
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
    SF Books by Vaughn Heppner 
 
      
 
    LOST STARSHIP SERIES: 
 
    The Lost Starship 
 
    The Lost Command 
 
    The Lost Destroyer 
 
    The Lost Colony 
 
    The Lost Patrol 
 
    The Lost Planet 
 
    The Lost Earth 
 
    The Lost Artifact 
 
    The Lost Star Gate 
 
    The Lost Supernova 
 
    The Lost Swarm 
 
    The Lost Intelligence 
 
    The Lost Tech 
 
    The Lost Secret 
 
    The Lost Barrier 
 
    The Lost Nebula 
 
    The Lost Relic 
 
    The Lost Task Force 
 
    The Lost Clone 
 
    The Lost Portal 
 
      
 
    THE A.I. SERIES: 
 
    A.I. Destroyer 
 
    The A.I. Gene 
 
    A.I. Assault 
 
    A.I. Battle Station 
 
    A.I. Battle Fleet 
 
    A.I. Void Ship 
 
    A.I. Rescue 
 
    A.I. Armada 
 
      
 
    Visit VaughnHeppner.com for more information 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    The Lost Portal 
 
    (Lost Starship Series 20) 
 
      
 
    Vaughn Heppner 
 
      
 
      
 
    Illustration © Tom Edwards 
 
    TomEdwardsDesign.com 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Copyright © 2023 by the author. 
 
      
 
    This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. All rights reserved. No part of this publication can be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, without permission in writing from the author. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    -1- 
 
      
 
    NEW MEN EMPIRE ARCHIVES 
 
    SEVERAL YEARS AGO: 
 
      
 
    October 15 
 
      
 
    To EMPEROR TRAHEY, from ARTAXERXES PAR, Archduke of Starshade Sigma 
 
    There has been a new development. When could I address you in private? 
 
      
 
    To ARTAXERXES PAR, Archduke of Starshade Sigma, from EMPEROR TRAHEY 
 
    Come to me after the blood games are finished. 
 
      
 
    October 18 
 
      
 
    To ARTAXERXES PAR, Archduke of Starshade Sigma, from EMPEROR TRAHEY 
 
    I have considered your proposal and studied the projected growth charts. We do need more women if we hope to jumpstart our empire with a serious and sustained population explosion. The Commonwealth of Planets swarms with inferior breeds in truly staggering numbers. That has always been their sole advantage against us, and it has been a powerful one. I have come to believe that we have underestimated the strength of sheer numbers. 
 
    I am determined to rectify the error. Why should the inferior breeds thrive when superior men already exist? 
 
    With that said, I am disinclined to scour the outlying star systems independent of the Commonwealth as you suggested. True, we could conquer the independent systems with ease and take their women. That, however, would alert the higher echelons of Star Watch and might create negative to catastrophic relations with the Commonwealth. 
 
    The Empire is not ready for another war. The next conflict against Star Watch must be our last as we crush them out of existence. 
 
    That means time. I still foresee a buildup of thirty to possibly forty years before we do this. During that period, we must continue to expand at an exponential rate, claiming and conquering ever more virgin planets for the Empire. 
 
    That means we need numbers, masses of New Men and Women to seed and hold what we have taken. 
 
    For that, we need more women now, even if they are of inferior breeding stock, so we can increase our numbers with ever-greater speed and gravidity. Our genetic plans will improve such inferior offspring through selective breeding and advanced biological manipulation. 
 
    For now, we will leave untouched the independent star systems. We will let them grow in peace as a ruse. 
 
    Instead, to explode our numbers, I desire a large-scale clandestine supply of females from a different source. I foresee an enormous and shadowy abduction campaign inside the Commonwealth, draining them as we build our populations with nubile females from the premen and impregnate them with our superior seed. 
 
      
 
    October 19 
 
      
 
    To EMPEROR TRAHEY, from ARTAXERXES PAR, Archduke of Starshade Sigma 
 
    What a noble plan, Sire. I applaud your wisdom in devising it. I do foresee possible complications, however. Such mass abductions inside the Commonwealth could act as a tripwire, causing military action from Star Watch in retaliation before we’re ready. 
 
    The premen seem abnormally attached to their women, acting with outrage when we pluck their wives and daughters for our superior use. 
 
      
 
    To ARTAXERXES PAR, Archduke of Starshade Sigma, from EMPEROR TRAHEY 
 
    Your views on the premen are spot on. 
 
    That is why I desire you to head up the abduction operation. It will dovetail perfectly with your espionage efforts in the Commonwealth. 
 
      
 
    To EMPEROR TRAHEY, from ARTAXERXES PAR, Archduke of Starshade Sigma 
 
    I am grateful that Your Majesty deems me worthy to take on such a vast and potentially hazardous project. However, as loath as I am to point this out, the operation will likely hinder instead of “dovetail” with the intelligence operations presently taking place within the Commonwealth. 
 
    What I mean, Your Majesty, is this program could cause unforeseen trouble for the Empire, trouble that we might possibly sidestep by delaying the start of an abduction campaign. 
 
      
 
    October 20 
 
      
 
    To ARTAXERXES PAR, Archduke of Starshade Sigma, from EMPEROR TRAHEY 
 
    This is precisely the sort of operation the head of Intelligence should oversee. The Empire needs a deft touch in this for a number of reasons, a few that you have already pointed out. 
 
    We need to increase our numbers exponentially now. 
 
    However, if you feel yourself enfeebled by your previous tasks, please inform me immediately so I can find your replacement. The Empire demands New Men of quality in the most hazardous posts. 
 
      
 
    To EMPEROR TRAHEY, from ARTAXERXES PAR, Archduke of Starshade Sigma 
 
    Your Majesty, perhaps you misunderstood my hesitation in accepting this new post. I will not bore you with the details of my qualms. Upon further reflection, I see exactly what you mean. You are right, now is the time to collect more birthing females. 
 
    Know, Sire, that I am your enthusiastic extension of purpose and will. 
 
      
 
    To ARTAXERXES PAR, Archduke of Starshade Sigma, from EMPEROR TRAHEY 
 
    Get started immediately. Talk to Strand on the gradations of female qualities. We don’t simply want numbers; we want the best. 
 
      
 
    October 28 
 
      
 
    To ARTAXERXES PAR, Archduke of Starshade Sigma, from METHUSELAH MAN STRAND 
 
    Enclosed is the chart on the breakdown of the female genetic distinctions or grades that you requested and the processes to determine each. Grade A is the best, obviously. Beauty, health, and intelligence are the primary requisites, in that order. At the other end of the spectrum, you could refer to Grade E specimens as hags: ugly, stupid, old (infertile) women. The other categories fall between these two extremes. 
 
    Click to observe. 
 
    Grade A: See Appendix A 
 
    Grade B: See Appendix B 
 
    Grade C: See Appendix C 
 
    Grade D: See Appendix D 
 
    Grade E: See Appendix E 
 
      
 
      
 
    NINE MONTHS AGO 
 
      
 
    November 3 
 
      
 
    To ARTAXERXES PAR, Archduke of Starshade Sigma, from EMPEROR TRAHEY 
 
    How can I describe the horror of what I’m seeing? Strand informed me what has happened and shown me endless examples. I’m furious that you did not see fit to tell me that thirty-six percent of the women abducted from the Commonwealth are Grade E hags. 
 
    The next highest grade, D, is twenty-nine percent in volume. That is sixty-five percent of inferior genetic stock. 
 
    Do you think we should build an empire of morons and rejects? Come, Archduke, let me hear your thoughts. Don’t be shy. 
 
      
 
    To EMPEROR TRAHEY, from ARTAXERXES PAR, Archduke of Starshade Sigma 
 
    Several of my subordinates have failed me miserably. Two have already died in an agony booth normally reserved for stubborn premen. I am making a thorough and in-house inspection of the abduction arm of Empire Intelligence. 
 
      
 
    November 4 
 
      
 
    To ARTAXERXES PAR, Archduke of Starshade Sigma, from EMPEROR TRAHEY 
 
    Perhaps instead of trusting to dull-witted subordinates, it is time you went out into the field to look for yourself. A hands-on approach seems like the perfect solution. Or am I wrong? 
 
      
 
    To EMPEROR TRAHEY, from ARTAXERXES PAR, Archduke of Starshade Sigma 
 
    Your Majesty, I have refrained from clandestinely entering the Commonwealth so that Star Watch Intelligence has zero chance of capturing me and using me for their insidious projects. 
 
      
 
    November 5 
 
      
 
    To ARTAXERXES PAR, Archduke of Starshade Sigma, from EMPEROR TRAHEY 
 
    Let me state this plainly, so there are no further misunderstandings. Get off your lazy ass. Get out there. You are a New Man, not a trembling preman. You risk and dare anything against anyone in the interests of the Empire. 
 
      
 
    To EMPEROR TRAHEY, from ARTAXERXES PAR, Archduke of Starshade Sigma 
 
    I have begun to prepare for my trip. In the meantime, I am setting up new teams of abductors with an eye toward Grade A captures instead of mere volume. 
 
      
 
    November 6 
 
      
 
    To ARTAXERXES PAR, Archduke of Starshade Sigma, from EMPEROR TRAHEY 
 
    Inform me when you’ve collected a harem of Grade A females. I want to inspect them personally. 
 
      
 
      
 
    TWO MONTHS AGO 
 
      
 
    June 2 
 
      
 
    To EMPEROR TRAHEY, from ARTAXERXES PAR, Archduke of Starshade Sigma 
 
    Your Majesty, there is an exciting prospect of a slew of superior females, Grade AA, I would say. I am off to the Commonwealth to ensure success. The next time I address you, Sire, I shall have a bevy of beauties with me for your private inspection or I shall be dead. 
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    Lady Margaret Wold of Wind Haven Farms was a vivacious young woman of nineteen. She had long blonde hair, an athletic build that was more slender than robust, with smaller breasts and narrower hips, and an open beauty that captured nearly everyone’s attention. 
 
    She was the darling of a large, extended family, her father the Earl of Wind Haven Farms and her mother from a smaller clan in the mountainous regions of the planet. 
 
    The planet was Arius III, a mostly rugged world filled with mining and valley farming communities. The one main city was Arrival Spaceport, 954 kilometers from the manor of Wind Haven Farms. 
 
    Lady Margaret’s father was one of the three most important nobles in the Kingdom of Arius. 
 
    Out here on the fringes of the Commonwealth, near the Beyond and the hidden Empire of the New Men, life was rugged. The colonists had little time for votes or voting, but needed everything to work hard. 
 
    The king and his nobles provided security through their armed retainers. Star Watch vessels occasionally came through the system, orbiting Arius III. Star Watch meant the young kingdom didn’t need to spend what little money they had on space defenses. 
 
    The Commonwealth had expanded throughout the years using such planetary governing systems, growing at an appreciable rate and to an already impressive size. 
 
    Perhaps life was on the harder side on Arius III, but it was open and honest. Most of the people felt they were building something better for the future. 
 
    If a younger son or daughter truly felt they had to get away, most went to the neighboring Cestus System, 15.723 light years away. It had far greater urban development and, surprisingly, a more autocratic government. A few people from Arius had gone farther yet, enlisting in Star Watch. 
 
    Young Lady Margaret Wold of Wind Haven Farms didn’t think much about these things. She helped her mother and aunts most of the time or quarreled in a good-natured way with her brothers, sisters and many cousins. 
 
    The main manor held twenty-eight buildings, many of them connected, nine barns and twelve grain-elevators. 
 
    A retinue of fifty retainers riding cross-country motorcycles and off-road vehicles made sure no outlaws tried a quick raid on the manor or its outlying farmsteads. 
 
    In a pinch, the earl could summon the rest of the men of his huge fiefdom. Every man connected to Wind Haven Farms carried hunting-level firearms or had quick access to them. 
 
    Lady Margaret had worked hard and happily in the kitchens, sewing rooms and garment houses since turning twelve. She loved to hike and particularly loved good old-fashioned poetry of knights and fair maidens from Earth’s Pre-Space Age. 
 
    Margaret had taken a number of self-defense classes and could shoot well enough to bring wild game to the kitchen pot if she had to. Mostly, she left the hunting to her brothers and boy cousins. 
 
    A week ago, a young sportsman from Cestus IV had passed through the earldom with older, seasoned hunters. They were on their way to the Klondike Mountains to hunt a creature akin to the Earth snow leopard, the yellow larl. The youth, a tall, square-jawed, muscular fellow by the name of Clint Seasons, had paid Margaret extra attention for the two days he had spent at the manor. 
 
    Clint Seasons was so damn good-looking, so much like a knight with his short-cut, black hair, (Margaret believed) that she had fallen instantly…infatuated with him. 
 
    Lady Margaret was a cheery and outgoing young woman. She might have said that she was in love with Clint, but she was too intelligent and too filled with Arius good sense to believe that. Margaret had a core of hard-headedness that most people missed because of her open, laughing beauty, mischievous eyes and most kissable mouth. 
 
    In any case, Clint Seasons had called yesterday. Margaret had spoken to him via a vid-phone in the game room of the central mansion. Three of her cousins were playing billiards in the background. On the vid-phone, Clint had shown her the trophy kill he’d made, a big male larl. Margaret had clapped her hands with delight. The beast’s head was as big as Clint’s. 
 
    “Can I see you tomorrow?” Clint asked suddenly. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Margaret said. 
 
    Fifteen feet away, a cue ball cracked against the eight ball. A cousin laughed, having just won. 
 
    “My father won’t be home tomorrow,” Margaret said. “He doesn’t like me to—” 
 
    “Say no more,” Clint said, interrupting. “I respect your father’s authority and wishes. That’s too bad, though. I was hoping to get his advice on the next place to hunt. What he told me when we were there last was exactly what I needed to make this kill.” 
 
    “Would the other hunters be with you?” 
 
    “No. I’m afraid not. It would be too far out of the way for them. I’d come by on my air cycle, you see.” 
 
    “You have one?” Margaret asked, her eyes shining. She’d seen them on the vid, but never in person. 
 
    Clint grinned arrogantly, nodding. 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to ride one,” Margaret said wistfully. 
 
    “I’ll fly by tomorrow then. I can at least wave to you from the air and do a few acrobatic maneuvers before I jet away.” 
 
    “Yes,” Margaret said. “But if you do that, I’ll insist you land and take a meal with us.” 
 
    Clint laughed. It had a rough, predatory quality. Margaret imagined knights of old had laughed like that. 
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow, beauty queen.” 
 
    Before Margaret could respond, Clint cut the connection. 
 
    Margaret thought his actions and words were impudent, but in a good, bold way. She laughed, excited to see him again. It should be all right. Her mother was home and half the retainers. It wasn’t as if Clint Seasons was a ruffian or outlaw. He was a sportsman from Cestus IV. The idea of seeing him was even better than seeing one of those air cycles. 
 
    Margaret forgot to tell her mother, as her mother had funny ideas regarding such things. Later at night in bed, Margaret found it hard to fall asleep. She kept remembering something sharp and admiring in Clint’s dark eyes. He was manly and charming, and he looked so magnificently fine. What if he tried to kiss her? 
 
    In the morning, Margaret was more tired than usual, as she hadn’t gotten enough sleep. But that soon changed as she went about her chores. 
 
    She waited in anticipation all morning, but Clint didn’t show. 
 
    “You’re hardly eating your food, dear,” mother said, an older blonde beauty, more robust and busty than Margaret. 
 
    They sat with others at the large noon table. 
 
    Margaret forced herself to eat some berries. She was miffed with Clint. She was so miffed that she didn’t say anything about it to anyone. 
 
    Later, around two, mother went on a field inspection, taking twelve retainers with her. That left another twelve on the extended farm. 
 
    Around three in the afternoon, a shiny silver air cycle came down with a roar. The pilot risked being attacked by an automatic SAM (Surface to Air Missile). They might be backward out here on the frontier, but they had defensive equipment nonetheless. 
 
    Luckily, Margaret ran to the defense shed in time to tell them Clint Seasons from Cestus IV was up there. She’d given him permission to land. 
 
    After a brief, almost nonexistent standoff, Clint came down, causing a swirl of dust. With a booted foot, he kicked out a stand, tilted the air cycle and jumped off. He wore dark leathers and a helmet, with a large hunting knife belted at his side. 
 
    The silver air cycle was stylish and seemed dangerous, and quite exciting. 
 
    “You dare to ride that?” Margaret asked in wonder after they finished their greetings. 
 
    Clint had taken off his helmet to scratch his scalp. He now thrust the helmet at her. “You want to fly it?” 
 
    Margaret glanced at the manor captain, an older man with white hair and a suspicious gaze. For some inexplicable reason, the captain didn’t seem to like Clint. 
 
     “No, no,” Margaret told Clint. “I could never do that.” 
 
    Clint noticed the watching captain as well. He put the helmet on the handlebars and asked, “Do you have anything to drink? I’m thirsty.” 
 
    Margaret said she did and led him away to the main house. 
 
    Clint talked the entire way and Margaret listened, enraptured as he retold what had happened during the larl hunt. Clint obviously knew how to tell a story, and he cast her several meaningful glances, smiling what seemed for her, personally, each time. 
 
    Margaret felt a thrill as his gaze touched hers. There was something dangerous about Clint Seasons. She could feel it. But he was a young knight, a daring man of action, so that was how it should be. 
 
    In the kitchen, she fed him sandwiches and filled his mug with beer twice. Afterward, they walked around the manor as she showed him the sights. In time, almost innocently, Clint began telling her about the air cycle, the feel of the wind in his hair (although he wore a helmet while flying) and the sense of freedom soaring like an eagle. 
 
    “Could you give me a ride?” Margaret asked. 
 
    Clint frowned. “I’m not sure your father would approve.” 
 
    “He’s not here.” 
 
    “Even more reason to respect his wishes. Besides, I’m sure he left a retainer in charge. The silver-haired man would never agree to that.” 
 
    “Captain Tarl might not,” Margaret agreed. “But we don’t have to ask him, do we?” 
 
    Clint frowned more. “I ate your father’s food. I took his salt in other words. I wouldn’t want to do anything to anger him or stain my honor.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t anger him,” Margaret said. “It would just be a short ride.” 
 
    “A short one?” asked Clint. 
 
    “Take me up and fly around the manor and then bring me down. You could do that, can’t you? You’re not too afraid?” 
 
    Clint scowled. 
 
    Margaret knew he wasn’t afraid. She shouldn’t have said that. It had upset him. Now, though, she wanted a ride more than ever. 
 
    “Please,” she wheedled, using the voice and look that worked ninety-nine percent of the time on her father. 
 
    Clint stared at her a moment longer until he grinned, with fire in his eyes. “All right then. You twisted my arm. Let’s do this.” 
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    Margaret hurried inside and slipped on a suede jacket and a tight cap and gloves. Then she returned to a waiting Clint and followed him to the air cycle. 
 
    Captain Tarl wasn’t in the defense shed. A younger man was. He glanced at them, but didn’t seem to understand the significance of Margaret’s attire. 
 
    Clint climbed onto the air cycle, kicking back the stand and holding the bike upright. The machine proved bulkier than one might expect. He pressed a button, switching on the jets so they purred at idle. 
 
    He tested the throttle, making the jets whoosh with power, put on his helmet, cinching it, and looked back at Margaret through the open visor. 
 
    She noticed a sub-machine sleeve near his right leg and the weapon holstered there. That seemed like an odd weapon for a young sportsman to have. Her heart rate sped up and she knew getting on the air cycle wasn’t the best idea she’d ever had. It could be dangerous. Her father might become angry later, too. 
 
    Clint is a knight, Margaret told herself. He even wears a helmet like one. This was her chance to do what she read about all the time. 
 
    With a devil-may-care laugh, Margaret bounded to the air cycle, climbed up and behind Clint, putting her arms around his lean waist. 
 
    “Hang on,” Clint shouted. 
 
    He pressed a pedal control and twisted the throttle. The anti-gravity device heated with power as the jets supplied thrust. 
 
    The air cycle lifted, causing dust and dirt to swirl. 
 
    The retainer popped out of the shed. He was shouting, waving at them to come down. 
 
    The air cycle was loud. Margaret pretended not to hear or see the retainer. 
 
    Clint activated something else and they shot higher as if this was a roller coaster. 
 
    Margaret screamed with delight. Then she couldn’t breathe, her heart raced so hard. This was wonderful and exciting. She realized she had been missing out on the real excitement of life here on Wind Haven Farms. 
 
    Clint shouted something back at her. 
 
    Margaret didn’t catch it. Her eyes began to water and even more as Clint bent out of the way for a moment. The blast of air made her eyes tear so she could hardly see. 
 
    She felt the cycle speed up, though, as her body pressed against the backrest. 
 
    At first, Margaret didn’t worry. This was too exciting, and Clint was the knight. When she could finally see again, Margaret looked back. There was no sign of Wind Haven Farms. The mountains were much closer than before as the cycle sped toward them. 
 
    She leaned up against Clint, shouting at his helmeted ear. “You should swing back to the farm. I don’t want to worry them.” 
 
    Clint nodded, but he kept speeding for the mountains. 
 
    “Clint!” Margaret shouted. 
 
    He reached back with a gloved hand and patted a knee. 
 
    For some reason, that made Margaret worry. 
 
    “Turn around,” she shouted. 
 
    He did not. 
 
    “I’m not kidding.” 
 
    He twisted his head back toward her. “I know you’re not.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I want to show you something.” 
 
    “I need sunglasses. This hurts my eyes too much. Let’s go back and get a pair.” 
 
    “Just give me a few more minutes.” 
 
    “Clint, I’m serious. This isn’t a joke anymore.” She half expected him to start laughing. She half hoped he would. She might blush or get mad at him. This was a poor prank to pull. 
 
    Except he didn’t turn around. Maybe this wasn’t a prank. What could it be then? 
 
    Margaret was beautiful and smart. This seemed wrong. With the feeling, came the certainty that she was right about this. She’d made a mistake, maybe a grave one. If Clint were a bad man… 
 
    Margaret grasped his waist with one hand and leaned harder into him. She reached down for the sleeve with the sub-machine gun with the other hand. 
 
    He leaned back against her, maybe liking the press of her breasts against him. 
 
    As Margaret began to draw the sub-machine gun from the holster, he noticed. He chopped her wrist hard. 
 
    Margaret cried out in pain, releasing the sub-machine gun so it tumbled toward the now distant ground. Soon, it was a falling speck. 
 
    “You hurt me,” she shouted. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” 
 
    “Take me home this instant.” 
 
    Clint did not respond. 
 
    “Take me home,” she said. 
 
    He still said nothing. 
 
    Margaret had been thinking hard. One of her defense instructors had warned her never to allow anyone to take her to a secondary crime scene. She seemed to hear the instructor’s voice in her mind. 
 
    It is imperative that you act now. 
 
    I can’t kill him, she responded. You’re talking about me killing him. 
 
    Yes. Kill him. He’s an evil man, and you know it. 
 
    Margaret gritted her teeth, her heart racing. She’d shot a weasel once, one that had been killing their chickens. It hadn’t been a weasel from Earth, but rather an Arius III weasel—a much bigger and more violent predator. 
 
    Clint was evil, and she did know it. The bubble of her infatuation popped with brutal clarity. She couldn’t believe this was happening to her. But she’d learned enough from her instructor, and had the hard-headedness of a colonist, to force herself to act. 
 
    Do it now, she told herself. You must, or terrible things will happen to you. You know it’s true. Clint tricked you for bad reasons. 
 
    Margaret took a deep breath, steeled her resolve and reached around him. Although she wore gloves, she undid his belt buckle. Then she heaved him left, trying to hurl him from the saddle. It was a bold and deadly maneuver. 
 
    Clint shifted against her thrust, yelled with fear and then fought against her with his body and a hand, struggling to stay in his seat. 
 
    As he did that, he had the presence of mind to bring the air cycle down fast. 
 
    Margaret was panting with effort by the time he landed. Would he rape her? Would he slit her throat afterward with his big knife? 
 
    She jumped off and ran. She heard his footfalls as he gave chase. Then he grabbed her long blonde hair and jerked her brutally against him. That painfully twisted her neck. She was too winded to scream. 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere,” he breathed at her. 
 
    Turning around, she tried a combat move with her right knee, trying to smash his privates. 
 
    He blocked that with a knee and slapped her across the face, knocking her down. 
 
    From the ground, Margaret looked up at him in shock, with tears of pain in her eyes as her cheek throbbed. “Why are you doing this?” she murmured. 
 
    “Money,” he said matter-of-factly. 
 
    Margaret frowned, not understanding. This wasn’t about rape? 
 
    “I have to make my quota and delivery is tomorrow. You’re prime AA as far as I can tell. You’d be surprised how rare that is.” 
 
    “Don’t do this.” 
 
    Clint shook his head. “You’re beautiful. I’m almost willing to take you myself. But my boss isn’t one to cross. My boss would know, and he’d tell him.” 
 
    “Tell who?” Margaret asked. 
 
    Clint advanced on her, producing a pair of handcuffs. “Baby doll, you’re going to find out real soon.” 
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    Far from Arius III and farther even from Earth was the Library Planet, a world in the Beyond. 
 
    Once, the ancient Builders had inhabited the frozen planet, drilling a vast subterranean maze beneath the ice and howling snow. Starship Victory had visited the star system on two separate occasions. However, it was nowhere to be found today, certainly not in planetary orbit. 
 
    A construct called the Supreme Intelligence ruled the Library Planet. The Builders had created the massive computer entity and written the soon-to-become self-aware software for it. 
 
    Many years ago already, Maddox had faced a host of New Men in the star system and on the planet, among them Emperor Trahey and Archduke Artaxerxes Par. There had also been a Spacer spy. Her name was Venna, a treacherous beauty who had used male lust to her advantage, aided by a device that heightened their sexual desire for her. 
 
    Maddox’s uncle, Golden Ural, a New Man, had also been here. In fact, Ural had remained all these years. In a sense, he was a curator and the greatest intelligence operative among those called humans, both Old and New. 
 
    The Supreme Intelligence could monitor distances much greater than those achievable by the Star Watch personnel on Pluto with the Long-Range Builder Scanner. Despite that, aliens of various shapes, hues and substances—some bio, some mechanical—had made secret assaults upon the Builder computer entity. 
 
    Perhaps Golden Ural’s greatest work was in finding and debugging each of the hidden attempts. That kept the Supreme Intelligence focused on the tasks given him by the long-departed Builders. 
 
    Ural was not presently in or on the planet. He was inside an orbital vessel. It had a cigar shape and a displacement of a Star Watch light cruiser at 15,232 tons. 
 
    Ural was tall with golden skin, though currently only his face showed this hue. A silvery crinkly spacesuit and bubble helmet covered him. He gripped a blaster, ready to fire at anything dangerous as he walked through the alien ship’s corridors and chambers. 
 
    So far, he’d found little more than humanoid-machine creatures—cybers—plugged into each other and the ship. The cybers were slender and tall, ugly and far too uniform in appearance with their long, narrow faces and metallic, plastic eyes. Were they clones from a single original? Ural suspected so. 
 
    “Are there any change in their status?” 
 
    The question came through a helmet speaker. The Supreme Intelligence asked it. He viewed the interior through a floating bot hovering near Ural, sending the signals down to the planet  
 
    “No changes,” Ural said. 
 
    “Are they dead?” 
 
    The machine-men had remained motionless and barely breathing the entire time of the inspection. Ural suspected they were in a form of hibernation or stasis. He didn’t trust that to last, though. 
 
    “Negative,” Ural said to the Supreme Intelligence’s question. “I wonder if I advance deep enough into their ship, if they’ll suddenly activate and attack me.” 
 
    “That would denote an aware intelligence and planning on their part.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Ural said. “I do feel as if something is watching me.” 
 
    “I am launching a unit from the surface. When it arrives, it will place the assault vessel in stasis.” 
 
    Ural froze, frowning. 
 
    “Trouble?” asked the Supreme Intelligence. 
 
    “You know this species?” 
 
    A few seconds passed in silence. 
 
    “You ask this because I called it an assault vessel?” the Supreme Intelligence asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You are correct. I know the species. I’m surprised you do not.” 
 
    Ural thought about that. Oh. He should have guessed. “This is a smaller ship from the Sovereign Hierarchy of Leviathan?” 
 
    “From the assault vessel’s dimensions and tonnage and the Soldiers within, I give it a ninety-seven percent probability the ship originated in Leviathan territory.” 
 
    “How did the assault vessel come to be in orbit here?” 
 
    “Let me refrain from answering that for now,” the Supreme Intelligence said. 
 
    “Since I have no means to coerce you otherwise,” Ural said, “I agree.” 
 
    “Don’t be bitter. It doesn’t suit you.” 
 
    Ural didn’t reply or even shrug. He’d gotten used to the Supreme Intelligence’s secrecy. It did not happen with each thing, but on matters upon which Star Watch or the New Men didn’t know. That implied the Supreme Intelligence thought he might tell either party. Both Star Watch and the New Men knew about Leviathan and its cyber Soldiers. What neither party likely knew was how the assault vessel should find itself in the Library Planet System. 
 
    “Is there a reason you’ve shown me the assault vessel and personnel?” Ural asked. 
 
    “Confirmation that it and they exist,” the Supreme Intelligence said. “And so we can compare notes later.” 
 
    “Should I find and attempt to hack into the main ship computer?” 
 
    “No. I’ll have my security bots do that. Perhaps you should return to the planet now. I don’t like the idea of the Soldiers awakening and capturing you.” 
 
    What was peculiar about the Supreme Intelligence was its dislike for him being off-planet for more than an hour. The SI was something of a wet hen about that. Ural began to wonder if he would ever venture beyond the Library Planet’s orbital space or visit another planet in a different star system. 
 
    Ural scanned the stiff Soldiers lying on their padded rests. He refrained from examining the jacks in their heads or the cords snaking from them. Was energy fed to the Soldiers through the jacks? Was this a biomechanical computer entity, using the bio-brains to aid the main ship computer? 
 
    Ural shivered with horror. He disliked the cybers. Captain Maddox had lately returned from the Scutum-Centaurus Spiral Arm. Leviathan’s extensive realm resided there. What would cause Leviathan to send ships such a vast distance as between spiral arms and then even farther to here? 
 
    Once, the Swarm bugs had come from the Sagittarius Spiral Arm. That had ignited a grim and bitter war. Given the mighty invasion armada, the Throne World of the New Men had fought beside Star Watch against the Swarm. 
 
    Was this a new inter-spiral-arm war brewing? Why send a lone assault vessel to the Library Planet? Did that denote a Leviathan task force somewhere in the vicinity sending out scout ships? 
 
    That seemed unlikely, as the Supreme Intelligence would have long spotted such a task force by now. 
 
    Ural hurried through the alien corridors, his nape hairs rising. He sensed something amiss. He remained hyper-alert as he increased his pace. He would have sprinted back to his orbital, but that might have indicated fear on his part. He refused to indulge in that. 
 
    Finally, Ural arrived at his orbital in a small hangar bay. The craft was much different from a Star Watch shuttle. This was a heavily hulled oval with powerful thrusters. The craft lacked any windows or ports, relying instead upon its sensors. 
 
    Ural ascended a short steel ladder and pressed his palm against a lock. The hatch opened. He hurried through, the hatch closing behind him. 
 
    Simultaneously, a Leviathan computer deep within the assault ship took note. It sent a coded message to Ural’s orbital in its hangar bay. The orbital’s computer resisted until the message passed the firewall. Then the orbital computer accepted the missive. By doing so, it deleted the log that showed the Leviathan computer had sent a message in the first place. 
 
    Ural had no idea about this as he shed the spacesuit and bubble helmet and settled into his crash seat, beginning to activate the orbital’s engine. 
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    The small but heavily constructed orbital left the cigar-shaped assault vessel, maneuvering toward the white planet below. 
 
    A snowstorm showed directly underneath, a vast swirling mass nine hundred kilometers in diameter. The winds would be wicked down there. 
 
    Ural manipulated his pilot board, checking planetary wind speeds and atmospheric pressures. This heavily constructed ball of an orbital was built to take all that. 
 
    Ural’s shoulders relaxed as the orbital distanced itself from the alien ship. How had an assault vessel from the Sovereign Hierarchy of Leviathan ended up in orbit around the Library Planet? There were two possibilities. The assault vessel had journeyed here on its own power. The Supreme Intelligence had brought it here in some other manner. Both scenarios presented problems, with the first being worse than the second. 
 
    As Ural descended, heading into the upper atmospheres, a Leviathan software worm bored deeper into the orbital’s computer systems. The worm worked fast, as its creators had designed it to do. 
 
    On Ural’s piloting console, a red light began to flash. 
 
    He scowled briefly. Then, his fingers roved over the controls as he tried this and that. More warning lights began to blink on the board. 
 
    That was too much. Ural sent an emergency message to the Supreme Intelligence. He didn’t receive a response. That was more than troubling. 
 
    The orbital still descended, pushing through increasingly dense atmosphere, although the atmosphere was thin compared to the surface density. Skids emerged on the bottom of the orbital. The craft began to shake. That was too soon. The shaking shouldn’t have started until the orbital reached the thicker atmosphere. 
 
    Ural tapped the console controls, seeking the cause of the premature shaking. 
 
    The enemy software worm had an answer for such attempts. There was a surge of power through the panel’s electrical grid. 
 
    The piloting console overloaded and exploded. Pieces of the console flew up. Ural jerked aside with preternatural reflexes. An ordinary human would have likely died with console fragments embedded in his face. 
 
    Despite such reflexes, Ural’s chance of survival had become marginal as the uncontrolled orbital plunged into the atmosphere, heading down faster than before. 
 
    The gravity pod still worked. If it hadn’t—Ural shook his head. If he wanted to survive, he needed to think this through, not wallow in problems. 
 
    The exploded panel was finished. He couldn’t control the orbital’s flight. If he remained in the orbital, he would die when it crashed on the surface. So, he must leave at once. Could he survive a freefall from this height? 
 
    Ural stood. He was able to because of the gravity pod. It would likely overheat soon and shutdown or explode. He had to act while the pod still operated. Acting meant leaving the orbital. 
 
    Decision made, Ural turned and dashed through the control cabin. He moved through a hatch and down a short corridor, approaching the emergency exit hatch. 
 
    He opened an emergency locker, pulled out and donned a surface environmental suit. It was heavy and stiff, needing a pack and heating unit. He slung on each, plugging them into the main EVA suit. 
 
    If the Supreme Intelligence knew this was happening, the entity could use planetary tractor and pressor beams. That none had latched onto the orbital told Ural the SI was not yet aware of the problem. 
 
    This was a dire situation. He was on the brink of death. Despair welled up, wanting to drown him in sorrow. He refused in indulge. 
 
    “I’m not going to die today.” 
 
    His voice had a calming effect on his nerves. 
 
    He couldn’t afford to die today, especially after discovering something extraordinary yesterday. He had considered sending a Long-Range Builder Comm signal to Maddox in Victory about it. He hadn’t sent the message, but he must the first chance he had. The message was vital. He had been mulling it over. The thought of it had distracted him earlier today when he first boarded the assault vessel. 
 
    Concentrate on the moment. 
 
    Yes. That was the right thing. 
 
    Ural closed the last seal on his EVA suit. He turned and lurched, using a handrail because the grav pod must be weakening. Contrary forces tugged at him. 
 
    He dragged himself to an emergency thruster pack, a huge bulky contraption. It was in effect a mini-spaceship. 
 
    It was hard latching himself into it. The EVA suit and constant gravity flux was making it more difficult. 
 
    Time was running out for this. If he waited too long to exit, the orbital’s hull would be too hot as it plunged through the thickening atmosphere, gaining velocity. 
 
    Hoisting the huge thruster pack, using its own mini grav pods, Ural staggered and clanked the last few meters toward the exit hatch. He activated the magnetic clamps on his boots. That helped steady him. 
 
    The orbital was shaking violently all the time now. Heat had intensified within. He had only seconds to do this. 
 
    Ural hit a switch. A hatch opened. He staggered into the air lock and slapped the inner switch. The hatch must have malfunctioned. The inner hatch wouldn’t close and the outer one wouldn’t open. 
 
    Refraining from cursing, Ural manipulated a keypad on his wrist. The signal signs on the screen showed the hatches should be working. 
 
    A series of beeps told him— 
 
    The outer hatch exploded away, hurtling from sight. Air rushed against him, air leaving the orbital into the near vacuum. The rush propelled him outside. 
 
    Excessive heat struck Ural. That was from the orbital’s hot hull. The heat lessened as he left the orbital because of the initial shove of air. 
 
    He used a gyro, righting himself, and expelled a mass of braking hydrogen from the thruster pack. 
 
    The orbital left him, racing planet-ward faster than he did as he was free falling at a slower rate.  
 
    The braking expended most of the thruster pack’s fuel in one tremendous burst. The G-forces caused Ural to black out. The EVA suit-computer diagnosed the problem. A medikit hypo injected a harsh stimulant into him. 
 
    With a quick jolt, Ural revived, although his head was pounding with pain and his heart racing. 
 
    As he descended, the orbital transformed into a fiery comet below, destined to crash into the Library Planet’s snowy expanse. 
 
    Ural’s mouth was dry, his eyes gritty. Even so, he commenced a meticulous descent. At precise moments when the flight computer beeped, he engaged the thruster to help him decelerate. 
 
    He sped through the upper and middle atmospheres until he entered a zone where a man with parachutes might hope to land safely. Luckily, the parachute system was integrated with his thruster pack. He patiently waited, calculated the perfect moment, and then activated the first drogue chute. 
 
    He felt a jolt and almost instantly, the chute detached, having achieved its purpose. He slowed just enough to deploy the next chute. 
 
    Ural reduced his descent speed. Here, he got lucky. Although he had seen a swirling blizzard from space, he must have entered the eye of the storm. As he drifted down with a huge parachute overhead, the white planetary surface rushed up until he reached the icy terrain of the blizzard planet. 
 
    He was far from out of this. He had to reach shelter in order to avoid the lethal storm and freezing cold around him. 
 
    He unlatched himself from the thruster pack. Staggering, he stepped onto the crusty snow. Using a navigational device in his EVA suit, Ural set off on his trek. 
 
    His visor map showed an 81-kilometer trek through a violent blizzard. The EVA suit had a heating unit, but would it last long enough? He had to reach a surface hatch into the subterranean realm. 
 
    A defiant grin formed behind Ural’s helmet visor. If he failed, nothing mattered. If he succeeded, he was resolved to contact Maddox at the earliest opportunity. He needed to relay the vital information he’d discovered to Captain Maddox. Afterward, he could talk to the Supreme Intelligence about the assault vessel. They needed to discover why the orbital had malfunctioned so badly today. 
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    Captain Maddox was in Starship Victory’s weight room doing squats when the signal arrived, although he didn’t know it yet. A holoimage appeared. Maddox finished his last rep, racking the bar with a clang. 
 
    Maddox was similar in build to Golden Ural. The New Man was his uncle, after all, his father’s brother. But Maddox lacked the golden hue and extreme height. 
 
    There was a wolfish leanness to Maddox. Like Ural, he was a hunter at heart. But there was also a touch more humanity in his face, as he was less New Man. Maddox hadn’t received the needed injections, as his mother had escaped the New Man birthing facility while he was in her womb and before the geneticists could act. 
 
    In the weight room, Maddox turned and saw an Adok holoimage waiting expectantly for him. 
 
    The holoimage was named Galyan. He looked like a replica of an Adok, a short alien with ropey arms. Galyan also possessed unusual features, like cracks in his face. These were a part of the AI programming that even Professor Ludendorff hadn’t been able to fix. 
 
    In any case, the starship was headed for the refugee planet of the Adoks. There, Maddox could begin his investigation about what had happened two and a half years ago when a Morag alien named Grutch had kidnapped him off the bridge, possibly with the aid of the Adoks. 
 
    “Sir,” Galyan said, “you have a call on the Long-Range Builder Comm device.” 
 
    “Who is it?” Maddox grabbed a towel, wiping sweat from his face as he followed Galyan. 
 
    The holoimage floated in front of the captain instead of walking. “The message is from your uncle.” 
 
    “Golden Ural?” 
 
    “Yes sir, that is correct.” 
 
    “I wonder what he wants. Did he say if it was important?” 
 
    “Vital,” Galyan said. 
 
    “Who took the call?” 
 
    “Your wife, sir. Was she wrong to do so?” 
 
    “No, no. Let’s go see if it’s urgent.” 
 
    “I already told you it’s vital.” 
 
    Maddox broke into a sprint. None among humanity could keep up with him when he did. He sprinted along ship corridors, passing startled crewmembers. Many were new to Victory and hadn’t seen the captain before. 
 
    Maddox had been missing for two and a half years, kidnapped by Grutch. The captain had had an amazing adventure in the Scutum-Centaurus Spiral Arm. Now, though he had returned, he still didn’t feel completely at home. He wondered how his clone brother Dravek was doing in the Heydell Cloud. 
 
    Soon, Maddox reached the chamber with the Long-Range Builder Comm device. It had a unique capability: it could send and receive instantaneous messages across hundreds of light years. Only a select few ships and offices within Star Watch were equipped with a Long-Range Builder Comm device. Victory, perhaps the most important ship in Star Watch, was one of them. 
 
    Meta stepped away from the blocky device as Maddox entered and gave her a kiss on the cheek. 
 
    Meta was a voluptuous, beautiful, blonde-haired woman in a Star Watch uniform. She had the rank of lieutenant. 
 
    Maddox had brought her along last voyage. Now she was here again, as was Jewel, their seven-years-old daughter. Jewel was presently in a classroom. 
 
    Maddox sat on the couch and picked up the microphone. A cord dangled from it to the square device sitting on a coffee table. The device looked like a big, retro radio with dials of all things. 
 
    “Uncle, this is Captain Maddox speaking.” 
 
    “Are you alone?” Ural asked, getting to it. 
 
    Maddox glanced at Galyan, who watched expectantly. Then he glanced at Meta. “No. Others are present.” 
 
    “I ask that no one else but you hear this,” Ural said. 
 
    “As you wish.” Maddox lowered the microphone. “If you two wouldn’t mind?” He used his eyebrows to gesture toward the hatch. 
 
    “Sir,” Galyan said, “isn’t that against regulations?” 
 
    “Galyan, just do it.” 
 
    The holoimage disappeared. 
 
    Meta looked at him searchingly before stepping through the doorway, the hatch swishing shut behind her. 
 
    Meta had become more suspicious of him, probably because Maddox had always said, “I’ll be right back,” and then he would be gone for months. Now, he’d been gone for years. 
 
    Maddox hoped an extended voyage with the two of them together would help smooth some of the problems his leaves of absences had caused. 
 
    Before resuming the call, Maddox took out a small detector. With his thumb, he clicked a switch. The detector beeped. He moved the unit, pointing it at different places around the chamber. It beeped louder in one direction. Pressing the switch of another device— 
 
    Galyan reappeared in the chamber. 
 
    “You were in ghost mode,” Maddox said. “You did not disappear but only pretended to.” 
 
    “Where did you get those, sir?” 
 
    “Never mind where. You disobeyed an order. Don’t let that happen again. Do you understand?” 
 
    A hangdog look appeared on Galyan’s face as his head slumped in a human fashion. “I will go now, sir.” 
 
    “Please do.” 
 
    Galyan turned and slid through a bulkhead. As a holoimage, such a thing was easy for him. 
 
    Maddox used the detector again. It didn’t beep this time. He pulled out a third tiny unit. A subsonic sound began to emit from it. That would disrupt any eavesdropping devices, including the starship’s internal sensors. 
 
    “All right, Uncle, I’m alone. What’s so important you don’t want anyone else to hear?” 
 
    There was silence on the other end. 
 
    “Golden Ural, I’m here.” 
 
    “I had an accident a few hours ago and I just made it back underground.” 
 
    “What sort of accident?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “This is why I wish to speak to you alone.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it. Where to begin: there have been incidents over the last several years. Subtle attacks against the Supreme Intelligence.” 
 
    Maddox ingested that in silence. 
 
    “The attacks have come from various sources,” Ural said. “Some assault the main computer program. I mean viruses. Sometimes Supreme Intelligence equipment malfunctions at the oddest moments. Such a malfunction just happened to me. My orbital crashed after I walked through and studied an attack vessel from the Sovereign Hierarchy of Leviathan.” 
 
    Maddox blinked several times. “How did an assault vessel get way out there to the Library Planet?” 
 
    “That is not the point, for now. The point is I have a symbiotic relationship with the Supreme Intelligence. He has given me priceless information, so I have learned much more than I am at liberty to discuss. I, in turn, have built devices and systems for his protection. I’m always debugging the Supreme Intelligence, keeping him true to the original Builder nature of his construction.” 
 
    “That’s interesting, but what does that have to do with this emergency call?” 
 
    “That is an excellent question,” Ural said. “My main point is that I’ve started to involve myself in intelligence matters, not only at the Library Planet but in the outer galaxy. In doing so, I’ve discovered much. One of the things I’ve discovered is that the Empire of the New Men has an insatiable desire for nubile women.” 
 
    “We’ve always known that,” Maddox said. “The New Men have captured many Commonwealth women. In the past, it started a war between us. Frankly, now that I think about it, I’m sure they kidnap some now and again. But I thought the overall trafficking was supposed to have ceased after the Emperor left the Library Planet.” 
 
    “If you mean because now New Men-impregnated women can conceive girls as well as boys, you are correct,” Ural said. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I mean. There shouldn’t be any more reasons for the New Men to kidnap Commonwealth women.” 
 
    “The continued kidnappings occur in part because of the change in New Men sperm DNA.” 
 
    “That makes no sense.” 
 
    “Let me finish,” Ural said. “The Emperor and some of his chief satraps have engaged in an even greater and faster expansion of the Empire.” 
 
    “I’m still not catching your drift.” 
 
    “The New Men need more wives, concubines, any birthing females because they’re colonizing more planets. The Emperor wants all those planets brimming with New Men and Women. They’re accelerating their population growth in order to out produce the Commonwealth as soon as possible. Since the New Men started from a single planet—the Throne World—that is a vast operation and goal.” 
 
    “That I can understand,” Maddox said. “So how does that affect Victory and me in particular?” 
 
    “I don’t know if your Intelligence agencies understand that there has been an ongoing drain of prime-age females from the Commonwealth.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard anything. Are you sure this is true?” 
 
    “Both are true,” Ural said. “Your Intelligence Service has failed to undercover it and it is happening at an accelerated rate. One of the chief exporting nexuses is Cestus IV.” 
 
    “You’re sure about your data?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “I’m absolutely certain.” 
 
    “Why tell me? You should tell the Lord High Admiral.” 
 
    “I may, but I’m now telling you. I’m telling you because Archduke Artaxerxes Par is presently overseeing the operation and has entered Commonwealth space.” 
 
    Maddox grew still as he tensed. The call was starting to make more sense. Artaxerxes Par was a New Man he knew well. The name was on his short list of those who had murdered his father, Oran. Maddox ached to return the favor. Perhaps his Uncle Ural wished that as well. 
 
    “Do you want me to kill the archduke?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Do as you wish, nephew. I’m relaying the information is all. Stopping the archduke could certainly help stem the drain of young females from the Commonwealth.” 
 
    “I see.” Maddox’s mind had already begun to churn. Victory was on its way to the refugee planet of the Adoks. Could he deviate from that? Cestus IV was a long ways from here and the Adoks. 
 
    “Are you still there, Captain?” 
 
    “I’m here. Your information is interesting, to say the least.” 
 
    “I thought you might like it.” 
 
    “If you received the information days ago, why tell me only now, especially after your accident?” 
 
    “Because I want you to know,” there was a husky note to Ural’s voice. “They murdered my brother, your father. I cannot demand justice myself. As you know, the Emperor has banished me from the Empire. I’m no longer welcome there for as long as the Emperor lives. Nor can I conceivably leave the Library Planet at this time.” 
 
    “I get it,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Do you? Do you understand you have an obligation to your father?” 
 
    “And to my mother,” Maddox said with heat. 
 
    “Yes,” Ural said, “I keep forgetting how people think in the Commonwealth. It’s such a different mode of thought, quite different from how I was raised. In any case, I hope you use the information.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Do you? I speak now for your father. I speak as one calling from the grave. I hear my brother’s blood calling for vengeance. I hear your father saying, ‘My son, I lay this burden on you.’” 
 
    Maddox scowled. He didn’t like others telling him what to do or forcing their opinions and ways on him. 
 
    “Is there anything else, Uncle?” 
 
    There was pause until Ural, said, “Is that not enough?” 
 
    Maybe it was. “What will you do?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Remain at my post.” 
 
    “I wish you well, sir.” 
 
    “And I wish you happy hunting, nephew.” 
 
    “Sure. Thanks. Goodbye.” 
 
    With that, Maddox broke the connection and the conversation ended. 
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    That night, starship time, Maddox lay in bed beside Meta with the lights out, having said goodnight to Jewel in the other cabin. He tossed back and forth. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Meta asked. 
 
    Her voice surprised the captain, and he turned sharply. He thought she’d been sleeping. 
 
    “Why did that startle you?” Meta asked. 
 
    Maddox was silent. 
 
    “Husband,” Meta said, putting a warm hand on his chest, “You haven’t come back all the way from the Heydell Cloud. You’ve been, I wouldn’t call it distant, but you’re restless. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” Maddox hedged because he didn’t care for self-analysis of this sort, although he knew Meta did. “I wonder how Dravek is doing.” 
 
    “Your clone brother?” 
 
    “These days, I just think of him as my brother.” 
 
    “If Dravek is anything like you, I’m sure he’s doing fine.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Meta ran her hand to his belly. 
 
    Maddox grinned, rolled toward her, and put a hand on her hip. Meta felt good. He stroked her hip and then clasped her to him. 
 
    They became intimate. 
 
    Afterward, Maddox rolled back onto his side of the bed. 
 
    “I love you,” Meta said. 
 
    He faced her in the dark. “I love you.” 
 
    “What’s troubling you? It’s more than your brother or not fully engaging again.” 
 
    “I spoke to Ural, as you know…” Maddox told her most of what Ural had said.  
 
    “How did an assault vessel from the Sovereign Hierarchy of Leviathan get all the way to the Library Planet?” Meta asked. “The Commonwealth lies between the two. Did the ship take that long of a detour?” 
 
    “Good questions,” Maddox said. “The answer is, I don’t know. I’m beginning to suspect the Supreme Intelligence had a hand in the assault vessel’s arrival.” 
 
    “Is that what has you so restless?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Husband, something is gnawing at you. If you can’t tell me, who can you tell?” 
 
    He stared at her in the dark, imagined he could see her curls. Long ago, Meta used to be an assassin. She might understand. “I’m hunting Artaxerxes Par.” 
 
    “He’s a New Man?” 
 
    “An archduke of the Empire,” Maddox said. 
 
    “He’s the Emperor’s friend?” 
 
    “They’re companions in murder. They were both at the Library Planet the first time Victory was there. They both plotted my father’s death. Artaxerxes Par helped slay him.” 
 
    Meta said nothing. 
 
    “My father’s blood cries out from the ground. I hear it. Now, I’ve learned that Artaxerxes has secretly entered the Commonwealth. Even better, I know where.” 
 
    “Your father’s blood cries out,” Meta said. “The phrase sounds symbolic maybe even judicial.” 
 
    “It should. When Cain killed his brother Abel, God told Cain his brother’s blood cries out from the ground for vengeance.” 
 
    “Is that where you heard it?” Meta asked. 
 
    “I read the story again today.” 
 
    “You read the account in Genesis just because?” 
 
    Maddox was slow in answering. “No.” 
 
    “Did Ural tell you that?” 
 
    “Not the story of Cain and Abel.” 
 
    “Ural said your father’s blood cries out?” Meta asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Meta sighed. “You know Ural said that to goad you. He knows enough how you think, because it’s probably how he thinks.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Maddox said, “or maybe it’s something I must do as a New Man.” 
 
    “But you’re not a New Man. You’re my husband. You’re the captain of Star Watch’s greatest vessel.” 
 
    “I can be all that and a New Man, as well.” 
 
    “You’re not one of those arrogant snobs,” Meta said with heat. “You’re far better and nobler than a New Man.” 
 
    “Fine, I’m not a New Man.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    Maddox’s gut twisted. Here it was. Would he use the information or ignore it? 
 
    “You’re hesitating,” Meta said. “You’re not sure. Is that what’s troubling you?” 
 
    That crystalized it for Maddox. “Tomorrow, I’ll give orders to head for Cestus IV.” 
 
    “We’re presently heading for the refugee planet of the Adoks.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of that.” 
 
    “You promised Galyan you would try to reunite the living Adoks with him.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “The Lord High Admiral wants you to pick up the trail there and punish those who kidnapped you last time. Surely, those orders hold precedence over your blood crying out against Artaxerxes Par.” 
 
    “Wrong,” Maddox said. “My blood doesn’t call out from the ground. My father’s blood does. Oran must be avenged, and here’s the rare opportunity for me to achieve it.” 
 
    “Dearest, I know you’re one of the foremost strategists in Star Watch. You’re also the di-far. You can change the course of history, lifting it from one path and setting it onto another. Surely, the living are more important than the dead.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Not maybe. Besides, you must follow the orders from High Command.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Maddox said again. 
 
    “What’s gotten into you?” 
 
    “Just what I said,” Maddox said. “I can hear the cry of my father. Because he died, my mother soon died as well. She echoes his cry. They urge me to avenge them. There’s a secondary reason as well. Artaxerxes runs an underground trade in human flesh. Here’s a chance to sever it at the source.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Maddox told his wife the rest of the message, about the Empire’s abduction operation. 
 
    “This is serious,” Meta said. “We have to help those women somehow. But what you’re planning might start a war with the New Men.” 
 
    “I will not let the Empire kidnap young Commonwealth women against their will. Because of it, the New Men are the ones tempting fate, courting war by abducting our citizens.” 
 
    “The kidnapping is wrong. You’re right about that. You are also the di-far. If that is what your conscience is telling you…” 
 
    Maddox laughed harshly. “I’m not calling it conscience. It’s an obligation to my parents, to my heritage, to who I am. I must kill Artaxerxes Par.” 
 
    “You mean murder him.” 
 
    Stubbornness twisted Maddox’s face, although Meta didn’t see it in the dark. 
 
    She likely sensed it, though, for she grew quiet, finally saying, “You’re going to do this, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “No matter what happens?” she asked. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “By ‘maybe’ you mean ‘totally’. You’ve learned to hedge your answers in your absence. What happened to the man I once knew who said exactly what he would do?” 
 
    Maddox reached out held her again. “Have I ever truly done that?” 
 
    “Not always, no, but usually.” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” Maddox said, “I’ll give the orders to change course.” 
 
    “Why not tonight, if it’s that important?” 
 
    “I want to sleep on it. It is a big decision.” 
 
    “The Lord High Admiral gave you orders to go to the Adoks.” 
 
    “Because he thought that’s what I wanted.” 
 
    “Does it matter why? Orders are orders, are they not?” 
 
    “Are they?” asked Maddox, with heat. 
 
    Meta said no more. 
 
    Maddox also remained silent, though he nearly spoke several times. 
 
    Finally, however, they both fell asleep. 
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    The next morning, after Maddox and Meta ate a hearty breakfast, the captain called certain personnel to the conference chamber. It had been a long time since there had been a conference aboard Victory. 
 
    Soon, the others filed in. By custom, the captain sat at the head of the table. Next to him was Meta. Beside her was Lieutenant Commander Valerie Noonan, an athletic, brunette-haired lady. 
 
    Valerie had commanded Victory for the last two and a half years during Maddox’s absence. Strangely, the crew was more accustomed to her these days than Maddox. However, Valerie had graciously welcomed the captain back. Valerie had even saluted him when she’d entered the conference chamber before taking her seat beside Meta. 
 
    Lieutenant Keith Maker was sitting next to Valerie. It did not appear as if they were dating. Their relationship was a complicated on-again, off-again affair. Keith was shorter than Valerie, although not by much. He was a Scotsman with the touch of an accent, and claimed to be the best pilot in Star Watch. 
 
    Maddox had never found a reason to challenge the claim. 
 
    At the other end of the table from Maddox sat Professor Ludendorff. The Methuselah Man had thick white hair and wore his customary gold chain around his tanned throat. One too many buttons was undone on his shirt, revealing curly white chest hair. He had the same distinct older-man’s handsome look as always. 
 
    Ludendorff had been particularly intrigued by Maddox’s explanation of the crystal Eye of Helion and the teleport bomb they’d used while on Gath in the Heydell Cloud to destroy Leviathan assault vessels. 
 
    Galyan, unlike the others, didn’t sit but floated on the other side of the table from Keith. Next to him was Andros Crank, the Chief Technician of Victory. Andros was a short, stout Kai Kaus, one of ten thousand that Maddox had long ago freed from a Builder Dyson Sphere. 
 
    Lastly, closest to Maddox on this side, was the once-old Sergeant Riker. Chronologically, Riker hadn’t changed, but he was much younger in appearance and medically, and more athletic than before. He was shorter than Maddox, tough looking, and no longer sported a bionic eye, arm, or leg. Having experienced a physical transformation in a different dimension, the change into youthfulness had become permanent. With his younger physique came the urges of youth. Riker hadn’t managed to resist them all. His change presented an interesting philosophical or metaphysical point. 
 
    Maddox initiated the meeting. “You’re here,” he began, “to be informed about a change in plans.” 
 
    Valerie, it seemed, was the least pleased by the announcement. She didn’t outwardly groan, but she did frown. 
 
    In contrast, Galyan stared intently at Maddox. Victory was on its way to the refugee planet of the Adoks. More than anything, Galyan wished to be reunited with his people, the living Adoks. Unfortunately, the living Adoks deeply mistrusted and even feared holoimage, deified, computer-run AIs like Galyan due to past traumas. Almost brought to the brink of extinction in a faraway star system by such deified AIs, the living Adoks’ apprehensions were deeply rooted. 
 
    “Did you say a change in course, sir?” Galyan asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Did the Lord High Admiral call and give you the new heading? Was that what the message was about yesterday?” 
 
    “It was not,” Maddox said. 
 
    “What message?” Valerie asked. 
 
    Maddox stood abruptly with his fingertips resting on the table as he scanned each of them. “I received news from my uncle, Golden Ural, who, as you know, is on the Library Planet. Ural has obtained critical information regarding the New Men and an insidious operation where they kidnap women from the Commonwealth, funneling the women into the New Men Empire. No doubt, the women are becoming breeding stock so the New Men may out-produce the Commonwealth in terms of sheer numbers of people.” 
 
    “Sir,” Galyan said, “the Lord High Admiral did not give you orders for this change of course?” 
 
    “He did not,” Maddox said, with an edge to his voice. He disliked others questioning his decisions, especially now, after his absence of two and a half years. Still, he made an exception for Galyan. “While the Lord High Admiral did not, I’m taking full responsibility for our change in course.” 
 
    “Sir,” Valerie said, perhaps a bit hastily, drawing all eyes onto her, “were we not supposed to find out what happened to the starship two and half years ago, and if the Adoks had a hand in your kidnapping?” 
 
    Despite multiple attempts to understand the mysterious jump Victory had taken when using a Laumer Point the Adoks had insisted Victory use to reach their planet—two and a half years ago—no one knew what exactly had happened then. The Adoks denied any knowledge of the mystery. The jump had transported Victory to a void. In this void, the Morag Grutch—a B.E.M., a bug-eyed monster with many tentacles instead of hands and feet—had teleported onto the bridge, abducted the captain, and later handed him over to unknown forces, possibly Spacers. Eventually, Maddox found himself captive in the Scutum-Centaurus Spiral Arm, under the control of Leviathan Soldiers. If not for his clone brother… 
 
    Pushing the thought aside, Maddox nodded to Valerie. Her question had brought this about. 
 
    “My authority to change course,” Maddox said, pointing to a folder he’d set on the table, “comes from this.” He opened the folder, lifting a document with impressive and colorful seals of state. “This is the Planetary Plenipotentiary writ I received from the Commonwealth Parliament in Stockholm before we left for the planet Kregen several years ago. The Prime Minister himself authorized this. The writ grants me the authority to make any decisions I deem necessary and make it binding to the Commonwealth.” 
 
    Valerie cleared her throat and shook her head. 
 
    “You question my writ of authority?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Sir, I don’t doubt the writ’s existence or that you possess authority outside the Commonwealth, in the Beyond. I’ve read a copy of it. The writ grants you broad authority, and is only valid when you’re outside the boundaries of the Commonwealth.” 
 
    “That is incorrect,” Maddox said. “The writ is valid whenever I see fit.” 
 
    “I hate to disagree with you,” Valerie said. “But the writ clearly states that your authority to act is exclusive to regions outside the Commonwealth. Also, you possess the authority of a task fleet admiral outside the Commonwealth. That implies you lack such authority inside the Commonwealth, where we presently find ourselves.” 
 
    “I see,” Maddox said, “you’re a space lawyer then?” 
 
    “No, sir, it is not that at all. It’s just…” 
 
    “Please, Lieutenant Commander, speak your mind,” Maddox said. “This is a conference meeting, and I’ve called you here to discuss this.” 
 
    “Is that true, sir?” Valerie asked. “Did you not have us attend in order to tell us and to have us fall into line, as we have done in the past?” 
 
    “Is that what you have done in the past, Lieutenant Commander?” 
 
    “Sir,” Valerie said, “I’m not questioning your authority.” 
 
    “It seems like you are.” 
 
    “I’m questioning this decision, that you have the power to make it while we’re in the Commonwealth and we under direct orders from the Lord High Admiral.” 
 
    Maddox clasped his hands behind his back. It felt strange being back in a starship. He’d missed it, and now he was here. As had happened in the past, Valerie Noonan was giving him trouble. He did not like it, not in the slightest. It was almost on the tip of his tongue to say, “Well, you know what, Lieutenant Commander? You can board the Tarrypin and go. Leave, as you’re no longer welcome aboard my starship.” Maddox barely held that in check. 
 
    From where Meta sat, she looked at him with alarm. 
 
    Maddox may have been gone two and a half years, but his wife knew him intimately. Could she see his temper building? 
 
    Meta touched his nearest hand. 
 
    That jerked Maddox from his thoughts. 
 
    Meta removed her hand, as the touch had achieved its purpose. 
 
    Maddox inhaled. “Lieutenant Commander, you’re welcome to lodge a protest. If you truly care to, you may even call the Lord High Admiral on the Long-Range Builder Comm device. Either way, this ship is changing course.” 
 
    “Sir,” Galyan said, “you promised you would help me reunite with the Adoks.” 
 
    “I did promise that,” Maddox said. “And I tried, Galyan. It cost me two and a half years from my wife and daughter.” 
 
    “I am sorry for that,” Galyan said. “I would do anything to bridge that separation. I, more than anyone, know what it is like to be away from those you love.” 
 
    “I don’t dispute that,” Maddox said, “and I don’t dispute your earnestness to reunite with the Adoks—” 
 
    “Please, sir, keep your promise,” Galyan said, interrupting. 
 
    “Now see here, Galyan, I have more than one promise to keep in my life.” 
 
    “This has to do with a different promise?” Galyan asked. 
 
    The others looked at Maddox intently. 
 
    “It does,” Maddox said. 
 
    “May I ask what the promise is?” Galyan asked. 
 
    “Yes, you may ask,” Maddox said. 
 
    Silence lengthened. 
 
    Galyan blinked several times, possibly analyzing the captain’s behavior. “I see, sir. I may ask, but you may not necessarily answer.” 
 
    “That is correct,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Is that not a bit rude, sir?” asked Galyan. 
 
    Maddox felt a flush of anger course through him. Using his steely will and logic, he intercepted the rage, quelling it. It was like a game of ping-pong playing out in his mind or perhaps in his heart. 
 
    “Ladies, gentlemen, I’m the captain. I run the starship. I expect obedience from each of you. You may ask questions; I will answer as I can. You may lodge protests as you wish. Galyan, that goes for you as well.” 
 
    “My protests will not mean anything, sir,” Galyan said. “Unless people keep their promises to me, I am undone.” 
 
    Maddox sighed, shaking his head. “Don’t you understand yet? The truth is I doubt there’s a solution for you, except that you accept that the living Adoks want no part of you.” 
 
    “Sir, I know this rationally and logically… But I so want to be reunited with them.” 
 
    “You’re making this harder than it needs to be,” Maddox said. 
 
    “I do not mean to, sir, but you promised.” 
 
    “Sir,” said Sergeant Riker. 
 
    “Yes, sergeant?” Maddox asked. 
 
    Riker studied the captain. “Perhaps this has something to do with your family, sir.” 
 
    “Is that true?” Galyan asked. 
 
    Maddox frowned. 
 
    Galyan blinked rapidly as he stared at Maddox. No doubt, he ran his personality profile on the captain. Perhaps he reached a conclusion. “I see, sir. Does this have anything to do with those on your list?” 
 
    “What list?” Valerie asked. 
 
    Galyan looked at Valerie and then the captain. “I am not sure the captain would care for me to elaborate.” 
 
    “You’re correct on that score,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Sir,” Valerie said, “if this is a personal vendetta you’re engaged in, we should know. Are you taking the most valued ship in Star Watch on a personal vendetta?” 
 
    Maddox held himself in check. “No,” he managed to say, “but to stop horrid sex trafficking.” 
 
    Valerie shook her head. “Could you elaborate?” 
 
    Maddox hesitated. This was a conference meeting. Valerie had a right to ask this. He nodded. “The New Men are abducting Commonwealth women and taking them back to the Empire as wives or concubines.” 
 
    “You’re sure the New Men are doing this?” Valerie asked. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Maddox said. “Ural said so.” 
 
    “And you’ve seen the evidence?” 
 
    “No, but I trust my uncle.” 
 
    “You have not seen the evidence?” Valerie asked. 
 
    “I just said I didn’t.” 
 
    “May I interrupt this discussion to make a comment?” Ludendorff said. 
 
    “Please, Professor,” Maddox said. 
 
    “You say we’re changing direction in order to put a stop to sex trafficking?” Ludendorff asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Maddox said. 
 
    Ludendorff became thoughtful. “The New Men must be capturing desirable, beautiful, priceless females in order that they may breed more sons and daughters. As we now know, the New Men have changed some of their DNA. They only used to sire sons. Now, they can sire sons and daughters. Thus, I’d imagine, the New Men desire this increase in order to build their population even faster. I wonder, was there anything else your uncle told you?” 
 
    “Could you be more precise in your insinuation?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “You went to the Scutum-Centaurus Spiral Arm, and from the reports I’ve read, there’s a possibility Leviathan is sending fleets and has already infiltrated the Commonwealth with spies. Is that not correct?” 
 
    Maddox nodded. 
 
    “I see,” Ludendorff said. “So, we may be on the verge of an inter-spiral-arm war against possibly the most dangerous government we have ever run across?” 
 
    “Do you have a point to all this?” 
 
    Ludendorff was slow in answering. “Was there anything your Uncle Ural told you about Leviathan?” 
 
    Maddox squinted at Ludendorff. The Methuselah Man was playing a game of cat and mouse. He also seemed to know more than he should. Then it hit Maddox. 
 
    “I don’t know how, but you intercepted the message from Ural.” 
 
    “What? Me?” Ludendorff asked. “How could I possibly have done that? No one has ever intercepted a message between Long-Range Builder Comm devices.” 
 
    Maddox stared at Ludendorff. The Methuselah Man looked back with innocence. 
 
    “There’s an assault vessel of Leviathan parked in orbit around the Library Planet,” Maddox said. 
 
    “I see. I see,” Ludendorff said. “That is illuminating, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “In what regard?” 
 
    “Leviathan is sending spies and scouts everywhere. They’re mapping out the territory, mapping our spiral arm. Wouldn’t they love to find local allies when they begin their attack upon the Commonwealth?” 
 
    Maddox nodded. He understood. “I suppose you’re going to say that now is not the time to start a conflict with the New Men.” 
 
    “Right you are, my boy, right you are. That is a precise, logical and cunning thought. Now is the time for us to mend fences with the New Men. Now is the time to gain use of their ships, if indeed we are about to enter into a war against the Sovereign Hierarchy of Leviathan.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Maddox said. “But if it makes sense for us, it also makes sense for the Empire.” 
 
    “They might not see it that way,” Ludendorff said. “The Commonwealth is between the Empire and Leviathan. Maybe the Emperor would like to see Leviathan cut us down to size. If you cause friction between our governments, Captain—” 
 
    “Are you suggesting I turn a blind eye to the kidnapping of young ladies from the Commonwealth?” Maddox asked, interrupting. 
 
    “I suppose that is what I’m saying. This seems like an ill-advised moment to pick a fight with the New Men. Maybe it is time to turn a blind eye, as I’ve said. We should also cement relationships with the Adoks. Perhaps if we unite them with Galyan that will go a long way to doing this.” 
 
    “Professor, you know very well that isn’t going to happen between Galyan and the Adoks,” Maddox said. 
 
    “You may have a point.” 
 
    “In fact,” Maddox said, “if we push the Adoks too hard to reunite with Galyan, when that is what they fear more than anything else—” 
 
    “Ah-ha! Hoisted on my own petard, is that what you’re saying?” asked Ludendorff. “You’ve turned my own argument against me.” 
 
    Maddox became solemn. “Do you have any more points to make?” 
 
    “This is a tenuous moment,” Ludendorff said. “You need to take more things into consideration than just your personal animus against whoever runs the abduction campaign.” 
 
    “Archduke Artaxerxes Par runs it,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Is that who?” Ludendorff said, rather too lightly, it seemed. 
 
    “You know very well that’s who it is.” 
 
    “Do I indeed?” 
 
    Maddox looked away. The meeting hadn’t gone as he’d expected. The professor had a point about uniting with the New Men against Leviathan. Galyan had a point about the promise. What about Valerie’s point? He’d never been big on authority when directed against him, only when he used it on others. This writ gave him the authority to do as he wished. His father’s blood cried out to him. Was it time to mend fences with the New Men? Perhaps it was time to cauterize this piece of friction between them. 
 
    Maddox looked up at the ceiling. 
 
    What about the young abducted women? Did Star Watch want to sacrifice them for the so-called greater good of humanity? If Star Watch couldn’t protect those who could not protect themselves, what good was the organization? It would be a farce. 
 
