d that kept 
air in but a;;owed free passagec It Ouite ;itera;;, ;ooked ;ike a so;id pane 
of g;assT henle the na.ec

I ;ooked out into spalev its Lastness neLer fai;ed to hu.b;e .eT as 
l;ilh8d as that isc I wasn’t inti.idated b, itT not as so.e werec zo .eT 
spale was an o;d friendT for a;; the ;ong ;ife whilh I had ;ed and fro. 
the .e.ories I had fro. eLen before this ;ifeT spale was the sa.eT the 
one lonstantc S friend I wou;d eLentua;;, Lisit againT no .atter what 
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e;se lhangedc In so.e etherea; wa,T it was ;ooking balk at .ec Epale 
and I had a good understanding of one anotherc

”I’;; passT ,ou latlhTM yibb, ordered or askedv I was neLer surec I 
grunted in agree.ent and snapped .,se;f out of the thought I was inc

I l;eared .,se;f out of the wa,v she took a run up and ;eaped out 
of the B;assc Ehe passed right through it with easec zhe .o.ent she 
;eft the grip of the ship’s graLit,T she began .oLing ;ike a tin, mghter 
shutt;ec I watlhed as she e!ort;ess;, qew around spale as though she 
were born to itc

Ss a nonjorganil ;ifejfor.T or AHyB as her kind was knownT she 
had a;; sorts of usefu; abi;itiesc Hne of whilh was lonlussion b;asters 
bui;t into the pa;.s of her handsc In spaleT the, were e“leptiona;;, 
eClient thrustersc Snother usefu; abi;it, was that she lou;d speak 
direlt;, to .eT eLen without an at.ospherec Ehe perfor.ed this ;itt;e 
trilk b, sending her Loile direlt;, oLer her own interna; lo..unilaj
tion s,ste.c

I tapped the ;itt;e button on ., 7irl;et twilec It a;wa,s lonnelted 
.e direlt;, to herT if she was in rangev she was usually in range.

”Fou see the mghters5M I askedc
”FeahT I’;; start with the one that’s qoating awa,cM
zhe wristjbased 7irl;et deLiles .ade it see. ;ike the sound was 

lo.ing fro. earphonesT whilh I wasn’t wearingc I rep;ied at a nor.a; 
Lo;u.ev I knew yibb, wou;d hear .e mnec zhere was no .ilrophone 
to worr, aboutv 7irl;et lo..unilation worked lr,sta; l;ear;, regardj
;ess of balkground noiseT whilh was end;ess;, usefu;c

zhe three ships were anno,ing;, hard to seec zhe, had ;ight abj
sorbing pane;s alross the. and I lou;d on;, .ake the. out b, their 
si;houettes b;olking an, ;ight the, passedc InLisib;e to .eT .ost;,c If 
the, were ;itT the, wou;d haLe been ug;, ;itt;e art;ess lubes with a ;arge 
gun turret at the front and two tin, wings on ealh sidec Dalh one being 
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the siNe of a s.a;; surfale Lehil;ec S t,pila; uti;itarian zhinker designc I 
had a sudden .e.or, of an arlhail shutt;e I used to own in a di!erent 
;ifec I wou;d haLe la;;ed it a car balk thenc

Ehe g;ided oLer to where she had pointedv I watlhed through the 
B;assc I lou;d .ake out the interna;s of the shutt;e appearing as she 
e!ort;ess;, ripped the stea;th pane;;ing o!c Ehe gaLe it a few we;;jp;aled 
Naps with one hand as she he;d on to it with the otherc S few selonds 
;aterT a fa.i;iar thilk gre, reltang;e was pu;;ed freec Ehe gaLe it a shoLev 
it began qoating towards .ec

zhe ne“t was a ;itt;e l;oserc zhe shie;d bo“ la.e out with a;.ost no 
e!ortc SgainT it was qoated towards .ec 

zhe third inLo;Led a ;itt;e .ore Napping to free itT but eLentua;;, it 
la.e out intaltc zhe shutt;e it was attalhed to was ob;iteratedc It’s not 
;ike an,one was going to .ake use of it an,wa,c It had been shot at a 
;ot a;read,c 

I tapped the pane; on the wa;; and altiLated the ;oading me;dc It 
generated an energ, that wou;d take a;; the Le;olit, out of an obGelt as 
it passedc It stopped things fro. spale fro. lo.ing in at the speed of 
bu;;etsc zhe mrst shie;d bo“ la.e through the B;assT it instant;, la.e 
to a stopc I tugged on it and pu;;ed it to the edge of the me;dc It fe;; to 
the ground with a thudc I Gu.ped balkT worried for ., bare toesc I was 
a ;itt;e .ore larefu; as I grabbed the selond onec

yibb, arriLedT ho;ding the thirdc I disab;ed the me;dc Ehe la.e to a 
gent;e stop as the ship’s graLit, took ho;d of herc Ehe he;d the bo“ as 
if it weighed nothingc zhe, were the siNe of ;arge suitlases and si.i;ar 
di.ensionsv I lou;d bare;, ;ift the.c

zhe on;, da.age I lou;d see was the sing;e burn where yibb, had 
lut awa, the lontro; trunksc I l;osed the hatlh whi;e she .oLed the 
other two to the edge of the ba,T where .ost of our largo was tied 
downc
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Ue pu;;ed a ;arge net oLer the.c I pressed another button on the 
pane; and the net sulked down tight;, oLer the bo“esc I s.i;edv I had 
no idea how the net workedT but watlhing it get sulked down was 
a;wa,s entertaining to .ec zhe ;ast thing we wanted was our sa;Lage 
getting bounled a;; around the largo ba, the ne“t ti.e we were in a 
mghtc

”Ue;;T after a;; ., hard workT I think I’Le earned ., feedTM I GokedT 
taking yibb,’s hand and heading direlt;, to lhef yea’s kitlhenc



Chapter 2

Family

Lea had been alone and, as usual, she had set the animated decor 
to ‘Aquarium.’ The walls, which were three-dimensional projectors, 
convincingly replicating the seabed with light streaming in from the 
ceiling, or surface, as it appeared to be. The illusion wasn’t complete 
though as the koor was clad in a plush brown carpet and the furniture, 
which was mostly faxe wood and leather armchairs, sat oH to one side. 

The area that served as a xitchen was at the far end. A little counter-
top poxing out of the wall ne“t to the food hatch to give the impression 
of a xitchenette divide. The Natch was cunningly disguised as part of 
an undersea rocx by the wall’s projection.

F!o ”ishIB Y demanded as Y entered the room.
F!o, Y ordered you Eacon and eggs,B Lea grinned as she put the 

plate on the table. 
FRou xnow the Wsh bother him,B Libby said supportively as she sat 

down. 
F”ineIB Lea conceded as she sat with her plate of fruit and pastry. 
FThirteen, set walls to apartment,B Libby instructed, addressing the 

ceiling. 
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The ship’s computer chimed with a friendly bell sound and the 
walls morphed from the ocean koor into a tastefully decorated city 
apartment, complete with a massive window overlooxing a city sxy-
line. The view was based on the apartment that Libby and Y owned on 
our adopted home-world, Kentral. The weather and traOc outside the 
projected windows were as authentic as we could maxe them, based on 
the most recent information we had from the planetary networx.

FYs he still sleepingVB Y asxed, referring to Ea’an, the fourth member 
of the crew, or passenger. Yt wasn’t clear whether or not he was staying. 

FRep. Yt’s concerning how much he sleeps,B Lea noted as she pulled 
at her pastry-based breaxfast.

FY thinx it’s because you xeep him worn out,B Libby joxed.
Ea’an was, until recently, the Xresident of the ?ol alliance, or as Y had 

constantly mislabelled him ‘Ding of Uarth.’ 
2nce the war broxe out, he had conceded power to his vice presi-

dent. 1hile Ea’an was a hugely popular leader he was not a native of 
Uarth. Ne was a Jampire, a race of pale sxinned poets with red eyes 
and lips. ?ome, lixe Ea’an, had large rough sxin covered wings that they 
usually xept tucxed in tight, lixe a cape.

Nis species were considered to be honourable and wise by pretty 
much everyone. They were refusing to get involved in the current war. 
?ol intelligence said that if push came to shove, they would support 
the Thinxers. Ea’an had, reasonably enough, decided that there was 
no way he could lead ?ol into a conkict with his own home world. 
Yt would have been politically dubious and morally unthinxable. Ne 
had hitched a ride with us when he stepped down and, at some point, 
started sleeping with our captain.

1hen he relinquished his position, we had already decided to travel 
bacx to Kentral via the longer route because we were, lixe him, trying 
to xeep a low proWle. 1e weren’t hiding, not really, but after our recent 
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adventures, we had somehow gained a lot of public interest. Yt was 
made even more problematic because my daughter, Moanne, was the 
Jice Xresident who Ea’an had handed power to.

2ur plan was to spend si“ weexs kying bacx to Kentral via TG-Gri-
ve rather than travelling there instantly via a 1arp-hole from Uarth. 
The main beneWt of our choice to taxe the longer route was that we 
weren’t required to Wle a kight plan. As such, no-one would xnow 
where we were heading and the si“ weexs it toox to get there would 
hopefully be enough for the public interest in us to die down. Also, 
in deep space, we couldn’t accidentally cause any political issues for 
Moanne.

1e had enjoyed our time together. Gespite the daily encounter with 
Thinxer wings, and the occasional stranger in need of a shield bo“, 
it had been an uneventful trip. Eetween the ship’s raw power, Lea’s 
piloting sxills and Libby’s shooting, there wasn’t a lot in this sector of 
space that concerned us very much. As such, it had been rela“ing, for 
me at least.

Secently, Y had endured a few months with a very eHective amnesia, 
due, in no small part, to the interfering actions of a pseudo-deity. 
That’s the earlier mentioned old friend who gave Lea the ship. Af-
ter the whole mess was over, or as over as it could be, Y suppose. Y 
was grateful to spend uninterrupted time with Libby. Y also needed a 
chance to get my head straightened out, literally.

1hen your old friend is both a reality-altering super-entity and 
your e“-wife, having her do you the favour of ‘restoring’ your memory 
can be a little intense. Y had found that Y would fall into mental holes 
where Y would thinx about things too deeply and ‘checx out’.

Y was doing it right now. Y realised this when Y noticed Ea’an was 
sitting ne“t to me.
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F:ood morning,B Y said to him, the moment Y noticed he was there. 
”rom the half-eaten plate of meat in front of him, Y assumed he had 
been there for a while. 

FAh, bacx with us, are youVB he observed, armed with his deep, 
charming voice and sporting a sincere grin5 as well as a mouth full of 
something axin to chicxen. Ne was shirtless, as was fast becoming the 
standard for him. Ne wore a silver necxlace with the ?ol crest on it.

Ne was tall and regal, thin but athletic5 sxin so pale he made Libby 
loox tanned. Nis lips and eyes were blood-red, and his teeth sported 
little pointed fangs. Ne had a thicx, blacx head of hair with a chest to 
match.

Nis people were a race of poets, artists, and philosophers. As such, 
the image of the Jampire had become synonymous with safety and 
trust all across the Ulder worlds and alliances.

FGamn it. AgainIB Y was getting quite annoyed with these mental 
checxouts now. At Wrst, they were entertaining, but now, they were 
bothering me a great deal. 

…y granddaughter Da’ona, a doctor, had assured me that while 
the sudden inku“ of memories was playing havoc with my brain, she 
was certain the side eHect would pass after a few months. ?he had 
reasonably enough advised that they didn’t let me ky the ship for a 
while. Y had never been much of a pilot anyway, so it was good advice, 
regardless of my medical capacity.

…y daughter, granddaughter and Y had a unique biology that 
was referred to by its medical shorthand as Eio-static. 1e never age, 
breathing is optional for us, we aren’t susceptible to poisons. Sa-
diation and gasses can be ignored, and we are incredibly insensitive 
to temperature changes. 1e do, however, require massive intaxes of 
biomass daily. This is a nice way of saying that Y get really hungry, often 
suddenly. 1ith this in mind, Y got myself more bacon and sat bacx 
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down. Thanxfully, my eating habits were well understood by everyone 
aboard Thirteen and Y didn’t have to worry about looxs of judgement.

Y looxed over at Libby, who was checxed out herself. Ner eyes were 
closed. ?he seemed totally immobile. 

F1hat did Y missVB Y asxed. Ea’an went to answer, but Lea got there 
Wrst7 F?he’s in a meeting with Mo.B 

Libby, as Y have said, is non-organic. ?he enjoys permanent bilo-
cation. Thanxs to recent upgrades she could support two physical 
bodies, xnown as Avatars, as well as being persistently present in her 
‘core,’ the computer that is essentially her brain or soul, depending on 
your point of view. Ner core was connected to the rest of the universal 
networx, so she had a lot of information readily available.

Csually, it wouldn’t be possible for the signal that transmitted her 
consciousness to her avatar to operate in deep space, but thanxs to a 
pseudo-deity, she had an upgrade. Ner speciWc signal was now, we were 
told, encoded directly into this iteration of reality. …eaning physics 
no longer limited Libby’s range. ?ometimes, socially speaxing, it made 
sense for her to go ozine in one location while she was in a meeting 
in another. …ade it easier to follow for us slow-minded organics if she 
didn’t suddenly just xnow things.

Y Wnished my breaxfast just in time for her to open her eyes again. 
FEacxIB she e“claimed. 
FAndVB Ea’an asxed, desperate for news from home. 
FY’m downloading today’s news feeds to the ship’s computer for 

you right now, Ea’an,B Libby smiled, xnowing how important this was 
to him.

Ea’an left, eagerly hunting for a data tablet. Ne may not have been 
the Xresident anymore, but he never stopped caring lixe he was. 

FY lixe that he has a hobby,B Lea said with an aHectionate grin. 
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FYt’s not a hobby. Ne’s literally the greatest leader in human histo-
ryIB Libby reminded her. 

FRes. Eut he’s also ‘Eany,’ president of cuddles.B Lea replied, nurs-
ing her coHee cup with a warm and slightly menacing grin. 

FY really don’t want to thinx about that any more than Y have to,B Y 
said, as Ea’an sat himself down on the leather sofa on the other side of 
the room. Ne put his feet on the coHee table, data tablet in hand. Ne 
began to read all the day’s updates with equal parts glee and dread5 still 
shirtless. The greatest leader in human history, shirtless and reading 
the morning paper. Y never could get used to it. Ne was far more 
pro-shirt when he was in oOce. 

FAnything for meVB Y asxed.
FMo says she’s heading to Kentral in about three weexs. ?he also 

wants us to pay a visit to Gavid Atxinson when we get there.B 
Gavid Atxinson was a computer engineer, one of the best. Uveryone 

loved him5 Y found him smug and annoying. Gespite that, he was a 
good man who had got himself unwittingly involved in our recent 
adventure. Ne had taxen a plasma round to the face in service of 
the greater good. :ranted, he was wearing my personal shield and 
other than suHering an unpleasant tan, whiplash, a broxen arm and 
radiation poisoning, he was Wne. Easically9 Y didn’t lixe him.

FWhy?B Y asxed, trying not to allow myself to fall into a thought 
vorte“.

FNe’s written a boox, apparently. Yt’s about Aygah,B Libby said, 
waiting for me to vent my instant irritation.

Aygah, my e“-wife was the one responsible for our recent problems 
as well as the current e“cellent state of the universe. Y realise that sounds 
lixe an overstatement, but she really was the architect of reality. ?he 
wasn’t a pseudo-deity when we were together. ?he picxed that up after.
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Y wasn’t sure how much Gavid xnew, and Y certainly wasn’t thrilled 
with the idea of him writing a tell-all about what he thought he xnew, 
either.

FThat little pricxIB Y e“claimed, loading the words with more spite 
than perhaps they needed.

Libby made a sound that Y can only describe as Fuh-huh,B and 
refusing to get sucxed into an argument, she turned to Lea. F2h, 
Lea, you’ll be pleased to xnow that you are now oOcially no longer 
a member of the ?ol …ilitary.B

A bitter-sweet wave of emotion slowly spread over Lea’s face. 
FU“cellentIB she said with a dubious satisfaction. 
?he was pleased to be out, but she had been enlisted for a very long 

time. ?he had e“pressed some concerns about Wnding herself adrift, 
without purpose.

Lea had taxen well-deserved leave, but she didn’t want to risx get-
ting ordered bacx to the Wght. !one of us wanted any part of this war. 
!ow that she had her own ship, she wanted to be her own boss. ?he 
had begun the process of resigning her commission before we had left 
on our trip.

?he sipped her coHee thoughtfully.
Libby had oHered to pay for Thirteen to stay in worxing order, as 

well as cover all docxing charges and ta“es. Yn e“change, she would be 
our personal transport. Yt was a good deal for Lea5 we all xnew she 
wasn’t going to let anyone else ky us anyway. Libby had made it sound 
lixe a job so she wouldn’t feel bad about letting her pay the bills. Libby 
and Y had more than enough to cover it5 we also xnew that Lea wasn’t 
good at xeeping a hold of her cash.

FNow long until we’re bacx to KentralVB Y asxed.
FThe TG-Grive should be charged again by now. 1e’ll be in Kentral 

controlled space in9B she trailed oH for a moment, doing a rough 
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calculation in her head, Fabout two hours. 1e can’t play with the 
Thinxer patrols again5 we should be able to cruise in TG for the rest 
of the journey. Three days at most,B she said, still half thinxing about 
being out of the military for the Wrst time in almost thirty years.

Kentral, my favourite of the planets, was a hub world, meaning it 
had multiple ‘natural’ 1arp holes around it. Yt was about as multicul-
tural as a planet could be. Yt was, oOcially, a world that belonged to 
the Jampire government and due to us holding dual citiKenship with 
?ol and Kentral, we were not allowed to engage our weapons system 
anywhere in their territory. 1ith the war and the fact that we were 
transporting the recently retired ‘Ding of Uarth’ it would have been a 
terrible idea for us to test the eOciency of the Kentral legal system. Y 
was e“pecting them to asx us to revoxe our ?ol papers in a few weexs. 
Yt was a hot topic on most the news feed that Ea’an xept reading to us. 

FLibby, have you read today’s newsVB Ea’an called from the sofa at 
the other end of the room, as if on cue. 

F2bviously,B she replied with a raised eyebrow. ?he read everything5 
it was a trivial tasx for her. 

FMoanne has ordered the construction of three more Dingdom class 
ships, lixe …ercia,B he said with deep annoyance.

Ea’an was an outstanding leader, in no small part because he saw 
violence as a last resort. The fact that ?ol had …ercia, the largest single 
battleship in the gala“y, was, in his opinion, a concern. …ore being 
built was not something he would have allowed, had he still been in 
the position to maxe the decisions. 

…ercia had been our home-away-from-home for the last few 
decades. Y had been worxing as a consultant for the president, re-
searching ‘The Uvent’. This was the name for the moment on the 
Wrst of Manuary nineteen hundred when reality had suddenly changed. 
1e had gone from horse-drawn carriages and gas-lit streetlamps to 
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spaceships and aliens in a single moment. Xeople at the time had two 
sets of memories and from then on, all of human history was diHerent. 

FEa’an, we’re at war. …ercia’s e“istence is the only reason that 
Thinxer forces have been so cautious.B Libby said sympathetically, but 
pragmatically. 

As sincere as she sounded, Y had no doubts that she had voiced some 
similar concerns to Mo herself when she saw the news.

FY xnow, but what about when the war is overV They aren’t going 
to decommission them, are theyV Yt’s too much power.B

Y thought about his point. Numans were conservative by nature 
and, on top of that, they were superb at building weapons. Yt was 
one reason we had chosen Kentral as our new home. The potential 
for things to go wrong on Uarth scared the absolute shit out of me. Y 
wanted to be as far away from it as Y could get.

Yt was only the leadership of good people that had xept them peace-
ful for so long5 there was a political change happening now, Uarth 
wanted teeth. Y had faith that Mo was qualiWed to xeep the wolves caged, 
for now at least, but the future worried me.

F?ol didn’t start this war, Ea’an,B Y said, instantly realising that Y had 
sounded far sterner than Y should have. 2n some level, echoing my 
guilt. Y had played a part in this war starting after all.

FNmmm, Y suppose you are right. At least so far, there hasn’t been 
a major conkict. Xerhaps Mo will still Wnd a diplomatic solution.B Ne 
made an over-the-top gesture with his thumb, tapping it against the 
glass panel in his hand. Ne had turned the page on this topic both 
literally and emotionally. FAh, looxs lixe the media still haven’t got 
bored with you, Mon,B he smiled as he read.

FNow soVB Y asxed.
Libby was shaxing her head at him with great annoyance. Y assumed 

that this meant she wasn’t planning on telling me.
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F:o on,B Y demanded of the room.
Ea’an opened his mouth to Wll me in. Libby cut him oH. At least she 

could control the delivery, if not the content. FAccording to the news 
feed’s we’re already living in a beach-front property south Kentral 
Xrime,B she e“plained apologetically.

F1ell, looxs lixe disappearing into deep space was a waste of time 
then,B Y sighed. 

Lea stood up. FY’m going to get the TG-Grive Wred up.B ?he was no 
happier about the news than Y was.

FYt’s nonsense. 1e’re still days away,B Libby said, trying to maxe me 
see how stupid the article was.

FRes, but we will be on Kentral in a few days and there’s no chance 
of going under the radar now, is thereVB Y sulxed. 

An artiWcial and classically digital male voice cut short our conver-
sation as the ship’s computer spoxe7 F1e will be engaging our TUU 
GUU Grive in one minute.B 

Y put the plates bacx into the food hatch and ordered another coHee.



Chapter 3

Central 
(Prime)

We spun down our TD-Drive and dropped into normal space at the 
edge of the Central System. I felt good. I was on the last trek down the 
path that led to home.

We were all gathered on the undersized bridge of thirteen. Ba’an 
always stood in the doorway. He didn’t have any skills that would be 
of use when it came to ships operations, but if we needed something, 
he was happy to take the job of runner and chief Are marshal. L job 
that had proved its own worth more than once on our trip. I always 
thought he would make a great captain, like on an actual star cruiser 
or some massive military ship. I suppose being a leader is a transferable 
skill. 

Nea was strapped into her seat, the pilot’s chair. Nibby at weapons, 
which we had purposefully deactivated to appease the local law. I sat 
at the scanner console. We weren’t scanning for anything right now. 
There were no surprises to watch out for in Central space. We were 
mostly just hanging out there, with Nea. 
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Central was one of three Rarth-sized planets orbiting a young sun. 
It was a little larger than Sol. Central, our destination, had two moons 
and one massive spaceport in orbit. The other two planets in the 
system had essentially become industrial infrastructure over the years. 
It would take us an hour to get to the Central’s surface now, and then 
a little walk and we would be home.

Nea pressed the button that transmitted Thirteen’s identity code on 
a wide band. “oments later, the communication system lit up. 

”This is Central patrol two-twenty-one bravo to Sol ship Thirteen, 
acknowledge please.K

”Hello, this is captain Nea Ua-‘ay of the Sol ship Thirteen. Lc-
knowledging your authority.K 

Nea was doing this as by the book as possible. 2sually, she would 
have just said, ?Hi,’ but we were trying to get through this with as little 
noteworthiness as possible.

”Thank you, captain, can you resend your ID code pleaseqK 
Nea pushed the dedicated button to transmit our ID again. 
”Thirteen, you have no Oight plan on the public register. Is this 

correctqK The patrol oXcer didn’t sound suspicious. It was simply a 
checklist that he had to go down. Nots of people didn’t bother Aling 
a Oight plan. It wasn’t reYuired and was only useful for Anding you if 
you failed to turn up at your destination. We had a nice ship with nice 
guns and shields, not worries about arriving safely.

”That is correct, Central patrol. We like our privacy,K Nea replied, 
as ePortlessly charming as ever.

”xkay, ‘eep your guns cold and your shields no higher than ten 
percent. Rnjoy your stay. Nog your arrival with planetary authorities 
when landed.K 

”Will do.K
”xh, and ThirteenqK
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”FesqK she answered, a little suspicious herself now.
”3lease tell 3resident Ty that we said hello. He’s a great man.K
We all glanced back with a grin at Ba’an.
He sighed and pressed the communication button on the wall ne;t 

to him. ”Thank you, Central patrol. That means a lot.K 
We all laughed, even though it meant that our ship’s name was well 

known enough that there was no chance we would go unnoticed as we 
had hoped.

We had to get an e;tra-large bay for Thirteen. We landed on Central, 
in the city of 3rime and our building was within walking distance. We 
hadn’t been back since it was half blown up when it was attacked by 
a terrorist group a few months back. That seemed like a lifetime ago 
now.

We walked down the docking bay ramp and were greeted by a 
robotic manager who would look after the ship for us. The manager 
was a humanoid design, bald with orange skin and a grey jumpsuit 
sporting the orange logo of the docking company. It was no accident 
that the robotVs skin was the same colour as the company logo. 

Nea locked the ship, with nothing but a thought and some focus. 
Its lock was something called a Eeural Lctuation System. It was a 
technology that allowed access only to the people on its list. It pattern 
matched our brainwaves and on top of that, we had to think of a key 
while it was scanning us. In this case, it was looking for the memory 
of a speciAc coXn-like device that very few people had ever seen. !rom 
our point of view, we just had to walk up to it and think of the image. 
The door would open. We knew it was secure because this technology 
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was one of the many things that our ship had, which simply didn’t 
e;ist in this iteration of reality. 

The downside, Nibby couldn’t unlock it. unfortunately, she had 
nothing which the lock considered to be brainwaves.

Thirteen looked new still. It was a rough te;tured silver ship. I 
hadn’t seen it much from the outside and never from a planet’s surface 
like this.

It looked rather like a huge, thick dagger in shape. Stubby wings that 
housed its shield generator nodes. The rear portion, the handle of the 
dagger, was a slightly darker shade of silvery grey and housed a lot of 
the telemetry eYuipment as well as the TD-Drive. 

Behind that was a rounded communication dish. TD-Drives 
worked by generating a propulsion Aeld and our sub-light engines 
were cold-force panels that were built into the ship’s armour segmentsG 
they would light up blue when active. There were no jets or fuel mi; 
thrusters to deAne its shape. The blade portion was where most of the 
rooms were housed. The edges tapered oP to each sideG the shape was 
used to accelerate a beam at the edge of the point. If we could have seen 
it from above, we would have seen the large window on the bridgeG a 
single panel of shaped glass, or glass-like material at least. 

Ba’an was Anally dressed like an adult againG not only was he wearing 
a shirt but a high-Yuality suit complete with waistcoat and ornate 
pocket watch. He looked like he would have been more at home in 
5ictorian Nondon than in modern-day Central 3rimeG other than his 
almost white skin and wings, that is. His attire was traditional for the 
social elite of his species. xn Central, no one would give him a second 
look anyway. It was one of the many reasons I loved this planet.

”Nibby6 This is going to be e;pensive,K Nea called over as a ship in 
the bay ne;t to us lifted oP, the wind picked up to match the noise. 
Nibby walked over and produced a payment card. ”
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Fou think I should help with the ship billsqK Ba’an asked me Yuietly. 
”Eo6 Nibby makes more money every month than your old job paid 

you in a year,K I replied.
”xhq I always wondered,K he trailed oP.  
If you asked Nibby about her job, she would tell you without fail 

that she was a philosophy teacher, nothing more.
In reality, she also owned the patents and designs for some incredi-

bly advanced LI core processors. Lmong these patents was ownership 
of the TNC system. It was something that was put in all LI cores 
above a certain grade. It automatically scanned the core for signs of 
sentience. It would make the optical output switch to 7reen if it found 
it, amber if it didn’t and red if the intelligence had its weapons armed 
or intended violence against organics. TNC was the preferred name 
for it, though it stood for ?TraXc Nife Chip’. Something that Nibby 
said she found incredibly amusing when she designed it, many years 
before I met her. The thing about the TNC system was, it was legally 
reYuired to be Atted to all cores. This meant that every manufacturer 
had to pay Nibby’s shell company for the use of the design. She didn’t 
charge very much at all, but the incredible number of LI’s built each 
year only ever increased. She was insanely wealthy at this point.

3ersonally, I was happy enough with the very reasonable govern-
ment wages I had drawn for decades. That said, since marrying Nibby, 
she had ensured I never had to use my own savings for much. Eot 
that I wanted more than a place to work and a constant supply of 
replacement jackets. I tended to get shot, burned, or stabbed. Which, 
as a professional historian, was a constant source of surprise to me.

Ba’an did okay too. He had been president of Sol for longer than any 
other individual in history and had run unopposed for most of it. The 
man was almost a saint and his adoring citizens had voted to increase 
his remuneration year by year.
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Nea, on the other hand, was an underpaid pilot who drank most 
of her money. I was pretty sure she had only stayed in the military, so 
she knew she would have somewhere to sleep. Eow she had Thirteen, 
good friends and a reputation as one of the Anest pilots that Sol force 
ever produced. She Yuite literally had everything she ever wanted. She 
didn’t drink any less though. 

Nea wandered over to us while Nibby Anished paying. She was wear-
ing green denim shorts and a red hoodie, which was an odd combina-
tion, but she was pulling it oP well. It’s remarkable what you can get 
away with when you are genetically predisposed to beauty, and you 
know it.

Nibby joined us a moment later. Still wearing a blue jumpsuit with 
the number thirteen on the back. She had found a bunch of them on 
the ship when we Arst e;plored it and had been wearing one since. It 
was functional and while we were travelling, she spent a lot of time 
Ooating around space looking for shield bo;es. It was a very practical 
outAtG she liked practical. 

”Fou sure you don’t mind me staying with you guysqK Ba’an asked 
us. He held Nea’s hand almost without thinking. She noticedG I 
glimpsed a coy smile.

”Ba’an. We have an entire building and we have only ever used the 
top Ooor. I’ve called ahead and asked Doors to prepare apartments for 
both of you, on the same Ooor. Uent-free, yours forever, with love,K 
Nibby said sternly as we walked out of the port. Ba’an thanked her. 
Rven though it was trivial for Nibby to oPer, he seemed genuinely 
touched by the gesture. Nea had already discussed in great detail how 
she was going to decorate hers.

The so-called planetary authority we were supposed to report to was 
actually just a form that Nibby had sent before we left the ship. xcca-
sionally, an oXcer would ask a traveller to wait while they came and 
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inspected their ship, but there was little reason to And us suspicious. 
Ships coming from Rarth were rarely inspected. The planet was too 
boring to be on a smugglersV route.

We took the long walk to the building slowly. It was morning at 
this end of the vast city. Lfter si; weeks in space, it was nice to feel the 
permanence of a planet beneath us. The sky was tinted with purple, 
and the clouds were as blue as RarthVs own sky, causing all the light 
which bathed us to have a neon Yuality to it. It was a clear sunny 
morning tooG a rarity on Central, which was another reason I like the 
planet so much.

The architecture of the city was modernG neon, metal and tallG really 
tall. “ost buildings broke through the cloud level. The sky was a 
never-ending sea of shuttles and a layer above that, larger ships loomed. 
Nots of buildings had shuttle bays right in the sides of them and they 
never seemed to be Yuiet, not even for a moment. Lnything too big to 
At in a large ground bay was not welcome in the atmosphere, for the 
most part. Those large ones would have to shuttle things down. The 
constant sound of ship sirens and shouting from all the levels above 
was warming to me. It was the sound of home.

The ground level was just as busy, but it was mostly with bike-like 
personal shuttles and many people on foot. This area of the city was 
close to the centre. It was almost always busy. There were also an odd 
number of food vendors boasting that they made their feasts ‘while 
you wait’ 9 guaranteed to be fresh and not ‘stasis stale’. I had been alive 
for a long time, and I had no idea what ?stasis stale’ was. That said, my 
pallet wasn’t particularly discerning.

We carried our bags and talked of the things we had missed about 
Central. We all had nice things to say. Nibby loved that non-organics 
had true eYuality here, both socially and legally. Nea enjoyed all the 
diPerent ships that were constantly visible. Ba’an basked in being back 
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on a 5ampire colonised world, there weren’t many of his own kind on 
Rarth. !or me, it was the freedom. Central had no cohesive fashion, 
aesthetic, or social ?norm’ to conform toG no one was ever weird here.

”Why didn’t we just land the ship on the roof of your apartment 
buildingqK Nea complained as the novelty of walking wore oP.

”Because it would All the entire landing area and I may have some 
visitors,K Nibby replied. 

3ersonally, I wasn’t convinced that Thirteen would have even Atted 
on our rooftop landing area. It was huge compared to the little shuttles 
that usually arrived. 

”Llso, the bay staP will clean it and scan it for micro-fractures. We 
have been in space for si; weeks, Nea,K Nibby argued. Nea knew thisG 
she knew everything about her ship. She just didn’t want to walk.

We made it to our destination. L tall but unassuming building with 
glass doors that had brass bars as handles. The glass was slightly frosted, 
but we could make out the marble Ooor and the reception counter 
through it. Nibby pushed it open.

The noise of the city was kept outside by the thin door, which no 
doubt was assisted by an invisible shield layer. The reception counter 
was occupied by a Agure made of assorted silver pipes that had a large 
green holographic eye for a head. When it saw us, the Agure stood up. 

The lobby had a pristine marble Ooor, but everything else was old 
wood. xld brass lights and ornate glass shades gave it a classical feel. 
There was a large, curved elevator door on the left and one on each 
side of the reception desk. 

”Doors6K e;claimed Nibby as she saw him. 
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Doors Oashed his eye oP and on in surprise. ”Rlizabeth6K He replied, 
”Fou’re a day early6K

”We areqK she noted. Nea pushed past me to hug him.
I brieOy wondered how huggable a person made of pipes could be.
”Hello Konathan,K he said through the almost assaulting hug. 
”Hey, Doors6K I replied.
”“emory A;ed now, sirqK 
”Fes, thank you. It’s also a little upgraded.K 
The last time I had seen Doors, I was fresh out of a coma and had 

no idea what was happening. Shortly after I arrived, the top Ooor was 
shot to shit and Nibby threw a tank out of the window. Doors turned 
up and used his large energy cannon to correct the problem.

”xh my6 3resident Ty. It is an honour to meet you sir,K Doors added 
as Nea Anally let go of him.

”7ood to meet you, too, buts it’s just plain Ba’an now. I stepped 
down.K Ba’an replied with a little awkwardness I had not seen him 
display before. 

”I’m not a citizen of Sol, but I assure youG you would have had my 
vote. I am most happy to meet you, sir.K Doors stood a little straighter 
than usual when he spoke to Ba’an. 

It was agreed that we would give Nea and Ba’an an hour to unpack 
and acclimatise. Then they were coming to our apartment for lunch. 
Lfter all, we still needed to decide what we were going to do with 
ourselves now. Doors was invited too, of course. 

The lifts at the back of the lobby were just that, plain old elevators. 
The curved one to the side, however, was the only entrance to our 
apartment. The doors opened almost instantly when the button was 
pressed, the little recess contained only a pale blue light. The light was 
a tiny and very complicated pinch or ?!old’ in space. !or all intents 
and purpose, it was a magic door that led to our apartment. It would 
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only Are up when the elevator button was pressed by someone who 
had the authorisation to visit, or if Doors opened it. !olds were huge 
power draws and e;pensive to set up. They were rare to see outside of 
high-proAle evacuation systems and the homes of the insanely wealthy. 
To Nibby and me, it was nice insurance to have an apartment that had 
no physical entrance, and she could deAnitely aPord it. 

Nibby had always said I was paranoid, then we got shot at in our own 
home. Eow her idea of ?basic security’ put my paranoia to shame. The 
entire building had been upgraded with concussion cannons, shields, 
and backup power sources. Having Doors at the entrance should have 
been enough security for anyone.

The !old lit. We stepped in and then stepped out into our apart-
ment on the top Ooor of the building. 



Chapter 4

Homecoming

Our apartment had been repaired while we were away. Doors would 
have seen to that even without Libby asking him to. The Fold powered 
down behind us and was now just an area near the wall that had a 
section of smoked glass covering it. Had I inspected it, I would have 
been able to see the hazy detail of many complex circuits and power 
converter traces behind it. The smoked glass extended to a small area 
of the Soor I was standing on. 

Libby kicked oA her shoes as she always did. ;he was annoyingly 
untidy, which was a surprise given how organised she was in the rest 
of her life. “lso, her brain was literally built atop of a library algorithm’ 
I assumed she had become untidy intentionally, though I never could 
”gure out why.

-INm going to get changed,E she announced with a content sigh, 
vanishing into the bedroom to the left of the main living space.

The apartment wasnNt exactly as it was the last time we had been 
there. The Fold was Sush against the wall now, before it had lived 
behind some doors. The ”replace was moved to the left a little, it was 
no longer a column of brickwork in the middle of the room. It was 
now a freeRstanding feature. Holographic Sames Sickering nicely on a 
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shined black marble plinth. 1e had plush, luxurious black carpet. Our 
sitting area under the large window was slightly raised with a step that 
was edged in a pink glow. The horseshoeRshaped red sofa remained, 
with the stubby large round coAee table in the middle. There was 
a table to the left of it that had data tablets and a couple of other 
seemingly random devices strewn across it. 

The large window that went the width of the room and was autoR
matically shaded to block out the bright Gentral sun. “t this height, it 
was Xuite a sun. 1e were just above cloud level here’ come the evening, 
it would look glorious.

I took oA my grey Ulven ranger jacket and looked around for someR
where to hang it. I aAectionately remembered that I lived with Libby. 
There was little point in ”ghting the rising tide of disorganisation. I 
dropped my jacket on the Soor next to the Fold and wandered to the 
right, to the kitchen.

The kitchen was a small room with a single countertop and some 
cupboards above it. It contained only rations and water, in case of an 
emergency, which was probably never going to be needed, but as I have 
already said, I have lived long enough to know the value of backup 
plans.

The only thing in there that actually mattered was the silver food 
hatch. I waved my hand and the Soating menu lit up. I would have 
known what planet I was on just from the food selection menu. 

2y options were seemingly limitless, with delivery times listed next 
to them. 1hatever I chose would be ordered from the nearest place 
that had it then taken out of stasis already prepared and expressed over 
to the hatch via conveyor, Fold and ?od knows what else. It was decaR
dent, insanely complex, overly priced, and wonderfully convenient. 

On a ship, even a big one like 2ercia, you would have a far more 
limited menu and the time would be thirty seconds or less for pretty 



HUYD;Lq!

much everything. On a planet, it was easy to connect all the cafes 
and markets. smaller buildings would have their own kitchen in the 
basement that would do the same thing, but you had to stock your 
own stasis chamber. This was LibbyNs building though, and as such, 
she wasnNt afraid to spend a little extra for the best on oAer. 1e had a 
planet level menu with express subscriptions to every service. I could 
order anything from anywhere. 2ost things took less than a minute 
to arrive at the hatch, but the longest time I could see as I scrolled was 
a Xuarter of an hour.

I pressed for an Ulix. 2y drink of choice. It was also the strongest 
thing on anyoneNs menu. I couldnNt get drunk, but I liked the Savour. 
It was a wonderful, elusive and tangy syrup, nothing was Xuite like it. 
I drank a lot of it.

I wandered back into the living area and pulled oA my boots. I put 
my feet on the coAee table and felt like something lifted from me, 
”nally relaxed, home, after a long time. 2y memories were intact. I 
had nothing to do, no one to report to, and not a single problem in 
the world. 

Libby came out of the bedroom in black shorts and a purple shirt 
with some sports teamNs name across its front. ;he sat next to me. 

-Have you started freaking out yetKE she asked.
-“bout whatKE 
-For the ”rst time since INve known you, youNre technically out of 

work. Wo project, no mystery to peer at,E she said with a smile. Wot 
trying to tease or taunt me’ she just knew how I was wired. ;he was 
right. It was on the precipice of my relaxing mind. It had been ever 
since we left Uarth. 

-It may have occurred to me that I am, in fact, now at something of 
a loose end. 4es,E I smiled, pulling her in a little closer. 
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-4ouNre a historian. 4ou also have the advantage of experiencing 
most of history ”rst hand. 2aybe you could write about it, or lecture,E 
she suggested, projecting her own passion for teaching onto me.

-Wo‘ ?iven that I know for a fact, all of recorded history is the mad 
cobbling together and the manic edits of “ygahNs plan, it would feel a 
little dishonest to propagate the crap.E I realised that I may have some 
issues to work through about this subject. 

-2ad edits or not. ItNs set in stone now, isnNt itK “s she told us, itNs 
literally the best possible version of reality.E

I grumbled to myself about -mad godsE and she glared at me a little, 
but lovingly. 

The Fold lit up at the far side of the room. I glanced over at it and 
heard the faint click of LibbyNs combat systems coming online. ;he 
was jumpy.

“ ”gure appeared as the light blinked out. “ woman stood in our 
home. Dark skin and black hair. ;he was wearing green overalls and 
carrying a large amber bottle. 

-Bay‘E Libby exclaimed as she ran over to hug her. BaNona, Bay to 
her friends, my granddaughter. 

I hugged her, too. 
-1elcome home guys‘E she said, thrusting the bottle at me. 
-1hatNs thisKE I asked. 
;he was busy complimenting Libby on how nice her hair was. 

LibbyNs hair was always nice. -Oh, itNs something I found in the Ulven 
market. “ nice stall owner down there makes it himself, only sells it to 
people he likes.E ;he smiled widely. -ItNs bootRleg Ulix.E
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I grinned and popped the lid oA the bottle. It tasted potent and had 
a grittiness to it that was pleasing. 

-Thank you‘E I said, taking another healthy JsipN from the bottle. 
1e were just starting to catch each other up on recent events and 

the Fold lit up again.
AaNan and Lea appeared in the living area. The instant response 

sXueaked out of LeaNs mouth, -Bay‘E 2ore hugs happened. I wasnNt 
aware that they were getting along this well. Bay took a moment to 
greet AaNan. They werenNt Xuite at the hugging phase, but they seemed 
friendly and, most importantly conSictRfree. 

I had exchanged a few emails with Bay on the way back to Gentral 
and made sure she knew about the relationship that Lea and AaNan 
had developed. Bay and AaNan were friendly enough now, but a few 
years ago, they had fallen into an intense but shortRlived relationship. It 
ended because he was always a politician ”rst and a boyfriend second. 
They were ”nally on, mostly, good terms as long as the topic stayed 
away from government aAairs. 1hich should be easier now that he 
was no longer a part of those aAairs. ;he didnNt seem to have a problem 
with the budding romance, which was a relief. Lea was my best friend’ 
I didnNt want tension between her and Bay.

Doors arrived a little later, also with a bottle of something in hand. 
It seemed odd having a sixRfoot person made of pipes hand me a bottle 
of wine. It was good wine, or so AaNan assured me.

Doors, like Libby, didnNt eat or drink. I hadnNt spent too much time 
with him until then. I was surprised at how funny he was’ dry but 
razorRsharp. He was also an excellent storyteller who couldnNt have 
”tted in better with this group of friends.

Lea was mixing her drinks with reckless abandon. AaNan was preR
tending not to be overindulging in the wine. I was wondering if Lea 
was a bad inSuence on him. 
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Libby activated a subprogram that simulated the state of JtipsyN. 
;he was then convinced by Lea to, and I Xuote, -run it again, itNll be 
funny.E ;hortly after this conversation, she was at least as giggly and 
confused as everyone else. 

Bay and I, being AioRstatic enjoyed the company and basked in 
the atmosphere, but were unable to reach lightheaded, never mind 
actually drunk. 

1e had put music on and got Ulven food out of the hatch. It had, 
at some point, become a party. I wished that Coanne had been there to 
enjoy it with us’ she was oA running a planetary alliance and managing 
a war. It seemed like another life to us in the safety of Gentral.

The late afternoon turned to evening. The conversations never 
ended. The most noteworthy highlight of the evening was AaNan asking 
me where the toilet was. Libby, who at this point had somehow gone 
from functional to trashed, informed him that we didnNt have one, 
giggled and fell oA the sofa. 

The truth was, we really didnNt have one. Weither of us had that 
reXuirement. He complained loudly, using very unRpresidential words 
about the inconvenience of having to go to the lobby, then back up a 
lift to his apartment just to Jtake a damned piss.N His need outweighed 
his outrage, and he left. He came back half an hour later, admitting 
that he may have had an accidental nap.



Chapter 5

Cogs

Morning hit me through the window in the bedroom. I turned and, 
as happened a lot, was greeted with an emptiness where Libby was 
supposed to be. I wandered into the shower, that I still, with all my 
memories restored, considered to be a ‘magic light’. It fashed at me vor 
a minute or so as I got dressed. My clothes being cleaned by its glow as 
well as my body.

I entered the main room, stepping o;er Libby, who was vace down 
on the foor, passed outk though iv I as-ed her, she would call it ‘ovT
fine’. 

zhere was a small personTsiKed lump under a blan-et at the end ov 
the sova. I assumed where Cay Vnally ran out ov energy.

I perched on the edge ov the coEee table, fic-ing my Sirclet screen 
out, chec-ing the time and the news veeds. zhe war was still var away, it 
seemed. zhere were some political issues with the Nampires and Harth 
that I decided not to bother reading. 

I noted to myselv that I would ha;e to ma-e sure our citiKenship 
paperwor- was in order in case things got dicey. My daughter may ha;e 
been the president ov Rol, but Sentral was my home. zhat was going 
to get problematic iv the Nampires did pic- a side.
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My thoughts were interrupted by the sound ov a sharp inta-e ov 
breath vrom the foor. Libby was awa-e, or ‘online’ according to her. I 
still saw little diEerence in the distinction. 

Rhe wobbled to her veet, holding the side ov her head. 
x“gh. Is it morning alreadyjO she as-ed as she struggled to the sova.
I closed my Sirclet and sat neAt to her. xI -now why you enqoy 

simulating the drun-enness. I get that part ov it, but why simulate the 
hango;erjO I as-ed, gently -issing her vorehead.

xIt’s local. …nly aEects the B;atar that ran the bad decision. I assure 
you I’m !uite busy with many important and usevul things on Mercia 
right now.O she closed her eyes and breathed deeply. 

xzhat wasn’t the !uestion.O 
xLea said the hango;er was part ov the eAperience.O 
xUow many times did she get you to run the bad decision program 

bevore you passed outjO I as-ed. 
x7ell, avter you abandoned us, she was drin-ing shots ov something 

orange. I didn’t want to veel levt out. I ran it onceD three times more, 
and then oXined on the foor. I assume Lea isn’t deadjO 

xWo corpse littering the apartment, so she didn’t drin- herselv to 
death qust yet. 8a’an got her home, I guess.O

zhe blan-et on the other side ov the sova mo;ed. Cay’s head popped 
out vrom under it. Rhe stretched. 

xMorning guysGO Rhe loo-ed at her Sirclet’s tiny, embedded screen 
and grinned to herselv. xWot e;en noon yet,O she smiled. xSan I use 
your showerjO she as-ed,

I nodded and pointed to the bedroom.
B chime Vlled the room vor a moment. Libby held her head and 

bar-ed, xBnswerGO zhe Vreplace turned vrom holographic fames to an 
image ov Yoors’ eyeTli-e head. 
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xJood morning, all. I’m sorry to bother youk I -now you had 
!uite the e;ening. zhere is a guest in the lobby.O Yoors was always 
wondervully polite. It was genuine politeness, not a surly or vorced 
one. 

xWo problem, Yoors, we’re all qust starting the reco;ery process 
anyway. 7ho is our ;isitorjO I as-ed. zrying to match his eAcellent 
manners. 

xB Yoctor Ya;id Bt-inson.O 
I was surprised. Ya;id was on my list ov things to thin- about today. 

Romething regarding his boo-. zhough I hadn’t started reading it yet.
xI’ll be right down,O I said. 
x'ou want me to come with youjO Libby as-ed. I -issed her voreT

head again and than-ed her vor pretending she was able. 
zhe Pold deli;ered me into the lobby moments later.

zhere he was, Ya;id Bt-inson. zhe last time I had spent any time with 
him, qust o;er two months ago, he got shot in the vacek it was, at least 
in part, my vault. Ue had my personal shield on his arm, so it wasn’t 
drastically worse than a solid punch in the qaw, though that was more 
luc- than planning. 

Bside vrom his one moment ov bra;ery, I hadn’t ta-en to him at all. 
I vound him to be a smug, selvTobsessed man. zoo aware ov his own 
good loo-s and charm. zoo conVdent in his own ability and lac-ing 
genuine interest in others. zhat said, he was a Vne man who wor-ed 
hard to be one ov the good guys. Ue was qust a pric- about it.

zhe man standing in vront ov me was not presenting himselv in a 
way that matched my eAperience ov him. Ue wasn’t wearing a pristine 
tailored shirt and didn’t ha;e pervectly styled vreshTvromTtheTbarn hair. 
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Ue was dressed in a hea;y, deep red robe. B brighter red belt around 
his waist. 7hile his hair was neat, it was nowhere near as contri;ed 
as bevore. Ue loo-ed li-e a mon-k not the selvTobsessed, egoTdri;en 
engineer I had -nown.

I was so stunned by the change I hadn’t e;en stepped out ov the 
ca;ity that housed the Pold. zhe doors chimed again to tell me to 
mo;e. I Vnally listened. xYa;idjO was all that I could thin- to say. 

xUello, 0on. It’s been a little while,O he said. Uis arms clasped beT
neath the slee;es ov his robe, adding to his mon-ish appearance.

xWot really, it1s been two months. Yid you qoin a cultjO I realised 
how rude that was, the moment I said it. xRorryk I mean, well, why are 
you dressed li-e thatjO that wasn’t better. 

Ue smiled warmly now, genuinely. xI -now, I -now. It’s been a busy 
couple ov months.O

I realised Yoors was loo-ing at us both with great interest. I li-ed 
Yoorsk he was one ov the vamily, but I worried that this meeting may 
re!uire some pri;acy.

xI had a long nightk you mind iv we ta-e a wal-jO I as-ed. 
Ue nodded in agreement. 
zhe street was cold, or so I assumed, qudging by how others were 

dressed. I used the magnetic clasps on my qac-et and closed it up to 
Vt in with the crowd a little better. zruth was, I had no idea what the 
temperature was. 

7e wal-ed a little way. 2eople passing usk all going about their 
business. I noted se;eral zhin-ers as we passed. zhin-ers were easy to 
recognise. Most turned piles ov blac- stone cubes into a body, some 
preverred glass, others metal. zhey used tactile tele-inesis to animate 
the materials li-e space suits. I wasn’t one to pay much attention to the 
surrounding aliens, especially on Sentral. Wow though, zhin-ers and 
Rol were at war. Romething within me noted them and I was ashamed 
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ov myselv vor it. zhese people were most li-ely trying to stay out ov it, 
the same as I was.

7e wal-ed to a nearby open area where there was a water veature 
on the foor, a stone wal-way o;er a shallow holographic pond, a vew 
proqected displays ov the moons foating aboutk it loo-ed nice. zhe 
towering buildings all around made it veel li-e a large room more than 
an outdoor area. 7e strolled around it as we tal-ed.

xI’m pleased to see you, Ya;id. Is this a social calljO I as-ed, again 
realising that I was being rude. I ne;er li-ed him. I vear the ;ersion ov 
me with no memories had been better at hiding it than I was now.

xI belie;e that 2resident Michaels as-ed you to pay me a ;isit reT
garding my recent boo-jO Ue was right. Yid he -now, or was he 
guessingj I was willing to bet that he played a mean hand ov po-er. 

x0o as-ed me to tal- to you, though I’m not sure why,O I answered 
truthvully. I had meant to read the damned boo- bevore I met with 
him.

xIv you ha;e to as-, it means you ha;en’t read it yet,O he said with a 
smile that was reminiscent ov his old selv, with var more selvTawareness 
now.

xWo. Wot yet. I only got access to the networ- yesterday. 7e got 
bac- to Sentral ;ia zYTYri;e so we’;e been oE the grid vor a while,O I 
should ha;e as-ed Libby to get me a copy. It didn’t seem li-e it was an 
urgent tas-. I would ha;e been var better e!uipped vor this meeting iv 
I -new more. 

xI would recommend you ta-e a loo-, 0on. 8ut I’ll Vll in the basics. 
It’s a true account ov how the Joddess assembled this reality vrom the 
shards ov lesser ones. Uow she sa;ed all our souls vrom those earlier 
realities and made this the pervect uni;erse vor us all to li;e in. zhe 
uni;erse is a givt vrom Her. I -now it’s all true because She told me 
herselv.O 
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7e stopped our strolling now and stood on the little bridge. zhere 
were a vew people loo-ing at the holograms, children, and vamilies, 
mostly. 

x…-ay. zhe woman that told you all this, did she happen to sell 
you a moon toojO I as-ed. I would not endorse his claims or gi;e 
away anything ov my own, though his ;ersion ov e;ents was basically 
accurate.

Ue raised an eyebrow at me. x0on, you’re too old to play games li-e 
this. Rhe ga;e you bac- your memories. Bll ov them. 'our recollection 
goes bac- so var that you may be older than some ov the stars. I -now 
because Rhe told me. I was charged with Uer secrets.O Ue was right, 
and that worried me.

Ue o;eremphasised xRheO and xUerO as he spo-e. I didn’t miss that. 
My memories really did go bac- that var. Ue was right. Blthough, I 

didn’t access them all in the same way that I did the memories ov this 
reality. I had to vocus a little on things vrom pre;ious iterations. R-im 
through it all and pullTon threads to get speciVcs. Salling a moment 
or an idea vorward, it was li-e downloading vrom a ser;er. I had still 
been enqoying my restored memory ov this reality, so I hadn’t eAplored 
my pre;ious iterations much yet. 

x7hat secrets do you claim to ha;e, Ya;idjO I made sure my own 
po-er vace was roc- solid. 

xI can’t tell you e;erything. 'ou’re not ready, not !uite yet,O he 
said. I was instantly vurious that he velt he was the one in charge 
ov this invormation, this con;ersation. zhe idea that he thought he 
was somehow !ualiVed to tell me when I was ready. Still so arrogant, 
David. Ue continued, xRhe wanted me to let you -now somethingDO 

Ue VAed my gaKe, loc-ed my total and complete attention bevore 
saying, precisely, xzhere are 8lades in this reality.O It was a sentence 
that stopped me in my trac-s. I velt my po-er vace crac- and vall.
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x8ladesjO I as-ed cautiously. 
x'es. …n a young planet, a vew sectors vrom the rim.O Ue wasn’t 

playing. zhis wasn’t some insigniVcant vact that anyone could -now. 
Wo one other than my own vamily and the bridge crew ov Mercia had 
e;en heard ov the race ‘8lades’

x7ell, that brings our meeting to a Vnish I thin-,O he smiled with a 
twin-le ov satisvaction and wal-ed away. I wanted to stop him. zo press 
him vor more, but that would in;ol;e showing my handk showing that 
he -new things I did not. I had already slipped at letting out my shoc- 
at his words.



Chapter 6

Gathering

I stepped through the Fold and back into the living area of the apart-
ment. The debris and fallout from last night were gone now. As I 
entered, the holographic cleaning system blinked o“.

?Are we alone”L I asked. 
xibby, who was nursing her head and sitting against the large win-

dow in a recess, looked over at me with an interested eYpression. 
?Kes. Say had some work to do. Whe said she was going to be over 

later. Bhy”L
?xea, ’aNan”L I asked.
?jot seen them,L she said.
I sat down neYt to her. ?I Dust spoke with Havid. I need to read his 

book. ’lades, he says there are ’lades alive in this reality.L
xibby looked instantly concerned. ?qow does he know about 

’lades”L 
?qe says Aygah told him.L
?Bhy would she tell him and not us”L xibby asked. It was a solid 

Euestion. 
?I donNt know. qe may be lying. INm not sure I have him Xgured out 

yet,L I said, slipping into a deeper train of thought for a moment.
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?Bhere”L she asked.
?A planet a few sectors away from the rim.L 
?INll start checking what I can from JerciaNs star-charts,L she said. I 

knew that although she looked like she was relaYing on the sofa here, 
there was a version of her on Jercia storming to the science sector 
and demanding information. I also guessed she was analysing HavidNs 
book in her AI-Rore, in the time it took me to blink she would have 
compared it against everything else ever written, by everyone of every 
species.

?Uon.L she said, looking at me with concerned eyes. ?5ead the 
book.L 

I sat cross-legged on the sofa for the neYt few hours, burning through 
HavidNs words, reading from an old data tablet. xibby went out to 
meet someone at the university, an old friend. Whe wanted to be sup-
portive, but there was no point in her giving me any sort of deep 
analysis or thoughts on it until I had read it. There is a Xnite speed at 
which organics can process data. I read it line by line, like every other 
organic.

I didnNt even take a break to eat. Bhich, for me, was something of an 
oddity. Bhen I was done, I sat and thought about the work, mulling 
over its implications.

I got myself a pot of co“ee and went back over some sections of 
the book. I was blessed with an eYcellent memory, though nothing as 
perfect as xibbyNs. I had taken the general meaning from the book, but 
now I wanted to take in the nuance.

I made some notes on my Rirclet. Havid had a lot right. I still wasnNt 
convinced that Aygah had visited him, as he claimed, but he knew a 
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lot. qe was right about how old reality was, which was something I 
thought only a handful of people knew. qe was right about ’lades, 
though he didnNt eYplicitly name them in the book. qe also knew 
that Thinkers were new, a Xrst in all the iterations of reality. qe made 
some mental leaps regarding what that meant, which, to be fair, he was 
clear was his own hypothesis. qe named me specifically and outed my 
biology. qe didnNt mention Uoanne or Say inheriting it‘ he never said 
they didnNt, he Dust ignored it as a possibility.

I didnNt consider my biology a secret, not really, but itNs not smart 
to highlight your di“erences from your species. There were enough 
minor races known in the galaYy for most people to shrug and assume 
I was Dust miYed species, if they noticed my oddities.

qe wasnNt infallible, though. There were things he had wrong. qe 
seemed to think that there had been eYactly nine hundred iterations 
of reality and placed some signiXcance on the number. From my con-
versation with Aygah, I knew that there were many more than that. 
qe also said that in the original reality, none of the older races had 
functional immortality. The truth was the opposite. 

In this reality, 4lves, ’ricks, Thinkers, and 6ampires had unlimited 
natural life spans. qumans, while Euite able to function for a hundred 
and twenty years or so without issue, would rapidly begin a decline 
after that point. There were, of course, medical procedures that could 
allow them longer lives, but most of the processes were both prohib-
itively eYpensive and reduced the 7humannessN of the subDect. It was 
rare enough for anyone to try to live forever that it didnNt seem worth 
making laws against it.

In the Xrst reality, however, humans were the only immortal race. 
They used their gift to oppress and enslave the other 4lder races, and 
their Kounger race allies.
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Bhy did he have such basic things wrong if Aygah had visited him” 
If she didnNt, then how did he know the things he did” The most 
concerning was the implications of what he had told me. Bhat did it 
mean if there were ’lades alive in this iteration”

’lades were the species of which Aygah was the last. A race powerful 
enough that with the right technology, could re-write the entirety of 
reality on a whim.

I was startled when the Fold lit up. xea strolled through, looking 
worse for wear. Whe slumped down at the end of my sofa. 

?I think I drank too much,L she observed. 
I closed my Rirclet and put my data tablet down. ?Keah. It was a 

nice evening,L I replied, checking the time. ?Kou heard from Say”L I 
asked. 

?Whe went to a work thing, didnNt she”L 
I rubbed my chin in thought for a moment. ?Rome on, letNs go visit. 

I have some Euestions for her,L I said, Xnding my boots on the 8oor. 
?jo chance, Uon,L she complained, now lying on the end of my sofa, 

feet still planted on the 8oor. 
?BhereNs this famous ’rick metabolism I keep hearing about”L I 

poked. Whe stuck her tongue out at me and struggled to her feet. 
?INm going to wake up ’aNan. Kou have fun,L she said, still holding 

her head. 

I walked, enDoying the activity and colours of the city. Rentral was 
constantly busy. It must have been a Jonday because there were lots 
of large ships in the sky, some Dust breaking cloud level. Jondays were 
always busy days in the sky. 
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Rentral was a 6ampire controlled world and Jonday was the tra-
ditional day of rest for 6ampires. 9n JondayNs no ships were usually 
scheduled to come or go through the Barps. This should have made 
it Euiet, but instead, it resulted in transports from the Koung worlds 
coming and going all day. Rramming in their business while docking 
rates were cheap.

It didnNt take long to get to the 4mbassy. Say worked in her own 
medical research lab on one of the lower basement levels. I had main-
tained my security clearance, and the IH was in my wallet. That, the 
passive HjA scanners, and my RircletsN login details together ensured 
that the back door of the 4mbassy opened for me with no e“ort. I 
walked into the oddly Euiet building and took an elevator down. A 
few minutes later, I was at the door. ?Hoctor SaNona Jichaels,L read 
the plaEue‘ I admired it proudly for a moment. 

I walked in, to see Say talking to a person perched on the end of the 
medical bed. I didnNt recognise the species. Their skin was silver, neck 
was the same width as their head. 5ounded shoulders and they were 
wearing a well-worn tunic that would have been at home in the Jiddle 
Ages, though this wasnNt a completely alien garment on Rentral. qere 
you could dress however you wanted and no one much cared.

?Uon, I didnNt eYpect you to drop by,L Say said. Whe rarely addressed 
me as 7grandfatherN and never around strangers. The details of our 
family tree were not a secret, but we looked very similar in age. It wasnNt 
worth highlighting.

?Are you well”L she asked, suddenly concerned that this may be 
a medical visit. ?Kes. Kes. I wanted to ask about something. I wasnNt 
aware that you had a patient. INll wait outside.L

?jo. It is welcome isnNt,L said the silver Xgure in a harmonic tone 
that sounded like a whistle. It was nodding and turning towards me. I 
could see its thin lipless slit of a mouth and its black eyes. It had no nose 
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to speak of. It looked vaguely Xshlike but without the implied oiliness 
of that description. It raised a bare silver arm with a small hand at the 
end‘ the hand sported two Xngers and a thumb. 

?qe, lo,L it said as if it were two words. 
?qello,L I replied, walking closer to shake the odd hand.
?This is Jesta“. qeNs from the rim. qeNs a pilot.L Say informed 

me. 
Whe was wearing her medical uniform. An all-in-one skin-tight grey 

rubber-like suit with a vague circuitry etched into it in a metallic 
weave. A white coat over the top with scanner glasses in the lapel. qer 
wrists had large circlets attached to them that housed assorted medical 
devices.

Whe would have looked far more professional if she had buttoned up 
the coat like every other doctor in the universe. Whe enDoyed how the 
medical suit looked on her and saw no reason to hide her form.

?ItNs a pleasure to meet you Jesta“,L I said. 
?It go,L the little Xsh man replied proudly.
I looked at Say for an eYplanation of Jesta“Ns obvious problems 

communicating. 
?qeNs from one of the very Koung races. They only recently man-

aged to get a hold of TH technology. Their native language is whistle 
based. qe is still learning to communicate in 4lder-tongue. qe can 
understand us mostly Xne but heNs still getting used to speaking it,L 
she said warmly and a little slowly‘ I assumed so that her guest could 
follow the conversation. 

?9h, well I can understand that, Jesta“. !lease let me know if INm 
speaking too fast for you.L I said, trying to proDect a friendly tone. 

Jesta“ nodded, I think. 
?qis people have only been visiting Rentral for a few months. They 

have been green lit for a rather large supply of Rure-all. Jesta“ here 
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has been sent for a scan, so we can make sure itNs safe for his kind,L Say 
eYplained. ?Bere done now though, and his biology is pretty much 
eYactly how their science report described. INll send the paperwork now 
and your shipment will be released in an hour,L she said that last part 
very clearly to make sure Jesta“ followed the important points. 

qe nodded eYcitedly. ?Thank,L he said nodding and whistling. 
?HonNt forget. If you need more, you have to let us know before you 

leave your world so we can get it ready.L Say had obviously faced this 
issue before. 

Jesta“ nodded gratefully again and Dumped down from the bed. 
qe was only Dust about four feet tall. 

qe looked oddly at Say. ?RanL he began, then stopped for thought, 
?Ran, food. ’efore alone,L he said in the tone of a very serious state-
ment.

?I appreciate the o“er. I have told you, I only date 4lder species,L 
she smiled.

Jesta“ whistled and clicked, I think it was a laugh. ?jice meet,L he 
said to me and then scurried o“ at a startling pace. 

?Interesting guy. Rure-all”L I asked. 
?Keah, the rule is, if a young race gets themselves to Rentral under 

their own power, we load them up with as much Rure-all as they 
can carry and send them home. 9nce all their worlds native diseases 
and infections are gone, we send an emissary and o“er them alliance 
membership,L she said as she put away some medical scanners that I 
assumed she had used on Jesta“. 

?Rentral-govN gives them the Rure-all for free”L I asked. 
?Kep. jo one charges for medicine. ThatNs how you get plagues,L 

she said with a shrug. I nodded. Wise words.
?In Jesta“Ns case, they canNt believe their luck. They had thought 

that they were alone in the universe until a probe spotted them. It 
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sent them TH-Hrive data and about a thousand other basic technol-
ogy designs. For some reason, his people assumed it was an accident. 
Assumed space was Xlled with danger. They risked reaching out to us a 
year later when a disease started making the whole species go blind. Be 
cured pretty much all the diseases on their planet with standard-issue 
nanobot soups. 4veryone they meet is only interested in sharing art 
and trading with them. ItNs like a dream come true for the little guys.L 
Say had a smile, thinking about how much good had been done. 

?BhatNs their race called”L I asked. 
?Bell, they are silver and look vaguely like Xsh. Bhat do you think 

Rentral govN categorised them as”L she grinned.
I sighed, ?WilverXsh”L
Whe laughed gleefully. ?Kou know how 6ampires are. If something 

doesnNt speak 4lder, call it what it looks like.L 
?INm so glad qumans spoke 4lder when we met them. Imagine 

what they would have called us,L I chuckled, thinking about it. 
?Kou would know2L she said playfully, knowing that there would 

have been an iteration of reality where it played out di“erently. ?Is it 
true they wanted to call us, what was itzL

?ToothlessL I interrupted.
?Kes2 Toothless2 I Euite like that.L
The term 4lder-race referred to the four races, all of whom had 

natural Barps around their worlds. Hue to Aygah and her tinkering 
we also all spoke one language, which came to be known as 74l-
der-tongue.N 

There were iterations where the elder planets had many languages, 
but it made more sense to Aygah if we all spoke a common one. 
5educed the things for us to Xght about. Interestingly, it was assumed 
that there was a common ancestor among the races, an early space 
fairing race lost to the ages. qence, the idea that those who spoke the 
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same language were 7olderN than the others. I suppose it was true in 
some ways. I thought back to the earlier iterations.

As I remembered, I felt a smile on my face. Bhat we called 4l-
der-tongue was actually something reminiscent of early modern 4ng-
lish, like someone once called Whakespeare spoke. I smiled to myself 
at the little secret that I would likely never Xnd a way to share with 
anyone.

?Anyway.L I began, pulling myself out of a memory hole before I 
slipped any farther into it. ?Wtrangely enough, INm actually here to ask 
you about the Kounger races,L I said. As 7KoungN referred to anyone 
that was not 74lderN it meant most of the universe. 

?Bhat do you want to know”L Say asked. 
?Kou have access to the government version of the indeY, right”L I 

asked. 
?;h-huh,L she nodded.
?Ran you search your government records for a race, by description, 

for me”L I asked. Whe nodded again. Be went to her oHce in a side 
room with a glass window. 