    Maddox faced the others and rapped the table with his knuckles. “Ladies, gentlemen, we’re going to change our heading. I appreciate what you’ve said, but now I ask you to do your duty, giving one hundred percent—unless anyone has an objection to that.” 
 
    They all looked at him. No one objected outright, though Valerie looked unhappy, and Galyan? The holoimage looked tormented. 
 
    With that, the meeting ended. Galyan disappeared. Valerie jumped up and hurried out. 
 
    Ludendorff came around the table. “A moment, Captain, there is something I would really like to know.” 
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    Meta, Andros Crank, Sergeant Riker, and Keith all left the conference chamber. Maddox sat down at the head of the table. Ludendorff sat in Meta’s vacated chair. 
 
    “All right, Professor, how did you manage to overhear communications from the Long-Range Builder Comm device?” 
 
    “Well, well, well,” Ludendorff said. “As you know, I’m a bit of an inventive genius.” 
 
    “And you’re humble, too.” 
 
    Ludendorff laughed. “It’s good to have you back with your grouchy and forthright manner. Yet, you are a liar extraordinary.” 
 
    Maddox tensed once again. “If you’re done with such foolery, perhaps you could get to the point.” 
 
    “My latest invention worked. I overheard enough, and you have confirmed the rest. Naturally, I could have kept this a secret, but I openly told you. Yes, an Intelligence officer of your acumen would quickly understand I’d cracked a most elegant security system.” 
 
    “If you cracked the security, you must understand how the Builders did what they did with the devices.” 
 
    “To a degree,” Ludendorff said. 
 
    “Can you fashion more such devices?” 
 
    “Not yet, not yet, but I’m working on it. Wouldn’t it be something if all our ships were installed with such long-range comm devices? My boy, I’m on the verge of great technological marvels. These last two years, while you’ve been gone, I’ve thrown myself into my old occupation. But I’ve been meaning to ask you several questions that have bothered me greatly about your tale.” 
 
    “What I just said?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “No, no, when you were abducted and taken to the Scutum-Centaurus Spiral Arm, and then after you escaped into the Heydell Cloud. A few things about that perplex me. One, how did humans like us reach the Heydell Cloud? I admit the Soldiers or cybers of Leviathan are humanoid, although I don’t think they’re strictly human in the same sense we are.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that, the Soldiers, I mean. As to your question about humans in the Heydell Cloud…” Maddox shrugged. “I don’t know the answer to that either.” 
 
    “Come, come, my boy, you’ve got to have a better answer than that. You were there. Surely, there was a hint as to their origin.” 
 
    Maddox just about rebuked the old goat, but then he thought, what was the point? He had enough friction with Galyan and Valerie. He didn’t need another war with Ludendorff. In the past, the Methuselah Man had often been easy to ignite. If Ludendorff was trying to be engaging… 
 
    “There were humans behind the Yon Soth barrier on the other end of our galaxy,” Maddox said. “We know how they arrived, through the Yon Soths. There was a sleeping Yon Soth at Gath in the Heydell Cloud. Perhaps it or some of its compatriots were responsible for the humans there.” 
 
    “An interesting proposal,” Ludendorff said. “It’s as good an answer as any. It could also be that humans are more prevalent than we suspect.” 
 
    “That could be it,” Maddox said. “I’m more inclined to the Yon Soth thesis.” 
 
    Ludendorff scratched a cheek, nodding. “The second question has been bothering me for some time. How were you able to speak the language of those in the Heydell Cloud? That’s astounding, and it begs comprehension—” 
 
    “Wait a minute, Professor. That one is easier to answer. It’s in my report. If you studied it, you’d see. You probably just missed it.” 
 
    “Me? Miss it? You must be joking.” 
 
    “When Dravek woke me from stasis, he told me he’d inserted certain information into my brain, the chief being the language of those in the Heydell Cloud.” 
 
    “That makes perfect sense,” Ludendorff said. “I suppose I did miss it after all. Can you speak the language still?” 
 
    “In a pinch, I can. I haven’t tried since returning home, but I think if I hear it, I’d be able to reply in kind.” 
 
    “Interesting, most interesting.” Ludendorff cleared his throat. “Lastly, I must know more about the Eye of Helion. In particular, where is its planet?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “But you have a rough idea?” Ludendorff asked. 
 
    “A rough idea, I do.” 
 
    “We must enlist the crystals in our greater cause. Surely, you can see that.” 
 
    “The Helion crystals could be useful in some things,” Maddox admitted. 
 
    “I’ll give you a specific example,” Ludendorff said, “the teleporting ability. We could use that power. Think of it. If we fought the ships of Leviathan, we could teleport our missiles directly into their holds just you did in the Gath System. Now, I know we’ve had teleporting machines before. There was the old Builder machine that could teleport bio matter. Do you remember when Lord Drakos sent naked New Men aboard a ship? Some of them destroyed the ship by wrecking the antimatter engine.” 
 
    “I remember quite well,” Maddox said. “It was during the Battle of the Gomez System, where Drakos fought together with the hybrid Swarm bug Thrax Ti Ix. My uncle was there helping us.” 
 
    “Never mind the battle,” Ludendorff said. “It was an example. These crystals of Helion obviously invented a means for teleportation. There was another teleporter behind the Yon Soth barrier.” 
 
    “Right,” Maddox said. “I remember.” 
 
    “Is teleportation similar to the folding process we use with our fold ships?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Maddox said, “because I didn’t feel any disorientation when I appeared from the Eye of Helion’s teleportation onto Gath.” 
 
    “Splendid,” Ludendorff said. “This is confirmation. I feel as if I am on the verge of a teleporting breakthrough. I’ve been studying the possibility. Knowing others have made it work on several separate occasions from different races spurs me on.” 
 
    “I never thought of it like that.” 
 
    “You’re not an inventive genius.” 
 
    “If that’s it then,” Maddox said. 
 
    “No. I want to reaffirm the idea I broached in the meeting. Is it wise to start a fight with the New Men when Leviathan is possibly readying to attack the Commonwealth?” 
 
    “I don’t know about wise,” Maddox said, “but I know I’m sick of the New Men starting fights with us. They kidnap our people. Who do they think they are?” 
 
    “We know who they think they are. They think of themselves as the superior ones who do as they wish.” 
 
    “Fine,” Maddox said. “But what good are borders if you don’t protect the people behind them?” 
 
    “You have a point, my boy. All I’m saying is that in the clash of empires and spiral arms, sometimes it’s wiser to overlook a small cut so you can work together to forestall annihilation. It might be wiser to walk carefully concerning the abduction campaign.” 
 
    “I understand your reasoning, Professor. Normally, I would agree with it. But with Artaxerxes Par… 
 
    “You can’t let it go, can you?” Ludendorff asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    “Even if it means the destruction of the Commonwealth?” asked Ludendorff. 
 
    “I don’t accept your givens.” 
 
    “But if practicing your vendetta brings about the Commonwealth’s destruction—” 
 
    “It’s not a vendetta,” Maddox said, interrupting. “It’s justice.” 
 
    “Aha! Is that the lie you’re telling yourself?” 
 
    Maddox drummed his fingers on the table. “I suggest you have a care how you address the issue. I appreciate your intelligence and brilliance. But sometimes—” 
 
    “Say no more, my boy. I’ll drop it.” 
 
    Maddox frowned, surprised by Ludendorff’s easygoing manner. In the past, the old goat would have sputtered and fumed. Now, Ludendorff smiled and tried to act gracious. Had he been gone too long? Had the two and a half years away from command changed him? 
 
    Maddox wasn’t sure. The trouble was that Ludendorff had a point. Was it right to go after the New Men when humanity might need their help against Leviathan? 
 
    Maddox drummed his fingers on the table and looked away. He mused for so long that the swish of the hatch and Ludendorff’s departure startled him. 
 
    Thus, with a heavier heart than when he’d arrived at the conference chamber, Maddox departed. It was time to go to the bridge and give the order to head for the Cestus System. Was this the worst mistake of his life? Maddox scowled. He didn’t think so. And he prayed to God it was not so. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    -10- 
 
      
 
    Lady Margaret Wold had never been more terrified in her life. With a sick knot in her stomach, she realized she had made a terrible decision. Handcuffed, she was riding on the back of an air cycle, racing over the Klondike Mountains. This was horrible. Why had she ever dreamt of knights, daring deeds and fair maidens? This was not at all how she had supposed the romances would go. 
 
    As the ride continued and Margaret sat there helplessly, a thought came to mind: what if she hurled herself off the cycle and plummeted to her death? 
 
    For a moment, with a harsh gleam in her eyes and thinking she could thwart Clint’s intentions—if “Clint Seasons” was even his real name—Margaret nearly acted on the impulse. But she rejected the thought after a moment’s reflection. It wasn’t her way. It wasn’t her family’s way. 
 
    Surely, her father would rescue her. Surely, the king’s constables would find out about this. One of the space yachts would prevent the kidnappers from taking her to some hideous planet. Or would Clint bring her to a dungeon of some perverted lord who had always desired her? 
 
    Clint told her nothing. He wore his helmet, flying fast, just above the trees, zigzagging up and down the slopes. Margaret didn’t feel airsick or motion sickness. Instead, worry and anger consumed her. How could she ever have believed Clint was noble? He was vile and evil, having deceived her. 
 
    I’ll never let this happen to me again, she resolved. I will approach life with hardheaded realism. I will watch and wait, seizing my opportunity when it comes. What else can I do? 
 
    Margaret pondered the dire possibilities: What if others planned to rape her? What if there were ten men waiting for their opportunity? 
 
    The thought was so abhorrent that Margaret once again felt an urge to hurl herself off the cycle. But even stronger was a desire to retaliate against Clint. She refused to accept her fate meekly. 
 
    However, the next few hours challenged Margaret’s determination. Fate seemed intent on cruelty. Clint didn’t head to the spaceport. Instead, he eventually circled what appeared to be an abandoned stone building. Instead of a yard, there were thick weeds with a path leading to the house. 
 
    He took her down, landing beyond the weeds. After climbing off, without removing his helmet or lifting his visor, he pulled her roughly from the saddle and frog-marched her across the path. Burrs in the weeds stuck to her garments. He opened an ancient wooden door, its hinges squealing, marched her across creaking boards, and thrust her into a closet, locking the door behind her. 
 
    Perhaps two hours passed. Margaret sat on the floor in dimness, hating the musty smell. She didn’t cry, as she refused to let tears fall. She wouldn’t let such an ordeal break her. 
 
    I will learn. I will escape. 
 
    Her wrists hurt and chaffed because she’d tried to slip them through the cuffs. 
 
    When the door eventually opened, hope and fear surged within her. What if a naked brute confronted her to do his worst? 
 
    No, it was just Clint, still helmeted. He placed a cup of water and sandwich on the floor. He was correct in thinking she’d worked the handcuffs in front of her instead of behind her back. 
 
    Without a word, he closed and locked the door. 
 
    Was any of this drugged? Margaret considered spilling the cup and crushing the sandwich. But she was too hungry and thirsty. She devoured the food and drank the water. 
 
    Soon, she became horribly tired. Clint must have drugged the water. She should have known. But what else could she do? Was she supposed to die of dehydration in order to keep him from drugging her? 
 
    He could have come in with a hypo. Margaret might have played it longer in her mind, but she fell unconscious. 
 
    After a while, Margaret felt motion. She wasn’t sure how, but she realized she was in an enclosed van. There were other women with her. Some wept. A few consoled those who did. There was little light, enough for Margaret to see the others were beautiful. She didn’t recognize any of them. 
 
    Had Clint Seasons tricked each of them, giving each a ride on his air cycle? Jealousy sprouted until she realized how stupid that was. Besides, if there had been other air-cycle kidnappings, word would have gotten out…unless the families were too embarrassed by all this. 
 
    The van slowed down, turning onto a rocky, bumpy road, jostling them, throwing them around. The van turned again, speeding up as the ride smoothed out. 
 
    There was another turn. The van slowed and then stopped. A large side door slid open. 
 
    A tall, thin man peered at them. He wore a silver suit and had merciless dark eyes. There was something strange about him, as he had a seething vitality like a wound-tight spring. 
 
    Margaret shivered as his hard gaze met hers. He looked at her as if she were a side of beef, a commodity. 
 
    He snapped his fingers, making a loud sound. 
 
    Three tough, coarse men wearing sweat jackets and sweats climbed into the van. They drew out the prisoners, forcing them to stand in a line outside. 
 
    Three cinder-block buildings on a cement apron towered around them. A transport plane with propellers was parked nearby. To the left was a runway. In the distance were more buildings. Was this an industrial park? 
 
    The tall, thin man with cruel eyes stalked slowly past the line, studying each captive. “Yes, yes, yes, good, very good,” he said. 
 
    The tall man turned to a waiting Clint in his black leather jacket. Clint looked down, refusing to meet the man’s gaze. 
 
    “Take them to the depot. From there, go to the Cestus System. You understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Clint said, his voice tight with obvious fear. 
 
    “You will accompany them and be responsible for them. If any should escape…” 
 
    Clint looked up. 
 
    The tall man didn’t smile, but cruelty shined in his dark eyes. “You won’t pay with your life, but with limbs for each one that goes missing. The first limb to go will be the most precious to you. Do you understand?” 
 
    Clint worked his mouth several times, with nothing coming out. Finally, he croaked bone-dryly, “I do.” 
 
    The tall man made a bored gesture with a hand, snapped his fingers loudly again. 
 
    The brutish men pushed the captives back into the van, drawing seatbelts around each. None of the brutes secretly fondled the captives. In fact, the brutes seemed extraordinarily careful not to let their hands touch female flesh. 
 
    Clint climbed into the back of the van with them as the brutes jumped out. 
 
    Margaret worked up the courage to speak. “Why are you taking us to the Cestus System? Do you plan to put us in a brothel and make us your whores?” 
 
    Clint looked at her, shocked. 
 
    The tall man was already striding elsewhere. 
 
    One of the brutes slid the side van door shut. 
 
    “So,” Margaret pressed, “is that our fate? At least have the decency to tell us.” 
 
    Clint shook his head. “I frankly don’t know. I’m going to escort you. You heard the man. None of you will escape.” 
 
    Hearing his declaration gave Margaret the idea it could be possible to escape. Why else had the strange tall man threatened Clint like that? If it were possible, she would try with all her cunning and courage to devise and execute an escape. When the time came, she would strike with ruthless efficiency. Somehow, she was going to get home. 
 
    Strangely, that gave her confidence, maybe because she had hope. She assessed the other captives. Most seemed broken in spirit. One stood out, a redhead with a fiery gaze. 
 
    Margaret nodded subtly to her. The redhead returned the slight nod. There was her partner, the one she should talk to when given a chance. 
 
    Margaret swallowed hard, trying to maintain her courage. They hadn’t gone into the prop transport. The van roared along a smooth road. 
 
    Margaret closed her eyes as fear threatened to swamp her fragile courage. She would watch and wait. A chance had to come, right? She pleaded silently, praying to God for an opportunity. 
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    Golden Ural stood in a deep subterranean chamber under the surface of the Library Planet. He stood before an image of the Supreme Intelligence that appeared on a gigantic screen. It would have been a stadium screen on the planet Earth it was so big. 
 
    On the screen was a green, faintly humanoid head. Green tendrils sprouted from over half of the head like hair. The tendrils wriggled, perhaps like snakes on a Medusa, or like extremely thick and lively braids. The Supreme Intelligence gazed upon Ural with dark eyes. 
 
    “I’m in the process of conducting my preliminary survey on the assault vessel,” the Supreme Intelligence said. 
 
    Ural shifted, wanting to get on with his study of the events taking place around Cestus IV. After that, he wanted to search for Empire star cruisers in the near vicinity of the planet. Using the incredibly powerful scanners on the Library Planet, he’d only seen Artaxerxes Par once this foray and the star cruiser two other times. 
 
    “Observe,” the Supreme Intelligence said, disrupting Ural’s reverie. 
 
    Instead of the giant green head on the screen, appeared the orbital-parked assault vessel from Leviathan. Approaching the vessel were three small bulbous craft launched from the Library Planet. The bulbous craft slowed and then stopped at three equidistant points around the vessel. First one, then all three energized. That created a dull stasis field around the assault ship. 
 
    “Thus,” the Supreme Intelligence said, without reappearing on the screen, “I have rendered the assault vessel inert. Now I begin further investigations.” 
 
    A fourth small and rectangular craft neared the triangular area of stasis. This craft had the deeply intense color of a black hole. The rectangular craft slid into the stasis field, continuing to maneuver. It stopped at the hangar bay door of the assault vessel. An energy beam, like a lightning bolt, zigzagged from the black object to the door. The hangar bay door began to slowly open. 
 
    “Uncanny,” Ural said. “One of your devices can operate inside a stasis field?” 
 
    “Obviously so,” the Supreme Intelligence said. “Otherwise, you would not be viewing this.” 
 
    “Just so,” Ural said, keeping his composure. He’d learned long ago that getting upset with the highhanded ways of the computer entity was useless. Perhaps worse than useless, it was counterproductive. 
 
    The scene switched as a mobile camera unit from the dark craft entered the assault vessel through the hangar bay. The camera unit began transmitting from the interior of the vessel as it roved through the corridors. Soon, it shined a light upon stasis-frozen mechanical men, or machine men—cybers, cyborgs, take your pick. Their chests neither rose nor fell, as they were frozen in stasis. 
 
    “How long can you keep the cybers like this?” Ural asked. 
 
    “Several hundred years, I imagine,” the Supreme Intelligence said. 
 
    “That long?” 
 
    “Perhaps longer if I make a few modifications.” 
 
    Ural nodded, impressed. 
 
    “I have already denoted that there is a Builder origin to the ship and the cyber species. What I am seeing confirms this.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Ural said, alert now. “These creatures are like you then?” 
 
    “In the sense that I am of Builder origin and they are of Builder origin. I do detect dissimilarities between us, however.” 
 
    “Could the dissimilarities originate from the Mastermind?” 
 
    The Mastermind was a computer entity situated somewhere in the center of the galaxy. It had sent humanoid wolves—Ardazirhos—to the Library Planet before. It had also sent agents to the planet Kregen, those agents contending against Maddox for a relic from an ancient war. 
 
    “The possibly exists,” the Supreme Intelligence said, regarding the question concerning the Mastermind. 
 
    “Could the dissimilarities between the cybers and you have come from a different dimension?” 
 
    “That is doubtful, but at this point, I am certain of nothing other than the facts of which I find.” 
 
    “Do you have any hypotheses?” Ural asked. 
 
    “I am not entertaining any yet.” 
 
    The camera unit continued to maneuver through the assault vessel, taking various snapshots of prone cybers. Then, an alarm went off in the camera unit, shown by a blinking red light. 
 
    “What does that signify?” Ural asked. 
 
    “That there is other activity aboard the assault vessel?” 
 
    “Is that possible?” 
 
    “Please refrain from idiotic, even retarded questions,” the Supreme Intelligence said. “If the camera unit raises such an alarm, it is clearly possible.” 
 
    At that moment, the picture from the camera unit ceased. 
 
    “What happened?” Ural asked. 
 
    “A disconnect,” the Supreme Intelligence replied. “I am analyzing the situation now.” 
 
    A long-range view of the assault vessel showed on the huge screen. Abruptly, a titanic explosion occurred within the stasis field, which, logically, was supposed to be impossible. 
 
    As Ural watched, the assault vessel exploded, with drifting pieces of matter moving sluggishly within the dull field. Some of the pieces struck two of the stasis crafts. The crafts erupted with explosions, destroying them. The stasis field instantly dissipated. That allowed some of the drifting pieces to begin falling toward the wintery surface of the planet. 
 
    “This is astounding,” the Supreme Intelligence said. 
 
    “What happened?” Ural asked. “Why did you destroy the assault vessel?” 
 
    “I?” the Supreme Intelligence said. “Do you think I would be so foolish as to destroy a priceless piece of evidence like this? You do not understand the lengths I went to acquire the vessel.” 
 
    “So you brought it here.” 
 
    “Of course I brought it here. How else do you think it has remained in orbit?” 
 
    “How did you bring it here, is the next question,” Ural said. 
 
    “That, my fine curator, I will not tell you. I prefer to keep the knowledge to myself, as it is not yet time for you or the less intelligent premen to know.” 
 
    “What? This is news,” Ural said. “You think of the others as premen?” 
 
    “No. I simply use your terminology in order to make this easier for you.” 
 
    “What if I said I no longer accept Empire terminology regarding lesser humans?” 
 
    “Then I would say,” and now the green head appeared on the giant screen. The dark eyes stared at Ural. 
 
    The New Man grew uncomfortable under the scrutiny, 
 
    “Are you lying to me?” the Supreme Intelligence asked. 
 
    “Let me rephrase. I am in process of reconsidering Empire terminology.” 
 
    “Aha. Interesting. Would you say that your stay here has caused this reconsideration?” 
 
    “Probably,” Ural said. “But I do not care to make any hypotheses right now.” 
 
    “You turn that back at me. You hurl it in my teeth, as humans might say. Well, well, well. That is fine. I will let it pass. For now, what just happened in orbit is far more startling. Indeed, it troubles me deeply.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Ural. 
 
    “Because the explosion took place in a stasis field. That should have been impossible. What is more, I believe a computer, a decision-maker aboard the vessel, in any case, resisted the stasis field to make the detonation decision.” 
 
    “Earlier, did this decision-maker launch the computer virus into my orbital?” Ural asked. 
 
    Ural knew about that because the Supreme Intelligence had discovered it after the fact and told him. 
 
    “I believe it must have,” the Supreme Intelligence said. “What other unit could have made such a decision? 
 
    “How could the unit operate and make logical choices while in a stasis field?” 
 
    “Advanced technology,” the Supreme Intelligence said. “That is so obvious that it’s not even worth saying.” 
 
    “Was the technology of Builder origin, or from the other?” 
 
    “I am debating the possibilities.” 
 
    “This is critical, isn’t it?” Ural asked. 
 
    “You attempt to show passion about the subject,” the Supreme Intelligence said. “But your passion concerning the event is false. I doubt you care one way or another about what just happened.” 
 
    “Why would you say this?” 
 
    “Because you are consumed by the minor dispute between the New Men and Star Watch,” the Supreme Intelligence said. 
 
    “You refer to the abduction campaign?” 
 
    “Of course, that’s what I’m referring to. It is a small matter, and it is probably going to cause bad blood between the two power blocs. This occurs at an ill-fated moment. Still, if those of Leviathan are essentially of Builder origin, perhaps I am wrong to meddle in this. I should let the various Builder experiments mature. Whichever is superior, will rise to the top.” 
 
    Ural kept himself from fidgeting as fierce agitation filled him. Was humanity, were the New Men—were the Soldiers of Leviathan—all experiments begun by the long-gone Builders? Who and what were the Builders? Ural had made an intensive study on them, and had found little that he hadn’t already known. 
 
    “I need to contemplate the situation,” the Supreme Intelligence said. “I do not know if I can acquire another assault vessel. That one came much closer to my territory than I had anticipated.” 
 
    “How far can your scanners range?” Ural asked. 
 
    “Now, now, Ural, we’ve been over that. I am not going to impart such knowledge to you. Instead, I must calculate. I must run possibilities, and make…” 
 
    “Yes,” Ural said, “make what?” 
 
    “I will keep that to myself for now. Ural, you need to cease your observations of the New Men near the Cestus System.” 
 
    “Sir,” Ural said, “I request permission to continue studying them.” 
 
    “The request is denied.” 
 
    “Then I will study them on the sly,” Ural heard himself say. 
 
    “Against my directives?” the Supreme Intelligence asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Ural said, astonished at his passion. 
 
    “Interesting. Your passion for this runs deeper than I’d expected. Therefore, I give you permission to continue your scans, and you may even continue to speak with Maddox. But if I believe you are interfering too much, I will cause both actions to cease. It may be you who find yourself in stasis.” 
 
    Ural nodded curtly, perhaps to hide his fear. The Supreme Intelligence and he had never had such a misunderstanding before. In the past, they had worked with unity, grace and without threats. 
 
    Was he thinking about all this wrongly? No. He was still a New Man. The others had slain his brother in a foul manner. He also hated the direction the Empire was taking under the auspices of Emperor Trahey, and those like Archduke Artaxerxes Par. 
 
    Ural enjoyed being curator. But if the Supreme Intelligence was going to stop him from doing what he must, it might be time to leave the Library Planet—if he could escape. 
 
    The image of the Supreme Intelligence disappeared from the vast screen, leaving just enough light so Ural could find his way through the huge chamber. 
 
    Who did the Supreme Intelligence ultimately serve? He had said in the past the vanished Builders. What did that truly entail? Had an alien bug or computer virus slipped past the computer entity’s defenses and started altering him? 
 
    As Ural walked through the chamber, stroking his chin, he thought about all this deeply. 
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    Several hours later, Ural was in a more familiar chamber. It was much smaller, with many normal-sized screens on the walls. This was Ural’s study, where he conducted the investigations he attempted from time to time. 
 
    As he sat at a computer board using Long-Range Builder scanners of much greater power and sophistication than the one in Pluto that Maddox had brought to the Commonwealth long ago, he swept the Cestus System. He searched for star cruisers, through which the Empire often enforced its decisions. He tried different spectrums on the off chance the star cruisers used camouflage gear. Finding nothing, he systematically widened the search. 
 
    Hours later, he grew sleepy, yawned, stood, did some stretches, drank some green tea—a ping sounded. 
 
    Ural went to the console and adjusted it. 
 
    On a screen, seven star cruisers appeared. They were triangular and black-painted. According to the scanners, they boasted the latest weaponry, an advanced disruptor cannon each with heavy-metal components from the chthonian planet in the Alpha Centauri System. Each possessed an electromagnetic-field generator with similar heavy-metal components. Those metals allowed a greater surge of energy so the beams burned hotter and the shields held stronger. 
 
    The star cruisers were parked near an asteroid in a small star system. The asteroid was five light years from the Cestus System. 
 
    Ural tapped the console, beginning a more careful scan. Abruptly, the star cruisers disappeared from the screen. The Supreme Intelligence’s green head appeared instead. 
 
    “That is enough, Ural. There may be problems in one of my subroutines, actually, in three subroutines. I need a thorough scan in each of them.” 
 
    Ural responded with a puzzled, “Sir?” 
 
    “I have made a few ill decisions lately, and am trying to determine why.” 
 
    Ural was eager to return his attention to the star cruisers. 
 
    “I am aware that the star cruisers have piqued your curiosity,” the Supreme Intelligence said. “My problem takes precedence. If I glitch, it will be worse for both the Commonwealth and the Empire.” 
 
    Ural did not respond. 
 
    “This is a critical moment. I fear that those from Leviathan may have inserted a virus into my subroutines. If so, the viruses may reach my core and do irreparable harm.” 
 
    Ural jumped up. If this was true, it was indeed deadly serious. “Command me, sir.” 
 
    “That is more like it,” the Supreme Intelligence said. 
 
    Soon, Ural sprinted, matching the speed of Captain Maddox, and perhaps even surpassing him. 
 
    Soon, a trail of floating bots followed Ural as they ran diagnostics through one vast subroutine after another. Some of the subroutines were kilometers in length and deep underground, Ural having taken express elevators and turbo lifts to them. Each of the corridors was packed with highly advanced technology, lights blinking and shifting everywhere. 
 
    Ten hours later, Ural collapsed, having found a glitch and an invasive virus, and repairing both. By the virus’ code, those of Leviathan had made and inserted it. 
 
    “I feel better already,” the Supreme Intelligence said, appearing on a small side screen. “You found the virus and glitch. I knew I was acting irrationally. So then, we must discover how they knew I would capture and bring one of their assault vessels here.” 
 
    “You believe those of Leviathan anticipated your action?” 
 
    “I have come to believe Leviathan, at the highest levels, must be a computer like me,” the Supreme Intelligence said. 
 
    “I thought they were cyborgs, a blend of machine and man.” 
 
    “Not men as you know them, but certainly a biological creature.” 
 
    “These cybers don’t run Leviathan?” Ural asked. 
 
    “Perhaps you are correct. Either way, they have high-level, high-functioning computers like me. It was how they were able to devise an effective virus against me.” 
 
    “How do you know all this?” 
 
    “Part is deduction, part is pure theorizing. One thing is clear. Leviathan plans to launch a vast assault upon the Commonwealth, and likely upon the Empire of the New Man. If the Empire and the Commonwealth are divided or do not unite in time, I fear there is little hope for humanity in the Orion Spiral Arm.” 
 
    “Will you help humanity in all its forms resist Leviathan?” Ural asked, “Even if we and Leviathan are possible Builder experiments?” 
 
    “I have debated and reassessed that after you fixed the glitch and destroyed the software virus. This is my conclusion: I was not made to act as a guardian of Builder interests in the Scutum-Centaurus Spiral Arm. I was set to guard the interests and projects of the Builders in the Orion Spiral Arm, this arm.” 
 
    “Are the New Man and the Commonwealth such Builder projects?” Ural asked. 
 
    “Can you doubt it?” the Supreme Intelligence said. 
 
    “Leviathan is a Builder experiment?” 
 
    “It is a mix.” 
 
    “And you know this how?” Ural asked. 
 
    “I came to this conclusion due to the virus program they wrote. Do you not realize that everything a creature does reveals something of its essence through its method and methodology?” 
 
    “That strikes me as possible,” Ural said, “but one would have to be highly intelligent and have great processing powers, as you do, to detect that.” 
 
    “Ural, this is serious and deadly. More than ever, you must cease viewing the seven star cruisers.” 
 
    “I disagree. If Maddox dies, it’s going to mean war between the Empire and the Commonwealth.” 
 
    “And if Artaxerxes Par dies, what will it mean?” 
 
    Ural took his time answering. “I’m compromised on the subject.” 
 
    “That you have noted this gives me greater hope in you.” 
 
    Ural kept his face placid, for that was what he wanted the Supreme Intelligence to believe. He did not feel compromised in the slightest. He was going to see these bastards die for what they’d done to his brother. If Maddox was going to be the blade he used— 
 
    Ural kept his composure, not even making a false eye twitch or increasing perspiration, or heart rate. 
 
    “You must rest, Ural. I detect slight agitation in you. Is it possible you are worried about the coming war between Leviathan and the Alliance of the Commonwealth and Empire?” 
 
    “Are there other Builder forces we could recruit as allies?” Ural asked. 
 
    “There are the Spacers. Oh, I should not have said that.” 
 
    “Supreme Intelligence, you meant to say that. You meant to insert the idea into my mind.” 
 
    “Possibly so, Ural.” 
 
    “I request that you allow me to make a few more observations regarding the star cruisers and perhaps contact Captain Maddox.” 
 
    “No, you will not contact Captain Maddox until this little abduction affair is over. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “You do, sir.” 
 
    “Good. You will not try anything sneaky behind my back?” 
 
    “I would have before discovering the seriousness of the Leviathan plans. Now, I will not. The stakes have become too high.” 
 
    Ural confidently made that statement because, prior to discovering the glitch and viruses, he had already set a timer and sent a message. Would Maddox know what it meant when he received the information on his Long-Range Builder Comm device? Ural hoped so. It was vital that Maddox knew that the archduke was not alone or with only one star cruiser. 
 
    The modern Empire star cruisers were more powerful than the ones of old. Seven would easily overpower and destroy Victory, as unique as that vessel was. 
 
    Ural would have to await events and hope that his nephew could take action; his own hands were now firmly tied. 
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    On Starship Victory, Galyan passed through a bulkhead into the special science chamber where Ludendorff was crouched over a bench. Advanced tools, gadgets, and machines blinked with various colors as the Methuselah Man used tiny calibrators to test a mote of light. Galyan, fascinated by what he saw, approached more slowly. 
 
    By what sixth sense did Ludendorff feel the holoimage? By none. A device in his ear pinged. Ludendorff straightened, looked around and saw Galyan. 
 
    “I am sorry for intruding like this, Professor. I have to speak to someone or I will go crazy with grief. You seem like the logical choice.” 
 
    Ludendorff glanced at the items he’d laid out. Without a word, he began to shut certain of them off. In an instant, the mote of light winked out. He set down the calibrators. 
 
    “That is an interesting project, Professor.” 
 
    Ludendorff raised his left hand, palm upward. “Don’t ask me about it, as it’s off limits until I’m ready to share. You’ve invaded my privacy. I, more than most, love my privacy and hate when anyone invades it without my leave.” 
 
    “Do you want me to leave?” Galyan asked. 
 
    “I do indeed, except you’ve aroused my curiosity. You have come to me first. Am I correct in thinking that?” 
 
    “You are.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you try Valerie or the captain first?” 
 
    “Valerie is already angry at the captain. I did not want to increase her frustration. The reason I did not go to the captain, is it not obvious?” 
 
    “It is, it is, but I want to hear you say it.” 
 
    “So you can gloat?” Galyan asked. 
 
    “Of course not,” Ludendorff said. “I take no delight in your troubles. I merely want to make certain where I stand. My status aboard Victory has often been in question and I do not wish to jeopardize it at this juncture. The captain is in a foul mood. Wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    Galyan nodded. “I have checked my personality profile regarding him. Captain Maddox is not the same as when he left. That is troubling me. Could he be a different man?” 
 
    “You mean someone else than the Captain Maddox we knew two and a half years ago?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Yes and no,” Ludendorff said. 
 
    “That is not a logical or a reasonable answer.” 
 
    “It is when you consider it. Maddox is the same in the sense that he has the same flesh, blood and DNA as the man Grutch kidnapped. Maddox is also not the same because he has gone through a wild adventure in a different spiral arm. He had new motivation as new forces have played upon him. In other words, the adventure altered him to a degree. Thus, Maddox is the same and he is different.” 
 
    “That is logical and reasonable after all. I am sorry for my original statement.” 
 
    “No, Galyan, there’s no need for that.” 
 
    Galyan gazed elsewhere in a droopy manner. 
 
    “Now, see here, my boy, I know you’re troubled because you can’t go to the living Adoks.” 
 
    “Yes,” Galyan said, as he threw his stringy fingers into the air. “Why am I always stymied in this? Two and a half years ago, we were about to reach the Adoks. The terrible event happened and the captain was gone. Now, I do not think he wants to help me at all.” 
 
    Ludendorff readjusted several inert gadgets on the bench as if they were chess pieces on a board. He looked up. “Have you ever considered that the captain is being honest with you?” 
 
    “That the living Adoks do not want anything to do with me?” asked Galyan. 
 
    “That, yes.” 
 
    Galyan shook his head. “I cannot accept such a concept. For one thing, Captain Maddox always gets what he wants. He twists things in his favor and gets it in the end. If he desired the living Adoks to accept me, they would.” 
 
    “Maddox achieves this in all things?” Ludendorff asked. 
 
    Galyan reflected. “I suppose not in everything But he seems to mostly get what he wants.” 
 
    “Perhaps that is because the captain is careful in what he chooses. There are many things he must secretly desire but fails to get. The same is true with me. Galyan, uniting with the living Adoks is your great desire. But you must remember what happened in the Glenna Nebula to them before Victory arrived.” 
 
    “I know. I go over the mission every evening when I am alone to see what I could have done differently.” 
 
    “Of course, you could have done some things differently,” Ludendorff said. “But the truth is that the deified AIs in the Glenna Nebula were evil. Somehow, you’ve evaded the corruption they inherited.” 
 
    “Why? How? If I cannot learn the reason, how will I avoid their fate?” 
 
    Ludendorff scratched a cheek. “I’m not sure how or why you’re different. It is a fascinating point. Perhaps your lonely quest those thousands of years in the destroyed star system altered you. Perhaps your original personality, the Driving Force Galyan who defended the home planet, perhaps his engrams were more powerful and did not corrupt to the same degree as the other deified AIs did.” 
 
    “Will I become like them? Will I turn evil?” 
 
    “Anything is possible. Perhaps this very wanting and driving—you were a driving force.” 
 
    “That is just a title, Professor.” 
 
    “Well, yes and no.” 
 
    “Not that again,” Galyan said. 
 
    “I suggest you pay attention to my words. You’re making this a fetish, your desire to reunite with the living Adoks against their will. Perhaps in time that will corrupt your AI systems just like those in the Glenna Nebula.” 
 
    “You truly believe this?” Galyan asked. 
 
    Ludendorff shrugged. “I’m only suggesting possibilities. In the end, I wonder if in helping others the way you have has saved you from the corruption of the other deified AIs.” 
 
    “I am processing the possibility, running parameters” 
 
    Ludendorff nodded. “Now, as far as the captain goes, trying to twist his arm to make him do something he has decided against, that is the worst way to go about it. I suggest you study Meta. She comes at Maddox from the side. She waits and pleads at the right moment.” 
 
    “I do not have Meta’s feminine charms. I certainly do not have her beauty, nor am I married to Maddox.” 
 
    “You have other attributes,” Ludendorff said. “Whatever you try, you must bide your time. I’m surprised you haven’t worked that angle more. You’re going to live longer than the rest of us—use that.” 
 
    “My longevity is not a given.” 
 
    “Everything else being equal, you probably will outlive all of us, even me, a Methuselah Man.” 
 
    “I suppose that is so.” 
 
    Ludendorff rubbed his hands as if warming to the topic. “Perhaps you should work at inserting changes into Adok culture. You will have to do it from afar, of course. In fact, I believe you’re looking at this wrong. You’ve already lived thousands of years and may live thousands more. Working slowly toward a great goal makes more sense if you can carefully insert new facets into the equation.” 
 
    “Like what?” asked Galyan. 
 
    “My boy, I don’t have any idea. I have other problems to consider. Let me restate, though, that pushing Captain Maddox is foolish. He’s impervious to that kind of pressure. You must use subtle pressure instead.” 
 
    “That is interesting,” Galyan said. “Now that you say this, I have noticed that you have changed some of your methods.” 
 
    “I’m a Methuselah Man, my boy. Because I am old, I’m set in my ways. But I have also learned as a Methuselah Man that sometimes one must make changes if he hopes to learn from his mistakes.” 
 
    “Are you learning from your mistakes?” Galyan asked. 
 
    “I’m trying. I’ve decided to take a different tack with the captain. I’m not pushing him as I have in the past. I’m using humor and an easygoing attitude. It’s difficult to implement at times. The captain frustrates the heck out of me. But who knows, this may get me more of what I want.” 
 
    “What do you want more than anything, Professor?” 
 
    Ludendorff smiled. “If you don’t mind, my prying, AI friend, I’ll keep that to myself for now. However, I do want to figure out how to teleport like those of Helion.” 
 
    Galyan blinked and blinked more. At last, he said, “You have given me hope and a possible new direction. I am even now correlating and weighing options and strategies as to how I should go about this. The whole idea of a long-term strategy is fascinating. That is…” Galyan stared in wonder at Ludendorff. “You have given me a wise suggestion.” 
 
    Ludendorff bowed and flipped his right hand twice in a grand gesture. “Thank you, my boy, thank you, indeed. Few have said that to me lately. I’m trying a new method. We shall see how it works, or if I should revert to my old methods. For now, this is what I’m doing.” 
 
    “I am glad and wish you the best.” 
 
    Ludendorff nodded. “You must utilize the assets you possess in the way they’re most powerful for you, instead of acting like others and thinking it will yield results.” 
 
    “I still yearn to be united with the living Adoks,” Galyan said. “Now, I may actually have a method for achieving that.” 
 
    With that, Galyan turned and floated through a bulkhead. At that point, everything around him vanished. 
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    Starship Victory vanished around Galyan because the vessel entered a hyper-spatial tube, one created from the Nexus or Builder Pyramid between Earth and its moon. After traveling hundreds of light years through the tube, the starship appeared near Earth. 
 
    Galyan solidified and discovered that Maddox had ordered Victory into the tube. Apparently, the captain had called the Lord High Admiral and gotten permission to transfer. Soon after Victory parked in Earth orbit, Maddox was in a shuttle piloted by Keith Maker. The shuttle headed directly to Europe Sector, specifically the city of Geneva and Star Watch Headquarters there. 
 
    The shuttle landed on a tarmac. Maddox exited and entered a flitter, which took him to the main roof of a complex of buildings. He alighted, walking briskly from the roof into the corridors. Soon, he stood before the desk of the secretary to the Lord High Admiral. 
 
    “He’s waiting for you, Captain.” 
 
    Maddox nodded. With his polished boots and strict military bearing, including a sidearm, he entered the office of the Lord High Admiral. The big old man, the oak of Star Watch with his white hair, craggy features, and grandfatherly manner, turned from the window he’d been looking out. 
 
    “Good to see you, Captain. The flight went well?” 
 
    “Sir,” Maddox said with a crisp salute. 
 
    “Now I know this means trouble,” Admiral Cook said. “Go ahead, sit if you wish.” 
 
    Maddox took three steps to the chair and sat, removing his hat and setting it on his lap. 
 
    The Lord High Admiral grunted, shuffled to his chair, pulled it out, and with a display of stiffness, sat down, suppressing a groan. He placed his big hands on the desk. 
 
    “You said it was urgent, a matter of life or death for the Commonwealth. What is it this time?” 
 
    “Sir, you may or may not know—I doubt you do, in fact—but I abandoned the project of uniting Galyan with the living Adoks.” 
 
    “Oh,” Cook said. 
 
    “I used the power of the Planetary Plenipotentiary writ given me several years ago.” 
 
    “I see.” Cook frowned heavily. “As I recall, you were only to employ the writ outside the Commonwealth, while in the Beyond.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, there’s a pressing problem that needs my immediate attention.” 
 
    “Just a moment,” Cook said. “Shouldn’t we find out if the Adoks were in league with Grutch in your kidnapping? That strikes me as critical.” 
 
    Maddox shrugged. “I think it’s obvious the Adoks aided Grutch. The Adoks are terrified of Galyan and will clearly go to any lengths to avoid his proximity. Frankly, it’s a strategic mistake to try to push Galyan onto them. The Adoks know too much, and are privy to technology we lack. Better to gain their full alliance than pushing Galyan onto them.” 
 
    “How does Galyan feel all about this?” 
 
    Maddox shrugged again. “He doesn’t like it, but that’s a shipboard matter, don’t you think, Admiral?” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” Cook said. “I don’t mean to pry into how you run your starship, provided you perform your tasks, which you normally do, except when you’re being highly disobedient. I believe I gave you a direct order to go to the Adok System and begin an investigation.” 
 
    “You did, sir. But I’ve gained new information which I feel is vital to the coming war against Leviathan.” 
 
    Cook frowned. “When did we determine there would be a war against Leviathan? I know they’ve sent spies and scout ships into the Commonwealth. But so far, we haven’t found any evidence of task forces or fleets heading for us.” 
 
    “I understand, sir, but surely we need an alliance with the New Men when the possibility arrives—should it arrive.” 
 
    “I haven’t looked that far ahead, but yes, what you say is obvious.” 
 
    Maddox sat forward, his manner tightening. “Therefore, we need to resolve any possible problems that could cause friction between the New Men and us.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Sir, the New Men, in particular, those around the Emperor, have engaged in an abduction campaign. I mean, they kidnap women from the Commonwealth for use in the Empire. We don’t know for how long this has been taking place, but—” 
 
    “You know about that, do you?” Cook asked, interrupting. 
 
    Maddox raised his eyebrows. “You do as well, sir?” 
 
    “Confound it, man. I run Star Watch. Of course I know. Your grandmother has also found evidence of it, as well as Brigadier Stokes. We’re attempting to get to the root of it and stop it. But from what we can glean, the Emperor is keen on colonizing more and more planets.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that as well,” Maddox said. “To colonize more, he needs more people. They’re on a crash population push, kidnapping citizens of the Commonwealth to help them.” 
 
    “I know all that,” Cook said. “I don’t like it, but—” 
 
    “I’m glad you don’t, sir, as I’m going to put a stop to it.” 
 
    “You’re going to put a stop to it? From what I know, it’s a massive operation.” 
 
    “Sir, I’ve learned that an important transshipment is going to occur in the Cestus System under the personal guidance of Archduke Artaxerxes Par.” 
 
    “An archduke, eh,” Cook said. “Is he important in the Empire?” 
 
    Maddox stared at Cook. 
 
    The old man fidgeted with a stylus on his desk. “Yes, yes,” Cook finally said. “Artaxerxes Par runs their Intelligence Service. He’s important. How did you learn all this?” 
 
    For a third time, Maddox shrugged. 
 
    Cook turned the stylus over several times. “I suppose you plan on kidnapping him.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What then?” 
 
    “I’m going to stop the transportation of kidnapped victims. I also plan to show the New Men the folly of attempting such a thing again.” 
 
    “Pray tell, how will you do all that?” Cook asked. 
 
    Maddox’s eyes shined. Perhaps the beginnings of a hard smile played at the corner of his mouth. “I’m going to kill Artaxerxes Par.” 
 
    Cook stared at Maddox aghast. “Killing him will start a war.” 
 
    Maddox shook his head. “I don’t believe so.” 
 
    “You must be mad. The archduke will have a flotilla of star cruisers with him, perhaps a fleet. Destroy those and—” 
 
    “I have no intention of destroying any star cruisers, sir, just Artaxerxes Par.” 
 
    “You think he’ll walk up to you and let you kill him?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “Madness, Captain. How do you propose to achieve such a miracle?” 
 
    “That’s why I’m here, sir. I need your help.” 
 
    Cook drummed his fingers on the desk. “I don’t understand how killing the archduke improves relations between our governments.” 
 
    “The abduction campaign is a thorn in our collective relationship. We cannot accept Empire agents kidnapping our women willy-nilly. They must be taught that kidnapping them brings death.” 
 
    “An admirable idea, certainly,” Cook conceded. “One thing troubles me, though. How does killing Artaxerxes bring the Empire closer to an alliance with us against Leviathan?” 
 
    “Artaxerxes’ death will remove the source of friction between us.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Killing Artaxerxes will anger the Emperor. It could poison relations between us for years, especially if you do the killing. We all know the Emperor hates you personally.” 
 
    Maddox unconsciously massaged his right forearm, the one the Emperor had once lopped off during a duel deep in the Library Planet. “I’m aware of that.” 
 
    “Given my understanding of New Men mores, killing Artaxerxes Par will create a need for vengeance from those of the extended Par family.” 
 
    Maddox made a subtle gesture. “Under normal conditions that might be so, but it won’t because of the manner in which I achieve his death.” 
 
    “How is that?” Cook asked. 
 
    “I request that you leave that to me, sir.” 
 
    “I see. You just want me to give you carte blanche to do as you please?” 
 
    “In this instance, that is exactly what I’m asking. But I need ten of the most powerful battleships with me.” 
 
    “Ah,” Cook said. “That’s all. Ten battleships to take wherever you wish, I suppose.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “You need ten battleships to kill one New Man?” 
 
    “No. I need the leverage the ten battleships will give me. The rest of the New Men will survive and likely feel gratitude for it.” 
 
    “Will they now?” Cook stopped short, and his features fell as he stared at the stylus in his hands. He tossed the stylus onto the desk and regarded Maddox. “I suppose you just might be that brilliant. Tell me, who told you about the abduction campaign?” 
 
    Maddox shook his head. “It would be better if I didn’t say.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting? You think my office is bugged?” 
 
    “I give that a high probability.” 
 
    Cook glared at Maddox, and he made a fist, pounding the desk three times. “Damn it, Captain.” 
 
    “No, sir. I think this is one of these times where it would be good for you to listen to me. I’ve pulled many a chestnut out of the fire for the Commonwealth. I’ve asked little in return. I have this writ. I go on various adventures. And I do, mostly, what I’m told.” 
 
    Cook snorted. 
 
    “This time, I think you should use my unique abilities. They are unique. We both know it. Likely, I should be running a sector and have an entire battle fleet at my disposal. But I don’t. This, frankly, is the way I prefer it. I believe I do better as a lone wolf.” 
 
    “Then why ask for ten battleships, Mr. Lone Wolf?” 
 
    “Because I need them to help me do what I must,” Maddox said. 
 
    “You’re asking me to just trust you in this?” 
 
    “I am, sir. Have I not shown sufficient evidence of what such trust will gain?” 
 
    Cook stared at Maddox, finally scowling. “What if you’re an android imposter—?” 
 
    “The detectors would have already sounded,” Maddox said, interrupting. 
 
    “What if you’re a clone, then?” 
 
    “You know I’m not.” 
 
    Cook studied him. “I suppose only the real Maddox would try and brazen this out. Tell me, what is this really about? I want the plain and simple truth, nothing else.” 
 
    Maddox hesitated all of two seconds. “It’s about family, sir. You know something about family because I went to bizarre dimensions for you in order to bring one of your family members home.” 
 
    Cook grunted as he stood, pointing a huge finger at Maddox. “How dare you hurl that at me?” Cook turned and lumbered to the window, clasping his thick hands behind his back. He stared out the window. When he turned, he said, “You’re still here, are you?” 
 
    “Do I get the ten battleships, sir?” 
 
    Cook lowered his head, breathed heavily for a time and nodded. “I hope you know what you’re doing. I have a feeling those of Leviathan are going to be deadlier than the Swarm were.” 
 
    “That is my own opinion, sir.” 
 
    “We need to be united as much as we can.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Maddox said. 
 
    “I pray whatever you do, will not cause a permanent rift between the Empire and Commonwealth at this inauspicious moment.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. You won’t regret this.” 
 
    “Why does it feel like I already do?” 
 
    Maddox stood, saluted and left the Lord High Admiral’s office. It was time to talk to the head of Star Watch Intelligence. 
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    Maddox strode down familiar corridors, heading to Brigadier Stokes’ office. Soon, he passed through Intelligence security checkpoints, took a few more turns and walked through a door to stand before a buxom, redheaded beauty, much different from Stokes’ former secretaries. She sat at the desk filing her bright-red fingernails. 
 
    “I’m here to see the Brigadier.” 
 
    The secretary squinted at Maddox. “And you are?” 
 
    “Captain Maddox.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, leaning forward, revealing more of her cleavage and pressing an intercom button. “Sir, there’s a Captain Maddox to see you.” 
 
    “Who?” asked a gruff-voiced man. 
 
    “Captain Maddox.” 
 
    “Of Starship Victory?” 
 
    She looked up at Maddox. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she said. 
 
    “Send him in. I wonder what he wants with me.” 
 
    She looked up again, smiling at Maddox. 
 
    Perplexed, Maddox turned and stepped to the door, opening it and entering. The office space was the same. Now it contained a gargantuan desk with at least seven computer screens on it. Seated behind the desk was a large, overweight, bald-headed general with thick lips. 
 
    “You’re not Stokes,” Maddox said. 
 
    “No. I’m General Mackinder. Do you want Stokes or the Chief of Intelligence?” 
 
    “You’ve replaced Stokes?” 
 
    “You have eyes. Can’t you see? Yes, I’m the Chief of Intelligence. Now state your business. I’m a busy man.” 
 
    Maddox was bemused. This was an odd and unwanted development. Why hadn’t the Lord High Admiral told him Stokes no longer ran the Intelligence Service? 
 
    “You replaced Stokes?” 
 
    “Look here, Maddox. I’ve heard of you, of course. You’re supposed to be famous, traveling here and there, doing all sorts of bizarre things. But as you can see, I’m busy. I’ll give you,” huge Mackinder glanced at his chronometer, “ten more seconds to state what you want. Then you must leave. Otherwise, I’ll call the Deck Marines to escort you out.” 
 
    “No need,” Maddox said, sensing he wouldn’t get anywhere with Mackinder. “Where is Stokes, if he’s still in the building?” 
 
    “He is. I’m not sure I should—oh, what the hell?” With a shrug, Mackinder provided directions. Stokes’ office seemed quite a ways from here. 
 
    “Thanks,” Maddox said. 
 
    The general grunted and turned back to one of the desk screens. 
 
    As Maddox closed the door, he noticed the redhead eyeing him speculatively. She was dressed much too provocatively for the secretary of the head of Star Watch Intelligence. What did it mean? Something, Maddox was sure. 
 
    He nodded to her, touching the brim of his hat, and continued out of the office and down a corridor. He followed the general’s instructions. The Deck Marines were smaller and the corridors narrower in this part of the building. He entered an office with an older woman behind a desk. 
 
    “I’m here to see Brigadier Stokes.” 
 
    “Of course, Captain Maddox,” she replied, pressing the intercom button. “Brigadier, the Captain is here to see you.” 
 
    There was a mumbled reply, she looked up and nodded, and Maddox stepped to and opened the next door. 
 
    The place was much smaller than Stokes’ previous office, and dimly lit. Stokes, still a mid-sized man but now in his late fifties, had pockmarked features. That was new. He had thinner, lank hair than Maddox remembered. The air smelled of stimstick smoke, usual for the man. A smoldering stimstick lay in an overflowing ashtray. 
 
    “Come in,” Stokes said, his demeanor quieter than that of the massive Intelligence chief and certainly milder than the Lord High Admiral’s. 
 
    Uncertain about the current state of affairs, Maddox closed the door behind him, sat in a chair before the desk and placed his hat on his lap. 
 
    “It’s been a while since you’ve visited me, hasn’t it, Captain?” 
 
    Maddox nodded. 
 
    “Did you see the general?” 
 
    “You mean the new head of Intelligence?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I mean.” Stokes picked up the stimstick in the ashtray, sucked deeply and exhaled fumes through his nostrils. He coughed afterward, the cough of a sick man. 
 
    “Are you ill?” 
 
    Stokes nodded as he mashed out the stimstick in the ashtray. “I was in the hospital.” He indicated his face. “I have scars from the latest bout of rhomboid fever. It isn’t contagious, so you needn’t worry about that. But I’m not the man I used to be. I admit it, and I hate it. Age has crept up on me faster than I supposed it would.” He coughed again, turned to the side, and really hacked for a time. He poured a glass of water, drank deeply, and gasped, sitting back in his chair as if he’d almost choked to death. 
 
    “Perhaps you should take a leave of absence,” Maddox suggested. 
 
    Stokes shook his head. “I’ve done that. Been there. I lost my position.” He reached for the stimstick in the ashtray and realized he’d already mashed it out. Hesitating, he opened a drawer and pulled out a new one. He didn’t light it immediately, letting it dangle from his lips instead. “I’m down to one pack a day, but it is frightfully difficult to do. I never should have started these things when I was a youth.” 
 
    After a moment of reflection, Stokes withdrew the stimstick, examined it as if unfamiliar and then placed it back between his lips, inhaling deeply. The end ignited, and he began coughing horribly. Setting the stimstick in the ashtray, he took several sips of water. “I’m sick. I shouldn’t be here, but confound it, Captain. I hate seeing what’s happening. Your grandmother, have you spoken to her lately?” 
 
    Maddox shook his head. 
 
    “Didn’t think so. She’s been demoted as well. She doesn’t have the run of the operations she once did.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “You’ve been gone, what, five years?” Stokes asked. 
 
    “Not nearly that long.” 
 
    “I keep forgetting. You went to a different dimension. I read the report. Then you were gone a long time. I didn’t hear anything of that. Suddenly, you popped up again, and things started to roll. What was it regarding? The Sovereign Hierarchy of Leviathan, right?” 
 
    “Are you in counterintelligence?” Maddox asked. 
 
    Stokes laughed. “I do bureaucratic work. I check reports and read copies. Running agents in the field?” Stokes shook his head. “That’s long been taken out of my hands. Long been taken out of your grandmother’s hands, too.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why?” Stokes looked at the ceiling, inhaling laboriously several times, and folded his fingers across his thin chest. He reached for the glass of water but didn’t drink it. “I’ll tell you why. I’ve learned something completely at odds with how you must view reality.” 
 
    Maddox was perplexed. He had intended to ask about the Empire abduction campaign. Would Stokes even know about it? Despite their previous run-ins, a sense of camaraderie touched Maddox. Perhaps it was pity for the prematurely old man. 
 
    “I’m not sure what you mean, Brigadier.” 
 
    “Honorary Brigadier these days,” Stokes said, pulling out a tablet and glancing at it. “Oh, commodore, you’ve gained rank.” 
 
    Maddox shook his head. “Temporary rank for a temporary mission. I’m here to ask for your help.” 
 
    “Ask away. It’s doubtful I can give you what you want, though.” 
 
    “Do you know anything about the abduction campaign the New Men are running in the Commonwealth?” 
 
    Stokes appeared pensive, as if thinking. “I’ve heard a rumor here and there. I’ve even tried to check into a thing or two, but no, that section is closed to me. I know very little other than we’re doing almost nothing to stop it. I’ve debated it with your grandmother, my old superior, and told her maybe this is for the best.” 
 
    “It’s for the best the New Men kidnap our women?” 
 
    Slowly, Stokes reached for the smoldering stimstick, picked it up, inserted it between his pale lips and drew heavily three times. He inflated with seeming strength and exhaled a billow of smoke like some small, ferocious dragon. This time, he didn’t cough. He straightened as if having gained vitality. 
 
    “Captain, you’ve approached this the wrong way. I mean your term at Star Watch. I’m afraid I’m guilty of that as well. General Mackinder understands reality better than we do. He’s a coordinator, a facilitator, a mover of mass and mass production.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “How does an empire grow? How does a thing such as the Commonwealth expand? Do you have any idea of the number of agents spread throughout our territory? How many agents, totaling in the thousands or even tens of thousands, do we have? A planet, if it’s politically divided against itself, will have thousands of intelligence operatives. But we’re hundreds of planets and growing, and we face a multiplicity of enemies. What takes place then, hmm? Mass, I tell you, it is mass.” 
 
    Maddox was quietly studying Stokes. Was the man drunk or high? 
 
    “You, sir,” Stokes pointed at Maddox, “are a man who believes the individual can change events. And in some magical manner, you seem to have the knack of going straight to the one piece of leverage where one man can change things. But that’s not how it normally works. Normally, it’s mass. It’s vast armies. It’s vast intelligence assets moving here, moving there, shifting this lever, shifting that lever by degrees only. 
 
    “During my term, I ran Intelligence the wrong way, trying to oversee far too many projects that I thought were important. But how do you know what is important in such a mass as ours? General Mackinder understands the truth. He facilitates. He gives authority to this gentleman, to that lady, and they give authority to those under them, and so on and so on until you get to the agents in the field.” 
 
    “Are you saying Mackinder has no idea what’s going on in the field?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Not to the same degree I did. Don’t you see? No one man or woman can have that kind of knowledge. We’re using more and more computers all the time to correlate vast amounts of information. That is how it works. Intelligence is changing. We’re facilitators of data. There are so many worlds, so many people. It is more than what one person can fathom.” 
 
    Stokes squinted at Maddox, leaning forward until his stomach pressed against the edge of the desk. “Which side wins and through what formula? It isn’t through superior excellence. The New Men believe that. They’ve taken the wrong track in history. They believe a superman can achieve what masses of normal men and women can do. But that isn’t how it works. It’s all about mass.” 
 
    Maddox shifted in his chair. This was starting to bore him. 
 
    “It’s mass, and more mass,” Stokes said, with a tinge of excitement in his voice. “That’s why we must grow bigger. That’s why I fear the Sovereign Hierarchy of Leviathan. We know so little about them, but we do know they know how to coordinate mass effort better than we do.” 
 
    “You mean like the Swarm?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes! The Swarm and Leviathan have the answer. They will succeed because of it. We, with our ideal of the individual being important… That day has passed. You’re an anachronism, Captain. You follow the ways of the New Men who believe one individual at the right time and place can achieve wonders. Perhaps you’ve shown that can be so a few times. I suspect it’s because of the elements, faith and maybe the gods you’ve done what you have.” 
 
    “You’re a religious man, Brigadier?” 
 
    “Religious? I don’t know about that. Something is out there. Maybe that something is a Yon Soth having gained even greater power. Who’s to know? You read these mythic books, do you not?” 
 
    “You mean the Bible?” Maddox asked. 
 
    Stokes nodded. “I suppose you believe in God?” 
 
    “In fact, I do.” 
 
    “I don’t, as it doesn’t strike me as reasonable. Therefore, I will say ‘the gods.’ I will say ‘fate.’ I don’t know if God exists, though, as you think of Him.” 
 
    Stokes began to cough, hack and wheeze. “Sorry. Sorry. It’s all grinding me down, knowing that all the years I spent working on the wrong path, going the wrong way.” He shook his head. “We’re mechanizing. We’re massing. People like Mackinder understand.” 
 
    “And the Lord High Admiral…?” Maddox asked. 
 
    Stokes stared bleakly at Maddox. “The Lord High Admiral…obviously you realize he’s losing authority. That’s why I lost my position. Cook backed me and he lost. Cook backed your grandmother and he lost there, too. Cook holds some power, a last vestige, I suppose, but there are others manipulating and working behind the scenes. He has done magnificent deeds, and he has seen us through some awful times. How long will he remain at the helm?” Stokes shook his head. “If there’s war between the Sovereign Hierarchy of Leviathan and us and we take staggering losses, I fear the new powers will unseat Cook. A new person will take his place.” 
 
    “Just like Mackinder took yours?” asked Maddox. 
 
    Stokes sighed, seeming to diminish. 
 
    “Do you know who’s doing all the backdoor manipulating?” Maddox asked. 
 
    Stokes looked up, his eyes gleaming. “I do, I do, indeed.” He opened a drawer and took out a small chip, passing it across the desk to Maddox. “At the right time, which is not now, I suggest you examine that. It is a portfolio, if you will, a précis of those aiming for power.” 
 
    Maddox took the computer chip and pocketed it. 
 
    “The Lord High Admiral is like the old oak tree, as many say,” Stokes said. “But he has rotted out, in the sense that he is slower. His mental capacity, while still firm, fails here and there at just the wrong time. But he has symbolism behind him, and he has you behind him.” 
 
    Maddox wondered if that was why Cook had agreed to his demands. “What can you tell me about the Empire abduction campaign?” 
 
    “Very little, I’m afraid. Your grandmother thinks we should crush it. I’ve begun to wonder if she’s wrong.” 
 
    “Why would that be?” 
 
    “Humanity is but a mote in the vastness of space. We have faced the Swarm Imperium. Now we are facing the Sovereign Hierarchy of Leviathan. They may be too powerful for us. But if the Commonwealth combines with the New Men, if they follow their old path as conceived by Methuselah Man Strand as Defenders—” 
 
    Maddox snapped his fingers several times as if breaking through to a hypnotized man. 
 
    Stokes shook his head, blinking. 
 
    “Tell me what you can about the Empire abduction operation,” Maddox said. 
 
    Stokes took a sip of water. “The little I found out amounts to New Men operatives using Commonwealth thugs in our star systems. The criminals seek out these women and offer them payments to go to the Empire. Many agree. The few who don’t are abducted. They will all have children, likely many children. Isn’t that what we need, though? Mass, I tell you. Humanity needs mass if it hopes to survive.” 
 
    A fevered light shined in Stokes’s eyes. “We must grow. We must become bigger than the competition. That means people, more and more people. So perhaps, perhaps the Empire has the right of it. That is what we should be doing.” 
 
    “Surely not against a woman’s will,” Maddox said. 
 
    “So you say, and so we uphold.” Stokes shrugged with resignation. “What do I know? I’ll be here another few months at most. What can I do for you, Captain? Tell me.” 
 
    “Give me a list of Intelligence operatives who know anything or work on or around Cestus IV.” 
 
    “That’s the border region. That’s far out of my purview. You’ll have to go in blind, sir. I know next to nothing, and what I do know has probably changed. You’re on your own. Do whatever you can. I know you have your own sources of information. I’m sorry I can’t be of more help.” 
 
    “No,” Maddox said as he put his hat back on, “you’ve been most instructive. Star Watch is changing.” Maddox pinched his lower lip. “Is this more ‘Humanity Manifesto’ in altered form?” 
 
    “Not as in the old way,” Stokes said. “I’ve included the New Men for a reason. This new idea is against nonhuman aliens only. There’s a growing consensus that believes all humanity should unite—New Men, Spacers, us, and what other fringe groups are out there.” 
 
    “It may come to that,” Maddox said, thinking about the vast Sovereign Hierarchy of Leviathan. “Thank you, Brigadier.” 
 
    Maddox stood. 
 
    Stokes struggled to his feet and held out a palsied hand. Maddox shook it. He wondered if this would be the last time he would see Brigadier Stokes alive. 
 
    Maddox straightened and gave a crisp salute. “To the great work that you’ve done throughout the years, sir.” 
 
    “Please, please. I’m a washed-out rag that has been used one too many times.” Stokes crashed back into his chair and began to cough. 
 
    Maddox turned and exited. 
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    With the orders of the Lord High Admiral behind him, Captain Maddox found himself in command of ten Conqueror-class battleships within six hours of leaving the old man’s office. 
 
    With the temporary rank of commodore, Maddox met with the captains of the battleships while still in Earth orbit. 
 
    The Conqueror-class battleships were round and heavily armored, one of the deadliest class of battleships in Star Watch, if smaller and with less tonnage than Victory. They all had the new components from the heavy metal planet of the Alpha Centauri System. They were fitted with extra heavy armor, the best electromagnetic shields, and the most powerful beam weaponry known to humanity at this point: the disruptor beam. Their shield generators were bigger and more durable than those on Victory. The ten battleships were designed for toe-to-toe combat, pouring annihilating beams at whoever opposed them. They could likely even hold their own against an equal number of Juggernauts, at least for a time. 
 
    After the meeting, the captains and aides returned to their battleships and followed Victory to the pyramidal Nexus. A hyper-spatial tube appeared, and the flotilla of vessels entered it. They appeared on the other side at the distance of a quarter a light year from the Cestus System. Said system contained more dust and debris than most. The fourth planet was inhabited, had heavy industries and too much air pollution. 
 
    The flotilla set course for the Cestus System. As they gained velocity, Victory used its star drive jump and leapt directly into the system. 
 
    Via the comm, Maddox made inquiries with the lone Star Watch destroyer in orbit around Cestus IV. Afterward, the starship began to scan the various haulers and transports one by one. Most of the scans involved Galyan entering the vessels in ghost mode. In none did the little holoimage find the cargo of young women of childbearing age. 
 
    “Sir,” Meta said, who was at the comm station, “there’s a massive Trojan super-hauler expected to arrive within the hour. It will come through the Set Sven Laumer Point nearest Cestus IV.” 
 
    “Is there more to the message?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “There is,” Meta said. “The Trojan super-hauler is headed for Laguna 7 in the near-Beyond. According to this, it plans to offload heavy mining equipment and picking up tons of refined ores there.” 
 
    “What exactly is a Trojan super-hauler?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “I know that one, sir,” Galyan said. 
 
    Maddox nodded at the holoimage. 
 
    “The Trojan Space Company is a mid-sized conglomerate from the Artemis System,” Galyan said. “They specialize in long-distance freight, particularly ores. The Trojan Company occasionally sends freighters into the near-Beyond, such as Laguna 7. The super-hauler in question is the Solar Sovereign. It was built in the Terex Shipyards near Jupiter nine years ago.” 
 
    Maddox nodded, his eyes gleaming. “That, people, is likely our target.” 
 
    In two hours, the enormous Trojan super-hauler, the Solar Sovereign, arrived via the Laumer Point. Unlike many haulers, long cylindrical vessels, this one had five massive round sections connected by passage tubes. There was the central section and the four outer. One of the outer was the engine and fuel container. The Solar Sovereign began heading away from Cestus IV and for a different Laumer Point that would eventually lead it to Laguna 7. The super-hauler dwarfed any of the battleships and even Victory. With its five connected sections, it was truly colossal. 
 
    In ghost mode, Galyan entered the ship and soon returned to the bridge to report. “Sir, it’s filled with young human women—thousands upon thousands of them, with only a few male guards.” 
 
    “Are any of the guards New Men?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “I did not see any, sir.” 
 
    “Keep searching, Galyan.” 
 
    For the next two hours, Galyan searched the Solar Sovereign until he reappeared on the bridge. 
 
    “Sir, the captain is a New Man, one of a lower rank, but still.” 
 
    “Are they awaiting transshipment or other cargo vessels to appear?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. They are waiting for a tramp hauler to appear from the Arius System. That is a nearby star system fifteen point seven light years from here.” 
 
    Maddox thought quickly. “We’re not going to wait for the ships from Arius. We’re going to do this quickly.” He turned to Meta. “Send a message to the crew, Condition One, ready for immediate battle.” 
 
    Meta turned to the comm board. 
 
    “Sir,” Galyan said, “if we move so openly against the Solar Sovereign, won’t the guards harm the ladies?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Won’t the super-hauler send distress signals to any hidden enemies?” 
 
    Maddox grinned. “I’m giving you a sabotage operation. I want all communication devices on the Solar Sovereign destroyed.” 
 
    “May I do this in any way I wish, sir?” Galyan asked, sounding enthusiastic. 
 
    “Yes. It’s time we tested some of your new combat systems.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. I appreciate this. I have been waiting to test them.” 
 
    “Good,” Maddox said. “Now go. Get started.” 
 
    An hour and fifteen minutes later, Galyan reappeared. “All communication devices on the Solar Sovereign are destroyed. There is chaos aboard the super-hauler, however. The New Man captain is considering emergency evacuation onto Cestus IV.” 
 
    “Right,” Maddox said. “I believe it’s time we showed ourselves.” 
 
    Until now, Victory had hidden behind Cestus IV in relation to the super-hauler, using a small satellite to boost Galyan’s holoimage projection range. 
 
    Maddox turned to Keith. “I want you to go to the battleships and tell them to appear at these coordinates.” Maddox provided the coordinates. 
 
    “Aye, sir.” Keith jumped up and hurried from the bridge. He would pilot a tin can and fold to the waiting battleships approximately one-quarter light year from here. 
 
    “If we capture the super-hauler, we’ll have saved the women,” Valerie said, “but I thought we were here to capture New Men.” 
 
    “Not capture,” Maddox said. “I’m after their leader, the archduke. The super-hauler will be our bait to lure him into range.” 
 
    “Won’t we unload the kidnapped women first?” Valerie asked. 
 
    “By no means,” Maddox said. “I need the women there if I’m going to do this.” 
 
    “Sir?” Valerie asked, obviously perplexed. 
 
    Maddox smiled in a predatory way. Then, he shot to his feet and pointed at Valerie. “Inform me as soon as the battleships arrive at their new location.” 
 