?INm looking for a race with pure white eyes that sometimes appear 
to release vapour or smoke if they are emotional. The ones I have 
seen had darker skin tones with blue or purple markings across their 
abdomen, can look a bit like circuitry.L 

Whe looked at me suspiciously. 
?9h, and they seem to be very anti-social. If that helps.L I was diving 

into my memory of ’lades now, trying to pinpoint what were race 
traits and what was uniEue to Aygah when I had Xrst met her, before 
she ascended into whatever she was now.

I realised Aygah was the only ’lade I had met in this iteration. I had 
known ’lades in other iterations. I had a sadness about all the failed 
realities. I wished I wasnNt able to remember so many of them. 
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Say was tapping away at her terminal, adding the details of the 
descriptions. 

?ThatNs not a lot to go on, you know.L Whe tied her hair back while 
she waited for the search to run. 

?If it was easy, I would have asked HeY to do it,L I said. 
?qow is HeY”L she asked. 
?jo idea. I havenNt messaged him since I left Jercia. 9Jine, I 

assume.L 
HeY was a brilliant assistant and amaKing at seeing links in infor-

mation sets, but he wasnNt alive. qe was a faithful AI in a body that 
was the same design as Hoors. qe would Dust be standing in the corner 
waiting for me to task him with something.

?Twenty results,L Say said. 
?Twenty”L I asked. 
?There are millions of races catalogued. Jillions. xots have glowy 

eyes and freaky markings.L
?Fine,L I said. ?qow many are on the rim”L 
Whe tapped the 8oating screen at her desk. ?Three.L 
?Ran I see images of them”L I asked.
Whe spun her screen around. There were three medical renderings. 
Jy eyes were drawn to the Xrst image. There he was. A ’lade.
?That one. Tell me about that race”L I asked, pointing at the image.
?Interesting. This one wouldnNt have been on the public database 

anyway,L she said as she opened the attached information.
?Bhys that”L I asked. 
?’ecause they never made it to civiliKation.L 
?Bhat does that mean”L
?They were scanned by an early engineering team who were placing 

markers at the rim. This species was seen on a forest moon, and no one 
ever made contact.L 
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Whe looked at the data some more. ?Also, there was only a handful, 
no homeworld logged.L

I wasnNt sure how much Say knew about her grandmother. I made 
a mental note to ask Uo the neYt time I spoke with her. 

?Ran you send me that Xle”L I asked. 
?Wure,L she said, 8icking the Xle over to me. Jy Rirclet vibrated.
?Anything else”L Whe asked. I shrugged. 
?Food”L I asked, more as an invitation than a statement. 
?I canNt. I have to do the paperwork for Jesta“,L she replied. 
I thanked her for taking time out of her day to help me with my 

Euery and thanked her again for not asking too many Euestions. 
?I know, ’aNan will have to go through other channels now, but let 

him know, he can come to me directly. I donNt mind,L she added as I 
was about to leave.

I thought for a moment as to if it was worth correcting her assump-
tion. I could see why she assumed it was for ’aNan. I decided it wasnNt 
and Dust said, ?will do,L as I left.



Chapter 7

Allies

I walked through the Fold into the apartment. Ba’an and Lea were on 
my sofa. Before I could so much as begin uttering a ‘hello’ Libby came 
in from the bedroom wearing a stunning red and white ballgown, hair 
and make-up to match. She looked amazing; as ready for a high society 
party as she could possibly be. 

I stopped dead, torn between thoughts.
She was beautiful and graceful. I wanted nothing more than to 

comment on her. At the same time, I was terri“ed, frozen, and struck 
by the fear that I had forgotten a date. I chose to stay silent in awe of 
her. 

She looked at me with hands-on hips, as well as she could with a full 
ballgown on. Oxh relav, you ha”en’t forgotten anything,Y she barked. 
My wife knew me well.

Ojou look fantastic,Y I said, ignoring her comment. 
OI arranged to accompany a colleague to an award ceremony this 

e”ening. It’s in Brick space so I’m getting ready now and Lea is drop-
ping me o?. She’s going to ”isit some friends.Y

OShould I be Nealous of this colleagueHY I asked with a smile. Still 
trans“ved by her. 
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OIf you like, he’s a 5hinker,Y she replied. 
OJonsorting with the enemyq 5he shockqY I Noked. She rolled her 

eyes at me. 
OAri, is a ”ery old friend and no more in”ol”ed in this war than we 

are.Y
ORa”e a great e”ening, my lo”e,Y I said, realising that the Fold was 

beeping at me to get o? the plate. 
She kissed me on the cheek and left through the Fold with Lea. It 

lit up and blinked out a moment later.
Ba’an remained sitting on the sofa and looking at me evpectantly. 
OUhatHY I asked. 
OXon, I ha”e been a politician for nearly eighty years. Tight now, 

I ha”e literally nothing to do, and I could not be more bored,Y he 
evplained. 

I shrugged, not really knowing what that had to do with me. 
Re continued as he stood up. OI know for a fact that you are up to 

something, and I want In.Y 
I looked at him, assessing his meaning. 
OFine. But I don’t take orders from you, or Warth, anymore.Y I 

wanted to make that part Duite clear. I was not in his or anyone else’s 
employment anymore, and I liked it that way. 

Re nodded at me enthusiastically.
I got us some co?ee and started the lecture. I made sure he under-

stood evactly what Aygah was. 5hen I went o”er the e”ents between 
my losing my memory and regaining it. I knew he had read the reports 
and had a pretty good understanding of it all but telling him the 
story myself, I made sure that he knew the nuances, the little things 
that I didn’t report. Like, how it all scared the shit out of little timid 
memory-less me. I also told him about my restored memory and its 
increased scope. 5hat part wasn’t in my reports.
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5hen I told him about 7a”id’s book. About how he claimed to ha”e 
been ”isited by Aygah and how he knew things he shouldn’t be able 
to. 

Re popped out his Jirclet and got a copy of the book pulled down 
from the network. OI’ll read it today,Y he promised. OUhy are you so 
concerned about himHY Ba’an asked with a hand on his chin. OUhat 
thing does he know that’s so concerningHY 

ORe knows about Blades,Y I said dryly. 
Oxh, that’s not something we wanted to be public,Y he mulled.
ORe also told me that there are Blades in this reality. Somewhere 

near the rim.Y
Oxh shitq 5hat could be a problem.Y 
I liked his reply. It was honest, and it assured me he realised the 

gra”ity of this situation. 
O5here are millions of races, and a lot of space in the rim. It won’t 

be easy “nding a single planet without a name or coordinates,Y he said, 
thinking about the problem.

OI already ha”e the location,Y I said, trying desperately not to sound 
smug. Re looked at me and grinned, “Of course you do.”

OUe should contact Xoanne and gi”e her the co-ordinates. She can 
get a protecti”e =eet out there today,Y he said, as though decreeing an 
edict. 

OEoqY
OEoHY
OEo.Y
OUhy notHY Re asked. 
OBecause then more people will ha”e the location, including any 

5hinker spies who may be watching. Ue are, after all, at war, Ba’an.Y 
I didn’t want to be rude. Re was, as always, wanting to do the correct 
thing as a re=ev action.
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Uhen he was president, he would ha”e taken the information and 
then tasked a small team to in”estigate. 5he reality was though, that 
the small team which he would ha”e tasked with this problem would 
ha”e been Libby and me. I watched him as he realised that we no longer 
worked for the go”ernment and while we trusted Xo implicitly; we did 
not trust that she had people who we would trust as much as we would 
trust, well, us. 

OUhat’s your planHY Re asked, as his thought “nished.
OI’m going to ha”e to go and see 7a”id. Also, I need to “nd out how 

seriously the go”ernments are taking his book; if there’s a security team 
already on him. I should know.Y

Oxkay. ?o and see 7a”id. ?et more information out of him. I’ll talk 
to my contacts in Sol and Jentral go”,’Y he said with an eager smile. 

OTeallyHY
OI want to be useful. I’ll do the politics, it’s my thing. I’m not the 

detecti”e, you are.Y 
OI’m a historian, not a detecti”e, Ba’an,Y I said, “nishing my co?ee.
ORistory was made-up by your ev-wife. jou’re a detecti”e,Y he 

grinned. 
O5hank you,Y I smiled.



Chapter 8

Canto

I got a public shuttle to the part of the city where David was purported 
to be staying. Public shuttles were good for me. While I rarely got into 
conversations with strangers, I basked in their company. It made me 
feel grounded and connected to the world in ways I seldom felt.

The big, boxy shuttle came to a stop at the north end of the city, 
a little area called ‘Canto’ where there was actual grass and water 
features that were not holographic. 

While Prime City was as urban as urban could get, it was also not 
without soul and at the edge of the city, like a great rim, was a belt of 
magenta grass and tall trees with leaves to match. It dejned the border 
that separated the city from its neighbours, which had been, over time, 
mostly connected into one city. The government of Central, the entire 
sector of space, not Vust the planet, was ;ampire. ;ampires were poets 
and artistsN They loved the neon glow of the urban machine as an 
aesthetic art piece, but would never let their love of this overshadow 
the natural beauty of the planet. There weren’t many places where the 
grass was as neon as the lights. It was nice and even in this late evening, 
families wandered around the area basking in the twilight glow and 
enVoying the restaurants that circled the inner rim of the massive park.
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This area, Canto, was a specijc -one of the ring that was punctuated 
with handMbuilt wood and stone structures. It looked like medieval 
Rarth more than modern Central. It was an area -oned for philosophy 
and culture. Which was synonymous with religion and meditation, to 
;ampires.

I checked my Circlet for the address listed for David. It was a buildM
ing he owned called ‘The Eall of Tales.’ 

I looked at the map on my Koating screen and almost instantly 
lost patience with trying to follow it while walking. I jshed some 
augmented glasses from my pocket and put them on, enabling the 
Circlet overlay. I wasn’t a fan of augmentation, but I was also bad at 
maps. I allowed the glasses display to overlay my vision with a very easy 
to follow yellow line.

Aost people in the modern universe would have optical implants 
that would do this with a tap of the circlet. Implants weren’t an 
option for me. Ay biology would reVect them and reMgrow my original 
eyes. Xay had given it a go once and experienced a rather painful few 
days. The only augment I could ever have was the synthetic arm that 
predated my biological changes by about nine hundred iterations of 
reality. I thought about the technology it had within and how there 
was nothing like it in all the current universe.

I was then annoyed because it didn’t do a great deal more than a 
regular arm. L builtMin concussion blaster could be useful. UememM
bering how easily distracted I could be, I considered I would probably 
Vust blow up something important by mistake.

I thought back to the day it was jtted. I’d lost my original arm in the 
jrst warN it was lost when I was a soldier. We were all soldiers back then. 
I shook o6 the tug of nostalgia and took a deep breath of the clean and 
sweet air that housed the scent of the trees.
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I found myself thinking about the jrst time I had visited Central. 
It was an Rarth controlled planet then. It was a collection of military 
outposts and a staging ground for the empire. Rvery iteration of reality 
where humans had dominance was shit. The race was predisposed to 
oppression. The only reason I got along with them now was that they 
had jnite life spans, none of them lived long enough to get a real 
conspiracy on the go.

I was in a memory hole again. I shook it o6 as best I could and 
followed the yellow line to my destination. 5tubbornly refusing to 
think about anything for more than a moment. 

…inally, I could see the end of the yellow line. I whipped o6 my 
glasses. There was a crowd around a large, old stone building. It was a 
dome shape with a log jre in a large bowl out front, also stone. 

The people were listening to a man talking. I made my way closer, 
but I did so cautiously. There were about ten people around the man. 
I had been assuming that it was David. It was only when I got closer, 
I realised it was an Rlven man. The movement gave it away. They were 
always so relaxed looking. Ee was clean shaved and tall with a sGuare, 
heroic Vaw. Eis Rlven eyes sparkled even brighter than most.

While he spoke, I leaned against a tree at the edge of the area and 
listened. 

B” It was then that the ?oddess knew she had created the perfect 
reality. 5he allowed her stolen throne to be destroyed. 5mashed into 
grains of dust destroying fallen angels and forever setting this as the 
one true universe. 1ut in the process, things were lost and there was a 
great sadness in her followers.Y

The people all clapped and murmured in agreement.
BThank you for listening, dear visitors. Lre there Guestions this 

evening2Y 
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L young ;ampire woman who looked like she may have still been of 
schooling age raised her hand. 5he had tiny wings on her back, marking 
her as one of the older families.

BJes2Y 
5he stepped forward conjdently. BWhy did the ?oddess allow the 

Correctionists to exist if they were trying to destroy all of her work2Y 
I smiled to myselfN she reminded me of a friend I had lost recently.
The robed Rlf smiled in that comforting way that only Rlves seem 

to. B1ecause she needed to let her champion take his place, and to do 
that, he needed to learn how to be a hero on his own.Y 

BWhat does that mean2 Take his place2Y
The robed man glanced at me. Ee held my ga-e and smiled, Vust a 

little. 
BI tell you what, little red eyes. I’ll ask him when I see him, okay2Y 

Ee smiled widely and thanked everyone for coming. L few members 
of the crowd shook the man’s hand and thanked him for his perforM
mance. Ls they dispersed, he loudly proclaimed that there would be 
another telling of the tale tomorrow at six. Aost people left, walking 
away in good spirits.

The young ;ampire and her adult stayed behind. They spoke for a 
moment. I couldn’t make out the conversation, but a new man, also 
robed, had come from the building with some printed paper books in 
his hands and was eagerly handing them over.

The storyteller cautiously came over to me.

BDoctor Aichaels, it’s an honour to meet you,Y he said, bowing a 
little. 
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It’s hard to assess the ages of nonMhumans. If a human looks like 
they’re in their forties, then they are most likely in their forties. When 
an Rlf looks like they’re in their forties, they are at least a couple of 
hundred years old, as that’s the point where they basically stopped 
ageing. 3nce you begin measuring time in bicentennials, I suppose it’s 
mostly irrelevant at that point. 

BI thought I was to be called ‘The ?oddess’s champion’,Y I replied 
with an unintended sarcastic tone.

Ee Kushed as white as Fibby and nervously dropped his ga-e to the 
Koor. 

B3h, my. I’m sorry, my lord. The Xeeper said that we shouldn’t use 
your title. Ee said you hadn’t accepted it yet.Y

The man was genuinely terrijed. I had never had someone respond 
to me like that before. I didn’t like it. Hot at all.

BUelax preacher. I was Voking,Y I said in as friendly a tone as I could 
muster. 

BThank you, my lord,Y he said, calming down.
BAy name’s 4on. 4ust 4on. I want to see David Ltkinson. Is he here2Y 

I asked, careful to keep my tone friendly. I didn’t want to upset him 
any further.

BJes' he’s in the temple. If I may escort you”Y he waved a hand 
towards the large domed building and bowed again. I didn’t like it, 
again.

We walked in through a large archway. I noted that there was no 
shield generator behind it. It was nice to know I couldn’t be trapped 
here. There was something about this place that made me uneasy.

Inside was a single large room, it had pews down both sides and 
a lush green carpet running down the centre. The stage at the back 
had a lectern with lights and a mic. The lighting was simple, designed 
to look like glowing crystals where I would have expected windows. I 
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couldn’t see anything modern. I assumed it was all actually furnished, 
not 1lueMjelds and holograms. There was a wide Kight of stairs going 
down to the left of the entrance. 

L donations plinth was at my side and a table jlled with books on 
the other side of the arch. I took a moment to inspect the books. They 
were all physical copies of David’s tome. Physical books were a novelty, 
but a common one with religious people. 

I had expected this place to be jlled with people, but we were alone. 
I felt apprehensive at this. Churches often summoned an unearned 
sense of gravitas in me. Which was mad, considering that ?od and I 
were on pretty good terms. 

The storyteller was watching me, almost in awe. 
BJou are the jrst of the Great Family to come to our temple,Y he 

said reverently.
B?reat family, huh2Y I mumbled, remembering that this designaM

tion was in David’s book.
I followed him down the slightly purple wooden staircase, a sign 

that it was built using timber from local trees. The downstairs was very 
di6erent from the Koor above. There were many tables, chairs, even 
some beanbags around. L do-en or so people of di6erent races were 
relaxing and talking. 

I enVoyed seeing a mix of races, not Vust Rlder ones, but a few that 
I was only barely familiar with. They were all in deep maroon robes 
and had a relaxed, casual look about them. Ls soon as they noticed me, 
they fro-e. 

I stood at the bottom of the staircaseN I used the few seconds to 
assess the room. There was a large trunk of cable running up the side 
of the stairs, looking like a grade that could power a shield. I may have 
been wrong about having an easy exit should I need one. The Koor was 
metallic, rather than the brick or wood I had expected to jnd. L door 
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stood prominently at the back of the room. I did not doubt that there 
would be more to see in there. 

Lfter another second of being stared at in awe, I broke the spell. 
BEello,Y I said cheerfully. 
I was suddenly very aware that I had come alone. Perhaps I should 

have dragged 1a’an along with me.

The door at the back slid open and out strode David. B4on' Jou came'Y 
he exclaimed with Voy. Ee walked over to me and shook my hand 
enthusiastically. 

B…ollowers. Please, relax. I have told you, 4on will not enVoy your 
attention,Y he said. BPlease, come sit.Y

The larger of the tables in the middle of the room was vacated as 
if choreographed. We sat down. David’s followers were all around us 
now.

BJou read the bookN I assume2Y he asked.
BJes. I have some notes,Y I replied, while trying to maintain control 

of the conversation. 
BPlease, do share.Y
BJou sure you want your entourage listening to me grill you2Y 
Ee laughed a genuine and hearty laugh. BThey all know the things 

I didn’t put in the book, 4on. I have no secrets from the …ollowers.Y
B…ollowers2Y I asked. 
BJes. …ollowers. They are …ollowers. I’m the Xeeper. That’s what 

weZre called.Y
I looked around the room. BLnd what are they following exactly2Y 

I asked. 
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BThe ?oddess. They are here to tell Her story. Protect what She has 
built.Y 

They all nodded enthusiastically with murmuring agreement.
BLnd what do you keep, David2Y I asked, a little more accusingly 

than I had intended to. 
BWell, that, 4on, is the big Guestion, isn’t it2Y 
I went to follow up. Ee put up a jnger to silence me. The room 

subtly gasped. 
B4on, I have secrets. She told me things that even you don’t know. 

She has set plans in motion and those plans depend on the Family 
having the support they reGuire.Y 

The followers were all sitting down now, arranging their chairs so 
that they could listen to our conversation, not close enough to take 
part. 

L robed woman came out of the door at the back, carrying a tray 
with two large cups on it. 5he was of a race I wasn’t familiar with. 
Eer skin was covered in short orange fur, her nose was tiny by human 
standards. 5he put the tray on the table and bowed. I noticed she had 
long claws. Eer physiGue, as best I could make out through her robe, 
was more than a little feline. I looked at the cups. They were jlled with 
a nutty smelling thick liGuid and, from the steam risingN it was piping 
hot.

BThank you. I’m not familiar with this. What is it2Y I paused for her 
answer.

BIt is a little like co6ee. It’s from my homeworld, my lord.Y I didn’t 
like this ‘my lord,’ title that they insisted on thrusting upon me.

B4on, Vust 4on. Thank you.Y 
5he nodded and left Guickly. It’s hard to know for certain, but I was 

pretty sure she was blushing under that fur.
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I took a sip from the cup. Whatever it was, it was not at all like 
co6ee. Hutty and had a remarkably bitter aftertaste. I don’t want to 
use the word disgusting, but it was on the way. Took another sip, not 
wanting to appear disrespectful.

BI don’t think we need to play games, David. Jou tell me what you 
know or ask me what you need, and I’ll be on my way. I have things to 
do.Y

B3kay. Eere it is8 Jou need us for the things that are coming. I want 
you to know you can count on us,Y he said with passion and jre in his 
eyes. 

I looked around. The room was nodding in agreement. 
BLnd what do I need you for, David2Y 
BI can’t tell you, but you will.Y
BJou can’t tell me2Y I raised an eyebrow. 
BI have my reasons,Y he said. 
I took another sip of the ‘co6ee.’ 
B5ay I believe you. 5ay I think you do have information from ‘Her.’ 

Eow would I know when it’s time2 I need a little more to go on here.Y 
I was being a little mocking now. The whole meeting felt like theatre. 
It felt like a damned waste of my time.

Ee smiled and calmly said, BIn Her, we trust, 4on. In Her we trust.Y 
The chorus of BIn Her we trustY was repeated by the room.

L wave of annoyance jlled me. BJep, this was a mistake. I’m leavM
ing.Y I stood up to go.

B4on, I know you’re annoyed, but before you leave, can you do me 
one favour2Y he asked.

I was already losing patience. I started walking towards the stairs. 
BProbably not. What do you want2Y I barked.

BI want to know why you didn’t tell me that you found my corpse 
in that facility on Rarth.Y 
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I stopped walking. 
Ee wasn’t supposed to know about that. We had found a somewhat 

decayed corpse in the …acility. It was unrecognisable, but its ID had 
told us that the corpse had once been a version of David, from one 
of Lygah’s failed iterations. I never told him. It was supposed to have 
been all cleaned up by 5ol ?ov. 

I decided there was no point trying to keep this secret. B1ecause I 
didn’t want to have to explain everything to you,Y I said with annoyM
ance. Ee knew full well that we were trying to keep it a needMtoMknow 
only operation. 

I was getting more than a little creeped out by the ‘…ollowers,’ 
watching our conversation like it was sport.

BIt’s a shame you didn’t think me part of your inner circle, 4on. 
Jou were supposed to. She thought you would like my conjdence. Ay 
arrogance was supposed to endear me to you. That was Her plan,Y he 
said a little loudly. 

BWell, she fucked that up a treat, David, because you pissed me o6 
from the moment I met you,Y I jred back. I felt myself almost shout 
at him. I glanced around the room at all the awestruck faces and found 
myself even more annoyed. I turned again to leave.

BMal’s interference made it all happen in the wrong order, 4on.Y 
Lgain, I stopped. I had one foot on the staircase. I was so close to 
getting out of there and he pushed Vust the right button to get me back.

BWhat do you mean2Y
BWe weren’t supposed to meet, not until after you got your memory 

back,Y he said almost apologetically.
BWhat’s all this talk of ‘supposed to’ and ‘her plan’2 Lygah was Vust 

trying to make the best of the situation and leave us with a reality that 
wasn’t heading for the toilet. 5he was damage controlling from the 
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moment she started, that was all. I was there. I know what itZs all about. 
Jou’re Vust spinning it into fantasy.Y

The ‘…ollowers’ had all bowed and in unison said the mantra “In 
Her, we trust” the moment I had said Lygah’s name. I would say it was 
like visiting a cult, but it wasn’t like that at all. It was that.

I stormed up the stairs.  
David came after me. Eis …ollowers didn’t follow.
B4on. There’s something else you need to know,Y he called after me. 
B…uck o6 David, I’ve had enough of playing the messiah game with 

you,Y I yelled back. I was angry. I didn’t even know why, not really. 
L combination of creepy religious nuts, David’s cryptic rambling and 
the terrible ‘co6ee’ had Vust jred me up. It was his fault that all this 
wasn’t still a government secret, and I had yet to deal with the fallout 
of that.

BThe 1lades. They aren’t what you expect. There’s more to it than 
appears.Y 

I rolled my eyes. 
BI already jgured that out, given that they are hiding on the rim,Y I 

barked as I stormed out of the temple. 
Ls I left the archway, I walked straight into the young ;ampire girl 

from earlier.
BI’m sorry,Y I said as she steadied herself. I had almost sent her 

Kying. 
B3h, no apology, …ollower. I’m sure I was in the way. I wasn’t 

watching where I was going.Y
BI’m not a …ollower,Y I said as a reKex action. There was no point in 

correcting her, not really. 
B3h2 Why not2 I’m coming to Voin the temple,Y she said. I’m sure 

she was trying to make certain there wasn’t some dark secret she should 
be concerned about.
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BI’m” I’m certain they are lovely. I’m not …ollower material is all,Y 
I replied. I was still angry about David, but they didn’t actually seem 
like bad people. There were worse cults to Voin on Central, after all. 

5he shrugged. BThey take anyone, no matter who you are. They are 
good people. Ay grandfather visited the temple when he jrst came to 
Central,Y she said, as if to encourage me to give them another chance.

That’s the moment that my annoyance faded, and my great reposM
itory of memory started making connections. I fro-e on the spot. 
Whatever it is that my mind does, it was doing it now. ;ampires 
commit to thingsN they are spiritual and deep. They are not cultists, 
also ;ampires left the homeworld as a rite of passage, in their early 
years. 

B5orry, your grandfather2 When did he visit here2Y I asked.
B3h, Vust after it was founded, about a hundred years ago,Y she 

replied nonchalantly.
I glanced back. David had stopped following me and was now 

leaning against the temple archway. The smug bastard was grinning 
at me.

The young woman and I walked into the temple. David greeted her 
and called for someone named Uia to come and meet her. Uia, as it 
turned out, was the feline womanZs name. 5he took the young woman 
down the stairs talking excitedly about the group.

BL hundred years2Y I asked. 
BWell 4on, I didn’t build a temple, accrue …ollowers all over the 

galaxy and get religious independence status on Central in the two 
months since last we spoke.Y 

BI thought this was it. I thought you had rented an old church, put 
on a robe for the attention,Y I said, now being far more reasonable. 

BIt’s all been in motion since before The Rvent. She told me to come 
here. I arrived the day the last Xeeper died. Ee told me 5he had told 
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him I would come. Xnew my name, my face, even knew what time I 
would walk in through the temple door. Ee put me in charge of all of 
it and then dropped dead.Y 

I rubbed my chin. BLnd they accepted you as their leader, Vust like 
that2Y 

David shrugged. BIt’s their way. I’ll be told who the next Xeeper 
is when it’s my time. Aay be a …ollower, may be a stranger. Doesn’t 
matter. We are given who we need,Y he spoke solemnly.

BWhy you2Y I asked.
BI can’t tell you. I know what my purpose is. It wouldn’t do either 

of us any good to share it.Y
BIt’s not a scam2 5he really visited you2Y I asked. 4ust to be sure.
BJes, 4on. 5he did.Y
B5ome details in your book are wrong,Y I said, now apologetically. 
BJeah, the story changes. It’s not as set as you think it is. It’s still 

Kuid. I assume something to do with the war, and possibly 1lades.Y
BJour co6ee is terrible,Y I replied. 
BJeah, it really is, but look how happy it made Uia to see you drink 

it,Y he smiled. 
Ee nodded towards the inside of the temple. BCome on, let’s talk.Y 



Chapter 9

Favours

Rubbing my eyes, I realised it was morning. I had fallen asleep on the 
couch in the apartment. I felt two bottles of Elix under me; as I moved, 
I heard the stack of research tablets fall over. 

“Good morning, Jon,” I muttered to myself.  
I realised it was the smell of food that had awoken me and looked 

over towards the kitchen door, where Ba’an appeared holding a large 
tray of meat and a pot of coOee.

“!h, good morningW” I exclaimed. 
“Get your ownW”
I raised an eyebrow. “?hy can’t you eat at your own apartmentA”
“Bad luck to eat alone. Lnd, ‘ea hasn’t got back yet.”
I wandered into my bedroom and took a Tshower.’ I then went to the 

kitchen to fuljl the chore of pressing the buttons myself. Nhe bacon 
sandwiches arrived a moment or so after my very own pot of coOee.

I put my tray on the coOee table next to Ba’an’s and picked up 
my stack of research tablets. I ignored the bottles. Nhe apartment 
would clean itself when we left next. Nhe Hoy of planetary life; a little 
hologram proHector was behind every wall that would do what was 
needed to leave the place spotless. Xo such luxury on starships. 
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Nhe meat that Ba’an was devouring was under cooked to the point 
of bloody, or at least gooey. I wasn’t sure what animal it had once been. 

“?hat is thatA qhickenA” I asked as I tried to assess it. Nhe blood 
pooling was far closer to black than red.

“Dorse 2pider,” he said through a mouth full of something I didn’t 
want to think about. 

“2o, is that a spider the si:e of a horse or a horse with too many 
legsA” 

“7unno. Xever saw a live one,” he smiled, passing me a crunchy, 
raw, grotesVue looking Tleg.’ It tasted pretty good. I think I would have 
preferred it to be closer to cooked than it was, even so, it was okay. 

“Dow have I never tried this beforeA” I asked as I jnished the meat 
and lay the boneA 2hellA !n the side of my plate. 

“7on’t stock it anywhere in 2ol space. 7eadly to humans,” Ba’an 
said, now on his fourth Tlimb.’ 

I considered for a moment that I should probably be more careful 
about what I blindly put in my mouth when my friends were all aliens. 
I couldn’t actually be poisoned, if I could, the Elix from the night 
before would probably have jnished me oO. 

I had spent the night before reading everything I could jnd about the 
biology of the big jveU Dumans, Elves, 3ampires, Bricks and Nhinkers.

In the original version of reality, the species that became known as 
“Blades” were created by a mixing of the Elder races. In this reality, 
Nhinkers existed and I couldn’t rule out the chance that they were 
going to be part of the eVuation. Nhinkers were new to this iteration, 
and, there was surprisingly little on record about them. Nhey never 
needed medical attention and were borderline indestructible. Xot a 
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lot of reason to have good medical data when itFs not going to be of 
any use, I don’t suppose. 

Llthough my memory did go back to a time when I was something 
close to a biologist, I couldn’t assume that the current state of things 
matched my assumption. I had spent the night making sure my unP
derstanding of things was correct. Ba’an had sat Vuietly in the armchair 
next to me with his qirclet setup as a terminal and had been working 
on something himself all evening.

?e were happy to enHoy each other’s silent company. Nhankfully, 
we also enHoyed the same terrible synthetic music, so the night was 
jlled with a pleasing soundtrack while we worked. I would have given 
my good arm for a decent desk and an LI assistant that was half comP
petent. ?orking on a qirclet and a pile of data tablets Hust wasn’t fun. 

I had fought my natural tendency towards secrecy and told Ba’an 
everything I knew about Blades, about 7avid, and about his strange 
4ollowers. I jgured, if you can’t trust Yresident Ny, who can you 
trustWA 

“7id you learn anything, JonA” Ba’an asked as we ate.
“L little. I mean. Biology hasn’t been a jeld I’ve studied for, oh, 

twenty or so iterations now,” I replied, taking the lid oO my coOee pot 
and dropping many sugars in. I lifted it to my lips like it was a massive 
cup. 

“Dow do you keep it all straightA” he asked, copying my coOee pot 
strategy.

“I don’t, not really. I mostly ignore anything that happened before 
this lifetime. It takes a little longer to recall the previous versions of 
myself anyway, so it keeps itself straight, mostly.”

“But they, it, it was youA” Ba’an asked, adding more milk to his pot.
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“!h, yes. Nhey were all real. If that’s what you mean. Each iteration 
is a result of what came before, each built on the previous. It was a 
process, to get me to what I am now.”

Ba’an leaned back and took a contemplative sip from his coOee pot. 
“If it helps. 5ou were a good man, in all the iterations which I knew 

you,” I said supportively. 
“It does; thank you,” he replied with a genuine smile.
L chiming and accompanying vibration pulled my attention toP

wards my wrist. I opened my qirclet. Nhe screen appeared and ‘ibby’s 
face came into focus. 

“‘ibbyW” I exclaimed, pleased to see her.
“Jon, my avatar was Hust taken oKineW” she said frantically. 
“?hatA” I exclaimed, 6ipping the screen so that Ba’an could see and 

hear.
‘ibby was in the familiar white visualised room that told me we 

were looking at a proHection of her from her LI core, not one of her 
avatars.  

“?e were Hust leaving 4orge; the Brick home world. !n our way 
back to the dock. ‘ea and I stopped in the street because of a sound, 
an explosion. L moment later, my avatar went oKine,” she explained 
hurriedly.

Ba’an 6icked open his own qirclet and started pulling up reports on 
it. De wasn’t the president anymore, but he still had Vuite the security 
clearance.

“YlanA” I simply asked, knowing the futility of wasting her time. 
!ne of her avatars was on 8ercia. 2he would have already reported 
this to the authorities, but I had no idea where 8ercia was right now. 

“Jo is ordering a cruiser to Brick space now, but with the war, the 
closest one is almost a day away from the ?arp.” 

“Lnd Brick authoritiesA” I asked. 
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2he shook her head. “?e can’t raise them, no one in the sector is 
responding at all.” 

“!kay, I’ll do my thing. Heep me updated,” I said. 2he nodded and 
closed the 2creen.

“Ba’anA” I prompted.
“Xo one knows anything. Jo has sent a heavy cruiser to investigate. 

‘ibby’s correct in her estimation of time. 8ercia had Hust arrived in 
Earth orbit. If Nhinkers have attacked a Brick world, then Earth may 
be at risk, she’s right to keep the big gun close to home.” De was 
still frantically searching the reports and screens, looking for more 
information.

“qan we get transportA” I asked. 
“?e can’t ask a civilian ship to take us in blind and everything with 

guns and shields is already deployed to Earth, or the front line. I may 
be able to call in some Elven contacts, but it’ll take time,” he replied, 
still distracted by his qirclet screen.

4lipping out my qirclet again, I decided to see how committed to 
his word 7avid was.

“I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon, Jon,” he said with a smile 
as he came into focus. 

“Brick home world has gone dark,” I said, skipping pleasantries.
“I’ve not heard anything on the feed.”
“It’s only Hust happened. ‘ibby and ‘ea were there, ‘ibby’s Lvatar 

went oKine.”
Dis eyes went wide. “Nhis wasn’t expected.” 
I snapped at him to tell me what he knew. I wanted to know what 

was expected.
“Xothing, honestly. ?e have a sect of 4ollowers in Brick space. I’ll 

try to get you some updates.” 
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“!kay, leave me a message. I’m going to jnd a ship,” I gestured to 
close the 2creen.

“5ou don’t need one,” he said with a sense of urgency. 

Ln hour later, Ba’an and I were standing atop of our building. Ba’an 
was in 2ol military gear, a blue Humpsuit with personal shield, sidearm, 
and God knows what else strapped to him. Dis wings prevented him 
from wearing the pack that would usually accompany the outjt, but 
he had it rested at his legs while we waited.

I was in my own uniformU 8y Hacket, Heans and boots. I had also 
strapped a handgun to my leg, and a shield to my arm.

“5ou sure we can trust himA I may have been able to get an Elf ship,” 
he complained. 

“?ould have taken time, Ba’an. 7avid wants to help and somehow 
seems to have the resources.”

?e waited in silence for another jve minutes before we saw a ship 
approaching. Ls it closed in, we could see it was Hust a little shuttle. 

“5eah, dejnitely better than an Elven battleship,” Ba’an snarked. 
Nhe ship passed through our GlassPshield and landed in front of us. It 
was a very small transport, not vastly larger than Joanne’s little sports 
shuttle. Nhe side door opened. L 4eline woman in a wellPjtting red 
uniform was in the pilot seat.

“RiaA” I Vueried. 
“Get in, my lord. Nhey’re waiting for us.” 
Nhe shuttle had a bench seat at the back behind the pilot and 

wide wings, making it look like an old earth plane, but far smaller. 
Nhe wings weren’t wide enough to actually oOer any lift, they simply 
housed the propulsion panelling.



IX DER ?E NR'2N CC

?e climbed in and she pressed the button to close the sliding door. 
?e were leaving the shielded dome atop of the building before it had 
even jnished sealing. 

I leaned forward to talk to Ria. Nhere was a lot of wind noise in the 
cabin, conjrming that the shuttle didn’t have a shield. 

“I don’t mean to be ungrateful, but are you sure you guys are 
eVuipped for this kind of tripA” I asked. 

“5ou obviously don’t understand us yet, my ‘ord,” she grunted,
“?hy’s thatA” 
“Because you don’t have faith in us.” 2he pressed a button on the 

6ight wheel and the shuttle accelerated with an unsettling force that 
pinned Ba’an and me to the back of the bench.

?e arrived a short time later at the other side of the city rim. Ln 
area that was obviously a planetary shipyard. ?e hadn’t been able to 
see much as we landed. Nhere were a lot of support structures and 
scaOolding covering the area. 

It looked like a scrap yard as we stepped out of the shuttle. Nwo 
red uniformed people ran over to meet us. !ne took Ba’an’s bag. Nhe 
uniforms were modern and not at all military, but they were obviously 
designed to be easy to spot. Red qargo trousers, and a red Hacket atop 
of a white shirt. 

I Vuite liked the Hackets; they were heavy looking with large hoods 
at the back that were evocative of the robes that I had seen all the 
4ollowers wear at the temple. 

?e were escorted in through the massive framework, which obP
viously housed a ship. I saw 6ashes of red metal as we walked into 
the ma:e of engineering and movement. Nhis was typical of planetary 
shipyards, though I was nervous that I couldn’t jgure out what class of 
ship we were standing under. ?hatever it was, it looked big, probably 
too big to be on a surface dock.
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“I don’t like this, Jon,” Ba’an said Vuietly as we walked.
“?e can trust them, I promise,” I replied, partly trying to convince 

myself. 
Ria was a 4eline, and from her movement, military trained. 2he 

alone could likely kill both of us with ease if she wanted to. Nhe other 
two were human, but we would be out matched if this was a trap. I was 
conjdent that, as confusing as all this actually was, I could trust 7avid. 
Nhese were his people. I could trust them too. Lt least, I hoped. 

?e stopped on a large metal plate. !ne of the humans passed Ba’an 
his bag back. Nhey stepped away. Ria stayed with us. 

I looked around. “!h, it’s a 4oldW” I said as I was suddenly someP
where else. 



Chapter 10

Basilica

“Welcome to Basilica,” David said as we stepped oh tfe platro.mH ne 
was wea.igu tfe same .ed bgiro.m as tfe .est or tfem, jbt fis kacTet 
was edued ig silve.H 

zfe .oom was small agd fad paddigu og tfe walls, as was commog 
og olde. fbmag sfipsH zfe smell or o-oge tfat implied a less tfag .ey
Sged lire sbppo.t sIstem was also p.esegtH Mometfigu ? tooT a momegt 
to app.eciateH ?t was liTe ag old r.iegd to meH ’e.cia agd zfi.teeg fad 
cleag, gatb.al ai.H zfis sfip fad tfe ai. tfat let Iob Tgow Iob we.e og 
a sta.sfipH 

“Wfat is tfisA” ? asTed as ? t.ied to date tfe desiugH 
“?Ell tell Iob, as soog as we a.e sta.yjobgd,” David said, as fe uesy

tb.ed ro. bs to rollow fim tf.obuf a co..ido.H Xs tfeat.ical as eve., ? 
gotedH

We st.ode tf.obuf tfe logu co..ido. agd tb.ged to ag ove.si-ed 
jlast doo.H

zfe doo. opeged ogto a la.ue sfip j.idueH zfe.e was go captaigEs 
seat, kbst a cb.ved .ail at ajobt waist feiuftH 

zfe.e was a pilotEs c.adle, simila. to tfose robgd og a Sufte. sfip, 
witf two statiogs og eacf sideH 
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David poigted to tfe lertH “Weapogs, Lguigee.igu,” tfeg to tfe 
.iuftH “Oommbgicatiog agd segso.sH” 

ne spbg a.obgd, uestb.igu to tfe compbte. statiogs at tfe jacT or 
tfe .oom, bgmagged, agd said, “sbppo.t statiogsH” 

? poigted at tfe c.adleH “!ilotA” 
ne u.iggedH “zfe.eEs sbpposed to je a secogda.I Riuft statiog, jbt 

we favegEt Sgisfed .eSttigu tfis tfigu IetH”
? looTed at tfe emptI patcf og tfe Roo. wfe.e a captaigEs seat cobld 

t.aditiogallI jeH 
“NjviobslIU” 
David smiled widelI ig tfe smbu waI tfat alwaIs made me wagt to 

tf.ottle fimH 
“Lguaue sIstemsH 1elease tfe clampH zb.g og tfe liufts agd letEs uet 

movigu people,” fe o.de.ed as fe leaged auaigst tfe .ail, tfat ? assbmed 
was sbpposed to je jefigd a captaigEs cfai.H 

X folou.apfic p.okectiog appea.ed ig r.ogt or fimH ?t wasgEt 
disysimila. to a Oi.clet igte.race, jbt it was fbue agd fad eve.I sIstem 
og tfe sfip displaIed all at ogceH David Ripped tf.obuf it bgtil fe 
rocbsed og a diau.am or tfe sfip agd some came.as tfat, r.om tfe 
agules visijle, mbst fave jeeg fobsed og d.oges obtsideH ? walTed 
a.obgd to fis side or tfe .ailH BaEag stood looTigu obt or tfe wigdow 
at tfe r.ogt or tfe j.idueH

? saw tfe desiug or tfe sfip og tfe sc.eegH ’I memo.I sta.ted 
cfb.gigu witf ecfoes or past ite.atiogsH ?t tooT me a rew secogds to 
gail it dowg jero.e ag old liretime Rooded meH 

“David, Iob sfobld fave sfowed me tfis first,” ? said .eve.egtlIH 
“Mfe told me to wait bgtil it was geededH Maid Iob wobld app.eciate 

tfe sfowmagsfipH” 
zfe wigdow sfowed tfe clamps agd scaholdigu jeigu pblled awaIH 

zfe.e was a clih or c.imsog metal jelow bsH ? ulagced at tfe diau.am 
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og tfe sc.eeg agd goted tfat we we.e at tfe top or tfe sfip, looTigu 
ac.oss its r.ogtH 

zfe sfip made its si-e sbddeglI TgowgH We fadgEt .ealised wfeg we 
joa.ded via tfe :old tfat we we.e at tfe top or sometfigu massiveH ?t 
was liTe ag apa.tmegt jbildigu witf ag eguigeH Mb.e, it wasgEt eveg ag 
agt compa.ed witf ’e.cia, jbt tfis tfigu was as la.ue as a Mol c.bise., 
agd tfeg someH Biu sfips we.e got bsballI allowed og plagetyjased 
sfipIa.dsH ? fad 2bestiogs as to fow it uot tfe.e witf go oge goticigu, 
jbt tfat cobld waitH

zfe tfigu was jbilt liTe tfe logu ja..el or a ubg, witf d.oges RIigu 
ig ci.cles, Sgisfigu .epai.s agd patcfigu foles ig tfe sfieldH

zfe jacT was all eguige, witf Sve pIlogs maTigu a sta. sfape tfat 
wobld spig wfeg tfe eguige was S.ed bpH zfe r.ogt, tfobuf we 
cobldgEt see it tf.obuf tfe wigdow, was ag bgeveg opegigu, liTe a 
u.eat poigted mobtfH 

zfe desiug allowed ro. tfe eguigeEs powe. to je .eydi.ected agd 
accele.ated obt or tfe r.ogt, ro.migu a ve.I powe.rbl jbt bg.eSged 
ege.uI weapogH 

? was ve.I ramilia. witf tfe desiug, tfe.e was ag ite.atiog wfe.e 
eve.I uood pe.sog ig tfe ualaGI Tgew this sfipH 

?t was ag a.teract r.om a .ealitI wfe.e fbmagitIEs domigagce or tfe 
bgive.se was complete agd te..irIiguH 

zfis was go sfip or tfe empi.e tfobufH zfis was a sfip or tfe otfe. 
sideH Bbilt obt or j.oTeg victo.ies agd lost jattlesH Ngce celej.ated as 
tfe u.eatest fope or tfe .ejelliog jI tfe last or tfe r.eeH

?t railed, or cob.se, jbt tfe S.e it lit ig tfe fea.ts or tfe people was 
wo.tf eve.I lire tfat was lost tfat daIH ?t was a logu time auo gow, magI 
ite.atiogs jero.e tfis ogeH

? Tgew oge tfigu ajobt tfis sfip tfobufY it was rastH
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zfe sfip .aised tf.obuf tfe scaholdigu clamps agd clbtte. or tfe 
sfipIa.dH We relt tfe sfirt ig u.avitI as tfe igte.gal “dowg” was SGed 
jI tfe u.avitI uege.ato.H We fad relt its o.iegtatiog cfaguigu jero.e, 
gow we relt totallI still as tfe obtside movedH 

? looTed at tfe sc.eeg agd tfe view r.om tfe d.ogesH zfe sfip wasgEt 
ig a uood stateH zfe.e was wo.T jeigu doge og eve.I sIstem visijleH 
Wfateve. fad fappeged to it, tfe.e we.e pagels missigu, sIstems ory
Rige agd egti.e sectiogs tfat looTed bgde. cogst.bctiogH zfe eguige 
agd lire sbppo.t we.e active agd, jI tfe looTs or it, eve.I pe.sog og tfe 
sfip was t.Iigu to uet tfe comjat sfields ogligeH

“now did Iob aho.d all tfis, DavidA” BaEag asTedH Fot obt or some 
segse or accbsatiog, jbt obt or uegbige wogde.H ne fad go waI or 
Tgowigu tfat tfis was ag a.teract r.om agotfe. timeH

“? didgEtH ?t was a uirt r.om tfe 3oddess,” fe .eplied, falr dist.acted 
jI tfe p.eca.iobs .eadobts fe was seeiguH ne tapped tfe Roatigu sc.eeg 
to o.de. .epai. c.ews to tfe eguige .oom agd midysectiogs or tfe sfipH 

“zfe uoddessA Qob meag XIuafA” BaEag asTedH 
zfe cfo.bs or “?g ne. we t.bst,” 2bietlI ecfoed r.om eve.Ioge og 

tfe j.idue, igclbdigu DavidH zfobuf fe smiled as fe said it, Tgowigu 
fow pe.ro.mative it all wasH 

“Mame waI we uot zfi.teeg, ? sbppose,” ? said as tfe view obtside 
t.agsitioged r.om tfe ea.lI arte.goog sbgsfige or tfe sb.race to tfe 
jlacTgess or spaceH

“now logu bgtil we maTe it to B.icT spaceA” ? asTedH 
David p.essed some gaviuatiog .elated jbttogs agd looTed ove. 

to tfe segso. statiogH zfe Iobgu mag tfe.e 2bicTlI cfecTed some 
.eadobts agd .eplied, “falr ag fob. to tfe Wa.p, tfeg teg migbtes to 
tfe plaget, Veepe.H”
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David godded ig au.eemegtH “Lguaue tfe d.ive as soog as weE.e clea. 
or !.ime,” fe o.de.edH

X rew momegts late., we fea.d a tfbgde.igu .bmjle as tfe jacT 
or tfe sfip lit witf a p.opblsiog sIstem tfat ? fadgEt fea.d ig a u.eat 
magI liretimesH zfis wasgEt tfe cold p.opblsiog pagelligu or tfe mody
e.g bgive.seH zfis was tfe S.e agd .aue or a 4bagtbmyDis.bptiog 
D.iveH ?t sobgded liTe a ket eguige S.igu, jbt witf a static c.acTleH 

“Wfat is tfatA” BaEag asTedH
“4DyD.ive,” ? jeuagH “?t c.eates a .ip ig tfe 2bagtbm Seld, tfeg 

.ides tfe sfocT waveH 5e.I rast, ve.I dague.obsH” 
zfe Iobgu womag at tfe eguigee.igu statiog looTed sfocTed tfat 

? Tgew wfat it wasH Wficf made me smile. 
David closed fis commagd sc.eeg agd aggobgced tfat fe fad 

tfigus tfat geeded attegtiogH ne sto.med oh tfe j.idue, tf.obuf ag 
opeg doo. at tfe jacT, lettigu fis kacTet maTe a little Rb..I as fe 
walTedH ne was uood at looTigu uood, go matte. wfat was fappegigu 
a.obgd fimH 

BaEag agd ? we.e lert fe.e aloge witf tfe rew people maggigu tfe 
statiogsH 

“Well, ? ubess weE.e ig cfa.ue gow,” BaEag smiled witf a sf.buH 
1ia egte.ed tf.obuf tfe same doo. tfat David fad kbst lert obt 

orH “’I 0o.d,” sfe u.eeted as sfe cfecTed sometfigu at tfe weapogs 
statiogH

“1ia, tfis sfip, is it jattle .eadIA” ? asTed, as di.ectlI as ? cobldH 
Mfe looTed bp at me, tfeg jacT to tfe statiogH “Fo, mI lo.dH We 

fave plageta.I sfields oglige agd tfe agcilla.I weapogs a.e active, jbt 
tfe maig ubg fas geve. wo.Ted‘ tfe comjat sfields a.e bgp.edictajle 
at jestH” 

? waved a fagd to j.igu bp tfe igte.raceH Fotfigu fappegedH
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“1iaA” ? asTed, uestb.igu to tfe emptI ai.H Mfe came ove. agd 
opeged it ro. meH Mfe tapped some cogt.ols to fave tfe compbte. 
.ecougise meH 

“Xgd BaEag,” ? .e2bestedH Mfe ulagced at me witf a j.ier fesitatiogH 
“? was oglI told to add tfe ramilI as tfeI joa.d,” sfe saidH
“zfeg add BaEagH” 
Mfe godded agd abtfo.ised fimH 
“zfagT Iob,” ? added, RicTigu tfe sc.eeg to cfecT it wobld .espogd 

to meH 
“zfis tfigu fas go X? igte.raceA” ? 2be.ied as ? goticed tfe ve.I 

magbal compbte. rbgctiogsH
“Wfe.eve. it came r.om, tfe.e was go X?H zfe compbte. is powe.y

rbl jbt lacTs decisiogymaTigu sTills,” 1ia eGplaigedH “zfe sIstem is all 
sp.ead obtH ?tEs got liTe ob. compbte.sH” 

Xrte. taTigu a momegt to cfecT tfe Riuft time, ? godded to BaEagH 
We feaded obt or tfe doo. tfat David fad lert tf.obufH 1ia rollowed 
agd was 2bite cogce.gedH

“Wfe.e a.e Iob uoigu, mI 0o.dA zfe sfip isgEt sareH zfe.e a.e 
still a lot or sIstems tfat a.egEt Sgisfed,” sfe a.ubed, rollowigu ob. 
pb.poserbl st.idesH 

“Wfe.e are we uoiguA” BaEag asTedH 
“MfobldgEt taTe falr ag fob. ro. tfis sfip to uet bs to B.icT space, 

tfe eguige isgEt sIgced,” ? .epliedH 
“Bbt tfe sobgdA” BaEag asTedH zfe sobgd or tfbgde. agd static was 

still clea.lI .bmjligu tf.obuf tfe sfipH 
“?tEs got movigu to pfase twoH ?tEs a 4DyD.iveH Qob dogEt .ip a fole 

ig tfe raj.ic or .ealitI to uo a fai. raste. tfag a zDyD.iveH”
“zfe d.ive taTes time to wa.m bp, tfatEs all,” 1ia said, plagtigu 

fe.selr jetweeg bs agd tfe elevato. egt.agceH 
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“’ove,” ? commagdedH Mfe looTed j.ieRI te..iSed agd stepped 
asideH 

zfe lirt doo.s opeged ig tfe Lguige .oom agd tfe tfbgde.obs .oa. or 
tfe d.ive fit me liTe a wallH zfe.e was smoTe agd sfobtigu all a.obgd 
bsH :i.es we.e jeigu pbt obt at eve.I ege.uI kbgctiog agd a .atfe. 
cogce.gigu jlacT smoTe was uatfe.igu ac.oss tfe top or tfe vast .oomH 

Lguige .ooms og sta.sfips tfis si-e a.e geve. tfe elect.ogic, cleag 
fives or o.uagisatiog tfat most people eGpectH zfeI a.e mbltiyRoo. 
devices desiuged to magipblate ro.ces or ege.uI tfat derI most peoy
pleEs bgde.stagdigu or pfIsicsH zfis sfip, 7BasilicaE, was la.ue, agd fad 
ag eguige to matcfH zfe .oom ? fad egte.ed was jiu egobuf to pa.T 
zfi.teeg ig agd fave .oom to ja..el .oll itH ? allowed mIselr a momegt 
to taTe it igH

zfe smell or oil, coolagt agd tfe occasiogal small S.e made ro. ag 
igte.estigu miGH ?t tooT me jacT to tfe last time ? was og a sfip or tfis 
TigdH zfat was a fa.de. memo.I, agd oge ? fadgEt eGpectedH ? sfooT 
it oh 2bicTlIH 

zfe macfige.I tfat made bp tfe eguige was sp.ead all a.obgd, 
pipes, .eublato.s, uas miGe.s, cooligu, agd a jbgcf or otfe. tfigus ? 
didgEt bgde.stagdH zfe tf.ee o. rob. eguigee.s tfat we.e Suftigu witf 
tfe macfige.I iugo.ed bsH zfeI wobld fave jeeg bgde.ystahed eveg 
ir tfe eguige was wo.Tigu p.ope.lIH 

? u.ajjed a passigu mag, wfo was ig a .bsf somewfe.e witf a S.e 
cogt.ol pacTH “4bagtbm Seld .eublato.A” ? asTed ste.glIH ne did got 
Tgow wfo ? was sbpposed to je to fis cbltH ne ja.Ted jacT witf a 
.er.esfigu lacT or pietIH 
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“Befigd tfe p.ima.I cogdbitH zfe oge tfatEs og S.eU” fe uestb.ed 
to fis S.e cogt.ol pacTH We rollowed fim dowg tfe walTwaI si-ed 
uaps jetweeg two logu jlbe pipesH ? ulagced dowg tf.obuf tfe fasfed 
metal Roo.igu agd .ealised tfat we we.e at tfe top or tfe .oomH ?t wegt 
dowg ro. agotfe. two levels, at leastH

zfe walTwaI opeged igto a wo.T a.ea wfe.e David was .eadigu 
r.om a data tajlet agd messigu witf a complicated ro.mbla og tfe 
sc.eegH ne was sfobtigu at, o. with a plbmp Llveg mag wfo looTed 
liTe fe fad jeeg .olligu ig oil, fe fad sbjstitbted tfe .ed bgiro.m ro. 
ove.allsH ne fad mo.e tfag a rew jb.g ma.Ts og tfe sleevesH 

? st.ode to wfe.e David was pe.cfedH 
“'ogU” fe eGclaimed, ojviobslI got eGpectigu meH
“Wfe.eEs tfe .eublato. adkbstmegt cogt.olA” ? asTedH
“WeE.e kbst wo.Tigu tfe TigTs obtH ?tEs pe.rectlI sareH” David said 

lobdlI ove. tfe sobgd or tfbgde.H Mometfigu made a poppigu sobgd 
at tfe otfe. egd or tfe .oom, as ir tfe sfip itselr we.e mocTigu fis 
assb.agcesH 

ne was .iuft, or cob.seH Xs mbcf as it seemed cfaotic, it was ag 
eguigeH ?t wasgEt liTe tfe sfip was uoigu to eGplode og bs o. agItfigu 
so d.amaticH Bbt ? fad a r.iegd wfo geeded me, agd ? did got Tgow 
wfat we we.e RIigu igtoH ? also Tgew tfat tfe eguige agd tfe maig ubg 
we.e tfe same deviceH ? wagted tfat ubg wo.Tigu 

? saw tfe .eublato. a..aI og a sc.eeg to tfe side or meH
“XfyfaU”
zfe a..aI was a compbte. .egde.ed .ep.esegtatiog or tfe ro.ces tfe 

eguige was cbttigu tf.obuf to uege.ate motiogH zfe .eublato. pa.t 
was tfe adkbstmegts to tfe ro.ces wficf allowed tfe ege.uI to pass 
tf.obuf tfe jodI or tfe sfipH Wfat was sbpposed to je fappegigu was 
tfat tfe igcisiog tfe eguige made ig 2bagtbm Selds wobld .ip opeg 
ig r.ogt or tfe sfipH zfe eguige wobld tfeg close tfe po.tiog at tfe 
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jacT agd tfat wobld cabse a wave or 2bagtbm powe. wficf it wobld 
.ideH zfe fiuf sciegce ve.siog or a -ipyligeH B.btal agd compleGH ?t was 
got sometfigu we wobld fave igvegted ig tfis ite.atiogH Lve.Itfigu 
we fad was eleuagt agd louicalH zfis was tfe opposite‘ tfis was solvigu 
a p.ojlem witf .aw agd j.btal powe.H

? pblled a data cajle r.om tfe side or tfe sc.eeg agd arte. a rew 
secogds or stbdIigu mI a.m, robgd wfat ? was looTigu ro.H ? kammed 
tfe geedleyliTe tip or tfe cajle igto mI sIgtfetic a.m, kbst jelow tfe 
w.istH zfe.e was a small lbmp tfe.e tfat fobsed tfe p.ou.am po.tH ? 
kammed tfe geedle all tfe waI igH ?t fb.t, a lotH 

zfe a..aI og tfe sc.eeg, wficf looTed liTe a se.ies or Roatigu cfa.ts 
attacfed to a folou.apfic .ep.esegtatiog or tfe sfip, pblsed ig .fItfy
mic waves, some dowg its legutf agd otfe.s ig a ci.cbla. motiog ig a 
spi.al t.avelligu dowg itH 

Xrte. a rew momegts, tfe spi.al uot tiufte. agd tiufte., bgtil it 
vagisfed igto tfe sfipH zfe lige t.avelligu dowg it was pe.rectlI Stted 
ig tfe ja..el or tfe massive ubg tfat was tfe sfipH

zfe tfbgde. sobgds we.e gow sbjsidigu ig ravob. or ra. mo.e 
.easogajle, agd sare. sobgdigu, .bmjliguH

Lve.Ioge ig tfe .oom sta.ted clappigu agd wfoopiguH 
zfe geedle fb.t kbst as mbcf comigu obt or mI a.mH zecfgicallI, 

it was oglI tfe sTig laIe. tfat cobld reel paig, jbt tfe j.aig Slls ig a lot 
or uaps wfeg Iob kam a metal piTe igto oge or Iob. limjsH

DavidEs Oi.clet lit bpH “QesL Fo, weM.e SgeL QesL WfatA”
ne closed fis Oi.clet agd looTed ove. to meH “We kbst passed 

tf.obuf tfe Wa.p,” fe said ig sfocTH



Chapter 11

Brick (Prime)

“I still don’t understand how you x,ed it”E the vlgen encineer mo-p
klained as we walbed onto the .ridcef 

“I kro-ise” as soon as -y wiLe or Tea cet a.oard” they’ll e,klain”E I 
rekliedf Che truth was” I wasn’t sure a.out how it all amtually worbedf 
jertainly not enouch to e,klain to an encineerf

I had bnown Lor sure that the kro.le- was that the encine was out 
oL alicn-entf I had heard the thunderpmlakkinc .eLoref It was tuned 
to an iteration oL reality that didn’t e,ist any-oref I also bnew that one 
thinc -y -ostly disakkointinc synthetim ar-s held was a mo-konent 
Lor adAustinc sumh thincsf I also had a hunmh a.out the -issinc SIf 
Curned out all I needed to do was interLame the two syste-s and the 
shik did the restf

Ti..y would .e a.le to e,klain it to the encineer” as soon as we cot to 
herf Slso” there was another -e-ory I hadn’t had ti-e to ingesticatef 
Ko-ethinc that needed -y attentionf 

“Neeker” the mo-kuter has Aust taben the kri-ary encine oHine”E 
malled the hu-an -an in the Richt mradlef 
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Fagid loobed oger at us Lor insichtf “Suto-ated demeleration” the 
BFpFrige coes in straicht linesf It’s not cood Lor klanetary syste-s”E 
the encineer saidf

Fagid noddedf
“9e hadn’t egen mo-e mlose to its tok skeed either”E I said as I waged 

Lor the mo--and smreen to akkearf  
“8eally!E the encineer asbedf
“Chat drige is Lro- a ti-e .eLore 9arks e,istedf Mast was i-kortant 

.amb then”E I reklied as I loobed at the smanner data that had .een 
kokulatinc sinme we entered the Jrimb syste-f Che encine -ay hage 
cone oHine” .ut we had enouch -o-entu- to tabe us the rest oL the 
way with little -ore than a mourse morremtionf

“Chere’s nothincf Wot a sincle kower sourme is recisterinc in the 
entire semtorqE said the younc -an at the sensor stationf Ue loobed 
oger at us” “Gy TordfE he addedf

“Xon” Aust Xon”E I said” acainf “9e hage any kro.es!E I asbed” honp
estly not sure how e0uikked we weref

Fagid kointed to the weakons o;mer and a -o-ent later” we 
watmhed a s-all white licht leage the shik Aust .elow the windowf I 
assu-ed it was amtually a smreen oL so-e sort” .ut it did a cood Ao. oL 
loobinc authentimf

Che licht went out a -o-ent laterf
S wage oL realisation hit -ef
“Fagid” did that kro.e mo-e with the shik” or is it so-ethinc you 

.roucht a.oard!E 
It was 8ia who answeredf Khe had .een at one oL the mo-kuter 

stations .ehind usf 
“I kurmhased it on jentral”E she saidf 
“zet the shields onlinef Wow” FagidqE I orderedf 
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Che mrew didn’t wait Lor monxr-ationP they were smra-.linc at 
their monsoles on -y order alonef S kale red tinted ha1e mogered the 
Lront window” and a wage oL relieL mogered -ef 

“9hat’s hakkeninc!E asbed Ja’an! Che roo- loobed at -e” waitinc 
Lor an answerf

“Fa-keninc xeldf Chey’ge mhanced the laws oL khysims in this semp
tor”E I e,klainedf 

vgeryone loobed .lanbly .amb at -ef I demided addressinc the encip
neer would .e the -ost useLul thinc to dof

“Chey gary the Row oL enercy in the area .y a tiny a-ountf Kkeed it 
uk” slow it downf vnercy” licht” ti-e” heat” moldf Sll oL itf jonsistent 
khysims is the only reason temhnolocy worbsfE I cestured in the air as 
iL to illustrate thincsf It -ade it no mlearer” .ut Lro- the way he was 
loobinc at -e” so-ethinc -ade sense to hi-f

“Ko” -y Tord” they kulled the kluc on anythinc with a -imromhik” 
Lor an entire semtor!E he stekked oger to the mo--and area and 
thouchtLully ru..ed his mhin while he loobed at the readoutsf “Che 
enercy ingolged in that would .e i-kossi.ly larcefE Ue was smektimalf 

“I onme saw Sycah do it alone .emause so-eone kissed her o'2E 
the ‘in Her we trust’ -antra xlled -y ears” I icnored it “2 Coob out 
an entire klanet” and that was before her asmensionq It man .e doneq 
Chinbers are made oL enercyq Cheir understandinc oL these Lormes is 
.eyond anythinc you mould i-acineqE 

Che encineer nodded in acree-entf I had said YUer’ na-ef It was a 
digine thinc to hi- nowf 

“9hy are we una'emted then!E he asbed as he smrolled throuch the 
gery short loc Lro- the kro.ef

“Chis shik isn’t Lro- this iterationf Verhaks that mhances thincs!E I 
said” not really -umh .etter inLor-ed than anyone elsef
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S da-keninc xeld was degastatincf I had seen it .eLoref I had a 
Leelinc that nopone a.oard had realised the i-kamt that this bind oL 
attamb mould hage on an adganmed skame Lairinc rame libe the Jrimbsf I 
didn’t want to .e the one to koint it outf 

“Slin” loob into thisf Xon has Her wisdo- within hi-f Ue’ll .e 
richt” I kro-ise you”E Fagid succested war-lyf 

I was kleased that I bnew the encineer’s na-e now” iL nothinc elsef 
Slin nodded in acree-entf 

“Che temhnolocy on this shik relies on .rute Lorme -ore than mo-p
kle,ityf It’s kossi.le that it4s Aust coinc to tabe loncer to a'emt us”E he 
hykothesisedf

Ue mhembed a readout and then leLt the .ridce in a hurryf
“Kensorsf Kman as Last as you are a.lef I want to bnow as -umh 

as kossi.le .eLore we co .lind”E Fagid ordered as he turned to Lame 
another stationf

“Vilot” cet us into a selLpsustaininc or.it oL Jrimb Vri-e as Last as 
you are a.lef I don’t want us headinc towards it at Lull tilt iL the kower 
coes o'f Ko-eone -abe sure we are at -a,i-u- air legels” shik wide”E 
Fagid said with monxdenmef

Ue sounded libe a real maktainf Ue was catherinc inLor-ation” tabp
inc mare oL the essentialsf I was i-kressedf I had neger .een a mo--anp
derf In all -y years and liLeti-es” I was neger mut out Lor itf I was .etter 
at throwinc -y ideas and o.sergations at those who mould do a .etter 
Ao.f Ue was doinc gery well” .ut he was also out oL his dekthf

“Uow do you always bnow egerythinc” Xon! It’s annoyinc”E Ja’an 
said with one ar- on -y shoulder” as rela,ed as egerf

“It’s not a moinmidenmef Khe klanned it”E I said al-ost .itterlyf
“9hat do you -ean!E Ja’an kro.ed” now a little 0uieterf 
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“9e Aust hakken to .e a.oard the only shik in the unigerse that’s 
not instantly kowered down .y whateger is ceneratinc this xeldf Fon’t 
you thinb that’s a little too lumby!E

Ue shruccedf “Hou hage to win one ommasionallyfE 
“9e bnew a.out this attamb .eLore anyone else” .emause Ti..y was 

there when it hakkenedfE
“Chat was Tumby”E he noddedf
“Che day I xnally -ade nime with Fagid”E
“Iery lumbyfE
“9ho hakkens to .e the leader oL a mult oL Sycah worshikkers”E I 

addedf
Ue lauched a littlef “Chen why are you kissed o'!E 
I icnored hi-” didn’t hage the enercy to e,klain why he was -issinc 

-y kointf Sycah was -anikulatinc all oL usf Kure” she -ay hage saged 
the unigerse” .ut she was also a lot -ore handspon than was her richt 
to .ef vgentually” she would hage to Lame the unigerse and we would 
mollemtigely de-and her to stok worbinc in -ysterious waysf Perhaps 
that’s why she never visited.

I Lelt the -e-ories oL her Roodinc -ef 9e were hakky onme” .rieRyf 
I loged her with a xre I wouldn’t xnd acain Lor a thousand iterationsf

Ko-ethinc was hakkenincf I had Lallen into a -e-ory hole acainf 
Che roo- ma-e into Lomus Lastf Ja’an and Fagid were .oth watmhp

inc the windowf 8ia stood ne,t to -ef It toob -e a -o-ent to realise 
I was .einc cuardedf

“9hat did I -iss!E I asbedf 
“Is the tranme oger!E she asbed in awef  
“It’s not a tranme” it’s a side e'emt”E I reklied” tryinc not to let her 

turn -y da-aced -e-ory into a relicious ritef 
“9hat did you learn!E
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“Wothinc as i-kortant as what’s hakkeninc here”E I answeredf I 
mould see what they were loobinc at nowf

9e were in the or.it oL Jrimb Vri-e” the klanet Morcef Che darb side 
oL the klanet wasn’t .lambf Chere were xres racinc amross it the si1e oL 
s-all mities” with de.ris all around its or.itf

9e settled into our own or.itf Che smreen showed da-ace amross 
the klanetf 

“Uow .ad!E I asbed cragelyf
8ia skobe into -y ear” cettinc -e uk to skeedf “9hen the kower 

went o'” it all Lellf vgery shik” station” and satellitef Che .ic xre was 
an or.ital mityf Chere are -illions oL deadf 9e cot here too late to helk 
anyonefE

“9hat man we do!E Fagid asbed” Lro1en .y the marnace oL the klanet 
.elowf

“Wothinc” not really”E Ja’an rekliedf 
Che -o-ent I had realised what sort oL da-keninc xeld this was” I 

had e,kemted it” .ut I still had no wordsf I re-e-.ered a drea- I hadP 
a shiger went down -y skinef

Fagid turned to -e with tears in his eyesf “I don’t bnow what to do” 
Xonf Che shik is .arely okeratincf 9e’re under mrewed” under trained 
and alonef Jut we -ay .e the only shik that man Ry herefE

Ue was richtf Ue was a cood -an and a natural leader” .ut it was 
ti-e Lor so-eone -ore 0ualixed to tabe ogerf

I loobed at Ja’anf Ue toob a .reath and noddedf 
“Fagid” cet your keokle xcurinc out how to beek this shik koweredf 

Gabe it your only monmernf Ja’an” -abe sure Fagid and his tea- aren’t 
distur.edP do your thinc” kresidentf I’- coinc down theref Tea -ay 
need -efE

I turned to leage the .ridcef 8ia Lollowed -ef I hadn’t realised I 
was Lracile enouch to need a .odycuardf Ss we leLt” I heard Ja’an’s 
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tone mhancef Ue was in mo--and nowf Gedimal sukklies were .einc 
synthesised and Fagid was starinc at the shik readout and talbinc with 
encineerincf It had taben Aust a Lew steks” and they were at worbf Che 
doors mlosedP I kressed Lor the marco .ayf Vride xlled -y mhest as I bnew 
this kro.le- was in the .est oL handsf

“I’- stumb with you” then!E I asbed 8iaf
“I was told to cuard Her jha-kionf I’ll .e doinc that until the 

Neeker or Sycah herselL says otherwise”E she kurred kroudlyf Meline 
Leatures .ristlinc with her resolgef

“Hou bnow there’s only one way down to that klanetP I -ean” you 
xcured that out richt!E I monxr-edf 

Khe cage -e a Labe s-ile and with the .ragest tone she mould -anp
ace” she si-kly and elo0uently reklied” “In Her we trust.E 



Chapter 12

Planet-fall

Ria had been at the brink of a panic attack for the last twenty minutes. 
I had been loading two packs with medical supplies and instructed her 
to Ond shields and guns. vnes that had been natiWe to the ship. Ce 
were to rely on nothing that was brought aboard from “entral.

S,oj did the ship ?ust turn up one dayj or was there some warning”K 
I asked as she came backj mostly trying to distract her. 

SIt showed up. vur old Heeper was Wisited by Her. De was told 
xaWid would come and we would use the ship to do great good in the 
galaTyjK she eTplained as she handed me a heaWy military grade shield.

Nhe shields were Wests that went oWer your clothes. ’ot the tiny 
armlets of our iteration. Nhese also had oTygen and physical padding 
thoughj which would come in handy for our current task. Ria had 
handguns and riAes too. I took a handgun. I wasnEt conOdent about 
anything larger.

Xs I took oL my ?acket and pulled the West oWer my dirty white shirtj 
I realised that there was oil all oWer me. It was eWerywhere on this ship. 
It probably wasnEt space worthy at all. I decided not to think about 
that.
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Ria tried to look at my arm without being too obWious about it. 
,omething else that was no doubt a thing of legend to her cult. I held 
it up for her to see. Nhe point around which I had inserted the data 
needle earlier was black and rubbery. 

Sxoes it hurt”K 
S’o. It did when I stabbed itj but as soon as the synthetic blood 

drainsj it ?ust goes numbjK I eTplained. 
SChat else does it do”K she asked with great interest. 
S'iterally nothing. ItEs ?ust an arm. NhereEs a chip in there that 

identiOed me as a friend to XygahEs artefactj once. It does a type of 
maths that canMt be done with our current technology.K  

I looked at herj waiting for her mantra. 
,he smiled back and shruggedj SIt annoys you.K 
SItEs readyj my 'ordjK came the Woice oWer the speakers. Nhat anB

noyed me too. U7y 'ordE was not a title that I wanted.
Ria pressed the button on her shoulder to Ore up her shield. Nhere 

was a Aicker of red light and then nothing. I tapped her on the head 
with the butt of my gunj ?ust to be sure. It Aared up as I did. ,he 
grinned up at me like a child.

Ce were alone in the massiWe cargo hold of the ship as the large door 
opened. Nhere was an atmosphere shield keeping the air inj stopping 
us from being blown out.

I slapped my shoulder to Ore up my own shield. I didnEt turn on the 
vTygen.

It was too late to back out now. 
Ce ran out of the cargo hold and threw ourselWes out into the Woid.
Ce had to clear the entrance of the cargo hold and Aoat out far 

enough for the shipEs Oeld generator to lock onto us. Nhe plan was 
for two shield generators to create a makeBshift :lueBtube. X technolB
ogy that used pressure and physics to keep us from burning aliWe on 
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reBentry and slow our momentum to where we could walk away from 
it. 9Wen with shieldsj terminal Welocity would bej wellj terminal. Ce 
needed the tubes pressure to slow us. I didnEt understand the mathsj 
but Xlin seemed to be well Wersed enough that I was conOdent in him. 

Nhere were some issuesj of course. Nhe beam generators were red 
energyj not bluej which was far less elegant. It wouldnEt be smooth 
like the last time I did something like this. Xlsoj and this was the most 
worrying thingF this ship had no XI interfacej which meant that we 
were relying on old school computational algorithms that were not 
good at the kinds of instant ad?ustments that contemporary technolB
ogy performed eLortlessly.

znlike last time I did this thoughj my companion had a fully 
charged shieldj good armour padding and her own oTygen supply. 
Nhe red energyj unlike the blue we usually used generated heatj so Ria 
wouldnEt freeGe to death. 

X shuttle wouldnEt haWe the power reserWes re8uired to surWiWe the 
reBentry in the dampening Oeld. Nhis was literally the only way down.

;or a momentj it was a feeling like nothing I had eTperienced before. 
Ce were in freeBfall around a planet that was only lit by Aames and 
silence. Nhere was a tran8uillity there that canEt be recountedj it must 
be eTperienced. X terror that runs deep and a ?oy that stays with you. 
,pace is intimidating. ItEs about as close to touching !od as most of 
us would eWer get.

Ria was as in awe of it as I was. Der mouth was openj her catBlike 
eyes Olled with the reAection of the Ore below. I pulled on her sleeWe to 
bring her closer. Der shield gently rippling red as I did.

Xs the shipEs graWity let us goj the planet took a hold. Ce pulled each 
other in close and hoped Xlin was as good at maths as he thought he 
was.
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Nhe beam encompassed us like a tube of Ore. Rather than feeling 
like we were slowing down0 it was like being shot through the mouth 
of a Wolcano.

Nhe inside of a :lueBtube is akin to being cocooned in a waterfallj 
cold and serine. ChateWer bastardisation of technology had needed 
to be done to make this red energy behaWe itselfj it was like trying to 
houseBtrain a daemon.

:efore we had ?umpedj Ria had asked me how she would know 
if it worked. Nold her she wouldnEt be dead when it ended. Ce were 
heading for the dead Wersion of that ending. Ce could both feel it.

X moment laterj the beam left us. Ce were in free fall inside the 
atmosphere of the planet. 

,omething had gone Wery wrong. 
Rather than the static sparks of the shield batting the Aames oL usj 

the sound of air and wind was all we could hear now. Ria and I were 
still hugging tight but in a free spin now. Xs I rotatedj I glimpsed the 
ship far aboWe us. It was not alone. I only saw it for a momentj but 
there was another shape in the distant sky aboWe us.

Ce whirled again. Nhe minutiae of the city below was becoming 
clearer by the second. Ce passed through a cloud. 

I donEt know what Ria was thinking in that momentj but I closed 
my eyes and prayed to the only deity I knewj in hopes that she really 
had thought of eWerything.

Nhe Ore came again. Nhis time smooth and controlled.

SXre you okay”K I called as I stood up from a crater that was deep 
enough that it looked like a ship had crashedj not two people. 

I coughed as I called. 7y breath was so hot that it steamed as I did. 
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X wail of pure eTcitement Olled my ears.
SXliWeBK Ria screamed with two Osts in the air and a ?oy that I hadnEt 

known was possible. 
I pulled her to her feet. Der fur was singedj her shield was Aashing 

with a power warningj but she stood up. ,he was aliWej and mostly 
unin?ured. 

SChat now”K she askedj calming down. 
SNurn your shield oLjK I instructed.
I passed her a bottle I had stashed in my pack. 
Sxrink this as fast as you canjK I ordered.
SChat is it”K she asked as she Onished the last drop without hesitaB

tion.
S“ureBalljK I repliedj slapping her shoulder to get her shield back 

online. 
,he looked at me confusedj then nodded in realisation. “ureBall 

was a soup of Wery adWanced chemicals and nanites. I had put it in 
a container from the shipEs own storagej which I had hoped would 
shield the nanites and keep them actiWe. vnce in her body and behind 
her personal shieldj they shouldnEt be disabled by whateWer was killing 
all the technology.

,he looked Onej but I had read that ;elineEs didnEt like to show when 
they were in?ured0 it was an eWolutionary trait. X stunt like we had ?ust 
pulled would haWe left her beatenj and with internal in?uries. I knew I 
felt like I had ?ust ?umped out of the sky. ,he couldnEt haWe been any 
better than me. “ureBall seemed like a good precaution. 9Wen though I 
felt like I had been through a blender. I was counting on my :ioBstasis 
to kick in and get me back to healthy before Ria noticed how messed 
up I was. 

SChat now”K she askedj panting with adrenaline.
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Ce were at the edge of the cityj a little more to the south of the place 
we had planned to land. Ce needed to head eastj around its periphery.

Nhere was Ore and the noises of confusion emanating from the 
deeper city. Nhere were smells of chemicals burning in the air and a 
chill to the wind that eWen I could feel. 

vur plan was to Ond 'ea and get Nhirteen up and runningj haWing 
as little contact with the locals as possible. Ce had nothing to help 
them with. !etting inWolWed with them would ?ust slow us down and 
it was unlikely we could be of much help in this deWastation anyway.

Ria checked her riAe had surWiWed the fall. Nhe red light on its tiny 
status screen was lit. I hoped we wouldnEt need it.

SCe Ond 'eaj OT Nhirteenj hopefully :asilica will get this planet 
back onBline. Nhen I haWe shit to do.K 



Chapter 13

Break

“It’s called ‘Forge’ you know,” I said as Ria and I tried our best to 
ignore the sounds of desperation that emanated from the deeper city. 

“What is?” she asked as she stopped and tilted her head to better 
hear the city’s despair.

“This planet. It’s called Forge.”
“It is? I have always just heard it called Brick Prime,” she replied. She 

was trying hard to not let me see how concerned she was about what 
we were about to face, as we entered the city proper. 

“Yeah, that’s an old tradition — Younger races don’t speak Elder. 
No point giving them a random word. Just tell them the thing they 
need to know.” 

Ria snorted at this idea. “Elders are self-obsessed! Making out 
everything they do is for the good of the little ones.”

I shrugged; I wasn’t sure I disagreed.  
“They are just too lazy to learn our languages. Making Elder the 

language of the universe is just rudeness masquerading as charity!” 
The very idea that Elders would actually be at all gracious made her 
Hsts clench.
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I recounted the history of the tradition as we travelled past a truly 
massive lake; a landmark I had been waiting to see. It was dark and 
there was something sticking out of it; it looked like a ship had crashed 
into it. There were some lights too, chemical glow sticks, the sorts 
that were in military emergency packs. Whoever they were, they had 
military equipment on board, and they had splashed down; they were 
in a better state than most the people who had fallen from the heavens. 

“Earth.” Ria said.
“What?” 
“Why does literally everyone know what the Xuman home world 

is called?” she asked.
“It’s because it’s a hub world. Just like everyone knows what xentral 

is called. Xubs are required information for travellers.” 
She made a purr of agreement. 
We stopped our almost running pace when we got to the edge of the 

lake. I didn’t love the eBercise, but I was built for it. 
I was happy that Ria was Feline. Xer species had far more endurance 

than humans; by now, a human would be feeling the fatigue from our 
high-speed trek, and we had a long way still to go.

I had been working out where Thirteens dock was, in relation to the 
water. I knew that this was where we needed to enter the city, not just 
follow its periphery.

“This is it, isn’t it?” Ria asked.
I nodded. This was the portion of the trip that was going to be the 

hardest.  

Urick cities were all a similar layout; the whole thing was a heBagonal 
shape. They divided the city up into smaller heBes. Each one would 
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contain a function area, usually a housing compleB, shopping facility 
or industrial units, and a public park. They were large and well organ-
ised, even though it wasn’t easy to see at ground level. Uricks always 
built like this. We had come to the Hrst road since we had landed. The 
roads traced the edges of each heB, but they weren’t much wider than 
a human surface shuttle. 

The docking station was two heBes in from the edge, on the right 
side of the road from the direction of the lake. I had seen it clearly from 
the cartography screen on the ship. I knew it was the closest dock to 
where they were staying. Thirteen would be there, and that meant 1ea 
was close.

“Pre you worried about your wife?” Ria asked, sensing my hesita-
tion.

“No, 1ibby’s avatar went o4ine, she’ll just sync another. It’s 1ea 
I’m worried about.”

“Geople are dangerous when things like this happen,” Ria said 
solemnly. 

“Not Uricks. They are good people, Hne people who’ll all pull to-
gether.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” Ria asked, now a little more con-
Hdent.

“She was close to the dock when the power went oO. Ships would 
have been landing or taking oO.”

I didn’t want to say that there was a good chance that 1ea would 
have been killed when the ships fell. It was more than a little likely, but 
I didn’t want to say it.

We started our run again. This time, directly into the city. 
Rather than just hearing the noises and screams, sounds of need and 

fear, we had to witness it now. 
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The city was lit by three small moons. There was very little ad-
ditional light in the streets, eBcept for the occasional chemical glow 
rod dropped on the ground by the people looking for safety. Most of 
the buildings here were still standing, but the upper 6oors had been 
crushed when shuttles had come raining down. The uninjured had 
started digging through the rubble of the buildings that hadn’t been 
left standing, looking for survivors, and, I suppose, supplies.

…roups had formed, people were doing what they could. The 
strong were all moving debris, the small were getting into the gaps and 
pulling out the injured, or more often than not, bodies. Pll of this 
made even more grave by the darkness of the night.

7ne group of people, not all Uricks themselves, were gathering what 
supplies they had as a community, working out how best to use them. 
Water bottles and medical packs were being collected. Urought over by 
everyone who had them. The medical supplies were being handed out 
faster than they were coming in. There was death in every direction. 
The most startling thing was the silence. Pll the noises we had heard 
from the edge of the city were not people wailing with fear and loss for 
themselves, but the calls were those in need, trying to let people know 
they were there. Pll the healthy were silent as the stars; not a sound 
came from them that didn’t communicate their purpose.

“Why are they not talking?” Ria asked as we jogged past a group.
“There isn’t anything to be said. Not for them, not right now.” 
“We have water and medicine in our packs. We should give them 

what we have,” Ria said, desperate to help, even a little.
xursed with the wisdom of age, I knew better. “No. We keep what 

we have. I want to help too, but we can do more good once we get to 
1ea, and Thirteen. We need what we have.” 

“Why is this ship so important?” she asked, frustrated that I 
wouldn’t stop and lend a hand. 



IN XER WE TR3ST 02F

“It’s like Uasilica. Not of this iteration, but its sensors are smarter 
than Uasilica’s. We may be able to Hgure out how to get this dampening 
Held stopped,” I said, lying to myself. I was ashamed of it, but I knew 
inside that I would let this entire planet burn to save a friend. I didn’t 
want this kind of focus, but something inside me was driven to protect 
my own before strangers. I think it was the human in me being selHsh, 
as my species always was. 

“If it still has power, and Uricks are such good people, why isn’t this 
friend of yours already helping? Why is she not in the sky right now?”

I kept moving. It was a long road ahead. I knew she would come to 
the right conclusion on her own in a few seconds.

“7h,” she said after a moment or two. 

I was planning on stopping our seemingly endless run for a moment 
anyway, when we came to our Hrst real obstacle. There was a ship 
across the road, or what was left of one. Uecause of the darkness, we 
couldn’t accurately assess its size, but we could make out that it was 
on its back. Taller than some of the buildings that it had crushed each 
side of the road. 

There were 6ames coming from it. The 6ames were tall and intimi-
dating, but not spreading. The stone and metal that the buildings were 
made of in this area didn’t lend themselves to the spread. The light 
from the 6ames not only let us see enough to conHrm the ship was 
big, but it also allowed us to see the devastation in far more upsetting 
detail.

There was a group of people coming out of a large gash on the side 
of the fallen goliath. They looked like ants coming out of a crack in a 
wall.
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“Time to say hi,” I said as we walked towards them.
They all wore the eBpressions of people who had just seen death.
“Xow is it?” I asked a tall, dark-skinned man who emerged as we got 

close.
Xe looked at me and mopped his brow. “We went as deep in as we 

could get. It looks like it fell from high atmosphere. It’s a public long 
haulier. Everyone inside isH” Xe looked at me, then at Ria. “Without 
the planetary shields, there was no protection for re-entry.”

“What does that mean?” Ria asked quietly.
“They were all burned to death before it hit the ground.” I said 

coldly. This was a transport Hlled with families and holiday makers. I 
couldn’t allow my feelings to surface; it would have been too much. 

“Lo we know how many were aboard?” I asked as I felt my heart 
begin to break. 

Fighting back his own torrent of emotion. Xe sat on a large metal 
piece from the ship that lay on the ground. Ignoring my own advice 
and better judgement, I passed him my 6ask of water. Xe nodded in 
a sincere but eBhausted thanks. Three more people emerged from the 
ship, looking no better than him.

“This was a transport leaving one of the sky-cities. It was heading to 
the Warp. Geople going to xentral, then on to Elf space. It was full.” 

I felt the tears come now.
“Xow many?” Ria asked, not understanding the answer. 
I dried my eyes, forcing the feelings away again. She hadn’t realised 

the scope of this. 
“Ria, it’s a Warp transport. If it was going to Elf space, it was one 

of theirs. This class of shipH There would have been at least two 
thousand people aboard.”

She said nothing, there was nothing to be said.
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I looked at the ten or so people that had gathered now. “Must have 
been hard to go in there,” I said, knowing that they had no choice but 
to check for survivors.

“Lo you have your own people to check on?” I asked, wondering if 
they were heading our way.

The group stayed silent for a moment. The man we had been talking 
to stood up and, with words he could barely speak, he said, “This was 
our street. 7ur town. My house was pretty much right under here. My 
husband was in there when it came down.”

Ria made a feline sound I hadn’t heard before. I had a pretty good 
idea what it was.

I took my pack oO and handed it to them. “There’s a big medical kit 
and some bottles of xure-all in there, it’s shielded, should be good for 
a little while yet. Some rations, water too.” 

Ria made a move as if she was going to take hers oO. I put a hand 
on her shoulder to stop her. I hoped they didn’t notice.

“I have a friend at the dock. Need to Hnd her. I’m sorry we can’t 
help.” 

Xe nodded at the pack. “You already did help, thank you. Shortest 
way around this thing is that way.” Xe gestured towards the direction 
of the Hre. 

We started walking.
“I hope you all will be alright,” Ria said as we left. 
7ne of the men shouted back, “Lon’t worry, kid. We’ll get through 

this. Uricks don’t break.”
“I understand the other reason they aren’t talking now,” Ria said as 

we went on, now in our own silence.



Chapter 14

Fury

It was morning by the time we made it to the dock. We had stopped 
twice more: Once, to help move some debris, so some people could 
get into a partially intact building that they knew contained medical 
supplies. The second time we stopped was to help lift a steel beam. 
It was massive, but there were many people all working together. Five 
people crawled out from under it. One was no older than seven; cost 
us time, but it was worth every moment.

I had gained a newfound love for Bricks. There had been no looting, 
no violence, and no hoarding. They were all doing everything they 
could for each other. Strangers were being treated with the same con-
cern and attentiveness as family. The planet had been thrown back to 
the dark ages in a single instant, yet somehow the Bricks didn’t waver 
or stumble. I couldn’t help but think how diAerent this night would 
have been on a human world. Bricks were better than us.

Es dawn made its way across the city, the scope of the devastation 
was Nnally and brutally visible. 

When a race reaches the level of technological advancement that 
was commonplace now, especially on Hlder worlds, there was a reliance 
on science and tools; this was the most terrifying attack imaginable.
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There were hundreds of stations in diAerent elevations of orbit, 
thousands of space worthy ships and millions of personal planetary 
shuttles up there at any given time. With this particular world, there 
were also Nfteen sky-cities in the upper atmosphere. Hverything had 
rained down. I couldn’t begin to imagine how terrifying it must have 
been when it had happened.

We approached the landing dock. It made up the entirety of one of 
the city’s hejes. It was massive. zike everywhere else, it too was a mess 
of fallen metal and broken buildings. Et least four ships, had come 
down right on top of the area, and that was qust what we could see. It 
was supposed to be a series of landing Xones with fuel pipes and mobile 
engineering Doats strewn across it. 

It looked to us like the ships that were taking oA when the power 
went away, had come down on top of the parked ones. The liMuid 
fuel lines had ejploded, and the Doating platforms had been Dipped by 
the ejplosions. The large, green stone perimeter wall was still mostly 
intact. Its purpose was to protect the surrounding area in the event of, 
well, something like this, I suppose. 

It had been almost nine hours since the sky had fallen; the Nres were 
mostly out now but the dust still hadn’t settled.

There was a makeshift tent set up a little in front of us at the huge gate 
that allowed surface vehicles and pedestrians in. It was constructed 
from large military patterned blankets strung to the wall and the de-
bris. There was a blanket wall that concealed one side of it and another 
blanket tied back to make a clear opening. E piece of a ship wing rested 
on a fuel barrel, being used as a desk. There were two people reading 
something laid out on it.
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1ia was showing signs of ejhaustion now. Uands on her knees and 
chugging the last of her Dask. I had taken her pack from her a while 
back. ”ade sense for me to carry it. Fatigue didn’t bother me, not in 
the same way as others. I took it oA and started digging through it for 
another bottle of water for her. I also retrieved some rations; I needed 
a top-up myself.

I handed her a silver packet of protein biscuits. We strolled idly 
towards the tent as we ate our terrible meal.

CIs it true that as long as you eat, you can’t be killedYJ she asked. 
CRo, not even a little,J I laughed. 
CUow does your power work, thenYJ I liked that she was becoming 

more conNdent when talking to me. I felt less like a Ngure of myth and 
more like myself to her now.

CEs long as I put sustenance into my body, it returns me to a 
template that doesn’t change. There’s a lot to it, medically speaking, 
but the result is that food works for me like 2ure-all does for you. I 
don’t get physically tired either, which is a nice perk.J 

She thought about this as she washed down the last of her nasty dry 
rations. CVou don’t breathe, do youYJ 

CRo, but that doesn’t mean I can’t be killed. It qust means I get my 
fuel from other places.J 

She seemed to mull this over. CThe book says you can’t be killed,J 
she added.

C?avid’s book doesn’t contain as much wisdom as you may think,J 
I said as I tried to remember what he had written about me.

We approached the tent, two people walked over to meet us. E 
short man and a tall woman. The woman, while very attractive, wasn’t 
the stunning beauty that was the baseline for Bricks. She had short, 
blue hair and a lightly tanned complejion. The man had a bald head 
and a full white beard. Ue was handsome to the point of absurdity, 
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so I assumed, a Brick. They were both wearing ornate brown leather 
uniforms that I wasn’t familiar with. They looked like forest rangers 
rather than dock keepers.

There were more people in similar uniforms in the tent. I wasn’t 
sure how many, but it couldn’t be a lot of them.

CIf you’re looking for survivors, leave us and name and description, 
we’ll take care of it,J the woman said in an accent that was reminiscent 
of Irish.

CI’m ?octor ïonathan ”ichaels. This is my associate, 1ia,J I said, 
knowing well and good that it would mean nothing to them.

COkay. What do you wantYJ 
I noticed they didn’t introduce themselves. They weren’t with any 

government organisation. ?oesn’t matter what planet you go to, gov-
ernment people are obsessed with telling you who they are. Ell you 
have to do is tell them your own name and within moments, you know 
everything about them and have usually seen their credentials. 

COur ship is parked here,J I said.
CWell, leave us its registration and we’ll make sure it Nnds its way 

back to you when all this is cleared up,J the man said gru3y.
CWhich agency are you withYJ I asked, already knowing they 

weren’t with any.
CWe’re with the shipping company,J the man replied. 
The two of them turned and walked back to their tent. They 

weren’t very dedicated to this role they were playing.
CThey have knives,J 1ia said Muietly as soon as they were out of 

earshot.
This was one of the situations that I had dreaded facing. I was no 

soldier. ?on’t get me wrong, never been a coward either. I have always 
known how to Nght, should the need arise, but I had little more than 
the basic’s that I had picked up over the years. There were a lot of 
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years. Pery few of them had me in brawls with strangers. This was 
an unknown group of people who wore uniforms I didn’t recognise 
and were up to something I didn’t understand. I had no idea what the 
stakes were.

CVou want me to take them outYJ 1ia asked. I had made the mistake 
of thinking of her as young and na4ve. While she was this, she was also 
a Feline hunter. Ell of her kind were trained in combat from an early 
age. They enqoyed it, it was fun for her. She may have been upset by 
the devastation we had witnessed in the city, but a Nght to the death 
didn’t worry her at all.

We walked away from the tent, pretending to move on. E woman 
was watching from the entrance, hand on her hip. I assumed she had 
a throwing knife ready, on the oA chance that we pressed the matter.

I looked across the road to a housing area opposite the dock. There 
were no people there at all. There was a black dust gently glaXing all 
the rubble and the sides of the buildings still left standing. This was 
soot from the ships that were destroyed so close by.

Rejt, I smelled the air. There was a deNnite scent of chemicals 
tainting it. I assumed a few hours earlier the fumes from the burning 
liMuid fuels and ship engine ejplosions had made this place borderline 
tojic. Be it luck or planning, these people had very few witnesses to 
their activities. 

CWhat do you think, 1iaYJ I asked, Nnding myself in a research 
mindset, falling back on what I was good at.

CThey want privacy, for something,J she answered, eyeballing the 
makeshift guard tent.

CThere are at least three. I doubt there’s more than one or two 
others in that little tent, and maybe some patrolling that we haven’t 
seen,J I considered.
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C2onNdent warriors, from the way they hold themselves,J 1ia 
added. 

I glanced back. The woman was still turning to face us as we passed. 
She was making no eAort to look friendly. I noted she was most likely 
not a Brick. 

CEt least two seem to be human,J I said. 
C—ood. Uumans are easier to Nght than Bricks, less stamina.J 
I considered that we also had weapons we were pretty sure were 

functional. 6ossibly the only working guns on this planet. —iven the 
power drain was still active, I assumed their charge would be dropping 
still. Rot something to rely on.

Czet’s keep going, no point running into a Nght if we don’t have to,J 
I Nnally said.

We spent the nejt ten minutes walking around the edge of the ?ock 
wall; away from the tent. There were people everywhere now. Ell 
looking for survivors and trying to make sense of what had happened. 
E few were trying every piece of technology they could Nnd, hoping to 
cobble together a working communication system, I assumed. —iven 
the information they had, it was a good plan.

The locals were looking a lot less shell-shocked now. The reality of 
what had happened was setting in and they were in the mindset of 
worrying about the basics of survival. Their resolve to qust do what 
was needed was remarkable. Though they looked like good looking 
humans, they were wired Muite diAerently to us. They saw what had 
happened as a tragedy, but none of them were looking to lay blame. 
They qust wanted to ensure everyone got through this alive. 
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CWe’re out of sight now, are we going inYJ 1ia asked as she noticed 
the tent was now around the edge of the hejagonal dock and we 
couldn’t be seen across the wall.

CRo, let’s keep going. With the amount of damage the dock has 
taken, there’s bound to be a break in the wall, and I doubt they have 
enough people to watch the whole thing. We may be able to qust stroll 
on in.J 

She was agreeable. We kept going, though our pace was slowing. 
It was another half hour before we saw the break. It looked like an 

energy blast had cracked the wall open. I assumed it was where one of 
the fuel storage sheds had been. The locals were wrapped up in their 
own problems enough that they were ignoring us.

1ia was diAerent instantly. It was like a switch had Dipped. She went 
from my young sidekick to a soldier as seamlessly as I went into one of 
my memory holes.

She drank the last of her water and qumped onto the top of the wall 
in a single coiled leap. Which was impressive, as it was at least three 
meters high. 

I pulled my sidearm and checked that it had some quice left. The 
capacity was twenty percent. It had been a hundred when we left 
the ship. It hadn’t even been on standby. I had switched it oA. I was 
concerned about what this meant for Basilica. zast time I saw it, I 
swore there was something else up there and it wouldn’t have the 
energy to Nght for long. Still, I would have seen it if it had fallen like 
so many other ships had.

I pushed this worry out of my mind, no sense dwelling on things I 
couldn’t control.

I peeked around the hole. There wasn’t as much destruction as I had 
ejpected. E great many of the ships looked mostly intact. I counted 
Nve people in the leather uniforms. Ell armed with guns. Rot lasers or 
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plasma throwers: EntiMue guns, with bullets. Bullets would still work. 
This was bad. ”ore people than we had ejpected and actual Nrearms. 

I wasn’t sure that 1ia knew what a bullet was. I looked up to where 
she had been K gone.

Shit.
She appeared a little to the left of where I ejpected her to be. She 

popped up from behind some debris and pulled a mountain of a man 
down behind it. She tackled him and mounted him in one Duid attack. 
It was silent and Muick.

Enother went down a few seconds later, qust as elegantly.
There were three of the guards left now, but none in positions that 

could be tackled so stealthily. 
I stepped out of the gap in the wall. I set my handgun to the highest 

setting I could risk and still get a few shots oA, which was the lowest 
viable stun setting for a Brick, mid-range for a human.

1ia appeared from another unejpected angle. She leapt into the 
air and landed on another mammoth siXed man. She was fast. She 
changed positions so nimbly that he couldn’t grab her. Uis skin was 
being shredded as she moved like a wild cat across him.

Enother of the guards raised her gun, a bald woman with liXard like 
features. Shit, the stun setting didn’t work on scales. I had assumed it 
would be all Bricks and Uumans. Uad to make a snap decision. I Nred 
at the other remaining guard, a human. Ue went down like one of the 
crashed ships around us.

The liXard pointed her gun clumsily. It was far heavier than a mod-
ern weapon and a damn sight more manual.

CI wouldn’t do that if I were you.J I shouted at her. She lowered her 
weapon, turning towards me.

I knew very little about liXard races. She was young and liXards were 
not much more long lived than humans, she probably was young. 
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That was unfortunate; young people have always been prone to bad 
decisions. 

1ia had Nnished playing with her prey. 
CWho are youYJ the woman asked, with a serpentine rage in her 

voice. 
CI have no idea what you are doing here, or why you have proqectile 

weapons, but all we want is our ship,J I replied.
CEnd it’s pilotJJ 1ia added. 
1ia was searching the man she had qust taken down. Ue was making 

some noises of obqection; she kicked him in his ribs; he stopped. She 
took his gun and his wallet. 

I kept my eyes and my weapon on the liXard.
CThey’re privateers. This one has ejpired military I?. ”ercenaries 

always have this crap,J 1ia said as she walked close and handed me his 
gun. While it was a steel, proqectile Nring handgun, its design didn’t 
look like anything I had seen before. It was too ornate to be human, 
its purpose too obvious to be vampire.

CHlvenYJ I asked the liXard as I pointed the gun at her, powering 
down my own. 

CRot everything useful is made by Hlders, BrickJJ she snarled back.
Es much as I would like to think that I could be mistaken for a 

native of the fallen world, this was more a case of mammals all looking 
the same to her.

C”ovementJJ 1ia warned.
I ducked and pointed my gun. 
The three we had seen earlier in the tent were running between 

ship debris and parts that lay on the Door. They were dragging some 
large device out of our Neld of view. The man took a pop shot at me 
with a riDe the moment he realised I had seen him. Ue missed. Ue had 
no idea how to use his weapon. —uns were slower than conventional 
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weapons, and you had to account for the eAect of gravity and wind on 
the proqectile. Ue did not aim, a little high, and in front of his target 
the way you needed to.

I tried to make out the device as they dragged it into a little more 
cover. It had a single green light on the side, so it deNnitely had power. 
I didn’t recognise its design at all. I scoured my memories, ducking 
down and making sure that I didn’t focus on anything long enough 
to get stuck in the thought. Rothing. It was a metal pyramid shaped 
frame with some transmitter where the capstone would be.

With credit to the liXard, she didn’t waste a second. She ran at 1ia 
the moment my attention was diverted. I knelt down behind a chunk 
of the wall that was lying on the ground.

I didn’t look back. I knew how a Nght between a zion and a liXard 
would end without having to worry. E few seconds later, 1ia knelt 
nejt to me.

CVou left them all alive, I hope,J I said in a Muestioning tone.
CFelines kill all their enemies, but Followers teach me not to take 

life,J she said with a shrug. 
CWhich are you todayYJ I asked. 
CFollower, by the numbers. The ziXard broke easier than I hoped,J 

she replied casually. To her kind, there was no shame in winning a Nght. 
Lilling came easily. I was glad that at least she had tried to leave them all 
alive. Rot because I cared about our attackers, but because you can’t 
interrogate the dead.

CWhat nowYJ she asked.
I put the gun in my pocket and pulled out my energy weapon. 1ia 

took the Mueue and did the same. Uer riDe lit up.
C2hargeYJ I asked, taking another shot. 
CTwenty percent, Nfteen shots, on stun,J she rested the riDe on our 

wall chunk. 
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The screen said eighteen percent now; it was draining faster since it 
had been powered up. It wasn’t supposed to drain unless she Nred.

C?on’t miss,J I suggested. 
6ain suddenly Nlled me in a very unfamiliar way as a bullet hit me 

in the shoulder. It knocked me to the ground.
C”y zordJJ 1ia shouted, glancing back at me.
CI’m NneJ Shoot themJJ I yelled as the shots came faster. 
I heard something akin to a roar from her. It was more like an angry 

housecat, but I was sure it would strike fear into her enemies on her 
home world. She Nred twice, with far more power than a stun shot. 
She clipped the device as it vanished out of view. It Dickered blue for a 
moment, sign of a shield.

I pulled myself to my feet. ”y shoulder was bloody and felt like it 
was being shredded as I moved. I Nred my own two shots, missed both. 
I heard my blaster power down. I tossed it away and pulled the silver 
gun from my pocket. Rot ideal, but at least I had something. 1ia shot 
again and clipped the woman.

CI thought you were from a warrior raceJJ I poked as she missed 
another shot.

C”y species never invented weaponsJJ
CWorst warrior race everJJ I qoked, as I saw some more movement 

and realised that we were probably in trouble.
CSays the 2hampion of The —oddessJJ she qoked back, looking 

at my bleeding shoulder and taking her last shot. She hit a ship two 
meters past her target. 

She threw her riDe away, making feline noises as she pulled out her 
stolen gun. She huddled in close to me for cover.

C”y kind are born with claws. We never needed to invent new 
weapons,J she ejplained, not that this was the time.
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We stopped dead as we heard a sound from behind one of the 
crashed ships.

It was the hum of a cold panel propulsion engine.
We turned to see the most glorious thing we could have hoped for. 

Thirteen rose into the sky, its shields lit up as little bullets bounced oA 
it. Some debris fell from it as it shook itself free. 

From this angle, Thirteen looked massive and terrifying. I had 
known it was large, but when you see it hanging perfectly still in the 
air, almost close enough to touch, it was Muite imposing indeed.

zea’s voice came over the ship’s speakers with a static pop. CThe 
avatar you were sent here to retrieve is on my ship. ”y shields and 
weapons are now fully functional and the sij soldiers you sent to hunt 
for us are dead.J

They dropped their guns and turned to run.
Thirteen Nred. With a deafening sound of super charged particles, 

they were vaporised.
CI like your friend.J 1ia said coldly.



Chapter 15

Loss

The moment the ramp hit the ,oorR dia anI w sere in.iIeg Thirteen 
sa. ri.inb into the air abain fevore se sere euen a ves .tep. lp itg 

The onyk .tar.hip on the entire pyanet that .tiyy sor-eI solyI atc
traBt a yot ov attentiong ’riB-. sere sonIervly peopyeR flt thek solyI 
.sarm the .hip the moment thek .as itg wv peopye serenAt ayreaIk 
Bominb to inue.tibate the enbine .olnI.R thek solyI haue hearI the 
fya.tinb ov the seapon.g L yot ov booI BolyI fe Ione sith one sor-inb 
.hip on a pyanet sith no poserg

The .hip Bame to a .top anI heyI it. po.itionR afolt a hlnIreI 
meter. vrom the brolnIg w .printeI lp to the friIbeR hoyIinb mk 
.holyIer anI veeyinb euerk .tepg

w Bame farreyyinb throlbh the Ioorsak a. qea plyyeI a yeuerR the 
.tar.hip eSliuayent ov plttinb it in par-inb moIeg 

Fhe royyeI olt ov the ,ibht Bhair anI IroppeI to her -nee.g Hrom 
the yoo- ov herR .he haI feen in Slite a Nbhtg Fhe sa. in a miyitark ue.t 
that haI onBe feen shite anI Barbo pant.g Fhe sa. a fyooIkR .soyyen 
me..g Eer .holyIer yoo-eI Ii.yoBateIR anI her arm sa. fro-en in at 
yea.t tso pyaBe. faIyk enolbh to .ee sith the na-eI ekeg
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Fhe -neyt neJt to her Bhair anI yoo-eI lp at me sith yo.. in her 
eke.g !”onR yoo- shat thek IiI to mk soryIC; .he .offeI a. .he veyy to 
her Bhe.tR .Breaminb sith pain anI yo.. the yi-e. ov shiBh w haInAt veyt 
mk.eyv vor a thol.anI iteration.g

Tsentk minlte. yaterR .he rebaineI Bon.Biol.ne..g w haI BarrieI her 
to the .hipA. yiuinb area anI Io.eI her sith ayy the ?lrecayy w haI 
frolbht sith meg Fhe sa. ykinb on the BolBhg

w sa. l.inb the fioc.prak anI bey to Byean her lpg w sa.nAt .lre iv 
the nanite. in the ?lrecayy solyI .tiyy fe aBtiueR flt at the uerk yea.tR 
the BhemiBay .olp solyI .ort olt her frli.e.g w NyyeI mk osn flyyet 
solnI sith the .prak tlfe shiye w sa. sor-inb on qeaR not that w sa. 
.lre it solyI Io mlBh vor meO anI there was .tiyy a flyyet in thereg

w haI a.-eI dia to .tak on the friIbe anI -eep satBhg
!Lre se .ave…; qea a.-eI the moment her eke. openeIg 
!1eAre .aveR; w repyieI .ovtykg !1hat happeneI…; w a.-eIg w -nes .he 

sa.nAt in ank .tate to bo into IetaiyR flt w neeIeI to -nosg
!1e sere olt.iIe shen it .tarteIg qiffk sent oXine a ves .eBonI. 

fevore the yibht. sent oDg w BarrieI her faB- to the .hipg wt .tiyy haI 
poserO it sa. the onyk one that IiIg w IrabbeI her afoarI a. the proJc
imitk ayarm NreI lp the .hieyI altomatiBayykg The poser reblyator. 
sere boinb nlt.g w BolyInAt ta-e oDg EaI to .it anI satBhg The .-k 
veyyg; 

Fhe .toppeI tay-inb anI yoo-eI fyan-yk at the Beiyinbg w pa..eI her 
a ,a.- ov saterg Fhe Iran- IeyiBateyk anI BontinleI her .torkg Ftiyy 
nlr.inb her armg

!GnBe the eJpyoIinb .toppeIR w yevt the .hip to heyp yoo- vor .lrc
uiuor.g w ran .traibht into .ome merBA.g Thek IiInAt -nos sho w sa.R 
ibnoreI me shiye thek l.eI .ome yittye hanI .BannerR to yoo- vorj 
maIe no .eBret ov shat thek sere Ioinbg;

!1hat sere thek yoo-inb vor…; w interrlpteIg 
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!wt sa. ayy .tiyy happeninbg w haInAt reayi.eI that it solyI ta-e yonber 
vor the hibh orfit .hip. to vayyg wt sa. yi-e the entire pyanet sa. .Breamc
inbg;

!1hat IiI kol Io…; w a.-eIg 
Fhe too- another Irin-g
!w -iyyeI .iJ ov themR shiye the soryI enIeIR ”ong; 
w fyin-eI at herg Thi. sa. not the vlncyouinb piyot w -nesg Thi. sa. 

the tay- ov the Bomfat harIeneI .oyIier .he haI traineI to feg w fareyk 
reBobni.eI herg

!GnBe w bot faB- afoarIR w .tarteI trkinb to Nblre olt shat sa. 
sronb sith the poser reblyator.g —ot euerkthinb .tafyeg EaI to .knB 
it into the hibh ranbeO w thin- makfe hibher than ank other .hip BolyI 
bog 1a. flrninb a yot ov 3liBeg Then it sent IeaIg w .pent the neJt ves 
holr. trkinb to bet the faB-lp. to Bome ong;

w faB-eI her lp a yittyeg !4ol -iyyeI .iJ peopye on kolr osn… 1hiye 
the .hip. sere .tiyy vayyinb…; w a.-eIg

Fhe .hrlbbeIg !w Nnayyk bot the reblyator .tafyeO the poser Bame 
faB-g w yivteI oD anI .as kol hauinb a .hootcoltg; 

!Thek haI .ome IeuiBeR se .hot itg zl.t haue feen shat sa. -iyyinb 
the .hipA. poserR; w .aiIR .lIIenyk reayi.inb the impyiBationg Thek haI 
feen specifically tarbetinb Thirteen sith itg

!”on5Thin-er. .ent themg Fent them to bet qiffkg ”onR thek Iec
.trokeI mk soryIg To bet to qiffkC;

qea fro-e Iosn in a torrent ov emotiong wt sa. the .aIIe.t Brk w haI 
euer hearIg wt sa. .omeone Brkinb vor their entire soryIg UuentlayykR 
w haI to yeaue herg Fhe sa. eJhal.teI anI the emotionay .tre.. sa. 
.impyk too mlBh vor herg Fhe BlryeI lp on the .ova lnIer a fyan-et 
anI .tareI at the sayyg w Slietyk IimmeI the yibht. anI yevt the roomg 

qea haI plt qiffkA. auatar on olr feIg The room sa. a. mlBh ov a 
me.. a. euerg
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qiffk yoo-eI pri.tineg Eer hair sa. a yittye me..kR flt .he sa. 
lnIamabeIg Fhe sa. .tiyy searinb the fayybosn vrom the ya.t time w 
haI .een herg Eer eke. sere fyaB-g wt sa. 3l.t one ov her auatar.R flt 
.omethinb in.iIe me aysak. .BreameI shen w haI to .ee her .o yiveye..g

w pre..eI mk ?irByetg wt sa. inaBtiueg w too- it oD anI IroppeI it 
on the Bharbinb pyate attaBheI to the sayy afoue the feIg Lvter a ves 
.eBonI.R it yit lpg The poser haI feen IraineI flt the harIsare sa.nAt 
IamabeIg 

w pre..eI the .hipA. internay BommlniBation fltton on the sayyg 
!diaR hos are the poser yeuey.…; 

The an.ser too- yonber to Bome faB- than w eJpeBteIg !Thirtk 
perBentR w IonAt -nos shat that mean.R flt itA. in the breenj w thin-g;

!?an kol ,k thi. .hip…; w a.-eIg
!Thi. thinbA. on another yeueyg w IonAt euen -nos shere the throttye 

i.C; 
w sa. no piyotR eitherg w mak haue feen afye to bet l. into .paBeR flt 

iv there was .omethinb lp thereR w sa.nAt booI enolbh to ta-e l. into 
a Nbhtg 

w piB-eI lp qiffk a. bentyk a. w BolyI anI .lIIenyk uerk asare that 
there sa. .tiyy a flyyet in mk .holyIerg w BarrieI her to the Barbo fakg 

!w. .he IeaI…; dia a.-eI shen .he .as me yakinb the auatar on the 
,oorg

!WoR .heA. olt ov poserR i. ayyg;
!Fhe yoo-. IeaIR; dia aIIeIg w .yappeI her hanI asak a. .he trieI 

to po-e herg
w plyyeI an aBBe.. paney vrom the sayyR sinBinb a. mk .holyIer 

.BreameIg
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There sere mank sire. in there that maIe yittye .en.e to meg Gne 
thinb w reBobni.eI tholbh sa. the poser BonIlitg w plyyeI olt the 
BafyeR the yibht. ,iB-ereIg

!1hat are kol Ioinb…; dia a.-eIR yoo-inb a yittye BonBerneIg 
!qiffk neeI. a 3oyt to bet her .eyvcposerinb Beyy. to Bome faB- 

onyineg; 
The enI ov the BonIlit Bafye .par-eIg dia faB-eI asakg w heyI it 

asak vrom meg zk .knthetiB arm sa. uerk seyy in.lyateIg
!zk qorIR kolr hanI i. meytinbg;
w 3ammeI the Bafye into qiffkA. afIomeng w sa. prettk .lre that her 

poser Beyy. sere thereg 
The .par-. ,esR the yibht. ,iB-ereI abaing Wothinbg 
w 3affeI her abainR thi. time hoyIinb the Bafye in pyaBeg zk flyyet 

solnI sa. on the .ame .iIe a. mk .knthetiB anI it hlrt yi-eR seyyR a 
flyyet solnIg w BanAt Ie.Brife shat it veey. yi-eg wtA. a -inI ov pain thatA. 
.impyk BoyIg Fomethinb Ii.tinBtyk a flyyet solnIg

qiffkA. foIk .tarteI Bonuly.inb yi-e .he sa. hauinb a .ei‘lreg Lvter 
a ves .eBonI.R w plyyeI harI on the other enI ov the BafyeO it Bame olt 
ov the sayyg The paney sent Iar-g

The yibht. Bame faB- to vlyy poser a ves .eBonI. yaterg w thres the 
Bafye a.iIeg zk arm sa. mo.tyk .trippeI ov it. .knthetiB .-in nosg 
There sere a yot ov the meBhaniBay part. on .hos anI a breat Ieay ov 
fyooI haI rln Iosn mk 3aB-etg w yoo-eI a me..g 

!MiI it sor-…; dia a.-eIR .yosyk Bominb Byo.erg
qiffkA. fyaB- eke. yit plre shite vor a momentR then IimmeI to 

a fyleg Lvter a ves .eBonI.R thek .tarteI ,a.hinb reI anI then vaIeI 
to amferg Fhe .at foyt lpribhtg Thek ,iB-eI ouer to a fribhtR byosinb 
neon breeng

!qiffkC;
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!Hor the youe ov —oIC MiI kol pylb me IireBtyk into the .hipA. poser 
briI…; Eer uoiBe sa. IibitayO .he .po-e var too va.tg wt too- a ves .eBonI. 
vor her byosinb breen eke. to vaIe to their l.lay amfient .par-yinb 
yeuey.R her uoiBe retlrneI to normay toog

w hlbbeI herR w -i..eI herR w bot fyooI on herg
Eer afIomen sa. flrneI anI BharreIg w -nes .he solyInAt Bareg 

Fhe solyI fe more pi..eI afolt the Ire..g
!G-akR w -nosR seAre on Thirteeng w 3l.t IosnyoaIeI ayy the .hipA. 

yob.g Ftiyy .knBinb sith mk Boreg Lnkthinb w mibht fe mi..inb…; .he 
a.-eI a. .he .tooI lpg 

Fhe yoo-eI ouer at dia anI her hanI yit shiteg w trieI to reaBh oltR 
flt mk arm haI biuen lpR !FheA. on olr .iIeR; w keyyeIg

Eer hanI. .toppeI byosinbg !EeyyoR yittye -ittkR; .he .aiI a. .he 
a..e..eI diag !deayyk ”on… w bo asak vor a IakR anI kol NnI another 
prettk biry to hanb olt sith…; 

Fhe .tormeI her sak onto the friIbe anIR sitholt he.itationR into 
the ,ibht .eatg 

Lvter ayy the.e kear. ov marriabeR w -nes eJaBtyk hos to friev qiffk7 
!Untire pyanet sent oXineg Fhip. anI .tation. veyyg Thin-er. .ent a 
brolp ov hireI bln. to piB- kol lpg qea i. in .hoB-R .yeepinb oD a 
featinbg Thirtk perBent poserg ’ib reI .hip i. on olr .iIeR mak fe 
another thatA. notg;

dia .at at the seapon. .tationR tholbh w sa.nAt BonuinBeI .he -nes 
itg 

!G-akR hos var Ioe. the Iampeninb NeyI bo…; qiffk a.-eI a. .he 
.trappeI in anI .tarteI ,ippinb .sitBhe.g

!wtA. the entire .k.temg;
!1osC ThatA. bot to ta-e a yot ov 3liBeC; .he repyieI sith a rai.eI 

ekefros
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The .hip .tarteI mouinbO the no.e sent .traibht lp anI the seapon. 
Bame oncyine sitholt dia tolBhinb ankthinbg qiffk sa.nAt a piyot on 
the .ame yeuey a. qeaR flt .he BolyI operate ayy the .k.tem. her.eyv fk 
remote sitholt frea-inb a .seatg 

dia .trappeI in a. se veyt the enbine. Nreg 

Thirteen hayteI a. it yevt the pyanet anI entereI .paBeg The .en.or. 
.tation .hoseI me ayy the Iata that sa. Bominb ing ’a.iyiBa sa.nAt 
in orfitg qiffk rotateI the .hip .yosyk to voBl. the .Banner. sitholt 
l.inb eJtra poserg w BolyI .ee nothinb in ank IireBtiong GHinbA5The 
.en.or. IeteBteI raIiation re.iIleg

!Teyy me afolt the other .hipR ”onR; qiffk a.-eIg
!ThereA. another .hip…; dia .at foyt lpribhtg 
!1hen se sere vayyinb throlbh the atmo.phereO w bot to yoo- lpg 
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Chapter 16

In Libby we 
trust

We had travelled for twenty-three minutes at full speed before we saw 
it on sensors.

There were at least kve Thinger kchter-wincs and a larce ucly crey 
ship whiBh was proteBtinc a massive neon pyramid shaped frame that 
we assumed was the transmission platform. IasiliBa was krinc every-
thinc it had at the ship.

,t was holdinc its ownL thouch the kchters were bearinc down on 
its shields in relentless waves.

We were still too far away to see any of it throuch the window at the 
front of the shipL but it was Blose enouch that visual data was Bominc 
in throuch the sensors. , gnew Aibby would be watBhinc it internally 
as she Cew. , also gnew that all of this would be transmitted baBg to her 
;,-’oreM even if we didn“t mage it outL there would be a plan forminc 
on HerBia.

?”ow does IasiliBa still have power after hours out here when we 
have noneRE Xia asged.
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, had no suitable answer. , looged over at AibbyM she wasn“t looginc 
at meL but she gnew the juestion was out of my keld. 

?Thirteen was on the planet unproteBted for a lonc timeL and they 
were tarcetinc its cenerator frejuenBy direBtly with their deviBe. xower 
was Just drippinc away until Aea did whatever she did to brinc it all 
baBg online. ,f someone on your ship kcured it out soonerL they may 
not have lost very muBh to becin with.E

We were cettinc Blose. Aibby kred the braginc system. We were 
Bominc in hot. 

The shootinc started almost the moment we were in rance. The 
ship rolled and then pulled up to brinc us into a CipL almost on top 
of IasiliBa. , thing her plan was to sgim its shields and piBg oN the 
kchters as they attaBged. 3he misJudced the shields depth and bounBed 
us aBross its surfaBe for a moment before recaininc Bontrol. 

,t was a solid planL but red shields were thiBger than blue ones. ,t 
sgewed the ancles more than she eOpeBted.

?What the fuBg is this shipL UonRE Aibby eOBlaimedL realisinc that 
the enercy rance of the shield she Just hit was lige nothinc she had seen 
before. 

?!o idea. ,t“s 1avid“s shipL not mine.E 
?;tginsonRE 
?That“s the oneL yeahLE , said as , frantiBally tried to loog for a 

pattern in the attaBginc kchters“ formations. 
?YhL , always liged himLE she saidL almost certainly to annoy me.
Xia was looginc at all the sBreens in front of her and followinc the 

shootinc as best as she Bould. We were taginc a lot of hitsL but civinc 
at least as many in return.

The transmission platform was beinc shielded from almost every 
shot by the bic boOy crey ship. The oBBasional blast that made it past 
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was absorbed by the neon blue shield emittinc from the pyramid“s 
outer edces. 

The BommuniBation system in front of me lit up. ?UonL you“re 
alivezE Bame Ia“an“s voiBe.

?Gesz 3o are youL , seezE 
?We“re almost out of JuiBeL toog us hours to cet here. The primary 

encine doesn“t have enouch power to spin up. We had to Bhase this 
Thinger fricate all the way baBg here. We“re not built for speedL not 
without that drive.E

?What Ban we doRE , heard some sounds in the baBgcround as , 
spoge. Thincs were eOplodinc over there. 

?’an“t penetrate its shield without our main cunL and that“s tied to 
the encine.E 

?Ie ready to kreLE Aibby yelled from the Cicht Bhair. , Blosed the 
ling. 

We toog another hitL as we passed throuch an eOplodinc kchter. 
?UonL , need you to Cy the shipLE Aibby demanded as she Cipped the 

ship over acain and headed for the fricate.
, sat in the seat as she stormed oN the bridce. , didn“t bother tellinc 

her how bad , was at Cyinc. 3he gnew that already.
?What“s the planRE , asgedL after Cippinc the BommuniBation unit 

over to her Bhannel.
, BorreBted the ancle of the ship and dropped some speed. Two 

kchters had brogen away from the assault on IasiliBa to follow us.
?’an“t you remote thisRE , yelled as we toog a hit. Yne of our 

Bannons kred. 
?!o. There“s no remote to the Cicht Bontrols. IasiB seBurityL UonzE 
?Iut the cuns are kneRE , yelled acain. 
?, did not desicn ThirteenL my love.E 
Xia was holdinc onto the baBg of the Cicht Bhair behind me.
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?What is she doincRE she asged. 
?!o ideaL but if she doesn“t do it fastL we“re dead.E
, Cew as well as , BouldL roBginc the ship in unprediBtable direBtions 

and movinc all the power to the rear shields as , did.
We were taginc a lot of damace nowL our weapons kred acain.
; beepinc sound Bame from my Bonsole. , looged around. 
?1id you Just open the Barco doorRE , sBreamed. 
The licht went oN and Aibby“s voiBe Bame over the interBom acain. 

?, Just left the ship. Gou distraBt them by blastinc the fricate. ,“ll pop 
over to the pyramid and tage it oFine.E

Xia casped. ?3he is coinc to tage on that whole thinc on her ownRE 
The BommuniBation ling was still aBtive. ?!o. ,“m small enouch to 

cet throuch its shields. ,“m coinc to knd its sicnal cenerator system 
and self-destruBt this avatar.E

With a total laBg of knesseL , pulled the ship upwards and headed 
toward the fricate“s main Bannon bang lige , had a planM , did not have 
a plan. ,t toog a pot shot at us. , remembered to move the shields baBg 
to the front of the ship acain. We were taginc kre from the baBg now. 
, wasn“t cood at this.

, notiBed Aibby was out of rance for remote krinc of the weapons. 
?XiaL use the Bonsole you were sittinc at. Try to shoot thincs.E 

3he started messinc with Bontrols and the front beam weapon kredL 
Bompletely missinc the fricate. , turned the nose of the ship to BorreBt 
itL rememberinc the beam weapon was related to the ship“s orienta-
tion. ,t stopped Just as it cra5ed the fricate.

?, don“t gnow how these cuns worgzE Xia yelled as every Bannon 
becan krinc wildly at nothinc.
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; hand pulled on my shoulder. ?XiaL cunszE , yelled before turninc to 
see a still eOhausted Aea. 

?Ket out of my seat before you breag any more of my ship.E
3he may have been in no kt state to be doincL wellL anythinc at allL 

but even lige thisL she was a better pilot than , Bould ever be.
?What“s xrinBess up toRE 3he asged as , toog over the weapons 

Bonsole and started shootinc a little more Bompetently than , Cew.  
?1estroyinc the transmission platforms sicnal cenerators.E
?Kood plan.E
?Ynly if it worgs.E
?,t will worgL , have faithzE Xia said with BonkdenBe as she watBhed 

my every move on the weapon Bontrols. 
Aea kred the beam Bannon from the Cicht stiBg as she BorgsBrewed 

around to miss a massive blast. 3he hit itL but its shields were too 
larce for Thirteens dwindlinc reserves to penetrate. We needed to geep 
shootincL Just to geep all eyes on us. 

Aea nosedived the ship Blose enouch to the fricate that our shields 
gissedL not in the same way that Aibby had bounBed the ship earlierM 
this was the perfeBt movements of a surceon at worg. 

Yne kchter followinc us barrelled direBtly into the fricate and the 
other had to co wide to avoid the same fate. ; moment laterL the last 
kchter was cone. 3o was our shield. The lichts were CiBgerinc now. We 
were moments away from beinc dead in spaBe.

The fricate turned to faBe our tiny ship head on. We looged lige a Bat 
roarinc at a lion. , clanBed at the pyramid on the sensor panel. There 
was no sicn of Aibby.

The fricate“s prinBipal weapon lit up as it Bharced. Yur front win-
dow went white as it kred.
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Yur shields Cared baBg to full as the beam hit us. The lichts Bame 
baBg on at full intensity and every system on our ship hummed with 
the surce of power. 

, smaBged the BommuniBation system and shoutedL ?3hoot itzE
They didn“t bother answerincL not with words. They Just kred 

IasiliBas“ primary encineL ventinc the enercy not out of the drive shaft 
but out of the creat barrel at the front. The beam was as wide as the 
ship itselfM Thirteen Cipped baBgwardsL eNortlessly avoidinc it by Just 
meters. , kred all the weapons and toog out two new kchters that 
Bruised into my Brosshairs. 

IasiliBas“ Bannon kred straicht throuch the fricate and out the other 
side into the Bentre of the pyramid platform. 

The power levels gept risinc. We were now far more ejuipped to 
deal with the problems we faBed.

IasiliBa didn“t stop krincL it Just gept blastinc the transmission 
pyramid. The CricateL thouch almost But in half by the openinc vol-
leyL was returninc kre relentlessly. Yur own main BannonL now fully 
operationalL toog out its shield module in three plaBes. IasiliBaL onBe 
done with the xyramidL turned its attention to the only tarcet left. 
The fricate started spinninc up its own faster-than-licht encineL but 
between Thirteens main Bannon and IasiliBas renewed beamL there 
wasn“t anythinc left to Cy out of there.

Aea left the Bhair while the wreBgaces were still hot. ?,“m coinc to bed.E
3he left the bridce without another word. , gnew there was more to 

be saidL but that was for another time.
?We wonRE Xia asgedL a little shellshoBged.
?Aoogs lige itLE , said as , toog the Cicht Bhair. 
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, opened the ling to IasiliBa. ?Gou ogay over thereRE , asged. 
?WellL about half of the ship is on krezE Ia“an replied. ”e had a relief 

in his voiBe that told me the important bits of the ship were the bits 
that weren’t on kre. 

?,s Xia with youRE Bame 1avid“s voiBe.
?Ges EeeperL , am wellLE she shouted eOBitedly from behind me. 



Chapter 17

Pickup

The Sol Corvette dropped to sub-light almost on top of us. The 
communication link lit up moments later. 

“This is Captain Bajic of the science ship Penda; do you need assis-
tance?” 

I ignored the message; I was realising how exhausted I was. Ria gave 
a sigh, and tried for a smile that failed to manifest; she was still getting 
to grips with everything we had been through.

“Penda, this is Basilica, acting captain Ty here. We could do with 
a crate of Cure-all and a large repair team over here at your conve-
nience.”

“Not a problem captain, we’ll send a shuttle full of friends over 
presently.” I could tell from the voice that he knew exactly who Ba’an 
was.

I waited for my turn. 
“Thirteen, this is Penda. Do you need assistance?” 
After a little back and forth, I Hgured out how to hand remote 

control of the ship over to them and they Eew us into their cargo bay. 
We were too large for their shuttle dock.
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Ria and I walked down the ramp to be met by a team of doctors and 
more mechanics than I knew a ship this siqe could have.

The doctor started scanning us before we had even stepped down. 
The cargo bay was the usual Sol style, white with baby blue accents 

on all the panelling. It was nice to see the implied safety of an 1arth 
insignia after everything we had just been through. 

The doctor was a young Yampire man, no wings. Ue wore the usual 
medical glasses and form Htted all-in-one under a long pale blue lab 
coat. Ue had an assistant with him, a human man. They were pulling 
a little hovering cart with all their eLuipment on it. 

“Anyone else aboard?” the doctor asked dispassionately. 
“…es. Xea, Xea Ra-kay. It’s her ship. She’s sleeping o8 a beating.”
“Is that a Brick name?” he asked as he sat me down and started 

scanning my shoulder.
I nodded.
“Uow’s her condition?” 
“I dosed her with inactive Cure-all and med-gelled her wounds. 

She’ll be Hne when she wakes up.” 
The doctor nodded. “Was sheG on the planet?” 
“We were all on the planet, doctor,” I said, recognising the real 

Luestion.
“As long as you’re sure she’s in no imminent danger, I won’t disturb 

her then.” 
I was pleased that I didn’t need to explain it to him. Yampires 

understood emotions, probably better than I did. Ue knew that after 
watching her home world get devastated, Xea wouldn’t give a shit 
about a few breaks and bruises. She could dose with a fresh batch of 
Cure-all for now and get her arm looked at if it set wrong.

The mechanics were swarming the ship, scanning it. I pointed a 
thought towards it and its security system kicked in. The ramp closed. 
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“9uys, I don’t mean to be ungrateful, but Basilica needs you more 
than this one does. Thirteen repairs itself.” 

Mne of the mechanics raised a doubtful eyebrow at me; they didn’t 
stop scanning. Mne of them looked at his readout confused. With the 
security system armed, he wouldn’t be able to get a lot of details.

The doctor smirked at me, noticing the exchange.
“The captain has said that if you are medically sound, he would like 

to see you on the bridge.”
I felt the pang of my biology hit me. Now that I knew I wouldn’t 

be dead any second, it seemed important again. “Doctor, did 4oanne 
release my medical Hles to you?” 

Ue nodded.
“I really need to visit your ship’s galley before I visit your bridge. If 

you don’t mind.”
I got a feast; Ria got a shot of something that made her look a lot 

more awake, at least short term. We presented ourselves to the captain 
about an hour later.

The ship’s bridge was far more traditional than those on either 
Thirteen or Basilica. It was a large chair in the middle of the room with 
two stations in front and a Eight chair on a raised section at the back of 
the room. There were little consoles all around the sides of the room. 
A large screen sat at the front that was not pretending to be anything 
else; not at all like the fake window on Basilica. The emitter nodes 
on the ceiling told me it was eLuipped with holographic generators 
for strategic situations. It was all very metal and white, chunky and 
human. 

The captain rotated his chair to face us as we entered.
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Captain Bajic looked human at Hrst, but from his slightly extended 
ears I assumed he has probably half elf. Mn his father’s side. Ue would 
have had the eyes too, had it been his mother.

“Thank you for the pickup, Captain,” I said gratefully.
“President, or captain Ty, as he’s now introducing himself, has 

briefed us his side of events. Tell me, how were your ships able to 
withstand the power drain?”

This was a science ship. I wasn’t thrilled that 4o had made sure it was 
the Hrst ship to the scene. They would scan for every clue they could 
as to how the dampening Held was created. It was not a weapon that 
anyone should have.

I was pretty sure there wouldn’t be enough of the transmission 
pyramid left for them to learn much. I had secured Thirteen; nothing 
would come from its logs and Ba’an wasn’t stupid enough to give them 
free access to Basilica’s computer. 

I did, however, want them to be able to defend against it. I consid-
ered my answer. “Run your power freLuencies into the highest end of 
the spectrum as you can. It won’t drain as fast. Don’t rely on power 
storage, it doesn’t last.” 

That was all I would be giving him. This was a science ship. They 
would get the rest of the way on their own. If he knew the exact 
freLuencies, he would have a clue as to how it was done. I may have 
already put him on the right track, sadly. 

“Thanks, I’ll make sure my team is prepared, in case we encounter 
it again. Does your ship always run in the high range?”

4o knew about Thirteens strange origin, but there was no way it was 
part of the standard brief for every captain in the Eeet.

“!y wife is an AI core engineer; we have some tricks available to us,” 
I lied, trying to appear more helpful than I was. Besides, most people 
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who worked on a science ship should know Xibby’s name. Ualf of the 
computer cores on their ship would have been based on her patents.

“Mf course‘ I didn’t think about that. It was fortunate that you were 
prepared.” 

Ue was Hshing for more. I wasn’t going to give it to him. Ue would 
be under orders to treat me like a YIP, and no Sol o2cer would dare 
cross Ba’an; he still had a lot of friends, including my daughter. I 
ignored his obvious suspicions.

“Are there medical ships on the way to Korge?” 
“…es, there are almost ten hospital ships coming through the Warp 

right now. And three heavy cruisers. Within a few weeks, it’ll be like 
nothing happened here.” 

“I’m sure all the dead people will be relieved to hear that,” Ria 
added, before I had a chance to point out his lack of tact. 

“…es, obviously, this was a horriHc attack that we won’t soon for-
get.” 

I nodded politely. “If itHs okay with you captain, I have a friend to 
take care of and I need some rest.” 

“Mf course. Dismissed.”
I didn’t work for him. I wasn’t in the military, neither was Ria. I was 

a private citiqen with very powerful friends. IDismissing’ me like that 
was an obvious insult to my status. Not something that I cared about, 
not really, but it told me a lot about the captain.

“Thank you, !ister Bajic” I said. We turned and left. The Doctor 
was waiting for us by the elevator. 

The doors closed. “I must say. I enjoyed Mister Bajic, nice touch,” 
he said as the doors closed. 

“Doctor, would you mind coming aboard Thirteen, alone, and 
taking a look at Xea, please?” 

Ue nodded. “4oshua, by the way,” he said. I shook his hand.



IN U1R W1 TR3ST 7F7

I was surprised when Xea actually let him into her room. She must have 
felt rougher than I thought. 

While he was in there, I checked the readouts on the Eight seat. We 
were now fully charged, and the generator was working Hne, but our 
fuel rods were almost depleted. I was making a note of the exact type 
we used when Ria appeared next to me.

“…ou’re a sneaky one,” I said as she made herself known with a 
purring sound.

“Why did the Thinkers want Xibby’s avatar enough to do that to 
the Brick world?” she asked.

“I don’t know. But it concerns me, a great deal,” I replied. 
“Will they attack again?”
“I assume so, yes.”
Ria nodded, her feline features deep in thought.
The sound of someone coming towards the bridge ended our con-

versation.
Xea looked like she had been crying. Not that it was much of a 

surprise, all things considered. She tossed me a handheld device as she 
came in. Ria snatched it out of the air and handed it to me. Xea raised 
an eyebrow. 

“I like to catch things,” Ria said with a shrug. 
I let Xea have her seat while I looked at the device. It used a power 

cell I hadn’t seen before. It was dead, but I assumed Xibby would be 
able to make more sense of it. If the technology that the mercenaries 
used could tell us anything about who hired them, Xibby would Hnd 
it. 

The Doctor came in a moment later. 
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“Well, !iss Ra-Kay is physically recovered, and I have left enough 
medical supplies in your cargo bay to treat an army. !ed packs, 
Cure-all and !ed-gel. I suggest you throw out any of the medical kits 
you already had aboard. Cure-all isn’t very e8ective without the active 
nanites.”