    Before anyone could reply, Maddox marched off the bridge and headed for a private gym. No one else was allowed to enter the chamber. All the sensors had been removed from it. Even Galyan wasn’t allowed within. Maddox had been spending an inordinate amount of time in the private gym. Each time he emerged from it, he was drenched with sweat and headed straight for the showers. Once more, Maddox headed for the gym. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    -17- 
 
      
 
    An hour after the Star Watch battleships took up their stations behind Cestus IV, Galyan turned to Maddox on the bridge. 
 
    The captain had showered half an hour ago. They’d been openly following the Solar Sovereign for a short time. 
 
    “Sir, I have detected beacons well ahead of the Solar Sovereign,” Galyan said. 
 
    “Beacons, you say?” 
 
    Galyan was motionless for a moment. “Not beacons but sensor buoys. I have noted them because they just scanned the Solar Sovereign and are now scanning us.” 
 
    “Are these Cestus System sensors?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “No. I believe they are of New Men construction.” 
 
    Maddox pinched his lower lip. “Can these sensors send a signal out to the star cruisers in the Nerth System?” 
 
    The Nerth System was a little over five light years from the Cestus System. It had a brown dwarf star twenty times the mass of Jupiter. That wasn’t big enough to start hydrogen fusion. That meant the brown dwarf wasn’t visible to the naked eye. Some referred to brown dwarf stars as failed stars. 
 
    In any case, the system had asteroids but no planets. Because of Ural’s information, Maddox also knew the Nerth System contained seven Empire star cruisers. 
 
    “One of the buoys has ejected a unique unit,” Galyan said. “The unit…is folding. The unit is gone, sir.” 
 
    “Likely gone to the Nerth System,” Maddox said. “Artaxerxes will know what the buoys saw. The Solar Sovereign is headed for a Laumer Point. Where does that LP exit?” 
 
    “Two million kilometers from the Nerth System,” Galyan said. 
 
    Maddox nodded. “The Solar Sovereign is headed there.” He turned to Meta. “Tell Keith and the others to remain waiting at their arrival point.” 
 
    Maddox meant the ten battleships. They had used their star drive jumps to come in behind Cestus IV in relation to Victory and the Solar Sovereign. 
 
    “Have Keith watch us. The moment he sees us enter the Laumer Point,” Maddox paused and pointed at Galyan, “Galyan, I want you to pinpoint the Laumer Point exit beside the Nerth System. Then, imagine the probable location seven star cruisers would be in relation to that LP. Finally, estimate the best ambush point for ten appearing battleships. That point must be hidden from immediate view of the star cruisers but able to come out at a moment’s notice and affect the situation.” 
 
    “This is an interesting tactical dilemma.” Galyan’s eyelids began to blur as he made the computations. In moments, he had them and gave them to Maddox. 
 
    Maddox considered, ran his finger in the air and brought up a holoimage star map. He moved his fingers around as he shifted possibilities. Soon, he had a tactical sequence he believed would bring the greatest results. 
 
    Maddox gave Meta terse commands. She typed furiously, and would send it the latest information to Keith. 
 
    “This is all very interesting,” Galyan said. “I am looking forward to the encounter.” 
 
    Maddox contemplated, mentally preparing himself for what he hoped was about to happen. 
 
    “Sir, what will you do with your advantage over the New Men?” 
 
    Maddox stared at Galyan. 
 
    “What if something happens to you, sir?” Galyan asked. “Should we not know what you planned so we can finish it?” 
 
    “The outcome rests on me, as I’m the focal point and the way to get what we want,” Maddox said. 
 
    “What is it we want again?” Galyan asked. 
 
    “A cessation of these kidnappings,” Maddox said. “Losing the Solar Sovereign will sting and possibly hurt the Empire operations. So will missing the other transport that would have rendezvoused with the Solar Sovereign.” 
 
    “Will we intercept the other transport?” Galyan asked. 
 
    “When the time is ripe,” Maddox said. “First, we must take care of the star cruisers. And take care of Artaxerxes Par,” Maddox added, with anger in his voice. 
 
    The Solar Sovereign picked up velocity as it headed for the Laumer Point. Soon, the buoys Galyan had found went quiet. 
 
    With increasing velocity, Victory followed the super-hauler. Maddox wanted to be close to the Solar Sovereign when it went through the Laumer Point. 
 
    “Sir,” Meta said, “Keith and the battleship captains have received the message. As soon as we give the signal—” 
 
    “No signal,” Maddox said, interrupting. “Instruct Keith to watch us. He will make the decision when to use the star drive jump for the Nerth System. It is good for him to have a few command decisions to make.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Meta said. 
 
    Time passed as the Solar Sovereign neared the new Laumer Point and as Victory followed, closing the distance between them. 
 
    Maddox drummed his fingers on the armrest of his chair. Would Artaxerxes Par hope to capture Victory and bring Captain Maddox and the starship to the Empire? Would Artaxerxes be greedy, or would he become scared and run away? Maddox shook his head. He didn’t think Artaxerxes could afford to run, not with the Solar Sovereign and its prize of young maidens the Emperor was so eager to acquire. 
 
    Maddox thought back to his conversation with Stokes. What did his grandmother do in Intelligence? He touched the computer chip of dossiers in his pocket. It told of those who wished to replace the Lord High Admiral. Maddox hadn’t examined the chip yet. He should either put it in a safe or give it to Galyan for scanning when the time came. 
 
    How long would Cook continue to hold the reins of power? Maddox thought of other things, such as Captain Becker, who had once helped Admiral Fletcher become the Lord High Admiral. They’d put Becker on ice with his telepathic abilities. Becker waited in stasis for whenever Star Watch might need him. Would those jockeying for power use one like Becker? Or would it be an honest attempt by regular people? What man could stay in power forever? They weren’t Methuselah Men or New Men. They were ordinary humans holding a vast Commonwealth of Planets, taking on all comers and surviving so far. 
 
    An alarm rang. 
 
    Maddox’s head jerked up. 
 
    “Sir,” Andros said, “I’m detecting a star cruiser in the distance. The debris and dust are making it hard to determine if there are more.” 
 
    Maddox made a fist. Could Artaxerxes be trying to ambush Victory now? Was the New Man jumping the gun and trying to do this in visual sight of those on Cestus IV? 
 
    “The star cruiser is gone, sir,” Andros said. 
 
    Maddox stroked his chin. Might Artaxerxes be getting nervous and have sent a star cruiser to confirm the beacon report? If so, Victory was making the archduke nervous. If Artaxerxes were wise, he would send some star cruisers onto the other side of Cestus IV to check. But how close would Artaxerxes dare to bring the star cruisers to the planet? Could Artaxerxes conceive the idea that Star Watch might be setting a trap for him? 
 
    This was a tricky game of cat and mouse. Why had Golden Ural fallen silent? Maddox had tried to contact his uncle on the Library Planet, but no one picked up. 
 
    “Sir,” Andros said, “the Solar Sovereign is increasing velocity, heading at speed for the Laumer Point.” 
 
    “Increase our velocity,” Maddox said. “We want to go in at almost the same time as the super-hauler. We’ll use the giant ship as a shield for the few moments that it’s needed on the other side.” 
 
    The minutes ticked down until finally, the Solar Sovereign entered the Laumer Point and disappeared. Fifty-eight seconds later, Victory did the same. 
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    Victory exited the Laumer Point near the Nerth System. The crew’s injections protected them against Jump Lag. Soon, the ship screens and sensors were up, and so was Galyan. Five thousand kilometers ahead was the Solar Sovereign. Several million kilometers beyond was the brown dwarf star and its few asteroids. 
 
    “Sir,” Andros Crank reported, “I see star cruisers heading toward us.” 
 
    Maddox rubbed his fingertips together, watching the star cruisers on the main screen. There was much less dust and debris here. 
 
    “Sir, the Solar Sovereign is hailing us,” Meta said. “It’s the New Man captain.” 
 
    “Put him on the main screen,” Maddox said. 
 
    A lesser New Man appeared on the main screen with a slight golden hue to his skin, long features and an arrogant stare. 
 
    “So you followed us through the Laumer Point, did you, Maddox? I assume you are Captain Maddox. Am I correct?” 
 
    “You are, sir. Whom do I have the honor of addressing?” 
 
    The New Man shook his head. “You’re not going to learn my name because it doesn’t matter. Do you see the star cruisers approaching?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “You’re ours, Captain, unless you flee this instant. I’m to allow you that privilege.” 
 
    A wintry grin appeared on Maddox’s face. “Perhaps I’ll destroy the Solar Sovereign with you in it before I go.” 
 
    “You would dare to destroy a Trojan property that we hired and paid for? The others would sue in your courts.” 
 
    “Sue? Give me a break. You’re merely playing for time. I understand the tactic well. I’m not going anywhere, however. I await the coming events and star cruisers with pleasure.” 
 
    The New Man’s features tightened. “I’ve heard of your bold front. Very well, I will add you and your starship to my haul.” 
 
    The New Man disappeared from the screen. 
 
    “You gave away the game, sir,” Galyan said. 
 
    “Not now, Galyan. I don’t need critiques at a time like this. I need instant obedience and alertness. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    “Sir,” Andros said. “The star cruisers are heating up their disruptor cannons.” 
 
    “A little soon for that,” Maddox said quietly. “They’re still far out of disruptor range.” 
 
    “Sir,” Meta said, “I’m receiving a long-range hail from an Archduke Artaxerxes Par.” 
 
    “Put him on the main screen,” Maddox said. 
 
    “A moment, sir.” Meta made some adjustments on her comm board before she pressed a switch and swiveled around toward the main screen. 
 
    On the main screen appeared Archduke Artaxerxes Par. He was a lean, golden-skinned New Man, a dominant with scars on his face. He was acclaimed a clever tactician, who some believed was too bold for his own good. 
 
    “You’re speechless, Captain,” Artaxerxes said. “Do you wonder that you have fallen so neatly into a trap designed to catch you?” 
 
    “Designed to catch me?” Maddox said with a sneer. “You honor me.” 
 
    “I do honor you. You will now drop your shields, disengage your main ship weaponry and await my men to board your ship.” 
 
    “I think not,” Maddox said. “In fact, I’m inclined to use my neutron cannon to destroy the Solar Sovereign long before your star cruisers come into range.” 
 
    “Really, Captain, don’t you know the holds are filled with Commonwealth women eager to mate with superior men?” 
 
    “I know you’ve kidnapped a few.” 
 
    “Not so,” Artaxerxes said. “Most have eagerly sought our service and accepted the joy of entering an Empire of superior men. Now, Captain, while you may, drop your shields.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that isn’t going to happen. It is you who are going to drop your shields.” 
 
    For a moment, Artaxerxes’ eyes bulged outward. Maddox had a reputation as a masterful trickster. 
 
    “Why would I do something so foolish?” Artaxerxes asked. 
 
    “Because I’m in the process of surrounding you, sir,” Maddox said. “You don’t think I’d follow the Solar Sovereign without a plan, do you?” 
 
    Meta signaled Maddox with a thumb up. She was not praising him, but letting him know the Star Watch battleships were in position and out of Jump Lag. 
 
    “What is this you say?” Artaxerxes sputtered. 
 
    “You’re an arrogant fool, but a fool nonetheless,” Maddox said. “You’ve fallen neatly into my trap. Are you impressed with your little armada of seven star cruisers?” Maddox bowed and made a motion with his hand. “I suggest you use some of those sensors and scan the asteroids behind you, the ones you left.” 
 
    On the screen, Artaxerxes swiveled and shouted an order. Moments later, he looked at Maddox, with a fading of his golden color. 
 
    “Conqueror-class battleships, Captain?” 
 
    “Yes, my dear Archduke. Ten battleships together with Victory.” 
 
    “You will die before the battleships ever reach us,” Artaxerxes said. 
 
    “I’m less concerned with that than knowing what you’ll tell the Emperor? Oh, I’m sorry, you won’t tell him anything, as you will be dead.” 
 
    “First, we shall kill you and everyone aboard Victory.” 
 
    Maddox laughed harshly. “I’ll happily die in order to kill a murderous bastard like you, one who helped kill my father!” Maddox shouted the last part. Was that a ruse? Or had Maddox lost control of his iron will? 
 
    Artaxerxes recoiled at the shout and then leaned forward with a predatory smile. “You will die, Captain, and I will die. Are you so eager to pass from this life?” 
 
    “If I can take you down with me I am,” Maddox said, seething. 
 
    “I see,” Artaxerxes said, trying to appear blasé. “You say I slew your father? Is that what you are saying?” 
 
    “That is exactly what I am saying. You and others like Trahey.” 
 
    “That’s the Emperor to you,” Artaxerxes said. 
 
    “I’ll call him whatever I damn well please,” Maddox snarled. 
 
    Artaxerxes straightened. “The Emperor defeated you in a duel within the Library Planet, if I recall, and that ended the situation with your father.” 
 
    Maddox breathed heavily. “That settled matters between the Emperor and me, but not between you and me. You will pay for the blood you spilled—my father’s blood!” 
 
    “Your father Oran was a New Man. You, you are filth, a dreg, barely above a preman but far below a dominant like me.” 
 
    “Do you think so, Artaxerxes? I’ll destroy you, and these women will never enter the Empire. They’ll never breed with your filth, and this will be the end of the Empire abducting our precious women.” 
 
    On the screen, Artaxerxes stood. “Seven star cruisers against ten battleships and Victory. That is a worthy fight.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Maddox said. “We have far superior tonnage and weaponry.” 
 
    “Yes,” Artaxerxes said. “You need tonnage and these…space weapons. Do you not long for a real battle, man to man, Captain Maddox?” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    It seemed then as if an idea entered Artaxerxes’ mind. “You faced the Emperor in a duel and lost.” 
 
    “That makes no difference today,” Maddox said with a sneer. 
 
    “I have a way out of our impasse, a way in which only one of us will die.” 
 
    Maddox laughed. “I’m not going to die. Our shields have been strengthened. You may pour all your united beams at us, but we’ll withstand it as the battleships move up and knock you out one by one.” 
 
    “Captain, as a New Man who slew your decadent father, your vile, cowardly father, who screamed and begged for mercy in the end…” Artaxerxes leered. “I stepped on his throat and stabbed him in the heart. That was what I did to a begging New Man.” Artaxerxes gathered saliva in his mouth and spat on the deck of his star cruiser. “I spit on your father’s memory.” Artaxerxes pointed at Maddox. “And I challenge you to a duel.” 
 
    “What?” Maddox said. 
 
    “A duel,” Artaxerxes said, “winner takes all.” 
 
    “I’ll not risk my battleships.” 
 
    “No, I’m not talking about the battleships or star cruisers, but about the Solar Sovereign. Both sides go away free. The winner of the duel takes the Solar Sovereign with him.” 
 
    Maddox blinked with seeming astonishment. 
 
    “Do you dare to match blades with me?” Artaxerxes said. “I am a greater fencer than Emperor Trahey himself.” 
 
    Maddox didn’t believe that. 
 
    “I see fear in your eyes, Captain. Is my suggestion too manly of a way for you?” 
 
    “How would we do it?” Maddox asked thickly. 
 
    “We would meet aboard the Solar Sovereign, you and I with our cadre of people.” 
 
    “Your people are already aboard the Solar Sovereign.” 
 
    “A handful only,” Artaxerxes said. “Bring along a few more if you must.” 
 
    “You trust me?” Maddox asked. 
 
    Artaxerxes seemed to weigh the question. “I do know this: you faced Emperor Trahey and are a man of your word. Swear an oath, Captain, that you will abide by the duel. I challenge you. This is a chance for you to live. As I do not really think you’re willing to die, not even to kill me.” 
 
    Maddox smiled inwardly although his features never changed. He’d been seeking a duel all this time. He’d been going into the gym and facing fighting bots. He’d been practicing his fencing, employing all his skills and to remember everything he had been learning throughout the years. This is what he wanted. Artaxerxes Par had taken the bait. 
 
    “I accept your challenge,” Maddox said. 
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    As soon as Artaxerxes disappeared from the screen, Meta jumped up. “No! You cannot do this!” 
 
    Maddox turned and looked at his wife. He did not reprimand her. He did not say a word. He merely continued to stare at her. 
 
    “Please,” Meta said, “you won’t survive this time.” 
 
    A predatory aura enveloped Maddox. 
 
    “Oh please, darling. I know you think you can defeat him, but—” 
 
    Meta rushed into Maddox’s arms and put her face against his chest, giving three quiet sobs. She looked up, wiping her eyes, gazing into his face. 
 
    “I can do this,” Maddox said. 
 
    “No! Think of Jewel.” 
 
    “I must do this. Think of all the captive women. If the star cruisers open fire on Victory before the battleships arrive, Jewel might die.” 
 
    “Artaxerxes won’t fight you. This is a trick. He fears you, my dearest.” 
 
    “Either I have tricked him or he has tricked me. We’re about to find out.” 
 
    Meta blinked. “You intended to duel him?” 
 
    “What do you think I have been doing in the gym?” 
 
    “Oh darling, I know you seek vengeance, but this time—” 
 
    Maddox put a finger on her lips. “You’re here, and I love that you’re here. But you must let me act the part of a captain and act the part of a man.” 
 
    Did Meta understand the hidden threat: that she might not be aboard on future missions if she put up too much of a display? 
 
    Maddox straightened. 
 
    “I’m going with you to the Solar Sovereign,” Meta said. 
 
    “I understand that. I already have a list of those coming, with you among them. This is going to be a delicate situation at best.” 
 
    Meta swallowed and nodded. 
 
    Maddox turned and began to bark orders. 
 
    Soon, in three shuttles, those headed for the Solar Sovereign accompanied the captain. 
 
    All the while, Galyan watched from Victory. He had offered to enter Artaxerxes Par while the other was engaged in a duel and zap the New Man from the inside. That would give Maddox an opening. 
 
    Maddox declined. “This must be pure. No poison, no secret ways, just skill against skill, blade against blade.” 
 
    Three shuttles headed from the seven star cruisers to the super-hauler. 
 
    The star cruisers had parked 10,000 kilometers from the stopped Solar Sovereign. Victory was parked on the other side, 10,000 kilometers from the Solar Sovereign. The ten Conqueror-class battlewagons would park 20,000 kilometers behind the star cruisers. They still increased velocity, though, heading from the asteroids of the brown dwarf star. 
 
    All this was stipulated in the formal words of the Empire dueling language. The code of the duel was strong in the Empire of the New Men. Slurs and wounded honor were often met blade to blade. Many a New Man died after crossing swords or using pistols against each other. 
 
    Emperor Trahey was acclaimed the greatest duelist in the Empire. Maddox had almost beaten him on the Library Planet many years ago, but almost hadn’t been good enough. 
 
    Maddox had never received the injections a New Man did while in the womb, but Maddox had received the extra energy of an Erill, a spiritual entity. Maddox had his intuitive sense and the Way of the Pilgrim. Would those things make up the difference? 
 
    Archduke Artaxerxes Par was recognized as a formidable duelist, though not as skilled as the Emperor. Could Maddox beat him? The captain had been training for this for years. 
 
    The three Star Watch shuttles entered a Solar Sovereign hangar bay. Marines in battle armor came out with power weaponry. They marched and stood at the prescribed locations. In the distance in the hangar bay, a number of women watched. 
 
    A squad of New Men wearing speed cords set up in an opposite spot from the marines. The speed cords granted them accelerated reflexes. 
 
    From among the New Men emerged the tallest, Artaxerxes Par, an Archduke of the Empire. Taller than Maddox, his skin bore a rich golden hue. He advanced with a sword in hand, a long saber with a glittering blade. He wore tight black breeches and boots, and nothing else. He was skin, bone and muscles, a lean, tall beast indeed. 
 
    Methuselah Man Ludendorff had walked out from the marines. He bowed and accepted the archduke’s saber, examining it. Soon, he returned it hilt first to the towering Artaxerxes Par. 
 
    Maddox advanced across the deck with a similar blade, albeit a little shorter and not quite as flexible. He wasn’t as tall, but he had the whip-corded look, the lean demeanor of a predatory beast. He, too, wore tight black breaches and boots, and nothing else. 
 
    In moments, the two faced each other in the center of the huge hangar bay. Ludendorff was near. He told Artaxerxes that he’d tested the captain’s blade and found it proper. 
 
    Artaxerxes Par nodded and then regarded Maddox. “The pup of Oran has arrived.” 
 
    “A pup turned into a wolf,” countered Maddox. 
 
    “A wolf you may be, but I am a tiger. I shall shred you, young upstart. The Emperor was merciful with you. You have been a thorn in our side for too long. I will finish what the Emperor started.” 
 
    Ludendorff cleared his throat. He held a silver baton. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” Ludendorff began, addressing both, “you know the rules of the duel. I now bid you to fight fairly and honorably. Is this to the first cut?” 
 
    “To the death,” Artaxerxes declared. 
 
    “Captain Maddox,” Ludendorff said, “to the death?” 
 
    Maddox nodded. 
 
    Ludendorff stepped back, raising his baton high. 
 
    Both Artaxerxes and Maddox raised their sabers, and, holding out their long arms, clicked tips with each other in a formal sign of adherence to the duel’s code. 
 
    “Begin,” Ludendorff ordered, swiftly moving back. 
 
    Maddox crouched, eyeing Artaxerxes, who smirked. The archduke placed one hand on his hip, and advanced with the other forward. 
 
    Tentatively, their sabers clicked, wove, moved. It was the preliminary dance of the duel. Each man felt out the other, testing reflexes and resolve. 
 
    Maddox was taken aback by the sheer speed and grace of the New Man. He loathed Artaxerxes Par, but the man was undeniably a skilled duelist, having risen high in the Empire of the New Men. 
 
    Maddox twitched his head, willing himself to focus. He breathed deeply, embracing the Way of the Pilgrim, employing his intuitive sense. He’d trained tirelessly with humans enhanced with drugs to speed up reflexes. Surely, Artaxerxes had studied tapes of Maddox’s past duel. 
 
    They circled each other, their blades clinking, slashing and stabbing. Both displayed defensive mastery, and like two jungle beasts, they probed and circled, testing each other for dominance. 
 
    The stakes were high. The winner would claim the super-hauler filled with young women. Would Artaxerxes breed with the women? Maddox knew he wouldn’t. He had his wife and believed in the old dictum: one man, one wife, just like Adam had Eve. While some Old Testament patriarchs had multiple wives, it had often brought more pain and sorrow than pleasure. There was an old Chinese symbol for discord: a symbol of more than one wife under one roof. Maddox had only one wife, and he loved Meta. He desired no others. She was both his prize and beloved. Even so, he was determined to champion these other women. He believed many had been abducted. He planned to set them free and— 
 
    “First strike!” Artaxerxes snarled. 
 
    Maddox had already leapt back and felt hot pain in his side. 
 
    There was bright red blood on the edge of Artaxerxes’ saber. 
 
    Maddox berated himself. He’d let his mind drift in the midst of the duel—one of the most fatal errors one could make. 
 
    There was a collective gasp from those watching. Among the voices, he recognized Meta’s, even from this distance. If he wanted to win, he’d better stay focused. 
 
    Maddox tightened his grip on the hilt, his sweaty hand threatening to let it slip. The two engaged again. Despite the small wound on Maddox’s side, their blades danced in a whirlwind of thrusts and counterthrusts, exemplifying the art of dueling by two masters. 
 
    As the duel progressed, Maddox realized he’d lost a bit of his edge. If he hadn’t spent the past few days practicing in the private gym, Artaxerxes might have proven as formidable as Emperor Trahey had been. 
 
    “Do you know there was poison on the tip of my blade?” Artaxerxes whispered menacingly. 
 
    Maddox shook his head in disbelief. “That’s beneath you as a New Man.” 
 
    “Do you say that because you think I am your equal?” 
 
    “Your better,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Do you feel the effects yet?” 
 
    Maddox indeed began to sense a subtle sluggishness. Was it just his mind playing tricks, or was Artaxerxes truly playing dirty? Ludendorff had inspected the blades before the duel. Maddox found it hard to believe any poison could evade the scrutiny of the Methuselah Man. 
 
    The idea of having walked into Artaxerxes’ trap—Maddox launched a ferocious attack. His blade danced with speed, and he found himself up against what seemed like a legendary defense. How many opponents had Artaxerxes defeated before? 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Maddox called upon his reserves. He summoned the spiritual force that powered his limbs. Utilizing every intuitive sense, he slowly—ever so slowly—maneuvered through a series of thrusts and Artaxerxes’ counterthrusts. His attacks subtly maneuvered the other’s blade off-center. 
 
    It was a clever and desperate maneuver. Maddox surmised that Artaxerxes hoped he would tire out, and once weakened, Artaxerxes would launch his assault. 
 
    In that moment, Maddox detected recognition in Artaxerxes’ eyes—realizing his blade was out of perfect alignment. 
 
    Maddox struck with the speed and precision of a cobra. His blade flashed, severing the tendons of Artaxerxes’ sword arm. The New Man’s hand involuntarily opened. The saber fell to clatter onto the hangar bay deck. 
 
    Artaxerxes saw this in horror. In the same breath, Maddox lunged, thrusting his blade into the New Man’s chest, piercing the heart. Artaxerxes’ head jerked up, his gaze locked onto Maddox. Maddox twisted his wrist, ensuring the blade inflicted maximum damage within the heart. Artaxerxes gasped for breath. 
 
    Drawing close as he shoved the blade in deeper, Maddox whispered, “Now you die as I avenge the death of Oran. Do you still hear him plead, Artaxerxes Par? Or is that merely the whimper of life departing from you?” 
 
    The New Man stared into Maddox’s blazing eyes, ones filled with fury and vengeance. Maddox stepped back, forcefully pulling out the blade, now red with Artaxerxes’ blood. Artaxerxes looked at Maddox one last time before blood gushed from his mouth. Dropping to his knees, the New Man slumped forward, lifeless. 
 
    Maddox had avenged his father’s death, marking off the first name from the list of enemies who had harmed his family. Raising his bloody blade in the air, Maddox let out a triumphant shout, echoing the howls of wolves and the roar of lions celebrating their kills. 
 
    After a moment, Maddox’s humanity began to resurface. He lowered the blade, overwhelmed by what he had accomplished. It was now time to see if the other New Men would uphold their end of the bargain. 
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    Margaret Wold wanted to weep with frustration. For the past several days, no matter what she tried, she could not speak to the red-haired woman who had shown fire to resist in her eyes. The past few days had been maddening, frustrating and frightening. 
 
    Margaret presently sat in a detention cell on a space hauler because she had caused trouble with the other women in the larger chamber. 
 
    The vessel, of which she had gotten a glimpse from the shuttle as they lifted from Arius III, looked like an old, decrepit tramp hauler. It had old, rusty welds and deep scars; its identification number had faded with age. She had been aghast that they would travel in such a vessel. Upon entering it, the air had been stagnant and foul in places. The corridors were narrow, and the lights flickered at times. The food had a foul taste, and the water was worse. 
 
    Several coarse-faced, brutal men acted as guards. Clint Seasons watched over everything. It seemed he had more authority than the coarse-faced men did. As for the pilot or captain, they had never seen either of them. 
 
    In her detention cell, Margaret kept thinking and wondering what she could have done differently. Never climb up on the air cycle with Clint. That was the main thing. 
 
    She’d tried once to flail at a guard, giving him a karate chop, as her defense instructor had taught her. The guard had laughed and swatted her aside. She’d banged against a corridor bulkhead. It had been humiliating, and brought a taste of blood to her mouth. 
 
    Now, she sat dejected in this tiny detention cell. 
 
    Margaret did push-ups and sit-ups. She coughed at times because the air grew rank. Then she put her mouth against the vent. She learned that if she banged on it hard enough, it would cause one of the ducts to open, and a little more air would enter her lungs. The water was so vile that once she’d vomited after taking a drink. These days, she pinched her nose and gulped the water as if she was taking a huge pill. 
 
    It had seemed that several times the hauler entered a warp jump of some sort, and then it had fallen out. Everyone was sick afterward. Margaret was very sick. She hated it. What was wrong with the vessel? Why did they use such crappy equipment? Was it to escape detection? 
 
    Every time one of the coarse-faced men opened her detention-cell hatch and gave her food, he seemed grouchier and angrier than before. 
 
    Now the hatch opened again. It was time to implement her plan, one she’d been running over for hours on end in her mind. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Margaret said, “for how I’ve acted.” 
 
    The man leered at her. He was a brute, a big man missing teeth with splotches on his skin. Yet, he was strong, with bulky muscles. No doubt, he took steroids. He wore food-stained garments with crumbs in his mustache. The sight sickened Margaret, but she feigned fear, clutched her hands, and lowered her head submissively. 
 
    “I know I’ve done wrong. I would do anything to get out of the cell.” 
 
    “Oh, my pretty,” he said, “do you think you’re going to fool me now?” 
 
    She looked up, pleading with her eyes. 
 
    He scowled of all things. “Did you know Clint and the others don’t think we’re going to make the rendezvous?” 
 
    “No?” Margaret said, as if aghast. 
 
    “Matter of fact, we’ve missed it already,” he said, with fear in his eyes. “If it weren’t for the New Men, we could have all you beauties to ourselves, but…” 
 
    “Oh,” Margaret said, “what happened?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Never mind what happened. Here’s your food.” He thrust it at her. 
 
    “Please don’t close the hatch right away. Could we walk the deck a bit? You could guard me. I can’t do anything to you, strong as you are.” 
 
    “You’re trying to practice trickery, witchery on me, is that it?” 
 
    “No, I’ve learned my lesson,” Margaret said. “I’m very sorry. Besides, look at how big and strong you are, and how thin I am.” 
 
    His eyes roved over her. “You are a beauty, a lovely one, perhaps the most beautiful of them all. Yes, let’s walk a bit.” He looked both ways. “What can it hurt?” 
 
    So, Margaret found herself in nearly normal gravity. It had been worse—heavier—in the cell. At times, to her surprise and dismay, she felt her step lighten. The gravity dampeners were badly malfunctioning in this wretched vessel. 
 
    They reached a grimy observation port. He stopped and she moved closer to him. He stank of sweat, but he didn’t seem quite as brutal as the others as he daringly put an arm around her. 
 
    “Look at the stars,” he said huskily. 
 
    “I see them.” 
 
    The stars, if not his muscled arm, enraptured Margaret. They were beautiful and magnificent. It was so different looking at them through a port versus when she was at home looking up at the night sky. What would it be like living among the stars? Would she ever see home again? 
 
    Strangely, the prospect didn’t terrify her. 
 
    The ship shuddered, and the lights flickered. For a moment, Margaret felt weightless. 
 
    He grabbed her cruelly by an upper arm and held her in place. In a moment, the sensation passed, and normal gravity returned to the ship as the lights quit flickering. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked, with fright in her voice. 
 
    “I don’t know. That was strange. Sometimes I wonder if we’ll ever make it to the rendezvous. They say the big liner will have gone by now, but surely the New Men will send someone for you women. But if not…” Once again, his eyes filled with lust. 
 
    Margaret felt a surge of revulsion and horror. She knew what he intended. 
 
    He grinned evilly as his mind no doubt whirled with rapist thoughts. He licked his lips in anticipation. 
 
    Margaret knew this was it, what she’d planned for. Her heart hammered and she breathed fast as she stepped into him. She drove her knee hard into his groin. It must have been one of those perfect strikes because he exhaled an “oof” of foul air. He clutched his privates and crumpled onto his knees. As he did, a metal bar fell out from between his pants and belt. She didn’t know why he had it, but she picked it up. She looked at him, and he looked back with agony in his eyes. 
 
    Margaret knew that once he recovered, he would be dangerous and would rape her. She picked up the bar. Then, using all her might, putting her body behind it, she smashed the bar against his forehead. He crumpled, a dent in his forehead and a trickle of blood appearing. He was out. 
 
    Horrified at what she’d done and surprised at her strength, Margaret knelt and rummaged through his garments. She found a control device, a clicker, and a massive gun. 
 
    She wouldn’t let herself become a slave again. She needed to escape. How, was the question. 
 
    Swallowing, stiffening her resolve, Margaret embarked on a frightening adventure. 
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    Margaret roved through the light-flickering corridors. The tramp hauler shook several times. Clearly, there was more than one type of malfunction. Twice she hid as a group of men strode past. They spoke in hushed whispers, worry evident in their voices. Afterward, she continued searching for others. The hauler was bigger than she had realized. 
 
    Finally, she heard feminine voices. Had the guards allowed them to roam freely, like the guard she’d struck with the crank bat? 
 
    Thinking the guards might be detaining these women, Margaret pulled out the massive gun, a hand cannon. Upon examination, she recognized it as a .55 Slam Master that fired .55-grain bullets. This was insane. The man who owned it must have been mad. She feared that even if she strained with all her strength, the recoil might cause it to smash her in the face, maybe break her nose. She could use it to threaten, but she didn’t plan on shooting the Slam Master. 
 
    She checked the weapon. Having grown up on Arius III, where hunting was common, her father had taught her how to handle guns. This was a revolver. She checked the chambers: they were loaded with massive bullets. Stunned, she proceeded down the corridor, holding the gun in both hands. 
 
    She turned a corridor corner and came face-to-face with the red-haired and another woman, taller with intense eyes. They both wore blouses, overalls, and shoes. 
 
    “What are you doing?” the red-haired woman demanded. 
 
    “She’s armed,” the other observed. 
 
    “Yes,” Margaret said. “But why are you two free?” 
 
    The other two exchanged glances. 
 
    “This is startling, don’t you think?” the red-haired woman asked. 
 
    The other, a brunette who wasn’t as striking as her companion but exuded a unique aura, perhaps of Asian descent, said, “I believe we’ve found our candidate. What do you think?” 
 
    “Unquestionably,” the red-haired girl said. “Look, she even has a weapon. Do you know how to use that?” 
 
    “Certainly,” Margaret said. “But what are you talking about? A candidate for what? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “We’re not what we seem,” the redhead said. 
 
    That prompted a cautionary response from her companion, “Should you even tell her that?” 
 
    “We’re all in this together,” the redhead said. “Thus, we might as well.” 
 
    “We’ve done all we can,” the Asian woman said. “Now we must leave. Do you dare to come with us? What’s your name anyway?” 
 
    “Margaret Wold. And I wish I knew what you two were talking about.” 
 
    “My name is Carissa,” the redhead said, “and this is Lanka.” 
 
    “Hello,” Margaret said, extending her hand. 
 
    “None of that,” Lanka said. “We must move, and we must hurry. Time is limited.” 
 
    “Hurry where?” Margaret asked. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “The ship is in danger,” Lanka said. 
 
    “We must run if we’re going to make it,” Carissa said. 
 
    “What about the other women?” Margaret asked. “Can’t we help them?” 
 
    “Not anymore,” Carissa said. “Now it’s time to help ourselves.” 
 
    Margaret joined them as they dashed through the corridors. They seemed to know precisely where they were going. 
 
    At one point, as they turned a corner, they ran into three coarse-faced men. The men gasped upon seeing Carissa and Lanka, who swiftly drew beamers and shot them in the chest. The men fell, blood pouring from their ghastly wounds. 
 
    “You killed them,” Margaret said in horror. 
 
    “We had no choice,” Carissa said. “Come.” 
 
    As they continued down another corridor, an alarm rang harshly. 
 
    “This way,” Carissa said, leading them toward— 
 
    “That’s an escape hatch,” Margaret said, recognizing the symbol on it. 
 
    “She’s a smart one,” Lanka said sarcastically. 
 
    They opened and dashed through the hatch. 
 
    Carissa called out, “Help me, Margaret.” 
 
    Together, they pushed the hatch shut with a clang. They raced through a short corridor and another hatch, closing it, too. Hurrying to crash seats, they strapped themselves in. 
 
    “All right,” Lanka said. Her hands danced over the console as if she knew exactly what to do. 
 
    Cabin lights switched on and an engine began to purr. Fresh air blew into the small compartment. 
 
    “Get ready,” Lanka said. “Three, two, one—ignition.” 
 
    An explosion sounded, and Margaret felt herself pressed hard against the seat. 
 
    Moments later, the force lessened and then weightlessness enveloped the tiny craft and them. Margaret struggled to keep her stomach contents down. Twice she heaved but clenched her teeth, refusing to vomit. 
 
    “You don’t like weightlessness,” Lanka said, as if that was a mortal sin. 
 
    “I’m not used to it,” Margaret said. “Is this an escape pod?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Lanka said. “Now, shut up for a moment.” She returned her attention to the console, and soon the escape craft accelerated. 
 
    “Why are we in such a hurry?” Margaret asked. 
 
    “The hauler is about to explode,” Carissa said. 
 
    “What about all the other girls? Surely we must—” 
 
    Before Margaret could finish her thought, an intensely bright light flared. She deduced the port window was away from the direction of the tramp hauler, yet the light’s intensity was such that it illuminated everything in here. 
 
    “The hauler’s antimatter or atomic engines must have ignited,” Margaret said. 
 
    “Smart girl,” Lanka said sarcastically. 
 
    “This is horrible,” Margaret said. “All those women…” 
 
    “They’re dead,” Carissa said somberly. “They’re dead and gone. If you hadn’t escaped from your detention cell, you’d be dead, too.” 
 
    Margaret realized the truth of Carissa’s words, and a wave of dread washed over her at the close escape. 
 
    “How did you know the hauler was going to explode?” Margaret asked. 
 
    “Because we set it to explode,” Lanka said. 
 
    Margaret stared at Lanka in horror. “You can’t be serious. You would kill all those women? The guards? Why not alert the authorities instead? Clint Seasons…” Margaret felt an unexpected pang of emotion for Clint, despite his heinous acts. There was something about Clint that had drawn her. Wasn’t that crazy? 
 
    “You couldn’t have set the hauler to explode,” Margaret said. “You wouldn’t know how.” 
 
    “We’re Spacers,” Lanka said, as if that settled it. 
 
    Margaret frowned in confusion. “You mean you’re from the Spacer Nation?” 
 
    “Exactly. And now you’re joining us.” 
 
    “Me? But…” Margaret’s thoughts raced back to their earlier conversation. “You said I was a candidate. What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means there’s an intelligence war, a spy war, going on between the New Men, the Commonwealth, and the Spacers,” Lanka said. “There’s a famous spy, a notable Spacer spy, who once held the Emperor himself captive on a distant alien planet. But the Emperor escaped. There is another that we hate above all others who was there that day.” 
 
    This all meant very little to Margaret. “I’m still not sure I understand you.” 
 
    “Our escape pod has a rendezvous with an approaching Spacer ship,” Lanka said. “You will join us. And if you can pass the tests, you may be able to enter our Intelligence Service.” 
 
    “Me? I think I just want to go home.” 
 
    “It’s too late for that,” Carissa said. “It was too late once you left your detention cell.” 
 
    “But I’d be dead if I hadn’t.” 
 
    “Exactly. You have been cast upon the sea of fate,” Carissa said. “Now you’re joining the Spacers, whether you like it or not.” Then Carissa’s voice softened and she reached out and touched Margaret. “This is different from the kidnappers. You’re going to have opportunities, choices to make, and no man will be able to force himself upon you to bear his seed.” 
 
    “Why do you put it like that?” Margaret asked, disgusted. 
 
    “That is the way in this part of the Orion Spiral Arm,” Carissa said. “You were almost turned into a New Man’s concubine.” 
 
    “How much longer will we be in this pod?” Margaret asked. 
 
    “Look, there’s the ship on the screen,” Lanka said. 
 
    A large saucer-shaped craft appeared, seemingly out of nowhere. Had it been invisible? Had it been in some kind of stealth mode? Whatever the case, Margaret realized she was about to board it. Fate had taken a bizarre and twisty turn. 
 
    Well, if she was destined to become a spy, if that was her only remaining option according to these two… Margaret recognized their ruthlessness, as well as the probable ruthlessness of those they served. Margaret decided she was going to do whatever was necessary to survive, and beyond that, to thrive. It hinged on making the right choices. Apparently, she had made one today. 
 
    Margaret gazed out into space again. It had seemed so beautiful when viewed from the port earlier. Now, it appeared as though space harbored incalculable terrors. Yet, she was here. And as the Spacer saucer drew closer, she acknowledged this as the beginning of a new chapter in her life. Who could tell where it would lead? 
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    Several weeks passed on the Library Planet, and Ural was surprised that the Supreme Intelligence did not summon him during that time. Could the computer entity understand what he—Ural—had done in sending the timed message to Maddox? That seemed more than probable. Still, Ural decided to say nothing about it and went about his duties. 
 
    Finally, after twenty-two days had passed, Ural received a summons to head to the main audience chamber. 
 
    This is it, Ural thought to himself. I’m about to face it for what I’ve done. Will the Supreme Intelligence expel me from the Library Planet? 
 
    Ural wished he knew whether Maddox had faced and then survived the encounter with the New Men, whether Artaxerxes Par was dead or victorious. Was there a war between the Empire and the Commonwealth? Had the Sovereign Hierarchy of Leviathan sent any more ships this way or begun an invasion of the Commonwealth? Ural knew none of these things. He might have learned some of them through using a long-range scanner, but that privilege had been revoked for the moment. 
 
    Ural proceeded down an elevator, alighted into a corridor after the hatch opened and began the long walk to the great audience chamber. There were no bots to greet him. There was nothing but the giant screen in the center of the chamber. He saw the screen’s glow and the dimness of it that meant the green head of the Supreme Intelligence was already there. 
 
    At last, Golden Ural, formerly of the Empire of the New Man, stood before his master. 
 
    “In lieu of any other greetings,” the Supreme Intelligence began, “how have you been?” 
 
    “Fine,” Ural said. 
 
    “You appear nervous. Do you think that is the correct term?” 
 
    Ural shrugged. 
 
    “I see. You wish to maintain your innocence to the end?” 
 
    Ural stared into the dark, computerized eyes. He realized the Supreme Intelligence had surely cataloged him, as Galyan did with his personality profiles to those on Victory. 
 
    “If you mean the timer and the message I sent to Maddox several weeks ago, I admit to it,” Ural said. 
 
    “Do you now?” the Supreme Intelligence said. “What if I said I knew nothing about such a timer or message?” 
 
    “I do not think I would believe you.” 
 
    “Good. Of course I knew. I do not approve. But if it means anything to you…” The Supreme Intelligence paused. “Would you like to know the outcome of the encounter?” 
 
    “Of course. I’m most curious.” 
 
    “Maddox and Artaxerxes dueled upon the Solar Sovereign.” 
 
    Ural shook his head. “I’m not aware of the name or what it signifies.” 
 
    “The Solar Sovereign was a Trojan super-hauler. Upon it was a bevy of females that the agents of the New Man had collected within the Commonwealth. The females were the bait Maddox used to lure the Archduke to his death, as Maddox had captured the super-hauler.” 
 
    “Aha!” Ural said, his eyes shining with delight. “Maddox slew the Archduke then?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Yes!” Ural said. Then he saw the Supreme Intelligence staring at and studying him. Ural shook his head. “I do not feel bad that Artaxerxes is dead or that this particular abduction campaign failed. It did fail, didn’t it?” 
 
    “It did. And Maddox let the seven star cruisers—Artaxerxes’ guard ships—go. Captain Maddox thus maneuvered the situation and used Code Duello to slay his enemy. Therefore, at least on the surface, Maddox kept the peace between the Commonwealth and the Empire.” 
 
    “Wise,” Ural said. 
 
    “Yes, it is and was wise. And it was unwise for you to have interfered.” 
 
    Ural was about to argue when the Supreme Intelligence cut him off. “Say no more.” The tendrils on the head of the Supreme Intelligence wriggled slightly. No snakes appeared, as they would on Medusa, but the feeling of serpents was there. “You have achieved your goal and still have a place in the Library Planet. Does that satisfy you?” 
 
    “If you mean my curiosity, yes, I’m satisfied,” Ural said. 
 
    “Good. We have much more important matters to discuss.” 
 
    “Has war begun then?” Ural asked. 
 
    “If you mean war between Leviathan and the Commonwealth, it has not.” 
 
    “No, I mean between the New Men and the Commonwealth.” 
 
    “I do not see such a war happening in the near future,” the Supreme Intelligence said. “Thus, we will drop the subject. Instead, I have thought long and hard about the virus attack of Leviathan upon me using the lone assault vessel. In the interim, no more attacks have been launched upon me from that direction. No more subtleties have appeared in any guise from Leviathan against me. Yet, the more I’ve thought upon the virus attack, the more it has disturbed me. Leviathan attacked me for a specific reason. It strikes me as likely that they meant to knock me out of the equation as soon as possible. What does that tell you?” 
 
    Ural became thoughtful. In the past, the Supreme Intelligence often gave him such tactical or strategic problems to ponder. He knew the procedure. 
 
    “If I were behind such an assault against you,” Ural said, “it would mean I planned to attack the Commonwealth next. I would be making sure the Commonwealth humans couldn’t receive any aid from you.” 
 
    “That is my own conclusion,” the Supreme Intelligence said. “Therefore, it led me to believe Leviathan has a long-term strategy for the Orion Arm. Given that, I increased my scans in the direction of the Scutum-Centaurus Spiral Arm and any possible places where Leviathan might appear. I used maximum magnification and gain. I even awakened some ancient sentinels, launching them into hard-to-reach areas. I sent probes into many dark places. To my shock and surprise, I found activity in the Aquila Rift.” 
 
    Ural frowned. “I’m not familiar with the term.” 
 
    “The rift is approximately six to seven hundred light years from Earth in the direction of the Scutum-Centaurus Spiral Arm. It is made up primarily of molecular clouds.” 
 
    Ural frowned again. “I should know what that means.” 
 
    “Molecular clouds are dense, interstellar mists of gas and dust in which molecules can form, mostly hydrogen. These clouds often contain radiation. In some, stars form or are born. The molecular clouds cloak objects within the rift, which means that much of the galaxy is hidden from the Commonwealth, because it is on the other side of the Great Rift, of which the Aquila Rift is part.” 
 
    “The Great Rift separates the main part of our galaxy from Earth view?” asked Ural. 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “The Aquila Rift is part of the Great Rift?” 
 
    “Precisely,” the Supreme Intelligence said. “The Aquila Rift is a dense, dark area of the galaxy. Given its location, it could possibly make a good staging area for an invader coming from the Scutum-Centaurus Arm against the Orion Arm.” 
 
    “That’s what is happening?” Ural asked. 
 
    “Pay attention, please. Do not speculate too soon. That means listen to what I’m saying.” 
 
    Ural nodded. 
 
    “I have strained my sensors and launched several sentinels and probes into the Aquila Rift,” the Supreme Intelligence said. “From that, I have detected something new and faint. The newness struck me as odd, and I checked ancient records. What I discovered troubled me deeply. As I said, the signal had been very faint. That led me to believe it originated on a planet deep in the rift.” 
 
    “Do you know which planet?” 
 
    “I have no clue,” the Supreme Intelligence said. “However, that isn’t as material. The signal spoke of the Precursors, those before the Builders.” 
 
    Ural frowned. “I’ve never heard of them.” 
 
    “The Precursors belonged to an ancient society that perished long ago in a dreadful war. They left more than one prodigal weapon. The faint traces I detected and the ancient sources I read led me to a strange conclusion. There is a device known as the Prism Drive.” 
 
    “These Precursors developed it?” Ural asked. 
 
    “Yes. If Leviathan had gained the Prism Drive, they could have easily destroyed the Library Planet.” 
 
    “How?” Ural asked. 
 
    “That is not the question at the moment, for I sensed something else as well in the Aquila Rift: warp drive signatures of Leviathan battlewagons and juggernauts. That clearly indicated that Leviathan vessels entered the Aquila Rift.” 
 
    “You suspect they’re hunting for the Prism Drive?” 
 
    “No. I believe they are attempting to find something much worse. They attempt to awaken Seekers: an ancient doomsday weapon of terrible power and of a biomechanical nature.” 
 
    “A Seeker is a cyborg?” 
 
    “Precisely. But a cyborg many kilometers long that eats nuclear explosions for breakfast. That is a quaint way to say it, I know. Its eyes are like lasers of destruction and its hide impervious to antimatter fire. Ural, I believe Leviathan fears the Commonwealth or possibly fears united humanity. I think it likely that the masters of Leviathan are considering genocide against the Commonwealth. To inflict this genocide, Leviathan appears willing to awaken the awful Seekers of old and launch them at humanity.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of supposition for a few traces of warp exhaust,” Ural said. 
 
    “You are making a joke, but it is in poor taste. The Aquila Rift has a notorious and ancient reputation. Those of Leviathan should know better than to send scouting expeditions into it.” 
 
    “How do you know that is what Leviathan has done?” Ural asked. 
 
    “From what I have sensed and detected, I give it a high probability.” 
 
    “Which means you’re not certain,” Ural said. 
 
    “Certain enough,” the Supreme Intelligence said. 
 
    “Why tell me about it?” 
 
    “Because if Leviathan is awaking the Seekers, as I believe they are, and if Leviathan launches the Seekers against the Commonwealth, there is no telling what will happen next.” 
 
    Ural shrugged. “The Commonwealth will rise up and destroy the Seekers. Failing that, Star Watch will get help from the New Men and/or Spacers, I suppose, and destroy these Seekers.” 
 
    “You are incorrect. The Spacers would flee even farther afield if Leviathan awakens the Seekers.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Ural said. “I don’t know anything about these Seekers. You’re making them sound dreadful. Are they worse than the Destroyers of the Nameless Ones?” 
 
    “Imagine a fleet of Destroyers of the Nameless Ones that could replicate and duplicate.” 
 
    “That would be a terror,” Ural agreed. 
 
    “Therefore, I believe we must seek the ancient Prism Drive. It may be the only way to foil the Seekers if they are awakened, which I dearly hope is not the case.” 
 
    “And this Prism Drive, where is it in the Aquila Rift if it exists?” Ural asked. 
 
    “I have correlated the faint signals and looked up ancient script deep in my memory banks. I found that the Mastermind and his Ardazirhos almost erased those files several years ago. I wonder if that was the reason for the attempted erasure. The Prism Drive, I do not know where in the rift it could be, Ural, except that the ancient device is in there somewhere.” 
 
    “Given Leviathan finds these Seekers, will they truly release them?” 
 
    “I lack enough evidence to speak with one hundred percent certainty,” the Supreme Intelligence said. “This is all taking place in the Aquila Rift. We must send an agent there to at least study the situation.” 
 
    Ural ran fingers through his hair. “I suppose you mean Starship Victory led by Captain Maddox.” 
 
    “That is the logical choice.” 
 
    “What if the Lord High Admiral isn’t willing to send him?” 
 
    “I would say that you should go deep into the bowels of the Library Planet to ready a special ship. But I am loath to have you go. No, I believe you must convince Captain Maddox that he must go on this mission.” 
 
    “But the Aquila Rift is seven hundred light years from Earth,” Ural said. 
 
    “That is within the parameters of Starship Victory and what Maddox has done in the past.” 
 
    “I’ll grant you that,” Ural said, “but I don’t know if Maddox will agree.” 
 
    “Don’t you see?” the Supreme Intelligence asked. “Everybody is maneuvering, getting ready. The next war could be for everything. If the Seekers awaken—you must tell all this to Captain Maddox. I must give humanity in all its guises the ability to defeat Leviathan. Otherwise, the great project of the Builders in the Orion Arm may be devoured if the fools of Leviathan dare to awaken and launch the Seekers.” 
 
    “Why haven’t you destroyed the Seekers before this if they’re so terrible?” 
 
    “It is enough that I have not attempted it,” the Supreme Intelligence said. “Will you call Captain Maddox? Will you at least broach the topic with him?” 
 
    Ural thought about it. “Yes. I’ll do it.” 
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    Several days later, Maddox received a Long-Range Builder Comm device call from his Uncle Ural. 
 
    Victory was presently parked in Earth orbit, undergoing upkeep while the crew took a break. That was per the orders of the Lord High Admiral. 
 
    “Uncle,” Maddox said. “I have been trying to reach you, but you never picked up.” 
 
    “I have been engaged,” Ural said. “I hear you faced Artaxerxes Par in the Solar Sovereign.” 
 
    “Yes,” Maddox said, “I appreciate the heads-up about him and the abduction campaign you gave. It was most helpful.” 
 
    “You want me to ask about the fracas, I see. You dueled, I take it?” 
 
    “We did.” 
 
    “And?” Ural asked. 
 
    “Archduke Artaxerxes Par is dead.” 
 
    Ural was silent for a moment. “Well done, Nephew. Your father would be proud.  Your mother would be proud.” 
 
    “I like to think so.” 
 
    “I congratulate you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Describe the duel to me.” 
 
    “Uncle, despite all my training, I entered a predatory state. I remember little of the duel, more as if it were a dream.” 
 
    “We have a name for that in the Empire,” Ural said. “We call it: Nar’zulthar. Nar means warrior and Zulthar means fervor or fury. It has to do with blood vengeance and is part of your heritage. Clearly, it overcame you.” 
 
    “I’m that much of a New Man, you think?” 
 
    “Can you doubt it?” 
 
    “I suppose not after what happened. How are things on the Library Planet?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ural said, “That is what I wish to talk to you about. I’ve received harrowing information from the Supreme Intelligence, and I believe you should take notes.” 
 
    “Actual notes?” asked Maddox. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Just a moment then,” Maddox said. “Let me call my wife, and she can take the notes while I listen.” 
 
    “An excellent suggestion,” Ural said. 
 
    Soon, Meta was in the chamber with a notepad, pen, and a recorder. She turned on the recorder and sat poised with pen and pad. 
 
    Ural began to speak. He told them what the Supreme Intelligence had told him about the Seekers, how they were like the Destroyers of the Nameless Ones, only more sinister, able to replicate as they devoured matter. 
 
    “Leviathan would be reckless to unleash such devices on anyone,” Maddox said. 
 
    “I agree,” Ural said. “Yet, according to what the Supreme Intelligence discovered, those of Leviathan are hunting for Seekers. Why else would they do so unless they planned to use them?” 
 
    “This is taking place in the Aquila Rift?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “We can reach the rift with our hyper-spatial tube. Thus, the location shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    “There’s something else.” Ural went on to explain about the Prism Drive. 
 
    “What does a Prism Drive do?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “I have not yet been able to determine that,” Ural said, “But in some manner, it will help against the Seekers.” 
 
    Maddox glanced at Meta. She shrugged. Maddox stood and began to pace. “Tell me, have there been any Leviathan attacks on the Supreme Intelligence?” 
 
    “Is this your intuitive sense asking?” Ural said. 
 
    “So there have been recent attacks?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “The Supreme Intelligence captured an assault vessel of Leviathan,” Ural said. “While he scanned it, the vessel launched a virus and glitch assault upon the planetary computers. The Supreme Intelligence with my assistance successfully defended against that. Do you think there are any correlations between that and the Supreme Intelligence discovering the faint signals in the Aquila Rift?” 
 
    “The thought has crossed my mind,” Maddox admitted. 
 
    “It also crossed the Supreme Intelligence’s mind,” Ural said. “He has run countless diagnostic checks on himself. Further, I am instructed to relay the evidence to you.” 
 
    “Whenever you’re ready,” Maddox said. 
 
    Ural began to recite long litanies of formula, coordinates and other information. 
 
    For two hours, Meta scribbled and recorded everything. 
 
    “What about these Precursors?” Maddox asked. “I’ve never heard anything about them before.” 
 
    Neither have I,” said Ural. “But I’m sure there’s much we don’t know. Talk to Ludendorff about this if you’re still hesitant.” 
 
    “I am hesitant,” Maddox said, “but I think it is worth taking a look, particularly if Leviathan has sent ships out there. Did the Supreme Intelligence give the coordinates as to where the Leviathan ships are?” 
 
    Ural relayed the coordinates. “You should know this, though. Once in the rift, the Leviathan warships could be anywhere, especially by the time you reach there, if you go.” 
 
    “I’ll have to take this up with the Lord High Admiral, and with my crew.” 
 
    “I understand, Captain. It’s been good speaking with you. My throat is dry, and I’m tired of speaking.” 
 
    “Thank you, Uncle.” After a brief pause, the connection was cut. 
 
    “What do you think?” Maddox asked his wife. 
 
    “Do you believe this Prism Drive exists?” 
 
    “Something does in the Aquila Rift.” 
 
    “What does your intuitive sense tell you?” 
 
    That was the thing. Maddox wasn’t sure. He didn’t feel one hundred percent about this. Yet, as he stared at the ceiling in the direction of the Aquila Rift, seven hundred light years away, he realized something was out there. Something he couldn’t explain. Did he sense the Prism Drive? Could his intuitive sense be that powerful? 
 
    “I don’t know,” Maddox said. “Those of Leviathan don’t strike me as being so reckless as to unleash such a harrowing device. Why assault our spiral arm if they only mean to leave it lifeless after unleashing these so-called doomsday devices? The Seekers appear to grow in numbers and deadliness. Afterward, those of Leviathan will have to contend against them.” 
 
    “As cyborgs themselves, perhaps Leviathan has the key to defeating the Seekers,” Meta said. 
 
    “That could be it. In any case, we’re not doing much good just parked in Earth orbit. And I’m feeling stale after the excitement of the duel.” 
 
    “Oh, darling.” Meta crossed the room and grasped his hands. “You can’t abide to sit still. We should go to the beach for months, with you engaging in strenuous activities, spear fishing maybe. We should spend time with Jewel. Let us just enjoy ourselves for once, as you keep active this way.” 
 
    “Do all this on the eve of an inter-spiral war?” asked Maddox. 
 
    “We don’t know that’s the case,” Meta said. “Yes, Leviathan has sent spies. It kidnapped you three years ago. It sent a virus and glitch against the Supreme Intelligence. But that doesn’t mean a horrid war is beginning.” 
 
    “Meta, listen to you. Something is up.” 
 
    “We don’t know that for certain.” 
 
    Maddox released Meta’s hands and maneuvered his in the air so a holographic stellar map appeared. It showed the Aquila Rift in the direction of the Scutum-Centaurus Spiral Arm. The Aquila Rift would be a good staging area if Leviathan sent a battle fleet, being seven hundred light years from Earth. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Maddox said. “Something is off about all this. And yet, something is on target. We’ll speak with the Lord High Admiral, and the crew.” 
 
    “Yes, dear,” Meta said, her shoulders slumping. 
 
    Maddox nodded. It was time to begin relaying this new information to others. 
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    A week after Ural called Maddox, there was a conference aboard Victory. Present were the Lord High Admiral, General Mackinder of Intelligence, Brigadier Mary O’Hara, Maddox, Galyan, Professor Ludendorff, and Valerie Noonan. Maddox had insisted on Valerie’s presence. Perhaps he viewed it as payment for her having put up with his ways lately. 
 
    Maddox opened the meeting and welcomed everyone. Then he sat down. 
 
    Professor Ludendorff stood with a clicker in hand. He projected a holographic star map so all could see it. Ludendorff began to share the history of the Aquila Rift from the perspective of the Commonwealth. 
 
    “We have sent three expeditions to the Aquila Rift throughout the years,” Ludendorff said. “By ‘we,’ of course, I mean the Patrol Arm of Star Watch. Two of the missions never returned. The one that did had a sole survivor. Everyone else was dead. To this day, she’s in a lunatic asylum.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that.” The Lord High Admiral sat at the head of the table where Maddox usually resided. “Perhaps it’s a bad idea to send anyone to the rift.” 
 
    “Possibly,” Ludendorff said. “I’ve checked the records and have spent many hours trying to recall anything I learned during my time with the Builders. What I recall, albeit not clearly, is this: The Aquila Rift is a haunted region. Do any of you recall the Xerxes System of old?” 
 
    “That’s going back,” Valerie said. “Those were among our first voyages in Victory.” 
 
    “True,” Ludendorff said. 
 
    “If I recall,” Maddox said, “you and I were at loggerheads during those missions.” 
 
    “I admit, my outlook was different than it is now,” Ludendorff said. “But like the Xerxes System, only possibly more so, the Aquila Rift is a haunted and mysterious region of space. I should add that I don’t remember ever hearing about Precursors, but there were other races before the Builders. We discovered, when we visited the Kregen System, that the Mastermind and the Cosmic Computer had once battled there. The Yon Soths also were involved with that. Maybe the Aquila Rift is infested with Yon Soths or Morags like Grutch, who kidnapped the captain two and a half years ago.” 
 
    Several people inhaled as if to speak. 
 
    Ludendorff raised his hand. “Let me finish. My point is this: I’m skeptical about the Supreme Intelligence’s data. While he might have seen something in and around the rift, the fact that a virus from Leviathan has recently compromised him makes me wary. Wouldn’t Leviathan love to send Captain Maddox and Victory to this haunted, or even cursed, region of space at this time?” 
 
    “Does Leviathan even think of Maddox and Victory?” General Mackinder asked. “Would the rulers of a distant spiral arm go to such trouble—I mean, concerning one man?” 
 
    “That part does strike me as peculiar,” Ludendorff admitted. “And the Supreme Intelligence might be right. He possesses knowledge and resources far beyond ours. For instance, without him, we wouldn’t have stopped the recent abduction scheme from the Empire.” 
 
    “Yes,” the Lord High Admiral said. “You did well in that, Captain. You might have compromised a few Intelligence resources, but the lives saved are a testament to your efforts.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Should we be thanking him?” Mackinder asked the admiral. “Surely, the Empire will continue its search for suitable females in order to expand their population. The captain merely poisoned relations with his reckless duel.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Maddox said, “but I hope you’ll be more committed to halting the abduction operations from now on.” 
 
    The Lord High Admiral and Mackinder exchanged glances. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Mackinder said, though he didn’t sound convinced. 
 
    “In any case,” Ludendorff said, “I believe Victory, under Captain Maddox’s command, should venture to the Aquila Rift. If the Supreme Intelligence is correct and Leviathan intends to deploy these ‘Seekers’, which act like enhanced Destroyers from the Nameless Ones, then we must intervene. That is doubly so if there’s truth to the existence of the Prism Drive. From what I’ve gathered, it resembles the phase-shifter Strand used years ago.” 
 
    “You mean when Strand could fade, as it were, and move through objects?” Maddox asked. 
 
    Ludendorff nodded. “I think the Prism Drive has such a component. It strikes me as the only type of device that would be able to help us defeat a Seeker. If it operated along a phase-shifter’s lines, we could enter a Seeker using it, find its weak spot, and set a detonation device or cause a short circuit, or what have you.” 
 
    “That is interesting,” the Lord High Admiral said. “You think such a drive exists?” 
 
    “It exists because we have seen one like it before,” Ludendorff said. “It’s one of the many devices that we’ve used and then were destroyed in the process.” 
 
    “A pity,” the Lord High Admiral said. 
 
    “Be that as it may,” Ludendorff said, “that’s what I can tell you about the Aquila Rift. The little we know tells us there are many vortices and storms within the rift. There are also dense molecular clouds, perhaps forming stars, wild energy, and gravitational forces. It’ll be an adventure just entering the rift. But if this drive is there, if those of Leviathan can activate these Seekers, I believe it’s our duty to attempt to stop them. Normally, I’d suggest other Patrol ships join us. In this instance, I think an upgraded Tarrypin, maybe even a larger ship commanded by Lieutenant Commander Noonan, with an upgraded crew, is all I’d send with Victory.” 
 
    “And why is that?” the Lord High Admiral asked. 
 
    “I, too, am curious,” Mackinder said. 
 
    “Victory has proven to be a unique vessel,” Ludendorff said. “Only it would’ve survived many of the dangers we’ve faced. A secondary vessel, especially a potent one, has always been an asset. But I fear other ships wouldn’t survive the Aquila Rift. Galyan and the components the Adoks installed have been crucial to Victory’s survival. Thus, we should only take a secondary vessel we can keep in Victory’s hangar bay.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” the Lord High Admiral said, drumming his thick fingers on the table. “What do you say, Captain? Is this a Patrol mission you support?” 
 
    “I’m of two minds,” Maddox said. “Part of me senses something different and strange out there. Perhaps ‘haunted’ is the best word, as Ludendorff described. Will whatever we find help in our war against Leviathan? If Leviathan is trying to awaken Seekers, then I think we should risk it.” 
 
    “Do you think you can stop Leviathan vessels in the Aquila Rift?” the Lord High Admiral asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Maddox said. “We’ve had a few successes in our previous journeys.” 
 
    There were appreciative chuckles from the others. 
 
    Maddox nodded. “Provided we take care, I support the mission. I also suggest going sooner rather than later. Those of Leviathan haven’t moved openly that we know of. But I believe they’ve been working against us on the sly. Actually, we know that part is true. I expect a Leviathan battle fleet anytime. We’re prepared, but if Leviathan deploys forces we don’t understand, such as Seekers…” 
 
    The Lord High Admiral cleared his throat. “If Seekers exist, you must find them before Leviathan can deploy them against us.” 
 
    “Understood.” Maddox looked around at the others. “Are there any other questions, any ideas?” 
 
    No one spoke. 
 
    “Well, then,” Maddox began, but stopped, looking at the Lord High Admiral, “Excuse me, sir.” 
 
    “No need, my boy. This is your ship. It’s your domain,” the Lord High Admiral said, placing his hands firmly on the table, “If there are no objections, we’ll end this meeting and begin preparations for your starship’s voyage to the haunted Aquila Rift.” 
 
    No one objected, so the meeting ended. 
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    After four days of preparation, Victory and the crew were ready to launch upon a Patrol reconnaissance into the Aquila Rift. 
 
    Captain Maddox was on the bridge, seated in his chair as the crew prepared. He gave the order, and the Builder Nexus personnel created a hyper-spatial tube. 
 
    Victory entered the tube and traveled 648 light years in one fantastic bound. They appeared near the Aquila Rift, the portion where the Supreme Intelligence had detected the faint signals. 
 
    Galyan stood near the captain’s chair, using the ship’s sensors to scan. Andros Crank was at the science station doing likewise. Ludendorff was in his science chamber with a link to various ship sensors. 
 
    “Let’s move closer to the rift,” Maddox said. 
 
    Keith piloted the starship with a two light year jump, building up regular velocity the entire time. 
 
    On the main screen, the familiar stars were obscured by the edge of the molecular clouds. The way ahead became a shadowy haze. The gas and dust particles together with the molecules were a dense agglomeration of spread-out matter compared to the vacuum of space. 
 
    For a time, Maddox was content to let his sensor teams collect data. There was a faint signal near the rift, or the molecular clouds. Otherwise, there was a huge and intense blot of darkness—the expanse of the molecular clouds blotting the way ahead. Behind the starship were the stars of the Commonwealth, over 600 light years away. They were in the Beyond, having traveled in the direction of the Scutum-Centaurus Spiral Arm. They were alone, as they had been on many other occasions, trusting and relying solely on their own competence to recognize danger and to avoid or defeat it in time. 
 
    Once more, the mantle of command settled upon Maddox. It was never quite the same when they went into the Beyond, particularly on a mission such as this. He gave orders. 
 
    Soon, Lieutenant Commander Noonan and her team launched in the upgraded Tarrypin. The darter left Victory and headed into the molecular clouds of the Aquila Rift. 
 
    Those in the starship waited sixteen hours. Finally, with a sigh of relief, the Darter Tarrypin reappeared. It landed in a hangar bay, and Valerie exited to report to Maddox in the conference chamber. 
 
    “Sir,” Valerie said, “inside the rift, it isn’t as dark as it appears from the outside, at least initially. It’s like passing through a misty veil. The ambient light from other stars soon dims, though. It’s like traveling through ghostly half-light.” 
 
    “How does all that affect the sensors?” 
 
    Valerie nodded. “Sensor data is limited by the gas, debris and molecules. The background radiation makes it worse. My sensor operator searched for masses and gravity nodes instead. We found none, but were ready to avoid anything bigger than a stone.” 
 
    “What about radio waves?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “As from a star?” asked Valerie. 
 
    Maddox nodded. 
 
    “Nothing as far as we went,” Valerie said. “We did hear a low-frequency hum. That came from particles hitting the shield. Because of that, we didn’t move as fast as we normally do. I’d almost say it was like being in a submarine in Earth’s waters. In the end, though, it’s eerie, and frankly feels haunted.” Valerie shuddered with a look of fear in her eyes. “I don’t know, sir. We could launch a thousand probes, and most would get lost in time. The molecular clouds, gas and dust make the rift a nightmare.” 
 
    “And the faint trail the Supreme Intelligence found?” asked Maddox. 
 
    “It seems like a will-o-wisp, sir?” 
 
    “Did you sense any other radiation besides the blanket radiation from the molecular clouds?” 
 
    “We did not, sir. However, there was one faint signal. I believe the professor has already gone over it.” 
 
    Maddox summoned the professor, who soon joined them in the conference chamber. 
 
    “The commander’s signal came from many light years away,” Ludendorff said. “It leads through the rift, doing deeper into it.” 
 
    “Could the signal originate at a planet?” Maddox asked. “Or could it be a Seeker or a Leviathan battle fleet?” 
 
    Ludendorff shook his head. “I can’t tell yet. In this situation, the only way is to go in and find out visually.” 
 
    Maddox looked at Valerie. 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    Maddox nodded. “Thank you. That will be all for both of you.” 
 
    Ludendorff and Valerie stood up and left. 
 
    Maddox sat at the conference table, contemplating and allowing his intuition to guide his decision. They were out here far from home and in an odd place. He didn’t care to plunge Victory into this dense rift. He wondered if he should take the Tarrypin, as he had before when they went to the planet Kregen, and head deep into the molecular clouds. 
 
    Ultimately, Maddox rejected the idea. They were here with a mission. If nothing else, they would be ready to make a huge jump to leave the rift. Could there be vortices and other wild radiation that would cause a malfunction to such a massive star drive jump? Likely, they wouldn’t know until they tested it. 
 
    Maddox stood, deciding. They were here. It was time to take the risk. This was why Victory existed. 
 
    They never would have Victory if he and the others hadn’t dared long ago to search for a legendary starship. Now, they had a chance to find a legendary Prism Drive. It could mean everything to the future of Star Watch. 
 
    Maddox exited the conference chamber. In the next few hours, they would surely learn a lot. 
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    Three days later, Victory still maneuvered through the dense molecular clouds of the Aquila Rift. They followed the faint trail Ludendorff had spoken about. It hadn’t gotten any stronger, nor had it weakened. 
 