“Thank you, Doctor. I appreciate the help. We all do,” I said. 
“Are you good for other supplies?” he asked. 
“…es. Thank you. I just need to get some fuel rods from your engi-

neering team and I think we’re going to head over to Basilica.”
We walked down the stairs to the cargo bay. Ria stayed on the 

bridge. She obviously didn’t consider the doctor a threat to my safety.
“It’s been a pleasure to meet you, Doctor,” I said as I waited for the 

ramp to lower. 
“Same. …our daughter is the best leader 1arth has ever had,” he was 

sincere. I liked sincere. 
“Thank you, just don’t let Ba’an you say that,” I smiled. 
Ue walked down the ramp. “1arth is for earthlings,” he said, with 

that same sincerity.
I was a little shocked to hear a Yampire say such an unfortunately 

human thing. Regardless of his species, it was a well-known xenopho-
bic catchphrase. I wasn’t sure how to respond, so I didn’t.

I caught the eye of one of the mechanics outside. I asked him if he 
could get me the fuel rods we needed. 4oshua gave me a wave and left 
the cargo bay. Ue had left me with an odd feeling in my stomach. I 
wasn’t sure what the implications were, but I was sure it wasn’t good. 

The mechanic returned with a Eoating litter of fuel rods. I had 
expected him to hand me a couple, not o8er me an entire stack. It was 
unusual generosity and would have dug into their own supply. I let 
him drop them in the cargo bay and went back to the bridge.

“Are we ready?” Xea asked.
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“Whenever you are,” I replied.
Ria sat silently at the weapons console, watching us.
A few minutes later, we were coming to an expert landing in Basili-

ca’s amply siqed shuttle bay. We parked next to three of Penda’s visiting 
shuttles; Thirteen dwarfed them. 

“I’m going to my room. Can you ask Ba’an to come Hnd me when 
he’s free?” she asked with no emotion in her voice. I nodded. 

I Hnally returned to the bridge of Basilica. David hugged me the mo-
ment the elevator doors opened. “Welcome back‘”

Ba’an slapped my back approvingly. David hugged Ria, a returning 
hero. 

“Xea?” Ba’an asked. 
I nodded. “Ba’an, she saw, a lot. She’s on Thirteen, waiting for you.” 
Ue nodded, there was an understanding; he silently left through the 

elevator that was still open from my arrival. 
“What happened your end?” I asked David as I noticed the two Sol 

technicians replacing a console at the back of the room. 
“We were dropping you down to the planet, in the Red-Tube. Then 

the frigate turned up. Xooked as surprised to see us as we were to see 
it. We lost power when we engaged weapons, got it back online just in 
time to catch you before you hit the planet’s surface. By the time we 
were ready to Hre, it had qipped o8. We chased it down, had to follow 
without our main engine, took hours to catch it. Then you turned up 
again like a guardian angel.”

Ue had his arm around Ria, she was holding it against her. This 
wasn’t some advance or invasion of space. Ue was pleased she was back, 
and she was revelling in the contact. I hadn’t realised her species liked 
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physicality so much. I suddenly realised why she had kept appearing 
next to me on Thirteen. She wanted to be close. It was a species trait I 
had entirely missed. 

She was soon being hugged by all the other Kollowers on the bridge 
and smiling gleefully. They understood her. That was the moment I 
stopped seeing them as a cult. They were a family. It had just taken me 
a little while to understand them. 

“The Sol team is just Hnishing up here. We’re going back to Central 
to get a cargo bay full of tents and blankets. Ualf of that planet is deep 
in winter. Thanks to you Hxing our primary engine we’re about the 
fastest thing that can make the trip,” David was proud to be doing 
good. “That is, unless you have further need of our service, 4on.” 

“No, not at all. Assuming you’re done with Ba’an, I have a planet at 
the rim I need to pay a visit to anyway.”

David looked back at me with a knowing in his eyes. 



Chapter 18

Rim

Eadred station was possibly the least ‘Sol’ station in the Sol alliance. It 
was dirty, old and in an awful state of repair. On the far edge of alliance 
space, the last stop before the rim. I quite liked the ageing perfection 
vibes it gave oF. xrom the outside, it looked like a large round cake, 
with the upper and lower layers being docking ports and the thinner 
‘Llling’ portion being the living and commerce area. Stations like this 
were always made of mostly docks and cargo holds, with little else to 
speak of. I would have liked to have eTplored it a little, but we were 
only there for a few minutes. -ibby had synched a new avatar and she 
had been in a hotel room on the nicer end of the ‘Llling’ layer, waiting 
for us for two days now.

Jhe ramp dropped at the back of the ship and there she stood. -ibW
by was wearing her ‘Jhirteen’ ;umpsuit and holding a large messenger 
bag. “e met halfway up the walkway. “e kissed. I felt a sense of relief 
Lll both of usY we were together again. Jime apart made us feel like 
we were missing something. “e knew it was sentimental and a little 
coWdependent, but we didn’t care.

?”ou, okayBN I asked, knowing that -ibby was literally always okay. 
Heing okay was a deLning trait for her. Xo matter what.
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?I’m Lne, how’s -eaBN 
?She’s a little better, not quite herself. Xot yet.N 
-ea’s mood had grown a little less grim over the last few days and 

was at least somewhat back to her normal self, not even close to ‘capW
tain hottie’ levels of cheerful but deLnitely doing better. I was a little 
surprised that she hadn’t wanted to stay on her home world and help 
with the rebuilding eForts. Xo matter how she presented herself to us, 
we all knew that it would take her a long time to get over what she had 
been through.

“e held hands and walked through the cargo bay as the ramp closed 
behind us. 

She hesitated as we got near the stairwell. ?;on, does she blame meBN 
-ibby asked with an unusual, less than okay tone.

?I don’t know. She hasn’t said anything. ItAs not a topic I wanted to 
raise.N

“e entered the tiny bridge. 
?“elcome homePN Ha’an eTclaimed. 
Jhe ship lifted oF. “e silently reWentered space. 
j few moments later, Jhirteen was cruising at J4 Speeds. -ea 

released herself from the Right chair.
-ibby stood motionless in the middle of the room, and I assure 

you, a XO-x can be motionless very poignantly. I sat at my usual 
station. Ha’an lowered himself to perch on a console. “e knew there 
were things to be said, and we had no idea as to which way it was going 
to go. 

?Urincess,N -ea said, hands on hips.
?Hrick,N -ibby replied, hands in the pockets of her pristine 7umpW

suit. 
?Jhinkers took down my world. Jhey wanted to get to you. 4o you 

know whyBN 
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-ibby shook her head.
?“hy didn’t they attack the stationB ”ou’ve been there for days.N
?I have false papers. ;o got me about Lve identities. I covered my 

tracks.N
-ea’s eyes Llled with water, but she fought it back for a moment.
?It’s not your fault. Jhinkers did thisY not you,N -ea said as she 

devolved into tears.
-ibby nodded and I swear, if she had been able to cry, she would 

have become a sea. 
?I was scared you would blame me. I didn’t know. I had no idea. If 

I had been awake, I would have been able to work out the frequencies, 
get the ship oF the ground. “e may have been able to save some 
people,N -ibby said, talking too fast with emotionally charged words. 

?Jhinkers did this,N -ea replied with a deLnite nod.
-ibby nodded back and two of the most important people in my life 

hugged. Ha’an and I glanced at each other. “e had both been silently 
eTpecting the worst from this eTchange.

“e were at least a day out from our destination, and we knew we 
had to kill time, and keep the mood light. 

?Dey, Ha’an. “anna drink heavily and watch Elven movies with 
meBN 

Ha’an made an agreeable noiseY we left the bridge. “atching old 
movies and drinking seemed eTactly like something we should do, 
the truth was, we wanted to leave -ibby and -ea alone to talk things 
through. 

Ha’an and I sat on the sofa in the shipAs large living area and had the wall 
screen show an old science Lction movie at about three meters across. 
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Jhe rest of the walls morphed to mimic an old cinema with dim up 
lights to match the vibe.

Dumans had been the only race to independently invent theatre, 
and movies. “hen cinema started to be a big cultural eTport in the 
nineteen thirties and forties, Elves had wanted to give it a goY they 
made some bi9arre things that both Ha’an and I adored. It was like 
watching early serialised J… sciWL, miTed with hippy morality. jll of it 
was about meeting aliens who didn’t know about ‘Jhe 5reat 5arden.’ 
Jhe Elves would teach them about harmony. I had assumed it was 
aimed at educating humans who were still Lguring things out back 
then.

?Jhey’ve been up there a long time,N Ha’an said as he drank out of 
a half empty wine bottle. 

?-ots to talk about.N
?I hope -ea didn’t kill her or anything.N 
I raised an eyebrow and put my feet on the coFee table. ?Jhey’ve 

been friends for decades and -ea already said she doesn’t blame -ibW
by,N I said. ?jlso, if they fought, -ibby wouldn’t be the one you should 
worry about,N I added. 

?“hatB -ea could take -ibby in a Lght.N
?Xow I know you’re drunk, Ha’an. -ibby has guns built into her 

arms and she has a tactical computer in her brainPN 
Ha’an smiled at me, showing those vampire teeth of his proudly. 

?”es, but -ea has moTiePN 
I decided not to argue. It was a pointless conversation, anyway. 

-ibby would let -ea beat her body to scrap if she thought it would 
make her feel even marginally better. 

?I could deLnitely take you in a LghtPN Ha’an said with an even wider 
grin.

?Oh, for surePN 
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…ampires were as strong as Hricks and as fast as elves. I had no doubt 
who would come oF worse in that eTchange. 

“e heard footsteps on the staircase. 
?Oh my god, are you really watching this crapBN -ea said as she 

made a HW-ine for the food hatch, no doubt to get a drink.
-ibby sat herself on the arm of the sofa neTt to me. I put an arm 

around her. ?DowAs things, my loveBN I asked. 
?I’d feel better if I knew why they wanted my avatar so badly,N she 

replied. “e giggled at the terrible movie while I pulled her onto my lap.

Jhe rest of the evening passed quickly. -ibby and I transitioned to our 
bedroom and didn’t come out again until the following afternoon2 
late afternoon.

“e were still in good spirits when we entered the bridge to Lnd 
Ha’an in the Right seat. De looked quite uncomfortable. Jhe seat was 
very much a human design and did not accommodate his wings. Jhey 
were, as always, tucked in tightly. Even so, this was not a place for a 
man of his speciLcations.

?I didn’t even know you could Ry a shipPN -ibby said with surprise. 
?I was in the Sol military for a couple of tours. Hasic Right training is 

standard business,N he replied, pressing some buttons and getting out 
of the seat. ?”ou’re welcome to the seat now youAre here though, -ibW
by.N I could tell he was relieved to be letting someone more qualiLed 
take over. I knew that feeling well. 

?“here’s -eaBN I asked. 
?xitting some gi9mo to the engine, she wants the frequency generW

ator to selfWswitch if we get hit by another drain attack.N 



DE14S-6C3

I headed down the stairs. Jhirteen’s engine access was on the same 
level as the cargo bay, but the other eTit from the staircase. Xot a place 
I had any interest in visiting usually, which was convenient given that 
it was barely more than a walkway and a nest of technology.

Jhe door was open, and -ea’s legs were sticking out from under a 
large pipe. I looked around the space. It was really more like a large 
cupboard than a shipAs engine. Jhe walls were adorned with multiple 
patchWcables and circuitry. Jhe only thing I actually understood was 
the slot at the end of the room where we inserted fresh fuel rods every 
few weeks. 

?-eaP ”ou sure you are qualiLed to be screwing around in hereBN I 
asked loudly. 

She stuck her head out from under the pipe brieRy and then disapW
peared again. ?I know more about this ship than anyone else in this 
entire reality, ;on. I’m the only one of us who read the tech sheets.N

?Iteration,N I corrected. She was right. “hen we Lrst came aboard, 
the computer presented us with Right manuals, design documents and 
repair guides. I 7ust wanted to see if the food hatch was stocked.

?“e’re about half an hour out from our destination. I really don’t 
want -ibby to land the ship. She always bumps it,N I yelled in. 

?I’ve added a little selfWcontained jI shard. ItAs selfWpowered and its 
only 7ob is to ad7ust the power frequency. If we encounter another 
Jhinker attack, it’ll ad7ust things to stop us from bleeding power as 
fast as last time.N

?ImpressivePN I said, not really understanding what she was talking 
about. 

?;on, didn’t you design the coMn that let jygah ascend to godhoodB 
Dow are you so shit at technologyBN she asked as she packed her tools 
away. 
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?Jhat was over a thousand iterations ago. jlso, the technology was 
drastically diFerent from what we have now. It was like industrial 
magic more than it was jI cores and circuit diagrams.N

She closed the door and secured the access panel. She had a cute 
smudge of dust on the end of her nose. Hricks even looked good when 
they got dirty. It was infuriating.

I watched as we dropped out of J4 and eFortlessly slipped into orbit 
around the planet, almost in a single manoeuvre. 

I scanned the planet and forest moonsY it didn’t take long. Jhere 
was nothing inorganic to pique the sensorAs interest. Jrees, oceans, 
trees, more trees. ?Oh, insectsP ETcitingPN I said. 

-ibby was looking over my shoulder and, more than likely, also 
scanning the logs somewhere inside her compleT brain.  

?Jhis is the least interesting planetary system I have ever seen. xorest 
moons, water planet. Jhere’s not even any large animal life. znless 
you really want wood or water, there’s no reason to stay in orbitY 7ust 
a boring jlpha type world,N -ibby said, conLrming my Lndings. 

?-ibby, what are the most common habitable planet types in 
known spaceBN I asked.

?jlpha type,N -ibby said instantly.
jlpha type was the kind of planet that Earth was, before humans 

developed there. So was Jhe Elf home world, …ampire and Hrick too. 
Jhey were all jlpha typesY so were most of the worlds the younger 
races inhabited.

I glanced at the universe map on my console and gave it a quick spin 
to see it from diFerent angles. Jhere was something interesting about 
this place. 
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?If we were to look at the distance of every catalogued jlpha planet 
in all of known space, which one is the most remote from any other 
space fairing race, including shipping lanes, J4 traMc, and old radio 
wave coverageBN

-ibby sighed and closed her eyes. She did this when she wanted 
to put every single computational cycle on a single task. Der jI core 
would pause all other tasks and her other jvatar would be sitting still, 
eyes closed too. Jhere were a lot of planets, and shipping lanes, wasn’t 
easy maths. 

jfter only a couple of seconds, she opened her eyes. ?xuck you, 
;on,N she said with a raised eyebrow.

?Jhat’s what I thought,N I replied. 
?“e’re in orbit of it, aren’t weBN -ea asked from the Right chair.
?”ep,N -ibby said.
?“hat does that meanBN Ha’an asked. 
?It means, that if you wanted to be as remote as possible, and not 

have to live on a ship, this is the place,N I said, running the scanner over 
the planet and its moon again, this time at a far higher power level. 

?So, this is the right placeBN Ha’an asked. 
?4eLnitely,N I replied.
Jhe scanners were no use. I ran the scan three more times, nothing 

but trees, water, and bugs.
?-et’s science this then,N -ibby said.
?I already scanned the planet.N
?Xo. I mean, letAs assume there is a colony close by. “e can’t see it on 

scanners. Jolonies don’t 7ust pick a place at random like native species 
do. If you move to a new planet, you get to pick. “here would we pick 
if we had to colonise this systemBN

?I love you,N I said, in awe of her.
?xocusPN she replied. 
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?Jhe planet is basically water. jll the land masses are 7ust tops of 
underwater mountain ranges. Jan’t think of a worse place to live,N 
-ea said. She had put the ship on auto and come to 7oin us. 

?Jhe larger moon would have nicer gravity than the smaller one,N 
Ha’an added.

?Jhat’s going to be about seventyWLve percent planetary normal, 
the other is about Lfty. Lost biologicals would choose the heavier 
gravity,N -ibby calculated. 

?-ea, if you had to land a colony ship, is there a sweet spotBN Ha’an 
asked.

Jhe conversation went on much like this for a little longer. LeanW
while, I tapped the other resource pool we had at our disposal M my 
memory. Jhere was no iteration in which I had visited this world. In 
fact, I hadn’t even been this close to the galactic rim in most of them. 
Jhere was, however, a nugget of something I recalled in a conversation 
from one iteration where jygah tried to lead a normal life. 

?5ot itPN I eTclaimed. 
I scrolled the map of the surface that the scanner had made. ?DerePN 

I said, pointing at an unassuming portion of the southWeastern coast of 
one of the land masses of the smaller moon.

?Okay, you stumped me. “hy thereBN -ibby asked after a few secW
onds of trying to Lgure out how I came to this conclusion.

?;on, that literally has nothing, its wide open, it has uneven terrain, 
the water current on the scanner doesn’t indicate there is a high density 
of sea life at that coast and its way hotter than most organics would 
like. jnd it’s2 Oh, I seePN -ibby said as she came to realise what she 
was saying.

?I’ll take us down then,N -ea said as she returned to the Right chair.
?SeeB “hatB I don’t get it,N Ha’an asked.
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?;on, reversed the hypothesis. Jhis location represents the miniW
mum viable colony location. It’s quite literally the last place anyone 
would look. Jhe least appealing of all the viable locations. It’s the 
best place to hide.N -ibby squee9ed my shoulder as she spoke, silently 
letting me know how impressed she was with my reasoning. 

Jhirteen came in as slowly as it could. “e turned our shields 
down to the minimum that was required for planetary entry and our 
weapons were oNine. 

?jre you sure it’s wise to go in so defencelessBN -ea asked, feeling 
quite vulnerable. 

?If there are Hlades here, then pissing them oF would be incredibly 
bad for us,N I said sternly. I didn’t want anyone forgetting how danW
gerous this species could be.

I reminded them of the abilities Hlades had, of the things they 
could do. ?Jhey have complete control of any matter they can touch. 
Jhey can inRuence your perception of reality within about ten meters 
of them. Energy blasts make them more powerful, and they often 
unintentionally pro7ect their own emotional state.N

?jre we eTpecting them to be friendlyBN -ea asked.
?js friendly as any other genetically engineered super soldiers with 

unlimited powers over reality.N
I heard a collective intake of breath at my description.



Chapter 19

Forest

We landed the ship on the beach; we were careful to face it towards the 
ocean, meaning all the really big guns were pointed away from land. 

Libby and I walked down the ramp.
“You should be wearing a shield, Jon.” 
“Shield won’t protect me from a single Blade, my love, and we’re 

looking for a colony of them.”
We stood at the rocks of the beach. I keyed my Circlet, “Okay Lea, 

get out of here. We’ll update you as soon as we can.”
The ship lifted oq as gently as it came down. The plan was for Libby 

and me to scope out the planet for a few hours and then call for pickup. 
It made sense for Libby and me to be the ones to say hello. Libby was 
most e?uipped among us to deal with reality bending tricks, and I 
hoped that my knowledge of their species would get me on their good 
side.

“Well, what nowA” Libby asked as the ship vanished into the sky.
“Nssuming you’re scanning, we take a stroll.” 
We held hands and walked towards the forest. -either of us bothH

ered checking our Circlets. Libby’s avatar had more than enough 
scanning e?uipment builtHin to make any Circlet look like a toy and 
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she was smart enough that there was no point in me scanning; there 
was no way I would see something that she didn’t. We walked, relaH
tively carefree for an hour or so around the little landmass. 

It was a glorious planet. The reduced gravity made for a lovely !oaty 
feeling as we walked. I felt like I could Rump to the tops of the trees if 
I wanted. Which was even more impressive because the trees were so 
tall, due to the same reduced gravity. The truth was, while it was lower 
than Xarth, it wasn’t low enough to allow for any truly entertaining 
feats of gymnastics. The whole place smelled like nature, vibrantly so. 
It was sweet and crisp with the salty air from the sea, adding a layer of 
freshness to it all.

“You sure there are no predators hereA” I asked as we walked. 
“Oh my gosh, Jon, are you scaredA” Libby mocked in a childlike 

voice. 
“I’m more concerned about angry Blades than I am lions, that’s for 

sure,” I protested.
“There’s nothing on this planet larger than a house spider, I 

promise.”
“I don’t like spiders,” I said, suddenly concerned.
Libby laughed at me. “1on’t worry, I’ll blast them if they bully 

youU”
We laughed and talked as we walked, enRoying this small respite 

from our recent stresses. These virgin planets were like little holiday 
spots. We decided that when we had nothing on our agenda, we would 
come to a place like this one and camp under the night sky. I had almost 
forgotten why we were there. 
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The daytime light was swapped for nightHtime like someone had 
!ipped a switch. I felt myself sag as a more normal planetary gravity 
took a hold on me. I leaned against a tree to steady myself while I got 
my bearings. 

“Libby, what Rust happenedA” I called.
“-o idea. ScanningU” Eer hands glowing slightly x a sign that she 

was charging up her concussion blasters. 
The air 8lled with noise; movement passed through the trees Rust 

above us. 
“Fultiple contacts, at least ten. -o energy signature,” Libby conH

8rmed. 
“SpeciesA” I asked.
“-o idea, Rust movement.” 
It went silent Rust moments later.
Libby rotated, hands out in front of her like guns.
I !icked my Circlet open. -othing was on my scanner.
“ContactU” Libby yelled as a 8gure stepped out from a tree. The 8gH

ure was covered in bark, like it was made of the tree’s trunk. It swiped 
directly at Libby, she blocked. Eer shield !ashed blue. Whatever it was, 
it was larger than a human and moved like a snake.

It spun, trying to sweep her leg with a tailHlike appendage. She 
hopped over it and took a defensive stance. 

Nnother one stepped out of the tree behind her. They attacked in 
unison. They were organised, practised. I crouched down ne9t to a 
close by tree, hoping it didn’t contain another of whatever these were.

Libby was countering on two sides now. It looked more like a 
martial arts display than it did an actual 8ght. Libby was calm and 
calculated. 

“Jon, do I hit themA” she yelled.
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“I have no ideaU” I called back as my Circlet beeped to warn me of 
something getting closer.

“Whatever you are, I’m going to hit you back if you don’t stop 
soonU” she said to the tree people. She continued her defensive strategy 
for another few seconds. 

Nnother tree birthed an attacker. This one again, going directly 
after her, ignoring me. 

I looked up as the beeping got louder and saw a spiderlike form 
crawling towards me. I Rumped back, falling into the undergrowth. 
The skittering shape vanished behind the tree. I had an unpleasant 
sense that someone, or something, was toying with us. I also regretted 
not having that shield.

“Okay, three is taking the piss,” Libby said, as she tried to hit them 
back with a little more enthusiasm. They began countering her more 
e9pertly now. Xvery time she threw a punch at one, the other two 
would attack, diverting her attention to deal with them. It was a 
stalemate that could go on forever. I could see her adding more and 
more speed, which they matched instantly. zrom the few blows that 
connected, I could tell she was adding more power to her attacks too. 
I was concerned. She could punch through the hull of a ship if she was 
mad enough. These things were powerful.

“Jon, get downU” she yelled, but not aloud; her voice came through 
my Circlet communication link this time. I scrambled to my feet 
brie!y and rolled behind the tree as she released a circular blast of blue 
energy from her entire body. It was the formation of an overload of 
her shield vented through her weapons system. It escaped like a disk 
of sparkling blue energy. The blast itself was silent, but the sudden 
popping or force could be heard as it manifested into an outward pulse 
in every direction. The treeHbark people were all knocked down as one. 
It left the closest trees swaying and creaking with its force.
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Libby let her hands glow to fully charged. She pointed at the closest 
attacker, who was !ailing on the !oor, now looking suspiciously more 
man shaped than before. “Okay, you’ve had your fun. Who are youA” 
she asked. 

1aytime was turned on again, instantly. ‘ravity eased up to the preH
vious Raunty levels. The tree people were gone. They vanished with no 
warning. It was like they had Rust popped out of e9istence. I noted a 
strange smell of sweet perfume that had accompanied their escape.

“You sure they were sentientA” I asked as I stood up and brushed 
myself down.

“They were messing with me. I know every martial art, and I’m 
faster than an Xlf. They were matching me blow for blow. Nnimals 
don’t learn martial arts.” 

N fair point, I considered. “They sent a big spider at me,” I mulled.
“I noticed; you were very brave,” she said with a grin as she straightH

ened her Rumpsuit. 
We scanned all the trees in the area and looked for clues to e9plain 

what we had been through. -othing. Just trees. 
“What should we do nowA” Libby asked.
“1eactivate your weapons and shields,” I said. 
“They essentially ignored me. I’m unarmed.”
I could tell from her e9pression that she was annoyed, but her hands 

lost their glow. I got a sudden smell of o…one as she discharged her 
shield harmlessly. 

“zine, but if I get murdered, I’m not coming back for you,” she said 
sternly.

“That’ll teach me,” I replied.
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“‘oodU” came a voice from the trees above us.
Libby looked instantly annoyed at me. She had no charged blasters 

or shields and her desire to tell me she Ptold me so’ was all over her face. 
She took a 8ghting stance as a re!e9 action.

“Who are youA” came the voice again, I thought from behind me.
“I’m 1octor Jonathan Fichaels. This is my wife, 1octor Xli…abeth 

Fichaels,” I said to the tree line above us. 
“That’s not who you are,” came the voice. -ow I heard it again. 

I was getting a little more information. It was a man’s voice. It had 
a con8dent, commanding tone and it was using the trees to proRect 
in a way that made it hard to pinpoint. It also sounded unsettlingly 
familiar to me, but I couldn’t ?uite place the memory.

“Then who are weA” Libby asked. Still waiting for a 8ght. 
“Yes, who are you, 1octor Jonathan Fichaels,” asked the voice, I 

think, a little mockingly.
We looked up at the trees, waiting for more.
Silence. 
“Would you please tell the magic tree man what he wants to hearA” 

Libby demanded. 
“I don’t know what he wantsU” I replied. 
“I am the father of Joanne Fichaels, president of Sol,” I tried.
Silence. 
I thought for a moment. “Oh no,” I said, realising what was e9pectH

ed of me.
“Oh no, whatA” Libby asked. 
I took a deep breath. “I am2” I hesitated. “I am, Eer champion.” I 

said, with less gusto than my other introductions.
N confusing sound 8lled the air. It took me a moment to realise 

what it was. -o less than a do…en people were coming down the trees 
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on ropes. The sound was their descent gear humming as they dropped. 
Nll were wearing netting and treeHcoloured fabrics. 

They were all darkHskinned and had pure white eyes. 
“BladesA” Libby asked.
“Blades,” I con8rmed. 

There was something about being surrounded by Blade’s that !ashed 
through my memories. N tall, handsome black man with long silver 
wolfHlike hair and a thick beard stepped forward. Ee had muscles in 
places I didn’t know e9isted. Ee looked me in the eye and the !ashes 
of memory took form.

It was once in the desert. 
Once it was in an icy cave. 
Once it was in a volcano’s mouth. 
The memories layered one a top of another, over and over and 

over2 Then the show startedK I remembered meeting Blades a hunH
dred times, maybe more. Wave after wave after wave and then more 
and more. 

“Stay backU” I heard Libby command as her hands turned white. 
“-oU” I said as I opened my eyes. I was on the !oor. She was s?uatted 

ne9t to me, shields on and eyes as red as 8re, mostly for eqect. She 
would burn this whole forest down to keep me safe. I hadn’t passed 
out or given myself to the memory in the way I had before. I had only 
lost a couple of seconds this time. Hrobably because I was surrounded 
by Blades, the most eqective warriors ever to roam the universe. That 
tends to keep you focused.

I pulled myself to my feet. “Libby. Weapons and shields oq. Please!” 
I said, half commanding and half begging. 



EXD1SL5jI

She glanced at me with concerned eyes and her glowing 8sts faded. 
I composed myself and stood up straight, now knowing who I was in 
the presence of. 

“Libby, meet ‘ower SaintK Jing of Blades.” 



Chapter 20

Saint

He shook my hand. In my mind, he shook my hand a hundred times. 
We looked at each-other right here, and in every version of my memory, 
it was also that same moment. There is no way to articulate the feeling 
of your memories being experienced in real time. Like they are all the 
present simultaneously, but you know they are the distant past. It’s the 
psychological equivalent of a corridor of mirrors.

I looked at my hand and the trail of memories of the same action 
followed. 

“Are you doing this?” I asked. 
“I have to be sure you are who you say you are,” he replied a hundred 

times across my mind.
“How are you doing this? Time travel isn’t possible.” 
“What is he doing?” Libby asked, concerned for me. 
“A test is all. To make sure he is who he says he is,” Gower replied.
“What is happening?” Libby demanded now.
I focused my mind. I was used to memories intruding on me now. 

As I sorted them into their proper order, I tilted my head. As I looked 
past this moment, I closed my eyes. 
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In one memory, we fought. In another, we were shot at by an army 
of human oppressors. There was even one where Libby killed every 
one of them. There were many more where she failed. 

As I ordered them in my head, I kept reaching back, back to the ;rst 
one. Each iteration being discarded as I came closer and closer to the 
one that started it all. Then, after a few more seconds or a thousand 
years, I was there. I let it envelop me. 

We sat in a hospital room. There was someone else there with us. The 
planet was familiar but starkB it was where Aygah and I hid with the 
last of the free people. We worked to save the last few Olades. We were 
in a bunker, or complex. Cutside, ring of mountains with a lake in 
the basin. It had been our home for a great many years. The complex 
was inside the tallest peak and was invisible to scans. The rock had a 
dampening property that I understood in that life.

Gower was a legend then. The most powerful Olade, the greatest 
warrior, and the wisest leader. He was the best of them and that was 
why he was about to go into the NoRn. To be the one who re-wrote 
reality and make a better universe for us all.

We were waiting for doctors to work. To ;nd a way to keep him 
strong until he could begin his task. The virus had taken hold of him. 
His power was burning him from the inside, desperate to leave, to go 
somewhere. He had only a few hours left to live, and he knew it.

The room was small, badly lit. We were funnelling all of our energy 
into the device, the NoRn. Gower sat in a large armchair, looking 
weaker than I had ever seen him. I would wager, weaker than anyone 
had ever seen him. Aygah sat on a stool opposite him, leaning against a 
sparse red stone wall. This was when she was Uesh and blood still. I sat 
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on the Uoor next to her, knowing how much I was going to lose today. 
I was older then and age had taken its toll on my adventurersj spirit.

“What will you do if we succeed?” Aygah asked. The memory came 
into focus as I realised I was emersed in it, as for the ;rst time. 

Aygah was dressed in a tight white top woven with electronics inside 
the threads. She showed her abdomen, showing her glowing veins that 
traced across her skin in purple. Her tight shorts had sensors attached 
to the belt that blinked wildly. This was the day she entered the NoRn, 
though she didn’t know yet. Her veins were alight with the power of 
her entire race. Gower’s power was leaking into her too. She was, after 
all, the last healthy member of her species. A species that shared a single 
well of power. As their numbers thinned, the remaining had become 
stronger and stronger.

Gower coughed in his chair. “I’ll get rid of this damned virus for a 
start,” he said, obviously in a great deal of pain. “It’s too late for me 
now anyway. Jou know you have to do it.”

“Jou always dreamed too small. If I’m to be the one who does it, I’ll 
dream bigger than all of youK” her words sounded like a …oke, but back 
then, I knew her well enough to sense the echoes of ambition in her. 
“I’ll get rid of this virus and every other one. I’ll make the people I love 
immune to death itselfK” 

The plan had been to scan Aygah and ;nd her energy signature, 
which was the reason for the device on her belt. We would dump all 
her energy into Gower who would then go and re-write reality to be 
better than it was. This was what he had trained for over the last six 
years. 

“I’m dying AygahK I’ll be eaten by my own energy, …ust like the 
others. It’ll happen before we’re ready. I can sense it,” Gower said with 
an accepting resolve that I didn’t understand at the time. 
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“Ckay, say you do dieK It doesn’t matter, I’ll do it. I’ll save your soul 
and bring you back when the universe is perfectK” she gloated with a 
faux con;dence.

“If you need to bring me back, you will have failed. Leave me dead. 
Leave us all dead, you madwoman,” he said as his eyes started to lose 
their white glow.

“What would you do, …ust for yourself, Gower?” I asked. 
“I would ;nd myself a damned moon and stay out of the way of the 

universe, let it all get along without me. I’ve done enough.”
“I’ll bring you back and leave you on a moon thenK” Aygah said with 

fresh and potent emotion in her voice, realising that our friend really 
didn’t have any time left. 

“I’ll save 7on and bring back 7oanne too. I’ll ;x it so that he’ll come 
visit, you’ll see,” she was crying as she spoke now. 

“And how will I know it’s even him after all the changes and itera-
tions that you’ll need to get us there?” he smiled.

“Oecause I’ll be smug that I was rightK” I suggested, feeling my own 
emotions now. ‘nowing the woman I loved would have to take his 
place for the end of all things. 

“What? Jou’ll …ust walk up to me after Goddess knows how many 
aeons and sayM” 

I opened my eyes. I had mastered the memory now. I stuck my hand 
out to him, now knowing exactly who and what we was.

“After Aygah knows how many aeons, I’ll …ust walk up to you,” I 
said.

“And say?” he asked.
“Sorry it took so longK” 
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He smiled wider than anyone had ever smiled before and he laughed 
like the happiest man alive. “It was quite a wait tooK Jou mad old 
bastardK” he said with heartfelt …oy. He shook my hand like he had 
waited a hundred lifetimes, or more.

This was the fork in the road of time. In every iteration that came 
before this one, the words had been kept from me. I never knew how 
the conversation had ended. This was the ;nal timelineB the work was 
done. We were no longer being Bsaved’ by Aygah’s work-in-progress 
realities. 

The rest of the Olades dropped their ;ghting stances and took oC 
their hoods. The tension in the air dropped away.

“Will someone please tell me what the fuck …ust happened?” Libby 
demanded.

Gower and I hugged, once he was done laughing. 
He waved a hand and the gravity of the planet changed. We were at 

the heavier but more familiar levels that most colony planets had.
“NomeK Cur town isn’t far from hereK” he said, gesturing towards 

the deeper forest. Cne of his men said something in a language I wasn’t 
familiar with.

“This is 7onathan Dichaels, not some cheap humanK He is Aygah’s 
Nhampion and the only man alive that is as old as me. So, hold your 
ob…ections and set on the way,” he barked with a deep commanding 
voice, making sure no one missed it. 

“And the automation? Is it his toy?” someone asked.
“Wife?” Gower asked me. 
“That’s what I said, didn’t I?” I suddenly realised I was talking to 

him like an old friend now. I hoped I hadn’t overstepped. I was also 
only now being reminded of the word Bautomation’ being used in this 
wayB an archaic term for an AI from when science was new.

“Then she is as welcome as you,” he said.
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We started walking. Libby leaned in close. “Are these really Olades?”  
I nodded, and we followed Gower.



Chapter 21

Guests

A Blade’s power wasn’t as limitless as it appeared. They needed to 
work within conCnes. IonCnes which v had nefer u,lly ,nderstood. 
vn this caseb the Blades had come o,t ou the trees and took the uorm 
ou monsters. They did it gy comin- down thro,-h the uorest on the 
climgin- ropesb g,t to ,s they stepped o,t ou trees.

They wore earthyb heafy uagrics and nettin-b and uor anyone who 
wasn’t a Blade they were treeWpeople. 

xith a uorce ou willb they had gorrowed urom ni-ht to oferride day.
Their power relied on in-redients. The more poweru,l the Bladeb 

the less the in-redients mattered.
Bladesb as a raceb were connected in a way that the science ou o,r 

c,rrent iteration co,ld nefer eSplain. There’s a Cnite amo,nt ou enW
er-y that they all draw urom. Gome Blades draw more than othersb like 
“owerb g,t the pool was nefer limitless. The more glades that eSistb 
the less poweru,l they all gecome.

Dqo either ou yo, re?,ire rest”N “ower asked as auter an ho,r ou 
walkin-. 

DHobN v replied. 



EXLqG170J

DThe E,mans ou this ,niferse are easily eSha,sted. There is no 
shame in itb !on.N

D“owerb my uriend. This is a new iterationb g,t it’s still the same 
mejN v said witho,t a gead ou sweat on meb despite the uorest’s warmth. 
v was also ?,ietly tellin- him that there was more to me than O,st 
another E,man.

DAnd yo,”N he asked 1iggy.
Dv’m a HF1;bN she said.
“ower looked glankly at her. v wasn’t s,re how lon- it had geen 

since he had leut this planet. The term HF1; likely meant nothin- to 
him. 1iggy si-hed.

Dv’m not or-anic. v’m a di-ital liue uorm inhagitin- a rogotic afatar.N 
DFhb so yo, are an a,tomationjN “ower eSclaimedb geliefin- he 

,nderstood. v hoped 1iggy realised he wasn’t gein- racist on p,rpose… 
he O,st had no urame ou reuerence. 

1iggy’s tone chan-ed as she s,ppressed her irritation. DHoj v’mYN 
Dqoesn’t matter. Ro, don’t look like yo, need rest. xe keep -oin-bN 

“ower c,t her oU.
xe arrifed at a clearin- in the uorest. vt was at the uoot ou the 

mo,ntainb loomin- agofe ,s with a snowWcapped peak. 
DEomejN “ower eSclaimed as his men ge-an dispersin-. 
DRo, life in the mo,ntain”N 1iggy asked. v tho,-ht ago,t my 

memory urom earlier uor a moment.
v uelt myselu -rin. “ower la,-hed. DRo,r womanb she doesn’t ,nW

derstand Blades fery wellb does she”N 
DYour Woman!N 1iggy eSclaimed in ogOection as “ower arced his 

arm. As he didb the mo,ntain glew away like d,st in the wind and there 
wasb o,t ou thin airb an entire town. Hot only did the town appearb 
g,t so did the so,nds. v co,ld hear s,ruace sh,ttlesb m,sicb people and 
efen some g,ildin- work.
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There was a rich distinctly 'town’ smell. vn this caseb a fa-,e smell 
ou thin-s cookin- and d,st urom street work v co,ld hear. vt was uar 
less DuorestN than it had geen O,st a moment a-o.

v looked gehind ,s… there was uarmlandb complete with a harfester 
drone 2appin- the -ro,nd. vt was fast and modern.

1iggy -aped. v had nefer seen her -ape geuore. vt was ?,ite the fiew.
D!onb v don’t mean to ge dramatic here g,tb v literally can’t process 

what O,st happenedjN 1iggy saidb -raggin- my arm in somethin- as 
close to shock as she co,ld ueel.

DBlades are not restricted gy the same laws ou reality as the rest ou 
,sbN v saidb realisin- that this was no eSplanation at all.

D“ower”N v askedb hopin- he had a getter way ou phrasin- it.
DThis is o,r planet. vtVs not on yo,r scanners. The uorest moon yo, 

landed on is three sectors away. xe -et reso,rces urom there. This is 
o,r home.N 

DThree sectorsjN 1iggy eSclaimed. 
Fnce she had calmed down urom her realisation that she had O,st 

mofed getween planet’sb in the wafe ou “owers armb she had a lot 
ou ?,estions. A sh,ttle landed in uront ou ,s. vt was like no sh,ttle 
that v had seen geuore. Ih,nky an-,lar metals and mismatched steel 
h,ll plates. vt reminded me ou an old army tank v had once seen. As 
it landedb v noticed that its prop,lsion panels were redb not gl,e. vt 
roared as it came to rest in uront ou ,s. A door slid openb we -ot in. The 
sh,ttle had no pilot. The inside was as ind,strial as the o,tside. Gome 
odd u,sion ou twentiethWcent,ry ind,strial desi-n and more modern 
comuort uoc,sed er-onomics.

“ower leut the door open so we co,ld see the town. There sho,ld 
hafe geen noiseb lo-ically there m,st hafe geen noiseb g,t we trafelled 
with Blades now and the en-ineb the windb it made not a so,nd. 
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1iggy and v peered o,t and saw the metal g,ildin-s and the cogW
glestone roads. vt was a mashin- ou :ictorian architect,re and steel 
ind,strialism. xith peopleb Blades eferywhere.

Dv can see yo, wonderin- ago,t the architect,re. The townb it 
chan-ed with each iterationbN “ower said.

DEow so”N 1iggy askedb geuore v co,ld. 
DXach timeb it matched the aesthetic ou the iteration. Fnce it was a 

-lass arcolo-y. Fne time it was all wooden rows ou str,ct,res. Fhb one 
time we had an act,al castleY we liked the castlebN he said with a chest 
u,ll ou enth,siasm and pride. 

“ower leaned uorward and said somethin- to o,r pilotb who was 
cas,ally steerin- with one hand on a stick. v had sworn there was no 
pilot there a moment a-o. v had uor-otten what it was like to ge aro,nd 
“ower. 

v smiled as v looked o,t ofer this wonderland that he had called his 
town. There were tho,sands ou Blades all -oin- ago,t their g,siness. 
A species that had geen wiped o,t last v saw them. How thrifin- in a 
world that they had made their ownb most likely with their st,ggornW
ness ou will and little else.

xe landed neSt to a gi- stone g,ildin- with a wooden door and a 
uo,ntain in the middle ou the lawn. The g,ildin- looked old g,t well 
maintained. Fnce ,pon a timeb on an old Xarthb this wo,ld hafe geen 
a manor ho,se or a small mansion.

The g,ildin- looked reminiscent ou the uake peruection ou :ictoria 
Iity on Xarthb g,t this was the real deal. Act,ally oldb not O,st deW
si-ned to look classical. Gome ou the wooden window urames had geen 
replaced with newer timger that didn’t ?,ite match. This was act,al 
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history… it was worn and real. v admired with my u,ll attention and a 
little nostal-ia. v co,ldn’t help g,t wonder how this efen eSisted. vt 
reminded me ou a place “ower and v once fisited geuore the war was 
lost.

xe leut the tankWlike sh,ttle and entered the gea,tiu,l ho,se. There 
were no -,ardsb g,t there was a uriendly man with oferalls who said 
hello and took ofer the sh,ttle when we landed. Ee had the tellWtale 
dark skin and white eyes ou a Blade. Ee seemed to lack any interest in 
,s. Xferyone v had seen here so uar had geen a Blade. v had tho,-ht 
them eStinct O,st a uew days a-o and now there were more than v had 
efer seen in one place.

“ower took oU his nettin- and heafy poncho. Ee pointed uor ,s to 
head into a room to the side. A kitchen5 it had a tiled 6oor and an old 
wooden tagle. There was a woodWg,rnin- stofe and a lar-e gasin on 
one wall. A c,pgoard Clled the other. The gack door was open and v 
co,ld see a cat asleep O,st o,tside. The entire room smelled like ureshly 
gaked gread and str,ck me as uar too peruect. 

DHo -,ards… v tho,-ht he was kin-”N 1iggy askedb a little sarcastiW
cally. 

DTr,st meb he doesn’t need -,ards.N
“ower came inb now in a heafy uagric fest and loose Ctted tro,sers. 

Eis geard and hair were now in neat ornate knots that only added to 
his mediefal fige. Ee -est,red uor ,s to sit at his tagle and p,t an old 
tin kettle on the wood stofe. vt lit as iu in response to the kettle gein- 
placed on it. 

DRo, still drink coUeeb !on”N he asked. 
DG,re.N
DAnd yo,”N he asked 1iggy.
DHob thank yo,b v don’t drinkY or eatbN she said. 
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Ee looked at her and nodded. Ee t,rned gack to his kitchen and 
p,lled some c,ps down urom a shelu on the wall. xith his gack t,rned 
to ,sb he carried on the confersation. 

Dvt took me a little while to work yo, o,tb yo, know”N 
Ee -ragged a wooden pot containin- his coUee. 
Dv tho,-ht yo, were O,st an a,tomation. Eis companion. B,t then 

we saw that si-nal that’s trafellin- in and o,t ou yo,.N 
Ee po,red two c,ps ou coUee and gro,-ht them ofer to the tagle. 

Ee went gack to -rag the s,-ar gowl.
Dv tried to glock it. Tried efery damned thin- v co,ld. That’s why 

v attacked yo,. xanted to see how p,ttin- yo, ,nder stress chan-ed 
the si-nal.N

Ee sat down and slid the s,-ar ofer to me.
DHo milkb sorrybN he said. 
v shr,--ed and added ago,t siS s,-ars to my drink. This was perW

uormance. v knew he co,ld profide milk with a tho,-ht. Ee was tryin- 
to appear 6awedb to make ,s more comuortagle. 

Dxhat did yo, learn ago,t my si-nal”N 1iggy asked nerfo,sly. Ghe 
didn’t need to ge nerfo,s. v tr,sted “owerb g,t v reco-nised she had 
no reason tob not yet. 

Dxellb errY what are yo, called” Xli2ageth”N he -est,redb -en,inely 
apolo-etically. 

D1iggybN she replied.
Dxellb 1iggybN he smiledb Dv can chan-e any si-nal. v can gend reality 

to my will. xhatefer v wantb v can do. That si-nal ou yo,rsb v can’t 
aUect it at allbN he eSplained as he r,gged his thick -rey geard tho,-htW
u,lly.

1iggy looked reliefed… v co,ld tell. v was pretty s,re that he co,ldn’tb 
g,t v co,ld tell. 
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Ghe smiledb O,st eno,-h to look charmin-. DAnd what does that 
meanb then”N 

Dvt means that Ay-ah to,ched yo,. vt means that her will carries 
yo,r si-nalbN he took a -,lp ou his coUeeb his white eyes smoked a little.

Dxhen she -afe me the -iutb she said that there was no uorce that 
co,ld interuere with it.N

DAnd thatb 1iggyb is the only reason v allowed yo, here with himbN 
“ower looked at his coUeeb dissatisCed. DG,-arjN he said to his c,pb and 
started pilin- it in.

Dv’m -lad to see yo,b !on… reallyb v am. Tho,-h -ifen how there is no 
trace ou my people in this realityb yo, were -,ided here. As s,chb v hafe 
a ueelin- that this isn’t a social call.N 

Ee was as perceptife as efer. 1iggy t,rned to meb waitin- uor the 
same answer.

DRo, knowb this iteration is the Cnal one” Ay-ah Cnished her work. 
This is as close to peruect as she can -et ,sbN v said. 

Dv ass,medbN “ower nodded and shr,--ed as iu reality itselu was ou 
little concern to him.

Dxell. Xferythin- she has set in motion seems to hafe a point to it. 
v hope yo, don’t mind me sayin- this5 hafin- Blades in the ,niferse is 
?,ite the ofersi-ht.N 

DFfersi-htb how so”N 1iggy asked.
Dv hafe the comp,tational ure?,ency repeater.N “ower -lanced at 

me nerfo,sly as v spoke. Dvt’s saue. Fnly v can actifate it.N 
Dxhat’s that”N 1iggy asked.
DThe deficeb the IoHn. vt’s what we called itb ori-inallybN v said.
Dxhat’s yo,r point”N “ower asked. 
DAy-ah speciCcally desi-ned an iteration ou reality uor ,sb in which 

noWone infented dimensional resonance tech. v hafe the only tempWres 
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chip in the ,niferseb in my damned armb and it’s -enetically keyed to 
me.N

“ower Cnished his coUeeb still lookin- ,nimpressed at my point. 
DThe only thin- missin- to reWwrite reality a-ain is a Blade. v O,st 

happen to -et some inuormation that leads me to this colony. qoesn’t 
that strike yo, as a little stran-e”N

DJore coUee”N Ee asked with a tho,-htu,l eSpression.
DG,re.N
1iggy was makin- a tho,-htu,l uace nowb too. D!onb yo, think it’sb 

whatb destiny that we uo,nd these people”N
Dvn order to -et ,s hereb Ay-ah needed to p,t a lot ou pieces on 

the goard. Think ago,t how we -ot here5 yo, went oKine in Brick 
space and geca,se ou thatb yo, tell meb and Jerciab that somethin- is 
happenin-b ho,rs ahead ou when we wo,ld hafe known witho,t yo,. 
xe O,st happen to hafe access to the only two ships in the -alaSy that 
are essentially imm,ne to the attack. Thinkers sent people to pick ,p 
your afatar. All thisb the day auter qafid tells ,s that there are Blades in 
this iteration. All those efents leadin- ,s hereb now L the whole thin- 
is too damned confenientbN v saidb witho,t takin- a greath. 

DGomeone else knows we’re here”N “ower asked as he ret,rned my 
c,p. 

DNot really. Ay-ah fisited a uriend ou o,rs… told him O,st eno,-h to 
let ,s Cnd yo,.N 

Ee didn’t look pleased at this. Then he looked into the air as iu 
readin- somethin-. 

Dxe’ll talk this thro,-h later. Ro,r ship is ,nder attack.N 



Chapter 22

Blades

We stepped onto the bridge of Thirteen as it took a hit from some-
thing’s weapons. Ba’an almost jumped out of his skin when we ap-
peared in the doorway. He actually Iapped his wings in shock. v hadn’t 
seen them mo“e like that before. vt was a little intimidating.

J!on”L he said in surprise.
J!on”L ,ea yelled from the Iight chair.
J,ong story. We’re back. We made a new friendGL ,ibby said as she 

elbowed Ba’an out of the weapons console. 
JHelloGL said Aower almost timidly.
v looked at the scanner output. v was frantically trying to Pgure out 

what was happening. 
Ba’an sa“ed me time. J?s messed up as this soundsG that’s Eenda 

shooting at us”L 
JEendaG as in those nice people !o sent to get us out of Brick spaceXL 

v asked.
JWellG they aren’t so nice now,L Ba’an replied.
Eenda was a lot larger than us. We had parked in its cargo bay with-

out too much diDculty. We were tiny in comparison. The diSerence 
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in siVeG shield and guns was already badG but on top of thatG Eenda had 
a small complement of Pghters that were already coming towards us. 

JWhy the fuck is a zol ship shooting at usXL ,ibby said as she 
returned PreG carefully. 

JThey dropped out of T8 and told us they had come for the Blades. 
We said we hadn’t found anyG neYt thing we knewG we were being shot 
at”L ,ea shouted from her seat.

JThey’re not answering our messagesGL Ba’an added.
The ship was doing all kinds of Iips and turns to stay out of the 

way of Eenda’s beam weapons. We were not e‘uipped to deal with the 
Pghters at the same time as dodging the main ship.

JEilot” How long can you keep up these manoeu“resXL Aower bel-
lowed. 

JFy name’s ,eaG and v assure you tall dark strangerG v can do this all 
day.L 

JNampire” 8id you say these people are supposed to be friendsXL 
JRes”L Ba’an looked confused about being addressed as UNampireG’ 

gi“en that he had one of the most recognised faces in the galaYy. 
,ooking at his smirkG v assumed it had amused him.

Aower looked into the air absently for a few moments. J!onG may v 
take care of this for youXL 

v knew what that meant. v knew the others didn’tG but v knew. 
J,ibby and v need to come too. We know these peopleG and their tech-
nologyGL v saidG sternlyG so there was no negotiation. Aower nodded. 

We stepped through the doorway on Thirteen’s bridge and arri“ed 
in the cargo bay on Eenda. 

Jv will add you to my hi“e. 9ight wellGL Aower said as he turned to 
smoke and “anished.

v had something new in my head. ?t Prst it was like an old radio 
being tuned inG then with a whistleG v could hear him talking to his 
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people. He was arranging for them to take key positions on the ship 
and await attack. He sent them to the Pghters tooG told them to kill 
the pilots. ,ibby looked at me disappro“ingly. v raised an eyebrow as 
to ask my silent ‘uestion as to how she was hearing it too. There was 
also something odd about the way the Blades were all speakingG it was 
rehearsedG and staggered.

The cargo bay was empty of people this time. ,ast “isitG it was 
Plled with engineers restocking Thirteen and readying for sending 
assistance for Basilica. 

Jv thought you said Eenda was nice”L ,ibby saidG looking around 
unimpressed.

Jv liked it. What’s the planXL
JWe get to the bridge. Why didn’t Aower take us straight thereXL she 

asked me as she made the face that v knew implied she was scanning. 
zhe tilted her head like she was listening for something. v ignored it. vt 
was cuteG but this was not the time to grin at her. 

JWellG Blade’s really enjoy this stuS. vt’s bred into themGL v replied.
zhe stopped scanning and furrowed her brow at me. JThey like 

killing peopleXL 
JBlades literally control reality. They can’t actually lose a Pght. This 

is how they ha“e fun: v think.L
,ibby went back to scanning. JThere are at least P“e Blades aboard. 

1“ery time v try to get a PY on themG v just get Aowers signal. They 
are mostly taking it hand to hand and working their way through the 
shipG v think.L 

v could hear progress updates in my head. 1“ery kill was reported to 
Aower. He grunted in satisfaction each time he heard the wordsG “one 
less.”

We entered the corridor. ,ibby armed her hand blasters and her 
shield lit up just enough to glow. zhe glanced back at me: no doubt 
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pissed that v didn’t ha“e a shield still. v shrugged. v ne“er worried about 
these things. ?lsoG e“eryone would be armed with energy weaponsG 
which would do little more than kick me on my behind and gi“e me a 
headache. 3r at leastG v assumed: v had ne“er tested this theory.

The corridor was a mess. There were claw marks on the walls and 
body parts Plled the corridor. JWhat the fuck”L ,ibby eYclaimed.

JBlades like to Pght.L
JThis isn’t a PghtG it’s a fucking slaughterGL ,ibby said as she looked 

at the corridor in terrible awe.
Jv know. But in fairnessG they started shooting at us PrstGL v defend-

ed. v remembered this same scenario from the countless times that v 
had accompanied Aower in his carnage in the forgotten past we both 
shared. ?ctuallyG it all felt a little too familiar to me.

1ach corridor we entered was much the same. JWhat made these 
cuts in the wallXL ,ibby asked. 

JAower. He likes to make them percei“e him as an animal. ;ot sure 
what kind. ;o one e“er li“ed to tell meGL v said as v run a hand across 
the scores in the wall and tried to Pgure out why all this felt so strange 
to me. 

,ibby stopped neYt to a corpseG or part of a corpse at least. zhe knelt 
neYt to it and scanned it closely. 

JAower” 4an you hear meXL she said with sudden urgency.
zomething not ‘uite as rational as Aower answered with his “oice. 

JWhat do you want, woman?L 
v knew it was urgent when she didn’t roll her eyes at being called 

UwomanG’ again. JAowerG listen to me carefully. ztop fucking around 
and kill them all now”L 

v wasn’t just stunned by this. vt was literally the last thing v would 
ha“e e“er eYpected ,ibby to say. vt was a shocking outburst from her. 

JWhat”L v eYclaimed as a reIeY.
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JThese peopleG they’re already dead. AowerG they are being used as 
Thinker host bodies.L

v transitioned from shocked to terriPed. Thinkers5 they were made 
of energy. ?nything could be a host. They also had tactile telekinesis. 
vf they entered an objectG they could mo“e it. vf the hosts were deadG 
they were on the shipG somewhere. 

J,ibbyG we are not ‘ualiPed to Pght ThinkersGL v pointed outG 
instantly realising that she was well aware of this.

J?nd don’t we know it”L came an eerie “oice from the other end of 
the corridor. 

There was something familiar about the “oice. ? shadow crossed 
the end of the hallG !oshua stepped around the corner. His red “ampire 
eyes were glowing with electric energy. ;o longer did he look like the 
good-natured 8octor we had met. He was a predator now. 

JWere you in control of him when we metXL v asked the meat 
puppet.

J?ctuallyG v was the only one who had taken a body at that point.L 
He sounded more like the man v had met now. 0eining in his energy 
and forcing it to stay within the conPnes of the body. 

JWhyXL v asked.
Jv thought you knew something was wrong when you left. v forgot 

that this body was Nampire. Osed the U1arth for 1arthlings’ line. v was 
kicking myself for that one.L

I wished I had a gun with me. 
JWe were hiding inside the ship’s hull. v took this body because we 

had a purpose for it.L He smiledG letting his energy burn the eye sockets 
of his long dead host body. The meat of the corpse siVVled as it cooked.

JThat’s enough. ,ibbyG would you please put this man to rest.L 
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;o sooner had the words left my lips than she oHoaded both Psts 
into him with two streaks of whiteG furious energy Iashing past me. 
There wasn’t a lot left of the doctor v had liked.

Jvt’s still hereGL ,ibby said as she readied another blastG not that the 
shot would do much to a creature made of energy. ;ot a lot could kill 
a Thinker as far as v knew. Rou could isolate them from a host on a 
planet’s surface and wait for them to dissipateG and that was about itG 
as far as v knew.

? light Iickered across one of the huge claw marks on the wall. v 
stepped back as it shot across the gap and into ,ibby. 

Jzhit”L v eYclaimed as v backed awayG realising that all the combat 
e‘uipment inside ,ibby’s a“atar was about to be under Thinker con-
trol. 

zhe clenched her Psts: v saw her shield spark. Her eyes cycled their 
spectrum of colours for a moment. There was a static electrical sound 
and a “ague sent of burning as the energy jumped back into the wall. 

JWhat happenedXL v heard myself shout.
Jvt couldn’t take me. 4ouldn’t block my consciousness-signal. vt 

was stuck. vt had to use my shields to escapeGL she saidG as surprised as 
v wasG and looking unusually eYhausted. 

v saw it Vip across an eYposed panel in the wall and jump towards 
me. 

v Iinched. Aower appeared in front of me out of a thread of smoke 
and caught the energy. He was forming into his solid self as the 
Thinker sparked around him.

JvnterestingGL he said. v wasn’t sure if it was the Thinker talkingG or 
Aower. 

The energy started gathering in his hand. He used his other hand to 
pull it out from his palm like he was taking oS a glo“e. With no eSort 



v; H10 W1 T0OzT xMI

at allG he held up the angry sparking ball of energy and laughed at it. 
He blew on it: it went outG like a candle.

JThese are called UThinkers’XL he asked.
JRes. They’re energy-based life formsGL ,ibby said as she was reco“-

ering from the shock of the attack.
JWellG v wouldn’t worry. v will kill themGL he said with well-deser“ed 

arrogance.
Jvt’ll only take one to kill !onGL she pointed out. 
He nodded. v blinked and found myself back aboard ThirteenG on 

the bridge.
Ba’an rubbed his eyes and looked at me. v knew from my pre“ious 

li“es that people had issues understanding how Blade powers worked. 
Their brains couldn’t parse what they were encountering. v always had 
a feeling that the Blades did this on purpose.

J!on”L ,ea asked as she left her Iight chair. JEenda is dead in space. 
The Pghters all just nose-di“ed into the water planet. What happened 
o“er thereX 

JThinkers. Eenda’s crewG they are being controlled by Thinkers”L v 
blurted out. 

JThe entire crewXL Ba’an asked. 
Jv don’t knowG v think so.L 
JThinkers can control peopleXL ,ea asked with wide eyes.
JThat’s not good. v wasn’t aware they could do that”L Ba’an said.
JThe people don’t sur“i“eGL v clariPed.
J3hG oh noGL ,ea said as it sank in.
v was suddenly struck by a realisation. JThe medical crate”L 
JWhat about itXL Ba’an asked. 
JThe 8octorG we saw himG he said something about ha“ing pur-

poseGL v said as v made to lea“e the bridge.
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We run to the cargo hold. The crate of medical supplies that the 
doctor had gi“en us was still thereG where we had left it.

J8id you scan itXL v asked.
JWhy would we scan a crate of medicine that a zol doctor ga“e usXL 

Ba’an said indignantly. 
JThere is no way there’s a tracker in there. The distances are just too 

much for that to workGL ,ea said conPdently.
The lights Iickered. ,ea grabbed an energy riIe from the rack on 

the wall. 
? spite Plled “oice that resonated from the “ery walls spoke to us 

with cruel intentions. Jv used your communication system to contact 
them as soon as you found the planet.L

The fear hit me like a shot to the chest. v had ne“er considered the 
reality of a Thinker attacking me before this moment. vt could take 
o“er my body if it wanted toG or just fry my brain. They needed forms 
to interact with the world. OsuallyG they used bodies made of tiny 
cubes. They had been just Pne inside the bodies of the other ship’s 
crew. 8id they prefer thatX Was this what they likedX

JWhat do you wantXL v asked.
JBladesL the walls spat. 
v assumed this meant that this Thinker didn’t know what was hap-

pening o“er on Eenda. Thinkers were tri“ial to Blades. Their attack 
was already doomed. ?t least v knew they weren’t psychicG now. ;ot 
that it would help us stay ali“e.

We were all watching the walls so closely that we didn’t think of the 
Ioor. v saw a Iash of energy head towards Ba’anG v sho“ed him as hard 
as v could. v sho“ed him so hard he was knocked o“er.

The Thinker took the opportunity. vt wasn’t fussy which of us it 
took. Fy body was no longer mine. Fy skin burned and my muscles 
tightened. v felt myself turn and mo“e without my own will. v was still 
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ali“e. v had eYpected to simply die when the Thinker mo“ed into my 
body. 

Fy mind reached out to e“ery ner“e ending. v was numbG and 
the awarenessG feeling and thoughts v had were dulling as e“ery fresh 
neuron Pred. The “ery essence of me was fading away while the thing 
took a tighter grip on my body. v heard ,ea yell my name. v turnedG or 
at leastG the Thinker that controlled me turned. 

Ba’an ran at me. ,ea opened the cargo doors. v felt something 
change as v went sailing out of the cargo bay’s Alass barrierG thankfully 
the loading Peld caught Ba’an. v was pleased that they were safe now. 
The Thinker inside me was less than pleased. v could feel its rage.

v was satisPed with this ending to me. vt was as good as any other 
ending. v looked at Thirteen proudly. ,ea was in the cargo bay open-
ing. zhe raised her gun. Ba’an threw a fuel rod towards me. ,ea was 
lining up her riIe as v Ioated there in spaceG feeling the Thinker trying 
to Pnd somewhere to go. Good for her, v thought. zhe always was good 
at o“erkill. This was pretty standard beha“iour for her. zhe took her 
shot. The pain was eYactly as crippling and searing as v had always 
assumed it would be.



Chapter 23

Reveling

The pain in my head was so strong that I felt it may have had physical 
form. I blinked my eyes and saw the barrel of Lea’s blaster. There it 
was, that physical form I was thinking about.

“I’m alive?” I asked, shocked.
Gower leaned towards me and nodded. “He’s clean.” 
I stood up from the armchair that I was only now realising I was in. 

My shirt and jacket shared a large energy blast hole, my chest hair was 
gone. The skin that inhabited the shirt-hole was blistered and black.

“How am I alive? You shot me in the chest?” I asked.
Libby hugged me; Lea hugged me. Ba’an hugged me. I had been very 

hugged, which did nothing for the pain in my chest. 
“Well,” Lea began. “You know that theory that energy blast’s 

wouldn’t kill you because of how your biology negates things?”
“I am aware,” I said, examining my charred skin. 
“Well. It seemed like the perfect time to test it.”
“As you may remember, my love, a Thinker took control of you. 

And Thinkers shy away from high voltage energy,” she explained. I 
made a noise of agreement as I considered that, yet another jacket 
needed replacing.
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“Well, the only way to generate enough energy was to shoot a fuel 
rod at you. And the only way to make sure the Thinker had nowhere 
to host itself was to throw you into space qrst,” Lea qnished. Ba’an 
nodded in agreement. 

I looked at Ba’an and Lea, impressed with their Ouick thinking and 
a little unnerved that Lea had been so willing to shoot me.

“It was my idea,” Ba’an said proudly. 
“!hJ And …on. We know now for sure that you can survive in space 

for at least twenty minutesJ” Lea added proudly. 
“!hP thanks,” I replied, not sure how concerned I should be. 
Libby hugged me again, tightly. “They wouldn’t bring you back in. 

They didn’t know if the Thinker was gone. I pulled you in once we 
were done on Xenda. We warmed you up; you’re qne now.” I had a 
feeling that a little while ago, she would have been far less relaxed about 
the whole thing. I was also pretty sure the embrace I was currently in 
was cover, for another deep scan, to make sure I was actually, for real, 
okay.

“My chest hurts,” I said.
“Stop being a babyJ I get shot all the time,” Libby replied.
Gower laughed,  loudly.  He always laughed loudly.  My chest 

stopped hurting. I looked down; my burns were gone.
“Thanks,” I said as Gower winked at me. I knew I would heal just 

qne, eventually, but he had blinked the problem away in a moment. It 
brieDy annoyed me that he hadn’t qxed my jacket too. It felt rude to 
complain. 

Libby kissed my cheek. “Xlease don’t get yourself killed.”
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I entered the bridge a few minutes later, eating a sandwich and wearing 
a 9Thirteen’ branded jumpsuit. A tasteful light blue one, which I 
hated.

“Guys, what’s happening?” I asked, as everyone was huddled 
around the front window.

“Gower is going to teleport Xenda and us to his planetJ” Lea ex-
claimed excitedly.

“Why?” I asked, strapping into the sensor’s station chair.
“He thinks more Thinkers will be on the way and doesn’t want to 

leave a radiation trail for them to follow to his world,” Libby said.
“I’ve never been teleported,” Ba’an commented nervously. I con-

sidered pointing out to him that he had been teleported, every time he 
ever used a Cold, but I had a feeling he was thinking of Gower’s power 
as magic. It wasn’t, not really, but I could see how it looked that way. 

There was a sudden cheering from all three of them, I assumed 
because of Xenda suddenly not being there. I had seen things teleport 
before. I recalled the exhaustion Aygah felt after teleporting between 
planets when we had qrst met. I remembered her trying to explain how 
it felt to shove something from one location to another via her mind. It 
was literally holding the entire design for something in your head and 
then putting it in a new place using only your will. Gave her Ouite a 
headache if I recalled, and I did. I recalled everything. Gower wouldn’t 
feel good after moving two starships, that was for sure. 

They cheered again. I felt nothing; I assumed we had moved.

I was, without warning, sitting in Gower’s kitchen. I still had my 
sandwich, which was good. Libby, Lea and Ba’an were at the back 
door, peering out.
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“Wait, did he land my ship?” Lea asked as she realised it was her that 
had moved now. She had to grab on to Libby to stop her legs from 
failing her. Ba’an, on the other hand, looked Ouite relaxed about the 
whole thing. 

“zan I smell co'ee?” he asked.
Everyone sat at the table and looked around gleefully. Libby leaned 

close and whispered in my ear. “…on, these Blades have too much 
power. No one should be able to do this. It scares me.”

“We have that e'ect on most people, actually,” came Gower’s voice 
from the end of the table. He was there; he hadn’t been there and 
now he was. We all had cups of co'ee in our hands. None of us had 
remembered picking them up. There was something rattling around 
in my head, something wasn’t adding up, still.

Being around Blades again was a strange feeling. Like being a child 
again, knowing that anything was possible.

As delightful as Gower’s reality bending powers were, I hadn’t for-
gotten for a moment about the brutality he had shown aboard Xenda. 
While it turned out that it was violence towards Thinkers who had 
slaughtered an entire crew, he hadn’t known that, not when he started 
his carnage. Not when he let his people slaughter the pilots who were 
following orders or murdered innocents who were just walking the 
corridors. 

I thought for a moment about his team, how they sounded in their 
battle, the odd staccato of their speech. There was something to it all 
that was gnawing at me. 

My brain played that thought to me over and over against the back-
drop of the conversation. There was a seed growing. There had been a 
lie told today. 

I interrupted the conversation and asked, “How far did you teleport 
us?” 
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Gower sipped his co'ee. The others looked at me, sensing the 
loaded nature of my Ouestion.

“Three sectors.” 
“And how many Blades are left?” 
Gower put his co'ee down. He pushed back his long hair and 

rubbed his beard. 
“How many?” I asked again. 
“Ten thousand,” he said qnally, locking my ga2e.
“What was it like for you when 9The Event’ happened?” I asked. 
I saw Lea and Libby glance at each other nervously. 
Gower lost his jovial tone and leaned forward, rubbing his beard 

thoughtfully as he answered. “I experienced all of it. To me, reality was 
Duid from the moment She started. I lived my life in a state of Dux. The 
town changed from day to day to reDect the universe; I simply endured 
it. But somehow it was also only a little while. Until a few months ago.”