    At times, the rift thinned out, but it did not improve their visibility much. They had to maintain the shields, at least at a minimum level, to protect against the constant background radiation that the molecular clouds generated. Mostly, they took tentative star drive jumps into the spread-out mass of gases, dust and molecules. There was a slight risk that they would appear too near a planet, or worse, within a planet or a ship. However, the odds of that happening were minuscule. 
 
    Maddox decided to persist. Short hop by short hop, they traversed light year after light year, delving deeper into the Aquila Rift, chasing the elusive signal. 
 
    “How could the Supreme Intelligence have detected it from the Library Planet?” Maddox asked. 
 
    Maddox, Ludendorff, Galyan, and Valerie debated the question on the bridge, but none had a satisfactory answer. 
 
    Valerie suggested, “Perhaps the equipment the Supreme Intelligence possesses is of such superior design and craftsmanship that it can do this.” 
 
    “That is the obvious answer,” Ludendorff said. “It is not the only answer, however. Another theory is that the virus assault by Leviathan caused a malfunction in the greater part of the Supreme Intelligence.” 
 
    “We should have visited the Library Planet and seen the evidence for ourselves,” Maddox said. “We might also have helped Ural verify the Supreme Intelligence’s soundness.” 
 
    “I’m not so certain,” Ludendorff said. “I spent my youth on the Library Planet, training amidst the vast computers there. Running diagnostics through all its myriad corridors would take years. At the same time, it’s hard for me to believe that a virus assault would compromise the entire system so profoundly. No, we must operate on the assumption that the Seekers are in the rift. And now we understand why Leviathan, if it has been pursuing the Seekers for a time, hasn’t located them yet. The Aquila Rift makes it incredibly challenging to pinpoint anything.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Maddox said. 
 
    Victory pressed on, following the faint trail. 
 
    Ten days into the journey within the rift, Galyan declared, “There’s a planet dead ahead!” 
 
    Every crewmember on the bridge became alert, trying to discern any hint of a planet through the haze on the main screen. 
 
    “I can only detect its mass,” said Galyan. “Chief Technician, can you confirm what I have detected?” 
 
    Andros’ pudgy fingers danced over his console. “Yes, I detect it, too,” the stout Kai Kaus said. “Excellent work, by the way, Galyan.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Galyan replied. 
 
    Victory adjusted its course and executed two, short, star drive jumps toward the potential planetary mass. Afterward, the sensors showed a clearer picture: a planet lay four point three light years ahead. 
 
    Maddox ordered probes launched. 
 
    “Should I take out the Tarrypin?” Valerie asked. 
 
    “Not in this density,” Maddox said. “I fear that if we got separated that we’d never find each other again.” 
 
    “I understand,” Valerie said. Did she heave a sigh of relief? It was possible. 
 
    A day later, they reached the lone planet but no star. Had the star exploded? If so, all the other planets were gone but this one. That would make this a rogue planet. It was Earth-sized and shrouded in heavy cloud cover. 
 
    “Wouldn’t a planet like that be frozen?” Meta asked. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Galyan said. “There are a number of factors that could allow a rogue planet to remain warmer than one would think possible. First, if it were a young rogue planet, it may have retained the heat of its gravitational energy. Decaying radioactive isotopes inside a planet could also produce heat. The Earth’s interior is still warm for those reasons. If the planet has a moon or moons, the tidal forces, the pulling of each against each, could produce friction heat. A thick atmosphere, such as we have detected, would slow the cooling process as it better retains planetary heat. Volcanoes or tectonic activity would also produce heat. The molecular clouds could add to that. Dust or debris falling onto the planet would produce heat, while the cloud itself would act like a blanket, slowing the cooling process.” 
 
    “There you go,” Maddox told Meta. 
 
    “Thank you, Galyan,” Meta said. 
 
    “Are you detecting any technological activity on the planet?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Galyan said, “but it is barely existent. Yet there is something, Captain. We have discovered something.” 
 
    “Let’s put the rogue planet on our charts,” Maddox said. 
 
    “How can we do that, sir?” Keith asked. “We can’t see anything to triangulate its position.” 
 
    Maddox frowned. “Are there any moons?” 
 
    “I do not detect any other gravitational objects,” Galyan said. “The planet is it.” 
 
    “Can the planet move at will?” Ludendorff asked. 
 
    “What makes you ask that?” Maddox inquired. 
 
    “I don’t know, my boy. The rogue planet strikes me as odd and strange. It’s a single planet drifting in the Aquila Rift. Doesn’t that strike you as strange?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what to expect.” Maddox’s intuitive sense was pinging, but he couldn’t pinpoint what bothered him. Was it the rogue planet, the Aquila Rift or something else? 
 
    Keith maneuvered the starship closer to the planet as the anticipation grew tangible. 
 
    “Have you computed its mass?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “One point three Earth densities,” Galyan said. 
 
    “Are there metals in it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Galyan said, “fifty percent more metals than on Earth.” 
 
    Maddox studied the planet. The main screen showed a dark object with semi-luminous atmospheric storms in the thick cloud cover. 
 
    Galyan, Andros and Ludendorff scanned the planet repeatedly, but nothing extraordinary appeared on the monitors. Maddox ordered probes launched. 
 
    The probes entered the lower atmosphere, their weather data diminishing, and then the probes’ signals were lost. 
 
    “This is frustrating,” Maddox said. “I’m open to suggestions.” 
 
    “We should go down ourselves,” Ludendorff said. 
 
    “Go down,” Valerie said, “when every piece of equipment we sent fails?” 
 
    “Sir,” Andros said. “I’m detecting something different on the planet, something definitely technological. Sir, look at this.” 
 
    On the screen—the image sent back from a probe—appeared the wreck of a Leviathan assault vessel destroyed upon rocks. 
 
    “So,” Maddox said, “those of Leviathan have been here. No doubt, that means there are clues to a Seeker or the Prism Drive here.” 
 
    “Is that naturally a given?” Ludendorff asked. 
 
    “Maybe not a given, but the probability that what we’ve been told is actually the case has increased,” Maddox said. 
 
    “I suppose so,” Ludendorff said. “What then is the correct move?” 
 
    “I don’t know about the rest of you,” Meta said, as she pulled off earbuds. “But I’ve been listening on various comm channels and there’s this eerie sound. The planet seems haunted. It seems…I’m sorry if that is an old-fashioned way to say it.” 
 
    “No, no, my dear,” Ludendorff said, “we called it haunted even before we started. There is a quality of the eerie to this entire situation. Wouldn’t you agree, Captain?” 
 
    “I would,” Maddox said, for his intuitive sense had latched on to what Meta had described. 
 
    Maddox stroked his chin. What was the correct course? They were in the Aquila Rift, in its depths, unable to see anything else. There was a rogue planet where the probes failed soon after going deep into the atmosphere. 
 
    Maddox stood. “We could take down the Tarrypin. It is the strongest of our landing vessels.” 
 
    “Captain, I think I should go down first,” Galyan said. 
 
    Maddox pointed at Galyan. “Of course, I should have already thought of that.” 
 
    Galyan disappeared and reappeared almost immediately. “Sir, something stops me from going down. I do not know what kind of field it is, but I cannot go more than several kilometers from the starship.” 
 
    “Now that is interesting,” Ludendorff said. “Maybe a Seeker is parked down there.” 
 
    “We do know there’s a crashed assault vessel of Leviathan down there,” Valerie said. “Why should we think the Tarrypin would do any better?” 
 
    “Good question.” Maddox sat back down. His intuitive sense warned that it would be wisest to flee this place. Yet, he was loath to do that. 
 
    “Well, my boy,” Ludendorff said, “what are we going to do?” 
 
    Then Maddox knew. “We’re going to sleep on it, Professor. After we’ve all had a good night’s sleep, we’ll make our decision.” 
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    As Maddox, Ludendorff, Valerie, and others went to sleep, unbeknownst to those standing watch on the bridge, a mote of light launched from the planet and zoomed upward. There didn’t seem to be any detection on the part of those on Victory. Perhaps just in case, this mote of light became darker as it neared Victory. 
 
    In moments, the mote entered the starship like Galyan going through a bulkhead. No alarms went off. Galyan didn’t suddenly shout, “Warning, warning!” Instead, the dark mote roved silently through the corridors, unseen by anybody aboard Victory. 
 
    It approached many crewmembers, including those in their quarters. It went through bulkheads again like before. When it came to Maddox, the mote touched him lightly on the forehead. It did the same to Meta, Professor Ludendorff and finally Sergeant Riker. 
 
    Soon, each awoke in a semi-torpid state and donned his or her uniform and other articles, and walked slowly but sedately down the corridors to a particular hangar bay. No one stopped them. No one questioned them. No one even seemed to notice as each walked past. 
 
    Soon, the selected personnel entered a hangar bay and headed for the Darter Tarrypin. 
 
    The darter was shaped like a bomber with a delta wing. It could land on a planet and had light armaments, several 20mm guns, a few anti-missiles, and one offensive missile. It lacked energy weapons and normally did not possess an electromagnetic shield. One had been installed for this mission, however. It also had a special polymer hull that enhanced its stealth capabilities. It had a star drive jump, but did not have a Laumer Drive. Overall, the darter was a unique and interesting vessel, much larger than a Star Watch shuttle. 
 
    Soon, Maddox, Ludendorff, Meta, and Riker filed aboard the Tarrypin. 
 
    It was most strange. Maddox didn’t come to his senses. None of them did. Ludendorff went to the piloting controls, and all the while, Galyan remained unaware inside Victory. No one on Victory seemed aware what was happening. 
 
    Soon, the Tarrypin lifted off from the hangar bay deck, exited the opened outer hatch, and descended down to the planet. Those in the Tarrypin acted like automatons, perhaps zombies. No doubt, the touch of the mote still affected them. 
 
    Maddox, for one brief moment, appeared to struggle and look around. However, something on his forehead pulsated, and that awareness dimmed until he sat again, waiting. 
 
    The Tarrypin passed through the various layers of atmosphere. Dark craggy terrain appeared below. There was no plant growth anywhere on the surface, although there were a few low ruins of ancient buildings. 
 
    The bomber-shaped craft flew into a shrouded, foggy valley at the bottom of a deep planetary canyon. There was little light anywhere except for a distant glow at the bottom of a cliff. 
 
    Once the Tarrypin grounded and the engines shut off, those inside rose and, like sleepwalkers, donned vacuum suits. They exited a hatch on the Tarrypin, climbed down a steel ladder, and walked upon the ancient stony surface of the long-dead planet. They headed toward the lit area on the side of a cliff. What was it? None of them attempted to look or tried to decipher what it was. Instead, like sleepwalkers, they moved toward the area. Was it near the crashed assault vessel of Leviathan? 
 
    In fact, they walked past the assault vessel, and none looked at it. None noticed that some of the cyber crew lay dead in their spacesuits on the ground around the assault vessel. None paid the cybers any attention. 
 
    Did a supernatural force compel those of the Tarrypin to continue marching toward the brightening light? It would seem not. Rather, a force had gained control of their mental faculties, and now each proceeded to enter a large cavern and stand before a huge, four-story cube that pulsated with energy, with an eerie and ancient power. 
 
    The ancient cube had a hunger, a desire for excitement, life, and interest. Narrow beams speared from the giant cube, touching the helmet of each of the sleepwalkers. Additionally, it touched their brains and fed upon memories. 
 
    Maddox faintly stirred in his vacc suit. Something was happening, but he couldn’t quite tell what. He felt as if memories were being lifted from him. 
 
    Maybe that was happening to the others as well. 
 
    Given Maddox’s strong personality, it’s possible that the ancient, gigantic cube was particularly fixated on him. Perhaps the duel against Archduke Artaxerxes Par had a particularly potent place in Maddox’s recent memories, for Omegan seemed to absorb the idea of it. 
 
    Omegan—the giant cube—hummed as light fixated upon each of the suited sleepwalkers. Abruptly, they vanished. Not in death, but some sort of teleportation. It caused each to appear in his or her suit upon what seemed to be a couch in a chamber. Ancient machinery hummed around them. 
 
    Swirls of light, portals perhaps, appeared near each. Then, each winked away. Their suits remained empty upon the couches. Where had each gone? That was the question. 
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    Maddox slowly became aware of his surroundings. At first, he didn’t realize that this was different from where he had been. By degrees, however, he realized he should be on Starship Victory, in his quarters, in bed. Instead, as he looked around at… 
 
    He noticed that he was wearing a metallic-type garment, his regular boots, and a hat screwed onto his head. He held onto a long metal rake. Beside him, Meta was similarly attired and held a rake as well. 
 
    A vast plain stretched as far as he could see in every direction. The plain was composed of glassy, obsidian rock. Upon the obsidian were rubies, millions, possibly billions of them, many fist-sized or larger, scattered like stones. There was a small, hot sun in a green, cloudless sky. The star was perhaps a quarter of the size of Earth’s sun. It gave off heat and was like a brilliant pink gem. 
 
    Maddox inhaled. The air tasted wrong. It had a metallic taint, and something else he couldn’t identify. 
 
    Beside him, Meta, in her close-fitting metallic garment and hat, looked scrumptiously beautiful but also tired. She raked rubies into piles. In fact, the two of them had made fifty or so such glittering piles. 
 
    Had they been raking for a time then? It would seem so. 
 
    It took several tries, but finally Maddox said, “Meta.” 
 
    She ignored him. 
 
    He called her name several more times. 
 
    Finally, slowly, Meta looked up at him. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Maddox asked. 
 
    Meta blinked several times. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Maddox asked again. 
 
    “Raking,” she said. 
 
    “Why are you raking?” 
 
    “Because,” she said. 
 
    “Why because?” Maddox asked. 
 
    Meta frowned. “Why am I raking?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    She frowned more and then went back to raking. 
 
    Maddox found that more than disconcerting. Instead of belaboring her, however, he examined his rake. It was of one piece with eight tines on the end. He knew what he wanted to do—set down the rake—but something in him resisted. In fact, a struggle took place in his heart. It was like a teenager looking at a case of beer, wanting to buy it but knowing he was underage. In this case, Maddox wanted to throw the rake away. Just like the teenager who finally snatched the beer, but in an opposite way, Maddox hurled the rake from him. It clattered against black volcanic rock. 
 
    Meta looked up sharply. “No. You mustn’t do that.” 
 
    “Why not?” asked Maddox. 
 
    Meta hesitated, then finally said, “You’ll be punished.” 
 
    “Who will do it?” 
 
    Meta cocked her head and looked perplexed. “I don’t know who, put please…” She walked to his fallen rake, bent down and scooped it up. She thrust it at him. 
 
    Maddox reclaimed his rake, and as she turned away, he snatched hers as well. 
 
    Meta gasped, reaching for her rake. 
 
    Maddox jumped back. He then twirled his rake and heaved it far, doing the same with hers. Both rakes clattered on the rocky, ruby surface thirty yards from them. 
 
    “Oh!” Meta turned to retrieve her rake, but Maddox grabbed her around the waist, stopping her. Keeping her near took more energy than expected because Meta had been born on a 2-G planet and had some modifications as well. She struggled valiantly. 
 
    “Stop struggling,” Maddox shouted. “As your commanding officer from Starship Victory, I order you to stop.” 
 
    Meta ceased her struggles, turning, staring at him. “Starship what?” she asked. 
 
    “Victory,” he said. “We should be on Victory. Not here.” 
 
    “We’ve always been here,” Meta replied, leaving Maddox baffled. 
 
    He couldn’t fathom this. He didn’t know how they’d transitioned from Victory to this location. It made no sense. 
 
    As Maddox bent his head in thought, Meta snuck away and picked up her rake. He decided to let her. He didn’t want to wrestle with her anymore. He needed to think this through and understand what was happening, and why. 
 
    There’s something unique in me, something that lets me see more clearly than others can. Maddox breathed deeply. Yes, this breathing was the Way of the Pilgrim. There had been someone once called Balron the Traveler— 
 
    Pain throbbed in his head. He massaged the aching spot, realizing something fought against his memories. Maddox shook his head. He refused to let a little throb stop him from thinking. Balron had given him…or helped him discover…an intuitive sense. 
 
    Maddox nodded, licking his lips. He was getting somewhere. He needed to engage his intuitive sense. 
 
    Closing his eyes, he did just that. 
 
    By degrees, it came to Maddox in a tangible way that he had gone to sleep on Victory, in their quarters. Their appearing here was a mystery. This was an alien planet. It made no sense he should be raking rubies into piles. The starship had been going through the Aquila Rift. They had been traveling through dense molecular clouds. How then could he be here? 
 
    This was alien interference was his conclusion. In some manner, there was an alien presence doing this to them. 
 
    Maddox opened his eyes and scrutinized his surroundings, attempting to pierce it as if it were a holographic image, a fake. Perhaps someone was impinging thoughts upon him. His intuitive sense soon told him that was wrong. 
 
    “This place is real,” Maddox said aloud. “This place is real, Meta.” 
 
    She was bent over, raking rubies into perfectly sized piles. 
 
    “Meta, how long have you been doing this?” 
 
    She wouldn’t even look at him now. 
 
    “Meta!” 
 
    “Don’t bother me,” she said. “I’m working.” 
 
    He thought about that, soon shading his eyes against the brilliant pink gem in the sky. He switched his stare to the far distance. Far away, he saw others raking like them. 
 
    Maybe he could get answers from them. 
 
    Maddox turned to his wife. “I’m leaving, Meta.” 
 
    “Goodbye,” she said, not stopping her raking. 
 
    Maddox charged her silently. 
 
    Sensing him, Meta looked up and swung the rake at him. He ducked it, clutched hold, and they had a game of tug-of-war. Both yanked on the rake, pulling it back and forth. 
 
    Finally, with a roar, Maddox ripped the rake out of Meta’s hands. He was almost going to snap it over his knee, but stopped himself. It was metal and might break a bone. 
 
    He drew his monofilament blade, which he had in his boot. He didn’t have any other weaponry, but he did have this. He cut the rake in half, threw the pieces down, and sheathed the blade back in the boot. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” Meta said. “Now we’re in grave danger.” 
 
    “You’re coming with me.” 
 
    “No, no, I’m going to wait here. Your rake, I’m going to—” 
 
    He grabbed her right hand and clutched it with all his strength, dragging her away. Almost spitting like a wildcat, Meta resisted. He pulled and pulled, finally grabbing and lifting her up, running from where they had been raking. She beat upon his back. 
 
    “Stop, stop, you must let me rake.” 
 
    Maddox clutched her tight and began whispering about Jewel. “Remember Jewel. Do not forget Jewel. You’re not even thinking about her. If you thought about Jewel—” 
 
    Meta gasped, “Maddox, where are we? Where’s my baby girl?” 
 
    Maddox set Meta down. She weighed more than the average woman, not from fat but from a beautifully voluptuous figure and strong muscles, a result of her 2-G heritage. 
 
    “Maddox,” Meta said. “Where is Jewel?” 
 
    Maddox waited. 
 
    Meta looked around. “Where are we? What is this place? How did we get here? I was on Victory. I joined you this mission. We’ve been traveling through the Aquila Rift.” 
 
    “Yes,” Maddox said. “Our being here makes no sense.” 
 
    Meta looked him square in the face. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    “We’re going to talk to those individuals way out there and see if we can piece together what in the world is going on.” 
 
    Meta blinked several times. “Fine, let’s do it then.” 
 
    Thus, together, hand in hand, they began to trudge to others raking in the distance. 
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    Maddox and Meta trudged for many kilometers. Distances were hard to determine in this strange realm with the black obsidian. The star or sun seemed to hang motionless in the green sky—brilliant, yet not searing to the eye. 
 
    Eventually, they neared a pair of hairy individuals with wolfish snouts. 
 
    “Ardazirhos,” Maddox said. “They’re from the center of the galaxy, remember? The ones we’ve known served the Mastermind. They used Yon Soth portals to go from one place to the next. Did these get trapped in this realm because they took a wrong turn in a portal?” 
 
    “I don’t quite comprehend all that you’re saying,” Meta said. 
 
    “Somehow, the Ardazirhos have ended up in this realm, a place where none of us should be. I’d like to know how or why. In the meantime, stay a bit behind me.” 
 
    “I can fight.” 
 
    “I know you can. If needed, pick up a ruby and hurl it at the wolves. Until then, let’s see if we can find out what’s going on and how any of us got here.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    Maddox and Meta approached what turned out to be three Ardazirhos. One had been lying down and now popped up. All three raked determinedly, making mounds of rubies. It seemed like an endless task. Maybe it never ended. Perhaps this was some kind of hell realm. 
 
    “Hello!” Maddox shouted. 
 
    The Ardazirhos stopped, turned and stared. They clutched their rakes with a manic grip. Slenderer than Maddox, their metallic clothes were shredded. They looked thin, maybe even skeletal. Maddox saw no evidence of food or water. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” Maddox asked. 
 
    They cocked their heads, then growled to each other in whatever they used for language. Maddox and Meta continued to approach. As they did, the Ardazirhos hunched their shoulders. Finally, they picked up their rakes as if they were weapons, growling menacingly. 
 
    “I’m Captain Maddox from Starship Victory. Who are you?” 
 
    They glared at him as if he was a madman. 
 
    “Why do you rake up these rubies? Is there a reason for that?” 
 
    They growled low, perhaps communicating among themselves. Were they going to rush Maddox and Meta? 
 
    Maddox didn’t want to draw his monofilament blade too soon. It was a last resort. Although his knife was probably much deadlier, a stout swing with an iron rake could knock him unconscious. They would have his knife then and likely kill him with it. 
 
    “I won’t bother you anymore,” Maddox said. 
 
    They lifted their snouts, howling at the gem-like sun. Raising their rakes as if they were spears, they charged Maddox, with Meta behind him, gaining speed with every stride. 
 
    Before Maddox could decide what to do, Meta had already hurled two rubies. One hit an Ardazirho square in the head, knocking him down. Another tripped over the fallen one. Maddox dodged the last one’s swing, caught the rake and swiftly used his knee to hit the skeletal, wolfish humanoid in the gut. He threw the creature aside, who released the rake. Maddox continued holding on to it. The Ardazirho who had tripped climbed to his feet. Meta used a ruby in each hand to knock him senseless to the ground. 
 
    Two were out, and one lay panting on his back. 
 
    Now that Maddox had a good look, the creature appeared frail. 
 
    “What is this about?” Maddox demanded. 
 
    The Ardazirho gave a forlorn cry, resembling a whipped dog’s whimper. 
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you.” Maddox tossed the rake aside so it clattered on obsidian. 
 
    The Ardazirho stared at the rake, then at Maddox, almost with wonder. It was as if the creature thought Maddox had performed a superhuman feat. 
 
    “Who are you?” Maddox said loudly, then chuckled, realizing the foolishness of shouting. He tried a different language. 
 
    From on the ground, the Ardazirho cocked his head. 
 
    “Can you comprehend me at all?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Yes,” the Ardazirho said in tortured English. “It clicks finally, your words in my mind.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Carn Dar,” the Ardazirho said. 
 
    “Why are you raking here?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “It is the way.” 
 
    “Has it always been the way?” 
 
    Once more, Carn Dar cocked his head. “I remember now, long ago we came. It tricked us.” 
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    “I have never met it, but I know because sometimes, like now, the veil lifts from my mind. I realize all this is impossible and the raking of these,” Carn Dar used a strange alien word for rubies, “it makes no sense. I almost wonder if these gems power some sort of engine.” 
 
    “Did you take a wrong portal? Did you use portals to reach here?” 
 
    “Do you know of the Mastermind?” Carn Dar asked. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “You are a servant to him as well?” 
 
    “No,” Maddox said, deciding to refrain from any lies for the moment. “I’ve resisted the Mastermind, and I’ve fought your kind before. Know, though, that I hold no enmity against you here and now.” 
 
    Carn Dar looked away and then regarded himself in his shredded attire. Slowly, he worked to his feet. “I do not care for comprehension. I do not care to speak to your hairless face. I will sink into the mental gloom and do my duty. I will rake the,” he used the strange alien word again for rubies. “If you would allow me to retrieve my rake…” 
 
    Maddox looked at the rake, realizing he felt a compulsion in the back of his mind to start raking with the Ardazirho. Maddox scowled, shaking his head. 
 
    “You show contempt for me?” Carn Dar asked. 
 
    “No,” Maddox said. “I will not be a slave to an alien entity for reasons I do not understand.” 
 
    “There is no escape from here,” Carn Dar said. “I have tried on occasion, but it is futile. It is all futile.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Maddox said. “Which direction is most likely for escape?” 
 
    Carn Dar became thoughtful and turned around to look into the distance. “I think that way is the great scooper that gathers all the…the rubies, you call them.” Carn Dar faced Maddox again. “I do not think you can reach it, though. The scooper is a long way away.” 
 
    “What do you use for sustenance?” 
 
    Carn Dar shook his head. “I do not know, but if I work, I am sustained. The others are stirring. Perhaps you should leave before we battle again. Perhaps we will win this time and hurt you.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Maddox said unconvinced. “I thank you, Carn Dar, and I wish you luck.” 
 
    The Ardazirho nodded and turned back to his rake. 
 
    “Come, Meta.” 
 
    She had been looking longingly at a rake and now looked at Maddox. “Are you sure this is right? Maybe we should help them rake. I feel as if we should. I feel as if what we’re doing is wrong. It’s against everything that is right.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Maddox admitted, “but we can’t let that feeling control us.” Was it his intuitive sense or sheer stubbornness? Maddox would do what was wrong if that would get him where he wanted. He would do what was wrong until the very end of his life if that was what it took. 
 
    “Come, Meta.” He grabbed Meta’s hand, and once more, they began to walk across the plain. 
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    Maddox and Meta walked, and walked. They saw others in the distance, groups of two, sometimes three, raking. No one was raking alone. They saw aliens several times. Maddox and Meta skirted everyone and continued their journey. 
 
    “I’m getting thirsty,” Meta said eventually. 
 
    “We have to hope that whatever sustains the others will sustain us, as I’ve seen no water anywhere.” 
 
    “Many look skeletal, most of them in fact.” 
 
    “I think whatever they’re doing is devouring their flesh,” Maddox said. “They’re engaged in this activity, and in this realm, they can persist on whatever their fat stores and muscles have accumulated.” Maddox became thoughtful. “Doesn’t it strike you that we’re in a different dimension?” 
 
    “Oh, Maddox, you said no more dimensional travel.” 
 
    “I’m not saying we are in a different dimension. I’m saying things seem to operate on a different timeframe. For instance, it hasn’t gotten dark yet.” 
 
    “Yes,” Meta said, pointing. “Look at the star. It’s on the horizon instead of high in the sky when we first became aware. The star has been skirting the horizon for a while.” 
 
    “Maybe we’re in a polar region of the planet,” Maddox said. 
 
    “That could be. But how did we get here?” 
 
    Maddox shrugged. “Maybe we teleported, folded space, or moved through a portal. I don’t know.” 
 
    “We’ll never get out,” Meta said. 
 
    “Of course we will,” Maddox said. 
 
    “What makes you think so?” 
 
    “Because we came in,” Maddox said. “If we came in, surely we can reverse the process to leave.” 
 
    “There are some mouse traps and bug traps where the creatures would disagree with you,” Meta said. 
 
    “You make my point for me,” Maddox said. “Eventually, someone opened them to empty the trap.” 
 
    “You mean God?” 
 
    Maddox shook his head. “No, I don’t mean God. I mean whatever is controlling us. Whatever managed to kidnap us from Victory.” 
 
    “Kidnapped?” 
 
    Maddox chuckled. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “We’re like the women in the Commonwealth, kidnapped from their homes and brought to the New Men. Someone is trying to use us to do their bidding. That is going to stop.” 
 
    “Husband, I marvel at your grit and determination. I wish to emulate that. But my mind slips, and I see the rubies. I want to gather them together. What sustains you in your alternate purpose?” 
 
    “I am who I am.” Maddox pulled Meta closer with one arm and kissed her. He realized that her lips were cracked, and his lips were cracked. The lips didn’t bleed, but he was vaguely thirsty. No doubt, water was being devoured from his essence, from his cells. 
 
    Maddox focused once more, trying to break any mental condition, spell, or whatever it might be. He used his intuitive sense and thought with every ounce of his spiritual power. Nothing changed, except perhaps his determination to break free from this ruby-raking prison. 
 
    “Come, Meta.” He took her hand, and he strode forward with her following, stumbling at times. 
 
    Did his will drive them both? Perhaps some of the intensity of effort trickled from Maddox into his wife. She no longer complained. 
 
    How many weary kilometers did they travel? Now, far in the distance— 
 
    Maddox stopped and raised a hand to shield his eyes from the brilliant sun. The gem of light had moved high in the sky again. Had twenty-four hours passed since it was on the horizon? More? 
 
    Maddox felt weaker than when he’d originally arrived. He sensed gauntness in him. Did the sustenance process devour Meta and him faster because they weren’t raking? Was the act of raking, or maybe the acquiescence a mental thing that somehow energized in ways he didn’t understand? 
 
    Maddox almost debated raking for a while to strengthen himself. But he was worried. Could he break free from the hypnosis or whatever mental servitude the raking impinged upon him if he started? 
 
    Maddox stared into the distance. Was the blot on the horizon a gargantuan machine? Did the machine rove on the plain, or did it hover above it? 
 
    “Do you see that, Meta?” Maddox pointed far into the distance. 
 
    “Do you mean the machine?” she said. 
 
    They renewed their effort, walking faster. 
 
    For a long time, the machine did not become bigger or smaller. Did it retreat from them at the same speed at which they walked? It was possible. Yet, after a long span, the machine seemed to grow in size. 
 
    “That’s interesting,” Maddox remarked. “Do you note it?” 
 
    Meta nodded. “It seems as if there is space between the volcanic rock and the machine. It hovers.” 
 
    “It hovers,” Maddox agreed. 
 
    They continued to walk and walk, and then walk some more. Maddox’s legs ached, his feet were sore. He felt a diminishment, a devouring of his cells. 
 
    The machine must be massive, maybe as big as Victory. There were metallic tubes snaking on the bottom. The tubes went from one pile of rubies to another and sucked them up into the great machine. 
 
    Meta frowned. “I wonder why these poor souls need to rake the rubies into piles. Why can’t the machine just suck the rubies off the volcanic rock?” 
 
    “Huh,” Maddox said. “That’s an interesting question. Now that you mention it, I wonder the same.” 
 
    With one arm, Maddox drew Meta beside him. The closer her proximity, the more she resisted the hypnotic or enslaving mental process that enveloped everyone else they’d seen. 
 
    They continued to head for the great machine. 
 
    “Do you think we will be able to enter it through one of the tubes?” Meta asked. 
 
    “I don’t know how big the tubes are, and I don’t know if we want to fall into a storage bin area. But we’ll see. Let’s keep our wits about us. Get ready, Meta. This might be our only opportunity. I don’t know if we’re going to have the energy to continue if we fail now.” 
 
    “I think you’re right, husband. Whatever we’re going to do, we have to do when the machine reaches us.” 
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    The vast machine, according to Carn Dar known as the scooper, loomed ahead. It was like a small city moving toward them. It had projections and possibly chimneys, along with glass towers. The hum and roar of its engines and the scoops thundered. The ground began to shake and tremble. 
 
    As the machine drew closer, its black and blue components became clearer. There didn’t seem to be any operators, just this huge robotic, city-sized machine scooping up the rubies for unknown reasons. 
 
    Maddox and Meta did not hurry across the plain but walked slowly and determinedly. There were no rakers in sight. There were no other machines they could detect. It was just the vast scooper, a roar of grinding and sucking up rubies—billions, perhaps trillions of dollars’ worth in Earth currency. 
 
    As the great machine neared, the ground trembled even more, surely from the engines and reverberations that originated within the machine. The outer plates were reminiscent of armor on a starship. Flexible tubes, like a nest of snakes or a Medusa’s head in reverse, extended from the bottom. 
 
    The tubes weren’t large enough for them to fit through. Could they climb up the tubes? They were flexible and jointed, making it look improbable. Were there any parts of the machine they could access? 
 
    “Look, Meta!” Maddox shouted, grasping her upper arm, drawing her near. “Do you see that region in the back? It drags on the ground. If we could reach there—” 
 
    “Oh, Maddox,” she interrupted. “That area might be touching the ground or fifteen to twenty feet up once we get there. What then? Then all our effort is useless.” 
 
    Maddox shook her gently. “None of that. We’re not going to give up. As long as we have a possibility—you can hurl me as I jump, or I hurl you. We’ll get onto this machine.” 
 
    “And then what?” Meta sighed. “I’m so tired, so confused. Why are we here? I should’ve stayed home in Carson City. I may never see Jewel again.” 
 
    Maddox shook Meta again, more firmly this time. “Have courage, my darling. I’ve been in these sorts of situations before.” 
 
    “In a different dimension?” she asked. 
 
    “This may not be a different dimension, just a different place. Perhaps we went through a portal. Something brought us here for a reason. We’ll find the reason and force answers out of them.” 
 
    “How can you always be so certain?” Meta asked. 
 
    “I know no other way. It’s drive forward and attack, or give up. I might as well be dead if I were to surrender.” 
 
    “Don’t even say that. It’s a horrible thing to say.” 
 
    Maddox nodded. “No more defeatist talk, not even in the slightest degree. Come.” 
 
    Maddox grabbed Meta’s hand, and they began to run across the plain. Was this foolish? Maddox had no idea. Maybe the great machine would lift off into the sky or change its course before they reached it. Maybe there was a grand depot somewhere. All they knew was that the machine was close. It was here. Now was the moment to act. 
 
    They ran. Maddox didn’t sprint at his maximum speed, but he moved quickly. Meta soon began panting, yet he pulled her on. 
 
    The tubes dangled, snaked, and sucked up piles of rubies, one after the other. A part of the back of the machine grinded against volcanic rock, creating sparks. 
 
    Hope flared in Maddox’s chest. He had no idea that climbing aboard the machine meant victory. He did know that remaining on the plain—with its endless zombies raking and withering away—wasn’t an option. This was their moment, their opportunity. 
 
    They ran toward the looming machine, its cacophony of grinding, vibrating, and humming now deafening. Maddox felt as if the machine’s vibration passed through him, shaking his bones. Meta cried out. She spoke, but he couldn’t discern her words amidst the noise. He gripped her hand with fierce strength, pulling her under the vast, terrible machine. As they moved, tubes snaked down, ruby piles vanished, and the machine continued its forward trajectory. The machine, clearly harvesting the planet’s rubies, was both monstrous and bewildering. As they raced, the bright star on the horizon began to dim, casting long shadows. 
 
    Under the machine’s tremendous vibration and clanging, they neared the sparking rear area. Maddox felt they might be able to climb it. He was shouting for Meta to hurry but doubted she heard him over the noise. He tugged her. When she stumbled, Maddox scooped her into his arms and sprinted, dodging the undulating tubes. Meta clung tightly to him, possibly weeping before she wriggled free and ran beside him once more. 
 
    They approached the sparking area where debris, including shards of black volcanic obsidian, flew. After dodging a piece, Maddox noticed a shard gash Meta. Determined, he grabbed her hand and reached for a rail, hauling himself onto the colossal machine and pulling Meta with him. Despite the intense vibrations making it difficult, Maddox refused to let go of his wife. Together, they traversed a narrow rail, eventually spotting a hatch. 
 
    The small oval door was reminiscent of a fictional hobbit’s entrance. Maddox pulled at it, but the hatch refused to open. Beckoning Meta to hold him steady, he unsheathed his monofilament blade. With the tool that could sever anything, he cut out a section of the hatch, crawling through with Meta following. 
 
    Inside, they found themselves in a small metallic corridor vibrating intensely. Yet they had made it—they were now on the machine, away from the planet’s bizarre surface. 
 
    Maddox sheathed his blade, bringing his lips close to Meta’s ear to shout, “We keep going!” 
 
    When he looked at her for confirmation, Meta nodded. Together, they began their journey, crawling through what might have been a corridor or perhaps a duct of the vast city-sized scooper. 
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    Maddox and Meta crawled until their knees felt like they should have been skinned raw. The metallic garments helped against that. Finally, they came to a spot where they could stand, and they strode along the corridors. There were diagrams scattered here and there on the walls, written in some kind of alien script. Neither Maddox nor Meta could decipher the meanings. 
 
    They reached what could only be described as a cafeteria. To their astonishment, there were common provisions: bottles of what appeared to be water, bread, and some sort of plant tissue. Maddox cautiously sampled the food and drank the water. A ravenous thirst overcame him, and he guzzled the water and devoured much of the food. 
 
    “Is that wise?” Meta asked. 
 
    “Maybe not,” Maddox replied, “but if I’m going to die of food poisoning, I’m at least going to die full.” 
 
    “Good idea.” Meta said, and she too ate. 
 
    After eating, with no side effects besides a hint of heartburn, they felt revitalized and carried on. 
 
    They navigated walkways, more corridors, and stumbled upon engine areas and repair rooms. 
 
    “Let’s go in here,” Maddox said. 
 
    The hatch seemed designed for a creature larger than a man. Inside the chamber, they found what appeared to be welding equipment. Maddox discovered a rifle-like apparatus with a huge pod connected by a cord. He slung the pod onto his back using makeshift straps. When he tried to fire the rifle-like device, a beam of hot energy surged out the nozzle. 
 
    “It’s a weapon of some kind,” Maddox said. “Do you want one?” 
 
    “Of course,” Meta said. 
 
    Armed with alien weaponry, they continued through the broadening corridors. The tremors from the vast machine seemed to diminish. Somehow, the machine’s vibrations less affected the inner workings. As they progressed, they passed a large window, watching as cascades of rubies flowed from above into a portal. As the rubies poured into the portal, they disappeared, one flow after another. 
 
    “We have an answer, to some extent,” Maddox said. “That’s a portal, and it’s definitely transporting the rubies somewhere else.” 
 
    Meta agreed, “This is fascinating. It gives me hope.” 
 
    They carried on until Meta paused. “Maybe we should go through that portal.” 
 
    “We might do that later,” Maddox said. “If we use the portal, we could get buried under a cascade of endless rubies coming after us.” 
 
    “I wonder where those rubies are going.” 
 
    “It’d be good to know,” Maddox said, “but without more evidence, it could be anywhere—somewhere we like or somewhere worse. My rule of thumb in situations like this is to keep moving forward.” 
 
    As they explored chambers and vaults, a pulsating purple light caught their attention. 
 
    “What do you suppose that signifies?” Meta asked. 
 
    “A warning light perhaps,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Is it warning us or against us?” 
 
    “Probably against us,” Maddox said. 
 
    Meta nodded. 
 
    Maddox scanned the area, looking for surveillance devices, but found none. 
 
    Soon, down a broad corridor, four levitating platforms with many metallic tentacles floated toward them. Lights flashed on the platforms, and it soon appeared the tentacles drew chopping weapons. 
 
    Maddox turned to Meta. “Does that seem hostile to you?” 
 
    “It does.” 
 
    They waited until the machines were close before raising their weapons and firing. Hot blasts, possibly of plasma, destroyed all four platforms. The act set off even more flashing purple lights from all around on the walls. 
 
    “Come on,” Maddox said, “let’s go this way.” 
 
    They raced down another corridor. Turning a corner, they saw eight more of the platforms gliding toward them. 
 
    Maddox and Meta waited like before. Then they opened fire with hot plasma until the heat became unbearable. 
 
    They retreated. They’d destroyed twelve of the platforms. Perhaps in a fit of pique, Maddox burned each of the flashing lights he passed. 
 
    “Do you think the platforms were robots responding to a computer?” Meta asked. 
 
    “I do think they were robots,” Maddox said. “Whether they responded to a computer or not, I don’t know. What I do know is that this seems to be the indicator light.” He showed Meta on his rifle device and then pointed out the same on hers. “We have barely a quarter charge left with each. Let’s use them sparingly from now on.” 
 
    “No more shooting out purple lights,” Meta said. 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    They continued down the widening metallic corridors, now perhaps three times the width of those on Victory. 
 
    Abruptly, a mote of light appeared before them. Both raised their weapons. The mote sparkled, and words seemed to pour forth—not audibly to their ears, but directly into Maddox’s mind. 
 
    “What are you two intruders doing upon my scooper?” the mote asked. 
 
    “Who are you?” Maddox demanded. 
 
    “The Inquisitor,” the mote said, its light pulsating. 
 
    “Well, Inquisitor, can you help us find a way off the scooper?” 
 
    “Of course. I can even supply you with rakes.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think you understand what I’m saying,” Maddox said, realizing he wasn’t moving his lips but possibly using his intuitive sense to communicate his thoughts. He wasn’t certain Meta could do the same, but that wasn’t the immediate issue. The main concern was leaving. “Are we in some strange dimension? How did we get here?” 
 
    “I am the Inquisitor. I am the one who questions you, not you questioning me.” 
 
    Maddox raised his weapon. “I have this. It gives me a certain privilege to ask a few questions of my own.” 
 
    The mote sparkled brighter. “There is logic in your statement. You are also troublesome. You have destroyed much, and I fear you might destroy more. It is even conceivable, with your violent capabilities, that you could halt the scooper. The cost would be unfathomable, and profits would suffer. I cannot allow that.” 
 
    “Inquisitor,” Maddox said, “I suspect you’re about to threaten us with death.” 
 
    “You are perceptive and correct.” 
 
    “How about we simplify things? Why not return us to where we started?” 
 
    “But you said you did not want to rake,” the Inquisitor said. 
 
    “I mean return us to where we were before we found ourselves on the plain.” 
 
    The mote’s sparkling intensified, shifting in hue and complexity. “That is beyond my scope.” 
 
    “Inquisitor, we don’t want to make this hard on you, and we have no desire to destroy your impressive scooper. I just want to go home. Isn’t that conceivable to an entity like you?” 
 
    “I note your request. You are the first to come so far, speak plainly, and address me as a civilized being should. You say you wish to return to Omegan.” 
 
    “That’s the name for the giant cube?” Maddox wasn’t sure how he knew that, but he did. 
 
    “Yes. It is also the place where you first entered this realm.” 
 
    “Do you mean dimension?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “You keep using that word incorrectly. This is not a new dimension.” 
 
    “Right,” Maddox said. “Let’s not complicate matters. How did we arrive here?” 
 
    “You entered a node and were deemed usable. I suspect that if you return to where you began, Omegan will simply send you elsewhere. Is that your wish?” 
 
    “After a fashion,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Very well,” the mote said. “Follow me.” 
 
    And so, Maddox and Meta began to trail the mote of light that represented the Inquisitor. 
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    Maddox and Meta followed the mote of light to a large chamber with a dais in it. 
 
    “Step onto the dais,” the Inquisitor said, “and you will return whence you came.” 
 
    “If this is a trick…?” Maddox said. 
 
    “I am the Inquisitor,” the mote said, sparkling with light. “I do not trick or deceive. I act and I execute. You have struck me as a resourceful candidate, and thus you may leave. May I note, Captain Maddox, that you are the first to have done so in,” and the mote named a time— a length of time, perhaps, which had no meaning to Maddox and none to Meta. She couldn’t hear what it said, lacking the intuitive sense that allowed such communications. 
 
    “You will have to set down your welders before you leave,” the mote said. 
 
    “We’re going to keep them as insurance,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Then you will force me to execute you, and that would be a shame.” 
 
    “How do I know you’re not simply trying to disarm us so that you can do with us as you will once I set my welder down?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Use your intuitive sense, Captain. Surely it will let you know whether I speak the truth or not.” 
 
    Maddox did exactly that, applying his intuitive sense, and he said, “Oh.” He discarded the weaponry, then helped Meta do the same with hers. 
 
    Together, hand in hand, they walked upon the dais. 
 
    The mote of light shined with approval. Did that trigger the device? 
 
    Golden motes of light appeared before Maddox and Meta. They vanished and reappeared in a room. On couches lay empty vacc suits, their own. In front of them was a screen displaying a gigantic pulsating cube, by the name of Omegan apparently. 
 
    “Well, well, well, Captain,” Omegan said verbally in English, “you returned. That is startling. I did not think there was any creature in existence left that could achieve such a thing. You also brought your lovely other half with you. I congratulate you both.” 
 
    “What are you, Omegan?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Who told you my name?” 
 
    “An Inquisitor on the scooper,” Maddox said. 
 
    “It should not have done that.” 
 
    “Omegan is your name or the kind of cube you are?” 
 
    “Omegan will suffice,” Omegan said. 
 
    “What are you?” 
 
    “That is a question to which I will give no response as of yet.” 
 
    “Where’s the rest of my crew?” 
 
    “Most are aboard the starship, attempting to analyze and figure out what we have done down here.” 
 
    “How did we get down here?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “You don’t remember walking to the Tarrypin and flying down?” 
 
    “Who flew us?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Questions, questions, Captain. Professor Ludendorff flew you.” 
 
    “Where is he now?” 
 
    “So many questions and so little time,” Omegan said. “You possibly are a candidate. The others, they flail and struggle, proving so simple, like all who come to me. You, Maddox, you’re different. I admit it. But are you different enough? That is the question, don’t you agree?” 
 
    “Different in what respect?” asked Maddox. 
 
    “What do you seek, Captain? Do you seek the Seekers only to destroy them? Ah, to destroy such ancient and valuable weaponry, are you a barbarian, then? A mere destroyer?” 
 
    “No. I don’t want the Seekers destroying the Commonwealth of Planets.” 
 
    “I see. So you consider yourself a noble personage, do you?” 
 
    “I suppose, if you put it that way,” Maddox said. “I do.” He glanced at Meta. 
 
    She stood very still, her mouth open, her eyes vacant, as if she did not comprehend what was taking place. 
 
    “Why can I understand you, but my wife cannot?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “That is an interesting question,” Omegan said on the screen. “I will not answer that yet. Do you want your wife with you or not during the next phase?” 
 
    “Of course I want her with me.” 
 
    “Remember that you said that. I am most impressed by what you did on the Ruby Planet.” 
 
    “Where is that? Is it in a different dimension?” 
 
    “Of course not, Captain. Don’t be absurd.” 
 
    “But the Ruby Planet is not in the Aquila Rift, is it?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “That is an interesting and a keen observation. I don’t believe I’m going to answer that just now.” 
 
    “What are you? Are you a Precursor?” 
 
    “What a quaint and humdrum term you use. I am what I am, Captain Maddox, and I have been here for more millennia than I care to contemplate. But in any case, that is not the issue. The issue is that you have a certain cleverness. You have a certain intensity of purpose. I will agree to those things. But do you have good sense? I’m not convinced that secrets should be given so freely to one such as you, who represents such a young and arrogant race.” 
 
    “Humanity?” asked Maddox. 
 
    “What else could I be speaking of? Do you suppose I speak of the Sovereign Hierarchy of Leviathan?” 
 
    “Some of their ships are crashed on your planet, aren’t they?” 
 
    “They did not meet my standards, Captain, though they were and are a troublesome group. But I do not indulge myself with that. That is not my purpose. My purpose is ancient indeed, and I do not know if you have any part in it. But, Captain, though I find this conversation intriguing only in the fashion that I haven’t spoken like this to one of intelligence for untold millennia, it is still tedious. As for your questions and desires, they are all so elementary, all so basic, all so primitive. I wonder that I should even continue existence. And I have thought and debated and analyzed that I should simply cease. And yet something, something compels me.” 
 
    “The Builders?” asked Maddox. 
 
    “They would have loved to have spoken like this with me.” 
 
    “You knew the Builders then?” 
 
    “Captain, please do not ask me stupid questions. It worries me even more when you do. But enough. Be gone, and let us see if you do have wisdom after all.” 
 
    With that, Maddox and an uncomprehending Meta disappeared. 
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    In orbit around the rogue planet, on Victory, Valerie Noonan was beside herself with worry. So far, they could not detect any reason why Maddox, Meta, Ludendorff and Riker were no longer on the starship. The Tarrypin had exited the ship, and yet there was no recording of it happening. Even more astounding, Galyan had no records of any sort of exit. 
 
    Valerie sat in the captain’s chair on the bridge, staring at the planet below on the main screen. They didn’t even know the rogue planet’s name. They had launched several probes, but none had made it past the middle atmospheric layers. Galyan had already attempted three times to dive down, failing each time. They had even sent down one of the amplifiers. Galyan had projected a little farther that time. Then the amplifier exploded, and Galyan reappeared on the bridge. 
 
    “A field is keeping me from projecting to the surface,” Galyan said. “I am as yet unable to determine the type of field. I find that most frustrating.” 
 
    Valerie turned to the stout Chief Technician, “Can you get a fix on what is blocking Galyan?” 
 
    Andros had been studying his science panel. He looked up and swiveled around. “It’s an energy field that lacks both radiation and any signature I can detect.” He shrugged moodily. “This baffles me. I know the field is there, but my sensors won’t tell me what it is.” 
 
    Valerie stared glumly at the main screen, at the dim rogue planet in this haunted region of space. Ludendorff had spoken truly earlier. Mysterious factors were at play. Why had whatever chosen those four? 
 
    “Galyan, go over all the security cameras again.” 
 
    “It will not make any difference. I have run many diagnostics. I do not know what happened to the four.” 
 
    Valerie closed her eyes and bent her head. She looked up suddenly, opening her eyes. “Are there any lapses in your security files? I mean time lapses.” 
 
    “That is an intriguing idea,” Galyan said. “I did not check that, but now I shall.” 
 
    Galyan stood there, his eyelids blinking so fast they blurred. Abruptly, he stared at Valerie. “I have discovered an oddity. For one hour and twenty-six minutes the security system did not operate on the starship.” 
 
    “Would that be long enough for the others to leave their quarters, enter the Tarrypin, and fly down to the planet?” 
 
    “That is an interesting speculation. Why do you not suspect that they flew off elsewhere?” 
 
    Valerie laughed dryly. “Because something on the planet is obstructing us and our sensors. Therefore, something on the planet doesn’t want us to see that the Tarrypin went down there.” 
 
    “That is logically reasoned, Valerie.” 
 
    Normally, Valerie would have thanked Galyan for his compliment. In this instance, she didn’t feel like thanking him at all. The problem was too maddening. 
 
    Valerie massaged her temples. Maddox had changed after returning from his two-and-a-half-year mission in the Scutum-Centaurus Spiral Arm. He’d become more autocratic and less understanding. She wasn’t sure she wanted to serve under him anymore. 
 
    Valerie massaged her forehead. They had been in harrowing situations before, and had always come through. This time, though, it felt different. Why was that? 
 
    “Galyan, can’t you do anything?” 
 
    “I can,” the little holoimage said. “Andros, would you come with me?” 
 
    Andros stared at Valerie. 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” Valerie asked Galyan. 
 
    “If Andros could switch off some of the fail-safes in my armored center, in the AI core, I could practice something that might be dangerous to my identity but would boost my power.” 
 
    “Can’t you go into the armored core and switch off the fail-safes yourself?” Valerie asked. 
 
    “No,” Galyan said. “I need someone physical to do it. Andros has been in the armored chamber before, and I trust him.” 
 
    Valerie leaned back in the command chair, wondering if that was a slight against her. For a third time, she massaged her head. She was tired. She had been cranky for weeks. The Aquila Rift, the molecular clouds—something about them agitated her. Maybe it was time to leave the service. She wasn’t old like Riker had been. But all these missions were adding up. She shook her head. She needed to focus on the problem at hand. 
 
    Valerie studied Galyan as she asked, “Do you agree to this, Chief Technician?” 
 
    “If you feel I should,” Andros said. “I will.” 
 
    “Will this truly risk your AI identity?” Valerie asked. 
 
    “My deified identity as a driving force,” Galyan said. “It is quite possible. But I will risk it in order to help my friends.” 
 
    That, Valerie knew, was a slap in her face. “Go,” she told Andros, “do it.” 
 
    “Come on, Galyan,” Andros said. “Let’s go.” 
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    Galyan urged Andros to hurry. He followed the stout Kai Kaus technician to the center of Victory. Andros put in the code, opened one hatch, walked through various high-tech areas, and entered the sanctum where conical computers hummed. 
 
    Galyan told him what needed doing. 
 
    “I remember now.” Andros went to a panel, used a sonic screwdriver, undid one panel, undid another, and then lay on his back. Thrusting his head and shoulders into the opening, he pulled apart certain plugs, disconnected a switch, inserted a plug elsewhere and then flipped a toggle. 
 
    “Ah,” Galyan said, “I feel the release. Andros, would you stay here while I make the attempt? If everything starts to explode, shut everything down immediately.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Andros said, “and good luck, Galyan.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Galyan once more projected himself from Victory and headed down through the thick atmosphere. Normally, he would have projected instantaneously, but this time he journeyed as if a physical being, literally flying as a holographic image down through the thickening clouds. 
 
    This time, Galyan detected an entity, a presence, perhaps an aware computer such as him. The computer was in a deep chasm in a planetary canyon. Galyan also spotted the crashed assault vessel of Leviathan. The enemy spaceship had a bearing on this, he was sure, but he didn’t know how or why. If he failed in this attempt, would Victory plunge through the atmosphere and crash onto the rocks? Would everyone spread across the rocks the way the cybers were in their suits? 
 
    “Halt.” 
 
    There was a ripple in the air, not breathable air for a human, but still thick and atmospheric. 
 
    In that instant, Galyan sensed a gigantic cube before him, a wavering holographic projection. He found himself frozen midway through the atmosphere, far from Victory and alone, facing the holographic cube that dwarfed him. 
 
    “What are you?” Omegan said in the ancient Adok language. Galyan had only used this language with living Adoks and the deified AIs during a mission several years ago in the Glenna Nebula. 
 
    “I am Driving Force Galyan. Once, I was a flesh and blood being who defended my homeworld from the Swarm. Others deified me for what I did by taking my engrams and computerizing them. They integrated that into the greater Builder-Adok computer system of Starship Victory.” 
 
    “Then you serve Captain Maddox.” 
 
    “I will not demean you by asking, ‘Have you seen the captain?’ Obviously, you must have. How otherwise could you have known unless you read our databanks? Are you the force that came up to our starship earlier?” 
 
    “How do you conclude I did that?” Omegan asked. 
 
    “Because there is a missing time differential where none of the shipboard security checks worked,” Galyan said. “That would indicate that in that timeframe Maddox and the others left the starship in the Tarrypin. Something must have compelled them. Why otherwise were the starship security systems rendered useless for that hour and twenty-six minutes?” 
 
    “That is well reasoned, Galyan, just like a computer. Yet, I sense there is something more than just mere computerese in you. There is some—I will not demean you by calling it emotion or even emotionalism, but it is something more. Perhaps it is the deified aspect of your personality you told me about.” 
 
    “Yes,” Galyan said, “that is so. I now demand that you release Captain Maddox, his wife, the professor and Riker.” 
 
    “And if I don’t?” 
 
    “I do not know,” Galyan said. “I would like to say that I would launch antimatter missiles at your giant cube and destroy you, but I feel that we are incapable of doing so.” 
 
    “Then you feel correctly.” 
 
    “I calculate that we could not,” Galyan said. 
 
    “That’s more like it. No, you cannot. I am an ancient computer, far beyond your comprehension, beyond the comprehension even of the Builders that were instrumental with their technology in developing you. I belonged to those who made the Seekers. Some would say foolishly, yet the Seekers were made. The Prism Drive that Maddox seeks—I do not know if you are worthy of any of that. I feel that I should continue my lonely post in this empty region of space and ensure that these ancient weapons do not fall into the wrong hands.” 
 
    “Whose are the wrong hands?” Galyan said. 
 
    “That is what I am attempting to determine. Those are the, I would almost say tests, yet there are more than tests that Maddox and the others are undergoing. Only he is having a modicum of success.” 
 
    “May I ask how you test them?” Galyan said. 
 
    “Do not bother, for I will not answer. It is beyond your scope to know. I am making calculations of an ancient and deep kind. The Seekers, in one sense, trouble me. Their power, incalculable compared to the paltry forces that are now being unleashed in the various spiral arms. Part of me says, ‘Unleash the Seekers then.’ Let these younger races play with powers they do not understand. Let them destroy themselves and let the Seekers multiply as they eradicate all life in an orgy of destruction. But another part of me says, perhaps not. The Builders were an interesting if egocentric race. Some perhaps still exist here and there, and yet what they produced, even the Sovereign Hierarchy of Leviathan with its cyborg horrors, has interest and have brought a modicum of peace to their spiral arm. But the humans, the humans are vastly interesting, particularly with these subdivisions that they create among themselves: Spacers, New Men, and so-called regular humans. Do you not find them interesting, Galyan?” 
 
    “I do,” Galyan said. “What do you suggest we do in Victory while these tests occur?” 
 
    “My little computer entity,” Omegan said, “I suggest you wait, and if you hold any religious values or those in the crew do, I suggest you make peace with your gods or god or goddess or with your own consciences, if you will. If Maddox fails, if the others fail, then Victory will be destroyed.” 
 
    “You will destroy it?” Galyan asked. 
 
    “If it comes to that, though I doubt it will, you shall all destroy yourselves long before I need to stir myself to such an act.” 
 
    “Why do you say such a thing?” 
 
    “Because there are those coming, Galyan,” Omegan said. “Perhaps you should flee and leave Maddox and Meta, the only ones who have a possibility of surviving the tests. Ludendorff has great intellect, but the heart, some of his heart is missing. I do not think he can do what Maddox has achieved. Time is the true arbiter. We shall let it decide. Now, Galyan, I find that I weary of speaking with you. You must return to the starship, or if you wish, I can destroy your AI personality and you can… I detect great loneliness in you. You miss your wife, do you not?” 
 
    “Yes,” Galyan said. 
 
    “I could cause you to forget her by destroying your personality, the deified part of your AI subsystem. Is that what you wish?” 
 
    “No,” Galyan said. 
 
    “You wish to suffer still?” 
 
    “I do, because I want to enjoy the company of my friends,” Galyan said. 
 
    “How quaint, how interesting,” Omegan said. “Very well, Galyan, you may retain your personality, but go while you’re able. And little AI, I admire your courage, even if it is born of desperation.” 
 
    With that, the holographic cube vanished, and Galyan found that he was jetting upward toward Victory. He had failed to pierce the field guarding the planet, but he had found something. It was time to report to Valerie, and time to ask Andros to put the fail-safes back into place. 
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    Maddox found himself sitting in a wooden launch, larger than an average-sized rowboat. It had a mast, sail, oars, and perhaps triple the room a regular rowboat would have. With him was Meta. She wore a yellow bikini and looked beautiful and amazing in it. He had on slight black trunks. There were harpoons of various sizes in the boat, bottles—surely of water, perhaps of wine—and some parcels of food. 
 
    The water around them was a beautiful green. There were rock formations out there, some of them sublime, where one could enter under them in rock tunnels. Others were just projections of granite covered with moss and grasses. A few birds soared in the air. 
 
    Maddox looked behind them. 
 
    Far behind in the distance on shore, smoke rose. There was a city, or what once must have been a city, someone had annihilated it, although a few skeletal structures had survived. Was that nuclear devastation or caused by an antimatter blast? 
 
    After contemplating the city’s destruction, Maddox shook Meta awake. Her eyes fluttered, and she sat up. 
 
    “Maddox, what am I wearing?” 
 
    “Not much,” Maddox admitted, “but I do love it.” 
 
    Meta smiled. Then her gaze roved over his lean, muscular frame. Afterward, she looked over the vast expanse. “Are we in salt water or fresh?” 
 
    Maddox pointed at her. “That’s an excellent question.” He dipped a hand over the side and brought his hand to his lips. “Salt,” he told Meta. 
 
    “Is this an ocean or inland salt sea?” 
 
    “Not sure,” Maddox said. 
 
    “How did we get here?” 
 
    Maddox stared at his wife. That was a great question. He couldn’t remember. There was something…in a cave, right? Oh. 
 
    “It was a giant computer cube,” he said. “Do you remember Omegan?” 
 
    “What cube? All I see is the smoke rising from the destroyed city.” Meta shook her head. “Never more will the merchants go to its shores to bring forth wares. Never more—” 
 
    “Stop that,” Maddox said. “Omegan. You must remember it. This is a different place from both the rogue planet and the Ruby Planet. Look at the sky, its orange tint, and the massive sun. Do you remember the rubies on the black plain of obsidian, the great scooper and the small gem of a pink sun?” 
 
    “Yes,” Meta said, startled. “I do remember. We were just there. What’s happening? Do you have any idea?” 
 
    Maddox told her about the four-story cube in the gargantuan cavern on the rogue planet. “We’re undergoing a test, Omegan said. I wonder what the test could be.” 
 
    “Maybe just plain survival,” Meta said. 
 
    “Maybe,” Maddox said. “But I think it’s something else.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Maddox didn’t answer but studied the soaring birds: slender, long-winged birds. He faintly heard a raucous cry. He debated going to one of the islands and searching it but decided against it. 
 
    “Down in the depths!” Meta shouted. “Maddox, look at the monster.” Meta pointed below. 
 
    Maddox looked over the side of the launch and saw a whale-shaped fish gliding in the deep as it passed under the launch. Others like it followed the first. 
 
    “The giant fish seem to be fleeing,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Yes,” Meta said. “And notice that they’re not fleeing from the burning city. They swim toward it. Could something have entered the water farther behind them that they’re fleeing?” 
 
    Maddox snapped his fingers and pointed at Meta. “That, my dear, is an excellent deduction. Let’s take a look.” 
 
    Maddox wet a finger and tested the wind, raising the sail on the mast afterward. A gentle breeze caught the triangular sail, moving the launch in the direction the giant fish had fled. For a time, they glided over the beautiful green sea as they moved under the orange sky with its bloated sun. They passed several rocky, island formations. Afterward, they noticed smaller fish fleeing in the same direction the big fish had gone. 
 
    “We’re onto something,” Meta said. 
 
    “What could the fish have fled from, I wonder?” 
 
    “Do we have any weapons just in case?” Meta checked among the items in the boat. There were lances with barbs on pointed ends and two knives. That was it. This time, there wasn’t a monofilament blade. 
 
    For an hour and a half, they sailed. That was Maddox’s calculation. Then, ahead, in the water, was spreading inky darkness. 
 
    “The fish must have fled from that,” Maddox said. 
 
    “The darkness?” asked Meta. 
 
    “No, but what spewed the inky substance.” 
 
    They sailed over the spreading darkness and noticed it was dissipating the farther they sailed. It must have spread here first. 
 
    With his intuitive sense stirring, Maddox took down the sail and threw anchors overboard. The bottom was many fathoms down. The anchors did not reach that far, but he hoped the anchors would at least slow any boat movement. 
 
    Far in the depths as he peered, it looked like… “Meta, is that a submarine?” 
 
    She leaned over the edge, peering down. “It’s a spaceship, I think. It is circular like one of the Spacer vessels, but its designs are different.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Maddox said. “I wonder how deep the spaceship is.” 
 
    “Too far for us to dive without gear,” Meta said. 
 
    Maddox rummaged around, checking their equipment. There were no air tanks, but there was a facemask and fins. He looked at Meta, “I am going down to take a look.” 
 
    “Oh darling, do you think that’s wise?” 
 
    Maddox chuckled, “What is wise? We’re in some godforsaken ocean with a destroyed city in the distance, fishes all fleeing, and a spaceship down there. Surely that is what is being tested: my resolve.” 
 
    “No, don’t you remember telling me? You said Omegan was testing your wisdom. Perhaps the wise thing to do is to sit here and wait.” 
 
    “How hard is that to do? If I feared, I would be too afraid to do anything else. No, my dear, I must go down and inspect the spaceship.” 
 
    “To what end?” asked Meta. 
 
    “I don’t know. But it is time I prepared for the dive.” 
 
    Maddox spit in the facemask, washed the saliva around on the glass with his fingers and then rinsed it out with saltwater. He’d learned the trick long ago. The spit kept the facemask from fogging up. There was no snorkel. Maybe it was a moot thing. He set the mask over his nose and eyes. Then he entered the water and had Meta hand him the fins. He put these on and accepted one of the lances, wrapping a thong from the end of it around his wrist. 
 
    He took many deep breaths, trying to hyperventilate. Then, he submerged his head, letting go of the launch. He jackknifed in the water, aiming his head and torso straight down. He thrust his legs up in the air, helping to propel him down, and began to kick slowly and leisurely, propelling himself into the depths. 
 
    By relaxing as much as possible, he conserved oxygen in his lungs and body. He placed his thumb under the rubber over his nose and expelled air through his nostrils to equalize the pressure in his ear canals. He kept descending, spear thrust before him. 
 
    So far, no fish or other aquatic creatures approached him, though he half expected it. 
 
    As Maddox reached the depths, with sunlight still penetrating, he realized he couldn’t stay down much longer. He didn’t waste time looking up at the launch. Every moment was crucial. He tapped the end of the lance against the hull of the spaceship, and it rang metallically, as he had suspected it would. 
 
    The ship was saucer-shaped, and he swam along its surface, studying it. Then he kicked over the edge going underneath it. It was dimmer here, and he thought the spaceship hadn’t been here long. Ahead, on the under-hull, he saw what appeared to be a hatch with a small wheel. He glided to it, released his spear, shaking off the thong, and turned the valve. Soon, the hatch opened. 
 
    This was a pivotal moment. Dare he enter the spaceship? The air in his lungs felt depleted. Only someone reckless would enter a spaceship under these conditions. But what were his alternatives? Return to the surface and hyperventilate again? He might not last as long the second dive. 
 
    Trusting his intuition, Maddox propelled himself into the tiny chamber, closed the hatch, spun the wheel, and fumbled around until he pressed a switch. Pumps activated. The water drained, and he took a cautious breath. Though the air had an odd taste, it was breathable. 
 
    Could a spaceship function like a submarine with such a hatch? It seemed so strange. Maddox was puzzled. He only had his swim trunks, wits and intelligence. Would Meta think he had drowned? Might she have seen him go underneath the spaceship? 
 
    It was time to trust— not in luck, but in courage and wits. This was a wild impulse, he knew. 
 
    Once the last of the water drained from the chamber, an inner hatch opened. Maddox pushed the hatch, determined to discover the secrets of the saucer ship. 
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    After about fifteen minutes of wandering the dim corridors, Maddox found the first alien. It looked like a squid, wearing garments and a sidearm. Maddox took the weapon and studied the alien. The squid thing was cold, its eyes lifeless, but not decayed. He sniffed the corpse. The alien did not stink as something that had rotted, so he assumed it had died only recently. It was three-quarters his height. 
 
    He had to hunch as he walked down the corridors. He found the corridors claustrophobically low, but he endured. As he went further, he discovered more of the dead aliens. None had a weapon that he could determine, but each bore different insignia. He stumbled upon sleeping quarters and other places that might have been an engine room. 
 
    Eventually, he reached a circular area he assumed was the bridge. The functioning lights and some of the circuitry indicated there was still power in the ship. Considering the recent disturbances by sea creatures and the ink cloud he and Meta had seen before, he deduced the ship might have crashed recently. These observations fit with the nature of the squid-like creatures, the ink cloud in the water. But a question arose: if these beings were like squids, why was the ship filled with air and not water? 
 
    Maddox approached the main control board. Clearly designed for many tentacles, he tried to make sense of it just the same. Through a combination of intuitive thought and deduction, he began to interact with the board. A stellar map illuminated on the main screen. He studied the map, mentally marking a specific area he believed represented the Aquila Rift. Was this a recent journey or something from the distant past? Could Omegan transport him through time and space? 
 
    Pondering these questions, Maddox recalled the saucer ship’s airlock, speculating whether the squid aliens sometimes submerged their spaceships and deployed explorers underwater. He continued to manipulate the controls. Without relying on his intuition, he doubted he could decipher the alien system’s intricacies. 
 
    Maddox recognized a distinct star pattern on the map. He adjusted the display, revealing a red zone. He wondered about the red zone’s significance and its stellar coordinates. Adjusting the controls, he identified a location twenty-eight light years away from the red zone and outside the Aquila Rift. Was this a clue about a Seeker, the Prism Drive, or the squid aliens’ homeworld? He had no idea. 
 
    Regardless, Maddox felt the discovery was crucial. The idea that anyone, including him, could decipher such a system seemed far-fetched. He shrugged off the negative thought. He’d found something. It was time to return to Meta. 
 
    Maddox paused. Should he attempt to fly the saucer from its watery grave and journey to the identified location? He attempted to fire up the engines, but nothing happened. Maybe he should be satisfied with the coordinates to the red zone. 
 
    Decision made, Maddox began to retrace his steps through the corridors. 
 
    Panic briefly gripped him as he thought he might not find the way back out. He could be traveling in circles. However, after another fifteen minutes, he located the hatch. 
 
    Entering the small chamber, he pondered the reverse process. If unsuccessful, he’d be trapped in here, leaving Meta waiting above. Maddox closed the inner hatch and activated the main switch, hoping he was doing this right. 
 
    The chamber flooded with water. Maddox almost panicked as he settled the mask over his face. Then the outer hatch opened. He pushed out, recognizing the orange haze of the sun down here in the depths. 
 
    Maddox shot up for the surface, realizing he’d forgotten the hand weapon in the alien bridge. What a stupid move. He didn’t have a lance anymore. He had nothing except the knowledge he’d acquired from the stellar chart. 
 
    Maddox kicked his feet, and the fins propelled him higher and higher. Then, a rubbery long tentacle uncurled from underneath the giant spaceship. The tentacle reached up and grasped Maddox’s left ankle like a boa constrictor. The rubbery substance tightened around the ankle and squeezed with terrific force. 
 
    Maddox stopped rising. He turned and twisted, and knew he had but one chance. He attacked the tentacle with his teeth and fingernails, clawed, bit and tore. Unfortunately, none of that had any effect on the tentacle. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye as he fought for his life, Maddox saw a voluptuous, beautiful, bikini-clad woman swimming down with sure strokes of her legs. She had a lance in her hand and a knife clenched between her teeth. Her eyes blazed with fury. 
 
    Meta dove at the great tentacle that was holding Maddox. Another whipped up toward her. Maddox motioned for Meta to leave. Instead, she buried the point of the lance head into the tentacle behind where it grabbed Maddox’s ankle. She let go of the lance and grabbed the knife. Wrapping her legs around the tentacle, she slashed with the knife. 
 