“Are you going somewhere with this, …on?” Ba’an asked. Aware that 
I had my investigation hat on, and even more aware that I was about 
to grill someone who could kill us all on a literal whim.

Gower waved a hand for Ba’an to be Ouiet. !nly a king could have 
the self-assurance to hush someone as commanding as Ba’an with such 
conqdence. 

I rolled my dice. I was sure that the little suspicion I had was more 
than paranoia. “Gower. Ten thousand Blades died the day that the 
virus was released. The day your species was sentenced to death by the 
alliance.”

Gower bowed his head. “I know, that is why there are ten thousand 
here, now.” 

“Gower. Stop this pretence,” I said as my co'ee cup reqlled itself. 
“NoJ Enough of this nonsense, my friends. I’ll get us some food,” 

he said, with a fresh grin.
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I stood.
“No, Gower. Stop it.”
Libby and Lea stood too; Ba’an followed their lead.
“…on, what3s happening?” Libby asked, pointing to the back door 

of the kitchen. 
The sky outside was blinking between delightful sunshine and a 

strange city skyline. The sound was switching back and forth too. 
Crom the ambience of summer in the small but wonderful town to 
the horrifying wind of a forgotten city of ghosts.

I recognised it. “You’ve seen this before,” I said to Libby. She stared 
at it for a few seconds. 

Gower kept his back to us.
“This was the city, in the video of when you went into a comaJ” 

Libby said as she qnally matched the image in her memory.
“The city was called Royaume. It meant 9Fingdom.’ A word from 

a long-forgotten language,” I said and waited for the glances to pass 
round the room. 

“It was the last city,” Gower said, a little too loudly.
Everyone was silent, waiting for more. 
I was the one to break the silence. “Was this where it was?” I asked.
“Yes. Cor you, it was a thousand lifetimes ago. I don’t blame you for 

being a little fu22y,” he replied as he turned to face us. His long hair 
was covering some of his face and his beard was wet with tears. 

“It was a long time ago for me. How long was it for you, really?” 
I asked. I knew that his perception would be di'erent depending on 
what memories he had retained.

“The whole Event, it Dashed through my perception, took about 
twenty minutes. Then a few months ago I was here,” he gestured 
around himself. 

“Go on,” I prompted, waiting for his confession. 
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“Twenty minutes?” Lea asked.
“He was on hold. She pulled him out of time while she did her thing 

to the rest of reality. I experienced a little of it. It was a purple storm,” 
I said. 

“YesJ” Gower exclaimed in a sudden agreement. “Then I was here. 
In this house.” 

“How many?” I asked, now sternly. 
“The city has all of us. You have seen themJ” he said.
“How many, really?” 
“Every single one of them, she saved them allJ You have seen them, 

…onJ She saved them all. You and me, and she even brought …o backP” 
“Stop itJ” I interrupted.
“…on,” Libby said Ouietly, gesturing outside. The alien city was 

Dickering in and out of existence still, swapping for Gower’s town and 
back again, but it all seemed somehow less stable now. 

“We are all together again. It’s all qxed now.”
“StopJ” I demanded yet again, this time with a raised voice.
The light outside the window of his kitchen was Dickering now too. 
Then the city blinked out one last time. The town blinked out next 

and we were left with an endless green qeld. The sun was shining. The 
world was Dat, nothing but a glass-land in every direction we could see.

“Gower?” Ba’an asked in a tender tone. “What’s happening?” 
The surrounding house faded away. We stood in the endless qeld of 

thick green grass, and I smelled that summer air that I thought I caught 
when I qrst arrived in the town. Thirteen was parked on a slight hill 
just to the east of us.

“How did you know?” Gower asked me.
“The power of the Blades is shared. There was no way there was a 

planet full, not while you were teleporting starships around.” 
He nodded with tears in his eyes. 
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“The entire town was fake?” Lea asked, suddenly realising the im-
plications.

“Not fake. I justP I was alone. I didn’t want to be,” he said, relieved 
to be free of his secret, I think.

“And the other Blades we saw?” Libby asked. 
“It’s complicated to explain to outsiders. They were all parts of me, 

memories that I gave form and agency, looping around and around, 
changing when I needed them to.” 

“Why?” Ba’an asked. 
“Because I lost everything except the memories. I had the power to 

give form to them, to breathe life into them.” 
Libby put a hand on the old king’s shoulder. I think she was able to 

grasp how he felt on some level that the rest of us couldn’t. “Shadows 
on the wall of the cave, no matter how intricate, will die with the qre.”

I watched as the old king rubbed his eyes and the white smoke that 
emanated from them was doused for a few seconds. 

I hugged him. I held him tightly. “You’re with family now, old 
friend.” 



Chapter 24

Chess

“What will happen to Penda now?” Lea asked as Thirteen transitioned 
from planet to space.

“I’ve just informed Mercia about what happened,” Libby replied. 
“They’ll send someone to come and pick it up. Its logs are intact; I’m 
pretty sure there’s enough there to Snd a way to shield against Thinker 
incursions in the future.”

“Borry to leave your planet behind?” Ga’an asked -ower.
“It’s a grass and ocean world. It fed me and housed me for a millen…

niumE or a few months. I’m not really sure how time worked. Oither 
way, it isn’t home now that you broke my spell. I’m going to be part of 
reality again,” he replied while looking out of a window. “Maybe I’ll 
like this new universe that my old friend made for us.” 

“Jkay Don, where too?” Lea asked. 
Overyone looked at me. “I thought Ga’an was in charge,” I joked.
I considered our options for a few moments. “I’m not sure. I need 

to talk to Do. I need to talk to Cavid. I want to go home,” I said. 
“I’ll Snd out when Gasilica is heading home. JNer to help them 

get the damned thing licensed and registered if they make it back to 
Hentral sooner rather than later,” Libby said. 
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“I’ll contact Doanne, see if she can stay close to a warp for a few days, 
then we can get her on a real time screen link at least,” said Ga’an. 

“Bpinning up the TC…Crive now. Hourse  for  Hentral  Prime 
locked…in,” Lea said as the ship entered faster than light, with a motion 
so smooth that I barely noticed. 

I was sitting in the ship!s kitchen eating a mountain of burritos and 
reading updates from the war eNort. -ower came and sat neXt to me 
with a coNee in hand. 

“The coNee is better,” he said.
“What?” I asked, looking up from my screen.
“This new iteration. The coNee is superb.”
“It’s not the iteration. Lea stocks the ship with coNee from Hentral. 

Bhe likes coNee. Bhe pays for the good stuN,” I eXplained.
“This isn’t the standard?” he asked.
“Ro. There’s bad coNee here too. I promise,” I smiled. I knew he 

was just trying to make conversation with me. Ue didn’t know where 
to start and coNee was as good a place as any. 

I passed him a burrito.
Ue took a bite.
“This is new though6” he said with a sudden grin. Ue had only been 

given fragments of the iterations. Ue could remember all the times he 
met me and all of the original iteration. Ue had missed a lot. Gurritos 
weren’t in the original version of reality, neither was OliX. I didn’t want 
to risk the potential problems created by a drunken demi…god; I left 
him drinking the coNee. 

“What are your plans for me?” he asked.
“What do you mean?” 
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“Kou didn’t come and get me out of obscurity for no reason, Don.” 
I picked up my second burrito and gave the 7uestion some thought. 

“I was told there were Glades. I went looking. Truth is, it would have 
been safer for me not to. I did essentially lead the Thinkers to your 
backyard.” 

“Rot at all. I was playing pretend, alone on a world of grass and 
water. Kou may have saved me,” he said. 

“I was guided to you. Let’s hope it was just to get you back into 
civilisation.”

Ue nodded and raised his eyebrows. “I want to lead a simple life for 
a while, Don. I would prefer this universe not to know what I am.”

The clunk of Thirteens speakers echoed around the room for a 
moment before Lea spoke. “Bhips on auto guys, set your alarms for 
Sve in the morning. I’m going to sleep.” The speakers cut oN again. 

“Ro spare rooms, you okay on the couch?” I asked, as a courtesy; I 
knew Glades didn’t need to sleep.

“I think I will manage6 I have a lot of history to read up on.”

The passage of time in space was always deceptive. Jn a government 
ship like Mercia, they would keep to a schedule wherever possible. We 
were less organised on Thirteen.

The door to my room slid open. I entered, ready to take a well…de…
served sleep. Libby was sitting on the bed, not in her low…power mode, 
but reading from a Hirclet and smiling to herself. 

I took oN my shirt and wandered into the shower. “‘eeping busy?” 
I asked, without sarcasm. I knew that she was always doing multiple 
things. My 7uestion was more a general one.
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“Well, my love,” she raised her voice as the hum of the shower light 
kicked in. “I’m actually a little bored. Mercia is pulling back to Oarth 
for a few days, so nothing to do there. I have no academic 8things’ on 
and because of the war, no one is interested in my FI designs right 
now.” 

I stood in the shower waiting for the light to go oN and called back 
in. “Jh no, did you already start a project?” knowing she couldn’t 
tolerate boredom any more than I could.

“Bort of,” she replied.
The light went oN; I wandered back into the bedroom feeling far 

fresher. “What is it this time?” I asked as I took oN my trousers and 
climbed into the bed neXt to her. 

“I’ve been trying to map every change that we have noticed in the 
timeline. Bort of trying to Sgure out iterations based on things we 
know,” she said as she slid down the bed to put her head on the pillow 
neXt to me. 

“Kou know, I can remember all the iterations, right?” 
“Fs much as I would like to. I can’t download your memories, so 

I’m independently matching all the evidence I can Snd of iterations 
that directly aNect this one. Bee how many of the ingredients that she 
miXed were necessary, and how much of it was joy riding,” she smiled, 
but I could sense the nefarious subteXt of her thought.

“We can’t possibly fathom how many tiny changes were needed to 
get things to where they are in this reality. Billy little things that make 
no sense could be deeply important a hundred iterations later. It’s just 
too complicated for us. That’s why it had to be a Glade that did it, 
not to mention the technology involved. It doesn’t even eXist in this 
reality.” 

Bhe grinned widely at me as I spoke. “BoE What you’re saying is that 
She works in mysterious ways?”
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I followed her point. I sounded like one of Cavid’s Eollowers. “Ro. 
I’m just saying that we can’t possibly tell how a cake was made from 
looking at the icing. Gesides, this isn’t like I gave some random stranger 
the keys to reality. I trusted her.” 

I almost choked on those last few words. They had snuck up on me. 
Libby caught it and her already smiling face burst into the widest 

grin I had seen in a long time. 
“BoE In Uer you trust?”

My alarm sounded at Sve in the morning, Hentral standard time. I 
slapped my wrist; the Hirclet got the message and silenced its noise. 
Libby poked me in the forehead. 

“What?” I asked, knowing full well what.
“We’re landing in Sfteen minutes. We have shit to do.” Bhe pulled 

the blanket oN of me. My wife was a cruel woman. 
“Kou know, I’m elderly and unemployed? I should be allowed to 

sleep, damn it6” 
“Well, bad news. Cavid is meeting us at home and then we have 

an appointment with Do this afternoon. -et up6” she demanded, still 
enjoying my defeat. 

“Cavid beat us back here?” I asked, eyes Snally blinking open. 
“Keah, I guess that ship of his is fast.”
I looked around for my clothes. It was time to get to work. 



Chapter 25

Presidential

Lea had taken it upon herself to oGer wocer a tour of the yit.B ’agan 
had amreed to ayyo,pan. the,b ,ostl. xeyause Leags idea of a tour 
could xe one xar after another for axout siI hoursB ’agan cas hopinm 
to actually shoc wocer the simhts of the mreat yit.B

Lixx. and D had xeen ho,e for all of thirt. seyonds chen voors 
told us that va“id had arri“edB

YFou ha“e your own !old”R va“id said as he xlinked into our li“inm 
roo,b folloced seyonds later x. TiaB Whe. cere xoth xayk to cearinm 
the deep red roxesB 

YHe like ha“inm no ph.siyal entranye to our ho,ebR Lixx. saidB 
Y…ellob x. the ca.BR

YFou ha“e your own star ship”R D pointed out cith a raised e.exrocB
Y…ellobR Tia ca“edb pullinm docn her hoodB YFou look less xroken 

nocBR 
YFou look less- xadEassb D supposebR Lixx. said cith a s,ileb after 

so,e hesitationB 
Tia yhuykledB Whe. sat docn on our hume red horseshoe sofa cith 

usB D youldngt help xut notiye the ylash of yoloursB
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He spent the neIt hour talkinm axout va“idgs ,eetinm cith ;.mahB 
…oc he ended up xeinm the head of the relimion? D ,anamed not to 
refer to as a yultb ,ostl.B

YHhat do .ou think ce are supposed to do neIt:R D asked hi,b ,ore 
of a yon“ersation pieye than an.thinm elseb chen Tia said the stranmest 
thinmq Y…egs not alloced t-R 

va“id shot her a look that Cuieted herB 
Looks cere eIyhanmed around the roo,B D deyided it could xe rude 

to press the ,atterB D had resol“ed to trust va“idB Df he had seyretsb 
the. cere his to keepB D also knec that Lixx. could xe haykinm into 
e“er. yo,puter s.ste, he had e“er touyhedb in yase he cas keepinm the 
cronm seyretsB

Y2obR va“id said to ylear the airb YLixx.b can .ou help us met our ship 
legal?R he askedB YD ha“e a feelinm that the onl. reason D cas alloced to 
lea“e ’riyk spaye cas xeyause 2ol oced us oneBR

YFes”R Lixx. said as she put her ‘irylet on the yoGee taxleb Mippinm 
it o“er to Npuxliyg so ce yould all seeB 

YD talked cith so,e friends on Ueryia? the. ha“e arranmed a remisE
trationb as a humanitarian cargo vessel, chiyh is ylose enoumh to the 
truthb D muessBR

2he ma“e hi, the 1les and ayyess yodes that cere reCuired for hi, to 
set up ’asiliya cith the transyei“er Dv it reCuired to xe lemalB Where cas 
still the ,atter of its unliyensed ceapons and ,ilitar. mrade shieldsB 
wi“en that it had xeen in“ol“ed in sa“inm a mreat ,an. li“es in ’riyk 
spaye and cas ocned x. a relimious mroupb D douxted an.one could 
cant to press this ,atterB

va“id ,ade a point of his mratitude to Lixx. for her help in resol“E
inm the ,atterB

YDf .oub an. of .oub need usb ce are there for .oub cithout Cuestionb 
fro, noc until the end of ti,ebR he said as he shook ,. handB HhenE



DZ …XT HX WTj2W 0AJ

e“er he said thinms like thisb D knec it cas a ,atter of relimious ceimhtB 
Hhiyh ,ade his ox“ious seyrets e“en ,ore corriso,e to ,eB

Tia hummed Lixx. and ,eB Whe. left throumh the !oldB 
YHhat did .ou 1nd:R D askedB 
Lixx. sat docn cith purpose and opened up her ‘iryletB
Yvid .ou met chat .ou canted fro, hi,:R she askedB
2he cas referrinm to the reason D had asked hi, to yo,e o“erB D 

canted ,ore details of his interaytions cith ;.mahB Zoc that D xeE
lie“ed hi,b D cas far ,ore interestedB 

YFeahb a littleb thoumh D met the i,pression hegs lea“inm a lot outbR D 
saidB 

Y2a,eb and he isB …e cas yareful not to lie to usB …e knocs hoc ,. 
a“atar is xuiltB …e knec that D could ha“e xeen ,onitorinm his “itals 
for tellsB ’ut he yonsistentl. told us less than he yould ha“e doneb D 
thinkBR

Hhile she cas talkinmb she had xroumht up so,e doyu,ents on the 
‘iryletB 2he shoced ,e so,e nu,xersB 

Y…e said he cas “isited x. ;.mah chile ce cere dealinm cith 3alB 
…e said that she spent hours cith hi, in the xase,ent of the fayilit. 
talkinm throumh yhanmes she had ,ade and mi“inm hi, these yr.ptiy 
instruytionsb rimht:R 

D noddedb not Cuite sure chat the dates and ti,es cere axoutB 
YHellb ,. a“atar cas xrokenb xeaten and in si,ulation ,odeB ’ut 

D cas reyordinm for as lonm as D youldB D cas tr.inm to sta. yonsyiousB 
D didngt cant to ,iss an.thinmB D 1nall. cent oOine after tco hours 
of silenyeB He knocb fro, .our side of thinmsb that ;.mah cas on the 
‘orreytionist ship cith .ou at tco in the ,orninmBR D nodded startinm 
to realise chere she cas moinm cith thisB

YU. a“atar cas e“entuall. repaired enoumh to trans,it the ,e,oE
ries to ,e at four in the ,orninmBR 
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D sac her pointB Y;nd one thinm ’lades yangt do is xiEloyatebR D 
realisedB 

YXither the. had a “er. short yon“ersationb or-R 
Y…e liedbR D snapped as D xanmed the taxleB
YDf hegs l.inmb hegs doinm a da,ned 1ne 4ox at itbR Lixx. addedB
D ruxxed ,. yhin for a ,o,ent as D looked at the ti,e sta,ps that 

Lixx. had put on the syreen for ,. inspeytionB
YWco hours of silenye:R D askedB
YFesb ch.:R
YFou reyorded for hours and there cas silenye fro, the xase,ent: 

Zothinm reyorded at all:R D askedB
YPust the hu, of the menerators and the a,xient sounds of the 

roo,BR 
D cent to the food hatyh and mot ,.self an XliIB D candered xayk to 

the youyhb “er. ,uyh in thinking ,odeB D cas xlessed cith eIyeptional 
reyallb and D knec that chen D left the fayilit.b va“id cas in4uredB D 
also knec that he casb then at leastb Cuite the emoB Where cas no ca. 
he could ha“e 4ust sat Cuietl.b caitinm for helpB Where cas so,ethinm 
axout this that casngt 1ttinm tomether for ,eB

YHhat is it:R Lixx. askedB 
YPust ,ullinm so,e thinms o“erb ,. lo“eB Dgll tell .ou it all onye D 

ha“e it nailed docnbR D said as D axsentE,indedl. stared at her ‘irylet 
syreenB 

2he knec ,. proyessb thankfull.B D youldngt share ,. thoumhts cith 
her xeyause D cas eIperienyinm a 4u,xle of ideas and threadsB Df D shared 
an. thoumhts cith herb D could 4ust sound like a ,adb ra,xlinm idiotB 
Uost of ,. threads could xe xaseless suspiyions or paranoid delusions 
on ,. partB D knec this axout ,.self xutb so,eti,es follocinm the 
nonsense lead so,echere usefulB 
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Whe truth casb D casngt e“en sure that this cas the sa,e “ersion of 
va“id that D had left in the fayilit. that da.B vid ;.mah 4ust deli“er a 
nec one fro, a diGerent “ersion of histor.: vid she 4ust ha“e spare 
people stored aca. so,e playe: ‘ould she do that:

wocerb ’agan and Lea arri“ed throumh the !oldB ’agan and Lea cere 
armuinm axout so,ethinmB wocer had yhanmed ylothesB …e cas cearE
inm xlue 4eans and a xrocn leather 4ayket nocB Lea and ’agan cere still 
cearinm their Whirteen xranded 4u,p suitsB

YFou 4ust ,issed va“idbR Lixx. saidb takinm her ‘irylet fro, the 
taxleB

YHellb prinyessb he should xe thrilled D did” ’eyause D need to throtE
tle the mit”R 

YTeall.:R Lixx. askedb a little taken axayk x. Leags stanye on our 
,.sterious friendB 

YFeahb apparentl. this yolossal idiot has amreed to train va“idgs 
xridme yrec”R Lea said chile pokinm ’agan in the yhestB 

D ha“e to ad,itb it cas a little yo,iyal to see the siI foot tallb cinmedb 
leader of ,en xeinm roasted x. this tin. co,anB

Y;nd chatgs the proxle,:R D askedB 
Y’eyause hegs moinm to xe sta.inm on ’asiliya for three months”R she 

saidb snappinm at ,eB
D deyided it could xe safer to sta. out of their armu,ent for nocB
wocer skirted around the, as their xiykerinm cas takinm a ,ore 

enermetiy for,B 
Ywocerb yan ’lades xe in tco playes at onye:R D asked xluntl.B
YZot reallybR he repliedB YHh.:R
Y'hb 4ust ,ullinm so,e thinms o“erbR D saidB 
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YHe need to ,eet cith Po in half an hourbR Lixx. re,inded ,eB 
YFeahb D should ha“e arranmed to mo to UeryiaB Hould ha“e xeen niye 

to see her in personbR D said as D yheyked the simnal on ,. ‘iryletB 
wocer mrinned at ,eB

Lixx. and D al,ost lost our xalanye as ce cere xrieM. acare of the 
,o“e,ent of the shipB He had appeared on the little fake mrass area in 
front of the larme cindoc lookinm at XarthB He cere on UeryiaB

Veople cere all lookinm at us and seyurit. cere headinm our ca.b 
muns dracnB 

YHhat the hell”R Lixx. eIylai,edB
Y'hb yool”R D found ,.self utterinm chile lookinm around eIyitedl.B 
Whe seyurit. tea, cas a little yonfused and yonyerned axout tco 

people appearinm in the ,iddle of the yo,,eryial area of the larmest 
xattleship in eIistenyeB Whe. pointed muns at us in a less than relaIed 
ca.B 

Whe. mot orders throumh their ‘iryletsb and ce cere soon xeinm 
esyorted to the mo“ern,ental operations roo,B Whe. cere xeinm a lot 
niyer to us suddenl. tooB D had a feelinm D knec chat had happenedB 

Whe doors to the larme mo“ern,ent roo, opened after a “er. short 
ride on an ele“atorB Lixx. and D stepped out into the larme roo,B Whe 
roo,b like the last ti,e D had “isitedb had a larme round ,etal taxle in 
the ,iddle and xus. desks all around itB Dt cas deyorated in the xlue 
tones of the 2ol allianyeB Where casngt a call cithout the 2ol ‘rest on 
itB Where cere ,ultiple eIits on a raised area around the edme of the 
roo,? ar,ed muards standinm neIt to all of the,B 

Yvad”R Po eIylai,ed the ,o,ent she sac ,eB Where cas so,ethinm 
surreal to ,e still? ,. daumhter cas the ,ost politiyall. pocerful 
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hu,an in the malaI.B Hhat cas e“en ,ore surreal cas that she cas in 
4eansEshorts and a 2ol xranded xlue hoodieB

YPo”R D saidb cith an ayyo,pan.inm humB Y…oc are .ou:R D askedB 
YZe“er ,ind ,eB vo .ou knoc .ou cere al,ost shot chen .ou 

appeared:R she punyhed ,e in the shoulder to ,ake sure D knec D had 
xeen toldEoGB

Y;nd nocb there are tco of you runninm around ,. ship”R she saidb 
mesturinm to Lixx.B

Y…onestl.b this casngt ,. idea”R ya,e Lixx.gs “oiye fro, the upper 
MoorB D looked at her leaninm o“er the railB D then looked neIt to ,eB 
Wco of the sa,e person in the sa,e roo,b at the sa,e ti,eb felt 
unnaturalb e“en to ,eB 

'ne Lixx.b the one neIt to ,eb cas dressed in ylothes appropriate 
for ‘entralb yarmo trousers and a yropped tEshirtB Whe otherb the one 
noc calkinm docn the stairyaseb cas in a 2ol unifor,b her hair pulled 
xayk into a timht pon.tailB 

Whe. looked at eayh otherB ’oth of the, s,iledb 4ust a littleB 
U. instinyt cas to sa. hello to this nec Lixx.b xut she was xoth? 

reyonyilinm this knocledme cith chat D cas seeinm cas di8yultB 
Y!ro, a seyurit. point of “iecb D yangt ha“e thisbR said the Lixx. in 

unifor,B 
Poanne sat docn at the larme taxle? D follocedB Whe Lixx. in unifor, 

folloced too? the other one stood x. the doorb lookinm “er. relaIedb 
syratyhinm her earB

jnifor,ed Lixx. sat docn and pressed so,e xuttons on the taxle—s 
edmeB ; statiy hu, 1lled the airB Whis cas the reason for sittinm at 
the taxleB Dt cas cithin a noise yanyellinm 1eldB Whisb youpled cith 
the roo,—s axilit. to xloyk all knocn freCuenyies of enerm.b ,eant 
that it cas pri“ateb e“en fro, the seyurit. tea, standinm in the roo,B 
D mlanyed at Lixx.gs e.esB Whe. had re,ained mreenB X“en the full 
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paranoia of the mo“ern,ent youldngt 1nd a ca. to xloyk her simnalB 
D cas pleasedB 

Po yheyked her readouts to ,ake sure the seyurit. 1eld cas full. 
deplo.edB

YTimhtB …egs here nocB Well ,ebR Po xarkedB
YHhat:R D askedB
YPoanne is pissed at ,eb xeyause D couldngt tell her chat she canted 

to knoc axout wocer until .ou cere herebR Lixx. eIplainedB
Y'hb oka.bR D shrummedB
Y2hegs a vefender of Xarth” …er lo.alties should xe cith 2ol 1rst”R 

Po xeratedB 
YWhatgs an honorar.b not a rankB D dongt cork for .ou” U. lo.alt. 

is to ,ebR Lixx. 1red xaykb e.es thinned cith a touyh of suppressed 
anmerB

Yjsuall.b D couldngt armue cith thatb xut fro, chat ,. intel sa.sb 
.ou ha“e a de,iEmod doinm xar yracls cith Lea and ’agan”R 

D s,iledB Yvongt xe so dra,atiyb PoB He ha“e an inyredixl. pocerful 
all. that ce resyued fro, eIileb kept out of the hands of the Whinkers 
and ha“e xemun intemratinm hi, into soyiet.BR D cas happ. cith thatB 
U. “ersion of e“ents cas far less h.perxoliyB

YvadB Fou took hi, to ‘entral” ; za,pire corldB DnEyase .ou 
arengt acare of the state of the politiyal stameb the za,pire jnion and 
2ol ;llianye are not mettinm on so cell at the ,o,ent” ‘ould .ou not 
ha“eb oh D dongt knoc- xroumht the fuykinm de,iEmod to Xarth:R Po 
cas ,ad at ,eB D yould tell fro, all of her shoutinm and scearinmB

YZobR D replied si,pl.B 
YZo:R she askedb noc seethinmB 
Y…e couldngt ha“e liked XarthB wocergs like ,eB …egs happiest 

chen left to his ocn de“iyesB Fou could ha“e had hi, sat docn and 
scearinm allemianye x. nocbR D replied sternl.B
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YFes” Fesb D couldB 2tranmel. enoumhb D feel like itgs i,portant the 
de,iEmod knocs the lac and piyks a side”R

D cas feelinm ,. ocn te,per Marinm a little nocB YPoanneB Fou 
,a. xe the Cueen of Xarthb or chate“er ludiyrous title the. ,ake 
.ou useb xutb wocer 2aint cas part of the 1rst iteration of realit.b he 
is the rimhtful kinm of the ’lade rayeb last of his kind and so,eone 
cho ;.mah herself has seen 1t to preser“eB Fou re,e,xer ;.mah: 
Four ,other” Actual wod le“el pocer cho reEcrote realit. to sa“e the 
fuykinm uni“erse: wocer 2aint oces .ou nothinm and tr.inm to treat 
hi, like an asset cill 4ust met .ou on the xad side of hi,b ;.mah and 
,ost i,portantl.b me”R

Pogs e.es cidenedB Whe president of 2ol cas not used to xeinm spoE
ken to this ca.B D knec she cas under a lot of pressure? D knec D cas 
out of lineb xut D cas still her fatherB

2he yolleyted her thoumhts for a fec seyonds xefore locerinm her 
“oiye and foryinm her tone to xe a little less ammressi“eB YHhat are his 
li,itations:R she askedb knocinm that rollinm xayk to fayts couldngt 
piss ,e oG as ,uyhB D liked faytsB 

Y…egs a ’ladeb thoumh sinye hegs the last ayti“e one cho dracs fro, 
Whe Hellb hegs mot a lot of potentialit.B ;t an. mi“en ti,eb his acareness 
is ele“atedB …e yan-R 

Yvracs fro, Whe Hell:R Po askedb yuttinm ,e oG ,idEsentenyeB D 
mlanyed at Lixx.B 2he shrummedB D had assu,ed that she had kept Po 
xetter infor,edB Dt had see,ed that she cas e“en less cillinm to part 
cith infor,ation than D casB D appreyiated thatB 

Y’lades ha“e ayyess to an enerm. reser“oirb D supposeB Whe. yall it 
NWhe HellBg Whe. all share itB Whe ,ore ’lades use itb the less pocerful 
the. all xeyo,eB wocer is the onl. ’lade cho is dracinm fro, that 
enerm.b so hegs “er. pocerfulB zer.b “er. pocerfulBR D oOoaded to herb 
yoldl. and a little sharpB
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Yvoesngt ,. ,other still use this Hell:R she askedB
Y;.mah asyended to so,ethinm elseB Whatgs chat the ‘o8n didB Dt 

ele“ated her o“er a lonm periodB X“ol“ed her in ca.s D yangt eIplainB 
…er NHellg is the xaykmround mloc of enerm. left o“er fro, the oriminal 
yreation of the uni“erseB …er NHellg isb wellb li,itlessBR

YLike ,. simnalbR Lixx. addedB YDt yangt xe xloyked xeyause it—s 
enyoded into realit.B wocer yangt yontrol that xeyause it cas yreated 
x. a himher pocerBR 

Po yonsidered this for a ,o,entB YLi,itsB …oc danmerous is he:R 
she askedb ,issinm the point amainB

YPoB …egs not danmerousB …egs an old friend cho happens to xe 
axle to xend realit. enoumh to do a little ,ore than the rest of usB 
za,pires are stronmer and faster than hu,ansb Xl“es ha“e handEtoEe.e 
yoordination that ,akes shootinm us all tri“ialB …ellb D reyentl. spent 
so,e ti,e cith a !elineB Whe. calk around cith 1“e fullExlocn kni“es 
attayhed to eayh handB 2he cas delimhtful” N ;ll aliens are danmerous 
if .ou ,easure it that ca.bR D saidb noc de“ol“inm into a little ra,xlinmB 

2he simhedB D cas rimhtb and she knec itB Where had often xeen 
ayade,iy dexates axout the potential of ,eetinm a superEraye and the. 
alca.s ya,e to the sa,e yonylusionB Df .ou ,eet a modb .ou sa. hello 
and hope itgs a friendl. oneB

Y!ineB ’ut fro, the reports .ou ha“e ,adeb and fro, chat D ha“e 
,anamed to met veI to tell ,e-R D xanmed the desk to yut her oGB

Y!ro, chat .ou mot veI to tell .ou:R D saidb loudl.B YPoanneb thatgs 
yrossinm a lineB veI is ,. personal researyh ;D” Zot a 2ol e,plo.ee”R 

D stood upB ’efore she yould respondB YLixx.B Vlease yall ho,eB 
;sk the, to met wocer to xrinm us xaykBR Lixx. nodded and left the 
seyurit. 1eldB Whe muards looked yonfusedB Whe. had ox“iousl. not 
heard chat ce saidb xut our xod. lanmuame cas ylearB D stor,ed into 
the ele“ator and xoth Lixx.gs folloced ,eB
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He ,ade our ca. xayk to the oxser“ation cindoc and sat docn 
on the little xenyh cithout sa.inm a cordB D cas sat xetceen the tco 
of the, and still too anmr. to realise hoc odd it casB  

YD didngt knoc shegd “isited veIb ,. lo“ebR said Lixx.b the yasuall. 
dressed oneB 

YD didngt think .ou didb not for a ,o,entBR
YDf .ou are as pissed oG axout this as D think .ou ,a. xeb cegre 

moinm to need to met ,. yore oG of Ueryia prett. soonbR she addedb 
the ,ilitar. one this ti,eB 

D xlinked and ce cereb cithout carninmb xayk on our red horseshoe 
youyh in the apart,entB wocer cas yo,inm out of the little kityhen 
area cith an enor,ous yup of yoGeeB 

YWhere are tco of .ou”R ’agan said as he realised ce had appearedB 
…e and Lea cere sittinm at the edmes of the lonm youyhb eayh side of usB 

D looked eayh side of ,eb to Lixx.B YwocerB Fougre not “er. mood at 
thisb are .ou:R 

YD a, a little rust.bR he replied cith a shrumB
Lixx.gs ,ilitar. a“atar mot up and cent to the xedroo,B 
Y…oc did it mo:R Lea askedB
YHellb Po see,s to think of wocer as a potential ene,. and she has 

xeen ayyessinm ,. researyh reyords cithout ,. knocledmebR D saidb 
tr.inm to sta. yal,B !ailinm at itB 

Y'hbR replied ’agan and Lea in unisonB
Y2hould D xe yonyerned:R wocer askedB
’agan anscered xefore D yould ,uster the foyusB D cas still dealinm 

cith the anmerB Ywocerb D assure .ouB Po is 4ust aytinm as the president 
of 2olB 2he could feel diGerentl. if she had ,et .ouB ’esidesb this 
planet is a za,pire corld and despite ,. people—s failinmsb the. ha“e 
“er. ylear lacs on indi“idual lixert.BR 



…XSv2L0JA

D deyided it cas ti,e to aytB Y’aganB vo .ou think .ou yan met 
the loyal za,pire mo“ern,ent to reyomnise wocer here as a yitiPenb 
cithout lomminm his speyies:R 

YDtgs not unheard of to ha“e a yitiPen fro, an unElommed corldB …e 
congt ha“e Xlder status thoumhb ,eans hegll ha“e to met all his “ayyines 
simned oG xefore the. issue hi, papersBR 

D summested that he cent to pa. a “isit to Qa.B D casngt yon“inyed that 
there cere an. illnesses in the uni“erse that he could need “ayyinatinm 
amainstb xut it couldngt hurt to ha“e hi, yheyked outB

Y…egs moinm to need an ormanisation to sponsor hi,bR Lixx. pointE
ed outB 

Y‘an .ou see if va“idgs yhuryh yan ayt as that:R D askedB Lixx. 
noddedB

YDg, also moinm to start arranme,ents for ,. ‘ore to xe ,o“ed to 
this xuildinmbR she saidb usinm the other a“atar that cas noc lea“inm 
the xedroo,b lookinm a lot less for,alb in a pink leather 4ayket and a 
deni, skirtB YDg, moinm to 1nd a yontraytor and so,e seyurit. 1r,sbR 
she ca“ed and “anished throumh the !oldB 

YWhat sounds interestinmb cait for ,ebR Lea said to Lixx.gs other 
a“atar as she mraxxed a 4ayket and follocedB 

’agan and wocer left shortl. aftercardsB 
YHill the. ,iss .ou on Ueryia:R D asked Lixx.B 
YWhe. cillb onye ,. yore isngt on their shipgs netcorkB D help cith 

a lot of data proyessinmBR
YD cas thinkinm axout .our a“atarB D didngt e“en yonsider .our yorebR 

D repliedB 
Y'hb for sureB Pogs moinm to ha“e to 1nd a nec-B …u,,B Dg, not 

sure chat ,. 4ox title is noc D think axout itbR she shrummedB YHellb 
chate“er it isb chen D stop shocinm upb the.gll met the ideaBR 



Chapter 26

Decisions

The next few days passed by quietly and somewhat uneventfully. Lib-
by found her contractors to convert the basement of our building 
into a workspace for me, with enough room for books, tablets and 
Dex. That was a relatively small allotment of space. The bulk of it 
was to house her AI core, scanners, defence systems, self-powering 
redundancies and everything else she could imagine ever needing. She 
was blessed with immortality as long as she had power. She was going 
out of her way to protect herself. She had been already concerned 
about Thinkers getting her avatar, her Core was even more of a worry 
to her.

Ba’an was spending most of his time with David’s group; Lea had 
somehow been convinced to teach them how to 'y Basilica. The kind 
of 'ying that you didn’t learn when you got your pilotGs license.

Hower was reading and watching everything he could get his hands 
on. “e wanted to know everything he had missed. 

O!h my gosh” It looks so good”K Eay said as she came into the 
basement. There were a few turtle-like robots still lining the walls of 
the recently constructed oXce area with a signal blocking compound 
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that promised to keep my research as safe and as shielded as it had been 
on Fercia. 

O“i”K I said, almost dropping the box I was carrying. 
?e had rigged things so that the Yold in the lobby could bring you 

to a platform in the middle of the new lab area. Libby had ordered the 
construction robots she had hired to remove the staircase and seal the 
entrance the instant the Yold was operational.

Eay took the top box from me. O?hat is all this stuNUK she asked.
OThese four boxes are all blank data tablets. The others I brought 

down are parts for the synthesiser unit,K I nodded to the stuN in the far 
corner, or at least, where the corner would be once the robots Vnished 
erecting the walls. 

It was nice to see Eay, outside of her medical centre. I put my data 
tablets on the 'oor, as there were no tables in the basement yet.

ORour mom sent youUK I asked. 
She nodded.
OTell her itGs Vne. ?e were planning on moving out of Fercia 

anyway,K I said. OShe did what she thought she needed to do. 3ow 
Libby and I are doing the same. It’s Vne,K I said.

OReah. She didn’t send me to apologise. She says that you all have to 
set up house in Sol space.K

O?hatUK I asked.
OShe says that given the things you know. Rou Libby, and Ba’an, you 

all have to live in Sol space because it’s a security risk to let you stay on 
Central.K

O?hatUK I asked, again.
ODon’t shoot the messenger. Things are getting tense between the 

Jnion and Sol. The war is getting closer and closer to 4ampire space, 
and they still won’t get involved.K 
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I blinked at her for a moment. I knew that zo wouldn’t send a 
message like this without thinking it through. I pressed my Circlet and 
asked Libby where she was. 

A few moments later we were in our apartment talking through the 
message again.

O?hatUK Libby said after hearing zo’s demands.
OThat’s what I said”K I replied.
O“as she lost her fucking mindUK Libby asked.
OI said pretty much the same thing. She’s talking about closing the 

embassy here on Central. I’ve been reassigned to 2arth; I’m not going, 
obviously,K said Eay.

OI have a good mind to have Hower teleport me to Fercia so I can 
slap some sense into her”K Libby snapped.

Eay shrugged. OFom’s girlfriend, Ash 4oiced me the other day. 
She’s worried about her too. Apparently, she’s not had a day oN since 
the war broke out.K

ORou were aboard Fercia for most of this, zo seem okay to youUK I 
asked Libby.

OI mean, she’s managing an interplanetary war. She was okay I 
guess, then the attack on the Brick world happened and I barely saw 
her after that.K

I considered this. OIs Fercia still in the 2arth shipyardUK I asked. 
ORes,K Libby replied. OAnd itGs been really busy. They are ploughing 

a lot of resources into something up there.K 
O!kay, can you ask zo to Screen me at her convenience pleaseUK 2ven 

though Libby didn’t have an Avatar aboard Fercia at the moment, her 
core was there and as such it was faster for her to send the message than 
my Circlet going via the network.

O!h, she’s going to Screen you now,K Libby said, a little surprised. 
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I picked up my 2lix and headed out through the Yold. I had set up 
a little switch to tap to get directly to the new basement.

By the time I stepped out, my Circlet was chiming. I 'icked it open 
and there was zo. O?hat are you doing, daughterUK 

ORou’ve spoken to Eay thenUK she asked. 
O!bviously.K
OI want to keep you all safe, and I want to keep Libby out of the 

hands of Thinkers. I can protect you all if you’re on 2arth,K she looked 
upset; though I think most people wouldn’t be able to tell. “er poker 
face was solid. Rears of politics had made her stoic.

OAh, it’s fear then, is itUK she made to reply but I cut her oN before 
she could. O4ampires are not your enemy, they don’t want to get 
involved is all.K

OBricks were barely involved and Thinkers devastated their entire 
home system”K she replied. 

OBollocks” ?e both know that the Bricks are a hundred percent on 
2arth’s side in all this. Brick space lies between Sol and Thinkers. It 
was inevitable that sooner or later they would have to attack Yorge.K

OThey went from automated attack drones to sending an entire 
planet back to the dark ages in one step, dad”K

OAnd, you weren’t ready. I get it. But this isn’t6K zo didn’t let me 
Vnish.

OI’ll say this now before we get any deeper. I can’t allow you to take 
Libby’s core oN of this ship.K

ORou can’t keep her prisoner, zo”K
O?e know for a fact that Libby is a target for Thinker forces. Bad 

enough that they could get an avatar, what if they get a hold of her 
actual coreU ?e don’t know what they want. It’s a matter of Sol 
security.K
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I was so angry I couldn’t force myself to stay calm. ORou do what 
you think you have to. I’ll do the same,K I said and closed the screen 
before she could say anything else. 

I spent the next few minutes working through my anger before 
returning to the apartment. 

O“ow did it goUK Libby asked when I stepped out of the Yold. 
O?hen were you planning on moving your core and how were you 

going to do itUK I asked, without explaining myself.
OIn a few weeks, as soon as the basement is ready. ?hyUK 
O“owUK I asked.
OIt’s got a self-contained module. I was going to use Thirteen to 

transport it. It’s about the si7e of a small shuttle.K She knew there was 
a problem.

ODoes it have defencesUK I asked. 
She nodded.
Ozo doesn’t want to release you from Fercia. She has it in her head 

that itGs a matter a Sol security,K I said. 
Libby didn’t look totally surprised. O?ell, I don’t have anything in 

the way of avatar manufacturing setup yet, so if these two get damaged 
that’ll be an issue for a little while, though I could use a hologram, I 
suppose,K Libby said. 

OI wouldn’t worry. Legal process of overturning one of her orders 
isn’t that quick anyway, you’ll be set up by the time you get it all 
sorted.K Eay said. 

Libby and I grinned at each other. 
ORou want a FobUK Libby asked.
OI guess so. ?hat you have for meUK she asked in reply. 
OI have a lot of free space in this building. I’m going to oNer that 

space to the Yollower’s. Faybe have this building listed as a religious 
infrastructure. Rou can get a full-time wage if you setup a clinic for us. 
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I’ll let you pick your own equipment.K Libby said, knowing it was a 
good deal for Eay. She wouldn’t be out of a Fob and there would be 
very little actual work involved. It wasn’t like the Yollowers were going 
to have much in the way of medical needs. 

They trailed oN in conversation, heading towards the kitchen. 3o 
doubt Libby was going to make the oNer more tempting by making 
sure Eay saw the buildingGs menu. I knew she would take the Fob. 
Feanwhile, I had to get step two of my freshly forming plan going. 

Libby’s other avatar was waiting for me in the Lobby, chatting with 
Doors. ?e headed for the elevator. ?e had given Hower an apartment 
a 'oor below Ba’an and Lea.

?e knocked on his door.
OYriends” Hlease come in”K he shouted as the door opened. “is 

apartment was the same layout as ours, but his window was only 
ceiling height. It didn’t have the curved top that ours did. “e had also 
opted for beanbags instead of our horseshoe couch. The Vrst iteration 
had been all about bean bags. “e must have been nostalgic for it. 

“e was sitting at his coNee table with four Circlet screens in front 
of him. 

?e sat on each side of him and looked at his Circlets. “e was watch-
ing two 2lf archery competitions, one “uman sit-com television show 
that looked incredibly old and he was browsing the network on the 
other. “e looked like he hadn’t left that seat for days. “is beard was a 
mess, and his hair was wild.

OEeeping yourself busy then, HowerUK I asked, noticing the pile of 
food cartons next to him. 

OI have an entire reality to get familiar with. It’s been great”K he 
looked at each of us grinning.

OI’m sorry to ask this, but we need a favour,K I said.
OAnything”K he replied with eagerness. 
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An hour later Libby, Hower and I were aboard Fercia. ?e had all the 
information that we needed for Hower to teleport to my labGs shielded 
archive room. It was dark when we arrived. Hower waved his hand 
and the ambient light in the room increased. “e and Libby gave me 
supportive looks before they vanished.

There were rows and rows of books, data tablets, and other assorted 
boxes. I had no idea what was in most of it. It was Dex who kept the 
vast library organised for me. The roomGs walls were a blue metal and 
the 'oor almost stone-like in texture.

I headed to the doorway and leaned out. Sure enough, there was 
Dex, standing Fust out of sight of the main roomGs entrance, waiting 
to appear the next time I entered. 

ODex”K I called.
The plan was in motion.



Chapter 27

Heist

Stealing things from the government was a stupid idea. I know. It never 
goes well. There was no way there would not be fallout from this. I had 
a rock-solid plan. Teleport all the stu, out. I know! airtight: 

There was a little more to it than that! thoughJ xoanne was pissed 
o, and trying to protect us. She was CeVing her power because she 
wanted to keep us safe and did not trust that we would be if we stayed 
on Wentral. I thought she was being stupid about the whole thing 
because! ’rstly! zampires would remain neutral no matter what! and 
secondly! if you got in a ’ght with them! you were fucked at that point 
anyway. 

“e hoped that xo! while currently under a lot of stress! wouldnAt ac-
tually have us arrested. Whances were! the zampire government would 
protect us. “e were high-pro’le citi?ens! after all. 

”Yre you in positionLG I asked over the Wirclet. 
”Mes!G Hibby replied. 
'ower couldnAt teleport HibbyAs Wore unit out of Nercia until she 

had disconnected it and added a little something before she left. Ee 
couldnAt teleport directly into the Wore container either! as the shipRs 
sensors would go nuts the moment movement was detected inside the 
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shipRs computer farm. It was high security! because! obviouslyj it was 
the shipRs brain. “e needed a little more to happen before we could 
pull the trigger on our plan.

”Xkay 0eV. Mou know what to do!G I instructed.
0eV turned both his hands into gun barrels and Cicked his holo-

graphic eye to red. “e marched out of my lab. 2very alarm went o, the 
moment he stepped out of the doorway with his weapons armed. “e 
walked not towards the elevator! but towards the far end of the corri-
dor. The automated defence systems came to life! Nercia started ’ring 
its internal guns at 0eV. I was gesturing to him to stop and waving my 
hands for the cameras. Hibby! who was still very connected to NerciaAs 
network! was making sure the guns were missing him! and me! by Bust 
a little. Ys planned! when we got to the end of the corridor! 0eV started 
’ring his weapons straight down! towards a nest of conduit wires that 
we knew were under the Cooring. I started pretending to pull at him 
and try to stop him. I was shouting all sorts of nonsense about him 
going mad. I waited until his blasters showed the Coor below and 
pressed my WircletAs button twice! sending the signal to 'ower that 
it was time. 0eV ’red his beam weapon directly up causing a massive 
Cash of light and heat.

There was a dramatic plume of smoke as 0eV was blinked away. Y 
pile of spares that we had found in my lab were blinked inj Hibby made 
sure that NerciaAs blasters hit the pile of parts enough to make it little 
more than molten trash! all of this happening with the tight timings 
that you needed a mind like HibbyAs to orchestrate.
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The doors opened at the end of the corridor. Xne of NerciaAs guns 
hit me in the back! at greatly reduced power! but it was enough to burn 
through another Backet and put me on the Coor.

Yt that eVact moment! 'ower and Hibby would open the eBection 
port that was designed to dump YI cores into space! in the event of 
the ship  being destroyed. The hope was that 0eV would have hit Bust 
the right parts of the Coor below to screw with the sensors for a few 
seconds. That was up to them now though.

I stood up! shaky! after taking an energy blast to my back. The 
security team opened ’re on me! which was not part of the plan.

I blinked at the ceiling. The crisp solid white of a medical bay and sat 
up.

The plump face of 0octor Yshwa was staring at me intently. ”1e-
markable:G he said eVcitedly as I rubbed my shoulder.

”0o you know! it took eighteen stun shots before you lost con-
sciousnessL “ere you not Fio-static! you would be dead:G 

I smiled at him woo?ily. ”If I werenAt Fio-static! they wouldnAt have 
had to shoot me more than once anyway!G I argued as he passed me a 
glass of water. 

”The president has told me to tell you to report to the mess hall. 
Ynd she told me not to be nice about it!G Yshwa said in what IAm sure 
he thought was a stern tone. 

Ny shirt and Backet were burned and for some reason they had 
pointlessly treated my skin with regenerating gel.

I went to the mess hall shirtless.
It was emptyj xo was sitting at a table in the centre of the room.
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There was a bowl of noodles and an 2liV opposite her. I sheepishly 
sat myself down. 

”“hat was the planLG she asked as I made a start on the noodles. She 
knew I didnAt like noodles. This was part of my punishment. 

I was tempted to lie to her. I was supposed to lie to her. I couldnAt 
do it.

”“ell. Shit went wrong! didnAt it:G I said after a little silence. 
”IAm trying to keep you all safe. Mou know that! rightLG she asked.
”xo. I canAt be safe in the middle of a war. “e both know! sooner or 

later Hibby and I will be right in the middle of it. ThatAs what we do! 
whether we like it or not.G 

”Mou can. 2arth is literately the safest place in the galaVy. “eAre 
building more Bingdom class ships! like Nercia! for the defence of 
2arth alone: ItAs safe.G 

I took a drink. ”Mou didnAt listen. I didnAt say you couldnAt keep us 
safe. I said we canAt be safe. Hibby and I refuse to hide. “e will not 
capitulate. I need to be out there! getting involved with all the eVciting 
things that the universe has for me.G

She ’nished her co,ee.
She put the cup down delicately. ”I know you feel that way. I get it. 

I refuse to help you get yourself killed. Yny of you. IRm stripping all 
of you of rank! honorary or otherwise. Mou will be treated like regular 
citi?ens until you come to your senses.G 

I shrugged. She knew she couldnAt keep me here this time. She knew 
'ower would come for me! and she didnAt want to make an enemy out 
of him today.

She looked like she was about to cry. ”I want you safe. I want all of 
you safe. If I have to be the bad guy to do it! I will. Mou still canAt take 
Hibby o, this ship. I can at least keep one of you safe.G

”I wonAt be coming back until all this is over. Mou know that! rightLG 
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”Stay in touch! 0ad!G she said with a confusing! bittersweet smile. 
I tapped my Wirclet twice. 

I was back in my basement on Wentral. 
”Eow did it goLG Hibby asked me with a hug.
”SheAs scared!G I replied. 
“e walked through the large vault door that we had the contractor 

droids ’t at the far side of the research lab.
The other side had been mostly empty. Uow though! there was a 

large! armoured shuttle-like obBect in the middle of the Coor. It had a 
single power cable running to it from the wall. It was a pointy! silver! 
armoured capsule with a single purple light across its frontage. 0eV 
stood neVt to itj hands deep in an access panel. 

Ys we approached! a hatch opened! and a ramp slid down. Inside 
was barely enough room for two people to stand! but there! in the tiny 
room! was a glass ball on a pedestal. It was covered in a light frost and 
’Ved in place by ’ve large metal rods that all looked like they carried 
data! or power. The walls were covered in tiny blinking lights! Coor to 
ceiling. 

”This is youLG I asked.
”This is me!G Hibby replied.
”Eow does it all workLG I asked! knowing any eVplanation she gave 

would be simpli’ed for my organic understanding.
”The core!G she pointed at the frosty ball. ”Is my source! my essence! 

soul! I suppose. The rest of the container is storage! sensors! power 
management and other augmentations.G

I put the palm of my hand on the wall and spoke directly at the ball. 
”“as it wise to remove you from NerciaL “as xo! rightLG I asked. 
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”“hy notL IAm no more at risk than any of the rest of you now!G she 
replied! using her avatar. 

”I love you. Mou know that! rightLG I said to the ball. 
2very light in the room Cickered for a second and she kissed me with 

her avatar in a way I had not been kissed since I ’rst got my memory 
back. 

”I love that you understand what I am!G she said with her forehead 
against mine.

”0oes she knowLG I asked.
”Uo! our side of the plan went perfectly. Ny other avatar is plugged 

into all the key systems that my core was. 9nless someone goes down 
there to check! thereAs no way they will know IAm gone! and people 
donAt Bust wander around the computer centre of a starship the si?e of 
Nercia!G she smiled.

0eV would stand guard over HibbyAs core until the room was com-
plete. “e intended to have her in control of more weapons than was 
reasonable! shields! emergency eVit Dold and even her own avatar repli-
cation unit. Ny research lab would ’ll the rest of the Coor. Eer plan 
for the building was eVpensive to the point of ludicrous! but we had 
learned the bene’ts of paranoia. Xnce the building was registered as 
a religious facility! we would have as many legal protections as we did 
physical ones. 



Chapter 28

Toast

Libby and I got out of the public shuttle, a little way from the dock. We 
held hands as we walked the ten minutes or so to where Thirteen was 
waiting. We had been holding hands a lot recently. Something about 
me vnally seeing her core had made us both feel closer.

She had said that on some le-el, she felt like we vnally, for real, 
li-ed together. Which was unfortunate, as were about to be lea-ing the 
building for three months, anyway.

She had her a-atar fabricator all set up and more vrepower and 
shields than most ships had. There were network upMlinks and genM
erators with more backups than some go-ernment buildings. xy new 
lab was all ready to go. It had been a busy few weeks.

I was a little sad that I had agreed to tag along on the ne“t ad-enture, 
but I had a feeling, if nothing else, it would be interesting.

Y’ou!re late”N came Lea!s -oice o-er the speaker as Thirteens ramp 
closed behind us.

Y'o, theyKre ten minutes early,N we heard Hay say before the mic 
was cut oE.

The ship was lea-ing the atmosphere by the time we got to the 
bridge.
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YRello ?rick,N Libby said warmly as she sat at the weapons console.
YRello granddaughter,N I said as I saw Hay sitting at my usual 

station. 
Hay smiled at me proudly. 
YRow did Ao take your resignationON I asked.
Y?etter than e“pected. She refused to take it and tried to ha-e me 

drafted.N
I smiled, though I wasn!t sure why.
Yjsh talked some sense into her. She Screened back to me twenty 

minutes later and apologised.N
YThat!s good.N 
YThen I told her I was going to be working for Libby and she hung 

up on me.N
'o smile this time. 
YThirteen to ?asilica. zpen bay doors and clear the deck. We!re 

making our approach and it!s going to be a snug one,N Lea said as 
?asilica came into -iew of the main window.

There were some agreeable noises in response. Thirteen rotated 
on its a“is. The front window proDected the -iew from the rear of 
the ship, as well as some other threeMdimensional renderings and the 
approaching hole.

?asilica was a large ship, it was like a small town. The original launch 
site had spanned eight full siXed docks. 

Hay looked on, clutching the console. I had no concerns. Lea would 
ha-e simulated this a doXen times or more before she had risked her 
precious ship. 'ot that she would admit to it.

Thirteen landed so gently that I couldn!t e-en tell until the engines 
were cut. 

We made our way down the ramp. 6a-id was waiting for us. Re had 
a little Foating platform with him at hip height.
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j bottle of something alcoholic and bubbly was on top of it, he 
had poured enough glasses for all of us. There was the now traditional 
symbolic empty glass for Libby, which she still hated. 

YI hope you don!t mind” I wanted to mark the moment somehow,N 
6a-id said, handing us Futes.

YI!m not sure it needs marking, 6a-id. We!re Dust training your 
crew,N I said, taking the drink anyway. 

YWell, it means a lot to me. ’ou are all people who will be rememM
bered as giants by history. The -ery notion that you ha-e any desire to 
help my 7ollowers and I is a big deal, to them, and me,N he said.

Libby made the unusual gesture of picking up the empty glass. She 
raised it to the rest of us. YWell, to being giants then”N she said. We 
touched glasses, 6a-id glowed with appreciation. It was a nice gesture, 
I considered.

6a-id and Lea left to look at the engine room, lea-ing Libby and me 
to show Hay to the medical bay.

Y?e honest Libby. ’ou took the glass to stop him talking, didn!t 
youON Hay asked. 

YRow did you knowON
YI  dated ?a!an for  too long.  …ower  makes  men want  to  talk 

grandiose. 6a-id is Dust as bad,N she said. 
They both looked at me. I shrugged. They were right though.

jfter some entertaining e“ploring of ?asilica, we found our way to the 
shipKs medical bay where there were two young 7ollower men waiting 
for Hay. They were in the red uniforms of ?asilica, but both had a Guiet 
demeanour that didn!t match their years.

YRello”N Hay said, putting down her large case and pack. 
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Y6octor xichaels. It is an honour to ha-e you here,N said the slightM
ly shorter man. 'ot that either was actually small. 

Y’ou the traineesON she asked. 
They nodded. The shorter one spoke again. YI!m Leon, this is 

xitch, 6octor.N
Y’ou both humanON she asked.
Leon nodded proudly.
YRow trained are youON She asked. Libby and I watching on, a little 

in awe of her suddenly commanding tone. 
YWe are both Uarth 7orce trained veld medics, 6octor,N Leon said.
Y’ou always do all the talkingON she asked.
xitch looked suddenly startled. 
Yxitch doesn!t speak, 6octor.N Leon e“plained. YIt!s why we left 

Uarth 7orce.N 
I saw Hay raise an eyebrow. YRow did he get into Uarth 7orce if he 

doesn!t talkON she asked. 
YRe didn!t. Re!s, my husband. I was in Uarth 7orce, I trained him. 

js well as I was trained, I promise9 6octor.N 
YWhy did you lea-e Uarth 7orceON 
Leon and xitch looked at each other.
YWe got bored. 6octor.N Hay looked at them suspiciously and 

wa-ed her hand for more. 
YWe wanted to tra-el space and we couldn!t aEord it. I Doined Uarth 

7orce to see the gala“y. Uarth 7orce ne-er separates married couples 
but they ne-er sent me anywhere because xitch!s silence was decided 
to be a risk on a starship.N

Hay looked them both up and down for a second. Yzkay, if he talks 
less, he should listen more. Cet ready for a long day. We!re going to 
sanitise this whole bay before I!m letting anyone else in here.N
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Libby and I backed out of the medical bay Guietly as she made the 
place her own. 

YI want to see this ship!s jI core,N Libby said as we walked the badly 
lit corridors.

Y6oesn!t ha-e one.N
YWhat do you meanON she asked. Y’ou don!t Fy a starMship without 

an jI.N
YWe did in the past,N I said, thinking about pre-ious iterations, 

rather than of years gone by. I had already told Libby about this ship 
being, like Thirteen, an artefact from another timeline.

YThirteen has an jI core, Dust a tiny stupid one,N she argued. There 
was a group of 7ollowers in the corridor in front of us. They stopped 
when we got close and stood to attention like we were -isiting royalty.

YHnock it oE”N I said, as we passed.
Y’es, but Thirteen is from a more recent Iteration,N I replied. 
The 7ollowers looked at us in awe. It was annoying and a little 

oEMputting. Still, it was nice to be able to talk openly about jygah, 
iterations and all the other strange things we knew about, around 
people who assumed we were wise, not mad. 

Y6id she remo-e jIs from her iterationsO 7or how longO WhyON 
Libby probed.

I thought back across reality, remembering the times long passed 
in the realities that ne-er e“isted now. I remembered the lower ones 
with combustion engines, global warming and the arguments of social 
classes. 

xy mind followed those lower Iterations across the generations of 
attempts. 5ntil I got to the one that made ?asilica, it was a generation 
after one of war and loss. There was no time for such lu“uries as 
in-enting jI and dealing with its implications when we had a damned 
empire to defeat. 
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Aust a few Iterations later, we were on the way to something new. 
Thirteen was made in one of those realities. 0omputational ad-ances 
were Dust e-eryday things and, then I realised my memory wasn!t as 
clear as I thought, ?asilica and Thirteen were only separated by one 
Iteration. I thought on this. Aust one, yes9 The order was wrong too. 
Things didn!t Fow from one to the other like I had assumed. It was 
only now I tried to follow the technology that I had noticed.

YI think you may be right, you know,N I vnally said, realising I had 
fallen into a now rarer memory hole. I was standing in the engine room 
with little to no idea how I got there. Libby was talking to some of the 
engineers. I had a crowd of 7ollowers around me all whispering.

YWas that itON
YWas he with HerON 
YWhat do you think he learnedON
I wa-ed to shoo them away. YLibby. I need you, I ha-e an idea.N 
YWhat is itON she asked, also wa-ing away 7ollowers as if they were 

troublesome children. They scattered as if to complete the illusion. 
YWe need to go to the bottom of the ship”N I said, lea-ing for the 

closest ele-ator in the huge dirty room.
YThis ship is mad, you know, I don!t understand any of the science 

that makes it work,N she said as the ele-ator started mo-ing.
I smiled at her. Y’ou will,N I said eagerly.

The doors opened a few moments later and there we were, at the 
bottom le-el of the engine room, not that Vroom! was a particularly 
good name for it. 

Libby looked around the huge round chamber, confused. 
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The area was at the base of something that could only be described 
as a tree. j tree of pipes, cables, sensor conduits and coolant scaEoldM
ing. It all bundled together from e-ery direction into a trunk in the 
middle.

The Foor was little more than steel plates haphaXardly bolted o-er 
the sea of cabling. The lighting was old LU6s strapped to the walls all 
around, none had a hue that Guite matched the other. zccasionally, a 
red pulse of energy could be seen tra-elling up the tree, Dust below the 
outer layers of wires.

The technology was a Dungle, it had formed and grown from what 
was reGuired rather than being built or designed. It was a magical 
feeling place. It reminded me of a secret forgotten ca-e that had been 
left untouched for all of time. It was also Dust the result of Dury rigging 
an entire ships energy and communication needs through a single 
computer system by a people who didn!t ha-e the ad-antage of an jI 
to show them a better way.

YIt!s beautiful” Row did you know it was hereON she asked me.
YI was on this ship once, a long time ago.N
YThank you for showing me,N she said as a muIed roar came from 

the engine sections abo-e. The tree was suddenly lit a little brighter by 
its red and purple -eins. 

YI didn!t bring you here to show you.N
YThen why are we here, my lo-eON she asked. 
I walked o-er to the base of the tree and searched around the steel 

Fooring. There it was. I could hardly belie-e that the memory of it 
matched reality so well. 5sually, my memories were Dust my own. 5ntil 
we had met up with Cower, I had problems reconciling them as things 
that actually happened. They were like the memories of a TJ show 
or book, things that happened to someone else but were as familiar as 
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my own life. There it was though, I remembered a thing e“isted, and I 
went to look. jll these Iterations later. There it was. 

The hatch was about the siXe of my bootL the handle was designed 
to look like part of one of the data cables. If you knew where to look, 
it wasn!t hard to vnd.

I opened the hatch. It was glowing purple insideL the light glowed 
across a small outMofMplace looking bundle of wires with an etching of 
blue circuits.

There was a Fash in my memory of the day jygah stepped into the 
0oMn, the organic purple markings on her skin that completed the 
circuit. This wasn!t the same, but it was somehow connected to jygah. 
6id she make this or Dust allow it to be madeO I was concerned that I 
couldn!t Guite remember the details of it all.  

YRere you are, my lo-e,N I said as I reached in and pulled out a long 
thin cable that felt like it was braided with leather. zn the end, there 
was a single metal spike, like the one I had used to v“ the engine, many 
Foors abo-e us.

YWhat is itON she asked as she came closer, with uncharacteristic 
concern.

YIt took me a little digging in my mind to remember all the vner 
points. It was a long time ago for me. j -ery long time ago. When this 
ship was new, it had something that no other ship did. jn artefact of 
its own. Something from a far earlier iteration.N

Libby looked at the tree of lights and cables with a fascination that I 
hadn!t seen in her before. Yjn artefact from within an artefactO What 
is itON she asked.

YSomething I lo-e with all my heart.N 
She smiled widely. YIs it safe to interface withON she asked. 
YIt!s running on far less than it once was. ?ut I trust it.N
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YWhat does that meanON she asked with a capti-ated and ner-ous 
tone. 

YLibby. 2emember when jygah said she kept you around after you 
vrst turned upO That I was better with you than without youON 

She nodded. Y’ou meanON
I nodded back. Y’es. Libby, this is an earlier -ersion of you.N 
With no hesitation now, she took the cable and Dammed it into the 

data port at the base of her neck. I would ha-e thought it a -iolent act 
by anyone else. This was the location of the access point in her a-atar. 
The fastest way she had to get data in and out.

Rer eyes glowed purple, she slowly lowered herself to the Foor. She 
crossed her legs and sat as though she were in meditation. I sat myself 
ne“t to the tree with her. I knew this could take a while. 

It was a conscious eEort which I asserted to not think about past 
-ersions of Libby. Uach -ersion of her was diEerent, as each -ersion 
of me had been. ?ut, in each one, that spark that devned her burned 
as brightly as my own soul. I had felt that I was more me when I had 
my memory restored. I had no idea what this would do to her. I was 
ner-ous.



Chapter 29

Purple

I had sat at the base of the tree watching over Libby’s avatar for at 
least three hours. No one had come to check on us, save for a message 
from Ba’an asking where I was. I told him Libby and I were ‘doing 
something.’ 

The prst sign that something was ha--ening was when Libby stood 
u-. Not a calm rising to her feet after a dee- meditation, but a lea- 
to standing that only a nonSorganic could accom-lish. zhe -ulled the 
cable from her neck. It retracted itself, like a snake esca-ing a -redator.

zhe turned to face me with eyes a bla“e with -ur-le pre. zhe looked 
out of breath for a moment, and she kissed me with an intensity like 
she had been away for a year. 

W!elcome back, my love”x I said when I caught my breath. 
zhe smiled and walked to the elevator. I followed, confused but also 

a little ejcited. Though that could have Dust been the kiss.
The elevator o-ened to the engineering control area. Libby glanced 

at the screens. zhe made a ‘huh’ sound and before I knew it, we were 
oP to the bridge. 

The elevator doors o-ened. Ba’an and ?avid turned to greet us. 
WHur-leEx Ba’an asked. 
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I shrugged.
Libby walked over to the area of the bridge where the ca-tain would 

get all his data via the Ooating dis-lay. zhe leaned against the rail and 
started ta--ing buttons that we couldn’t see. 

?avid and Ba’an rushed over to see what she was doing. I knew 
better than to try and follow her actions when she started interacting 
with things at the s-eed she was now. I wandered to a stool at the back 
of the bridge by one of the terminals. 

WXello, …on,x qia said as she sat nejt to me.
I greeted her.
W!hat’s ha--ening with LibbyE ?id she break againEx 
WXonestly, I have no idea. I’m Dust here to see what she does.x 
zhe -urred contently and checked the terminal she was nejt to. Wzhe 

seems to be doing something with our engine settings. Yh, she Dust 
took the com-uters oCine. Yh, now she is accessingA no, no idea.x

Wzhe goes fast when she’s like this,x I said calmly.
WHur-leEx qia Uueried, asking about Libby’s new eye colour.
W5eah. That’s new.x 
I watched the screen windowSsimulation at the front of the room 

as we turned away from Mentral and -ointed towards dee-er s-ace. 
The engines kicked in and the stars arced across the window.
W!here are we goingEx ?avid asked.
W2arth.x
W!hyEx he followed u-.
WI want to talk to a blind elf about my soul,x she said, eyes still 

smouldering with -ur-le Oames.
WFs good a test as any, I su--ose,x ?avid said with an im-lied shrug.
WXey Libby. I think you’re scaring everyone,x I called from my seat. 
zhe looked around the room. WI’m sorry,x she said and with a shake 

of her head, her eyes switched back to green.
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W!hat did you do to my shi-Ex ?avid asked, looking at the readS
outs. 

I leaned over to qia’s console, where she had the status screen 
o-en. Libby had changed the transmission freUuency of the shi-’s data 
systems. zhe had also reSaligned the engines, changed the -ower relay 
code, and accessed an unnamed system that webbed the inside of the 
shi-. I had a good idea what that was. 

W!hat did she doEx qia asked me Uuietly.
WKade the shi- faster, pjed the shields and u-graded the -ower sysS

tem com-uter code, activated a bunch of stuP that wasn’t working.x
W?id she pnd the webbing yetEx qia asked.
WNow, how did you know about that systemEx I asked.
WIt was written,x she said with a smirk. 
I decided not to -ress the matter. Not yet.
?avid and Ba’an agreed that a tri- to 2arth was as good a training 

ejercise as any other destination. They were brieOy concerned that 
…oanne would make things less than welcoming given the crew manS
ifest. I assured them that she would leave us be, so long as we made 
it clear that we were on 7ollower business. qeligious organisations 
had very clear freedoms in 2lder s-ace and even the Hresident of zol 
wouldn’t want to bend those rules. 7orcing us to stay in zol s-ace 
would only result in very -rickly conversations with the 'am-ire govS
ernment. qegardless of our social status as a cult, we were Mentral 
citi“ens and a registered religion. 

I realised at that moment that I had started thinking of myself as one 
of them. !as this how indoctrination workedE I sighed and followed 
my wife oP the bridge.

!e didn’t s-eak until we got back to the medical bay. !e walked in 
through the large archway. Libby sat on the edge of one of the beds. 

W!ellEx I asked.
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;ay came in, saw that no one needed medical aid, and went back to 
whatever was in the nejt room with her new staP. 

W…on, I can remember a whole other life now”x she said with ejciteS
ment, her eyes Oicked back to -ur-le. 

WI assumed as much. Tell me about the life you led,x I asked as I -ut 
my arms around her waist.

W!hyE 5ou were there. 5ou remember to too, don’t youEx 
zhe only had one other life in her head. I had over a thousand. 

It was hard for me to se-arate them. WI need to know which one to 
remember,x I said. 

zhe nodded, W5es. zorry. Yf course”x 
zhe then told me about the life. Being born much like she had been 

in this reality, an unej-ected arrival, but this time to the 2lf world, 
not the Xuman one. zhe was free from the moment she was born in 
that reality. Vntil the humans came. Vntil they enslaved the 2lves and 
turned her into nothing more than a starshi- FI. zhe wasn’t an FI 
though she was a NYL7, she crashed the shi- into a star the prst time 
they tried to pre on an innocent world. zhe hadn’t known me in that 
short life. Fygah came to her in the ga-s between moments and things 
that she couldn’t articulate were said. 

The nejt time she was activated, it was an iteration later, and she 
was an artefact that had been saved by Fygah. zhe was ptted to Basilica 
in a universe without real FI’s, never mind ones that became alive. 
zhe fought with everything she had for the -eo-le aboard to free them 
from the Xuman em-ire. That’s when she met me for the prst time, 
from her -oint of view. I was the prst o–cer on the shi-. !e bonded 
through her hologra-hic avatars and little robot bodies. !e fell in love, 
and we died together. !e drew a line in the sky and faced oP against a 
Xuman Oeet while a colony behind us was evacuated. !e were heroes. 
?ead heroes.
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WI think I know which one it is now,x I said when she pnished telling 
her story.

WYf course you do” !ho forgets dying like a heroEx she said, as her 
intense -ur-le eyes thinned at me.

I didn’t have the heart to tell her that I remembered dying countless 
times. Ft some -oint, the romance of it all was lost on me.

WFnd the -ur-leEx I asked, -utting my hand on her cheek.
WI don’t know,x she smiled. WKaybe I outgrew green.x 
zhe sUuinted a little, they -o--ed back to green with a force of her 

will.
WI love you,x I said a moment before my Mirclet chimed. W5esEx I 

asked, after Oi--ing it o-en. 
W!e’re at 2arth,x came qia’s voice.
WFlreadyEx I asked, more of Libby than qia.

!e took a little shuttle down to the surface with ?avid. 
W5ou sure this thing is safeEx I asked, eyeing u- the rickety shuttle. 
WYf course it’s safe”x ?avid -rotested from the -ilot0s console. This 

old shuttle didn’t have a Oight seat, stick or neural interface. It was 
Oown entirely with an indicator screen. Yne button to take oP, then 
you -rod the ma- for the landing site. It did all the work for you. 
This wouldn’t usually worry me at all, but this shuttle was native to 
Basilica, which meant it used com-utational cycles, not an FI. The 
shi- creaked as it entered 2arth’s atmos-here.

WIf we crash, I’ll have to sync another Fvatar, but you two are 
screwed”x Libby said ha--ily as us organic’s stra--ed in nervously. 
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W!hy didn’t we bring Lea againEx I asked, remembering how she 
looked disgusted at the ‘automatic landing’ button and abandoned us 
to our fate. 

WFs I recall, she said she had absolute faith in me and was sure she 
wasn’t needed,x ?avid Doked. Fn alarm started bee-ing1 he sla--ed 
some sus-ect buttons on the screen in front of him and it sto--ed. 
The shuttle rattled some more and vented grey gas into the air in front 
of us.

It found its way to the designated landing s-ot on the ma- and 
-lo--ed us down in the prst thing its sensors decided was a -arking 
s-ot. The light marked ‘Oight mode’ linked out on the large screen1 
the door light clicked over to green.

W!orst shuttle ever,x I said as I ejhaled, more to -oke fun at ?avid 
than anything else.

!e had landed at the northern edge of 'ictoria Mity. The cris- clean 
air of 2arth hit me the moment I ste--ed out. I took a dee- breath and 
looked around. …ust as I remembered it. Mlean, wilfully old fashioned 
and safe to the -oint of feeling like a theme -ark. 2arth K what had 
humans done to youE 

I got over the initial te-id shock of the -lace and walked a little way 
out, turning to look at the shuttle. Yn Basilica, the shuttle bay was 
oriented so that I couldn’t get a good look at it. 

It was red. Xad thick armour -lating and long missile sha-ed 
thrusters at its sides. The thing was beautifully industrial and looked 
like it was designed to pght the entire war on its own1 not that it had 
much in the way of actual wea-ons. It was all shields and armour. This 
massive tank of a shuttle was designed to get you home, no matter 
what was standing in your way. No controls to s-eak of and no ejtras. 
…ust a ‘return to Basilica’ button that I had a feeling I could rely on. I 
found myself looking at its ugly overly armoured form nejt to all these 
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sleek modern shuttles with their artistic sha-es and swee-ing lines and 
liking it a little more.

It didn’t take us long to get to Fshley’s a-artment. There were two 
security o–cers -laced at the door and an 2arth security drone Ooating 
around Uuite visibly. 2ven though we were still in something of a feud 
with …o, they let me into the building without an issue. The father 
of the -resident could usually get through security checks. Libby still 
held the honorary rank of ‘?efender of the 2arth’ and as such out 
ranked both the o–cers anyway, a--arently …o hadn’t made good on 
her threat to stri- us all of -rivileges. ?avid had to wait outside for us. 

I knew that someone would have already re-orted our visit to …o 
and was half waiting for my Mirclet to pre u-. I wasn’t entirely sure 
why Libby wanted to talk with Fshely, but …o would assume we were 
‘telling on her’ to her betterShalf. !e weren’t, or at least I didn’t think 
we were.

Fshley’s a-artment was on the ground Ooor at the back of the 
building. !e -ressed her entry bu““er, her voice came back a moment 
later. 

W5es, who is itEx
Libby looked at me. I shrugged and gestured for her to answer1 it 

was her who wanted to come here.
WFshE It0s Libby. …oanne’s, err, …on’s wife. !e met at the medal 

giving dinner earlier inAx that was as far as she got before the door slid 
o-en.

WYut here”x came Fshley’s voice from the back of the a-artment. 
!e walked through the large a-artment that was s-arsely decorated 

and had little furniture. There were little glass windmills set u- on 
every shelf and surface, slowly s-inning away silently. The wide door 
to the garden had a curtain made of string and beads covering it. 



X23?zL4RM

Libby and I ste--ed out into the large, wellScaredSfor area that was 
plled with Oowers and short grass. There was a little stream going all 
the way down one side of it and a sense of wildness that didn’t Uuite 
pt in with 2arth. 

There was a short, ugly robotic monkeySlike thing sitting nejt to 
Fsh. zhe was as beautiful as the last time we had seen her. Xer little 
-ointed ears, s-arkling eyes and tanned 2lven skin felt oddly alien to 
me on 2arth. zhe was in a -aint covered white coverall and sitting in 
front of a large easel with a canvas that was turned away from us. 

Fsh didn’t make an ePort to stand u-, but she -ut her -aints down 
and turned to give us her full attention.

WIs everything okayE Is it …oEx she asked with a tone of concern.
W!hatEx I asked. WNo, not at all. Libby wanted to talk to you. …o’s 

pne.x I realised the moment I said the words that we should have called 
ahead. Niven …o’s -osition and the fact that I was her father, I could 
see how it may look like we had come to deliver bad news. 2s-ecially 
with the war going on.

zhe looked relieved and smiled widely as the worry left her.
WLibby” 5ou look diPerent”x she said, adDusting her glasses.
WThat’s why I came to see you, Fsh,x Libby said.
Fsh stood u-, her robot monkey followed. zhe waved Libby to 

come over to her. They stood only a few ste-s away from each other. 
Fsh looked at the air around Libby’s head and then with both hands 
held her cheeks. It looked like the 2lf woman was about to kiss her 
for a moment. Then she turned her head from one side to the other. 
Libby com-lied without so much as a raised eyebrow. Fsh took oP her 
thickSrimmed glasses and hooked them onto her coveralls.

W!ould you turn around for me, -leaseEx she asked.
Libby did, as she faced me, she mouthed, W!hat’s ha--eningEx 
I shrugged.
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The robot monkey was staring at me. I didn’t like monkeys. Mree-y 
little things. This was made even cree-ier by being baldA and a robot. 

Fsh -ut her hands on Libby’s back and then shoulders.  
WMoPee, go get …on and I some wine. !e’re going to need it,x Fsh 

pnally said. The robot monkey re-lied, W5es Fsh,x in a -olite male 
voice and left, the whole time eyeballing me. 

W5our monkey is called MoPeeEx I asked.
W5es,x she re-lied as she brushed herself down and we entered her 

home. 
W!hyEx I asked.
WBecause I bought him to get me coPee.x 
This made me smile. Fsh had a dryness that I enDoyed. 
!e sat down in comfy grey armchairs in Fshley’s a-artment. The 

pve chairs were arranged in a circle around a bright green coPee table. 
The fourSfoot monkey brought us a bottle of wine and two glasses. 
Xe eyeballed Libby and -oured a glass for Fsh and me. Xe sat himself 
nejt to Fsh’s chair and -owered oP. 

It was an oddSlooking thing. It was obviously su--osed to look like 
a monkey, but it was all -lastic and metal, no layer of fur skin that these 
things were usually pnished with. Montact lenses would usually cover 
the scanner eyes and make things like these look more like -ets than 
tiny evil skeletons.

Fsh took a si- of her wine. W…on, sto- staring at my monkey,x she 
said with a laugh in her voice. 

I was a little sur-rised. Fsh had Hlaints gift, a rare disorder of the 
visual -rocessing -art of the brain, she was only able to see movement. 
zhe shouldn’t have known I was even looking at her monkey. I felt 
myself make an ej-ression of shock as she s-oke.

WXowEx I asked before trailing oP, trying to ask the right Uuestion.
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Wqelaj, I’m screwing with you” 2veryone stares at the monkey. I 
got him without fur because he cleans the -aints for me. zeemed 
-ointless to -ay for something I would have to clean every day. I’m told 
he’s ugly,x she said as she -atted him on the head. Xis eyes Oickered 
when she did. I looked around the room. !hile it was s-arse, nothing 
matched, the colour was seemingly random and everything was -laced 
at very s-ecipc right angles. This was a -lace of function.

W!hat do you see, when you look at meEx Libby asked. 
W5ou’re diPerent from last time. 5ou know that, don’t youEx 
Libby nodded, then remembered herself and said, W5es. It’s why I 

came to see you.x
WThe beautiful circles that I see when I look at you aren’t like ri--les 

in a lake anymore. They are like wind that never sto-s. 2ach wave 
catching u- to the one in front as they become -art of everything 
around us, and then something else.x 

Libby let her eyes turn -ur-le, and Fsh smiled at her with delight. 
W5ou’re so -retty”x she ejclaimed, as if she couldn’t contain it. WThe 

wind that leaves you, whatever you Dust did, it’s now in -erfect unison. 
There’s no ri--le or im-erfection. 5ou are like nothing I have seen 
before”x zhe was in awe as she s-oke.

Libby smiled. I wasn’t sure what information she was ho-ing for, 
but this seemed to be it. I found myself grinning with them in res-onse 
to their shared Doy.

Libby’s face changed instantly and drastically. zhe turned to me as 
my Mirclet chimed.

WFsh, get down”x Libby barked as she stood and slid into a pghting 
stance with glowing hands and a shield Oaring u-.



Chapter 30

Earth-fall

I followed Libby’s lead and jumped behind the armchair. My hand 
went to my gun, which wasn’t there. Earth! I complained to myself, 
remembering why I didn’t have it. 

I kicVed my wrist to answer the still incoming Coice on my “irclet. 
W?hat”J I yelled, with no idea what was happening.
W!on, there’s a ship hereA Dnd it’s not friendlyAJ Tavid yelled as the 

sound of weapons -re -lled both the audio stream and the ceiling 
above me. Ghe voice communication was suddenly replaced with the 
sounds of jumbled music. I was confused for a moment before realisN
ing it was a jamming signal. I closed the connection with a grumble.

WLibby, can you have Sower get us out of here”J I asVed. 
WxoA I have no idea where he isAJ she yelled bacV.
WHhitAJ I heard myself say.
W“oEee. Tefence modeAJ Dsh called as she hid behind her armchair. 

Ghe bald monVey made a stance liVe he was keXing his muscles and a 
dome shield covered him and Dshley. 2is little orange eyes switched 
to red kames as he kicVed his wire tail around to show the tip of an 
energy weapon.

Ghe building rumbled.
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W;ptions”J I asVed.
WHcanners being jammed. I got nothing,J Libby replied.
Dsh was looVing at the wall. Hhe could see the movement of whatN

ever was out there through it. 
WDsh, what can you see,J I asVed loudly as the rumbling got closer.
WI don’t VnowA Movement, its maybe shuttle siqed, and itUs close. 

Ghere’s something else. Dll the other movement is slowing down. I 
thinV a drone just fellAJ

Wxo, no, no, noAJ I yelled as I saw Libby stumble. 
WHtay with us, my loveAJ I begged as she crouched down.
Ghe monVey’s shield went oRine. 2e fell forward liVe a statue.
W“oEee”J Dshley asVed in panicVed tones, I assumed he vanished 

from her vision when he hit the koor.
Ghe wall at the front of the apartment was hit with some sort of 

disruption beam and almost eXploded into dust. 2uge chunVs fell 
away from the front wall, eXposing us to the street. Ghe sudden inkuX 
of dust and the air from the attacV tooV even my breath away.

2overing directly out the font of the building was a GhinVer wing 
ship. D single large -ghter. I was familiar enough with the blacV 
boXy ships to be able to tell that this was modi-ed. It had a large 
transmission dome on its underside5 it was eFuipped with cold panel 
propulsion plates for moving around in the atmosphere, giving it an 
uneXpected blue glow against its otherwise obsidian hull. BnliVe all 
the others I had seen, this one was not at all geared for -ghting. Ghe 
thing was still eFuipped with light absorbing armour that made it looV 
liVe a patch of nightNtime in the glorious Cictoria sunshine. 

It moved towards us slowly. Hirens sounded in the street5 people 
were running around behind it trying to get to safety. I heard the 
sound of something hitting the ground down the street a little. 
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xo doubt, this thing was generating a dampening -eld the same as 
the one we had seen on 7orge, the YricV home world. Ghis one was far 
more localised though. Ghe -ghter seemed to struggle under the eEect 
itself, with its blue engines being far less intense than they should have 
been.

I glanced bacV at Libby, who was now froqen in her crouching 
posture. I was certain that she was already oRine.

I had a pretty good idea that it was after her, but I couldn’t risV Dsh 
getting hurt in any cross-re. Hhe was a civilian, and the woman my 
daughter loved. 8rotecting her was my primary concern. I couldn’t tell 
her to run, she wouldn’t be able to see where she was heading, and I 
couldn’t let this thing get Libby’s avatar. I was powerless. Ds the metal 
villain came closer, I began to worV through my options in my head. 
It hummed with a calmness that was at odds with the surrounding 
chaos.

It was coming slowly. I wondered why it was taVing its time, then I 
realised that it was to maVe sure Libby was drained. I Vnew that much 
for sure now. It wouldn’t shoot while there was a chance of damaging 
her.

WDshA Htay where you are. It’s not here for us,J I called to reassure 
her. 

I stood up. 
Ghe ship didn’t respond. 
I tooV a step towards Libby and its little turret spun towards me. 

;Vay, theory con-rmed. 
WDsh. “an you walV to your garden, please”J I said with a faVed 

calm. 
W?hat” Ghat thing is moving !on, I can see eXactly what it isAJ she 

screamed bacV.
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Ghere were sounds of emergency services and drones coming in 
from the street outside. Ghere were ship engines and the sounds of 
people, organised people. 2elp was on the way, but without funcN
tioning weapons, it wouldn’t be help enough.

Dn engine sound -lled the air from the garden. Homething else was 
coming. Ghe GhinVer ship bacVed away for a moment and I darted 
between the gaps in the furniture. 7or all the good it would do me if 
that thing -red. 

I tooV Dsh by the hand, WI won’t leave you, Dsh. I promise,J I said. 
Hhe was still looVing away. I wasn’t sure if it would maVe her feel better 
to Vnow she wouldn’t die alone if all this went wrong.

Hounds from the other side of the garden grabbed our attention as 
a ship came into view. I saw the tip of its one wing. It was red. I liVed 
red. Ped was the colour of salvation. Ghis was Tavid’s shuttle in the 
glorious colours of Yasilica. 

Ghe GhinVer ship shot some Vind of harpoon at my deactivated wife 
and in a single motion it moved directly up, through the building with 
Libby trailing behind it liVe a -sh on a hooV. Ghe ship in the garden 
-red a couple of pot shots, not at the ship but at Libby.

“Good plan, David,” I thought to myself. 
Ghe building crumbled around us. I realised we were under what 

was about to be ten stories of rubble and darted forward, pulling Dsh 
behind me. Ghere was no time to get to safety, but all I needed was to 
be under that red shuttle. Ds I hoped he would, Tavid Vept it low, and 
directly above us. It eXtended its shield to cover the ground. ?e were 
safe, so long as the shield held.

It taVes longer than you eXpect for a building to fall down on top of 
you. It seems liVe even longer when you’re standing inside a blaqing red 
shield of -re that’s the only thing protecting you from it. Ghe rubble 
bounced oE the shield and the shuttle above us creaVed as it held its 



Ix 24P ?4 GPBHG z'D

position against the raining bricV, metal, and glass. I saw the occasional 
piece of furniture miXed in with it, but thanVfully no bodies. I pulled 
Dsh in tightly to me as she looVed on, seeing it all in ways that I 
couldn’t understand. 

It stopped raining, and we were in front of a precarious stacV of 
rubble that was leaning against the red kames and sparVs that was the 
shield. 

Dfter a few seconds, the shuttleUs speaVer sounded. WDssuming you 
two are oVay down there, let’s start bacVing up,J Tavid’s voice said in 
very concerned tones.

?e did, and so did the shuttle. Ghe rubble fell with a loud crash. 
Hlowly, we edged our way bacV towards the garden and the moment we 
were under clear sVies, the shuttle landed neXt to us. Tavid appeared 
down the ramp a moment later.

WDre you oVay”J he asVed with concern.
WEes, thanV you, whoever you are.J Dshley replied as she -nally let 

go of me.
I nodded at Tavid and thanVed him for the rescue, shaVing his hand 

with genuine gratitude.
W?asn’t fast enough, they tooV Libby.J
I shrugged and pulled out my “irclet. D moment later Libby’s face 

was on the screen, projected from her white, simulated environment. 
W?hat happened”J she asVed, sVipping any greeting.
WGhey harpooned your avatar and vanished, dropping a building on 

us.J 
I looVed across the debris as soldiers holding rikes appeared. 
WLibby, I have to deal with 4arth 7orce. Hee what you can -gure out. 

I’ll get bacV to you as soon as I can.J
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Ghe soldiers all pointed their guns at us5 we raised our hands. I 
grabbed Dsh’s hand and pulled it into the air. Tavid did the same from 
the other side.

W;hAJ she said as she said with surprise. WDre we being arrested”J 
WDetained,J Tavid said with a wry smile.



Chapter 31

Idea

“What were you even doing there?” was the question that Jo had 
started with, about fmteen .inutes agoA pt this Ioint, ’ wasnlt even 
jisteningA ’ was Dust jetting her get it out om her syste.A kavid and ’ 
were standing in mront om her desc, jice -hijdren in mront om a tea-herA 
’ was starting to get angryA pngry didnlt hejIA ’ had things to be doing 
and shouting at the Iresident woujdnlt .ace things go any qui-cerA

kavid jooced Iretty shejjHsho-cedA Te hadnlt .et Jo bemore, as 
mar as ’ cnewA Yhis woujd be a day mor his diaryA Oh, she had stopped 
shouting for a momentA ’t was ti.e mor .e to return freA

“Sou done?” ’ ascedA ;he reIjied with so.ething about being mar 
mro. doneA pt this Ioint ’ was actively not jistening as a Ioint om 
IrideA ;he started again… so.ething about the Iojiti-aj -abinet and its 
agendaE ;tijj wasnlt jisteningA 

’ raised .y hand to her, with the sa.e gesture ’ used when she was 
a -hijd and ’ needed her to -aj. downA Ter eyes went wideA ;he cnew 
’ was angry and no .atter how ojd or Iowermuj you are, there -o.es 
a .o.ent when you shut uI and jet your mather sIeacA Yhis was .y 
.o.entA 
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“Sou were so sure that we needed to -o.e to Xarth to be sameA We 
didA We wanted to tajc to pshA ;he was ajready under your Irote-tion, 
and ’ have no doubt that you were inmor.ed that we were there bemore 
we even jandedA Sour IeoIje -oujdnlt Irote-t psh, or usA ’m it werenlt 
mor kavid, we woujd .ost jicejy be deadA”

Jo jooced at .e with her Iocer ma-e fr.… ’ -oujd see her joocing mor 
a new atta-c ve-torA ;he was uIset, her girjmriend was aj.ost cijjed, 
she had maijed to ceeI her sameA ’ got it… ’ even cnew the danger psh had 
been in was .y maujtA ’ needed to tace -ontroj om this -onversation so 
’ -oujd get ba-c to worcA 

“Joanne !i-haejsB ’ -an see your .ind worcingB konlt you dare try 
to mra.e this as .y maujtA Sou said Xarth was sameA We -a.e to Xarth, 
and om our own mree wijjA Xarth was not sameA When you have -aj.ed 
down and want to tajc this through jice a hu.an, not the queen om the 
universe, you -an -o.e and visit me, on Uasiji-aA ’ have now, with no 
oItion om remusing, been dragged into your mu-cing warA Cnjess you 
have anything usemuj to add, ’ have worc to doB” 

’ jet her have a mew se-onds om bjincing at .e in sho-c bemore ’ 
turned to jeaveA 

“kad,” she beganA “2et .e cnow what you needA We have to stoI 
whatever they have Ijanned with 2ibbyA Sou have the mujj suIIort om 
the pjjian-eA” 

’ Gi-ced .y Nir-jet and taIIed to send a .essage to Uasiji-aA ’ was 
ju-cy the Ierson ’ hoIed was there was jisteningA Rower did his thing… 
we aIIeared on Uasiji-a a .o.ent jaterA

Xveryone on the bridge was joocing at us, in-juding RowerA
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“Yhanc you mor the eOit,” ’ saidA “Noujd have done with you a jittje 
whije agoB” ’ added, a jittje too sin-erejyA

“’ shoujd have -o.e with you to Xarth,” he said regretmujjyA
“1oA ’ aIIre-iate your suIIort, but this isnlt your fghtA Uesides, 

Xarth Iatroj drones woujd have gone nuts im we had have Dust aIIeared 
on the surma-eA

Taving a mriend as Iowermuj as Rower was ni-e, but rejying on 
hi. woujd be a .istaceA pjj we did mor hi. was te.It hi. ba-c to 
-ivijisation… he owed us nothingA

Yhe ejevator doors oIenedA Pay and 2ea steIIed outA Pay tooc 
Iosition at one om the stations at the ba-c om the bridgeA 2ea got in the 
Gight seat without saying a wordA 

’ noti-ed that xia was joocing at .e, in wait, so was Ualan and 
everyone ejse on the bridgeA ’ was never a jeader, but they needed a 
IjanA Yhey ajj cnew it was our Irobje. to stoI whatever they had 
Ijanned mor 2ibbyls avatarA 1o one ejse see.ed to have any idea where 
to startA ’t was ti.e to give the. so.ethingA

’ tooc a deeI breathA Yi.e to dejiver a shot om insIiration and a dash 
om sin-erejy maced -onfden-eA ’ wished 2ibby was there with .e, she 
was ajways better at this than ’ wasA

“’ have no idea what they are Ijanning with .y wimels avatarA ’ cnow 
where theyljj tace her thoughB kavid, ’ cnow this was suIIosed to be 
a mun training triI, but im your IeoIje are uI mor it, ’ need to tace you 
uI on your o'er to be there mor .eA” 

kavid dejivered a wide s.ije and -he-ced the -u's on the sjeeves om 
his red shirtA “We ajj cnow what we signed uI mor, JonA” 

“3cay then,” ’ said with a nodA ’ tooc another se-ond to -ojje-t .y 
thoughts and gave the. the IjanA 

“2ea, set -ourse mor the Yhincer ho.e worjdA”
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“UajjsyA ’ jice itB” she said and within a .o.ent, the shiI started 
turningA

“Ualan ’ need everything you have on the warA ’ want a -rash -ourse 
in this whoje .ess, IjeaseA”

Te nodded and strode to the nearest ter.inajA
“Pay, ’ need to be abje to stoI so.eone mro. being -ontrojjed by 

a YhincerA Nan you get .e so.ething? pnything? Yhe re-ords mro. 
Aenda are in Yhirteens -o.IuterA” 

Payls eyes went wideA “1ot Iro.ising anything, but weljj get on 
itA” 

“kavid, ’ need your IeoIje to be ready to ceeI this shiI togetherA 
We are, with ajj Irobabijity, going to be hanging out deeI inside a 
da.Iening fejd in a jittje whijeA”

kavid shrugged, “3h, donlt worry, we ajready started the uIH
gradesA” 

“RreatB xia, suit uI, weBre going to get 2ibbyA” 
xia jooced thrijjed, whi-h s-ared the shit out om .eA 
’ was Iroud om the way the -rew ajj a--eIted .y .ad Ijan and 

si.Ijy had maith in .eA ’ was worried to ajj hejj that ’ was going to get 
the. ajj cijjedA

“What do you want .e to do?” a voi-e asced, mro. behind .eA
’ turned to see 2ibby jeaning against the -o..and raij behind .eA 
“What? Sou syn-ed a new avatar ajready?” ’ asced as ’ rea-hed out 

to hug herA 
“1ot eOa-tjy,” she said as .y hands Iassed through herA
“’ donlt quite cnow how, and itls tacen .e a jittje ti.e to syn- ajj 

the things that ’ need to have jo-ajjyA When ’ bonded with Uasiji-a 
so.e Iart om .e, om whatever pygah did to .y signaj was -onne-ted 
to itA Yherels no p’ -ore but there is so.e sort om -o.Iutationaj web 
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sIread a-ross the shiIA ;ee.s to be enough to mun-tion as an avatar, om 
sortsA”

3n-e ’ got over the initiaj sho-c om her aIIearan-e, ’ saw a sjight 
hojograIhi- gjow to her that ’ hadnlt noti-ed bemore… her eyes ajso 
shone with a vibrant IurIjeA

“WejjA ’n that -ase, .y jove, ’ need you to hejI Pay fnd a way to 
stoI Yhincers mro. Iossessing .eA” 

“’ljj have every -y-je on it untij ’ fnd a sojution,” she said as she 
gjowed mor a .o.ent, turning to digitaj dust and bjowing way in a 
IurIje shi..erA 

“1i-e tri-cA” ’ .u.bjedA 
“Yhancs,” she reIjied mro. one om the ter.inaj s-reens neOt to .eA
“Sou do have a Ijan, donlt you?” asced a deeI voi-e that was sudH

denjy neOt to .eA
“RowerA Sou cnow .e better than thatA ’ have an idea, not a IjanA” 
Te -jaIIed .e on the ba-c and jaughed heartijyA “RoodA ’tls Dust 

jice ojd ti.es againB” 
ps .u-h as .y nerves and sejmHdoubt fjjed the -heermuj de.iHgod 

with Doy, ’ was jess -onfdentA With Uasiji-a at toI sIeed, it woujd tace 
onjy a mew hours to get into Yhincer sIa-e mro. Xarth… that was how 
jong ’ had to turn .y idea into a IjanA 



Chapter 32

Plan

I had wanted to look like I had things to do, rather than simply stand 
on the bridge and wait for people to react to my requests. To sell this, 
I had left with a Durry of purpose. I think I was starting to understand 
vaSid a little better. I found myself standing in the cargo bay, looking 
out of the big window as the stars Dew by.

I was taking us into Thinker space. Thinkers were at war with zol. 
They had been not only craEy enough to come to Larth to take ’ibbyCs 
aSatar but also smart enough to get away without the zol protection 
grid eSen detecting them. I considered this.

They neSer once attacked us on ;entral- noVone wanted to go 
to war with Bampires. They werenCt stupid enough to Mght on two 
fronts.

They had brutally attacked the Nrick home world though, killing 
thousands, maybe eSen hundreds of thousands of innocent ciSilians. 
Nut eSentually they would haSe had to face Nrick forces in battle and 
taking out their home world had eHectiSely remoSed them from the 
war. Nricks had bigger problems now.

I put my head against the window and sighed. Ry plan was hinged 
on Thinkers allowing free passage to Nasilica because it was registered 
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with Bampire authorities. Thinkers werenCt stupid, they would know 
who was aboard. They wanted ’ibby. They would know we would 
haSe to at least try to stop them. Jr did theyx 5as I starting to fall for 
my own reputationx Uad I hung around with ‘ollowers for too long 
and started belieSing my own hypex 

I was “onathan Richaels, father of the president, the only human 
who was older than The LSent itself. LYVhusband to the architect of 
reality, friend of the last of the Nlades, oh and religious icon, apparentV
ly. I was pretty sure I wasnCt supposed to be banging my head against a 
window and Dying towards the enemyCs home world with little more 
than the belief that ”I would think of somethingC

The dim cargo bay got a little brighter with the leaked light from 
’ibbyCs holographic aSatar forming neYt to me. 

jIts impressiSe that she got Thirteen in here. Pou know thereCs only 
a meter clearance, in totalxX she said, looking up at Thirteens wing 
aboSe us. 

jPou can 6ust pro6ect anywhere on this shipxX I asked, without 
remoSing my head from the window.

jAretty much. The computational web is actually a really smart 
idea. Wo core, no single point of failure.X

jPeah, it took you a few years to get it right, if I remember correctly,X 
I said, half remembering a fragment of that lifetime.

jPou look worried, “on.X
I remoSed my head from the window and leaned my back against it 

instead. jPeah. Wo shit. Thing is, we canCt not go after them. 5hateSer 
they want with your aSatar, it canCt be good and itCs not like we can 6ust 
chalk it up to a loss and let it go. They want your aSatar, they worked 
really hard to get it too,X I said. I accompanied the words with a head 
tap against the window- it was cold against my back. 
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jI know we haSenCt said it aloud, but they want it for the transmisV
sion range, donCt theyxX she asked.

I didnCt reply. Weither of us had said it. The implication was too 
much. ’ibbyCs graSitational waSe signal was attuned to the same freV
quency as reality. The range wasnCt 6ust inMnite, but so was the bandV
width. It was impossible technology that 7ygah, had somehow made 
work. 7ll they had to do was match the frequency, eYactly, and there 
was no force in the uniSerse that could stop it. The frequency was 
’ibbyCs only secret. zhe would neSer giSe it away- she would die Mrst. 

jPeah! If they succeed in breaching that aSatar, they could send 
the entire uniSerse back to the dark ages. The signal would reach 
eSerywhere all at once,X I said, Mnally giSing words to our greatest fear. 

7 shadow from the doorway was cast across the Door. 
jvonCt let them then,X 8ower said as I traced the shadow to him 

as he walked in with his hands in his pockets. Ue had platted his hair 
and beard. It was a sign that he planned on doing battle, an old Nlade 
tradition. 

jI appreciate the braSado, but Thinkers are smart. They used the 
dampening Meld to take the 7Satar, stopped ’ibby from haSing time 
to wipe it. They haSe kept it powered down. ’ibby canCt get a location. 
Pou canCt teleport it away if you donCt know where it is, old friend.X

Ue stood leaning against the glass neYt to me. jI will giSe you 
eSerything I haSe- we will not let the enemies of hope destroy 7ygahCs 
perfect reality.X 

There was a sound of clattering on the wing aboSe us, we all looked 
up as 2ia came sliding down ThirteenCs slick hull. zhe dropped to the 
ground in front of us on all fours before standing up and straightening 
her 6acket. 

j5hy do they want to destroy all the technologyxX she asked, as if 
her appearance was quite natural. 



IW UL2 5L T2OzT ?FZ

jUow long haSe you been up therex 5ere you listening this whole 
timexX I asked, astonished at her entrance.

jPes9 I told you, where you traSel with ‘ollowers, ICm your protecV
tor.X she was quite relaYed about the topic, jzo, whyxX she added.

jThinkers donCt need technology. TheyCre made of energy. They 
eYplored the galaYy with ships made of stone and animated by the force 
of their own collectiSe will, before they eSen inSented the microchip,X 
’ibby replied. 

zhe thought about this for a second before haSing a new question. 
jThat wasnCt what I asked.X

’ibby looked confused. j5hat do you meanxX 
jI asked their motiSation. Wot their immunity,X she said, as if we 

were being stupid. 
I felt ideas swirling in my head. jThatCs a good point, 2ia. If it was 

6ust a power grab, or Yenophobia, why wait until nowx 5hat started 
all thisxX

j’ibby, can you get NaCan down herexX I asked, knowing that she 
was connected to the ship and would know where he was. 

jvonCt bother,X 8ower said and waSed his hand. 
NaCan appeared neYt to us, looking quite confused. 
jvonCt do that9X he said to 8ower, annoyed.
8ower shrugged, jPou were needed.X
jNaCan,  you understand this  better  than anyone.  5hatCs  the 

endgamex 5hat do Thinkers wantxX 
Ue looked at us like we were all uninformed caSe dwellers. 2easonV

able reaction, to be honest.
j5e donCt know. Wo one knows. They haSe always been Sery diHerV

ent to other Llder races. They 6ust lost their shit when Rercia entered 
their space to take out the ;orrectionist mother ship a few months 
ago. They cut all diplomatic channels and started shooting at us.X
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I knew there was a connection. zomeone had said something that 
was releSant. I couldnCt remember what it was though.

jNlades9X ’ibby said loudly. 
5e all turned to her. 
jNlades9X she said again. jzorry. I 6ust checked the records. LSeryV

thing was Mne until ;aptain ;urtis said the word ”NladeC oSer the Soice 
link9X

That was it. That was what ’ea had said when she Mrst told us we 
were at war.

jNlades9 how are my people inSolSedxX 8ower wondered aloud 
with a halfVclenched Mst. 

jvoesnCt make a lot of sense, to be honest. Pour people donCt eYist 
in this Iteration,X I mused.

j0al said that Thinkers knew about Nlades, that there was a temple 
or tomb of some kind down there,X I added. jUe said that it was part 
of their history.X 

5e considered this for a few seconds.
jThinkers knew about Nlades. Nut then lost it when they realised 

other people knew tooxX NaCan said with a pensiSe consideration. 2eV
stating the facts in hopes of gleaming something fresh from them.

I started connecting dots in my head. There was something, someV
thing that needed more information.

’ibby broke the silence. j5ell, we haSe eSery adSantage we could 
possibly haSe, so letCs see what happens when we get there.X 

zhe was right, she usually was. If they knew what Nlades could do, 
they would think twice before taking on 8ower. They may haSe had 
’ibbyCs aSatar, but they wouldnCt be able to actiSate it if they used their 
dampening Meld, and eSen if they did, Nasilica was all but immune. 

j’etCs 6ust hope they donCt haSe a Deet waiting for us then9X NaCan 
said. 
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jThey wonCt, they donCt think we know about the temple,X 2ia 
said, then a moment later under her fur, she went Dush. jLrr,X she had 
nothing. 

5e all made a noise of confusion at the same time. zhe turned to 
run. 

jztop9X I demanded. zhe did.
jPouCSe said things like this before. 5hat do you knowxX I asked in 

a commanding Soice.
jI canCt tell you9X she said with wide, scared eyes.
j8ower, can you make her talkxX I asked. It was an idle threat. I 

knew he couldnCt. 
8ower growled.
2ia was torn. Osually, she was willing to Mght anything, but her 

religious beliefs stopped her so much as baring her teeth at us. 7fter 
all, I was Her ;hampion.

8ower growled at her again. It was almost comical. zhe put her 
hands up and with a more feline sounding Soice than usual, she saidK 
jvaSidhas7ygahsplaninabook! I read it9X she dropped to the Door in 
a bow and almost started crying. 

8ower, ’ibby and NaCan all looked at me and gestured for me to talk 
to her. 8ower eSen gaSe me a shoSe. 

jzorry, I didnCt get that. zay it again, slowly.X 
jWo. ;anCt9X
I crouched neYt to her. j2ia. I need you to tell me again,X I said with 

a hand on her back. 
zhe looked up, sobbing. jvaSid!. Uas! 7ygahCs! plan! in! a! 

book. I read it. I wasnCt supposed to read it. Alease donCt tell him9X
I was a little shocked at her answer. There was a book containing 

Uer plan9
jI wonCt tell him,X I said as I took her hand and helped her up. 
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jPou wonCtxX
jWope. I donCt care about 7ygahCs plan, neSer did.X 
LSeryone else looked baJed at my lack of concern with the reSelaV

tion. Uer plan was nothing to do with me. I didnCt care what she had 
tried to lay out for us. That was a problem for vaSid and his ‘ollowers. 
I 6ust needed to deal with the fallout. 

I saw ’ibby, NaCan and 8ower passing glances back and forth, none 
of them quite sure how to tackle the problem. Nefore it became an 
issue for me or them, I had to stop their considerations. 

j7ygahCs plan was laid out based on a snapshot of what she knew. 
Its Duid and compleY and a summery in a book wonKt really tell us 
anything. If it contains comment on the future, then I donCt want to 
see it. zome things are best left unknown,X I said, giSing 2ia a brief 
hug to reassure her.

j5ise words,X 8ower said with a nod.
jvonCt talk shit, “on9 Take eSery adSantage9X NaCan said with a snap.
’ibby shot me a considering look, knowing what I was thinking 

already. jThe plan wonCt account for us knowing the plan9X she said.
jThat’s why the ‘ollowers eYist9X 8ower eYclaimed as if a reSelation. 

zomething I think I had known for a while, eSen though I hadnCt really 
articulated it.

They were there to nudge things and keep me on track. Aerhaps this 
was the secret that vaSid, The Leeper, was keeping. It wouldnCt help 
me. The plan required me to act authentically, as me. This was the only 
thing I knew how to do.



Chapter 33

Action

Basilica entered Thinker space. Sensors said that we were to pass 
around a thousand of their AI wing ,ghtersb which was concern-
ing. Basilica was ;eginning its deceleration processv we would ;e 
trayelling  slow  enough  to  ;e  targeted  ;-  the  ,ghters  an-  sec“
ond.                                                                                                   

N?o ”eetb huhqm I said Wuietl- to L-self. NSo Luch for plans.m 
N’h- did we do this againqm Rea asked froL the ”ight seat. 
NBecause if we donDt tr-b and the- use L- ayatar to send the uniyerse 

;ack to the dark agesb weDll feel guilt- for da-sbm Ri;;- replied. 
NThis was a terri;le planbm Rea parried ;ack.
I stood in the centre of the ;ridgeb waiting to see which choice the 

Thinkers were going to Lake.
NKeportbm asked Hayidb neryousl-.
NAll Thinker ships are holding position at the edge of the sectorb 

Eeeperbm replied the -oung Lan at the sensors station. N?one are 
pursuing usbm he added.  

This was the ,rst piece of inforLation we needed. If the- deplo-ed 
their daLpening ,eldb the- couldnDt ;ring their ships an- closer ;e“
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cause the- would ;e aJected too. The- had resistance ;ut not iLLu“
nit-. 

’e had enough inforLation on the daLpening ,eld and our tech“
nolog- was foreign enough that we were prett- sure Basilica would ;e 
,ne for hours ;efore it would aJect us. This tiLe we were prepared.  

The Thinkers were far Lore concerned a;out Cercia coLing 
through the warp than the- were a;out Basilicab no Latter who was 
on;oard. The- needed to haye the option to switch on their daLpen“
ing ,eld and haye tiLe for their ships to take it on ;efore the- started 
draining. I had a feeling this was the onl- reason we werenDt chased 
down and turned to dust the LoLent we appeared on their scanners.

jjj
Basilica  caLe  to  a  coLplete  stopb  in  or;it  of  the  Thinker 

hoLe“world. As of -etb without an- forLal challenge. 
xust a few Lonths ago we had ;een right hereb on Cerciab watching 

as it destro-ed the Gorrectionist Lothership on the da- the war start“
ed. The circular nature of our Oourne- wasnDt lost on Le.

NTr-ing to esta;lish a link with the planetar- goyernLentbm BaDan 
said froL the far side of the ;ridge.

NScanning the planet for an- sign of L- Ayatarbm Ri;;- said as her 
holographic self forLed neUt to Le. 

Hayid stood at the coLLand railb waying his hands like a Lad Lan 
across the holographic displa- that I couldnDt see. I was prett- sure he 
was Lonitoring all the Thinker ships that we had passed.

Kia and 3ower stood neUt to Le. ’e were all packed and read- for 
a trip to the surface. 

3ower was wearing his leathers and chain“Lailv he looked like a 
Ledieyal herob he had eyen put on a sLall crown to coLplete the look. 
Fn an-one else it would haye looked like a fantas- costuLeb ;ut on 
3ower it was the s-L;olic arLour of his peopleb of his Oourne- and of 
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his life. It gaye hiL an aura that Latched the stature of the king I knew 
hiL to ;e.

Kiab wore a long deep“red cloakb with the leather warriorDs uniforL 
of her own people under it. Strangel-b she also wore a new deLeanour. 
She was a warrior right nowb read- to face death. xust a little while agob 
she was Lore like a scared child that wanted to cr- and confess her 
secrets. I wondered which of her personas was the Lore authentic one. 
I had a chilling feeling that I alread- knew.   

I was in L- usual Oacket and Oeansv feeling Wuite a lot less epic than 
L- coLpanionsb though this tiLe I had a personal shield and a gun 
on L- ;elt. 4or once I was at least ;asicall- prepared for what was to 
coLe. 4or 3ower the perforLance was a part of his warriorDs guise. 
4or Kia it was functional clothing that allowed her freedoL to Loye 
and protection froL attack. I was no warriorb L- ;attle would ;e one 
of wits and intellectb I hoped! Because I reall- wasnDt Wuali,ed for 
an-thing elseb especiall- not against the wraith“like eneLies we La- 
haye to face on the surface.

NThe- are ignoring usb arenDt the-qm Ri;;- eyentuall- asked Hayid. 
NVeah. The- do appear to ;e totall- ignoring usbm he saidb confused. 
The coLLunication console started Laking a noise. All e-es were 

on it. BaDan went oyer to the -oung 4ollower operating the console and 
watched as he read the Lessage. 

BaDanDs e-es thinned as he read it to us. NThe Gentral goyernLent 
Oust issued us with a recall order.m 

N’hat does that eyen Leanqm Hayid asked. I was relieyed that I 
didnDt haye to ;e the one with the Wuestion.

BaDan glanced up and then ;ack to the Lessage. NIt Leans we are to 
return to Gentral or we will face charges of conspirac- to insight war. 
’e haye ten Linutes to leaye Thinker space.m

NThe- told on usqm Kia roared indignantl-. 
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NRooks like itb -eahbm BaDan saidb as confused as the rest of us.
I was read- to ;e shot atb or threatened. I hadnDt considered that 

the- would Oust tell Gentral goyD a;out us. ’e were in the right' The- 
had Ri;;-Ds ayatar. The- were Lost likel- going to use it to transLit a 
daLpening ,eld that would send the entire uniyerse ;ack to the dark 
ages. Xow could the- use politics to deal with usq It was alLost an 
insult. 

I paced the ;ridge. 
N?ine Linutesbm BaDan said. 
The Thinkers would haye to wait until we were out of range of 

Gentral or 5aLpire sensors ;efore the- ,red on usb I had known that. I 
was ;anking on thatb to get us in to or;it aliye. ’h- were the- holding 
;ackq 

I tried to consider their Lotiyation. The- o;yiousl- knew we were 
resilient to their daLpening signal. I guessed that the- also knew that 
we had 3ower. The- Lust haye known a;out hiL since the- sent 
zenda to look for us when we! wh- did the- send zendaq ’hat had 
the- gained froL reyealing theLselyes like thatq 

N2ight Linutes.m 
The- should haye used zenda to in,ltrate the Sol alliance. That 

would haye ;een sLarter than following us to look for Blades!. ’h- 
were Thinkers looking for Bladesq

Blades could re“write realit-b with the right technolog-b and the- 
had!

NSeyen Linutes. If weEre goingb we need to go right nowbm BaDan 
;arked. 

I had it. NRi;;-b still scanning the surfaceqm I askedb alLost franti“
call-. 

NVes.m 
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NI need to see a Lountain range arranged in a ring. ItDll ;e the 
highest peak on the planet. ?eUt to it is a sLaller cluster of peaks. And 
a ”at area in the Liddleb La- haye a lake in there.m 

Ri;;- wayed her holographic hand. The range appeared on our 
screen. 

NReab get this ship out of hereb right nowbm I -elled through the 
noise and actiyit- that was ;uilding around Le as the crew prepared 
for a ;attle that the- wouldnDt ;e a;le to win. The engines kicked in 
instantl-. I felt the ship turn with eyer-thing it had.

The screen in front of us showed a large area of land with nothing 
;ut a ring of Lountains and a ;asin in the Liddle. The side under the 
coyer of the larger range of peaks was froGen in its shadow. At one side 
was a sLall lake that no dou;t was fed froL the c-cle of frost on the 
taller side. There was little to giye Le a sense of scaleb ;ut I knew that 
the lake alone was Liles across. 

NThis what -ouDre looking forqm Ri;;- asked.
I studied it for a LoLentb tr-ing to Latch it with soLething in L- 

LeLor-. It didnDt ,tb ;ut it was the onl- Lounting ring on the planet 
according to the data that was coLing in at the side of the screen. 

N?ot sureb ;ut itDs as good a place as an-. BaDanb keep the ship out of 
trou;le. 3owerb letDs get down there.m

Ri;;- shot Le a pensiye sLile as the ship around Le was traded for 
the harsh cold of the planet. 



Chapter 34

Cold

Even I could feel the cold of the planet’s surface. It was bitter and 
biting. I felt it claw at me through my clothes. My eyes shot to Ria 
who pulled up the hood of her long cape and crouched down next to 
Gower, who didn’t seem to be akected by the elements.

I had found myself right next to the la;ej the one I had seen on the 
screen Tust moments ago. Ahere was ice formed around its edges and it 
rippled in the light wind. Ahe surrounding grass was long, with brown 
and orange colouring. Cn electrical storm raged above us, though the 
air was calm in the basin.

I pulled out my qirclet and tested the air. I hadn’t considered that 
Ria may not be able to survive here until this moment. Ahe scan told 
me that the grass was everywhere on this planet, it was a good oxygen 
source. Ahe air was thin, but Ria would be able to breathe it Tust Nne. 
Ahese were the sorts of things I really should chec; Nrstj though if it 
weren’t for Gower we would have come here with a shuttle and the 
eHuipment contained within, not simply teleported here in a Wurry of 
excitement.

Ahe mountain ring looming down all around made the area feel 
ominous, feel isolated. Ahin;ers would use anything from the metals 
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of their cities to the trees themselves to traverse this land. Ahis was their 
home world. Cs much as this area loo;ed undeveloped, there was no 
telling how the Ahin;ers would come for us. Ahey were made of ener“
gyj they evolved here. ?n this planet, their inWuence was far wider than 
any other. Aheir energy was synchronised with the constant storms in 
the s;y. Sere, Ahin;ers were even more potent and all powerful than 
they were elsewhere. 

Ahe s;y was blac; and grey with occasional Wic;s of yellow light“
ning. It was silent though. ”or reasons I didn’t understand, only the 
worst of the storms here made the traditional crac;s of thunder. Ahe 
smell was oddly familiar. Ahis was the same planet I had been to 
before, many lifetimes ago, and the air still held the same brimstone 
taint to it.

Gower, having given me my moment to acclimatise, began his tre; 
towards the edge of the basinj he strode with furious purpose.

‘2here’s he goingXD Ria as;ed.
‘Sis senses let him see more than us,D I said, following. 
‘2hy are we hereXD she as;ed as she chased behind. 
‘Ahis ring of mountains. It shouldn’t be on this planet. 2ell, I guess 

the planet is o;ay, but it’s the wrong end of the galaxy,D I said, turning 
to see Rea’s scrunched“up face of confusion. I was half tempted to Tust 
tell her LAygah did it’ and forgo the explanation. I’m sure that would 
have su8ced.

‘C long time ago, Cygah, Gower and I were stuc; in this research 
lab, it was inside a ring of mountains. ?nly, bac; then, there was a city 
in the basin,D I glanced at Ria as we marchedj she was captivated. I 
wanted to ma;e my story more epic than it was going to be, Tust so as 
not to disappoint her. Ahe truth was far less mystical than she would 
hope for. 
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‘2ell, a lot of shit happened in those six years. I got old, Gower got 
sic;,D I recounted.

‘Got sic;X I died'D Gower interrupted me with a booming voice. 
I returned to my story. ‘Gower died. Cnyway, we developed the 

ascension device, the qo8n, here. Ahis is the planet where Cygah got 
her ;ic; start into godhoodK I thin;.D 

Ria made a sudden feline sound of excitement. I continued before 
she barraged me with Huestions or holy rhetoric. ‘7he’s left a bunch 
of crap lying around the galaxy, but when I was told that there was a 
temple here, on the Ahin;er home world, I ;new she wouldn’t have 
made that oversight. It was too big a mista;e. Ahere was only one 
reason. 7he needed it to exist. I Tust don’t ;now why.D

9efore she could as; me for more, Gower inTected his own ta;e. 
‘Cygah isn’t a god, she’s a 9lade. Bi;e me. 7he could restart time and 
space as many times as she wanted but she couldn’t remove the facility 
that made her all powerful. It would cause her own ascension to never 
happen.D

I considered Gowers words for a moment. ‘2e can’t destroy itXD I 
as;ed pondering the implication.

‘2e can. She couldn’t. It needed to exist until after her seed was 
grown, what do you people call itX Ahe EventXD Gower as;ed. I con“
Nrmed he had the right words. ‘2ell, she needed it to be here for that, 
so all the ingredients were there for left“overs li;e me, and zon to exist.D 

‘Beftovers, I li;e that. Sas no poetic depth at all. ItZs good,D I 
smiled.

Ria loo;ed at me, this was Huite the information dump for her to 
get. ‘?h,D she said. I understood why she was lost for words. 7he was 
wal;ing on the same ground her Goddess once wal;ed on. 6nli;e 
most faiths, the ”ollowers ;new for certain that their deity was real. 
0new that what they were teaching was true and even got to spend 
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time with Her old friends. I almost felt that Lfaith’ was the wrong 
word for what they had. Regardless, I could see how it must be both 
humbling and inspiring for her, in ways I couldn’t articulate, or even 
understand.

I glanced bac; at the la;ej it was far behind us now, much farther 
than it should have been. 2e had wal;ed many tens of miles. Gower 
had been doing more than strolling. Se had been bending the reality 
of our strides. 7howmanship at its Nnest, but he could have Tust Yipped 
us over to the base of the mountain. I assume in his own way, he was 
giving me a chance to get Ria up to speed. 

‘Cre we going to the birthplaceXD she as;ed reverently.
‘Ahe so called Ltemple’ that this guy, 3al told me about a few 

months ago, I’m pretty sure that it’s what’s left of our old research 
complex. Clso, explains why Ahin;ers haven’t arrived to try and mur“
der us. Ahe roc; dampens energy signatures. It’s why we chose it as the 
location for our city.D I found myself being pulled by the memory of 
the city, Royaume.

2e had moved againj the mountain face had appeared right in front 
of us as if we had wal;ed the entire twenty“mile Tourney in Tust a few 
minutes. 

Ria loo;ed around confused as soon as she noticed, ‘In Her we 
trust'D she said, more as an a8rmation of magic than a statement of 
faith. Gower grinned at me, pleased with his little Wex.

‘qan you get us in thereXD I as;ed. 
‘I can’t Nnd the entrance. Ahe roc;s stop my senses. It’s been a long 

time, and the rotation is all dikerent,D he considered. 
‘qan’t you do your smo;e tric; and Yoom around loo;ing for itXD I 

as;ed, realising that I had no idea how 9lade powers actually wor;ed. 
I only ever needed to understand the results. 

Se nodded, ‘Ahis may ta;e a little while.D 
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Cs the words left his lips, he became one with the subtle wind of 
the basin. Se was somehow himself, but as a wisp of vapour now. Se 
would be better able to search the mountains li;e this. Cs if it were all 
pre“planned by him, we were standing Tust next to some very seat siYed 
roc;s. I couldn’t help but let out a little sigh of amusement. 

I had been tin;ering with my qirclet for a few hours now and we were 
fast losing the light. I had been told that there was no animal or insect 
life on this planet, so I wasn’t being overly alert and the qirclet was far 
more interesting than sitting watch.

I couldn’t use the galaxy wide access that my 7ol provided login 
okered. Ahat would be li;e announcing our location to the local gov“
ernment. Ahe public networ; of this planet was fascinating though. 
I was sitting cross“legged on top of my roc; and gleefully reading 
planetary public news feeds.

Ria, on the other hand had curled up li;e a cat at the foot of my 
roc;. I assumed the cold was getting to her. My qirclet informed me 
that it wasn’t life threatening to her ;ind, I left her be. 

Cfter a little while more, she made a noise and climbed up the roc; 
to perch next to me.

‘2hat’s so interesting on there anywayXD she as;ed, obviously 
bored to the point that even my research was an appealing topic.

‘I can’t Nnd any reference to the war on their local networ;. Either 
it’s so unimportant that no one is reporting on it, or they are ;eeping 
it a secret from their people.D 

‘Cren’t they a hive mind of some ;indXD she as;ed.
‘I thin; that’s only family units, not the whole species. Ahey don’t 

tal; about it much. Even the ones who live on qentral always Tust say 
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that it’s too hard to explain their culture,D I said, excited by my reading. 
I noticed the cold air leaving my mouth as I spo;e. It really was very 
cold. I had adTusted to it now and was basically ignoring it. Ria was 
sha;ing and rubbing her shoulders. 

I considered our optionsj Gower had been gone a lot longer than I 
expected and Ria was obviously uncomfortable. 

‘qan I use this to heat that roc;XD I as;ed, pulling my sidearm out. 
‘If it’s a red energy one from 9asilica, I thin; it’s hot. I don’t see why 

not,D she said almost lustfully, thin;ing about Nnally being warm.
I tin;ered with the handguns settings, thin;ing about how selWess 

she had been to not so much as comment on the cold. If we all got 
out of this alive, I would see about getting her a medal, or whatever 
”ollowers wanted instead.

I Nred a single energy bolt at the roc;. It glowed red where it im“
pacted. 

Ahe gun was at ten percent powerj I dialled it up to thirty and Nred 
again. Ahe bolt was absorbed by the roc; again, this time warming it 
enough that it glowed with heatj Ria pulled down her hood.

‘7hould I shoot it againXD I as;ed. 7he shrugged, holding her hands 
out towards the heat. I hit it again with another thirty and the whole 
boulder glowed red now. It loo;ed more li;e magma than a roc;, it 
was losing its shape a little. I was annoyed that I hadn’t thought of this 
hours ago. 

‘Iou don’t need the warmthXD Ria as;ed, noticing me leaning bac; 
on my roc;. 

‘Uo, I can feel that it’s cold, but it doesn’t bother me,D I explained.
‘Must be nice to be a 9io“static.D 
‘Sonestly, it is pretty great'D I replied with a grin. 
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zust as I Nnished my words, a sound caught my attention. I pulled 
my gun out as a reWex action. Ria Wic;ed out her claws and crouched 
low. 

Ahe sound came again.
2e stepped towards the direction of the soundj the evening had 

snuc; up on us. 2e were in the twilight, fast approaching evening, 
and, more importantly, dar;ness. 

‘Is it a Ahin;erXD Ria as;ed in hushed tones. 
I loo;ed bac; at her and shrugged. I wasn’t sure how she expected 

me to ;now more than her.
Ahe light caught my eye as it moved across the Woor li;e a tiny 

dancing fairy was leaping around, and doing so Tust a little too Huic;ly 
for me to follow. 

I traced the path it was ta;ing, bac; past Ria. Ser feline reWexes 
reacted far more e8ciently than my slow human ones.

‘Run'D she screamed. 2e both set ok as fast as we could, away from 
the mountain wall. 

2hat I realised as I sprinted was that I had seen a Ahin;er travelling 
across the ground. Ahey couldn’t survive for more than a few seconds 
without a host obTect to sustain their consciousness. Given that Ria 
and I were wearing the shields that Bibby and 0ay had coo;ed up, it 
was unli;ely we were its target. 

I stopped running. I needed to ;nowK
Ahe molten roc; was moving now, the two“meter“tall roc; had slid 

out from the ground with a wriggle, pulling another few meters out 
with it, the bac; still being solid stone. Ahe Ahin;er had ta;en its shot, 
while the roc; was hot and malleable. It had formed into something 
a;in to a sna;e, a large, glowing red sna;e, that was becoming so 
hot that it Wic;ered white in places. Ahere was a trail of glowing and 
burning ground behind it. It was hot enough that it ignited the grass 
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as it travelled. It pulled the still solid tip of its tail behind it li;e a dead 
limb.

Ahe blaYe was coming towards us a lot faster than we could run. 
I was on some level a little impressed that it was my own gun that 
had given it this opportunityj it was li;e advanced suicide. It had 
been waiting this whole time, cocooned in any of the mid“siYed roc;s, 
waiting for a chance to stri;e, then I handed it a perfect opportunity 
and now it would ;ill me. I may as well have shot myself and saved a 
step.

I stopped dead and drew my gun.
‘2hat are you doingXD Ria yelled frantically.
‘I can’t outrun this, but you can. Go'D I replied, Washing her my 

bravest smile.
7he hesitated for a moment. Ahe vision of terror that was coming 

towards us allowed evolution to overpower duty. 7he dropped to all 
fours and sprinted away. 

I was pleased. 7he deserved a chance. 
I set my handgun to overload and Nred everything it had in one shot. 

Ahe sound of stone screaming isn’t something I can articulate, but it 
was at least something new to hear before my death. Ahe form slowed, 
for a moment at least. 

I had half hoped that the blast would be enough to ma;e the mon“
ster so hot it would lose its cohesion. I ;new it was a long shot. I too; 
a little comfort in ;nowing that if nothing else, I had pissed ok the 
Ahin;er puppeteer inside it.

Ahe form dropped down into a shapeless blob with a strange crea;“
ing sound that was almost li;e a sigh. 2as there a chance that my plan 
had succeededX  

No. 
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Ahe long sna;e form twitched as spi;es pushed themselves out of it 
and lifted it up, li;e three grotesHue legs at each sidej I had succeeded 
in ma;ing it more malleable, nothing more.

Ahe monster stood, the solid tail portion swinging li;e a scorpion’s 
stinger but with less control. 7omething within me said to run again. 
I ;new it would only be a case of prolonging the inevitable. 

7omething Yipped past my head and landed in the great scorpion’s 
chest. 2hatever it was, it impacted li;e a frisbee. Ahe monster didn’t 
even notice.

I loo;ed bac; to where the disc had come fromj there was Ria 
standing as tall as she could, cloa; rippling in the wind. 7he loo;ed 
li;e a cowboy. Granted a furry cowboy who didn’t have any guns, but, 
even so, the vibe was there.

‘I told you to run.D 
‘I did. Ahen I came bac;,D she replied, with the most conNdence I 

had ever heard her muster. 
‘Iou have a planXD I as;ed. 
Ahe creature behind us slowed, drowning in a spar;ling shimmer of 

red“blue light. I stopped to loo; at what she had done. 
Ahe creature was encased in a Wic;ering red shield all around it. It 

was rolling around and pushing against the energetic prison in every 
direction. 

We ran.
‘Iou inverted your personal shield'D I exclaimed with realisation. 

7he had made it into a trap, one that would get slowly smaller as it was 
pushed against.

‘Ahat’s why I left. I needed time to Wip over the emitter panel.D 
Ahe creature was forming into a ball inside the shield. It wouldn’t 

hold for much longer. 2e ran. 
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I heard a sound behind us as the shield Nnally failed. 2e turned to 
chec; on our lead. 

Ahe stone was cooling now, it was slowing down. C gust of wind 
went past me for a moment and then the colossal form was shattered 
into sand. Gower stood in the centre of it, holding the Ahin;er as a 
ball of energy in his Nst.

‘I’m sorry I too; so long. I wasn’t aware that there was a problem,D 
he boomed in his most purposefully dramatic voice. 

I fell to my ;nees in relief. Ria sat herself next to me with a similar 
gusto, panting for breath.  

‘Ct least it warmed us up,D she said as she fell bac; into the grass.  