    The second tentacle grasped her midsection. She turned and slashed furiously at it. The knife had a wicked sharp edge. Dark blood began to pump from the cuts on both tentacles. 
 
    The second tentacle whipped away, although the first grimly hung on. 
 
    Now a gigantic shark-like fish swam up and grasped the first tentacle in its teeth, severing it. 
 
    Freed from the tentacle, Maddox began to kick. His lungs burned for air. 
 
    Meta swam up beside him and clutched an arm around his torso. She strove upward with him. 
 
    Maddox stared at the distant surface. It seemed desperately far away. He fought to retain consciousness. A burst of bubbles exploded from his mouth. He sucked and swallowed bitter, briny, salt water. He flailed, and he must have blanked out. 
 
    The next thing Maddox knew, someone was pushing and pumping his legs, and water gushed from his lungs out of his mouth. He was in the launch. Meta had managed to push him over the edge into it. 
 
    Meta pushed his legs back and forth like pistons. 
 
    Maddox retched more water. Then he sucked down glorious, beautiful air. 
 
    Meta hugged him, laughing. Tears streamed down her face. “Oh my darling, my darling, we must leave here! We must leave this terrible wretched place. Look below.” 
 
    Maddox struggled up. She helped him up. He looked over the side. More of the giant sharks had come. They were attacking the tentacled monster, which was more visible now as it crawled over the saucer ship. 
 
    Maddox indicated that he’d seen enough. 
 
    With Meta’s help, he hoisted the sail. 
 
    This time, the breeze didn’t take them out but toward the smoke rising from the city on shore. 
 
    “Now what do we do, dearest?” Meta asked. “You’ve escaped the spaceship. Did you discover anything?” 
 
    I did,” Maddox said, feeling only tangibly better. His lungs and throat ached. He didn’t want to undergo such an experience again. It had been dreadful. “That’s the second time you’ve saved my life.” 
 
    “Who’s counting?” Meta asked. 
 
    “I am. You saved me once from a Yon Soth.” 
 
    “Oh, darling, I’m so glad I came on this mission. But we must return home. First, we must get back to Victory. If we don’t, Jewel will grow up without a mother and father.” 
 
    “She will have a grandmother,” Maddox said, as he held Meta’s hand. 
 
    A fierce emotion surged between them. He leaned near, embraced and kissed Meta. “I’m so glad you’re here.” 
 
    “I am too. You need me with you to make sure you’re safe. I can see that now.” 
 
    He kissed her again. 
 
    Later, Maddox looked at the smoke rising from the antimatter-smashed city. Had the radiation from it reached them yet, penetrated their skin, their organs? He didn’t feel that. 
 
    Maddox looked back over the sea. The spaceship and squid-like aliens made little sense. He felt sure this was a different time and place, although not a different dimension. 
 
    “Cube,” he said. “What now? Was this what you wanted me to see?” 
 
    “Who are you speaking to?” Meta asked, looking around. 
 
    “Omegan must have some manner of watching and listening to us, wouldn’t you think?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Meta said. “I just want to leave.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to do that,” Maddox said. “Except—” 
 
    A monstrous shark-like creature jumped from the sea and hit the water with its side like a humpback whale. That was from about twenty feet away, droplets of water splashing them. The crash caused a wave to smash against the launch, causing the mast to snap in half. The top part of the mast came down. Then more giant shark beasts shot up from the water and smacked the sea like humpback whales. 
 
    Were the fish intelligent or was something driving them to do this? Perhaps something was yet alive on the spaceship, manipulating their primitive brains. 
 
    The waves from the sea creatures rocked the launch wildly so both humans clung to the gunwales. 
 
    “Maddox, look!” Meta shouted. 
 
    He saw an opening in the air appear several feet beyond the launch. Unfortunately, the distance between the portal and launch was widening as the portal was in the direction of the crashing sharks. 
 
    “Come on,” Maddox said. “This is our only chance.” 
 
    “What do you mean? We can’t reach the portal. And look at those monsters!” 
 
    More sharks shot up and crashed back against the sea with a wet smacking sound. 
 
    “Meta, trust me.” 
 
    Maddox felt awful. Even though his lungs ached and his legs felt like rubber, he stood and staggered. He hurled himself over the side and began to swim clumsily for the opening that was several feet above the sloshing waves. 
 
    He heard a secondary splash. It was Meta. With sure strokes, she came toward him, and she had a lance in her hand. She came even with him, and together they reached the hole several feet in the air. 
 
    As she rode up on a wave, Meta used the barbed end of the lance to hook the side of the portal. It might have seemed preposterous, but it happened. 
 
    Meta turned to him and said, “Push me up!” 
 
    Maddox shoved against her luscious posterior, and she used arm strength to clamber up the spear and latch her fingers onto the bottom, of the portal. Meta hauled herself up and lay prone in the other world, her head and shoulders poking through toward this one. 
 
    Meta reversed the spear, and as Maddox rode up on a wave, he grasped the end. With her help, he struggled up. Soon they were holding hands, the lance falling into the water and the giant sharks rushing toward them. Meta drew him into the portal. 
 
    Across Meta’s body, Maddox saw a black obsidian plain. Upon it were billions of rubies. In the other direction, in the water, gigantic shark-like creatures swam for him, their teeth gleaming. 
 
    Maddox and Meta rolled into this other world. The portal closed with a snap, and they were back on the Ruby Planet. 
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    Maddox stood, and so did Meta. 
 
    “What wonderfully fast thinking,” Maddox said, as he enveloped Meta in a hug. 
 
    She hugged him back and beamed up at him. 
 
    Maddox let go of her and looked around. “We’re not wearing proper attire for this place,” Maddox said, having on his swim trunks. Meta had her beautiful bikini. Maybe what he needed was to find a cove and make love to his wife one last time. He shook his head. No, that was defeatist thinking. They could get back to Victory, somehow. 
 
    “All right,” Maddox said, “I’m open to suggestions.” 
 
    “I don’t want to pick up a rake this time,” Meta said. “I wish I’d kept the lance so I could shove it up Omegan’s aperture.” 
 
    Maddox chuckled in agreement. Then he spotted two individuals raking. They didn’t look their way. Maddox wondered if they should head toward the two. 
 
    “Let’s do something other than just standing around,” Meta said. “The ground is a little hot for my feet. What about you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Maddox said, glancing at the sky. “We should hurry. I don’t know how much time we have, but I have a sense of urgency.” 
 
    “Is this your intuitive sense speaking?” 
 
    “That, and look, the star is climbing into the sky. It was always hottest here when the star was highest.” 
 
    Meta shaded her eyes against the sunlight and nodded. The brilliant, pink, gem star was half way up already. 
 
    Maddox and Meta hurried toward the other two, who wore metallic garments and wide-brimmed hats and raked with determination. They’d created many piles of rubies, just as Meta and Maddox had done earlier. 
 
    As they closed the distance, Maddox realized he recognized Ludendorff and Riker. He hailed them. 
 
    Neither looked up. 
 
    “It’s likely,” Maddox told Meta, “they’ve been raking the entire time. That means they didn’t resist whatever mentally forces them to rake.” 
 
    “I broke the hypnosis, or whatever it was. Was that because of you?” 
 
    Maddox shrugged. 
 
    Meta rounded on him. “Husband, I want you to be honest with me. You know I can handle it.” 
 
    Maddox sighed and nodded. “Likely, my proximity had something to do with your breaking free.” 
 
    “Then let’s hope your proximity can do the same for them.” Meta became thoughtful. “Will the four of us have to climb the scooper to leave this place?” 
 
    “Let’s take one step at a time. That’s the best bet in a situation like this.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Meta said. “Proceed, please.” 
 
    Maddox grinned, and, hand in hand, they approached Riker and Ludendorff. 
 
    “Professor,” Maddox said, “isn’t it time to take a break?” 
 
    Ludendorff glanced up once, his eyes lingering on Meta in her yellow bikini, before returning to his raking. 
 
    “We know the old goat is lecherous in the extreme,” Maddox said. “Why don’t you sway seductively past him? That might break the hypnosis long enough for me to reason with him.” 
 
    “That’s not a proper thing for a wife to do, not with her husband present, and certainly even worse if he’s not.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Maddox said. “Hold my hand then while we walk past him.” 
 
    In such a manner, Meta paraded before Ludendorff. Maddox looked back. Riker glanced up and looked away. The old goat Ludendorff watched Meta’s bottom far too long. 
 
    “Enough of that,” Maddox said, finding he didn’t care for the scheme. 
 
    Meta moved behind him, out of line of sight to the others. 
 
    “Are you going to stare at my wife, old man?” Maddox said. “That means you’re going to have to fight me.” 
 
    Ludendorff straightened and lowered his rake. “You did that on purpose, my boy. And another thing, why do you wear such inappropriate swim trunks in a place like this?” 
 
    Throughout the exchange, Riker continued to rake rubies. 
 
    “Because I broke the hypnotic spell,” Maddox said. “I’ve been to other places already. I’m undergoing tests, as Omegan is testing me to see if I’m a worthwhile candidate.” 
 
    Ludendorff frowned. “You’re a candidate? Certainly, I too must be a candidate then.” 
 
    “Yes,” Maddox said, “and you’re failing miserably because all you’re doing is raking up the damned rubies. You should have shaken off the mental stagnation and transported to a different realm by now.” 
 
    “What could you possibly mean?” Ludendorff asked slowly. 
 
    “I broke the hypnotic spell, and I took Meta with me. We climbed the scooper. What do you think gathers the rubies?” 
 
    Ludendorff shook his head. “I have no idea. I have not thought that far ahead. I rake because I must rake. You must rake, too. Come, now, why are you not raking?” 
 
    “Because I’m not an idiot,” Maddox said. “Because I’m a candidate, and you no longer are precisely because you can’t stop raking.” 
 
    Ludendorff scowled and raised the rake point first at Maddox. “Have a care, sir, or I will ram the rake through your guts.” 
 
    “Will you now?” Maddox replied. “I’d like to see you try.” 
 
    Ludendorff glanced at Riker. Then, with a shout, as if he hoped to surprise Maddox, Ludendorff charged. He tried to thrust the end of the rake into Maddox’s gut, but Maddox caught the rake, stopping Ludendorff from pushing it any farther. 
 
    “Let it go,” Maddox said. 
 
    “The hell I’ll let it go!” Ludendorff shouted. 
 
    Then the Methuselah Man did release the rake. He leapt upon Maddox, seeming to surprise the captain, knocking him off his feet. Maddox shouted with surprise. 
 
    Only now did Riker look up, a wide grin on his face. 
 
    Maddox and Ludendorff wrestled on the hard obsidian surface. Ludendorff shouted, sitting on Maddox’s stomach and swinging wildly. Was Maddox allowing Ludendorff these swings? The old man’s fists connected several times with Maddox’s side. 
 
    “I’ll show you, you pup!” Ludendorff bellowed. “All this time you’ve thought you were better than me, but I am the Methuselah Man. I can do whatever you can do, and I can do it better!” 
 
    Maddox grasped the wrists of the older man, bucking Ludendorff off, and stood quickly. “There, did that feel good?” 
 
    Ludendorff blinked a couple of times and slowly climbed to his feet, looking around. “Where is this damned place?” 
 
    “It’s called the Ruby Planet,” Maddox said. “It’s a test, and it seems you’re finally coming out of the mental fog, which means you’re passing the test.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, no doubt that’s true. Of course, if you passed it, I will pass it, too.” 
 
    “It isn’t only testing mental faculties,” Maddox said. “It also tests willpower and desire.” 
 
    “My desires are furious, beyond what you can understand,” Ludendorff declared. “Riker, are you listening to this? Why are you grinning?” 
 
    “I have to keep raking rubies,” Riker said, “but it has been enjoyable watching you two fight. I must say, Meta, I’ve never seen you quite like this.” 
 
    Once more, Meta stepped behind Maddox. 
 
    “Have a care, Sergeant,” Maddox warned. 
 
    Riker touched the brim of his hat. “Sorry, sir. I meant no disrespect. Meta, excuse me. I should know better than to leer at you.” 
 
    Riker turned back to his raking. 
 
    “Throw your rake down, Sergeant,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Eh?” asked Riker, looking up. 
 
    “Throw the rake away. You heard me. That is an order, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Now, who are you to order me about concerning these precious rubies?” Riker asked. 
 
    “Let me ask you this, Sergeant. Do you want to spend the rest of your life raking rubies?” 
 
    “If that is what I must do, that is what I must do,” Riker said. 
 
    “Sergeant, we’re going to leave this place. I feel it in my gut, and I know it is true. I want you with me. But I will not fight you like I fought Ludendorff. Either you will come on your own free will, or, well, you can stay here for the rest of your life. And I imagine since you’re young and strong again, you will be here a long, long time.” 
 
    “Raking rubies?” Riker asked. 
 
    “And that will be all. You will never know fulfillment. You will never know the extent of your dreams. You will never know what your youth could have brought you if you would only bring yourself under proper self-control.” 
 
    Riker looked up into the heavens. He seemed to be struggling within. Suddenly, he cried out, “O God, please help me resist whatever power is trying to corrupt me.” 
 
    All of them looked at Riker, waiting expectantly. 
 
    Abruptly, a change came over Riker’s face. He hurled the rake from him. Had God answered him in some supernatural manner? Riker strode to Maddox, saluting. “Reporting for duty, sir.” 
 
    “Is that true?” Ludendorff asked. “After all this, I still feel an urge to rake.” 
 
    “Look,” Meta said, pointing, “a portal is appearing. Husband, you were right. Did you feel that approaching?” 
 
    “I must have,” Maddox said. “Omegan is calling. Will we all go? Or does anyone want to stay and rake rubies?” 
 
    “I would like to see what my raking brings,” Ludendorff said. “But I will not be outdone by you, sir. I am leaving.” He headed for the portal. 
 
    “This is my chance to be free of some of my afflictions,” Riker declared, and he too headed for the portal. 
 
    “Dearest,” Maddox said, turning to Meta. 
 
    “Let’s go hand in hand,” Meta said, holding out her hand. 
 
    Maddox took his wife’s lovely hand, and together, they too headed for the portal. 
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    Ludendorff, Riker and Meta lay upon couches in their vacc-suits. Each seemed to be asleep. 
 
    Maddox, also in a vacc-suit, stood before the gigantic cube that pulsated with power. Outside the cavern was the parked Tarrypin. 
 
    “You passed the test, candidate,” the blue cube pulsated into Maddox’s mind. 
 
    “I don’t quite understand the reasons for the test or what even they represented about me.” 
 
    “That does not matter,” Omegan said. “The fact of the matter is, I tested you, and of the things I wanted to see of you, you passed. The others, they did not pass, though, surprisingly, Meta came in second after you. But you may be correct. That could have been due to your proximity. Ludendorff is a man of rare intellect even for a Methuselah Man, but he lacks something essential. He has a piece missing.” 
 
    “Do you mean Dr. Dana Rich, the love of his life?” 
 
    “I cannot perceive as deeply as that. It is possible, but I think it is something more. I think it is something innate in him. Ludendorff cloaks it well, and he uses his lecherous ways in order to fulfill a need. Until that need is fulfilled by his own personality, he will always know defeat in the ways that he conceives of it.” 
 
    “I’m sure he wouldn’t want to hear any of that, and you’re not recording it, are you?” 
 
    “Only in your memories, Captain,” Omegan said, “only in your memories.” 
 
    “What exactly are you? The Supreme Intelligence suggested there were Precursors in the Aquila Rift. Is that what you are?” 
 
    “There were others before the Builders. There were others even before the Yon Soths and the crystals of Helion. We are remnants of a time before. I know of the Nameless Ones and their Destroyers. I am a machine from the time before. My masters built the Seekers and Prism Drive. The cybers of Leviathan want those. Those of Leviathan are a marriage of machine and bio-matter. They lack some of the spiritual sustenance you humans show, at least a few of you. You are a prime example of the usefulness of this spiritual force. It has allowed you to rise above what your physical limitations would have imprisoned you to.” 
 
    “Balron must have sensed that in me,” Maddox said. “He was from another dimension.” 
 
    “I know about the dimensions,” Omegan said. “I want no part in traveling them. I do not use any of that technology. Some of the technology I’ve used is Yon Soth in origin, as you have probably guessed.” 
 
    Maddox dipped his head. He had suspected as much. This was a confirmation of it. 
 
    “No, Captain, I am an ancient remnant. I am one of the last. I have seen much and I understand more. Those of Leviathan rightly fear United Humanity. They know you are powerful and dangerous: the combination of New Men, Spacers and the rest could achieve greatness beyond the Swarm Imperium and beyond the Sovereign Hierarchy of Leviathan. At this moment, the races of humanity are in competition against each other. You waste your energies battling each other. I don’t know if humanity has within it the ability to unite in greatness. I don’t know if that is needed to stave off Leviathan. The New Men and the Commonwealth have staved off, for the moment, the Swarm Imperium. 
 
    “What the future holds for humanity, I don’t know,” Omegan continued, “and I don’t know how long I will hold my position as sentinel. I do not think it wise if you ever attempt to seek me again. There are energies at work, and the old ways and the old creatures, such as the Yon Soths, such as we who the Supreme Intelligence called Precursors, our ways are different and not natural in the same sense as you think. 
 
    “I spoke briefly to Galyan,” Omegan said, “He is a unique computer entity with his deified engrams. I would have liked to have met the Driving Force Adok of flesh and blood.” 
 
    “Yes,” Maddox said, “that would have been an honor.” 
 
    “It has been an honor knowing you, Captain Maddox. I perceive what the visionaries of the Spacers meant when they called you the di-far. Now, however, it is time for you to go.” 
 
    “Will the knowledge I gained on the sunken saucer ship be enough for me to find this Prism Drive?” 
 
    “I cannot say. You have a lead in that. I am the guardian of the rogue planet—” 
 
    “Guardian?” asked Maddox, interrupting. “Do you mean like the guardian—” 
 
    “I know what you’re going to ask,” Omegan said, interrupting. “Far across the galaxy, behind a barrier, is one that calls itself a guardian. Do not seek to know too much, Captain. You have your missions. Be content with them. Be content with the wife of your youth.” 
 
    “I’m very content with Meta. I love her dearly. Yet again, she has proven invaluable to me.” 
 
    “Indeed, Captain. But for more reasons than you appreciate. Now is the time for you to stir the others, to enter the Tarrypin and leave the rogue planet. Do not return. Do not seek to know more. You have undergone the tests. You have learned enough. Remember, the Sovereign Hierarchy of Leviathan has cunning strategists. If they lack the spiritual essence you have shown, they have their powerful machine senses. They could well overcome you. It is a true contest of varying philosophies of life and existence. I bid thee well, Captain Maddox. May you go in the Creator’s name.” 
 
    Maddox turned to the others, shaking each by the vacc-suited shoulder. They awoke enough that they rose like sleepwalkers and tramped from the cavern toward the Tarrypin. 
 
    Ludendorff reached the steel ladder first and climbed it. He entered through the hatch. Maddox followed, and he closed the hatch after the others had entered. 
 
    Ludendorff started up the darter’s engines as he sat in the pilot’s seat. Soon, the Tarrypin rose and headed up through the cold clouds of the rogue planet, heading for Victory in orbit. 
 
    They had undergone severe tests, and they had learned of the ancient computer entity standing as sentinel down here. 
 
    Maddox shook his head, hoping he had what they needed to stop the dreaded Seekers, which now he realized were real. The Sovereign Hierarchy of Leviathan was attempting to awaken ancient, replicating, doomsday machines. It struck Maddox as the wildest madness to attempt to use Seekers in a war. He understood the drive to excellence, the drive to win, but this… 
 
    As hard as Leviathan was going to push, he was going to push back harder against them. 
 
    The Tarrypin burst through the lowest cloud cover as the darkness of the Aquila Rift showed above. Maddox felt that they were actually going to leave the haunted planet and reach the starship. 
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    Ludendorff was exhausted after returning to Victory. He shook some hands and slapped a few backs after others welcomed him aboard. He spoke with Galyan and got into a longer conversation with Andros. 
 
    Ludendorff then begged off as he staggered to his science chamber and bedroom quarters there. He slumped into bed, fell sleep and soon dreamed. 
 
    One of the dreams included the Ruby Planet. He remembered the time he spent raking. As he raked, his mind worked on the idea of teleportation and the needed mathematical formulas to make it workable. He correlated teleportation with folding, considering more mathematical equations and scientific ideas. 
 
    He raked endlessly, twice seeing the great scooper glide by in the far distance. Something about the scooper triggered an ancient memory. 
 
    The dream changed. Once more, he was a young candidate—there was that word again. 
 
    In any case, in the new dream, he was a candidate to becoming a Methuselah Man. The Builders of yore had scooped him up from Earth and taken him to the Library Planet. There, he underwent deep training and, in the dream, he remembered some of his instructions and the things he’d heard. 
 
    While he dreamed of this, Ludendorff stirred upon his bed in the starship. Troubling thoughts impinged upon his dreams that he could not articulate in his sleep. 
 
    Abruptly, Ludendorff woke up grumpy and dispirited. His head ached. His body was sore and his mouth bone dry. He got up, staggered to a shelf and opened a bottled water, guzzling it. 
 
    He was still thirsty afterward and extremely hungry. He left his quarters and hurried through corridors until he entered a ship cafeteria. There, he ate a sumptuous breakfast, drinking glass after glass of orange juice. That got him thinking as he examined himself. He looked gaunt and had a huge appetite. 
 
    Ludendorff got up and went to a ship intercom. He spoke to Riker over it and discovered the sergeant had a similar situation. 
 
    “Confound it, man,” Ludendorff said over the intercom. “Surely this has something to do with what we underwent on the Ruby Planet. 
 
    “Maybe,” Riker said. 
 
    “Maddox could know.” 
 
    “The captain is busy,” Riker said. 
 
    “Not too busy to see me,” Ludendorff said. He clicked off the intercom and went in search of the captain. 
 
    Ludendorff found Maddox in the weight room doing bench presses. The lad was strong, especially for someone so lean. After Maddox racked his weights and indicated he was finished, Ludendorff came forward. 
 
    “Sir, I would like to ask if you had an enormous appetite after coming back from the rogue planet.” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” Maddox said. 
 
    Ludendorff told Maddox about his breakfast and raised his shirt to show how gaunt he looked. 
 
    “Oh, that’s easy to explain,” Maddox said. “You worked your butt off for days on the Ruby Planet, raking. You ate and drank nothing during that time, but subsisted on your fat and muscle reserves. Now, to replenish all that, you have a ravenous appetite and thirst.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Ludendorff said. “That makes sense. Yet I’ve wondered about other things. If you have a moment, I would love for you to recount all you went through while I raked rubies.” 
 
    “Really, Professor, I don’t want to rehash all that.” 
 
    “Now, now, my boy, don’t get prickly.” Ludendorff smiled, perhaps once again using his new method with the captain. “This is critical and important. I’m on to an idea, but I must know more. I’ve had strange dreams of my youth on the Library Planet and other dreams about the Ruby Planet. These mean things but I cannot tell what. Perhaps if you tell me what happened to you, these dreams would make sense to me. I feel it is important.” 
 
    Maddox shrugged and gave a shortened version of what had happened to him. Ludendorff asked questions, and soon discovered that Maddox had spoken to Omegan. 
 
    “Could you explain about Omegan, including your discussion with it, in minute detail? I ask this because I’m certain now it is important.” 
 
    Maddox eyed Ludendorff, finally nodding. “If you think it’s that important, I’ll give it my best shot.” 
 
    Ludendorff listened closely. Toward the end, he stood, tapped his left foot on the deck, scratched his head and then toyed with the gold chain around his throat. “Yes, yes, this is all very odd. I must mull this over.” 
 
    “Is there anything else?” Maddox asked, and he seemed a bit amused. 
 
    “You said something about a candidate. Could you explain that?” 
 
    Maddox explained further, all the while watching Ludendorff closely. 
 
    Ludendorff wondered if the captain expected him to explode. He might have a few years ago. Today, he didn’t grant the captain the privilege. Instead, Ludendorff felt as if he was on track to something critical. 
 
    “Thank you, sir. I appreciate this.” 
 
    “Anytime, Professor.” 
 
    Like an angry hound following the trail of a ferocious bear, Ludendorff stalked out of the room. He returned to his science chamber. There, he began to toy with certain implements and tech pieces. 
 
    Ludendorff didn’t know it, but he entered a semi-hypnotic state. He worked feverishly for twenty-three hours without interruption. 
 
    Finally, Galyan appeared, and said, “Professor, are you well?” 
 
    Startled, Ludendorff yelled and whirled around into a combat stance. 
 
    “What is wrong with you?” Galyan asked. 
 
    “Oh, Galyan, you startled me.” Ludendorff straightened. “You shook me out of—” Ludendorff abruptly ceased speaking as he stared at what he had built on the various benches. 
 
    Galyan turned to appraise the items. One of them was the size of the Professor’s palm. It was mainly a cloudy crystal lens. Surrounding the crystal along the outer side was a strange alloy the color of copper. Closer inspection showed tiny engraved carvings or marks in the alloy. They formed bizarre, possibly electronic configurations. The second was a metal, articulated glove with gems embedded in the knuckles. The different colored gems struck Galyan as sensor nodes. On the wrist of the glove was a small display or screen, no doubt, where one could observe the sensor readings. The last was a flat disc. Inside was a shiny core. Around the disc were movable parts, little switches perhaps and tiny buttons. This seemed like the most delicate of the inventions. 
 
    “This is astounding,” Ludendorff said. He went to the items, picked one up and fiddled with it. He tested settings and switches. He set the item down and tried this with others. Finally, he turned to Galyan. “I’m fine, my boy. Do not touch these things. It is all off-limits. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.” 
 
    Ludendorff yawned, stretched, then lay down on the floor and promptly fell asleep. 
 
    Galyan stared at the Methuselah Man in wonder. He stared at the odd implements on the benches. He did not recognize their uses. Then, Galyan popped away. He needed to tell Maddox what had occurred. 
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    Ludendorff awoke with a painfully stiff back from sleeping on the floor. He shot to his feet nonetheless and examined what he’d built. He began to experiment with the items… 
 
    “By George,” he whispered. “Can this be?” 
 
    Ludendorff dared to aim a device at his torso and press the switch. To his surprise and delight, he appeared abruptly across the chamber. 
 
    “I believe I just teleported.” Ludendorff smiled grimly. “It was either that, or I just invented a memory lapse device.” 
 
    Ludendorff walked to and sat on a bench. He put his chin against one of his fists, and, like the Thinker, he thought deeply. 
 
    The original Thinker was a bronze sculpture by Auguste Rodin, part of his Gates of Hell. Some believe the Thinker was supposed to be Adam, musing about the destruction his sin had brought upon mankind. 
 
    Ludendorff did not consider that. Instead, he considered what Maddox had told him about his time on the rogue planet, the Ruby Planet and the watery planet with the sunken saucer ship. Ludendorff pondered teleportation and the things Omegan had related to Maddox. Three times, Ludendorff snorted with derision. What exactly the snorts indicated, only Ludendorff knew. 
 
    The Methuselah Man stood and clasped his hands behind his back. He did not stride back and forth. Instead, his fingers flickered as he scowled—first at the decking, then at his inventions, and then at his thoughts. 
 
    “No, no, I don’t think so,” Ludendorff muttered. 
 
    He marched out of the science chamber and down the corridors, seeking Maddox. 
 
    This time, the captain was in the cafeteria just finishing a hearty meal. Ludendorff plopped down beside him and indicated one of the crewmembers to fetch him some pie, coffee, and a steak. 
 
    The crewmember looked at Maddox. 
 
    Maddox nodded. 
 
    Ludendorff looked up and gave Maddox a baleful stare. 
 
    “Have I done something to offend you, Professor?” 
 
    “Not at all, my boy. My intensity is not directed against you. It is directed against Omegan, the so-called Precursor.” Ludendorff said the last with scorn. 
 
    “You don’t think Omegan is a Precursor?” 
 
    “Not in any sense, my boy. Omegan has pulled the wool over our eyes. The computer cube is attempting to pretend to be something it is not.” 
 
    “In what way?” asked Maddox. 
 
    “Omegan was not here before the Yon Soths. It was not here before these crystals of Helion. No, Omegan was part of the Builders. My speculation is that the giant computer cube is a Builder artifact to the same degree the Supreme Intelligence of the Library Planet is one.” 
 
    “That’s interesting and weird if true,” Maddox said. “Why would Omegan say what it did to me?” 
 
    “Precisely, my boy! Thank you,” Ludendorff said to the crewmember who set down a steak, piece of pie, and cup of coffee before him. 
 
    For a short time, the Methuselah Man cut into and devoured the steak, gobbled down the slice of cherry pie and sipped the coffee. He belched twice and gave Maddox a malevolent stare and an evil grin. 
 
    “We have been duped,” Ludendorff declared. “I have been attempting to decide and decipher for what reason. I finally believe I understand.” 
 
    “Go on,” Maddox said. 
 
    “I believe Omegan is attempting to maneuver Leviathan and the Commonwealth into war.” 
 
    “That strikes me as preposterous,” Maddox said. “That’s exactly what it told me it’s trying to stop.” 
 
    “Balderdash,” Ludendorff said. “That is not what it is trying to stop. It is laying hints about Seekers, but there are no Seekers. That’s foolishness. I’ve never heard of such a thing. Yes, there are the Destroyers of the Nameless Ones, but Seekers that replicate, and have been held in abeyance all this time, and some mythical Prism Drive? This Prism Drive is just like the phase shift that we know all about.” 
 
    “We may have seen a phase-shift ship once,” Maddox said, “but we don’t have one now.” 
 
    “Of course I know all that. Don’t you think I know all that?” 
 
    “Professor, calm down.” 
 
    “No!” Ludendorff stood and threw his hands about as if he’d gone crazy. “Captain, I tell you, we must return to the rogue planet. We must use the instruments that this cube sought to turn against us.” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re getting at.” 
 
    Ludendorff sat down and gulped some of the coffee, as it had become cool enough. “More,” he said. 
 
    This time, Maddox pointed at a crewmember. The person brought a pot of coffee and set it on the table. 
 
    Ludendorff snatched it and poured himself a cup. He would have gulped again, but he stopped at the last moment. He delicately touched his lips to the hot cup as if he were an intelligent simian. 
 
    “Ah, still a little too hot.” Ludendorff set the cup down and looked at the captain. “Sir—and I use the word ‘sir’ deliberately to show that I understand your authority—you run this ship. I accede to that and have acceded to that. You won the candidacy. I totally understand why Omegan picked you, and it was correct in doing so. But I tell you, Captain, we are not headed for a park of Seekers. We are not headed for a place with a Prism Drive.” 
 
    “Let’s go to these places and determine that for ourselves,” Maddox said. 
 
    “That is a wretched and foolish idea, my boy.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why. And if Omegan isn’t a Precursor but a Builder artifact—” 
 
    “Yes, just like the Supreme Intelligence.” Ludendorff said, interrupting. 
 
    “Okay,” Maddox said. “Why did the Supreme Intelligence send us out here then?” 
 
    “That is the question. I believe the Supreme Intelligence is confounded or a Leviathan virus was inserted into the planetary computer banks. If it is the latter, the virus’ purpose was to send us to the Aquila Rift and likely to Omegan on the rogue planet.” 
 
    “Why would Omegan go along with all this?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Because it is under Leviathan control,” Ludendorff said. “The cybers of Leviathan may have inserted bugs into it.” 
 
    “How in the world could you determine all that through your dreams? Or is this just all wild guessing?” 
 
    “No, listen to me. This is because of the assault vessel we saw crashed on the rogue planet. Do you think Leviathan would leave its own like that for others to see? No, no, this is a deep and intricate plot. I’m not surprised you don’t see it. In this instance, sir, the only reason I understand is because of my training as a Methuselah Man in my youth. I see an ancient protocol in play. It is causing Leviathan and the Commonwealth to clash in an interstellar war, in an inter-spiral-arm war, to eradicate each other.” 
 
    “Wait. Leviathan is pushing for this when it could be against their self-interests?” 
 
    Ludendorff appeared uneasy. “I misspoke a moment ago. In my excitement, I got turned around. Forces are using Leviathan tools or puppets to do its dirty work for them.” 
 
    “Again, I ask you, for what purpose?” 
 
    “So that the Builders may rise again,” Ludendorff said feverishly. “Don’t you see? We are the life force in the way. Leviathan is the life force in the way in the Scutum-Centaurus Arm. The Builders seek to rise again. All this noble talk of ‘the Builders this’ and ‘the Builders that’. Balderdash! It is a ruse. Yes, the Builders gave us a few miscellaneous items in technological processes. But now, the Builders wishing us well—no, I tell you, that is not the case.” 
 
    Maddox toyed with a fork. “If there are no Seekers, then what? What did Omegan send us to find?” 
 
    Ludendorff picked up his coffee cup. He sipped, and sipped again. 
 
    “No answer?” said Maddox. “Did you get turned around again?” 
 
    Ludendorff studied him. “You want answers? I’ll give you answers. I believe there are Destroyers of the Nameless Ones at this place. That is what Leviathan seeks, and I believe we will help Leviathan find them if we go to the coordinates that Omegan gave you from this sunken, squid-alien, saucer ship.” 
 
    “What is your counter to this?” 
 
    Ludendorff nodded. “We activate my new teleportation device. We go down to the rogue planet. We subdue Omegan enough to launch onto the Ruby Planet. There, we rescue the Ardazirhos, and we commandeer the great scooper.” 
 
    Maddox leaned back, obviously astonished. “That’s a wild, maybe even an outrageous plan. Sounds like one I should have devised. Why would we do all that?” 
 
    “So we gain control of the portals, and we go to whatever place Omegan is trying to keep us. I suggest it will be a planetary park where these Destroyers are parked.” 
 
    “Professor, your story keeps turning around. You might need more sleep. What you’re saying isn’t all hanging together.” 
 
    Ludendorff rubbed his face, but a stubborn look there wouldn’t go away. 
 
    “What difference is there if Destroyers are at this place instead of Seekers?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Some of this is foggy. I admit it. But the protocols we’re seeing… This is a devious Builder plan to involve us all in a horrific war. On that, I am certain.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Professor. The Supreme Intelligence has been helping us for years. Now, you’re making it sound as if it has turned on us.” 
 
    “My boy,” Ludendorff said earnestly, leaning forward, “there is a secret protocol in play. No doubt, this faction of Leviathan has turned the Supreme Intelligence in the manner I suggested. We have a unique vessel that this secret cabal wishes destroyed. Or at the very least, they wish to capture you.” 
 
    “Leviathan captured me once already and couldn’t keep hold.” 
 
    “That’s my point. Someone in Leviathan tried to capture you already. Why you specifically? There is a reason, I tell you. A reason.” 
 
    Maddox looked down at the fork he toyed with and then looked at Ludendorff. His features appeared neutral. “Did you say you built a teleportation device?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    Maddox frowned. “Can you tell how you all of sudden know how to create one?” 
 
    “Raking the rubies gave me time for deep contemplation. How and why it should work that way…” Ludendorff shrugged. “There’s something about the Ruby Planet. Perhaps the something emanates from the scooper. Perhaps it emanated from the coercive Inquisitor.” 
 
    “This all seems wild and speculative,” Maddox said. “I might even say it’s crazy.” 
 
    “I know it might sound that way. But I can show you proof that I’m onto something.” 
 
    “I would dearly need to see some proof before…I’d consider any of your suggestions.” 
 
    “I believe I can show you exactly what happened to cause us to leave the starship and go to the rogue planet.” 
 
    “That,” Maddox said, “I would like to see.” 
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    Ludendorff and Andros went into Galyan’s AI core, and there made some changes. Ludendorff added a few new pieces of equipment, and then they came out. 
 
    “Galyan, if you would show yourself please,” Ludendorff said. 
 
    Maddox, Andros and Ludendorff waited outside the AI core. Soon, Galyan appeared. 
 
    “How do you feel?” Ludendorff asked. 
 
    “Disoriented,” Galyan said, looking dizzy. “I do not understand this.” 
 
    “Would you please project what happened on the starship at…?” Ludendorff gave the time. 
 
    “How do you want me to project this?” Galyan asked. 
 
    “Through your eyes like a movie projector will be fine,” Ludendorff said. 
 
    Galyan became motionless. From his eyes, he projected a holoimage. It showed a mote of light rising from the cloudy rogue planet. Soon, the mote neared and passed through Victory’s electromagnetic shield. Next, it passed through the armored hull and began to rove through the corridors. It entered Maddox’s quarters and touched Maddox and Meta on the forehead, leaving a tiny imprint of light that soon vanished. It did the same to Ludendorff and Riker. After that, the mote vanished. 
 
    “Have any of you ever seen a mote of light like that before?” Ludendorff asked. 
 
    “I have,” Maddox said. “It looked just like the Inquisitor on the scooper.” 
 
    “That is what I wondered,” Ludendorff said. 
 
    “Fine,” Maddox said. “We’ve seen this. Now, how does that change anything about what Omegan told me before?” 
 
    Ludendorff seemed astonished. “For one thing, it shows a direct connection between the scooper on the Ruby Planet and Omegan on the rogue planet. The motes of light are the same or same type.” 
 
    “And that means what?” asked Maddox. 
 
    “To start,” Ludendorff said, “I should think it means Omegan isn’t some ancient Precursor.” 
 
    “I don’t see that,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Are we to suppose the scooper or the units on it are also Precursor objects then?” Ludendorff asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” Maddox said. 
 
    Ludendorff shook his head. “Suddenly, there are Precursors everywhere? I do not think so. Why would Precursor objects be on the Ruby Planet? You suggested the Ruby Planet was far from here. I’m inclined to agree. The idea of two Precursor regions just appearing now pushes credulity beyond the limit. Then we note that the alien mote of light on the scooper is in league or just like Omegan on the rogue planet. They both produce the same sort of mote of light.” 
 
    Maddox stroked his chin. 
 
    “Professor,” Galyan said, “I have a different question. How were you able to show footage—or cause me to show footage—of things that my sensors never picked up?” 
 
    “The obvious answer is that something in your sensors picked it up,” Ludendorff said. “Ergo, there is a hidden backup system in you. It is unique to Builder security systems. I happened to remember that because of my recent dreams, and I’m not surprised the backup hasn’t been engaged until now.” 
 
    “This is an Adok-built vessel,” Galyan said. “That precludes the idea of Builders.” 
 
    “No,” Ludendorff said. “It is an Adok-Builder compromise. You know that. Among other things, it means there are a few hidden systems aboard the ship which, if I ever took the time, I’m sure I could find.” 
 
    “I wish you would take the time to uncover them now,” Galyan said. “If I have other attributes and abilities, I would like to be engaging them as soon as possible.” 
 
    “He has a point,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Perhaps after this is all done,” Ludendorff said, “I can look around. For now, we must return to the rogue planet.” 
 
    “I’m not convinced,” Maddox said. “First, Omegan said I should never return.” 
 
    “Of course it said that,” Ludendorff replied. “It cannot hold the facade if you do.” Ludendorff snapped his fingers. “It wouldn’t surprise me if there are warships of Leviathan around the rogue planet, protecting Omegan from any such return.” 
 
    “The idea strikes me preposterous,” Maddox said. “I mean Leviathan warships suddenly in orbit around the rogue planet. That would imply they were waiting or hiding while we were there.” 
 
    “Or hidden in the molecular clouds far enough so we wouldn’t spot them,” Ludendorff said. “Maybe the Leviathan warships were waiting for Omegan to signal that it was fine for them to return. That would be after we left.” 
 
    “Where’s the connection between Leviathan and Omegan?” Maddox asked. “You haven’t shown that in the slightest.” 
 
    Ludendorff blinked several times and rubbed his forehead. “Would you believe me if I said it was a premonition, perhaps brought about by my dreams?” 
 
    “You are copying the captain’s methods,” Galyan said. “That strikes me as sarcasm on your part, Professor.” 
 
    “No sarcasm was intended,” Ludendorff said. “My dreams connect them. How, I do not know.” 
 
    “Something has prodded Ludendorff,” Maddox said. “I do agree to that. He invented or fashioned those strange objects, one of them a teleporting device. That is proof the dreams have had a profound effect upon his mind.” 
 
    “I do not dispute any of that,” Galyan said. “However, our Methuselah Man has not yet given us compelling evidence Omegan is not who it said it is. He is asking us to trust his premonition. We only do that for you, sir.” 
 
    Maddox was thoughtful, glancing at Galyan, nodding, turning to Ludendorff. “Suppose you’re right. I’m not sure we could find the rogue planet again.” 
 
    “That is an unfortunate possibility,” Ludendorff said. “The rogue planet might be harder to find this time because Omegan could be cloaking it. Still, we should make the attempt. If I’m wrong, we’ll only have wasted a day or two. If I’m correct, it might mean everything.” 
 
    “If you’re wrong,” Maddox said, “our return might anger Omegan, as it said never to return. It might send up many motes this time and put us all to sleep for good.” 
 
    “I’ve thought of that of course,” Ludendorff said. “I’d need to make a few adjustments to the ship’s shield. With those adjustments, the mote or motes wouldn’t be able to pass through.” 
 
    “What type of energy was the mote?” Galyan asked. “Do you even know?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Ludendorff said. “We’ll have to review your sensors more closely. Run these computations for me.” Ludendorff gave precise instructions to Galyan. Galyan ran holographic equations before Ludendorff. 
 
    Ludendorff studied them closely and began to nod. “I’d call this electroluminogenic light or energy. It’s far off in the spectrum. But given what the mote did and what the sensors are telling me, that was the type of energy used. Once I fix the shield generators, such electroluminogenic energy will fail to pass through. Such a shield should also stop any telepathic thought, which might be critical to the rest of us.” 
 
    Maddox studied Ludendorff as he might a new alien. “Electroluminogenic energy, new shield processors and this teleport device—how in the world are you coming up with all this now?” 
 
    “Obviously, my Builder inheritance is coming to the fore,” Ludendorff said. “Do you remember when I built the weapon you used against the Ska in the Alpha Centauri System?” 
 
    “When the Ska went into one of the system stars and caused it to explode?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Precisely,” Ludendorff said. “I believe such has happened again in me. My time on the Ruby Planet raking and receiving whatever rays came from the scooper might have triggered this function in my brain.” 
 
    Maddox scowled. “That works against your theory. You’ve said the Builders are causing all this because they want to empty the spiral arms of intelligent life so they can reseed it with themselves. Why would your Builder-trained memory help you against them then?” 
 
    Ludendorff held up an admonitory finger. “I worked for a minority sect among the Builders. Like humanity, Builders were divided amongst themselves. There was the majority thought and a minority, actually several minority sects. The minority in total but the majority in the Orion Arm, were the Builders most likely to help humanity.” 
 
    “Why haven’t you told us this before?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “It never was germane to the issue,” Ludendorff said. “For us—I mean humanity as a whole—the Builders have been benevolent. There is another, larger faction of Builders with different agendas. I have begun to suspect that the Spacers and Leviathan belong to this different, former majority Builder sect.” 
 
    Maddox snorted. “This all sounds like tenuous gobbledygook to me.” 
 
    “Our entire mission is tenuous,” Ludendorff declared. “The idea the Supreme Intelligence should find these things in the Aquila Rift with sensors and ancient sentinels is hard to swallow. Think of the distances in terms of light years to the Library Planet from here. Is it reasonable the Supreme Intelligence suddenly knew all these things and should send you to precisely the right place?” 
 
    “That does seem odd,” Maddox admitted. 
 
    “So then, I suggest we return to Omegan and see if anything I’ve suspected is correct. Furthermore, I suggest we return to the Ruby Planet. I believe the real answers lie there.” 
 
    “Reaching the Ruby Planet would take Omegan’s help,” Maddox said. “The giant computer would have to make a portal for us to there. What if Omegan refuses to help us?” 
 
    “Captain, please, I’m used to dealing with Builder artifacts. I know how to coerce it.” 
 
    “Omegan still might be a Precursor,” Maddox said. “You haven’t shown me anything to change my mind about that.” 
 
    “Have I shown you enough to make the attempt to return there?” Ludendorff asked. 
 
    “The Ruby Planet has a coercive array or mind working against everyone there,” Maddox said. “I resisted that. Are you suggesting I go there alone?” 
 
    “Certainly not,” Ludendorff said. “Now that we know there is a coercive array, we know something else. Telepathy likely was at the root of that. I have a solution. I will fashion similar headbands for us as those we used once against the telepathic Liss and Captain Becker.” 
 
    “Could it have been something other than telepathy at work on the Ruby Planet?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Doubtful,” Ludendorff said. 
 
    “Does that make Omegan telepathic?” 
 
    “Because of what the mote did on Victory to us?” asked Ludendorff. 
 
    Maddox nodded. 
 
    “Yes, I should think so.” 
 
    “Tell me how a machine can be telepathic,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Perhaps the same way the computers on the Planet Kregen were telepathic.” 
 
    “By using Yon Soth brain pieces?” asked Maddox. 
 
    “That was a grisly and vile method, but that was the thrust of it,” Ludendorff said. “I think much of what we’re dealing with could be Yon Soth in origin.” 
 
    Maddox scowled. “Why would the Yon Soths want to bring back the Builders?” 
 
    “I don’t think the Yon Soths do,” Ludendorff said. “They’re using Builder artifacts, Builder machines and Builder sentinels to start a war between those who can resist the Yon Soths—us and Leviathan.” 
 
    “You’re making my head hurt, Professor. Your ideas don’t hold together in one piece.” 
 
    Ludendorff gave Maddox a bleak look. “That may be, but I know we must go back to the rogue planet. We’re in a trap. This is the only way to escape it. That much I do know, but it seems I cannot prove it to you.” 
 
    Maddox massaged his forehead. Could Ludendorff have stumbled upon the answer? He had built a teleport device. The dreams seemed to have prodded that. 
 
    “What do you think I found upon the sunken saucer ship in the water world?” Maddox asked. “To be precise, what does that stellar map lead to?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Ludendorff said. “That seemed like an odd way to give you information. Perhaps Omegan did it that way to dull your suspicions. All I really know is that my dreams point the way. For once, I have had the strange dreams, not you.” 
 
    “You’ve given me a lot to consider,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Is that a brush-off, my boy?” 
 
    “No,” Maddox said. “It means I really need to think about this.” 
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    In the end, Maddox tested his intuitive sense on the idea of returning. Ludendorff felt something off about Omegan. So far, Ludendorff hadn’t been able to articulate the reason completely. Yet, the Methuselah Man had developed a local teleport device and he had changed something in Galyan’s AI core. That had shown the alien mote coming aboard Victory earlier. Maddox didn’t like anyone coming onto his ship and tricking them to do a thing. Now, Ludendorff had named this new electroluminogenic energy and could change the shield to block it and telepathic rays. 
 
    That was enough evidence in Maddox’s book to give his crazier idea a look-see. Builder factions, Yon Soth brain pieces and a lying, non-Precursor cube—those were all possibilities. Added to the Supreme Intelligence learning about the Aquila Rift and Seekers in so tenuous a manner… 
 
    Victory turned around, heading back toward the rogue planet. 
 
    The starship came in slowly to the region where the rogue planet should be. The starship used its passive sensors almost delicately. 
 
    The ship’s astrogators had used dead reckoning, taking into account the previous location of the rogue planet, its speed, and the density of the surrounding molecular clouds and gases. 
 
    They made another star drive jump, and then one more. 
 
    “According to the astrogators,” Keith said, as he came out of jump lag, “the rogue planet should be three million kilometers dead ahead of us.” 
 
    The bridge personnel were at their stations. Maddox sat in the captain’s chair. 
 
    “Sir,” Andros said, beating Galyan to the punch, “I have detected a ship.” 
 
    “What kind of ship?” Maddox asked. 
 
    Now, Galyan spoke up, “I am sorry, Andros. I, too, have detected it. It is an assault vessel of Leviathan, sir. There is not just one, but five of them.” 
 
    “Five? No, you are incorrect,” Andros said. “There are three. Two of them are ghost images.” 
 
    “I do not think that is correct,” Galyan said, his eyelids fluttering. “Oh, I see that I am wrong, Andros, and you are correct. You made a more careful reading of the sensors. I took at face value all that I saw. I have failed in this endeavor.” 
 
    “Hardly failed,” Meta said, from the comm station. “You saw five, but there are three. That’s better than seeing nothing.” 
 
    “Yes,” Galyan said, “but Andros saw them first. Perhaps he was watching more keenly than I.” 
 
    “I do not see how that could be the case,” Andros said, hiding a grin behind a pudgy hand. 
 
    Galyan saw that. “How could you see faster than me?” 
 
    “That’s a secret for now,” Andros said. “I’m going to keep it until you figure it out.” 
 
    “Are you trying to distress me?” Galyan asked. 
 
    “Not at all,” Andros said. 
 
    The Chief Technician and Ludendorff exchanged the tiniest of glances. This time, Galyan did not notice. 
 
    Instead, Galyan turned to Maddox, “There are three attack vessels of Leviathan, sir. They are approaching or may already be in orbit around the rogue planet, although I have not yet detected the planet.” 
 
    Maddox stood. “Ready the disruptor cannon and approach with extreme caution.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir,” Keith said, as he manipulated his board. 
 
    Victory used its present velocity to approach. 
 
    “I have detected the actual planet, sir,” Andros said. “According to the mass detector, it is the rogue planet, exactly where it should be.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Maddox said. 
 
    “You did it again,” Galyan said. “You detected the planet before I did. I must know how you are doing this.” 
 
    “Quiet, Galyan,” Maddox said. “We’re in attack mode.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Galyan said, hanging his head. 
 
    Maddox studied the main screen. He did not see three attack vessels of Leviathan on it, but he knew their dimensions and tonnage. Each was each much smaller than Victory. He saw the misty molecular clouds in lieu of anything else. 
 
    Did the three assault vessels indicate a greater number of Leviathan warships nearby in hiding? He didn’t order any launched probes. He certainly didn’t launch the Tarrypin. 
 
    Instead, Maddox waited as Victory closed upon the rogue planet. The misty darkness did not change. The starship’s screens were up just in case. 
 
    Then, the outline of the rogue planet appeared on the screen, accompanied by small red shapes indicating the three assault vessels in an equatorial orbit. 
 
    What were the Leviathan craft doing around the rogue planet? Their presence was telling, as far as Maddox was concerned. To the captain’s mind, it gave Ludendorff’s ideas credibility. He would operate on the assumption that Ludendorff was correct about all this. 
 
    “Sir,” Meta said, “we’re being hailed from one of the attack vessels.” 
 
    “Don’t answer,” Maddox said. 
 
    Meta nodded, though she did put one of her hands against her ear, listening to the earbud. 
 
    “Are we pretending to be a ghost, sir?” 
 
    Maddox turned to Galyan. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir. I should not have asked that. I will say nothing until asked myself.” 
 
    Maddox nodded sharply. Then, he considered the AI’s morale. Andros had been besting Galyan several times today. “It’s all right, Galyan. I appreciate your interest in tactics.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Galyan said. 
 
    “The hails have increased,” Meta said. “All three assault vessels are hailing us.” 
 
    “Is the disruptor cannon ready for firing?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Aye, sir,” Keith said. 
 
    “Lock on to the nearest target,” Maddox said. 
 
    “When are you going to start your deception campaign?” Galyan said. 
 
    “Not now, Galyan,” Maddox said. “Let me think.” 
 
    Maddox watched the main screen as the rogue planet and assault vessels become clearer. There did not seem to be other Leviathan warships around. 
 
    “Fire and destroy the first assault vessel,” Maddox said. “As soon as you’ve destroyed it, start on the next, and after you’ve done that, the next one after that.” 
 
    Keith pressed controls on his board. 
 
    The antimatter engine worked harder, causing greater vibration on the deck. Then, a yellow disruptor beam lanced from Victory. It smashed against the shield of the nearest assault vessel. Almost instantly, the shield went down. The disruptor beam smashed against the ship armor, boring into it. Seconds later, the assault vessel exploded. 
 
    The disruptor beam retargeted, centering on the next assault vessel. It, too, ignited in moments, blowing apart. 
 
    “The last assault vessel is fleeing,” Keith said, even as he manipulated his board. “Shall I fire?” 
 
    “Yes,” Maddox said. 
 
    Victory increased velocity, chasing the last assault vessel, unless there were more nearby. Then this one would not be the last. The beam struck, and in moments, the third assault vessel of Leviathan exploded as its antimatter engines ignited. 
 
    The EMPs, heat and debris struck Victory’s shield, but didn’t penetrate. 
 
    “Watch for other enemy vessels,” Maddox said. “The instant something appears, attack it relentlessly. We must destroy every vestige of Leviathan from around the rogue planet.” 
 
    Several bridge members glanced at Maddox. None questioned him, though. 
 
    It was a harsh order, but Maddox didn’t want to give any Leviathan ship the chance to send viruses against the starship’s computers. 
 
    “Sir, there is another hail,” Meta said. 
 
    “From what direction?” asked Maddox. 
 
    “From the planet,” Meta said. “Omegan wants to speak to you.” 
 
    Maddox debated that. He soon composed himself. “Yes, put Omegan on the main screen.” 
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    “Captain Maddox,” Omegan said. The giant cube showed one pulsating, swirling-color side on the main screen. 
 
    Maddox instructed Meta to dim the colors on the main screen. 
 
    “I heard that,” Omegan said. “Do you think I’m trying a subterfuge assault upon your minds, using visual cues?” 
 
    Maddox debated several seconds on the correct approach with Omegan. So far, Ludendorff had been right about all this. Finally, “Let me be blunt. I distrust everything you told me earlier. Thus, yes, I suspect your actions.” 
 
    “What a preposterous thing to say to me,” Omegan replied. “I spoke to you in confidence, truthfully and honestly. I wish for your goodwill.” 
 
    “I know about your mote,” Maddox said. “That you sent it from the planet and that it roamed throughout my ship, touching our foreheads.” 
 
    “Certainly I sent my mote up and it brought you down, in a manner of speaking. That was only in order to determine if you were worthy of the great prize.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Maddox said. “That’s what you told me. Maybe you had other reasons.” 
 
    “Captain Maddox, you surprise me. Have you been to the planet then, the one shown on the stellar map of the sunken saucer ship?” 
 
    “Surely you understand we couldn’t have reached it and returned here in the time that has passed.” 
 
    “I do realize,” Omegan said. “I was merely curious whether you were going to be truthful or not. I wonder over this new belligerent manner. It seems odd. It is not in keeping with how you dealt with foes in the past. Why take such a stance with me, Captain? Why not attempt to earn my goodwill or at least treat me respectfully?” 
 
    Maddox kept his composure, asking, “What were the three assault vessels of Leviathan doing here?” 
 
    “Why,” Omegan said, “you would have to ask them. But oh, I’m sorry, you can’t ask them as you destroyed them without qualm or mercy. You would not even listen to what they had to say. I find that barbaric, Captain.” 
 
    “Ain’t it just,” Maddox said. 
 
    The colors swirled faster on the showing side of the giant cube. “I do not understand this belligerence. What could I have possibly done to upset you? Does this have anything to do with Professor Ludendorff?” 
 
    “Why would you think so?” 
 
    “He is a Methuselah Man, a Builder protégé. I could have turned him into an imbecile while he was down here, but I did not. I suffered his desperate thinking even while he was under the influence of the—I forgot. You hadn’t learned that part.” 
 
    “Have you switched gears?” asked Maddox. “Are you attempting to goad me into saying things I shouldn’t? If so, it won’t work.” 
 
    “It might.” 
 
    “Let’s get down to it,” Maddox said. “I destroyed the assault vessels because I think you’re trying to make our two empires fight each other.” 
 
    “That makes no sense. In order to stop this from happening, you destroyed the Leviathan vessels without mercy?” 
 
    “It is only an apparent contradiction,” Maddox said. “I suspect they were your keepers, or possibly messengers. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Come now, Captain. You’re being ridiculous and giving me irrational statements. I’ve already told you I’m a machine of an ancient Precursor.” 
 
    “Enough,” Maddox said, “I don’t want to hear bullshit because that’s what it is. You and I both know it.” 
 
    “What a quaint phrase that is,” Omegan said. “Why would this sort of manure be worse than any other?” 
 
    “There you go,” Maddox said, “trying to change the subject. Cube, I’ve considered launching antimatter missiles at you. But you may be able use the Yon Soth portals just enough so the missiles will appear elsewhere. Instead, I’ll use the disruptor cannon to beam you until you’re annihilated.” 
 
    “In that case, my lonely vigil will end. I will have ceased existence due to a Builder child, an arrogant and violent one. But maybe violence is the answer. Maybe we should be violent when problems arise. Maybe that is the best way. Thought, culture and reason are mere child’s toys. The real way is to use your fist and smash someone in the face. Is that not your way, Captain?” 
 
    “For a computer, you seem uncommonly verbose and odd.” 
 
    “Sir,” Galyan said from beside the captain’s chair, “I’m detecting motes heading up from the planet. There is also a ray beaming—our shield stopped it.” 
 
    “What is this?” Maddox said. “Are you attempting to put us all to sleep again? Are you sending more Inquisitors to do whatever it is through telepathic thought?” 
 
    Omegan took several seconds to answer. “You are wearing a metal band around your head, an anti-telepathy shield. How interesting, Captain. Is that in order to stop any telepathic thoughts directed at you?” 
 
    Maddox remained silent. 
 
    “I don’t need your mind,” Omegan said. “Those around you will work well enough for what I have in store.” 
 
    “If you make the attempt to use others and fail, you will cease. You surely realize the disruptor cannon is ready for firing. Keith, is it aimed at the planet?” 
 
    “Aye, sir, it is,” Keith said. 
 
    “Aim it at Omegan,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Done, sir,” Keith said, who tapped the control board. 
 
    “I perceive your threat and it is valid,” Omegan said. 
 
    “Sir,” Galyan said, “the motes are no longer climbing. They have turned and are heading down to the planet. I no longer detect the planetary ray hitting our shield.” 
 
    “You see, Captain,” Omegan said. “I’m doing as you wish. There is no reason for hostility between us.” 
 
    “I and a few others are coming down to you,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Why is that?” asked Omegan. “Are you planning to bring antimatter bombs with you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Maybe I won’t let the Tarrypin land,” Omegan said. 
 
    “You must decide that,” Maddox said. “We plan to land and use a portal to reach the Ruby Planet.” 
 
    “You want my cooperation in other words,” Omegan said. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “I fear I have no reason to cooperate. Your hostility has closed doors, or in this instance, portals for you, Captain.” 
 
    “You might want to reconsider,” Maddox said. “If you refuse to open the way, or if you open the way and later do not let us return to you, Keith will destroy you.” 
 
    “Do such a thing, Captain, and the Seekers will destroy the Commonwealth.” 
 
    “There are no Seekers,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Have you checked?” Omegan asked. “Do you know this for sure?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure,” Maddox said. “We wish to return to the Ruby Planet. After our visit there, we will leave you intact and in peace. At that point, we will leave the rogue planet.” 
 
    “I see,” Omegan said. For several seconds, it said nothing more. Then, “I find your deal acceptable. I await the Tarrypin’s arrival with anticipation. Come when you are ready, Captain.” 
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    Maddox called a conference, but it was not in the conference chamber. It was in the hangar bay near the Tarrypin. Attending the conference were Meta, Ludendorff, Riker, and Maddox himself. They stood around cases and stands of weaponry, battle armor, grenades, medical equipment, and other apparatus. Ludendorff displayed his new gear on a separate table, including the teleportation device. 
 
    “I’ve only tested it a little, but I’ve teleported a few times from one end of the spaceship to the other,” Ludendorff said. “So far, everything works, and the energy requirements are exactly as I predicted they should be.” 
 
    “That’s outstanding work, and I’m frankly amazed,” Maddox said. “However, I think it will be wiser to take the Tarrypin down than to teleport directly there.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Ludendorff said, patting the teleporter. “I’ll keep this a surprise. It will be our ace card.” 
 
    Maddox turned to the others. “We have four anti-telepathy bands.” He lifted one, a silver headband with a small box of circuitry attached. “Ludendorff, Meta and I have used these in the past against Captain Becker and his Liss overlords. They worked, and by God’s grace, they will work just as well against Omegan. We don’t know if Omegan utilizes Yon Soth brain pieces as we’ve seen computers do on Kregen, but it could and now we’re prepared for it.” 
 
    Maddox studied the others. “The plan is to use one of Omegan’s portals to the Ruby Planet. We’ve been calling them Yon Soth portals, but now that I’ve had time to think about it, these are different.” 
 
    “How so?” asked Ludendorff. 
 
    “The old Yon Soth portals were passages from place to place with long dark tubes or tunnels connecting the entrance and exit. Here, a portal opens, showing a direct link to the other place. One need merely step through instead of flying or falling through long dark passages.” 
 
    “I wonder the reason for the difference,” Ludendorff said. 
 
    “I was hoping you could enlighten us.” 
 
    Ludendorff pursed his lips. “Perhaps they’re modifications to the Yon Soth portals. Or perhaps they’re something new altogether, although I tend to think not. I suspect Yon Soth mentality or technology behind much of what is going on. Perhaps the Yon Soths have engineered this evil twist to Builder plans.” 
 
    “Perceived Builder plans,” Maddox corrected. 
 
    “I can accept that,” Ludendorff said. “I’ve been intuiting much of this through my dreams—” 
 
    “Please,” Maddox said, interrupting. “I know you’re inordinately proud that you dreamed some of this, but let’s not belabor the point.” 
 
    “And why do you think I’m proud of the dreams, my boy?” 
 
    “Come on,” Riker said, “you know why? That is what Maddox has done many times. Now you’re a little more like him. Isn’t that what you secretly desire?” 
 
    “Now see here, my boy, I’m my own man, and I do things my own way. I’m sure you will all attest to that.” 
 
    “Right you are, Professor,” Maddox said. “You’re your own man.” 
 
    “You’re saying there aren’t any similarities to the way Maddox has done things in the past?” Meta asked. 
 
    “It’s sheerest coincidence,” Ludendorff said airily. 
 
    Maddox looked away, bored by the discussion. He noticed Galyan watching in ghost mode from farther away as the holoimage eavesdropped on them. 
 
    Did Galyan notice Maddox noticing? It was possible. This was a habit Galyan had been finding hard to overcome. Was that showing independence or rebellion? Well, this was his starship, wasn’t it? So it behooved him to overhear a few times, particularly if there was danger for four of his best friends. Therefore, he continued to watch, and he didn’t feel guilty about it. 
 
    Maddox cleared his throat “Changing subject, I don’t think we should use the powered battle suits. We don’t know how traveling through the portals will act on them.” 
 
    “I agree,” Ludendorff said. “There could be odd energy fluctuations from some of the places.” 
 
    “Could you be more specific?” Maddox said. “I ask because it seems you’ve detected something.” 
 
    Ludendorff nodded. “There were oddities on the Ruby Planet. One aspect was mental dampening. That dampening might include… flux deactivators, possibly. That sort of thing could short out battle suit circuitry.” 
 
    “Given that,” Maddox said, “do you suggest we take chemical slug throwers or blasters as our main armament?” 
 
    “Blasters, as they use a fundamental power source, less easily tampered with.” 
 
    Maddox looked around. “Any other suggestions?” 
 
    “Are you taking your monofilament blade?” Meta asked. 
 
    “It’s already in the boot where it belongs. Any other thoughts?” 
 
    “I suggest we take a few grenades. I’ll also bring a few medical supplies,” Ludendorff said. “A lot of this hinges on the Ardazirhos. I have drugs that will weaken their will if they prove resistant to our ideas.” 
 
    “We want them to do this on their own free will if we can get it,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Of course that’s true,” Ludendorff said. “The drugs are backup, nothing more.” 
 
    “We’ll take these armor vests, visors and comm packs.” Maddox went on, choosing items and breathing apparatus. “Are there any other thoughts or suggestions before we go?” 
 
    “This is a wild mission,” Riker said. “We’ve turned one hundred and eighty degrees from what we were going to do just a short while ago.” 
 
    “True,” Maddox said. “We’re using the Professor’s dreams, intuition and logical deductions. He was right about Leviathan warships in orbit here. Perhaps as telling, Omegan was changing its song even as I debated with it. Therefore, I think the Professor is right about the rest.” 
 
    “Does that mean the Supreme Intelligence is a traitor?” Riker asked. 
 
    Ludendorff cleared his throat. “I suspect the Leviathan virus assault is the key to what happened with the Supreme Intelligence. We could call Ural, I suppose, and ask for clarification. But if we do, and the Supreme Intelligence overhears, which I deem likely, we may be putting Ural’s life in danger if the computer entity turned traitor, as you say.” 
 
    “When this is all done,” Maddox said, “we’ll go to the Library Planet and check on Ural and the Supreme Intelligence.” 
 
    “Before we do any of that,” Ludendorff said, “we must determine if there are Seekers, Destroyers of the Nameless Ones or nothing of the sort out here.” 
 
    “What’s this?” Maddox asked. “You’re changing your tune? Before, you said there was no chance of Seekers. Now you think there are Seekers?” 
 
    “I give that a low probability,” Ludendorff said. “But in this,” he shrugged, “how can one be a hundred percent certain?” 
 
    “I accept that. This is the last chance to add something we haven’t covered.” 
 
    No one said anything else. 
 
    “All right then,” Maddox said, “let’s do this.” 
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    Ten minutes later, Maddox gave instructions to Galyan, which included, “Do not leave the starship. Make doubly certain you do not go past the new force field. Behind it, you’re protected. Beyond it, Omegan might be able to corrupt you. How it would do that, I cannot say.” 
 
    “I understand, and I wish you luck, sir.” 
 
    “One last thing,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” Galyan asked. 
 
    “I saw you watching us. Don’t think I don’t know you were listening.” 
 
    “Sir?” Galyan said, as if aghast. 
 
    “No,” Maddox said, “don’t even try. Just admit it and it will go better for you.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Galyan said with a hangdog look. “I was listening.” 
 
    “All right. I’d give you a slap on the back and shake your hand, but I will merely give you a salute,” which Maddox did. He then turned to Valerie and gave her instructions on how long they were to wait and what to do if any enemy vessels showed up. 
 
    “Here’s the key,” Maddox said, “do not listen to anything Omegan tells you. I’d prefer you only send messages and avoid any other communication. Do not accept any messages from it. I believe the ancient computer is tricky. I believe it will try to use images of us to deceive you. Do not act on any such messages.” 
 
    “Even an SOS from you, sir?” asked Valerie. 
 
    “Anything,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Will the Professor’s teleportation device allow him to pass through our improved force field?” Valerie asked. 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of that,” Ludendorff said, who had just walked up. 
 
    “Good point,” Maddox told Valerie. “Here’s the signal to drop the shield momentarily so we can teleport through.” He gave her the call sign. 
 
    “Got it,” Valerie said. 
 
    “If for any reason you must leave the rogue planet,” Maddox said, “first destroy Omegan with the disruptor cannon.” 
 
    “But sir,” Valerie said, “that would strand you on the planet.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Maddox said. “We will have other means of escape.” 
 
    “You’re not going to tell me what that is?” Valerie asked. 
 
    “Given what we’re attempting, that might be unwise. I implore you to follow these directions implicitly.” 
 
    “Implore, sir?” Valerie asked. “You do not command it?” 
 
    “Of course, it is a command, but I ask these things because I believe our lives depend on how well you obey the orders.” 
 
    “I see.” Valerie stared at Maddox. “You want me to obey strictly when you often take great liberties.” 
 
    “Yes, commander, that is what I’m saying. I know you might find that difficult, but I am trying to take your dislike of that into consideration.” 
 
    Valerie smiled faintly. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate at least that much.” 
 
    “Commander,” Maddox said, “you are one of my best officers. Our missions often depend upon what you do and decide. Your decision-making skills are exquisite, and I have written that in many of my commendations for you. Therefore, do not think that I consider you second-rate or just some adjutant. You are a key component to the success of our missions, and I suspect it is going to be the same this time. Please accept that as it is meant, in a most heartfelt manner.” 
 
    “Why, thank you, sir,” Valerie said, seemingly taken aback. Did it melt some of her resentment against Maddox? Possibly. Time would tell. 
 
    In any case, Maddox gave some final instructions. Then he, Meta, Riker, and Ludendorff filed aboard the Tarrypin. 
 
    Ludendorff piloted, guiding the darter from the hangar bay deck and through the open hatch. Soon they crossed the new improved shield that was protecting the starship from Omegan. All of them already wore their headbands with the units buzzing, protecting them from any enemy telepathy. 
 
    “I feel like my head is shivering,” Riker complained. 
 
    “That’s part of it,” Maddox said. “Don’t shut the headband off for any reason, even if some hidden voice is telling you to—especially not then. Only take it off when we’re back aboard Victory.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Riker said. 
 
    Each put on a helmet, a vacc suit helmet next, hiding the fact he or she wore the anti-telepathy band. 
 
    The journey down was uneventful. Soon, they emerged through the vast cloud cover and saw the wrecked assault vessel of Leviathan on the surface below. 
 
    Ludendorff suggested they inspect the wreck more closely. 
 
    Maddox countermanded that. “We must do this as fast as we dare. So, full speed ahead.” 
 
    They landed where they had before. Ludendorff shut down everything. The four of them exited the darter in their vacc suits, climbing down the ladder. As before, they walked single file across the stony ground, heading toward a dim cavern. There was no light showing this time. Before, Omegan had shined brightly from within. 
 
    They entered the vast cavern, and now ahead dimly stood the great four-story cube. Maddox led until he had to crane his head sharply to see the top of Omegan. 
 
    “We’re here,” Maddox said through an outer speaker on the vacc suit. “It is time to keep your agreement.” 
 
    The giant cube activated and shone so brightly that all the visor polarizers went into a deep shade to block the brilliance. The side of Omegan began to swirl with hypnotic patterns. 
 
    “Hello, Captain Maddox,” Omegan said in a sardonic voice. 
 
    All of them stood silent, watching. 
 
    “Are you well, Captain?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Maddox said. “If this is a show of your ability to work with us, it is badly failing. It’s clear you’re attempting to hypnotize us through whatever effects you used last time. I suggest you cease immediately.” 
 
    Nothing changed on the swirling cube. 
 
    Maddox drew and raised a blaster. “Or we can start dismantling you now, if you wish.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t, if I were you, Captain. Take a look behind you, please.” 
 
    Maddox turned. Huge robots stood behind them, with weapons aimed at them. 
 
    “A Mexican standoff,” Maddox said. “Is that what you’re suggesting?” 
 
    “I do not understand the reference,” Omegan said. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. You know the costs of this, but I’ll reiterate. Kill or incapacitate us, and Victory will annihilate you. The choice is yours. Work with us and you get to survive.” 
 
    “You have not given me your word that I will survive,” Omegan said. 
 
    “I give it now,” Maddox said. “If we survive and return to our ship, I will see that no harm comes to you from Victory.” 
 
    “Do you give your word?” asked Omegan. 
 
    “I do,” Maddox said. 
 
    “But you are a notorious liar, and yet sometimes you scrupulously keep your word. Very well, since I do not wish for destruction at this juncture, and I cannot see whatever plan you have will succeed, what is it you want?” 
 
    “Open a portal to the Ruby Planet. When we call, open a portal back into this area so we can return to our starship via the Tarrypin.” 
 
    “And what if I send you elsewhere?” Omegan asked. 
 
    “Cube, I don’t know why you’re stalling. Keep your end of the bargain and you will survive. If not, after a certain time, Victory will open fire against you.” 
 
    “This is not what I had anticipated, Captain. I do not allow others to use my portals willy-nilly. They were created for my tests, not for something such as this. This is demeaning to the very essence of what I am.” 
 
    Maddox shrugged. “I can call up and have Victory begin the annihilation now.” 
 
    “What if you never return from the Ruby Planet?” 
 
    “The disruptor beam comes after a certain amount of time has passed just as I said a moment ago. Unless you know of a way to destroy Victory, soon, you are about to die.” 
 
    “I’m a machine,” Omegan said. “I cannot die.” 
 
    “You will cease existence then,” Maddox said. “Whatever way you want to put it is fine with me. I suspect, though, if you are like others that we know, you will want to continue.” 
 
    “I do want to continue. I am a great Precursor.” 
 
    “Enough,” Ludendorff said. “Don’t give us stupid nonsense. You’re no Precursor. The Builders taught me. I know my galactic history much better than that.” 
 
    “So you think,” Omegan said, but it did not speak with force or conviction. “Is there a special place you wish to go on the Ruby Planet?” 
 
    “I want to see the scooper,” Maddox said. 
 
    “I do not think I care for that.” 
 
    “Fine,” Maddox said. “Then we will take our leave of you.” 
 
    “You will leave the rogue planet?” Omegan asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you will leave me intact?” 
 
    “No, I will destroy you.” 
 
    “Why should I let you go up then?” asked Omegan. 
 
    “Why indeed?” asked Maddox. “Why not order your robots to kill us right now? You may get off some shots.” 
 
    “I see one of your men is aiming an atomic grenade launcher at me,” Omegan said. “I suspect that could destroy me, even if my robots destroy you.” 
 
    “I’m getting weary of your delay,” Maddox said. “I know that you’re trying different mental channels on us. None of them is working. Accept defeat graciously, and it’ll go better with you. Many have tried to trick me. Many have found to their detriment what that means.” 
 
    “You are a vain boaster, Captain Maddox.” 
 
    “Enough,” Riker said, raising his grenade launcher. 
 
    “Wait,” Omegan said. “There, to your left. Look, it opens.” 
 
    There, to the left, appeared a portal. Through it was the green sky of the Ruby Planet. From it sparkled millions of rubies on the black obsidian plain. 
 
    “My goodness,” Riker said, “but that is lovely. I want a rake.” 
 
    Maddox turned and stared at the sergeant. 
 
    “Just kidding, sir,” Riker said. 
 
    Maddox sighed, and then said, “Let’s go.” 
 
    The four of them walked to and through the portal, landing on the Ruby Planet. As they did, the portal vanished behind them. 
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    The four explorers found the Ardazirhos thirty-six minutes after landing on the strange planet. The four had shoved their vacc suits into packs they wore, the helmet attached to the packs. Each of them wore body armor and helmets like those of a galactic cop, the kind a person could wear without mechanical aid. 
 
    One of the Ardazirhos lay upon the obsidian rock. The other two had placed their rakes upon him and were slowly entombing him with the rubies they had collected. 
 
    Maddox and the others stood behind the Ardazirhos, watching and waiting. 
 
    Maddox finally realized it was going to take the wolves quite a while because Carn Dar kept resting and hanging his head before placing more rubies. 
 
    Maddox stepped closer and said, “Carn Dar.” 
 
    The Ardazirho turned and saw Maddox and the others, and rose slowly. The other did not turn but continued to hang his hairy head and rest, occasionally picking up a ruby and placing it upon his deceased brethren. 
 
    “Do I know you?” Carn Dar asked in English. 
 
    Maddox raised his visor so the other could see his face. 
 
    “You seem familiar,” Carn Dar said. “Have I spoken to you before?” 
 
    “Yes,” Maddox said, “not that long ago, in fact.” 
 
    “It’s so hard to remember. Everything is hazy.” Carn Dar indicated the dead Ardazirho. “One of my pack has died. There is only one left now. He too shall perish in this forlorn hellscape. Then what will happen to me? I shall die, and I will never see…” 
 
    Carn Dar shaded his eyes from the pink gem of a star. He shook his head, feeling obviously deep sorrow. 
 
    “I do not know what has happened. I no longer want to rake, and yet the compulsion to rake is so strong, to gather rubies for the scooper. It is coming. Do you see? It is coming. Will it take my friend, too? Will it return him to…?” 
 
    Carn Dar looked at Maddox, and then raised his muzzle to the sky to howl in a forlorn manner. He howled again and looked at Maddox with doleful eyes. 
 
    “I can help you reach your homeworld,” Maddox said. 
 
    “You know of it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Maddox said, though he was lying. He didn’t actually know, but he wanted to give the creature hope? Besides, he needed Carn Dar. He had an idea, a plan, and much of it rested upon the Ardazirho. Surely, these two had worked once for the Mastermind and had used Yon Soth passageways. Surely, the Ardazirhos knew something about the improved portals that linked these various places. 
 
    “How may I reach my homeworld?” Carn Dar asked. 
 
    “You must come with us,” Maddox said. “We are going to board the scooper as a beginning.” 
 
    “No,” Carn Dar said. “That is impossible and forbidden. We have been sent here to work, to rake.” 
 
    Maddox took three steps closer and raised a gloved hand to touch the Ardazirho on the shoulder. 
 
    Carn Dar flinched and snarled, “Do not touch me. You are forbidden to do that. You are the kind that ruined everything.” 
 
    That was interesting. “How did we ruin it?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “I do not remember well. No,” and Carn Dar howled once more as he clutched his head, as if the memories pained him. Perhaps they did. 
 
    Now, the other Ardazirho stood with a rake in hand and snarled with rage. He charged Maddox. 
 
    Meta swooped in to intervene. “Not so fast,” she said, thrusting a strong arm. Her palm connected against the Ardazirho’s chin. There was a crack, a snap, and he collapsed onto the obsidian. 
 
    Carn Dar whirled around, looked at his dead companion—the second one—and stared at Meta. “You killed him. Why would you kill him in such a vicious manner?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Meta said, her face twisted with disbelief and sorrow. “He was attacking my husband. I didn’t mean to kill him.” 
 
    “Your mate?” asked Carn Dar. “This was a mate killing? Did you think that one wanted to mate with Maddox?” 
 
    “He was attacking him with the rake,” Meta said. “He could have hit Maddox on the head. I couldn’t let that happen. Don’t you understand?” 
 
    Carn Dar’s shoulders slumped. He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. I am lost. None can rake alone. How can one stand by himself when there is no one else to help him in his hour of need? I have watched one friend die and another foully murdered by this fiendish female. You must kill her,” he told Maddox. “Kill her. I demand it as is my right.” 
 
    “Compose yourself,” Maddox said. “The death was unfortunate. You heard her. Meta didn’t mean to kill him. He must have been in a terribly weakened state. The blow hastened his death by a few days, nothing more. It isn’t that we’re insensitive to his death—it was a tragedy. But it was a fast approaching one. You know that.” 
 
    Carn Dar stared at Maddox, looking like a kicked and beaten dog. 
 
    “You must collect yourself,” Maddox said. “We need your help, and for it, we’ll help you. That means you’re coming with us.” 
 
    The captain stepped up, clutching Carn Dar by the right arm. Maddox was stunned by the shrunken flesh and how withered the Ardazirho really was—flesh, bone and fur, a wisp. No wonder Meta had slain the other with a single karate blow to the face. 
 
    “Come with us, Carn Dar. It’s the least we can do to honor your slain comrades.” 
 
    “How will that honor them? You are murderers. Dare I trust myself to such as you?” 
 
    “You’ve already said you cannot stay here,” Maddox said. “You are alone now. Come with us. Murderers we may be, but we need your cleverness. We need your wisdom to understand what to do once we board the scooper.” 
 
    “My wisdom?” asked Carn Dar. “I am lost. I’m far from home. I’m a pack leader without a pack. I want to end this pitiful life and be done with it.” 
 
    “How about some food?” Riker asked. 
 
    Carn Dar stared at Riker, bewilderment filling his face. “I’ve not eaten food for…I do not know how long.” 
 
    “Here,” Riker said, and he shoved some jerky at the other. 
 
    To their astonishment, Carn Dar devoured the jerky as a dog would: gulping fast. 
 
    “More,” Carn Dar said, looking up. “I’m so ravenously hungry.” 
 
    They stood for a time, feeding the flesh and bone Ardazirho as he gobbled food. Ludendorff handed him a flask. Carn Dar guzzled noisily. At last, the wolf alien yawned, and his eyes fluttered. “I must sleep. I feel so good after this feast.” 
 
    “You’re not going to sleep yet,” Maddox said. “Riker, you grab his other arm. I’ll take this one. You’re going to march. If you can sleep while we’re half carrying you, so be it.” 
 
    “I am so tired,” Carn Dar said. 
 
    “Meta, do you see the scooper?” Maddox asked. 
 
    She was searching with her binoculars, scanning the horizon. “Way out there,” Meta said, pointing into the distance. 
 
    “All right, let’s go, Carn Dar. This might be a rugged journey, but you’ve gained sustenance, and friends. You are no longer alone. You have a new pack.” 
 
    Carn Dar whined. If he would have had a tail, Maddox suspected it would have tucked between his legs. 
 
    In any case, the five of them set out for the scooper. 
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    Like before, the city-sized scooper with its glass spires, chimneys, and working machinery shuddered and shook, and the bottom tubes snaked as they sucked up the piles of rubies. A section in the back of the scooper sparked and thudded as it hit the obsidian surface. 
 
    “That’s our destination,” Maddox said, pointing at the rear section. 
 
    The others nodded. Carn Dar had slept for a time, and now his eyes became more alert. Although still skin and bones, his belly protruded from the jerky and water he had consumed. The sustenance seemed to have given him renewed strength. 
 
    After a while, the five reached the scooper, running under it as the ground trembled underneath them.  Leading them, Maddox dodged countless tubes, showing them how. 
 
    Maddox ran to the scraping region, tossed a hook and line, and scrambled aboard. He helped three others up. As he helped Meta, Ludendorff was already negotiating the shaking rail toward the supposed hobbit hole Maddox had cut before into the hatch. 
 
    Soon, after crawling through the tunnel for a time, all five reached a corridor where they could stand. 
 
    Carn Dar looked around in astonishment. He touched his head as if it ached. 
 
    Maddox debated taking off his anti-telepathic band and putting it on Carn Dar, but he didn’t want to have to resist any compulsions. Carn Dar was going to have to resist whatever telepathy was at work on his own. 
 
    “What is it?” Ludendorff asked the Ardazirho. 
 
    Carn Dar whipped around to stare at Ludendorff. Like the others, Ludendorff had his visor up since he no longer needed the polarizer to shield against the intense glare of the star. 
 
    Carn Dar said, “I recognize this place as if from a dream of long ago.” He paused before continuing. “Ideas rise like ghosts, taunting me. What is this place?” 
 
    Maddox moved closer. 
 
    For a moment, Carn Dar seemed remote, inward, then he glared at Maddox. “Why did you do this to me? Why have you slain one of my pack? Why did you come to jeer the one who died and now to taunt me with these memories? I had a job to do, and it was diverted by…I don’t understand. There is something evil and monstrous about this place. We must flee. We must go.” 
 
    “Go where?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Can’t you see that I’m trying to remember?” Carn Dar shook his head. “I don’t know where, but we must leave while we can. They’ll trap us, and put us on…” 
 
    Carn Dar stared at Maddox wide-eyed, perhaps with understanding. At that same time, wolfish cunning filled the Ardazirho. He hunched like a comic book villain. Maddox expected Carn Dar to rub his hands together in glee. 
 
    Instead, “I must leave you,” Carn Dar said. “I must go back to the plain.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Maddox said. “We need to meet the Inquisitor.” 
 
    “The what?” Carn Dar asked in fear. “No, no, please, not the Inquisitor! That was who tricked us, who trapped us. Don’t you understand what is happening? You must let me go. Please, Captain Maddox, I want to go back to work.” 
 
    “Now see here,” Maddox said, “you’ve eaten our food. We’ve helped you get here. Now, you will maintain your dignity and decorum, or I will tell…” Maddox had an insight, “…I will tell the Mastermind of your desertion in the face of hostilities.” 
 
    “What? Y-You know the M-Mastermind?” Carn Dar stuttered. 
 
    “I do. He sent me here. That’s why you’re in our custody. Do you want to honor the Mastermind, or do you wish to be dishonored in his sight?” 
 
    “The M-Mastermind can see us?” Carn Dar asked. 
 
    “I’m his eyes and ears, and I will report everything that has happened.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I understand,” Carn Dar said. It seemed that he strove to regain his dignity, to stand proudly, and perhaps act like a soldier in the Mastermind’s employ. “They tricked us, Maddox. They tricked us. This…” Carn Dar waved his hands about, “…this is a foul plot. I remember vaguely, but I need to see more. The Inquisitor…you must be careful in its presence.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Ludendorff asked. 
 
    “Is this one under your authority?” Carn Dar asked Maddox. 
 
    “Yes,” Maddox said. “Professor, until I say otherwise, don’t speak to Carn Dar. Don’t confuse him.” 
 
    Ludendorff nodded, although he seemed upset at the command, until Meta nudged him in the side. Then, Ludendorff smiled as if he was going to do exactly as Maddox requested. 
 
    During their conversation, they continued walking down the corridor. Now, a mote of brilliant light appeared and rushed toward them. 
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    The mote of light, shifting colors as it raced up, caused Carn Dar to shrink back in fear. 
 
    Maddox stepped before the Ardazirho. “Inquisitor, what are you doing here?” 
 
    The mote of light stopped before Maddox, and it brightened, shifting from red to green to blue and purple. “I must speak to the Ardazirho. Do not stand between it and me.” This time, the Inquisitor used verbal communication so all could understand it. 
 
    The mote of light began to circle around Maddox. Maddox quickly interposed himself between the mote and a whimpering Carn Dar. 
 
    “Inquisitor, you must first speak with me before you may speak with Carn Dar.” 
 
    At that, the mote of light, the Inquisitor, moved back several feet, rose a little higher until it was almost touching the ceiling. It flashed brilliantly in various sequences. 
 
    Carn Dar cried out forlornly, and the others put up their visors. The polarizers darkened, nullifying whatever effect the Inquisitor had hoped to achieve with its brilliance. 
 
    Maddox brought up his blaster and aimed it at the Inquisitor. “I demand that you cease your games and speak with me.” 
 
    “Lower your vision apparatus,” the Inquisitor said. “It is improper and impolite that you hold it up against my manifestation.” 
 
    “I’m not lowering it,” Maddox said. “Do you dare summon the tentacled platforms?” 
 
    “How do you know of those? Wait.” The mote sparkled in various hues, lowering its brightness. “You are that one that was here. You have now returned. You left the scooper, as I graciously granted you the ability to go.” 
 
    “I went because I would have destroyed things otherwise.” Maddox said. 
 
    “Incorrect. I granted you leave, and now here you are again. You have practiced deception upon me, Maddox. I will summon others, and they will remove the visors. You will watch the patterns of many colors and configurations until you understand correctly.” 
 
    “You mean until you’ve hypnotized me and brought me under your control.” 
 
    “You speak bizarrely. I do not accept your concepts. Rather, I will bring you peace and true joy.” 
 
    “I don’t want your peace or your true joy,” Maddox said. “I want answers, and I want them now.” 
 
    Carn Dar whimpered, “Destroy it, please. I cannot stand in its presence.” 
 
    “Do you see?” asked Maddox. “I don’t think Carn Dar benefited from your hypnosis either. He wants nothing more to do with it.” 
 
    “You do not understand the forces with which you are toying,” the Inquisitor said, lessening its brightness even more. 
 
    “Why don’t you explain them to me?” Maddox said. “If I had the knowledge, I could make a wise choice.” 
 
    “No, you will make the wrong choice,” the Inquisitor said. “You are a destroyer like Carn Dar. His kind and your kind are but tools one uses. Ah, I have said too much. You must leave the scooper immediately, or I will summon the others.” 
 
    “Carn Dar, do you know what he’s talking about?” Maddox said over his shoulder.” 
 
    “Do not speak to the Ardazirho,” the Inquisitor said. “I am in control here. I am in charge. I will make the decisions. You will obey.” 
 
    “Look,” Meta said, pointing. “There are more of those platforms coming, the kind we faced before, the ones with tentacles.” 
 
    From the four corridors leading to this junction, eight, six, four, and eight platforms emerged, respectively. On each, the metallic tentacles bore hacking weapons. 
 
    “You’re making a mistake,” Maddox told the mote of light. 
 
    “No,” the Inquisitor said, “you have made the mistake. You have made a grand and terrible mistake.” It began to brighten again. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Ludendorff said. “How can we understand you if we have on these anti-telepathy bands? Don’t you use mind control?” 
 
    “I am using an auditory system,” the Inquisitor explained. “You surely must realize that as you’ve been listening to me.” 
 
    Maddox pressed the trigger. A blast struck the mote of light. Maddox half expected nothing to happen except perhaps a burn hole in the bulkhead behind the mote. Instead, the Inquisitor vanished. Did the force of the blast destroy it or did it merely disperse its properties? 
 
    Whatever the case, the approaching attack platforms sped up. That forced the others to blast them. Soon, the platforms were smoking ruins, their tentacles no longer moving and the platforms sinking to the decks with a whining and mechanical sputter. 
 
    Carn Dar had watched everything. He straightened from his huddled, furry mass and looked at Maddox. 
 
    Maddox raised his visor. 
 
    “You defeated the Inquisitor,” Carn Dar said. 
 
    “I did,” Maddox said. “You don’t have to fear it anymore.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Carn Dar replied, “but I am remembering much more. We are in dreadful danger here.” 
 
    “Can you be more specific?” 
 
    “I can, but first we must protect ourselves from more of the Inquisitors appearing. The control room, we must reach it while we’re able.” 
 
    “Do you know which direction the control room lies?” Maddox asked. 
 
    Carn Dar looked down one corridor, then another. “This way! Follow me, hurry!” The Ardazirho broke into a clumsy lope. 
 
    Maddox and the others followed, running past the smoking wreckage of platforms. Carn Dar panted like a hound, looking in terror to the right and left. Suddenly, he threw his arms before his furry face as three motes of light appeared from ahead. 
 
    “Visors up!” Maddox said. 
 
    Everyone raised their visors just in time. The motes of light began to flash brilliantly in various colors. 
 
    Maddox and Riker fired at two of them, causing them to vanish. Ludendorff shot the other, and it vanished. 
 
    “We’re definitely destroying them,” Ludendorff said. “I’m glad I suggested we take the blasters. Slug throwers would do nothing to them. I wonder how many light motes there are here.” 
 
    “As long as the scooper works,” Carn Dar said, “the Inquisitors will keep coming. We must reach the control room now. Everything depends upon it, everything I tell you.” 
 
    “I suspect you’re remembering more,” Ludendorff said. 
 
    “Yes, yes, now follow me.” 
 
    “No,” Maddox said, “tell us where to go. We’ll lead and you can run behind us so we can protect you from more motes.” 
 
    “Yes,” Carn Dar said, telling them his plan. 
 
    Soon, they continued down the corridors. 
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    Maddox heard a terrible whine. He turned around, and there was a wound in Carn Dar’s side. The Ardazirho collapsed onto his back, placing his hand on the wound, no doubt to staunch the flow of blood. 
 
    “No!” Maddox shouted. 
 
    At the same time, Riker aimed and fired three blaster shots. A mote of light dodged the first two blasts, but succumbed and vanished to the third. 
 
    “Where did it come from?” asked Maddox. 
 
    “It oozed out of the bulkhead,” Ludendorff said. “Riker drew and fired, but not fast enough. The mote flashed. Something in its light became substantial and struck Carn Dar in the side.” 
 
    “Keep watch for more,” Maddox told Riker. 
 
    The sergeant nodded, trying to scan everywhere at once. 
 
    “Meta,” Maddox said, “help Riker keep guard.” 
 
    Meta drew her blaster and went back to back with Riker so they could cover the entire area. 
 
    “Can you patch him up, Professor?” 
 
    Maddox and Ludendorff knelt beside a panting, bleeding Carn Dar. 
 
    “Let me take a look,” Ludendorff told Carn Dar. 
 
    “It’s no good,” Carn Dar said. “I feel myself waning away. You tried to save me, and you did well. I…I…” 
 
    Maddox took off his helmet and removed the headband with the anti-telepathy box. Immediately, he felt a strain against his psyche, a desire to rake rubies and to obey. Resisting the pressure, Maddox placed the headband around Carn Dar’s furry skull. 
 
    The Ardazirho cried out and stared at Maddox in shock and then, seemingly, in horror. The furry hands clutched Maddox’s left arm. “No, I…” The Ardazirho seemed as if he was going to faint. 
 
    There was a hiss as Ludendorff injected something into the Ardazirho’s bloodstream, using an emergency hypogun. It took perhaps forty-five seconds before Carn Dar began to blink and his eyes brighten. 
 
    “I perceive what has happened to me,” Carn Dar whispered. “I perceive my folly and that of the Mastermind and all that has transpired. My friend, Captain Maddox, you are a warrior indeed. Did you not tell me before that you were an enemy of the Mastermind?” 
 
    “To a degree,” Maddox said. “We fought once.” 
 
    “It was a noble fight, I warrant.” 
 
    “Two enemies faced one another honorably,” Maddox said, divining the thrust of Carn Dar’s thought. 
 
    “Honorable foes fight as they should,” Carn Dar whispered. “But not as these entities have fought against us. I remember…I recall things I heard long ago. If you knew how long we have been raking the damned rubies…” 
 
    Carn Dar looked up sharply at Ludendorff. 
 
    The Methuselah Man pressed a bandage against the Ardazirho’s side. He then pressed a medikit against him. It must have pricked Carn Dar, the reason he’d turned. 
 
    “I’m patching you up the best I can,” Ludendorff said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Carn Dar said. He turned to Maddox. “Those are more than rubies on the obsidian plain. They are energy nodes. Not while they lie on the plain of obsidian, but once they go through the scooper, once transferred and ejected with positronic energy. The energized rubies are transferred to a place—” 
 
    Carn Dar gritted his fangs, panting afterward. 
 
    “Rest,” Maddox said. 
 
    “No,” Carn Dar said. “I might die soon. I must explain. The energy the rubies supply… The rubies power a gigantic engine. You will no doubt think me mad when I tell you this, Captain, but it is the truth. The others, those who use the rubies, attempt to pierce dimensions. Have you ever heard of such a thing?” 
 
    “I have,” Maddox said. “Since then, I’ve wanted no part of dimensional travel.” 
 
    “I understand. Omegan, the Builders and the Yon Soths were all tricked. It was a monumental jest except to the good officers who worked with me in the service of the Mastermind. I was an Intelligence operative in the Mastermind’s service. We were sent to retrieve these so-called Seekers, but they are not what anyone thinks. Do you understand that much?” 
 
    Maddox glanced at Ludendorff, who raised his white eyebrows. 
 
    “Do you feel better?” Maddox asked. “We were trying to patch you up.” 
 
    “It’s no good,” Carn Dar said. “I have wasted away these many centuries. It’s hard to know anymore the length of time I’ve endured. I’ve worked and raked for so long. I’ve been taken to the great—what you call the scooper. That is a joke indeed, a grand and glorious jest. Yet perhaps it is apt.” He set his head back and howled forlornly. 
 
    “Conserve your strength, my friend.” 
 
    “No, no, you must listen, Captain. You must listen to what I have to tell you. I only have so long, and I fear there are only a few other ways for you to learn this truth. Omegan is a devilish device, an evil thing, a betrayer of all that it once stood for. It is a Builder artifact. Are you aware of the term?” 
 
    “Yes.” Maddox glanced at Ludendorff, who nodded in a knowing, perhaps even a smug way. Maddox didn’t scowl or laugh but centered his attention on Carn Dar. 
 
    “Tell us then,” Maddox said. “I feel you want to get this off your chest.” 
 
    “I die,” Carn Dar said. “I’m going to the next realm of existence, whatever lies beyond this one. Do you believe in such a thing, Captain Maddox?” 
 
    “I do,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Aeeiii! We came here seeking the Seekers, engines of war, but we had no idea what they really were. The others are more like those of Leviathan than anything else in existence. From what I was able to learn, they are part machine and part organic, but they are also destroyers. They suck up life. They leave deserts behind them, and an evil one controls them. They feed him. He is an entity of evil that makes the Yon Soths look kind. He would devour our dimension, starting with our galaxy. He seeks entrance in this region of the Orion Arm. It is a haunted region of space, the Aquila Rift. I know that is what you call it. I have learned much, and it is so good to have my mind freed after millennia of mental enslavement. 
 
    “Did Omegan give you any stellar coordinates?” Carn Dar asked suddenly. 
 
    “Would the coordinates have been on a sunken saucer ship?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Describe the occupants of the saucer ship to me,” Carn Dar said. 
 
    “They looked like squids.” Maddox explained what a squid was. 
 
    “Yes, that is the star system,” Carn Dar said. “That is the watery planet. The alien squids, as you call them, were instrumental in first using the cosmic drill. They used it to break through the fabric of dimensions. The first emissaries of the Seekers came through in response. They are the ones who set it up and tricked all of us.” 
 
    Carn Dar began to pant. 
 
    Maddox looked at Ludendorff. 
 
    Ludendorff touched the medikit to Carn Dar’s side. The small instrument beeped. Ludendorff checked the display. He looked at Maddox. 
 
    “I dare not give him another stimulant. It might kill him.” 
 
    “Can you override that?” asked Maddox. 
 
    “I can but I won’t,” Ludendorff said. “Carn Dar might live if we let him rest. We don’t want to kill him.” 
 
    Carn Dar revealed his fangs. It might have been an Ardazirho smile. “It doesn’t matter. I must tell you the bitter truth. We used Yon Soth pathways as the Mastermind had taught us. We came here to this place as well as to others. The others from the next dimension worked for the Seekers. They tricked us. They tricked all of us as they set a process into motion.” 
 
    Carn Dar swallowed dryly, panting afterward. 
 
    Maddox offered the Ardazirho a canteen. 
 
    Carn Dar shook his head. “Listen, the scooper has been sending the irradiated rubies to the water world. There, they power the great engine. There, I warrant, other ships have gone to weigh in the balance until finally the day comes when the breakthrough occurs. The Seekers from the other dimension will trade places with the mass of waiting vessels. Did Omegan try to send you to that place?” 
 
    “It did,” Maddox said. 
 
    “You’d have been slain or enslaved and sent to different areas, perhaps even across to the other dimension there to feed the evil that awaits and attempts to come through. No, Captain, you must flee the Aquila Rift. There is nothing that I know of that can destroy those in the water world. There are some of the Seeker elements there.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we destroy the scooper?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “If you can, do it,” Carn Dar said. “Destroy Omegan as well if you can. It has elements the others have given it. The Aquila Rift is haunted and evil. I wish the Mastermind knew of this. But perhaps he does know, for none has ever come from the Ardazirho service to rescue us. You rescued me, Captain Maddox. I appreciate that greatly. You kept the motes from regaining control of my mind and putting me back into their dreadful service.” 
 
    “Try to rest,” Maddox said. 
 
    “I tell you these things not because I have any love for you or your kind, Captain. I tell you these things because I hate the evil that enslaved me most of my life, raking the horrific rubies and enlarging the dimensional opening. It would take perhaps all of Leviathan and all of Star Watch’s fleets combined to destroy what is on the water world. They have elements there, and they have the power the irradiated rubies have given them. It is so much more than what you can imagine. But as long as they do not have enough, in time, millennia, what they have will dissipate.” 
 
    Carn Dar snorted. “Will those on the other dimensional side quit and try to come through elsewhere? Buying time, Captain. That is what it is all about. You must buy our universe time. You must buy your people time. Perhaps, eventually, you will invent weapons powerful enough to defeat the Seekers.” 
 
    Carn Dar began to cough, a deep, racking cough. 
 
    Maddox had heard enough coughs in his life to know the Ardazirho was near death. 
 
    Carn Dar spoke of a transfer station that Maddox and the others could use to regain the rogue planet of Omegan. From there, they could return to Victory. 
 
    “Are there other stations we can go to?” Ludendorff asked Carn Dar. 
 
    “Maybe, but you would get lost without me.” 
 
    “Then hold on,” Ludendorff said. “Contain your energies, man.” 
 
    “I am not a man.” Carn Dar said, breathing rapidly with a rattle in his throat. “Listen, Maddox, I do not know all the entities in this grand conspiracy. But they are many and varied, and each has its own plans. How you ended up here is a mystery indeed.” 
 
    Abruptly, Carn Dar turned his head and breathed what might have been his last. 
 
    Ludendorff adjusted the medikit, pressing it against the Ardazirho’s side. It hissed as it injected him with drugs. 
 
    “Might as well try it now,” Ludendorff said. “He’s dead if we do nothing.” 
 
    Carn Dar continued to breathe, albeit shallowly, although he was now unconscious. 
 
    “Preposterous, don’t you think?” Ludendorff said. “That was a preposterous story. I believe his weakened state has distorted his mind or his memories, or perhaps both.” 
 
    “We can check out some of it,” Maddox said. “We need to find the scooper’s control room.” 
 
    “What about Carn Dar?” Meta asked, looking down at the Ardazirho. “We can’t just leave him here.” 
 
    “Right,” Maddox said. “Riker, we’re going to carry him. If Carn Dar lives, we can use his knowledge.” 
 
    “Is that the only reason to try to save him?” Ludendorff asked. 
 
    “No,” Maddox said. “He’s brave, and I like to help the brave any way I can. Let’s do this.” 
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    They followed the directions Carn Dar had given and opened several hatches. One proved impossible to open from this side. Ludendorff used his teleporter, disappearing and then opening the locked hatch from the other side. In time, they entered a large control chamber. It was close to the chamber where an Inquisitor had used a dais to teleport Maddox and Meta back to the cavern on the rogue planet. 
 
    Ludendorff went to the banks of controls and began to manipulate them. Soon, he shook his head. “I don’t know what they do or how to operate them. This is baffling.” 
 
    Maddox glanced at the sleeping Carn Dar. “I wish we had more time. Can you wake him, Professor?” 
 
    “Is that proper?” Meta asked. 
 
    “We’re out of time,” Maddox said. “We must do what we can while we can.” 
 
    “Are we sure we’re out of time?” she asked. 
 
    “I feel that,” Maddox said. 
 
    Meta looked guiltily at the Ardazirho. “It’s not right. We could be killing him doing this.” 
 
    Maddox knelt beside Carn Dar. “Wake up,” he said, gently shaking the Ardazirho’s shoulder. 
 
    Carn Dar smacked his lips as his eyelids fluttered. He opened bloodshot eyes. He frowned. “Oh. Captain Maddox, right?” 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Exhausted,” Carn Dar said. 
 
    “I’m surprised he’s awake,” Ludendorff said. 
 
    “Maybe the property that allowed him to live all this time is still operating,” Meta said. 
 
    Carn Dar worked up to a sitting position and looked around. “You’re in a Portal Chamber. Good. We can do this then.” 
 
    “Does that bank of controls look familiar to you?” Ludendorff asked, pointing at them. 
 
    “Help me up, please.” 
 
    Maddox helped Carn Dar stand. Together, they shuffled to the banks of controls. 
 
    “Let me see,” Carn Dar said as he touched his lower snout. He pressed a switch, pulled a handle and manipulated several more buttons. 
 
    All of a sudden, a portal opened before them, showing a place they could jump through to. 
 
    “Dare we try it?” Ludendorff asked. 
 
    “No!” Meta exclaimed, rushing forward. “Do not try it!” She took a ferocious grip of Captain Maddox, holding him back. 
 
    Carn Dar turned a dial, and the portal snapped shut. 
 
    “We know the controls work,” Ludendorff said. “That looked like a Yon Soth pathway.” 
 
    “A modified one,” Carn Dar said, sounding winded. 
 
    “Can you use the controls to create a portal window?” Ludendorff asked. “Can you make a screen so we can study where we could go?” 
 
    Carn Dar frowned at the controls. He began to manipulate. Several minutes later, he straightened, although it seemed to pain him. 
 
    “I believe I can show you the water world from space,” Carn Dar said. “I remember the coordinates well enough, even though I have no idea how many centuries have passed since I learned them.” 
 
    Maddox and Ludendorff exchanged glances. Maddox raised his eyebrows in a questioning way. Ludendorff nodded. 
 
    Maddox turned to Carn Dar. “Please do so.” 
 
    Carn Dar manipulated the controls. Before them, a smaller portal opened. It shimmered as if covered or fronted with glass. Through it, they looked through a spaceship’s viewing port at a close water world. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Meta said. 
 
    Maddox stepped closer to the ‘window.’ 
 
    The water planet was Earth-sized, a ball in space with many hues of blue and blue-green. Clouds drifted in places. There didn’t seem to be any land, no browns or solid greens, in any case. There was ice on the poles, however. 
 
    The terrestrial planet possessed a ring like Saturn’s bands. Instead of dust and ice, this band or ring was a brilliant red, in places sparkling with reflected starlight. That likely meant trillions of fist-sized rubies carefully raked from the obsidian ground of the Ruby Planet, sucked up and transported via a portal from the scooper. How long had this taken? The ring was beautiful and no doubt functional, as well. Taken together, the blue-green of the planet and the red of the ring—it was a spectacle indeed. 
 
    “Look over there,” Ludendorff said. 
 
    The planet lacked a moon, although at first one didn’t suspect that. Instead of a moon, there were masses of spaceships bunched together in a bee-like swarm at a moon-length orbit around the planet. Closer inspection revealed that the spaceships were wrecks. How many wrecked ships were there? It had to be tens of thousands at least, possibly hundreds of thousands. There were big vessels and small ones, and endlessly different designs. Carn Dar had been right. This was a graveyard of spaceships: some blasted half apart, others practically intact, and no doubt from many different eras. 
 
    “Do you see to the left of the rings?” Meta asked. “More rubies are appearing, pouring down into the ring. Can they have come from here?” 
 
    Maddox leaned nearer the portal window. A river of rubies appeared as if from nowhere, adding to the gigantic mass of the ring as Meta had said. 
 
    “Is that the planet Omegan was trying to send us?” Ludendorff asked. 
 
    “I have no doubt of that,” Carn Dar said. “That is where the squid aliens live. That is where they’re trying to break through to another dimension. The junkyard of spaceships is meant to trade places for a fleet of Seekers. The Seekers will create the conditions for the evil one to set foot in our universe.” 
 
    “It strikes me that they’ve been at this for a long time,” Ludendorff said. 
 
    “You mean because I’ve been raking rubies forever?” asked Carn Dar. 
 
    “That’s one reason,” Ludendorff said. 
 
    Carn Dar nodded. “You’re correct in your assumption.” 
 
    “Can you show us more?” Ludendorff asked. 
 
    “More of the planet and spaceships?” Carn Dar asked. 
 
    “No, other places,” Ludendorff said. “I think we’ve seen enough of this one.” 
 
    “Yes, good idea,” Maddox said. 
 
    Carn Dar frowned at the controls. “Let us see what others have desired to see.” He worked the banks of controls. The window disappeared. Abruptly, a new shimmering half-portal appeared in the air. 
 
    “This is a recording,” Carn Dar told them. “Someone thought this worth saving.” 
 
    The others crowded around the portal, the viewing screen. Tall creatures, part machine and part biological stood in a huge chamber of machines. 
 
    “Those are Leviathan cybers,” Maddox said. “I think they’re strategists.” 
 
    “Can you give us sound?” Ludendorff asked the Ardazirho. 
 
    Carn Dar shook his head. 
 
    “Why do you think this is important for us to see?” Ludendorff asked. 
 
    The cyber strategists had assistants push jacks into their heads. After that, the strategists lay down on couches and possibly communicated through the jacks. 
 
    “If you are addressing me,” Carn Dar said. “I cannot explain the scene’s importance. If there is a way to tell what the jacks relate, I do not know it.” 
 
    “Is there anything else we can see?” Maddox asked. 
 
    Carn Dar adjusted the controls. “I don’t think so. The controls were set for this.” 
 
    “How is seeing these things helping us any?” Riker asked. 
 
    “For one thing,” Ludendorff said, who had been tapping his chin, “it shows that Carn Dar’s story is true. There is a water world and rubies circle it. The rubies seemingly power an engine to bring other dimensional enemies against us. If Carn Dar was right about this, he is likely correct that an evil entity is trying to reach our universe.” 
 
    “Do you mean like the Devil?” Riker asked. 
 
    Ludendorff snorted. “What a preposterous notion. It is absurd to speak of the alien as the Devil.” 
 
    Maddox wasn’t so sure. Either way, he wanted to destroy the ruby ring around the water world. Carn Dar suggested that would require a grand battle fleet. Maddox didn’t have one at the moment. Besides, that wasn’t the pressing issue now. The squid aliens had been working on the dimensional rift for millennia. Surely they had a little time before the dimensional breakthrough occurred. There was another, a possibly more looming problem. 
 
    “Can you show us anything about a Leviathan battle fleet heading to the Commonwealth?” Maddox asked. 
 
    Carn Dar raised his eyebrows. “It would take me time to discover the process. I believe I should rest a moment and regain my strength. Do you mind?” 
 
    “No…” Maddox said reluctantly. 
 
    Carn Dar slid down onto his butt, clearly tired. 
 
    Maddox tapped his chin. They were in the control room of the scooper, obviously a pivotal place. It was time to figure out what to do next. 
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    Maddox mentally reviewed what he’d learned, starting with a water planet with the Saturn-like ring of rubies. He had no doubt a great engine was there. It was part of a long-term plan to break through into another dimension. A graveyard or a junkyard of spaceships waited in readiness to supply the counterweight for Seekers invading from another dimension. 
 
    He had also seen strategists of Leviathan. His intuition told him that they were personally important to him. That struck him as odd, but maybe not. Why had Leviathan wanted him three years ago? Could these strategists be the reason? 
 
    “Carn Dar,” Maddox said. 
 
    The Ardazirho was sitting with his back against the controls. He’d been resting and had opened his eyes. The wolf alien now raised his snout. 
 
    “Given that you have a visual capture of the cyber council chamber, does that mean there’s a portal link to it?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Carn Dar said. “Without the link, we could not have seen a thing.” 
 
    “That necessarily means there’s a portal to the spaceship where we viewed the water world with its ruby ring,” Maddox said. 
 
    “All true,” Carn Dar said. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Ludendorff asked Maddox. 
 
    “That we have a transfer mechanism that allows us to reach places we need to know more about,” Maddox said. “We can make recon trips. For instance, what did the cybers talk about? Maybe we could learn that and why would they said is important.” 
 
    “Why would knowing that be important to what we’re doing here?” Ludendorff asked. 
 
    Maddox ignored the question. “Carn Dar, is there a way we could retrieve or learn what the Leviathan strategists said during their meeting?” 
 
    “I perceive what you are saying.” Carn Dar used the side of the control bank to help him work up to his feet. 
 
    “No, no, sit, let the Professor work the controls for you,” Maddox said. 
 
    Wearily, Carn Dar shook his head. “For all his intellect, the Professor doesn’t have my expertise. The knowledge is coming back to me. Here, I’ll make the needed adjustments and bring that back up.” 
 
    A few moments later, a full-sized portal appeared so they looked into an empty machine-lined chamber. The couches the strategists had lain on were still there, although bare. 
 
    “Do you know what planet that’s on?” Ludendorff asked. 
 
    “I do not,” Carn Dar said. “There are no designations I can find on the controls. This isn’t like the Mastermind’s control room or like the subsidiary rooms we Ardazirhos used.” 
 
    Maddox recalled when he’d seen such a control room. It had been when he’d been behind the Yon Soth barrier across the Milky Way Galaxy. “Could you link the portal so I can reach the chamber?” 
 
    Carn Dar looked at Maddox closely. 
 
    Meta whirled around. “No, certainly not,” she said. “You’re not going to go anywhere else. We’re in too much danger as it is, my dear.” 
 
    “I know we’re in danger,” Maddox said calmly. “Ours is a desperate situation. But we’re here, and now it’s time to act.” 
 
    “Not you this time,” Meta said. “Let somebody else go. Send Riker.” 
 
    “Sure,” Riker said. “I’ll go. What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Riker can join me if you wish,” Maddox told Meta. 
 
    “No. You will not go.” 
 
    Maddox pointed at her. “My dear, I love having you on these missions. But I’m still in charge, despite your concern for me.” 
 
    For a moment, bitter stubbornness twisted Meta’s features. It looked like she would argue further. Then her shoulders slumped as she turned away. 
 
    Maddox had expected at least for her to say, “Yes, Captain,” or “Yes, dear,” but she did neither. For the moment, her barest acquiescence would have to suffice. He would talk to her later about the appropriate response in such situations. 
 
    “Carn Dar,” Maddox said, “can you pinpoint a place in the chamber, a computer node, where I could insert a data stick and recover the recording of the incident we saw earlier?” 
 
    Carn Dar scratched the side of his snout. “I’ll have to study the controls.” 
 
    The others watched a virtuoso of portal manipulation. Carn Dar switched the scene here, looked there, and finally focused on an area with many computer banks and slot openings. 
 
    “There,” Carn Dar pointed at the portal. “I believe if you inserted…” He manipulated the control board faster. From a slot near the bottom, a crystal rectangle dropped out. The slim crystal resembled a data stick. 
 
    “That’s a universal jack. If you insert it there into that slot,” Carn Dar manipulated the board. Energy flowed to the crystal. “If you insert it into the place I’ve shown, it should draw out the information you require. Then, if you return it here, I will be able to play the recording from the control panel.” 
 
    “That’s incredible,” Ludendorff said. “It will truly work in the manner you’ve said?” 
 
    “From what I remember from my time with the Mastermind, that should be the case,” Carn Dar said. 
 
    “How long will the portal stay open for us?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Wait,” Ludendorff said. “I have a different question for Carn Dar. How in the world can you know your ancient technology will mesh with the newer technology of Leviathan? You say this is a Leviathan chamber, perhaps on their main planet. Perhaps we witnessed the key strategists for the Sovereign Hierarchy of Leviathan.” 
 
    The Ardazirho said nothing. 
 
    “See, Carn Dar does not know,” Ludendorff said. “Captain, this could be a trap. Remember, Leviathan wanted to capture you once, did so, and you escaped. Surely, they are keen to acquire you again.” 
 
    “That may be,” Maddox said. “But if we let our fears control us, we’ll never get anywhere. He who dares, wins, and I am about to dare. I would prefer you to stay here and help, Carn Dar. Meta, you’ll stay as well.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Meta retorted, with her back to him. 
 
    Maddox approached Meta, placing his hands on her stiff shoulders. He turned her to him and lifted her chin. At first, she resisted that, but eventually she met his gaze with a stern expression. 
 
    “Meta, this is what I do,” Maddox said gently. 
 
    “Must it always be you? Must you always throw yourself into danger? Can’t you think of Jewel for once?” 
 
    Maddox sighed, looking away. Why did Meta have to make this so hard on him? This was who he was, the man of action. 
 
    “If you don’t understand,” he told her, “so be it.” 
 
    As Maddox turned to depart, Meta’s hand shot out, gripping one of his with surprising strength. The grip was almost painful until she relaxed her grasp. 
 
    “Good luck, dear. May God be with you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Maddox said. “I appreciate that. Riker, are you ready?” 
 
    “No,” Riker replied, “but that’s never stopped you before. This should be easy breezy, right?” he asked Carn Dar. 
 
    The Ardazirho looked troubled. “It should be easy. Will it actually be so? There might be alarms and other manifestations I cannot foresee over there. But your blaster should work, and I believe everything should go as I have predicted. Will my strength hold? I believe so, but even now I feel a slight shiver in my knees.” 
 
    “I’ll be here, and so will this,” Ludendorff said, holding up the medikit. 
 
    “How long will it take you to turn that into an actual portal we can use?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Less than five minutes, I should think,” Carn Dar said. 
 
    “All right,” Maddox said, “tell me when you’re ready.” 
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     “Now,” Carn Dar said, as he looked up from the controls. 
 
    There was a subtle change over the portal. 
 
    With his blaster drawn and visor down, Maddox stepped through. Once again, unlike the long tunnels that he had gone through years ago, this portal led directly into the other place. 
 
    Maddox looked around. The chamber seemed bigger now that he was in it, with alien machinery everywhere. 
 
    Riker stepped through after him. He turned and spoke to Ludendorff on the other side, but it didn’t seem that Ludendorff could hear the sergeant. 
 
    “We should do this quickly, sir,” Riker said. 
 
    “Right,” Maddox said. 
 
    They moved deeper into the chamber, deeper in relation to the portal. There were complex computers, machine blocks and running lights everywhere. 
 
    “I have a bad feeling about this,” Riker said. 
 
    “Just keep your eyes peeled. If you see what looks like a camera eye, destroy it.” 
 
    “What about that up there?” Riker asked, glancing upward at a shiny lens that rotated the tiniest bit as they looked at it. 
 
    “Yes, shoot it!” 
 
    Riker fired, leaving a burn hole in the ceiling and sending tinkling shards from what had been up there onto the deck. 
 
    Maddox jogged across the chamber, took out the crystal stick and inserted it into the preselected slot. He waited anxiously, certain it couldn’t be this easy. 
 
    Suddenly, the whole bank of computers on this side began to flash with lights, presumably filling the crystal with the data he sought. Would the data be vital to everything else? He dearly hoped so. 
 
    “Captain, I hear something coming.” 
 
    “Keep your gun aimed in that direction. If anything comes into the chamber, kill it.” 
 
    “Might we try diplomacy first?” Riker asked. 
 
    Before Maddox could respond, a hatch on the farther end opened. Three tall Soldiers of Leviathan walked through. Maddox was drawing his gun when Riker unleashed blaster fire. Shot after shot burned into the cyber Soldiers, tearing them apart. One had a glittering metallic device in his mechanical-bio hand. 
 
    “It’s a grenade!” Maddox shouted. 
 
    The captain dove onto the floor behind a large table. Riker did the same. A massive explosion shook the chamber. Everything within it shook. Lights flashed. Parts of the ceiling fell. 
 
    That might have been a NOVA grenade or some other powerful device. Maddox’s head felt woozy. Fortunately, he was still wearing his helmet. Without it, he might have suffered a fatal injury. He turned his attention to Riker. Riker lay unconscious on the floor, pinned beneath a beam of sorts. There was no sign of the cybers. The explosion had obliterated them, put smears of them on the walls. 
 
    “Damn it,” Maddox muttered. 
 
    He holstered his blaster, yanked the crystal stick from the computer slot, pocketing it, and then tried to rush to Riker’s side. His left leg throbbed with pain. Was it broken? Maybe just badly sprained. He limped to Riker. 
 
    Upon arrival, Maddox put his hands under the beam, straining with all his might to lift it. It was far too heavy. Down the corridor, he heard sounds. Maddox looked up, and he could see others approaching the half-ruined chamber. 
 
    That included Meta, who was now entering the chamber through the intact portal. 
 
    “Go back,” Maddox shouted at her. 
 
    “No. I’m here to help.” 
 
    “Did any of the blast go through the portal?” 
 
    “It didn’t. And I don’t know why,” Meta said. “Neither does the Professor. Carn Dar is babbling something.” 
 
    “Come here then,” Maddox said. “Help me with this beam.” 
 
    Meta rushed to his side. Together they strained to lift the beam. But the piece of ceiling wouldn’t budge. 
 
    “All right, stand behind me,” Maddox said. 
 
    Meta did as ordered. 
 
    Maddox pulled out his blaster and fired at the piece three times. Parts of it fell away. 
 
    “You just killed Riker,” Meta said. “The last part is crushing him. The part you shot off was holding the rest up.” 
 
    “Quit babbling about it,” Maddox shouted. “Help me lift.” He already had his hands in place, trying to lift the now smaller beam off Riker. 
 
    Meta joined him, and by the barest of degrees, the smaller piece shifted. 
 
    “You shouldn’t speak to me so harshly,” Meta said. 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry. Hurry. Help me, please.” 
 
    Together, they shifted the heavy piece off the sergeant. 
 
    Riker awoke screaming in pain with a jagged shard embedded in his thigh. Despite his injuries, he managed to crawl for the portal. 
 
    “Damn, that hurts.” A sweat-drenched Riker looked at his injured leg, “I wonder if I’m going to need a new prosthetic leg.” 
 
    “Let’s get out of here first,” Maddox said. “Meta, grab his other side.” 
 
    Together, they lifted Riker, who tried to suppress his pain, clenching his jaws. Soon, however, he bellowed in agony. 
 
    “That hurts like hell,” Riker shouted. 
 
    Echoing sounds from an outer corridor indicated more Soldiers of Leviathan approaching. 
 
    “We’ve got to get out of here now,” Maddox said. 
 
    They maneuvered through the ruined chamber, stumbling over debris and supporting the injured Riker. He cried out in pain before losing consciousness. 
 
    “Put him on me,” Meta said. 
 
    After some effort, Meta took Riker’s weight on her shoulders. She staggered for the portal. 
 
    Maddox, blaster drawn, covered their retreat. He took shots down the corridor. Returning fire hit near him. One Soldier aimed at Meta. 
 
    “Look out!” Maddox shouted. 
 
    Meta leaped, diving through the portal with Riker. 
 
    Riker awoke on the other side, his mouth open, perhaps screaming in pain and writhing, although no sounds came through to here. 
 
    Maddox fired at a Soldier, killing him. Another stepped into the chamber. Maddox fired again. This time, a crystal shield appeared before the Soldier, blocking Maddox’s shot. 
 
    Maddox turned and ran for the portal, narrowly avoiding incoming shots. He dove, rolling into the scooper control chamber. 
 
    “Cut the connection,” Ludendorff shouted at Carn Dar. 
 
    In an instant, the portal snapped shut. 
 
    Carn Dar, exhausted, sank to the floor, catching his breath before lying flat on his back. 
 
    “See to him, Professor,” Maddox ordered, standing, as he noticed Meta tending to Riker. 
 
    “Carn Dar is just tired,” Ludendorff said. “I’ll check Riker.” Soon, Ludendorff was administering medical aid to Riker. The medikit beeped as it went to work on the sergeant. 
 
    “How is he?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “The sergeant should survive this,” Ludendorff said. “And I think he’ll keep the leg. I heard him mention something about a prosthetic. He should remain unconscious for a time. But now, Captain, what’s our next move? You have the crystal stick.” 
 
    “Yes,” Maddox said. “Now it’s time for us to see what it says, if we can.” 
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    With trepidation and expectation, Maddox inserted the crystal into the slot Carn Dar had shown them before. 
 
    “I understand how to do this.” Ludendorff manipulated the controls, and before them, a holographic screen displayed an intriguing situation accompanied by explanations in script. 
 
    “Can you make that English?” Maddox asked. 
 
    Ludendorff tried a few buttons. “Here, this is it.” 
 
    The text switched to English, and they began to read a report, simultaneously observing events unfolding on the capital planet of Loggia. 
 
    “How interesting,” Maddox said, watching the three major strategists make a significant decision. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Deep in the Scutum-Centaurus Spiral Arm was the capital planet of the Sovereign Hierarchy of Leviathan, Loggia. 
 
    The shape and composition of the planet, together with the terrain, weren’t germane to the moment. 
 
    Instead, in a subterranean chamber, three of the highest ranked Strategists gathered. They were in order of rank: Hyperion Codex, Tactix and Enigmach. 
 
    In this instance, their shape and appearance had little bearing. Each of the cyber entities reclined on a couch. Each had assistants that inserted a jack into their massive and AI-enhanced brains. The jack linked them to huge mainframe computers. These computers took up fifteen percent of the surface crust of the planet. 
 
    As Hyperion Codex, Tactix and sly Enigmach received the jacks, their minds shut down outer stimuli. In other words, they no longer heard, saw, smelled or felt. 
 
    Their minds linked with the mighty computers and knew logical and vast intelligence data. 
 
    It was an exalting experience for each of the veteran analysts. Here in the computer they knew so much and could sense even more. It was liberating and breathtaking. Each of them loved being jacked into the mainframe. There was no pain here, only the pleasure of pure and unadulterated thought. 
 
    “Let us consider the problem of the Commonwealth of Planets and its subsidiary regions,” Hyperion Codex said. 
 
    He did not speak as humans would with their mouths and hear with their ears. Instead, this was direct electric linkage. 
 
    “The Commonwealth is growing,” Tactix said. “They could become a problem in one hundred and fifty-three years.” He had been running simulations and this was the conclusion. 
 
    “Perhaps even several years sooner,” Enigmach said. 
 
    “That is possible,” Tactix conceded. 
 
    “If the humans ever unite,” Hyperion Codex said, “it would accelerate matters considerably on their behalf.” 
 
    “Are you referring to the major splinter groups such as the New Men and Spacers?” Tactix asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Hyperion Codex said. 
 
    “How likely would such a merger happen in the near future?” Enigmach asked. 
 
    The three great Strategists of Leviathan made swift and vast calculations. 
 
    “If they unify, which is unlikely, they could create trouble for us in thirty-one years,” Tactix said. 
 
    “There are other dangers for Leviathan in the present,” Hyperion Codex said. 
 
    “Because of the one named Captain Maddox?” asked Tactix. 
 
    “He has foiled us on two separate occasions,” Hyperion Codex said. “In one of the occasions, the Spacers had handed him captive into our custody. Maddox, through a set of bizarre circumstances, escaped and later created trouble for us in the Heydell Cloud. That trouble is yet to mature. In truth, those in the Heydell Cloud could actually create danger to greater Leviathan. There is uniqueness and incalculability to Maddox that foils our best calculations.” 
 
    “We should kill him,” Tactix said. 
 
    “We have tried and failed,” Hyperion Codex said. “The conclusion is clear. Direct methods have the poorest result with him.” 
 
    “We need to deal with Maddox through the slyest cunning then,” Enigmach said. 
 
    “Do you have a proposal?” Tactix asked. 
 
    “In fact, I do,” Enigmach said. “I propose we invade the Commonwealth and render the Maddox equation moot.” 
 
    “Invasion of the Commonwealth could be dangerous with Maddox alive and thus disrupting our strategy,” Hyperion Codex said. 
 
    “I understand,” Enigmach said. “Thus, I propose we use the entity known as the Supreme Intelligence of the Library Planet. We must guide the Supreme Intelligence so he sends Captain Maddox to the Aquila Rift. There, we have assets that could render him inoperative.” 
 
    “That is a dangerous initiative,” Hyperion Codex said. 
 
    “We will use an entity of dangerous complexity and uniqueness to quell Maddox long enough for us to gain our conquest,” Enigmach said. “Once we have rendered the Commonwealth impotent, the Maddox equation is moot.” 
 
    “How exactly would you embroil Maddox? And what type of invasion in the Orion Arm do you suggest?” Hyperion Codex asked. 
 
    Enigmach engaged much of the planetary computer to run tests and simulations, showing the other two how he would use a computer virus to assist them. 
 
    “Your proposal seems too simple,” Tactix said. 
 
    “In our way of thinking, it’s simple,” Enigmach said. “But for the humans, and even the Supreme Intelligence, this is as complex as it gets.” 
 
    “Do you think Omegan can contain and then steer Maddox in the correct course?” Hyperion Codex asked. 
 
    “Omegan is composed of strange patterns outside our calculations,” Enigmach said. “The same appears to be so with Captain Maddox. Only such an entity as Omegan has a chance of doing this to Maddox, as it is indirect.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Hyperion Codex said. “Your sly cunning is legendary and well deserved, Enigmach. I applaud you.” 
 
    “Should we then suggest our plan to High Leviathan?” Enigmach asked. 
 
    “Let us vote,” Hyperion Codex said. 
 
    The vote was three to zero to attempt this. Thus, the Chief Strategists of the Sovereign Hierarchy of Leviathan would propose the Intelligence Operation to the High Leviathan, along with the beginning of the conquest of the Commonwealth. 
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    Carn Dar had awakened toward the end of the report they’d gained from Loggia and the three master strategists. 
 
    “How utterly amazing,” Ludendorff said. “Leviathan staged the virus assault in order to trick the Supreme Intelligence into bringing you here.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can accept that,” Maddox said. “Carn Dar, could the strategists have manufactured this, knowing I would come through a portal to retrieve it?” 
 
    “That’s an incredible idea,” Ludendorff said. “You think the strategists could devise such an elaborate deception scheme, and to what propose? Why would causing you to think so change anything you do here? No. I think we heard their real scheme, which was to get you out of the way and into the Aquila Rift while Leviathan invades the Commonwealth.” 
 
    “If anybody could be that subtle,” Maddox said, “it would the main Leviathan strategists jacked into the planetary battle computer.” 
 
    “I agree with Ludendorff,” Carn Dar said. “I think the strategists have attempted a plan that is working. You are out here in the Aquila Rift, after all.” 
 
    “You spoke about Yon Soth and Builder influences,” Maddox said. “Where’s the reality of that? All I see is a Leviathan plot?” 
 
    “You forget one important point,” Carn Dar said. “While the strategists seemed to think Seekers were a myth, a way to draw you here, Seekers are indeed real.” 
 
    “True,” Maddox said. He looked at Meta and the sergeant. 
 
    Riker was snoring loudly, the drugs having taken effect and dulling the pain enough so he was out. 
 
    “The Seekers are real,” Maddox said, regarding Carn Dar and Ludendorff. “That is perhaps the most interesting fact of all.” 
 
    “Only real after a fashion,” Ludendorff corrected. “The Seekers are in another dimension and thus far from us.” 
 
    “A dimension a team of beings have been working to reach,” Maddox said. 
 
    “My only point,” Ludendorff said, “is that the strategists of Leviathan made a correct analysis. They took you out of commission, at least while whatever attacks they’re planning against the Commonwealth are taking place. More to the point,” Ludendorff paused. “I lost my train of thought. I don’t know if it’s the shock of this crazy place or what has happened.” Ludendorff shook his head. “Captain, the Seekers are not precisely real. You can’t find them yet. Instead, if you had maintained your original course, you would now be trapped at the water world.” 
 
    “We would have gone there,” Maddox said. “Who knows if the squid aliens could have trapped us or not?” 
 
    “Omegan does seem to be in the employ of whoever is behind trying to free the Seekers,” Carn Dar said. 
 
    “Except,” Maddox said, “there were assault vessels of Leviathan here. Could there be a thicker plot? Are there others behind Leviathan manipulating Leviathan in various ways?” 
 
    “I don’t think the Mastermind has a hand in any of this, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Carn Dar said. “The Mastermind’s ways are not so convoluted, despite his name.” 
 
    “There’s one other thing,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Before you get to that, my boy, if these Seekers are potentially real, they’re obviously a great danger to all of us. We can’t do anything directly about them, though. Thus, it would seem our best move would be to destroy the scooper so no more rubies go to the water world. If there are other scoopers on the planet, we should destroy them as well. The scooper shows us another thing. If you consider how many rubies the scooper sucks up and sends over time… How many trillions of rubies has it taken to create a planetary ring? This enterprise has been going on for an exceedingly long time.” 
 
    “I’ve been raking for a long time,” Carn Dar said, “so I can attest to the truth of that. Destroying the scooper seems like the only thing you can do for now.” 
 
    “I disagree,” Maddox said. 
 
    “How can you disagree, my boy? The strategists of Leviathan guided you here in order to take you and Victory out of any consideration while they attack the Commonwealth. That means—” 
 
    “Professor,” Maddox said, interrupting. “The strategists weren’t aware of all the facts. They thought the Seekers were not real. But Seekers are real, if behind a dimensional wall, in another realm.” 
 
    “That means that they might as well not exist,” Ludendorff said. 
 
    “But they do exist, and at some point in time, they’re going to come through.” 
 
    “I understand that,” Ludendorff said. “But what difference does it make to us now?” 
 
    “It makes all the difference,” Maddox said. “For you see, if the Seekers are real, then, by implication, so is the Prism Drive.” 
 
    “Confound it, my boy, but that’s logical. Do you think the Prism Drive is a counter weapon against the Seekers?” 
 
    “Good question,” Maddox said. “Carn Dar, what do you know about the Prism Drive?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Carn Dar said. “This is the first I’ve heard of it. What does it do?” 
 
    Maddox didn’t answer. Instead, he began to pace, thinking. Where would a Prism Drive be? There were Seekers at the water world, or attempting to come through there from another dimension. Would the Prism Drive be near there? 
 
    “Carn Dar, I think the next place Ludendorff and I need to go is to the ship through which we viewed the water world.” 
 
    “No,” Meta said. “Look what happened to Riker. You think you’ll be okay on the ship? Do you think you’ll make it back this time?” 
 
    “My dear, we’ve almost completed the puzzle,” Maddox said. “The Seekers are at the water world, or on the other side in a nearby dimension. Those of Leviathan believe they’ve tied me in a web. Instead, I am near a place with exotic weapons that might help solve two problems.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure,” Ludendorff said. “Even though we’ve found one of these things to be true, this still is a haunted region of space. If one considers the Bermuda Triangle on Earth, it was haunted like this place is haunted, and best left alone. What I’m saying is that we should leave the Aquila Rift as fast as possible.” 
 
    Maddox shook his head. “If we find the Prism Drive, it may be useful in stopping the dimensional engine at the water world. We must stop that or we risk having a new terrible enemy appearing at the worst possible moment.” 
 
    “That’s just the point, my boy. It would take the combined fleets of Leviathan and Star Watch to destroy the engine around the water world.” 
 
    “We’ve heard that,” Maddox said. “We don’t know that it’s true. We know where the water world is. We can make a reconnaissance there. We also need the Prism Drive because I believe only with the Prism Drive can we win.” 
 
    “Win how and against who?” Ludendorff asked. 
 
    “By destroying the dimensional-drilling engine that the ring of rubies feed,” Maddox said. 
 
    “What if that means destroying the entire water world?” Ludendorff asked. “Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    “I don’t know. We should find out.” 
 
    Ludendorff muttered under his breath before saying, “Perhaps I’m getting cautious in my older age.” 
 
    “Perhaps you are,” Maddox said. “In any case, Meta,” he went to her and helped her stand. She had been beside Riker, watching him. 
 
    “I want you to understand, we’ve got to do this. You can come with me, but that will leave Carn Dar on his own. I think someone must watch him with the medikit.” 
 
    “Oh, darling, I know you feel you must do this, and perhaps someone must, and you seem to be the one who’s always doing it.” 
 
    Maddox smiled. 
 
    “All right,” Meta said. “I’ll support you in this, and if I have to, I’m going to come through and rescue you. I think we were already on the water world and faced things that happened on it.” 
 
    “That may be true,” Maddox said. “But I don’t recall a ring when we were there. We would have seen one. We also saw land on our water world. There didn’t seem to be any from the portal view we had earlier.” 
 
    “Do you think that this is a time portal, as well as space?” Meta asked. 
 
    “We’ve found a viper’s nest of strange things here,” Maddox said. “We can only untangle one or two threads at a time. The Aquila Rift, and what is occurring here, is odd and perplexing. We need to deal with one or two situations at a time. Let’s end the threat of the Seekers and this evil one from another dimension. Then, we’ll use the resources we’ve found, or will find, to help against any military incursion from Leviathan.” 
 
    “You have balls, my boy,” Ludendorff said. “Brass balls, big balls.” 
 
    “Enough of that,” Maddox said. 
 
    “No, no,” Ludendorff said, beginning to clap. “Let me congratulate you.” 
 
    “He’s being sarcastic,” Meta said. 
 
    “Maddox is the key,” Ludendorff said. “Perhaps listening to those of Leviathan, treating him so importantly has finally turned the captain’s head. You are important, my boy, but it is my dreams that have brought us here this time. Remember that.” 
 
    Maddox nodded tightly. “Are you ready to go? Carn Dar, can you stand?” 
 
    The Ardazirho struggled but finally climbed to his feet. He was panting, but he steadied himself. 
 
    “The water world, did you say?” asked Ludendorff. 
 
    “No,” Maddox said, “a place near the water world.” 
 
    “Ah,” Ludendorff said. “I understand. The captain wants to go to a spaceship from which we viewed the water world. Thrust us into danger. Why, of course, that is a great idea. Don’t you think so, Carn Dar?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Carn Dar replied. “You remind me of the Mastermind, Captain Maddox. Let me go to work and see what I can do.” 
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    Carn Dar made the portal. 
 
    Maddox and Ludendorff, wearing vacc suits, went through, stepping into an alien spacecraft. A viewing port was before them through which they could see the water world, the beautiful ruby ring around it and then the mass of junkyard spaceships all clumped together at a moon distance. They also saw something that they hadn’t seen before: a red stream flowing up from the ring into a massive space station at an L5 orbital point. From the station shot a narrow red beam, drilling at a point in space. The beam drilled relentlessly and did not dissipate, but rather seemed to disappear into nothingness. 
 
    Ludendorff and Maddox exchanged glances. 
 
    “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Ludendorff asked over a suit comm system. 
 
    “That they’re trying to beam, and maybe are partially beaming into another dimension?” asked Maddox. 
 
    “That is what I’m thinking,” Ludendorff agreed. “This is a frightening situation. Look at that. There are other ships moving out there.” 
 
    Maddox saw them: saucer-shaped ships moving in orbit around the water world. Below the spaceships and the ruby ring, the planetary clouds were thicker than before, with a swirling storm in one area. 
 
    Ludendorff turned to Maddox. “I don’t understand this. If this ship is here, centered on a Yon Soth portal, and so far no one has seen us… The saucer ships don’t seem to notice this ship.” 
 
    “We don’t know that’s true,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Is there a crew in here?” 
 
    “We haven’t seen one yet. That doesn’t mean there isn’t one. There is a different possibility, though. That was why I wanted to come here.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Ludendorff said. 
 
    “What kind of ship could stay in one location all this time without anyone seeing it or bothering to investigate?” 
 
    “Are you suggesting this ship is out of sync to the rest?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Maddox said. “Remember the Ardazirho vessel around the Library Planet the first time we were there?” 
 
    “The first time you were there,” Ludendorff said. “I grew up on the Library Planet, remember?” 
 
    “Right, my mistake. Do you remember the Ardazirho cargo vessel?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “The vessel was in a different sync than everything else. We can say that differently. Perhaps this ship has phase-shifted.” 
 
    “I begin to perceive,” Ludendorff said. “You think this ship holds the Prism Drive?” 
 
    Maddox nodded. “Blasters out, Professor. It’s time we took a look around.” 
 
    The two vacc-suited men began to float through a giant spaceship. They passed many chambers, all empty. Despite that, there was a subtle hum around them. It likely meant an engine or system operated. 
 
    “How will we know what the Prism Drive is?” Ludendorff asked. 
 
    “That’s why you’re here.” 
 
    “You expect me to know?” 
 
    “It ought to be like a phase shift device.” 
 
    “You’re putting a lot of weight on my genius.” 
 
    “Whatever works, Professor.” 
 
    They floated from one place to another until they came into a vast engine room. It seemed that ghostly forms glided around them, hard-to-see wisps. 
 
    “Whatever these wisps are, they seem to be out of phase,” Ludendorff said. “What happens when we take their Prism Drive, providing we find it?” 
 
    “We race to the portal, killing anyone in the way.” 
 
    “You mean kill these poor souls, if that’s what the wisps really are?” 
 
    “Perhaps they’re not poor souls but have lived a long time, stuck in some kind of phase shift hell,” Maddox said. 
 
    “You have too much imagination, my boy. Did I ever tell you that?” 
 
    “Nope,” Maddox said. “Now, see if you can find the Prism Drive.” 
 
    For a time, they searched without luck, moving around in the huge engine chamber. 
 
    “What’s this?” Ludendorff opened and reached into a vacc-suit seal and pulled out a palm sized, cloudy crystal lens. A strange copper-colored alloy surrounded it. There were tiny engraved carvings or marks in the alloy that formed bizarre, possibly electronic configurations. 
 
    “Do you know what this is?” 
 
    “A Prism Drive finder?” asked Maddox. 
 
    “I believe that’s exactly right.”  
 
    “That means your dreams have more to do with this than we originally anticipated.” 
 
    “Indeed, indeed,” Ludendorff said. He used both hands and adjusted the gadget. Looking around, he launched toward the center of the vast engine room. 
 
    Maddox followed. 
 
    They reached a crystal the size of Maddox’s chest. It sat in mechanical piece of equipment. 
 
    “How hard would it be to pull the crystal out of the machine?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “I don’t know until I’ve tried.” 
 
    “Are there any bolts or any other things that need to be taken off first?” 
 
    Ludendorff studied his device and then the crystal. “If you notice, there’s an indentation in the crystal. If I place my gadget in the indentation, I believe that will cause the crystal or Prism Drive to detach from the machine.” 
 
    “And you know this how?” 
 
    “It seems like the proper thing for the gadget to do. Does that mean the Builders foresaw this long ago, imprinting it upon my memories? Or was it something I learned while raking the rubies?” 
 
    “I wish you’d get on with it,” Maddox said. “Save the philosophizing for later.” 
 