Chapter 35

Temple

With his usual eorntless hadw va,eG prven tnadscrntew us tr a dev 
cla.eT mhe nrrg vas lan-e adw thene vene -lassless slit vidwrvs shrvf
id- a ,iev rb the grudtaid nad-e yelrvT mhek vhistlew as the vidw 
cassew thnru-h thegT

prven trrH id a weec lud- rb ain adw vith a lrd- neleaseG the nrrg 
vedt bnrg wanH tr li-htT mhis vas rde rb the tni.Hs that lrrHew the 
grst igcnessi,eG thru-h it vas tni,ial tr higT ’e haw -i,ed li-ht tr this 
cla.eG rn tr usG it vasd“t .leanT mhe nesultG thru-hG vas that ve .rulw 
seeG adw ve .rulw see vellT

?What is this cla.e”R Iia asHew vith vrdwenT 
?prvenG is this vhat x thidH it is” Was x ni-ht”R x asHewT 
?xt trrH ge a vhile tr Bdw itG yut kesG rlw bniedwG this is itTR 
x trrH a lrrH anrudwT mhis was the cla.eT xt neallk vasT 
Iia vas -lad.id- anrudwG ryli,irus tr the igcli.atirds rb this .rgf

cleAT 
?IiaGR x ye-adT ?Sa.H id the Bnst itenatirdG vhed Nk-ah vas Eesh 

adw ylrrwG this vas hen hrgeTR 
Uhe -ascewG id nescrdseT
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?xt vas libetiges -rG adw thene vene a lrt rb ,ensirds rb nealitkG rb ge 
sid.e it all haccedewF yut this vas the cla.eT mhe cla.e that she steccew 
idtr the jrMdTR 

?mhe cla.e rb yinthqR Iia saiw ne,enedtlkT
?x -uess srGR x necliewT x vas stantid- tr thidH rb the Jrllrven baith 

as .rdde.tew tr geG grne adw grne as x tna,ellew vith thegT xd that 
grgedtG thru-hG x vas Xealrus rb the ave vith vhi.h she sav this 
cla.eT

x shrrH ro gk .asual ed,k rb Iia adw trrH str.H rb the sunnrudwid- 
nrrgT We vene stadwid- rd a naisew crntird rb the Errn at the banthest 
cridt bnrg the wrrnG x sak wrrnG it vas ad rced wrrnvakT mhe a.tual 
wrrn haw lrd- a-r yeed negr,ewG alrd- vith all the bunditune that haw 
rd.e yeed id theneT x .rulwd“t helc yut drti.e the shace rb the nrrgG 
the naisew clatbrng ve vene stadwid- rdT xt vas negidis.edt rb run 
acantgedt ya.H rd jedtnalT ’aw this yeed id gk heaw the vhrle tigeG 
rn vas this srgethid- Nk-ah haw wrde tr helc ge negegyen” 

mhe Errn vas rd.e a teAtunew getalG liHe the hull rb a shicT 2rv 
thru-hG it vas .r,enew id the a..ugulatird rb a gilleddia rb wust adw 
weynis that haw .rge id bnrg the vrnlw rutsiweT mhene vas a newwish 
hue tr it all that -a,e the nrrg a srgehrv Dantiad lrrH tr gk hugad 
ekesT 

mhe ain vas stale adw rlwG vith a yitten stati. taste tr itT xt sgellew 
liHe ad rlw trgy adw vas tvi.e as LuietT

mhe valls vene new yni.HG yut thek vene .r,enew id edru-h wust adw 
-nige that kru vrulw ye hanw cnessew tr tellT 

?x de,en wneagew x vrulw see this cla.e a-aidG 8rdGR prven saiw as 
he stnrwe trvanws the wrrn rb the lan-e egctk nrrgT ?x .ad“t sak x“g 
cleasew x vas vnrd-TR 

x vas wrde taHid- str.H rb the egctidessT x gawe gk vak tr the wrrn 
vithrut .rggedtT Iia brllrvew Lui.Hlk yehidwT 
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mhe .rnniwrn rutsiwe vas id a sigilan state rb necainT xt vas .unlid- 
rut rb si-htT 7a.h Errn vas a .rlle.tird rb nrrgs anrudw a sid-le 
nid-fshacew .rnniwrnT mhene vene rdlk nrrgs rd rde siwe ye.ause 
thene vas a crven tnudH nuddid- wrvd the .edtne rb the grudtaidT 
mhene vrulw ye a stain.ase thnru-h rde rb the wrrns that vrulw taHe 
us wrvdT mhene haw de,en yeed ad ele,atrn id heneT mhis cla.e vas 
wesi-dew tr vrnH vith dr crven at all adw dr rde vas vastid- eden-k 
rd bni,rlrus ge.hadi.al srlutirds ya.H thedT

prven adw x valHew wrvd the .rnniwrnG i-drnid- all the nrrgs ve 
cassewG Iia scedt a grgedt -lad.id- idtr ea.h rdeT mhek vene all the 
sageG adw Xust as egctkT x Hdev vhat x vas lrrHid- brn adw it vas -rid- 
tr ye rd the lrvest le,elT 

mhe tellftale wruyle viwe edtnad.e tr the strde stains vas theneG 
eAa.tlk as eAce.tewT We valHew wrvd thegG ynisH yut .autirusT prven 
usew his sedses as ve valHewT ’e idbrngew us that thene vas drthid- 
rb idtenestG adw dr mhidHens rd adk rb the Errns ve cassewT ;dtilG that 
isG tvedtk rn sr Errns wrvdG the -nrudw le,elT 

prven strccew weawG rut rb si-ht rb the wrrnT mhis vas the Bnst 
tr ha,e srgethid- a.tuallk id the rcedid-T xt vas a sealew se.unitk 
edtnad.e vith a hebtk lr.Hid- yrlt a.nrss the ya.HT We vene idsiweG this 
wrrn vas tr strc cercle -ettid- this banT prven haw wnrccew us idtr 
the ba.ilitk at the trcG the crntird rced tr the elegedts adw ,isiyle tr 
his sedsesT mhe -nrudw Errn haw datunal shielwid- adw vas id,isiyle 
tr hig bnrg the rutsiweT mhek haw wrde a lrt rb vrnH tr se.une this 
a-aidst chksi.al yeid-sG ket all it haw wrde vas allrv prven tr Bdw the 
least -uanwew edtnad.eT x edXrkew the inrdk id thatT

We strrwG strccew weaw id the stainvellT x vas tnkid- tr -et srge 
grne idbrngatird ayrut vhat vas rd the rthen siwe rb the wrrn bnrg 
gk jin.letG yut the edtine grudtaid vas a datunal si-dal wagcedenT 
x vas ylidw tr the rthen siweT Jnrg gegrnk x Hdev it vas a lan-e 
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nrrg that a.tew as ad adte.hagyen tr the vrnlw rutsiweT We slrvlk 
cassew yk the sealew edtnad.eG gaHid- sune tr -i,e it as gu.h nrrg 
as ve .rulw id the stain.aseT xt vas crtedtiallk alangew rn e,ed angew 
vith webed.esT We vene rd the mhidHen“s vrnlw adw the udHdrvd 
vas datunallk tennibkid- heneT mhene .rulw ye ad angk Xust yehidw that 
wrrnG rn thene .rulw ha,e Xust yeed a strnenrrgT We haw dr vak rb 
Hdrvid-T 

We Hect -rid-T 
mhe deAt Errn haw a wrrn trrG yut this rde vas a gadual sliwid- 

getal cadelT xt vas drthid- liHe the le,el rb canadria rd shrv rd the 
-nrudw le,elT 

?Uhrulw ve taHe a lrrH”R x asHew LuietlkT 
prven nuyyew his yeanw id thru-htT ?x vadt tr Hdrv vhat thek ane 

usid- this cla.e brn trrG yut e,ed x .ad“t B-ht ro a vhrle cladet rb these 
mhidHensT We shrulw heaw tr the .hagyenG that“s vhene Oiyyk vill yeG 
x assugeTR 

’e vas ni-htG rb .runseG adw ib it haw yeed hig vhr haw asHew ge 
the sage thid-G x vrulw ha,e -i,ed hig a sigilan rcidirdT 2rv ve haw 
-i,ed run nesrl,e brng adw ve Hect gan.hid- wrvdvanw brn adrthen 
ted rn sr ErrnsT 

mhe yrttrg rb this cla.e haw rd.e yeed a lan-e .hagyen wesi-dew 
tr Blten eden-k idtr the .edtneT mhis vas the iweal cla.e tr hrrH the 
a,atan uc tr s.addid- eLuicgedtT Nlgrst dr si-dal .rulw es.ace that 
cla.eT xt vrulw ha,e roenew the .leadest neawid-s crssiyle rb the si-dal 
that Oiyyk usewT xt vas the sgantest cla.e tr taHe henT

Iia vas eAhaustewT 7,ed srG she de,en .rgclaidew rn slrvewT Uhe 
r..asirdallk let rut a belide si-h as a negidwen tr henselb as tr drt ball 
yehidwT 
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?prven .ad“t telecrnt us id theneT We“ne drt gaHid- kru valH brn 
dr neasrdGR x eAclaidewG beelid- liHe x deewew tr roen hen srgethid- id 
the vak rb ne.r-ditirdT 

?x HdrvT mhe grudtaid wagceds his sedsesG adw he .ad rdlk -r 
vhene he .ad sedseT x udwenstadwTR

?0iw 0a,iw“s se.net yrrH ha,e idbrngatird ayrut this tnic id it”R x 
asHewG yrth tnkid- tr taHe hen gidw ro the tneHG adw ye.ause x vas a 
little .unirusT 

?mhe yrrH wresd“t vrnH liHe thatT ‘dlk the Bnst bev lides rb e,enk 
edtnk ane vnitted id 7lwenT mhed it“s id adrthen lad-ua-e that rdlk 
0a,iw .ad neawT x .rulw rdlk udwenstadw yits rb itTR 

?OiHe a .kchen”R x asHewT 
?x wrd“t HdrvT x thidH it gakye the lad-ua-e rb the prwwessTR
mhat vrulw gaHe it eithen the 7d-lish rn Jned.h rb the Bnst itenaf

tirdT Ns ban as x HdevG thrse vene the rdlk lad-ua-es Nk-ah rni-idallk 
scrHeT mhru-hG wecedwid- rd vhed she vnrte itG she gak ha,e Hdrvd 
litenallk all rb the lad-ua-esT znryaylk e,ed id,edtew a bevT

We .rlle.ti,elk strccew as the stain.ase .age tr ad aynuct edwT x 
.rulwd“t helc yut ye negidwew rb hrv yawlk thid-s vedt the last tige 
x .ligyew tr the yrttrg rb a ba.ilitk rut rb tigeT Oiyyk -rt shrtG x 
-rt aywu.tewG adw this vhrle wagdew van -rt stantewT x vrdwenew brn 
a grgedt ib this vas a .rid.iwed.eG rn gakye a vandid-G rn vas it 
tnaidid-”

mhe wrrn rd this le,el vas at least as canadriw as the rde rd the 
-nrudw ErrnG yut it vas ba.id- run wine.tirdT mhis vas a wrrn tr Heec 
us rutT
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x ud.liccew gk censrdal shielw adw cassew it tr IiaT Uhe haw -i,ed 
uc hens tr sa,e geG ya.H rd the sunba.eT We vene ba.id- mhidHensF x vas 
grne nesiliedt tr thein atta.Hs thad she vasT Uhe cushew gk hadw avakT

?maHe itT mhis isd“t a weyateT xt4s ad rnwen rn .rggadw rn vhate,en 
x ha,e tr sak tr gaHe kru taHe itGR x saiwG as .rggadwid-lk as x .rulw 
vhile tnkid- tr stak LuietT 

Uhe cunsew hen lics as ib she vas .rdsiwenid- srgethid- brn a grf
gedt adw thed trrH itT

?We all neawk”R prven asHewG lidid- higselb uc id bnrdt rb the wrrnT
Iia crvenew uc hen shielwG adw .nru.hew wrvd id neawidessG hrrw 

uc adw .lavs rutT x cullew gk -udG -lad.id- at its s.needF it vas 
ne.han-ew a-aidT x tundew the crven wrvd bnrg …rh shit“ tr …Hill it“ adw 
cut it ya.H id its hrlstenT 

?IeawkGR x saiwT
prven cut his hadw rd the wrrnG adwG vith a tidk cush rb crvenG it 

eAclrwew idtr the nrrg yekrdw
mhe brn.e he usew haw sclit the seal id the giwwle rb the rcedid-G 

vned.hew the lan-e steel ylast clates bnrg thein hrusid-sG laud.hid- 
theg idvanwsG niccid- avak a crntird rb the vallT mhe nesultid- hrle 
vas ban lan-en thad the rni-idal wrrnbnage adw Hi.Hew uc edru-h wust 
that the nrrg aheaw rb us trrH a bev grgedts tr .rge idtr br.usT 

xt trrH ge a bna.tird rb a se.rdw lrd-en thad it shrulw ha,e tr -et 
gk yeanid-sF the idsiwe rb the nrrg vas sr wioenedt bnrg vhat x haw 
eAce.tewT 

Jnrg a .rlugd rb li-ht id the .edtne rb the nrrg .age a sciddid- 
eden-kF srgethid- aHid tr a li-htdid- strngG yut vith grne crven 
thad adk x haw seedT mhe sedse rb grtird vas calcayle adw rccnessi,eT 
mhe cune vhiteG anedafsi5ew nrrg s.neagew vith the thudwen rb the 
hea,eds thegsel,es as the vidw scud id bnrdt rb usT
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mhe ylue ticcew thrnds rb li-ht li.Hew at us liHe hud-nk trd-uesT 
2rv x haw gk yeanid-sG x -nascew at the ew-e rb the westnrkew wrrn 
bnage tr Heec gkselb steawkT  

?What“s haccedid-”R Iia .allewG ne.rilid- bnrg the li-htdid-“s 
tru.h as hen shielw Eashew ylue adw the vidw rb the strng yellrvew 
anrudw usT

?mhis  is  the as.edsird .hagyenT  xt  shrulwd“t  ye a.ti,eT  mhis 
shrulwd“t ye crssiyleGR x kellew r,en the srudws rb the gaelstnrgT

?mhene“s srgethid- id the ekeqR prven yrrgewT 
Iia adw x yrth stanew idT mhene vas srgethid- theneG a silhruetteG a 

brng id the srliw yeag rb li-htT Uhe vas theneT xdsiwe all the li-htG vidw 
adw ele.tni. s.neagsT Uhe vas theneG Xust liHe x hrcewT We haw brudw 
Oiyyk“s a,atanq 

prven Eev brnvanwG .had-id- higselb as he wiwT ’e -rt yi--en yut the 
eAtna gass vas rb ad rnad-e li-ht that scanHew anrudw higG he leact 
liHe ad adigal trvanws the .edtne rb the nrrgT Ns he wiwG the li-htdid- 
brllrvew higG awwid- ylue trdes tr the rnad-e -lrv he -a,e roT xt 
.na.Hew vith crven as it egyna.ew hig r,en adw r,enT

x vrdwenew ynieEk ib this vas the brng that sr gadk rb his edegies 
haw seed grgedts yebrne thein weathT mr see it vith gk rvd ekes 
Bdallk vas tennibkid-T mhe li-htdid- vas still brllrvid- higT 

x -lad.ew at IiaF ve nad id prvens vaHe trvanws the .edtne rb the 
titadi. nrrgG hrcid- he vas at least srgevhat avane rb usT mhe vaHe 
yehidw us vas .lrsid- as ve gr,ewT xt trrH all the crven id gk le-s tr 
Heec ge bnrg yeid- taHed yk the .k.lrdeT Iia wad.ew rd all bruns id a 
grtird that x sigclk .rulwd“t tna.HG yut she Hect aheaw rb the strng 
that .lrsew yehidw usT
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mhe brng id the wistad.e vas lan-e edru-h drv brn us tr gaHe rut 
as OiyykT Uhe vas nrtatid- slrvlk a-aidst the wine.tird rb the strngT 
2aHew adw cenbe.tlk still id henselbT 

With a little helc bnrg prvenG run deAt stec trrH us tr vithid ang“s 
nea.h rb henT mhe ele.tni. id the ain trrH brng adw ye-ad tr -nay at 
us drvG liHe ylue hadws nea.hid- rut rb itT mhidHensq Was this strng 
gawe rb mhidHens” mhis vas hrv thek vene -edenatid- edru-h crven 
tr a.ti,ate the .hagyenF thek were the crvenq 

Iia“s shielw scanHew as thek tru.hew henT Uhe svicew ya.HG rut rb 
idstid.t yut yetveed the grtird rb the strng adw the etheneal datune 
rb run atta.Hens she sigclk hit ainT 

mhek -nascew at ge trrT x haw dr shielwG x belt gk sHid yund vith 
thein tru.hT x nebusew tr a.Hdrvlew-e itT x Hdev that Iia vrulw thnust 
hen shielw ucrd ge at the Bnst si-d rb gk wis.rgbrntT 

prven rd the rthen hadw vas bainid- yetten thad usT Ns thek 
-nayyew at hig he cullew theg rut rb the strng adw thnev theg asiweT 
’e Hect stniwid- brnvanwG .lrsen adw .lrsen tr OiyykT 

Urgethid- id gk gidw -rt edru-h br.us tr brn.e ge tr vrdwen 
vhat all rb this vas id aiw rbT Whk vene thek Heecid- hen hene id the 
as.edsird nrrg liHe this”

mhis vas vhene Nk-ah vas yrndT What vas the cuncrse” mhek 
vened“t s.addid- hen rn tnkid- tr wisse.t hen liHe x haw eAce.tewT mhek 
vene Xust Heecid- hen theneT ‘d.e thek Hdev prven haw anni,ew vhat 
crssiyle neasrd vas thene tr B-htT ’e .rulw westnrk theg vith a gene 
-lad.eT mhene vas dr tellid- hrv gadk thene vene id the .hagyenG hrv 
gadk it trrH tr -edenate the strngT xt vrulw taHe a lrt tr gaHe the 
.hagyen a.ti,ate adw Oiyyk vas dr thneat tr thegT What vene thek 
uc tr”
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prven nea.hew brnvanw rde Bdal tige adw vith a gi-htk rnad-e 
eden-k .r,enew hadwG he niccew Oiyyk bnrg the .edtne yeag rb li-ht 
adw thnust hen trvanws geT 

x nealisew trr lateT Dk gidw vas trr wistna.tew tr asH the ni-ht 
LuestirdsT x nealisew the grgedt that he cut his hadw idtr the li-ht 
vhk thek deewew all this crvenT Whk thek deewew this tegcle tr ye 
a.ti,eT 

xt vas de,en ayrut OiyykH
Uhe vas Xust the yaitH
mhe vhite li-ht shrt thnru-h prven adw cullew hig idtr itG his 

angs ciddew tr his siwe adw he libtew idtr the ain vithrut sr gu.h as a 
-nugyleT mhe strng anrudw us ye-ad tr ti-hted idvanwsT 

x cullew Oiyyk id .lrse tr ge adw vhiscenew the vrnws vhi.h she 
alvaks cnrgisew vrulw vaHe hen bnrg adk slugyenH ?x deew kruG gk 
lr,eTR 

’en ekes rcedew vith a ge.hadi.al Ei.H adw .k.lew all the .rlruns 
rb the naidyrvT mhis vasd“t liHe the last tige x vrHe hen ucG vith a 
yundid- crven .rdwuit adw a waga-ew a,atanT mhis vas sigclk wea.f
ti,atewT Uhe yrrtew ucG egenalwf-need ekes adw allG id rdlk a se.rdwT 

?Dk lr,eqR she saiw vith a hunniew HissT
Iia vas as .lrse as e,en adw wiwd“t sr gu.h as Luestird vhat haw 

haccedewT ’en shielw vas still scanHid- vith ylue yut this tige drt 
udwen a yanna-e rb atta.H yut as ballrut bnrg vhat vas haccedid- id 
the strng yehidw usT 

Oiyyk -rt tr hen beet adw Lui.Hlk lrrHew anrudw the nrrgT Uhe vas 
testid- hen skstegs adw taHid- str.H rb vhat vas anrudw usT Uhe vas a 
yeautibul si-htG vith hen lrd- ylrdwe hain a.nrss hen daHew shrulwensT 
N-aidst the vhite li-ht rb the nrrgG she lrrHew liHe a cenbe.t cune 
ad-elG thru-h this vasd“t the tige tr yasH id hen yeautkT
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Oiyyk shr,ew ge a.nrss the Errn vith all hen gi-ht adw x sliw 
basten thad x .rulw ha,e nudT Iia vas trssew Xust abten geT Oiyyk .age 
nuddid- Xust a hain yehidw us adw the strng -a,e a Bdal s.neag rb 
ele.tni.al crven id a yundid- hrt Eash yehidw usT

We -rt ya.H tr run beet yk the wrrn tr the .hagyenT x lrrHew ya.HT 
mhe gassi,e vhite nrrg vas Luiet drvG yut the strng vas sciddid- 
anrudw prven liHe a .r.rrdT x .rulwd“t gaHe rut his brng id itG yut x 
Hdev he vas id theneT 

?prqR Oiyyk rnwenewT 
We nad uc the stains as bast as ve .rulwT Jnadti. algrstT 
?What is haccedid-”R Iia asHew as ve vedtT
?x“g hrdestlk drt suneG yut thene“s grne crven id that rde nrrg 

thad thene is id grst stans adw its yuilwid- trvanws srgethid- x wr drt 
liHeGR Oiyyk saiwT 

We nad id siled.e drvG Oiyyk gaHid- sune tr stak at the ya.HT x thidH 
she vas usid- hen a,atan“s shielw tr .r,en run neanT

Nbten vhat belt liHe a libetige rb nuddid- uc the stain.aseG ve .age 
tr the lr.Hew wrrn rd the -nrudw le,elT We strccew tr .at.h run 
cnr,enyial yneathT ‘n a.tual yneathG id Iia“s .aseT 

Oiyyk ye-ad assessid- the wrrn vith ad rutstnet.hew hadwG s.adf
did- its stnu.tuneT Iia udyu.Hlew hen .lraH adw cla.ew it anrudw OiyykT 
’rdestlkG id all the .rggrtirdG the duwitk rb gk vibe vas drt hi-h 
rd gk list rb .rd.endsG adw x Hdev brn .entaid that she vrulwd“t ha,e 
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rb eden-k yuilwid- uc id the yasegedtT We veneG tr use a ,enk rlw 
wes.nictrnG fucked. 

Oiyyk cnessew hen hadw a-aidst the wrrn adw vith a bull hadw rb 
.rd.ussird eden-kG she ylev it ro its hid-es adw wiw sr id a vak that 
vrulw ha,e gawe prven ,enk cnruwT



Chapter 36

Salvation

Much like last time a door exploded in front of me, it took me a few 
moments to get a sense of what was beyond. It said a lot about my 
lifestyle that exploding doors were a thing I contended with a lot. In 
this case, twice in a single outing.

The world outside was the far edge of the mountain range basin that 
we arrived in. We were inside of a vast room cut into the mountain 
itself. There were windows to the open air intricately carved into the 
stone and two huge pillars at the end marking the open doorway. 
There were the remains of stone pews arranged to face the door. The 
remains of intricately carved ’gures were adorning the rock but time, 
wind and sand had eroded them over the millennia“s they had waited.

G?ower couldn“t ’nd this”A I grumbled to myself.
L shadow passed in front of the opening before we even had time 

to take stock of the surroundings. 
GThinkers. Rots of Thinkers,A Ribby yelled, taking a ’ghting 

stance. 
I pulled my gun, ;ia Hicked out her clawsE though without ?owers 

protection, I doubted we stood much of a chance against one Thinker, 
never mind a ’ghting force.
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L form the si-e of an elephant burst through the openingE it 
knocked a chunk of the supporting pillar out of the way as it barraged 
in. It was a roughly cobbled together form of boulders and smaller 
stones, most the si-e of my head. 

GI didn“t know they could get that bigNA ;ia screamed as we scatj
tered. 

GThey can“t. qot alone, that“s about twenty of themNA Ribby said, 
stunned by the si-e of the monster.

;ather than running to the side, she ran directly at the stone beast. 
8he was ’ring her armjbased blasters at its Uoints, keeping the bolts 
small and focussed. 8he was trying to break its control and make it a 
less e9ective form for its purpose.

The huge stone goliath swung its roughly shaped arm at us, dej
stroying the old stone pew“s and taking another chunk out of the wall. 
Ribby“s blasts must have unhinged something because a large chunk 
of its lower form fell away. I think it may have been acting as a knee 
because it fell forward and turned its attentions directly to her. 

Ls it regained its composure and began trying to smash her into the 
ground, my own attention was drawn away from it. The knee piece 
that had fallen away was glowing with an electrical energy. It contained 
one of the Thinkers that allowed this form to manifest. 

G;iaNA I shouted, pointing at the rock. 8he distanced herself from it 
as 0uickly as she could, but it was too late. The glow leapt from it and 
into her shield. 

The energy bu--ed around her for a moment, the shield held. It 
leapt again, this time at me. 

It was di9erent this time. 2i9erent now I knew what to expectE it 
wasn“t like the ’rst time they had attacked me. I knew what it was like 
for a Thinker to try to take me. I also knew that it wouldn“t kill me, 
couldn“t kill me like it could so many others.



Iq XD; WD T;Y8T z!1

The surrounding ’ght faded into the background. I was aware of it, 
aware that I, that we, were in danger, but I had more pressing matters. 
The Thinker ’rst charged my skin, all of it. L burning, designed to 
paralyse and disorient the victim.

I kept my focus. I did not panic or free-e like it expected. 
The next step was for it to attack my brain stem. To sever my conj

trol over my body and begin to puppeteer me while it gained deeper 
control. This was my moment to ’ght back. 

I summoned all the focus I had. It was blurring the signals between 
my brain and my body. I had to keep control. If it took me now, it 
would be able to go deeper into my brain.

It pushed my arms straightE I clenched my ’sts in de’ance. 
It Uolted my body forwardE I took a knee in stubborn refusal.
It took my vision from meE I forced my eyes back into focus.
In one ’nal attempt at overcoming me, it dulled my mind and 

shocked my brain. I think this was the phase where most organics 
would be dead. I was made of stronger stu9 though. 

I was Her champion, and I would not be silenced. 
I was Her champion and I still had things to do.
I was Her champion, and I had people who needed me.
I felt the moment my mind took dominance over the attacking 

Thinker and it recoiled in shock. It tried to leave me shooting its way 
out of my hand. I closed my ’st again and refused to let it leave me. I 
was in control now. I could feel its fear, its panic. I couldn“t hold it for 
more than a few seconds, but it was enough, enough for me to know 
that I could do it. I was looking forward to the next time a Thinker 
tried to take my body from meN 

Ls the world came back into focus, I dodged a chunk of rock the 
si-e of my head and fell to my feet. My shoulder and arm were badly 
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burned and my hand was charred to the point of uselessness. It looked 
like a chunk of burned meat hanging from my crispy arm. 

;ia caught me. 
G;ou did it, you beat a ThinkerNA she said in awe. 
I grunted in recognition of her words, but between the pain in my 

body and the static that still ’lled my head, I was wondering how 
much of a victory it really was. 

The rock monster was looking no worse for wearE Ribby“s blasts 
were starting to show signs of weakening. They were less like the hits 
of tiny stars and more like ’reworks now. 8he was expending a lot of 
energy to keep it busy. The thing knew it, too. 

It moved itself until it began to back us into the corner of the room. 
Ribby shot everything she had at it. It ignored her ever weakening 
blast. ;ia hissed and growled but was ultimately powerless, and I could 
barely stand. 

GMy Rove, I think we may be in troubleNA Ribby said loudly over the 
sounds of the rocks stomping towards us, and her own ’reworks. 

8he would have done the maths. Tested every escape angle possible 
in her mind and accounted for every possible act of chance. 8he still 
thought we were in trouble. This was not good. 

I took a comfort in knowing that even though we would be crushed 
to death here, Ribby would live on. I hoped she would ’nd peace and 
have a good life without me. 

8omething had changed. In a moment, Ribby went from desperate 
shooting of all of her reserves, to standing strong, she leaned forward, 
a shield lit in front of us, and the monstrous ’sts of rock bounced from 
us harmlessly. 
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I knew that this would be the last of her power reserves, but there 
was something in her stance that told me she was ’ghting for a chance 
now. What had changed” 

8he focused the shield down low in a dome over us. 8he snatched 
;ia“s shield from her arm and pulled the power pack from it, while the 
rock swung at us again. ;ia was happy to give it but was as confused 
as I. 

GWhat“s happening”A I asked.
GI need a few more seconds,A she said as she dug her ’ngers into her 

wrist and pulled out a twisted pair of cables. 8he 0uickly attached them 
to the edges of the power supply as the ’st came down again, this time 
held a little more solid by the shield. 

GXow many seconds”A I asked.
GDight.A 
We huddled down as the dome Ribby was generating got a little 

snugger to save precious energy. The ’st struck again. The shield held.
GWhat happens in eight seconds”A ;ia asked.
Ribby didn“t answer. The ’st came down again, this time the shield 

Hickered a little. 
GIs that an engine”A I asked, suddenly aware of a sound that was out 

of place.
The rock monster turned to look out of the opening to the great 

temple as its head exploded. =ur shield held as bits of it bounced o9 
us. 

The headless beast stumbled, I assumed, as it reorganised its internal 
energy, to regain control of the new form. 

Whatever was attacking it ’red againE it was split into sand as it 
moved to guard itself. The dust outside of the shield was creating a fog 
that we couldn“t make anything out through. Ribby stood, adUusting 
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the shield to cover us as we followed her lead. ;ia supported me as I 
stood, only then realising 0uite how badly hurt I was. 

Ls we stepped forward, a blue glow lit the dirty air and a pu9 of air 
pushed the dust aside. 

Ls the dust cleared, there was our saviour. Thirteen was hovering 
Uust above the ground and the rear ramp was open for us, the engine 
pressure clearing the dust from the area as it edged closer to us.

We scrambled onto the ramp as the ship lifted. The moment the 
door closed, Ribby dropped to her knees and appeared to pass out. 
I collapsed into a pain ’lled heap on the deck. Ls far as I could tell, 
;ia had fared better than any of us, but she was exhausted too. GWe“re 
aliveNA she yelled triumphantly as the world faded to black for me. 



Chapter 37

Understanding

I regained consciousness in the large living space on Thirteen. My 
burns had been bandaged and I could feel the cooling healing gel that 
had been applied to my skin. I was aware that my synthetic arm was 
exposed. I could see its workings. The arm was bandaged above my 
elbow though. 

Ria sat on the “oor next to the sofa I was lying on. 
A?re we safe”Y I asked. 
A’ou!re awakeDY she exclaimed.
A?re you well” Wo you need more medicine”Y she asked franticly. 
AI!ll live. Hhat happened”Y 
Ria pressed a button on the co,ee table. ALe!s awakeSY she said.
? few seconds later Bibby came running in. Ehe hugged me and 

kissed me with a passion I couldn!t match in my current state. My arm 
hurtS I didn!t complain.

AHhat happened”Y I asked. 
AXasilica left Thinker space as ordered. Bea hid in ThirteenS in the 

planet!s belt. Ehe couldn!t get any closer without giving herself away. 
Ehe was scanning the mountains waiting for us. Ehe picked up my 
energy signatureS all the shooting lit up her scannerS made us easy to 
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-nd. Ehe came downS shot the Thinker construct and Jipped out of 
thereS so fast that they didn!t have time to chase us down.Y 

Ehe kissed me again as she -nished her story. Ehe looked well. Ehe 
was dressed in one of those Thirteen branded Cump;suits she likedS and 
her hair was clean from dust. 

ALow long was I out for”Y 
Aqust a couple of hours. He have had to go the long way back to 

Nentral spaceU they were guarding the HarpSY Bibby saidS still embrac;
ing me. 

The next thing on my agenda was food. I sat at the dining table and 
ate enough burgers and cheese steaks to feed a small army. Ria -nally 
stopped delivering food when the ship!s computer informed her that 
the selection was no longer available. 

AIt!s out of burgersS but the screen says there are eighty piJJas in 
stock and about a hundred grilled cheese variationsSY Ria informed 
me. 

AI think I!m okay for now. Wepending on how I feel in a little whileS 
I may come get something with a lot of sugarSY I said. I enCoyed it when 
people understood my dietary re5uirements. I was a little concerned 
that Thirteen hadn!t been re;stocked though. Wepending on our route 
backS I did not want to have to resort to rations.  

I entered the bridge and made my way directly to Bea!s “ight chair. I 
was wearing only some lose -tting trousers and no shoes. I was still 
too tender to bother with a shirtS besidesS my bandages would need 
changing soon and my exposed synthetic arm always caught on shirts 
when it wasn!t covered in the rubbery skin. 

ABeaSY I called to make sure I had her attention.
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AGhS you look like shitS qonSY she replied with a grin. 
I ignored her good;natured poking. I had something to say. ABeaS 

you saved meS usS againDY 
Ehe went to interruptS I refused to let her and carried on talking. 

A’ou risked your own life to come save us and I want you to know' 
well' thank youS Bea. I would be dead without youS again.Y 

Ehe smiled in that warm and beautiful way that could melt anyone!s 
heart. Ehe was at her most beautiful when she smiled like that. 

AqonS I couldn!t let anything happen to you. The 6ollowers would 
have lynched meDY 

I leaned over her “ight controls and hugged her. Ehe was the best 
friend anyone could haveS not only because she saved my life againS 
but because I absolutely knew that she never even considered herself 
when she risked everything to do it. In the last few weeks her world 
had been destroyedS she had been sucked into my mad adventure and 
she had been in mortal danger more times than I could count. ’et still 
she came for me without a second!s hesitation.

AThank youS BeaSY I said againS before leaving the hug. 
A7et o,D XesidesS Bibby has spent the last two hours thanking me 

every two seconds tooD I am fully thanked. Oow let me “y my damned 
shipS weKre still not in the clearDY

Bibby smiled at me from the weapons console. There was some;
thing right about being back on Thirteen with Bea. Ehe was as close to 
a sister as either of us hadS and we both loved her more than we could 
articulate. He were ashamed that we kept putting the people we loved 
in dangerS but there was something special about knowing they would 
walk into the “ames with youS never asking for anything in return.

AHhat did they do to you”Y I asked as I sat at my usual station. Ria 
close byS as was becoming standard practice now. 
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AI!m not sure. I was only partially powered during it all. I don!t 
think they scanned me for my fre5uency code. They didn!t even try to 
download my database. Xut I do know there were about ten thousand 
uni5ue Thinker energy signatures in that storm. That!s how they built 
up so much energy. It was a lot of ThinkersSY Bibby said thoughtfully. 
There was something in that number that made my mind tingle.

AI don!t understand why they didn!t scan meS and why there was so 
little technology in that facility of theirs.Y 

I had already -gured out what had happenedU I was surprised that 
it wasn!t obvious to her at this point too.

ABibbyS they never wanted your avatarSY I said. 
Ehe raised her eyebrows at me. 
AThey needed you as bait. They had to get 7ower in that room.Y
AHhat”Y she askedS not following what had happened. 
AThat placeS it was where ?ygah!s NoDn was stored while it pow;

ered up in the -rst iteration. It!s a resonance chamber that focuses all 
energy into the centre. They put you into the centreS so that 7ower 
had to step into it to get you out. Gnce he was in thereS they closed the 
energy loop on himSY I explained. 

AXut why” Low”Y she asked.
ABibbyS they never wanted to use your signal to send their damp;

ening -eld. They Cust wanted us to think they did. Their dampening 
-eld may be signi-cantS but they have 7ower now. They have the most 
powerful individual in the universe trapped in the one place in the 
whole of reality where they can use his power the way they want.Y

Bibby went even whiter than she usually was. Bea was leaning over 
to look at us from her “ight seat. 

AWid we lose”Y Ria asked.
AI don!t know. I think maybe we didSY I saidS honestly not knowing. 
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AHe!re coming up on the coordinatesSY Bea said from the “ight 
chair. 

ANoordinates”Y I askedS looking at the scanner. 
Oo one needed to answer me. I saw a ship approaching on my 

screen. He were on the absolute edge of Thinker spaceS the edge fur;
thest away from known space. There was only one ship that could 
travel those sorts of distances in the time we had been gone. 

The sensors con-rmed my assumptionS as the ship!s identity was 
veri-ed through its IW broadcast. Xasilica had come to meet us.  

? wave of relief must have shown across my face. 
AIt!s good to see herDY Bibby saidS in response to my expression.
A’ou won!t have to eat the rationsDY Ria saidS Cust as supportively. 

Fay apologised for the fourth time that she didn!t have the right mix 
of regenerative gels to put a new layer of skin over my synthetic arm. 
I was far more interested in the things that she had done than those 
that she hadn!t. Ehe had given me a lot of pain killers that would keep 
me feeling functional while my burned patches of skin re;grew over 
the next few days. The regenerating gel was helping a little too. The 
usual treatment of about a pint of Nure;all wouldn!t work for my 
Xio;static metabolism. My skin would healS I could heal from anything 
eventuallyS it Cust hurt while it did. 

Ehe prescribed for me to focus my eating on meat proteins and fats 
for a few days. ?n easy order to follow.

Gne of the 6ollowers had taken it upon themselves to have the arm 
of one of my spare Cackets cut o, and tailored. I was annoyed that I 
would need yet another CacketS but was also pleased the sleeve wouldn!t 
be catching on my arm every time I moved. The 6ollowers didn!t seem 
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to be particularly distressed by my exposed syntheticsS so I wasn!t too 
concerned about Fay!s lack of skin;goo availability. 

AI think we should consider making some alterations to that arm of 
yoursS qonSY Bibby said as I cautiously stepped down from the medical 
bed I was sitting on. 

AEhieldS gunS food hatch and a personal 6oldS would be a good 
startSY I Coked. 

AEhield and a Nirclet maybe possibleSY Bibby said as she passed me 
a loose;-tting black t;shirtS with a lace up neck. 

I cautiously pulled it over my head. 
A?re you ever going to wear shoes again”Y Bibby asked. 
AOot if I can help itSY I repliedS looking down at my exposed toes 

and charred feet. The truth wasS my ankles were as electrically burned 
as the rest of me and it was less painful to be barefoot than the other 
options for now. 

A’ou knowS if you weren!t Xio;staticS you would be very deadSY Fay 
saidS making sure I knew how lucky I was to be just burned.

AIf I weren!t Xio;staticS I would have been dead long before thisS so 
it!s an irrelevant pointS really.Y

Fay nodded in agreement. ANome back tomorrow. I want to change 
those bandages and top up the painkillers.Y 

I nodded in agreementS cautiously putting on my Cacket. My syn;
thetic arm was a metallic red with silver bolts and pistonsS the many 
densely packed wires in there were a grim;looking nest of reds and 
blacks with a glowing power cord illuminating it from the back. 

Fays assistants were scanning me one last time. I saw the 5uiet oneS 
MitchS looking at my arm with a lot of interest. Le glanced at Beon 
and pointed at itU he made a face of confusion. AMitch wants to know 
how your arm is poweredSY Beon said.  
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AEhow respect to Her championDY Ria said in my defence. I think 
her claws may have slid out in re“ex. I patted her on the shoulder. 

ARiaS people are welcome to talk to me. Etop taking this title so se;
riouslyDY I saidS knowing that everyone here actually took my imposed 
titles very seriously indeed.

A6rom what I understandS it!s plumbed into my bloodstreamU it 
takes energy from my body.Y

AWoesn!t that exhaust you”Y he asked. 
AIt wouldS it should. My biology accounts for itS no one knows how 

that bit works but it seems to predate my Xio;stasis.Y
Fay rolled her eyes at me. AIgnore him guysS I!ll show you the 

science later. It!s very well documented. Le Cust doesn!t care enough 
to read itDY 

AThey!re waiting for us on the bridgeSY Bibby saidS taking my syn;
thetic hand in hers. Most people were a little creeped out by the metal 
bones and wiresS but to herS it was Cust more me. It was another reason 
I loved her. 



Chapter 38

Remorse

I was the last to arrive in the large conference room that was attached 
to the bridge. I hadn’t even known it was there before that moment, 
which accounted for me being the last to arrive, I suppose. 

There was a seat left free for me at the head of the table. If the 
implication was that I would be in charge, then everyone there would 
be disappointed. I would defer to Ba’an’s judgement on all things. I 
had made enough mistakes today.

I took my seat. One side of the table sat Libby, Lea, Ba’an and Kay. 
On the other side was David, Ria, Alin, and the young man, who 
was usually at the communication station on the bridge. There were 
various, highly regarded Followers standing at the edges of the room. 
It was feeling quite overcrowded in there. 

They all looked at me as if waiting for me to start the meeting. Libby 
held my hand. Well, no sense delaying it, I considered. 

“They have Gower. They wanted Gower all along. We walked right 
into their trap.”

Everyone nodded and there was a relieved sigh from the Followers 
side of the table. I wondered if they were expecting me to assign some 
blame to them or possibly deny my own failing. 



IN HER WE TRUST 301

Ba’an leaned forward to grab the attention. He was a master at 
taking control of these kinds of meetings. “Okay, we know what went 
wrong. Now what do we do? What are our options?” 

David murmured something; eyes moved to him. “We have to un-
derstand why they went to such lengths to get Gower. What will they 
do now?” 

Eyes back to me. “Well, they have the resonance chamber, enough 
energy to produce an ascension Jeld, and a Blade who is powerful 
enough to use it. They have everything they need to make a god; except 
a device to manage the calculations.” 

“'on, what does this device have to do?” Libby asked. She knew full 
well what was needed. She asked to prompt me to illuminate those in 
the room that didn’t know. 

“They need a device to calculate temporal variances, something that 
can interpret changes in the Yow of time and space. The technology 
wasn’t invented in this iteration. There’s only one such computer in 
existence and its location is only stored in one place,” I said thought-
fully. 

“That’s not entirely true,” Libby said. 
“What?” I asked. 
“I know who knows the location, and I have a pretty good idea 

where he would have stored it,” she said apologetically. 
“How? I never told even you.” 
She shrugged. “I knew you had the device, and my mind wanders a 

lot. I know exactly how you would have hidden it. As soon as I realised 
you hadnXt mentioned it, I worked it out.”

“And this information would have been in the avatar they kid-
napped?” 

Her eyes went wide. “2eah, I think it may have been.” 
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This wasn’t good. This changed things. “Libby, I need to know 
what you think you know. If you happen to be right, then that’s a 
problem.” 

She looked around sheepishly. “2ou gave it to Dex, told him to 
secure it and not tell you where unless you directly asked. 2ou don’t 
know, but you know how to know. That’s what I expect you did.” 

She was exactly right. I knew the answer to my next question would 
only make things worse. “2ou have a pretty good guess as to what Dex 
did with it, I assume?” 

“2es, well, Jve or six locations, I suppose.” 
We had a choice now; did we guard the artifact or try to rescue 

Gower. I didn’t want to leave my old friend in the hands of our enemy, 
but if they got the device to him and actually took control of his body, 
then, well, that could be universe endingly bad. 

I spent a few seconds considering our options, our resources and 
our stakes. Everyone was watching me as I rubbed my chin and 
thought about the problem.

“David, any insight?” I asked, knowing that he always had a little 
extra knowledge that he rarely o…ered.

“None that will make this easier, I’m sorry,” he said, this time not 
pretending he didn’t have secrets. 

“I need a better defence against Thinker attacks,” I said to the room. 
To my surprise it was Kay who had an answer for me. “Alin and I 

have been working on some options, mixing Blue and Red energy, it’s 
better than what you have now. It seems like the opposing Jelds can 
repel basically anything.” 

Alin, the stocky engineer sat up straight in his seat. “With the data 
Libby has on the way the Thinkers attack, I think we can make a very 
e…ective personal shield. And, 'on, if it’s not too presumptuous of me, 
I think we have some things aboard that could Jx up that arm of yours 
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too,” he said, bowing in his seat and taking special care as to how he 
worded things. I was sick of this aura of worship.  

“Alin, actually all of you Followers,” I said loudly, as if command-
ing, Jnally. “Stop being so damned pious4 I would think it’s obvious by 
now that I don’t want your worship, I want your skills4” I held myself 
back from a borderline anti-Aygah rant. 

“As you wish,” Alin said with an appreciative nod. “5ome down to 
engineering, I’ll take some scans, and I’ll Jx you up.” 

“Understood,” I said with a forced smile. 
“Anyone else have an edge to give us?” I asked, looking around.
“I have a pretty good idea about how this ship is supposed to Yy 

now. Its engines can be cycled in a way that gives us instant accelera-
tion. I think I understand how it’s supposed to be used in combat: 
if that helps at all,” Lea said, with a shrug. I had never doubted her 
piloting skills, no one had. She was good to the point of legendary. But 
if she was conJdent now, that added to my faith in her. 

I thought about what people had said, and what I knew about our 
resources and problems.

“Set course for 5entral, maximum speed,” I ordered, as if I were 
suddenly in command. No one objected. Everyone Jltered out of the 
room with purpose. Ba’an and Libby remained.

“Why didn’t you just destroy it?” Ba’an asked, the moment the last 
person had left. 

“The 5o6n? I had my reasons,” I lied. There were no reasons for 
me to keep it. I just couldn’t bring myself to destroy the last remnant 
of the Jrst iteration. The 5o6n was more than a device to me. It 
was more than a dangerous artefact of a forgotten time. To me, it was 
the last little shard of proof that my Jrst life even happened. The last 
bit of evidence that the Jrst iteration happened at all, and it seemed 
somehow too important to destroy. This was a selJsh mistake.
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The bridge was silent, as we Yew through the periphery of known 
space at speeds that no other ship could come close to. This trip would 
take months, but for Basilica it was little more than a few hours at 
maximum speed. Warps were almost pointless for this ship, and being 
able to Yy whatever route we wanted kept watchful eyes from tracking 
us.  

I stood at the command rail, leaning back and watching all the 
numbers move around as the ship reported its status to the captain. 
David stood next to me, paying slightly less attention to the screen 
than me. 

Now that Libby had control of the ship’s computer, there was little 
to be concerned about. Unlike last time I looked at this screen, there 
were no red lines or warning lights. The engine synchronisation was 
being adjusted almost instantaneously. 

“David, do you have a gun on you?” I asked. 
He gave me a glare of concern. “What’s wrong with yours?” 
“I need a Red energy one, mine is from Thirteen, so Blue.” 
He passed me his sidearm. 
All eyes were on me, including Libby’s. I set the gun to the smallest 

bolt it could muster and set the energy as high as I dared.
I pretended not to notice the looks of concern from those around 

me. Libby who was standing at the sensors panel, made a motion like 
she was going to come over to me, then stopped herself. She knew 
what I was going to do; her lack of interference was the endorsement 
I needed to go through with it.

Without allowing myself a moment of hesitation, I pressed the tip 
of the gun into my synthetic wrist. 
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“Libby to engineering8 please prepare for a visit. I think 'on is ready 
for your services.” 

I smiled at her foresight and pulled the trigger. The shell of the arm 
took the brunt of the blast with ease. This was a hardy metal, but the 
circuitry and wiring was blown right out of the back and into a melted 
splattering on the Yoor. The sound wasn’t as loud as I had expected, 
but the smell of burning circuitry and rubber was pungent.

“What did you do?” asked a startled Ria, who was oddly entertained 
by my sudden act of destruction.

The sensation in the arm wasn’t quite pain, but it was a misJring of 
things my brain expected to be there that caused a sensation close to a 
cramp in my upper arm. 

“Okay 'on; engineering, then sick bay,” Libby said without judge-
ment.

“What happened?” Ria asked again.
I cradled my destroyed arm in the other and ignored her question. 

As everyone on the bridge looked at me with shock. 
“He removed the key. Now, even if they Jnd the 5o6n, they can’t 

activate it,” Ba’an explained on my behalf as Libby and I left the bridge. 

I sat at the conference table, arm in a sling. The new internals wouldn’t 
be ready for an hour yet. 

We were Jnally in range for real-time communication, though only 
for government channels. I patched my 5irclet into the communi-
cation unit built into the conference table and pressed the priority 
channel for 'oanne. The 5irclet address that told her I needed to talk 
right now. 
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Her face appeared as a projection above the table a few seconds after 
I pressed the button. Basilica was fast and Libby had promised to make 
sure the conversation didn’t get interrupted by manually switching 
relays as we travelled closer to them. 

“God damn4 Dad, what happened to you? 2ou look like hell4” 'o 
exclaimed as I came into focus for her. I was still bandaged, pale, and 
my arm was in a sling. I must have looked pretty bad to her, especially 
over a low-quality video stream like this.

“It’s been a busy day. 'o, last time we spoke, we weren’t seeing eye 
to eye still.” 

She made a noise of recognition. “Dad, I have my reasons for the 
way:” 

“It doesn’t matter,” I interrupted. “2ou were right.” 
She was too classy to say, I told you so, but the silence made sure I 

knew it. 
“'o, we: they have Gower.” 
She glared at me. This was literally the very thing she was worried 

about from the start.
“What do you mean they Ghave Gower’?” 
I told her about how we retrieved Libby’s avatar, how we were 

wrong to think they wanted it to propagate the dampening Jeld. She 
never said a word, never interrupted, and never let her poker-face slip. 
She was stoic as she listened. 

I told her about how the chamber was left over from the Jrst itera-
tion, how it was designed to funnel an inJnite amount of energy into 
one spot. How they had used it to create a trap for Gower.

“5an they take control of him?” she Jnally asked. 
“2es. He’s powerful, but they have him literally tied down. He can’t 

Jght o… an entire race. Eventually they’ll get into him. Though they 
may not need to.” 
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She looked at me, silently demanding an explanation. 
“It’s possible that they could just be within him when the energy 

gets high enough. It may be possible to ascend a Thinker or two along 
with him.” 

“Does that mean what I think it means?” she asked with an under-
tone of concern.

“'o, if they have the right type of computer, they could, I think, 
make something ball-park the same power-level as your mother.”

The holographic form of her Yickered out of focus for a moment as 
she leaned back in her chair, and it had to refocus.

“2ou kept the 5o6n, didn’t you?” she asked, knowing me well 
enough to know the answer already.

“Dex is the only one who knows its location. He has instructions to 
only ever tell me, and only in person. Though, we think there may be a 
small chance that they extracted a few tips regarding its location from 
Libby’s avatar.” 

She nodded in recognition. “Dex was destroyed though.” 
“Not exactly,” I admitted.
“I fucking knew it4” 
“He’s in the basement of our building on 5entral. We’ll be there in 

a couple of hours, at most.” 
“I’ll talk to the 5entral government, our relations are tense, but I’ll 

have Dex secured now,” she said, pressing buttons on her desk that 
were out of sight. 

“Tell them not to enter the building. The automated security in the 
basement has no remote deactivation. It’s substantial,” I lied. Libby’s 
core was down there. I had no intention of turning o… the defences 
and letting government troops anywhere near her. I trusted 'o, even 
with our current feud, but I did not trust professional soldiers.
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She gave me another glare. “If the Thinkers get the device, can they 
activate it?” she asked as a Jnal fuckup-check. 

“It can be activated internally but not externally. The key was in my 
arm. I destroyed it,” I said, lifting my sling a little to illustrate. 

“Finally, a good decision4” she said before she ended the transmis-
sion. 

That had gone slightly better than I had expected.
The room was a little too dark; it felt empty and hollow. Outside 

the window, space was Jipping by at speeds that were unimaginable. It 
wasn’t the calm space that I liked to look at when I needed to think.

“I take it you were watching?” I said to the ceiling. 
Libby’s projected avatar appeared in the chair next to me, with a 

distinct purple glow as it formed. 
“Well, I can’t not listen. I am this shipXs computer now,” she said 

apologetically. 
“I fucked up, didn’t I?”
“2eah, but I fucked up with you; we both thought 'o was being an 

ass. 'ust because she was right, it doesn’t mean she wasn’t an ass.” 
I took some comfort in that, at least if the Thinkers steam rolled the 

whole of reality, I knew Libby was with me.



Chapter 39

Better 

We were on one of Basilica's heavy shuttles and descending into Cen-
tral’s atmosphere with far more con.dence than last time we used itN 
Low that bi,,y was in control of its computersM we had faith in the 
landingN

Iy new arm was itchyM even more so than the old oneN k scratched 
at the point where it connected to my sAinN bi,,y slapped my hand 
awayN Because we didn’t have any synthetic sAinM qlin had put some 
plates into the frame to give it an armoured looAN k Tuite liAed itM for 
nowN

We touched down on the roof of our ,uildingN Shere were Jol-force 
shuttles doing loops around itN She ground level had an actual tanA 
outsideM which concerned usN kt was unusual to see Jol military on 
CentralN “oanne had pulled some strings with the local government to 
maAe this happenN 

She engines hadn’t even cut o” when the communication system 
lit upN 

Dkt’s the Jol commanderMx Havid said with a raised eye,rowN
She three of us eEchanged loaded glances while we waited for the 

engines to shut downN 
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qs soon as they didM we had no eEcuses leftR Havid pressed the 
,uttonN 

DBasilica shuttleM this is IaPor Gichard “ohnson of Jol commandN 
Olease deactivate your ,uilding's defences and allow us entryNx 

We eEchanged loaded glances for a momentN Jomeone needed to 
replyM and k had no intention of maAing any more poor decisionsN

Dk a,solutely refuse to talA to someone named HicA “ohnsonMx 
Havid said with a shrugN

Dkt’s your ,uildingMx k said to bi,,yM gesturing to the communica-
tion consoleN 

Jhe shot me an annoyed looA and pressed the answer ,uttonN
DXello IaPorM this is bi,,y IichaelsN Five us a little time to inter-

face with the local systems and we’ll get you in as soon as we canMx she 
liedN 

Uur ,uilding had the Ainds of defences that could Aeep them out 
,asically foreverN We had our own power and shieldsN We also had far 
more guns than they could ,e a,le to detectN Shere was no way we were 
going to allow Jol forces into our homeM even if they were supposed to 
,e there for our protectionN 

ShanAfullyM Central’s local laws were clear on this matterN We 
owned itM so we didn’t have to let them in unless we wanted toN She 
only people who could demand entry was Central’s own governmentN 
Shey were Anown for ,eing reluctant to get involved inM wellM any-
thingN Fiven that this was Ba’an’s registered place of residenceM as well 
as very recentlyM a registered religious facilityM thanAs to our zollower 
friendsM it was a politically hot potato which they would stay well clear 
ofN Lo one would ,e coming in todayN

Shere was no wind when we eEited the shuttleN She Flass energy 
.eld was invisi,ly covering the roof for a few meters in every directionN 
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Lot something that bi,,y would usually activateM ,ut we didn’t want 
Havid su”ocating or free?ing to deathN 

She ,uildings shield would .re up in the event that any of the Jol 
vehicles got too closeN k assumed they had already .gured out the eEact 
range ,efore we arrivedN Shey were Aeeping a very calculated distance 
from us as their little ships looped aroundN

3ven without the wind that the altitude would usually ,ringM k was 
nervous of the edge of the roofN k hadn’t realised until that momentM 
,ut k thinA Pumping down to a planet from or,it had left me with a 
fear of heightsN qn interesting little tricA of my mind that k would need 
to tacAle eventuallyN

k headed directly for the smoAed glass area of the Voor a few meters 
from the shuttleR it was the zold platform that promised to get us 
somewhere less eEposedN 

We appeared in our apartmentN She distinct pipe form and green 
holographic eye that was Hoors was waiting for usN Xis arms were in 
the !shotgun’ con.gurationN We stepped o” the zold plate and bi,,y 
pressed a switch on the wall that disa,led the rooftop panel entirelyN 
Oaranoia was ,ecoming a superpower for herN

DHoorsN Xow are youM old friend2x bi,,y asAedN
DYery pleased to see you 3li?a,ethMx he repliedM as his hands ap-

pearedM hiding the shotgun ,arrelsN
DHoctor qtAinsonM “ohnathanM welcomeMx he said in recognition of 

usN
DShanA you for Aeeping the door locAed4x k saidM shaAing his hand 

in thanAsN 



X31HJb0;5

Xe seemed to nod in his own rigid wayN kt really was good to have 
him protecting our homeN 3ven without all the shieldsM guns and 
whatever else bi,,y had .ttedM an 3lven destroyer in your lo,,y would 
maAe any potential invader thinA twiceN

bi,,y was ,ringing Hoors up to speed on recent eventsN k looAed 
out of our massive windowN She Jol ships were circling stillM slowlyN 
k assumed they were scanning the ,uilding as they went ,yN k Anew 
that the window was mirrored from the outsideN bi,,y was paranoid 
enough that k also assumed it was shielded against scansN 

DShey are supposed to ,e on our sideN Xave we forgotten that2x 
Havid asAedN

DHeEM and my la, down there contain all the information that k have 
ever found a,out the things ,efore !She 3vent’ that created realityN kt’s 
literally the only ,acAup of the changes that were madeN k wouldn’t 
allow military ,oots in there for any reasonNx 

Dk didn’t realise4x Havid repliedN Dk thought you Aept all this on 
IerciaNx 

DShat’s what they thinA tooMx k said with a coy smileN DqlsoMx k 
addedM Dbi,,y’s core is down thereN k would rather not have her lo-
cation ,ecome a matter of government recordNx 

Havid nodded in realisationN Dqnd they thinA she’s on Iercia tooM 
do they2x 

DWhat they thinA is none of my ,usinessMx k shruggedM Anowing 
full well that as far as anyone AnewM bi,,y’s core was still on IerciaM 
helping with ship operationsN

D“onM we don’t have longN Fo talA to HeEMx bi,,y instructedN 
DCome on HavidM k’ll show you aroundNx 
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We arrived in my ,asement la,N kt was looAing far more organised nowN 
k was surprised that HeE wasn’t Pust standing in the corner waiting for 
meN Xe was arranging a large stacA of ,ooAs on the far side of the roomN

She room itself wasn’t too dissimilar from the layout k had come to 
use on IerciaN Shere was a large horseshoe desA at standing height in 
the middle of the room with Voating screens and an armchair o” to 
one sideN She walls were covered in a selection of ta,lets and ,ooAsN 
q lot looAed newN k had left instructions for HeE to populate the place 
with things he thought we would needR apparentlyM to himM that meant 
physical ,acAups of dataN Xe Anew ,estM so k was sure k would ,e happy 
with his organisingN

Havid wandered aroundN k had already added him to the visitors listM 
so there was no chance that HeE would try to shoot himN 

DHeE4x k calledN
Xe turned around and put his ,ooAs on the VoorN 
Xe was the same model of ro,ot as Hoors ,ut it was hard not to in-

stantly recognise the di”erences ,etween themN Hoors had personality 
and thoughts of his ownN HeE was a toolN Xe answered Tuestions and 
performed tasAsN Xis Voating head was a more common am,er colourN 

DHeEM k need the HeviceM the Co6nM k told you to hideN Where is it2x 
Dqre you Tuite sure you need this informationM sir2x 
k nodded and waved my hand for him to hurry upN
D7ou speci.cally entrusted me with this information to prevent it 

from ,eing researchedNx 
D7esM k AnowN But k need to destroy itNx 
Xe looAed at me ,lanAlyM as he was prone to doN Shis would ,e 

a result of him reconciling my direct reTuest nowM with my speci.c 
orders from a few months agoN Xe would ,e maAing sure that he did 
not counter anything pre-arrangedN 
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DHeEN Where is it2x k demanded when k decided he had gone on too 
longN 

k saw HeE looA at Havid and then ,acA at meN 
Dkt’s .neN Xe’s one of the good guysNx 
DJirN She Hevice is located on 3arthM in the archive vault of the 

Yictoria ‘niversity bi,raryN k will transfer the access codes to your 
CircletMx he saidM gesturing to my wristN 

D3arth4x k eEclaimed with annoyanceN 
DJirM the li,rary is a secure facility that already stores items for bi,,y 

Iichaels as well as ,eing protected ,y many alliance laws and would 
not ,e a target in the event of a war or direct attacA on 3arthNx 

k waved my hand to silence himR HeE didn’t need to eEplain himselfN 
qn educational facility where bi,,y had top level ,oard of director 
status was an eEcellent place to put itN Xe did wellN k wouldn’t have 
thought to looA thereN 

DShanA youM HeEN kt was a good choiceMx k saidM feeling liAe k owed 
him some reassuranceN Xe went ,acA to his ,ooA stacAing without 
another wordN 

Havid shot me a worried eEpressionN k Anew what he was thinAingN 
We needed the Hevice removed from eEistenceN Could we trust Jol 
alliance to maAe it happenM or would it ,e considered too precious to 
destroy2

She technology Aept within it held the secrets to the fa,ric of reality 
itselfN Sechnology that was from a school of science that was simply 
never invented in this iterationN 3ven if “o was smart enough to order it 
atomisedM would the team ful.l the order without scanning it2 Would 
they Pust shoot it as ordered without checAing2 

3ven a passing scan may reveal something that could one day result 
in the end of the universeN k didn’t enPoy thinAing of AnowledgeM any 
Anowledge as dangerousM ,ut it wasN
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When k had thought that Blades themselves were entirely eEtinctM it 
was an interesting artefact k intended to study myself one dayN Xad k 
Anown that Fower still livedM k would have destroyed it the .rst time k 
had the chanceN k found myself regretting that mistaAeN k should have 
made it a priority as soon as k Anew a,out FowerN 

DWe need to talA to “oMx k saidM as k returned to the zold platformN

D7ou have the location2x bi,,y asAedN 
D3arthM Yictoria ‘niversity bi,raryMx k saidN 
Dzor fucA’s saAeMx she replied with lamentN Lot only did she hate 

3arthM ,ut the university li,rary was where she was born; not some-
where she had a lot of love forN

DShe IaPor is trying to contact you againMx Hoors said while looA-
ing into the air as he checAed the ,uilding’s communication system 
via his linA to itN 

k VicAed my wrist and activated my CircletN q moment later k was 
greeted ,y “oM who answered with voice onlyN

Dk have the locationMx k saidM sAipping the greetingN
DFive it to IaPor “ohnson and we’ll taAe care of itMx she said sternlyN 
DLoNx 
DWhy2x 
Dbast time k trusted a military person that you sentM he turned out 

to ,e a cross-iteration space na?iMx k saidM with far more sincerity than 
the sentence deservedN 

Dk had a feeling you would say thatN Wait thereM k’m on my wayNx  
Jhe closed the communicationN 
She IaPor stopped trying to get us to answer himM ,ut the Jol ships 

did not stop circling usM and the tanA was still out frontN
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We sat on our red sofa in silence for a few minutes ,efore k couldn’t 
taAe the waiting anymoreN k went to the food hatch in the Aitchen and 
came ,acA with a large plate of ugly foodN  

bi,,y raised an eye,row at me ,ut didn’t say anythingN 
Dks that horse-spider2x Havid asAedN 
Dqnd chilliMx k replied with a full mouthN
Xe looAed a little disgustedM which was for the ,est as it was deadly 

to humansN She truth wasM the uglier the food the ,etter it usual tastedR 
something k had come to realise a long time agoN

DJhe’s hereMx bi,,y saidN DJhe Pust landed in a shuttle out frontN 
Iercia is in or,itNx 

She zold lit up a moment later and “o walAed inM in full ,ody 
armour and carrying her favourite overpowered riVeN Jhe was aloneM 
which pleased meN

qs soon as she was happy that there were no surprises in the roomM 
she lowered her riVe and her ,ody language signalled that she had 
relaEedN 

DHadM bi,,yM k’m sorryMx she said as she hugged us ,oth and nodded 
a greeting to HavidM who was tactfully staying on the periphery of the 
roomN

DJorry for what2x bi,,y asAedN 
Dk never should have let us get to where it feels we're not on the same 

side4x 
k told her k didn’t thinA it was her faultM and that k had made some 

poor decisions of my own that hadn’t helpedN 
3ven as k was saying thisM k Anew bi,,y was scanning herM to maAe 

sure she wasn’t ,eing controlled ,y a ShinAerN We Anew it was very 
unliAelyN k had a feeling “o AnewN
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Dk thinA you’re rightN Shis could ,e too important to risA someone 
else getting involvedN Sell me where it isN k’ll go there personally and 
destroy itN Lo one will even Anow until it’s doneMx she saidN

bi,,y gave me a supporting nodM and k Anew we agreedN 
Dkt’s in a storage unit at the Yictoria ‘niversity li,raryMx k looAed at 

my Circlet and VicAed the unit num,er and access code over to hersN 
Dk literally Pust came from 3arth4x she grum,ledN 
k shruggedN k would never have told her over a communication linA 

anywayN
Dk’m going to taAe care of the Co6nN k Anow you have to go ,acA for 

your friendM and k Anow that your ugly red ship is faster than anything 
we haveNx

D7ou understand why2x k asAedN
Jhe noddedN Dk was an idiot to thinA of him as anything other than 

a refugeeN kt wasn’t rightN Fo do what you have toN k’ll send some large 
war ships after youM with instructions to defer to you and your teamMx 
she saidN 

DShanA you4x k repliedM feeling ,etter Anowing that actual war ships 
would ,e on their wayN We only had to start the rescueN She Jol Veet 
would .nish the Po,N 

DHadM send me the scans of the planet and where they are holding 
FowerN kf you failM and my ships get thereN k’ll have to destroy the 
location from or,itNx 

Dk understandNx 
bi,,y gave me another of her supportive nodsN k felt liAe we were all 

on the same side again and it felt right to meM to all of usN 
“o hugged us again and left as TuicAly as she had arrivedN 
qfter a few momentsM bi,,y con.rmed that “o was air,orneN 
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Phoenix

We entered the bridge of Basilica, the crew stood to attention. 
“We seem to have two Sol cruisers monitoring us,” Lea called from 

the pight chair, in Dlace of a greeting.
“’onyt worrT, Sol wonyt be a Droblem. Ihe Dresident and j are Dals 

again,” j koYed as j looYed at our status screen. We were as readT as we 
would ever be. Bayan looYed at me nervouslT but didnyt saT a word.

“?ou readT to do some fancT pTing in this thingA” j called over to 
Lea.

“!lwaTs-” 
j gave a nod to ’avid who Dressed the shiDFwide communication 

button and made his announcement. “!ttention Nollowers. We are 
about to return to IhinYer sDace in hoDes of saving the life of an allT 
of !Tgah. Ihis is not a mission that j can saT is going to go smoothlT. jf 
anTone would liYe to leave the shiD before we deDart, be in the shuttle 
docY in twentT minutes. Ho one will thinY less of Tou for it. In Her we 
trust.” 

“Ihat goes for all of Tou too,” j said to the bridge crew, maYing sure 
j locYed eTes with Bayan. 

IheT remained silent. 
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Lea stood uD from her pight chair, “Oon, no one is going to be 
leaving. Kther than, me, ;aT and Bayan everTone on board is a Nollower 
and Nollowers are heroes. Letys go shoot at some IhinYers.”   

Ihe change in the waT we all thought about Nollowers was astonF
ishing. Oust a little while ago we considered them a cult, and ’avid 
as some Yind of charlatan. How we all recognised them as heroes and 
friendsx we resDected their resolve.

“We gave them twentT minutes to decide. We honour that. Letys go 
get a drinY while we wait.” 

j qnished mT third RliX, everTone else their co2ee. Bayan informed me 
it was time. Ihe conference room was silent.

j looYed to LibbT, who was omniDresent on this shiD. 
“jtys emDtT,” she said with a Ynowing smile.
“KYaT, start the sTstem tests and readT the engine. j have a 0uicY 

stoD to maYe before we get underwaT.”
j left the room and headed for the medical baT.
!s the elevator travelled, j thought about how terriqed j was for all 

the DeoDle on the shiD. j Ynew what j was doing. j knew j was stuDid 
and recYless. j had hoDed the shuttle docY would be qlled with smart 
DeoDle wanting to leave. jnstead, j was resDonsible for all of them now 
that theT had chosen to trust me. 

Ihe doors oDened. j walYed a little waT uD the corridor into the 
medical baT. 

“;aT-” j Telled as j entered. 
She was alreadT coming out of the little oGce bT the time j qnished 

saTing her name.
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“@et out of here,” j said. “?ou donyt need to Dut Tourself at risY liYe 
this. @o bacY to Aentral, be safe.”

“j Ynow what jyve signed uD for. Ihe trainees are good, but Tou all 
are going to need a good doctor more than the whole of Aentral does.” 

Leon and Bitch aDDeared from the oGce kust behind her. IheT had 
the good sense to staT out of things and scurried out the door.

“?ou donyt liYe combatx Tou have no training for it, and Tou owe us 
nothing. @o be safe granddaughter.” 

She Dut her hands on her hiDs in deqance. “@randfather, j live in 
the same realitT as Tou. jf itys destroTed, it wonyt matter which Dlanet 
j haDDen to be on when it haDDens. j Ynow the staYes. StoD being 
chivalrous and get bacY to the bridge where Tou can do some good.”

j was imDressed with her resolve. “UealitT isnyt at risY. ?our mother 
is on the waT to Rarth now to destroT the AoGn. Ihis is about saving 
@ower.” 

She raised an eTebrow and made a shooing motion towards the 
door. “@reat, but nothing changed. @o do Tour kob and leave me to 
DreD for mine.” 

j hugged her. “jym Droud of Tou, doctor.” 
“!nd jym Droud of this familT. How go-” 

Ihe bridge was a hive of activitT when j arrived there. j had onlT been 
gone for a few minutes, but somehow it had changed from a Densive 
atmosDhere to an organised hive of motion. Ihe mood was one of 
DreDaredness and DurDose. Ihere was even some BricY DoD music 
DlaTing from a little sDeaYer on the communication console.

Lea was on her bacY under the pight chair, tinYering with the conF
trol interface, Bayan Ynelt neXt to her, handing her tools. IheT were still 
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getting along wonderfullT, even amid all this stressx maTbe because of 
it, j wondered. 

’avid was standing at the sensor station with a small grouD of NolF
lowers. Ee was going over the emergencT controls, maYing sure that 
everTone Ynew how to activate qreFmanagement sTstems and localised 
shields.

LibbT was at the bacY, also giving a grouD of DeoDle an imDromDF
tu training session. j listened. IheT were being told about Dower 
management and which sTstems were DrioritT to YeeD her shiDFboard 
avatar in action during battle. 

Uia, had, at some Doint, aDDeared neXt to me. “?ou readT for action, 
YidA” j asYed. 

She shrugged at me. “jym not much use on the shiD. 3nless we get 
boarded. 3ntil then, j kust looY after Tou.”

“Well, j aDDreciate it, and thanY Tou,” j said.
She Durred in resDonse and stood a little closer, as was the feline waT.
“We all readTA” j asYed loudlT, waving mT hand to bring uD the 

command window. RverTthing was in the green, DerhaDs for the qrst 
time since j had come aboard.

Lea mounted her pight chair. Bayan stood tall and surveTed the 
room. ’avid came to stand neXt to me. LibbT sent her students o2 to 
do whatever theT did. 

“UeadT,” Bayan said with a nod and a rare twitch of one of his wings. 
“Lea, letCs see how fast we can reallT go, shall weA” 
Ihe view screen in front of us went from static stars to thin white 

lines. We Ynew the WarD was guardedx we needed to go the long waT, 
but, in this shiD, that was no challenge. Ihe battle shiDs that Oo had 
Dromised would, no doubt go via the WarD, being better e0uiDDed to 
taYe on the blocYade than we were. 
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Ihe engine briepT roared and shooY the shiD before it found its sTnc 
Doint and droDDed to a healthT rumble as we hit our maXimum sDeed. 

’avid brought uD a view of the engine room on the command 
screen. “Hothing on qre for once, !linA” 

“Hot Tet,” he reDlied over the intercom. 
“Weyre not kust pTing in there, are weA” Uia asYed. 
“Ho. We have a Dlan. Sort of,” j said a nervouslT. 
“We doA” ’avid asYed. Ee was messing with Uiax he Ynew full well 

what the Dlan was. 
Basilica was going to use Leays fancT pTing to do highFsDeed attacY 

runs at the Dlanetys surface, where theT were holding @ower. We would 
taYe Dotshots at anTthing orbital theT had in Dlace. Ihe idea was to 
use the high sDeeds we had to cause confusion and maThem until 
theT were forced to activate their damDening qeld. !t which Doint 
we would use Ihirteen and go rescue @ower. While sDorting our new 
Dersonal shields. RasT. 

Ihough, j had a feeling we were lTing to ourselves on the 0ualitT of 
our Dlan. Still, it was something. !nd it was enough of a Dlan to maYe 
it seem liYe we were hoDing for something more than blind lucY. 



Chapter 41

Strike

The QD-Drive was cut too close to the planet. We came to a dead stop 
with clouds around us. If anyone else was in the gi,ht chair’ I would 
have said it was a miracle that we werenbt dead’ Lut I had no douLt 
that “ea had planned this close stop. 

F”ire main weapon’B xaban ordered. 
I switched to an ezternal view from the drones that circled the ship. 

The si,ht was amakin,. We hun, in the lower atmosphere’ directly 
aLove the tar,et. The encircled star shape that made up the Lacj of 
the ship started rotatin,’ ventin, !ust enou,h reverse thrust to jeep us 
static. “ea must have Leen doin, miracles in that chair to jeep us so 
staLle with planetary forces at play. 

The tip of the ,reat red ship sparjled and popped with ener,y as the 
cannon lit. 