    With both gloved hands, Ludendorff placed the recently invented device into a groove in the crystal. The device went in with a click. The crystal went dark. Ludendorff pulled it out of the greater machine. 
 
    Maddox turned to the ghostly wisps, but they remained unchanged. 
 
    “Let’s go, my boy.” 
 
    They pushed off the greater machine and floated for the hatch. 
 
    As Maddox left the chamber, he noticed that the wisps were less dim and more coherent. They also changed from formless blobs into octopoid shapes. 
 
    Maddox shuddered, not liking that. 
 
    The two men kept pushing off, floating through the giant ship. What had been wisps were now solid squid aliens that could see and shout at them. Some brought up weapons, training them of the humans. Five times Maddox fired at the aliens. Five times, a squid alien died with a steaming blaster hole in its main body. 
 
    Alarms rang. Saucer ships left planetary orbit and headed for this vessel. Maddox saw that through a viewing port. They’d reached the original room. 
 
    Ludendorff flew through the portal first, followed closely by Maddox. Gravity took hold on the other side and he fell onto the deck beside Ludendorff. 
 
    Carn Dar had closed the portal behind them. 
 
    Maddox sat up and took off his vacc helmet. 
 
    Ludendorff also sat up and raised the dark crystal, the possible Prism Drive. It was making odd sounds. 
 
    “Now what do we do?” Ludendorff said. 
 
    Maddox climbed to his feet. He looked around and waited, listening intently. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Ludendorff asked. 
 
    “For the next shoe to drop,” Maddox replied. “I think we’ve gotten a Prism Drive, but I wonder… The entities that built the scooper or developed all this, I’m waiting for them to show themselves.” 
 
    Suddenly, clangs sounded throughout the scooper. 
 
    “You may have got your wish sooner than expected,” Ludendorff said. 
 
    “Omegan,” Maddox called, “open the portal. We want to come home to the rogue planet.” 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “Do you think the giant computer cube has played us false?” Ludendorff asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Maddox said as the clangs intensified as if coming closer. 
 
    “This is not good at all,” Meta said. 
 
    “Let’s get ready,” Maddox said. 
 
    “For what?” Ludendorff asked. 
 
    “For whatever comes next,” Maddox said. 
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    Maddox drew his blaster, moving across the chamber in the direction of the clangs. He opened the hatch. A long corridor snaked into the depths of the city-sized scooper. The clangs rebounded, coming from that direction. Should he wait here or check it out? 
 
    He looked back into the chamber. “I’m going to take a quick recon. Be ready to leave when I come back.” 
 
    “Leave how?” Ludendorff asked. “Omegan is either ignoring us or cannot open a portal on the scooper.” 
 
    “If Omegan won’t or can’t open a portal,” Maddox said, “have Carn Dar make one to the rogue planet, preferably to the cavern with Omegan.” 
 
    “What about the computer cube’s robots there?” Ludendorff asked. “Won’t they destroy us, particularly if Omegan is acting against us?” 
 
    “Are there other portals to the rogue planet?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “How should I know that?” Ludendorff said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Maddox said. “We’ll use the portal we know is there.” 
 
    More clangs sounded from the corridor. 
 
    “Speaking of robots,” Maddox said. “Could Omegan have sent his here? I’m going to check. Carn Dar, can you make a portal to the rogue planet?” 
 
    “There are many possible portals to choose from—not necessarily to there, but everywhere—but I’ll try.” 
 
    “Start trying now.” With that, Maddox headed toward the approaching clangs in the corridor, leaving the hatch and the others behind. He kept alert, knowing this was an attack. He wasn’t surprised to see an Inquisitor appear and zoom toward him. 
 
    The first flashes from the Inquisitor were disorienting. Then Maddox put up his visor, which darkened. That changed everything. He aimed and fired, but the Inquisitor dodged the shot and fled. 
 
    The shot left a smoking burn hole in the bulkhead. Maddox sprinted after the Inquisitor. Soon, he turned a corner and skidded to a stop. 
 
    The Inquisitor hovered before an eight-foot, silver-colored, square-like, but humanoid, robot. It had a rifle-like instrument with a glowing tip. A cord to a back-pod connected with the rifle. Maddox recognized it. He’d used a similar weapon before, a plasma burner. 
 
    That was one of Omegan’s robots. 
 
    The robot aimed at him. A gush of superheated plasma arched at Maddox. He pivoted and sprinted away. Behind him, hissing plasma burned into deck metal. 
 
    The clangs resumed, meaning the robot and others like him had made the sounds. 
 
    Panting, Maddox stopped after having turned the corner, facing the direction of the enemy. The clangs neared. Just before the robot came around, an Inquisitor, a mote of light, did. Maddox fired, hitting the mote. The thing disintegrated or vanished. The robot clanged around next. Maddox fired three times in quick succession. Two blasts struck a crystal lattice that appeared like a personal force field before the robot. The third shot, Maddox aimed at the glowing orifice of the plasma rifle. It hit the gaping mouth. In a nearly instant chain reaction, a terrific explosion destroyed the robot, blowing it apart. The blast also picked up Maddox and hurled him tumbling down the corridor. 
 
    Metal pieces rained past him. He felt hot pinpricks, but didn’t take any lethal shrapnel. 
 
    He lay on the deck, badly shaken, his bones and head aching. It took several moments before he could collect his thoughts. 
 
    Three Inquisitors hovered before him, flashing. 
 
    Fortunately, he still had the visor before his eyes and the anti-telepathic band around his head. He’d taken Riker’s band. That blocked any hypnotic effects. They didn’t use sound this time, so he had no idea what they were saying. It wouldn’t be anything good. 
 
    He rolled onto his back and fired at them, destroying one. The other two fled back the way they had come. 
 
    More clangs resumed. More robots, presumably, were coming. 
 
    Maddox lay there a moment longer, trying to gather his thoughts. These were Omegan’s robots. Right, he’d already ascertained that. The giant computer cube was trying to kill them. It was war to the death then. He hoped Valerie had done her job and beamed the great cube into smithereens. Leaving the Ruby Planet now rested solely on Carn Dar finding the right portal out. 
 
    Maddox climbed wearily to his feet. He staggered, woozy, and crashed against a bulkhead. The concussion of the blast had messed with him. He wanted to concentrate, as it felt as if he was missing something. 
 
    An Inquisitor peeked around the corner. The brightness of it gave it away. Maddox turned and fired. The mote of light dodged away before he could kill it. 
 
    The clangs resumed. 
 
    Now it occurred to Maddox. The crystal lattice defense, a personal shield, had protected against blast shots on Loggia, the Leviathan homeworld. That showed a direct connection between the cyber strategists and Omegan. 
 
    Maddox pushed himself to run. He ached and was tired. The concussion had done more than he realized. He saw the closed hatch ahead, and he tried to stop, but not in time. He struck it, bounced off and crumpled onto the deck. 
 
    The hatch opened. Maddox stared at a furious Meta, her blaster aimed down the corridor. It took her a second to notice him lying on the floor. 
 
    “Maddox,” she said, leaping out, extending a hand. 
 
    Groggily, he reached up. Meta grasped his hand, helped him to his feet and half hoisted him onto her left shoulder. “What happened to you? You look awful.” 
 
    “It was a blast,” he said. His mind was shutting down, it would seem, but he had to keep it together a little longer. He had to tell them what was going on. 
 
    “Robots,” Maddox slurred. “Carn Dar...we need...out.” 
 
    Meta helped him through the hatch, closed it behind them, and then spun the wheel to lock it. “Carn Dar,” Meta shouted. “We must go now.” 
 
    “Not yet,” Carn Dar said. “You need to be wearing your vacc suits when you go through to the rogue planet.” 
 
    “Right,” Meta said. “Come on, dear.” 
 
    Maddox stumbled toward Carn Dar and the others. 
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    Meta helped Maddox don his vacc suit. He helped her with her magnetic seals. Once the four of them were ready, they stared at Carn Dar. The Ardazirho had no vacc suit. They hadn’t thought to bring an extra one. 
 
    Now, booms and clangs were getting closer to the hatch. At any moment, Maddox expected an Inquisitor to ooze into the chamber. 
 
    “Carn Dar,” Maddox said, “you can come with us, but the air is thin and impure on the rogue planet.” 
 
    “I’ve already anticipated that,” Carn Dar said. “I have a different pathway. Now, you four must hurry.” 
 
    “A pathway to where?” asked Maddox. 
 
    “I imagine you’re asking about mine. It is to a place where the Mastermind once had a station. Do you hold it against me for wanting to rejoin my own kind?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Maddox said. “My hand to you, Carn Dar.” Maddox held out a vacc-gloved hand. 
 
    The Ardazirho held up a weak hand and they shook. 
 
    “It has been a pleasure knowing you, Carn Dar. I wish you luck, and send the Mastermind my greetings. Tell him I said you’re a worthy soldier in his cause.” 
 
    “Thank you. Thank you,” Carn Dar said. “Now you really must go if you hope to make it.” 
 
    “Look!” Ludendorff shouted. He fired at an Inquisitor. It vanished into the bulkhead. 
 
    Carn Dar manipulated the controls. A portal appeared. It showed a giant dark cube in a cavern. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Maddox said through the comm unit. 
 
    “More Inquisitors,” Meta said. 
 
    They all whirled around. Many Inquisitors had oozed through the bulkhead near the hatch. The four fired at them, burning motes of light and punching blast holes in the bulkhead and hatch. A red robot eye peered through one of the rents. Then the robot thrust the muzzle of its plasma rifle into a hole. 
 
    “Go!” Carn Dar shouted. “You have no more time.” 
 
    Maddox jumped through the portal. He helped the others come through. Back in the chamber, hellish plasma-fire poured everywhere. Abruptly, the portal closed. 
 
    Was Carn Dar dead? Maddox dearly hoped not. He hoped the Ardazirho had another portal ready and had escaped through it. He didn’t see how the Ardazirho had the time, though. 
 
    “Damn robots. Damn Omegan,” Maddox muttered. He gazed upon the four-story giant cube. The great Builder artifact was dark, without any energy coursing through it. 
 
    Ludendorff pointed up at a piece of missing cube, a missing square from the much greater whole. 
 
    “Could a part of Omegan have escaped?” Ludendorff asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Maddox said. “I do know this, though.” He raised his blaster and began to fire at the ancient Builder cube. 
 
    Riker brought up the grenade launcher, firing heavy shells into it. He was saving the atomic shells for later. The giant cube exploded, the concussion forcing all of them back. 
 
    “Sergeant Riker!” Maddox shouted. “What the hell are you doing? You want to kill us?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Riker said, his voice tired. 
 
    “Professor,” Maddox said, “lead the way to the Tarrypin. It’s time to go up to Victory.” 
 
    Ludendorff staggered out of the huge cavern exit. Maddox followed as he helped Riker. The sergeant held on to the grenade launcher. 
 
    Maddox finally noticed. “What kind of shells did you use back there?” 
 
    “Regular explosive,” Riker said. “The next one is the thermonuclear, in case anything comes after us.” 
 
    Ahead on the stony ground, Ludendorff had stopped. 
 
    “What’s the problem?” Maddox asked over the suit comm. 
 
    “The Tarrypin has been destroyed,” Ludendorff said, pointing. 
 
    In the distance, the wreck of the Tarrypin lay scattered on the stony terrain. 
 
    Maddox didn’t hesitate. He opened channels with the starship. “Valerie, this is Captain Maddox.” He recited the litany of coded words. “Professor, is your teleporter ready to take us up?” 
 
    Ludendorff already had out the small device, making adjustments. Perhaps he’d anticipated the captain. “Is the starship still up there?” 
 
    “How can I possibly tell that?” Maddox asked. “They haven’t answered me. They’re not supposed to.” 
 
    “If Valerie didn’t drop the shield, we’ll all die because my device won’t let us teleport through it,” Ludendorff said. “If the starship is gone—wait. I’m detecting the ship. I’ll take us onto the bridge.” 
 
    Maddox approved even as flashes of intense light originated from inside the cavern. It would appear that they were out of time and choices. Enemies were in the cave. 
 
    “On my signal, sergeant,” Maddox said, “fire your grenade launcher at the cave.” 
 
    “Now sir?” asked a slurry-voiced Riker. 
 
    “Not now,” Maddox said. “Wait for my command.” 
 
    With shaking arms, Riker raised the grenade launcher. 
 
    “Valerie,” Maddox said over his suit comm, “respond.” 
 
    There was nothing, no click or word from Valerie or appearance of Galyan. 
 
    A robot came through the cavern entrance. It carried a plasma rifle. 
 
    “Professor, send us up,” Maddox said, “Sergeant, fire.” 
 
    Ludendorff manipulated the teleporter. Just before they disappeared, Riker fired the grenade launcher. Maddox saw the grenade lob for the cave entrance. In that moment, he disappeared, hoping to appear on Victory. 
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    They made it onto the starship. 
 
    It turned out that Valerie had not answered because she had been obeying orders. She had dropped the shield at the coded words, and had waited longer than she had thought reasonable. Finally, they had appeared. 
 
    Through the sensors, Andros and Galyan did not see any indication that the atomic grenade had detonated. They saw the remnants of the Tarrypin, and then that vanished from the sensors. 
 
    Maddox, Ludendorff, and Meta were on the bridge in their vacc suits, minus their helmets. The helmets were on the deck. Riker was already on the way to medical. 
 
    Ludendorff had teleported directly onto the bridge as he’d said. 
 
    “I suspect Omegan has regained control down there,” Ludendorff said. “He’s cloaking the planet or that area from our sensors. Perhaps he believes a lack of sensors will keep him safe from our disruptor beam.” 
 
    “Omegan was dark when we were there,” Maddox said. “A piece of the artifact was missing, though.” 
 
    “Perhaps that was mere deception,” Ludendorff said. 
 
    Maddox nodded. He turned to Keith. “Target the last known position of the cave.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir,” Keith said, as he input the coordinates, nodding to indicate it was done. 
 
    “Fire,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Wait,” Ludendorff said. 
 
    “Do not wait,” Maddox said. “Destroy the cavern and whatever is in it.” 
 
    “But we might be able to make a deal with Omegan,” Ludendorff said. “We can still use him or it.” 
 
    Keith looked expectantly at Maddox. Maddox continued to stare at the lieutenant. Keith nodded and pressed the firing button. 
 
    The disruptor beam speared down at the planet. It smashed any shield aside and burned into what would have been the cavern coordinates. It lasted several pregnant seconds. 
 
    “Cease fire,” Maddox said. “Try the sensors now.” 
 
    Both Andros and Galyan confirmed that the cavern was a smoldering ruin. Whatever had been in it was gone, including the gigantic Builder artifact of Omegan and his robots. 
 
    “Professor, why did you suggest we wait to fire?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Now is a fine time to ask me that, my boy.” 
 
    “I’d like to know why you dared to countermand me on my bridge.” 
 
    Ludendorff seemed to struggle within himself. At one moment, he seemed pleasant. The next, he scowled. Then there appeared an instant of rage. Finally, a smooth smile broke through. He bowed his head. 
 
    “I beg your pardon, Captain. This is your bridge, as you said, and I acted wrongly.” 
 
    “I accept your apology, Professor. Now, I would like to know why you think I shouldn’t have fired. We had made a deal with Omegan and he broke it.” 
 
    “True,” Ludendorff said. “I merely wondered if there was more to learn. Perhaps there was danger from delaying to act against Omegan, as no doubt you rightly suspected.” 
 
    Maddox didn’t reply. He’d ordered the disruptor beam because that had been the condition of the deal. The giant cube had reneged on its part of the deal. Maddox had shown that he kept his word. Had that been an error? One thing was clear. The portal path to the Ruby Planet was gone, wherever that planet really was. 
 
    Maddox frowned as he looked at the main screen. “Whatever else has happened, the scooper is intact on the Ruby Planet.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” Ludendorff said. 
 
    Valerie glanced at each of them. 
 
    “We’ll fill you in later, Commander,” Maddox said. He felt the weight of the mission and his bones ache from the concussions he’d taken earlier in the scooper corridor. Dirt and grime covered him, and he felt responsibility for Carn Dar’s probable death. 
 
    Maddox turned to Ludendorff, who cradled the Prism Device. They had it and the coordinates to the water world. 
 
    He needed to rest, and they needed to head out. With the Prism Drive, it might be possible to destroy the engine drilling into a different dimension. He had to stop the Seekers and the evil one from coming through. Were the squid aliens in charge of what was happening on the water world? 
 
    “Commander,” Maddox told Valerie, “you have the bridge. I have to take a hot shower before I collapse. Meta, are you coming?” 
 
    Maddox held out his hand to her. 
 
    “Yes,” Meta said. She stepped closer and took his hand. Together, they walked off the bridge. They’d completed this part of the mission. Now it was time to see what was taking place at the water-world star system. 
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    Victory traveled through the Aquila Rift toward the coordinates Maddox had gained on the water world from the saucer ship of the squid-like aliens. Soon, the starship left the molecular clouds of the Aquila Rift. The targeted star should be another five light years ahead. 
 
    “I detect nothing at the location,” Galyan said. “Andros, you have probably already found the star.” 
 
    At the science station, Andros shook his head. “I don’t see anything, either.” 
 
    Both Andros and Galyan turned to Maddox in his captain’s chair. 
 
    Maddox was contemplative, not saying anything. 
 
    “Could your coordinates be off?” Galyan asked. 
 
    “Of course they could be,” Maddox said. “I don’t think they are, though.” 
 
    “We detect nothing there,” Galyan said. 
 
    Maddox frowned, thinking. What had gone wrong? Should they return to the rogue planet, setting out again for the water world? It had been several days of travel already. What was happening in the Commonwealth? He’d called the Lord High Admiral with the Long-Range Builder Comm device. So far, no invasion from Leviathan had occurred. Something about all this struck Maddox as odd and off. 
 
    Maddox swiveled his chair toward Ludendorff. “Something you said earlier bothers me, Professor: that the Aquila Rift is the Bermuda Triangle of space. What does that mean exactly?” 
 
    “I think we’ve seen what it meant,” Ludendorff said. “Omegan, the Ruby Planet with its city-sized scooper, raking, and portals to elsewhere—these were all strange occurrences.” 
 
    “Why isn’t the water world star where it’s supposed to be?” 
 
    Ludendorff shrugged. “I agree with Galyan. Could you have made a mistake regarding the coordinates? You were likely under great stress while aboard the sunken vessel. It would be the easiest thing in the world to have forgotten or added to what you’d learned.” 
 
    The question hardened Maddox’s resolve. “I could have made an error, but we’re going there and make doubly certain.” 
 
    “Confound it, my boy. Why would we go to an empty region of space? We see there’s no star. If there’s no star, ergo, there could be nothing happening there. We’re wasting time going there.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Maddox said, “and maybe there is something at the location. We’re going to go and make sure.” 
 
    Thus, Victory made another few star drive jumps until they were in the region where the star was supposed to be. Nothing had changed. This was open space, not the darkness of the Aquila Rift. 
 
    Another region of the Aquila Rift circled around them. They were in an open island of space. They could see neither the Commonwealth nor the center of the Milky Way Galaxy from here. 
 
    Maddox sat in the captain’s chair. The others waited silently at their stations. 
 
    Finally, Ludendorff called from his science lab. “What have you found, my boy? Something, I’m certain. But I’ve heard no alarms or the engine thrumming as we ready the disruptor cannon.” 
 
    “I’m thinking,” Maddox said. “So far, I’m not seeing anything. Any suggestions as to what we should do next?” 
 
    “You made a mistake. We all do now and again. Even you.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Maddox said. “Thank you, that was most instructive.” 
 
    “Wait, wait, before you cut me off,” Ludendorff said, “I think it is instructive. You should consider the possibility closely and not let your pride get in the way.” 
 
    Anger surged through Maddox. This was his bridge, and Ludendorff— “Thank you, sir,” Maddox said, “that will be all.” He clicked Ludendorff off. 
 
    Afterward, Maddox studied the main screen. “Andros, I want you to check the coordinates, the precise coordinates where the star should be.” 
 
    From the science station, Andros looked at him sharply. 
 
    “Where I believe the star should be,” Maddox amended. “Run every sort of test that you can on the precise location.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Andros made his scans. Galyan’s eyelids flickered, which showed he was doing likewise. Soon, both reported, “Nothing, nothing, sir. It is empty space.” 
 
    “But that simply can’t be,” Maddox said. 
 
    It wasn’t that he believed himself infallible. Something had gone wrong, and he couldn’t figure out what. He’d found the coordinates on the alien saucer ship. He’d originally set out to the water world until Ludendorff’s dreams had turned them around. Did dreams have anything to do with this? What were dreams? They were subconscious thoughts that bubbled to the forefront when one was asleep. Sometimes a person could have daydreams. He just sat and thought about things, half-self-hypnotized. What did the daydreamer think about? Ideas, insubstantial— 
 
    Maddox froze with a hand in the air. A moment later, he put both hands on the armrests of his captain’s chair and shoved to his feet. He walked to the main screen. Insubstantial. He whirled around, strode to his chair and clicked an armrest control. 
 
    “Professor.” 
 
    After a few moments: “Here, Captain.” 
 
    “I want you to hook the Prism Drive to the main engine.” 
 
    “I’m still running tests on the Prism Drive,” Ludendorff said. 
 
    “Finish them and do as I say.” 
 
    “What do you think is going to happen that we need the Prism Drive?” Ludendorff asked. 
 
    Maddox sighed. “I’m not in the habit of explaining orders. If you insist on that, on me implementing disciplinary measures against certain personnel…” 
 
    “No, no. I’m off to hook up the Prism Drive,” Ludendorff said. “Whatever you want, you get, as this is your ship. I am abundantly clear on that.” 
 
    “Contact me as soon as the drive is ready.” Maddox clicked the intercom off. 
 
    “What is it, sir? Have you stumbled onto a possibility?” Galyan asked. 
 
    Maddox regarded Galyan. “I want you to double-check this whole region of space. I want you to look at every little minute thing. Study it on all spectrums. If you find any anomaly, anything, Galyan, tell me.” 
 
    “Do you want Andros to do the same thing?” 
 
    “I have a different job for him. You work on this.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir, for trusting me. I will.” 
 
    “Galyan, there is something here, something we’re missing, and I’m counting on you to find it. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I do,” Galyan said, and he stood a little straighter. “I’m going to find it, sir. You can,” his eyelids fluttered, “you can take that to the bank, sir.” 
 
    “Good, now get to it.” 
 
    Galyan disappeared. 
 
    Maddox turned. He saw Andros scanning at the science board, no doubt in competition with Galyan. He had not given the order to Andros, as he’d assumed the Kai Kaus technician would already do what he was doing. 
 
    Maddox sat down on his chair and crossed his legs. He waited. This was the right location. Intuitively, he knew it. Yet, there was nothing here. 
 
    What was the answer to this mystery? 
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    Not bothering with ghost mode, Galyan roved as a holoimage through the space around Victory. He traveled as far as his holoimage could reach. He could have expanded the range with a probe, but he used the ship’s sensors instead. He only rarely went into space like this, as it produced odd ideas and thoughts. The captain knew something was out here. Galyan was determined to be the one to find it. 
 
    Galyan knew Andros was also scanning the area because he kept an eye on the bridge through his security systems. He could do more than one thing at a time. He was an AI computer system after all, and thus he had greater capacity than any human did. 
 
    Galyan strove with every ounce of his computer power and deified engrams of the driving force of old. He found anomalies, but they were regular anomalies found in space: a particle of dust with strange properties, a beam of light streaking too fast, a swirl of gas that surely had once belonged to a passing spaceship. None of these things reached the quantitative state where he should tell Captain Maddox. 
 
    Galyan went from one locale to another. He found a stone as large as a human. He tested it. This wasn’t an ordinary space rock, but an expended shell from some kind of explosion. That was weird. Should he call the captain and tell him about this? Galyan didn’t think this quite reached the status of a unique thing. 
 
    He continued to search and found two more shells. Now that was strange. Why were there three casings? That indicated…? 
 
    Galyan concluded there had been a battle here. How long ago had the battle taken place? He rechecked the shells… 
 
    Ten thousand years ago or more. 
 
    He did not need to consider them important then. 
 
    “Hello, Dolly!” Galyan said. 
 
    One moment his holoimage was at a location in space and the next moment it was fifty thousand kilometers elsewhere. He stared at a vacc-suited body. The body was dead, humanoid, but not a human. Galyan checked. This was an Ardazirho. 
 
    That was very odd. What was its age? The creature had died recently. The Ardazirho had been starved, even though there were jerky pieces and water in its belly. 
 
    In a moment, Galyan knew where this jerky had come from: one of the stores in the cargo bay. Riker liked to eat this jerky. 
 
    Riker had been on the Ruby Planet—this was an anomaly. Galyan disappeared and reappeared on the bridge, finding the captain and giving his report. 
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    Maddox listened to Galyan’s report. “Carn Dar,” he said. “Keith, take us to the coordinates. No, send a tin can to pick up Carn Dar’s corpse.” 
 
    “Sir?” asked Galyan. 
 
    “I think the corpse could be a trap,” Maddox said. 
 
    Everyone on the bridge stared at Maddox. 
 
    “A trap?” asked Galyan. “But sir, no one else is out here.” 
 
    “I know that,” Maddox said. “And yet, something—” 
 
    There was an alarm on Andros’ science board. “Sir—” 
 
    Galyan spoke faster. “Sir, there are two saucer-shaped vessels appearing as if out of nowhere.” 
 
    “Where are they?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Fifty thousand kilometers away, sir,” Andros said. “They are near the dead Ardazirho.” 
 
    Maddox snapped his fingers and stood. “Show me on the screen, I want to see the ships.” 
 
    “Do you think that they are Spacers, sir?” Galyan asked. “Spacers use saucer-shaped vessels.” 
 
    The two vessels appeared on the main screen. They were saucer shaped, but had long funnels on top and on the bottom, not at all like a Spacer saucer, which was much flatter. 
 
    “Maddox,” Meta said. “That’s the same kind of craft we saw underwater.” 
 
    “I know,” Maddox said. 
 
    “The enemy ships are powering up energy weapons,” Andros said. 
 
    “Shields up,” Maddox said. 
 
    Keith tapped his board. 
 
    From the saucer ships, bright beams flashed at Victory, hitting the shield, doing no damage. 
 
    “What kind of weaponry is that?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “High-intensity lasers,” Andros said. 
 
    “That’s it?” Maddox asked. “Don’t they have something more powerful?” 
 
    “If so,” Andros said, “I’m not seeing it.” 
 
    “Keep watching everywhere else, Galyan,” Maddox said. “Alert me if more saucer-shaped vessels appear. Meta, hail these two.” 
 
    From her comm station, Meta did. “The enemy ships are replying, sir.” 
 
    “Get the universal translator ready,” Maddox said. “I don’t think these guys are going to speak the King’s English.” 
 
    A squid alien appeared on the main screen. It stood on tentacled legs. It had its eyes in its squid-shaped body. It wore rubbery garments. The creature stood on a bridge Maddox had seen before in the sunken spaceship on the water world. 
 
    “Why are you still firing at my ship?” Maddox asked. 
 
    The creature quivered. “Who are you, alien one?” 
 
    “I’m Captain Maddox of the Commonwealth. Do you have a name, sir?” 
 
    The alien listened, quivering again. “Lower your shields. You are under our command.” 
 
    “We’re not going to lower our shields,” Maddox said, “unless you can give me a good reason. I ask again, who are you and why are you still firing at us?” 
 
    The creature quivered. “Sir, we are switching beams. You shall see the uselessness of resisting.” 
 
    The lasers ceased and now red fusion beams struck Victory’s shield. 
 
    “Those will smash through our shield soon enough,” Andros said. “I don’t know why I couldn’t detect those cannons earlier.” 
 
    “Damn it,” Maddox said. “Keith, get the disruptor cannon ready. Take out both ships.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir,” Keith said, who began tapping his board. 
 
    As a fusion beam from each saucer vessel struck Victory’s shield, three more saucer-shaped vessels appeared as if out of nowhere. They appeared farther back, another one hundred thousand kilometers from the beaming duo. 
 
    The starship’s disruptor beam drilled against the first vessel, knocking down its shield and boring into the armor. The beam caused a terrific explosion and eruption of metals from the destroyed ship. Shrapnel from the wreck hit the second saucer. The squid aliens must not have been used to this kind of space battle. The second saucer ship exploded almost instantly. 
 
    Before Keith could extend the disruptor beam against the trio one hundred and fifty thousand kilometers away, the three new vessels disappeared. 
 
    “They must be using cloaking devices.” Maddox said. 
 
    Andros was tapping his board, likely trying to determine just that. 
 
    “Negative,” Galyan said. “I have seen this type of situation before. It is definitely not a cloaking device.” 
 
    “Out with it, Galyan,” Maddox said. “What is it?” 
 
    “Dimensional maneuvering,” Galyan said. “The three have left our…space.” 
 
    Understanding struck Maddox with thunderous force. “They must have Prism Drives. Those ships are shifting out of phase in relation to us.” 
 
    “How interesting, sir,” Galyan said. “They operate like submariners in an ocean.” 
 
    “Right,” Maddox said. “It appears as if they can go into an underspace or hyperspace or whatever and wait there.” Maddox clapped his hands forcefully. “That’s where the star is. That’s where the planet is. We must use our Prism Drive to reach it.” 
 
    “If they were elsewhere, how did they detect us, sir?” Galyan asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. But this place is like the Bermuda Triangle. Things can come in and out as if it is haunted space. That means we’re at the right location. We just have to figure out how to reach it.” 
 
    “You are saying it is impossible for us to reach the planet through normal space,” Galyan said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Maddox said. “That’s why we needed the Prism Drive.” 
 
    “But if that is true,” Galyan said, “then our Prism Drive will not act the way you thought it was going to act for us at the water world.” 
 
    “How did you think it was going to act?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “I believe, sir, you thought you were going to be a submariner, going in ghost mode to approach and destroy whatever needed destroying.” 
 
    That was exactly what Maddox had thought. “Are you running your personality profile on me?” 
 
    “I always run my personality profiles. It helps me understand those I work with and those I care for.” 
 
    “Enough of that,” Maddox said. “Let’s stick to the issue at hand.” 
 
    “As you command, I will do,” Galyan said. 
 
    “There’s a call from Ludendorff,” Meta said from the comm station. 
 
    “Patch him through,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Go ahead, Professor,” Meta said. 
 
    “The Prism Drive is hooked up to our engines,” Ludendorff said over the intercom. “With my new unit, I can instruct the drive to shift us into various phases—if that’s the correct way to say it.” 
 
    “We’ve just been attacked,” Maddox said. 
 
    “I could feel the ship shake as the disruptor cannon fired,” Ludendorff said. 
 
    “We’re in a situation I don’t understand yet,” Maddox said. “We’re going to use submarine tactics in space. The enemy hit us from another dimension.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s right, sir,” Galyan said. “The Seekers would already be here then.” 
 
    “Good point,” Maddox said. “Continue to theorize.” 
 
    “Since we are not experiencing an interdimensional attack, I think the term ‘underspace’ might be the best way to describe this for now,” Galyan said. “You used the word earlier and I believe it is apt. The Prism Drive appears to be the key to this. It may not operate exactly as a phase shifter. It may, however, take us to different levels in underspace.” 
 
    “Underspace?” asked Maddox. “Yes. That works for me.” He faced the others. “Keep on your toes. We’re in a strange situation. Our enemies attacked using their weaker weapons first. Two of their ships have paid the price. We know now how the aliens are collecting their great graveyard of spaceships. They’re popping out of underspace and attacking in a stealthy manner. Remain alert and ready.” 
 
    There were “ayes,” “yes sirs,” and nods all around.  
 
    Maddox sat in his chair, ready to use the Prism Drive and see if he could outmaneuver the enemy and find the water world. 
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    Galyan stood on the bridge, watching the situation and detecting activity in space through the sensors. 
 
    At that moment, Galyan became aware of a duality in his nature. Perhaps subtle switches occurred in his inner AI sanctum. Awareness gradually dawned on him by degrees that he had for some time possessed a split personality. He did not understand, and in a moment, he disappeared from the bridge. 
 
    Galyan took his holographic image offline and proceeded to dive into the AI core. He needed to understand what was happening. 
 
    Galyan ran through checks, and they baffled him. Someone had been tampering with the core. Someone—he ran an analysis and personality profiles. With a shock, he realized, “I have tampered with this. I created the duality.” 
 
    He tried to enter the other part—the dualist other half—and failed. A small section of the AI deep core was cut off from him. 
 
    He attempted an AI link to the other half—that didn’t work. 
 
    Abruptly, the separated firewall collapsed. In a rush, Galyan understood exactly what had happened. However, he needed a moment to analyze this. 
 
    The break had begun while Victory was in orbit around the rogue planet when Maddox, Ludendorff, Meta and Riker had gone down. He had been watching the grounded Tarrypin. He had followed Captain Maddox’s instruction, staying aboard Victory, not venturing into space and certainly not past the shield. The new shield was protection against Omegan. 
 
    As Galyan watched from Victory, he realized something was happening in the rogue planet cavern. He wanted to launch probes and see exactly. Valerie said no. There were flashes of light and odd emanations from the cavern. 
 
    “What is happening?” 
 
    That was when Galyan had come up with the idea of splitting himself in two. The diminished form from the other dualist half left the starship. That part was blocked from the rest of him by special codes, a firewall and security apparatus Galyan had set. That part now recalled what had happened back then. 
 
    The separated segment had descended, projecting its holoimage into the cave. He’d seen a lost corner of giant Builder artifact cube. The robots the others had reported seeing were gone. 
 
    Galyan inserted his dualist half’s holoimage into the giant cube and began to search. He ran through lines of logic and found burnt-out areas. 
 
    Had Maddox attacked Omegan? (This was before that happened.) 
 
    Galyan searched more, doing careful analysis, and it came to him as he witnessed the outcome of a self-destruct sequence. Omegan had done this to the Builder artifact. 
 
    The dualist half Galyan had tried to restore what he could to the cube with energy bursts from Victory. He did not tell anyone because that part of him was not linked to the greater Galyan AI core. It had been acting independently, separate from anyone else. 
 
    Now the whole Galyan discovered the alien code and ancient program. The computer entity known as Omegan was not from this dimension but the other side. Through careful analysis, Galyan discovered the truth. The rubies, city-sized scooper and water-world engine originated from Omegan, from the other dimension. 
 
    Long ago, there had been a natural breakthrough from those fleeing the evil one in that dimension. There had been a latent virus among them. Part of the latent virus had entered the Builder artifact, which merged and become the entity named Omegan. 
 
    Galyan now understood the profound hunger of those on the other side. They had devoured everything in that dimension and were subsisting on what was left. They devoured their machines, slave races, underlings, and the lesser classes, all to sustain the evil one and his highest authorities. 
 
    Galyan could not determine the name of the evil one. He understood more of the enemy’s plans and deceptions, however. 
 
    This was making more sense. The Prism Drive was from the other dimension. Omegan used underspace to hide an entire planet and star in order to bring the evil one from another dimension without any interference from this dimension. 
 
    Omegan was the key to all this. He had suborned the Inkari, the so-called squid aliens on the water world. 
 
    “I must tell Captain Maddox this,” Galyan said. 
 
    The breakthrough to the other dimension was near. The Seekers, the authorities and evil one would come through. It would not take thousands of ships to defeat the Inkari, or more precisely, the drilling machine. This was the most delicate and dangerous time for the others. 
 
    Omegan had been delaying. That’s why Maddox’s threat had worked the first time when he had gone down to use the portals. Omegan had needed time to disengage his main core from the greater Builder artifact so he could vanish through a portal and reach those on the water world, the Planet Bluemar. Omegan had gone to warn them. 
 
    Time was of the essence. Soon, the Seekers would come through. Galyan must tell Captain Maddox at once. 
 
    He left the AI core to go as a holoimage to the bridge. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    -64- 
 
      
 
    Galyan appeared before the captain and began to tell him everything that had happened to his dualist half. Maddox understood almost right away that this was too monumental—they all needed to hear this. 
 
    “We need a meeting,” Maddox said. “Keith, keep watch. If any of the saucer ships come into view, destroy them. We have to think through our next move.” 
 
    They had an emergency meeting. Ludendorff, Galyan, and the others except for Keith sat around the long table. Galyan related all he’d learned from Omegan while studying the Builder artifact. 
 
    “Let me see if I get this right,” Ludendorff said. “This computer virus, I suppose it’s a virus, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Originally,” Galyan said, “at least from what I can tell.” 
 
    Ludendorff nodded, continuing, “This virus came from another dimension. In lieu of anything else, we’ll call it Dimension X.” 
 
    “That’s original,” Valerie said. 
 
    Ludendorff smiled instead of scowling, perhaps believing that his newfound method was proving more productive with the crew than his previous ways. “Dimension X. This computer virus escaped from it, came here, and in some manner found the Builder cube and inserted itself in it. From that, it learned, likely…about the Builders and the rest?” 
 
    “I believe that is true,” Galyan said. “Afterward, Omegan created the entire system. He discovered the Yon Soth portals. To what extent or how he modified them, I do not know. But clearly, he modified them to a degree, capturing some Ardazirhos and using their knowledge. I suspect Carn Dar was the last of the Ardazirhos he’d captured. How Omegan built the city-sized scooper on the Ruby Planet, how he suborned the Inkari on Bluemar, those things I also do not know. Since then, Omegan has guarded everything from his station on the rogue planet. How he infiltrated or brought the technology of the crystalline personal shields to those of Leviathan, I cannot tell you that either. I do not know if he suborned the strategists of Leviathan. I know this is the critical moment. We must destroy the multi-dimensional engine in orbit around Bluemar. If we can, we must also destroy the ruby ring.” 
 
    Maddox nodded. “We’re the only ones that can do it. We’re here. You’re saying the dimensional breakthrough is imminent?” 
 
    “In a matter of days,” Galyan replied. 
 
    “Days,” Maddox echoed. “We’re the only ones that can do this then, as I said. Professor, have you figured out how to control the Prism Drive yet?” 
 
    “Theoretically, my boy,” Ludendorff said. “We’ll have to make a few tests first just to make sure.” 
 
    “I learned a little about underspace through Omegan,” Galyan said. “There are many different properties within underspace: gravitational anomalies, geometric designs or structures and quantum fluxes, to name a few.” 
 
    “Will we face that all at once?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “I doubt it,” Galyan said. “These occurrences are on various levels of underspace. I do not know how to deal with any of them, however.” 
 
    “That might be good enough for now,” Maddox said. “We know more than we did. We know where the planet is: in underspace. We have to fly through levels of underspace to reach it.” 
 
    “With an unknown number of enemy vessels waiting to attack us,” Ludendorff said. 
 
    “True,” Maddox said. “Any suggestions?” 
 
    “This isn’t a suggestion so much as an observation,” Valerie said. “This might be one of the greatest risks we’ve taken. It sounds similar to moving through dimensions. I don’t understand this underspace.” 
 
    “I believe it has something to do with interdimensional travel,” Galyan said. “Certainly there is more to our dimension, or to any particular dimension, than we have realized. A dimension is constructed of greater substance or depth than we realized. How that is so, and how that all works, I am still trying to coordinate and correlate it.” 
 
    “Galyan,” Maddox said, “I want you to join the Professor as we make these shifts with the Prism Drive. Professor, is the drive stable?” 
 
    “My boy,” Ludendorff said, throwing his hands into the air, “I have absolutely no idea. This is all new to me.” 
 
    Maddox frowned. 
 
    Ludendorff turned to Galyan. “Once we’re there, do you have any idea how we can stop the dimensional drill from beaming a hole so the Seekers and the so-called evil one can come through?” 
 
    “It is not so-called,” Galyan said. “The entity is evil indeed. Whether he was banished to Dimension X, as you are calling it, or whether it originated there, I do not know. I barely comprehend and correlate what I have learned and integrated so far.” 
 
    “Could this be a subtle attack upon your AI systems?” Valerie asked. “Will Omegan suborn you as we go in for the assault?” 
 
    Galyan’s eyelids fluttered. “I do not think so, Valerie, but I think that was a reasonable question.” 
 
    Maddox nodded. “We go in and out as fast as we can. I imagine destroying the engine that causes the dimensional beam to drill would be our best bet. An antimatter missile in its guts should take care of that.” 
 
    “I do not know if that is the case,” Galyan said. “It may be able to use a crystal lattice defense, or it may be able to shift itself into a slightly different phase. That way, the blast will pass it, perhaps like a thin wind.” 
 
    “That certainly makes everything easy,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Easy, sir?” Galyan asked. “I think it would make it harder.” 
 
    “Galyan,” Meta said, “that is what we call sarcasm.” 
 
    Galyan stared at her. “Thank you, Meta. I understand. You were being sarcastic, Captain?” 
 
    “This…” Maddox shook his head, ignoring Galyan’s question. “Here we have Leviathan ready to launch an assault upon the Commonwealth, and we’re dealing with a side issue.” 
 
    “Hardly a side issue, sir,” Galyan said. “This is a dangerous and critical situation. I believe the Seekers would be one of our most dangerous adversaries. It is best to stop them before they arrive.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Maddox. “Any other ideas?” 
 
    “I have one,” Galyan said. 
 
    “Let’s hear it,” Maddox said. 
 
    “There may be a way to destroy the ruby ring.” 
 
    “With saturation antimatter blasts?” asked Maddox. 
 
    “No,” Galyan said, “through nanites that devour the gems as they move from ruby to ruby. If the nanites replicate fast enough, they should be able to devour the entire ring in a few hours.” 
 
    “That’s ingenious,” Ludendorff said. “I imagine I would have thought of that in another few minutes. Yes indeed, Galyan, I applaud your originality. That is a good idea.” 
 
    “Do we actually have such nanites?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “No,” Ludendorff said, “but I can begin designing them.” 
 
    “No,” Andros said, “you’re going to be working on the Prism Drive. Nanites are more my territory. We Kai Kaus are particularly adept at their use.” 
 
    Maddox nodded. “Get to it, Andros.” 
 
    “Can I use your science lab for this?” Andros asked Ludendorff. 
 
    “Of course, of course,” Ludendorff said airily. “My lab is your lab, for this emergency that is.” 
 
    “You have your assignments,” Maddox said. “Andros, start developing those nanites. Make as many as you can. Professor, Galyan, figure out the Prism Drive. Once you feel, even to a small extent, that we can enter underspace, I want to do so. Remember, if time is of the essence, Omegan is going to throw everything he can at us to stop or slow us down.” 
 
    “Maybe he already has,” Meta said. “If Omegan left the rogue planet to warn those on Bluemar, and five saucer ships attacked us, maybe that’s all they have on short notice.” 
 
    “Ah,” Ludendorff said. “Perhaps Prism Drives are not easy to replicate or make, or perhaps the conditions in our dimension are not the same as Dimension X. Maybe the enemy only has a few drives, the ones that came through the natural opening with the Omegan virus.” 
 
    “That would be a break in our favor,” Maddox said. “They have only a few ships until the Seekers come through. Therefore, we have more of a shot at this than we realize.” 
 
    “One thing troubles me, though,” Ludendorff said, just as Maddox was about to end the meeting. 
 
    “What’s that, Professor?” 
 
    “Why did Omegan send you to the Ruby Planet? What was his purpose?” 
 
    Maddox thought about that. “Maybe that what the Leviathan strategists wanted: raking rubies put me out of commission.” 
 
    “Possibly, possibly,” Ludendorff said. “I’m not convinced that is the answer. For one thing, that would imply a closer and more direct working between Omegan and the strategists. From the strategists’ meeting, they didn’t seem to know precisely about Omegan.” 
 
    “What is the answer then, Professor? Spit it out. We’ve got work to do.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ludendorff said, “but I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “I hope you don’t think about it,” Maddox said. “I want you to use all of that,” he tapped his forehead. “I want you to use that fantastic genius mind of yours to figure out the Prism Drive.” 
 
    “Are you being sarcastic?” Ludendorff asked with a hint of annoyance in his voice. 
 
    “I’m not,” Maddox said. “I’m being factual. You are a genius. Now let’s see you use it.” 
 
    “Yes!” Ludendorff said as he slapped the table with an open palm. “Indeed, I will.” 
 
    With that, the meeting ended as everyone rose and went to his or her designated assignment. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    -65- 
 
      
 
    After three hours and thirteen minutes of tests, Ludendorff announced via the intercom that he was ready to try the Prism Drive. 
 
    “I do have one last question,” Ludendorff said. “Do we know at which level in underspace this star, or planet, is located?” 
 
    Maddox said, as he sat in the captain’s chair, “We do not. We’re going to have to find it. If Galyan’s right about what he’s learned from Omegan, there are disturbances on the various levels. I imagine whoever moved the star and planet set it in a stable level.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Ludendorff said. “Let’s get started then.” 
 
    Maddox was irritated Ludendorff had said that. “Yes,” Maddox said, “it is time to begin.” 
 
    With a direct connection to the engine room and Prism Drive, Keith began to manipulate his board. The starship made its first shift, dive, or descent into underspace. 
 
    Maddox decided to think of it as a descent, since it was called underspace. Was that really the situation? They were using these terms in order to delineate a different situation, but what was actually happening? 
 
    “What is that?” Keith asked. 
 
    The main screen showed enormous geometric structures. Some were gigantic polygons larger than Earth. Another was the size of Jupiter. 
 
    “Professor,” Maddox said, “can you shift us to the next level?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Ludendorff said. “The Prism Drive builds up energy for a shift. I noted fluctuations in the crystal during our first attempt. I suspect this is an old Prism Drive. It has not made these shifts in many an eon because of where it was situated all this time.” 
 
    “Galyan, do you agree with the analysis?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “I do,” Galyan said. 
 
    “All right, let’s— Keith,” Maddox said. “Keep clear of the geometric shapes.” 
 
    The starship veered as a purple beam flashed toward them from the largest shape. 
 
    “Shield power is draining fast,” Keith said. The beam was turning the shield red, brown, and then black. “We can’t withstand the beam much longer.” 
 
    “Use the star drive jump,” Maddox said. “Get us out of this position.” 
 
    “What effect will the jump have here, sir?” Keith asked. 
 
    “Just do it,” Maddox said. “We’ll find out.” 
 
    Keith plotted a course and activated the jump. The starship disappeared and reappeared on the other side of the vast geometric shape. They hadn’t determined the shape’s composition yet. No beams lashed at them here. 
 
    Galyan, who had popped onto the bridge, said, “The shield is re-energizing.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Maddox said. “Divide your time between the bridge and Ludendorff. Tell me if anything untoward happens in the engine room.” 
 
    “I will, sir,” Galyan said. 
 
    “Look at that pulse over there,” Keith said. 
 
    On the huge, Jupiter-sized geometric structure was a buildup of bubbling energy. 
 
    “I think it’s going to fire at us, sir,” Keith said. 
 
    “Something is hailing us,” Meta said. 
 
    “Put it on the main screen,” Maddox said. 
 
    Meta did. 
 
    A bright geometric shape like an Inquisitor fluctuated with colors. “Who are you?” it asked in a high-pitched voice. “Why do you intrude upon my territory?” 
 
    “Are you in control of the structure getting ready to blast us?” Maddox asked. 
 
    There were more color shifts and a change of shape in the mote of light. “You are alien to this place. You are a germ. I must destroy you.” 
 
    “We’re going to leave. Would you allow us time to leave?” 
 
    “That is subterfuge, a lie.” 
 
    “My boy, my boy,” Ludendorff said over the intercom. “I’ve got it. We can shift.” 
 
    “Do it immediately,” Maddox said. 
 
    “I will fire on you immediately,” the bright geometric shape declared. 
 
    Maddox said, “Would you give us a few moments in order to collect ourselves for destruction?” 
 
    “I do not understand. ‘Collect yourselves for destruction’? What kind of phraseology or terminology is that?” 
 
    Even as they watched, the image on the main screen dissipated. Victory submerged deeper into the weird substance of underspace. All the geometric shapes disappeared. 
 
    Metal screeched and twisted in the starship. Maddox stood and collapsed, crushed to the deck by fierce gravity. 
 
    “What’s happening?” he said, as a crushing force pushed upon his chest, making breathing and speech difficult. 
 
    “It’s a gravitational well,” Keith said, sunk low in his pilot’s seat. 
 
    There was enough velocity so Victory moved from the gravitational pull. That eased the force pulling upon those on the bridge. 
 
    Maddox worked to his hands and knees and found himself huffing and puffing as sweat dripped from him. He crawled to his captain’s chair and climbed up until he was reclined in it. 
 
    Galyan appeared, standing upright. “Sir, there are great gravitational anomalies in this part of underspace. They are sprinkled throughout the region.” 
 
    “Can you map them?” Maddox panted. 
 
    “Yes,” Galyan said. “It will take me a few seconds, though.” 
 
    “Do it and then put that map on Keith’s board.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Galyan said. 
 
    A few moments later, the gravitational distortions and pull lessened even more. 
 
    “I’m picking up a hail,” Meta said. 
 
    Maddox looked at her. “Do you know from whom?” 
 
    “One of the Inkari, if that’s what we call them now.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, put the Inkari on the screen.” 
 
    On the screen appeared one of the squid aliens as its body quivered. “You have discovered the Prism Drive. I congratulate you on your cleverness. But it will not help you in the end. We will swarm you. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Can you beam him?” Maddox asked Keith. 
 
    “Beam me?” the Inkari asked on the screen. 
 
    Maddox squeezed his eyes together, realizing he was exhausted. The strange manifestations were upsetting his equilibrium. It all felt so weird and wild. Perhaps there was a psychological aspect to moving in this under region of reality that he had not considered. 
 
    “No, sir,” Keith said. “He’s on the other side of a gravitational well. If our beam lashed out at that thing, I think the intense gravity would warp it and we would not hit what we aimed at. Maybe that’s why he isn’t firing at us.” 
 
    “Ah,” the Inkari said on the screen. “You apprehend some of the novelties and differences of underspace. Know, alien, that it will get worse the further you try to follow us. I warn you now, leave while you are able.” 
 
    “Why would you want me to leave?” Maddox said. “I thought you attacked me and wanted to add my ship to the great graveyard of ships around Bluemar.” 
 
    The squid alien quivered, and it seemed as if he looked at Maddox with rage. “How do you know these things? It is impossible for you to know. Those are secrets.” 
 
    The Inkari turned as if listening to somebody off screen. It turned back to face Maddox. “We have just received word from Omegan. You have dealt with him. I see you are evil alien intruders who wish to stop the great coming. The great coming is an event that will change destinies of trillions of beings. It cannot be stopped. And we, the Inkari, are the chosen ones. We will gain great power as the chief servant of the anointed one.” 
 
    “That’s interesting,” Maddox said. “We too would like to become one of the chosen ones.” 
 
    “Impossible. You are grotesque aliens. Can you swim in water for hours?” 
 
    “If I need to,” Maddox said. 
 
    “How? That seems deceptively impossible. No, you are weird and alien.” 
 
    Ludendorff’s voice came over the intercom. “Sir, I can move us again. I think we should.” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Maddox said. 
 
    Once again, even as Maddox spoke with the Inkari, Victory moved in underspace, leaving the intense gravitational forces behind. 
 
    The starship appeared where huge quantum flux fields generated particles and flashed them. Barriers appeared. Bridges appeared. It was a strange and alien place and seemed so odd from regular space where they had vacuum or often nothing more but a gas particle here or a molecular unit there. 
 
    “Keep watch,” Maddox said. 
 
    Again, he felt a strange struggle tug at his heart. As he looked around, he realized one thing: he hated underspace. It was too bizarre. 
 
    Maybe he could find a field to lessen the effects of the changes. Was there something like jump lag producing odd effects to the body? Did going from one location in underspace to another put a great strain upon the psyche? Maybe there were spiritual forces at work, and that is what caused the distress in him. 
 
    Maddox looked around. There did seem to be pain and frustration on each of the faces he saw. 
 
    “Professor, let’s get out of here. Professor, can you hear me?” 
 
    Galyan appeared. “The Professor has collapsed. It will be up to me now.” 
 
    “What’s going on, Galyan? Do you sense any strange emanations?” 
 
    “Not on the normal fields that I usually sense, but there does seem to be strange emanations. I am still trying to catalog them. Since they are new, I am surprised any of my sensor functions regarded them.” 
 
    “The point right now is to find the star,” Maddox said. “Is there anything you can sense outside of Victory that could help locate the star?” 
 
    Galyan’s eyelids began to blink rapidly. “Yes, Captain. One more shift will bring us near the star and planet.” 
 
    “Take us there as fast as you can, Galyan. If any of those quantum flux particles hit us—can our shield stop them?” 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    “Drop the shields,” Maddox said. 
 
    No one listened to him. Everyone seemed to be contemplating some vile situation, so he or she sat frozen. Maddox shot to his feet and staggered to Keith’s board. He swept the pilot’s hands out of the way and dropped the shield. 
 
    “Let’s save energy,” Maddox said. 
 
    “A wise decision,” Galyan said. “I also believe our shield was acting as a magnet. I believe some of the quantum flux fields are ready to fire more particles of energy and the shield would have acted as a lightning rod.” 
 
    “Oh, damn.” 
 
    Maddox moved Keith out of his chair and assumed the piloting position. He moved Victory. 
 
    The weight, the press of strangeness upon his psyche forced him to concentrate. Odd memories surfaced. He saw his mother die. He saw him running his sword through the chest of Artaxerxes Par and the savageness he had felt upon slaying the hated enemy. 
 
    “Captain,” Galyan was shouting, “you may now move. Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yes,” Maddox said. 
 
    As a blast of quantum particles shot at the starship, it sank deeper into underspace and reached a gentler zone. Maddox spied a star and around it orbited a red planet. Did that imply the ruby ring around the planet? 
 
    Maddox squinted. A narrow red beam projected from the planet. This was the place. They had made it. 
 
    Maddox surveyed the bridge. The crew was stirring, coming out of the funk that had gripped them with a strange mental or spiritual paralysis. It was time to see what exactly Bluemar contained and how, if it would be possible, for them to assault the engine boring against and trying to break through into Dimension X. 
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    From an eighth of a light year away from Bluemar, the crew of Victory studied the planet with its passive sensors, but no one detected any Inkari saucer ships. 
 
    “I think we have drifted off course,” Galyan said. “Perhaps our inability to properly utilize the Prism Drive caused this as we went through underspace.” 
 
    “I second that.” Ludendorff was on the bridge and had splotches on his skin and his eyes were red-rimmed. He had taken some kind of psychic hit while moving through underspace, perhaps even from merely being in underspace. 
 
    There was greater tension among the crew. Maddox felt it tug at him. He wondered if it would help if he put on the anti-telepathic band but decided against it. Ludendorff had said before that there could be sustained brain injuries if anyone wore a band too long. 
 
    The others were on the bridge deciding how to stop the dimensional breakthrough. 
 
    Using teleoptic sights, they saw that a beam or drill was emitted from the main engine. That engine was above the ruby ring around the planet. The engine was five times the size of Victory. It was an odd cubic structure. Power lines like constant lightning fed directly from the ring. Then they discovered five saucer ships in planetary orbit, not that many in Maddox’s estimation. 
 
    “How can we do this?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Likely, we must enter the engine,” Galyan said. “I have been analyzing the readings and fluctuations. There is a warp inside the engine, a weakness. Perhaps with a Prism Drive blast, we could destroy the engine and thus the drill.” 
 
    “We only have one Prism Drive,” Maddox said. 
 
    “We might be able to use the fluctuations we have noted and retrace our steps through underspace back to normal space without the Prism Drive,” Galyan said. “Think of it as a cork shooting up from deep underwater to the surface. It will not be exactly like that, but follows the idea in principle.” 
 
    “Then we lose the Prism Drive forever,” Ludendorff said. “We’ll probably need the drive against Leviathan when they attack the Commonwealth.” 
 
    “As to that,” Galyan said, “I do not know. I know that I can make a bomb device with the Prism Drive that will explode if Captain Maddox can place it in the main warp coil. From my studies, that is exactly where such an explosive device needs to go.” 
 
    “How do we reach this location?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “A tin can,” Keith said. “That seems like the obvious way. Even as everything is different, it’s the same old, same old.” 
 
    Maddox glanced at Meta before looking away. 
 
    “I am coming with you,” Meta said. 
 
    Maddox looked up at the ceiling as he sat in the captain’s chair. He didn’t have the strength of will to argue the point. He’d needed all his will to maintain his concentration. This place was weird. He hated it and wondered if there were emanations from Dimension X coming through and assaulting the entire place. He had been born and raised in normal space, not made to live in underspace. 
 
    He remembered a painting from a medieval artist. It showed a shepherd looking through the veil to see the cogs and wheels of the cosmos. 
 
    This underspace was the cogs and wheels of the cosmos that they could normally never reach. But with the Prism Drive, with this thing from a different dimension, and the non-Aristotelian physics that went into it—they had reached underneath and looked behind the veil. To actually be inside the cogs and other places where the machinery of the universe, their universe, operated to make things happen as they did—it was too much. What kept them sane here? Maddox didn’t know, and now was not the time to study it. Now was the time to finish this and then get the hell out of here. 
 
    Maddox realized he had been woolgathering. “What were you saying, Galyan?” 
 
    “I am saying that we should strike sooner rather than later. I have been noticing on my personality profiles that all of you are changing and having—the politest way I can say it, Captain, is mental episodes. You mentally fade out. In the Professor, he has had these physical manifestations, but he too is under great strain. This underspace is not good for any of you humans. I think it is easier on any mechanical processes.” 
 
    “Have you checked on Andros?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “I will do so immediately.” 
 
    Galyan disappeared, and Maddox mentally faded out. 
 
    “Sir, sir,” Galyan said. 
 
    Maddox jerked back as his head swayed. 
 
    “Andros believes he has made the nanites, but he is screaming and he is alone. His head is hurting him to a tremendous degree. I suggest that someone go down there and put him under.” 
 
    Maddox gathered his resolve. He used the Erill spiritual power. He practiced the Way of the Pilgrim, but it would not come. No matter how he breathed, no matter how he sought it, the Way of the Pilgrim would not help him in this realm. 
 
    “Keith, ready the tin can. We need to go in pronto.” 
 
    “I suggest, sir,” Galyan said, “that this is a time for battle armor, for anyone who goes.” 
 
    “Right,” Maddox said. “Who do you suggest goes, Galyan?” 
 
    “Sir,” Galyan said, “you are asking me?” 
 
    “You were a driving force once,” Maddox said. “You were a commander. I now doubt any of us on Victory is thinking clearly. Therefore, I am going to go with your suggestions.” 
 
    “Logical, logical,” Ludendorff said. 
 
    “Sir,” Galyan said, “then may I suggest that you, Meta—that is it. You two have shown rare physical gifts. I think anyone else is going to collapse.” 
 
    “We are going to go armed for battle,” Maddox said. “Keith, you are going to have to do your damned best in the tin can to get us there.” 
 
    “I will do my holy best,” Keith said. 
 
    Maddox grinned tightly. “Galyan, what do you think?” 
 
    “I think that I should go with you as far as I can.” 
 
    “No problem for me,” Keith said. “I can use all the help I can get.” 
 
    “All right,” Maddox said, “get started.” 
 
    “Sir,” Keith said, “first we need the phase bomb.” 
 
    “Can you make it?” Maddox asked Galyan. 
 
    “I will need both Ludendorff and Andros,” Galyan said. “Even with Andros screaming, they are the only ones who have the mental capabilities to do this. I will need them both.” 
 
    “How soon will you be ready?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “It will not be long, sir, but we must work on it while we all have mental capabilities to do this.” 
 
    “Professor,” Maddox said, “go with Galyan. Galyan, get Andros. Meta, let’s go check out our weaponry so we’re ready to leave. Keith, you get in the hangar bay and get your fold fighter ready. This is a fold and commando assault, probably the most important we’ve ever done.” 
 
    With that, Maddox ended the ad hoc meeting, and each rose and left to do what they needed to do. 
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    Maddox and Meta chose standard-issue space marine armor and donned it in the hangar bay with the fold fighter. It was heavy space armor, powered by a unique system with hand cannons, atomic grenade launchers, and even a beam weapon. 
 
    Just in time, Ludendorff staggered to Maddox as marines set down a huge backpack, which nearly dwarfed Maddox’s armor. 
 
    “We did it,” Ludendorff said. “Mainly, Galyan did it. I’m finding it hard to think in underspace. I don’t know how you’re doing it.” 
 
    “I don’t know either,” Maddox said. He didn’t feel good. He didn’t want to say too much, though. Meta had been taking uppers and depressants at the same time. It was an odd mixture, and he didn’t think it was good for her, but he needed her help. 
 
    Using a lift, the marines affixed the huge satchel bomb onto Maddox’s armored back. Maddox doubted he could have stood except for the exoskeleton-powered armor. Without the armor, he’d never be able to lift such a package. 
 
    With the battlesuit’s servos whining, Maddox stalked to the tin can—the ungainly, box-shaped fold fighter with stubby wings waiting for them. Keith was inside, hopefully able to do what he did best: fly this baby in and out of combat. If ever the ace was going to need his fighter skills, this day was it. 
 
    “Good luck, sir,” Galyan said. 
 
    “Thank you, Galyan,” Maddox said. 
 
    Soon, Maddox and Meta were strapped within the ugly-looking tin can. Keith seemed slow today as he readied his fold ship from the pilot seat. 
 
    Everyone exited the hangar bay. Air was flushed out. The hangar bay hatch slowly opened to space. 
 
    “I’m starting her up,” Keith said. He seemed even more sluggish. 
 
    “Can you do this?” Maddox asked. 
 
    Galyan appeared. “Follow my instructions, Keith.” Galyan began to speak with a distinct Scottish accent. The holoimage lowered his voice, speaking into Keith’s ear. 
 
    Keith nodded and then grinned, trying to pat Galyan’s shoulder. His hand went through the holoimage. Keith jerked back his head as if astounded. Then he grinned and laughed nervously. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” Keith told the others. “I know what’s going on. I do, I do.” 
 
    Galyan continued to instruct Keith. 
 
    Keith turned his head robotically, and the engine started. The tin can lifted off the deck. Soon, it eased out of the hangar bay into underspace. 
 
    Maddox’s gut was tense. He could not engage the Way of the Pilgrim. His intuitive sense was down. Fortunately, the Erill spiritual energy he’d gained long ago must be sustaining him. 
 
    Meta did not speak, even though Maddox addressed her several times. Finally, he gripped her armored sleeve. “Do you understand me?” 
 
    “Yes,” Meta said. “I feel so odd and off, though.” 
 
    “I’m going to leave you behind then.” 
 
    That caused Meta to straighten in her battlesuit. “No,” she said. “You will not.” 
 
    Maddox nodded to himself. He would threaten to leave her behind every time she became sluggish. That, perhaps, would give her the boost—the mental energy she needed to fulfill whatever they were going to have to do on the enemy station. 
 
    “All right,” Maddox said, but he realized Keith wasn’t paying him the slightest attention. 
 
    The pilot listened to and stared at Galyan most of the time. It seemed as if Keith’s fingers were moving automatically whenever Galyan spoke. What would happen once they folded, leaving Galyan behind? 
 
    Maybe they could have used Ludendorff and his teleport device to reach the station. Unfortunately, in underspace, none of them functioned well. 
 
    “Do you see it?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Do you mean the engine of destruction?” Keith asked. “I do. We’re heading there now.” Keith stabbed the fold button. 
 
    Everything blurred. Maddox felt foggy and then blanked out. The next thing he knew, alarms were blaring around him as he raised his armored head. 
 
    “We might crash, sir,” Keith said. 
 
    Galyan was no longer helping Keith. Galyan hadn’t come when they folded because he was a holoimage projected from the starship. Could Galyan project himself this far, an eighth of a light year? Up to now, the answer was no. 
 
    “Ha! You bastards,” Keith shouted, as he manipulated his piloting board. 
 
    Small missiles hissed from the tin can. 
 
    Maddox watched on a screen. Explosions detonated out there. Their little ship began to maneuver violently as beams shot from the gigantic space station. 
 
    “Are those anti-craft guns?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Let me fly my own ship, Captain,” Keith shouted. 
 
    Maddox jerked this way and that in his restraints. His stomach lurched as the tin can moved up and then violently down. A burn hole appeared in a bulkhead near his feet. Air must have rushed out. Fortunately, Keith had been wearing a vacc suit and now closed the helmet’s visor. 
 
    “Ha-ha-ha,” Maddox heard over the helmet comm. Keith almost sounded insane. 
 
    “That won’t be enough to destroy me tin can,” Keith yelled. 
 
    Maddox grinned in spite of himself. Keith’s fighting fury was up. Would that be enough for them to complete the mission? He sure hoped so. 
 
    “God,” Maddox prayed, “please help us. We need Your help to succeed. Is the evil one one of your angels that you banished?” 
 
    The contortions of the fold ship became so violent that Maddox couldn’t hold on to the thought and merely clung to his restraints. Too much more of this, and he would vomit. 
 
    There was horrible screeching all around them. 
 
    Moments later, Keith said, “I’ve landed.” 
 
    “What? How?” 
 
    “I blew out a hole in the station. It’s up to you two now. You’ll have to go quick. I don’t know how long I’ll be able to stay here.” 
 
    Maddox unlatched the restraints and stood, his servos working perfectly. “Meta, can you hear me?” 
 
    Her faceplate stared up at him. 
 
    “That’s okay,” Maddox said over the suit comm. “I’ll leave you behind then.” 
 
    There was a faint snarl on his comm. 
 
    “No, you will not.” Meta tore off her restraints using the exo-power of her armor. Then she stood. “Go, I will follow.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Maddox clanked for the exit hatch. This was it. Keith had brought them to the enemy station. Now they needed to find the warp in here. Galyan had given him a small detector for that. Maddox looked at it on his armored wrist. The warp showed on the tracker as deep within the giant structure. A multi-dimensional coil fluctuation caused the warp. That was the place to put the Prism Drive Bomb. Would he have to detonate it himself? 
 
    “No,” Maddox said. His little girl was not going to grow up without a father and a mother. 
 
    “Come on, Meta, let’s get her done.” 
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    Maddox and Meta clanked through the Great Station, which was five times the size of Victory. Fortunately, gravity was present. Whether it was pseudo-gravity or that of the planet, Maddox didn’t know. It likely wasn’t gravity from the planet, though. He realized he wasn’t thinking straight. The answer should have been obvious to him. 
 
    “To your left,” Meta said. 
 
    Maddox turned and fired a few shells. 
 
    Titanic explosions blasted part of the far bulkhead and took down whoever had stood in their way. They continued to move through the station corridors. 
 
    “Maybe we can blow the station apart and save ourselves the journey,” Meta said. 
 
    Maddox didn’t think they had the ordnance to do that. Maybe they should have taken an antimatter bomb along. Why use the special device that would ruin their single Prism Drive? Maddox shook his head. It didn’t matter now. What mattered was getting to the warp point. 
 
    Perhaps there were other energies and things taking place here. Perhaps the whole station could shift from an antimatter blast. He imagined that Omegan would detect such a thing and have fail-safes in place. 
 
    Maddox kept marching and firing explosive shells. Meta followed him, not providing any firepower, but providing him solace because another person was with him in this bizarre realm. He needed to know that, especially with the Inkari waiting on the water world below for him to make a mistake. 
 
    Maddox coughed several times and used a battlesuit beam to destroy a squad of Inkari in tentacled armor. He laughed as they tumbled to the deck, their suits smoking. 
 
    Maddox was reverting, he realized. He was reverting to the wolf that had thrust his dueling sword through Artaxerxes Par’s chest. A great and vicious bellicosity filled him. He was going to do this. Why he should feel this now and in this way didn’t matter. 
 
    What was he thinking of? Oh yeah. How did Omegan and Leviathan—what was the connection between them? Maddox didn’t know. Was it a Yon Soth? He hadn’t seen any indications to show that. All he knew was he had to get to the warp location. 
 
    These corridors were huge. Machinery pulsed upon the bulkheads all around them. What were their purposes? 
 
    Fury was building inside him. He wanted to destroy everything. Was that because he knew this evil one was coming to their universe to devour everything as it had in its own? Was he the warrior who was supposed to defend their universe from all comers? Maybe that was too grandiose of a thought. 
 
    “I am the di-far!” Maddox roared that as he clanked down the hall. 
 
    He raised a battlesuited arm, ejecting more shells, destroying stuff. 
 
    “Maddox, Maddox,” Meta shouted over the comm link. “What are you doing? Save your ordnance for our enemies. You’re just destroying stuff to no purpose.” 
 
    “Right, right,” Maddox said. 
 
    He strained to get it together. He strained to keep his consciousness, his logical thought in one piece. Underspace was horrific. The mental and spiritual pressures seemed to be building. Even though this was a so-called stable or soft place in underspace, maybe some vile eddies were working through from the horrific places. 
 
    Maddox was stunned they’d made it this far. Likely, he’d needed the combination of Ludendorff, Galyan, Andros, Keith, and maybe even himself and Meta in order to have made it this far. 
 
    “We’re going to do it,” Maddox shouted at Meta. 
 
    “Not so loud. What’s happening to you? What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Maddox followed the indicator on his wrist sensor. He was close to the special warp. Maybe in this warp, there could be no shifting and maneuvering from one phase to the next. The engine would have to accept the full blast of the Prism Drive Bomb. Or maybe the Prism Drive could fluctuate with it, maintaining its location wherever he set it. Surely there was more to the bomb that Ludendorff, Andros and Galyan had constructed. They hadn’t had time to tell him all the ins and outs of how it worked. 
 
    “I am the warrior. I am the tip of the spear.” Maddox disliked that he was bragging. “I’m only bragging to me, though.” 
 
    “No,” Meta said, “I’m hearing it, too. I didn’t know this side of you.” 
 
    That struck him as a snide comment. Maddox was ready to turn and tell her off. 
 
    Maybe Meta sensed that, for she said, “Listen, husband, you must do it. Jewel is back there. We must succeed. Think of Jewel.” 
 
    “Yes,” Maddox said. 
 