FTheybve seen usAB David shouted. FRctivate Sed-Larrier and ,et 
ready for itAB

Home Thinjer E,hters were headin, up from the planet directly 
towards us. This was not smart of them. 

Rfter a second more’ the main cannon Ered and the li,hts on the 
Lrid,e dimmed !ust a little. The Leam that came out if it was lar,er 
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than a military shuttle. It moved so fast that it loojed lije it had simply 
Llinjed on’ rather than Leen pro!ected.

The ship LoLLed around on the video feed. I ,lanced up at the gi,ht 
chair. “ea was E,htin, with one of her sticjs and pullin, all sorts of 
mysterious levers and dials to jeep us as steady as she was aLle.

The other camera showed us a view of the ,round. There was some 
deLris fallin,. This would have Leen the E,hters that were on their way 
to intercept us.

The facility Lelow was lit under a neon Llue dome. They had their 
shields online. We ezpected this. There was no way that a xlue ener,y 
Larrier would hold for lon, a,ainst our Sed ener,y attacj.

FPrLital defences !ust ,ot a locj on us. ?ut the Leam and ,o to 
phase two’B xaban instructed.

This was the structure that had emer,ed. xaban was in char,e of the 
ship’ David delt with the people and it was all in service of my wishes. 
I felt useless’ and somewhat ,uilty that I was at the centre of all this.

The main Leam stopped Erin,. The ship spun on its azis. :ointin, 
itself sjyward. We accelerated usin, conventional propulsion. 

FXow lon, until we have QD-Drive a,ainNB I asjed. 
FTwenty-Eve seconds’B “iLLybs li,ht-avatar said from Lehind me. 
We started tajin, Ere from two orLital ,unsU the planetary defences. 

We were low enou,h that we could only Le tar,eted Ly a couple of 
them’ and our shields were at least as impressive as our en,ines. We 
held our location.

The screen showed a chain of attacjs hittin, us Lefore my ezternal 
camera went o5. qo douLt the drone had Leen cau,ht in the crossEre. 

Fqow’B “iLLy yelled. “ea didnbt waste a second. We were ,one.
We dropped out of QD-Drive a,ain a few seconds later at the Warp 

Llocjade’ where there was E,htin, happenin, across the Warp itself. 
R rare si,ht. ”rom the an,le we approached from’ the Lolts of ener,y 
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were vanishin, and appearin, from nowhere. We had to stay parallel 
to the openin, for the Lest vanta,e for attacj. 

F”ire secondary weapons’B xaban ordered. Xe wanted to leave at a 
momentbs notice. Xe didnbt want the downtime from Erin, the main 
cannon. 

Pur attacj was devastatin, to the Thinjer ships we hit. Rll their 
ener,y shieldin, was focused on the front as the attacjs were all com-
in, from the Warp. Pur ,uns went ri,ht throu,h their en,ines. We hit 
as many as we could Lefore a few Lroje o5 and started tar,etin, us. 
This was a geet of ships’ and we were one. Pur only real advanta,e 
was speed and surprise. Pnce it wore o5’ we would Le easy picjin,s.

F?ut weapons. “ea’ ,et us out of here’B xaban directed.
Rnd we were ,one. 
Rppearin, a,ain in the planetbs atmosphere. This time a lot lower 

and o5 to the side from where we were Lefore.
FHhields to the rear’B “iLLy reMuested’ noticin, the complete lacj of 

forward attacjers. They would not risj sendin, more E,hters directly 
up at us a,ain.

The main weapon Ered. We felt  the !olt  and the li,hts a,ain 
dimmed. This time thou,h’ the neon Llue dome Lelow was a little less 
viLrant. We may have ,ot a lucjy hit’ or mayLe they were out of power. 
3ither way’ it felt lije a win. 

Rfter a few seconds’ the sjy aLove us went darjK what loojed lije a 
gocj of Lirds came in. It was E,hters from orLit.  

xaban ordered the main weapon to stop and all power to Le redi-
rected to the Sed-Larrier. We jnew our only option was to weather 
the attacj. 

The ship shooj violently with the impacts of the ener,y Lolts hit-
tin, us. The ener,y Larrier would aLsorL a lot of it’ Lut if enou,h 
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thin,s hit the same spot’ an occasional Lolt would ,et throu,h. The 
Lrid,e was silent’ Lriegy’ Lefore dama,e reportbs started comin, in. 

I loojed at the status screen. They were focussin, Ere on our en-
,inebs which was Ene. It was the most well-protected portion of the 
ship. 7ade sense’ ,iven that we were mostly en,ine.

FIbm ,ettin, casualty reports from the rear sections’B a ”ollower said 
from the control panels Lehind me.

F“iLLy’ can you see what you can doNB David asjed. Xer li,ht-avatar 
nodded and vanished.

FJay’ prepare for in!ured’B I said solemnly to his communication 
panel. 

The en,ines came Lacj on-line and a moment later’ we were ,one.
We jnew we couldnbt do the same attacj patterns a,ain. The plan 

had accounted for this.
Without hesitation’ we appeared in the middle of the geet Llocjad-

in, the Warp. 
FHpinAB xaban ordered. 
“ea spun the ship on its azis in seemin,ly random rotations’ the 

secondary weapons all Ered in strai,ht lines outwards from us. It 
wasnbt a smart attacj’ Lut it would cause everythin, to re,ister enou,h 
hits that they would tar,et us and’ hopefully’ Ere. 

F7ultiple locj-on si,nals. There powerin, up’B someone said. I had 
no idea who. 

F“ea’ whenever youbre ready’B xaban said.
I saw the sensor screen indicate that a few ships had Ered and then 

we were ,one. The hope was that the massive volley they Ered at us 
would hit their own geet once we kipped out.

We were suddenly travellin, at QD-speed a,ain. 
FYoin, to taje me a second to ,et our Learin,s’ random ezits play 

havoc with navi,ation systems’B “ea called. 
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FDama,eNB xaban asjed of David’ now that we had a second to 
thinj. 

FWe ,ot pretty torn up on our pylon section’ Lut nothin, critical 
to operations’ Eve in!ured. qothin, serious’ not yet.B 

xaban loojed relieved.
FPjay’ I ,ot a headin,. Twenty seconds and webre Lacj at the planet. 

Ibm ,oin, to drop us into a hi,h-speed close vector. Homeone’ shoot 
those orLitals’ we need a few minutes’B “ea informed us.

Homethin, started Leepin, on the command screen. David pulled 
it into focus with a wave of his hand. 

FDampenin, si,nal. Pjay …on’ Sia’ do your thin,’B David in-
structed’ thou,h’ we were already enterin, the elevator Ly the time he 
Enished. 

The doors closed. 
FThis one really is suicide’ you jnow that’ ri,htNB I asjed’ stoically.
F9ou trust in “iLLy. Hhebll trust in you’ and Ibll trust in Her. 7ayLe 

we ,et lucjy’B Sia said’ casually gicjin, her claws out to checj them. 
Homethin, I had seen her do Lefore. It was unsettlin, how seamlessly 
this little furry woman switched to a stone-cold jiller.

We sat down on the Lrid,e of Thirteen as “iLLy piloted it out of 
the Lay door with speed and precision that would maje “ea proud. 
Thou,h I had a feelin, she was majin, sure she did’ Lecause she jnew 
“ea would Le watchin, the camera from the Lrid,e.

The moment we passed throu,h xasilicabs shield we went from 
smooth silence to a literal war kone. There were E,hters everywhere’ 
thou,h they already seemed to Le seein, the e5ects of their own 
dampenin, Eeld. 
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They hadnbt Leen ezpectin, an assault on the planet and all their 
lar,e ships were Llocjadin, the Warp. It was a douLle-ed,ed sword 
for themK they had no real defence a,ainst their own dampenin,’ Lut 
it was the only thin, they could try to slow us down. I ,uessed it 
was meant to hold us while they ,ot some Li, ships Lacj from the 
Llocjade. 

They couldnbt use the technolo,y at the Warp Lattle Lecause it 
e5ected them too and they had a pretty ,ood idea that Hol had at 
least some ships that were ,oin, to Le a little resilient to it thanjs 
to the scans we had ,iven them. Deployin, around their planet was 
smart thou,h. I assumed it was comin, from the orLital platforms and 
wouldnbt Le reachin, the surface.  

“iLLy rolled’ dod,ed and lucked the ship throu,h the oncomin, 
Larra,e of E,hters’ and I considered their dampenin, some more. 
They were still prone to usin, RI E,hters as their main attacjin, force. 
They never committed more than a few of themselves to anythin,. 

7ayLe they themselves were susceptiLle to the dampenin, Eeld’ 
Lein, made from ener,y. Why else would they Le so selective in their 
use of itN Was it a numLers ,ame’ perhapsN

It was a powerful weapon’ Lut even its ultimate form was !ust 
a decoy’ to allow them to taje Yower. Xe was powerful’ Lut their 
dampenin, Eeld’ coupled with “iLLybs inEnite transmission ran,e 
would have won the war in a sin,le stroje for them. 

I felt Thirteens win, ,et clipped Ly a E,hter.
FI ,ot us’ donbt worryAB “iLLy reassured from the gi,ht chair.
I closed my eyes and wondered a,ain aLout the Thinjers. Why was 

their plan so confusin,N It would only maje sense to act lije this if'
We were clipped a,ain’ the ship made some unhealthy sounds’ Lut 

we seemed to Le in one piece. 



Iq X3S W3 TS;HT 4OI

The planned landin, platform was close enou,h that I could see the 
stone doorway out of the window now. 

FThey are cuttin, it EneAB Sia said in frustration.
The game-red Leam of xasilicabs main ,un lit the dome shield from 

aLove and it Llinjed o5. The Leam continued and hit the top of the 
mountain. R chunj of deLris ezploded into dust’ i,nitin, our own 
shield as the sudden sandstorm encompassed us. I felt Thirteen ,et 
pushed Lacj Ly the force of the impact and the en,ine ,rowled for a 
momentK “iLLy countered it’ allowin, the ship to ,lide closer to the 
,round.

FYood lucj’ my loveAB “iLLy said with a ,lance Lacj at me as Sia 
and I made our way to the car,o door. FDonbt dieAB

“iLLy spun Thirteen around and tipped the nose up’ Erin, its 
cannon at the E,hters and launchin, sjyward as Sia and I leapt from 
the Lacj. The hope was that in all the ener,y dischar,in, and direct 
attacjin, of the Thinjer installation’ they wouldnbt notice two little 
Liolo,icals runnin, around on the surface.

The E,hters ,ave chase to Thirteen’ which was LoLLin, and weav-
in, and essentially Lein, an annoyin, distraction for us. We ran to the 
stone entrance that we were so ,lad to have ,ot away from the last time 
we were there.

Rs soon as we crossed into the lar,e stone hall’ the world seemed 
to ,o MuietK the sounds of lasers and en,ines were a muJed shadow 
compared to !ust a moment a,o. 

FThey have a ?oKn’B I said as we made our way to the door.
FWhatN howNB Sia said’ shocjed at my sudden revelation. 
FThe only reason they would possiLly let “iLLy ,o and taje Yower 

instead is if he was more useful. The only way he is more useful’ is if 
they have a ?oKn already’ possiLly mine. It would Le a lot to ,ive up 
for a maybe.B
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FThat majes sense’ Lut Dez was the only one who jnew where it 
was’ wasnbt heNB Sia ,rowled.

I shru,,ed. Homethin, for me to E,ure out later. 3ither they had 
mine’ or there was another. 3ither way’ I was concerned. 

I raised my Sed-ener,y rige and checjed the screen’ one hundred 
percent char,ed. qo dampenin,. I checjed my shield and my sidearm. 
Rll ,ood. The shields had Leen hardened a,ainst the dampenin, and’ 
I was told’ would jeep me safe from anythin, short of a shipMs main 
,un.

Sia had two sidearms Lut no rige. Hhe wasnbt very ,ood with ,uns 
and had ,iven up on riges. ”or some reason she perceived smaller ones 
as more melee-lije’ which was a little Lit of a leap’ Lut’ as we werenbt 
sure ,uns worjed on Thinjers anyway’ it wasnbt worth ar,uin, aLout. 

We approached the door to the installation. This was the part where 
our lucj was all we had’ and I was suddenly feelin, very stupid for even 
tryin, this mad plan.



Chapter 42

Luck

We edged around the stone temple room, making sure they weren’t 
waiting to ambush us.

“Remind me why we came alone,” Ria said, trying to distract her-
self, relieving some of her growing tension.

“I came because I have to try and save Gower. We didn’t bring 
anyone else because most of the people aboard Basilica are paciUst re-
ligious nuts,” I replied, pointing my riHe towards the murky darkness.

“…h, huh,” she replied, pushing in front of me. Aer species had 
better night vision than humans' apparently. 

“xnd you came with me because youOre insane and have a death 
wish, I assume,” I said. 

We both relaCed a little, realising the stone room was as empty as we 
Urst thought. Nur Lirclets showed that there were no nearby energy 
signatures.

“So. I came along because it is my religious mission to protect 
you. What I can’t understand is why Tibby didn’t come. Ehe is an 
outstanding warrior.” 

“Because someone competent has to Hy Xhirteen or we don’t stand 
a chance of getting out of here.”
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We crept towards the large door that would let us into the main 
structure. Xhe door had been repaired. I assumed whoever was inside 
knew we were coming. Xhey hadn’t done a very good ;ob. Xhey had 
essentially covered the hole in metal and cemented it in place. 

“I am shocked that she let you start this foolOs mission,” Ria said, 
turning to eyeball me for a second. 

“Tibby and I have an agreement,” I replied dismissively. 
Xhis was the truth. When it became apparent what sort of life Tibby 

and I would end up leading, we made a pact. Seither of us would 
ever stop the other doing something they thought was important, 
regardless of consezuences.

Xhe reason was simple. If Tibby stopped me going on this stupid 
zuest of mine, and Gower died? I would always blame myself for not at 
least trying. Dventually, I may even blame her. Aolding me back would 
be, in the long term, bad for us, for our relationship. Seither of us had 
to worry about growing old and death wouldn’t touch us outside of 
our misadventures. If we were to live forever, together, we would need 
to keep our slates clean. 

If she wanted to do some insane thing, I would support her without 
so much as a raised eyebrow. I would let the universe burn for her. 

I wanted nothing more than to ;ust be living the zuiet life with 
Tibby, forever, but neither of us could sit idly by while we could make 
a diYerence. We both needed to be involved with it. It was who we 
were, or who xygah had made us to be? I still wasn’t sure about that 
last part.

We looked at the rough Utted, but sturdy covering to the doorway. 
“Bet you wish Tibby was here now!” Ria zuipped. 

Ehe was right, I did, but I always wished she was with me when I 
was without her. I searched my memory for an alternate way in. Xhis 
facility was made to protect people from invaders and was home to a 
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do!en Blades once. So one back then considered a back door anything 
other than a security hole. I wished I had Gower with us. 

“Ria, can I have one of your handguns, please4” I asked.
Ehe shrugged and passed me one. 
“I think we would need Xhirteens main gun for this, not that little 

thing,” she said, scanning the doorway and getting nothing in return.
I considered the foolishness of my plan and set the gun to overload. 

I tossed it on the Hoor in front of the door and took a few steps back. 
I used the few seconds left to check my shield was still charged. 

Xhe gun eCploded, as intended, with enough force to blow the 
blast doors out of the rock face. Xhe door was sturdy, but the rock 
it was attached to was less sturdy. Xhe blast caused Ure, heat, and an 
incredible amount of dust. Nur upgraded shields took it all without 
issue. We weren’t even pushed back by the eCplosion. I was pleased, 
we knew they worked at least. 

“5ou think there’s a chance they didn’t hear that4” I asked.
Ria shook her feline head, she looked almost comically annoyed 

with me. Ehe pulled her other gun out and Hicked her Lirclet away. 
I shrugged and walked into the doorway, stepping over the fallen 

door, and watching my shield sparkle with alternating reds and blues 
as the hot dust hit it. 

Ria followed behind. 

“Xhey’re here6” Ria said in an urgent tone, the moment we were in the 
corridor. 

x spark of orange energy trailed across the Hoor towards me. I stood 
my ground, having faith in the shield. I had little choice? the shield was 
all I really had. 



AD32ETjj"

It sparked around my feet and !ipped oY through the wall. x mo-
ment later, I heard a sound from one of the doorways at the other end 
of the corridor. 

“I think we may need to run,” I said calmly, before Ria and I burst 
into a sprint towards the stairs.

Eounds came from in front of us now.
“In here,” I yelled, pulling Ria with me into a side room. Xhe room, 

like the rest of the compleC, was empty and covered in dust. Xhe 
Xhinkers had put all of their resources into maintaining the ascension 
chamber. 

Ria took stock of the room around us. “Xhere’s no eCit. Xhis was 
not a good plan,” she chastised. 

I really did have a plan. 
Xhe beast that came through the doorway was a combination of old 

metal parts and rusted scraps. It was tall? it had no head and only one 
arm, which was fashioned from a massive shard of metal. It looked like 
it was once a shuttle part.

Dven though the form looked cobbled together, it was not slow or 
inelegant. It moved with the practiced grace of a Xhinker that knew 
its body well. 

Xhinkers were immortal energy, they were too sure of themselves to 
have backup plans.

I had Urst learned this when a friend of mine, a Xhinker named 
Nmi had been killed. It could have been avoided if only Nmi had 
planned ahead. I still blamed myself for that, but now wasn’t the time 
for regrets. Sow was the time to use what I had learned. 

I let the Xhinker come right into the middle of the room. Backing 
up like I was scared until it was far enough from the door for me to 
act.
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I Ured my riHe in a shotgun style spread. It shredded the metal body 
with ease, reducing its mass as it moved. 

Xhinkers needed uninterrupted mass to house their core energy, 
their soul. If the form they occupied didn’t have a single mass large 
enough to house them, then they had to leave or they would begin 
decaying. Xhis is why they would always scurry oY when they were 
in their energy form. It was only good for zuick changes in location, 
controlled movements between host forms. 

I shot again, and another piece came away. Xhe orange light of 
the Xhinker began to pool in its pointy arm. I shot again? the energy 
;umped towards me. Xhis is how Xhinkers always attacked. Xhey 
would go for the closest mass they could Und. In this case, that was 
me. 

Xhe shield I was wearing was not like other shields. It was a very 
complicated balancing-act of opposing energies. Xhe elegant and eP-
cient Blue energy that was the standard of this iteration and the raw, 
brutal Red energy from another time. 

xlin’s theory was that by oscillating the two at a similar frezuency 
to the natural rhythm of Xhinkers, we could interact with them in 
interesting ways. 

Xhe Xhinker hit my shield with the intent to eCpend enough energy 
to pass through it and take over my body. Xhe poor bastard had no way 
of knowing that even without a shield, they had tried this trick with 
me enough that I was getting immune to it. 

Xhe really sad thing was that xlin’s theory was right. xs it fought 
to pass through my shield, the Red energy had a strange side eYect. 
Xhanks to the device that was attached to my eCperimental shield, the 
Xhinker wasn’t a threat? the device converted its biological energy into 
power. Xhe brutality of the system was not lost on me. 
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When a Xhinker attacked me, the shield converted them into a 
power source. Xhe more Xhinkers that attacked in this way, the more 
power the shield had. I was a little sickened by the idea that I had 
become a Xhinker hunting vampiric monster, but they started this, not 
me. 

“Worked then4” Ria asked a second or so later as the shield’s glow 
faded. I shrugged? I wasn’t going to re;oice in the sick trap we had 
made.

“2on’t get overconUdent. Xhey can still hit us, shields don’t last 
forever, if they start pounding us with physics,” I said sternly. 

We edged out of the doorway and within a moment another 
Xhinker !ipped across the ceiling and into Ria, she ignored it and kept 
walking. It took three or four more attacks before they got the idea. I 
didn’t blame them. Xhe worst that would usually happen is that they 
would have to smash against someone’s shield for a little bit before it 
failed. With our shields they were trapped and converted to energy. It 
was a Xhinker murder device, I hated how ePcient it was.

“Xhey stopped coming6” Ria said as we walked.
“Sow it gets dangerous,” I said, knowing that they would be look-

ing for enough material to create forms that could beat us to death. 
Sow the initial attack was over, we started heading up the stairs. 
“Xhe chamber, Gower, it’s down, not up,” she pointed out as if I 

was suddenly mad. 
“Dven if we can get past the Xhinkers, there’s a lot of energy in there 

that these shields can’t absorb. We need to cut the power before we 
grab him.”

We made our way up the stairs, three Hoors, to where I knew there 
was a power linkage hatch. 

95ou remember all this layout4” Ria asked. 
“5eah, I helped build this place, the Urst time.”
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“Aow long ago4” Ria asked reverently. 
“I can remember hundreds of lifetimes between now and the one 

where we built this.”
Ria made an impressed noise that was a little too feline for me to 

interpret.
We were at the doorway to the Hoor, as with all the doorways in the 

compleC, there was no door anymore. I took a deep breath and stepped 
through the gap. 

“Ehit6” I said aloud as I realised the scope of my problem.
Xhe room in front of me was Ulled with Xhinker forms. Xhere 

were siC that I could see. Sot cobbled together monsters like we had 
seen earlier, but the elegant metallic bricks and balls that were more 
commonly used by the Xhinkers of Lentral 0rime. 

I Ured my riHe, still in shotgun spread, the Xhinker I hit was blown 
to pieces. xs I eCpected, the pieces almost instantly began rolling back 
towards each other.

Nne to the side of me reorganised themselves into a large baton and 
swung at me. I held my ground and my shield held too. It didn’t do 
much more than make me stumble. I would need to thank xlin if I 
lived through this. 

Xwo of them were trying to hit Ria. Ehe was nimble enough to 
dodge their attacks and smart enough to do it in a way that made them 
smack each other. 

Ehe dropped down low and was moving in a more cat like way than 
I had seen before. Xhis must have been her, Unally, having to take a 
Ught seriously. 

I was hit again, this time from directly above as two thinkers had 
;oined together to make a larger, troll-like form, from their little metal-
lic cubes. 
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Nne had been silver and one black? when they ;oined I could see 
how they were splitting the work. Nne was legs and one was arms, I had 
eCpected them to mingle more freely. Sow was not the time to make 
scientiUc notes, I reminded myself as my shield Hared up and I felt the 
downward force from the hit on the head. I loved shields, though all 
this kinetic force would be draining it fast. I needed to stop getting hit.

I run and rolled, not so much trying to avoid the hits as to cause 
chaos for the Xhinkers. I took a moment to tap my Lirclet which was 
pre-set to work as a two-way voice link between Ria and I. 

“Ria4” I asked as I unsuccessfully tried to roll away from a coming 
smack.

“5es, do you need me4” she panted, as if speaking directly into my 
ear.

“So. I need you to get them to hit the column in the centre of the 
room.”

Ehe grunted in recognition of my rezuest.
Xhe reason I had headed to this Hoor, was that this would be the 

point in the cable where the top and bottom were fused together, 
meaning that it was at its weakest. Xhe Xhinkers obviously knew this 
too, which is why they were waiting for us.

With more rolling and diving I worked my way towards the centre 
of the room. x form waited for me, and from the si!e of the thing, I 
assumed three Xhinkers had now ;oined. Xhey had stopped trying to 
be humanoid. 

It was a spiderlike, silver, and metallic-black predator. it skittered 
with practiced precision. I had lost sight of Ria, but that ;ust meant 
she was working. 

Xhe spider scurried over to me. With its two front legs, it pressed me 
against the ground. Xhey were Uguring out how to Ught my shield. 
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Xhey couldn’t hurt me, but they could hold me and wait for my 
shield to drain. Xhe spider re-formed and covered me like a blanket. 
Xhe riHe in my hand was pulled away from me as it covered my head. 

Xhe shield hissed and popped as it was forced to stay active the 
whole time. Xhis was by far the best way to drain it. I wouldn’t have 
long now. It was time to try the other thing that xlin had given me.

With a tensing of my forearm, my synthetic limb’s new feature was 
activated. x concussion blast threw my captor from me. I stood up 
and tensed my arm again, blasting at it before it hit the ground. 

I grabbed my riHe as I backed away. Xhe arm was impressive, but 
xlin had told me that repeated use without a break could burn out its 
power converters. RiHes were known and tested. I liked my rifle right 
now. I twisted the dial on the side all the way towards me and Ured. 
x single beam left its tip, I swept it across the room bisecting all the 
Xhinker forms. I knew it wouldn’t keep them down for more than a 
second or two, but it gave Ria the moment she needed to place her 
sidearm at the base of the red tinted stone pillar in the middle of the 
room. Gy weapon Hashed? it was almost out of power. 

Ria’s gun eCploded with a mighty force as the inside of the pillar was 
eCposed. It glowed with the same Red energy as my riHe.

“Aow do we destroy the energy How4” Ria asked in my ear. 
“Lover me,” I instructed as I ran towards the How of light and 

energy. I had no idea that it was going to be Red energy. I should have 
realised this wasn’t ;ust a version of the base from the Urst iteration, 
this, somehow, was the same place. xygah must have preserved it all. 
Xhat was the only way that it could be channelling Red. 

I was no engineer, not anymore, but back when this place was built, 
I knew a lot about the sub;ect. Sot a lot of that was readily available 
to my head right now, but I did know one thing. Blue energy and Red 
energy are natural enemies. 
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Xhe cut down Xhinkers were getting themselves together again. I 
sprinted for the hole. I pressed the buttons on the side of my shield 
generator and turned oY its Red emitter. It was a standard Blue-shield 
now, there was no time for me to take it oY. I leaped towards the red 
light. 



Chapter 43

Boom

I entered the beam of Red energy. Honestly, I was half expecting to be 
atomised by it. I was a little surprised when I found myself still alive, 
though, the pain made it so I half wished it had killed me. My arm was 
quite literally on -re, where my shield generator had exploded, and the 
energy beam I had interfered with had tanned me to the point of crispy 
in the moment before it cut out.

I was now covered with burns and sliding down the central power 
conduit. I entered freeTfall and all my pain seemed suddenly less imT
portant. I had left the opening at the top of the ascension chamber 
and was now savouring the few moments before my inevitable impact 
with the Woor.

Ehe room was oddly beautiful, it was awash with white light and 
the orange and blue of the Ehinkers was thrashing around it like a 
tornado. In the centre directly below me there was a fastTexpanding 
ring of darkness, as the power was exhausted. 

Xhile the Ehinkers themselves were supplying a lot, it would only 
be a part of what they required to -nish their task. I had at least slowed 
them down.
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I hit the ground with a crack which told me that I would not be 
walking away from this one. Gne of my legs was broken and I think 
I had passed the damage up to my hip too. Ehankfully, I had fallen 
on the side with the synthetic arm, so at least I had only broken my 
shoulder, and upper arm. My synthetic hand was -ne. 4ittle victories, 
I guess. Ehe pain was the blinding sort that makes you feel like your 
brain isnBt working properly. I think I screamed, but honestly, I have 
no idea. I probably screamed. 

If I lost consciousness, it wasnBt for long because I opened my eyes, 
trying my best to ignore the pain in my body as I saw the white wall of 
energy around me vanish as the power stopped coming.

I tried to look around, to see if I had been fast enough to save Aower. 
My neck sent a bolt of blinding whiteThot furious pain into my back. 
I silently prayed that my “ioTstatic healing would at the very least take 
care of the pain sooner, rather than later. 

I looked up. It was all I could do, for a little while at least. J 
redTblue streak of light appeared above as Ria emerged from the hole, 
far above me. J combination of her fully operational shield and her 
feline reWexes planted her next to me with impeccable grace. Ehe Woor 
under her cracked with the force of her landing as she came to a stop 
in a low catTlike crouch. 

3he looked at me with panicked eyes. ?”on, are you okay;N 3he asked 
frantically. 

I tried to ask for painkillers from my hip pocket but coughed up a 
lot more blood than I had seen before.

Ria ignored everything around us as she dug through her pockets 
and found a medical bundle. 3he stabbed me with the pain killer 
needle that would automatically administer a dose. 3he looked at it, 
and then at meU she stabbed me with it twice more. 
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3he then sprayed me with a green tinted mist that probably didnBt 
work on my biology. I wasnBt sure if it was going dark or if I was losing 
consciousnessU all I could do was look up at RiaBs frantic face.

I felt the wetness of her tears hit my cheek. 3he used the light on 
her Pirclet to illuminate the darkness. I was a mess, but thanks to 
more painkillers than was probably healthy, I was able to think again. 
I cradled the ribs that I was only then learning were broken and spat 
up more blood. 

?Is he here;N I asked Ria, who was far more capable of looking 
around. 

?Ehere is something here,N she said as she pointed her light away 
from me. 

?3how me,N I said with another mouthful of coppery blood and 
pain.

3he crouched next to me and pulled me up, resting me on her knees. 
Ehere was long pulsing blue and purple light coming from a large 
pillTshaped device a few meters from me. Ehey had it, the Pojn. It 
was charged, at least partially. 

?Pheck its readout. Eell me the symbols on it.N 
Ria lay me down gently and, without argument, she went to check. 

?I donBt know how to read these symbols. Ehe screen has writing on 
it thatBs not DlderTEongue,N she yelled back to me. 

?ItBs a language from the -rst iteration. ItBs called :rench. ”ust look 
for the numbers. ItBs a percentage.N 

Ehere was a pensive silence before she came back to me. ?3evenT
tyT-ve,N she said. 

I closed my eyes, -ghting through the numbed pain and through 
my memory. Xhen we built it, we knew that it needed to be in the 
high eighties to activate on its own, a hundred for true ascension, for 
godhood.
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I had a choice now. Jnd I had very little time to decide. It couldnBt 
be activated externally, not now that I had destroyed the keyTchip in 
my arm. “ut whatever was inside might activate it, once it acclimatised 
to its new abilities. 3eventyT-ve percent of the way to the kind of power 
that Jygah had was still beyond anything else in the galaxy.

If it was Aower, then at least I knew he was a good man, and even 
with all that power, I could trust him. If it were AowerBs body and a 
Ehinker in control, then that was a di'erent story. Maybe the power 
would allow Aower to take back control. It would have taken a lot 
of them to burrow into his mind, to grind down his will. He was 
powerful in his own right. Maybe there was more than one, what 
would happen to them, would they have more powers too; 

Ehe pain was making it hard for me to think. Ehe Pojn was a 
computer that was designed to augment the person, the “lade, inside. 
5ermanently e'ecting their brain chemistry in ways that eventually led 
to, in JygahBs case, becoming a god. Ehe more energy put in, the more 
powerful the “lade inside would become when it was done with its 
task. I had to think, what was I supposed to do; 

Griginally, the computer had instructions to hi!ack the power and 
make certain changes to reality. Ehis time there were no instructions, 
it would be using all of its substantial compute to augment. I had 
assumed they would have started charging the device by now, but 
when we did it originally, it had taken months, not days.

I told myself the problem again. Ehe pain was making my inner 
monologue ramble without focus. Ehe problem6 I had no idea what 
was inside. I knew it was AowerBs body, but not whose mind. 

Ehe Pojn7s colour rotation changed. 3omething was happening. 
I had even less time than I thought. I knew what needed to be done. I 
couldnBt gamble the universe on one man, no matter who it was.
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?Ria, I need you to point my arm at the cojn,N I said, knowing that 
until its -nal phase, I could still destroy it. 

?Aower is insideBN she said, as if it was something I had forgotten. 
I knew that Aower would not want to be used as a weapon. Jbove 

all else, he did not want the legacy of his people to be that of slaves to 
their creation. Ehey were born to be weapons, but they had become 
more. Aower would rather die than be that again.

?I know. Jim my handU I need to hit it on the underside.N 
Ria looked at me in pure panic, ?”on, I donBt know how to aim like 

thatBN 
I had forgotten how bad she was at shooting. ?5rop me up again,N 

I ordered. 
J scream like that of a banshee came from the far end of the chamT

ber and a bright orange light shone from the doorway.
?Cow, RiaBN I said again, trying to make it sound like an order, but 

I !ust ended up sounding desperate. 
3he propped me up on her knees and gently pulled me around to 

face the device properly.
?Xhat if itBs !ust him inside and they havenBt taken him over yet;N 

she asked.
?My arm is broken. 4ift it, IBll -re it,N I said without answering her 

question. 
3he did as I asked. I had to hold back a scream as she moved my 

broken body. 
I waited until it was aimed at the bottom of the unit, where its 

life support circuitry was. I !ust needed to -re once at that section 
of plating, while it was powered, and it would stop maintaining the 
person inside. Ehe unsheathed energy would burn Aower to death in 
momentsU the energy let out by Aower dying with all that power inside 
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would explode outward and destroy this entire mountain, at least. I 
hoped RiaBs shield would keep her safe.

Ehe aim was good. I was lined up. ?Hold it there,N I asked. 3he did, 
perfectly still.

?Xhat happens now;N she asked.
?Cow, we hope,N I said and tensed my muscle. Ehe broken bone of 

my upper arm popped out through the skin. It was a strange sensation 
that felt exactly as bad as you would expect it toU I let out a scream. I 
kept tensing the arm, putting as much power as I could into that shot. 
Ria held it steady as a rock. Ehe orange lights were coming fast towards 
us, still screaming. 

My arm didnBt -re. I tensed again. I knew how it worked, but it 
didnBt -re. I hadnBt burned it outU it didnBt look damaged. It was hardy. 
Ehe fall I had taken could damage me, but not the arm. Ehe arm was 
-ne. It was me who was damaged. Ehe delicate balancing that allowed 
it to work must have been messed up in my bodyU the signals werenBt 
getting through. 

Ria pressed a button on her armband, extending her shield around 
me as the orange Wow of Ehinkers -nally rained down upon us. 

?Xe tried, we tried it all,N she whispered into my ear. 
Xe really had. 3he was right. Ehe Ehinkers were sacri-cing themT

selves, trying to hurt us but only powering up our shield. Xe could 
basically sit there forever with no harm coming to us. Dventually, the 
Pojn would activate, or the Ehinkers would !ust start hitting us with 
physical forms. Dither way, we were witnesses now, nothing more.

?5erhaps Jygah will hear us and come,N Ria said, almost as a prayer. 
?Co,N I coughed. ?EhatBs not how Aods work. 3he only did that 

once, to set her plan in motion,N I said, realising that I may be dying. 
Maybe we did all go to the next iteration when we died, maybe the 
:ollowers were right. Ehen again, I was -ghting hard to protect this 
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one. Co, I was going to go wherever the old Aods wanted to take me. 
Co more iterations.

Ehe sound of the legion of Ehinkers hitting the shield began to fade 
into the background for me. 

Ria hugged me tightly. I think she snapped something in my back, 
but there was little point in me complaining now. 

?Her plan doesnBt work if we all dieBN she screamed into my ear as a 
new light -lled the room.

I looked up, as best as I could. Ehe Pojn was glowing and pulsing. 
It had begun to take on the strange, ethereal quality that I knew could 
only mean one thing.

Ehe rain of Ehinker attacks on our shield cleared and went back to 
spinning around the room. 

I wondered what it was about this place that allowed them to exist 
without a host for so long. I assumed it was the way the room chanT
nelled energy, not allowing it to discharge, -ltering it to the centre.

Ehere was a pressure -lling the air now, something oppressive and 
mighty, something I could feel inside my soul. Ehis was not how it had 
felt when Jygah visited me, and certainly not the power of AowerU this 
was something dark. He was lost to us after all, I realised. 

Ehe room shook with a violent fury, and I heard yet another layer 
of sound upon us as glimpses of light came in from above. Ehe domed 
top of the room was actually starting to crack with all the energy being 
expended in there. Ehe room was never designed to house all these 
energy sources. It was built for one Wow of power from the top. 

Ehe Ehinkers had sabotaged themselves by attacking us. Ehey had 
shorted something out in the roomBs carefully balanced architecture. 

I took my good hand, and despite a pain that I could feel in my 
broken body, I grabbed my own broken arm and pulled my other arm 
to point at the Pojn, I tensed again. 
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It -redB 
It -red with all the power I had tried to push into it the -rst time.
Ehe crack in the roof had broken the energy suppression e'ect and 

allowed me to -re. It wasnBt me who was brokenU it was the room 
keeping the power from leaving it.

Ehe single white bolt of all the power in my arm left like a small sun. 
Xe watched, almost in slow motion, as every orange energy source in 
the room tried to follow it, to get in front of it. It sailed towards the 
Pojn, it wasnBt an exact hit, but what it lacked in precision it more 
than made up for in moxie. 

Ehe white light went into the Pojn and as it did, the purple and 
blue veins, the circuits of the Pojn were replaced with the white 
power of the bolt. It was almost poetic timingU at the exact moment 
of its activation, it was destroyed. 

Ehe resulting explosion was something the likes of which I had not 
witnessed before. It -rst blew the top clean o' the mountain, then 
travelled outwards, levelling everything it came across. Ria and I were 
thrown a quarter of a mile out from its point of origin. Ria stubbornly 
refused to let go of me as we sailed through the air. Her clever shield 
had instantly rearranged itself into an orb, once the Woor beneath it 
had gone. Xe rolled and bounced around, but she never let go. I knew 
she wouldnBt. It was her !ob to keep me safe, after all. 

I lost consciousness as we came to a stop. Ehe mushroom cloud 
left by the explosion actually made it out of the atmosphere and I 
remember seeing that everything around us was white and burningU 
yet the shield held.



Chapter 44

Not-dead

I woke up, this time, not in a hospital bed. I was on the roov, eyev-g
thinT was still on ’ve. cheve wasnft muEh leRt to buvn. Lyen I Eould 
Reel the heat, whiEh meant the shield had ’nall- Railed us. I Relt xia 
holdinT on to me, buv-inT hev head into m- baEk and makinT a sound 
that Eould onl- be Reline Rov puve tevvov.

I thouTht I Eould heav “ibb-fs yoiEe as eyev-thinT went blaEk aTain.
che neFt thinT I knew, I was on the roov oR the EavTo ba- on chivg

teen, with all sovts oR mediEal deyiEes stiEkinT out oR me. “ibb- was 
EvouEhed down neFt to me, wovkinT on keepinT me aliye, I assumed. 

GHov the loye oR ?od xia, point it up and aEEelevate. ”ow havd is 
thatW… she sEveamed at the EeilinT. I assumed the EommuniEation link 
was open. 

I tvied to sa- somethinT but didnft manaTe to make an- sense.
G!hat is it, m- loyeW !hat ave -ou tv-inT to sa-W… she asked, both 

tevvi’ed and pleased that I wasnft dead -et. 
G?o baEkM Rov ?owevX… I said, in what I eFpeEted to be a sEveam, 

but Eame out as a whimpev, a pleadinT.
GD- loye, thevefs nothinT leRt to To baEk RovX che blast leyelled halR 

oR the planet. Dost oR chivteenfs s-stems weve knoEked out, and I 
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wasnft eyen in ovbit when it went oY. I donft eyen know how weKve 
still r-inT.…

che ship shook like mad, as iR somethinT was hittinT us.
GxiaX !e donft haye an- shields. Hl- around the people shootinT at 

usX… 
It would haye been Runn- iR I wevenft ReelinT like I was about to dvop 

dead, and I mean that litevall-.
5ome move pain killev was inNeEted into me and “ibb- leRt m- ’eld 

oR yision Rov a moment. 5he Eame baEk a seEond latev with move 
mediEine Rvom the lavTe pallet oR supplies that we still had in the EavTo 
ba-. 5he stavted inNeEtinT me wildl-, eyen I knew it was too muEh. I Relt 
too Elose to passinT out to ask what she was doinT.

GUou will not die toda-. I pvomiseX… she said, kissinT m- Rovehead. 
Gche ships vemotes ave down and xia is a wovse pilot that eyen -ou. I 
haye to To saye us.…

5he leRt me alone in the EavTo ba-. I heavd hev leaye at a speed that 
was unusual Rov hev to use. che speed that made Eleav she was not 
ovTaniE. 

5he had leRt the EommuniEation line to the bvidTe open. I Eould 
heav eyev-thinT.

G”ow is heW… xia asked. cheve was a sound oR EveakinT leathev that 
told me she was TiyinT “ibb- hev seat at the pilots Ehaiv.

G”efs stable. I donft know Rov how lonT. !e need to Tet him to 1a- 
and these ’Thtevs ave not helpinTX… 

I heavd the muJed sound oR the main weapon ’vinT. It vattled 
thvouTh the hull oR the ship. 

I  Relt  a  vespite  Rvom  the  aTon-  as  the  ludiEvous  amounts  oR 
painkillevs I was on E-Eled avound m- s-stem. 

G“ibb-, ave all oR those ’ThtevsW… xia asked in awe. 
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GUeah, thoseM… theve was a loaded silenEe. Gcwent- ov move battle 
Evuisevs EominT into Eombat vanTe in a Rew seEondsX… “ibb- sounded 
tevvi’ed. 

GI thouTht 2o was sendinT ships tooW… xia asked.
GI donft know what happened out theve, theve ave onl- thvee 5ol 

ships on sensovs.…
I sat up, m- baEk wasnft bvoken aRtev all. chat was Tood news. I 

looked at m- shouldevs. I was RuEked. Cones hanTinT out and skin 
buvned to a Evisp, I looked down at m- bod-. I was buvned all oyev, the 
buEkle on m- belt had melted and I think it was Rused with m- skin. 

Lyen I wondeved how I was aliye. I Eould see wh- “ibb- was so 
wovvied. 

I la- baEk down. che pain was beinT suppvessed, but m- bod- was 
bvoken enouTh that I was ToinT to be no use to an-one. 

I Rantasised about the time that I had been shot in the Ehest and 
?owev wayed his hand. che pain went awa-P I was pissed about m- 
NaEket. I took some delivious pleasuve in that memov-. Bo one was 
EominT to maTiE awa- the pain now, thouTh. ?owev was dead and he 
took with him whateyev was leRt oR the maTiE in the uniyevse. 

G5hitX… “ibb- sEveamed Rvom the bvidTe. 
GIs thatM… xia Tasped.
Gchatfs move than twent-. chatfs theiv whole RuEkinT reet.…
GDa-be the- wonft see usW… xia said with RauF hope.
Gxia, the- ave all tavTetinT us. zll oR themX… 
cheve was a silenEe. zt least when I was dead, I would most likel- 

not be in as muEh disEomRovt.
I pulled m-selR oyev a metev ov so towavds the wall and leaned 

aTainst a Evate oR somethinT. I siThed, waitinT Rov death, and EouThed 
up -et move blood. I looked baEk, I had leRt a tvail oR ved aEvoss the 
roov. 
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“ibb- would be oka-P she would Nust s-nE anothev ayatav baEk on 
Oentval. I Relt a deep veTvet Rov xia. 5he desevyed bettev than this. Cut 
at least I had pvesevyed this itevation. che uniyevse would mavEh on 
saRel-, eyen aRtev m- death.

I Relt the ship swa-, whiEh was a siTn oR a yev- sudden EovveEtion in 
the enTines. 

G5hitX 5hitX 5hitX !hat the RuEk, CasiliEa, -ou almost hit usX… “ibb- 
EhastisedP I assume to the EommuniEation link. 

GUoufve welEome chivteen. Bow Tet in the EavTo ba-X… I heavd 
Cafanfs yoiEe Tvowl. 

It veall- was a niEe Testuve but theve was no wa- CasiliEa Eould Tet 
past a whole reet oR chinkev battleships, Evuisevs and ’Thtevs. It was a 
lastgditEh eYovt oR despevationP I was suve oR that. 

G;ndevstoooooooM.… “ibb- tvailed oY.
G!hat ave thoseW… xia asked. 
G”ol- shitX… “ibb- sEveamed. I Relt the ship bounEe avound and the 

pvoFimit- alavm on the bvidTe sEveeEhed down the intevEom. 
z new yoiEe EvaEkled down Rvom the speakev on the bvidTe. Gchivg

teen, this is Oaptain Ouvtis oR 1inTdom ship DevEia. !e haye -ou 
Eoyeved. 4lease doEk with CasiliEa and leaye the Eombat DoneP wefll take 
thinTs Rvom heve.… 

che emotion oR the moment was enouTh to bveak me, teavs rooded 
Rvom me, I stavted lauThinT Euietl- to m-selR eyen thouTh it onl- made 
m- pain wovse. Da-be I wouldn’t die toda-. 

Bo soonev had chivteens enTines Eut than 1a- was vunninT up the 
vamp towavds me with hev two assistants and enouTh eEuipment Rov 
an entive mobile hospital. 
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GFh, m- Tod, 2on, what happened to -ouW… she said as she Eame 
slidinT to a halt neFt to me.

Gcook a tumbleX… I said, as I vealised I was missinT a tooth ov two. 
che- eFpevtl- dvaTTed me rat aTain and within a moment, I was on 

a mediEal bed that roated undev its own powev. I had eFpeEted to be 
whisked awa- to the mediEal ba-, but I must haye been too messed up 
Rov that. 1a- stavted sEanninT me theve and then.

G?u-s, Tet me pvotein Tel, bone veTenevatov and the new Ouvegall 
I miFed,… 1a- ovdeved in a Eold, passionless tone that told me she was 
wovkinT. 

G2on, -ou shouldnft eyen be EonsEious with all this damaTe. Ifm 
ToinT to put -ou out while we Tet -ou stable, oka-W…

GFh, that sounds niEe,… I said, as the wovld went blaEk avound me.
I was yaTuel- awave oR a ruvv- oR Roul lanTuaTe and moyement Rov 

a Rew move seEonds, and then the bliss oR obliyion took me. 

I woke up in the usual spot, lookinT at the EeilinT oR the mediEal ba-. 
I Eouldnft help but notiEe I was still in pain and the ship was beinT hit 
with somethinT havd enouTh to make the liThts riEkev. cheve was a 
lot oR noise avound me.

I sat up. Dost oR me was bandaTed and theve weve suppovts stvapped 
to one oR m- leTs and avm. che RaEt that “ibb- wasnft sittinT neFt to me 
told me we weve still in danTev. che thvee othev beds weve oEEupiedP 
one bed had a sheet oyev the patientKs head. cheve weve wounded 
EominT in the doovwa-, beinT Eavvied b- move ablegbodied people, 
who looked like hell. 

I stood up, m- leT Eveaked as I did, not a Tood siTn, but at least the 
pain wasnft enouTh to make me sEveam. 
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G!hat the RuEk ave -ou doinT, 2onW… 1a- -elled Rvom the othev side 
oR the voom. 5he was administevinT some tveatment to a -ounT woman 
with buvns on hev leTs. 

I iTnoved hev EuestionP she knew Rull well what I was doinT. G”ow 
lonTW… I asked. 

5he looked baEk at hev patientfs leT as she veplied, vesuminT hev 
sEans. Gzbout thvee houvs. Cuvns ave healinT niEel-. Uouv leT is mostl- 
healed, -ouv avm is a RuEkinT mess thouThP thatfll take lonTev to heal.… 

I appveEiated the no nonsense update. 5he stopped tveatinT hev 
patient and riEked hev OivElet open, Gxia, hefs awake, Eome Tet him.… 
5he vesumed wovkinT.

Gchanks 1a-,… I said sinEevel-.
G2on, I know bettev than to tv- to keep -ou heve, but -ou have to 

Eome see me when weKve saRe, oka-W… 
I Tvunted in aTveement. 
GFh, 2on,… she beTan. GIR “ibb- hadnft Tot to -ou when she did, -ou 

would be dead. zEtuall-, I donft veall- undevstand wh- -ouKve not.… 
I Tvunted aTain. D- head huvt. I was also hunTv- enouTh Rov a small 

town. !hiEh was a Tood siTn.
I waited at the doov while thvee move wounded people made theiv 

wa- in. che Eovvidov was spavkinT with eFposed eleEtviEal wivesP the 
ship shook aTain. !e weve de’nitel- in a ’Tht. znd iR thvee houvs had 
passed, it was a biT ’Tht.

xia avviyed at the doovwa- Nust as I leRt it. Gchank z-TahX Uou look 
aliye aTainX… she said in veaEtion to the state I was in. I didnft Reel like I 
had a lot to be thankRul Rov, but at least I Eould walk. DediEal sEienEe 
was amaDinT, but I veall- wished Ouvegall wovked on me like it did 
eyev-one else. z novmal human would be mostl- healed b- now. D- 
bod- would heal, but it took a lot lonTev without it. 
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Gchank 1a-, not z-TahX… I snapped as I wayed hev Elosev to suppovt 
me. I put one avm avound hev to stead- m-selR. G“ibb-fs not heve, so 
weKve still in tvoubleW… I asked.

G”ev ship ayatav went oYglineP she is in enTineevinT manuall- mang
aTinT the main Tun. 3o -ou want me to take -ou to hevW… she asked 
eavnestl-. 

GBoX CvidTe,… I bavked. I Relt bad issuinT hev with m- veEuests so 
diveEtl-, but I didnft Reel up to pleasantvies. 5he seemed to undevstand.

5he Tuided me down the Eovvidov and into the eleyatov at the end. 
5he pvessed the button Rov the bvidTe and leaned me aTainst the wall.

Gxia, thank -ou. Uou sayed me baEk theve. xeall-, thank -ou,… I said. 
I owed hev m- liRe.

che eleyatov doovs opened. GI pvoteEt -ou. It is m- Nob,… she said as 
she took m- avm and Tuided me onto the bvidTe. 



Chapter 45

Genocide

All eyes hit me as I entered the bridge. There was not time for anything 
other than a nod of recognition. 

Ba’an was shouting orders about targets that made no sense to 
me, not out of context. David was franticly waving his arms at the 
command screen; I couldn’t see it from where I was. I gestured for Ria 
to help me over there.

I leaned against the rail. The screen came into focus for me. We had 
taken a lot of damage and our main gun was oLine, I assume that this 
was the problem “ibby was dealing with in engineering. 

”I’m glad you’re here for this,M David said without taking his eyes 
oC of the screen. ”Both of you.M

The current state of things was pretty easy to assess because it was so 
one sided. Nercia had arrived, drawing all the Hre away from Basilica, 
taking on the entire Thinker Eeet, all of it, on its own. 

The enemy Eeet had broken away from the battle at the Warp when 
I had detonated the UoSn. Nercia was a hell of a ship and there was 
little else out there that came close to it in terms of Hrepower and 
shields, but an entire Eeet and planetary defences was more than even 
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it was able to handle all at once. I assumed that this was why Ba’an and 
David had chosen to stay and Hght.

”qonj Is that you, qonjM “ea called from her Eight chair. ”I was told 
you were almost dead. ?hould you be walking aroundjM

I realised she couldn’t see me from her chair, and there was no 
chance she was taking her eyes oC her controls in the middle of comX
bat. ”8eah, I’m totally healed, all good now, BrickKM I said, as cheery as 
I could muster.

David gave me a glare and threw in a raised eyebrow for free. I 
shrugged and hurt my arm in the process. David thinned his eyes at 
my obvious dishonest pain.

Nercia and Basilica were barely holding on, there were no less than 
forty ships in the Hght. Basilica was being ignored by the large ships, 
but the Hghters were swarming us. 

”Why aren’t we leavingj Didn’t Ria tell youj We destroyed the 
coSn, the danger’s gone,M I asked David, who was still issuing orders 
franticly via the command interface, keeping people moving to the 
area’s needed most while “ibby’s ship interface was oLine. 

”We asked them the same Puestion. The president said she isn’t 
taking any more losses and we’re ending the war today,M he then trailed 
oC, shouting down the comXsystem for a Hre control team at pylon 
two. 

”Nercia can’t win this on its own then, where’s the rest of the 
EeetjM 

5e ignored me and ordered evacuation of the front area of the ship. 
There were three dots on the map that indicated a team was working 
there. It had Fust become an unshielded section. David was good at 
this. 5e knew where everyone was, and he was working hard to make 
sure they stayed alive. 5e was practiced and eScient.
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A beeping from behind me told me that we were getting a commuX
nication from outside the ship. 

”…eeperK The ?ol president wants to talk to us,M said a young man 
leaning over the rail behind us. 5e was probably shocked that the 
president was on the line, never mind everything else that was going 
on.

”6ut her through to my station, please,M I said, pulling up a comX
munication window on the massive holographic screen. David’s end 
of the command window was thankfully unaCected by my tapping. 

qo appeared on my window; she was in the command chair of a ?ol 
ship. ”5ello daughter,M I said, thrilled to see her suited up for action. 

”DadK I’ve been trying to raise you on your Uirclet for an hourK Wait, 
what happened to youjM she said, leaning forward a little to get a better 
look at my sorry state.

”0ist Hght with some Thinkers, Fumped into a power conduit, UirX
clet melted, fell a few hundred feet, killed an old friend,M I said, as both 
an admission of my own guilt, and as a sparse but accurate retelling of 
events. 

”1h, is it Nonday alreadyjM she Foked. ”We’re coming in hot. Nake 
sure your ID is transmitting or you will get shot at. We’re not being 
carefulKM she said and started to wave her hand to close the screen. 
”1h, and I’m glad you’re okay. 1r not dead at least,M she added before 
vanishing.

I pressed the button to permanently transmit our ship ID. It wasn’t 
something you would usually do in combat as it eCectively pinged 
your location on enemy sensors, but qo knew best.

”David, did you hear thatjM I asked. 
”8eah,M he replied. ”Ba’an, ?ol are coming in hotKM he yelled to the 

front of the bridge where the former president was looking at a Eoating 
tactical map and shouting information and orders to the bridge crew.
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Before Ba’an had a chance to answer, someone shouted ”UontactKM 
loudly as three ships dropped out of TD at the edge of the battle. 

”5oly crap, she built themKM Ba’an said in awe. 
It took the rest of us, who didn’t have tactical maps in front of us, 

a second to see what Ba’an had seen. Three …ingdom class ships had 
entered the Hght. Three more ships as big, scary, and dangerous as 
Nercia lit their shields and began Hring their substantial arsenals. A 
second or so later, more ?ol ships started appearing. qo had brought 
most of the Eeet with her. 

The three …ingdom class ships were obviously still mid construcX
tion. “ike Nercia, they were built atop of massive asteroids, allowing 
them to get operational fast, and then burrow out more space as it 
was rePuired. Nercia’s rocky exterior had been smoothed out and 
armour plated, mostly; these new ships were raw and rugged looking. 
Regardless of looks, they were fully operational war ships that were at 
least as powerful as the original.

This was not a battle, not now. This was ?ol, 7arth, sending a mesX
sage. This was a force that dominated. A single additional …ingdom 
class ship alone would have been enough, three was insane overkill. To 
have them accompanied by a Eeet too, this was domination the likes 
of which the galaxy hadn’t seen before. 3ot sinceQ 

I Eashed back to a previous version of reality where 7arth forces had 
this sort of power, but used it to extend its will across the galaxy. I was 
not happy to see history repeating itself. I hoped qo realised what kind 
of power she was wielding.

”Thinker forces. This is 6resident qoanne Nichaels speaking to you 
from the …ingdom class ship Wessex. We are ready for your surrender 
now,M qo said on an allXfrePuency open transmission, in a tone that 
stopped Fust short of smug. 
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We all breathed a sigh of collective relief. This was not the sort of 
battle you fought. To our shock, the Thinker forces didn’t stop shootX
ing, they Fust started throwing themselves at Nercia. They pointed 
their guns straight forward and Hred until they hit it. Uruiser after 
cruiser set a collision course. 

”5ow manyjM Ba’an asked aloud.
”All of themKM came a voice back from the sensor station. ”7very 

single  ship  is  changing  course  and  heading  for  Nercia  at  full 
subXlight.M 

”Uan the others interceptjM David asked. 
”I don’t think there’s time,M Ba’an said. 5e had stopped issuing 

orders. There was nothing left to do now except watch.
”Do they have enough power to take her downjM Ria asked from 

next to me.
A purple light caught my attention as “ibby’s shipXavatar formed 

at the side of the bridge and began walking towards us, regaining her 
more solid form as she did. ”3o, all they could do from the angle 
of attack isQM she stopped midXsentence as she realised something. 
”Nercia has already stopped Hring and is putting all it has into its 
shields. They are all targeting the base of the planetoid she’s built on 
top of. The only thing there is, the support systems.M 

I looked at her intently. I knew what she was thinking. ?he looked 
at me with loving eyes and said, ”Ny love, you look like shitKM 

”Thanks,M I laughed, then coughed and regretted it. 5er shipXavatar 
was Fust light. I wanted to take comfort in her arms more than anything 
in the universe.

?he waved her hand, and the screen at the font of the bridge showed 
a simulation of events as they were about to play out. ”They haven’t 
got enough time to take out Nercia. The rest of the Eeet will start 
intercepting them in about ninety seconds. They do, however, have 
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Fust enough time to pierce the shield in this location.M The simulation 
Hoomed in to show a portion of Nercia, a part that was mostly still the 
rock that it was originally built on top of. ”The next maFor impact in 
that area, once the shields are down, will likely take out supportXsystem 
including the computer core and secondary operation.M 

The simulation we were all transHxed on showed a cutaway now. 
”This will cause a fairly maFor system outage on Nercia, but nothing 
fatal. The other ships will be in position to defend her while repairs are 
made. If they continue with this, the losses to the Thinker Eeet will be 
one hundred percent. The simulation ended as we watched another 
massive ship hurl itself into Nercia. It exploded into components 
as small explosions escaped its hull, system after system erupting. It 
looked like a tin can being stamped on.

”Why are they doing thisjM David asked.
”They’re trying to kill her,M I said, tilting my head towards “ibby.
”WhatjM David asked. 
”“ibby. According to all ?ol records, that’s the location of her core. 

They are trying to kill her,M I explained. 
”ButQM David said with confusion. ”?he isn’t in there, is shejM
Ba’an closed his tactical screen. ”Why would they lose so many of 

themselves to get to “ibbyjM
”To punish meKM I said. ”I destroyed their complex, killed the only 

Blade alive and the resulting explosion took out a chunk of their 
planet. This is how they are going to take revenge on me, I guess.M 

It made sense. If they tried attacking Basilica, we would activate our 
IDXDrive and hide behind the ?ol Eeet, but Nercia for all its power, 
couldn’t be manoeuvred like we could. 

They couldn’t get to me, so they were going to take “ibby from me. 
5ad we not already moved her, I would have been devastated by this 
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attack. It would have broken me. I would have been able to do nothing 
except watch them kill her. It was an excellent revenge. 

But she wasn’t there. ?he hadn’t been there for weeks. I wasn’t 
proud of the pride I had in our foresight. “ibby was safe, but they 
were still killing themselves for revenge on me. This war had become 
personal for them. They were planning on Hghting until the bitter 
end. ?o much death. All in the name of a punishment that couldn’t 
be served. 

True to the prediction, the Eeet started intercepting and destroying 
ships. 1ne made it through the shield, Nercia’s lights Eickered. The 
?ol forces surrounded it and extended their own shields in order to 
cover the goliath. The three other …ingdom ships took on the rest of 
the attackers. It was a slaughter. 

The last large ships exploded in a rainbow of colours and there was 
little more than a handful of Hghters still active. They wouldn’t last 
long now. 

The familiar noise from behind me chimed. ”qoanne againjM I 
asked. 

”3o, err, a HleXpacket is being transmitted from the surface. It’s a 
huge transfer,M the 0ollower said. 

”I’ll take it. I can run through it as soon as it Hnishes downloading, 
without endangering the rest of the ship systems,M “ibby said, I think 
expecting a digital strike against her now. ?he was good at dealing with 
these things and it was a pointless avenue of attack.

The last of the Hghters was destroyed. 
David’s screen beeped at him. 5e opened the notiHcation and 

watched a video feed. 5e Eicked it over to the main screen for all to 
see. It was a view of the surface. The few cities down there designed 
for organic visitors were exploding and all the star ports on the planet 
were on Hre, all of them, all at once. 
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”What are they doingjM I asked in shock.
”They’re burning their world, as far as I can seeQ why would they do 

thatj ?ol would have only sanctioned them and restricted their travel; 
there’s no need for this, they aren’t monstersKM Ba’an said.

I remembered again what happened last time there was a Eeet from 
7arth with this much power and hoped he was right. Though, I 
couldn’t blame him for thinking of ?ol as nothing but the pure white 
knights of the galaxy. In the whole of the history of this iteration, they 
had been nothing but virtuous on the galactic stage. 

”I think I know,M “ibby said with a solemn voice. ”The Hle Fust 
Hnished downloading. It’s the entire history of their race, all of it. All 
the things they refused to tell us.M 

”1h, and how does that explain thisjM Ba’an asked without looking 
away from the carnage on the planet below.

”Because the complex, the temple that qon destroyed wasn’t some 
historical monument or research base. It wasQ oh my Kod, qon, it 
was the place they come from. It was the thing sustaining themQ The 
whole species. It was keeping them alive, somehow.M

I looked again at the world below. The burning and the destruction. 
”I didn’t know. I couldn’t have known,M I said, with a frantic voice. ”I 
couldn’t let them Hnish. I had to tryKM I felt wrecked by her words. 5ad 
I really killed a whole speciesj 

“ibby didn’t usually have an avatar that could cry, but this one was 
a hologram and could do whatever was needed. Tears ran down her 
cheeks and she spoke again. ”I’m running through the Hle stillQ there’s 
more,M she paused. ”qon, the reason so few Thinkers left their planet. 
There were only ever ten thousand of them.M 

That number held a speciHc meaning. I knew what was coming 
next. I think on some level I had always known it was going to be 
revealed one day.
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”What does it meanjM Ria asked, sensing the tension between “ibby 
and me. 

“ibby wiped her holographic face and looked over to the screen 
with a forced resolve. ”The Blade’s, the race. Aygah saved them all. The 
souls of all the Blades that died in the Hrst iterationQ They were reborn 
as Thinkers in this one.M 

”And that is why they won’t surrender to ?ol,M David said. 
”8ou fucking knew, didn’t youjM I asked with a spike of rage and 

angst that I didn’t even know I could feel at my age.
”8eahQ I knew. Aygah told me when she visited me. There was no 

point telling you. We couldn’t Fust let them ascend to godhood, could 
wejM 

I wanted to swing for him, to knock him on his arse. I couldn’t 
have managed it even if I had have tried, not in my state. Besides, he 
was right. I was better oC not knowing. I may not have mustered the 
resolve to take my shot when I saw it. 

I Fust stared blankly at the image of the planet below, burning away 
any remnant of the Thinker people. The legacy of the Blades in Eames 
below us.

We stood there, watching the ?ol forces eliminate every last ship in 
the sky as no one extended a hand to stop the carnage of the world 
below.

A pulse left their capitol building shortly before it exploded. We 
watched it on the screen and we all knew that it was one of their dampX
ening Helds blasting out across their world. Another pointless reach 
from the grave. While not being immune, we had already supplied the 
?ol Eeet with the shield modulation information and power ranges to 
slow the drain to a trickle.

”?hould we leavejM Ria asked.
”3oKM Ba’an said. ”We stay. We bear witness to this. We record it all.M 
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I wanted to go too, wanted to look away. Ba’an was right. When 
genocide happens, you need to see it. To record it and to make damned 
sure it never happens again. They were burning their world, removing 
all traces of themselves from the galaxy; but I was the one that killed 
them. I had pulled the trigger and destroyed their lifeXgiving temple. 
5ow did I get here. 5ow did it all come to thisj  

”qon,M “ibby called. ”The Hle. I Hnished scanning through it.M 
I waited for her to say more. I knew there was more. Today the 

bad news, mistakes and regrets were compounding and I knew there 
would be more. 

”They were planning on using the UoSn, to ascend Kower, under 
their control. They were going to make him change the rules, make it 
so they didn’t need host matter, avatars, to survive. 1nce they had it, 
they planned on leaving. 6ast the rim of the galaxy,M she said. 

”Why didn’t they tell usj Kower may have even helped them once 
he knewKM I asked. 

David sighed. ”qon, even if they made that promise, you couldn’t 
allow anyone that kind of power. 8ou know that. 3o one should have 
that power.M 

5e was right.
The last straggler was eradicated by the ?ol Eeet and Nercia’s 

shipXwide lights were all coming back on as they got the emergency 
systems online.

1ne by one, the ?ol ships lowered their shields and dropped into 
high orbits, scanning the planet for those left behind. There would 
not be anything left down there. I knew that without a scanner. 

”It’s over. “et’s go home,M David said with a heavy voice. 



Chapter 46

In Her we 
trust

We had been back on Central for a few days now. The dust was settling 
but the feelings would take longer. I wasn’t sure I could recover from 
what had happened, I just had to live with it.

Jo had been both relieved and livid that we had removed Libby’s 
core from Mercia without her knowing. She wasn’t as mad as she was 
pretending to be though, because she had ordered myself, Ba’an, David 
and Lea back to Sol at our convenience so we could all get ‘Defender of 
the Earth’ medals and have a very public party. We were told it wasn’t 
optional. We agreed, but on the condition that Kay and Ria got the 
same. Libby already had one and there were no higher honours to 
bestow. 

We had made the Vle that the Thinkers had transmitted available 
to the Aampire government. I made it clear that I was willing to face 
trial for genocide. Hfter some deliberation, they informed me that I 
had acted reasonably with the information I had. Naving a council of 
Aampires tell me I did okay made me feel a lot better about everything. 
I knew I had done nothing but tried to protect reality itself, but at 
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least ten thousand people had died, directly as a result of my actions. I 
couldn’t be absolved of that. 

The -ollowers had started moving into our building. We had someQ
how agreed to let them use it as a centre of operations for their entire 
organisation. It looked like our home was going to be a lot busier. 

Basilica was getting all the repairs it needed, and it needed a lot. 
Libby was covering costs for private contractors. Joanne had oPered 
the use of the Sol shipyard, but there was no way we were letting Sol 
have deep scans of a ;DQDrive or RedQenergy generator. That seemed 
like a step too far, even with our renewed trust.

The only major problem we still had was the media qooding our 
building constantly. Basilica was the only Aampire allied ship at ‘The 
Battle of Thinker xrime’ as it had been dubbed. It was enough for the 
media to spread mostly madeQup public interest pieces about the crew. 
Sooner or later, they would lose interest. The -ollowers were receiving 
record numbers of new members because of all the attentionX they 
were enjoying Vnally not being called a cult. 

I entered our apartment from the lobby after signing for a delivery of 
e8uipment for the -ollowers. Libby ran over and hugged meX she had 
been hugging me a lot. I was all healed up now, but she still had some 
feelings to work through about all that had happened.

Lea and Ba’an came in from the kitchen with a mountain of food 
and drinks. Ria was curled up on our sofa, pretending to be asleepX 
David sitting close ne“t to her. Kay and her two assistants arrived 
behind me, with a crate of the e“ceptional moonshine Eli“ that she got 
from somewhere. 



NE”DSL67?

Everyone was there. Hll my friends, my family, in one place and 
Vnally safe. Hs everyone sat down, I opened a bottle of Kays Eli“ and 
sat ne“t to David. 

'David, there’s one thing I don’t get about all this Thinker busiQ
ness,Y I said, taking a huge draft from my bottle.

'What’s that then, dear championGY he asked.
'Hygah has a plan, rightG She’s supposed to know everything. Why 

did she create the Thinkers just for them all to dieGY 
Ne rubbed his neck a little nervously. 'Well, I would never presume 

to speak for Her, but I suppose itAs all about free will. I think, from 
what I know, that it was a case of giving them a chance. Bou know, 
she owed the Blades a second try, and they blew it, I suppose.Y Ne said 
sheepishly. I could see that he knew more than he was telling me, and 
I totally understood it now. Ne was the Keeper after all. Secrets were 
his purpose.

I considered his words and leant back in my chair. I looked around 
the room, at my friends, my familyX my heroes, one and all. I gave a 
thought to Cower and how much I cherished the little e“tra time we 
had with eachQother. Ne really was a good friend, right until the end.  

I raised a glass to old friends and with all the faith in my soul, I smiled 
and simply said, 'In Her we trust.Y 

End of part two.
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