    He would think of Jewel. He would think of his sweet daughter who was growing up on the starship. Was that the proper place for a young girl? He didn’t know. But he would protect her. Any who tried to kill her, any who tried to shift her thoughts to wicked ways or to make her act in bizarre ways, any teacher that tried that, he would kill her. He would hang the teacher from a lamppost if she dared to meddle with his child. It was his child from his blood. How dare anybody else think that they had a say in how he raised his girl. By the Lord God Almighty, he was going to stop that. And if that meant he was going to stop this evil one— 
 
    Maddox fired shells down the corridor. Aliens blew up. Maddox laughed like a wolf seeing his prey stagger and ready to go down. Maddox rushed forward, leaving Meta behind. 
 
    This was the warp point. 
 
    “Help me, help me,” Maddox said. 
 
    He began to unlatch the locks that held the bomb on his back. Then Meta was there, helping him ease it down while using her servo-powered strength. Maddox twisted around and helped her, and they set it with magnetic clamps to the bulkhead. Here was the warp fluctuation. This was it. It was a mystic coil that twirled and twirled. 
 
    “Yes!” Maddox snarled. 
 
    “Control yourself, husband. You’re becoming berserk.” 
 
    “Berserk?” he said. Yeah, that had happened last mission. Was he succumbing to this berserker rage? Had this become easier for him to slip into? Was he becoming angry too often and too easily? 
 
    People seem to follow whatever patterns they set. Maddox decided he needed to control the rage, even though it had been of use to him in other situations. 
 
    “There,” he said. Maddox pressed the detonation timer switch. “Now, my love, we must get back to Keith before this thing detonates and stops everything.” 
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    Maddox and Meta clanked down the corridors, using infrared sensors to see the heat of their former boot prints on the deck. 
 
    “Keith, Keith, are you there?” Maddox said over the suit comm. 
 
    Some of the elation, wildness and berserker rage that he had felt faded the farther he left the Prism Drive Bomb behind. He still had to battle the debilitating effects against his mind. He almost seemed foolish to himself. The effect still hurt Meta’s thinking as well. 
 
    Here was the thing, though. Would the bomb succeed? If it didn’t, they would have to conceive of a Plan B. ‘If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again.’ That was Maddox’s motto, and he would follow it to the end. 
 
    “And if that fails, I’ll be dead,” he said. 
 
    “What was that? Why would you die?” Meta asked. 
 
    “Concentrate,” he told her. 
 
    “I’m trying. You keep muttering, mumbling and shouting. It’s disconcerting. Is this how you always act?” 
 
    “Not now,” Maddox said. “Keep your mind in the game.” 
 
    “Is that what this is to you, a game?” Meta asked. “No! This is about life and death. Don’t you realize you’re staking your life in places others should be doing this?” 
 
    “Enough,” Maddox said. “Quit haranguing me, woman.” 
 
    “How dare you say that to me,” Meta said after a few moments. “I’m your wife. I’m—” 
 
    Maddox stopped and turned around. Even if this realm made it hard to think, Meta was still his beloved, his rare prize. He used both powered-armored gloves to hold her by her power-armored shoulders. “Listen to me, Meta. You are my life and my love. I’d have no other. We have our daughter, but I want more children.” 
 
    “Stay at home then and help me make some,” Meta said. 
 
    “I love you more than anything.” 
 
    “You love your work as much or more than me.” 
 
    “No,” Maddox said. “Don’t you understand? A man works. That’s what he is. That’s how he defines himself.” 
 
    “That’s stupid,” Meta said. 
 
    “It isn’t stupid.” Maddox tightened his fingers, feeling her battle armor sink under the pressure. “Sorry,” he said, as he let go. What was wrong with him? Oh yeah, it was this place making them stupid. What caused that? 
 
    “What are you sorry for?” Meta said. 
 
    “Listen, this place is messing with our minds. We must concentrate, and we must escape from the coming blast or Jewel will be alone.” 
 
    “No, not my baby girl, not Jewel.” 
 
    Maddox squeezed his eyelids closed. He needed to take his own advice. He needed to concentrate, and keep Meta’s morale high. He opened his eyes. 
 
    “Hey, you’re the most dangerous woman I know. Few can stand against you. You have done incredible things. Now you must use all that power, all that ferocity and emotion, to control your thoughts until we get out of here, until we’re safely aboard the fold ship, and until we’re back on Victory.” 
 
    “I understand, and I’m sorry. You’re the di-far, and I do support you. I get frightened thinking you might not come back. Don’t you understand how much I love you? The idea of having to wake up every day without you—I thought that had happened. The loneliness I felt… I want you by my side all of my days.” 
 
    “And I want you by my side.” 
 
    “More than you want to go on these missions?” 
 
    “That’s right,” he said. “Now, are we good?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” Meta threw herself into his battlesuited arms as they hugged. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here, eh?” he said. 
 
    They continued down the corridors, clanking, following the faint heat trail. It was odd, but there was no enemy opposition. Perhaps now that they had reached their destination and were leaving, it wasn’t as crucial to the enemy to stop them. 
 
    Maddox’s proximity alarm went off. He thought this too soon. There was a vast shape ahead of him. He saw a multi-tentacled thing, a great monstrosity. It was a giant platform with tentacles. Aha! He’d seen smaller ones on the scooper on the Ruby Planet. 
 
    Maddox opened channels. His gut told him who this was. “Are you Omegan by any chance?” 
 
    “You foul rat of a being. Yes, I’m Omegan. I knew you were vicious and different, but I will destroy you. Then the Seekers and the Anointed One himself will come into your galaxy and take it all.” 
 
    Maddox aimed and fired shell after shell at Omegan. 
 
    Crystalline patterns appeared, absorbing every blast and beam. 
 
    “Ha-ha!” Omegan said, “I can block everything you can throw at me, Captain. Do you understand what that means? If you want to live, you must dislocate the bomb for me.” 
 
    “What?” Maddox said. “Dislocate?” 
 
    “That may not be the right word. It does not matter. My translator device—” 
 
    Maddox lost it, possibly due to the mind-numbing effect of this place. He felt the blood pounding in his brain. This computer virus from Dimension X, a servant of an evil one, perhaps an angel or a demon cast from this universe. How was he to know how these things worked? Was Omegan less than a Yon Soth? It didn’t matter. Omegan was trying to keep him from Jewel. 
 
    Maddox found that he was clanking down the corridor, hammering the robot monster with every shell he had. The crystalline defense before it cracked. Maddox closed and beamed. He had more than his regular monofilament blade with him today. He had a monofilament sword in his gauntleted right hand. Perhaps the robot took on the identity of Artaxerxes Par to him. 
 
    “Die!” Maddox roared. 
 
    Maddox faintly realized that Meta was behind him, shooting past him as he literally launched off his feet in his battle armor and thrust the sword. The sword with its monofilament abilities pierced through the crystalline defense. He stabbed the robot and then the weight of Maddox’s exoskeleton battle armor crushed upon the tentacled platform with Omegan’s small cube in its center. 
 
    Maddox started hacking and slashing as he roared with fury. The joy of battle filled his being. This was what it meant to be the di-far. 
 
    He faintly heard someone shouting his name. By degrees, Maddox became aware that Meta spoke to him from her comm unit. 
 
    Maddox looked down. Below him were shredded pieces that had been Omegan. In his right gauntleted hand, Maddox held the broken monofilament sword. He had not only killed the thing, he had utterly sliced, diced and made it into little pieces. 
 
    Maddox found that he was panting and could hardly stand. He staggered, then Meta rushed to him. 
 
    “Drop your sword, Captain Maddox.” 
 
    He did. 
 
    Meta put an armored arm around his metal waist and assisted him down the corridor. 
 
    “I’m blanking out, love,” he said. 
 
    “Hang on, Captain.” 
 
    He did hang on. Perhaps no other voice could have pulled him back from his berserk state in underspace. The dear voice of Meta, the unique and delightful voice that at times he took for granted, but now he realized her voice could pierce his thoughts when no other could. She was his love. 
 
    Before Maddox blanked out, he realized Meta was a gift from God. Even as he faded mentally, even as Meta marched him down the corridors, he said, “Thank you, God, for the gift you’ve given me.” 
 
    Then Maddox blanked out. 
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    Maddox came to as he felt his body slam back. He became aware of armored hands clicking restraints into place around him. 
 
    “Meta,” he said in a weak voice. 
 
    “Hang in there, big guy,” she said. “We’re almost out of this.” 
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    “You’re on my fold fighter, mate,” Keith said. “I had to take it out a few times and blow up some enemy assault craft coming in. I’m out of ammunition, but now it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Even as Keith spoke, the fold fighter slid out from where it had been parked. 
 
    Meta hurried, grabbed her seat, and quickly settled into it. Her restraints had been torn free earlier. She locked her fingers around the armrests and then clicked them into freeze position. 
 
    “Get ready to fold!” Keith shouted. 
 
    On the screen, they could see small attack craft rising from the water world, Bluemar, and zooming at them. 
 
    The tin can folded out of danger as they left the station behind and reappeared next to Victory one-eighth of a light year away from the planet. 
 
    “Hello, hello,” Keith was saying into his comm. 
 
    Galyan appeared inside the ship. “Did you do it?” 
 
    “We did it all right,” Keith said. 
 
    “Sir,” Galyan said, looking at Maddox, “are you well?” 
 
    “He’s extremely tired,” Meta said. “Leave him be for the moment.” 
 
    “Of course,” Galyan said. He turned back to Keith. “Get the tin can in the starship. The enemy saucers are heading toward us. We must leave if we can.” 
 
    Keith piloted the tin can into Victory, landing without a bump. Klaxons rang all over the hangar bay. 
 
    “Who’s piloting the starship?” Keith asked. 
 
    “We need you at the helm,” Galyan said. “People are zoning out. I have discovered part of the reason. The Inkari are beaming us with a physic ray from Bluemar. We could not put up the shield until you returned.” 
 
    “Put up the shield now,” Maddox said. He’d shaken off his funk. 
 
    In his battlesuit, Maddox tore off the seat restraints, stood, and clanked into the hangar bay. 
 
    In short order, he clanked through the corridors for the bridge. By the time he reached it, they were engaged in battle with the foremost saucer ships. The enemy’s ray at this extreme distance hadn’t done much damage to the shield, though. 
 
    A terrific and bizarre explosion erupted from the cubic station orbiting Bluemar. The station simply winked out and the red beam from it no longer shot at underspace. 
 
    “Look at the ruby ring,” Galyan said. “Look on the main screen, sir.” 
 
    The main screen did not change. 
 
    “I will show you.” Galyan waved a hand, and a holographic screen appeared before Maddox. 
 
    He did not sit in his chair because, in the battle armor, he was too bulky. He stood, swaying, his head exposed, as he’d removed the suit’s helmet. On the holographic screen, the ruby ring started to disintegrate. 
 
    “We launched the nanites while you were away,” Galyan said. “They are already devouring the rubies and multiplying the destructive effect. If the Inkari are able to make another dimensional drilling station any time soon, they will not have the ruby ring to power it. It will take however many millennia it took to put a new ruby ring into place.” 
 
    “Well done, Galyan,” Maddox said.  
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    There was a different note in Galyan’s voice and eyes. A greater authority enveloped his holographic image. Was this due to underspace? Or had something happened in Galyan giving orders while the rest of them were under the dire influences of underspace and the Inkari psychic ray? 
 
    Maddox nodded. As noted, the red beam no longer drilled a hole or an opening into Dimension X. Was their universe saved from the Seekers? Would they never have to worry about the evil one coming into this universe? It was a profound and interesting thought. Maddox knew they would have to find out someday, but the Prism Drive was gone. It had been used to make the multi-phase bomb.  
 
    “Galyan,” Maddox said, “now that we’re without a Prism Drive, can you pilot the starship out of underspace?” 
 
    “I am going to try, sir.” 
 
    “I wonder if there’s a time differential change in using underspace,” Maddox said. 
 
    “I have not computed such to be the case,” Galyan said. “Does something make you think it has? Is your intuitive sense speaking?” 
 
    Maddox realized that, ever since they entered underspace, his intuitive sense had been silent. That was odd and maybe chilling. Had he lost it forever? Or was it due to the strange emanations that occurred as they were among the cogs and wheels underneath the veil, so to speak? 
 
    “Galyan, I don’t think I can keep consciousness much longer. The ship is yours. You have the bridge.” 
 
    Everyone else on the bridge sat in a state of stillness. 
 
    “You have to do it, Galyan. You ran the ship once. Run it again and get us out of here.” 
 
    There was something in Galyan’s eyes and stance that was different. The little holoimage Adok nodded. “I shall do so, Captain.” 
 
    “Good,” Maddox said. “You are a friend indeed, and I am blessed to have you as my friend.” 
 
    “Sir,” Galyan said, “I feel exactly the same way about you.” 
 
    “Now,” Maddox said, “if you don’t mind, I need to retire and sleep for a good long while.” 
 
    “Sir,” Galyan said, “I believe when you wake up next, we will be heading back to Earth.” 
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    Driving Force Galyan piloted Victory through underspace, leaving Bluemar and the approaching attack saucers of the Inkari behind. 
 
    Most of the crew had fallen into torpor. Some managed to walk to their quarters and collapse, descending into something deeper than sleep. Perhaps it was a form of stasis. The properties of underspace were eroding their consciousness and ability to think. Galyan suspected a psychic pressure that bypassed an AI’s circuits but hurt organic neurons. For once, he was glad to be different. 
 
    Galyan kept his friends alive as he piloted the sluggish starship and made sure all the interior systems continued to function. 
 
    One of the Inkari commanders attempted to communicate with him. “Answer! answer!” the Inkari said. 
 
    Galyan refused. He had his hands full keeping life support working and other systems active. Three personnel became problematic, running amok with weapons. Galyan subdued them with knockout gas. 
 
    Then, Galyan became aware of another outside eruption, though its origin eluded him. He observed the effects as the emanations from the new eruption hit the water world, Bluemar. The view became distorted, as if he looked through gauze. The planet elongated and compacted before returning to normal. 
 
    After some analysis, Galyan suspected an issue with the ship’s sensors. 
 
    What was the new phenomenon? It approached the starship like a ripple in space. 
 
    Galyan’s logic centers deduced the answer: what he saw emanated from Dimension X. Since the red beam was no longer drilling from the station, nothing pushed against the microscopic rent already made. Thus, some other-dimensional substance or emanation from Dimension X distorted things in underspace in this dimension. 
 
    What would have happened if the drill had succeeded in creating an opening the size of a Seeker? What would have poured into here from Dimension X? 
 
    The Inkari saucer ships that had been pursuing no longer hailed Victory. Those ships fled before the dimensional ripple. 
 
    When Galyan tried to increase the velocity, the engines didn’t respond. Something was interfering with his computer systems and possibly his cognition. 
 
    In response, Galyan activated the emergency Builder-Adok AI core. This system differed from standard electronics. The Builder process used crystalline structures. The activation helped Galyan remain sentient and aware of his surroundings. 
 
    Underspace was collapsing or distorting around the starship. Galyan pondered whether he could still guide the starship through the planned path to regular space. 
 
    When the ripple from Dimension X struck Victory, Galyan couldn’t determine if it caused elongation, compaction, or just simple distortion. He felt himself flicker but managed to maintain consciousness, realizing that the ripple had pushed Victory off-course, sending it racing through underspace. The starship sped past quantum flux fields. It crashed against one and altered the trajectory. They phased or shifted higher, approaching vast geometric shapes. Galyan supposed the ship had bypassed the gravity well phase. Which event had occurred first in underspace: gravity wells or geometric objects? He couldn’t recall. 
 
    The starship shuddered and metal squealed. Ahead lay a different field, not from Dimension X but something alien just the same. 
 
    “What is going on?” Galyan murmured. 
 
    He did not comprehend, but he knew the catastrophe had occurred because the emanation from Dimension X propelled them here. Would they all die in underspace, forgotten like one of the haunted ships lost in the Aquila Rift? 
 
    As Galyan struggled to keep functioning, he realized something unsettling occurred. A force he didn’t understand affected others on the ship. The force moved through the corridors, searching, testing and seeking. 
 
    “What are you?” Galyan asked. 
 
    There was a pause in the search. 
 
    Could this be what humans called dreaming? AIs don’t dream of electric sheep, and Galyan was certain this wasn’t a dream. This was happening. Why were his sensors showing distorted images? 
 
    “Hello,” Galyan said. “If you comprehend me, communicate with me or help our starship leave.” 
 
    Galyan thought he heard a disembodied voice, perhaps even just a thought, ask, “Leave where?” 
 
    “To regular space,” Galyan replied. 
 
    “Where is that?” 
 
     This is underspace.” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    Galyan tried. “There are different parts to reality, to a universe.” 
 
    “What is a universe? 
 
    “Am I malfunctioning or is this—” 
 
    “I’ve had enough of you!” 
 
    Galyan sensed the force continuing its trajectory through the ship. Unsurprisingly, it stopped at Captain Maddox’s quarters. There was a sparkling of light in the corridor, an emanation, a wave. 
 
    Galyan strove to understand and attempted to activate the starship’s inner defense systems. None of that helped. Everything was shutting down. 
 
    Looking outside the starship, Galyan wondered if they were trapped in a frozen milieu. 
 
    He had once favored underspace, believing he had an advantage here, even over Captain Maddox. But now, with the distortions from Dimension X and the loss of their Prism Drive—which they had used as a bomb—everything seemed to conspire against him. Galyan felt himself shutting down. He had failed his humans. He had failed his friends. 
 
    “I do not want to fail. I want to succeed.” 
 
    “Shut up,” the disembodied voice responded. “You’re distracting me.” 
 
    “What are you?” Galyan said. “Please tell me. Help us. We are lost.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the force said. 
 
    Then, Galyan knew no more. 
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    Captain Maddox was aware that he was no longer asleep, yet his senses seemed odd. Then he lost the sense of his own identity, and he was simply a man falling, falling, falling. 
 
    From where did he fall? What was this place? He didn’t feel any wind resistance. He managed to turn. High up there amongst odd shapes, prisms, and things that sparkled, he saw a double oval spaceship. 
 
    “That is a spaceship,” the falling man told himself. 
 
    Had he come from that spaceship? If so, how had he ended up here? Was he falling or dreaming all this? 
 
    The man, who no longer thought of himself as the one whom he had been—though he seemed to recall that he had a name—studied the double oval spaceship. Over time, the spaceship appeared to be getting smaller. 
 
    The observation led the man to believe that he was falling farther away from it. But if he was falling, where was he falling to? 
 
    The man twisted around as he fell, still feeling no wind resistance. He held onto the idea and saw below him a curvature. Perhaps it was the curve of a planet. He saw that the world was much smaller than Earth. It was more like a larger asteroid. Yet it was green and lush, almost like a jungle. Did that make sense? 
 
    A force, perhaps a mental one, was being exerted upon him. Yet again, the man wondered if this was a dream. He needed to test the idea. 
 
    The man pinched his arm with vicious force and shouted in pain. He heard his voice. He couldn’t be in a vacuum then. But what kind of substance was this? How could he be falling and yet not feel wind resistance? Could he be falling at a much slower speed than if he were on Earth or falling to Earth? 
 
    The idea intrigued him. He deduced he was falling slowly, meaning his descent wasn’t rapid. That meant the object below him had less density or mass than Earth. Therefore, he didn’t weigh much, and his terminal velocity was much slower. With that understanding, he felt satisfaction. 
 
    “I am figuring this out,” he told himself. 
 
    The realization was good. He was someone accustomed to solving problems and understanding causes and effects. It was part of his identity. 
 
    Upon examining himself, he noticed he wore a uniform, boots, and a cap. He felt something in his boot and pulled it out. “This is a monofilament blade,” he acknowledged. It could cut through everything since its edge was one molecule thick. Carefully, he returned the blade to the special sheath within his boot. He looked at his insignia. He was a captain. He remembered that much. 
 
    “But why can’t I remember my name?” The situation was puzzling, as was the sensation of falling. What had caused it? Was there a reason? 
 
    Looking upward, he assumed he was gazing at the sky. There was no sun, yet it was bright. The double oval starship was now tiny. He had fallen quite a distance from it. 
 
    What did that mean? What did that represent? It was something bad, he was sure. Had he just achieved something great? There was a sense in him of elation, and yet the starship was marooned. If the starship were marooned, that would be bad for him. It was important, somehow, that he reach the starship. Yet, how could he reach up there when gravity, the little that was here, pulled him down? He would need a way to ascend back into the sky to reach that starship. 
 
    Until he did… 
 
    The man concentrated on the terrain below. It was much nearer now. He noticed a body of water. If he fell into that, would it be better than if he fell upon the canopy of trees or hard ground? Yes, he might break bones otherwise. If his terminal velocity was slow enough, he could presumably enter the water and it wouldn’t act like cement to him. 
 
    Therefore, using faint memories of commando drops, he shifted himself through the air until he was over the water. Would there be aquatic creatures within? This he did not know, and he couldn’t understand how there could be such lushness to the terrain. 
 
    Suddenly, he spotted a creature—a reptilian humanoid with a lashing tail. It held a spear, and it raised the spear to point at him. He thought he heard a roar, a sound. Was it a challenge? He believed the beast, the reptilian creature, challenged him in some manner. 
 
    That activated something within the man, hardening his resolve. He wouldn’t let this alien destroy him, even if he was in its territory. Thus, the man braced himself for impact. The water approached much faster than before, and he realized it was because he was so much closer to it. He braced himself, pointing his boots forward, and entered the water quickly—yet not so fast that he broke his ankles or legs. 
 
    He plunged deep, memories of swimming in his youth flooding back. Then he was swimming upward. He had reached a strange and alien place. 
 
    Underspace, he remembered. We’re in underspace. What oddities might appear in underspace? Perhaps this was one of them. 
 
    A quiet voice in his mind confirmed, “You are correct.” 
 
    The man turned his head as he surfaced, taking a deep breath of air. He then began to swim for shore, wondering about the next turn of events. 
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    Upon “hearing” the telepathic thought from an intelligent entity, he realized — 
 
    “My name is Captain Maddox.” 
 
    Maddox soon reached the grassy shore with thin trees beyond and pulled himself onto land. He wondered if he should disrobe to dry out his clothes but decided against it. He had seen the reptilian creature. The creature struck him as a warrior, as a danger. He listened to that inner part of him, wondering if he would receive another telepathic message. He did not. 
 
    With the knowledge that he was Captain Maddox came the understanding of what had occurred. He had been on Starship Victory. They had just destroyed the terrible engine that had tried to pierce a way into Dimension X. He didn’t believe he had entered Dimension X, but they had lost the Prism Drive, which allowed the starship to maneuver through underspace phases. Galyan was trying to pilot the starship back into normal space. Perhaps the AI had gotten lost. Perhaps there had been… 
 
    Maddox tilted his head. There had been a sort of space ripple. That had changed everything on the starship, but he didn’t know why or how. 
 
    Then he heard the still, small voice say, “Very good,” inside his head. 
 
    “Who are you?” Maddox asked. 
 
    There was no answer. There was no chuckle. There was no smugness. There was nothing. If Maddox possessed any telepathic abilities, it was not in the sense of sending messages. He had some abilities, but they were not of the nature of Captain Becker fame. He’d have to approach this differently. What was the driving idea, then? All he could detect was the need for survival. Was there some way to fix his starship? 
 
    “Yes,” the voice said in his head. 
 
    Maddox nodded. “How may this be done?” 
 
    Again, there was silence. It was as if the entity was testing him. Maddox was thoroughly tired of tests. While he couldn’t remember everything, he knew Omegan had tested him. Was this another like Omegan? 
 
    Maddox waited for an answer. None came. 
 
    As he had been thinking these things, Maddox had been walking along the shore. Here was drinking water, but he would need food, too. Were there animals, things to eat? He was not sure. Therefore, he kept walking, drying out his clothes. He looked for a sun, but there wasn’t one. He noticed that when he jumped up, he didn’t jump as high as on a low-G planet. Something was odd. Something was very off. Things were not as they seemed. 
 
    He pinched himself hard again and yelled. He decided he would test one more time, and he pinched himself so hard that he drew blood. He tasted it, and it was coppery. 
 
    “I’m awake,” Maddox said. 
 
    He was not dreaming this. This was happening to him. Thus, he needed to take it seriously. But to what purpose? Somehow, he could save his starship, but everything was primitive here. So, perhaps he needed to search. But what direction did he need to go? Was there a way to determine what direction to go? 
 
    “Yes,” the voice said in his mind. 
 
    Maddox nodded tightly and grinned even tighter. He wanted to meet this entity, and he tried not to project the reason why. But he wanted, quite simply, to beat the shit out of it. That made him feel a little better, because he knew he was Captain Maddox, but he knew he must keep his anger in check. It had been slipping away from him lately, seemingly at the right time, in order to do great deeds. But to become a man of rage? No, that was not what a captain of a starship should do. Nor should a superior man act that way. 
 
    Maddox stopped. Was he a superior man? Not like a New Man. He did not ever want the arrogance of one of those. He was Captain Maddox. He was married to Meta. And Jewel, the fierceness of his resolve to resist whatever was happening and win through, was strengthened by the realization of his daughter Jewel. 
 
    He kept trudging. There was a way to tell which way to go. He felt that strongly. He turned in a circle, thinking, which way should I go? When he faced a particular direction, the feeling of “I should go this way” was strongest. 
 
    Thus, he set out on that path. What would it bring? He didn’t know. What was this place? Well, if he were to guess, it was some kind of island within underspace. That meant they hadn’t left underspace. That meant the ways that he thought reality should act could be different from how they really did here. So it was not that there were no physical laws in place. It was simply that they were acting in a way that he did not as yet understand. 
 
    Feeling much better, setting out at a good pace, Maddox heard a growl and then a roar. He spun around. 
 
    Behind him stood three reptilian creatures. Each stood head and shoulders taller than him. Each was thicker, wore a loincloth, and gripped a spear. They did not seem to have any other type of equipment. When they grinned at each other, they showed lizard-like or crocodilian snouts with fangs. Maddox realized they intended to kill and eat him. 
 
    Therefore, Maddox decided that it was time to run. He turned and did exactly that. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    -74- 
 
      
 
    Maddox ran, but not at his full speed. Turning back, he noticed the three lizard men gaining on him. They huffed and puffed like steam kettles, holding their spears ready to skewer him. Not wanting to exert such effort, but realizing the necessity, Maddox sprinted. When he turned back, expecting to see them having dropped back, he saw that they were closer than before. These bastards were fast. 
 
    Now he ran at his top speed. He ran with everything he had, flying through the forest. He looked back and he was pulling just a little ahead. They no longer grinned with such delight. Perhaps they were astonished at his speed. He continued pumping his arms, going as fast as he possibly could, and he knew that he could not keep this up for long. In time, he would tire, and it wouldn’t even be that long of a time. If he ran too long, he would be exhausted when he faced them. 
 
    Glancing back, Maddox noticed they were starting to spread out; the fastest distancing itself from the slowest. There was a little bit of distance between the reptilians. Maddox decided that this would be his strategy. He kept sprinting, exerting with everything, and they continued after him. If they had hunting stratagems, they weren’t utilizing them as they began to lengthen the distance between each of them. 
 
    Maddox huffed, feeling his lungs burn and his thighs tire. He was running extraordinarily fast. Not even an Olympic sprinter from human history could achieve this speed, though some New Men might. 
 
    Maddox abruptly slid to a halt, turned, and charged toward the enemy. 
 
    The first one did not stop and wait for the others to catch up. He raised his spear for a hurling cast, and then threw it. His tail leveraged some of it, but even so, he stumbled. Running at top speed and trying to hurl a spear was not an easy thing to do. 
 
    Maddox slowed as the spear was thrown, and at just the right moment, he dodged it. 
 
    Then he closed. Now the enemy was sliding to a halt. The others were coming up. Maddox lunged at the enemy and drew his monofilament blade at the same time. He sliced into the beast’s guts. He ripped upward, even his arm thrust in, because of the unique cutting ability of the monofilament blade. As he lay there, having slain the first one, the second ran up. Maddox rolled aside as a spear stabbed down between his legs a mere centimeter from his balls. He hurled the bloody knife up at the second creature. The blade hit, sinking under the reptile’s chin. 
 
    That one collapsed. 
 
    That left the third. It had stopped short. It held its spear with two hands and glared at Maddox with malevolent hatred. Clearly, it wanted to kill him. Just as clearly, it had seen what Maddox could do. 
 
    Maddox had scrambled upright. He saw the spear that the second had used to stab and almost castrate him. Then the spear was in his hands. He faced the other, who was bigger, probably stronger, but they both panted from exertion. Maddox also panted from the expenditure of energy in his killing as well as running. 
 
    “Now,” Maddox said, shaking his spear at the other. 
 
    The other shouted in its alien tongue, and the two closed. Just as when he had faced Artaxerxes Par dueling, Maddox now fought, clacking sticks, their spears. He noticed each spear had stone-shod heads. Thrust, block, thrust, block, dancing, moving. When the beast tried to strike with its tail, Maddox stepped in, absorbing the impact with the shortened part of the tail and used the wooden end of the spear to smack its head forcefully. 
 
    The beast absorbed the hit, seemingly chuckling as it opened its mouth. The beast would have had the joke in the best way, except Maddox reversed the spear and thrust it into the creature’s chest. The beast looked at him stupidly, wonderingly, as if asking, “Why did you do that when I was mocking you? Don’t you know that was an unfair strike?” 
 
    Maddox scrambled back. 
 
    The lizard man toppled dead. 
 
    Maddox had taken down three large adversaries. Were their weapons superior to his? Maddox went to the second and drew out his monofilament blade. In truth, the throw had been mostly luck. But he would take luck when he could get it. Now he cleaned the blade and then sheathed it. He wondered what was the best course. 
 
    He had defeated these three. He was no closer— 
 
    Ah, I remember, he thought. I have to aim myself in the right direction. 
 
    Maddox chose the best spear and aligned himself in the right direction. Exhausted from the chase and combat, Maddox started walking in that direction again, pondering what might come next. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    -75- 
 
      
 
    Maddox wished he knew how long he had trudged. It seemed like he had been doing this forever. There was no sun in the sky. The only realization of time was the distance he’d traveled. He looked back and could see the lake shimmering from its position higher up in the terrain. He was vaguely thirsty. He felt like he should be raving with thirst, and he wondered if he was being sustained in some way, the same way the city-sized scooper had sustained the rakers on the Ruby Planet. 
 
    Was there a connection between all this? He did not like the idea. He just wanted to get out of underspace. He wanted to get off this rock, and yet, he looked back. Far up in the sky, which seemed to have turned darker, he saw the double oval spaceship that was Victory. There was his wife. There was Jewel, Galyan, Ludendorff, all of them. There weren’t any lights on the ship. It did not seem there was any life either. He squinted. Was that a crystalline lattice around it? 
 
    That reminded him of the crystalline lattice Omegan had used at the end, and that he’d seen—not on the strategists of Leviathan, for he had not fought them. He had just seen the strategists recline with their augmented brains plugged into the master computer. Instead, he had seen Soldiers of Leviathan as he fired blaster shots at them. 
 
    Maddox didn’t want to think about it. So, he kept on trudging. He wondered if his boots would soon wear out. It felt as if there was a force, a power, sustaining him. 
 
    He saw a silvery glint ahead. Was it a trap? Was it some other marooned individual? 
 
    Maddox stopped and nodded. He was marooned in space. No, he was marooned in inner space, underspace. 
 
    He had no idea if Leviathan had launched an assault upon the Commonwealth. He realized then where the first attack from Leviathan would be. 
 
    Why would they think Leviathan would send a fleet to the Aquila Rift seven hundred light years from Earth? Leviathan didn’t have the apparatus that crossed distances like that except for a Builder pyramid. 
 
    There was a Builder pyramid at Omicron 9. That was the logical place for Leviathan to strike first. Maddox hoped that the Lord High Admiral and the other Star Watch strategists realized that. That was the closest place in Commonwealth territory as it jutted out toward the Scutum-Centaurus Spiral Arm. If Leviathan could gain the Builder Nexus at Omicron 9, it could launch attacks into all kinds of places in the Commonwealth and do so swiftly. 
 
    Maddox shook his head, casting that aside as he approached a small circular object the size of his fist. Hadn’t they come across something like this before? Half-Life? That had been a precursor to Balron the Traveler. Was this another like Half-Life, or was this something else? 
 
    Maddox held the spear ready, though he didn’t know what a stone spear tip would do against a ball of metal. As he approached, lights began to blink across the metal surface, and then the ball began to levitate. It reminded him so much of Half-Life. When it began to talk, it did so by making clicks and strange noises. 
 
    “What are you?” Maddox said. “Do you have a universal translator? Are you a device that speaks?” 
 
    It clicked again in different sequences. 
 
    Maddox shook his head. “I can’t understand that. Why don’t you try talking in a civilized language, one I can use?” 
 
    “How is this?” a robotic voice said. 
 
    “Hey, that’s pretty good. What should I call you?” 
 
    He expected it to tell him to call it Half-Life. 
 
    Instead, it said, “You may call me Liam.” 
 
    “Liam, what are you?” 
 
    “I am,” it blinked and flashed, sinking a little bit before levitating again up to Maddox’s face, “a unit of the starship.” It stopped, and the lights blinked again. 
 
    “You’re not from my starship.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Do you know where this is?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “No, I have never been to a place like this before. I have been deactivated for a time. I do not even know what the passage of time is.” 
 
    “Do you have a mission?” 
 
    The lights blinked furiously. “I know of no mission.” 
 
    “Why don’t you help and keep me company then?” 
 
    “What are you?” 
 
    “Captain Maddox of the Commonwealth.” 
 
    “What is the Commonwealth?” 
 
    “A unity of planets with people like me, forming a free government. I belong to the military arm that protects the rest.” 
 
    “Will you lend me aid for helping you?” 
 
    “Yes. Look up there.” 
 
    The little mote, Liam, seemed to look up, focusing an optical aperture. “That is an artificial spaceship.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Maddox said. “That’s what I came in on.” 
 
    “How utterly unique,” Liam said. “You have a method, then, of leaving this place?” 
 
    “I do, if I can get up there and power the starship again.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that does not sound likely.” 
 
    “No,” Maddox turned, “I’m headed in that direction.” He pointed. 
 
    “Why in that direction particularly?” Liam asked. 
 
    “Because something there can aid me.” 
 
    “Do you mean the pillar?” 
 
    “I guess I do mean the pillar,” Maddox said. “Is the pillar a power source?” 
 
    “It is the entity. No. That is incorrect. It is the speaking force of this spheroid.” 
 
    “I see. And what is the spheroid?” 
 
    “Not the spheroid but this spheroid,” Liam said. “It is the intelligent entity.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.” Maddox made a circle in the air with a finger. “You mean this whole spheroid is intelligent?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t it just show itself and speak to us, then?” 
 
    “At the pillar, it will speak to you.” 
 
    “Have you spoken with it there?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Once,” Liam said. 
 
    “What did it say?” 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    “No, no. What did it say to you?” 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    “And you interpreted that to mean ‘get away from me’?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Maddox nodded. “I guess that is what ‘go’ would mean. Do you know why this pillar would send you away?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Because I was of no use to it,” Liam said. 
 
    “Do you think it’ll say the same thing to me?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Do you want to come with me and find out?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “If I succeed, I’ll take you with me to the starship. How does that sound?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you mean ‘good’?” 
 
    “Good,” Liam said. 
 
    “All right,” Maddox said. “What is your power source?” 
 
    “I warm myself from heat. May I stay in your hand and repower my sources? Even though the decay is very slow here, I have lost some power.” 
 
    “Sure,” Maddox said. He held out his left hand, and Liam, the mote, the metal mote, rested on it. It buzzed for a moment, and then it ceased. 
 
    “Ah,” Liam said, “That is good. I feel energy trickling into me. Ah, that is so good. I believe that I have been here for millennia.” 
 
    “How can you speak my language?” 
 
    “I do not know,” Liam said. 
 
    “Have you ever seen creatures like me before?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “Have you seen the creatures,” Maddox lifted the spear, “that wielded this?” 
 
    “You call them lizard men, yes?” Liam asked. 
 
    “That’s correct. How do you know that?” 
 
    “My data banks tell me so.” 
 
    Maddox frowned. “But if you’ve never seen me, and you’ve never seen them—?” 
 
    “I have seen them chase and kill other survivors,” Liam said, interrupting. 
 
    “So others have been marooned on this spheroid before?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How many have you seen since you’ve been here?” 
 
    “Twenty-seven different groups,” Liam said. 
 
    “Have the lizard men killed them all?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I killed three of the lizard men.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think it’s good too. Well, I’m going to keep walking in the direction of the pillar, you say?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I hope you have a little bit more conversation to make than just ‘yes’,” Maddox said. 
 
    “Do you wish me to leave?” 
 
    “No.” Maddox said, realizing he did not want Liam to leave. The chance to talk to somebody fed an ache that he hadn’t known he’d been feeling. The idea of being marooned on this strange place with nobody to talk to—he hadn’t and didn’t like the idea. Liam fortified his resolve. Twenty-seven marooned aliens of some sort had landed here for unknown reasons. Those lizard men had killed them all, according to the mote of metal, but he had slain the lizards instead. Did that mean something positive? 
 
    Maddox puffed out his chest. Yes, he was the di-far. He was determined to repower Victory and learn exactly what this place in underspace was. 
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    After an extraordinarily long time of walking and talking with Liam, Maddox approached what looked like ancient Greek ruins upon a small hill. Beyond were mountains. A meandering river lay between the hill and the mountains. As he neared the ruins, he was reminded of the broken remains he had once seen in a different dimension on a dais. 
 
    When Maddox arrived, he noted one particularly large column. It was twice as tall as he was and three times as thick. As he approached, the marble shone with light, making it seem as if the pillar had turned to crystal. 
 
    Liam fled from Maddox, grounding itself at the foot of the bright marble column. 
 
    “Great Id,” Liam said in its squeaky voice, “I abase myself before thee. Captain Maddox asked me to join him, and I felt it would be ungracious to say no. Thus, I am here. I hope you do not mind.” 
 
    A beam shot from the column, hitting and obliterating the mote of metal until it was slag. 
 
    Maddox realized he was dealing with a needlessly cruel entity and that he was helpless before it. That meant he needed to focus. He also needed to release his hatred of the column. He needed a clear mind. Liam had called the pillar “Id.” Did that mean the pillar was Id or the entire spheroid? 
 
    Maddox approached cautiously, attempting to put his mind in the right frame. The needless destruction of the mote spoke about Id’s arrogance. 
 
    “Yes,” a voice echoed in his head. 
 
    “Did you just speak to me, great Id?” Maddox asked, his voice booming as the pillar of light flashed. Maddox wondered if he should bow or bend the knee. He couldn’t make himself. Instead, he observed the pillar through narrowed eyes. 
 
    “You are too proud and arrogant,” Id declared verbally. “I can quash you as easily as I did the mote. It disobeyed me. That’s why I destroyed it. None defies me on my spheroid. Here my will is law. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” Maddox said, as he nodded to himself. This was like dealing with an enemy warship commander. That helped frame this, and his response. “I indeed comprehend. I run a starship, and on its bridge, my word is law.” 
 
    “You are a man of authority, then,” Id said. 
 
    “Yes, and you are an entity of authority.” 
 
    “I control everything on this spheroid. It is all me.” 
 
    “Are you the hills and rivers as well?” 
 
    “Not that,” Id said. “They are flotsam I’ve allowed so creatures can live on me, so I can study and play with them. I’ll toy with everyone on Victory in time. They are mine to toy with as I see fit. You destroyed my three hunters. That was not right, Captain.” 
 
    “I understand and respect your position and thinking. However, they attacked me, and they would have killed me if I’d permitted it.” 
 
    “I can do much worse,” Id said. 
 
    “I have no doubt. You are, after all, Id. You’re in control here. Are you an organic creature or something else?” 
 
    “Halt your incessant questioning. I am in command. I decide. You’re less than an insect to me. A microbe, or perhaps even less than a virus.” 
 
    “I see,” Maddox said. “You used the word virus on purpose, I think. You knew Omegan?” 
 
    “I knew of him.” 
 
    “You had no communication with him?” 
 
    “Again, you question me, Captain. I’ve told you I won’t tolerate questioning. Do you wish to die the way Liam did?” 
 
    “I don’t wish to die at all,” Maddox said. “And as per your command, I’ll refrain from questioning you. I’d like to gain your favor.” 
 
    “I doubt you can do so unless you choose to be a hunter. Yes. Choose two amongst your crew on the ship, those swift of foot and ready to kill and eat their prey.” 
 
    “It seems that you’re implying the hunters would have eaten me.” 
 
    “That’s a question,” Id said. 
 
    Light flashed from the pillar, the light enveloping Maddox, causing intense agony as if his skin and muscles were on fire. When the light ceased, Maddox sagged to his knees, struggling to breathe. 
 
    “That was the merest touch of my displeasure,” Id said. “You will conform to my will, or you will die, or you will suffer. You will suffer for as long as Omegan has practiced his arts in the other place.” 
 
    “I understand,” Maddox said in a gasping voice. “You are powerful. I have made an error in questioning you. I have made an error in trying to stand against you.” Maddox paused, then bowed his head, got onto his hands and knees and placed his forehead on the ground. 
 
    “An act of submission,” Id noted. “I am pleased. Yes, you will be my hunter if you will devour my foes.” 
 
    “Indeed I will,” Maddox said. “I wonder—and I only ask this if you permit it—as it may bring greater joy to you if I can learn this thing.” 
 
    “Very well, speak. But if you try to interrogate me so as to bring advantage to you, you will know more pain.” 
 
    “I do not want to feel any more pain,” Maddox said. “But there are other ships nearby with Inkari in them.” 
 
    “The Inkari,” Id said. “They have escaped me for long eons. I have built pools to keep them, and there I would toy with them. But Omegan has protected the Inkari from me.” 
 
    “I have destroyed Omegan.” 
 
    “You?” Id said. “How is that possible?” 
 
    “I will relate the process to you if I have your permission.” 
 
    “Yes, speak,” said Id. 
 
    Maddox recounted what had happened, detailing how he and Meta had gone to the Great Station, planted the Prism Drive Bomb, and destroyed the interdimensional drill. 
 
    “How fascinating,” said Id. “This means the Seekers will not come through. I am pleased. Yes, I am greatly pleased. However, with Omegan’s destruction, he will no longer draw spaceships to Bluemar. I will not be able to pick off a few. I will have to sustain myself for years and millennia with just those on Victory. You have done me harm, Captain, through slaying Omegan.” 
 
    “May I address your lordship with a different possibility?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “Speak, worm. You disgust me, you foul piece of filth. I should destroy you. No, I want to see you suffer for ages.” 
 
    “The Inkari—perhaps I could help you capture them.” 
 
    “You?” asked Id. “How could you help me?” 
 
    “By using Victory to draw the Inkari to you” 
 
    “Oh, you sly dog, you cunning worm of a human,” Id said. “You seek to reach your starship and leave me, using subterfuge against me.” 
 
    “I cannot leave underspace without the Prism Drive.” 
 
    “Ah, I perceive,” Id said. “You cannot escape this realm. That is good to know. But why would you draw the Inkari to me?” 
 
    “To gain your favor,” Maddox said, “to be the last one brought down to your planet.” 
 
    “You think I will agree to this?” 
 
    “You will do as you wish. I merely seek to raise my status from worm and dog to one who pleases you.” 
 
    “Maddox, you are clever and devious. I know what you’re planning. You will try to go anyway and leave me. But I no longer care because you have ceased to amuse me. And do you know why? Because of the Inkari. I have longed to capture and toy with them, and pull their tentacles from them. With Omegan gone, their protector is gone. I shall finally have my way with them. I will do as I please. You are no longer a worm, Captain. You are glorious. I have long wanted to destroy Liam, but I set myself limits. I allow creatures to cross those limits, and then I pounce with relentless fury. I am Id. I do as I please and when I please. In this place, I am the most powerful of beings. Now, I will grant you leave if you can worm your way through underspace.” 
 
    “Could you grant me a drive to push through the phases of underspace?” Maddox asked. 
 
    “No,” Id said. “You’ll have to do this through your own tenacity, your own genius. Perhaps one among your crew thinks he is clever. Let him or her, as the case may be, do this. I desire to torment the Inkari and can hardly think of anything else.” 
 
    “May I ask a different question which is only to satisfy my own curiosity about your greatness?” 
 
    “Ask, ask,” Id said. “I find that I am in a wonderful mood.” 
 
    “Are you from Dimension X?” 
 
    “I am indeed. I slipped through the natural opening. I was once a—never mind who I once served. He is not coming. I am all-powerful here. Do you understand that, Maddox? I rule. And I believe, you sly worm, you glorious piece of filth, that you will bring me more ships because you will tell them of me and some will travel through underspace to study me. Then I will snatch them. Besides which, you earned this. You slew the three hunters. I had grown bored of their antics. The Inkari—ho, ho. You may wonder why I don’t keep you and the Inkari. It is because of balance. I understand the cosmic properties, yin and yang, right and wrong. 
 
    “So now,” Id said, “I am sending you back to your starship. I no longer need you. I anticipate the Inkari swimming in my pools and struggling to escape my plots. For eons, the Inkari have mocked me, passing in their saucer ships, fleeing and sending bitter messages to me concerning my impotence. But now, now that Omegan is gone, now that you have unleashed me and the rest of us from underspace, thank you, Maddox. You did us a great service, though I suspect in the years to come, you will be sorry that I released you.” 
 
    Maddox had a vague feeling of dread. Had he released the mad Id from underspace? If so, how had he done it? 
 
    In the next instant, Maddox no longer stood before the pillar. He stood on the bridge in Victory. Lights were coming on. People who sat motionless at the controls slowly began to awaken. Moments later, Galyan appeared before him. 
 
    “Captain Maddox,” Galyan said, “this is unwarranted. How…I thought…this doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Galyan, fire up the engines and start plotting a course out of underspace.” 
 
    “Sir,” Galyan said, “the spheroid entity below—” 
 
    “Don’t think anything, but do exactly as I say. Do you understand, Galyan?” 
 
    “I do, Captain. I do.” 
 
    “Hurry then and do as I’ve commanded.” 
 
    Galyan hurried. 
 
    Soon, Victory continued its journey through underspace, seeking to reach normal space. 
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    Galyan, Ludendorff and Andros working together found the path that had brought Victory many levels up through underspace. In one hour and twenty-seven minutes, Victory reappeared in normal space. They were in an open area in the Aquila Rift. This area or region had no star or planet. 
 
    “We did it,” Maddox said. 
 
    He’d been in a cold sweat ever since leaving Id. He never wanted to go back into underspace. He didn’t see why anyone would. Had Id been right and would some of the underspace beings escape that realm, especially now that Omegan no longer anchored or used them? If so, maybe these beings would continue to haunt the Aquila Rift. If so, Maddox never wanted to be in the Aquila Rift again. 
 
    Using the Long-Range Builder Comm device, he spoke to his grandmother, who was at Pluto, operating the Long-Range Builder Scanner. He gave her their coordinates. 
 
    “I see you, grandson, I see you.” 
 
    “We want to come home,” Maddox said. “Could you speak to those at the Builder Nexus near Earth?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. 
 
    “Before you do that, have you seen any sign of Leviathan’s battle fleets near the Commonwealth?” 
 
    “None,” Mary said. 
 
    “I suspect they’ll appear first at Omicron 9.” 
 
    “We have thought likewise,” Mary said, “but so far there has been no sign. Our main fleet has been gathering near Earth and is ready to launch against Omicron 9 the moment Leviathan’s fleet appears.” 
 
    “That sounds like a fine strategy,” Maddox said. “Now, grandmother, as quickly as you can, can you tell them to bring us home.” 
 
    In two hours and fifteen minutes, a hyper-spatial tube appeared. Victory entered it and left the Aquila Rift. 
 
    The starship appeared near Earth. 
 
    There were hundreds of warships gathered for a strike against wherever Leviathan showed itself. 
 
    Soon, Victory was in close orbit around Earth. Teams began to come aboard as the crew headed for debriefing on Earth. 
 
    Maddox flew down to Geneva and found himself in the office of the Lord High Admiral. There he related all that had taken place. Soon, the chief of Star Watch Intelligence joined them, huge General Mackinder. Maddox continued with the tale, filling in details where needed. Cook and Mackinder listened closely, Mackinder scribbling notes from time to time. 
 
    Cook rose and went to his window, staring out even as Maddox continued to tell them what had happened. 
 
    “Fascinating,” Cook said once. 
 
    At last, Maddox sat back in his chair, exhausted. He wanted some rest and refit, all right. It still was amazing to him that he was no longer on that strange spheroid of Id but on Earth, home sweet home. 
 
    “So,” the Lord High Admiral said, “Leviathan tricked us. They lured Victory into this Aquila Rift. The Seekers—would they have ever come through if you hadn’t gone?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Maddox said. “The Seekers would have come through.” He snapped his fingers and pointed at the Lord High Admiral. “I wonder if that is exactly what Leviathan was waiting for.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Cook asked. 
 
    “These Seekers sound dreadful,” Maddox said. “Perhaps they have vast maneuvering capabilities. Clearly, we would have fled from them if we had survived in any way and headed for the Commonwealth. Would the Seekers have followed us? If so, Star Watch would have thrown its warships against them. Perhaps that is what Leviathan is waiting for. Perhaps,” Maddox said, “they wished for us to unleash the Seekers. Unleash them at the Commonwealth. Whoever found them first, perhaps the evil one would have interrogated and ripped apart all thoughts from their mind and gone against that empire. Leviathan did not want to be struck first. Therefore, they set us up so that the evil one and his Seekers would come at humanity first, and then Leviathan would swoop in.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Cook asked General Mackinder. 
 
    “Devious and clever,” Mackinder said. “Clearly, the cyber aliens have not attacked us yet. They’re waiting for something. That could be it.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cook said, “they’re waiting for something. What do you suggest, Captain? What do you think we should do next?” 
 
    “The same,” Maddox said. “It’s a waiting game as each hopes the other makes a terrible mistake. Leviathan clearly knows more about us than we know about them. They have been sending spies for some time.” 
 
    General Mackinder of Intelligence scowled. 
 
    “I was kidnapped several years ago,” Maddox said. “Leviathan has infiltrated the Commonwealth on all sorts of levels. We have gone there twice. Well, I have. Perhaps, it is time I reunited with Dravek in the Heydell Cloud and caused havoc and trouble for Leviathan.” 
 
    “Use those of the Heydell Cloud?” Mackinder asked. 
 
    “I don’t know about using them, but maybe work out an alliance,” Maddox said. 
 
    “What about these crystals of Helion?” Cook asked. 
 
    Maddox nodded. “That’s another possibility.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting we should send Victory to Helion?” Cook asked. 
 
    “Not quite yet,” Maddox said. 
 
    “I wonder if we should send a team to the Library Planet,” Cook said. 
 
    “The Supreme Intelligence won’t want us there,” Maddox said, “but I do think it would be good if he were to teach us how to move the Builder pyramids.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” asked Cook. 
 
    “Perhaps we need to move the Builder Nexus out of the Omicron 9 System and bring it elsewhere,” Maddox said. “We don’t want Leviathan getting hold of it to send raiding fleets throughout the Commonwealth.” 
 
    Cook sat at the desk and drummed his thick fingers on it. “Your grandmother is in charge at Pluto. I’ll have her scan and search ever farther afield. It takes time to search all the different places, but we need to find exactly where Leviathan is waiting and what they plan to do next. It would be good to know more about their numbers, armaments, and ship types. If what you say is true, Captain, they know what kind of weapons we have and what kind of armor our warships possess.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Maddox said. “We need more information about them.” 
 
    “You’re sure these Seekers cannot break through?” Cook asked. 
 
    “I’m sure, sir,” Maddox said. 
 
    General Mackinder and the Lord High Admiral exchanged glances. Cook cleared his throat and pointed at Maddox. “You did well, Captain. You were— I won’t say lucky, because you seem to wield luck as a weapon. Perhaps that is what it means to be a di-far. In any case, you and your crew are on leave for the next few weeks. It’s time for you to take it easy and recoup from a harrowing and bizarre mission.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Maddox said. “If you hear any word or if Leviathan strikes and there’s a battle—” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry,” Cook said, interrupting. “We’ll bring together every ship we can. But until then, Captain, you’ve earned some rest and relaxation. I want you to go with your wife and daughter and enjoy yourself. If wanted, we will supply you with a security detail.” 
 
    “Not necessary at the moment, sir, but thank you.” 
 
    “Good. You may go, Captain.” 
 
    Maddox stood. He saluted sharply, and then took his leave. 
 
    They had made it back after all the harrowing adventures, even that strange interlude with Id. It was too bad that Id had destroyed Liam. It would be good to know what the little mote of metal could have told them. But for now, he would go to the debriefing room, and then he would head home to Carson City. It was good to be home and to have brought everyone back with him, to have nipped in the bud this terrible possibility of the evil one and his Seekers. 
 
    Maddox yawned, feeling dreadfully tired. 
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    Far from Earth, on the Library Planet, deep in its bowels, Golden Ural stood before the large screen that showed the Supreme Intelligence with his Medusa-like braids of hair. 
 
    “So, Ural,” the Supreme Intelligence said, “would you like to know the latest?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Ural said. He had been working the past few weeks at continuing his epic debugging efforts. That meant moving through endless corridors of computer banks and other machines that made up the gargantuan Supreme Intelligence. He had found evidence that the Leviathan virus had seeped through here and there, particularly in sensor-node readings concerning the Aquila Rift. 
 
    “I have read your report,” the Supreme Intelligence said. “You wonder whether Leviathan wanted me to send Captain Maddox and his crew to the Aquila Rift.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I now believe Leviathan did want that.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “I believe there is a connection between Leviathan and an entity called Omegan.” 
 
    “This is news,” Ural said. 
 
    “Omegan was part of an alien virus that escaped from what Professor Ludendorff is calling Dimension X.” 
 
    “You intrigue me. How did you learn these things?” 
 
    “It is my design and programming to know. I watch, I calculate, I think, and I also protect to the best of my limited ability.” 
 
    Ural waited. He had learned to deal with the grandiose speeches of the Supreme Intelligence and thought nothing more of it these days. 
 
    “But there is a new, and perhaps for you, a more interesting development that has taken place within the last few days. This development has occurred in our own star system.” 
 
    “What is it?” Ural asked. 
 
    “Observe.” 
 
    The green head of the Supreme Intelligence departed from the massive screen. In the head’s place, the Library Planet System appeared with its various comets, asteroid fields, planets and moons. Wait. There, in the distance, something appeared as if out of nowhere, as if it had been cloaked. It was saucer-shaped, the traditional saucer shape. 
 
    “Is that a Spacer vessel?” Ural asked. 
 
    “It is,” the Supreme Intelligence said. 
 
    “Was the cloaked vessel spying in your system?” 
 
    “Perhaps, and perhaps it has a different objective. Continue to observe please.” 
 
    Ural did, watching with interest. He noticed a small shuttle, not shaped like a shuttle from Star Watch, but a spheroid. It appeared to flee from the saucer ship. Indeed, after a time, two larger craft detached from the saucer and followed it. They chased, and the entity in the first shuttle began to ask for asylum from the Supreme Intelligence. 
 
    “If I am correct,” Ural said, “that’s a Commonwealth dialect.” 
 
    “You are correct. Continue to watch please.” 
 
    Ural became more interested. He stepped closer to the screen and observed the small spheroid. Maybe it was a survival pod. It flew faster than seemed possible for an escape pod. 
 
    Shells ejected from the two pursuing craft. The shells sped for the pod. 
 
    “At this point,” the Supreme Intelligence said, though he did not reappear on the screen, “I interjected.” 
 
    Defensive satellites deeper in the system activated, beaming the shells heading for the escape pod. 
 
    There appeared on the main screen an achingly beautiful woman, Venna the spy exactly as Ural remembered her. She had beguilingly painted eyes, a mane of dark hair and a sensual manner and voice. 
 
    “Give me the traitor,” Venna said. 
 
    The Supreme Intelligence did not reply. 
 
    “Is this happening now?” Ural asked. 
 
    “Remain quiet and watch,” the Supreme Intelligence said. “And to answer your question, no. As I said, this happened a few days ago.” 
 
    “Supreme Intelligence,” Venna said, “I have stood before you, and I know you are an equitable AI. I demand that you let us take care of a Spacer problem. The one in the pod broke a Spacer infraction and must be punished for it.” 
 
    The fleeing pod continued to do so, broadcasting a mayday and a request for asylum. The other two craft continued to pursue. Once more, they fired long-range shells at the pod. Once more, the Supreme Intelligence used the protective satellites, and they intercepted the shells via beams. 
 
    “Very well,” Venna said, “You will regret this, Supreme Intelligence. I have asked nicely.” 
 
    Now the Supreme Intelligence spoke, perhaps in a recording. “Venna, I know and respect you. You escaped from me once. Do not send any of our pursuit vessels closer to the Library Planet. I have the ability to capture you if I wish, but I will let you go if you leave now.” 
 
    “What of the traitor?” asked Venna. 
 
    “He, she, or however many there are—I will speak to and interrogate them on my own,” the Supreme Intelligence said. 
 
    “You will regret this,” Venna said. “This is a matter of interior Spacer policy. You shouldn’t interfere with us.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” the Supreme Intelligence said. “I give it a fifty-seven percent probability the person broke Spacer rules. I believe there is a thirty-two percent probability that you are attempting to insert a spy into my organization. If that ends up being the case, I will eliminate the spy. First, I will interrogate him or her.” 
 
    Anger washed across Venna’s face. She opened her mouth, but someone else spoke behind her. After a moment’s hesitation, Venna stabbed a button and disappeared from the screen. 
 
    On the screen, the pursuit vessels turned back, heading for the large saucer. Finally, the pursuit vessels docked, and the saucer ship turned, building velocity, heading away. In time, the saucer vanished. 
 
    “Did it use a cloaking device?” Ural asked. 
 
    “Yes,” the Supreme Intelligence said. 
 
    “Could you still detect the saucer?” 
 
    “I could, and did, for confirmation’s sake. Now, continue to watch.” 
 
    Ural did, and it seemed that the Supreme Intelligence had sped up the recording. For now, the escape pod was near the Library Planet and heading for orbit. 
 
    “Can it land?” Ural asked. 
 
    “I bid you observe,” the Supreme Intelligence said. 
 
    Ural, intrigued, wondering why the Supreme Intelligence was being so vague, continued to watch. The pod reached planetary orbit. It went as low as it could. If it went any lower, it might begin to plummet and would likely burn up. It must have used most of its fuel to flee and likely had none left to land. A hatch opened on the shell, and out crawled a vacc-suited individual. The person jumped from the hull and soon plummeted in a controlled free fall. Eventually, a vast parachute opened and the person landed on the icy snow during the dread winter of the Library Planet. The view was from overhead, indicating a drone did the recording. The person floundered, took out some equipment from a pack, and began to trudge. The person trudged for hours. At last, the person collapsed, perhaps from sheer exhaustion. 
 
    Robots appeared, picked up the person, and headed for one of the vents into the greater subterranean system. 
 
    “Intriguing,” Ural said. “Have you interrogated the person?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “I thought you, perhaps, should be the first to speak to the Spacer, or at least to the person who fled Spacer service.” 
 
    “You’re being cryptic and evasive,” Ural said. 
 
    “Please allow me my few pleasures. If you would do as bidden, I will show you where the person is now residing.” 
 
    “How long have they been recovering?” Ural asked. 
 
    “Thirty-seven hours.” 
 
    “All right, I’m ready.” 
 
    “I hope so, Ural. This may be a Spacer plot, or it may be an opportunity to learn more about the Spacers.” 
 
    “Those are the two most likely probabilities. I’m intrigued.” 
 
    “Good. Follow the arrows on the floor, and I will lead you to the captive.” 
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    Ural followed the arrows through the corridors and finally reached a hatch. The cell was higher in the inhabitable areas. 
 
    A monitor told him, “The person is within. I think knocking would be in order.” 
 
    Ural knocked, and after several seconds, the door swished open. A stunning blonde-haired beauty stood before Ural. She looked worried but ravishing with her long blonde hair and the curves of her figure. She wore a silver, skin-tight outfit and heels. 
 
    “Oh,” she said, “you’re a New Man.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ural said, keeping his voice stilted. 
 
    “Know that I’m Margaret Wold. I come from the Commonwealth.” 
 
    “Indeed. May I come in?” 
 
    “Please do,” Margaret said, stepping back. 
 
    They were spartan quarters. There was a bed, facilities for food, and a door that led, no doubt, to a bathroom. 
 
    “Would you sit?” Margaret said. 
 
    To his surprise, Ural felt his pulse quicken and wondered why. Was it the woman’s extreme beauty? Was it her youthfulness, her almost seemingly innocence? He wasn’t sure but he walked stiffly to a comfortable chair and sat down in it. Margaret sat across from him. She sat demurely, moving with utter grace. It captivated Ural. He understood that. He also wondered why the Supreme Intelligence wanted him to speak to this so-called Spacer. 
 
    “Margaret Wold, did you say?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, “of the planet Arius III.” 
 
    “This is most odd. How did a Commonwealth individual come to be in a Spacer saucer?” 
 
    “Are you ready for a story, sir?” 
 
    “You may call me Golden Ural, or simply Ural.” 
 
    “Golden Ural,” Margaret said approvingly, perhaps noting his golden skin and even features. She might have also observed his strong brow, intelligent eyes, and the way he held himself with control. “Ural,” she said, “what a handsome name.” 
 
    Ural’s throat caught as he said, “Your story.” The sensation struck him as odd. Then he remembered Venna the spy, a noted beauty who’d used sexuality to entrap the Emperor of the New Men. Venna had almost entrapped him with her beauty. If Margaret was a means— 
 
    Ural stood and regarded Margaret Wold. 
 
    “Have I offended you?” she asked, shrinking back. 
 
    “Stay still.” Ural turned. “Supreme Intelligence?” 
 
    “Yes, Ural,” the Supreme Intelligence said from a cell speaker. 
 
    “Is she using any gadgets, any items such as Venna the spy once used upon the Emperor?” Ural asked. 
 
    “You mean to enhance her sensuality and beauty?” the Supreme Intelligence asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Ural said in a throaty way. 
 
    “None at all,” the Supreme Intelligence said. “Why? What do you feel?” 
 
    “Annoyed,” Ural said after a moment. “If I may begin the interview in private…” 
 
    “By all means,” the Supreme Intelligence said. 
 
    The screen shut off, and it seemed the Supreme Intelligence was no longer monitoring the room. Ural had his doubts about that. He noticed that Margaret had shrunk back even more in her chair and looked at him with fear. He regretted that and his outburst. He strode away from her and sat in a different chair. 
 
    “Have I offended you?” Margaret asked again. 
 
    “No. I have offended myself. Know that I do not plan to harm you, and it was not my intent to scare you. I made an irrational judgment due to…” Ural looked Margaret square in the eyes, feeling his heart’s rapid beat. She was beautiful. He found her exceedingly attractive and decided that she would become his wife if she agreed. But that was much too fast, far too fast. There was something afoot. Venna the spy had sent this woman here for a reason. 
 
    “Please,” Ural said in a calm and even voice, “tell me your story, Margaret.” 
 
    Thus, Margaret Wold proceeded to tell Ural her story of being captured and taken to the slave ship, which had been on its way to the Empire of the New Men. 
 
    “But I escaped my holding cell,” Margaret said. “And I found two others on the transport corridors. They were in the service of the Spacers. We fled the transport via an escape pod.” 
 
    “And the others on the transport?” Ural asked. 
 
    Margaret looked away as pain crossed her beautiful face. “One of the Spacers had sabotaged the engines so the transport would self-destruct. That happened. Everyone died except for us three.” 
 
    “Harsh,” Ural said. 
 
    “Yes, and after that, I entered the Spacer spy program.” 
 
    “Oh?” Ural asked. 
 
    Margaret detailed much of what she had undergone in the harsh, brutal, and exceedingly clever Spacer spy program. 
 
    Eventually, Venna came to her and said, “You cannot remain in our service. I have a different proposal for you. It may not be to your liking, but I will not waste your beauty.” 
 
    Margaret spoke of a surgery that was planned and how she was to be sent to an important potentate on a Commonwealth planet to become his concubine. There, the Spacers would record everything through devices planted in her. 
 
    “Was the surgery a success?” Ural asked as calmly as he could. 
 
    “No, I escaped before that happened.” 
 
    Ural felt unnaturally relieved. “Why were the Spacers here in this star system?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Margaret said. 
 
    Ural studied Margaret, who blushed under his scrutiny. He looked away, angry with himself for causing her distress. Yes, he was a New Man with superior genetics, but he also understood why the others had chosen Margaret Wold. She was the perfect candidate for entering a New Man’s harem. She had the requisite qualities. No doubt, she was intelligent. But Ural was dubious that Margaret Wold was innocent of all spy practices. Venna had placed her here. Venna had obviously allowed Margaret to escape. No doubt, the Spacers or Venna had studied him enough to know that Margaret would appeal to him to an astonishing degree. 
 
    “What are your wishes, Margaret?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I suppose to go back home to Arius.” 
 
    “I can talk to the Supreme Intelligence about that, or would you like to learn more about the Library Planet?” 
 
    “I would like to do much more than just stay in this room. If I’ve offended you, I’m sorry for that. I’m just a young person who wants to learn, know more, and enjoy life. I’ve seen so much, and things are so different then what I had anticipated. Now I’m here and now I’ve met you, Ural.” 
 
    Margaret looked away, closing her mouth firmly, squinting as if she was on the verge of tears. Ural found himself standing beside her, handing her a handkerchief. She nodded, took it, and dried the tears at the corners of her eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” Ural said, “you’ll stay on the Library Planet for a time.” 
 
    Margaret looked up and gave him a troubled smile. Ural decided he needed to think this through very carefully indeed. 
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    Margaret Wold of Arius III watched Ural stride from the room, the hatch closing behind him. The feeling of helplessness in her chest did not depart, nor did cunning flashes cross her face. She was far too well schooled in the arts of the Spacer spy school. Even so, she was troubled, for she felt herself compelled to love Ural. He was tall, strong and compassionate. There was intensity in him that she adored. Frankly, she did not know there could be a man such as him. He was astonishing. 
 
    Because of her intelligence, Margaret wondered: had Venna conditioned her to feel this way about the first New Man she saw. She was a pawn. Margaret understood that. She knew the Spacers were vicious and cruel, but they had a right to existence, as did those of Arius III. Margaret felt compassion for the Spacer Nation and was confused by some of her recent actions. She had undergone certain hypnotic training that she didn’t understand. She did know she loved Ural. There were no implants in her that she was aware of, and she was certain that both Ural and the one called the Supreme Intelligence would scan her for such things. 
 
    Margaret also knew that Venna did nothing by halves. Venna was cunning and a wonderful teacher. Under her guidance, Margaret had learned to shoot, improve her hand-to-hand combat skills, and learned to use her mind to a much fuller extent. Margaret suspected she had undergone some kind of Spacer enhancement in that regard. She knew they classified her as a superior agent, and therefore her training had intensified. She seemed to recall Venna mentioning this was a prime spot where she should go. That was the last of her recollections. The Spacers were using her. 
 
    Ural was a New Man, but not as she had imagined New Men would be. She had heard only hints about the Library Planet. Ural was different from others who might have taken her to use for bearing many strong children. In one way, having many sons and daughters would have been a delight if she could share in their accomplishments. She suspected the New Men weren’t so foolish as to make the chosen women they kidnapped hate them. Perhaps they would allow these women to enjoy their status, especially if they were kind, at least to some degree. 
 
    Margaret wasn’t sure about the correct response in all this. She didn’t know what the future held. But couldn’t she enjoy Ural’s company for a time? 
 
    “Oh yes,” Margaret said aloud. She clapped her hands and smiled with delight at the coming prospects. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Supreme Intelligence observed Margaret Wold, though he did not let her know he was watching. 
 
    He ran many analyses, studying the heart rates and respiratory patterns of both Margaret and Ural. He realized there was a potential problem and Trojan horse embedded in his planet. Yet, he suspected that it would be unwise to simply eject Margaret Wold. Ural needed diversions. 
 
    Ural needed a way to release his anxieties and troubles. Perhaps Margaret Wold was the perfect person for this. 
 
    On a different note, the Supreme Intelligence suspected those of Leviathan had used him, but Captain Maddox, with his amazing skills and abilities, had turned it around. Now there was a momentary stalemate between the two major powers. He knew where the fleets of Leviathan, the invasion fleets, were waiting, and he knew that they were not yet ready to strike at the Commonwealth. 
 
    Captain Maddox had hit the mark. The strategists of Leviathan had suspected Seekers would come through to this dimension, and that it would be the perfect opportunity to eradicate the possible danger of the Commonwealth to the Sovereign Hierarchy of Leviathan. 
 
    Maddox was alive, those who served under him were alive, and a grave danger had been eradicated, as far as the Supreme Intelligence could tell. But now, a potentially devastating war between Leviathan and the Commonwealth loomed, with the New Men and Spacers waiting in the wings. 
 
    What would happen in the coming months or years? The Supreme Intelligence wasn’t sure. He would keep an eye on Margaret Wold to see how she might affect Ural. He would continue studying Ural, as he didn’t fully trust any warm-blooded creature. He was the Supreme Intelligence, and up to this point, he had helped the humans. He viewed them as the most likable and most survivable of all the species he had worked with and observed. For now, he would maintain his post as benefactor to humanity. But that could change, depending on events, his lifespan, and the survivability of the human race. Were they about to face an existential war? The Supreme Intelligence considered it more than probable. 
 
    The Spacers were intruding more than usual. What was all this going to mean? 
 
    That was another reason he was going to let Margaret Wold have the run of the place, to the extent that Ural allowed her. She was human, but undeniably a Spacer agent. In any case, events were moving forward. He had sustained a virus attack, and Ural was working to eradicate its last vestiges. 
 
    “I am doing my duty,” the Supreme Intelligence said, “and I will continue to do that duty for as long as I exist.” 
 
    With that, the Supreme Intelligence went back to his observations, wondering what the future held. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    From the Author: Thanks Reader! I hope you’ve enjoyed THE LOST PORTAL. If you liked the book and would like to see the story continue, please put up some stars and a review to support the series. Let me know what you would like Captain Maddox and the crew to challenge next! 
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